



A man too dangerous to live . . .


After seven years outrunning enemies, friends, and his own soul-crushing memories, Brendan Douglas is risking everything on a desperate mission. He has vowed to thwart the evil mage Máelodor’s plans to unlock the past and reshape the future; unfortunately, the precious treasure that is his key to success lies with a woman Brendan jilted seven years before.


A woman determined to find a life of her own . . .


When her golden-eyed childhood hero abandoned her at the altar—disappearing in a storm of magic and mayhem, destruction, betrayal, and disaster—Elisabeth Fitzgerald struggled to put away her humiliation and loss. Finally, she has found a new fiancé and a comfortable future. Then, the one man she thought she would never see again appears—among her wedding guests. Brendan Douglas has returned.


An inescapable destiny . . .


It’s not just that Elisabeth is promised to another; Brendan knows he is drawing her into terrible danger. But he cannot resist the bewitching, brave, wholly unexpected woman his youthful nemesis has become. He promised to sacrifice everything, but is he willing to sacrifice Elisabeth?


“Get ready to curl up on the sofa and lose yourself in this fabulous Regency with a wicked twist of paranormal.”
—Award-winning author Melissa Mayhue on Earl of Darkness
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Cornwall
April 1816


King Arthur’s tomb lay hidden deep within an ancient wood. For centuries uncounted, the sheltering trees grew tall, spread wide, and fell to rot until barely a stone remained to mark its presence.


With a hand clamped upon the shoulder of his attendant, the other upon his stick, Máelodor limped the final yards through the tangled undergrowth to stand before the toppled burial site. The mere effort of walking from the carriage used much of his strength. His shirt clung damp and uncomfortable over his hunched back. The stump of his leg ground against his false limb, spots of blood soaking through his breeches. Every rattling breath burned his tired lungs.


“This is it,” he wheezed, eyes fixed upon the mossy slabs. “I feel it.”


He didn’t even bother to confirm his certainty. No need. Once decoded, the Rywlkoth tapestry had been clear enough. Its clues leading him unerringly to this forgotten Cornish grove.


Excitement licked along his damaged nerves and palsied limbs, casualties of his unyielding ambition. The Nine’s goals had been audacious, but Máelodor had known long before Scathach’s brotherhood of Amhas-draoi descended like a wrath of battle crows that, to succeed, authority must be vested in a single man—a master-mage with the commitment to sacrifice all. To allow no sentimentality to sway him. To use any means necessary to bring about a new age of Other dominance.


He was that man.


His continued existence obscured within a web of Unseelie concealment, he’d called upon the dark magics to re-create life. Resurrecting an ancient Welsh warrior as one of the Domnuathi. A soldier of Domnu in thrall to its master and imbued with all the sinister powers that inspired its rebirth.


That first trial had ended in failure. The creature escaping Máelodor’s control.


But he had learned from his mistakes. It would not happen a second time. Once resurrected, the High King would serve the man who restored his life and his crown. Would obey the mage who brought forth a host of Unseelie demons to fight for his cause. And would fear his master as all slaves must.


Mage energy danced pale in the green, humid air, mistaken by any who might stumble into this corner of the wood as dust caught within the filtered sunlight. Máelodor reveled in its play across his skin before it burrowed deep into his bloodstream. Melded and merged with his own Fey-born powers. Growing to a rush of magic so powerful he closed his eyes, his body suffused with exhilaration. The same uncontrolled arousal he usually sought in the bedchamber or the torture chamber.


His hand dug into the man’s shoulder until he felt bones give beneath his grip. No cry or flinch at such harsh treatment. He’d chosen Oss as much for his brute strength as his slit tongue. Máelodor’s body jumped and spasmed as bliss arced like lightning through him. And it was he who cried out with a groan in orgasm.


Sated, he motioned Oss forward, the two moving at a crawling pace over the uneven ground until he stood at the edge of the toppled granite slab, close enough to lay his hand upon the rock. The mage energy leapt high, buffeting him as it sought to understand this intruder. Moving through him in a questing, studying twining of powers.


Arthur’s bones lay only a mere stone’s thickness away. Once he possessed the Sh’vad Tual, Máelodor would finally have all he needed to unlock the tomb’s defenses. Triumph would be his at last, for who was left to stop him?


The Amhas-draoi had long ago assumed his execution. The rogue mage-warrior St. John doing much to turn the eyes of Scathach’s brotherhood toward another and discredit any rumors of Máelodor’s survival.


Brendan Douglas was their quarry. The treacherous dog could only hope they found him before Máelodor did. For once Douglas fell into his clutches, so too would the Sh’vad Tual. One would unlock the tomb. The other would feed Máelodor’s unholy desires for months.


It was fascinating how long one could string pain out. An unending plucked wire where a simple tug anywhere could bring excruciating agony, yet death remained always just beyond reach. It would be thus for Douglas. The man who had brought the Nine down would suffer for his betrayal before joining his father and the rest in Annwn’s deepest abyss.


Máelodor’s Domnuathi had captured the diary.


Máelodor himself had stolen the Rywlkoth tapestry.


Brendan Douglas would hand over the stone as he begged for his life.


“We’re close, Oss. No longer will the race of Other live in the shadows, fearing the mortal Duinedon. It will be our time again. We shall not so easily let it slip away from us again.”


The bear-like attendant nodded, his empty eyes never wavering. His stance wide, his arms hanging ape-like at his sides.


“Help me back to the carriage. I’m expecting news of Douglas.”


In silence, the pair—aged cripple and mute albino—stumbled through the tangle of brush, leaving the tomb behind.


But before the stones merged within the wood’s defenses, Máelodor turned back. Whispered the words that would unlock the door: “Mebyoa Uther hath Ygraine. Studhyesk esh Merlinus. Flogsk esh na est Erelth. Pila-vyghterneask. Klywea mest hath igosk agesha daresha.”


Trees shook as birds rose in a chattering black cloud. The sun dimmed, throwing the grove into sudden darkness. A faint chiming caught on a cold rush of wind. And refusal blossomed like a bloodstain in Máelodor’s chest. The answer came back to him—


No.


Dun Eyre
County Clare, Ireland


“Stand still, Elisabeth. The woman can’t do her work with you spinning about like a top.”


Elisabeth subsided under Aunt Fitz’s scolding. Inhaled a martyr’s breath, trying to ignore the burning muscles in her arms and the tingly numbness moving up from her fingertips. It was all very well for her aunt. She wasn’t forced to stand with her arms spread wide, pins poking her in the small of her back, the feeling draining from her appendages. She rolled her neck, hoping at least to ease the tension banding her shoulders.


“Stop fidgeting. You know, if you didn’t keep nibbling between meals, Miss Havisham wouldn’t have to adjust the gown.”


The modiste glanced up. “Mm. Phnnmp. Mnshph,” she mumbled around a mouthful of pins.


“And that’s very kind of you, I’m sure. But I’d rather Miss Fitzgerald refrain from extra desserts and late-night tea and biscuits.”


Elisabeth glared at her aunt’s reflection in the cheval mirror. It was a familiar argument between them. Aunt Fitz—her own figure rail-thin—had always viewed her niece’s voluptuous Renaissance body with displeasure. Or perhaps with jealousy. Either way, visits by the modiste always ended in short tempers and long silences. And an overwhelming urge in Elisabeth to eat something tooth-achingly sweet just out of spite.


She risked smoothing a hand over the swell of one hip, the slide of the pale silk cool against her palm. “Perhaps you could simply throw a sack over me and save all this bother.”


“Don’t be pert, dear,” came her aunt’s response as she sank into an armchair by the fire with a tired rub to her temples.


Miss Havisham stood with an accommodating smile. “There now, Miss Fitzgerald. You can take it off.”


With the assistance of her maid and the modiste, Elisabeth wiggled out of the gown.


“I’ll have the alterations completed by tomorrow. Oh, it shall be absolutely stunning. You’ll be a vision. Mr. Shaw will think he’s marrying an angel.”


Elisabeth stared hard into the mirror, doubting even the expensive and exclusive Dublin modiste could affect that kind of transformation. But it was pleasant to envision appreciation lighting Gordon’s eyes upon seeing her in the creamy lace-and-silk confection.


Miss Havisham chattered on as she packed up her bags. “It must be so exciting. Having all your relations gathered together. The anticipation of starting a new life with such a respected and very handsome young man.”


“It was exciting the first time,” Aunt Fitz groused. “This time, it’s simply tedious.”


Elisabeth blushed, color staining her neck and cheeks. Eyes may act as windows to the soul for others, but in her case, all thoughts and feelings appeared pink and splotchy upon her face. Not a pretty picture when combined with her red hair. “You didn’t have to make such a to-do over the wedding. In fact, I’d have been happier had you not.”


Her aunt’s lips quirked in a sympathetic grimace. “I know, child, but Aunt Pheeney would never have forgiven us. You know how she loves a spectacle. Let’s just hope this wedding comes off without a hitch. I don’t have the strength for a third. And neither you nor I are getting any younger. You’ll be twenty-six this summer. Most of your friends wed long ago, their nurseries full.”


Elisabeth stood still while her maid secured the tapes of her morning gown. “Thank you for reminding me of my approaching decrepitude.”


“I’m only saying that once a woman reaches a certain age, it becomes more difficult to entice the—”


“I know what you’re saying, Aunt Fitz. And you’re right. It’s just taken me this long to find a suitable man. Someone I could respect enough to build a life together. Gordon Shaw is that man.”


“I hope so, or we’ve gone to a lot of bother for nothing—again,” Aunt Fitz mumbled before plastering on a cheery smile at sight of Elisabeth’s tart frown. “No, you’re right, Lissa. He’s a fine man and a suitable husband.”


Lissa. Why had her aunt used that silly childhood pet name? Did she mean to confound her just when she most needed confidence? Or was it a slip of the tongue after an interminable day of wedding arrangements?


Only one other person had ever dared call her Lissa past her tenth birthday. One infuriating, exasperating, unconscionable, miserable horse’s arse.


The dis-Honorable Brendan Douglas.


Music reached her. Even in her bedchamber, so far from the light and color and laughter of the drawing room downstairs, strains of Mozart floated round her like a ghost. The second movement of his piano concerto no. 27, of all things. She’d once thought it her favorite piece. But that had been many years ago. Now, just hearing the familiar chords set her teeth on edge.


First Aunt Fitz’s use of that ridiculous pet name and now this. Memories hung heavier in the air tonight than they had in many a year. Like a fog, clinging to the back of her throat. Squeezing the air from her lungs. Though that might be her stays. Hard to tell.


She placed a drop of scent behind each ear. At the base of her throat. Repinned a straggling piece of hair. Silly things. Inconsequential things. But they kept her safely in her chair while that horrible, incessant tune played below-stairs.


As a final gesture, she lifted a hand to the necklace Gordon had presented her at dinner. Amid a chorus of oohs and ahs from female relations and the menfolk ribbing him mercilessly about his besotted state, Gordon had fastened the opulent and conspicuously expensive string of sapphires about her throat. She leaned back into his hands, but he retreated with a singularly un-lover-like pat on her shoulder.


The necklace was stunning. Spectacular. A work of art. And completely not to her taste.


She reached behind, undoing the clasp. Laying the gaudy choker carefully back in its box. The music swelled as she searched her jewelry case. Lifted out another pendant to wear in its place. A plain gold chain. A simple setting. And a stone more breathtakingly dramatic than any she’d ever seen.


Large as a baby’s fist and still chipped and rough as if it had only just been mined, the milky translucent crystal was slashed with veins of silver, gold, rosy pearl, and jet black. Depending upon the light, it could shimmer with flame-like incandescence or smolder like banked coals. Tonight it glimmered in the curve of her breasts. The subtleties of its colors accentuating the honey tones of her skin, pulling glints of gold into her brown eyes.


Would Gordon understand, or would he glimpse her neck and see only her refusal to wear his costly gift? Best to wear the sapphires tonight.


She started fumbling at the catch when the door burst open on the girlish round features of Aunt Pheeney.


“Are you still lolling about up here? My dear, everyone is beginning to think you’ve gotten cold feet. Even Gordon is concerned. You know what they say about time and tide. . . .”


“I’ll just be a moment.”


Aunt Pheeney would not be put off any longer. She dragged Elisabeth from her chair. “No more hiding away up here. This is meant to be a celebration. Not a wake.”


“I know, I only need to—”


“No more delays, young lady.” Aunt Pheeney had already bullied her halfway to the door. “Come downstairs now.” Her usually cheerful features rearranged themselves into what, for her, passed as stern lines. “That’s an order.”


“Yes, ma’am.” Elisabeth allowed herself to be led out, Gordon’s sapphires abandoned upon her dressing table.


As they descended the stairs, the music rearranged itself into a proper country dance. Men led their partners onto the drawing room floor, the furniture removed for the evening, doors flung wide to create one enormous, glittering, laughter-filled expanse.


Elisabeth cast her eyes over the sea of guests. Most of them family, though neighbors and friends, some from as far away as Dublin, had come to be a part of the wedding festivities. The marriage of the Fitzgerald heiress had been a long time coming. Everyone wanted to be there to witness it. Or, a more cynical voice nagged at her, say they were present when Elisabeth Fitzgerald was jilted a second time.


Aunt Fitz and Lord Taverner chatted in one corner. Elisabeth’s guardian no doubt discussing marriage settlements and jointures and land trusteeships. Aunt Fitz nodding thoughtfully, though she bore a hawkish scowl.


Cousin Rolf, dashing in his scarlet regimentals, and beautiful Cousin Francis, in white and gold, whirled their way through the set while Cousin Fanny and Sir James grazed from the passing platters.


Uncle McCafferty deep in conversation with a gentleman she didn’t recognize. Obviously one of the Dublin crowd invited by softhearted Aunt Pheeney, who felt anyone she so much as passed three words with merited an invitation.


Gordon and his half brother, Marcus, stood amid a group of sober-clad companions. Gordon’s handsome features and athletic physique, as usual, drawing the eye of every woman in the room. She squared her shoulders. Plastered a smile upon her face. In a few days, this absurd spectacle would be over. She would be wed.


“Come along, Elisabeth. They’re all waiting on you,” Aunt Pheeney coaxed. “Behold, the bride cometh.”


“I think that’s bridegroom, Aunt Pheeney.”


“Tish tush, close enough.”


The music ended. But only for a moment before the scrape of violins began again. Different couples. Same pairings and partings to the steps of the dance.


She held back, slightly breathless, a strange tightening in her stomach. “Let me just collect myself for a moment and I’ll be in.” At her aunt’s skeptical look, she added, “I promise,” and kissed her soft, dry cheek.


Her aunt patted her hand. “Very well, child. But a moment only.”


Elisabeth watched the scene below her as if she were a little girl sneaking down from the night nursery to catch a glimpse of her mother and father among the florid, laughing faces.


Even long after their deaths abroad, when Aunt Fitz and Aunt Pheeney had been the ones hosting the lavish balls and jolly house parties, Elisabeth’s gaze had always wandered over the tableaux below her as if she might spot her mother’s Titian hair or her father’s broad back amid the throng.


Taking a deep breath, she stepped from the comfortable shadows of the hall into the blaze of a thousand candles. Immediately, Gordon lifted a quizzing glass to his eye, studying her for a long moment before he lowered it, a question glinting in his eyes.


She tried smiling an apology, but he’d already turned back to the men in response to a chummy slap on the back that left them all guffawing in good humor.


But another had yet to look away. The stranger with Uncle McCafferty. The weight of his stare sent heat rising into her cheeks until she realized it wasn’t her face he was fixated upon but her chest. Hardly the first man to be so bold, though it unnerved her just the same. Let him ogle his fill, then. What did she care? She lifted her chin to return his steady regard with her own.


He stood well above her uncle, perhaps even of a height with Gordon. But whereas her betrothed possessed a wrestler’s build, this man’s lean muscularity spoke of agility and nuance. A swordsman. Not a pugilist.


His gaze narrowed as he bent to sip at his wine. Tossing Uncle McCafferty a word while keeping her under watch. There was something familiar about him. The way he stood, perhaps. Or the slash of his dark brows. His eyes finally moved from her breasts to her face, a rakish invitation playing at the edges of his mouth. Warmth became a flood of scalding heat. No, she certainly did not know such a forward, insinuating gentleman.


And with a regal twitch of her skirts, she entered the fray.


The hours passed in a haze of conversation and music. She barely sat out a single dance. Traded from partner to partner as each man sought to compliment her beauty and impart his good wishes. Gordon spoke for her first, of course. Led her to the floor, his hand gripping hers as if she might try to escape. He made only one comment upon her choice of adornment. “I’m sorry you didn’t like my gift. If you’d prefer, we can choose something more to your liking.”


Guilt dropped into the pit of her stomach, and she smiled more brightly than she otherwise would have done. “I wouldn’t trade it for anything in the world.” He arched a brow which made her words spill faster. “But it didn’t go with my gown, you see. Tomorrow evening. I promise. I have a new gown it will suit perfectly.” She went so far as to bat him playfully on the arm with her fan.


Gordon offered a pained smile. “Wear your little bauble, Elisabeth. Among this company, it’s quite beautiful enough.”


“What do you mean by that?”


“No need to fly into the boughs, my darling. I only meant that I find you faultless in anything you decide to wear.”


Her prickles smoothed, she gazed up at him in clear invitation. They could slip away for a moment or two. There were alcoves aplenty. And it wasn’t as if they weren’t going to be wed in a few days.


Unfortunately, Gordon stepped back at the same instant she leaned forward, almost unbalancing her. He cleared his throat, a decidedly proper expression on his face. “Careful, Elisabeth. Your great-aunt Charity is casting dagger glances our way.”


She straightened, smoothing her skirts. Tossed a demure smile over the crowd, all as if she meant to almost topple feet over head. “Oh, pooh for Great-aunt Charity. Glass houses and all that rot. If half the stories about her are true—”


“Still, my dear. It wouldn’t do to antagonize her unnecessarily. I don’t want her thinking I’m a scoundrel.”


“What if I like scoundrels?”


“You’re such a tease, my dear.” He acknowledged an impatient summons from his brother with a wave. “Marcus is after me to make a fourth, dear heart. Will you be all right on your own?” He smiled. “Silly question. Of course you will. You’re a natural at this sort of social small talk. And besides, it’s family. Not a bunch of strangers, eh?” He chucked her chin as he might a child’s before leaving without a backward glance.


She took advantage of the respite to snatch a savory and a glass of wine from a passing tray. Nibbled as she watched the crowd of parrot-bright ladies and dashing gentlemen. They laughed, danced, drank, and in one or two instances sang. Boisterous. At times rowdy. But always good-natured.


“Among this company . . .” What had Gordon been implying? And why did she feel she’d been chastised like a child? She shook off her questions with a sigh and a sharp flick of her fan.


“Abandoned at your own festivities?” came a voice from behind her, thick and dark as treacle. Definitely not Great-aunt Charity, who possessed a parade ground bellow.


No, Elisabeth knew that voice. That impudent tone.


She swung around to come up against an unyielding chest. Her glass of wine sloshed onto his coat, staining his shirtfront dark red. He stepped back with a quick oath. And the moment burst like a bubble. The man from earlier. A stranger. Not him. Not at all. What was wrong with her that she jumped at shadows?


“Forgive me.” She blotted at him with her napkin.


“Here, allow me.” He eased it from her hand as she belatedly realized the unintended intimacy of her actions.


“I . . . Oh, dear . . . you don’t think . . . oh, dear,” she babbled.


He dabbed at the spot before crushing the napkin and shoving it into his pocket. “No matter. At least it’s not blood this time.”


What on earth did he mean by that?


He lifted his head, his veiled gaze finally meeting hers dead-on. Eyes burning golden-yellow as suns, the irises ringed in darkest black.


She crushed a hand to her mouth to stifle the sound choking up through her belly.


His lips twitched with suppressed amusement. As if this were in any way funny. Earth-shattering, more like. “Hello, Lissa.”
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Had anyone seen? Did anyone know? Surely such an event should be accompanied by a clap of thunder and the earth tilting wildly on its axis. But no. Gordon remained in company with his card-playing friends; Aunt Fitz and Aunt Pheeney chatted with the vicar and his wife; the rest of the guests remained wrapped in their own entertainments. Everything was as it had been a mere moment ago when she’d been happily, comfortingly unaware of the lurking catastrophe in her midst. Yet, all it would take was one curious family member or one inconvenient well-wisher to turn past notoriety into new accusations, insinuations, and speculation.


Miss Elisabeth Fitzgerald. From on-the-shelf spinster to an excess of bridegrooms in the space of a heartbeat.


“You’ll excuse me . . . sir.” The steady throbbing behind her eyes expanded until her whole brain hurt, and she’d trouble walking on shaking legs.


Instead of allowing her to depart gracefully, Brendan Douglas accompanied her into the hall. And then somehow she found her hand linked with his. The contact firm, the callused palm at odds with his polished exterior as he steered her across to a small salon.


He turned to close the doors behind them, his coat stretching tight across his shoulders. And when he faced her again, she noted for the first time a hastily stitched seam. A worn cuff. Less polished than well patched. He hadn’t changed as much as she thought.


“What have you done to yourself?” she asked.


This probably shouldn’t have been her first question, but it was all she could manage as she saw her life flashing before her eyes.


“This?” He passed a hand over his face as if stripping away a mask, a tingle in the air lifting the hairs on her arms and the nape of her neck. Instantly his features shimmered and blurred, rearranging themselves before sharpening back into focus. “A fith-fath to keep from being recognized. I didn’t think I’d be welcomed back with open arms otherwise.”


“Don’t do that,” she snapped.


No matter how often she told herself there was nothing wrong with the race of Other’s Fey-born powers, she still flinched at the casual use of a magic that seemed like fairy-tale fantasy. Her grandmother had been Other. Elisabeth remembered her as a dreamy old lady who spent every waking moment in her gardens, walking the paths, murmuring to the flowers and trees as if she greeted friends.


The neighbors called her mad. Elisabeth knew better, though she kept her mouth shut. No one must know. Better to be thought eccentric than Fey. And though none of her grandmother’s powers had passed down to Elisabeth, she’d been raised knowing that alongside the normal Duinedon world she lived in, there existed another. A treacherous, beautiful, amazing world where anything might be possible and life held wonders brighter as well as evils blacker than any she could imagine.


Brendan grinned. “I forgot magic scares you.”


“It does not scare me.”


He lifted his brows in apparent disbelief. “Sour grapes?”


“It is not sour grapes. I don’t care a fig for your ridiculous—”


His grin widened. Oh, if only she could wipe that annoying smile from his annoying face. A face that even undisguised sparked little recognition. The Brendan of her memories had been a skinny, awkward, bookworm with ink-smudged hands and girl-pretty features beneath a thatch of dark brown hair in perpetual need of trimming. Brilliant, impatient, sarcastic, conceited.


And she’d been head-over-heels smitten. Not that he’d ever noticed.


Almost no trace of that angelic attractiveness could be seen in this harder version of Brendan. Instead his looks bore the same rugged edges as her stone, as if both had been chiseled with a hasty hand, and his body, once thin and narrow-shouldered, had matured to a startling muscled athleticism. Hardly Herculean. More a rangy, quicksilver leanness. Years abroad in harsher climes were evidenced by the dusky tan of his face, the lines creasing the corners of his mouth and gathering by his eyes. Those startling, extraordinary eyes. The one feature he could never camouflage. Always they’d shone like molten honey-gold. Alive. Vibrant as the sun. And stunning as a horse’s kick to the stomach.


“Why are you here? You’ve no right.”


He sketched a flourishing bow. “Allow me to introduce myself. John Martin. Distant cousin to the bride, recently arrived from abroad. Amid the bustle of so many, none questioned one more relation among the crush already here for the wedding.” A teasing smile hovered as he straightened. “Though I have to quibble with the room I was given. I’m practically under the eaves. A veritable garret. One would think I wasn’t welcome.”


That did it. They were alone, the drone of conversation and laughter and the gay strains of the quartet left far behind. No one to witness her confusion. No one to comment on her quaking limbs or the snapped sticks of her fan. She could finally give vent to the rage churning up through her. As if it had a will of her own, her free hand swung out. Connected with his cheek in a wrist-jarring, finger-tingling slap. “You stinking great, bloody-minded bastard!” She wanted to hit him again. Her hand curled into a fist. “Why couldn’t you have stayed dead?”


Brendan ducked the second blow. It barely grazed his shoulder. But the third had seven years of bad blood behind it and took him full on the chin. He reeled backward more in shock than in pain, striking his head on the edge of a bookcase. Stars exploded behind his eyes, and he dropped half to his knees.


“Oh no, oh dear. I’m sorry. Are you all right?” Hands fluttered around him. Fingers brushing his scalp.


He winced on a grumbled string of profanity.


The hands retreated. “You needn’t resort to such vile language.”


He opened his eyes to Elisabeth’s worried, angry visage. Her arms wrapped about her midsection, face blanched of color. It made the carmine sheen of her hair all the more radiant. Living flame.


“You nearly cracked my skull open. What did you expect I would say?” He reached up, examining the point of impact. Already it swelled and stung like the very devil. “Thanks ever so for the great lump on my head?”


“Quit carrying on like a baby. If I wanted to—and don’t think I’m not tempted—I’d have Gordon give you the thrashing you deserve. Or Aidan. That’s what I should do. Send for Aidan. He’d—”


“No.” The crack of his voice startled her silent. “You’re not going to send for Aidan. You’re going to keep your mouth shut. To anyone who asks, I’m John Martin.”


“Why on earth should I keep quiet?”


“It’s complicated. But believe me when I say doing anything else would be very unwise.”


She crossed her arms. Eyed him with suspicion. “Aidan should know you’re alive. Your brother—”


“When I’m ready, I’ll go home to Belfoyle. Right now, I’m here and I plan on staying here for the time being.”


He shouldn’t be arguing with her. He shouldn’t even have let her know of his presence. He’d told himself to keep his head down and his mouth shut while within five square miles of Elisabeth Fitzgerald. Jack had warned him at least a thousand times of the perils he’d face striding into the lion’s den. Be sensible. Be safe. Get in and get out quickly and quietly. But spying her across Dun Eyre’s drawing room had been too much of a temptation. He should have known she’d recognize him. And with that recognition would follow an ugly and awkward scene. Though he’d envisioned tears and accusations of abandonment rather than fists and fervent calls for his continued death.


Lissa had always been more than a little unpredictable.


“Please, Elisabeth.”


“Give me one good reason.”


“How about having your current groom involved in a brawl with your former betrothed? I can imagine the whispers, and whispers become scandals. And you certainly wouldn’t want that. Not with the place crawling with relations and Mr. Shaw poised to lead you down the aisle. Your aunts would be humiliated. You’d be a laughingstock. Again. Think about it.”


It was obvious she had already thought about it. And come to the conclusion he’d hoped for. She’d say nothing.


Still, her livid expression hinted at additional blows aimed in his direction, and if he remembered rightly, that spark in otherwise gentle brown eyes spelled trouble. “Very well. Your identity is safe, Mr. Douglas, for the reasons you so correctly spelled out.” Her voice wavered, her hands closing into fists at her side.


He took a wary step back just in case, but it was unnecessary. She slumped onto a sofa, a hand rubbing absently at her temple. “But why? Answer me that one question. You were dead, Brendan. Dead and buried.”


Why did he leave? No way to answer that didn’t scare her to death. Why had he returned? Equally difficult to explain without revealing the depth of his past villainy. For some reason, it was easier to have Elisabeth hate him for a rogue who’d run out on his bride than know the far uglier truth.


His gaze flicked to the stone nestled between her breasts.


“Enjoying the view?” she asked tartly.


His attention snapped back to her face, which now wore an expression of resignation, as if she were used to men speaking to her chest. Something deep in his gut tightened at the thought of other men eying Elisabeth in such a bold manner.


“Perhaps like young Lochinvar, I came back when I heard you meant to wed another.”


“If that was meant to be a joke, you’ll have to do better,” she answered breezily. “As you explained when you asked for my hand all those years ago, our marriage was one of convenience at the behest of your mother.”


Had he said that? Damned rude of him. It’s a wonder she’d agreed to have him if he’d carried on that way. More a wonder she hadn’t smashed something heavy over his head for such impertinence.


He fought off a momentary stab of guilt, focusing his thoughts on the men hunting him, hardening himself against faltering resolve. “I’m here for one simple reason. Dun Eyre is the last place anyone will look for me.”


The stubborn square of her chin pushed forward, her gaze narrowed in new speculation.


“Which is why I’ll reiterate, the name is John Martin,” he said.


She twisted her broken fan until the sticks splintered. “You’re a right bastard, Brendan Douglas.”


He grinned at the base language coming from that pretty mouth. She’d always been a contradiction of femininity and ferocity. “But you love me anyway.”


“Once, maybe. But you’ve spent that coin.” She closed her eyes for a moment as if trying to adjust to this new reality, and when she opened them, surrender dulled the heat of her gaze. It was almost worse than her fury had been. That he’d prepared for. This was different entirely.


“How could you come back like this and expect me to act as if nothing had happened?” she asked. “You left me, Brendan. No note. No explanation, though all and sundry were willing to supply one.”


He turned to study the fire as if he might find answers written upon the flames.


“I didn’t mind that so much,” she continued. “I mean it was mortifying with Aunt Pheeney spouting proverbs like water and Aunt Fitz stalking the house, muttering threats on your person. But then afterward, your father’s murder . . . that was so much more horrible. What was I supposed to believe after that?”


He swung around, a hand gripping the mantel. He noted the bloodless fingers as if they belonged to someone else. “What everyone did, I suppose. That I was guilty.”


“There were some who refused to believe,” she said softly. “Even then, they had faith in your innocence.”


“I’m sure you soon set them straight.” This was not a conversation he wanted to have. Being here cut too close to the bone for comfort. He hadn’t thought it would. He’d thought those ghosts had long been exorcised. More fool he. Time had done little to salve that wound. “Take heart,” he bluffed. “I won’t inconvenience you for long, and you and your Mr. Shaw can gallop up the aisle with my blessing.”


She too seemed to have shaken off her momentary confusion. She rose, adjusting her skirts in a show of indifference. “I’m relieved. I should have been heartbroken to know the man who threw me over didn’t approve of the man honorable enough to hang about for his own wedding breakfast.”


“Speaking of Shaw, where did you meet him? Last I heard, you were in London.”


“Keeping an eye on me?”


“A year-old London Times. What’s his background?”


“Are you my guardian now?”


“An interested party. I may not have married you, but that doesn’t mean I don’t want to see you happy.”


Folding her arms over her chest, she huffed, “Fine. Not that it’s any of your business, but Gordon has a decent fortune of his own. A solid position within the current government. And isn’t you. All quality traits in a husband.”


“Ouch. If I didn’t know better, I’d say you were sorry to see me.”


“Ughh!” She threw up her hands. “You’re incorrigible. Go away, Brendan. Crawl back into whatever hole you’ve been hiding in, and stay there this time. You ruined my last wedding. You are not going to ruin this one. Do you hear me?”


“If you’re not careful, the whole house will hear you.”


Her dark eyes burned a hole right through him.


“Don’t worry, Lissa. I’ll not upset your apple cart. You and the respectable Mr. Shaw will wed and have respectable babies and lead a respectable life.”


Instead of spearing him with a suitable scathing response, she lifted her chin, squared her shoulders, and swept past him to the doors. Throwing them open, she sailed back into the crowd as proud as any queen.


He let out the breath he’d been holding with an audible sigh. He’d jumped the first fence cleanly. He was in.


Brendan wandered the Dun Eyre gardens, reacquainting himself with the extensive grounds. Assessing terrain. Studying the landscape. Seeing the parkland not as the masterpiece of tidy parterres and man-made wilderness, but as a means to hide, escape, or fight, depending upon circumstance. These skills had been the first things he’d learned while in exile. And had kept him alive more than once in the intervening years. By now, it had become second nature.


This should have been easy. Growing up close by, he’d spent countless hours running wild over this ground and knew Dun Eyre like the back of his hand. Coming upon a high hedge that ought not to have been there, he had to admit the back of his hand hadn’t looked the same since being crushed beneath a boot heel last November.


He curled his fingers into an awkward, aching fist. The grinding of rough-healed bones a memento of those dangerous days when it looked as if his crimes had finally caught up with him.


The gods had smiled on that occasion. It remained to be seen if he’d be so fortunate again.


He backtracked, hoping to loop around the thorny barrier and come upon the house from the west. The cold penetrated his coat while the bones of his hand throbbed. A weather sense he could do without. It had been too long since he’d experienced Ireland’s cold, damp spring. He’d grown used to sun and bleached blue skies and dry desert breezes.


The longer he remained close to his childhood home, the more memories surfaced like unearthed corpses. Every familiar landmark and well-known face brought those last horrible days back in vivid nightmare. Father’s reproachful gaze piercing him with shame and guilt. Father’s death playing out in eternal bloody violence until even waking there was no respite from the images.


Had it been quick and painless, or had the Amhas-draoi spent their vengeance in excruciating butchery? Had Father known in the end Brendan had been his betrayer? Or had he gone to his death ignorant of his beloved son’s treachery?


He blinked, pulling himself back into the present. He could drown his sorrows at the bottom of a bottle for the rest of his pathetic life if he wanted. Now he needed to be cool, confident. Focus on his goal.


Retrieve the Sh’vad Tual.


Take it to Scathach for safekeeping.


And grovel as he’d never groveled before to save his sorry life.


Simple.


Hunching his shoulders against the chill, he trained his eyes on the path ahead, ears tuned to any hint of fellow wanderers. In the thick shadows away from the house, he’d shed the fith-fath. He was sorely out of practice, and the concentration it took to maintain the spell left little energy for aught else. Best to use his powers sparingly.


The hedge folded back upon itself, the path spilling out in a shallow set of stone stairs. Below him, the house stretched wing to wing from its foursquare central block. The ball had ended, guests leaving in a line of carriages or retiring to their quarters for the night. A few lights glittered from windows, but the blaze of candleshine and torchères lighting the entrances had been doused, night closing thick against the buildings.


He counted third-floor windows. Seven in from the right. Elisabeth’s bedchamber. Light still shone behind the curtains. She would be undressing. Slowly untying her garters. Seductively rolling down the stockings on her long legs. Her luscious curves held tightly captive by stays and petticoats freed to fill the thin muslin chemise she wore to bed. The pins holding her chignon in place would be removed, letting that spill of dark red hair slide deliciously over her back to her hips. And last but not least, she’d lift her hands behind her neck. Unclasp the necklace that lay in the valley of her sweet, full breasts, and place it back in its box.


A wry chuckle escaped him. Gods, he must need it bad to be fantasizing about Elisabeth. She’d been close as a sister. A little sister. She amused him. She was smart, funny, daring, and rode a horse as if she’d been born in the saddle. But never had she been fantasy material. And yet now? If she’d been struck by the changes wrought in him, he’d been equally surprised.


He remembered Elisabeth as a little plump. A lot freckled. Hair a wild riot of dark red curls. And an impish gleam in her big brown eyes. Then he’d looked up and, instead of the girl of his memories, he’d fastened his gaze on a voluptuous woman tempting as chocolate with a body that made his blood rush faster. Seeing her made him light-headed and stupid with thoughts he never should think and ideas he daren’t let take shape.


He should have joined Jack their last night in Ennis. His cousin had that scoundrel’s knack for finding the perfect woman to scratch any itch. Brendan shifted uncomfortably, dousing his lust-filled imagination with more somber thoughts—the consequences if Máelodor gained possession of the Sh’vad Tual.


War between the Fey-born race of Other and their un-magical Duinedon neighbors. And the cataclysm for both sides should this come to pass.


“. . . a king’s ransom . . . what does she wear . . .”


“. . . doesn’t matter, Marcus . . . let it go . . .”


Men’s voices rose up from the bottom of the stairs. Automatically, Brendan went still, his breath barely stirring in his lungs. No shoes scuffed the stone steps. They must have taken shelter in one of the numerous benched alcoves.


He delayed conjuring the fith-fath. Instead, he bent closer, letting the shadows glide up and over him until nothing moved to alert the men they had an audience.


“I’m going mad with boredom, Gordon. What the blazes do people do around here?”


“It’s not London, certainly, but it has its own simple charms. I’m quite enjoying the escape from the mad crush.”


Gordon Shaw. His brother, Marcus. Brendan’s knees stiffened, his shoulders tightened, but he dared not move now.


“Charms aside, you can’t convince me you’re truly happy kicking your heels in this backwater while the London Season progresses at full swing. And what does Lord Prosefoot say about your absence during the session?”


“He was most agreeable. And it’s not as if I didn’t bring work with me. I’ve gotten quite a bit done too. Don’t fret. A week more and we’ll be on the packet for Holyhead. In London by the end of the month”


A dramatic groan. “I don’t think I can survive another week tethered to this provincial idea of entertainment. I never told you, but yesterday at dinner I was caught by Miss Fitzgerald’s cousin, Mrs. Tolliver of Bedfordshire. I had to sit through an interminable recitation of family connections between the Shaws and the Tollivers stretching back to the Conquest. Filial duty only goes so far.”


“Yes, but at that same dinner I was in conversation with Elisabeth’s guardian, Lord Taverner. He’s offered to have a word about an ambassadorial posting with Stuart in France. From there, who knows how far I might rise. I knew this Fitzgerald alliance would be the making of me,” Shaw announced proudly.


“I’m not sure which you’re more excited about—the wife or the political connection.”


“Do you know? Neither am I.”


Cynical brotherly laughter followed.


Poor bloody Lissa. She had horrible luck in picking husbands.


Elisabeth brushed her hair long after every tangle had been ferociously removed. Usually the steady even strokes soothed her. Tonight the jumbled tumult of her thoughts overpowered every attempt at relaxation. Why had Brendan come back from the dead? Who was he hiding from? Was he in trouble? Why did she care?


Placing the brush back upon her dressing table, she noted with a frown the slight tremble of her fingers, the riot of nerves jumping in her stomach. Wedding jitters. That was all. Excitement. Anxiety. A little fear. All of it normal. Expected.


Her anxiety had nothing to do with the return of a man she’d thought dead and buried.


She should have known better. He was far too clever to end unmourned in a pauper’s grave.


Her fear was in no way connected to the surprising presence of a man rumored to have conspired in the death of his own father.


She’d never believed those stories. Brendan might be a lot of things, but not a murderer.


And her excitement was definitely not a surge of girlhood crush.


She cared for Gordon. Gordon cared for her. In an adult, mature, respectable way.


Carelessly, she reached up to finger the stone at her throat, resting dark and cool against her skin. Brendan cared for no one but Brendan. Never had. Never would.


Yet, when she slipped beneath the sheets and blew out her candle, it remained his gift about her neck. And his face imprinted upon her mind.


She didn’t know who she hated more at that moment. Brendan for coming. Or herself for being excited by it.


Elisabeth’s dressing-room door opened on silent hinges. Thick rugs muffled his every footfall. Thank heavens for the luxury of wealth. It made breaking and entering so much easier.


Her bedchamber door was closed, allowing him the freedom to light the stub of a candle. He sat at the dainty rosewood dressing table, her jewelry case conveniently at hand. Rummaging through the contents, he pulled free a heart-shaped locket containing miniatures of her parents, a small amber cross, two lavish strands of pearls, a topaz choker, and a dazzling necklace containing a rajah’s ransom of sapphires. Earrings and bracelets. Gold and silver combs. Rings and brooches.


But no pendant.


Rifled drawers revealed jars of cosmetics and lotions, bottles of scent, packets of pins and ribbons. Handkerchiefs and boot laces and a broken embroidery hoop.


But no pendant.


He huffed an exasperated sigh. Where the hell had she put it?


He began again. Searching more carefully. Reaching back into the corners of each drawer. Pulling piece by piece out of her jewelry case, then returning it in what he hoped was the correct place.


The room held a million places a woman could hide a necklace. Cabinets, tables, a desk. He searched each piece thoroughly. He even shoved his hand beneath the chair cushions and pushed against fireplace tiles, seeking a hidden panel.


If you didn’t count two chewed-on pencil nubs, four missing buttons, a crumpled laundry list, and a handful of hairpins, he found absolutely nothing.


A faint thump from the bedchamber brought him up short. Blowing out the candle, he went still. Barely breathed. And surrendered the field.


For now.





three
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The buffet table groaned with platters of eggs, sausages, thick slices of ham, cold tongue, and baskets of rolls and toast. Tea and coffee filled silver urns upon a sideboard. Brendan counted heads. Five other occupants still seated. He should have taken breakfast early when most were still foggy from last night’s wine.


At one end of the table sat Miss Sara Fitzgerald, nose buried in the day’s post. Across from her, Mrs. Pheeney eyed the sausage with heartfelt longing and heavy sighs. Between them, Elisabeth’s great-aunt Charity, a woman Brendan had met once long ago and not on the best of terms. If he remembered correctly, he’d been holding a frog. She’d been screeching.


At the far end of the table, Shaw’s and Elisabeth’s chairs were pulled close together in apparent amity. Brendan’s jaw tightened on a grimace of distaste that he transformed into a smile when Elisabeth spotted him. She wasn’t as adept an actress. Her face flamed red, her fingers gripping her butter knife as if she might stab him with it.


And there was the stone, taunting him from amid the folds of her lace fichu. Brendan restrained the impulse to cross the room, rip it from her throat, and run like hell. Unfortunately, he’d not get twenty paces before someone brought him down. More than likely Shaw, who possessed the brawn to snap him in two.


“Mr. Martin, how nice of you to join us this”—Elisabeth made a great show of checking the mantel clock, which read half eleven—“why, it is still morning.”


He pulled his watch from its pocket, snapping it open to confirm the time against the clock. “The same to the very minute.” Shoved it back into his pocket with a smile and a nod toward Miss Sara Fitzgerald, who eyed him speculatively from the far end of the table.


“I’m afraid everyone else came and went ages ago.” Elisabeth’s smile stretched from ear to ear. More manic than cheerful.


“Good. I detest being jostled while I drink my tea.” He drifted to the plates, heaping his high before dropping into a seat across from them, reaching for a clean cup and saucer, asking her to pass the salt. “Fabulous eggs. But then, your cook always had a knack. Do you remember when I visited in aught-three? Coddled to perfection, they were. Never had better.”


Shaw regarded him with curiosity. “I don’t believe I’ve had the pleasure, Mr.—”


“Martin,” Brendan answered around a mouthful. “John Martin. Second cousin. Or is it third? Can’t keep us all straight. There’s more of us than a dog has fleas. Isn’t that right, Lissa?”


Shaw offered him a placid nod while Elisabeth’s stiff smile faltered around the edges.


“A little bird tells me you’re moving to London soon. Be careful, Mr. Shaw. Elisabeth may bankrupt you once she’s released on the big-city mantua makers and ribbon merchants.”


“I never—” Elisabeth spluttered.


“I trust we won’t need to worry overmuch about expenses,” Shaw replied.


Brendan speared his sausage. “No, silly me. Elisabeth’s rolling in the ready, isn’t she?”


Shaw answered with a jovial laugh as if Brendan had made the funniest of jokes.


“London, Gordon?”


His attention flicked to Elisabeth. “I can’t very well get ahead from the wilds of Ireland, can I?”


“I suppose. I—”


“London is a different place for a married woman than for a young maid making her come-out. Far more to do and see than you can imagine.” He warmed to his subject, his voice rising in volume. “The invitations. Parties, dinners, balls. The ton will be clamoring to meet the newest jewel in their crown.”


She straightened, shooting Brendan a dangerous stare. “Of course. I’d forgotten we’d discussed the move, and you’re quite right.”


Taken over by an imp of mischief, Brendan couldn’t help himself. How much would it take to puncture that pompous self-importance? “I suppose your aunts are excited to move. Didn’t Mrs. Pheeney spend a number of years near Richmond?”


“What?” Shaw and Elisabeth both began talking at once. “Aunt Pheeney and Aunt Fitz? They won’t be—”


Shaw recovered first. “They’re needed to oversee things here until a suitable agent is hired.”


“But Mr. Adams?” Elisabeth’s voice came uncertain.


“Is a frightful pushover. The tenants walk all over him, and he’s so coarse. Not at all the way I imagine the land agent for such a fine estate should carry himself. Besides, I see a whole slew of improvements to the house and grounds, beginning perhaps as soon as the autumn. We’ll need someone we can trust to see them through to completion.”


Elisabeth’s brows contracted in a frown. “Dun Eyre doesn’t need improving.”


Uh-oh. Brendan knew that look. He’d seen it most recently last night just before he’d taken a fist to the face. Apparently Shaw had yet to experience Elisabeth’s temper. He barreled on, oblivious to her tight jaw and set shoulders.


“We’ll start with the gardens,” he said. “I’ve just the plan—”


“Not the gardens!” Brendan and Elisabeth spoke in unison.


Shaw cast them a sympathetic smile. “No one likes change, but when we’re finished, Elisabeth, this old place will rival any of the great houses in England. Chatsworth or even Blenheim.”


“Blenheim?” Great-aunt Charity roused herself from her dry toast. “Went there once as a girl. Got pinched by the late duke and slept in a horrid bedchamber smelling of camphor. Never went back.”


“Probably weren’t invited back,” was Shaw’s cool comment as he dabbed at his mouth with a napkin.

OEBPS/styles/page-template.xpgt
 

   

     
       
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
         
            
            
            
            
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/images/arrow.jpg





OEBPS/images/bm.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0004-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
HEIR OF
LANGER

Book THREE

Alix Rickloff

&

POCKET BOOKS
NewYork London Sydney Toronto  New Delhi





OEBPS/images/promo.jpg
Sign Up Here













