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      Fair she was and young; but alas! before her extended,


      Dreary and vast and silent, the desert of life, with its pathway


      Marked by the graves of those who had sorrowed and suffered before her…


      ~ Longfellow

    

  


  Chapter 1


  Cornwall, England, 1815


  



  The red star glowed, beckoning her.


  The moon was very high and pale, washing everything to shadows and silvered light. There was no breeze, no breath of wind, no movement in the night. The strong smell of the sea hung in the still air and cowered beneath the hovering trees. Away beyond the cliff, the water moved like a living thing, sucking gently at the rocks in the unseen coves.


  She cast a long shadow as she broke from the trees, hurrying by the gravestones in specter-like stealth, her cloak gathering drops of dew from the long grass. The building in front of her cast a satisfying gloom, hiding her light progress up the steps. As she pushed open the door to the vestibule, her slippered feet made no sound as she edged inside.


  The nave was vaulted, cool, and the aisle narrow. There was a familiar feel as she trod carefully on the stone floor—a well-known smell of musty robes, unlit candles, polished wood…and something unidentifiable, like long-dead flowers.


  Someone had lit the altar lamp.


  It cast shadows in the soft glow. They quivered and moved restively in the corners.


  He waited.


  His presence was like an intimate touch.


  She brushed past the wooden pews, her own breathing harsh in her ears. For she had hurried…God help her, she had hurried.


  The curtains moved with a rustle of stiff fabric as a figure slid out of the concealing folds. The uncertain and dim illumination made his face a mask of warring hollows and angles. His brows were arrogant wings and his mouth a line of smiling satisfaction.


  He said coolly, “You’re late, madame.”


  “It was difficult this night.” She stopped and tilted her face upward, her heart beating a light staccato in her chest. She made fists to still the trembling of her hands.


  “Was it?” His tone softened. He caught her chin in his long fingers, gazing at her with intense blue eyes that held a look she knew well.


  “Yes—” she faltered, “—and even now, he might be—”


  “Hush.” He lowered his head and brought his mouth to hers in a searing kiss. She could feel the hard muscles of his chest through his clothing, and the strong beating of his heart.


  Life. Danger. Passion.


  Her surrender was never in question. She melted into his embrace, clinging to him.


  It was madness.


  “I care about nothing, love, when you are in my arms,” he whispered into the curve of her neck. “Not my life and not my honor. Come.”


  He tasted sweet and young, like the forbidden fruit he was. She stroked his hair.


  “Where?”


  “Shhhh. Let us go.”


  Drawing back to stare up at him, she asked again, “Where?”


  He said nothing, but smiled faintly. With his dark hair and sculpted features, he was the very image of the fallen angel; beautiful and outlawed.


  Forbidden…


  “Not here in the church?” she declared in disbelief.


  “And why not, my lady?” His tone was gently mocking, one ebony brow lifting in a graceful arch. “Is not our love a sacred thing? God created man and woman as they are. I cannot believe he would object to our celebration of this gift he gave to us. I say it again, come.”


  She went, following as he led her past the elaborately painted rood screen, the figures there staring with flat eyes at their passage. Curtains were swept back to the vestry and her cloak pushed unheeded from her shoulders, his hands going to the fastenings of her gown, skimming her breasts, brushing the tight points of her nipples.


  Her own breathing was ragged as she pressed against him, anxious as he for what was to be between them…


  * * * *


  Celia Fairmont sat up, gasping. For a long moment the darkness held her captive, unfamiliar shapes springing to life as if in a nightmare. Moonlight glinted off of the French doors and gave the wardrobe in the corner ominous proportions. Then relief came, as it all flooded back into conscious memory.


  “Cornwall,” she murmured aloud. “I’m in Cornwall.” Pushing the damp hair off of her forehead, she swallowed and cupped her trembling hands to her hot cheeks.


  Her nightdress clung to her skin in clammy folds. She was sure she had never had a dream in such vivid detail before. Sensations flooded back that were not easily dismissed. Smell, sight and taste were all hauntingly recalled. The erotic images produced by her imagination were both disquieting and somewhat embarrassing.


  She lay back down and pulled the coverlet to her chin, shivering. The wind whispered and moaned, rattling the doors to the balcony with unseen hands.


  It must be the house, she thought drowsily, to produce such an odd fancy. A strange house and a strange bed.


  She tossed and turned, sleeping only fitfully until the thread of dawn touched the sky outside.


  When the knock came on her door, she was already up and dressed, having washed in the tepid water left from the night before.


  “Morning, miss.” A young maid, dark-haired and rather plump, timidly put her head inside the door.


  Celia affected a smile, still holding her hairbrush in her hand. “Good morning.”


  The girl looked almost disconcerted for some reason, hovering outside the door and licking her lips as if she were nervous. “Will you be taking your breakfast downstairs, then? I mean, since you’re up and dressed and all.”


  “I…don’t know.” Celia was aware she sounded gauche and awkward, standing in her plain dark gown. At the school where she had spent the past few years of her life, breakfast consisted of tepid tea and stale bread eaten in a gaunt, echoing hall full of sleepy girls and somber schoolmistresses.


  She looked around the elegant bedroom, taking in the silken bed curtains and luxurious carpeting, the delicate tinting of the walls a perfect match for the coverlet on the gracious and ornate bed. French doors led to a balcony that overlooked a beautiful garden with spacious grounds in the distance. Her unease grew.


  “What does my sister do?” she asked, feeling a bit foolish. She was not used to servants, nor, she was suddenly sure, was this young girl used to someone like her.


  “Miss Deidre prefers to take her morning meal downstairs.”


  Was there just a hint of breathless relief in the girl’s voice? Celia swallowed and wiped a damp palm on her stiff skirts. “That will be fine, then. We can eat together. I’ve barely seen her since my arrival last night.”


  “Very good, miss.” The door closed quickly.


  Celia frowned, setting aside her brush. Picking up a piece of black ribbon, she tied her hair back very simply at her nape and gave her appearance one last final uneasy glance in the glass over the dressing table. Arriving the evening before, hours behind schedule and soaked by a driving rain that had pursued the coach all the way, she knew she hadn’t presented a very heartening picture. Deidre, playing the concerned older sister, had taken one look at her and then bundled her inside the huge, imposing manor house, not giving Celia even the chance to look around or the opportunity to meet anyone at Ashbourne Hall. There had been a vague impression of looming ceilings, long halls and curving staircases before Celia had been taken to the room she occupied now, given hot water and hot food, and then sent summarily to bed.


  Deidre, she thought wistfully. How wonderful to be with her sister again. It was important to feel the ties of family, especially in a strange place. The past year had been a lesson in loneliness and desolation.


  She squared her shoulders, turned away from the mirror and left the room.


  Wandering down the long hallway past closed carved doors, Celia paused uncertainly at the top of an arching stairway that split to the right and left. It was impossible to remember which way she had come the evening before. Perhaps, she thought in vague panic, she should not have let the maid just bow so quickly away. Even in the darkness and rain, she had been able to see that the place was huge.


  Old wood, ancient wax, the smell of gently decaying fabric hanging in the air tantalized her senses. Undecided, Celia finally took the right set of stairs, feeling the indentations caused by years of wear under her feet as she gingerly trod downward. The banister under her fingers was worn to a satin sheen, almost soft to the touch. It was a dreary day outside, lending much to the atmosphere of vast quiet and great age.


  Uncertain, she proceeded. There were more hallways with closed doors and another worn and winding staircase. The corridor that sat at the bottom of the stairs didn’t look at all promising. It was narrow and not lighted except by small high windows recessed into the thick stone walls. By the time she decided to retrace her steps, she was hopelessly lost in what appeared to be an unused portion of the great house.


  Wonderful. Her skirts brushed the dusty floor as she turned hastily around and began to hurry back. The simple vicarage in which she had been raised had just a few plain rooms.


  As she turned the corner, she unexpectedly ran full force into a solid mass of muscle and cloth. Two hard hands came up to grasp her arms.


  “What the devil?” a male voice, full of irritation, exclaimed.


  Celia blinked upward and felt a gasp escape her lips in a betraying hiss. She gaped in shock at the man holding her.


  The blue eyes gazing into hers narrowed. She took in the lean jaw, wavy dark hair and those arched fine brows…


  He seemed equally as taken aback, and they just stood there, staring at each other.


  A sizzling second passed. She felt his fingers tighten on her arms and then suddenly he let her go as if she were on fire. Dark brows winged together as the man frowned, his face suddenly losing that surprised expression and smoothing into immobility.


  She stood there in the gloom of the narrow corridor, still staring, unable to speak or make a coherent thought string together in her head.


  “Who are you?” The question was abrupt. “And what are you doing here?”


  It’s uncanny. The tilt of his head, the shape of the strong chin, even his formidable height. All from her odd dream.


  You’re late, madame…


  “I asked a question.” His tight voice was quite nearly rude.


  “I’m…I’m lost,” she finally managed to stammer, gathering her wits and falling back a step. She resisted the urge to rub her upper arms where he had gripped her so firmly.


  “This part of the house is not in use.” His voice was curt.


  “I have realized that,” she whispered, “but I lost my way.”


  He wore no coat, his white shirt open informally at the neck, showing a strong, tanned throat. Dark trousers hugged lean, long legs, fitted boots clung to his muscular calves, and thick hair waved back from a starkly handsome face that was bewilderingly familiar. Celia swallowed and clenched her hands in her skirt.


  However, he was no dream lover. Flesh and blood, he stood before her, frowning and not the least seductive, looking instead irritated and aloof.


  He repeated, “Who are you?” Standing with his hands at his sides, he towered over her in an intimidating manner.


  She felt her face flush. “Celia Fairmont.”


  “Deidre’s sister? Really?” His brows went up a fraction.


  “The same.” Her voice sounded odd and not her own. The words seemed to echo oddly in the narrow, dusty space. “We don’t much resemble one another, I know.”


  “Ah, yes, I was told you were coming.” His mouth quirked upward in one corner.


  Her lips felt numb. “I’ve just arrived. Last evening.”


  “I didn’t think you were a servant.” His gaze brushed her plain, somber clothing. “And I was aware you were here, yet—”


  “No,” she interrupted, summoning a quivering, uncertain smile. “Not a servant. Just a poor relative.” The statement had a petulant sound, even to her. As if she pitied herself.


  What a foolish thing to say. Heat washed into her face.


  The glimmer of a humorless smile touched his mouth. “Home from school to stay, I gather.” He still stared, solidly blocking her way forward.


  “Yes.”


  Awkward silence ensued. Celia wondered desperately how and where she had seen this man and not remembered him. Perhaps he had been there the night before, and glimpsed in passing. She had been tired, wet, a bit bedraggled and distracted. And the house was so huge and overwhelming. Certainly his was a face one would not forget easily, but she had not much opportunity for introductions. That would explain the whole uncomfortable affair.


  Who was he? His demeanor was not that of a servant, even she could tell that much. There was too much arrogance in that good-looking, fine-boned face, too much confidence in the way he held himself.


  He stepped abruptly aside and pointed. “Go up those stairs and take the corridor to your right. It will get you back into the main house which is currently crawling with servants. Any one of them can help you find your way.”


  With deep relief, Celia lifted her skirts and hurried past, only vaguely bothered by the fact that he had never introduced himself.


  * * * *


  Phillip Leighton frowned, wishing he’d brought a lantern. How his long-dead ancestors had managed to live in the gloom and damp was a complete mystery to him. He rounded a corner, squinting in the dim light, still thinking about the girl. God in heaven, she had startled him, coming out of the shadows like some gibbering specter from a childish nightmare.


  Nightmare…like his dream the night before, laced not only with vivid sexual details that left him perspiring in the darkness as he woke, but also the uncomfortable sensation that he was someone else, if just for those all too short hours of restless slumber when he made love to the woman of his dreams.


  His cock deep inside her tight, wet heat, her erotic moans as she arched into each hard thrust, her firm full breasts in his hands…


  Standing there in the gloomy hallway, he derisively shook off that particular fanciful image. Imagination was not his strong point normally. As for Miss Fairmont and her sudden appearance, specters rarely thudded so clumsily headlong into their live counterparts, nor did they blush and stammer so awkwardly.


  So charmingly. He could see now why the servants were so agog over Celia Fairmont’s appearance. If he had seen her merely in the distance, especially in this deserted part of the old house, he might have believed in ghosts himself. Her hair was a pale, lustrous shade of blond, her face graced with delicate, feminine features, and the curves of her body embedded in his memory even from their brief, accidental contact.


  Shaking off the incident, he walked briskly down the hall and turned left, finding his way with the ease of long acquaintance to the portion of the house that had been reported to him as damaged.


  Empty echoing rooms, the acrid smell of dust, the scrape of his footsteps…


  “Damnation,” he said in exasperation when he saw the pile of rubble in the corner of what once had been a main hall. Rain from the previous evening still dripped from a hole in the roof in a monotonous rhythm.


  “Quite,” a voice agreed, making him jump. A curly brown head poked out of the doorway beyond the damaged corner.


  Phillip said irritably, “Francis! You’re the second person to try and frighten me out of my skin in the past few minutes.”


  “Really?” A laugh echoed in the empty room. “I got in from London late last evening. Jason told me where you were. I thought I might take a look as well.”


  “What a surprise. I should have expected that if there was a building falling down, you would be panting to examine it.”


  His younger brother laughed again and moved forward into view, hands thrust into the pockets of his trousers, his thin face serene and unruffled. “Ashbourne Hall is not exactly a significant find. Give it another ten thousand years or so. Twenty would be even better.”


  “At the current rate, Ashbourne will fall into a pile of satisfying rubbish before you know it.” In disgust, Phillip shoved at the fallen mortar with a booted foot. “Keeping this part of the house from coming down around our ears takes more energy and money than is practical.”


  “Father won’t hear of tearing it down.”


  “Don’t I know it,” Phillip agreed grimly. His father’s loyalty to the past was more than just a hobby. It could be a damned nuisance. “You’re telling me this?”


  Francis gave a shrug of his shoulders and chuckled. “You know how passionate he is about the history of this area. He’s sentimental. This part of the house dates back to William’s conquest. How could he hear of destroying history?”


  “Each time I sit down with the steward and go over the expenses of the estate, if he were in my shoes.”


  Francis lifted his brows. “But he doesn’t have to do that. For that, he has you.” He thoughtfully glanced over the fallen stones and puddle of water on the dirty floor. “I’m glad that I’m not the oldest son. I’ve mentioned it, I suppose.”


  “Just when you have the freedom to go off on one of your little expeditions.” Phillip sighed and rubbed the back of his neck. He really hadn’t slept worth a damn after that disturbing dream. “When are you off to…where is it?”


  “Egypt,” Francis said, his eyes suddenly gleaming with enthusiasm he could not conceal. “We hope to leave within the month. This expedition could be the most significant in history, Phillip. There’s no doubt the other tombs exist. Everyone agrees. It is just a matter of who digs where.”


  “Ah. I’m sure it will be marvelous.” Phillip’s mouth quirked.


  “You don’t understand my obsession, I know.” Amused resignation colored his younger brother’s response. “You think the whole thing a ridiculous waste of time.”


  “Somehow the thought of stinging insects, rampant disease, hostile natives and unfamiliar food leaves me cold,” Phillip admitted dryly. “Digging up a desiccated corpse buried a thousand years ago does not add to the charm, in my opinion.”


  “And I would stifle here under the burdens you bear. I was certainly not born to be the next Earl of Ashbourne. Just the thought of the fashionable marriage that hangs over your head like an executioner’s ax makes me shudder.”


  Phillip laughed. “There you have it. I work here, you grub in the muck for your treasures and Jason…Jason…hell, I’m not sure how to describe what Jason does.”


  Francis supplied delicately, “Enjoys life?”


  “Indeed,” Phillip agreed blandly. Glancing again at the pile of rubble in the corner of the empty room, he made a mental note to send workmen to repair the damaged roof before the next rain. Leaning one shoulder against the damp wall, he crossed his arms and in an offhand voice, he asked, “Speaking of differences among siblings, have you met our newest guest?”


  “The younger Fairmont sister, you mean?” Francis shook his head. “No, I haven’t had the pleasure. Is she anything like our sweet Deidre?”


  “I assure you, she is nothing like Deidre.” A vision of shining golden hair, a delicate lovely face, and wide, dark blue eyes came back in vivid, haunting recollection. Even her scent seemed to linger, a vaguely familiar perfume of lilacs in the spring.


  Francis looked speculative. “I hear the servants are twittering over her resemblance to some portrait that hangs in the gallery. Odd, I would say, considering how distant the family connection.”


  Phillip murmured in dark reflection, “You might twitter yourself, if you saw her.”


  * * * *


  The breakfast room at Ashbourne Hall was huge and airy, the windows open to the garden, the cool moist air of late spring floating inside and vying with the smell of food that rose enticingly from a sideboard laden with dishes. Celia hovered uncertainly in the doorway, not seeing her sister but instead a young man seated at the table. He rose easily to his feet in greeting.


  “Good morning.” His bow was exquisitely graceful.


  “Oh, hello.” Celia smiled back shyly, struck at once by the similarity between this man and the one she had encountered in the hallway and yet more struck by the differences. Dark laughing eyes lit his face instead of intense blue; he had a mobile smiling mouth, a slighter, shorter build, though he was still dark-haired and fine-featured.


  A brother, she concluded even as she allowed him to graciously take her hand. The resemblance was too striking to think otherwise. But which one? She knew that Lord Ashbourne had three sons, but little more about the family.


  “You are Celia Fairmont.” The young man looked delighted and his charming smile broadened. “Of course you are.” His mouth curved upward at the corners as he studied her face. The dark eyes narrowed slightly. “Welcome to Ashbourne, Miss Fairmont.”


  His fingers were warm and firm, gripping her hand with enthusiasm. She murmured, “Thank you.”


  “I’m Jason Leighton.”


  “A pleasure to meet you, sir.”


  “Sir?” He seemed to find that form of address amusing, lifting one brow. He let go of her hand and moved to hold out a chair for her to seat her at the table. “Ah, yes. You are the schoolgirl miss, are you not? Was it quite wrenching to leave?”


  “I beg your pardon?”


  “Prayers on your knees and cold gruel and prim teachers?” A mock shudder went through him as he continued to smile at her.


  Celia could not think of a word to say. Her experience with men was actually very limited, though it was obvious he was teasing her.


  “Unless,” he continued, casually taking the seat next to her and gracefully reaching for his cup, “God forbid, you would actually miss such a cloistered existence.”


  Celia shook her head, acutely aware of a silent footman who moved to pour tea and set a steaming pot in front of them. She was not used to servants. “I…well, I suppose it was not so bad. Deidre went to school there, as did my mother.”


  Jason Leighton smiled lazily at her. “I am glad you are free from such…a reclusive life. You should not be hidden away.” His gaze studied her, briefly dropping to the swell of her bosom.


  Heat flooded into her face. Responding to a compliment like that seemed entirely out of the question. She reached instead for her cup and wished her hand to not tremble as she lifted it to her lips.


  “Celia!”


  The sound of her name made her turn around.


  Deidre stood in the doorway, clad becomingly in an ivory and rose gown. Her soft brown eyes shone with apology. “I expected you to sleep a bit later. I’ve been up and waiting for hours. I went to your room, but you’d gone… I see you’ve met Jason.”


  Rushing in, she took the chair opposite, her fair cheeks flushed and bright with color. With her brown hair gathered softly in a style that Celia hadn’t seen before, and the fashionable gown she wore, Deidre looked altogether older and quite different than the plain young woman she remembered.


  “We have indeed.” Jason Leighton looked at both of them with open amusement. “I was just about to offer my services.”


  “Services?” Deidre’s voice was a squeak.


  “As a guide.” His response was smooth.


  “A guide?” Celia said faintly, not understanding the undercurrent. Deidre seemed quite nervous.


  “The house is extremely old. We’re very proud of it. Leightons are fairly bursting with arrogance over our family history. As this is to be your home, I thought you might enjoy a guided tour.”


  “That would be nice.” Celia took an unsteady sip of her tea.


  Deidre declared quickly, “How amusing that would be. Trust you, Jason, to step forward with such a suggestion.”


  “Of course,” he murmured, mouth curving. “As I said, I am at your service. Now if you’ll excuse me, ladies?”


  He rose, gave a fluid bow and left the room.


  Silence settled except for the ticking of the ornate clock by the mantel. Deidre barely seemed to notice as her teacup was filled and began to send upward gentle curls of steam.


  Instead she studied Celia with interested eyes. “I cannot believe it has been a year we were apart. You have changed so much,” she said gravely. “I don’t suppose I expected it.”


  “As have you,” Celia agreed, a bit relieved they were relatively alone. Jason Leighton had been a bit unsettling. “You look well. Like you’ve been happy here.” She studied her older sister’s face with equal attention.


  “Do I?” Deidre looked a bit startled at that observation, her soft mouth folding, a moving note of honesty in her voice as she said, “It was hard at first, of course. Losing Papa so suddenly and then having Cousin James take us in out of the blue that way… But yes, now I’m quite happy.” Faint color rose in her face.


  Celia couldn’t help but wonder if Jason Leighton was responsible for some of that happiness. He simply had the air of a man who charmed women. Unassuming Deidre, with her country background and ingenuous personality, would be an easy target. She said carefully, “You never wrote much about the family. I barely know their names, much less anything about them.”


  Deidre reached for the rack of toast. “Didn’t I? I am an awful correspondent, you know that.”


  “The only reason that I forgive you so easily for your reticence,” Celia said dryly. “But now that I’m here, you must satisfy my curiosity. I feel not only a stranger, but ignorant as well.”


  Deidre’s face softened. She set down her toast carefully on her plate, saying quietly, “I know your fears, Celia, I assure you. When you went back to school and I was to come here alone, I was petrified. I tried not to show it, but I was.” She shook her head at the memory. “This place is so different and I knew how generous Cousin James was being in taking us in when he had little obligation to do so. James Leighton, the sixth Earl of Ashbourne. It sounded so grand and terrifying. Yet he is quite kind and I have never been made to feel I was a poor relation, dependent on their charity. In fact, quite the contrary.”


  Deidre’s brown eyes were anxious, as if willing Celia to understand.


  It was a bit of a relief to hear that news. She had not wanted to admit her fears of this new place and new experience, not even to herself. Lord Ashbourne was simply a name in the past, her father’s second cousin, nothing to do with her simple life as the daughter of a country vicar. But with her father’s tragic death this unknown man suddenly dictated her life as her guardian, including the insistence that she finish school as her father had planned, even if it separated her from her sister for a year.


  “If he is as you say, I’m glad,” she murmured, lifting her cup to take a quick sip of tea. Yet, she thought as she drank the fragrant brew, there was no denying that she and her sister were just poor orphans begging at his door. What did one do with two young women with inauspicious backgrounds and no dowry?


  Feeling very drab and colorless in her faded black dress, Celia felt a twinge of unease over her future at Ashbourne Hall.


  Chapter 2


  “This was once the keep or donjon,” Jason Leighton said with enthusiasm. His long, elegant fingers curled around Celia’s wrist, helping her with exaggerated care over a ruined stone wall. The remains resembled a skull, all hollows and jagged toppled stones that jutted like teeth. Behind them, one tower still stood defiantly, gazing out to sea. The house itself was a few hundred feet distant, more modern by several centuries, the well-kept façade and immaculate grounds incongruous to the tumbled masses of rotting walls and strewn stone apart from it.


  “Was it?” she murmured, lifting her face to the smart breeze that was filled with the scent of the sea. It felt fresh and intoxicating. Tendrils of hair curled around her face, wildly whipped against her cheeks by the constant teasing tug of the wind.


  “Yes, indeed. Built by some cruel and despotic Leighton centuries ago.” Jason seemed pleased at the notion, his ebony hair pulled loose from its queue and framing his face. In the strong sunlight, he could be that medieval ancestor. There was something, an air of rakish recklessness perhaps, that glinted in his dark eyes.


  Celia asked curiously, “What makes you think they were cruel?”


  His answer was prompt, his smile wickedly attractive as his teeth gleamed white. “Pure logic. If the people love you, do you need towering walls several feet thick to protect you?” His arched eyebrows went upward in cynical query.


  “I suppose not.”


  “Then you see my point.” He laughed. “Cruel and despotic, at a guess.”


  “You might be right, I suppose.”


  They were standing almost on top of a rocky promontory, the crumbling walls of the old keep now dangerously near the eroded edge of the cliff. It was no wonder that the newer structure had been built a safe distance from that encroaching, ever-restless neighbor the sea.


  “And the current Leightons,” Celia asked as she glanced at her companion from beneath her lashes, “how do they fare in public opinion?”


  He laughed again, giving her a long look out of those dark eyes. “Are you nervous, my dear, about whose clutches you have fallen into? Let me reassure you as best I can. My father, dear and dim man that he is, is beloved by all. How not? All he does is bury himself in his study all day and write tedious histories of the countryside. You met him yourself this morning, didn’t you?”


  “Yes.”


  “I’d wager he wasted little time with polite introductions and dove right back into his hideaway,” Jason said shrewdly.


  That guess was extremely close to the truth. Lord Ashbourne had bent absently over her hand in welcome, wished her happiness in her new home and then had wandered away, muttering something about work to do.


  There was a lovely blue flower, delicate as a bit of lace, sprouting from between two rough-hewn rocks. Celia casually bent to pick it, not wanting to reveal too much of her curiosity before those intent eyes. “And your mother?”


  “She prefers the whirl of society. Naturally, she plays the charitable country lady with proper aplomb, but her heart lies with the intrigue of the fashionable ton. If it weren’t for my father, she would spend all her time in London.”


  “Being a countess, no doubt it is expected of her to go about in society often.”


  A saucy grin lit his face. “I suspect she became a countess just to be admitted into those exalted circles she enjoys so much. I gather it was considered to be a very unlikely match. She and my father couldn’t be more different, yet they do seem to amble along through marriage without too much discord.”


  “I see.” Celia frowned at the flower in her hand. “I’ve never been to London,” she admitted.


  “A fact I’m sure my mother will remedy with pleasure. Be aware that she tried to mold Deidre to her ideal of a fashionable young lady. She used all her wiles to try to convince your sister she needed a proper coming out.”


  “It didn’t work,” Celia guessed. Her sister had always been a simple creature. Deidre was generous, deeply spiritual, completely without guile. Intrigue would be as foreign to her as the moon.


  “She seems to prefer the sedate life here at Ashbourne.”


  “As would I.”


  “Would you?”


  Celia frowned again. “I think so…yes.”


  “Mind that my mother has no daughters. The urge to send you soaring into social triumph will exist, believe me, especially since Deidre thwarted her diabolical designs. Unless you have stern resolve, London is in your future, Miss Fairmont.”


  The flower was too perfect, too delicate in her fingers. Celia stared at it absently, marveling at how swiftly life could change. “London?” It was a murmur.


  “A far cry from here, cousin. You don’t mind if I address you so? We are family, after all. Miss Fairmont is so formal for one so young and distractingly lovely.”


  “Rather distant cousins.” Celia said the words quickly to hide her embarrassment over his compliment. “Your father is very kind to have us here.”


  “Blood is blood.” Jason dismissed the notion with a careless wave of a long-fingered hand. Stepping up on a small rise of stone, he put his hands on his hips, a roguish smile curving his mouth. “Look around. This part of Cornwall could be as remote from London as the moon. Francis is fond of saying he cannot believe they are part of the same country.”


  “Francis?”


  “My younger brother. He dabbles in archaeology, traveling the world and scrabbling about in the dirt for ancient cast-offs and broken crockery. You’ve never seen such delight over a twig of bone or disgusting bit of ragged cloth.”


  “I see.” Celia delicately bit her lower lip and stifled a laugh. Then she asked as casually as possible, “You have an older brother as well, don’t you?”


  “Yes, indeed.” Jason’s good-looking face was bland. “Phillip.”


  “I think we might have met this morning. He looks a great deal like you, but perhaps a little taller, with blue eyes?”


  “That’s him.” The answer was remarkably short for the verbose Jason.


  “Deidre said he runs the estate,” Celia ventured, undeniably curious about the blue-eyed man who had appeared unexpectedly in her dreams. How could she conjure up the image of someone she hadn’t even met yet?


  “And so he should. He’s the heir.”


  The words were spoken with just an uncharacteristic edge of sharpness. Celia glanced up quickly.


  After a moment, Jason shrugged his wide shoulders. “And a tedious job it is. Look around. As far as the eye can see is Leighton land. Phillip is responsible for each crofter, every tiny lamb or swine, even our mining interests. My father has never been one to concern himself with practical matters. Phillip took over running Ashbourne at the tender age of sixteen to the relief of all.”


  “I see.”


  “He doesn’t seem to mind the drudgery of his existence.” The dark eyes were veiled. “I would go mad if I had to constantly listen to petty complaints and add up musty old ledgers.” His smile was not quite the usual easy grin. “Phillip is definitely more suited to the responsibility than I would be. He practically invented the word.”


  Celia asked, “And what do you do?”


  “Live.” Jason said, a wicked smile coming over his face. “Don’t you know that second sons are always the rogues? Family history bears me out. I cannot fight fate. And since I cannot fight it, I embrace it. Why shouldn’t I?”


  The wind whistled past, pulling at her skirts. Upon her life, Celia could think of nothing to say. Her upbringing had not included glib young men like Jason Leighton.


  She needn’t have worried because Jason was never long at a loss for words.


  He asked, “Speaking of family history, are you superstitious, Cousin Celia?” His dark eyes sparkled alarmingly.


  “No, not particularly.”


  “Ah.” He crooked a finger theatrically. “We Cornish tend to be, I warn you. We love our ghosts.”


  He was teasing again. It seemed part of his engaging, if a bit unsettling, personality.


  Celia said dryly, “Is that so?”


  “Even here at Ashbourne we have our favorites.”


  “Now you are trying to intrigue me.”


  “Indeed.” His mouth curved wickedly.


  “I don’t know if it will work. I’m not certain I believe in such things. Legends are all too often just that, stories made up to entertain and disturb.”


  “You’re in Cornwall now. You have to embrace our ghosts in the same way you have to love the sea.”


  “Really?” she said in reluctant amusement, capitulating easily under that charming smile. “I guess then I must. What ghosts?”


  He grinned down at her, one booted foot propped on a wayward rock, his dark hair ruffled by the persistent wind. “Would you be frightened if I told you we have quite a few? It is true. We have several interesting apparitions who are supposed to totter the sainted halls of Ashbourne Hall in the wee hours, dripping gore and looking for revenge…”


  “You are baiting me, sir.” She laughed out loud.


  He instantly looked chastened, a false frown knitting his brow. “Not at all, my dear cousin. I simply seek to warn you.”


  “To frighten me.”


  “Perhaps.” His mouth twitched in amusement.


  “Tell me.” Celia sat down primly on a ruined wall, gathering her skirts from being tossed by the fitful wind. “In truth,” she admitted, “I adore ghost stories. I used to steal the most lurid books from my father’s library, though there weren’t nearly enough, and read them at night by candlelight for effect.”


  “My dear, you are a woman of my heart.” Jason’s expression was enigmatic. “Better than tell you, I can show you.”


  * * * *


  It was annoying as hell and Phillip fought the urge to toss his pen across the room.


  It wasn’t like he was some randy adolescent, but the night before he’d dreamt in vivid sexual detail, woken with a throbbing erection, and now he couldn’t seem to forget about it and was having trouble concentrating.


  You would think, he told himself wryly, writing letters to wool merchants would be properly boring enough to keep any lascivious thoughts at bay. God knew it wasn’t his favorite chore.


  Nor was discussing his brother’s ever-increasing gambling debts, but when he’d asked to see Jason, Phillip had been informed he was out showing the newly arrived Miss Fairmont the grounds.


  Of course he would be. Trust Jason to light on the nearest pretty female like a hawk scooping up a dove.


  Actually, Celia Fairmont was a bit more than pretty. However, she was also undoubtedly unsophisticated and innocent…


  “Sir?”


  Williams, his steward, was looking at him curiously.


  “I’m sorry, what did you say?”


  “I will post those if you are ready for me to take them.”


  He looked at the scattered correspondence on his desk and came back to the moment. There were things to be taken care of, and he had never been a daydreamer anyway.


  Nights were apparently a different matter.


  He said curtly, “I’ll be done in a moment.”


  * * * *


  Musty narrow halls, three-foot-thick walls, gloomy vaulted ceilings. The house had become an Elizabethan “E” through the centuries, the newer wings, though luxurious and comfortable, not nearly as interesting as the old abandoned mazes of rooms and corridors.


  Celia followed Jason in a haze of dust and shadows, marveling at the sheer size and age of Ashbourne Hall, her echoing footsteps punctuated by Jason’s running banter.


  Hours later it seemed, they came to the end of a narrow passageway blocked by an old door.


  “Now—” he flung the door open with aplomb, “—we return to the nineteenth century. After you, my lovely lady.” His exaggerated bow was as courtly as any cavalier who might have prowled those ancient halls and echoing rooms.


  Blinking with amazement, Celia stepped out into the main hall. A startled maid looked up from dusting a gleaming ornate table, a small shriek escaping her lips as she jumped back. Jason impudently winked at her and the woman’s expression changed from terror to amused annoyance and she went back to her work with a shake of her head. Behind them, the door swung shut on silent hinges, blending immediately into the old paneling.


  “A secret passage?” Celia smothered a delighted laugh with a dusty hand, wondering if she looked as disreputable as her companion. Smudges of gray covered his elegant coat and breeches, and his loose dark hair curled freely over his collar. Self-consciously, she began to brush at her clothing.


  “Ashbourne is teeming with them,” Jason announced with a bit of pride. “The place is a veritable rabbit den of trick chimneys and sliding bed panels. Our ancestors were a sly lot.” Uncaring of the damage to his expensive tailored clothing, he grasped her arm and began to urge her toward the stairs. “Come on, I’ve saved the best for last.”


  It was impossible to not catch at least some of his enthusiasm and good spirits. Celia followed him up the magnificent curving stairway and allowed herself to be led along a gallery that stretched off to the right. It was lined with pictures in heavy ornate frames.


  “This was William Leighton, the first earl.” Jason stopped in front of a portrait of a man in full court dress, complete with powdered hair and elaborate sword. The painting was a good one. The eyes of the subject looked disdainfully down at the viewer and the smile on the thin mouth held a glitter of arrogance.


  “The family resemblance is remarkable,” Celia murmured.


  “That particular Leighton died an honorable death on the dueling field at the sword point of some irate husband,” Jason imparted gleefully.


  “How charming.”


  “His charm is what caused him the trouble.”


  “I’d say.” Celia glanced curiously at the next picture. “And this?”


  “His lady wife.”


  “Ah.”


  Jason strolled a few feet down and pointed. “Here is one of our great heroes. Richard Leighton, a hotheaded young lord who chose to fling his life away as so many others did for the Stuart cause. He died fighting for Bonnie Prince Charlie at Culloden Moor.”


  “A pity.” Celia could almost feel the fire in the challenging dark gaze that stared out at her. Jason’s style of presentation was persuasive.


  “His wife was probably grateful. They had twelve children.” A mirthful chuckle took the malice out of the words.


  “She does look a bit bloodless and tired, doesn’t she?” Celia mused, studying the flat, pale face with interest. The gallery itself was a long, narrow room with mullioned windows at either end, and a shining wood floor. “Where are the pictures of your family? Surely the current Leightons are also on display?” She arched a brow in question.


  “Downstairs in the formal parlor, of course. My father won’t move up here until Phillip inherits the title. Only Leightons who have passed into the great beyond grace these walls.”


  “Oh, I see.” Lifting her hand to brush at her disheveled hair, she saw the dusty streaks on her palm with some dismay. She glanced down at her dress. “Look at me, I’m quite filthy. I do thank you for an entertaining afternoon, but—”


  “You can’t run off now, I haven’t produced my ghost yet, have I? You can’t cheat me of my grand moment. I won’t allow it.” Jason lifted his dark brows. Turning theatrically, he walked a few paces and stopped with a flourish near the farthest end of the gallery, tipping his head back and rocking on his heels in apparent contemplation. “This, my dearest Cousin Celia, is the object of our visit.”


  Curious, Celia followed his lead, stopping in front of the portrait in question. The face of a young woman stared back at her.


  It was like looking in a mirror.


  In some shock, since it wasn’t at all what she expected, Celia’s hands closed on the material of her gown.


  The woman must have been close to Celia’s own age of nineteen when the portrait was done, yet the blue eyes that stared out from the canvas were dark with the impression of unhappiness. Full lips curved in a smile that did nothing to dispel that haunting quality of melancholy, high cheekbones emphasized the delicate line of her nose, and her golden hair was gathered into a style that had faded to oblivion a hundred years before.


  Next to her, Jason Leighton gave a low laugh of triumph. “I see that you are surprised. In fact, lovely cousin, you look like you’ve just seen a ghost.”


  Without taking her gaze from the painting, Celia asked, “Who is she?”


  “Caroline Leighton, wife of the third earl. It’s an uncanny resemblance, isn’t it?”


  “I suppose so.” Celia swallowed, shaking off the mesmerizing sadness in those blue eyes.


  “You know it is. I can see it in your expression.”


  He was absolutely right and uncanny was a good choice in words. She couldn’t believe it. “Perhaps. She must have a story, as well. You know all the others.”


  “Oh, yes, the lady is quite notorious.”


  “Notorious? Tell me.”


  “She created a celebrated scandal by running off with her lover.” Jason gave her a sardonic look. “Her husband, the current earl at the time, Henry, was heartbroken naturally. Though much older, he was still very taken with his beautiful and faithless wife, and in his grief took to drink, eventually tumbling down a flight of stairs and breaking his unhappy neck.”


  “How unpleasant.” A small shiver walked up Celia’s spine.


  “Yes, indeed. And the talk of the day or so the story goes. They had two young children, a boy and girl, I believe. She left them in her husband’s outraged guardianship while she pursued her passion. I believe some distant relative came to care for them after Henry’s death. The boy inherited his title, naturally.”


  “You mean after her husband’s death, she still left the care of her children to strangers?” The notion disturbed her.


  “Apparently the countess preferred her new life.”


  “How very…unfeeling.” Soft gray light came in from the high windows, and it sent shadows fretting in the corners by the stairwell. Celia felt cold suddenly, as if the silent ranks of long-dead Leightons were laughing with Jason, amused by her discomfort.


  “She doesn’t look like an adulteress who would betray her husband and abandon her children.” There was no reason for Celia to feel so unaccountably struck by Jason’s story. Heaven knew he’d probably embellished it for effect.


  “Few of us reveal in our faces what lies beneath,” Jason said smoothly. “Beauty often disguises poison. Look at nature. Some of the loveliest creatures are deadly to taste or touch. The façade is often the worst deception possible.”


  “Yes, I would guess you are right.” Another shiver touched Celia’s body, giving her a sudden violent desire to escape the gallery. She straightened and tore her gaze from the painting in front of her. She held out her hand. “I thank you for a…a fascinating afternoon, Mr. Leighton.”


  His warm fingers closed over her chilled ones. “My pleasure. And please, call me Jason. After all, Caroline is the irrefutable proof of our family connection.”


  Again Celia had the unsettling impression he was laughing at her.


  * * * *


  She wore the ugliest dress he had ever seen. Dark brown with an awkward collar and no decoration at all, it did nothing to flatter either her slender, shapely figure or her fair coloring.


  Why was it he kept catching himself looking at her then?


  Celia Fairmont simply drew the eye with her delicate blond beauty and reserved air. That damned portrait nonsense didn’t help, Phillip thought darkly as he lifted his wineglass to his mouth and took a swallow. The servants were all whispering about it and Jason had reportedly dragged the girl to the gallery at first opportunity and was claiming the resemblance even more startling at close quarters.


  The whole stir was ridiculous. All it proved was that family throwbacks occasionally happened, even with as distant a relative as the lovely Miss Fairmont.


  “Are you ill, Phillip?”


  He looked up from his plate. “I beg your pardon?”


  “I asked you the same question three times.” His mother frowned at him, her eyes anxious in her round face. Resplendent in aquamarine silk even for a simple family dinner in the country, Lady Ashbourne was a decided contrast to the plainly dressed girl across the table. She said, “You haven’t eaten but a bite. Are you feeling unwell? Does the meat not suit you? I thought roast beef to be your favorite.”


  “I’m fine, Mother.” He picked up his fork to prove it, spearing a piece of juicy meat and beginning to eat.


  The puzzled look leaving her face, his mother directed her attention to the other end of the table. “We must see about a new wardrobe at once,” she remarked to Deidre, eyeing Celia’s dress. “That garment is simply ghastly.”


  Celia Fairmont colored visibly at that frank assessment of her attire, pink flooding upward to stain her smooth cheeks. She glanced self-consciously down at her appearance as if she had never thought about anyone caring what she wore.


  “I can see her in rose silk,” Jason chimed in with his usual overdone charm, lifting his wineglass in a graceful gesture, “and dark blue as well, to match her magnificent eyes.”


  As Phillip watched, the color climbed higher into her face. She was most certainly very young and not accustomed to the blunt nature of his brother’s flirtations.


  “And ivory lace.” His mother entered the game with enthusiasm. “Perhaps trimmed with yellow ribbon. Yes, that would be just the thing. We’ll need riding habits, slippers, everything, I assume. I suppose I—”


  Jason interrupted smoothly, “Of course, first you must get Phillip to loosen his purse strings.”


  Phillip’s fingers tightened around the stem of the delicate wineglass in his hand, threatening to snap it in half. The barb was deliberate, designed to make him look the miser in front of everyone at the table, especially the new arrival. It sprang, he knew, from the heated argument between him and his brother just before dinner had been announced. He hadn’t looked forward to saying something to Jason, but he simply had to rein him in.


  It was hardly the time to draw swords over the main course at the dinner table.


  Celia began to stammer, “I don’t need—”


  “I don’t think I’d begrudge Miss Fairmont a few items of decent clothing,” he interrupted pleasantly, trying not to grit his teeth. The look he gave his brother dared him to take the matter further.


  Jason had a talent for dissent, his reckless nature sometimes getting the better of him, and he ignored the implicit warning. “Ah, but are female fripperies a necessity?” He waved a long-fingered hand. “I believe just recently you and I were discussing the specifics of what you consider to be, brother mine, necessary expenses.” Despite the smile on his lips, his eyes burned with resentment across the table.


  “Gambling losses not among them,” Phillip said coldly.


  “Ah, see there.” Jason quirked a brow and smiled broadly at the company at large. “No more gaming for the unworthy likes of me.”


  “Jason, have you been at the cards again?” His mother frowned, her fork arrested with a piece of food dangling. As usual his father was late to the table, still consumed with some scholarly pursuit.


  Jason shrugged. “Everyone gambles. It’s a gentleman’s pastime. I’ve been winning as much as losing, despite what our lord and master believes.”


  Heat flushed through Phillip’s veins, making him stiffen in his chair. The running tension between him and his brother was beginning to tear his nerves to shreds. No wonder he had trouble sleeping of late.


  Celia and Deidre Fairmont both looked extremely uncomfortable, finding their plates of great interest.


  Lord, he wanted to throttle Jason for his careless attitude toward life. Curtailing his funds seemed the only way to get his younger brother to assume responsibility for his actions. And as usual, Phillip was the one paying, if not in coin, in emotional discord.


  Next to Phillip, Francis, ever the peacemaker, murmured, “Jason, have a care, man.”


  “He has no need,” Phillip said curtly, tossing aside his napkin and getting to his feet. “If everyone will excuse me, I have some work to do.”


  With a small bow, he quit the room, leaving behind an uncomfortable silence.


  Chapter 3


  The moon waned. Specter clouds floated by, obscuring the already dim light. Branches of swaying trees grasped phantom fingers into the moving air like searching claws.


  Her feet barely brushed the earth…it was that way. The heady euphoria of spiritual and sensual well-being was intoxicating whenever she left him.


  My love.


  She whispered it under her breath as she ran.


  The path was barely visible in the thin gleam from above, but that mattered not, she knew it so well. Her breath curled upward like smoke in the chill night and she shivered and clutched her cloak more tightly around her body.


  She could have been a spirit of the darkness, drifting toward a destination of warmth but no happiness.


  The house loomed just ahead.


  Her footsteps echoed into the shadows and a clench of fear tightened in her stomach. Her return was always the same, trading joy for danger, love for hate. Breaking out of the trees, she skirted the headland, the sound of the sea rising dangerous and strong to her left. From this approach the ruined keep thrust gaping stones into the night sky, like rotting teeth crumbling under the onslaught of time and weather. She picked her way through, holding her skirts high, trying to regain her breath. The rising wind tugged at her loose hair, moaning like a dying animal through the tumbled rocks.


  A storm was brewing. He had said so, a whisper in her ear as he helped refasten her clothing.


  A smile touched her mouth. He was so much faster at removing garments than at restoring them to their proper order.


  Careful now…take care.


  Sliding into the shadows of the deserted wing, she groped along the cold, damp stone wall. Nervously running her tongue over dry lips, she fumbled forward in the pitch darkness now, searching…searching…


  Her hand found it. The handle of the door hidden behind the hawthorn bush was cold and hard in her trembling fingers. Dry leaves pricked her arms but she did not care as she wrenched it open, the cool smell of damp stone and musty, unused air drifting outward. She went through the dark doorway then, silent as a melting ghost.


  Her maid was there, waiting, faithful as a hound. Her lamp carefully shaded, her bony figure was wrapped against the dampness of the abandoned cellars.


  “Milady.” A whisper in greeting was low and cautious. The woman struggled to her feet and fumbled with the light until a faint glow lit the sweating walls.


  She swirled her cloak from around her shoulders and shook it. “He’s abed?”


  “Aye.” It was a hiss in the gloom. “But if he should wake and find ye gone…coming back with your hair all unbound—”


  “If he should wake and find me gone—” the retort was flippant, defiant, “—my hair would not likely matter, bound or unbound.” The flicker of dread was ignored, just as the thought of discovery could not be contemplated. Please, my Lord God, the prayer spun out…don’t let him wake.


  “Let’s be to it and quick,” her servant replied, lifting the meager light. They proceeded up the dark stairs, row upon row of them, and through gaunt spaces hung with menacing shadows and dead smells.


  Her heart pounded, her mouth was dry as dust and her hands slick with sweat.


  It wasn’t until they had gained the upper corridor and slipped through the hidden door that she began to breathe again.


  Her bedchamber was cold and empty, the fire just a whisper of dying coals. She undressed quickly with Alice’s aid, neither of them daring a word, and then slipped into bed.


  Safe. She was safe.


  This night.


  * * * *


  “He’s twenty-eight. I think Cousin Lydia is beginning to despair of a fashionable marriage any time soon, but he isn’t one to be lightly swayed. He hates London and refuses to stay there for more than a few days at a time.” Deidre sniffed slightly, betraying her disapproval. “Phillip should have been long wed by now.”


  Celia murmured, “What an odd notion. To have to marry well because it is one’s duty, not one’s pleasure.”
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