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Lynnette Overton was a pink of Society. It had been remarked among those who knew her that she was as merry as a cricket, and more than one gentleman of her acquaintance thought her quite taking in her own, straightforward fashion. No one had ever accused her of being a cabbagehead. Nor had it ever been said that she was so timid as to not say boo to a goose.

Yet even she was not one to take foolish chances.

Before she climbed into bed that night with a cup of chocolate and a copy of Mrs. Mordefi’s newest sensational gothic novel, Lynnette locked her door. She was too taken by the glittering light of a full moon to pull her draperies shut but even she was not so blinded by the sparkle as to let it beguile her. So she also made sure that the French windows that looked onto a wide veranda, and from there over the gardens, were fastened tight.

It was a good thing she did, she told herself, settling down with her book. The happenings at Greystone Castle were enough to curl her liver.

 

The noise came from outside my window, a low, inhuman moan that seemed at one moment to come from the wind and the next to shiver in the air all around the ancient castle walls. My heart beat like a marching army, the sound so loud in my ears I wondered that my father, or my dear governess, Madame Bretaigne, or any of our servants who were asleep in their own chambers, did not hear the uproar and come to my aid.

Except for my own rough breathing and the sound outside that seemed nothing less than the exhalation of hell, Greystone Castle was quiet, its inhabitants blessedly and soundly asleep at this late hour, insensible to the terror that coursed through the air like the reverberation of thunder.

 

A frisson like icy fingers touched Lynnette’s shoulders and she burrowed farther under her blankets. She fluffed her pillow and tilted the book to make the most of the single candle that burned beside her bed. Her heart pounded, nearly as unmercifully as that of poor Clarice, the besieged heroine in this, the latest tome from the wildly popular Mrs. Mordefi.

Pounding heart and icy shivers aside, Lynnette could no more have stopped reading than she could keep herself from taking another breath. Mrs. Mordefi had long been her favorite author and Greystone Castle was all that Lynnette had hoped for. And more.
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I do not remember pushing back the blankets under which I was huddled, weak and shivering with fright. I do not remember my bare feet touching the icy flagstone floor. I cannot recall, though I have tried mightily in the long years since that most haunting of nights, when I took into my hands the candle that was lit beside my bed. I know only that I carried it with me, its light around me like a nimbus in the black void. The flame did not shiver; my hands did not tremble. Nor did my feet falter. They carried me relentlessly nearer and nearer, step by inexorable step, to the window and to the horrific sound that shuddered in the air just outside.

 

A small scraping sound interrupted Lynnette’s reading and she gasped and sat up, automatically looking around her bedchamber.

“Looby!” She scolded herself instantly for being so suggestible as to let Clarice’s plight affect her own pleasurable pastime. Yet it was not so easy to convince herself that what she’d heard wasn’t the sound of her doorknob turning.

Though she knew full well that her housekeeper had been abed for hours and was not inclined to move about the house at night, Lynnette called to her in any case. “Mrs. Wilcox?”

There was no answer.

“Of course.” She clicked her tongue, a reminder not to be so fanciful. Ready to settle down again, she positioned the pillow behind her in a more comfortable fashion. When she did, her hand brushed against the paper that was tucked beneath it. Just as it was tucked there every night.

Suddenly, in spite of the reasoning that told her otherwise, the sound she’d heard outside her door did not seem so unlikely.

Lynnette swallowed the dry-as-sand taste that filled her mouth. She did not need to remind herself that while she was visiting Brighton recently and out to tea with friends, someone had slipped into her lodgings. When she’d returned, she found chaos. Her bedchamber had been turned upside down. Her desk had been emptied. Even her wardrobe had been thoroughly searched.

She knew this single sheet of paper was exactly what the intruder had been looking for.

“No use kicking up a dust,” she reminded herself. “You’re home now at Plumley Terrace and no one can get to it here.” It was good advice, but it did not keep her from propping herself on one elbow to look across her well-appointed room and toward the doorway again.

“No one. Nothing.” She let the words escape on the end of a sigh and forced the tension out of her shoulders. It was not as easy to untwist the knot in her stomach so she reached for her cup of chocolate and sipped. She closed her eyes, savoring the taste and the heat that poured through her and eased her jangled nerves.

Soothed, she went back to her reading.
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I remember nothing at all until the moment I found myself at the window. I could see little beyond my own reflection, my pupils wide and dark, my hair loose around my shoulders like an ebon shawl. I knew that beyond the glass was naught but the vista of lonely countryside that extended for miles around our home. There was no balcony outside my chamber. No foothold of any kind at all in the sheer rocky face of Greystone Castle. Far below, glistening in the moonlight, was the moat that ringed our walls, and below and to my right, the medieval drawbridge that was never raised because Father believed it to be only for ceremonial purposes, those occasions when someone of importance came to call. In our isolation, we did not often have visitors.

For one heartbeat, then two, nothing happened and I realized that the sound that had disturbed my sleep and brought me from my bed had stopped. The quiet pressed against me, as real as the darkness that surrounded me. I shook my head, certain that the noise and the shudder of fear that rode on the air with it had been nothing more than a dream, that I had imagined both the sound and the chill that crawled along my skin like the frosty fingers of death.

“Sleepwalking.” My own whispered word echoed back at me from the stillness like a prayer.

I was sleepwalking. Certainly that was what was happening. Thus, all was explained. The sound was not real. It was nothing but a figment of my too fanciful imagination.

If I dreamed the sound then perhaps I was asleep still. I must certainly be. For as I stood there, endeavoring to see beyond the blackness that wrapped our castle like a shroud, a face appeared outside my window. A pale face, with eyes as yellow as a rodent’s, and as hot as flame.

 

Lynnette bolted upright, as startled by the appearance of the face at the window of Greystone Castle as was poor Clarice. It was a few moments before her pounding heart finally slowed and the blood did not rush so fast in her ears, and it wasn’t until then that she heard a faint sound on the other side of her room. Like Clarice, she was not prone to fits of imagination. Like Clarice, she did not need to be. The sound was real enough.

“Mrs. Wilcox?” Lynnette’s voice was small in her ears. It echoed back at her in the dark. “Mrs. Wilcox?” she called again, yet even as she did, she knew the noise she heard could not have been made by her housekeeper. Mrs. Wilcox was elderly and as plump as a Christmas goose. She was not adventuresome, nor was she the type who would risk a walk in the moonlight, fearing as much a case of the vapors as she did an encounter with ruffians.

It certainly meant Mrs. Wilcox was not on the broad veranda outside Lynnette’s window.

And that is surely where the sound originated.

Lynnette hesitated. But only for a moment. She had yet to find a mystery that did not leave her so curious that she simply had to investigate and she had never been one to back down from a challenge. Taking her candle into one hand, she padded across the room to the French doors.

Her head still filled with the fabulous pictures Mrs. Mordefi painted with her words, it took a minute for Lynnette to realize that because of the candle, she could see little beyond her own reflection staring back at her from the glass. Her eyes were wide, and because they were a shade of gray she had always thought unremarkable, they looked to be no more than a reflection of the moonlight. Her hair, streaked with mahogany in good light, was inky in the darkness. Anna, her maid, had carefully brushed it before Lynnette climbed into bed, and it was loose around her shoulders. Rather than look at herself—and think of Clarice—she blew out the flame.

Outside, moonlight tipped the garden with silver and threw the magnificent grounds of Plumley Terrace into a jumble of light and shadow. It was a soft early spring night with little breeze and there were no trees growing near Lynnette’s spacious second-floor room.

“And nothing to account for the noise,” she told herself, and just to prove it, she bent at the waist and tilted her head first one way and then the other to see as far to either side of the veranda as she could.

Nothing.

No sign of what might have caused the noise. No sign of movement. No sign of anything at all but—

Out of nowhere, a man appeared on the other side of the glass, just inches from Lynnette. Her heart stopped. Her breath caught. Frozen by surprise, she could do nothing more than stare.

He was tall and broad, swathed in dark clothing from head to toe. Against the black cloth, his face was as pale as fish scales.

The moment of paralysis evaporated in a rush of fear. She cried out just as the intruder jiggled the knob on the door. Finding it locked, his eyes narrowed and he shot her a look of such venom that she stepped back. Her feet tangled and her nightdress twisted around her knees. Panic closed around her and before she could brace herself, Lynnette hit the floor. By the time she pushed the hair out of her eyes and regained her senses—as well as her breath—the man was gone.

She stared through the blackness toward the window, expecting to see the shadowy form again, and when she did not—for one minute, then two, then longer—she pulled herself to her feet and scurried back to her bed. She had no intention of closing her eyes, but she tunneled beneath the blankets and pulled them up to her chin, taking comfort in the familiar, lavender smell and the feel of the finely woven linen against her skin.

It wasn’t until then that her hand brushed the leather cover of Greystone Castle. Lynnette pulled the book out from under the blankets. She removed the paper from beneath her pillow and tucked it into the pages of the book. She shook, not from fright so much as from relief. If it wasn’t for Mrs. Mordefi and the tremors of fear the woman’s books shot through her, Lynnette would not have locked her door or her window before she went to bed.

That meant that Mrs. Mordefi—bless her!—was responsible for saving the single, precious piece of paper that had once belonged to Lynnette’s mother.

And possibly Lynnette’s life, as well.

 

“So then Varclay, he says…” Across the dining-room table from Lynnette, Arthur Hexam was laughing so heartily, he nearly choked on the biscuit he was eating. He took a sip of claret and pounded his chest.

Never one to be outdone, Roger Palliston, who was sitting to Lynnette’s left, saw his opportunity. He took over the telling of the story. “Varclay says, and in that high-pitched voice of his that always sounds as if he’s talking through his nose, he says—”

“What do you mean, no wager?” Deware Clifton, the young Duke of Latimer, was a far better actor than anyone might have expected. He popped out of his chair and, as if by magic, the expression on his face changed, as did his demeanor and his voice. Polished one second, he was nervous and twitchy the next. Just as James Varclay had been nervous and twitchy the last time Lynnette happened across him. The imitation was so perfect, everyone gathered around the dining room table of Somerton House laughed and applauded.

Fearing she would betray herself if she did anything else, Lynnette applauded, too.

No one there could have guessed how little she felt like joining in the merriment.

In spite of the candles that flickered all around, the delicious food, and the very good company, a shiver skittered over her shoulders. Ever since the night before when the man appeared outside her window, every noise made Lynnette start, every movement just out of the line of her vision brought her spinning around.

Just to be sure she was safe.

She was safe here.

Reminding herself of the fact, Lynnette pushed down her terror. She looked around the table at the people who were so dear to her and some of the tension that had her insides tied into knots eased. Across the table, her cousin Nick, the Viscount Somerton, was sitting side by side with his darling wife, Willie. Just a few weeks earlier, they had announced that before the turn of the year, the viscount would have an heir. Now, husband and wife looked lovingly into each other’s eyes, their hands entwined, their laughter mingled as easily as their smiles.

It was a good thing Nick was so preoccupied. He had always had an unsettling way of reading Lynnette’s moods and that would not do. At least not yet. Before Willie settled him with her great good sense and in a love match the likes of which the ton had not seen in ages, Nick was known to be overzealous. For now, the news of the intruder and of the sheet of paper Lynnette had taken the precaution to sew into the hem of her dress for safekeeping was best kept secret. Lest Nick should do something rash before Lynnette had time to work through the puzzle for herself.

Another burst of laughter from the people around the table brought Lynnette out of her brown study. She was just in time to see Latimer slip easily into playing Varclay again. His nose in the air, his voice as high as the ceiling, he looked around at the small assemblage. “There must be a wager! The Blades and the Dashers have been wagering since damned Hector was a brassy pup!”

“I own, it is most exactly what Varclay said,” Hexam added, his pudgy face split with a smile.

“Exactly!” Palliston concurred. “And then Willie—”

“Then Willie did what any sensible woman would do.” They had stepped onto what was clearly his domain, and Nick took over the telling of the tale. “She reminded Varclay that my wagering days are over. The poor man hardly knew what to say.”

So that she might look to be as fully engrossed in the narration as they were, it seemed the right time for Lynnette to say something. “Are the Blades so desperate for amusement that they have to come to the Dashers to find it? What sort of wager did they have in mind?”

“That is the true wonder of the thing,” Nick said, his blue eyes twinkling in the candlelight. A platter of the biscuits Willie called kaju badam—she’d learned the recipe during her early years in India with her missionary family—went round the table and Lynnette helped herself to one. She had eaten little since the night before but she knew that if she picked at this as she had at most of tonight’s dinner, Nick and Willie would surely take note. She nibbled the biscuit.

“If you can believe it,” Nick said, “they want us—the Dashers—”

“To help them—the Blades—” Latimer added.

“To discover a secret,” Hexam put forward.

“A secret…” Palliston was as much of an actor as Latimer. He let the drama build before he leaned closer to Lynnette, his florid complexion redder than ever thanks to the candlelight and an evening awash in claret. “A secret about the Duke of Ravensfield!”

If Lynnette needed something to distract her, they could not have found a better subject than Thomas Flander.

She swallowed hard and took a moment to school the sudden flare of emotion that threatened to betray her interest. “I cannot imagine there is any man in London who has fewer secrets than Ravensfield,” she said. “He is quite the blood and always a subject for the gossips. The ton talks incessantly about his sense of style and how much of a go-as-you-please he is to always dress in black, day or night. They speak of his carriages and how much they cost. They talk about his many homes.”

“Adzooks! She’s as right as rain about that.” Hexam rolled his eyes. “Even if he should try not to hear it or pretend not to care, a man cannot but go to a ball or a garden party and not hear who the Duke of Ravensfield is currently bedding.”

The very thought was enough to make heat flood into Lynnette’s cheeks. She took a sip of wine.

“Be that as it may,” Nick said, getting up to refill her glass when he saw that it was empty, “the Blades are convinced that Ravensfield is keeping something from them. It’s pure fustian, of course. The Season has yet to start in earnest and the Blades are blue-deviled. They need something to spark their spirits and so they’ve concocted this story and the wager to go along with it. The man’s gone to the country. It’s as simple as that.”

“Except that he hasn’t been seen for two whole months.” Willie’s expression was as mild as the spring night but her eyes glittered with mischief when she looked at her husband. “The Blades have gone to call on Ravensfield,” she said, telling this part of the story to Lynnette. “And he has turned them away at the door.”

“They’ve written to him,” Latimer added, “and their letters have been returned.”

“They even went so far as to send a special emissary to Broadworth Hall, that new country home Ravensfield built in Berkshire. His favorite ladybird.” Palliston winked. “Word has it she returned to town in a fit of the dismals. Seems his grace took one look at her, turned her right around, and sent her back to London. Never once let her through the front door of Broadworth!”

“That is remarkable.” Lynnette tipped her head, considering. “And why did the Blades think the Dashers might know something about all this? What did they want you to do?”

“What they wanted us to do is to find out what the man is up to,” Nick explained. “You know, spy on him, learn what secret it is that keeps him rusticated. They said if we could discover the duke’s secret before any of them did, they would pay us an amount of one thousand pounds.”

When Willie pushed back from the table, Lynnette did, too. Seeing that the ladies were going to stand, the men rose to their feet. Lynnette accepted Palliston’s arm when he offered it.

“The Blades must indeed be moped,” Lynnette commented. “I can’t see why they care so much. They should leave the man in peace.”

“But the Season is starting.” Hexam scurried ahead and opened the door into the salon where the men would spend the rest of the evening playing whist while Lynnette and Willie put their heads together for a long chat. “The Blades say that things are deadly dull here in London without Ravensfield.”

“What they mean…” Nick led Willie into the room and, with a kiss on her cheek, deposited her on the sofa near the fire that sparkled in the grate. “Ravensfield has the deepest pockets. Without him in town, the Blades aren’t nearly as free in their spending.”

“Or as likely to attract the handsomest women!” Latimer laughed. “He brings them in like honey draws flies.”

“Like a magnet pulls metal,” Palliston put in.

“Like—” Realizing the plate of kaju badam had been left on the table, Hexam hurried back for it. “Like Willie’s biscuits attract me!” he said, returning just as quickly as he left. They all laughed.

Except for Lynnette. She was too busy thinking. She smoothed a hand over the skirt of her silvery sarcenet dress. “I have been considering a trip to the country,” she said, and when the others of their company looked at her in wonder, she added, “Mr. Hexam is right, the Season has not started in earnest and things here in town are dreadfully dull. A trip to the country might be just the thing.”

Nick’s gaze was a bit too probing. “If it’s a trip to the country you’re looking for, you no doubt will be heading for Oxfordshire. You have a home there, after all.”

“Indeed.” Lynnette smiled smoothly. She had a home there, right enough, and she loved Watersmill Manor as much as she loved anything. Still, if she left town and headed there, the man who had followed her to Brighton and had been so bold as to appear at the door of her bedchamber was sure to catch wind of it.

Yet if she traveled somewhere a bit more unexpected…Somewhere where she might have a chance to collect her thoughts and decide what her next move should be in regard to the message her mother had written so long ago…

If she went, perhaps, to Berkshire…

She broached the idea carefully so as not to arouse suspicion. “Watersmill will be no more exciting than London is this time of year. I was thinking of something with a bit more spirit. If the Dashers are looking for someone to play the spy with Ravensfield—”

Nick put an end to the fancy with one stern look. “Absolutely not! I have already delivered our answer to the Blades. We will not participate in this or any other wager. I neither know nor care what Ravensfield is doing in the country.” He plunked down in a chair at the card table. “The man is insufferable.”

“And very handsome!” Willie’s voice sparkled with good humor. “If you gentlemen are not interested in Ravensfield’s doings, you must at least admit that the women of the ton are eager to find out what’s going on.”

“That’s right.” Lynnette offered Willie a smile in thanks for bolstering her argument. “Ravensfield may have turned away his friends but, surely, if a woman arrived on his doorstep—”

“You heard what Palliston said,” Nick reminded her. “A woman has already arrived on his doorstep.”

Lynnette tisk-tisked away the very idea. “Not that kind of woman. I mean a gentlewoman. If she arrived unexpectedly. Perhaps seeking help. If she was in some sort of distress. With a broken carriage wheel, let’s say, or—”

“Bah!” Nick had only just picked up the deck of cards. He slapped it on the table. “Surely, Lynnette, you have better things to do than go chasing after a scoundrel like Ravensfield.”

Lynnette refused to be put off. “Oh, pooh! The duke cannot be so much of a rogue as is rumored. He knows you, Nick. He knows our family. If I happened to arrive in the neighborhood, if I happened to be in need of assistance, if I happened to appear at his door, he would have no choice but to welcome me into his home. And while I’m there—”

“What might happen while you’re there is exactly what worries me.” Apparently deciding the conversation was over, Nick picked up the cards and shuffled.

He forgot that stubbornness was a family trait.

“Well, I wouldn’t go alone.” The very idea was caper-witted and Lynnette dismissed it with a shake of her head. “So you see, you needn’t worry about my virtue. I would have my maid with me, of course, and my coachman and—”

“Are you so in need of money, then, that you would take the Blades’ one thousand?” Nick asked her.

It was on the tip of Lynnette’s tongue to tell them all. If she explained—about the coded entry in her mother, Madelaine’s, missing diary, about the paper she carried with her now that interpreted the code and, perhaps, identified the person who was responsible for her mother’s banishment from Society—she knew they would understand.

Then again, she remembered that nine years earlier, Madelaine had thought her own friends would understand her plight, too. When they did not, when all except a few loyal souls turned away from her after she was accused of an infamous jewel theft, Lynnette remembered how her mother’s reputation was left in ruins, and how Madelaine had died, her spirit—and her heart—broken.

Before Lynnette was willing to open her mother’s life to new scrutiny, she needed answers. She would never find them if the thief who must surely have Madelaine’s diary succeeded in recovering the key to the code, as well.

“It is not the Blades’ money I am after,” she said. “It’s a bit of excitement. If I arrive at the duke’s home looking like a paragon—”

“You could not look otherwise, Miss Lynnette,” Hexam told her, snatching her hand and bowing over it.

She thanked him with a quick smile. “If I wear my new Hungarian wrap, the one that is lined with pink silk—”

“Pink silk would surely bring out the pretty color in your cheeks,” Latimer said, sending her a smile along with a wink that told her that while he was sincere, he did not mean the comment to be overly personal.

She smiled at him, too, and got back to the matter at hand. “If I wear my Caledonian cap, the one with the black feathers that I have been told looks all the kick…” She stopped and gave Palliston his chance to break in, and when he only grinned in agreement, she breezed on. “Even a man such as the duke could not turn away so respectable a woman.”

“Especially one who would, no doubt, look so very delicious.” Nick’s comment was as airy as the way he dealt the cards out on the table. The way he dealt the cards out on the table told her that the subject was closed.

She gave up without a fight.

Or so it seemed.

For even as Lynnette joined Willie on the sofa and fell into deep conversation with her, even as they chatted about baby names and the latest gossip, Lynnette’s mind was already on the road to Berkshire.

It was the most logical plan, she reminded herself, for it would keep her person—and the paper that had been written by her mother—safe.

What she did not admit—even to herself—was that there was another motive behind her scheme.

For though she had met him only once and he had—no doubt—promptly forgotten her, it was a fact that she had been, ever since the day she first clapped eyes on him over the rim of a glass of ratafia, head over heels in love with the Duke of Ravensfield.
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Thunder rippled through the night air like the growl of a wild beast. Its vibration traveled along my spine and burrowed beneath my skin until my bones shivered with the sound, so like a death knell. No sooner had the reverberation died in my ears than the coal-black sky split with a firebolt so fierce, I could see the entire countryside, as if by some sorcerer’s magic. The forest around me lit, as dazzling as day, and for one moment, my outlook brightened along with it. With even a hint of light, I might find my way out of the tangle of trees and brush that had me so turned around even here on my father’s own lands that I did not know one direction from another.

As quickly as the light flickered, it died. My hopes perished along with it. With no path at my feet and no sign of where I was or how I might make my way back to the sheltering walls of Greystone, I stood, frozen. When the icy pellets of rain began in earnest and beat against my cheeks, I could do no more than stand and tremble, all too aware that behind me, somewhere in the dark, He waited for me to make another wrong turn.

 

“Damnation!”

Lynnette was not often inclined to curse. Yet this time, she could hardly help herself. It was late and long past nightfall and her carriage was well and truly stuck in the soft ground left from two days of rain. Recalling the passage of Greystone Castle that she had read before they veered off the road did little to cheer her.

Especially when she found herself in much the same predicament as poor Clarice.

As if to emphasize the point, thunder rattled in the sky overhead. Lightning flickered in the night air, throwing the landscape around her into a mix of light and shadow.

“At least it isn’t raining,” Lynnette consoled herself, but no sooner were the words out of her mouth than she heard the first drops hit the roof of the carriage.

“Hell and damnation!” she muttered, peering out the window. The road they were traveling was heavily forested on either side, and when her coachman, Garvey, started out in search of assistance, he had assured her that he knew exactly where they were.

“Broadworth Hall can be no more than a bit of a jaunt that way,” he’d said, stabbing one gnarled finger into the dark. “You just sit tight, Miss Lynnette, and I’ll be back quicker than a lamb can shake its tail.”

But that was a good long time ago and Lynnette was certain that Garvey himself was lost somewhere in the forest. Her maid had been taken ill outside Silchester and left there at an inn until someone from Plumley Terrace could come around to collect her. Lynnette was alone. She knew they would have no assistance this night unless she found it herself. Pulling her Hungarian wrap closer around her, she stepped out of the carriage.

The rain beat harder. The black feathers atop her Caledonian cap drooped into her eyes and she pursed her lips and blew at them. To no avail. They were as wet as her newest pumps were muddy thanks to the soggy ground, and as soaked as her mulberry muslin gown was in a matter of moments. Pity, for she had worn the gown because the color brought out the highlights in her hair.

When another thunderbolt crashed overhead, Lynnette jumped. She cursed her luck as well as her sense of direction. She knew she was somewhere in Berkshire. She knew she was somewhere in the vicinity of Broadworth Hall. She was certain that the somewhere in question was the middle of nowhere, and that there was no sign of Garvey and nothing around her but trees, their leaves so heavy from the rain that they bent low to the ground and dripped down on her.

Until she was wetter than ever.

Undaunted, even if she was drenched, Lynnette continued on her way. Her shoe caught on a tree root and she nearly lost her footing. Startled, she squealed and instantly regretted it. The last thing she needed was to remind herself that she was alone and helpless.

“Helpless, indeed!” She was indignant at the very thought. Another peal of thunder crawled through the sky and, though it shivered the leaves on the trees directly over her head, she forced herself to keep still. A flash of lightning was sure to follow and, this time when it did, she would pay close attention. She might see a path. Or a landmark. She might catch a glimpse of a rooftop. Or a road.

Just as she expected, the lightning flashed, as bright as a Catherine Wheel. What she did not expect to see along with it was a man swathed head to toe in black. He was standing motionless some twenty feet or so to her right.

By the time Lynnette sucked in a small noise of surprise and jumped back, startled, the forest was once again plunged into darkness and she’d convinced herself she was imagining things.

The figure was too tall to be Garvey. Too broad. Too dark. And Garvey, she told herself, was the only one fool enough to be out wandering in weather such as this. In the middle of the night. In the middle of a storm. In the middle of a forest. No one but a jinglebrains would simply be standing, as rigid as a stone, in the full rage of the storm.

Like some black sentinel of the unrelenting night.

She shook the fantasy from her head along with the words that sounded as if they had been lifted, to the letter, from Mrs. Mordefi. It didn’t make it any easier to banish the memory of the figure who had appeared on her veranda back in London as if he had been spawned by the night itself.

“No one knows you were coming to Berkshire,” she reminded herself. “Not even Nick and Willie. No one knows you’re here.”

It may have brought her some small comfort if she didn’t consider that it also meant that should she be trapped too long in the storm, no one would know where to look for her body.

The cold reality that seeped into her bones was enough to get her moving again. As carefully as she could, considering that both her dress and her wrap were weighted down with water, she stepped over a fallen log that lay across what there was of a path. No sooner was she on the other side of it than she swore she saw a movement to her right. Like a shifting in the night air.

In the next flash of lightning, the man in black materialized out of the rain no more than an arm’s length away. He made her a deep, showy bow.

The next second, the forest was plunged once again into darkness. But though she could no longer see the man, she could still feel him there. As if the lightning that slashed the sky overhead were somehow made flesh. The air around her sizzled. A hand touched her sleeve.

And Lynnette didn’t dare wait to see what might happen next.

Her footsteps fueled with fear, she turned and ran.

Behind her, she heard the man’s voice rumble. Or perhaps it was just another crash of thunder. Lynnette wasn’t sure and she hardly cared. Mud sucked at her shoes. A prickly shrub plucked at her Hungarian wrap. A low-hanging branch loomed suddenly in front of her nose and she ducked under it and lost her footing. She went down on one knee and a shot of pain stabbed her ankle.

Even that was not enough to stop her. Not when she knew that the man was still somewhere behind her in the dark.

Lynnette pulled herself to her feet. When she put her weight on her left foot, she bit back a cry of pain and moved on. Panic blinded her and she took one step toward what looked like a turn in the path. Too late, she realized that the ground there fell sharply. She scrambled to regain her footing but with the pain in her ankle and the disobliging slew of mud, it was impossible. Before she could brace herself for the fall, she was already on her backside. The water and mud picked her up and carried her and because she could do nothing else, Lynnette went along for the ride.

Fortunately, the hill was not steep. Nor was it too tall.

Unfortunately, there was a large puddle of water at the bottom of it. At the same time she splashed into it, a crack of thunder boomed directly overhead and a bolt of white-hot lightning sizzled in the air. She shrieked and landed nose down against something that did not feel at all like the muddy earth she expected.

In fact, it felt like the toe of a man’s boot.

Shaking the surprise from her head and finding herself with a face full of feathers for her effort, Lynnette raised herself on her elbows and looked up. Another crack of thunder shuddered the air. Another bolt of lightning flashed and fire outlined the black hulking shape of a large man.

It was the last thing she saw before she fainted dead away.

 

“Infernal…Damnable…Beastly…Worthy!”

His eyes narrowed against the water cascading like a cataract off his hat and into his eyes and from there onto Lynnette Overton who was cradled in his arms, Thomas Flander, the Duke of Ravensfield, bellowed for his valet. When the man did not appear instantly—as all good valets should when they are bellowed for—he raised his voice until it rang from the rafters to the cellars of Broadworth Hall.

“Worthy! Where the devil—”

“Here, your grace.” Worthy scurried out from the direction of the kitchen where, now that Ravensfield thought of it, he’d instructed the man to wait with the rest of the staff and one shivering and wet-to-the-gills coachman while he went in search of the young woman who was supposed to have the brains and the good sense to be waiting for rescue in her carriage.

Ravensfield wasted a sneer on Lynnette, who was still in a swoon and, as such, completely unaware of the epic proportions of the expression.

“We’ve got to do something with her.” Ravensfield caught himself in the act of handing over the young lady to Worthy’s care. Force of habit. In addition to acting as his valet, Worthy was also his secretary, his right-hand man, and his confidant. Not only was he used to foisting problems on Worthy, he depended on it.

And right now, Lynnette Overton was a problem.

Still…

Ravensfield pulled Lynnette closer and adjusted his hold, the better to keep a safe grip on the wet, muddy, and very slippery Miss Overton. It wasn’t as if she were much of a burden. She was as light as a feather, and she lay in Ravensfield’s arms as if she’d been made to occupy the spot.

The thought crawled along his skin, warming the places he could have sworn were soaked through with rainwater.

And the fact that he was thinking it as he stood in the grand entryway dripping on the Axminster and leaving a trail of mud behind him, only served to remind Ravensfield that he needed to get the young lady in question mopped up, dried off, and back on her way to wherever it was she’d been headed when she’d so dampishly ended up on his front doorstep.

He didn’t need a guest. Not any guest. Not now. More precisely, he didn’t need a woman hanging about the house because women were too often too talkative, too frequently too demanding, and too many times, too much of a distraction to allow a man the kind of peace and quiet he so desperately needed.

“We’ve got to get her dried off and cleaned up and…” Ravensfield chanced another look at the woman in his arms. She was a pretty enough thing, even if she did look a bit like a cat that had been dragged from the gutter. Her skin was porcelain. Her face, though free of the paints so many women used to enhance what beauty the good Lord had seen fit to bestow, was well made. She had a small nose, turned up slightly at the end, ruler-straight brows that were the same dark color as her hair, lips that were bowed, as if designed for kissing. Smeared with mud and soaked with rainwater, she looked more like a doxy than a diamond of the first water yet even smeared with mud and soaked with rainwater, she was far from unattractive.

If she were one of the bits of muslin Ravensfield knew from town, he would gladly have warmed her body with his own. But this was Nick Pryce’s cousin, damn it, and as such, one of those proper women with proper reputations and the morals to match.

Ravensfield turned about, swinging Lynnette in his arms as he did. “Devil take it, Worthy. What the bloody hell am I supposed to do with the baggage?”

“Upstairs, your grace.” Mrs. Beatrice Brickhaven, known to one and all simply as Mrs. B, was as much the paragon of housekeepers as Worthy was the non-such of valets. Her head high, her shoulders back, and a deliciously dry and warm-looking blanket draped over one arm, she rounded the corner like a frigate heading to dock. She never stopped but went to the staircase and sailed right up. “Thinking that the young lady was bound to show up here sooner or later, we’ve readied a room for her, your grace. If you’d follow me, sir.”

When he saw that the room prepared for Miss Overton was near his own, Ravensfield did not comment. Though he had never made a secret of the fact that he valued his privacy, he had never specifically forbidden the use of any of the rooms on the second floor for guests. Then again, as far as he could remember, in the year since Broadworth Hall had been completed, Lynnette Overton was the first guest he had ever had.

The thought raced through his head while he watched Mrs. B open the door of the room just across the passageway from his study. It was just for a few hours, he told himself, tamping down a sudden spurt of panic. Once she was changed into dry clothing and had something nice and hot ladled into her, Lynnette Overton would be on her way.

And he could have his precious privacy back.

Adjusting his stance to walk into the room sideways so as not to damage either Lynnette’s head or the wall with her muddy shoes, Ravensfield stepped into the room. He stopped short of laying Lynnette on the bed.

“I suppose we should…” He turned to look toward where Mrs. B waited near the door. “I mean, there’s no use putting her on the bed. Not in her wet clothes. I suppose that means we should—”

“Jenny will be here in a moment, your grace,” Mrs. B said, referring to one of the younger maids. The housekeeper crossed the room and busied herself laying the blanket on the floor next to the bed. “She will help. If only…”

It didn’t take a genius to read between the lines and through the silent insinuation of Mrs. B’s sentence. “If only I am not here. Yes. Of course.” It was not propriety Mrs. B was worried about. It was Jenny, and Ravensfield knew it.

Most of the Broadworth staff had come to Ravensfield from London. As a matter of fact, most had once been employed by Nick Pryce. They had deserted the Viscount Somerton en masse thanks to the scandal that ensued when a lark resulted in the kidnapping of the woman who later became Somerton’s wife. Of course, the ungodly wages Ravensfield offered them had something to do with their exodus, too.

Jenny was not one of them. She was a local girl, and like some of the other young and uneducated servants who had lived all their lives in the villages that surrounded the Hall, Jenny was particularly nervous when her master was around. It was no secret why. The lesser classes did like a good rumor and the rumors that swirled around Ravensfield were as plentiful as the trees that grew on the seven thousand acres that surrounded Broadworth Hall. There was a time such idle talk would have rankled him. Now, it meant that the servants as well as the folk from the villages gave him wide berth. The maids refused to talk too loudly when he was in the house. The footmen thought twice about making themselves conspicuous. And that was just fine with Ravensfield. It meant they left him alone.

Holding tight to the thought, he bent and gently settled Lynnette on the blanket. Just as he did, her eyes fluttered open.

They were gray and soft. The color like moonlight.

The ridiculous notion stuck in Ravensfield’s head, and as much as he tried to dislodge it, he found he could not. Her gaze flickered over his face. A smile touched her lips. And before he knew it, she was asleep again.

“Devil take it!” He stood up and backed away. “Did you see that, Mrs. B? Did you see the way the girl perked up there for a bit? Why didn’t she stay awake? Why did she have to—”

“I’m sure it was quite an adventure for a young lady of good breeding, sir. Out there in the night with the storm raging all around. As it was for yourself.” Mrs. B looked down at Ravensfield’s mud-coated Wellingtons and the puddle that was collecting around him on the carpet. “Perhaps you’ll want to get cleaned up yourself. While we settle Miss Overton.”

“Settle?” Ravensfield didn’t like the sound of the word. “You mean settle as in ‘for the night’? You’re not going to let her stay, are you?”

Mrs. B folded her hands at her waist. “It is not for me to say who stays here at Broadworth and who does not, your grace. It is your home, after all. Yet it would be less than honest of me not to point out the facts. The young lady’s carriage is some distance away. Stuck in the mud if her coachman is to be believed. It is quite late and Miss Overton walked a great distance. She is wet and cold and I am told, of your acquaintance.”

“Not really,” Ravensfield answered. “I know her people, of course. They’re—”

“Respectable. Yes, your grace. One look at the girl and I can tell that much. Far be it from me to tell you how to conduct yourself, your grace…” Mrs. B didn’t need to finish the sentence. Anyone who knew the old girl knew exactly what she wasn’t saying. Offering an opinion might be far from Mrs. B’s bailiwick but that had never stopped her before and it wouldn’t stop her this time.

“You cannot send her away,” she said, glancing over her shoulder at him while she busied herself unfastening the clasp that held Lynnette’s cloak. “It looks to me as if she’s in need of a hero.”

“A hero?” There was nothing funny about it but Ravensfield barked out a laugh nonetheless. “If that’s what she’s after, then she has come calling at the wrong place. If it’s heroes the girl wants, then she best read a good book.”

“Yes, your grace.” As soon as the spotty-faced dumpling named Jenny entered the room, Mrs. B handed her Lynnette’s wrap. She gave the door a pointed look. “Now if you’ll excuse us, your grace.”

More often than not, it would have irritated the hell out of Ravensfield to be dismissed so blatantly by a servant. This time, anxious to make the best of what was left of the night and eager to make sure that everything was ready for Miss Overton’s departure in the morning, he was only too grateful to oblige.

“Of course,” he said, and being sure to give Jenny a wicked smile as he left (just to keep the rumors flying), he headed out into the passageway and straight for his study. He locked the door behind him, poured two drinks in quick succession, and drank them even quicker before he sat down in the chair behind his desk.

“Devil take women for being so much of an inconvenience,” he mumbled, and just so the thought could not occupy him for longer than it deserved, he reached for a blank sheet of paper and pulled it in front of him. He dipped his pen in the silver inkwell near his right hand, sucked in a long breath, and sat with his hand poised above the paper.

It wasn’t until a small puddle of ink had dripped onto the paper that he realized he was still thinking about Lynnette Overton.

“Damnation!” he grumbled. He crumpled the piece of paper and hurled it across the room. But that did not stop him from thinking about how pretty Lynnette was or how, even though she was wet through and covered with mud, the scent of lavender still lingered around her, like a springtime cloud. It didn’t keep him from thinking that the few curls that escaped from her ridiculous bonnet and were plastered to her face reminded him of the color of mahogany. Or how the feel of her body against his made him think that two months was far too long to be away from society and the pleasures of town.

Like all women, Lynnette Overton could be a distraction right enough.

All the more reason he needed to be rid of her.
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That night, I dreamed again of the man with the fiery eyes. It was not a terrifying dream. Or perhaps it would be more truthful to say that it was not terrifying in the same way as so many of the fantasies that tumbled through my mind of late. Those dreams left my stomach cold. This dream was different, yet just as disturbing. I tossed and turned beneath my blankets all night long, and even once I awoke, I could not put the memory of it from my mind. Nor could I ignore the way it made me feel.

It left me trembling.

 

She had just begun to read, but Lynnette laid her book on the blanket that was spread over her lap. She tipped her head, thinking. How odd that Clarice should dream of a man whose eyes enflamed her and whose very presence made her feel as if the earth were not quite stable under her feet.

Lynnette had had much the same dream herself.

Even as the thought formed, there was a knock on her door, and before she could bid her caller to enter, the Duke of Ravensfield was already in the room.

Though it was early in the day, he was dressed completely in black. Except, that is, for his blindingly white linen and a neckcloth tied so skillfully and with so much panache, it was no wonder he was the envy of every gallant in London.

It was no surprise that he had captured female hearts from one end of the kingdom to the other, either.

Lynnette took a deep breath, trying her best to force her own suddenly galloping heartbeat into some semblance of control.

It didn’t work.

In spite of her best laid plans and her own good advice to herself that when she arrived in Berkshire and came face-to-face with the duke, she would be a pattern card of grace and sophistication, a paragon of wit and intelligence, an example of all that was best in womankind so that he could not help but fall under her spell…
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