







“I don’t say what I don’t mean.”

Firelight and the lavender scent of perfume, or blood loss and the beginning of fever—Aidan couldn’t be sure, but the result had him captured within the depths of Cat’s jade gaze. And while his brain still seethed, the rest of him responded with a sweep of heat and a bone-deep ache that had him shifting uncomfortably.

“Very well . . . Aidan,” she said, her voice low and uncertain. She stepped forward, the air charged with all the potential of a summer storm. Just as he’d thought, the woman was a walking thundercloud. She held out a hand.
 
“Whether you meant to or not, you saved my life. Thank you.”

He didn’t want to be thanked. Not with a handshake. Not even with a chivalrous graze of her knuckles. Not now. His traitorous body craved more. His gaze raked the long slenderness of her, the coral pink of her lips, the graceful column of her throat where her pulse fluttered, begging to be kissed.
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Deep in the Cambrian Mountains, Wales 
April 1815

Kilronan’s diary had resurfaced.

Máelodor tapped a gnarled finger against the edge of the letter as he considered the implications of this latest correspondence from his Dublin contact. For six years he’d assumed the diary had been destroyed. Confiscated during the same Amhas-draoi attack that left the old earl dead, his network broken and scattered.

Of the Nine who’d formed the inner circle, only Máelodor remained. And he’d been forced into a life of hiding and running until time and rage were spent and the Amhas-draoi found new prey.

He spat his loathing for those self-proclaimed guardians of the divide between Fey and Mortal. Interfering meddlers was more accurate. Did they think their misguided strike against the Nine could destroy an entire movement? They’d hacked the head from the Hydra. That was all. But resentments continued to smolder. Bitterness flared as each passing generation of Other was forced to deny its Fey blood in a superstitious world. So if it had become impossible to move forward among humanity’s current small-mindedness, perhaps the time had come to turn back the clocks.

To the Lost Days. A disappeared world where magic reigned, and Fey and Other passed with ease between the mortal and faery realms.

He glanced to the window, where the sun sank through dirty clouds to be clutched by the black, reaching trees, but his mind’s eye envisioned a far different scene. A golden-haired king, ambition stamped upon every chiseled feature. His Fey-forged sword beating the air as he rallied followers to his banner. Claimed his rightful place in a history that had relegated him to myth.

A rare smile touched Máelodor’s lips. If the Amhas-draoi had overlooked the diary, then perhaps the brotherhood did not know everything. Perhaps there remained a chance to fulfill the Nine’s purpose. To bring to fruition the dream that had bound them together until murder had shattered it.

Murder and treachery.

His thoughts turned black with a hate unalleviated by the distance of years. One man had destroyed it all. One man had bought his life by betraying the Nine. An easy death would not be his if Máelodor ever found him.

“Summon Lazarus.”

A young page flinched under the crack of command, but his hesitation was momentary and then he sped off to find the man Máelodor trusted above all others to complete the task taking shape within his mind.

Máelodor heaved himself up out of bed with the aid of the stick at his side. Maneuvered his wooden prosthetic into place before levering himself to stand. It wouldn’t do to give an impression of weakness. Authority rested as much in perception as reality.

He shuffled toward the window. He would have his audience there, where the setting sun might wreathe him in an aura of brilliance. Where the light would be always in the other man’s eyes, while Máelodor’s own shattered features remained hidden in shadow.

He’d just dropped into the thronelike chair when the door opened. No knock. No announcement. Máelodor would deal with the page later. Such a lapse would not happen again.

“You sent for me?” Lazarus shouldered his way into the room with the stalking grace of a tiger. Everything about him speaking of prideful conceit, from his wide-legged stance to the set of his jaw as his sinister gaze passed over the room with the curve of one arrogant brow. His eyes settling finally on Máelodor.

Máelodor couldn’t help the flush of satisfaction at this living proof of his magical skills. It had taken years of failure and had cost him his health, but he’d finally achieved the impossible. Created life from death. “I have a job for you, Lazarus. You will sail for Ireland to retrieve a book and return it to me.”

“As you wish, Great One.” The man’s agreement came without argument, as it should; yet he rested a casual hand on the pommel of his sword in a bold pose of intimidation.

Máelodor’s hand curved around his stick, though it would avail him nothing in a battle between them. Only mage energy held this ancient in bondage to him, as it would another far superior.

This time, he would not be denied his victory. This time, if all went as planned, Máelodor would forge out of the bones of the Lost Days a new halcyon age of Other. And leading the charge—the legendary King Arthur.
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Kilronan House, Dublin 
May 1815

Cat crouched in the bushes below the window. Branches poked her in places best left unpoked, and nervous butterflies queased her stomach, but she willed herself to relax just as Geordie had taught her. No use getting bothered. It would be the work of a minute to nip in and filch the goods. Nothing to it.

Hoisting herself up onto the sill, she scrambled for purchase on the slick, mossy granite. Turned her attention to the window, sliding the thin metal of her betty between the casement and sash.

She swallowed a contemptuous sniff as a jiggle and a twist of her wrist released what passed for a lock. Committing this sorry excuse for security to memory, she dropped soundlessly into the room. It might be worth her while to return another night. Not too soon. But if she needed a bit of something to pawn, it was good to know where a ready supply of pocketable trinkets might be found.

She cast a quick glance around. In the dark, furniture stood humped and unrecognizable, though the desk was easy enough to spot—an enormous black shape at the far end of the room, facing the window she’d just come through. But it was the rows upon rows of shelves that caused her breath to catch in her throat, squashing her earlier optimism.

Was she insane? What had she been thinking when she’d offered to come here in Geordie’s place? This was a job for a professional, not a novice with more bravado than skill. She’d never find one book among the hundreds rising from floor to ceiling on every wall.

She gave a passing thought to returning home and explaining her failure. Discarded the idea almost immediately. Geordie needed her. He’d asked so little over the years they’d been together, the least she could do was complete this one small job.

Plucking a candle from a low table nearby, she mumbled the words to set flame to wick. She’d learned over the last few years to hide even the small bits of household magic she’d been allowed at home. Survival meant being normal. Passing as one of the non-magical Duinedon in a world where to be Other meant persecution and worse. But she was in a hurry, with no time to waste searching for flint and steel. Not when she had a much bigger and more frustrating search ahead of her. Magic would have to serve.

Yet the futility of her task was simply made more clear to her in the light of the tiny flame. Had she said hundreds of books? There must be thousands. And more spread out on tables. Heaped upon the desk. Some even stacked in corners for lack of other space. She’d never seen so many in one place. Not even in her stepfather’s library, the coveted symbol of his newfound wealth.

Cat started at the shelves, browsing the titles and spines, hoping against hope the damned thing would jump out and holler, here I am! Found nothing even remotely resembling the diary’s description Geordie had given her.

She moved to the tables. Plucking books up. Leafing through them. Putting them back disappointed. Scowling, hands on hips, she surveyed the bibliophilic excess. This was getting her nowhere. And time stood as her enemy. The longer she remained, the greater the chance she’d be caught. She needed a plan of action.

So, if she had a diary, where would she keep it?

Simple. Close at hand. Easily accessible. That meant the desk.

She focused her attention on the volumes scattered there. A book did lie open. But a quick scan showed her columns and rows of tiny, carefully written numbers. Sheet upon sheet, with little to show for them at the end if she were any judge.

Pushing it aside, she took up the next in the pile. And the next. A third followed. Then a fourth.

She gave up. Started rifling through drawers. Ledger books, receipts, correspondence. She’d progressed as far as the bottom right-hand side when she encountered a lock. Out came the betty. With a practiced flick of her wrist, the lock gave way. And . . . success. A book lay at the bottom of the drawer. A drawer empty but for this one item.

Carefully, she withdrew the book. Placed it on the desk, her breath coming jumpy with excitement.

Old?

Frayed at the edges. A cover of tooled leather, supple from handling. So far, so good.

A crescent pierced by a broken arrow in gold leaf?

She studied it in the weak light. Turned it one way, then the other.

Here was a funny squiggle rubbed to a dull brown, but if she squinched her eyes almost shut, it sort of resembled the sketch Geordie had given her to memorize.

The final test. The stamped personal crest of Kilronan.

Cat smiled. That was easy to see. A spread-winged bird atop a crooked sword had been pressed into one corner. Fortuna ventus validus. Luck favors the strong.

Latin. A straightforward language and one she’d learned the secret of long ago, despite Mother’s gimlet eye on her every moment she’d not been at her needlework or helping with her half sisters.

This was it, then. She could taste success.

Curiosity set her fingers leafing through the pages.

Her heart beat sharp as a bird’s, her mouth going dry, her throat tightening. Not Latin this time. No language she’d ever seen.

She lost herself in the hand-inked marks upon the vellum, in the swirl and slice of each faded letter. Strung together like beads upon a string. She studied their weight and shape. The emptiness between. They fell into her head like stones into a pool. Rippled and struck. Bounced back until they met their echo in the still center of her. And from the unintelligible came meaning.

This was what she’d been sent for. She’d bet her only farthing on it.

She smiled, shifting on the balls of her feet as success lit her insides. Clutched the diary to her chest as if embracing a baby.

“Did you find what you were looking for?” A deep baritone voice punctuated by the snick of a cocked pistol.

Cat froze.
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Aidan studied the woman as he might some rare new species.

Womanus Exoticus.

Black hair swept up and accentuating a delicate jawline, the pale slash of a scar down one cheek. Wide green eyes round with panic. And a body disturbingly contoured in a snug jacket and a pair of hip-hugging trousers.

“Put the book down and step away from the desk,” he ordered.

Her eyes flicked to the open window.

“Don’t even think it.” Exhaustion edged Aidan’s words. His head hurt from a long day spent sparring with lawyers, bankers, and the occasional family member. And sleep beckoned with the arms of a lover. The only lover he’d had in more months than he could count.

Something he needed to remedy soon if his reaction to this woman leaned more toward lust than rage.

His eye fell upon the book she still clutched. Coincidence she chose this item instead of shinier, more tempting baubles? Aidan had long ago decided there was no such thing as coincidence. Even more disturbing, she’d actually seemed to be reading the impenetrable text, something no bookseller or scholar in Dublin had been able to do. And he should know. He’d been to them all.

The woman stiffened, her gaze falling beyond Aidan’s shoulder to something or someone behind him. Her eyes widened, her mouth rounding into an “O” of astonishment.

An accomplice? Servant?

Aidan turned. A moment only for his concentration to stray, but all it took for chaos to break loose.

A book came hurtling toward Aidan’s head, catching him in the arm; his pistol going off with a report to wake the dead. The recoil jarred his shoulder while smoke stung his eyes.

The woman took that moment to bolt for the window, hitching herself up with a moan of desperation. Scrabbling at the latch with nimble fingers.

Aidan sprang, catching her by the ankle. Dragging her, kicking and flailing, back into the room. “Neat little trick,” he hissed.

“You fell for it, didn’t you?” she snarled. “Just shows what a stupid prat you are.”

A knee caught Aidan in the groin, sending agony curdling along every nerve in his lower half. He resisted the urge to drop into a fetal curl, but the gloves came off. She may have been female, but she was dangerous.

Ignoring the upbringing that taught him not to lay a hand on women, Aidan staggered her with a hard slap to the side of her head. Grabbed her by the arm, ignoring her cry of pain and white-lipped grimace. Twisted her other behind her back, all while avoiding the wriggling kicks and thwarting the clever maneuvers designed to slither out of even the tightest holds.

“Careful how you toss the insults,” Aidan cautioned, guiding his captive toward a chair. Shoving her into it.

“I was being careful,” she sulked, clutching her upper arm, lines grooved white in her already pale face.

With no hope of escape, the woman seemed to shrink in on herself, and what features Aidan had been able to distinguish earlier blurred and faded. What he’d taken for green eyes were blue now in this light, but a flicker of the candle and golden hazel might be more accurate. And though at first she had appeared slender, hunched shoulders broadened her frame, her face coarsening so that Aidan questioned his first impression. That or—

He blinked, and the woman’s image settled like sand in a glass.

A fith-fath? Not exactly. This was a more subtle shifting—a clever manipulation of awareness leaving the victim doubting his own observations. An obvious asset in her chosen profession.

Aidan grabbed her roughly by the collar. Dragged her close so they stood nose to nose, trying to avoid her all-too-obvious curves. Her lavender scent so at odds with her boyish costume.

“Who are you? Answer me, or so help me god, I’ll have you in front of a magistrate by dawn.”

She swallowed, eyes wide, bottom lip bit between her teeth as she struggled against Aidan’s grip. “Hired,” she gasped.

“To do what?”

She shook her head in denial.

“I said, hired to do what?”

Still nothing.

“You leave me no choice.” He dragged her toward the door, her heels scrabbling against the carpet. “What I can’t get out of you, perhaps your gaolers will.”

“Wait! Please!”

He slowed his steps. “Changed your mind?”

“I . . . that is . . . they might . . .”

He kept his expression purposefully bland. “A definite risk. The keepers at Newgate aren’t known for their chivalry. A female on her own . . .” He shrugged.

Her face blanched white.

“So what’s it to be? Answer to me or answer to them?”

If looks could kill, he’d be dead thrice over. “You,” she spat.

Aidan eased his stranglehold. “I knew you’d come to see it my way. Well?”

“I was hired to find a book. A red cover. Funny picture on the front.” Her words came fast and shaky.

“Who hired you? What was his name?” Aidan prodded.

“Said his name was Smith. Said to steal the book. Leave it at Saint Patrick’s. That’s all I know. Honestly.”

He tossed her back into the seat with a muttered oath. He’d two choices. Summon a constable and write the episode off as one more instance of Dublin’s pervasive crime. Or lock her in a windowless room until morning when daylight and a few snatched hours of sleep might make sense of a situation that hinted at more than simple housebreaking. A jangling unease tickled the base of his skull. Made the first choice untenable.

“Come.” He yanked her back to her feet. Took grim pleasure in the bitten-off groan as she staggered against him. “I’ve got the perfect place to hold you for the night.”

The two of them headed down into the kitchens, the passage growing narrower and dustier the farther they walked.

“Here we are.” Aidan swung a creaking door wide.

The woman ducked inside, studying her surroundings. A row of shelves, empty now but for a few mismatched pieces of crockery. No windows. One door.

Still clutching her upper arm, she looked questioningly back at Aidan, those damn green eyes blinking back tears.

“You’ll stay here tonight,” Aidan said, hating the heavy knot settling in his chest, as if he tortured a kitten or tore the wings from a butterfly. Pushing the thought aside, he growled, “Enjoy it. It’ll be the cleanest cell you’ll have for a good while I expect.”

Before he could change his mind, Aidan slammed the door on his prisoner, turning the latch to lock it behind him. Made it halfway down the dark passage before an idea struck him with such force that his bad leg buckled beneath him. Sent him lurching for the door like a drunkard.

A wild, stupid, ridiculous idea. It wouldn’t work. Couldn’t work. But once the thought had planted itself in his brain, it refused to be shaken.

If this woman knew enough about her Other abilities to manipulate perception, who knew what else she might be capable of? Aidan had been sure he’d seen not only interest but comprehension in her eyes as she’d flipped the pages of his father’s diary. Something he would have thought impossible had he not witnessed it for himself. But there it was. A thief who could read the headache-inducing writing that had stymied all his attempts at translation for months.

Once again Aidan dragged back the lock. Felt the grudging give of the ancient metal. Pushed wide the door. And stopped dead in his tracks, the air rushing from his lungs in a gasping string of curses. Great bloody goddamn. Womanus Exoticus had shed her plumage.

If there was any mercy in the world, let the gods strike her to cinders right now.

Cat fumbled with her shirt to cover her nudity, the gash in her arm throbbing with every pound of her heart. Prayed for the bolt that would end the humiliating torture of his shocked stare. His curses ringing in her ears like a death knell.

Nothing. She was doomed.

He recovered almost instantly, his gaze darting from her blood-soaked shirt, now draped near her lap, to the bloody score running across her upper arm where the pistol ball had raked her with the sting of a hornet.

“You’re hurt.”

His statement of the obvious snapped her out of her daze. She dragged her shirt over her head as if somehow he’d unsee what had been staring him in the face moments before. If she’d had her wits about her, she’d have made a dash for the open doorway while he stood gawking. That chance had vanished. He shouldered his way into the room, his tall, rangy frame effectively blocking escape. His bronze brown eyes pinning her where she crouched with the force of a spear point.

“It’s naught but a scratch,” she argued.

“I’ve seen men sicken from lesser wounds.” He knelt beside her, easing her clamped hand away from her arm. The combined scents of bay rum and cheroot smoke tickling her nose. “Let me take a look.”

Was this his way of getting her to drop her guard? And once it was down, what then? She went rigid in his grasp. “I’m no man’s whore.”

His dark eyes crackled. “Don’t add fool to your list of crimes.”

Heat scalded her cheeks. Humiliation overriding her earlier sense of panic.

“Do you have a name?” His manner held a gruff kindness.

“Aye.”

A long pause followed, punctuated by a rumble of laughter. “And that name would be . . . ?”

She flushed again. Toyed with the idea of giving him a false name, but gave it up as being of little worth. “It’s Cat.” She skimmed her gaze over his stern profile. Heavy-lidded eyes. Long, narrow nose. Chiseled, stubborn jaw. The man couldn’t have looked more aristocratic if he’d been carved in marble on some Roman column. She bit her lip. Amended her answer. “Miss Catriona O’Connell.”

A preoccupied grunt met her response as his hands probed the cut, sending flashes of pain radiating down her arm until even her fingers hurt. “It’s not deep. A good cleaning and you should be thieving again in no time, Miss O’Connell.”

The cool amusement in his voice fired her like no harsh words could. How dare he? Who was he to hold her in contempt? Did he know what it was like to feel the press of desperation and futility always at your back? To spend every moment alert? On edge? Watchful for the one second when a dropped guard would spell disaster?

This second came to mind.

She lurched to her feet. Fury lending her courage. “What do you care whether I live or die?” she shot back. “What’s one less of my kind in the world to you?” Fear, embarrassment, and desperation passed like a knife through her stomach.

He unfolded from the floor to tower over her, barely ruffled by her manner. Exhaled on a deep sigh.

Cat noticed for the first time the shadows hovering beneath those impenetrable eyes and in the hollows of his cheeks, the stubble darkening his angular jaw, the ink stains purpling the fingers of his left hand.

He rubbed the back of his neck as if pondering a weighty decision and the glint of a smile lit his dark eyes. Or was that the flicker of their guttering candle?

“A fair reading of the situation thus far,” he said, “though if my hunch is right, your kind and mine might not be so different.”

Lazarus leaned against the packet ship’s rail. Spray needled his face while the wind off the sea raked him like a claw. Left his lungs frozen, his skin flayed raw. Yet he remained topside. Spurned the claustrophobic, overcrowded hold. The suspicious and half-terrified glances from the other passengers. They sensed the truth about him, even if they didn’t understand that truth. Who in their right mind would? It was beyond comprehension.

He flexed his hands. Curled them into fists.

Beyond evil.

A throat cleared behind him. “The cap’n says to tell ya if the winds keep up, we’ll be makin’ port with the dawn tide, sir.”

So quickly? Lazarus had hazy memories of counting the crossing from Wales to Ireland in days not hours. But that had been another life. A different existence. He nodded without turning around. Heard the man’s muttered oath. His scuttled retreat. He’d be in Dublin tomorrow, retrieve the book from Quigley as ordered, and return to Máelodor within a fortnight.

Scanning the horizon, a slice of midnight against the blood-water of the Irish Sea, he felt as if he could already see the tangled lanes and streets of the Irish capital, the curve of the Liffey. But it was a mirage. A memory. The Dublin he knew was long gone. Transformed through time from the hardscrabble fortress to a metropolis as grand and light-filled as any European city.

The men he knew were gone too. Wilim. Grifid. His brothers in arms. His comrades. All dead. Naught left of them but a few dusty bones. Scraps of cloth. Bits of moldy armor.

That had been all Máelodor needed.
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The library held little more than the desk, a sofa, a few comfortable chairs, and an avalanche of books. The combined remnants of the collections from Belfoyle and Kilronan House. Refugees from countless auctions and private sales. Those volumes too esoteric or too unimportant to entice the steady stream of buyers who’d passed through his doors since his father’s death. Selling them off had been painful, his father’s lifelong passion computed in pounds and pence. But it had been that very blinkered passion that had put the family’s finances in this predicament. There had been no choice. Anything unentailed became fair game.

Cat O’Connell’s intelligent gaze fell everywhere at once as she stepped lightly across the floor. Took in the blank walls where selected artwork had been sold off. The mantel cleared of its most expensive items, the spaces where prized family pieces once stood. The rest of Kilronan House was much the same. A sad witness to all that had been lost.

Aidan motioned to a chair near the fire. “Have a seat, Miss O’Connell.”

“Cat works well enough.”

She was right. It did. She walked with a feline, sinuous grace only intensified by those damn trousers. He shook his head. Thank the gods women wore gowns. Men would be reduced to blabbering idiots if they spent every day subjected to the spectacle of women’s legs. The male species wasn’t up to that kind of continuous temptation.

First thing on his to-do list. Something to cover those long legs and that sweet, round ass. A solution? Doubtful. She’d need a damn sack to completely disguise that lissome allure. But it would definitely help.

“You don’t speak like any thief I’ve ever heard.”

She stiffened, her chin jerking up in a thin show of defiance. “And how many thieves are you in the habit of speaking to, Lord Kilronan?”

“Fair enough, yet you haven’t answered my question.”

“You haven’t asked me one.”

He handed her the victory with a flick of his fingers. “Let me correct that at once then. Who are you, Miss O’Connell? And what were you doing in my library?”

Uncertainty flickered over her face before hardening to stubborn resolve. And from the porcelain elegance emerged the steely features of the thief who’d broken into his home and fought like a tigress. Two sides of a very interesting coin. “It’s not Miss O’Connell. Not anymore. It’s Cat now. And I’m whatever I have to be to survive.”

“No angry father beating the streets looking for you? No brother with a blunderbuss and priest in tow?”

Her lips compressed until white lines bit into the hollows of her cheeks. “No one.”

“Fair enough.” He shrugged, reluctantly letting his curiosity go. A burglar who spoke and carried herself like a queen tantalized with possibilities, but he’d reached his quota of mysteries already.

“As for your library,” she continued, “I was stealing.” She crossed her arms. “Now are you going to send for the Watch or not?”

He bit back the retort on the tip of his tongue. Settled for, “Not.”

She sat up, clearly confused, but also clearly relieved. “So if you don’t plan on sending me to Newgate, I can go?”

“Not quite.”

She slumped back in her chair.

The answers he sought were in the diary. They had to be. Why else would it have been hidden away and not with Father’s other personal papers? And not just hidden away but warded and written in a language every scholar he’d contacted had labeled gibberish? The diary contained the keys to finally understanding the truth about his father’s death. Perhaps even clues to his brother’s disappearance.

And he sat across from the only person he’d found who could decipher it. Newgate would wait. Cat belonged to him now.

He drummed his fingers against his leg. Paced the rug in halting steps while he chose his words. “I’ve a deal to set before you.”

She fidgeted with a raveled thread on her sleeve, her wary gaze never leaving his face. And just like that, jade green eyes faded to gray. Darkened to blue. Was her hair dark brown? Deep claret red? Did it curl at the nape or was that a trick of the light?

He closed his eyes. Counted to ten. Sent his answering spell floating on a whispered breath. “Visousk distagesh.”

As usual, his stomach shifted, moving into his throat as if he’d drunk too much wine. But when he opened his eyes, her fluid features had settled back into place, her mouth hanging on a startled oath.

“How did you do that? No one’s ever been able to —” She clamped her lips shut, sullenness hardening her delicate features.

“I used a nix to break through your charm. Crude but effective.” He allowed himself a cool, satisfied smile. That particular bit of magic had been the devil to learn. But he’d done it. Not that Father had been particularly impressed. It took more than mastering a minor spell to win his praise. “But I was right.” He perched on the edge of the desk, using the casual pose to mask the growing ache in his leg. “You and I have something in common.”

Her mouth remained pursed in a surly line. She was going to make him fight for every inch. Very well. He’d been fighting for the last six years. Had perfected the art of banging his head against a wall. “You’ve heard of the Other?” he asked.

She gave a jerk of her chin that could have signified anything.

He continued, undaunted by her lack of response. “Men and women who bear the blood of both Fey and human. They range in power from the mightiest Amhas-draoi warrior to the fisherman whose nets are always full or the artist whose ability seems almost . . . magical. Or should I say we range in power. You’re one of them.” He let fall a pregnant pause. “As am I.”

“So we’re both freaks,” she grumbled. “Good to know.”

“Some might call us that,” he replied smoothly. “Others label us witches or devils. Creatures of the dark.”

She gave a mocking bark of laughter. “Fools with straw for brains and those that wouldn’t know one of the Fey unless it tipped its hat to them and introduced itself.”

He raised a brow. “So you do know what I’m talking about. Good. That makes things easier.” Leaning back, he plucked the diary from the desktop behind him. Opening it to a random page, he crossed to where she sat, hunched and waiting. Shoved the book into her hands. “Read it.”

She jumped; her eyes passing over the writing. “I told you, I can’t.” She tried handing it back, but he’d already walked around to the other side of the desk.

“And most people believe your story, don’t they?”

She shrugged, the diary lying open in her lap.

“I’m not most people, Miss O’Connell. I think you can read it. In fact, I bet you can read just about anything I put in front of you.” He motioned to the surrounding shelves. “Any book in any language.”

She bit her lip, her gaze and her hands moving over the page as if she could pull the words out by touch. Her arched brows drew into a frown of concentration, her mouth silently forming each sound. She looked up. “It’s just an old children’s story. A fable. I heard it often at”—she swallowed whatever she’d been about to say—“at home. Growing up, I mean.”

A rush of excitement cruised along his skin like a static charge. He exhaled slowly to calm the wild hope. “I’m prepared to forgive your crimes, and more than that, I’ll hire you. You’ll have a place to stay. Meals.” He eyed her outfit, trying not to envision what lay beneath. Hard to do since he’d seen what lay beneath. “Proper clothes.”

She flushed. “And what would I have to do for this largesse? You’ve already said I’m not fit for your highbred self.” Her gaze remained fixed and unwavering.

Noting the trim athlete’s body and the delicate oval of her face, he’d have revised his opinion if he didn’t think that would scare her faster than anything else. If he needed talents of a carnal nature—and by his disturbing reactions tonight, he did—he’d join Jack on one of his nightly romps. His cousin had a knack for collecting women of a certain sort. A devil-may-care style women found irresistible and men sought to copy.

He’d possessed that same self-confident bravado once.

A lifetime ago.

He ran a hand down his face, suddenly drained of energy. Frustrated. Despondent.

“All you have to do is translate this one book. From beginning to end.”

“I do this,” she spoke slowly as if mulling the idea over, “and you’ll not turn me in to the Watch for thieving?”

“That’s right.”

She traced the cover’s faded design with the tip of one finger. Looked up, suddenly all business. “And what’s to keep me from leaving any time I choose? Are you going to chain me to a desk in my room?”

“No, you’ll be free to go where you will within the house or garden. I’ll trust to your honor to keep you here.”

She gave a derisive snort as if he’d just confirmed her opinion of his gullibility. But really, what else could he do? He wasn’t a gaoler. He’d made the offer. Sweetened the deal. She’d either take him up on it. Or she wouldn’t.

“Well, Cat?” He tried to keep the keenness from his voice. Best she not know his desperation. But since the idea had first struck, it had dug its roots deep into him. Her refusal would chop him off at the knees.

She glanced down at the closed book and back up.

No need for the nix this time. Her gaze met him square on and unflinching, jade green eyes slashed with shards of lightning. “I must be mad, but you’ve got yourself a deal, Kilronan.”

Cat lay on top of the covers, watching the dance of the flames in the hearth. Fighting sleep as she waited until the only sounds she heard from beyond her door were the creak of a settling floorboard and the Watch calling the hour.

If Kilronan thought she’d be bought by some paltry clothes and a warm fire, he’d been much mistaken. She was hardly a beggar off the street, accepting any scrap to fall her way. Between her and Geordie, they made a good living. And if it didn’t match the luxuries she’d lost, it wasn’t the workhouse squalor or the cheek-by-jowl tenement living of her first desperate months alone.

And as for Geordie, he’d be worried at her continued absence. Best to get back and warn him the job was a bust. Swinging her legs to the floor, she tugged her jacket into place. Slid her feet into her boots. Chafed her hands in nervous anticipation before taking a deep, fortifying breath.

And heard the death rattle click of a key in the lock.

She froze, knowing no amount of shouting or banging would bring Kilronan back to let her out.

She was well and truly caught.

A flare of light and a stage whisper punctuated by muffled laughter dragged him back to consciousness. Had Jack returned already? Or had Aidan slept longer than he’d thought? It felt like mere minutes since his head had touched the pillow.

“Are you awake, coz?” The sour, claret-coated question turned Aidan’s empty stomach.

He thought about feigning sleep in hopes his tormentor would give up and shuffle off to bed. But the space behind his eyelids burned bright red, followed by heat enough to scorch his nose hairs as the lit candle wavered inches from his face. If he didn’t respond, he’d not put it past the drunken fool to set him on fire.

He opened his eyes. “I am now. What do you want?”

Jack’s hovering countenance broke into a snozzled smile. “Missed you tonight. Barbara Osborne attended. Asked after you.”

“Did she?”

“If you’re not careful, Aido, old man, you’ll lose your chance at her. Not to mention that enticing marriage portion.”

Aidan drew the covers over his head. Jack sober and nagging was bad enough. Jack drunk and nagging was more than he could bear. “It won’t matter if Sir Humphrey doesn’t give his consent. He thinks I’m only after her money.”

“And aren’t you?” Jack’s voice came muffled, but come it did. “With a bit of the old Aidan Douglas persuasion, her father’s objections could be a thing of the past.”

“Ruin her, you mean?”

“I prefer to call it introducing her to the joys that await.”

Aidan snorted into the quilts, almost suffocating beneath the heavy layers. “Why are we having this conversation again?” he mumbled, emerging long enough to send his cousin a dirty look.

Jack shrugged. “Not tired yet.” Changing tack, he continued, “Heard you’ve had a bit of excitement here tonight. Sorry I missed it.” He beamed down at Aidan with glazed eyes and a stupid smile. “A woman. I heard she’s still here.” As if Cat might be hiding beneath the covers, he made a quick scan of the bed.

Aidan squirmed with the memory of his last and very vivid dream, blinking away a pair of inviting green eyes and a taut, quicksilver body.

Dragging himself up against the headboard, he plowed a hand through his hair, knowing he’d never rid himself of his drunken cousin if he didn’t come clean. “Miss O’Connell has been hired to do some translation work for me. I’ve decided it’s best if she remain here for the time being.”

“Translation work. Good one.” Jack’s brows waggled in appreciation. “I’ll have to remember that.”

It was like talking to a rambunctious sheepdog. Aidan wished for the thousandth time he’d not given in to a moment’s madness and invited his cousin to visit Kilronan House. That had been two years ago, Jack managing to turn a fortnight’s stay into a permanent posting.

He straightened. “Right. Well, see you in the morning, coz.” He started for the door, far too easily satisfied with the bullshit story for Aidan’s peace of mind. He’d expected quizzing. A cousinly interrogation peppered with snide innuendo. Even a drunken harangue. This instant acceptance was completely out of character.

The reason struck him with the force of a backhand. He kicked himself out of his covers. Lurched across the room. Shoulder slammed the door closed before Jack could depart. “Miss O’Connell’s under my protection. Off limits. End of story. Do you understand?”

Jack glowered, holding his fingers, the tips of which had come close to being crushed by the heavy door. “I just wanted to introduce myself. She probably doesn’t realize she’s staying with two of the most sought-after bachelors in Dublin.”

“Oh? Invited guests in, have you?” Aidan couldn’t resist.

“Touché.” A smile quirked Jack’s lips, but the bullish jut of his chin told Aidan he wouldn’t be put off. “Heard you caught the chit trying to make off with Douglas heirlooms. Not exactly a Trinity scholar in languages. Come, Aidan. I’m not stupid.”

“She’s Other.” There. Let him chew on that one. “And as I said before, off limits.”

Jack scraped his knuckles over his chin as he digested this bit of news. “Well, that changes the outlook slightly. So she’s an Other chit. Really, Aidan what are you trying to do? Have us murdered in our beds?”

“She’s a thief, not a murderess. And right now she’s neither. She’s in my employ.”

“You sure she didn’t land you a crack to the skull?” Jack asked, worry beginning to cloud his otherwise glassy gaze.

Aidan started to defend himself, but arguing would only prolong the conversation. And right now, he needed sleep more than understanding. “Let me worry about her. You just forget she’s even here.”

Jack shot him a doubtful look, but his offhand nod seemed genuine. “Right. Well, I’ll leave you to her then.” He headed down the corridor with the hangdog air of someone losing his buzz, pausing only to focus his thoughtful gaze back on Aidan. “She must be something, to drag you out of your shell.”

Aidan closed the door, his hand white knuckling the knob, his bowed head pressed against the wood. Not a shell.

A prison.

But if he’d judged correctly, Cat O’Connell held the key.
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Shoving aside the hated accounts ledger, Aidan took a swallow of tea and grimaced. Stone cold.

Out of habit, he’d risen at dawn. Spent the past hours bent over the labyrinthine convolutions of his financial picture. Only in the last year had his parsimony paid off. His revenues finally eclipsing the pile of inherited debt. But he still didn’t take anything for granted. As surely as the wealth accumulated, it could drain away.

An advantageous marriage to a woman of birth and fortune would put the final stamp on six years of hard-fought struggle. Barbara Osborne fit very nicely into that category. Sir Humphrey blustered at his only daughter tossing away her chances on an impoverished earl whose family had for generations possessed a reputation for being not quite bon ton. But a title, no matter how tarnished, was still a title, and a baron couldn’t be too picky where a countess’s coronet stood in play.

On the other hand, Aidan couldn’t assume her partiality. A note and flowers sent with his regrets at being otherwise occupied the previous evening would go a long way to assuring his continued place in her affections. Women loved that sort of thing. Coming to a decision, he pulled a piece of stationery out of his top drawer. Chewed the tip of his pen as he pondered what to write.

A discreet cough broke into his reflections.

Cat O’Connell wavered upon the threshold like a flame. Her skin shone pale as marble, smooth black hair framing her narrow face and a waif-thin slenderness masking what he knew from painful experience was a wiry tenacity.

In a borrowed gown whose bodice had been hastily pinned, Cat looked like a child playing dress up in her mother’s clothes. But not like any child he’d ever known. Hauteur sparked along her limbs. Flashed in her lightning-sharded green eyes like a challenge.

He pushed aside the unfinished note as if he could push away his uncomfortable reaction to her appearance. Hid his momentary discomfort in another swift glance at the clock. “I’d wondered if you’d thought better of our agreement.”

She saw the track of his gaze. “I overslept,” she offered in a grudging tone that dared him to argue.

He noted the faint smudging beneath her wide, doelike eyes, the chalky undertone to her milky flesh. Did she think he scolded over a few minutes? He’d not begrudge anyone a dreamless night. He’d had too few of them himself over the years. But perhaps with Cat’s help he’d find an answer to the questions that had long plagued his sleep.

He glanced at his father’s diary brooding at the edge of his desk. What had his father worked so hard to keep hidden? Clearly something of import. Why else would Cat have been sent here to steal it? Two reasons. Someone wanted to read it for himself. Or didn’t want it read at all. “Have you eaten?” he asked.

“A bite in the kitchen.” A mischievous glint lit her eyes. “The servants watched every clack of my jaw. I think they expected me to swipe the silver if they so much as blinked.”

He laughed, the sound loud in the solemn tomb of a room. “And did you?”

A shutter came down over her face, the light doused. “I don’t double-cross, Kilronan. Nor do I go back on my word.”

Was that an accusation? A veiled response to her locked door? He’d caught her in the act of theft. She could hardly complain if his trust was lacking. “You only vowed to stay and help me with the book. Robbing me blind while you did so was never part of our bargain.”

She blinked, chewing on her bottom lip. A mannerism he’d grown to know in just the few hours they’d spent in each other’s company. Then, with movements unconsciously provocative, she reached into the gaping bodice of her green muslin. Pulled forth one teaspoon. Placed it on the desk before him. Squared it up so its bowl pointed at him like an arrow.

“Anything else residing in there? The rest of the set? The pot, perhaps?”

Downswept lashes hid her eyes, giving him no hint of her thoughts. “I’ve room for it, I suppose. But no. There’s naught but me left in here.”

Had he been the youthful scoundrel who’d played London like a game he’d have teased her with flirtatious innuendo. Had he been the undisciplined rogue who’d hopped from scrape to scrape and bed to bed with a youthful exuberance his older self both scorned and envied, he’d have asked her with sly gallantry to prove her innocence.

His skin prickled as if too tight for his bones and a sudden heat raised a sheen of sweat across his shoulders. The knotted muscles of his leg throbbed with every push of blood from his heart.

He did neither of those things. Feeling as ancient as the volumes surrounding him, he rose. Dusted the breakfast crumbs from his breeches. Ushered Cat to a chair. And handed her the diary.

Cat tried not to dwell on the humiliating withdrawal of the pilfered teaspoon from her bodice. Nor on the inexplicable urge that had her confessing to the crime almost before she’d been accused. What had she been thinking to rummage about in there as if panning for gold? Had she been testing his honor? Had he been testing hers? And who’d come out the winner?

It had been such a minuscule event, but for some reason, it solidified the arrangement between them like a contract.

“Why is knowing what’s in this book so important?” she asked. That you would stoop to bartering with a thief, hanging unspoken between them.

Kilronan plowed a hand through his thatch of auburn hair, and Cat found herself transfixed by the tanned face beneath the arching brows, the austere, angular features. He held himself with all the bearing of one born to privilege and power. Confident. At ease in his own skin. Shoulders erect. Eyes piercing.

Something that even with all his wealth Jeremy had never been able to achieve.

Only Kilronan’s plain coat and leather breeches, the smell of cheroot smoke clinging to the folds of his clothes, and the shrewdness in his keen gaze gave a hint there might be more to this earl than the typical wastrel playboy who spent his days in extravagant, aristocratic boredom. His nights between the legs of his latest mistress.

A frisson of excitement or foreboding danced across her flesh, and she felt as if she’d stumbled from danger into catastrophe.

“Why? The book belonged to my father,” he answered. “I found it among his things after—” He crossed to the window, twitching the curtain aside to scan the street. Turned back. “My father was murdered, Cat. Six years ago by members of the Amhas-draoi. You’ve heard of them?”

“Warriors of Scathach. Guardians of the divide.” Cat had even seen one once, albeit from a distance. A giant of a man with the dense muscles of a fighter and a gaze like a razor. He’d radiated violence and magic in equal measure. “What did the last earl do to have the Amhas-draoi after him?”

Kilronan paced the room with a strange, half-halting gait as if an invisible wire stretched from his spine down his leg. But at her question, he pulled up short. “Do?” He paused as if deciding how best to answer her.

She tilted her head in question, but he didn’t finish his thought. Instead, pulling a cheroot from his pocket, he lit it from the hearth fire. Inhaled on a long, slow drag before tossing the whole into the grate. Straightening, he lost the stony implacability, but a grim light still crouched in the corners of his eyes. “I lost everything the night my father was murdered.”

“Except a title. Property. Rents—”

“Cold comfort while I watched my family splinter before my eyes,” he snarled, though his anger seemed directed inward rather than at her.

Did he notice the nervous tapping of his fingers against his thigh? Or was it habit? Was his limp due to an old injury or a recent accident? She wished she dared ask, but the hard-edged lines of his face forestalled questions. He may have used the carrot up to now, but she didn’t doubt he’d apply the stick if needed.

She’d decided in the long, empty hours of last night to play along until she found an opportunity to run. So far, despite Kilronan’s assurances to the contrary, she’d been well watched if not outright guarded. But she’d be ready when the time came. And if she didn’t return to Geordie’s with the diary, at least she’d have her freedom.

“Your attempted theft only confirms what I’ve suspected all along. The diary is the key to unraveling what happened. And why,” he continued.

He leaned against the desk, arms crossed over his chest. His gaze settled on her with a look that could curdle milk. The ruthless nobleman of last night. Imposing. No-nonsense. All together too much in control. She felt the sharpness of his gaze straight to her center. And again, that same jolt of electricity jumped through her. Roused long-dormant sensations she’d thought buried in the same grave as her infant son.

“Someone hired you, Cat. He’ll wonder what’s happened when you don’t show up. And likely come looking for answers. Is he someone I should fear?”
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