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Three scorching stories in one box set! Vernon, Nathaniel and The Haunting of Belle Sauvage!

In the linked stories of Black Leather, White Lace, brothers, Vernon and Nathaniel Heatherington, face each other from the yawning chasm of the English Civil War. Their involvement ends in tragedy, when they kill each other in a duel, and they are condemned to haunt the family home until they atone for the sin of fratricide.

Vernon finds his redemption during the Regency, when Cassandra, the current countess, desperately needs his help to protect her from her boor of a husband. His love for her is the only thing that can save her, but Vernon cannot promise anything else.

In the present day, Nathaniel finds the house filled with investigators from the ghost-hunting TV series Hosts to Ghosts. He’s more concerned with Sylvie, the American Countess, whose husband threatens to derail the estate and the house. He must sacrifice his happiness to give her the heir she desperately needs to save the inheritance.

The Haunting of Belle Sauvage is set in present day France and America. In France, the owner of Hosts to Ghosts is forcibly converted to a vampire. Although he swears to keep away from his beloved wife Karey, Jordan has to return to the old USA plantation house when an ex lover threatens to kill her. Voodoo, lost treasure and Jordan’s new state all mitigate against Jordan finding a future with his wife, but Karey has enough courage to fight for the man she loves.

Black Leather, White Lace; Vernon

By

Lynne Connolly

Prologue

1645

Vernon Heatherington swiped his hand wearily over his eyes. Never before had he worked so hard, either when he was a young earl at Court, or when he had ridden in the King’s cavalry under the command of Prince Rupert.

Now he was home, the place he should never have left. War had left its mark here, too. Most able-bodied young men had left to fight on one side or the other, but they were managing, just. It meant that at harvest time no one could stand idle. House servants, male and female, even the earl himself had to put a shoulder to the wheel if they were to make the most of the crops.

With the sun shining low on the horizon he could finally go home and see what his wife and the two domestics left in the kitchen had made for his dinner. The house servants wandered along behind him. It was a revelation to find this kind of life suited him, that he enjoyed the simplicity of this existence. If they kept quietly attending to their own business, they might avoid the attention of Parliament altogether. It seemed just a matter of time now until the King asked the Parliamentary forces for their terms.

He approached the great house from the rear. Rustead Abbey had been new a hundred years ago, and now the red brick was beginning to gain the soft patina of age. A handsome house, not overlarge, but with all that was required of an earl’s residence, including a many windowed Long Gallery on the top floor, just below the attics. That was a reminder of happier times, where the portraits of his ancestors rested peacefully side by side.

A commotion on the terrace attracted his attention. His wife’s voice sounded, high and panicked. He couldn’t make out the words but it was enough to make him break into a run. 

When he rounded the corner what he saw made his blood run cold. Five men surrounded Anne, men dressed in rough, military clothes, stained from traveling and fighting. 

Not here, oh no, not here! “What do you want?” he roared, in his loudest possible voice. It worked. Three of the men spun around. 

The one at the front, the one dressed in a simple leather jerkin, breeches and breastplate, his dark hair cropped close to his collar, was his brother Nathaniel. His traitor brother.

For a blink of an eye the two stared at each other, and then Vernon strode forward. “What are you here for, Nathaniel? You’re no longer welcome, you know that.”

Nathaniel didn’t bother with greetings. He brandished a document, one he thrust towards his brother. “I have an order to commandeer this house. I’m claiming it in the name of Parliament.” His clear, blue eyes flashed a warning. One that Vernon ignored.

“I want you all out of here. How dare you claim anything here? The King is the ruler at Rustead Abbey!”

The four men surrounding Anne took a step towards him. Perhaps she could get to safety, if he kept them busy. 

“I’m sorry, brother, I have to insist.”

Vernon narrowed his eyes. “You always wanted this house, didn’t you? Was this the only way you could get it? By theft?”

With a sweep of his arm, he drew his sword. Everyone went around armed these days, not knowing what was around the next corner. Well he would not take this imposition lightly. He’d had enough.

He raised his weapon, only to meet steel. Nathaniel had his own sword ready, and tried to knock his aside. But Vernon wasn’t the dilettante swordsman he’d been at the beginning of the war. He was a seasoned cavalry officer, and he no longer fenced with a flourish and an elegant twirl. He fought for one reason only. To kill.

When his men would have surrounded them, Nathaniel called out to them. “Leave be! I’ll handle this!”

One muttered, “Have a few scores to settle, Captain?” and they stepped back, clearing a space for the fight. One took Anne by the arm, not ungently, and pulled her back.

Vernon spat fire, and attacked. Nathaniel met his vicious blade with parries and deft sidesteps, but it was some time until Vernon realized he wasn’t attacking. “Damn you, fight!”

“Not unless I have to,” Nathaniel panted, making another parry, knocking aside Vernon’s blade.

They fought for what seemed like forever, too evenly matched for either to make inroads on the other. The men made raucous bets, infuriating Vernon further. The swords clashed and clanged, occasionally hitting the hard paving of the terrace with a dull thud. They fought until the sun went down, until Nathaniel forced Vernon to face the sharp rays, slanting straight into his eyes. “Give over, Vernon. Let us take the house.” His words came out between harsh pants, each marking a swing of his sword. Blood trickled from numerous small wounds on his arms and body. This was no duel for first blood; otherwise it would have finished long ago.

“Never, you’ll never take Rustead away from me!”

Vernon twisted, meaning to move back, away from the glare of the sun, but he stumbled.

Right on to Nathaniel’s blade.

Cold seared through his body, and he knew he was done for. With the last strength left in his arm he thrust up, snarling defiance, and was gratified to hear his brother’s cry of pain, until the world went black.

* * * * * 

“Dear God.” Clasping his hand over the deep wound in his side, Nathaniel stared down at Vernon. Why hadn’t the fool listened? If he hadn’t taken the Abbey, someone else would have done. Better it stayed in the family than passed out of it. He meant to tell Vernon, then arrange matters so the Abbey was in his care, but could pass back to Vernon, the rightful Earl, when things had died down a little. 

It was difficult to draw breath, worse than after a long fight. With his dying breath, Vernon had ensured that neither brother inherited. Except that he, Nathaniel, was the earl now. For a time.

A very short time.

Chapter One

1814



Cassandra stood with her husband in the Long Gallery of their home in Rustead Abbey. Both were dressed rather strangely, for being Halloween, his lordship’s fancy had alighted on a costume ball with a spectral theme. Cassandra was dressed most uncomfortably in the clothes of a Royalist lady; uncomfortably because she had discovered the clothes only a couple of days ago in the spacious attics of the house, and after they had been laundered there really hadn’t been time to alter them properly. Pins stuck in her from all angles where her maid had altered it for her. The gown had been fashioned for a much larger lady. 

The arrangements for this ball had been rushed, since Lord Rustead had arrived from London a few days before with several companions, announcing that more were on the way. Cassandra avoided London when she could. She used to like it, but she couldn’t bear the pitying glances cast her way in every ballroom and every concert hall these days.

Her husband had attempted a skeleton costume, but the suit was showing signs of the dissipation into which he sank progressively earlier in the day. His watery gaze studied her. “Can’t think why you want a private word, old girl. Couldn’t you have told me later? Got a house full of guests to see to.”

He would be too drunk later to understand her, but she didn’t say this out loud. Edward’s family had been careful to present him in his best guise before they were married, but now Cassandra was Lady Rustead, nobody bothered to conceal the effects of her husband’s long and determined pursuit of all the pleasures society had to offer. The white paint, which adorned the simple black shirt and breeches, in an imitation of the bones that were presumably underneath had flaked a little, and red port stains revealed the evidence of his lordship’s favorite tipple. 

At the moment the expression on his once-handsome face was decidedly peevish. “Can’t think why the damned servants didn’t fill the decanters up here.”

Probably, Cassandra thought, because they knew you would come up here. 

Distinctly, she heard a voice in her head, a male voice she was almost used to hearing. We hid them. If you have to speak to him in private, best done while he is relatively sober.

She had persuaded herself that the voice was just her own imagination, but sometimes she wasn’t so sure. The strong, male timbre had been her companion since she had arrived in this house six years ago, and every time she crossed the threshold, coming in from the garden or a visit, it had been there, waiting for her. He expressed opinions she never dared utter, except in her heart, shared her woes and her small triumphs. Now here he was again. 

The Portrait Gallery, one of the showpieces in the house, blazed with the light from dozens of candles set in chandeliers and wall sconces. If Edward didn’t look to his finances soon, they would have to start counting the number of candles they used, but fortunately, not quite yet. Edward never lifted a finger to administer his estate, and his steward was a lazy as he was. Cassandra’s fingers itched to study the books, to put at least some things right, but until she quickened, she was forbidden to do so. It was exquisite torture, to watch the house she loved falling to pieces about her ears.

She drew a breath and prepared to announce her lie. “Edward, I think I may be expecting.”

His face lit up, his brown, bloodshot eyes showing some of the sparkle his must have had before debauchery took over his life. “Really? You’re sure?” 

She bit her lip. She couldn’t go that far. “Not completely. But it looks promising.”

He threw back his head and barked a sharp laugh. “Ha! Delighted to hear you’re finally doing your duty, m’dear.” He grinned broadly. “After three years I’d given you up. Well, best you stay here then, instead of coming up to Town with me.”

“Yes.” Relief surged through her. That was why she had played this, her last, desperate card. By the time he discovered her lie, she might have been able to put some order into the estate, and perhaps even made a small part of it safe from his depredations. The timing was right. On a previous, brief visit last month, he’d spent some time in her room. It was enough.

“I’ll be off in the morning, then. I’d hoped to take you with me, but...” He scanned her body, taking his time, although Cassandra had reason to know he was capable of little more these days. Fleetingly she wondered how he managed with the London whores. Perhaps they used tricks she didn’t know about, or had little reason to learn. His body was still comely enough, but no woman could fancy a man once he’d vomited in her bed.

“Are you coming, coz?” A handsome man strolled towards them, dressed as her Cavalier counterpart. This was Edward’s cousin and heir, William Heatherington, as debauched as Edward and twice as vicious. 

He bowed, turning the graceful gesture into a mocking salute. “Good evening, ma’am. I didn’t realize you were here, too. Will you grace us with your presence downstairs?” 

Cassandra glared at him mutely. She suspected William was pushing her husband into an early grave, but since he was hurrying there anyway, it mattered little. William was as tall as Edward, but slimmer and his brown eyes were less bloodshot. Either he had a better head for drink than his cousin, or he threw half of what he pretended to drink away. His deceivingly soft eyes gleamed at her.

“Cassie here says she’s in the family way,” Edward blurted out.

Since she was looking at him, Cassandra saw the mockery in William’s eyes change to pure hatred. Just for a moment she feared for the entirely imaginary child in her womb. Now she knew for sure William had pretensions to the title and inheritance. She would have to take great care in the next few months, until it became obvious her child was illusory. 

She broke eye contact with a toss of her head. “I will not go downstairs again tonight. Please convey my apologies to your friends and try not to break the best crystal.” Edward wouldn’t have a chance to do that, since Cassandra and the servants had locked the best crystal in the laundry cabinets, well away from possible depredations. That was one thing she could do. The servants knew that as soon as they sighted her husband’s carriage, they were to lock away the more valuable breakables in the house. He’d been here for nearly a week now, and he hadn’t even noticed the best porcelain and crystal had disappeared. 

Regaining his equilibrium, William smiled and draped one elegant arm around his cousin’s ample waist. “We’d better get back down to the ladies.”

With an avuncular pat on her shoulder, Edward turned away from her. “Somebody’s got to see to the guests. If you want to retire my dear that will be quite in order.” He shambled up the gallery towards the door at the end.

Sick at heart for the death of all her hopes, Cassandra decided to go to bed, feeling no obligation to entertain any of the individuals currently wrecking her dining room and green drawing room. 

It had been the final insult to learn that their guests were the most raucous of London’s bloods and the most racy of its widows and married women, who were notorious for seeking their pleasure anywhere they found it. He might as well have asked her to share her table with whores. 

At least whores were honest, requiring a fee rather than eternal love or something equally as unattainable. Cassandra strolled slowly up the long gallery, in the opposite direction to the one her husband had taken, towards her bedroom. Perhaps her faux pregnancy would give her a chance to pack and leave, although she had no idea where she could go. Edward’s possessiveness had driven away all her old friends and her parents were abroad, in the service of their country. Nowhere to go, no one who cared. 

Perhaps she could retire to another of Edward’s houses. Luckily, the entail encompassed three houses and estates, so Edward could do no more than mortgage them. Perhaps there would be enough left that she could live quietly and modestly once he’d gone. It was all she had left to hope for. She no longer felt the tragedy of a promising young man, now destroyed by drink and probably disease as well. When he had no ready money, he came back and found something else to sell. He’d destroyed any emotion she felt for him long ago.

She stopped to stare at the portraits in the long gallery. There was a definite family ‘look,’ one Edward possessed, despite his florid complexion and increasing girth. If they looked after themselves, the Hetherington men and women tended to the lean, their near-black hair almost universal, except for a few notable exceptions. The eyes seemed to be blue or gray. No brown eyed people amongst them apart from Edward and his cousin William. Their ability to breed true had been a standing joke. 

Some of the men had a noble history. Cassandra paused before a full-length portrait of a Cavalier gentleman. Vernon Heatherington, Lord Chiltern. Shortly after the portrait had been painted, he’d inherited the earldom from his father. Then came the famous duel that had ended his life, and shortly thereafter, that of his Roundhead brother. If it hadn’t been for their younger brother, a babe in arms in the nursery, too young to take sides, the ancient line of Heatherington might have died out at that point. 

It might have been just as well. Then she wouldn’t be standing here, lying to her husband just to get him away from the house for a few weeks. “It’s hardly my fault.”

“What is hardly your fault?”

She whipped her head around to look at the portrait of the Cavalier, then back to the man standing before her where there had been none before. The man who had just spoken.

The voice was so familiar to her that at first Cassandra didn’t register that it had been outside her head, not inside. She’d been hearing it for months. She took a few deep breaths to steady herself, afraid that her little imaginings were turning her into a complete lunatic. 

Blue, blue eyes twinkled at her. “The resemblance is remarkable, isn’t it?”

“Y-yes. Are you related to him?” Perhaps a relative on his mother’s side, she thought, grasping at straws to find a rational explanation.

He smiled, much more at his ease than Cassandra felt herself to be. “In a way.”

Her mind raced. “Vernon Heatherington?”

“That’s the one.”

“I didn’t know Edward had any close relatives left apart from William.”

“He hasn’t.”

This man was everything Edward should have been, but wasn’t. Trim waist, slender but broad shouldered and powerfully built, with a clear complexion and eyes. He wore his hair unfashionably long, a compliment to the cavalier dress he wore. It wasn’t the same as the one in the portrait, the one William had imitated in his get-up tonight. Less elaborate, although the white lace edged collar was in evidence, and the high, carefully polished boots. But his coat and breeches were a dark red, not the celestial blue of the portrait. 

“Too fancy for everyday,” he said with a smile, staring up at the painting.

His voice sent chills through Cassandra. Just as well she wasn’t fanciful, or she might think he was the ghost of the long dead cavalier come to life. But that would be ridiculous—wouldn’t it?

On an impulse, Cassandra leaned forward and touched his sleeve. Soft wool met her probing fingers, but because she had poked rather than touched, she felt the yielding flesh underneath. 

She drew back and laughed jerkily. “I’m so sorry.”

He glanced back up at the portrait. “You had reason to touch. That was painted in happier days, long before the king decided he was going to stamp his foot and say no.”

She was shocked to hear the Civil War referred to in such a way. “Does a brave man’s death mean nothing to you?” she demanded, before she realized how rude she was being. All this solitude had obviously had a poor effect on her manners.

He laughed. “You mean my death, my dear.”

“Taking your part a little too seriously, aren’t we?”

His expression turned serious, the sensuous mouth flattening into a straight line. “Not a part, my dear. Unfortunate reality.”

And he had looked to be more sensible than Edward’s other guests! Incensed, she turned and strode quickly towards the far door, throwing over her shoulder, “It’s time you joined the other guests, sir. They will be missing you.”

“They don’t know me. In this house, the only person who knows me is you. Don’t you recognize me, Cassandra?”

She carried on walking towards the door at the end of the gallery. His voice reached her, more distantly now. “Last night you wept again and decided to trick your husband into thinking you were enceinte. How can you be, when his drinking has long rendered him incapable?”

She quickened her pace. She needed to get out of here and think. A shame the long gallery was so—well, long. His voice came closer. How had he reached her so quickly without making a sound? “Yesterday you wore a charming gown sprigged with little flowers. You bound your hair loosely and after making the arrangements for tonight, you went into the garden. Where I cannot follow you,” he added wistfully, “so I don’t know what you did there.”

“I supervised the gardeners pruning some shrubs ready for winter,” she said, without thinking. She stopped, turned and stared at him, wide-eyed with shock. “How do you know? Have you been spying on me? Is this a joke you and my husband have concocted between you?”

He sighed deeply, his chest rising and falling under his white shirt. “No. I am the ghost of this place. One of them, anyway. I’m allowed one day of solidity a year, on the anniversary of my death, and this is the day. I chose to come to you.”

“I must be dreaming!” She cried and would have spun around and walked to the other end of the gallery. No matter that it was entirely the wrong way to her bedroom. She would go around. Anything to get away from this madman.

“Not so.” He stood in front of her again, blocking her way.

“Dear Lord, how did you do that?”

“Like this.” And before she could turn, he’d winked out and his voice came from behind her. Cassandra turned, and saw him. Her legs buckled under her and she fell.

Chapter Two

He was there before she hit the floor, supporting her with arms that seemed surprisingly solid. Bending, he slipped one arm under her knees and the other around her waist, lifting her up. 

“I’ll be all right,” she mumbled, still recovering from the shock she’d just received. “You can put me down now.”

He dropped a dry, soft kiss on her forehead. “Don’t speak. Let me get you upstairs.”

He smelled of lavender, she realized when she laid her head on his shoulder. Old lavender, as though his clothes had been in storage for a long time. His coat was of country wool, well worn, soft against her cheek. It seemed natural, as though they had done this before, for him to carry her up to her bed. The impropriety didn’t occur to her at first, and when it did, she decided she had more to cope with at the moment than the dictates of society. She closed her eyes. 

When she opened her eyes once more, she lay on her bed. She stared up at the crimson canopy above her head and blinked. “Well! I must be going completely mad!” she exclaimed aloud.

“Not one bit. Are you feeling better now?”

She tried to sit up and nearly fell back when a fold of her gown caught in her elbow. A supporting hand slipped around her back. A solid, male hand. She shrieked.

“What is it?” The note of alarm tensed his dark voice to wiry tautness. 

“Pins! I’m stuck full of them!”

His chuckle began somewhere low in his chest, but bubbled forth deliciously. “I think I know the lady this gown was made for. She was much larger than you.”

“Your wife?” She dropped her voice to a low murmur.

“No, my sister. She was no fairy. You, on the other hand are as light as a feather.” He hadn’t moved his hand, except to ensure he hadn’t trapped any pins under it. “Shall I help you out of it, or will you require your maid?”

“No.” She didn’t like to think what her maid might think, or what she would report back to her husband’s cousin. She knew some of the staff spied on her for him and his cousin, but she did nothing about it, because at least she knew which of the household she could trust, and which she could not. Better than changing the staff and having to guess who was telling tales. “You’d better help me. I’m decent enough underneath.”

“A pity.” She didn’t miss the wistfulness in his tone.

Together they worked through the folds of the gown where it was gathered at her waist, although they left the ones holding the hems up in place. The garment was a separate bodice and skirt, with a removable lace collar, and they were particularly careful when removing that. It was exquisite. Cassandra had already decided to keep it for her own wear; with a little alteration it would go over some of her gowns perfectly. After that, he made short work of the laces at the back of the gown. He certainly knew his way around ladies’ clothing.

When the heavy outer gown had been removed, Cassandra was still decently covered, in petticoat and stomacher. He took the gown over to a chair and draped it carefully across it, the bodice on top and the collar on top of that. Cassandra found a little porcelain pot and busied herself gathering up all the pins and dropping them inside. When she looked up, he was sitting on the bed again, gazing at her, his expression dreamy and difficult to interpret. “Do you want me to leave?”

“Yes, no, yes—oh I don’t know! Tell me, talk to me. Is this real?”

She watched him wave his hand, and astonished, saw the candles in the branch set next to her bed flicker into life. All at the same time. There was no rational explanation for this. None at all. “Am I dreaming?”

“No.” He didn’t move any closer to her, but the hand on her back seemed to burn through the clothes she still wore, as though he touched her skin. She felt the heat through her body, not all of it embarrassment when she recalled the dreams she’d had about her secret friend. 

“That’s why I came to see you,” he continued in a voice dark as sin. “You know me, Cassandra, although you never believed in me before.”

She knew it. All the times she had felt a companion by her side, the welcome she felt when she entered the house after being outside for a while, the words she had thought she had imagined. “A ghost? My only friend is a ghost?”

“I’m sorry to say that is true. I would vastly prefer to be alive for you, or failing that, provide you with the friends you deserve. You’re a beautiful, loving woman Cassandra, and it breaks my heart to see you like this.”

He drew her closer and she gave in. It felt so good just to lean on him, and his solid strength. Still not entirely believing in this, she wanted it too much to resist any more. 

“That’s my girl.” His voice was low, encouraging and entirely sinful. What did it matter, if this was a dream? “Rest and let me talk to you instead. I’ve watched you since you first entered this house, Cassandra, and ached for your pain. A child would have helped, but that sot you married is incapable even of that.”

She couldn’t bear him seeing the many humiliations she’d undergone. “No, it wasn’t like that!”

“Yes it was, my sweet.” The endearment passed not unnoticed, but accepted. He’d called her that before, in her dreams. “I never intruded, but when I heard what came after sometimes, I couldn’t help but come to comfort you. Not that I could do anything.” The last words were so bitter she felt warmed, even though she also felt ashamed. When Edward failed to perform his marital duty he tended to blame her. She had done everything she could to encourage him, but still it had been her fault when he couldn’t penetrate her, her fault, not the drink. “He won’t hurt you again if I can help it. That’s why I came tonight. I can establish a stronger bond between us. Until tonight, I could only talk to you occasionally. Afterwards, I should be able to reach you whenever you need me.”

“How?” 

“Never mind. But it’s possible. Now. I couldn’t bear to watch it any longer. Your secret is safe, my love. Just you, me and the other ghosts here.”

“Are there many?” It sounded so real now the voice wasn’t just in her head.

“Not really, considering the age of the house. Myself, my brother and a monk we keep seeing but who has never spoken to us. Perhaps he’s taken a vow of silence.”

“I thought you and your brother hated each other? You killed each other, didn’t you?”

He smiled briefly. “We did, although we died months apart. He saved the estate for the family. After I died petitioned Cromwell to retain the estate, although he knew the wounds I’d given him would kill him sooner rather than later. He passed the estate to our little brother when he died at Christmas.”

“You died on Halloween and he died at Christmas. How sad!” Instinctively she moved closer to him. His arm curved protectively around her and for the first time in years Cassandra felt safe.

“We didn’t mark the calendar at the time. It was only later we realized. Much later.” His voice turned sad and dark. 

Wanting nothing more than to comfort him, she lifted her head and pressed her lips to his smoothly shaven chin. Before she could pull away, he turned his head and captured her mouth. 

The kiss seared through her body. She knew she should pull away, but half of her still believed this was a dream, so what did it matter? And he felt so good, so right. His other arm came around her, and she pressed herself closer, dreaming of what could have been, what she might have had if she’d married a man even half-way decent. When she felt his tongue flicker against her lips, she opened for him with a gentle sigh of surrender.

He caressed her gently, tenderly, his long fingers massaging her back as he held her and ravaged her mouth. The kiss, at first gentle and tentative, turned wild, his tongue plunging deep, caressing every inner surface. 

What was happening to her? How could she give way to this madness? 

Easily. When he pressed her backwards, she didn’t resist. She leant back on the bed, only aware of his lips on hers, his tongue in her mouth, his hands, more adventurous now, smoothing her body in long strokes of wanting. She was not passive either. Pushing the soft cloth of his coat aside, she felt the hard planes of his body under his shirt, which was slightly rougher than the fabric she was used to. Perhaps the weaver’s art had improved in the last hundred and sixty years. 

It didn’t matter. Only this mattered, until he drew back and propped himself on his elbows above her, panting a little from the intensity of their embrace. “I’m sorry. I only came to comfort you and to establish the link. I want to look after you, Cassandra. We can’t have any more than that. After tonight, I’ll be as incorporeal as I ever was. I won’t be able to do any of this.” His mouth was slightly open, his skin flushed with desire. How could she resist?

“I don’t care.” She lifted her hand to his neck and tugged.

“I do.” He stared at her, and she saw the unmistakable light of love in his deep blue eyes. She caught her breath, and he smiled. “Yes, I have fallen in love with you. At first I only wanted to keep you safe, but it’s more than that now. It doesn’t matter. There’s nothing we can do, you know.”

“Yes there is.” She pulled again, and this time he obeyed her insistent summons, sinking down to take her mouth once more.

Cassandra hadn’t known kisses could be so wonderful. The few times her husband had done such a thing, his kisses had been wet and entirely distasteful. Messy. Vernon wasn’t messy. He kissed her with passion, with love and with sobriety. His hands stroked her breasts, and he caressed her through the thick material of her stays. 

Cassandra pressed up against him, wishing they could be closer. She yearned to feel him, skin to skin. It was as though she’d known him forever. Perhaps she had. The voices in her head hadn’t been her own imaginings, after all. And if this was madness, if she was imagining all this, then it was far better than reality.

At last she had someone, someone of her own, even if that someone was a ghost. Not that he felt like a ghost. Under the soft wool of his breeches, an unmistakable hardening against her thigh told her he had effortlessly achieved something her husband could only dream about these days. 

She would never allow Edward into her bed again. Ever. It would be a travesty after this.

Vernon kissed her, stroked her until she wanted more. Wanted it so much she knew it had to be inevitable. 

His lips traveled softly down her throat to the upper swelling of her breast. 

“It unlaces at the back,” she murmured softly, burying her hand in the wealth of his thick, shining hair, threading it dreamily between her fingers, feeling his mouth on her skin, his erection pressing against her. She didn’t know if the gentle, but rhythmic shoves were instinctive or purposeful, but they felt too good for her to care.

He lifted his head, his eyes burning with want. “I do love you, Cassandra, but be aware that after tonight we will be the same as we were before. I want you so much, my love. I’ve dreamed of it, if ghosts can be said to dream. It has kept me sane. But it isn’t right, you know that.”

“Why not?” Fury rose quickly in her. “I’ve been good for six years. Always the loyal, devoted wife and what has that got me? Nothing but bruises and insults. I tried; I really tried to make the marriage a success. I’ve conserved his money, cared for his land, all the things he should have done, and he takes it and spends it on whores, gambling and drink. Why should I carry on trying?”

He lifted her fingers to his mouth and kissed each knuckle, touching them with his tongue, taking his time. “Perhaps,” he said between kisses,” perhaps it’s because you are better than he is, more resilient, more honorable. Perhaps that’s why I love you.” He sighed, his breath gusting warmly over her hand. “If I hadn’t been so foolish as to rush off and believe everything I was told about the king, I might have made a better job of my own marriage, and not plunged the estate into war. But I did, and there it is. I can’t change it now.”

She watched him, watched the pink tip of his tongue touch her knuckles and knew he was right, but she didn’t care. “We have two hours until midnight. Are we going to waste them in talk?”

He lifted his head, his eyes smiling wickedly into hers. “At least eight hours until sunrise. That’s when I have to go, my love, at the start of a new day.”

“Love me, Vernon. Let’s not think about tomorrow. Just love me.”

For answer, he lifted her and held her closely to him, his hands busy at her laces. She pulled his coat aside with both hands and pressed herself to his chest, feeling the roughness of his shirt against her cheek.

He made short work of her stays, casting them impatiently aside, and drawing away from her, his eyes downcast to take in what he had revealed. “I cannot say I’ve never seen you before, but I did try to give you your privacy. I left when I saw you in your undress, though I longed to stay. Now I may stay, yes?”

“Oh yes!” Her permission a benediction, he lifted his hand and pulled the drawstring of her chemise. It parted with a soft whisper of fabric, and they watched together as the fabric slid away from her body.

His long sigh of desire told her all she needed to know. It should have been like this with Edward; she had hoped so much, and at first he had tried, but it had been too much. She had come to her senses two weeks after her wedding, when she’d caught him drunk, servicing her chambermaid.

“Are you honest and true?” she asked, hardly realizing she spoke aloud.

“Yes, my sweet. I have always been so. You know I had a wife?”

“Yes.”

His hand caressed her waist, warm and real, a gentle touch of affection. “We were friends. It was an arranged marriage, but we made something of it. That we failed to make it better was my fault, not hers. But I was never unfaithful to her, and I will never be so to you.” He looked up at her face and smiled. “I’m speaking foolishly. I’m hardly going to have the opportunity, am I?”

“Are you real?”

“Yes, for tonight, I’m real. And I’m yours. Will you let me in?”

Without taking her gaze from his, she nodded.

Audibly drawing in his breath, Vernon shucked off his coat. Cassandra made herself busy at his waistcoat, undoing the long line of buttons, and then her hands were on his chest, only his shirt between them now. 

That was soon disposed of. Vernon’s gaze drifted down to her breasts, and he looked his fill, with her joyful permission. As he watched, she felt her nipples tighten, furl into tight points. 

That had never happened to her before. “Have you some magic?” 

“No magic. Tonight, I’m just a man. Let me prove it.”

He lifted his hands to her shoulders and pressed her gently back into the softness of her feather mattress.

His body was long, hard and when he moved she felt powerful muscles bunch under his skin. Everything—no, no more comparisons, no more. Tonight was just the two of them. Vernon and Cassandra, no future, no past. 

Nothing but this moment.

His heavy wings of hair swung forward to shroud them in soft, silken warmth. She chuckled. “You Cavaliers and your long hair!” 

“A badge,” he murmured. “Once a fashion, then a badge. One day, I might get to cut it.”

“Do you want to?”

“Yes!” He said the word with such fervor, Cassandra felt a shock of dismay. He stroked the side of her face, his touch gentle. “It’s a symbol of what went wrong with my life. It was foolishness, taking up a course that would destroy what we had built here. I was taken with too many stories, too many lies and a mistaken sense of justice.”

“You sound like a Roundhead!”

He chuckled, low in his throat, his sudden flash of anger gone. “I wouldn’t go that far.” 

Seemingly losing interest, he caressed her lips with his, gently warming them, allowing his tongue to flick briefly against hers, but by the time she had opened for him, he had drawn back. “I could stay here all night with you, just looking, just touching. I have imagined this so many times!”

“Vernon, why?”

“I wanted to see you, and I am allowed this boon. I would not have come to you before. You tried so hard to make your sot of a husband into something worthy of you; I could not interfere with that. But I can’t see you suffer any longer.” He pushed gently against her, his cock an impressive rod against her thigh. It burned her skin, made her eager for him.

“No more talking,” she gasped. She squirmed under him until his weight fell between her legs, and deliberately, holding his gaze, she pushed up against the mattress. 

He smiled. “No more talking.” He pressed his lips to hers once more, this time opening his mouth and thrusting his tongue into her. At the same time, he pushed below, and she felt a groan reverberate in her mouth when he realized just how much she wanted him. Lifting a little, he slid his free hand between them and she felt him fumble, then position himself. 

He pressed deep, not stopping, not lifting his mouth from hers, gradually parting her thickened, wet, flesh until he was completely sheathed inside her. His body stilled inside hers, he finished the kiss, lifting his lips slowly away. His eyes slumberous with passion, he gazed into hers. “Oh my love,” he breathed.

Her instinctive action was to lift her bottom and press against him, opening her legs wide until she felt her soft, sensitive flesh encounter the wiry hair at the base of his cock. She moaned, allowing the sensation to course through her. “I want you to fill me up. Never leave me, let me love you always.”

“If I can love you back.” He rose up, and thrust. With a smooth motion that spoke volumes about his physical strength, he pushed up on his hands, rising above her and changing the angle of his entry so she gasped in shock. Staring at her, he thrust again. She felt his body, deep inside hers, and she shattered.

Her scream would no doubt go unheard downstairs, where whores and society women squealed in delighted mock-horror and men roared after them. She didn’t care. Cassandra was past caring, knowing she would gladly die for this night. There was nothing left to her but the man she was made for, his body in hers, his dark blue eyes searing passion into her soul. He never looked away, watched nothing but her, her response, her need. She felt his gaze like a caress, stroking her sensitized skin, making love to her in every possible way.

As though he knew her thoughts, he spoke to her. “I love you; I will never leave you, not from this day to the end of time. Believe it. Always believe it.”

Another surge hit her with the intensity of a lightening bolt. She arched up, gasping his name, and he pushed against her, bringing them impossibly close, stroking her so deeply, in a place no one had ever reached before. She hadn’t been aware it existed before this moment, but the moment his flesh encountered that unfathomable part of her, she exploded, her legs lifting to hook around his waist, pulling him near, keeping him there. So close, so wonderfully close.

This time, he joined her in her release. The pressure of her heels on the small of his back seemed to trigger his explosion. She rejoiced when she felt the gush of heat, then the wetness seeping between her thighs as he spilled over, flooding her with life and need, wetness she knew was more than just her desire for him.

He stilled above her, powerful muscles taut and bulging with the strain of want, then he groaned once, loudly and deeply, a sound wrenched from the depths of his chest, reverberating through her body and his. 

He collapsed, narrowly avoiding crushing her even deeper into the soft feather mattress. 

They lay for long moments, recovering their breath, bodies still joined. When he turned his head and opened his eyes, she was already watching him, reveling in the lean planes of his cheek and jaw, beautiful against the snowy pillows. His smile this time was of a smug, entirely satisfied man. She felt she could touch his desire, so palpably did it pulse between them. 

“Cassandra.” He lifted his hand to cup her cheek and bring her close for a gentle kiss of thanksgiving, “It was worth it for this, every agonizing moment of the wait.”

“I feel the same,” she whispered back. “My coming here was worthwhile, after all.”

Her words seem to jerk him back to reality. He lifted his head and his eyes widened. “No. Not for you. No longer will I stand by and allow him to abuse you. I will find a way to stop him, I promise. I can’t bear it, nor should you have to.”

“It doesn’t matter. Not now.”

“It does!” His voice sharpened, increased in volume. When she winced, he sighed. “I’m sorry. But I will find a way. You are mine now, Cassandra Rustead.”

“Yes,” she agreed, too happy to protest. “All yours.”

He slid to one side of her, his body reluctantly leaving hers, and took her into his arms, drawing her close. She rested her head on his shoulder, lifting her hand to caress his chest. “Cassandra, I can only come to you like this once a year. You know that?”

“Yes, I do.” 

She wished he hadn’t said that. She wanted a night, one night of perfection, a night she intended to commit to memory. She would not forget a single moment, not one breath of it. 

“I will come, if you want me. If you do not, I will know. One day you will want to move on, and that is how it should be.” He sounded determined, as though he’d already thought things through.

She hadn’t had that luxury, but she was sure. “No!” There was no one else for her now. “When I saw you, I knew. I knew why I’d married Edward, defied my parents, ignored what he is. It was because I saw you in him.”

“Cassandra, he is not of my get. I never had any children. None that I knew of,” 

“I thought you said you were faithful to your wife?”

He laughed softly. “I was. Completely, but I was a healthy young man before I married. There were a few years before the war when I was actually carefree for a while. The world seemed rosy then. My parents indulged me, even more after my brother defected to the Parliamentary side. My father disowned him, said he was no son of his and turned all his attention to me.”

Cassandra searched her mind, but couldn’t remember what had happened to Vernon’s father.

“My father died before the troubles erupted into war. He took a fever.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be.” He stroked her hair back from her face. “It was better that he didn’t know what a mess we made of things, Nathaniel and I.” Nathaniel had been—was—Vernon’s younger brother. “Our youngest brother, my father’s third son, made a much better success of his life once he grew up. Nathaniel safeguarded the estate for him, but Edwin did all the work of restoration and rebuilding. He worked at the things that mattered. He built a family, worked to restore the land, all the things we had forgotten in our foolish struggles.”

She leaned forward to bring their lips together and they shared a moment of perfect peace and tranquility, sated, warmly snuggled up, their legs entwined, their arms about each other. 

This was how it should have been. This was how it would be from now on. 

She opened her eyes, unwilling to lose a moment of seeing him for real, feeling him with her. 

“Tell me why you married your husband,” he suggested. “I only knew you when you walked across the threshold of this place. I couldn’t understand why you married him.”

It was all too clear to her now. “I saw Edward and I wanted him. But he was moderately presentable then, and his family had made an effort to show him to me in his best light. My parents knew he drank heavily, but many young men do, and they get over it. My father made enquiries, but it seemed he was making a real effort to reform, and they hadn’t the heart to disappoint me when I pleaded with them to let me marry him. That’s why I never went back to them when they were proved right. They thought I was happy, and they went abroad soon after.”

“They don’t live here?”

“No. Papa is in the diplomatic service. He’s in Vienna, with the other diplomats at the Congress. I’ve been worried that he would hear how Edward is treating me and come for me, and I would have to lie to him, but so far Edward is just one of many drunken young men in society, and he hasn’t created any scandals out of the ordinary.”

“Perhaps it would be as well if he did. Perhaps it would be better for you to return to your father.” Vernon drew her close and feathered kisses on her brow. “Couldn’t you go back to him?”

“Edward would cause trouble. He still has enough money and enough influence to make things very difficult for Papa. I’ve ruined my own life. No reason to ruin anyone else’s. I still have unmarried sisters, you know, and hopefully they will have better luck than I did. If I left Edward, the scandal might be too much for them. Perhaps, when my sisters have all found husbands, I might be able to do something. I thought of getting a separation. If Edward continues in this way, it will be perfectly understood by respectable society by then. But I can’t leave this house now. I can’t leave you.”

He sighed, his breath warm against her skin. “I will not let him hurt you any more. I swear it, my love. He will not touch you in anger again. He has struck you, hasn’t he?”

“Only when he doesn’t know what he’s doing. He’s a fool, not a bully.”

The possibility that Edward would touch her in lust remained unspoken between them. At present, there was no possibility, but there might be, one day. Edward’s impotence was intermittent, and he had managed a few times before, although his efforts had lacked any finesse or consideration. But it was his right, as long as he remained her husband.

She didn’t ask Vernon how he would achieve this feat. In fact, she doubted he could, but she remained silent, knowing it made him happy to think it. “How can this be possible? How can I fall in love with you without having met you?”

“That you saw something in your husband that you recognized? That we should come together?” He smiled, his lips curving against her skin. “I don’t know. If I ask, I’m afraid it will go away. I think you knew that I knew. I felt it when you were born, but I didn’t recognize the feeling for what it was. I just knew something wonderful had happened, and perhaps my time had come.”

“Your time for what?”

He lifted himself up on one elbow, shoving his thick, dark hair back with one strong hand. “My time to change. Love, I don’t know why I’m here, why my brother is here, even why that monk is here, but I think we’re here for a reason. And my reason is you. Perhaps I was kept here to care for you. I think so. I know so. I will be here for you, always, to the day you—”

“Die?” The idea wasn’t frightening to her any more. Now she had met him, her love, her partner, she could almost welcome it. When she looked into his eyes, she knew he’d caught her fleeting thought.

He bit his lip, frowning in anxiety. “Do not end your life in the hopes of joining me.” His voice gained in volume, rough with concern. “You hear me?”

“I—would it not be right?”

“No. It would not. We may not be allowed any time together and we can only make love when we’re like this, in a corporeal state. It would be to force something we are not meant to force. And it is a sin. The only thing we can be sure of is that I will come to you every year on this date, I will watch over you for every minute in between and that I love you.”

“I love you too.” Staring up at him she knew it was true, knew with all the certainty she was capable of. It would be hard, but if they had this night every year, even that was far more than she’d hoped for that morning, far more than she’d expected. He had given her something to live for, this dead man. “Will you love me when the gray hairs come, when I put on weight, when my limbs become feeble?”

“Yes.” He said the word before she had stopped speaking. “I am sure of it. And I will wait for you. Never doubt that.”

“I won’t.” And she wouldn’t. Lifting her hand, she pushed gently on his shoulder until he lay down once more. It was her turn to make love to him.

Cassandra had never done this before, never initiated the act of love, but necessity made her bold. She wanted him too much for passivity, too much to accept his loving and not give in return. She slid her hand over his chest, lingering at his nipple. He lay back and watched her, his hands linked loosely around her waist. She felt the beginning of his erection, gentle warmth turning to burning heat, his body lengthening and readying itself for her. His eyes gleamed blue fire. “Do whatever you want. You cannot displease me. It is an impossibility.” He smoothed his hands over her back, gently urging her on.

Cassandra bent her head to his chest and took his nipple in her mouth. It tasted like heaven, his skin slightly salty from his previous exertions, his nipple puckering against her tongue in a sweet parody of her own reaction. When she sucked, she felt her own nipples tighten where they pressed against his chest. She felt his body tighten with need, but he lay passively beneath her, allowing her to do whatever she would. Growing bolder, she kissed across his chest, gave his other nipple the same wet welcome and felt heat blossom between her legs. 

She had never grown this wet for Edward. Was that why he’d sometimes hurt her? She guessed so, but at the moment she couldn’t care less. This was the man she’d mistaken Edward for, and the reason for her obsession with her husband. She had seen the brief shadow of her love for Vernon in Edward, and that had been enough. This couldn’t be wrong. Separated only by time, time that had joined in a blessed circle for this one night, allowing him to come to her at last.

Pausing at his navel, she teased him with her tongue, darting it in and out, caressing in circle around the neat dimple, receiving a hoarsely grated, “Sweeting!” for her trouble. 

Under his navel, a line of dark hair led down and spread, forming a nest of tight curls around the base of his now fully aroused shaft. Strong and dark with want; she took a moment to admire it, before cupping her hand around his balls and tracing the unbelievably soft skin around the tip, exploring him, learning him. He twitched beneath her and she opened her mouth wide to take him in.

His cry startled her, but she didn’t stop. One long suck and a swirl of her tongue seemed to please him, especially when combined with a gentle massage. She held him in her thrall, her hand on him, her mouth caressing him. She felt his hands in her hair, digging deep, his fingers curving against her skull. “Oh Cassandra, oh sweetheart, that feels so go-ooood.” The last word was long and drawn out, ending on a groan, rising to a growl as his grip tightened, and he dragged her back up the bed. This kind of violence she would take as much of as he wanted to dole out. This was passion.

Blue eyes burned into her, his mouth lay open, panting with need, but still he held back, still he gave her control of what they did. Cassandra felt strength pulsing through her veins, power to control, to direct, and she loved it.

She came up on her knees, hovering above him, his cock straining up, but he watched her, his full bottom lip caught between his teeth, his eyes still burning want and need into hers. She put her fingers between her legs and spread herself apart. “Is this what you want?”

His moan was balm to her soul. “Yes. All of it. Do it, just do it!”

Any moment he would begin to babble. Cassandra wanted to hear it. Balancing on her knees, she stroked her other hand down her body, pausing to cup one breast, and tweak the nipple, caressing it for him. She slipped her hand slowly down her body, feeling the curve of her waist, the flare of her hips, and then traced a line over her thighs and deliberately touched the hard peak of flesh between her nether lips, pinching it between her finger and thumb. The resulting jolt of desire made her throw her head back, her curls tickling her shoulders. She gasped. 

He was babbling. “Oh God! Oh God, thank you for this, thank you for allowing me to see this, to feel this. OhGodohGodohGod!”

Cassandra opened her eyes and dropped her chin, at the same time lowering her body to take him in. 

“I can’t stand this.” Roughly he pushed her hand aside and took its place. Cassandra concentrated on his hard, needy cock in her body, his fingers working her to a climax she wouldn’t have believed possible before this night. She bucked, working him deeply inside her, rocking on him until she found the spot deep inside that had felt so good before. His voice, low and intense, hoarse with passion, added its own stimulation. “That’s it, sweet, feel it, hold it there, take me exactly how you want me! Oh Cassandra!”

“Oh yes,” she whispered, her own voice dark with passion. “Yes, oh yes!” It was her turn to babble, her sounds turning into incoherent gasps and groans, her body working his relentlessly, using him to drive herself towards the light at the end of the tunnel, a light she could see if she closed her eyes, brilliant and desirable. She felt him clasp her hip with his free hand, but not to direct her, just to steady her as the swirling, sparkling pulses conquering her body became one huge surge of release.

“Vernon!” Her voice rose to a scream. He continued to work her, driving her past sensitivity to oversensitivity to unbelievable heights of pure sensation. 

He caught her when she fell on to him, held her steady while he drove three times, all it took to bring him to his own climax. When she turned her head, their lips met, and fused, never to part, never to be apart.

Chapter Three

“How old are you?”

Cassandra lay across her lover, his hand curled around her back, holding her close. They had separated, but only just, his slack, wet member lying just under her thigh, warm and protected, reminding them both of the incredible pleasure that had pulsated through them. 

“How old am I now?”

“When you—when you―”

“Died?” He sounded amused, though Cassandra couldn’t imagine how he could feel like that. “I was just four and thirty. Old enough to be tired of fighting. I advised my superiors to talk to the Parliamentarians, try to come to terms, but they called me a traitor. I wanted to go back to my home, but they said one more battle and the King would be victorious. They were wrong, but I went home anyway.”

“Does it pain you to talk about this?” She pressed a gentle kiss to his shoulder, and he turned his head and captured her mouth in a sweet loving salute. 

“Not when I talk to you. You may ask anything you wish, and I promise to answer the best I can.”

She pushed her unruly hair away from her face. It seemed to distract him from his story. He lifted his hand and threading his long fingers through her dark curls. “I like the way you wear your hair. The curls make you look a little like an enchanting elf, especially with those enchanting eyes.” He smiled into her face, totally relaxed, totally happy. “They’re the greenest eyes I’ve ever seen. I want to see them many times in the future.”

“I shall likely never change my hairstyle, then,” she said, “Knowing you are watching. Will you be watching?”

He nodded, his gaze never leaving hers. “I will be watching. Unless you tell me to leave. I will be there, I swear it.”

She caught her breath, wondering if they could communicate in some way. Any way. She was beginning to see how her life would be. Once a year she would come alive, and she would have to be content with that. Fifty days instead of fifty years. 

It was more than she hoped for, but she couldn’t help feeling a pang of what if? What if they had been born at the same time? What if he could somehow join her—or she could join him?”

He took her hands in his. “We have what we’ve been given. We have to be content with that. I feel as you do. I want more. But we have this. Be happy.”

“I am. I never expected to be happy. I made my mistake when I insisted on marrying Edward, and I was prepared to cope with it. Now I have you.”

“Yes you do.” He caressed her cheek with his open hand.

“Tell me about the duel with your brother.” 

His face hardened, then relaxed once more when he gazed at her. “I will tell you. You deserve to know, and there should
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