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Chapter 1

 


 


The sobbing woman rushed forward and threw
herself into Lord Hawk’s arms. Of small, delicate stature, she wore
the coarse garb of a poor servant, including a simple coat and hat,
all of which had been mussed in her attempt to disrupt the
celebration. “I’m home!” she wailed pitifully. “I missed you . . .
I missed all of you!”

“I beg your pardon, milord,” Lynch
apologized, retreating.

Hawk stiffened, repulsed by the clinging
arms, the very sight of this woman who was the image of Norah. He
saw Miranda rise slowly from her chair as he disentangled himself
from the clutches of the woman wound about him. His gaze caught
Miranda’s, the shock on her face palpable, disbelief spiraling
within her as it coiled around him.

“Please,” the woman continued, “it took me so
long to find my way home! I lost my memory. Don’t turn me away!”
she wailed, slumping against Hawk and clutching him with her arms.
“Please . . . oh please, can you not see that I am your wife?”

Stunned, Hawk peeled Norah’s arms away,
staring at Miranda, seeing tears gather in her eyes. “Madam, what
are you about? My wife is there. You are my dearest wife,”
he told Miranda succinctly.

“You remarried? But I wasn’t dead! Did you
not look for me?” she cried as she rose to her feet.

“We did, but there was an inquest and you
were declared dead.”

“But I’m alive, my darling!” came her
impassioned voice. “Touch me, and you will see that I live!”

Miranda could barely grasp what was
happening. There was desolation in Hawk’s eyes, the return of the
black emptiness that had finally begun to fade.

“Geneva, do you not remember me? Surely, you
know me. Burnleah . . . Analise. All of you could not have
forgotten me!”

Scowling, Hawk grabbed her by the arm. “There
are questions to be answered,” he snarled, and pulled her from the
room.

Miranda waited a moment, trying to catch her
breath, and then walked from the room, going . . . where? She heard
the voices in the dining room as she hurried away. It was
over—truly over. At the precise moment when she could touch the
future, see it with her eyes, and feel it with her hands . . .
Norah was alive! The bejeweled woman in the portrait was not dead
after all. She was alive!

“Granddaughter,” Lady Burnleah called as
Miranda started up the stairs. “Come away with us, my dear,” she
whispered, her voice soothing. “You mustn’t stay.”

For a moment, Miranda was disoriented and did
not answer, her world twisting wildly. “I will stay,” she murmured
at length.

“You can’t . . . not now.” Her stern meaning
was clear.

Miranda frowned, resuming her ascension of
the stairs. “I must. What will he do?”

Lady Burnleah climbed several steps and took
her hand, wanting her to understand. “You dare not remain, child.
Think of your reputation.”

Miranda paused, gazing ahead, her voice soft
and lifeless. “I have no reputation to consider, Grandmother. What
could I have apart from him?”

“Please come home with me,” Lady Burnleah
begged again. “Let your uncle and I care for you.”

Withdrawing her hand, Miranda turned and
climbed up the stairs. At the top, she turned and looked down at
her grandmother. “I will come soon, I promise. Don’t make this
harder for me.”

And her grandmother let her go.

 


 


* * *

 


 


Hawk shut the door of his study with a loud
click, all the while watching the woman in the center of the room,
his shock and disbelief quickly dissolving into anger.

“You never searched for me,” she accused,
blotting her eyes with a handkerchief, “else you would have found
me. I see it on your face.”

“We searched for weeks, down the river all
the way to the Channel. Where were you?” He wondered if she would
tell him the truth.

Norah sniffed, her voice small. “I have no
memory of what happened until I woke up one morning in the home of
a curate in Bournemouth. He and his wife found me wandering by the
side of the road. I was delirious with fever for many days and
nearly perished. When the sickness passed, I couldn’t say who I
was.”

“And when exactly did you recall your name?”
he asked, suspicious of her story, and crossed to the desk, putting
distance between them.

“Everything returned slowly—small things at
first—a food, a smell. A month ago that I remembered I was married.
Five days ago, your name came to me, and I returned home as soon as
I was able. Please, you must believe me,” she insisted with
sincerity. “I was going mad not knowing who I was.”

“Do you know why you left Hawkesmier or why
you were involved with a man named Thomas Matthews?”

Frowning, Norah thought a moment. “The name
is familiar,” she said. “Is he one of your friends?”

Hawk was agitated, a muscle twitching angrily
in his jaw. He wanted to shout that Matthews had been the head
gardener, but he kept quiet. She was lying, but he could play that
game, too. His eyes pierced her with icy cold, his mouth twisted
harshly. “Yes, a close friend.”

“And you say I was involved with him? Why
would I do that when I have you as my husband?” she asked coyly and
pouted, fluttering her eyelashes.

“I asked myself the same thing when you sent
him to kill me,” he said with vitriol, his hands itching to curl
around her slender, white neck.

“Kill you? Why that is utterly ridiculous! I
would never do such a thing. I am your wife—your legal wife.
Think what this has done to the family and that poor girl you
wed.”

“Our marriage ended when you were declared
dead under the law,” he reminded her.

“Will that not be easy enough to remedy?
Since I am alive, our marriage came before your most recent
union. That lovely young girl must return immediately to her
family, of course, before she is irreparably tarnished.”

Hawk’s slender thread of self-control
snapped, and he gave vent to his caustic emotions. “What makes you
think you are welcome here? If anyone leaves, it will be you.”

“Me?” she asked with feigned innocence. “You
would shamefully parade your mistress before me as—”

“My mistress?” he returned with a
scathing laugh. “How many lovers did you parade before me? I wed
Miss Kingswood in good faith. She has been more of a wife to me
than you ever were.”

Norah's face crumpled at the harsh
comparison, tears running fresh. “Why are you attacking me? Do you
blame me for losing my memory? I have had a very long journey, my
dear,” she said softly. “Do me a kindness, please, and pour me a
drink . . . offer me some food and a place to rest myself.”

Hawk started for the door, mentally exhausted
and numb. “You know where the kitchen is and you may sleep in the
kennel with the hounds.” And he was gone.

 


 


* * *

 


 


Upstairs in Miranda’s room, Maud was packing,
opening drawers to empty the contents into a large trunk. What
could she say to assuage her child’s misery? Were there any words
capable of easing her broken heart? She had survived once before .
. . could she again?

Miranda sank to the bed, staring ahead,
seeing nothing. Numbness swathed her, blanketing her in a
protective shield that would melt away as snow in the sun come
morning. When realization dawned, as it had in the past, nothing
would prevent the oppressive grief. For now, she clung to the
numbness, begging it to press close, to guard her until her mind
was ready to accept that she was not Lord Hawk’s wife.

She never was . . . she never would be.

Do not think about it. She shut her
eyes, forcing the thoughts back. Nausea rolled in her, and she slid
from the bed, pulling at the fastenings on her gown, needing air.
Seeing her distress, Maud came to help. The gown disappeared into
the trunk along with the others, and she changed into the bronze
poplin gown and tan coat for the journey to Allynthorpe.

They heard the door of Lord Hawk’s room slam
shut, his irritated voice sharp and frustrated as he spoke to
Jeremy. Then there was silence. As Maud closed the lid of the
trunk, Miranda edged toward the door of the dressing room,
straining to hear, her hands touching the wood, almost caressing
it. He was there, just beyond, but for her, he might as well be on
the opposite side of the world.

Maud’s hands rubbed her shoulders through the
cloak, her face close to her ear. “You have pain enough this
night,” she whispered gently. “There is nothing more you can do for
him.”

“I must try,” she murmured, her fingers
sliding down the heavy panel to curl around the handle. “I can’t
leave him like this.”

Maud’s hands tightened on Miranda's
shoulders. “What will it gain you to see him? You no longer have a
right to be here.”

Frowning, Miranda sighed, pressing her
forehead to the door. “We left many things unsaid,” she whispered
softly and then looked back over her shoulder, her voice stern.
“You shall not forbid me this.”

Rebuked, Maud stepped back. “I will have the
trunks and bag taken down to the carriage.”

“Go on without me,” Miranda instructed. “I
will follow shortly.”

“Of course,” Maud said in resignation and
left the room.

Slowly, Miranda opened the door, and, as if
asleep, she walked through the dressing room to the door that
separated her from Lord Hawk. Hesitating, her mind toyed viciously
with her heart, whispering that she would find Norah there in his
bed, her slender arms wrapped around his neck.

Grasping the handle, she turned it, her heart
racing as she pushed the door open. The sight that greeted her was
as unexpected and beautiful as it was tragic. Dozens of candles
graced the tables and mantel, bathing the room in a golden glow. A
bottle of wine and two glasses sat on the table, awaiting the
beginning of a romantic night. Pots of pink roses filled the room
with a sweet fragrance, and she breathed the scent that was no
longer hers in a room that, after this moment, would be forbidden
to her.

Lord Hawk sat slumped in the chair before the
fireplace, staring unseeing into the bright flames. Miranda eased
toward him, and he raised his face at the sound of her skirt
brushing the floor.

He took in that she was dressed for
traveling. “Has it come to this . . . that you should leave me?” he
asked and rose abruptly. “I didn’t know she was alive . . . I swear
it!”

“I know,” she whispered. “You would never
have wed me otherwise.”

Hawk’s soft laugh became a sneer. “You esteem
my character? I might have been guilty of murdering her.”

“You haven’t a killer's heart,” she was quick
to disagree, her voice brimming with sadness.

“I have no heart!” he ground out, clenching
and unclenching his hands. “Shall I remind you of the mistreatment
you suffered at my hands? Had I a heart, could I have been so
cruel?”

Inching toward him was a mistake, but Miranda
could not prevent the movement of her feet. “You have a heart,” she
told him, “for I have seen it.” He shook his head at her
pronouncement, drowning in self-punishment.

Turning toward her, Hawk sighed. “And now you
leave.”

“I have no right to be here,” she explained,
wondering if his mind was as clouded as hers. “Your wife—”

“Norah be damned!” he swore brutally.
“You are my wife!”

“I must go,” she breathed hastily, drinking
in one last glance, one last image to hide away for a lonely night.
Reaching for the door, her fingers gripped the handle, opening it.
In the next instant, he was beside her, his hand pushing the door
shut.

“Stay,” he pleaded.

Miranda tugged on the handle, knowing that to
look at him would be her undoing. “I cannot,” she insisted, closing
her eyes as she began to tremble. That he stood so close weakened
her defenses, throwing another stumbling block before her.

His breath fanned her cheek. “I won’t let you
go.”

The harder she pulled on the door, the
tighter he held it shut, and her ragged breathing turned to
whimpering sobs, her hands jerking on the handle. “You must . .
.”

“No!” Hawk caught her by the shoulders,
twisting her until he held her pinned to the door, her body
quivering. “No,” he whispered hotly.

Miranda turned her face away, wanting to
hear, knowing she should not. “You have no choice,” she moaned,
tears stinging her eyes.

“Do I not?” he asked, his voice as deep as
thunder, as soft as velvet. “Look at me!” he commanded, and when
she fought him, he captured her face between his hands. “Look at
me.”

Her eyelashes fluttered softly against her
cheeks, then lifted, and she saw the raw, searing pain on his face,
the suffering of a man who had nothing left to lose.

“All of this is for you—the roses, the wine,
the candlelight. It was for us.”

Resisting him was becoming difficult. “I love
your family too much to bring shame upon them,” she reasoned. “I am
not your wife. I never was.”

“You are the wife of my heart,” he rasped,
rubbing her cheeks with his thumbs, “and I want to give you
everything, to forget the past, to build a future—”

“With a whore?” she spat, her heart leaping
painfully against her ribs.

Hawk remembered the caustic words he had used
to demean her. “You were never that.”

“Everyone you know will whisper behind your
back. They will call me an unfortunate woman, your convenience—your
left-handed wife. At least you will be spared the
scandal—and cost—of a divorce,” she continued, her mind unraveling
as hysteria approached.

“I was wrong,” he tried to tell her, but she
was beyond hearing.

“Poor, little servant girl,” she muttered
with a feeble laugh. “No decent man will want your leavings.”

With his thumbs, Hawk pushed up her chin,
staring into tear-filled eyes, a lump in his throat. “Stay,” he
whispered.

“No,” she refused, shaking her head while
fighting every emotion engulfing her.

“Please,” he implored, stroking her cheek
with his fingers, “I have no life without you.”

Swallowing, Miranda gazed at him, wanting to
tell him all the things that were secret, yet knowing it was now
impossible. “You will. You did it before.”

“I won’t do that again—do you hear me?”
Taking one of her hands, he placed it against his heart. “I gave
you up once, but not again—never again!”

The torment in his voice unraveled inside
Miranda and she was suddenly still, a tear sliding down her cheek.
Somehow, he knew her heart’s deepest longing and wildest fear.

“My beloved,” he murmured, pulling her
unresisting body close. With his hands framing her face he gently
kissed her, tasting the salt of her tears, her breath hot and
ragged on his cheeks. “Can you still love me after everything I
have done?” he asked, mouthing the words against her skin, his
kisses hungry and potent, wearing down her strength in a way his
muscles could not.

I love you.

“I . . .” she began, shivering as love
strained against the thin veneer of self-control, threatening to
spill from her in a torrent.

“Tell me I haven’t lost your love,” he
breathed against her ear. “Say that you love me as much as I love
you.”

“I love you.” The words came in a soft
rush of air, barely audible, and the release brought fresh tears to
Miranda’s eyes.

“Dearest wife,” he said, unable to hide his
joy. Kissing her like a man starved, his fingers worked the
fastening on the cloak, pushing it from her shoulders. “I wasted so
much time . . .”

Reality sliced through Miranda though she
slid her fingers possessively into his hair. “This is wrong.”

“We shall do penance tomorrow.” It was
lover’s logic, springing from desperation, but he knew when dawn
came, common sense would rule. A night of fiery sensuality would
play in their dreams for years to come, sweet memories to hold on a
cold night when yearning was deep. This one night would create
memories to fill a lifetime.

For now, they were man and woman, alone in a
timeless void, alone with beating hearts and burning desire, where
nothing could touch them. Tomorrow was unknown, but tonight—tonight
Miranda was his wife, his lover, the very completion of his
being.

“Don’t look at me so,” he whispered,
caressing her face with the feathery touch of his fingers.

Miranda drank in the love shining from his
eyes. “How do I look at you?”

Hawk understood completely the emotions
churning in her, the flame of desire mingled with abject misery.
“With desire . . . and a broken heart.”

Tilting her cheek into his hand, she closed
her eyes, reveling in the warmth of his palm. “My heart is
broken. Come morning, I—”

He pressed his fingers to her lips, silencing
her. “Let the morrow care for itself. This night belongs to
us.”

When his lips replaced his fingers, Miranda
was irrevocably lost to him as her lips opened to the gentle thrust
of his tongue, her throaty sigh captured and held by him. He
claimed her with a mastery that dissolved her bones, his hands
sure, his kisses deep and seductive.

Rational thought melted in the heat of
passion, the fire between them hotter than the flames on the
hearth. There was no hesitation in her response, no reservation or
withholding. Just this once, let their union be complete and
abandoned—free of the past and free of the present and no hope of a
future.

He tore his mouth from hers on a ragged
breath, rubbing his face tenderly against hers, and Miranda lifted
her cheek for his caress, loving the way he could weaken her knees
with a touch. His fingers sought and found the tiny buttons of her
bodice, and she felt the waft of air on her warm skin. He ventured
no farther, content to brush his fingers over her collarbone, his
lips skimming down the curve of her throat.

It was Miranda who pulled the bodice from her
shoulders, shaking free of the heavy fabric, her hands working the
fastening on her skirt. He caught her hands, drawing her against
him, his eyes feasting on her face. “I want you slow,” he murmured
lazily, snatching kisses from her lips.

Shivers of delight danced over her as his
fingers trailed across patches of newly revealed skin. “You make
being honorable difficult,” she breathed as flames sparked sweetly
inside her. He had the power to strip away her mind and leave her
craving what only he could give her.

With a deep, soft moan, Hawk tugged at the
fastenings of her skirt. “I want it to be damned impossible.”

Miranda glanced down in time to see the
crinoline drop to the floor, her skirt whispering down to pool
around her feet. At his tugging, the lacing on her corset loosened,
and the confection of silk, lace, and boning slid from her body.
Stunned that he had removed her garments with such apparent ease,
she looked at him in wonder. “You make me forget everything.”

“I would we could both forget.”

“My past?”

“No . . . mine. You brought peace and order
into this house, restoring to all of us what Norah took.”

“I did nothing . . .”

“But you did.” Hawk smiled gently, pulling
her toward him. “From you, I have learned something of modesty and
virtue. When I forgot how to love, you loved.” He saw her cheeks
flush with color as she quickly looked down, but he caught her chin
with his hand. “You gave me far more than you received . . . and
gave me more than I deserved. What could I ever give you in
return?”

“Love the night away with me,” she whispered.
Her fingers worked at the buttons on his shirt, making room to
caress the ridged muscles on his chest. She kissed him, slowly
teasing him until sanity fled her mind, and she pushed the shirt
off his shoulders, desperate kisses edging up his neck, her tongue
darting out to taste him.

“Too sweet,” he moaned, wrapping his hands
around her head, his resolve to love her slow and easy nearly
forgotten. “We have all night.”

“But I want you again and again,” she
murmured provocatively, feverishly working the buttons on his
trousers.

With a low growl, he swept her into his arms
and carried her to the bed, laying her on cool sheets sprinkled
with fragrant rose petals. Stripping off the last of his clothes,
he joined her, tugging the delicate ribbon that held her chemise
together, exposing her breasts tipped by nipples already taut with
desire. Inch by inch, he revealed her body to the soft candlelight,
tossing the chemise over the side of the bed.

She gazed at him lovingly, willing herself to
remember each tender look, those gold-flecked eyes that could peer
into her very soul. “It has always been this way between us,” she
whispered. “Why?”

“We were destined to be together,” he replied
simply, lowering his head to swirl his tongue around her
nipple.

“And apart,” came her ragged thought as his
teeth gently tugged a nipple into his mouth.

“Never that,” he breathed, sampling the
sweetness of the other as her fingers slid across his cheeks to the
back of his head, holding him to her. “We will always be
together.”

“Always,” she agreed, too drunk with ecstasy
to say otherwise.

“You promised,” he reminded her, his hand
straying lower, teasing the flesh on the inside of her thighs.

“I promised . . .”

They hungered for each other, craving more
than release as her body strained against him, urging him to caress
her where she ached most. Hot, liquid fire poured through her as
his fingers whispered over her belly, finding the opening in the
lace-edged drawers. There was something erotic in the clothing that
still covered her, the drawers with their convenient opening, and
stockings held by frilly garters.

Easing away, Hawk knew he had reached the
edge of his control, his breathing rapid and his body trembling. He
smiled tenderly, trailing a finger along the edge of her drawers.
“You are more beautiful each time.”

“You have had too much wine, my lord,” she
accused softly, unable to keep her hands from his body.

His eyes narrowed as tiny darts of pleasure
shot through him. “Tonight, I have no title, only a name.”

“Hawk.” He shook his head slowly and there
was a familiar gleam in his eyes that Miranda recognized. Her chin
began to quiver as tears pooled, her throat tight. “James.”

“Say it again.”

“James . . . my James,” she murmured, rising
on her elbow, pressing her lips to his as the dam in her heart
broke, love spilling over to flood her body. “Make time stop,” she
begged as tears rolled down her cheeks. “Make the world stop
turning just this once.”

He devoured her ravenously, kissing away the
salty wetness, searching every exquisite portion of her face,
feeling her pulse race in the hollow of her throat. And he could
feel her pain, the deep misery that creased her brow and caused her
to tremble against him. It was there within them, the knowledge
that the hands of the clock would never obey his command, and
morning would come despite any effort to prevent it.

They held nothing back, giving everything in
a futile attempt to stay time. Heat poured through Miranda’s veins
as he tenderly explored her body, whispering words of love, of
adoration, echoing the song in her heart. He savored every morsel
of her flesh, his fingers deftly parting the opening in her drawers
to find the heat of her desire. Her body arched against him, her
thighs parting of their own will, silently begging him to ease her
need.

“Must I wait?” she moaned, kissing his neck.
“Please tell me . . .”

“What do you want?” he asked, eaten through
with desire, watching through half-closed eyes the hunger that
consumed her.

“You know . . .”

“Show me.”

Taking his hand, Miranda guided him. “Touch
me . . . here,” she whispered, needing him beyond reason, her mind
spinning as his fingers parted her silken flesh, tormenting her as
she lifted her hips to draw him in.

He slowly pulled the tie on her drawers,
gently revealing her skin as he pulled them from her, his breath
catching. “The stockings stay,” he murmured and slid his fingers
deeper into the liquid fire, tearing a ragged gasp from her.
Stroking her, he played on her desire, creating precious music
where there were no musicians, no violins, or harps. The air was
alive with music, enjoyed by two.

“Wait . . . stop . . .” she begged hoarsely,
pushing his hand away, “before . . . I . . .”

“I love how you feel when passion shakes
you.”

Miranda’s heart was pounding as she sat up,
turning to him. “I would have you shaking with desire, as
well.” She pushed him down, her mouth covering his as his arms slid
around her.

She played the seductress, teasing him with
every ounce of her strength, her hands on his body, burning his
skin with rapturous flames. The small, flat nipples tightened as
her tongue darted across them, a deep throaty moan falling on her
ears as his hand gently caressed her hair. His brow furrowed, his
heart hammering as she moved lower . . . lower still, her fingers
closing around the rigid length of him. But he was also delicately
soft, and she artfully explored him, tasting him with the tip of
her tongue, stroking him with her lips until he gasped with
pleasurable pain.

The more he shuddered against the sensations
tearing through him, the more she tasted and stroked him, drawing
from him a salty emission that she swirled around the tip, humming
as she went. He arched into her hand, fighting to stay in control,
his face contorting as she menaced him with exquisite ease.
Grinding his teeth, he growled and quit the battle, lunging for
her.

Hawk’s hands closed over her arms and he
dragged her to him. “You learned your lessons too well.”

“I want you to be . . . satisfied,” she
whispered with a sultry laugh.

With that, Miranda threw her leg over him,
straddling him, and guided him to her body. Sighing with delight,
she seated him in just the right position before she sank down in
one swift motion.

Gasping with what he felt certain would be
his last breath, he grabbed her about the waist. He watched her
intently through narrowed eyes as she began to move on him, her
head tossed back in wild abandon. She was a goddess—bewitching,
having woven a web of silken chains to enslave his heart
forever.

“Don’t move,” she commanded softly when she
felt him thrusting into her.

“Am I to lay here unused?”

Miranda stilled and smiled at him. “You may
do whatever you wish—except move.”

Hawk’s dark laugh rumbled deep in his chest.
“Very well, I will play your game. Proceed.”

As she rode him, he found her breasts,
kneading them—plucking and twirling the nipples. She moaned several
times as pleasure knifed her and his finger trailed down her belly
to the cleft between her thighs. Sliding into slick heat, he sought
her pearl, swirling wicked circles.

It was too soon. She wanted more, much more.
Not yet.

Leaning toward him, she rested her hands on
his chest, her halting breath caressing his cheeks. Her skin glowed
in the golden firelight as she moved on him. “You don’t play
fair.”

“There were no rules about where I could
place my hands,” he told her, drawing hot wetness over her pearl,
renewing his torment.

“Did I say I wanted you slow and easy?” she
gasped, nearly maddened by the fire cascading through him.

“You did.”

“I misspoke. I want you now.”

“Then,” he said, rolling with her, “you shall
have me.” He gave her what she sought, pushing deeply into her
silken sheath.

“More,” she begged. “Deeper.” She wrapped her
legs around him. Their kisses deepened, the tempo increasing,
keeping time with the wild beating of their hearts.

“You were made for this,” he moaned, his
hands sliding beneath her, lifting her to plunge completely as she
tightened ever more around him.

“Love me,” came her whispered caress, tears
filling her eyes. Sobbing aloud her pleasure, her hands held him as
he drove harder, deeper, his groans mingling with hers. The fire
raging in her gathered at the center, building, sparking, and
tingling over her skin as the tempest crested.

Hawk felt the tiny tremors shivering on him
and he slowed, waiting for the moment, patiently waiting
until—there it was, so sweetly quivering, then bursting, a
powerful, fiery fulfillment exploding in her and pouring over him.
“I love you,” he breathed, and control broke apart, his body
arching like a bow.

Collapsing on her, he shook, his breath gone
as if life had passed from him. Dazed, he felt the convulsive grip
of his wife’s arms, heard the soft crying as she lay beneath him.
Had he hurt her? “What is it?”

Shaking her head as he raised his face, she
kissed him, holding his head with her hands, unable to speak of the
joy he had given her. Boundless, without reserve, she loved him,
and her lips could not utter the words, moving over his skin in
mute adoration.

Hawk pulled Miranda into his arms, holding
her gently until the shivering and tears passed. “What we might
have accomplished had I not been a coward,” he murmured.

Miranda listened to the sound of his
heartbeat. “I won’t think about that . . . not tonight.”

“This afternoon—”

“Shh . . .” She lifted her face to gaze at
him, brushing her thumb across his lips. “You were concerned for my
safety.”

He caught her hand, lacing his fingers
through hers. “I was a madman,” he disagreed. “I humiliated you . .
. broke your necklace . . .”

Miranda glanced at the painting of Gordon
over the fireplace. “You aren’t to blame for his death. It was an
accident. You keep that portrait as a constant reminder of your
guilt. It’s time to take it down.”

Hawk inhaled deeply, feeling the weight of
Gordon’s death sliding away. “After I returned from London, I knew
my life would never be the same. Gordon died and Father blamed me.
I wed a woman I despised. Then you returned, loving me in spite of
myself.”

Miranda raised her head, recognizing the
sincerity on his face, and smiled softly, her eyes mirroring the
candlelight. “Do you know that I loved you the first moment I saw
you?” At his confused look, she smiled. “When I was young, I
listened to stories about a beautiful maiden saved from harm by a
fearless prince, and in my mind I fashioned that prince.” Her
fingers traced a path across his face. “He came to life the first
time I saw you. It was as if you had stepped out of my dreams, a
man of flesh and bone. I could not help but love you. And when you
never returned . . .” Her voice faded and she bit her lip.

Hawk sighed, his arms tightening around her.
“You were right to hate me.”

Miranda caressed his face. “I did try.
But the anger faded, and all I knew was emptiness.”

He kissed her fingers. “And then we met
again.”

“You were different. I couldn’t understand
how you could look at me and not know me. I hoped you would
remember on your own—I kept waiting for some spark of recognition .
. . for my James to return.” Her voice trailed and she pressed her
cheek to his chest. “And then I found myself hoping you never
remembered.”

“Is that why you never told me?” He felt her
nod against his chest, though she said nothing. “And when I
did remember, I accused you of vile things.” He frowned,
caressing her hair with his fingers, recalling the night of the
ball. “When I think of what I did—the bruises . . . the pain . . .
I—”

She lifted her head to kiss his face,
silencing him with her lips.

He caught her face between his hands. “Why
would you forgive me for believing the worst of you?”

“Because I know the man who lives in here,”
she whispered, kissing his chest. “Because I love you,” she swore,
her voice breaking as her throat closed.

“What a treasure you are,” he returned, and
the words that had been dead in his breast spilled easily, his
heart open. “I won’t give you up without a fight.”

“I know.”

“Do you? I intend to have Mr. Farnham search
for a legal remedy to evict that woman from my life—for good.”

Sadness swept across Miranda’s face as she
tried to pull away from him. “It isn’t wise to make promises you
may not be able to keep.”

Hawk half rose, his hands closing around
Miranda’s arms. He pinned her to the bed, his body covering hers.
“Hear this,” he said, his voice dark and low, “if it takes me from
now until the Second Coming and costs all I possess, you
will be my wife again.”

Her throat full, Miranda nodded and her
composure crumbled. As tears fell, she threw her arms around his
neck and he pulled her against him, holding her tight, begging her
not to cry, begging her to believe he would never rest until he
could claim her as his wife.

Yet she could not silence the doubts pounding
through her mind, taunting her. Nothing had changed. He would make
promises and give her hope, finally abandoning her to save himself,
leaving her an emotional wreck. Today’s promises would become
tomorrow’s regrets.

 


 


* * *

 


 


Hawk wakened, and was, for a moment,
disoriented. Reaching out, he sought Miranda, and his hand rubbed
over the pillow, feeling something strange. Rolling over, he raised
his head and saw a pink rose on her pillow. He picked it up, his
heart sinking.

Sliding from the bed, he hurried to the
dressing room. “Miranda?” he called, opening the door to look
inside. The room was nearly empty of her gowns, shoes, and
hatboxes.

A sense of panic took hold. Rushing into her
bedchamber, he tore open the doors of the wardrobe.

Empty.

He jerked open drawers—empty. Many toilette
articles were missing, and he approached the dressing table slowly,
his heart pounding. Miranda’s favorite book of poetry lay in the
center, and on top—her wedding band.

Breathless, he took the circle of gold and
opened the book at the ribbon, reading the words she left for
him.

Remember.

She was gone.

She fled him in the night, taking her love .
. . taking his heart. Clutching the ring tightly, he stared around
the room, his heart gone cold.

Remember . . .

Miranda . . .

 


 



Chapter 2

 


 


At Allynthorpe, Miranda lay in the bed that
had been her mother’s, having arrived just before the sun
brightened the eastern sky. Without ceasing, her mind played over
the events of the night before when Norah had returned as Lord
Hawk’s rightful wife. With the promise of love so close at hand, it
was beyond cruel to be separated once again.

She had crept from the warmth of the bed she
shared with the man she loved, despising herself for the cowardice
that held her until he slept. Dressing quietly in the dark, tears
streamed down her cheeks. Stoically, she clung to her resolve to
leave—her final act was to place the volume of Shakespeare’s works
on the shelf in his bedchamber.

When there was nothing else to be done,
Miranda had paused at the foot of the bed, gazing with unashamed
adoration at the man she loved, the man who had filled her life. He
would despise her when he wakened to find her gone, but she had no
other recourse. Her promise to stay with him always had been made
when it was a promise she could keep.

Kissing him gently, she had caressed his
hair, his cheek—his face relaxed in slumber. Then she she
disappeared down the stairs and away into the dawn, knowing at last
the pain he must have felt the day he left her on the steps of the
Silver Unicorn.

It was tearing her apart.

Now she lay numb and sick, begging for a
moment’s rest, to escape into a chasm where her thoughts would not
consume her. But sleep refused her demand, instead releasing the
floodgate of memories and tears that would not cease. Staring up at
the canopy, she shivered in the warmth of the bed, her heart in
shreds. It was too soon to think of the future when the past lay
heavily upon her. After holding it in her hands, it simply poured
through her finger like sand.

She did not hear the knock at the door or
that her grandmother had entered with a tray. “Are you awake, my
dear? I brought some breakfast.”

“I’m not hungry,” she said softly.

“You should try to eat a little. Mrs. Taylor
will be disappointed if the food goes back untouched.”

Reluctantly, Miranda sat up, accepting the
tray across her lap. “I don’t think I can,” she said tearfully as
her grandmother raised the cover from the dish.

“You must try . . . to keep up your
strength.”

Miranda took the fork and nibbled a few
bites, more inclined to pick at the edges. The chocolate was
warming, and she finally set the tray aside, unable to think any
more about eating.

“Your maid will come up shortly to unpack for
you. Do you feel up to rising?” Lady Burnleah asked.

Miranda shook her head, seeing the overt
concern on her grandmother's face. “Soon.”

“I sent a message to Hawkesmier to let them
know your maid—Maud, is it?—will arrive later this morning to
finish packing.” Lady Burnleah took the tray and set it on the
table, worried that her granddaughter was so withdrawn and
quiet.

“There was so much excitement yesterday, I
didn’t have the chance to discuss something with you,” Lady
Burnleah began, resuming her seat. “Last night, after we returned
home, I sent a messenger off with a letter.”

“A letter?”

Her grandmother paused as if searching for
the proper words. “To your father’s family in Southampton.”

“My—”

“Your grandparents, my dear, Ezra and
Margaret Kingswood.”

Miranda was stunned. “They live?”

“As do your father’s brother and sister.”

Taking away and giving back. Something
lost and something returned. “Do they know about me?”

“They will as soon as they receive the
letter. Mrs. Kingswood and I always believed we would learn the
fate of our children, and it’s only right they be told. With their
permission, I will take you there at the end of the week . . . if
you have no objections.”

“No, none at all.”

After she had gone, Miranda slid from the bed
and went to the window. Gazing out across the lawn toward the
south, she sighed, pressing her palms to the glass. What was
happening at Hawkesmier? Surely her absence had been discovered,
and she prayed that he would understand why she left.

Leaning her forehead to the glass, she cried,
unable to stop the pain. Could she forget her marriage, and live as
if he did not exist? Could she pretend she never knew passion in
his arms, their souls touching in a timeless expanse?

He was right. Forgetting would be
impossible.

 


 


* * *

 


 


Lady Burnleah made her way to the Vermillion
Drawing Room to attend to correspondence that had begun pouring in
when it became generally known that they were traveling home from
Italy. She found her son there, hidden behind the pages of a
newspaper.

Burnleah heard the swish of her mother’s
skirt as she entered the room, taking a seat at her desk. Folding
the newspaper, he set it aside. “How is she?” he asked.

Sighing, Lady Burnleah shook her head. “Poor
child . . . she hasn’t slept or eaten.”

“Rotten luck, Norah turning up. There must be
something we can do. She was incredibly happy last night.”

“I know, my dear. She has had so little
happiness in her life—now this.” Lady Burnleah sighed and drew
herself up rigidly. “I would never say this to anyone but you, but
Norah has been a blot on the family since the day she wed my
nephew. Why did she not stay away?”

“That should be obvious, Mother. Greed.”

Lady Burnleah gazed out the window, toying
with her pen. “It is disheartening to know that, no matter how many
wicked things she does, no one lifts a hand to stop her. This time,
her wickedness has gone too far. She has ruined my granddaughter’s
life.”

“One day, Mother, someone will stop her,”
Burnleah promised.

 


 


* * *

 


 


At Hawkesmier, the household was buzzing with
the news that their mistress had departed, and that the former
countess, once pronounced dead, had returned alive and in good
health. Hawk sat passively in the sitting room of Miranda’s suite
while Maud packed the last of her belongings. Soon all evidence
would be gone; wardrobe and drawers empty, the dressing table
absent of her perfume and jewelry. Even the small, jeweled clock on
the dressing table and the petit-point picture on the wall found
places in the trunk beside the cherished music boxes.

Geneva came quietly to sit beside her
brother, wishing she could ease his torment. Not in weeks had he
scowled so or seemed so emotionally drained. Tears stung her eyes
at his loss, for the things that had driven Miranda away. “The
wagon has arrived,” she said softly, but he said nothing. “Have you
made arrangements to have Merry Miss moved to Allynthorpe?” Was he
listening or was he in some private hell of his own? She touched
his shoulder gently.

“I will see to it,” he replied without
emotion.

“Is there anything you wish me to do?”

Drawing himself up, he shook his head. “The
trunks are being—”

“No,” she interrupted, “for you. For
Miranda.”

Hawk’s voice was as determined as the glint
in his eye. “Go to her. Remind her that I won’t stop until we’re
together again. Tell her that I sent a message to Mr. Farnham this
very morning asking him to set a time for us to meet.”

“I will.”

He sighed, his head bowed. “My only regret is
that it wasn’t enough to stay her leaving.” With that, he strode to
the bedchamber door, stopped, and turned back. “Tell her that I
love her.”

 


 


* * *

 


 


Maud had completed the packing and was
securing the latch on the trunk when Hawk entered. Two footmen
appeared to carry it away, leaving the room bare and empty. “I
believe I have packed what was left, my lord,” Maud told him. There
was finality in her voice as she stood before him, preparing to
depart.

“My men took down a trunk early this morning.
If anything else is found, I will send it along.”

“Thank you.” Moving toward the door, she
paused. “Do you have a message for Miss Kingswood?”

That her maid called Miranda by her maiden
name unnerved Hawk. “Yes.” What could he say that would not require
volumes to express his love, his need, his desire for her? “Tell
her . . . remember.”

Maud bit her lip. “I will.” She left him
standing alone and desolate in the center of the room, bidding
farewell to his lordship’s sister before making her way out the
door. Monsieur Fontain was waiting for her in the hall, his brow
creased with concern.

“You are finished, Mademoiselle?” he asked
gently.

“Yes.”

“Mon Dieu, I wish you were not
leaving,” he said with a sigh as they began the walk down to the
carriage.

“And I—not just for her ladyship’s sake, but
also—” Glancing at him, she bit her lip, unable to finish.

Monsieur Fontain caught her hand. “Did you
hope, as I did, cherie, that love might come to us old ones?”

Overcome with emotion, Maud could only nod.
She was leaving Hawkesmier and she might never see him again.

“Love is forever young, like spring in
Pair-ee. I cannot let you go so easily, n’est-ce pas? But
now, you care for Madame—our time awaits, oui?”

Maud could only smile at his optimism. “I
believe you.”

 


 


* * *

 


 


Hawk stared around the empty room and went to
the window, closing the drapes, doing the same at all the windows.
He took the key Mrs. MacGregor had provided and escorted his sister
to the hall, where he shut and locked the door.

Norah found them there. She had bathed and
arranged her hair, donning a slightly rumpled, pale blue gown. “Oh,
my darling,” she gushed happily, “how wonderful it is to be home at
last! I never thought to remember where home was.”

“Excuse me,” Geneva said, turning away.

Hawk slipped the key into his pocket as Norah
took him by the arm, pouting prettily. “I just heard the news that
your mistress has left our home. What a pity for you. Now I shall
have my bedchamber once again.”

“No,” he replied calmly, anger edging his
voice as he turned, “the door is locked, and no one—including
you—will use it.”

“As your countess, these are my rooms,” she
reminded him sweetly, with a bold smile.

“These rooms belong to Miss Kingswood. If you
will excuse me—” He turned to walk away.

“You cannot do this!” she insisted softly,
grabbing his arm. “I am your wife.”

Hawk stopped and turned back. “Not for
long.”

“What do you mean?” she asked.

“Divorce.”

Norah pulled the handkerchief from her
pocket, dabbing her eyes. “You would do that?”

“As quickly as a hound chasing a fox.”

Her eyes hardened. “What a cruel thing to
say!”

“No more cruel than you pretending to be a
modest, virtuous wife.” On that, he walked away.

“Your tears are useless,” Geneva said from
her place in the hall, no longer intimidated by her brother’s
wife.

Norah whirled around. “And you . . . you
would support him in this? What a hateful sister you are!”

“You have what you want—the woman he loves is
gone, and you are mistress here. Be content with that.” Geneva
turned on her heel and walked down the hall.

 


 


* * *

 


 


Faraday heard Hawk come down the stairs and
give Thornton instructions before going out the door. He hurried
after his friend, worried that he might perform some careless deed,
some reckless act that would only make the situation worse. The
stable was his destination, and he followed him there, shouting
after him.

Hawk turned back, his face a mask of fury. “I
want to kill her!” he bit out hoarsely, his voice choked with anger
and misery, a fierce black storm whirling inside him. “After all
her trickery, she doesn’t deserve to live!” he raged, releasing
only a minute amount of the emotions churning through him. “She
takes and takes, demanding more, never satisfied until she squeezes
the life out of everyone around her.”

“What will you do?”

“Seek a divorce.” The image of Miranda’s
soft, love-filled eyes came to mind—his last memory before she
slipped away in the night. “But in doing so, Miranda becomes
vulnerable.”

Faraday frowned. “But she’s safe now—from
anyone who would do her harm.”

Sighing, Hawk looked away. “She will never be
safe from Norah.”

“How can she possibly hurt her?”

“Do you remember my friend from Cambridge,
William Madison?”

“Of course,” Faraday said. “You stood up with
him at his marriage.”

“His wife committed suicide.”

Faraday nodded. “I had forgotten that.”

“There was more,” Hawk said. “I have always
suspected that Norah participated in Mrs. Madison’s death.”

“How is that even possible? Norah was nowhere
around.”

“You don’t understand,” Hawk said
impatiently. “For a time after Madison wed Miss Ivey, Norah invited
her to tea and to join her on outings to Salisbury. Something
happened and Mrs. Madison found herself in several compromising
situations that led directly to her being publically ostracized.
Even Madison began to question her denials.

“Mrs. Madison became increasingly despondent
until one night, she was found in bed with one of the servants,
copulating without shame, almost as if she had planned to be
discovered. The servant was immediately dismissed and Madison drank
himself into a stupor. The next morning, on the day of their first
wedding anniversary, he found her dead in her bath. She had taken
her life by slashing her wrists with a kitchen knife.”

Faraday was stunned. “Good God! How do you
know this?”

“Madison told me just before he went to
America.”

“Why would Norah do something so
despicable?”

“Because Madison spurned her advances and
continued to spurn her. You may guess how well Norah received
it.”

“And now she means to do harm to your
wife—that is, Miss Kingswood.”

“She is my wife, and because I love
her, Norah will despise her in a way she never did Mrs. Madison.
It’s not enough that my wife is gone—she has become her rival.
Norah will stop at nothing to destroy her if she can.” He paused,
sighing. “And believe me, she can.”

Concern for Miranda grew in Faraday; his
forehead pushed into a frown. “How can you stop her?”

“Mr. Farnham will have a barrister petition
the court for a divorce. Until then, I want you to look after Miss
Kingswood for me.”

“Me?”

“You’re the only one who can,” he
insisted.

Faraday knew he should refuse, that to accept
would put him in her constant company, making him her protector,
her confidante, and more than her friend. “You ask a great deal,”
he murmured.

“I would never ask were it not important,”
Hawk stressed.

Faraday sighed. “I will do what I can.”

 


 


* * *

 


 


Geneva made plans to visit Miranda, to see
how she was bearing up. She took breakfast in her room since her
brother had already left to ride to the tenant farms, and she had
no desire to sit in the dining room with Norah. As she went out the
front door, she saw a carriage roll to a stop just outside.

From all the weeping and wailing coming from
within, she would have thought someone was in deep mourning. The
footman opened the carriage door and she saw Lord and Lady Rycroft
step out. It was Norah’s mother who was crying. There was no way to
escape being seen, so she squared her shoulders and prepared to
greet them.

“Good morning. Lord Rycroft, Lady
Rycroft.”

“Oh, where is she?” Lady Rycroft wailed
without returning the greeting, waving a handkerchief. “She’s
alive! Where is my precious girl?” She flew up the steps, followed
closely by her husband, who nodded in Geneva’s general
direction.

The door opened and closed and Geneva
listened, waiting for the next sound. The suffering wail turned
into an ear shattering cry as mother and daughter were reunited.
Shaking her head, Geneva took a deep breath and walked down the
steps.

Once at the stable, she thought about what a
perfect day it was for a ride. The groom was saddling her mare, and
as she gazed around, she saw her brother in Merry Miss’s stall,
gently brushing the glossy black coat. “I thought you were riding
out to the tenant farms this morning,” she said as she stood by the
stall door.

“I am,” he replied absently, no hesitation in
his brushing motion, “but I got no farther than the stable. Are you
going out?”

“To Allynthorpe,” she replied quietly,
inwardly wincing.

Hawk stiffened, his hand pausing momentarily
with the brush, but said nothing. Taking a deep breath, he
continued brushing.

“I will take Merry Miss with me,” she
offered, and he nodded.

Geneva’s mare was soon saddled, and she moved
from the door, pausing, then turned back. “I miss her, too.” She
mounted and Hawk brought Merry Miss from the stall, passing the
reins to his sister. He ran his hand over the filly’s back, slowing
as he moved across the long scar on her flank. Then he was astride
Rogue, riding away, demons at his heels.

 


 



Chapter 3

 


 


The messenger from Southampton returned late
the day after he was sent out, bringing a reply to the hurried
letter dispatched by Lady Burnleah. The Kingswood family eagerly
awaited their granddaughter’s arrival, and Miranda was eager to be
gone from Salisbury, even for a few days. It was much too difficult
being so close to Lord Hawk.

She was losing her mind—she was certain of
it, and wondered how she would ever survive. At first, she barely
left the sanctuary of her room, crying and mourning over the loss
of her marriage. Her grandmother was compassionate and
understanding, doing her best to draw her granddaughter away from
her self-imposed seclusion.

She toured the stately, old manor house, and
saw, for the first time, a portrait of her mother, the only
one—save a miniature—that had been hidden and was thus protected
from her grandfather’s wrath. Tears came unbidden as she saw a
resemblance to her mother; the shape of her face and curve of her
mouth, her sable-brown hair. With her grandmother’s blessing, the
painting found a place of honor in her bedchamber.

Uncle Burnleah was equally supportive,
walking with her in the garden, telling her stories of his
childhood years with her mother and giving her his newspapers to
read. He put her mind to playing chess, forcing her to concentrate
on things other than her loss as Lord Hawk’s wife and the Countess
of Hawk.

Geneva came to visit after several days,
bringing Merry Miss with her, their reunion marred by tears, yet in
the midst of their sadness they found a common ground through each
other’s misfortune with love. They were no longer sisters, but they
shared a bond of friendship. They sat in the garden having tea, the
sweetness of early summer blossoms drifting around them.

“The servants are grieved that you left,”
Geneva told her as she stirred her tea. “The gloom over the house
is quite measureable.”

“Thank you,” Miranda murmured, fingering the
handle on her cup. “I miss . . . everything.”

Geneva gazed at her knowingly. “You look
weary.”

“I am,” Miranda sighed, afraid to ask what
she truly wanted to know.

“My brother is as well as you are. He bade me
give you a message; he seeks to divorce Norah and contacted the
morning after Norah returned.”

Miranda felt the emotions rising upward even
as she pushed them down. “He made similar promises to me years ago
and broke them. Why should I believe him now?”

“This time it’s different.”

“Is it? He abandoned me because of Norah, and
here she is again, between us.”

Geneva placed her hand over Miranda’s. “It is
different. He has had a taste of what a true marriage is. He can
have happiness with you. He never could with Norah.”

“How can you be so sure?”

“My brother isn’t the man he was six years
ago. Norah hurt him deeply and he won’t forget that.”

Miranda’s words were a sigh on the breeze. “I
hurt him, too.”

Geneva barely heard the pain-filled words.
“Oh, my dear sister, your intentions were never to harm him. You
are far and away different from Norah. She humiliated him and
trampled his pride, but with you, he was whole again.”

Looking away, Miranda struggled with the
maddening anguish, stiffening her chin as tears filled her eyes.
“That cannot be.”

“He told me so. He thinks of you every waking
moment and is working with Mr. Farnham to free himself from Norah.
Is there no way for you to trust him, to believe in him?”

“I believed in him once, but this is beyond
even him,” she replied honestly. “It may take years for him to get
a divorce—if the court agrees at all.”

“Perhaps some time away . . . a tour of the
lake district perhaps,” Geneva suggested softly, watching as
Miranda reached for the teapot, attempting to lift it with
trembling hands. “Allow me,” she said and took the pot, filling the
cups.

“Grandmother is taking me to Southampton in a
few days,” Miranda said, changing the subject, “to introduce me to
my father’s family. I hope they accept me.”

“Of course they will. You are Mr. Kingswood’s
daughter.”

A rustling in the bushes drew their
attention, and a wet, black nose emerged, followed by a face
framing tawny eyes. Shadow pushed through the shrubs and came to
Miranda, hot and panting, thrusting his head into her lap.

Smiling for the first time since leaving
Hawkesmier, Miranda pet him, scruffing his ears. “Somehow I knew
you would find me.”

Geneva returned home shortly before midday to
find Captain Faraday waiting for her. “Miss Kingswood is well,” she
told him before he could ask the question. “Aunt Burnleah is taking
her to Southampton later this week to meet her father’s
family.”

“That should do her well.”

“I pray so,” she agreed cautiously, knowing
that no matter how far the distance between them, nothing would
soothe Miranda’s pain . . . or her brother’s.

 


 


* * *

 


 


After Geneva’s departure, Miranda wandered up
to her bedchamber, finding that Maud had finished unpacking the
first of three trunks that had been sent from Hawkesmier and was
busily unpacking the second.

“Do you mind that I’m unpacking these?” Maud
asked.

“No,” Miranda replied quietly. “The trunks
cannot remain here forever.”

“Still, it has been but a few days.”

“You have been more than patient,” she said,
disappearing into the dressing room where she saw her gowns neatly
hung and the shelves filled with boxes of hats and shoes.

“Miranda? Come see this!”

Curious, Miranda walked around to look inside
the trunk. On the bottom was the box of Aunt Shefford’s jewelry she
had returned to Lord Hawk. “How—when—?”

“His lordship told me he sent down a trunk
that morning to be delivered with everything else.”

Miranda watched as Maud lifted the box from
the trunk and set it on
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