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        Hertfordshire, Summer 1889

      

      

      

      "Cara, you must not leave! I'm begging you to stay a little longer." Hannah gripped my wrist so tightly that my hand began to throb and turn purple. Her bright blue eyes implored me as fiercely as her words. "Sylvia's hysteria will drive me mad if I don't have your company to keep me sane."

      I'd already been at Frakingham House for a week, after sending the escaped spirits back to Hell. It had proven to be long enough. Hannah was right, and Sylvia's current glum mood was infecting everyone. Everyone, that is, except her uncle. I'd decided to leave the following day, but only told Hannah so far. I'd not expected her to provide an obstacle to my departure.

      "What about Jack?" I asked. "Surely you newlyweds want to spend some time together on long walks in the sunshine? That will give you some peace."

      "Jack's too busy for long walks. His absence during our honeymoon means there's a backlog of estate business waiting for him, and there's no one to assist him, with Tommy gone." She swiveled to face me more fully on the sofa. Her hand moved from my wrist to my elbow, allowing the blood to resume flowing.

      I flexed my tingling fingers. At her distressed look, I gave her a sympathetic smile.

      Her eyes narrowed and hardened. "I know that look, Cara Moreau."

      I tried to make my expression a picture of innocence. "I haven't said anything yet."

      "You're about to offer me sympathy then tell me Sylvia will probably only mope for another day or two, which we both know isn't true."

      She was right there. It would be some time before Sylvia returned to her normal, bouncy self. Her heart was broken; Tommy had been banished from Freak House by her uncle, August Langley. As someone whose heart would forever bear the scars of a love lost, I knew how she felt. She might never be the same again. I knew I wouldn't be, but it seemed I was better at containing my emotions compared to Sylvia. I saved all my tears for when I was alone at night, and didn't talk about Quin to the others. Much. Certainly not as many times as Sylvia lamented Tommy's absence.

      "And then you'll tell me your niece needs you," Hannah went on, "when, in fact, I know you haven't had any correspondence from Emily in four days."

      I swallowed my guilt. She'd picked out my lie before I'd even offered it. "It's difficult for me to listen to Sylvia go on and on about Tommy when I'm feeling somewhat bruised by Quin's departure." Bruised was an understatement. My heart felt like it had been ripped from my chest, stomped on, shredded, and shoved back in. At least Sylvia had a chance of seeing her heart's desire again.

      "I do sympathize." Hannah's face softened. "But with you gone, and Jack out all day, the only person of any sense that I can speak to is Bollard, and a conversation with him is a one-way street." She shot a glance up at the central rosette on the ceiling where, two levels above us, Bollard would be assisting Langley with his latest experiment. "Besides, he still makes me a little nervous."

      I sighed. I was out of excuses.

      "I also have a suggestion to keep us both occupied and your mind off…" She blinked and looked away.

      "Something other than playing intermediary between Sylvia and Langley? It will have to be very good, Hannah. I do miss Emily and the children."

      "I know." Her voice was heavy with understanding. "We have some research to conduct. Here, this will explain everything." She pulled out a letter from the pocket of her skirt and handed it to me. "It's from Charity and Samuel. Oh, this letter was delivered today too. It's for you."

      It was from Nathaniel Faraday, according to the return address. It was the second one that week, and I had yet to respond to the first. I set it aside and opened the other.

      The first part of the letter mentioned that Tommy was helping Charity and the other teachers at the orphans' school. "Thank goodness for that," I muttered. "He's well suited to be a teacher there, although hopefully it's only temporary."

      "You think August will calm down and ask him to return?" Hannah looked up at the ceiling again.

      "He'll come to his senses when he sees that Sylvia isn't recovering from her heartbreak."

      "He has to come out of his laboratory to see her, and he hasn't done that all week. Except to berate her yet again over her 'foolish and disgusting display with a servant,' as he called it."

      I'd heard him say those exact words too. He'd followed it up by reiterating that she had until Samuel and Charity's wedding to find herself a suitable husband or he'd find one for her. Poor Sylvia. She'd run from the room sobbing. She knew as well as anyone that August Langley meant every word. While he might have allowed her to marry a man who wasn't wealthy or titled, he certainly wouldn't allow his hard-fought social status to sink by having his niece run off with a fellow who used to be the footman.

      I pointed to a line on the letter that said Tommy seemed content with his role, although he hoped to one day return to his friends at Frakingham House. "Have you informed Sylvia?"

      "I have. Read on. There's more."

      The next part of the letter contained news of Charity and Samuel's wedding plans; the ceremony was to be held at Samuel's ancestral home in three weeks. They then asked if they could stop at Frakingham House after the wedding, since Langley and Bollard had declined the invitation due to Langley's incapacity.

      "Are you going to have them here?" I asked Hannah.

      "Of course. Not that I think August deserves special attention. He could have gone to the trouble to attend the wedding, Bollard would be there to assist him."

      "I think large groups of people make him anxious."

      She sniffed. "We should endeavor to venture into territory that makes us anxious from time to time. It's good for building fortitude."

      I said nothing. Hannah had an adventurous spirit and had been confined to an attic most of her life. It was no wonder she didn't understand why some people preferred solitude and confinement.

      "That's not why I showed the letter to you," she said. "The final page is most enlightening."

      The name Myer jumped out at me. I read quickly, then read it again. "This is interesting." While Charity was busy with teaching and wedding plans, Samuel had decided to fill his time conducting some research into Everett Myer, our acquaintance who was last seen entering the portal at the Frakingham Abbey ruins. He could have been anywhere by now, in any realm. He might have even been dead.

      Hannah leaned over my shoulder and pointed to the same line that had intrigued me. It wasn't something Samuel had discovered about Everett Myer, but rather his wife, Edith. Or, more accurately, her family. "They all died very suddenly," she said. "They were poisoned."

      "Soon afterward, she married Myer." I lowered the letter to my lap. "That is suspicious. Do you think he killed them?" A shudder rippled through me, chilling my bones.

      "I don't know. For all that I don't like him, he doesn't seem like a cold-blooded murderer."

      "Yes, but they were poisoned. It's easier to commit murder when one doesn't have to get blood on one's hands."

      Hannah blinked owlishly at me.

      "So I suspect."

      "I'm not sure that I agree with that sentiment," she said. "Anyway, Samuel says it was ruled suicide. I'm sure the coroner thoroughly investigated before coming to that conclusion."

      I agreed. "Particularly because they were a prominent family." Edith Myer's father had been a partner in the banking firm, Hatfield and Harrington. His wealth had been vast and his heiress's hand in marriage highly sought after. Everett Myer had been fortunate to capture her, considering his own background was unspectacular. It was difficult to see what he'd brought to the union.

      "What else did Samuel say?" I asked as I read further.

      "He hasn't got time to look into it, but suggests we should learn everything we can about the deaths."

      I handed the letter back to her. "And how do we do that?"

      "There are some old newspapers in the attic from around that time. We could see if they contain anything." Her eyes twinkled, and I knew she had something more adventurous in mind. "And we could pay a visit to the delightful Detective Inspector Weeks."

      I pulled a face. Weeks was a sycophant and a generally odious man. The sycophant part could be of help, however. The odious part would have to be endured. "Surely he won't know anything about it. It was a long time ago, and I don't believe he's ever worked in London."

      "He could write to the coroner and ask for details of the investigation."

      "Won't that seem suspicious after all this time?"

      She shrugged one shoulder. "Perhaps, but who will mind? Besides, we'll help him think up a convincing story."

      "After we convince him first."

      She smiled ever-so charmingly. "I've found Inspector Weeks to be quite accommodating toward Sylvia in the past. As the new lady of Freak House, I suspect he'll be as equally accommodating to me."

      I grinned. "You're probably right. If nothing else, it'll get us out of the house for an afternoon and take my mind off…"

      Her smile faded and she touched my hand. "I'll be up in the attic looking through newspapers. Join me when you've read your letter."

      I frowned, and it wasn't until she nodded at the letter I'd discarded on the sofa beside me that I remembered. "Oh yes. Nathaniel."

      "He's a good man and he likes you."

      A combination that was quite rare, I'd found. While I was deemed pretty enough by most gentlemen of means, I was considered too "exotic" to be marriageable.

      She winked as she rose. "Besides, he's terribly handsome and charming."

      "He's also available," I muttered as I opened the letter. Not at all like Quin, who was condemned to Purgatory where he performed warrior duties for the administrators.

      I swallowed down the lump in my throat. I must not dwell on him and his circumstance. It would only bring tears and more heartache, and I preferred to save those for the evenings when I was alone.

      Hannah left me in the sitting room, and I read the letter. It was short and to the point. Nathaniel's last letter had asked me when I would be returning to London, and if he could see me when I did. My response had been that I wasn't sure, as my family had removed themselves to Jacob's estate for the summer. Now he was asking if he could visit me there, or at Frakingham if I remained with the Langleys for any length of time.

      I folded the single page and slumped into the depths of the sofa with a sigh. I liked Nathaniel, just not in the way that everyone wanted me to. While he was charming, handsome and kind, as Hannah had pointed out, he was no substitute for Quin. I didn't want to receive his attentions because I couldn't return them with any sincerity. Besides, the last time I'd seen him, he'd been disbelieving of the supernatural. If he found out I was a medium, he might think me mad altogether. Perhaps that would be a way to discourage him.

      "Cara? Cara…there you are!" Sylvia plopped down on the sofa with a rustle of silk skirts. Her blonde curls danced artfully around her sweet oval face in a way that made my dark tresses seem lackluster and heavy. If it weren't for her swollen nose and red eyes, she would have looked very pretty.

      "Can I help you with something?"

      "You can indeed." She nodded at the letter in my hand. "Is that from Charity and Samuel?"

      "No." I didn't tell her who it was really from. I didn't need another lecture on how Nathaniel Faraday was perfect for me. Despite her own love for someone as unsuitable as Tommy, she still didn't see how I could love someone like Quin over Nathaniel. "Hannah just showed me the letter from Samuel. The information about the Myers was most enlightening, don't you agree?"

      She waved that topic away with her handkerchief. "He's safe and sound at the school, thank goodness. I've been so worried he'd fallen into his old ways again, or just…wandered off." It seemed she wasn't prepared to discuss topics other than Tommy.

      She dabbed her handkerchief to the corner of her eye, and I saw that it was indeed watery.

      I closed my hand over hers on her lap. "He wouldn't wander off. Of course he'll stay somewhere that he can be found easily. Charity and the others will see that he's kept busy. There's no chance he'll resort to thieving or living on the street again."

      "Yes, of course. He wouldn't stoop to such depths when there are other choices available to him." She sniffed again. "So, will you do it?"

      "Do what? You haven't yet asked me anything."

      "Write to him, of course."

      I tilted my head. "On your behalf?"

      "No, on your own, silly. As one friend to another, the way you would to Charity or anyone else." She patted my hand and gave me a benevolent smile that would have pleased the most pious nun. "It would be nice if you mentioned a little about me in your letter. Perhaps you could tell him that I think about him. That my heart is true."

      "Sylvia, is that wise?"

      "Oh yes! It would sound better coming from you."

      It wasn't what I meant, but she prattled on and I shut my mouth.

      "Perhaps you could mention that I'm showing courage under very trying circumstances." She let go of my hand and smoothed out the non-existent wrinkles in her skirt. "Also that I'm being held against my will."

      "But you're not."

      "I'm not allowed to go to London. I might as well be kept prisoner in my room if I cannot visit him."

      "Or go shopping."

      "Precisely. You do understand me, Cara."

      I somehow kept my smile from breaking out.

      "Tell him not to give up hope." Her chin shuddered. "Tell him Bollard is doing his best to convince Uncle that he should allow Tommy to come home."

      He was? While I knew the dour mute cared for Sylvia as if she were his own niece, I didn't think he'd jeopardize his position for her over this. Bollard may be more than a confidant and assistant to Langley, but he was still only a servant in his master's eyes. He was still walking a precarious line by standing up for the couple.

      "Tell Tommy that I am doing my best," Sylvia went on. She turned those big watery eyes to me and my heart softened. "I care very much for him. I love him, Cara. You know what it's like. You understand that I'll do anything to be with him. Don't you?"

      I kissed her damp cheek. "I do."

      "Then please write to him. Assure him that if I cannot convince Uncle…" She shook her head.

      "That you'll what? Run away with Tommy? Sylvia, are you certain that's what you want?"

      "It's not what I want." Her vehemence had me jerking away from her. "I want Tommy to live here, with me, in his home. But I will leave here if I have to. I will, Cara."

      "So I see."

      "But I don't think it's wise to tell Tommy that. Not yet."

      I frowned. "Why not?"

      "Because he'll disappear without telling anyone where he's going."

      She was right. Tommy was a gentleman, and he adored her. He would do what he thought was best for her, even if he thought walking away was the right thing to do. On the surface, perhaps it was. She would continue to live here in comfort, under Langley's protection. She would have a home for life. But she would be miserable.

      I knew it better than most. At night, when I lay in bed and contemplated my future, there was nothing but a yawning expanse of nothing ahead of me. Without Quin to share my life, it was simply an endless stretch of days, minutes and seconds, strung together one after the other.

      I drew in a deep breath and pushed my own melancholy aside. I now had two things to focus on that didn't involve Quin. Discovering what happened to the Hatfield family, and helping Sylvia and Tommy be together. After that, I would find something else to do. I could conquer this melancholy. I could live a fruitful, interesting life without him. It would just be lived alone.

      "I'll write to him this evening," I told her.

      "Why not now?"

      "I need time to consider what to say. Besides, I promised Hannah to help her in the attic. There are some old newspapers up there we want to check for news of the Hatfield family deaths."

      "Can I come? Please let me join you. I need a distraction."

      I grinned. "Of course. But on one condition. You do not mention Tommy."

      She considered this then nodded. "As long as you don't mention Quin."

      "When have I mentioned Quin?" I thought I'd been very quiet about him, in fact, and kept my feelings to myself.

      "Not with words," she said, rising. "With your eyes. They're all sad and filled with hopelessness."

      I refrained from telling her that I couldn't mention Quin with my eyes, but decided it was best to leave the entire discussion alone and focus on the task ahead. It would be best for both of us.
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      "Here's another one," Hannah said, adding a newspaper to our collection of two others.

      Sylvia and I joined her at the small table that we'd cleared of knickknacks and read the article. All three articles had appeared on the front pages, and all were rather sensational in their reporting, describing how the bodies had been found and the reaction of the neighbors and police alike.

      Sylvia shuddered. "It reminds me of those horrible Jack the Ripper murders last year."

      "It's nothing like those," I said. "They were committed in Whitechapel for starters, not Mayfair, and the victims were horribly mutilated. This appears to be poison or something…less gruesome."

      Hannah gasped. "How awful. Did they ever catch the murderer?"

      I blinked at her, momentarily forgetting that she'd been living in an attic at the time of the Ripper murders with no outside communication. They'd been the topic on everyone's lips and the focus for the journalists and newspapers for some time. "Unfortunately not, but there's been no murders of that nature since, thank God."

      "This is new," Sylvia said, pointing to a paragraph in the middle.

      I read it and was about to say something when the light coming through the doorway was blocked. "There you all are," Jack said. "I've been looking for you everywhere." He joined us and kissed his wife. She smiled at him and looped her arm around his waist. "There must be something interesting up here to have all three of you sifting through the dust. Sylvia in particular."

      His cousin put her hand on her hip and shot him a glare. She waved a newspaper in front of him.

      "We're researching the Hatfield family's deaths," Hannah told him.

      "Edith Myer's family?" He peered down at the paper. "What have you discovered?"

      "Not terribly much," I said. "The deaths of Mr. and Mrs. Hatfield occurred a mere two months before Edith married Myer. They died from poison, which they drank directly from bottles clearly marked 'poison.'"

      "Suicide."

      "That's the conclusion everyone drew."

      "I don't necessarily agree," Sylvia said.

      "Nor do I."

      She seemed surprised and pleased that she'd jumped to a reasonable conclusion that the newspapers, and perhaps the police, seemed to have missed.

      "Two of the maids died too!" Hannah gasped as she read to the end of the article with Jack. "So…murder and suicide?"

      Jack glanced over the other two articles. "It's not entirely unreasonable that all four committed suicide. A lovers' pact, perhaps, or…" He waved his hand in the air then shrugged. "No, I can't think of any reason why the maids would kill themselves."

      "I'm not sure your lovers' pact holds water either," Hannah said. "I know I've lived a sheltered life, but four?"

      Sylvia nodded. "I agree with Hannah. Even three seems somewhat…complicated."

      Jack's eyes danced with mischief, and I suspect he held back a retort for my sake, the only female in the room that he wasn't related to.

      "So we're back to either murder-suicide, or four murders." Hannah chewed on her lip. "Perhaps the maids hated their employers, killed them, then killed themselves because they knew they'd be discovered and it would distress their families too much to think of them as murderesses."

      "Or perhaps the maids were the lovers and Mr. and Mrs. Hatfield discovered their tryst then dismissed them from their positions." Sylvia nodded emphatically. "I do like that theory."

      Jack eyed her cautiously. "Your theory is interesting, if somewhat macabre."

      Hannah and I exchanged worried glances. Sylvia's doomed lovers theories were most unlike her. We'd best keep our eye on her over the coming days and weeks.

      "There is, of course, the most obvious theory," I said. "That Myer himself somehow killed them all."

      "But why kill the maids as well as the parents?" Hannah asked.

      "Perhaps they saw him direct the Hatfields to drink the poison."

      "Hypnosis." Sylvia pressed her fingers to her lips. "Oh my. Yes, of course. He hypnotized them and forced them to kill themselves. That is diabolical."

      "And yet plausible," Jack muttered. "You're probably right about the maids. They realized what he was doing and had to die too."

      Sylvia plopped down on a chair covered by a dusty sheet. Her dress would get filthy, but she didn't seem to care, or notice. "What should we do with this information? Go to the police?"

      Jack snorted. "They won't believe our theory. Besides, too much time has passed. As far as they're concerned, the matter was laid to rest years ago. They're too busy to reopen old cases."

      "But he cannot be allowed to get away with this," Hannah said. "It doesn't seem fair somehow."

      "We could tell his wife what we suspect."

      We stared at him in silence as we thought through his idea. I was the first to speak. "Surely she has considered it already. She possibly even confronted him over it. She knows he's quite capable of the hypnosis side of things."

      Hannah nodded. "Perhaps that's why she hates him now."

      "So why not divorce him?" Sylvia asked. "Or just leave him?"

      I shrugged. "Fear?"

      "But she doesn't seem all that afraid of him," Hannah said.

      "True. In fact, it's he who avoids her. Perhaps he has suggested through hypnosis that she must never leave him. Is that even possible?"

      "I don't know," Jack said. "We could ask Gladstone."

      I leaned my hip against the table and scanned the newspapers again. What we needed to do was speak to Myer. He wouldn't admit to anything, of course, but we might know if he was guilty or innocent from his eyes or his mannerisms. While he was secretive, whenever we confronted him over his secrets, he often divulged more information than we hoped for.

      The problem was Myer had disappeared through the portal, according to the ghost who'd seen him enter it. He was free. Perhaps that was his intention all along—escape his crimes by traveling to another realm. Except he hadn't been found guilty on this realm yet; he hadn’t even been a suspect until now.

      "Cara, you're right." Jack's dark voice had us all looking at him.

      "But I haven't said anything."

      "I know what you're thinking."

      Hannah's jaw dropped and she stared at me. "Cara, is that wise?"

      "I haven't spoken!"

      Sylvia glanced between us all. "What? Why am I always the last to know?"

      "Cara thinks we ought to open the portal and find him," Hannah said, turning a hard glare onto me.

      I thought it rather unfair to be condemned for thinking something.

      "And I agree with her," Jack said.

      "What?" Hannah and Sylvia both exploded.

      "That is the most foolish thing I've ever heard you say," Hannah told her husband.

      "Sweetheart." He reached for her hands but she jerked them away and thrust them on her hips.

      "Do not 'sweetheart' me. Promise me you won't open the portal, Jack."

      He appealed to me, but I held up my hands. I wasn't going to get involved. What I was going to do was find a quiet place to think things through.

      I left the three of them arguing in the attic, both women against Jack. He watched me go with a resigned twist of his mouth.

      I headed up to the tower room and sat in the window embrasure. The summer sun bathed the countryside in muted light, softening the green of the grass and the blue of the sky. Usually I avoided these quiet, contemplative moments during the day because my thoughts always headed in the one direction—Quin. But this time I allowed myself to wallow in the peace and let my mind wander.

      I could summon him and ask him to find Myer for us. Would the administrators let him do that upon our request? Surely if Myer was a threat in another realm they would have sent Quin to fetch him already. Perhaps. I wasn't entirely sure how the rules worked or the degree of interference the administrators had.

      We didn't actually need Quin to open the portal. Myer had the book of spells but we possessed a page with the spell to open the portal. But even if we opened it and climbed through, how could we be certain we'd end up in the same realm Myer traveled to? I sifted through the pros and cons in my head but it really only boiled down to one on each side.

      Cons: It was dangerous.

      Pros: It would give me something to do—and I might see Quin again.

      That settled, I went to find the others. Sylvia was nowhere to be seen, but I found Jack and Hannah still in the attic, their backs to one another. Hannah looked close to tears. I went to her and she gave me an arched look that lasted only a moment before her lip wobbled.

      Her sniff had Jack spinning round. "Hannah," he murmured, gathering her in his arms. He tucked her head beneath his chin. "Don't cry."

      "It's too dangerous," she said. "I don't want you to do it, but I know you. You'll go anyway because you think you must."

      "He won't," I said before he could respond. They both looked at me. "Hannah is right," I told him. "She needs you here. You have a life to build together. Samuel and Charity too," I said when he opened his mouth to speak. "And Tommy is not yet fully recovered from his injuries and may never be. I'll go."

      "You will not!" Hannah said, pulling away from Jack.

      "Agreed." His face darkened and I could see the steel of the man I would have to convince to stay behind while I went through the portal.

      "I want to," I told them. "I'd like to see the other realms, for one thing. And secondly…" I sighed. "Moping about here is not doing me any good. I need…activity."

      "Take up croquet," he snapped. "Or horse riding."

      Hannah's face softened. "It doesn't mean you'll get to see him, you know. Wherever he is."

      "I know. But…" I shrugged. "I want to go regardless."

      "No," Jack said. "It's too dangerous for a woman."

      Hannah dug her elbow into his ribs. "It's too dangerous for a man, too."

      "I'll leave you two to think about it." I turned away. "But you can't stop me."

      My exit was blocked by a very stern looking Sylvia. I'd never seen her mouth set in such a determined line, not even when she was haggling over the price of a new gown with the seamstress. "I knew you'd do this," she said, not letting me past.

      "I'm glad you overheard," I told her. "It saves me explaining my reasons again. I am going through, Sylvia. Please fetch the parchment with the spell on it."

      She didn't move. "You are so stubborn, Cara, and Jack is little better." Her eyes flashed at her cousin beyond my shoulder.

      "I've decided Jack isn't coming. The parchment, please, Sylvia."

      "And if I don't give it to you?"

      "I'll search your room until I find it."

      She made a huffing noise. "Well, for once, I am ahead of you."

      Damnation! "Have you hidden it elsewhere?"

      She gave a defiant tilt of her chin. "Better. I'm going to stop you from entering the portal altogether."

      "How?"

      "I've summoned a secret weapon." She stepped aside, not to let me to pass, but to allow someone else through the doorway.

      "Quin!"
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      Quin gave a deep bow, hiding his initial reaction at seeing me. Of course, he had warning. I had none. I would have given Sylvia my sharpest glare if I hadn't been so intent on Quin. I consumed the sight of him, searching his bare shoulders for any new scars or signs of change. There were none. He was the same.

      My heart did a giant flip as my stomach dove. I was glad I hadn't eaten since breakfast, some three hours earlier. It would have been humiliating to throw up on his boots.

      He straightened, and I steeled myself for the longing in his eyes, an echo of my own. But there was nothing like that in their blue-green depths. His gaze skimmed over me, brisk and ice-cool, revealing none of his thoughts. It did not settle my stomach, or my heart.

      "Good day, Cara." That was it. Those three words were the entirety of his greeting. It was difficult to hide my disappointment, but I didn't have to. He'd already turned to the others.

      "Hannah," he said, bowing once more. "Langley."

      Jack stretched out his hand. Quin didn't hesitate to grasp it in greeting. They exchanged grim smiles.

      Hannah moved past us and kissed Quin's cheek. He looked startled to receive such a sweet gesture, but pleased nonetheless. I envied her ability to approach him. I was rooted to the spot and he did not come any closer to me.

      "It's good to see you again," Hannah said. "Sylvia, did you summon him?"

      "I did." She waved the rolled up parchment with the spells on it then marched into the attic to the table where the newspapers were spread out. She picked them up and handed them to Quin. "I knew Jack and Cara would insist on going through the portal unless a better option presented itself. I decided to take matters into my own hands and present the better option to them."

      Quin finally focused on me. His gaze turned colder, and if I hadn't shared a kiss with him and known that he loved me, I would have stepped back beneath its ferocity. There had to be a reason for him to act so distant toward me. Later, when we were alone, I would discover what it was. If we ever got to be alone.

      "That would have been foolish," he said. "And very dangerous."

      Jack bristled. "I'm not exactly a weakling when it comes to defending myself."

      Quin pinned Jack with his glare, but it softened somewhat. "I know, and I understand your need to learn more of where your mother came from. I was referring to Cara."

      I bit back a retort. My plan had been foolish and dangerous. That was why I'd been prepared to do it. I didn't think Quin would like that explanation, and I wasn't yet prepared to tell him I'd decided to go through the portal in the hope of meeting him on the other side. Or, at the very least, distracting myself from thoughts of him.

      "Come downstairs to the dining room for luncheon," Sylvia said, turning her back to us. "I sent word to the kitchen for food to be sent up before I summoned you. I know how hungry you always are upon arriving here. Oh, and your shirt will be ready by now too. I was much more prepared this time." She sounded pleased with herself as she headed toward the stairs.

      My heart sank even further. It was my job to see that Quin had everything he needed. He was my warrior. My disappointment was completely irrational and yet I couldn't shake it off; not even when Quin hesitated before following the others out of the attic. It was only a brief hesitation but it was long enough to give me hope that he did want to talk to me in private at some point. Just not yet. Hopefully by the time we were alone some of his frostiness would have melted.

      And I would have found my tongue. I hadn't spoken a word since announcing his name upon seeing him.
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      If I could cook beyond the simple basics, I would have enjoyed cooking for Quin and watching him eat. Even though Cook hadn't prepared a feast by her standards, she'd sent up cold game and ham by the platter full, warm loaves of bread, mashed potatoes, patés and steamed beans. He piled his plate high and ate with enthusiasm. As such, luncheon was a mostly silent affair.

      He'd dressed in a simple white shirt, sadly covering all that brawny muscle. Perhaps it was for the best, since I was wont to ogle and he seemed in a humorless mood. When we all reverted to the sitting room after our meal, I decided I'd had enough of his coolness. Getting him alone to talk, however, proved difficult.

      "Now that you've had time to think about what I told you," Sylvia said in this new, schoolmarm manner of hers, "will you find Myer for us and bring him back to face justice?"

      "Wait a moment," I said, palms up to slow her down. "Quin's job isn't to fetch people from other realms for our sake. You shouldn't have summoned him, Sylvia."

      I felt Quin's gaze on me before I glanced in his direction. It was no longer flinty, but it was still unreadable. "You don't want me here." His tone was flat. He did not pose it as a question.

      "That's not what I meant! Of course I—" I cut myself off before making a complete fool of myself in front of everyone. I clenched my hands into fists then after a deep breath, fanned them out across my lap. I hazarded a look in his direction, but he was no longer watching me. His attention was on the fireplace near where he stood.

      I drew in a deep breath. "What I meant was, we can't ask Quin to do something that might get him into trouble with the administrators of…of his realm." My friends didn't know that Quin originated from Purgatory. If Sylvia had, perhaps she wouldn't have called him.

      "I was given permission to come," he said quietly.

      "Oh. I see. So…you asked them and they just…said yes?"

      "The administrators are not asked. They simply know and grant release."

      "Does that mean Myer is causing a problem somewhere and you're expected to bring him back here?" Jack asked.

      "I don't know what the administrators know. They do not confide in me."

      Jack cleared his throat and frowned at me. What's wrong with him? he mouthed.

      I shrugged. I twisted my fingers in my lap, warring with myself. Should I ask him? Or should I assume it was related to Purgatory business and I was better off not knowing? In the end, my curiosity won out.

      But Sylvia got in first. "No time like the present. Let's go down to the ruins and Quin can go through the portal immediately." She picked up the parchment of spells.

      "Agreed." Quin pushed off from the mantel and strode to the doors leading directly out to the garden. He couldn't wait to get away from me.

      Tears stung my eyes as I watched him open the French doors. I hadn't expected him to recover from his love for me so quickly, or at all. Time had no meaning for him in Purgatory, so perhaps our last meeting had been relegated to a distant memory. Perhaps he no longer felt for me what he'd once felt.

      "Is there anything you need before you enter the portal?" Sylvia called after him.

      "I have my sword." He strode across the paved terrace and over the lawn. The sun glinted off the hilt of his sword and the white of his shirt dazzled. It made my eyes water. At least that's what I muttered to Hannah when she closed her hand over mine.

      "Sylvia," she said. "Stay here."

      Sylvia narrowed her eyes at me. "Are you sure that's wise?"

      "Yes," Hannah responded without hesitation.

      I slipped my hand from hers, gave her a nod of thanks, and took the parchment from Sylvia. I tucked it into my skirt pocket as best as I could, leaving the end poking out of the fabric folds. Quin's strides were long and he was already halfway across the lawn by the time I left the house behind. Dignity be damned. I picked up my skirts and ran after him.

      His pace didn't change. "Go back to the house, Cara. I don't need your assistance."

      "I'm not here to assist you."

      He said nothing, just forged ahead, his focus on the abbey ruins nestled on the edge of the lake like a peaceful folly. Yet they were no folly, nor were they peaceful.

      "I want to talk to you before you leave again." I grabbed his arm.

      He jerked away and kept walking, like he needed to get away from me. Well. It would seem I needed to slow him down somehow.

      I ran to catch up and when I drew alongside him, I promptly tripped over my own feet. His quick reflexes meant I didn't even land on my hands and knees. It also meant he stopped.

      With my elbows firmly in his grip, he helped me regain my balance. His gaze warmed and softened, but only a little. He let me go but did not stride off.

      "You do not play fair," he said, crossing his arms.

      "If I played fair, there would be no contest. You would win. I can't let you win this time, Quin. It's too important. Don't leave like this. Don't let me think you've forgotten me."

      "Forgotten you?"

      "Perhaps not forgotten. Overcome your feelings." There, that explained it. I bit the inside of my lip until I tasted blood.

      He merely grunted and strode off again. I grasped his arm and this time did not let go when he tried to jerk away. The movement only brought me crashing into his side.

      He tried to prize my fingers off, but I clung on. I was the picture of a desperate female and I ought to have been ashamed of myself. I was not.

      "Don't, Cara. Please. We cannot touch."

      "Why not?"

      His nostrils flared. His jaw hardened. I skimmed my fingers over the bunching muscles and, to my surprise, they relaxed. He heaved out a deep breath and closed his eyes.

      After a moment, he opened them again, but stared down at the ground, not at me. "Every time I come here, I must leave again. Twice now, I've come and gone from you—from this realm." His gaze flicked to me then darted away, as if checking if I'd noticed his admission. I'd noticed. My heart lifted. "Last time was…more difficult than the first."

      I flattened my palm to his cheek and was surprised when he leaned into it. "And you think this time will be worse."

      He inclined his head in a small nod.

      Oh, Quin. "It will be for me too." I placed my other hand on the other side of his face and forced him to look at me, but he still did not meet my gaze. "Yet I refuse to think of this encounter as a bad thing. It's a reprieve, of sorts. A few stolen minutes are better than nothing."

      He gave a small shake of his head. "It's too…hard."

      "Pretending we don't have feelings for one another isn't going to make it easier." I stroked my thumbs over his cheeks, tracing the smooth skin stretched over strong bones. "Ignoring me will only make me miserable."

      His gaze finally lifted to mine. I knew then that he had been as unhappy as I had since his departure. "I'd rather you were miserable and safe here than have you think you can find me, and happiness…elsewhere."

      It was my turn to look away. I lowered my hands, but he caught them. It would seem his determination not to touch me had melted away.

      "You were going to enter the portal to come to me, so Sylvia said." He nodded at the part of the ruins where the portal lay dormant and unseen to human eyes. "Why, Cara? Were you putting yourself in danger in the hope I would be sent to retrieve you?"

      "No!" Yes. Perhaps.

      It was his turn to grasp the sides of my face and gently force me to meet his gaze. "Don't. Don't do that. Never step through that portal. The chance of you ever seeing me on the other side is so small that it's almost nothing. You have more chance of seeing me here than elsewhere. It was a foolish notion. You're wiser than that, Cara."

      His admonishment stung, because he was right. He'd deduced the core of my reasoning without me even knowing it was the reason. I did feel like a fool, and now I felt worse because he saw me as one too. I closed my eyes, not wanting to see the accusation in his. Hot tears slid from beneath my eyelids and down my cheeks onto his hands. He caressed them away.

      Next thing I knew, I was being crushed against his chest, his arms pinning me, one hand on my lower back, the other at my shoulder. His heart thundered erratically against my ear, far louder than usual. It matched my own, smashing itself against my ribs.

      The embrace was a welcome relief but it wasn't enough. I tilted my face to peer up at him but I didn't get the chance to see him properly. His mouth met mine with a passionate kiss that did nothing to settle my heart; there was none of the sweetness of our other kisses. It was all primal passion, as if our gnawing hunger couldn't be sated any other way. It set my skin on fire and banished all thoughts from my mind, all cares. I had Quin in my arms again. Nothing else mattered.

      He broke the kiss. I groaned in frustration and tried to lean into him, but he held me at arm’s length.

      "People can see," he said shortly.

      "I don't care! My friends won't tell anyone."

      "The servants…" He swallowed. "Your reputation is too important." He let me go and strode off toward the ruins.

      "My reputation is irrelevant now."

      He stopped and swung round. "This is why I did not want to kiss you again. I should not have—" He dragged his hand through his hair and growled. "Cara." He settled his hands on my shoulders and peered into my eyes, all earnestness. "Promise me you will not throw away your future."

      "I promise."

      His gaze held mine for a long moment, then he gave a single nod and let me go. I trailed after him, pleased that I hadn't needed to lie. I did plan on having a fulfilling future. I would just spend it unmarried. To a man brought up with medieval ideals, he probably didn't think spinsterhood could be a satisfying state for a woman.

      We reached the ruins and wound our way through the scattered stones and the low, broken walls. The occasional blood spatter provided a grim reminder of the violence the abbey had witnessed both during its lifetime and after. The area where the portal lay hidden was a little cooler than elsewhere, but otherwise there were no signs that anything otherworldly was nearby.

      "Will you return with Myer?" I asked Quin as we stopped.

      "Unlikely. I'll send him back when I find him."

      And return to Purgatory. "What about the book of spells?"

      "It's an earthly book, not an otherworldly one. I'll leave it with him." He nodded toward the house. "After I go through the portal, you must fetch Jack and have him remove the book from Myer when he emerges. Keep it safe."

      "I'll make it my life's work," I assured him.

      He gave me a sad smile. "I know you will. Be careful, Cara. Stay safe."

      I bit the inside of my lip to stop it wobbling. I could only nod in response.

      He focused once more on the air where the portal was located. It was some time before he spoke again. "I don't know how long this will take. The administrators will guide me but time moves differently in all the realms. You may not have long to bring Jack here."

      "I'll fetch him directly."

      He took a step forward and I grasped his arm.

      "Quin, you made me promise that I would lead a fulfilling life, and I will ask something of you in return."

      "You want me to cross over," he said flatly. "That isn't my choice to make."

      "You can ask the administrators. Tell them it's time." He had never told me why he was in Purgatory or why he'd been chosen for warrior duties. At some point, I'd given up asking. At the time it didn't seem to matter, but it did now. "How can they refuse when you've served them well?"

      "We shall see."

      "Promise me you will not toss your future away," I said, throwing his words back at him.

      His jaw hardened. "It's not the same."

      "Quin—"

      "It's for the administrators to decide."

      Part of me rejoiced in the knowledge that he could forever be accessible to me in his warrior form. I could summon him if I needed to, and we could take snatched moments here and there. Yet it was no easy ride for him in Purgatory. From what I could gather, it was a place filled with punishments and endless tasks that he was required to complete. Quin now deserved to move on to his afterlife and the next phase of his soul's existence. If it weren't for me, he might already have done so.

      "Quin—" My words were cut off by his kiss. It was achingly gentle and filled with longing. I wanted it to go on and on.

      He broke away and pecked my forehead. "No goodbyes." He let me go. "Open the portal."

      I fished the parchment out of my pocket and unrolled it. I blew out a breath, then another.

      "Cara." Quin's voice held only quiet sympathy.

      I dared not look at him as I began reading the strange, ancient words. I wasn't even half way through the incantation when a strong breeze whipped around me, snapping at my skirts and tugging my hair. What was happening? The portal shouldn't be opening yet. The entire spell needed to be spoken for that to occur. I paused and looked to Quin for an answer.

      He backed away from the intense, swirling wind and drew his sword. "Get out, Cara!" he shouted at me over the loud whoosh of the wind. "Go to the house and lock the doors."

      Oh God. Nothing good ever came through the portal, except for Quin, and he was already here.

      "Go!"

      I turned and ran. I hadn't even left the ruins when I heard Jack's shout up ahead. "Cara! What is it?"

      "The portal…it's opening of its own accord!"

      "Go inside." He ran right past me, his otherworldly knife in his hand.

      "Be careful!" But he was already too far away to hear me.

      I stopped on the lawn and watched the scene unfold down at the ruins. Hannah joined me but not Sylvia. She peered through a pair of opera glasses.

      "Please be careful," she whispered.

      I clutched her hand and watched too. A figure came through the portal. It stumbled to the ground on hands and knees near Quin. Quin jumped back and raised his sword. "It appears to be a human form," I said.

      "My God." Hannah handed me the glasses. "It's Myer."

      I peered through the glasses. It was indeed the missing Everett Myer. He picked himself up and smacked dirt off his hands. He wasn't holding the book.

      "Come on," Hannah said, sounding relieved. "Let's see what he has to say."

      We walked quickly toward the ruins, only to stop again before we reached them. Another human figure was spat out of the portal beside Myer. This one landed on his feet in a fighting stance, a long sword in hand. He was shorter than Quin and Myer, but strongly built. He was naked from the waist up, his long blond hair gathered at the nape of his neck with a black ribbon.

      Quin's stance changed upon seeing the newcomer. Even from a distance I noticed his body tense. Although he didn't raise his sword, I knew he was poised to strike if necessary.

      I broke into a run. Hannah kept pace beside me and we didn't slow until we reached the ruins. Now that I was closer, I could see the scowl on Quin's face, the angry set of his mouth as he bared his teeth at the stranger.

      The stranger had been speaking, but broke off when he spotted us. He edged away from Quin, putting distance between them, and watched our approach with undisguised interest. His lips curled in a slick grin that sent a shiver down my spine.

      "Now I understand," he said in an accent similar to Quin's, a little harsher than the French I was used to from my father's speech. It was the accent of the upper classes from the middle ages who spoke both French and English, albeit a more archaic form than our modern languages.

      "What do you understand?" Jack asked, moving closer to his wife.

      "Don't engage him." Quin's voice was as hard as the steel in his blade, his gaze brutal as it bored into the newcomer.

      The stranger chuckled low in his chest. "Which one is yours, St. Clair? Or do they both belong to you?"

      Jack stepped forward, but Quin put his arm across his chest and Jack halted. The veins on Quin's neck throbbed. His nostrils flared. I suspected he was restraining himself from thumping the stranger.

      I glanced between Quin and the newcomer. "You know this…?" What was he? A man? Demon? Something else?

      Quin didn't answer me. He was so intent on the stranger that I wasn't sure he'd even heard me.

      "Myer?" I snapped. "Where did you go? Who have you brought with you?"

      "I, er…" Myer touched his throat where his collar ought to be. It seemed he'd lost it and his tie and jacket too. His shirt was
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