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A Dagger to the
Heart


PROLOGUE

England – November
1865

He sat astride his fidgety horse beside the
spymaster, Raven, who straddled his more controlled black stallion,
hidden by the darkness of night in an alleyway, watching as two men
slowly and stealthily approached the backdoor, of a townhouse,
presumably leading into Mr. Carroll’s study…the presumed
double-agent working both for the Crown and the Prussians.

“Are you certain that he is home?” Raven
asked in a raspy stage whisper, disguising his normal voice.

“Yes, Raven. He is home,” Dagger confidently
responded with cultured speech. He leaned slightly to his right,
inching his gloved hand down his leg, to check that his dagger was
where it should be hidden, tucked inside his boot. He felt the
ornate, solid brass hilt of the silver-plated blade.

“Did he receive any visitor tonight?” Raven’s
hood was pulled low over his forehead and the domino he wore
effectively concealed his identity from Dagger.

Dagger’s brow furrowed. “No. No one visited
Mr. Carroll except you, Raven, earlier tonight.” Dagger thought
perhaps his Superior was testing him. But Dagger had been fully
aware of the spymaster’s earlier visit and had given the
predetermined signal. He had initially been surprised to see Raven
sneak into Mr. Carroll’s townhome because he thought that Raven was
with the female spy, Tigress, at a rendezvous with Mr. Carroll’s
Prussian accomplice. But Dagger was new in the game of espionage
and knew not to question Raven.

Raven jerked his head toward Dagger but still
angled it so that Dagger could not see his full face. “What are you
saying, Dagger? I did not visit Mr. Carroll earlier
tonight.”

Dagger’s eyes widened. And then he groaned as
if he were in physical pain. “A hooded figure arrived, perhaps an
hour ago, and I assumed it was you. He gave me the coded signal.
So, I had no reason to doubt that he was you.”

“He gave you my signal signifying that
it was me?” Raven’s hoarse voice sounded incredulous.

“Yes, he raised his gloved fisted hand,
opened and splayed his five fingers before fisting his hand once
again. I responded with five splayed fingers, fisted hand and then
five splayed fingers as I was recently instructed to do in response
to your signal acknowledging that it was you.”

Raven remained silent as he was apparently
digesting what Dagger had said.

Then Dagger spied one of Raven’s men running
out of the house and toward the direction to where Dagger and Raven
sat astride their mounts. Within seconds, the man had traversed the
lengthy garden, agilely hopped over the low picket fence, landing
heavily onto the cobblestone street and stood beside Raven’s horse,
gasping for air.

“What is wrong? Where is Mr. Carroll?” Raven
demanded in his raspy voice without looking down at the winded man.
He continued to stare at the rear of the townhouse.

“Dead…he is dead…strangled.”

Raven visibly stiffened beneath his black
cloak. He shouted an order to Dagger to accompany him as he
speedily turned his horse around and galloped away from the
confused man watching his abrupt departure. Dagger immediately
complied, pulling on the reins and guiding his horse in the
direction to which Raven was riding. The two men rode at breakneck
speed, in the direction from whence Raven had just come, only
minutes earlier.

The hood of Raven’s black cloak fell off his
head and the cloak itself, billowing in the wind, resembled the
wings of a large black bird in flight. He pulled the domino off his
face to allow better visibility on this moonless night and
haphazardly tossed the cloth mask into the air.

Dagger furtively glanced at his companion and
nearly gasped. Whatever dire situation was spurring Raven forward
was obviously more important to him than preserving his anonymity.
Now Dagger knew who the man was who hid in the shadows, cloaked and
hooded in all black, as he delivered orders to the spies who
reported to him, the spymaster.

And, as the thundering hooves of the two
racing horses resounded on the cobblestone streets, breaking the
silence of the night, Dagger was stunned to realize that Raven was
Jonas Jacobs, the Earl of Huntington, and godson to the Secretary
of State for Foreign Affairs, Lord Clarendon.

Nearly an hour later, Raven and Dagger had
raced their steeds to the massive gate leading to the winding path
approaching the front of a manor. A wooden sign, hung at the top of
the wrought-iron gate, silently welcomed visitors to the Barry
Estate. There they halted their perspiring horses.

Raven turned to Dagger and succinctly stated,
“My wife…Tigress.”

Dagger blinked in surprise. He did not know
that the Earl had married and that he had married the American who
had agreed to serve as a spy for the British to ferret out a
double-agent. She was known as Tigress.

Raven did not need to elaborate further for
Dagger was fully aware that danger lurked, and he was now a trained
spy, albeit newly schooled, who would follow any orders given by
Raven. Dagger realized that their approach must be circumspect so
as not to alert anyone of their presence. Together, with horses,
neck and neck, they slowly walked their equestrian beasts down the
half-mile trek, visually scanning their surroundings as they
advanced toward the dark manor showing no signs of life.

Once they reached the stone steps leading to
the front door, Raven and Dagger quickly and silently dismounted
and the spymaster handed his reins to Dagger as he signaled for
Dagger to take the horses and enter through the rear of the
house.

Dagger nodded his understanding.

Raven hurriedly took the multiple steps, two
at a time, as he unhooked his cape to allow it to drop to the
ground, discarded, and cautiously approached the front portal.

Following Raven’s orders, Dagger pulled the
exhausted horses behind him as he quickly rounded the corner of the
massive stone manor. Near the kitchen entrance, he securely tied
the bridles of both horses to the sturdy branch of an old oak tree
dominating a small clearing separating the main house from the
stables. He paused, momentarily, listening for any sounds
indicative of another’s presence. He heard nothing.

Cautiously, he approached the wooden, scarred
door leading to the kitchen and as he stealthily crept, he pulled a
revolver out from where it had been hidden, beneath his jacket and
tucked into the waistband of his doeskin trousers.

No one was in the dark kitchen on this
moonless night, but he spied a door to the rear of the large,
functional room and near the massive hearth large enough for a man
to stand within. The door was slightly ajar and light from a gas
lamp or a lit candle illuminated the room beyond.

Dagger slowly moved forward on tip-toes with
his gun drawn and in readiness for the unexpected. Reaching the
door, he cocked his head, listening intently, but heard no sounds
beyond the portal. He inched around the open door and peered into
the small room.

An elderly man and an equally aged woman,
presumably servants by the garments they wore, lay on their cots,
asleep. But neither appeared to be sleeping by choice as their
hands and feet were bound with rope and their heavy breathing
suggested that they had been drugged.

Dagger decided to leave the couple as they
were and return later to untie them. Presently, both Raven and
Tigress needed him.

He quickly crossed toward the door he assumed
led to the dining room and bumped his knee against a barrel
positioned near the centralized work table where the Cook prepared
meals. The barrel scraped the floor and to Dagger, the scrapping
sound seemed to echo throughout the high- ceilinged room, loudly
announcing his presence. He nearly swore aloud for his clumsiness
and the pain it caused but he was traversing the kitchen in near
blackness, virtually blind.

He thought to return to the small room, where
the couple lay in drug induced repose, to retrieve the lit gas lamp
but he rejected the fleeting thought. He thought it best to
sneakily approach where the danger lurked, using the darkness for
concealment.

As he cautiously entered the dining room, a
lit gas lamp in the foyer drew him forward, somewhat guiding his
booted steps. Artfully and silently, he quickly crossed the lengthy
room to the double doors leading to the lit entrance hall. He
pressed his back against the interior wall of the large dining room
as he listened for any movement in the foyer. He heard no one
moving in the entranceway.

He crept forward, crossing the width of the
foyer, to inspect the front parlor. A blazing fire offered
flickering light to the otherwise darkened room. There was no one
there. But the cloying scent of perfume assailed his senses.
Somehow his instincts told him that the perfume did not belong to
Tigress but suggested the presence of a second female who preferred
the overpoweringly sweet scent.

He angled his head toward the staircase and
thought he heard muffled voices in the distance, on the second
landing. He crossed hurriedly to the stairs and began his cautious
ascent. The stairs creaked beneath each footfall and Dagger cringed
with each squeak, carelessly announcing his approach.

Then oddly, as he reached the top of the
staircase, he heard boisterous laughter. If it were Raven, the
spymaster, laughing, Dagger knew that he could not call out his
covert name for there might be present individuals who then would
learn that the Earl was Raven. But should he call out the Earl’s
real identity? He thought not. Yet, his gut told him that he needed
to announce his presence.

“Who goes there…?” Dagger shouted as he
approached the bedchamber with determined strides and gun drawn. He
could see an unconscious man with arms extended upward and hands
securely tied with a rope to the bedpost at the foot of a canopied
bed. The man’s shoulder was bandaged with a makeshift bandage and a
tourniquet was secured to his leg, but it appeared that his wounds
were still bleeding, profusely.

“Wait, Dagger, do not enter this room. I
shall join you in the hallway, at the top of the stairs.”

Dagger recognized the Earl’s voice and
abruptly halted, immediately complying with the spymaster’s
order.

Within seconds, the Earl, no longer in his
guise as Raven, strode with wide strides to where Dagger stood
patiently waiting. “Dagger, my wife…Tigress…has captured both Lord
Essington and his wife.”

Dagger’s eyes widened. “Your wife
captured…but…” Dagger had heard that the woman hailing from America
was rather good with firearms but to have captured two villains was
beyond amazing…and one, Lord Essington, who had been presumed dead.
No wonder she had captivated Raven and claimed his heart.

As if the Earl could read Dagger’s thoughts,
he interrupted Dagger’s stammer. “Yes, we all thought Lord
Essington to be dead. But he is our double-agent and
presently unconscious. But his wife, Lady Essington, is quite
alert.”

“Ah, and she would surely recognize me as she
has attended social functions to which I was present,” Dagger
softly uttered as he nodded, perfectly comprehending the situation
he was in. “Is Tigress unharmed?’

“Yes, she is fine.” The Earl beamed,
appearing rather proud of his wife. “Thank you, Dagger, for
accompanying me here tonight and for your assistance. My wife tells
me that one of my men, Beast, has been injured and lays unconscious
somewhere on the grounds. Could you seek him out and mend his wound
before riding to my country estate and ordering my men to bring my
carriage here to transport the prisoners to Newgate Prison?”

“Yes, of course, my Lord.” Dagger knew who
Beast was. He hailed from a section of London that no gentleman
generally visited. So, Beast would never encounter Dagger at a Ball
or soiree and learn of his real identity.

“And, Dagger, I trust…”

Dagger smiled an appealingly crooked grin.
“Your secret is safe with me, Raven. I would sooner die than betray
your confidence.”

The Earl planted both his hands onto Dagger's
broad shoulders. “Thank you, Dagger. I appreciate your loyalty to
me and to the Crown.”

Dagger nodded before turning and hurriedly
descending the stairs. He raised a gloved hand with five splayed
fingers, then a fist, and then again, five splayed fingers. “I
shall instruct your men to bring your carriage, posthaste.”

But firstly, Dagger needed to untie the bound
couple asleep in the small room and search the premises to find an
unconscious Beast.

Dagger was beginning to like this world of
espionage with its exhilarating aura of danger.


CHAPTER ONE

Five months later…April
1866

“You needn’t hide in the shadows, Raven. It
is not as if I do not already know your real identity. There is
chill in the air tonight. Come sit beside the fire with me and
enjoy a brandy.”

A chuckle resounded from the darkness beyond
the pool of light created by the blazing fire.

Then the seated man heard movement and the
clink of crystal as Raven poured himself a brandy from a decanter.
Then he crossed to the seat directly opposite to where the
welcoming host sat, relaxed, with his own brandy snifter in
hand.

The cloaked figure lowered his lean but
muscular frame onto the chair nearest his host and placed his
snifter onto the table to his right before slowly lowering his cowl
and removing his domino in one fluid motion. He began to speak in
Raven’s habitually raspy stage whisper to disguise his voice but
caught himself and chuckled, once again. “I fear it is a force of
habit to wear the disguise whenever I visit a fellow spy. There are
so few of you who know my real identity.” He lifted his snifter and
raised it in a silent toast before sipping the excellent brandy.
“How are you on this fair April evening, Dagger?”

“I am well and eager to begin a new mission.
Which is why I surmise you are here…to discuss a new covert
operation.”

“I am.”

“You look well, Raven, and no doubt enjoying
your newly married state. How is the countess?”

Raven smiled, lovingly, at the mention of his
wife. “She is well and…” His smile faded as he sighed. “She is also
eager to take part in this mission.”

Dagger blinked. “Tigress will be employed on
this mission?”

“Yes, much to my chagrin.” He shook his head.
“My strong-willed, determined wife and I have a pact. She will
continue in her role as Tigress until she is enceinte. I have
tried to impregnate my beautiful wife over these past few
months but alas, to no avail. Therefore, I have no choice but to
grant her wish to be a part of this mission.” Raven sipped his
brandy. “But if truth be told, this is the perfect covert operation
for my wife, who hails from America, since we will be dealing with
Americans.”

Dagger placed his snifter onto the table to
his left and leaned forward, resting his forearms on his toned
thighs. “This mission involves Americans? What Americans?”

Raven also placed his glass onto the table
and leaned forward with his elbows resting on the arms of the
high-back chair. “I employ many men, who work the docks, as
informants and one such man sent word that rumors are circulating
in the pubs and taverns. Apparently, a Confederate sympathizer has
been searching for and has found someone to assassinate the
Ambassador to the United Kingdom, Charles Francis Adams. Perhaps in
a similar fashion to how Lincoln was assassinated, nearly a year
ago, since it was Lincoln himself, back in 1861, who commissioned
Mr. Adams to be Envoy Extraordinary.”

“But why put credence in these rumors? It
could simply be a liquor induced tale told over jugs of ale and
nothing more.”

“And you may be correct. However, now that
the American Civil War has ended, the South has given birth to
fanatics unwilling to accept the outcome of the war. It is no
secret that Mr. Adams’ main duty was to ensure British neutrality
and to prevent our recognizing the Confederacy. I would venture to
say that the Ambassador has made his share of enemies.”

Dagger nodded as he was digesting what Raven
was explaining.

“Mr. Adams holds the most prestigious
position in the United States Foreign Service. Were he to be
assassinated, on British soil, it would place the Crown in a very
awkward and accusatory position. And if the hired assassin is
British, our relationship with the United States will be greatly
strained. We cannot let that happen. So, we must protect Mr.
Adams.”

“I understand. How am I to be of
service?”

“Mr. Adams is very best friends with an
American financier by the name of Alexander Covington of Kansas
City. His daughter, Aurora, is here visiting for a couple of months
and she addresses Mr. Adams as Uncle Charles. I should like you
to…become very friendly with her…in a discreet manner. You need to
be close to the Ambassador and your friendship with her will allow
near proximity to him.”

Dagger quickly interpreted what Raven was
describing as ‘very friendly’. Dagger was to show mildly romantic
interest in the woman but not in any way compromise the lady.

“And your wife’s role…?”

“She too will form a friendship with the
young lady who is close in age to Tigress. My wife is from St.
Louis and she is from Kansas City…two American ladies in London
should quickly form a friendship.”

“And how shall I meet this Miss Aurora
Covington?”

“Lord Clarendon and his wife will be hosting
a large dinner party, in two weeks, to which you and she will be
invited. Mr. Adams’ son, Charles, will also be in attendance with
his father, the Ambassador.”

Dagger had never been invited to the home of
the Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs. He was rather curious
about his lordship and looked forward to meeting the man to whom
Raven reported.

“Do you suspect anyone in Mr. Adams’ party to
be the sympathizer seeking revenge?”

“No. But we are looking closely at three
wealthy, young American men who have recently arrived from Boston,
here on holiday.”

“And will I be investigating them?” Dagger
queried.

“No, the spy, Fox, and I will conduct that
investigation. You must simply concentrate on Miss Covington.”

Dagger grimaced. “Let us hope that she is an
American woman who is as beautiful as your American wife.”

Raven smiled, wickedly. “There is no other
woman, American or British, who is as beautiful as my wife.”

Dagger tilted his head in silent agreement.
“Perhaps not, but hopefully, Miss Aurora Covington is passably
attractive which will make my task more palatable.”

Raven chuckled. “You can only hope.”


Chapter Two

“It is a great pleasure to meet you,
Countess. The glowing rumors of your beauty were not exaggerated,”
Elijah Sinclair, Viscount Gilchrist graciously murmured as he
perfunctorily kissed the gloved hand of the Countess of Huntington.
He lifted his eyes to her large brown eyes, slightly tilted at the
outer corners, smiled wickedly and…winked.

She blinked before slowly easing her hand out
of his grasp. “Lord Gilchrist…”

And then his lordship turned to the Earl of
Huntington and warmly greeted him. “Lord Huntington, I was not
aware that you were to be in attendance tonight but then, you are
Lord Clarendon’s godson and, undoubtedly, a frequent guest to his
home.”

“I am often a visitor but then one should
never assume that I will always be attending one of Lord
Clarendon’s parties,” Lord Huntington stated matter-of-factly. He
then peered directly into Elijah’s eyes as he solemnly added,
“Wrong assumptions and misinformation are often the bane of one’s
existence.”

Elijah frowned. The Earl was cryptically
telling him something, but he could not interpret the meaning.
“Indeed…”

“But please excuse us, Lord Gilchrist, as my
wife and I have not yet spoken with Lord Clarendon and his wife.”
The Earl offered his arm to his Countess who readily placed her
hand upon it and they began to slowly walk toward the host and
hostess.

The countess leaned into her husband and
whispered, “In meeting Lord Gilchrist I oddly felt as though he
could see into my soul and was privy to secrets, I held sacred
there. He winked at me, Jonas.”

Lord Huntington chuckled. “Lord Gilchrist is
a playfully sort and…” He looked about to ascertain that no one was
in earshot. “He is Dagger, my Love.”

She giggled. “Ah, then he is privy to
one of my secrets.”

“Yes, he knows both our secrets.”

“Then I accept his wink as a conspiratorial
gesture and take no offense. But what did you mean by that
cryptic remark regarding assumptions and misinformation?”

Lord Huntington chuckled. “Lord Gilchrist
will soon understand my implied meaning. And I will explain to you,
later in private.”

Elijah stood watching as the handsome couple
slowly crossed to where the host and hostess were greeting their
arriving guests. He grinned, thinking that the Earl, also known by
a select few as Raven, had been very blessed to find such a
captivatingly attractive woman for his wife. And one who
courageously shared in his profession…that of espionage.

But what was the Earl implying by his
ambiguous statement? Had Raven received misinformation about the
supposed assassin? Was there actually a killer intending to
assassinate the Ambassador or were the dockside rumors mere
fabrication?

A loud, stringent laugh interrupted his
thoughts and he whirled around to determine its source.

Standing in the center of the front parlor
and facing Elijah was a young woman perhaps five and twenty years
of age. A rather fleshy, rotund young woman who was laughing at a
comment made by her short, thin companion whose back was presently
to Elijah.

“Oh, Lord Peterson, you possess such a droll
sense of humor.”

“Miss Covington, my comment was not meant to
be humorous. You misinterpret my meaning.”

Elijah closed his eyes as he swallowed back
the disappointment he was suddenly feeling. This mirthful woman was
the person whom he sought and to whom he was assigned to develop a
close but thankfully, not intimate relationship.

“Oh, do forgive me, Lord Peterson, I truly
thought you were making an amusing observation.”

Miss Covington’s American–accented words
interrupted Elijah’s thoughts and he opened his eyes to further
examine the lady profusely extending her apologies. It was
imperative that he discern positive qualities about her which he
would find appealing and concentrate on those attributes to make
his interest in her believable…and his mission successful.

He closely examined her from head to toe. She
was more than pleasingly plump standing perhaps only five feet in
height, and the bright orange, rather garish evening gown she wore
did nothing to enhance her rather corpulent size. She did possess
large breasts with a very deep cleavage and Elijah thought perhaps
he could appear appreciative of her endowments.

Her hair was dark, resembling the shiny
plumage of a black bird, but the hairstyle she wore did not flatter
her round face. Her hair was parted in the middle and braided into
two thick braids coiled into two buns on both sides of her
head.

But she did possess large, green eyes and
they appeared to be her finest feature. However, the gold
wire-rimmed glasses she wore may have been magnifying the actual
size. But the greenish hue was most unique. He could sincerely
compliment her on the beauty of those eyes.

Slowly, Elijah inched forward to where Lord
Peterson was attempting to explain his earlier comment. But Miss
Covington still apparently found it amusing as she covered her
mouth with a plump hand in a futile attempt to suppress her
mirth.

“Good evening, Lord Peterson. What amusing
tale are you sharing as entertainment for this lovely lady?” Elijah
queried innocuously as he pretended not to have heard the earlier
exchange between the couple.

Lord Peterson stiffened. “I was not telling
an amusing tale. I was….” He sighed. “It is of no importance. Have
you met Miss Covington, Lord Gilchrist?”

“No, I have not,” Elijah politely replied as
he bent to offer a perfunctory kiss upon her plump proffered gloved
hand. “It is a pleasure to meet you. I am Elijah Sinclair, Viscount
Gilchrist.”

The lady tittered like a school girl before
bobbing a quick and somewhat awkward curtsey. “It is so nice to
meet you, my Lord. I am Virginia Covington, but all my dear friends
call me Ginny,” she purred, coquettishly.

Elijah blinked as he took a slight step
backward. “I beg pardon, Miss Covington, but I was told by Lord
Huntington and his wife, the countess, that an Aurora
Covington was here in England visiting the Ambassador. I was not
expecting a Miss Virginia Covington.”

Ginny giggled. “I can fully understand your
confusion, my Lord. I have been here touring England for the past
few weeks, visiting friends, and only just arrived here in London
today to spend the next several weeks with my ‘Uncle
Charles’.”

“Uncle Charles?” Lord Peterson mimicked.

Again, Ginny laughed, and Elijah had to admit
that her laughter was infectious. He was hard-pressed not to laugh
in response to her gaiety.

“The Ambassador is my father’s closest friend
and we, my sister and I, have always addressed him as Uncle
Charles.”

“Your sister…?” Elijah asked as he suddenly
realized his error and the misinformation to which Lord Huntingdon
had cryptically eluded. The corner of his mouth inched slightly
upward into a crooked grin.

“Yes, my sister is Miss Aurora
Covington. She has been here in London, visiting the Ambassador,
over the past few weeks and that is why her presence was known but
mine was unexpected.”

Elijah’s smile widened, revealing alluring
dimples. “I see. And is she as animated and mirthful as you
are?”

“No, I am not quite as boisterous as my
sibling.”

Elijah whirled around to face the husky,
American-accented voice speaking to his back. He froze at the sight
he beheld.

“I possess a sense of humor but am not as
gregarious as my elder sister.” Aurora smiled pleasantly at both
Elijah and Lord Peterson. “I fear that I am the more reserved
sister, more comfortable with my books than with gentlemen of the
peerage.”

She was perhaps one of the most exotically
beautiful women Elijah had ever met. And he felt as though she had
robbed him of all speech as he could not seem to move his tongue to
respond.

“Ah, do we have an American ‘bluestocking’ in
our midst?” Lord Peterson gaily asked.

Aurora tilted her head over her right,
slender shoulder, still smiling, before replying in her alluringly
throaty voice. “I do believe the term ‘bluestocking’ is an
offensive term directed at an intelligent woman who enjoys reading,
is that not so, my Lord?” She glanced at Elijah before adding,
“Unless of course the term has different meaning here in the United
Kingdom than it does in America, Kansas City to be specific.”

The raspy vocal quality of her voice caressed
Elijah’s body like a balmy breeze. He chuckled before finally
finding his voice. “You are correct, Miss Covington, the term is
most definitely derogatory. But I do not believe that his lordship
meant any intentional offence.”

Ginny laughed, heartily. “Oh, no, Lord
Peterson is immensely droll, Aurora, and I am quite certain that he
was teasing you.”

Lord Peterson began to stammer. “N-no,
I-I…”

Aurora softly laughed. “No offence was taken,
my Lord.” She proffered her hand to him which he readily accepted
and placed upon it a perfunctory kiss before introducing
himself.

Elijah thought that Aurora’s softer laugh was
as infectious as her sister’s heartier laughter. He furtively
examined her person as she stood smiling at Lord Peterson and
seemingly ignoring his presence. He guessed her age to be eight and
ten years to his own eight and twenty mature years of age. She was
at least six inches taller than her elder sister and although quite
slender, did possess a shapely form. The demure neckline of her
fitted light blue bodice only suggested a hint of cleavage and
outlined her smaller but firm breasts…smaller than that of her
busty sibling. A wide royal blue ribbon accentuated her tiny waist
above a flowing skirt draping without benefit of a crinoline.

Elijah interpreted her fashion sense as a
subtle statement of individuality for all the other women present
had hooping skirts above crinolines, including her sister. He
rather liked that she was courageous enough to defy current
fashion. He personally detested those hooped skirts.

She angled her face toward Elijah and smiled
warmly as she extended her arm to him to receive Elijah’s kiss upon
her gloved hand. He did not disappoint her but bent forward,
grasping her hand and softly kissing her knuckles.

He lifted his eyes and peered into her
uniquely hued eyes, the same green color as her sibling’s. But as
Aurora’s eyes were also large, they titled slightly upward at the
outer edges, giving her an exotic look and were fringed with long,
thick black lashes.

She tried to pull her hand free of his grasp,
but he held firmly for a split second, silently teasing her. He
grinned, mischievously. “It is a pleasure to meet you, Miss
Aurora Covington. I am Elijah Sinclair, Viscount
Gilchrist.”

She mirrored his grin with an impish one of
her own, displaying perfect white teeth against slightly tanned
skin with a hint of reddish hue. Her complexion was far darker than
Ginny’s paleness, but her hair was the exact jet-black color and
thickness as her sister’s. Aurora’s hairstyle was flattering to her
angular face. She had pulled her hair back off of her high forehead
and braided it into one thick braid, wrapped into a bun at the nape
of her neck, revealing her long unadorned neck.

Aurora titled her head toward Elijah when he
introduced himself but then promptly turned her profile to him as
she centered her attention on the self-conscious Lord Peterson who
was obviously taken by her ethereal beauty.

Elijah almost felt as though he had been
given a subtle but direct cut and wondered what he had done to
warrant her reaction. Surely holding her hand longer than was
socially acceptable was not his perceived offence.

He looked to his left and smiled down at the
grinning Ginny who barely came up to his shoulder as he stood six
feet one inch in height. He smiled warmly before querying, “And how
are you enjoying your holiday here in England, Miss Covington?”

“Ginny…please call me Ginny. I do so detest
formalities.”

“Then please address me as Elijah, Ginny.
Would you care for a glass of champagne?”

“Champagne…no, thank you. But I should
appreciate a glass of water. I am feeling rather parched and
lightheaded.” She leaned in a little closer to Elijah as she
playfully added, “A woman of my girth should never feel lightheaded
as no one would be able to pick me up if I were to indelicately
swoon.”

Aurora turned abruptly to her sister. “Ginny,
please do not make self-deprecating comments…especially not to his
lordship,” Aurora scolded as she furtively glanced at Elijah. “You
are a truly lovely and desirable woman.” She spoke with complete
sincerity and the look on her face was one of loving concern. She
lifted her beseeching eyes to Elijah as if silently asking him to
agree.

“Your sister is correct, Ginny, and many a
man appreciates a woman…with…meat on her bones,” Elijah added
before peeking at Aurora out of the corner of his eye. She was
smiling appreciatively and that pleased him…immensely.

Ginny’s impish expression quickly faded, and
her eyes began to well with tears. “My Arthur did…”

Aurora closed her eyes and softly whispered,
“Ginny…”

Lord Peterson stepped forward and asked in a
rather loud, abrasive voice, “Who, pray tell, is
Arthur?”


Chapter
Three

“Arthur was my fiancé…he died in the War
Between the States…”

“Ginny…please…not tonight,” Aurora cautioned
as she gently touched her sister’s forearm, avoiding eye contact
with the two lords standing in proximity.

“Yes…yes… of course you are right, Aurora.
Tonight, is not the time to reminisce or…to mourn.” Ginny quickly
wiped a tear, which had escaped her left eye, with the lace-trimmed
handkerchief she had had tucked in her belt. “I am such a ninny
vacillating between gay frivolity and maudlin depression. Do
forgive me, gentlemen. Perhaps I could have that water now,
Elijah?’

“But of course, Ginny,” Elijah sensitively
responded before turning to Aurora. “Would you care for a glass of
champagne, Miss Covington?”

“Aurora…”

Elijah smiled a dimpled grin and the sight of
those two indentations in his cheeks caused Aurora’s heart to skip
a beat.

“Aurora, would you like some
champagne?” Elijah politely asked once again, emphasizing the use
of her given name.

“Yes…Elijah…I would.”

He tilted his head in silent agreement to
fetch her that drink. “Lord Peterson, perhaps you would care to
assist me?”

Lord Peterson stood staring at Ginny as if he
had never witnessed a woman mourn a lost love in such a vulnerable
manner. And perhaps he never had. Elijah’s words startled him, and
he stammered his response. “Y-yes, I shall assist you.”

Elijah slightly bowed to Ginny and then to
Aurora before stepping backward and exiting the room in search of
libations.

“He is attracted to you, Aurora,” Ginny
perceptively commented as she wiped her left eye one last time
before tucking the handkerchief back into her belt.

“Who…Lord Peterson...? I think not. He seems
rather intrigued by you.”

“I do not refer to Lord Peterson. And his
interest in me is merely a curiosity. He does not know what to make
of me. To him, I am an oddity.” She shrugged as if she did not care
how she was perceived by the bemused lord. “Elijah is attracted to
you and I think that my baby sister is attracted to him.”

“Nonsense, Ginny, neither he nor I are in the
least bit interested in the other.” Aurora spoke a mite too
vehemently in her denial. She looked at her sister out of the
corner of her eye and caught her smirking. She sighed. Her sister
knew her all too well.

Aurora had been captivated by the
handsome Lord Gilchrist from the moment he whirled around to face
her. His curly, pale blonde hair appeared as countless long
ringlets touching the nape of his neck and framing a lightly tanned
angular face with brown eyes which appeared to perpetually twinkle
especially when he smiled his crooked, dimpled grin.

He was tall and slender but muscular as
evidenced by the way his black evening clothes clung to his form as
he moved with a graceful agility. And his bearing suggested that he
was both confident and assertive.

A slow, revealing grin appeared on Aurora’s
face as she reluctantly admitted, “Alright, Ginny, I find him
passable.”

Ginny chortled. “Passable…? Oh, I think that
you find his lordship more than just passable. I have never
seen you act as self-conscious as you did in his presence. He
unnerves you. And I have never known another man to do
that.”

Aurora could not deny that Elijah had indeed
unnerved her, and she had felt vulnerable in his presence, causing
her to avert her eyes from his penetrating gaze. She had tried to
focus on the less confident and rather awkward Lord Peterson but
standing in closeness to Elijah caused her pulse to race and her
palms to sweat.

Aurora tilted her head as she peered into the
foyer, waiting for the return of the two gentlemen. “There is
something very…dangerously appealing about Elijah. I cannot say for
certain what it is but there is an aura about him that draws me
in…like the proverbial moth to the flame. And that feeling
does cause me to feel slight discomfiture in his
presence.”

Ginny looped her left arm through Aurora’s
right arm as she teasingly observed, “Odd but I did not feel
that unease in his presence. Could it be Cupid’s arrow piercing
your heart, sister?”

Aurora jerked her head toward Ginny.
“Nonsense, Ginny, I do not believe in love at first sight.”

Ginny shrugged. “I am beginning to believe
that you do not believe in romantic love at all. You have
refused the hand of several suitors back home and now…”

“None of those suitors appealed to me, Ginny.
You know that. Do not tease me.” Aurora tenderly smiled. “Forgive
me for mentioning him but it is not easy to find a true love as you
did with Arthur.”

“Yes, he was my true love…and I doubt I shall
ever find another.” She sighed. “But I do cherish my memories of
him. And one day we will be together once again…in Paradise.”

Aurora kissed her sister’s cheek as she
whispered, “He is always with you in your heart. But he would want
you to live now, Ginny, and not pine away, forever mourning his
loss.”

“Ah, I see Elijah and Lord Peterson
approaching with our drinks.” Ginny eased her arm out Aurora’s arm
and took a step away from her sister.

Elijah handed Aurora a flute of champagne,
warmly smiling as he did, while Lord Peterson handed Ginny a glass
of water.

“Thank you, Lord Peterson,” Ginny purred
before turning toward Elijah who stood sipping his own champagne
while watching Aurora over the rim of his crystal glass. “Elijah, I
do so like your name. Aurora and I had a great-uncle named Elijah
whom we dearly loved. He was our maternal grandmother’s brother and
both he and she were Osage Indians. So, Elijah was a name given to
him by missionaries. Aurora looks exactly as my grandmother did in
her youth.”

“O-sage Indians…? You are
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