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Chapter 1




LADY HAWKSWORTH, YOUR husband is not dead.

Lara stared at James Young without blinking. She knew she had not heard the estate agent correctlyor perhaps he had been drinking, though she had never known him to tipple before. It was possible that he had grown a little dotty from having to work in the service of the current Lord and Lady Hawksworth. They would surely drive anyone mad, given enough time.

I know it is a great shock to you all, Young continued earnestly. Concern flared in his bespectacled eyes as he glanced at Lara. To you in particular, my lady.

Had the news come from a less reliable source, Lara would have dismissed it immediately. However, James Young was a cautious and trustworthy man who had served the Hawksworth family for at least a decade. He had done an excellent job of managing her trust property's income since her husband's death, no matter that there was precious little money to oversee.

Arthur, Lord Hawksworth, and his wife, Janet, regarded Young as if they, too, doubted his sanity. They were an ideally suited couple, both of them blond, tall, and spare of frame. Although they had two sons, the boys had been packed off to Eton and were seldom seen or even mentioned. Arthur and Janet seemed to care about one thing onlyto enjoy their newfound wealth and status as conspicuously as possible.

Preposterous! Arthur exploded. How dare you come to me with this nonsense! Explain yourself at once.

Very well, my lord, Young replied. I received word yesterday that a frigate recently arrived in London carrying a most unusual passenger. It seems that he bears an uncanny resemblance to the late earl. He glanced respectfully at Lara as he added, He claims to be Lord Hawksworth.

Arthur exploded with disbelieving scorn. His lean face, carved with deep lines of cynicism, flushed a vivid shade of red. His long beak of a nose twitched angrily. What sort of outrageous hoax is this? Hawksworth has been dead for a year. It's impossible that he could have survived the shipwreck off of Madras. My God, the vessel literally broke in half! Everyone on board was lost. Are you telling me that my nephew somehow managed to survive? The man must be a lunatic to think that any of us would believe him.

Janet's thin lips tightened. He'll be proved an impostor soon enough, she said crisply, smoothing the toothlike points of dark Vandyke lace that trimmed the bodice and waist of her emerald silk gown.

Ignoring the Crosslands' furious disdain, Young approached the widow. Larissa sat in a gilt-wood armchair near the window, her gaze fixed on the carpet covering the floor. Like everything else in Hawksworth Hall, the Persian carpet was opulent to the point of tastelessness, woven in a fantastical design of surreal flowers spilling from a Chinese-style vase. The worn toe of a black leather shoe protruded from beneath the hem of Larissa's mourning dress as she absently traced the edge of a scarlet flower with her foot. She seemed lost in memories, not noticing Young's approach until he had reached her. Abruptly she straightened like a chastened schoolgirl and lifted her gaze to his face.

Even in her dark bombazine dress, as high-necked and pristine as a nun's habit, Larissa Crossland possessed a soft, elegant beauty. With her dark sable hair always seeming on the verge of tumbling from its pins, and sultry pale green eyes, she was original and striking. However, her looks generated little heat. She was often admired but never pursuednever flirted with or desired. Perhaps it was the way she used cheerfulness like a weapon, if such a thing were possible, keeping everyone at a distance.

It seemed to many in the town of Market Hill that Lara was an almost saintly figure. A woman with her looks and position could have managed to snare a second husband, yet she had chosen to stay here and involve herself in charitable works. She was unfailingly gentle and compassionate, and her generosity extended to nobleman and beggar alike. Young had never heard Lady Hawksworth utter an unkind word about anyone, not the husband who had virtually abandoned her nor the relatives who treated her with contemptible stinginess.

But for all her apparent serenity, there was something unsettling in her translucent green eyes. Some quiet turbulence that hinted at emotions and thoughts she never dared express. As far as Young could tell, Larissa had decided to content herself by living vicariously through the people around her. It was frequently said she needed a man of her own. However, no one could ever seem to think of a particular gentleman who was suited to her.

That was undoubtedly a good thing, if it turned out that the late earl really was alive.

My lady, Young murmured apologetically, I did not want to distress you. But I felt you would want to be informed immediately about any matter that concerns the late earl.

Is there any chance it could be true? Lara whispered, her face shadowed with a frown.

I don't know, came Young's careful reply. As they never found the earl's body, I suppose there is a chance that he

Of course it isn't true! Arthur exclaimed. Have you both taken leave of your senses? Brushing by Young, he assumed a protective expression and settled his hand on Lara's narrow shoulder. How dare this scoundrel put Lady Hawksworth through such torment! he exclaimed with as much false pity as he could muster.

I'm fine, Lara interrupted, stiffening at his touch. A frown knit her smooth brow. She pulled away and went to the window, longing to escape the over-decorated parlor. The walls were covered in bright pink silk and heavy gold scrollwork, the corners filled with vases of exotic palms. It seemed that every inch of available space was taken up with a collection of what Janet referred to as friggers, concoctions of glass birds and trees covered with clear protective domes.

Careful, Janet exclaimed sharply, as Lara's heavy skirts brushed the side of a glass bowl set in a tripod mahogany stand, causing it to wobble.

Lara glanced down at the forlorn pair of goldfish swimming in the bowl, and then back at Janet's pinched, narrow face. They shouldn't be placed in the window, Lara heard herself murmur. They don't like too much light.

Janet let out a contemptuous laugh. You would know best, I'm sure, she said acidly, and Lara knew she would make a point of keeping the fish exactly where they were.

Sighing, Lara turned her gaze to the fields surrounding Hawksworth Hall. The land extending from the former Norman stronghold was studded with groves of chestnut and oak, and cut by a wide and flowing river. The same river provided a millstream and shipping channel for the nearby town of Market Hill, a bustling and prosperous port.

A flock of mallards settled on the artificial lake in front of the Hall, disrupting the regal progress of a pair of swans. Past the lake was a road leading to town, and an ancient stone bridge known to the locals as the bridge of the damned. Legend had it that the devil himself had placed the bridge there with the stated intention of collecting the soul of the first man who crossed it. As the story went, the only one who dared to set foot on the bridge was a Crossland ancestor, who had defied the devil and refused to hand over his soul. The devil had placed a curse on all his descendants, that they would always have difficulty producing male issue to carry on the line.

Lara could almost believe the tale. Each generation of Crossland men had produced very few children, and most of the males had died at a relatively young age. Including Hunter.

Smiling sadly, Lara forced her thoughts back to the present and turned toward Mr. Young. He was a small, slight man, his face nearly level with her own. If this stranger is indeed my husband, she asked calmly, why has he not returned before now?

According to his story, Young replied, he floated in the ocean for two days following the shipwreck, and was picked up by a fishing vessel en route to Cape Town. He was wounded in the wreck, and had no recollection of who he was. He didn't even know his own name. A few months afterward his memory returned and he set sail for England.

Arthur snorted contemptuously. Not remember his own identity? I've never heard of such a thing.

Apparently it is possible, the estate manager countered. I've discussed the matter with Dr. Slade, the family physician, and he confirms that such cases, though rare, have been reported.

How interesting, Arthur said sarcastically. Don't tell me you give any credence to this sham, Young.

None of us can determine the truth until the stranger is interviewed by those who knew Hawksworth well.

Mr. Young, Lara said, concealing her inner turmoil, you were acquainted with my husband for many years. I would appreciate it if you would go to London and meet this man. Even if he is not the late earl, it sounds as if he could be troubled and in need of help. Something must be done for him.

How very like you, Lady Hawksworth, Young remarked. I dare say most people wouldn't conceive of helping a stranger who is attempting to deceive them. You are a kind woman indeed.

Yes, Arthur agreed dryly. My nephew's widow is the patron saint of beggars, orphans, and stray dogs. She can't resist giving away whatever she has to others.

Which is why we haven't seen fit to supplement Lara's annuity, Janet added. The extra money would only slip through her fingers, as even the smallest child seems able to take advantage of her. She's given everything she owns to that shabby orphanage.

Lara's face burned at their snide remarks. The orphans need money far more than I do, she said. They need a great many things that others could provide quite easily.

I have been charged with preserving the family fortune for future generations, Arthur snapped. Not to squander it on parentless children.

Very well, Young interceded hastily, interrupting the brewing argument. If it pleases all of you, I shall depart for London along with Dr. Slade, who knew the late earl since birth. We will see if there is any truth to this man's claims. He gave Lara a reassuring smile. Do not distress yourself, my lady. I'm sure all will turn out for the best.



Relieved to escape the Hawksworths' presence, Lara went to the old gamekeeper's cottage, which was set at a distance from the castle along the willow-lined riverbank. The cottage was a far cry from the large timbered Elizabethan gatehouse that had once been used as separate quarters for guests or visiting relatives. Unfortunately the interior of the gatehouse had been ruined by fire the previous year, when a careless visitor had overturned an oil lamp and set the place ablaze.

Arthur and Janet had seen no reason to have the place restored, deciding that the unoccupied cottage was sufficient for Lara's needs. She could have cast herself on the mercy of other relatives who might have offered her more comfortable lodgings, or even accepted her mother-in-law's offer to serve as her traveling companion, but she treasured her privacy too much for that. Better to remain near familiar surroundings and friends, despite the discomforts of the cottage.

The stone dwelling was dark and damp, with a moldy smell that no amount of washing could banish. It was rare that a meager ray of sunlight entered the lone casement window. Lara had sought to make the place more habitable by covering one wall with a patchwork counterpane, and filling it with a few simple pieces of cast-off furniture from Hawksworth Hall. The chair by the fireplace stove was draped with a blue and red lap blanket knitted by some of the older girls at the orphanage. A carved wooden salamander was placed near the hearth, a gift from an elderly man in town who had assured her that it would protect the cottage from harm.

Closing herself in solitude, Lara lit a tallow-dipped candle and stood in the glow of its sputtering, smoky light. Suddenly her body was racked by a hard shiver.

Hunteralive. It couldn't be true, of course, but the very idea filled her with unease. Going to her narrow bed, she knelt on the floor, reached underneath the creaking ropes that held the mattress. She tugged out a cloth-wrapped parcel and undid the coverings to reveal a framed portrait of her late husband.

Arthur and Janet had offered her the painting with a show of generosity, but Lara knew that they were eager to be rid of the reminder of the man who had held the title before them. She hadn't wanted the portrait either, but she had taken it, acknowledging inwardly that Hunter was part of her past. He had changed the course of her life. Perhaps someday when time had softened her memories, she would hang the portrait in full view.

The painting depicted a large-boned, stocky man in the company of his dogs, one huge hand casually clasped around the butt of his favorite gun. Hunter had been handsome, with thick gold-brown hair, intense dark brown eyes, and a perpetually arrogant expression.

It had been three years since Hunter had set sail for India on a semidiplomatic mission. As a minor stockholder in the East India Company, and a man of some political influence, he had been appointed to advise the Company administrators in India.

In reality, he had been one of many hangers-on eager to join the crowd of idle debauchees in Calcutta. They lived like kings there, indulging in endless parties and orgies. It was said that each household contained at least a hundred servants who saw to every detail of their masters' comfort. Moreover, India was a sportsman's paradise, abounding in exotic gameirresistible to a man like Hunter.

Remembering her husband's enthusiasm upon his departure, Lara smiled sadly. Hunter had been more than eager to leave her. England had begun to pall for him, and so had their marriage. There was no doubt that he and Lara had been ill matched. A wife, Hunter had once told her, was a necessary nuisance, useful only for the sake of bearing children. When Lara had failed to conceive, he had been deeply injured. For a man who had prided himself on his strength and virility, the absence of children was hard to bear.

Lara's gaze fell to the bed, and cold knots formed in her stomach as she remembered Hunter's nighttime visits, his heavy body crushing hers, the painful invasion that seemed never to end. It seemed like an act of mercy when he had begun to stray from her bed and visit other women to satisfy his needs. Lara had never known anyone so physically strong and vital. She could almost believe he had lived through a violent shipwreck that no one else had managed to survive.

Hunter had so dominated everyone around him that Lara had felt her spirit withering in his shadow over the two years they had lived together. She had been grateful when he had departed for India. Left to her own devices, Lara had become involved in the local orphanage, giving her time and attention to improving the lives of the children there. The feeling of being needed was so gratifying that Lara had soon found other projects with which to occupy herself: visiting the sick and elderly, organizing charitable events, even trying her hand at a bit of matchmaking. Upon being informed of Hunter's death, she had been saddened, but she had not missed him.

Nor, she thought guiltily, did she want him back. 



For the next three days there was no word from Mr. Young or the Hawksworths. Lara did her best to go about her activities as usual, but the news had traveled all through Market Hill, spread by the excited gossip of the servants at Hawksworth Hall.

Her sister, Rachel, Lady Lonsdale, was the first to visit. The black-lacquered barouche stopped midway up the drive to the Hall, and Rachel's slight form emerged to walk unaccompanied along the cottage path. Rachel was Lara's younger sister but gave the impression of being the elder, possessing greater height and a sweet solemnity that lent her an air of maturity.

They had once been proclaimed as Lincolnshire's most attractive sisters, but Lara knew that Rachel's beauty eclipsed her own. Rachel possessed perfectly classical features: large eyes, a small rosebud mouth, and a narrow, slightly upturned nose. By contrast Lara's face was round instead of oval, and her mouth was too wide, and her straight dark hairfiercely resistant to the curling tongswas always slipping from its pins.

Meeting her sister at the door, Lara eagerly welcomed her inside. Rachel was expensively dressed, her brown hair pulled back to reveal the delicate point of a widow's peak. The sweet scent of violets clung to her hair and skin.

Dear Larissa, Rachel said, glancing about the cottage, for the thousandth time, why don't you come live with Terrell and me? There are a dozen rooms to spare, and you would be much more comfortable

Thank you, Rachel. Lara hugged her sister. But I couldn't stay under the same roof as your husband. I can't pretend to tolerate a man who doesn't treat you properly. And I'm certain that Lord Lonsdale holds me in equal disaffection.

He isn't that bad

He's an abominable husband, much as you try to pretend otherwise. Lord Lonsdale doesn't give a fig about anyone but himself, and he never will.

Rachel frowned and seated herself by the hearth. Sometimes I think the only person, man or woman, that Terrell ever truly liked was Lord Hawksworth.

They were cut from the same cloth, Lara agreed, except that at least Hunter never raised a hand to me.

It was only the once, Rachel protested. I never should have told you of it.

You didn't need to tell me. The bruise on your face was evidence enough.

They were both silent, remembering the episode two months before when Lord Lonsdale had struck Rachel during an argument. The mark on Rachel's cheek and eye had taken weeks to fade, causing Rachel to hide in her home until she could venture out without causing suspicion. Now Rachel claimed that Lord Lonsdale deeply regretted his loss of self-control. She had forgiven him, she said, and she wished Lara would do the same.

Lara couldn't forgive anyone who had hurt her sister, and she had the suspicion that it would happen again. It almost made her wish that Hunter really were alive. In spite of his faults, he would never have countenanced hitting a woman. Hunter would have made it clear to Lord Lonsdale that such behavior was unacceptable. And Lonsdale might have heeded him, as Hunter was one of the few people on earth whom he respected.

I didn't come here to talk about that, Larissa. Rachel's gaze was loving and concerned as she watched her older sister seat herself on an upholstered footstool nearby. I heard the news about Lord Hawksworth. Tell meis he actually coming back to you?

Lara shook her head. No, of course not. Some crackbrain in London is claiming to be my husband. Mr. Young and Dr. Slade are visiting him, and I'm certain they'll have him confined in either Bedlam or Newgate, depending on whether he's mad or a criminal.

Then there's no chance that Lord Hawksworth is alive? Reading the answer in Lara's face, Rachel sighed. I'm sorry to say it, but my mind is relieved. I know that your marriage was not a good one. All I want is for you to be happy.

I wish the same for you, Lara said earnestly. And you're in far worse circumstances than I ever was, Rachel. Hunter was far from the ideal husband, but he and I got along well enough, except for She stopped and blushed suddenly.

It wasn't easy for her to speak of intimate matters. She and Rachel had a puritanical upbringing, their parents kind but distant. It had been left to Lara and Rachel to learn about the act of physical intercourse on their respective wedding nights. For Lara, the discovery had been an unpleasant one.

Rachel seemed to read her thoughts, as always. Oh, Lara, she murmured, the color rising in her own face, I think Lord Hawksworth must not have been as considerate of you as he should. Her voice lowered as she continued. Lovemaking isn't so terrible, really. There were times with Terrell, early in our marriage, when I actually found it rather pleasant. Lately, of course, it's not at all the same. But I still remember how it once was.

Pleasant? Lara stared at her in amazement. For once, you're managed to shock me. How you could have liked something so embarrassing and painful is beyond meunless you're trying to make a very bad joke.

Weren't there occasions when Lord Hawksworth kissed you, held you close, and you felt rather warm andwell, womanly?

Lara fell into a perplexed silence. She failed to see how lovemakingironic term for such a repulsive actcould not be painful. No, she said thoughtfully, I can't ever remember feeling that way. Hunter wasn't fond of kissing or embracing. And when it was over, I was glad of it.

Rachel's face was soft with pity. Did he ever say that he loved you?

Lara gave a hollow laugh at the idea. Goodness, no, Hunter would never have admitted to such a thing. A bleak smile curved her lips. He didn't love me. There was another woman whom he should have married instead of me. I think he often regretted his mistake.

You never told me that, Rachel exclaimed. Who is she?

Lady Carlysle, Lara mumbled, vaguely surprised that after all this time, the name still caused a sour taste in her mouth.

What is she like? Did you ever meet her?

Yes, on a few occasions. She and Hunter were discreet, but it was obvious that they took enormous pleasure in one another's company. She liked all the same things he didriding, hunting, horses. I've no doubt that he visited her often in private after we were married.

Why didn't Lord Hawksworth marry Lady Carlysle in the first place?

Lara hugged her knees and lowered her chin, unconsciously drawing herself into a ball. I was much younger, whereas she was past childbearing age. Hunter wanted an heirand I suppose he thought he could mold me to his liking. I did try to please him. Unfortunately I couldn't seem to give him the one thing he wanted from me.

A child, Rachel murmured. From the expression on her face, Lara knew that Rachel was thinking of her own miscarriage, which had occurred only a few months ago. Neither of us has had much success in that regard, have we?

Lara's face burned as she continued. At least you've proven that you're able to conceive. With God's blessing you'll bear a child someday. I, on the other hand, have tried everythingI drank tonics and consulted moon charts, and put myself through any number of ridiculous and humiliating exertions. Nothing worked. When Hunter finally left for India, I was so glad that he was gone. It was a blessing to sleep alone and not have to wonder each night if I would hear his footsteps approaching my door. Lara shivered at the memories that flashed through her mind. I don't like sleeping with a man. I never want to again.

Poor Larissa, Rachel murmured. You should have told me these things long before now. You're always so eager to solve others' problems, and so reluctant to discuss your own.

Had I told you, it wouldn't have changed anything, Lara pointed out, making an effort to smile.

Had it been left to me, I would have chosen someone far more appropriate for you than Lord Hawksworth. I think Mama and Papa were so dazzled by his position and wealth that they overlooked the fact that you didn't suit.

It wasn't their fault, Lara said. The blame was mineI'm not really suited to be anyone's wife. I should never have married at all. I'm much happier on my own.

Neither of us landed the kind of match we hoped for, did we? Rachel reflected with sad irony. Terrell with his moods, and your lummox of a husbandhardly the stuff of fairy tales.

At least we live close to each other, Lara pointed out, trying to dispel the cloud of regret that seemed to hang in the air. That makes everything bearable, at least for me.

For me as well. Rachel left the chair and went to hug her tightly. I pray only good things will happen to you from now on, dearest. May Lord Hawksworth rest in peaceand may you soon find a man who will love you as you deserve to be loved.

Don't pray for that, Lara said, her alarm half feigned and half real. I don't want a man. Pray instead for the children at the orphanage, and poor old Mrs. Lumley, who is going blind, and Mr. Peacham's rheumatism, and

You and your ever-expanding list of unfortunates, Rachel commented, smiling fondly at her. Very well, I'll pray for them too.



The moment Lara ventured into town, she found herself inundated with questions, everyone demanding to know the details of her husband's return from the dead. No matter how often she stated that Hawksworth's appearance in London was most likely a hoax, the citizens of Market Hill wanted to believe otherwise.

Well, if 'tisn't the luckiest woman in Market Hill, said the cheesewright as soon as Lara entered his shop, one of many that lined the town's primary street of Maingate. The air was redolent with a pleasantly milky, tangy smell that wafted from the slabs and rounds of cheese stacked on the wooden tables.

Smiling halfheartedly, Lara set her willow basket on a long table and waited for him to produce the round of cheese she came to collect each week for the orphanage. I'm fortunate for many reasons, Mr. Wilkins, she replied, but if you're referring to the rumor about my late husband

A lovely sight you'll be, the cheesewright interrupted heartily, his jovial, big-nosed face glowing with good humor. The lady of the manor again. He hefted a cheese that measured nearly a foot across into her basket. The soft curds had been salted, pressed, wrapped in muslin, and dipped in wax to ensure a mild, fresh flavor.

Thank you, Lara replied evenly, but, Mr. Wilkins, I must tell you I'm sure you that the story is false. Lord Hawksworth is not coming back.

The Misses Withers, a pair of elderly spinster sisters, entered the shop and tittered in pleasure as they saw Lara. Identical flower-trimmed bonnets covered their small gray heads, which bobbed together in a swift exchange of gossip. One of them approached Lara and laid a frail, blue-veined hand on her sleeve. My dear, the news reached us this morning. We're so happy for you, so happy indeed

Thank you, but it's not true, Lara insisted. The man who claims to be my husband is undoubtedly an impostor. It would be a miracle if the earl had managed to survive the shipwreck.

I say hope for the best until you're told otherwise, Mr. Wilkins said, while his stout wife, Glenda, emerged from the back of the shop. Eagerly she reached out and stuffed a bunch of daisies in the corner of Lara's basket. If anyone deserves a miracle, milady, Glenda said merrily, it's you.

They all assumed that she was hopeful about the news, that she wanted Hunter to return. Flushed and uncomfortable, Lara guiltily accepted their good wishes and hurried out of the shop.

She started on a brisk walk along the winding riverbank, passing a small, tidy churchyard and a succession of white-walled cottages. Her destination was the orphanage, a decaying manor situated on the east side of town. Set back among stockades of pine and oak, the orphanage was a distinctive place built of gritstone and blue brick, with a blue-glazed tile roof. The method used to make the special frost-resistant tiles was known only to the village potter, who had stumbled across the recipe by accident one day and swore he would someday take it to his grave.

Puffing from the exertion of walking a long distance with a heavy basket on her arm, Lara entered the building. Once it had been a fine manor, but after the last occupant's death, the place had been abandoned and had fallen to ruin. Private donations from the townsfolk had restored the structure until it was suitable to house two dozen children. Further gifts had provided annual salaries for a handful of teachers.

Lara ached with regret when she thought of the fortune she'd once had at her disposalwhat she couldn't have done with such money now! There were many improvements she longed to make to the orphanage. She had even swallowed her pride and gone to Arthur and Janet to ask if he would make a donation for the children's sake, but she had been coldly rebuffed. The new Earl and Countess of Hawksworth were firm in their belief that the orphans must learn that the world was a harsh place, and they must make their own way in it.

Sighing, Lara entered the building and set the basket just inside the door. Her arm trembled from the strain of carrying its weight. She caught a glimpse of a curly brown head as someone ducked behind a corner. It had to be Charles, she thought, a rebellious eleven-year-old boy who constantly searched for new ways to cause trouble.

I wish someone would help me carry this basket to the kitchen, she said aloud, and Charles promptly appeared.

You carried it this far by yourself, he observed sullenly.

Lara smiled into his small, freckled, blue-eyed face. Don't be surly, Charles. Help me with the basket, and on the way to the kitchen you can tell me why you aren't in class this morning.

Miss Thornton sent me out of the schoolroom, he replied, lifting one side of the large basket and eyeing the cheese hungrily. Together they carried it down the hall, their steps softened by the threadbare carpet. I was making too much noise, and paid no mind to the teacher.

Why is that, Charles?

I learned my maths before everyone else. Why should I have to sit still and do nothing just because I'm smarter than the rest of 'em?

I see, Lara replied, reflecting ruefully that it was probably true. Charles was an intelligent child who needed more attention than the school was able to provide. I'll speak to Miss Thornton. In the meantime, you must try to behave yourself.

They reached the kitchen, where the cook, Mrs. Davies, greeted her with a smile. Mrs. Davies's round face was rosy from the heat of the stove, where a large kettle of soup was kept warming. Her brown eyes were bright with interest. Lady Hawksworth, we've heard the most astonishing rumor from town

It isn't true, Lara interrupted ruefully. It's merely some troubled stranger who has convinced himselfor is trying to convince usthat he is the late earl. If my husband had survived, he would have come home long before now.

I suppose, Mrs. Davies said, seeming disappointed. It would have made a romantic story, though. If you don't mind my saying so, milady, you're too young and pretty to be a widow.

Lara shook her head and smiled. I'm quite content with my situation, Mrs. Davies.

I want him to stay dead, Charles announced, causing Mrs. Davies to gasp in horror.

What a wee devil you are! the cook exclaimed.

Lara bent until she and the boy were at eye level, and smoothed his unruly hair. Why do you say that, Charles?

If he is the earl, you won't come here anymore. He'll make you stay at home and do his bidding.

Charles, that's not true, Lara replied gravely. But there's no reason to argue the point. The earl is goneand people don't come back from the dead.



Dust from the road coated Lara's skirts as she returned to the Hawksworth estate, passing tenant farms bordered with wattle-and-daub fences made of woven branches and mud. Sunlight glittered on the water that spilled lavishly beneath the bridge of the damned. As Lara neared the stone cottage, she heard her name called. She stopped in surprise at the sight of her former abigail, Naomi, running from the Hall with her skirts lifted to keep from tripping.

Naomi, you mustn't run like that, Lara exclaimed. You'll fall and hurt yourself.

The plump lady's maid gasped with exertion and feverish excitement. Lady Hawksworth, she exclaimed, struggling to catch her breath. Oh, miladyMr. Young sent me to tell youhe's hereat the castlethey're all here, andyou must come at once.

Lara blinked in confusion. Who is here? Mr. Young has sent for me?

Yes, they've brought him from London.

Him? Lara asked faintly.

Yes, milady. The earl has come home.










Chapter 2




THE WORDS SEEMED to hover and buzz around Lara like gnats. The earl has come home, come homeBut it can't be, she whispered.

Why would Mr. Young have brought the stranger here from London? She licked her dry lips, the inside of her mouth feeling like parchment. When she spoke, her voice didn't sound like her own. H-have you seen him?

The maid nodded, suddenly bereft of words.

Lara stared fixedly at the ground and forced out a few halting words. You knew my husband, Naomi. Tell meis the man at Hawksworth Hall She lifted her beseeching gaze to the maid, unable to finish the sentence.

I think so, milady. Nay, I'm certain of it.

Butthe earl is gone, Lara said numbly. He drowned.

Let me help you to the castle, Naomi urged, taking her arm. You look all queer and white, and 'tis no wonder. 'Tisn't every day a woman's dead husband comes back to her.

Lara pulled away from her with a jerky movement. PleaseI need a few minutes to myself. I'll walk up to the Hall when I'm ready.

Yes, milady. I'll tell them to expect you. Throwing her a concerned, excited glance, Naomi retreated and hurried along the path leading back to the castle.

Stumbling into the cottage, Lara went to the wash-stand and poured lukewarm water into the chipped earthenware basin. She splashed the dust and perspiration from her face, her movements methodical, her mind whirling with frantic thoughts. She had never found herself in such an impossible situation before. She had always been a practical woman. She didn't believe in miracles, had never asked for one. Especially not this one.

But this wasn't a miracle, Lara reminded herself, letting down her disheveled hair and trying to coil and pin it back in place. Her unsteady hands wouldn't obey, fumbling with pins and combs until they fell to the floor in a delicate clatter.

The man who waited for her at Hawksworth Hall was not Hunter. He was a stranger, a cunning one if he had managed to convince Mr. Young and Dr. Slade that his claim was true. Lara would simply gather her composure, go to assess him for herself, and assure the others that he was certainly not her husband. Then the matter would be over. She took several breaths to restore herself and continued to stick pins haphazardly in her hair.

As Lara stared in the square Queen Anne mirror poised on the chest of drawers in her room, it seemed that the atmosphere changed, the air suddenly heavy and pressing. It was so quiet in the cottage that she could hear her own mad heartbeat. She caught sight of something in the mirror, a deliberate movement that paralyzed her. Someone had entered the cottage.

Skin prickling, Lara stood in frozen silence and stared into the mirror as another reflection joined her own. A man's bronzed faceshort, sun-streaked brown hairdark brown eyesthe hard, wide mouth she remembered so well. Tallmassive chest and shouldersa physical power and assurance that made the room seem to shrink around him.

Lara's breath stopped. She wanted to run, to cry out, faint, but it seemed that she had been turned to stone. He stood just behind her, his head and shoulders looming far above hers. His gaze held hers in the mirrorThe eyes were the same color, yethe had never looked at her like this, with an intensity that made every inch of her skin burn. His was the hard gaze of a predator.

She shook in fright as his hands moved gently to her hair. One by one he slipped the confining pins from the shining sable mass, and set them on the dresser before her. Lara watched him, quivering with each light tug on her hair. It's not true, she whispered.

He spoke in Hunter's voice, deep and slightly raspy. I'm not a ghost, Lara.

She tore her gaze from the mirror and stumbled around to face him.

He was so much thinner, his body lean, almost rawboned, his heavy muscles thrown into stark prominence. His skin was tanned to a copper blaze that was far too exotic for an Englishman. And his hair had lightened to the mixed gold and brown of a griffin's feathers.

I didn't believe Lara heard her own voice as if from very far away. There was a pinching sensation around her chest, and her heart could no longer sustain its own violent rhythm. Although her lungs moved in painful spasms, she couldn't seem to get enough air. A thick mist rolled over her, covering all sight and sound, and she sank swiftly into the dark abyss that opened beneath her.



Hunter caught her as she fell. Her body was light and lush in his arms, conforming easily to his hard grip. He carried her to the narrow bed and sat on the creaking mattress, cradling her in his lap. Her head tilted back, her ivory throat encased in the banded black fabric of her mourning gown. He stared intently at her, riveted by the delicacy of her face. He'd forgotten a woman's skin could be so fair and fresh.

Her mouth in repose was soft and a little sad, her face as vulnerable as a child's. How strange for a widow to look so unawakened. She had a tidy bandbox prettiness that appealed to him tremendously. He wanted this small, neat creature with her dainty hands and forlorn mouth. With the cold calculation that had always been integral to him, he decided he would take her, and all that came with her.

Her eyes opened, and she stared at him gravely. He returned her wondering gaze with an opaque one, letting her see nothing of the man inside, and he curved his mouth in a reassuring smile.

She didn't seem to notice the smile, however, only stared at him with those unblinking eyes. And then a strange softness entered the pools of translucent green, a curious, pitying tendernessas if he were a lost soul in need of salvation. She reached up to his neck and touched the edge of a thick scar that disappeared into his hairline. Her fingertips sent fire racing through him. His breathing deepened, and he went very still. How the hell could she look this way? To her knowledge, he was either a stranger or a husband she hated.

Bewildered and aroused by the compassion in her face, he fought the insane urge to bury his head against her breasts. Hastily he dislodged her from his lap and put a few necessary yards of distance between them.

For the first time in his life, he was afraid of his own emotionshe, who had always prided himself on iron self-control.

Who are you? she asked softly.

You know who I am, he muttered.

She shook her head, clearly dazed, and tore her gaze from his. She made her way to a set of shelves where she kept a few dishes and a small teapot. Taking refuge in a commonplace ritual, she fumbled for a parcel of tea leaves and pulled the little porcelain pot from its place on the shelf. I-I'll make some tea, she said faintly. We can talk. Perhaps I can help you.

But her hands were shaking too badly, and the cups and saucers clattered as she reached for them.

So she had decided he was some poor desperate fool or scavenger who was in need of her aid. A wry smile twisted his mouth, and he came to her, taking her cold hands in his warm ones. Again he experienced the sweet, unexpected shock of touching her. He was fiercely aware of the delicacy of her bones, the softness of her skin. He wanted to show her his gentleness. Something about her seemed to pull the last bitter dregs of his humanity up to the surface. She made him want to be the kind of man she needed.

I'm your husband, he said. I've come home.

She looked at him dumbly, her limbs stiff and her knees trembling.

I'm Hunter. His voice turned soft. Don't be afraid.

Lara heard her own gasping, incredulous laugh as she stared into his features, a devastating mixture of the familiar and the unknown. He looked too much like Hunter for her to dismiss him summarily, but there was a foreignness about him that she couldn't accept.

My husband is dead, she said tightly.

A small muscle twitched high in his lean cheek. I'll make you believe me.

He reached for her swiftly, both hands wrapping around the back of her skull, gently gripping as he brought his mouth to hers. Ignoring her cry of alarm, he kissed her as she had never been kissed before. Her hands came up to his muscle-roped wrists, trying in vain to pry herself free. The sensation of his mouth, incendiary, delicious, stunned her. He used his teeth and lips and tongue, seducing her in a blaze of sensuality. She floundered for purchase until he let go of her head and gathered her against the hard surface of his body. She was held tight and secure in his embrace, thoroughly possessedutterly desired. Her nostrils were filled with the scent of him: earth and air and the mild, pleasant bite of sandalwood.

His lips slid downward, finding the sensitive place on the side of her neck. He took a deep, luxurious breath and fanned it over her skin, and pressed his face close until she felt the sweep of his lashes against her cheek. She had never been held like this, touched and tasted as if she were some exotic spice to be savored.

Oh, please, she gasped, arching as he touched his tongue to her frantic pulse.

Say my name, he whispered.

No

Say it. His hand cupped her breast, long fingers shaping the sensitive mound. Her nipple hardened in the warm cove of his palm, searching for more stimulation. In one violent movement Lara twisted out of his arms, tottering away a few steps to create a necessary space between them.

Clasping a hand over her aching breast, Lara stared at him in astonishment. He was expression-less, but the jagged sound of his breathing revealed that he was struggling for composure just as she was.

How could you? she gasped.

You're my wife.

Hunter never liked to kiss.

I've changed, he said flatly.

You're not Hunter! The words were tossed over her shoulder as she fled to the door.

Lara, she heard him say, but she ignored him. Lara, look at me.

Something in his voice made her pause. Reluctantly she stopped at the threshold and glanced at him.

He was holding something in his palm.

What is that? she asked.

Come and see.

Reluctantly she crept forward, transfixed by the object in his hand. Using his thumb, he pressed the tiny catch on the side, and the flat enameled box snapped open to revealed a miniature portrait of her.

I've stared at this every day for months, he murmured. Even when I didn't remember you in the days right after the shipwreck, I knew that you belonged to me. He closed the box in his hand and tucked it back into his coat pocket.

Lara lifted her incredulous gaze to his. She felt as if she were in a dream. How did you get that? she whispered.

You gave it to me, he replied. The day I left for India. Remember?

Yes, she remembered. Hunter had been in such a hurry to leave the estate that he'd nearly been too impatient for good-byes. But Lara had managed to draw him aside for a private moment, and had given him the miniature case. It was common for a wife or sweetheart to bestow a memento on a man going abroad, especially to a dangerous place like India, where he had an excellent chance of being killed by wild game or bloodthirsty rebels, or dying of a fever. However, the risks had appealed to Hunter, who had believed himself to be invincible.

Hunter had actually seemed touched by Lara's gift, enough to press a careless kiss on her forehead. Lovely, he had muttered. Thank you, Larissa. The atmosphere had been thick with the memories of their unhappy two-year marriage, the mutual bitterness and disappointment of two people who had found no common ground to sustain even friendship. Yet Lara had still worried for him.

I will pray for your safety, she had told him, and he had laughed into her concerned face.

Don't waste your prayers on me, he had said.

The man before her seemed to read her thoughts. You must have spared me a prayer or two after all, he murmured. It's the only thing that brought me back home.

Lara felt the blood drain from her face, and she staggered beneath the weight of sudden realization. Only her husband would have known their parting words to each other. Hunter? she whispered.

He caught her elbows, steadying her, and ducked his head to stare at her with teasing dark eyes. You're not going to faint again, are you?

She was too overcome to reply. She allowed him to guide her to a nearby chair, and sat with an abrupt collapsing motion. Sinking to his haunches, the man brought their faces level. He brushed a lock of hair behind her ear, his roughened fingertips skimming the fragile curve. Starting to believe me? he asked.

F-first tell me something else that only my husband would know.

Good God. I went through enough of this with Young and Slade. He paused and glanced at the widow's weeds that covered her body, and she flinched at the intimacy of his gaze. There's a small brown mole on the inside of your left leg, he said softly. And a dark freckle on your right breast. And a scar on your heel from when you cut your foot on a rock one summer when you were a girl. He smiled at her dumbfounded expression. Would you like me to go on? I can describe the color of your

That's enough, Lara said swiftly, blushing hard. For the first time she allowed herself to really look at him, at the dark grain of his shaven whiskers, the hard jut of his chin, the lean hollows where his cheeks had once been round and full. The shape of your face has changed, she said, timidly touching the edge of his high cheekbone. Perhaps I would have recognized you if you hadn't lost so much weight.

He surprised her by turning his mouth in to her palm. As Lara felt the heat of his lips against her tender skin, she snatched her hand back reflexively.

And your clothes are different, she continued, starting at the gray trousers stretched taut across his thighs, the worn white shirt, and the unfashionably narrow cravat around his neck. She had always seen Hunter dressed in the finest garments: broadcloth coats, embroidered brocade vests, breeches of leather or fine wool. His evening attire had been equally superb: crisp black coats, streamlined trousers or pantaloons, gleaming white linen shirts, stiffly starched collars and neckcloths, shoes polished with champagne.

Hunter smiled wryly at her close scrutiny. I wanted a change of my old clothes at the Hall, he said, but they seem to have been misplaced.

Arthur and Janet disposed of everything.

Including my wife, it seems. He glanced around the gamekeeper's cottage, his brown eyes turning cold. My uncle will pay for putting you in such a place. I would have expected better of him than this, though God knows why.

It's been comfortable enough

It's not fit for a washwoman, much less my wife. Hunter's voice was as stinging as a whip, making Lara jump. Seeing the involuntary movement, he softened his gaze. Never mind that. You'll be taken care of from now on.

I don't want The words slipped out before Lara could stop them. Horrified, she clamped her lips together and stared at her lap in silent misery. It was incredible, something beyond a nightmare. Hunter was home, and he would take charge of her life as he had before, crushing her independence like a flower beneath his booted foot.

What is it, my love? he asked quietly.

Startled, Lara stared into his serious face. You never called me that before.

His hand slid around the slim curve of her throat, his thumb caressing the line of her jaw. He ignored the way she shrank from his touch. I've had a great deal of time to think, Lara. I spent months convalescing in Cape Town, and then I went through the damned long voyage here. The more I remembered about you and our marriage, the more I realized what a selfish bastard I'd been. I promised myself that as soon as I returned to you, we would begin again.

I don't think that's p-possible.

Why not?

Too much has happened, and I Lara paused, swallowing hard, and tears sprang to her eyes. She struggled to keep them back, while guilt and unhappiness welled inside her. Why did Hunter have to come back? With one stroke of fate she had been sentenced once again to a life she had hated. She felt like a prisoner who had been set free, only to be closed behind bars again.

I see. Hunter's hand fell away from her. Strangely, he was looking at her as if he did understand, though he had never been remotely perceptive.

It won't be like before, Hunter said.

You can't help what you are, Lara replied, a tear spilling down her cheek.

She heard Hunter's swift intake of breath, and felt his fingers brush away the salty drop. Lara jerked away, but Hunter leaned forward to close the distance between them. She was imprisoned in the chair, her head and neck wedged hard against the back of it.

Lara, he whispered, I would never hurt you.

I'm not afraid of you, she said, and added with a touch of defiance, I just don't want to be your wife again.

The old Hunter would have been annoyed by the sign of rebellion, would have subdued her with a few cutting words. Instead he looked at her with a calm calculation that made her unbearably nervous. I'll see if I can change that. All I ask is that you give me a chance.

Lara gripped the arms of the chair tightly. I would prefer to lead separate lives, as we did before you went to India.

I can't oblige you, sweet. His reply was gentle, but she heard the finality in it. You're my wife. I intend to resume my place in your lifeand in your bed.

Lara blanched at that. Why don't you go to Lady Carlysle she said desperately. She'll be overjoyed at your return. She was the one you wanted, not me.

Hunter's expression became guarded. She means nothing to me now.

You loved each other, Lara said, wishing he would move away from her.

It wasn't love.

It was quite a convincing imitation!

Wanting to bed a woman isn't the same as loving her.

I know that, Lara replied, forcing herself to look straight into his eyes. You made it clear to me on many occasions.

Hunter absorbed her statement without comment. He rose to his feet in one smooth movement. As soon as she was freed, Lara sprang from the chair and went to the other side of the room, distancing herself from him as much as possible in the confines of the cottage.

Grimly Lara vowed to herself that she would never again welcome him into her bed. I'll try to accommodate you in every way possible, she said, except one. I can't see any reason for us to be intimate with each other. Not only did I fail to please you, but I'm barren. It would be better for us both if you found someone else to satisfy your needs.

I don't want anyone else.

Then you'll have to take me by force, she said, blanching as he approached her. It was impossible to read his expression. Was he angry? Was he contemptuous, or merely amused? His hands closed around her upper arms in a gentle but firm grip. Lara stared into his implacable face and felt all the old suffocating misery sweep over her.

No, he replied softly. I won't come to your bed until you're ready.

That will be a long time. Forever.

Perhaps. He paused and considered her thoughtfully. Has there been another man in my absence?

No, she said with a choked laugh, stunned he would think that was the reason she didn't want him. My God, I wanted nothing to do with men after you left!

He smiled ironically at the unflattering comment. Good. I wouldn't have blamed you for turning to another manbut I can't stand the thought of anyone else touching you. He rubbed the back of his neck in a weary gesture, and Lara's attention was caught once more by the raised discolored line that betrayed a recently healed wound.

Your head she murmured.

The shipwreck, he said warily. There was a powerful gale. We were tossed about until the ship was driven against a reef. My head hit something, but I'll be damned if I remember what it was. I couldn't recall my own bloody name for weeks afterward. He held still as she came closer.

Against her will, Lara experienced a great wave of sympathy. She couldn't help itshe hated the thought of him in pain. I'm sorry, she said.

He grinned. Sorry the wound wasn't mortal, I suspect.

Ignoring his mockery, she couldn't resist touching the ridged scar. Her fingers slid into his thick hair, exploring his scalp. The scar was a long one. The blow that had caused it must have nearly split his skull open. As she touched his head, she heard his breath catch. Does it hurt? she asked, instantly removing her hand.

He shook his head with a short laugh. I'm afraid you're causing me another kind of pain.

Perplexed, Lara stared into his eyes, and her gaze dropped to his lap. To her mortification, she saw that her innocent touch had aroused him, causing a heavy, unmistakable ridge to strain against his trousers. Lara flushed and jumped back from him.

The remnants of his grin lingered. Pardon, sweet. A year of celibacy has erased whatever self-control I may have once possessed. He gave her a look that made her insides knot with tension, and he extended a hand to her. Now come with me, Lara. I want to go home.
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