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      A cursed count, a gifted governess, and a love born in darkness...

      Governess Isobel Sterling feels fortunate to have found a safe haven in the Montgomery household. The children are kind and the lord and lady of the house leave her alone. Just when her life seems as good as it can get, mysterious visitors arrive from abroad.

      

      At first Isobel is flattered by the single-minded attention she receives from their handsome young guest, Matteo Garibaldi. But when girls in the village go missing, Isobel has a terrible suspicion the disappearances are linked to the darkness she can see growing behind Matteo's eyes. Filled with dread, she tries to avoid his company—until she is locked in with him for the night.
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      Isobel twitched the curtains apart carefully. If she opened them too wide she might be seen. Her room was directly above the center of the drive. A person standing at the right angle could clearly see her curtains. Although, it would have been a little odd if their guests bothered to look in the tiny third-floor window that belonged to her room.

      Below her on the expansive gravel drive the staff were unloading the finest traveling carriage she had ever seen. The carriage was a black lacquer monstrosity with red and gold paneling on the doors. The horses that drew it were a sturdy pair of matched greys, doubtless the best that could be had at the last coaching inn their guests stopped at.

      A more modest carriage had preceded the one currently in the drive several hours before. It had unloaded a few servants and a multitude of fine trunks. All the servants were male. There were no maids in the group the Garibaldis had brought with them from Santa Fiora, Italy, which meant no women had been included in their party.

      The entire household had been buzzing about this visit all week. Guests were rare in this isolated corner of Northumberland. Her employer Sir Clarence Montgomery, a close-fisted minor baronet, did not like to entertain often. But these visitors were an exception. Sir Clarence had mentioned the upcoming visit of his half-sister's husband and son twice in her presence, which for him positively constituted boasting.

      Aldo Garibaldi was an Italian count. Miriam Montgomery had met the Conte Garibaldi de Santa Fiora at a ball in London during her first London season, shortly after her debut. After a brief courtship, the Conte proposed and Miriam went off to Italy for her happily ever after.

      Unfortunately for her, ever after was only a decade. She had passed away when Matteo, the count's only heir, was just a boy. According to the servant's gossip, Matteo was a handsome and intelligent young man of eight and twenty, a paragon of propriety and honorable behavior.

      He sounded extremely dull.

      She didn’t know if Sir Clarence had been close with his older sister. There had been a younger sister Anna as well, but Isobel's employer never mentioned her at all. According to the servants, Sir Clarence believed his younger sister had married beneath her. She had died young too, but if Clarence Montgomery felt the loss of either sister with any degree of emotion, it was hidden behind layer upon layer of proper manners and cold British reserve. But Isobel preferred that innate coldness in her employer. It was preferable to the alternative.

      She had to leave her last position after the warm and fatherly Sir Isaac Warton, her former employer, made it clear that her duties went beyond the instruction of his spoiled children. He would wait until his wife was away paying calls in the neighborhood to waylay her and flirt shamelessly. Isobel had rebuffed with a polite but firm hand. When that didn’t deter him, she had advertised for a new position. She had been fortunate enough to find one right away. She was gone in a few weeks.

      Isobel considered herself lucky to have found the Montgomery's. They didn't hold her Scottish heritage against her—although it was probably an excuse for paying her less than the last tutor despite her mastery of mathematics, Latin, Greek, and Italian. Her new charges, Martin and Amelia, were quiet and well behaved. Most importantly, the Montgomerys kept to themselves. Truthfully it was a little dull, but a governess' lot was often this way. Those of her brethren who yearned for adventure and excitement were the ones who got into trouble, something Isobel scrupulously avoided.

      She didn't have anyone to talk to outside of her brief interactions with the servants. Her place in the household was in a strange nether position. By birth, she was above the servants, technically equal to the Montgomerys, but circumstances had placed her actual existence below them—far below.

      It was a lonely life, but one Isobel had no wish to change. A friend may have inspired confidences she could not afford to share. It was better this way.

      Sighing, she turned her attention back to the drive. Where were the Conte and his son? She had been watching for several minutes and so far no one had emerged from inside the massive conveyance.

      Isobel was contemplating giving up and going to bed when there was a flurry of sudden activity. The occupants of the carriage had finally deigned to leave it to face the dark grey Northumberland sky. Two of the male servants that had been deposited earlier hurried to the carriage to assist a slow moving figure.

      Finally. She leaned closer to the window for a better look, her loose auburn hair falling forward. The gap between the curtains widened despite her best intentions to leave them as they were.

      No one had mentioned that the Conte was an invalid, but there he was being helped down by the servants. He was quickly followed by another man.

      Wait.

      The figure being helped down from the carriage wasn't grey-haired like the one in the fine waistcoat next to him. It was a young man, moving with painful slowness. The two male servants were positioned at his sides, supporting his weight as they made their way to the front door where Sir Clarence was waiting. Isobel leaned back from the window as the group disappeared inside.

      How sad. The count's heir was obviously in very poor health. And it was unmistakably the younger of their two guests. Though he had moved with careful precision, the figure being assisted through the Montgomery’s front door had to have been Matteo Garibaldi. He was still fit, with broad shoulders and dark midnight hair. Whereas the Conte Santa Fiora had gone grey and had a discernible roundness about the middle.

      Why would they come all this way with an invalid?

      The Garibaldis had traveled weeks and weeks to reach this cold and rainy corner of England. But wouldn't the warm and sunny climate of Italy have suited an invalid's delicate constitution better? Especially with winter fast approaching.

      Perhaps the illness was recent.

      There was little point in speculating, Isobel told herself firmly as she climbed into bed. It was late and her days were full. No doubt the servants would have gleaned all the information about their guests by morning.

      Between the upstairs maids, the grooms, and the kitchen staff there were no secrets in the Montgomery household. It was an efficient machine for gossip, one wasted on a completely respectable and slightly dull family. But now the servants finally had something to talk about. Her curiosity would be satisfied tomorrow.
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      The next day, Isobel woke early. As soon as the sun had broken through her windows she was dressed, preparing to get her charges up and fed so they could have their first lesson out of doors. She wanted to take advantage of the fine morning to give her pupils a biology lesson before all the leaves fell from the trees.

      Breakfast in the servants hall was full of empty gossip. Very few of the staff had glimpsed their guests since the Garibaldis had arrived so late. But the day was still young, she thought quickly drinking her tea and rushing to join the children.

      A few hours later, Isobel was making excuses not to go back inside. The fine weather had lasted beyond her intended lesson, so she and the children lingered going over their readers outside on the lawn near the edge of the woods.

      “Ms. Sterling, can we go to the stables, please?” Martin piped up from the blanket where they sat, interrupting the recitation he had been making at Isobel's instruction. “I'd like to show Amelia my pony.”

      Little Amelia, the Montgomery's ward, nodded eagerly, her face filled with anticipation. The children were due inside for lunch soon, but she could hardly say no to the yearning in those big blue eyes.

      Amelia had been living with the Montgomery’s for only a short time, a few weeks longer than Isobel herself. The little one was still quite timid about voicing her desires and wishes. Isobel didn’t want to discourage her from expressing herself, and she often wondered if Amelia had been as timid when her parents were still alive.

      “Very well. Once you finish that passage,” she said agreeably.

      The children smiled at each other, and Isobel marveled yet again at how easy they were to please. She bade Martin to continue with his recitation. As his clear bell-like voice filled the air, she let her mind wander. Martin was a fine reader and rarely made mistakes. But Amelia was still shy and often stumbled over the words. Isobel wanted her to grow more comfortable before she had her read aloud during lessons. Listening to Martin was one way for her to prepare.

      Breathing deeply, Isobel leaned back on the blanket and closed her eyes, enjoying the warmth of the sun on her face. With her auburn hair and pale complexion, she had to be careful not to get too much sun or she would freckle. Despite that, she couldn't help enjoying what decent weather they did get here, especially now that the days were growing shorter and shorter.

      A prickling sensation at the back of her neck made her eyes fly open. She sat up and looked down at her charges. Martin was still reading diligently, Amelia's eyes trained on him. But someone was watching them. She could feel it. Turning surreptitiously, she caught sight of an upright figure standing on the other end of the lawn near the stables.

      The observer was a dark-haired young man, tall and fit. He was elegantly dressed in a fine gold waistcoat and dark riding coat paired with fawn colored buckskins. His top boots had brown uppers, the gleam of their polish evident even from a distance. And he was staring fixedly at her, not the children.

      Isobel’s breath caught. She could feel the stranger’s gaze as if it was a physical thing, pressing in on her until her heart raced in response. She stifled a wild impulse to jump to her feet and run away into the woods. But instinct told her that would have been a grave mistake.

      He would hunt her down.

      What was wrong with her? The man was just looking at her. There was nothing threatening about that. From this distance she couldn't be sure of his expression, but it looked benign. He was probably simply wondering who she was.

      You are being ridiculous.

      After what seemed like an interminably long time the elegant man inclined his head. She was debating on returning his greeting when he turned on his heel and disappeared into the stables.

      Was that the count's son?

      She couldn't think of who else it could be…but the stranger was no invalid. He had stood without aid and walked with determined steps into the stable.

      Confused and unsettled, Isobel changed her mind about a visit to see Martin's pony just now. She would take the children to the stables after lunch, once she was sure their guest was gone.
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      Amelia's eyes shined as Martin proudly demonstrated his little chestnut's many virtues. The girl hung on his every word, their heads were close together in conversation. She reached out to pet the horse that John, the head groom, had brought out for their inspection. He in turn watched Isobel, trying to catch her eye. She pretended not to notice.

      “Can Amelia ride him, Miss?” Martin asked hopefully.

      The little smile she'd been wearing fell away.

      “I'm afraid not,” she said. “Amelia doesn't have a saddle.”

      “She can use mine,” Martin said.

      Isobel shook her head. “Amelia can't use your saddle because she can't ride astride. Young ladies need a sidesaddle,” she said, trying to sound firm.

      Amelia looked crestfallen, and Isobel was flooded with guilt. She clearly remembered all the times she'd ridden without a saddle at all, back when her father had been alive. He'd been a mischievous sort, who'd turned a deaf ear whenever her mother had complained about letting their only child run wild, cavorting in the woods and riding astride with him on his horse. The fact she'd been wearing the stableboy's breeches at the time was a secret her father had taken to his grave.

      Stirring from his position leaning on one of the stall doors John leaned forward. “It's all right, Ms. Sterling. Little Amelia's saddle arrived earlier this week.”

      “Her saddle?” Isobel asked blankly.

      “Yes, Miss,” John said, nodding at the stable boy who ran to fetch the saddle. John leaned closer while the children began to whisper excitedly. "It is her saddle,” he added in a low voice. “She used to have a pony too, but Sir Clarence said it was too expensive to keep.”

      Isobel suppressed a frown and nodded. She had heard the rumors from the other servants when she had started her position. The only reason Clarence Montgomery had taken in Amelia, the daughter of a distant cousin, was because she was an heiress. Though her father had been in trade and the head of the household disdained all those who had to work for a living, the fortune Amelia was to inherit someday had apparently been sufficient enough inducement for him to take her in.

      Unfortunately, Amelia's sizable inheritance did not mean she was treated with any degree of warmth. For the most part, she was ignored the way she would have been if she'd been a poor relation. But Isobel was grateful for Martin, a sweet and conscientious child who was completely unlike his parents. Amelia would always have a friend in him—and possibly a doting husband if Sir Clarence pushed for a match between them.

      At least Isobel hoped that was where the baronet's intentions lay. It was the most benign of the possibilities she'd considered for her youngest charge.

      “It can't be a long ride, especially as Amelia isn’t wearing a habit. We have another lesson upstairs in a quarter hour,” Isobel called after the children as John helped little Amelia to the mounting block.

      “Master Martin can lead the little Miss around the paddock for a few minutes,” John said as he opened the gate for the pair.

      She nodded and Amelia beamed at her, a genuine and grateful smile. The little girl primly adjusted her skirts while Isobel went to stand at the paddock fence, crossing her arms on the top rail.

      Martin led the chestnut in a slow circuit inside the fenced off area. John joined her at the fence, smiling broadly.

      “Pretty as a picture, aren't they?” he asked warmly.

      Isobel nodded but didn't say anything. It would not do to encourage him, and he always stared at her a touch too long when she came to the stables with the children.

      “Miss Sterling, I hope you aren't planning on going to walk to the village anytime soon. Or if you do that you not go alone.”

      Puzzled, Isobel pulled her gaze from the children to meet John's eyes. His normal buoyant and overly familiar manner was gone.

      “If your duties require a visit to the village, perhaps you'll let me escort you. You see there's been another.”

      She raised a brow. “Another what?”

      Surprise flickered in his eyes. “Another disappearance. The baker's daughter this time.”

      Isobel drew herself up and stood straight. “A disappearance? I was not aware there had been a previous one.”

      John clucked his tongue. “Inside servants are falling down on the job, are they? All too busy talking about the count and his son I expect, but there are two young women missing. It's the most excitement these parts have ever seen. The girl disappeared last night on her way home from visiting a friend. And this one can't possibly be a runaway.”

      “They thought the first girl ran away?” She had heard something about that. It had been a minor note of gossip in the house since the young lady in question wasn't known in these parts.

      He nodded. “I don't know her name. Sarah something. She was from Etal, the little berg on the north side of Ford. Went missing almost a week ago. But most everyone thought she'd run off. She was said to be fast,” he added in a lower voice. “Had several fellows she walked with, if you know what I mean. When she disappeared even her parents thought she'd gone off with some man. But now they're not so sure, 'cause this other one can't possibly be a runaway. Lottie, the baker's daughter, was engaged to the blacksmith’s son and was happy about the match by all accounts.”

      Isobel mulled that over. “It's still possible that first girl did run off,” she pointed out, crossing her arms. “And perhaps the second one was waylaid by a friend or tried a shortcut in the woods and became lost.”

      Even as the words left her mouth, she realized she didn't believe them. Young ladies from the village, even those of the lower classes, avoided the woods during this season. They were cold and damp, with few discernible tracks or paths running through. It would be easy to become lost amongst those tall trees. She'd made it a point to learn the few paths well during her half-day off.

      And the best hiding places, she thought, recalling her insurance policy deep in the woods. It won't come to that, she assured herself. But Isobel felt better knowing she was prepared.

      John gave her a disbelieving glance before shrugging. “Until they turn up, it wouldn't do to walk alone. If they turn up.”

      “I will keep that in mind,” she said in an even tone before calling out to the children.

      Their leisure time was over.
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      “They want me to dine with the family?” Isobel asked in disbelief.

      She had been preparing for dinner in the kitchen. Though she didn't dine with the staff, she did take her meal in their serving hall, just after they had eaten, but before the family's meal was served in the dining room. Some governesses chose to have a tray sent to their room, but Isobel didn't want the servants to think she was putting on airs. Consequently, they were friendlier to her than they had been to tutors past. They still complained about how high in the instep her predecessor had been.

      That regard was evident now as the chambermaid, her face red from a dash up to the third floor, nodded eagerly.

      “Yes, Miss,” Mary said, her round form almost quivering with excitement. “Sir Clarence bade me to tell ye that yer presence is required at dinner tonight. 'E didn't seem terribly happy about it, truth be told,” she finished honestly as she reflexively straightened the bedclothes.

      Isobel frowned. “If he's not pleased with the idea, why would he ask me to dine with the family?”

      Mary literally hopped up and down. “It was the Nobile who asked for ye. Did ye know that's what a count's son is called in Italy miss?” she said, walking over to the wardrobe and rifling through it.

      “Nobile means nobleman in Italian,” Isobel said absently. “The count's son is the Nobile dei Conti di Santa Fiora. The family seat is southeast of Florence.”

      Her stomach was tight and her head was swimming. Why would their guest ask for her?

      “And I thought Marchioness was a mouthful,” Mary said, wrinkling her nose as she struggled to process the intricacies of addressing the upper classes. “We don't have much time, Miss. Ye best put this on,” she said, holding up what passed for Isobel's best dress. “So, when did ye meet his lordship?” she asked eagerly.

      “Mm, I believe you can call him Lord Santa Fiora, or simply my lord, as the Montgomerys do. I don't believe the use of courtesy titles is common in Italy as it is here. But I haven't met him. Not yet,” she frowned, standing still as Mary fluttered over her, undoing the laces of her plain grey gown.

      All of Isobel's dresses were plain, in shades of grey, brown, or blue. The dress Mary had chosen and laid on the bed was in the grey family, but it was a lighter shade with a tinge of blue to it with a slightly more flattering cut than any of the others. It was still a far cry from what was currently being worn in the ballrooms of London.

      “'Ow romantic! 'E must 'ave seen ye with the children and asked for ye te join them,” Mary said, her round face alight with excitement.

      Isobel suppressed a scowl. She did not share Mary's anticipation. She was unprepared for a meal with the family. Although she was the daughter of a gentleman, by the time she was of an age to socialize, her father and mother had been long gone. Isobel was certain her manners were above reproach, but the thought of casually conversing with Italian nobility was beyond her. She already knew Sir Clarence was not pleased to include her. What if she embarrassed herself?

      Or worse, somehow exposed herself?

      A cold weight settled in the pit of her stomach as Mary helped her out of her dress. Isobel allowed herself to be jerked back and forth as the servant did up the laces of her stays.

      “Not too tight,” she said.

      If she was laced too tight when she was already feeling lightheaded, there was a real possibility she would disgrace herself by passing out.

      Mary nodded and laced her loosely. “Good thing for ye, yer waist is already tiny,” she said, moving to pick up the grey dress before casting an envious glance at Isobel's midsection. “There's no time to redo yer, hair I'm afraid.” She pursed her lips at the simple knot of auburn hair on Isobel's head before she slipped the light grey dress over her and fastened it.

      “It will have to do. Thank you,” Isobel said, running her damp hands over her waist and smoothing her skirts.

      She nodded at the maid and headed down the stairs, trying to calm her racing heart the whole way.
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        * * *

      

      Isobel was late. When she entered the drawing room, it was already full. Sir Clarence and Lady Montgomery were conversing with their guests. In addition to the Conte and his son, the minister and his wife were present.

      Sir Clarence looked up at her. “Miss Sterling, finally,” he said shortly, gesturing for her to join the group.

      Isobel stepped closer and curtsied as gracefully as she could. “Forgive my tardiness. I wasn't expecting an invitation to join you for dinner,” she said with studied politeness.

      If her employer was going to grouse about her lateness, he might have given her more than five minutes warning.

      The younger Garibaldi cleared his throat.

      An ill-disguised flicker of irritation passed over Clarence Montgomery's face. “Hmm, yes. Allow me to formally introduce Aldo Garibaldi, Conte Santa Fiora, and his son Matteo, Lord Santa Fiora. You already know Mr. and Mrs. Sanderson.”

      Isobel murmured a polite greeting and executed another curtsy for their noble guests. When she raised her eyes, she found the young lord staring at her intently.

      “It is a pleasure to meet you, Miss Sterling,” he said in softly accented English.

      His voice was deep and rich, and more melodious than those of her adopted countrymen. It rippled down her spine in a little wave that she did her best to ignore.

      “Thank you, my lord,” she said self-consciously, before turning to the other guests.

      “Please, call me Matteo.”

      At her right, Mrs. Sanderson, the minister's wife, briefly widened her eyes at her. Isobel was shocked too, although she nodded noncommittally. Clearly, Italians were clearly far more informal than the English. She surreptitiously checked the Conte’s reaction, but he was busy looking down his nose at her drab gown.

      Well, there's no helping that now, Isobel told herself sternly. “I trust you have recovered from your long voyage, your lordship.”

      “Sufficiently,” the Conte answered shortly. He said nothing more, and her discomfort doubled.

      “Well, that's enough idle chatter,” Sir Clarence said with a fake jovial grin. “Shall we make our way to the dining room?”

      The others agreed with a soft burble of conversation, but it ceased abruptly when Matteo stepped closer to her and offered his arm.

      “Allow me to escort you, Miss Sterling.”

      Isobel paused and threw the others a searching glance. The young lord was breaking the rules of precedence with his offer.

      The minister looked disapproving, as did the Conte and Sir Clarence. Lady Montgomery wore her perpetually vague expression. Only Mrs. Sanderson looked pleased, a hint of an amused smile on her face.

      Uncertainty flooded Isobel. She couldn't very well refuse, could she? How would that look? With a stiff smile, she gave Matteo her arm and they followed the others into dinner.

      The situation didn't improve over the meal. Lady Montgomery had seated the party according to rank, so Isobel was at the other end of the table from Matteo, too far for conversation. But that didn't stop him from staring at her throughout the meal. And because he did, everyone else did too.

      She could feel the weight of the Conte and Sir Clarence's displeasure, but there was little she could do about it. She focused on Mrs. Sanderson, who was seated next to her, asking her about her local charity work while concentrating on swallowing her meal without dropping her fork or spilling her drink.

      Almost a decade younger than her dour husband, Beatrice Sanderson occupied herself with good works in the neighborhood, which also gave her a great opportunity to indulge in her favorite pastime, gossip.

      At one point in the meal, Sir Clarence succeeded in claiming Matteo's attention with a discussion on the local hunting.

      Mrs. Sanderson took advantage of the opportunity to lean in and whisper under the guise of drinking wine with her, “You've been busy, I see.”

      Flushing at the unspoken assumption that she had done something to attract the young lord's attention, Isobel gave her a surreptitious shake of her head while sipping her own glass. She had always liked Mrs. Sanderson and lying to a minister's wife didn't sit right with her.

      She pasted a fake smile on her face and spoke from between her teeth. “I haven't actually. I'm not sure what's going on. You just witnessed my first meeting with our illustrious guests.”

      Mrs. Sanderson's smile became fixed as well. “Oh, that is interesting,” she said in a low voice.

      She looked over at Matteo, who had resumed his study of Isobel until his father spoke to him again. Once his eyes were averted Mrs. Sanderson leaned in. “I would not wish to discourage you should this be a beneficial...er, interest, but I would advise caution.”

      Isobel nodded and smiled in response, uncomfortably aware of the Montgomerys disapproving glances before she changed the subject to the weather.

      After what seemed like an interminable amount of time, dinner finally ended. She and the other ladies withdrew to the parlor while the men stayed behind to enjoy their port. Isobel gave silent thanks to the observation of this particular ritual as it gave her the chance to escape from the Garibaldis' collective scrutiny. After a few minutes of conversation with the ladies she excused herself, pleading a headache.

      Though she did have the beginnings of a headache, Isobel was most concerned with getting away before the men rejoined the women. It was obvious neither the Conte nor her employer approved of the young lord's interest in her.

      She reached the second-floor landing with a sigh of relief. Inching carefully down the dimly lit hallway in her long skirts, she felt a hand on her arm and nearly jumped out of her skin.

      “Forgive me, signorina,” Matteo Garibaldi said in his dark velvety accent. “I did not mean to frighten you.”

      Isobel stared at him with wide eyes. “My lord! How did you come up behind me without me hearing you?”

      She didn't understand. With his tall muscular frame, she should have heard something: the sound of his footsteps on the stairs or a creak of the floorboards. But there had been nothing, she was sure of it.

      Matteo shrugged and smiled. “I walk quietly. Again, my apologies for surprising you. I had hoped to be able to speak with you more. Perhaps you would join me in a stroll in the garden tomorrow?”

      For a moment, Isobel was truly flattered. There had never been any young men in her life, none that admired her near her own station. And Matteo was well-built and handsome with elegant manners.

      But there was something in his voice, an unnatural intensity, that didn't match his simple request. His eyes rested on her like dark pools in the dim light, and Isobel 's heart picked up speed.

      “Er, I'm sorry, my lord,” she said eventually. Her throat was tight, but she made herself say the words anyway. “I'm afraid that would not be appropriate.”

      For a long moment he did not respond. The air filled with a tension that, to her overheated imagination, felt menacing. And it was affecting her vision. It was as if his eyes were gathering the shadows in the hall, pooling and growing blacker before her eyes.

      Instinctively she stepped away but he stopped her with a hand on her shoulder. “I understand,” he said. “Perhaps you'll change your mind later,” he added in a low tone before bowing and walking away.

      Feet fixed to the floor, Isobel watched him leave. Once he was out of sight, she took a deep breath and hurried to her room. She readied herself for bed, climbing in and pulling the blanket up to her chin...but sleep was long in coming that night.
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        * * *

      

      Fighting with all her strength, Isobel pushed Matteo away from her. The resulting cold was startling. Her eyes flew open.

      She was in her bed alone. It had been a dream. A nightmare, to be precise.

      Taking a shaky breath, Isobel sat up. It was still dark. In her addled dream-state, she'd pushed the blankets and pillow to the floor. Leaning over, she picked them up, hoping that she hadn't cried out in her sleep. Though they weren't next door, there were other servants asleep on this floor. If one of them had heard her, she would be mortified.

      Drawing the blanket over her head, she shut her eyes determinedly, but after that nightmare there was no chance sleep would return. Instead, she lay quietly thinking. What if her dream was trying to tell her something?

      She had never had a prophetic one before, but her maternal grandmother, Helen, used to have them sometimes. And that dream had been so intense, it didn't feel normal.

      Her grandmother used to say that her dreams of the future were of little use as they were confusing, their meaning often murky and unclear until the things they depicted had come to pass.

      Pulling the cover tighter, Isobel shuddered. Her dream had started just as tonight had ended, with Matteo coming after her in the hallway. But it hadn't been him at all. What she'd seen in her dream had not been a man. Instead it was a mask, a shell covering something dark—a creature of shade and shadow. Not human.

      The realization settled into her heart as her long suppressed instincts flared to life. Something was wrong with the count’s son. The gathering shadows she'd seen in his eyes earlier were not some trick of the light.

      It was black magic. And of all people, she would know.

      How could this have happened? The Montgomery household, indeed all of England, was supposed to be her haven. She had left all memories of magic and spellcraft behind in Highlands. What was left of that life, of her legacy, was buried with her grandmother. And then there was her vow.

      She had promised her mother on her deathbed that she would never again do magic, and wouldn't consort with others who did. She had sworn to go to her grave a normal woman.

      For a time, when she was quite small, Isobel had embraced everything magical. Her grandmother had been adamant that she be trained in her craft, as had her own mother and grandmother before her. One of her daughter's, Isobel's aunt Moira, had also been trained.

      But Isobel's mother had not wanted that life for herself. She always said one witch in the family was enough, and two was already too many. But she hadn't objected when grandmother Helen had decided to teach Isobel magic. Not until Moira had died.

      Every other day from the time Isobel was six until she was twelve years old, she would spend afternoons with her grandmother. While her father took care of her classical education, grandmother Helen would teach her about herb lore and basics of spellcraft. They would tramp through the woods near their home, collecting herbs, rocks, and occasional insects or small animals.

      Isobel had never learned what actually happened to those small animals. At the time, she had been dying of curiosity, eager to learn the upper-level spells that required such a sacrifice. Growing up around farm animals had taught her not to be sentimental about such creatures. But her grandmother had told her she would learn what was needed at the right time.

      But that time hadn't come. Her aunt had died and all lessons had ceased. Her grandmother had been so upset, but even Isobel's father had agreed that it was for the best in light of what had happened.

      From that day, Isobel had been taught to fear her gift and what might happen to her if others learned of it. And judging from the way the local villagers had turned on her grandmother, she was right to do so. Even Isobel, a mere child, hadn't been immune to their nasty looks and the whispers that followed her whenever she went into the village.

      She clutched the pillow tighter as pain filled her chest. She fought to push the hurtful memories away, but last night's meal had brought all those long buried feelings back to the surface.

      What was she going to do about Matteo?

      In reality there was little she could do, save avoid him. She hoped he let her.
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      It was another unseasonably fine day, and Isobel couldn't stop herself from taking the children out of doors. But she quickly came to regret that decision when she felt the weight of his stare on the back of her neck.

      Isobel resolutely kept her eyes on the children, but Amelia, more attuned to the moods of the adults around her, seemed to sense her tension, She would sneak glances behind Isobel and fidget with her skirts. Isobel tried to reassure the child by smiling at her as their reading lesson continued.

      The little girl wasn't fooled. Amelia didn't smile back and her eyes kept wandering behind Isobel to the tree line at the start of the forest. Isobel didn't need to look behind her to know that Matteo was there. She didn't know what he was doing, but she could feel him. She could feel him everywhere these days.

      It had been a mistake to bring the children outside again. She should have stayed in the schoolroom for today's lesson, but she'd felt trapped inside the house. If Matteo was nearby—and it didn't matter where—then she knew exactly where he was. It was only out of doors that she could catch her breath lately.

      Eventually, Amelia relaxed and Isobel followed suit. Matteo had finally wandered to the stables. Unfortunately, it wasn't the only time they saw him that day. He was strolling the kitchen gardens when the children sat down to lunch and was loitering near the stairs when they went up to the schoolroom to continue afternoon lessons. The pattern was repeated in the following days until Isobel started to feel haunted.

      In all that time, Matteo only tried to speak to her once, when she was crossing the foyer after the children to take them upstairs early one afternoon. He appeared out of the shadows with that unnatural quiet step of his, startling her into stopping short when she should have continued after her charges.

      “Signorina,” he said, bowing deeper than was required for someone of her station. “I see you and the children have been enjoying the fine weather.”

      Blushing slightly despite herself, Isobel nodded. “It won't last long, I'm afraid,” she said, looking around.

      She hoped one of the Montgomerys would appear, and even found herself wishing for the count's oppressive and disapproving presence. But she was alone as Martin and Amelia made their way up the stairs and Matteo continued to make polite inquiries, mostly about the children and their lessons, which Isobel felt obliged to answer.

      Despite her apprehension, Isobel felt flushed and warm under the young lord's gaze. She avoided looking directly into his eyes, but keeping her focus below his neck just highlighted his broad shoulders and large muscular arms. She idly wondered if Italy had gentleman's sporting clubs like Gentleman Jackson's Pugilism saloon. The width and breadth of his shoulders suggested he spent a lot of time in such pursuits.

      Stop.

      Matteo wasn't a normal man, and she was not at liberty to enjoy his attentions.

      A little movement startled her again, and she looked down to see Amelia creeping close. She smiled down at her charge, marveling at the little girl's bravery. Amelia had shown every sign of being afraid of all adults and Matteo in particular.

      The little girl was a more perceptive child than most, and even though Isobel was fairly certain she didn't have the sight, she knew Amelia could feel Isobel's tension every time their guest appeared.

      The fact that Amelia had come down the stairs to stand with Isobel said a lot about her inner fortitude. She wondered how much of that was due the untimely death of her parents and being uprooted from the only home she had ever known.

      Matteo smiled down at her charge and kneeled down to talk to her. Isobel resisted the urge to pull the child behind her skirts.

      “And how do you like your new governess?” he asked softly after a brief discussion on the virtues of ponies, smiling up at Isobel.

      That single unguarded look confirmed that the shadowy darkness was still there, flickering behind his eyes. In fact, it seemed like that blackness had spread like a halo around his head.

      Amelia was politely answering his questions, but she squeezed Isobel's hand, betraying her discomfort.

      “My lord, I really must continue with this afternoon's lessons,” Isobel said gently, and Matteo straightened up with a wry grin.

      “Of course,” he said, shuffling back a few steps.

      His movement was slower than it had been a minute earlier and for a second she imagined that a flicker of pain crossed his face. He was definitely growing paler.

      “Are you feeling well, my lord?” she asked before she could stop herself.

      Matteo nodded, his expression growing distant. “I'm fine,” he lied quietly, before walking away.
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        * * *

      

      Isobel told herself that she didn’t care about what was wrong with Matteo, but his degeneration in the following days was so startling that she couldn’t help being concerned.

      He stopped wandering the grounds, trailing after her and the children. In fact, she no longer saw him much at all, even when the weather turned poor shortly afterward and they were all confined to the house.

      The few times she did see him, he was in such obvious pain that her heart hurt watching him.

      He could no longer walk unaided. The male servants that accompanied the Conte reappeared, helping Matteo from room to room while the house servants whispered like mad about the turn of events.

      “'E was doing so well a few days ago,” Mary said with a moue of dismay as she nibbled on some bread, standing near the kitchen hearth.

      Isobel, who had come to visit Cook and have a cup of tea, nodded as the matronly woman settled her large frame at the table.

      “Aye, but now he's as poorly as when they all arrived,” Cook said with a frown. “Must be one of those repeating diseases where the bad spells come and go. Like consumption.”

      Even though Isobel didn't know of any cases of consumption whose symptoms came and went, she nodded sagely in agreement.

      “It's such pity,” Mary continued. “E's such a 'andsome strapping man. I do hope 'e recovers quickly so 'e can enjoy the rest of 'is visit, riding and 'unting with the Master. 'E does seat a horse so well,” she gushed.

      Cook tsked. “If he does improve, you'd best stay out of his way. Stop peeking at him from behind your lashes. You know very well he only has eyes for one young lady here, one more appropriate to his station.”

      Isobel blushed as the two women turned to her with knowing grins. “I'm afraid you overstate the case,” she said. “His lordship has not expressed an interest beyond seeing me added to the guests for dinner. He is probably just bored and desires to converse with someone nearer his own age. And he's stopped asking for that as well, come to think of it.”

      Cook scoffed. “Only because he's too unwell to come down to dinner. Takes a tray in his room these days. His interest is as clear as day, or at least it was when he was well. Since he's taken a turn, he's withdrawn a bit but that's pro'lly just because he's ill. Must do something to a man's pride to have his sweetheart see him brought so low.”

      Isobel's eyes widened in alarm, and she nearly choked on her tea. “I'm not his sweetheart,” she said earnestly.

      “Not yet,” Mary replied in a sing-song voice before continuing to wax poetic on the width and breadth of Matteo's shoulders.

      Cook let the foolish maid go on and on, so Isobel hurriedly finished her tea before excusing herself and taking the rear stairs back up to her room.

      Things were not going well if even Cook believed Matteo was her sweetheart. If all the servants were of one mind, what were the members of the household thinking? Lady Montgomery probably wasn't concerned, but Sir Clarence and the Conte were probably irritated with her right now.

      She could only hope that Matteo recovered and this visit ended quickly. She didn't want to jeopardize her position here, and Sir Clarence did not strike her as an understanding person. In truth, if something untoward happened, she was sure the blame would rest on her.

      Lost in her thoughts, she was passing the family's private parlor on her way to the third-floor servant stairs. A loud thud inside the room startled her. Alarmed, she hurried to the doorway and saw Matteo, alone, sprawled on the floor. Instinct rushed her to his side. Hovering over him, she was torn between kneeling to help him and running for assistance.

      Then he looked up.

      His eyes were pitch black, a sharp contrast to his pale face. All the color he had gained in the last week was gone. His face was starkly etched with lines of pain and grief etched on either side of his mouth.

      Despite her intention to remain aloof, she dropped to her knees at his side. “Let me help, you my lord.”

      “No,” he said in a thin raspy voice, waving her away.

      She ignored him and helped him to his seat with a firm hand. “Should I call the servants? Perhaps find the count's footman? Or the Conte himself?”

      He shook his head. “Just go,” he whispered, squeezing his eyes shut as he put a hand to his chest and winced.

      Isobel wanted to wince in empathy too as he rocked back in his seat. Her hand was rising of its own accord to stroke his brow, but the flare-up of black in his aura stopped her short. Heart pounding, she retreated a step and he looked back up at her.

      “Leave!” he yelled, making her jump.

      She nodded weakly and turned on her heel, nearly crashing into the Conte, who'd appeared out of nowhere. The old man shot her another one of his disapproving stares before dismissing her with an irritated wave. Forced to walk around him, she hurriedly made her way out of the room.
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      Isobel hadn't seen their handsome houseguest for days, but her nights were filled with troubling dreams of him.

      She couldn't forget his eyes the last time she'd seen him. Or the pain that had been obvious in his voice. Distracted and still exhausted from lack of sleep, she went down to the kitchen for another cup of tea after morning lessons.

      The stable master, John, was visiting the kitchen, as well. He was still wrapped in his thick woolen coat and muffler, sipping on a large steaming cup next to the table where Mary and Sarah, Lady Montgomery's ladies maid, were chattering like magpies.

      “Did you hear? Another girl's gone missing!” Sarah said, her wide round face flushed.

      Isobel stopped short, half-way to the tea kettle.

      “A third has gone missing?” Isobel said, a sinking feeling in her stomach. She took the cup Cook offered her and sat next to the maids with a nod of acknowledgment at John. “Who is it this time?”

      John straightened importantly. “A scullery maid for the Hendersons. Janet. Not considered reliable.”

      The Hendersons were minor country gentry, with a small estate in the neighborhood. They didn't have as large a staff as the Montgomerys, who were the most prominent family in the area. The fact that one of their few maids had gone missing was troubling. Her absence would have been noticed. Even if she had been unreliable.

      “What the devil is going on?” Isobel muttered, forgetting herself.

      But only Sarah raised her eyebrows. The others just nodded or shrugged in agreement.

      John shook his head. “Except for Lottie, the missing women are not the most dependable sort. Might not have been missed under normal circumstances. Makes you wonder.”

      Isobel silently agreed that the circumstances were suspicious. If someone was luring away young women, perhaps to sell, they would have picked ones just like those who'd gone missing. Except for the baker's daughter, whose disappearance couldn't be explained away so easily.

      If a kidnapping ring was operating in the neighborhood, she had to believe they would have been more careful. All of the girls going missing in such a small and relatively isolated area like this simply called too much attention to the disappearances. Hunting young vulnerable women would have been easier in a city.

      Unless something else was going on. Throat tight, Isobel forced herself to swallow her tea as the others speculated, sometimes wildly, on the fate of the disappeared. Sarah's idea that the girls had been transported to the Colonies to become courtesans was by far the most entertaining.

      But sadly not the most likely, Isobel thought before Mary distracted her.

      “I'll be up to 'elp ye dress at quarter to seven Miss,” she said.

      “To dress? For dinner?”

      “Didn't you tell her?” Cook asked, scowling at Sarah. Her features smoothed and she smiled. “You've been asked to join the family for dinner again. It seems his lordship is feeling better. Had a turn last night. Woke up fit as a fiddle this morning, even went riding.”

      Isobel could feel the color draining from her face. “Is that right?” she asked, breathlessly.

      Was it possible?

      Of course it was. She'd seen the darkness seeping into Matteo's aura herself. She'd tried to ignore what that had meant, but the unsettled feeling in the pit of her stomach had been there from the moment she had seen him. And her current tension had been a constant companion since she'd learned of the missing baker's daughter.

      The coincidence between the missing girl and the man’s dramatic recovery was too great. She'd been hoping she was wrong, but she couldn't keep lying to herself. Matteo was responsible for the disappearances.

      And if he was, those girls were dead.

      “Are you all right?” John was standing in front of her, his hand on her shoulder.

      Startled, Isobel suppressed a shudder. “I'm fine,” she lied.

      Cook pushed John out the way. “You're as pale as a sheet gel. Do you feel ill?”

      Isobel took a shaky breath. “Er, yes. I think so. Maybe I've caught Amelia's cold.”

      The little girl, used to the milder climate of the south, had been suffering from a small cold all week. Isobel never got sick from those sorts of minor complaints, but it was too convenient excuse to ignore.

      “That's a pity. Why don't you head upstairs to your bed, and I'll send up a toddy. Maybe you'll feel better in time for dinner,” Cook said, as Isobel rose unsteadily from the table.

      “I don't think I'm going to be able to dine with the family,” Isobel said slowly, “Would one of you please convey my regrets?”

      Cook clucked her tongue. “Mary will inform the Master,” she said. “It's such a shame, you falling ill just when your suitor is better.”

      “He's not her suitor,” John scowled, and Isobel shot him a grateful smile.

      “No, he's not,” she agreed before taking her leave.

      The children's afternoon lesson was going to be canceled.
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        * * *

      

      Isobel sighed with relief as the dinner hour came and went. No one had questioned her 'illness'.

      She'd been in bed since mid-afternoon, truly exhausted in both body and mind. The afternoon's revelation had been difficult to stomach, but she knew the truth now.

      But what was she supposed to do? She couldn't stay in bed indefinitely. The Garibaldis were scheduled to stay on for another week at least. How could she look Matteo in the eye and not reveal what she knew about him? How could she look at him at all without screaming?

      Maybe it was time for her grandmother to die...again. Surely Sir Clarence wouldn't begrudge her a visit home to bury her grandmother? When he had questioned her about her background, she had been vague about her relations. He would have no idea the woman had passed long ago.

      A sick relative probably wouldn't win her any sympathy, but if one had passed away suddenly he would be extremely hardhearted to refuse her leave.

      She would have to send herself a letter somehow. If she suddenly received word of a dead relative without getting a missive addressed to her, then there was little hope of getting away and keeping her position. The downstairs footman collected the post from the nearby village of Ford every morning. She would need to get down there before he left.

      Formulating a plan, Isobel drifted to sleep.
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        * * *

      

      At first, the dream was sensual. She was standing in a darkened room with Matteo, who held her in a passionate embrace. Her body was pressed against his while his long-fingered patrician hands moved over her body. In her fantasy, Matteo was well and whole—and she was enjoying the touch of his gloved hands with an indecent amount of enthusiasm.

      But soon the soft caress became hard and threatening. The air in her lungs expelled violently as her chest was compressed with an arm tightening around her like a vise. Gasping for breath, she flailed wildly. Something was shoved into her mouth and covered with something rough.

      Certain she was being smothered to death, her eyes flew open as she clutched at the hand on her face. In the darkness of her room, she couldn't make out anything but a large hulking form bent over her.

      Terror flooded her body like mercury coursing through her veins. Panicked, she clawed at the hand covering her mouth in order to plead with Matteo for her life.

      The realization it was not him came as movement from the shadows caught her attention. The massive hand over her mouth was strong and calloused, the hand of a laborer or a servant.

      She tried to scream, but it was muffled by the gag that had been shoved into her mouth as she was hauled out of bed. Lashing out with all her strength, she kicked and screamed anyway, trying to get her assailant to release her.

      “Help me. This one's a hellcat,” her attacker hissed, and she nearly froze in surprise.

      The man had spoken in Italian.

      More muffled noises came as the second man stepped from the shadows to join the first, crossing a shaft of moonlight as he did so. He was shorter and thinner than the first and she recognized him as the older servant that served Matteo in his illness. Which meant that the one holding her was the muscular, blunt-featured one.

      She doubled her efforts, a terrified whimper escaping her as she fought with all her strength, but it was useless. The second man took hold of her legs while the first held her arms and tied them together. They dragged her to the door and spirited her down the steps of the servant's staircase.

      They moved with practiced speed and stealth—a realization that made her heart sink. She doubted anyone had heard her muffled cries for help. Despite her struggles, she was soon out of doors, the cold night air seeping through her thin lawn nightgown with icy fingers. Tears welled in her eyes as she was unceremoniously dumped into the count's waiting carriage and locked inside. The two men climbed onto the driver's box, and the conveyance sped away.

      The carriage lantern was unlit and the curtains were drawn. In the dim interior, she could only make out the faint outline of the benches though the moonlight filtering through the covered windows. Isobel tried to sit up, but the violent rocking of the interior and her bound hands made it nearly impossible. Twisting she wormed and crawled until she was sitting up, using her legs to brace herself against the bench. With her hands tied in front of her, she lifted stiff fingers to her mouth to pull at the hastily tied gag.

      It took some effort to pull the cloth binding off. Coughing and spitting, she yanked at the gag until it came off in her hands. She couldn't be sure in the darkness, but the object in her hands resembled a man's cravat.

      Oh, God.

      Was this what had happened to the others? Had they been snatched from their very beds to feed the beast?

      In spite of what she knew, it was hard to acknowledge that she was referring to Matteo. Unable to process what was happening, her thoughts skittered over what had transpired to bring her to this point, kidnapped and being taken to him in the dead of night. And her mind threatened to freeze and go dark over what would happen next.

      Sweat beading on her lip, she tried to force her hands apart to loosen the rope tying them together. The coarsely woven line bit into the flesh, burning her skin as she desperately attempted to work herself free.

      The carriage rumbled to a sudden stop. Isobel was thrown to the floor as the door flew open. The larger of the count's two servants climbed inside and hauled her up with both hands. His fingers dug into her flesh as he dragged her from the carriage.

      Taking a deep breath she prepared to scream as loudly as she could, but it died in her throat as she took in the sight before her. The Conte and his other servant were waiting in front of a thatched tenant cottage at the far edge of the Montgomery property.

      She had passed it in the early days of her employment when she made it her purpose to familiarize herself with the area around her. Back then it had been in a bad state of disrepair, but she knew from the other servants that repairs had commenced hurriedly earlier this month in order to finish before winter truly set in.

      But it wasn't the sight of the Conte or the cottage that froze her in stupefied shock. No, it was Clarence Montgomery pacing at the edge of the lantern light.

      “Sir Clarence!” she gasped as she was hauled in front of the men in her thin nightgown, the large servant holding her in front of him.

      Her employer turned to her, anger and a little disgust clearly etched on his face.

      “She was supposed to be blindfolded and gagged!” he hissed at the count, his breath steaming in the cold night air.

      The Conte shot his servants an angry glance before schooling his features. He turned to Sir Clarence. “It hardly matters,” he said coldly in his coarsely accented English.

      Another blast of icy fear blew through her as the count gestured imperiously and the hulking servant began to drag her to the door.

      “No, you can't do this!” she screamed. “I can't just disappear like the others! Everyone is talking about those missing girls. But I'm not an unreliable housemaid or a poor baker's daughter! My father was a gentleman just like you! If I disappear in the middle of the night out of my bed, everyone will suspect you!”

      Sir Clarence covered his face with his hands before dropping them to glare at the count. “She already knows!” he said nervously. “And if she does then the whole staff does, or will soon.”

      “It has to be her. He's fixated. Now stop dragging your feet. It's already too late,” the Conte said, his eyes flat and cold as he looked down at Sir Clarence.

      The servant resumed dragging her to the closed door of the cottage. She tried to dig in her heels, but her bare feet grazed the ground as she was hauled unceremoniously to the entrance.

      “My lord, think of the children!” she yelled back over her shoulder as the other servant threw open the door.

      The dimly lit interior of the cottage seemed more ominous than the mouth of hell. Struggling with what remained of her strength, she twisted her head back in time to see Sir Clarence turning his back on her.

      The count, however, followed them inside.

      The servant behind the Conte entered with the lantern. He hurried inside and set the lantern on a rough wooden table to her left. The light cast the interior of the single room in stark relief.

      Little furniture occupied the space. In addition to the table, there was a chair and a fireplace in the process of being retiled. Against the far wall, a mattress lay on the floor. A large and terribly still figure slumped down over it.

      It was Matteo, unconscious, with his hands bound behind him.
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      Isobel was too surprised to move, even as she was forced to sit in the lone chair in the room. The man began to tie her wrists to the chair's arms while the other servant faced Matteo and hesitated.

      “What is happening?” Isobel asked in a horrified whisper.

      This wasn't what she had been expecting at all. Why would Matteo be tied up as well?

      The Conte ignored her. “Don't dawdle. Untie him,” he ordered, before turning to the other guard. “No one opens this door till morning.”

      Both servants nodded before the shorter one rushed to the bound man. He loosened the ropes until he was able to slip them off. Hurriedly, he adjusted Matteo's arms to a more comfortable position. The movement disturbed the unconscious man and he began to stir.

      The sound that came from Matteo as he regained consciousness chilled her to the bone. It was somewhere between a growl and something similar to a cat's purr—an extremely large and dangerous cat like the lion she had heard once at the Edinburgh zoo with her father.

      The noise he made sent a shudder through her. And she wasn't alone. The smaller servant straightened up as if Matteo really were a predatory cat that had snapped at him. He backed away quickly. Behind her, the larger servant snickered. Then Matteo opened his eyes and he stopped abruptly.

      Isobel took one look at those black soulless orbs and knew she was going to die. Time slowed down for an endless moment, then he blinked and his vision seemed to clear. He looked at her, and for the first time really saw her, bound to the chair not more than ten paces from him.

      His face contorted. “No!” His voice was broken—guttural and coarse. “No, not her!”

      There was a rush of movement behind her. She didn't have to turn around to know the other men were fleeing. The door slammed shut with the heavy sound a wood thudding against the jamb. It had been barred from the outside, no doubt one of the new “improvements.”

      “No,” Matteo whispered, struggling to his feet.

      Isobel closed her eyes and cringed in her seat as he ran toward her. But there was only the whipping of air across her face and then nothing. Opening her eyes she craned her neck to look behind her. He was at the door, banging on it with closed fists. He was crying out, the sound animalistic and desperate. His words were clear enough.

      In between repeated shouts of 'Not her!' he was begging his father to kill him.
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        * * *

      

      Matteo quieted down after a few minutes, but Isobel couldn't see him. The door was directly behind her and try as she might, she was unable to twist her neck back far enough. He hadn't moved, but his hard breathing grated in her ears until it evened out and deepened. She wondered if he had fallen asleep. If he had, maybe she could get
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