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      Scotland, October 2008

      

      “David!” Tara clutched the armrest of the Jaguar sedan as they roared into oncoming traffic outside Glasgow Airport. She was unaccustomed to seeing cars approach on the right, and the sight unnerved her. But she was even more unnerved by David’s brusque manner. They’d been apart for more than a week, and he’d given her only a brief kiss and hug after she’d cleared customs. “Do you have to drive so fast?”

      “I’m not driving that fast!”

      She glanced at his profile. “Is there something wrong?”

      He gave her a terse smile. “Of course not. Just stressed. Sorry if I snapped, Tare.”

      Tara sat back and tried to relax, but her shoulders felt as tight as stone. Maybe David was experiencing the same doubts she was and just didn’t want to admit it.

      He’d asked her to marry him in the heat of the moment a month ago—and facing her thirty-fifth birthday in December—she’d said yes. So here she was, racing through the Ayrshire rain to Corbin Hall, the Scottish family estate of her fiancé, the place where she would become David Corbin’s wife.

      Every time she thought about becoming his wife, Tara felt a rush of claustrophobia. It wasn’t just the idea of marrying David that made her panic. It was marrying anyone. She couldn’t imagine vowing to stay with someone until death did them part. She hadn’t met a man yet who’d inspired such loyalty in her. Not even David.

      Tara looked over at David as he answered his cell phone for the fourth time in the last half hour. She glanced at his thinning chestnut hair that he’d soon have to buzz cut instead of spike. She let her gaze wander over his slight frame and narrow face. He wasn’t the most handsome man in the world, and he didn’t make her heart go pitter pat with happiness, but that was all right with her. She wasn’t the type of woman to get swept off her feet by a man’s appearance anyway.

      She knew she had trust issues, especially with men. But David had entered her world from the sidelines, which had allowed her to lower her guard with him. When he’d been hired as her cohost on Fact or Fiction, they’d both been in relationships. Over the seven months she’d known him, she’d grown to enjoy his outgoing personality on the show, never expecting their banter to morph into anything more serious. But when their relationships both failed, they turned to each other for solace. And six months later, he’d proposed.

      She had come to believe that for her, David was as good as it was going to get.

      “Good,” David said into the phone, his Scottish accent barely noticeable. “We’ll do the episode shots as soon as you get here, and then the wedding on Saturday. Hire a local with tons of lights. The place is like a cave!”

      Tara jerked to attention. Shots? Wedding? Tons of lights? She stared at David, demanding that he look at her.

      “What’s going on?” she asked. As far as she was concerned, the wedding was to be a private affair. No paparazzi and no fans. David had agreed to a quiet ceremony.

      David winked at her and looked away. “The future Mrs. Corbin is asking for details,” he said into the phone, most likely to Chris Gable, their director. “You know how she is.” He gave the dry chuckle she’d come to recognize as his way of masking his innate nervousness.

      Tara came to full attention at his words. No, how was she? Was her behavior part of an inside joke with the crew? Apparently Chris was in on the joke, because David laughed again. His small, gray eyes crinkled at their corners.

      “You’ve got that right,” David said, rolling his eyes.

      “David!” Tara exclaimed. “What’s going on?”

      “I’ll have to get back to you, Chris,” David began, and then paused to listen to the voice on the other end of the phone.

      “Hang up!” Tara mouthed, pointing at the phone and glaring at him.

      He glanced at her, grimacing.

      “Hang up!”

      They’d promised each other to leave their jobs behind until after the honeymoon, but David had only stuck to the agreement for a few minutes. Finally, he jabbed the call off, but kept the phone in his hand, always at the ready.

      “David, what in the world is going on?”

      Still holding the phone, he grabbed her wrist with two of his fingers and gave her a squeeze. “I’ve come up with a killer idea, Tara.”

      “Really? Like turning your phone off for a week—and I mean really off?”

      “Funny.” He smirked at her and then switched his attention back to the rainy road. “No, when I say killer idea, I mean killer.”

      “So what is it?”

      “Well, first off, you remember how I told you about my uncle’s property?”

      “That it’s been in the family for centuries?”

      “Yes. But more to the point, there’s an old castle on the estate. One of the oldest in Scotland. Nothing more than a ruin, actually.”

      “I take it this is the dark place?”

      “Yes. But here’s the cool thing, Tara. Castle Corbin is supposedly haunted. By a ghost. By the Lady in Green.”

      “You never mentioned that.”

      “I know. I’d completely forgotten until an old friend of mine reminded me when I got here the other day. And the even cooler thing is, this Lady in Green shows up at a certain time of year—every year—like clockwork.”

      “And when is that?”

      “October 11th.”

      “The day of our wedding.”

      David raised his eyebrows at her. “Exactly!”

      “You’re telling me, David Corbin,” Tara said, trying to keep her voice level, “that you want to turn our wedding into a Fact or Fiction episode?”

      “Exactly!” He slapped the steering wheel with his free hand. “It’s genius! I’m a frickin’ genius, Tare!”

      He squeezed her wrist again and grinned, his enthusiasm filling up his side of the car. Obviously he hadn’t noticed the icy cloud that had descended upon the passenger side. He was like that when obsessed by an idea—totally self-absorbed.

      “You’re going to turn our wedding ceremony into a television show,” she added. “A circus.”

      “I knew you would say that!”

      “But you went ahead and made arrangements anyway?”

      “Hell, yes! Most of the crew is coming to the wedding anyway. We can kill two birds with one stone, Tare. And once the episode airs, Castle Corbin will be famous—which will bring in some tourist bucks for my uncle.”

      “No,” Tara said.

      “No to what?”

      “No to the whole idea. You promised we’d have a quiet wedding, David, and that’s what I want. Only a few people. Me in a white dress. And you in a church.”

      “Fine. Castle Corbin has a chapel.”

      “I thought you said it was a ruin.”

      “It is, but its chapel will make a great backdrop. You’ll see.” He glanced at her. “Besides that, there’s one other thing.”

      “What?”

      “I didn’t want to tell you and ruin the trip.”

      “Tell me.” She crossed her arms. “You know how I hate being in the dark.”

      “Our ratings have slipped again. I had a conference call with the producers yesterday. They think we need more woo-woo and less science.”

      “More spectacle, you mean.”

      “They said it, not me.” He took both hands off the wheel for a moment and shrugged.

      Tara frowned. “So not only do we make the show more of a spectacle, we make a spectacle of ourselves, too.”

      He shot her a smile. “You have to admit a televised version of you and me getting married will snag a ton of viewers.”

      “No!”

      “It could save the show, Tara. Save our careers!”

      “David, are you listening to me?” Tara clutched his arm. “I don’t want our wedding aired on national television!”

      David jerked away just as the car hit a particularly nasty curve. Taken off guard, he slammed on the brakes. Without so much as a squeal of tires, the Jaguar slid sideways. David dropped his phone and grabbed the wheel with both hands while Tara jammed down an imaginary brake on the floorboard. But neither of them could keep the sedan from hydroplaning off the wet asphalt. Tara screamed David’s name as the car sailed over the edge of the road and plunged down an embankment. The Jag hit the rocky slope, crushing the grill and shattering the windows, and then rolled end-over-end and crashed into something hard a hundred feet down a glen. She felt a sharp sensation in her leg, a rush of cold air, and then everything went black.
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      Tara awoke to pain glowing in her ankle and David’s worried face hovering over her. She lay on a hard surface, her senses swirling, her face and hands stinging.

      “Tara, thank God!” he exclaimed, brushing away wet tendrils of hair that were plastered to her cheek. “You’re alive!”

      “Just,” she gasped. She glanced at his slender face. He looked pale, but then his fair Gaelic skin always looked pale to her. “Are you okay?”

      “Yeah, but Jesus, Tara, you could have gotten us killed! What were you trying to do, for Christ’s sake?”

      “I was trying to get your attention,” she retorted, amazed that David had just accused her of causing the accident.

      “Well you certainly got it all right.” He clenched his jaw and bent to assess her physical condition.

      Tara bit back the outrage she felt at being blamed for the wreck. Had David been more careful—if he hadn’t been speeding and self-absorbed—she wouldn’t be lying half-dead at the bottom of a ravine. But if she allowed herself to blow up, she might say more than she meant to, things she could never retract. She took a deep breath, knowing how close she was to using David’s recklessness as a reason to ditch him and their life together, just as she had found a reason to ditch every relationship she’d ever had when the old claustrophobia set in.

      She held her breath and remained silent until the flames of her anger subsided. She was determined that her relationship with David would be successful. She was thirty-five years old. Her biological clock was ticking—faster every year—and the older she got the fewer eligible men crossed her path. It wasn’t every day she was going to meet a man as well suited to her as David Corbin, and she knew it. In fact, one day, should David’s uncle remain childless, David would become Lord Corbin, and she would be his lady.

      Lady Corbin. Heady stuff for a girl who had grown up in the backwoods of Tennessee. And she did love David in her own stunted way. She was sure of it.

      Tara ran a dry tongue across her lips while David checked out her leg. Her body ached all over. Her clothes were soaked. How long had she lain unconscious in the rain? The ground beneath her hips felt unusually hard, and then she realized she must be in a cave of some kind, protected from the torrent of rain and wind outside. When David lifted her right leg, she cried out.

      “Looks like your ankle is swollen,” he commented, staring down at her. “But it isn’t black and blue. That’s a good sign.”

      She struggled to raise her shoulders so she could look down the length of her body, but David pressed her back.

      “Don’t move. You might have internal injuries.” He urged her back down. “Where’s your phone? Mine’s not working. And I’ve got to call for help.”

      “It’s in my purse.”

      David glanced around. Then he swore under his breath. “I’ll see if I can find it. You wait here. Don’t move.”

      Move? She had no intention of moving. She doubted she could even stand up.

      Gently he placed her leg back on the stone floor, scrambled to his feet, and limped out of the cave. Within seconds, his dark shape was engulfed by the storm. Tara fought back a surge of frustration. She wasn’t accustomed to being the weak one or being left behind.

      She sat up. Maybe there was something she could use for a crutch. She looked around, surprised to discover she wasn’t in a cave after all. David had carried her just inside the entry of a small stone chamber, no more than twelve by twelve feet. The structure was old, its walls spotted with lichen, its corners draped in cobwebs.

      She squinted, allowing her eyes to adjust to the gloom behind her, and was startled to see the outlines of what looked to be a sarcophagus against the far wall, with a stone effigy of a knight on top. She could just make out two stone feet crossed at the ankles, the edge of a long sword, the rise of a shoulder, and the studded curve of a medieval helm.

      “David!” she cried, not all that crazy about lying next to a dead person.

      David came running, her too-flat purse hanging from one hand and something else in his other. “What’s wrong?” he asked.

      “This place is a tomb! I’m in a crypt!”

      David shot a quick glance around the chamber, as if seeing it for the first time. “It’s a crypt all right, but at least it’s dry.”

      “Get me out of here, David. Please!”

      “I will, I will. Don’t panic!”

      “Call 9-9-9!”

      “I can’t. I couldn’t find your goddamn phone in this shitty rain.”

      “It’s in my purse.” She nodded at the bag he held out. “There, in the outside pocket.”

      “No, it isn’t. Stuff went everywhere when the car rolled, including your phone.” He plopped the empty purse on the floor beside her shoulder. “And it’s a fucking jungle out there. The place is covered with brambles!”

      That explained her scratched hands and face. David must have carried her through a patch of briers.

      “What about the Psalter?”

      “I did find that.” He held out a small box clutched in his other hand.

      “Thank goodness!” She took the sandalwood box from him and carefully brushed away the dirt that smudged one corner. Just touching the Psalter’s protective box settled her jangled nerves. Gently, she nestled it in her purse.

      “But I’ll never find your phone out there, Tara.”

      “So what do we do?”

      “I’ll have to go for help.” When he saw the look of protest on her face, he held up both hands. “Don’t worry. It’s not far. Only a couple of miles, at most.”

      Alarm flared through her. “David, don’t even think about leaving me here.” It took every shred of her self-control to keep from grabbing his pant leg. “This place has a creep factor of ten out of ten.”

      “Don’t tell me you’re afraid of the dark,” David chided, straightening. “Not Tara Lewis.”

      “Of course I’m not.” She swallowed more fear back, determined not to let it show. “But there might be wild animals around.”

      “Maybe a highland cow. That’s about as wild an animal as you’ll get. Don’t worry. You’ll be safe here.” David dropped to one knee. “And you simply can’t come with me, Tare. You can’t walk. And it’s too far to carry you.” His tone softened as he brushed a warm thumb across her forehead. It was the most intimate gesture he’d offered since picking her up at the Glasgow airport. “I won’t be long. Corbin Hall is right down the road. I’ll be back before you know it.”

      “Before it gets dark?”

      “Long before that.”

      Tara studied his eyes, trying to discern if he was telling the truth or just saying words to appease her. For all she knew, Corbin Hall was twenty miles away. And sure, it was only mid-afternoon, but the storm would banish the sun much sooner than usual. The shadows at the back of the crypt were already deepening.

      Still she had to trust him. In her condition, she had no choice. Besides, what could hurt her in the dark? Darkness never killed anyone. Humans in the dark could be a threat, certainly. But from the looks of it, no human being had stepped foot in this tomb for years—probably even centuries. She sighed.

      “That’s my brave girl,” David said, bending down to peck her on the lips. Even in her agitated state, she noticed the terseness of his kiss. He had thin lips, almost as if they had been painted on his skin instead of sculpted out of warm, masculine flesh. His kisses always left her wanting just a little bit more. Even now.

      She touched his arm. “Hurry back, David.”

      “I will, darling. I will.”

      

      In only moments, all signs of David had vanished. The storm raged outside, isolating her in the small stone chamber, shrinking her world to the perimeter of the ancient grave. For a moment, she wondered what type of man rested beneath the stone image and what had happened to him—until a sudden roaring noise and the sensation of agonizing pain flashed through her mind, shaking her to her core.

      Where had that come from?

      She cut off the thought. Better not to let her imagination wander in a place like this.

      She turned her attention to her own physical state instead. Her damp hair hung over her shoulders and in her left eye. Deftly, she drew back her light brown hair and knotted it over itself at the nape of her neck. Then joint-by-joint, she tested her ability to move, and soon discovered she was not as badly hurt as she had first believed. Only her right ankle seemed injured. She sat up and inspected her leg by delicately probing it with her fingers. The flesh around her ankle was swelling, but she had full movement. Her layman diagnosis was a sprain, nothing more. When the accident had occurred, she’d been pressing an imaginary brake. Her right foot had likely taken the brunt of the crash. In fact, her right hip was sore as well.

      The storm turned suddenly, sweeping across the opening of the tomb with a barrage of rain that drenched her all over again.

      “Dammit!” Tara exclaimed. She dragged herself further into the tomb, as the iron gate banged in the wind and the brambles twining around the bars fluttered like tattered banners. All she could see beyond the gate were the canes and leaves of a massive brier patch. She prayed that David would be able to locate this brier-buried tomb again.

      At the thought of being left in the crypt, especially through the night, Tara flushed with panic.

      “Get a grip!” she said to herself.

      She was her own worst enemy when it came to getting swept away by wild imaginings. Though she had made a career of debunking the paranormal and now had her own television show, Fact or Fiction, where she got to disprove mysteries every week, she could still wake up in the middle of the night, convinced her bad dreams were real. She was looking forward to having sensible David Corbin sleeping at her side, keeping her imagination in check. He’d be the voice of reason when the nightmares got the best of her. His gentle touch would calm her better than any sleeping tablet. Not being alone at night was going to be the best part of marriage to David.

      But one thing she had learned from her stint with Fact or Fiction was that there was always a reasonable explanation for things that went bump in the night. Always.

      Tara struggled to her feet so she could get a good look at the stone effigy atop the sarcophagus. The sculptor had been no Michelangelo, that’s for sure. In fact, the work seemed rushed, with chisel marks left unfinished, and details only hinted at—more a stone sketch than a true image of a man. Still, she got the impression that the knight whose bones lay buried here was broad-shouldered, clean-shaven, and had a prominent nose, from what she could see beneath the lines of his helmet anyway. She glanced down at the sculpture, which indicated that in life he’d worn chain mail covered by a flowing garment belted at the hips and emblazoned with a cross on his left breast. A distant memory niggled at her. She recognized his outfit from something she had read recently.

      “You were a Templar,” she said, pleased with herself. “You were a Knight Templar, weren’t you?”

      Tara felt a strange wave of disquiet pass through the tomb, like a whisper of wings. She shut it off. She was not going to allow herself to get swept into the dark corners of her mind. Not here, not anywhere.

      Tara glanced over her shoulder at the banging gate and tried to judge how long David had been gone. It seemed like hours since he had left her in the crypt, but she had no way to know for sure. She didn’t wear a watch, as she depended upon her cell phone to tell her the time of day. But her cell phone was out in the storm somewhere, hidden in the brambles. She couldn’t think about time, anyway. She would drive herself crazy. She had to distract herself, keep up the chatter. Uncontrollable shivering set in.

      She turned back to the stone effigy, hugging her trembling arms around her chest. There was no more to look at in the simple sculpture, so she switched her attention to the sides of the box. It was then she noticed the text chiseled into one side of the box. Maybe she could find out what the warrior’s name was.

      Carefully, Tara crouched down on one knee, gingerly extending her right leg. She traced the sculpted letters with the tips of her shaking fingers, squinting to make out the words.

      Shadows made her task difficult. She bent to allow the dying light to illuminate the blocky letters. And then she slowly read the text out loud, straining to make sense of the cryptic words and their crude rendering.

      
        
        
        O knight, so dark, so quiet and true,

        With face so fair and fine,

        Find refuge from the craven crow,

        Until I call thee to be mine.

        On Michaelmas shalt thou rise anew,

        A mortal man, again to face the fire.

        Together we shall change our fates,

        And thou shalt be mine heart’s desire.

      

      

      

      Craven crow? What a weird turn of phrase. And Michaelmas? What was that? Tara frowned, frustrated by her inability to comprehend the mysterious text. She still hadn’t discovered the knight’s name, either. Surely his name was written somewhere.

      Tara rose and limped around the sarcophagus, searching for clues. As she came around the end of the box, she found a name sculpted in the shadows below the knight’s booted feet.

      

      
        
        Hugh Lachlan

        1188 -

      

      

      

      The missing date unnerved her. Strange, that someone would bury a knight but not indicate the year of his death. She forced herself to concentrate on the warrior’s name instead.

      She said the name under her breath. “Hugh. Your name was Hugh Lachlan.” She glanced at the helmeted head of the knight. “That’s a nice name. Hugh. You must have been strong and dependable with a name like that. I’m Tara, by the way.”

      A sudden gust of wind burst down the glen and clanked the gate, as if to chastise her for acting so familiar in the presence of the long-dead knight. A shudder coursed through her that had nothing to do with her damp clothing. She bent to the sarcophagus, determined to occupy her mind before she completely freaked out. There was a band of writing around the entire box, serving as a decorative border. The letters were interspersed with stone bullets of leaves and flowers. Tara began at Hugh’s feet and made her way around the box, reading the words in a soft murmur.

      “Heal, fair knight,” she read, shifting to the next phrase. “Heal, fair knight.” She moved up the backside of the box. The phrase repeated up the long side, across the short end where his head would be, and down the long side that bore the mysterious text she’d read earlier. She kept going, mumbling the words, grateful to be preoccupied by yet another mystery.

      “Heal, fair knight,” she chanted as she traced the border with her finger. And then at the very end of the line, the phrase changed. She read it without a second thought.

      “Now rise, my knight.”

      

      The air stilled. She felt a drastic shift in the atmosphere, as if a preternatural force had muted the storm outside, as if the air were being sucked from her lungs and she would never take another breath, as if the whole world had taken on an unearthly bluish glow.

      And then she heard a scraping noise in front of her, of stone grating upon stone. An acrid smell hit her nostrils, the smell of something burnt, something that should never be burnt. Against every shred of good sense, she glanced down.

      The lid of the sarcophagus had moved. Tendrils of smoke wafted upward. Every horror movie she’d ever watched fast-forwarded through her mind.

      Terrified, Tara fell back, accidentally putting her full weight on her injured ankle. Crying out in pain, she crumpled to the floor, clutching her leg as she saw the lid inch farther to the side.

      Her mouth went dry with fright as she scrambled backward on the palms of her hands, propelling herself with her good foot, desperate to reach the iron gate.

      “Tara!” someone called from the tangle of briers beyond.

      “David!” she screamed in answer. She pulled herself up by the iron bars. She glanced behind her, over her shoulder. The lid of the sarcophagus was halfway off now. She dared not look inside the box, afraid that she would never be able to wipe the image from her mind, once she saw what lay in the shadows there. She had enough trouble sleeping at night. She couldn’t afford to add another dark tableau to her dreamscape.

      “Tara!”

      David appeared at the gate with a flashlight and a woman holding an umbrella. She’d never been so relieved to see a couple of human beings in her entire life.

      “David!” She flung herself into his arms, nearly knocking him down. Then she grabbed the sodden sleeve of his suit and urged him away from the tomb. “Get me the hell out of here!”

      “My God,” she heard the other woman say as David swept Tara into his arms, “The poor thing’s rather in a state, isn’t she?”

      “We need to get out of here!” Tara cried. “Now!” She kicked the gate shut with her good foot and refused to look back.
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      By the time they made it to the car at the top of the ravine, the howling wind had died down. The rain didn’t let up, however, and pelted them sideways as David helped Tara duck into the back seat.

      “You’ll have more room here to stretch out that leg,” he explained, positioning her injured limb on the bench seat. “Buckle up. I’ll be right back.”

      “You’re not going back down there!” Tara warned. “Not to that tomb.”

      David paused. “Why not?”

      “There’s something down there. Something alive!”

      “There can’t be,” the woman gave a musical laugh. “Come, David, let’s get this over with before we get completely soaked.”

      “David, no!” Tara cried. “I saw the lid on that tomb move. I smelled smoke—like something burned.  I know there was something coming to life down there!”

      “Tara, get a hold of yourself,” David touched her arm. “You’re raving!”

      “But I saw something!”

      “You just had a bump on the head.” He gave her forearm a squeeze. “Don’t worry. I’ll be right back.”

      “David!” She called after him. But in her injured state, there was nothing she could do to stop him. Worried sick, she watched David and the woman scramble back down the ravine for the suitcases. She kept her stare glued on the glen, barely taking a breath, until she spotted David coming back up the slope, one hand at the blond woman’s elbow, sharing her umbrella. Nothing seemed to be following them. Perhaps she had only imagined the tomb lid opening.

      Tara sat back, angry with herself. Who was she trying to kid? She’d seen the lid moving with her own eyes. There had been no imagining involved. She couldn’t explain how or why the lid had moved, but it had definitely shifted to one side.

      As soon as David stowed the bags in the trunk and jumped into the front seat of the car, his companion started up the engine and pulled onto the road.

      “You didn’t see anything down there?” Tara asked.

      “No.” David glanced at her over his shoulder, his eyes full of doubt. “What did you see?”

      “The lid on that coffin opening. Like Dracula coming to life. I swear, it moved.”

      “We’ve got lots of fairies and the like in Scotland,” the woman put in. “But vampires? I don’t believe so.”

      Tara couldn’t tell if the woman was trying to be funny or was out and out mocking her. She glanced at the blonde sitting next to her fiancé. The woman’s words still burned in her memory. She had referred to Tara as a “poor thing.” Tara flushed. She was not about to be anyone’s poor thing, especially this woman’s. Besides, anyone who had been in a car accident and left in a tomb in the middle of nowhere as darkness descended was entitled to be a little keyed up.

      She found David’s acquaintance studying her in the rear view mirror. The woman’s large, clear eyes narrowed as she smiled.

      “Morag Smithbank,” she said.

      Tara didn’t break the stare. “Tara Lewis. And thanks for the lift.”

      “Glad to be of help.” The woman tipped her head and smiled. “I was on my way to Corbin Hall anyway.”

      “Morag’s one of my childhood chums,” David put in.

      Morag’s glance slanted away from the mirror as she patted his arm. “David and I have known each other forever. Since birth. But I haven’t seen him in absolute ages!”

      As Morag talked, Tara peered out the window at the blurred shapes whizzing by. She half-expected to spot a figure lumbering through the heather, dragging a ragged burial shroud behind him. But all she saw were shrubs drooping with rain and low hills hanging with mist.

      “Morag’s a psychologist,” David continued over his shoulder, his tone brighter than Tara had ever heard in his voice. “She has a practice in Edinburgh.”

      “Lucky for us, the ‘doctor wasn’t in’ this afternoon.”

      “Well, I simply had to come home.” Morag smiled into the mirror again. “When David told me he was getting married, I felt it my duty as a fellow female to make sure you knew what you were getting into.”

      “You’ll have to dish all the dirt on David sometime.”

      “Yes, but will it be Fact or Fiction?” David turned to wiggle his eyebrows at her.

      Not amused by his reference to the show, Tara turned her attention back to the scenery. She couldn’t shake the feeling that something was out there—something that was following her to Corbin Hall. She clenched her jaw and told herself to stop thinking such crazy thoughts. There were no such things as vampires or creatures that crawled out of tombs, just as she doubted any Lady in Green existed.

      Of all people, she should know there had to be a rational explanation for what she’d experienced in the tomb. When she recovered, she would go back and find out just what had caused the grating sound and produced the acrid smell. Until then, she had to get a grip.

      Tara smoothed back her shoulder-length brown hair and wiped the soft flesh beneath her eyes, in case her mascara had smudged in the rain. She wasn’t about to let David’s psychologist friend think she was some kind of head case.

      The car purred up a long lane bordered by trees, whose smooth gray trunks looked like sentinels in the downpour. Morag turned the car into a gravel parking lot in front of an imposing stone structure and turned off the engine and lights.

      They had arrived at Corbin Hall.

      Tara felt another wave of disappointment pass over her as the wedding trip continued its downward spiral. She had planned to make a good first impression on David’s family, but in her present drowned-rat condition, topped by her scrapes and bruises, impressing anyone was out of the question. Instead of making the grand entrance she’d imagined, she was going to have to limp into Corbin Hall.

      As David helped her out of the car, Tara glanced up at the manor house. Its symmetrical wings were laid out on either side of a central hall, giving the appearance of three tidy boxes attached by a single roof. Judging by the practical architecture and elegant but unadorned façade, she guessed the manse had been built in the Georgian era, the late 1700s, and probably for a lord who spent more time in London than he did in the country.

      Castle Corbin was nowhere to be seen—at least not in this rain. Tara wondered where the old ruin was. Though she pooh-poohed the paranormal, she had a keen interest in historical buildings, and was anxious to see the old place.

      David insisted on carrying Tara into the house, and she let him. Better to arrive like a bride being transported over the threshold than to hobble across it. A light came on as they approached the door, and the large portal opened. An older female servant with snowy white hair, cardigan and pleated skirt stood aside as David strode into the house.

      “Good Lord!” the woman exclaimed. “What happened?”

      “We were in a car accident, Mrs. MacMillan. Nothing serious.”

      “Oh, you poor dear. Are you all right, Miss Lewis?”

      “Yes, thank you. Just a sprained ankle, I think.”

      “Call the doctor, would you?” David said. “And where can I put Miss Lewis?”

      “In the lady’s chamber upstairs.” Mrs. MacMillan pointed upward.

      Tara knew how heavy she would be on such a trek, especially for David. He wasn’t into bodybuilding or sports. In fact, his slight frame was not much larger than hers. “David, I can walk.”

      “No, you can’t.” He headed for the stairs. “You’re not walking on that foot of yours until the doctor examines it.”

      “Hear, hear,” Morag added.

      “If you insist.” Tara linked her arms around his neck, glad that no other members of the Corbin family seemed to be home.

      David put his foot on the first stair and turned slightly. “Don’t leave, M,” he said. “I’ll be right down. Make yourself at home.”

      “Thanks, D,” she called back.

      D and M. What cozy pet names. Over David’s shoulder, Tara got her first real look at Morag Smithbank while Mrs. MacMillan drew off the blond woman’s raincoat.

      Morag was stunning, from her upswept blond hair to her slender figure and long shapely legs. She wore a conservative suit made of a nubby turquoise and navy fabric cut in a short Chanel style. A fluffy scarf that looked like a cloud softened the neckline and accentuated the swanlike lines of her throat. But the most amazing thing about Morag Smithbank was that she was wearing spike heels and nylons, and her stockings had remained unsnagged during her trips up and down the ravine. She looked deliciously feminine but at the same time wholly in control of her universe—exactly the way Tara had wanted to appear upon entering the house.

      Glumly, Tara gazed at Morag’s disappearing perfection as David carried her to the second floor. By the time he got to the top of the stairs, he was puffing and sweating.

      “David, really, you can put me down now,” she commented.

      “Not yet. We’re just about there.” He pushed a door open with his foot and carried her into a huge room paneled in mahogany and decorated in melon-colored velvet and silk. A marble fireplace dominated one wall and complimented the even larger four-poster bed opposite it. Oil paintings of women and their dogs and children graced the walls. Mrs. MacMillan bustled into the room after them.

      “It’s lovely!” Tara exclaimed. The bedroom was as big as her entire condo.

      “’Tis the chamber of the lady of the house,” Mrs. MacMillan motioned David to a sofa in front of the fireplace. “When there is one.”

      David deposited her on the soft cushions and stood up, and planted his hands on his hips while he tried to catch his breath.

      “David told me that Lord Corbin’s wife died young.”

      “Yes. A riding accident. ‘Twas a tragic day.” Mrs. MacMillan retrieved a bulky plaid dressing gown from a nearby wardrobe. “But a wedding is no time for such talk, is it now, Miss Lewis?”

      “You’re right.” Chastened by the older woman, Tara let the rest of her questions die on her lips.

      Mrs. MacMillan turned to David. “Master David, why don’t you see to Miss Smithbank while I help Miss Lewis out of her wet things?”

      “I can’t leave Tara alone, not in her state.”

      “I’ll be all right,” Tara countered. Truthfully, she would appreciate a few moments alone, now that she was safe. “Go see to your chum.”

      David seemed anxious to leave. “Are you sure you’ll be all right, darling?”

      “I’m sure. Go.”

      “Okay, then. Morag and I’ll wait for the doctor in the parlor, and I’ll bring him up first thing.” He pecked her on the cheek, and then paused. “This is Mrs. MacMillan, by the way. John’s treasured housekeeper.”

      “It’s nice to meet you, Mrs. MacMillan.”

      “Ma’am.” The older woman gave a small curtsey.

      “I’ll be right downstairs, Tara. If you need anything, don’t be afraid to ask.” He gave a small wave and hurried out of the room, obviously worried about keeping his guest waiting.

      

      Mrs. MacMillan was gentler than Tara would have expected of the brusque, heavy-set woman. The housekeeper helped her off with her shoes and socks, careful not to jar her right foot, slipped off her sodden trousers, and pulled off her damp sweater. She held out the robe, avoiding the sight of Tara’s nearly naked body.

      “Put this on, Miss Lewis, until the doctor can see to your leg.”

      “Thank you.” Tara managed to wrap the robe around her. She settled back down into the warmth of the sofa.

      “Robbie will bring up your bag.” Mrs. MacMillan marched to the fireplace. “And feed the fire for ye. ‘Tis fairly warm now, but the frost will be drawing in th’ night.”

      “Thank you.”

      “The bath is behind those doors.” She bustled to a ribbon hanging by the bathroom door. “Should you need anything, just ring this bell.”

      “All right.”

      She crossed the room. “The tele is behind the doors of this wardrobe.” She opened the doors of a large piece of furniture to the right of the fireplace. “Tea is at five. Lord Corbin should be home by then. Dinner is at eight.”

      “Do the Corbins dress for dinner?”

      “Aye.” Mrs. MacMillan raised her chin. “The Corbin family keeps to the old ways—not like some of the other houses roundabout.” She clasped her hands under her ample bosom. “To my mind, Miss Lewis, if you live in a grand old place like Corbin Hall, you don’t behave like a heathen and dress like a pauper—tattered jeans and the like—as so many of these folk with new money do.”

      Tara marveled at the fierce pride in the housekeeper’s voice. “You’ve worked here a long time?”

      “Fifty odd years,” she replied. “Started when I was a lass of ten, working in the kitchen.”

      “That’s a long time.” Tara smiled.

      “Aye. I’ve known no other home since then.” Mrs. MacMillan continued. “And I hope to breathe my last here, God willing.”

      Tara had no idea what it would be like to put down fifty-year-old roots. She changed jobs and living quarters as often as some people changed their hairstyles.

      “I’ll leave you to rest now, Miss Lewis. The doctor should be here soon. And I’ll bring up some nice hot tea in a few minutes.”

      “Thank you, Mrs. MacMillan.”

      

      Robbie arrived moments later with her bags. He was a short slight boy whose smooth face was just beginning to show the coarsening effects of puberty. He dropped her bags inside an antechamber that served as a walk-in closet and turned to go, his every muscle and sinew intent upon leaving.

      “Thank you, Robbie,” Tara said from her place near the fire.

      “Ma’am.” He ducked his head and glanced her way. His face was pale, and his blue eyes darted around the room as if he were frightened of something. He edged backward toward the door.

      “Can you do me a favor?” Tara asked.

      The boy froze, his expression dark. “Aye?”

      “Put more coal on the fire, please?”

      Robbie glanced over his shoulder to the dark hallway behind him and then back to the fire.

      “Right, miss.” He scurried forward, pulled back the fire screen, poured coal from the scuttle onto the glowing fire, and replaced the fire screen, banging and swearing in his haste.

      “Is there something wrong?” Tara asked, smiling at him. “I don’t bite, you know.”

      “Oh, it isn’t you, miss!”

      “Then what is it?”

      He threw another glance behind him. “’Tis the room, Miss. My mum—she’s the cook here? She told me to make quick work of this room, so she did, and clear out as soon as possible.”

      “Why is that?”

      He shrugged one shoulder, and the corners of his mouth turned down. He was withholding the truth. She could tell. Perhaps he’d got in trouble here with the head of the house and didn’t want to admit it.

      “Is there something special about this room? Something bad?”

      “I canna say, miss!”

      Robbie stood near the end of the sofa, poised for flight, his scrawny figure outlined by the firelight, his eyes imploring her to release him.

      At that moment Mrs. MacMillan bustled in with a tea tray and took a quick survey of the room. “Thank you, Robbie.” She placed the tray on the coffee table. “That will be all for now.”

      “Aye, ma’am!” He dashed from the room.

      Tara watched him go, perplexed by his strange behavior. Then she glanced up at the housekeeper. “He certainly acted strange. Like he was frightened of something.”

      Mrs. MacMillan clucked her tongue. “Don’t mind the lad. His head’s full o’ stories.”

      “What kind o’ stories?”

      “Tales that were better left untold. To speak of the dead only disturbs what’s better left alone.”

      “The dead are dead, Mrs. MacMillan. No one needs to be frightened of them.”

      “So you may say in America, Miss Lewis. But you are in Scotland now.”

      The housekeeper’s words plunged Tara into thoughtful silence. She could argue all day about the lack of proof that a spirit world existed, but somehow she doubted the white-haired old woman would be interested in her views.

      Mrs. MacMillan poured tea into a cup and handed it to her. “Drink up now, Miss Lewis, and turn your thoughts to sunlight. There’s been enough darkness at Corbin Hall to last us all a lifetime.”
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        * * *

      

      Tara heard shouting and padded toward the door at the end of the dark hallway as her nightgown tangled around her legs. Vicious yelling had awakened her, frightening her. Why would the people be so angry at each other? And now someone was sobbing hysterically. She couldn’t make out the words, but it sounded like a woman pleading for her life. It sounded like her mother! Her heart pounded with dread. Something bad was happening behind that door. Something really bad. She had to open the door and help the woman. She had to get to the door and open it…

      

      With a cry, Tara ripped her consciousness from the all-to-familiar nightmare and jerked up. Her heart pounded and her hair was damp with sweat. For a moment, she didn’t recognize where she was and thought she might still be trapped in the dream. Then she realized she was in bed, and the bed she sat sweating in belonged to Corbin Hall. She was halfway around the world in Scotland.

      Her heart was still thudding heavily as she threw back the sheet and blanket and dropped her legs over the side of the bed. She glanced at the clock on the nightstand. 3:33 am. One of her guests on Fact or Fiction—a supposed psychic she had easily debunked—had claimed that the real witching hour did not arrive at midnight like everyone thought, but began at 3:00 am, just before the new day broke, when stillness lay over the world and even the most restless person had finally fallen asleep.

      Tara shook her head and frowned. Witching hour. Right. Maybe everyone else in the world was dead to the world at 3:00 am, but not her. Inevitably she awoke at this time of night and could not get back to sleep. And judging by the amount of adrenaline shooting through her veins, she was going to be up for a good long while.

      She eased off the mattress and down to the floor, testing her foot. The doctor had confirmed her sprain diagnosis, and had merely wrapped her ankle in an athletic bandage and given her some pain pills. She stood up and put some of her weight on the injured ankle. Pain radiated up her leg, but it wasn’t bad. She could hobble to the bathroom and back.

      By the time she had returned to bed, she was wide-awake. She glanced around the shadowy room, searching for a bookshelf, but couldn’t see any. She needed something to read if she was going to be waiting around for the rest of the house to wake up. Her stomach growled, reminding her that she had fallen asleep and missed dinner the night before. The Corbins had let her sleep through her first evening in the house.

      Not an auspicious start to her plan of forging a solid relationship with the clan.

      Tara pulled on the unflattering plaid robe, hobbled to her door, and opened it. Maybe David was suffering from early onset jetlag and was finding it difficult to sleep. She poked her head out the doorway and glanced down the long hallway. She didn’t know which bedroom David had retired to, and all the doors were shut, with no bands of light showing beneath to let her know that someone was up.

      She had spent countless nights like this: alone in the dark, unable to sleep, while the world rested in complete oblivion. Being alone in the dark only compounded her feelings of isolation. But her loneliness would soon come to an end. She would be married in seven days, and with any luck, would have a baby within the year. She’d timed the wedding to coincide with her female cycle, intent on getting pregnant as soon as possible. And that would be the start of her family.

      With David, she would make the kind of family she never had. She would cherish her family, nurture it, and help it grow. And once she held a child of her own in her arms, she would never be alone again.

      Sighing, Tara glanced in the opposite direction. Her head was hot and her eyes burned—a sure sign that she would be awake for hours. Perhaps she could find something to read downstairs.

      It was then she noticed light dancing on the floor outside a room on the ground level. Maybe David was up after all.

      Heartened, Tara limped to the stairs and slowly descended. If David was up, he might be persuaded to make her a sandwich. She leaned on the banister as she turned at the landing and hobbled down the final flight of stairs. Then she limped silently across the main hall to the lighted room. She could see through the open door that it was the library. She might not score a sandwich, but she would definitely find something to read here.

      As she approached the open door, Tara smoothed back her hair and tightened the bulky ties of her unfeminine robe. Then she stepped into the doorway with a smile.

      A fire crackled in the grate, throwing leaping shadows around the room and over the enormous desk at the far end. At first she thought the room was empty, but then she noticed a tall, dark-haired man standing with his back to the door, searching for something in the bookshelves that covered the far wall. From the back, his shoulders looked massive and his hips lean. His dark hair, uncut and shaggy, brushed the nape of his neck. He was dressed in a dark blue robe that was belted at his slender waist and fell almost to his ankles. Metallic thread glinted at the neckline of the robe and at his wrists. He wore boots made of velvet or suede over his long narrow feet and held a candle in his hand while he moved along, intently searching for something on the shelves.

      For a moment, she watched him, hoping he would turn around and notice her, but he didn’t seem aware of her presence.

      “Excuse me,” she finally said. “Lord Corbin?”
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      The man spun around to face her, obviously shocked that someone had come into the room. He stared at Tara, while the hand holding the candle slowly lowered to reveal sharp features eerily distorted by the flame. Judging by the glower in his expression, she surmised he didn’t like being taken by surprise.

      She waited on the threshold for a greeting, an invitation to come into the library—anything. But he just stood there watching her, his chin tilted upward, his stare guarded. When he didn’t say another word, she resorted to humor, which she often used to diffuse difficult situations on the show. “Can’t find that murder mystery you never finished?” She gave a slight chuckle.

      His dark eyes glinted, or perhaps light from the fire made his expression shift.

      “As a matter o’ fact,” his voice was deep, remote. “Nay.”

      “Tara Lewis,” she said, hobbling forward with her hand extended. At his unfriendly expression, she brightened her smile, determined to charm him.

      The man glanced at her outstretched hand and then at her face. His black brows knitted together at the top of his sharp, prominent nose. He seemed confused or troubled. Still, he remained silent and made no move to shake her hand.

      “I’m David’s fiancée—the one with the sprained ankle?”

      “Aye. I recall.” His voice was dry, his words measured, and his accent was unlike anything she’d heard in Scotland so far. There was less lilt to his voice, and certainly less friendliness in his manner. But as with David, his Scottish burr stirred something deep inside her, like a song evoking an aching memory.

      When he didn’t step forward to shake her hand, she lowered her arm, feeling slightly insulted.

      “Sorry to have slept through dinner.”

      “Such fatigue often occurs when one suffers an injury.”

      “But I’m wide awake now.” She smiled. “And I’m hoping you’ll let me borrow a book or two.”

      His glance slanted over her. She noticed there was something wrong with the left side of his face, but in the dim light she couldn’t make out what it was, only that his skin had an odd texture and sheen.

      “I was actually looking for something about art history—preferably modern,” she continued. “That always puts me to sleep. Do you have something on the Cubists?”

      “There is an impressive number of books here. I’m sure you will find one t’ your liking.” He didn’t move. He kept standing in the same spot, studying her. David had mentioned that his uncle was old-fashioned. But he hadn’t mentioned how eccentric he was.

      “Do you mind if I turn on the lights?” Tara asked.

      “Lights?”

      “The lights.” Tara motioned toward the switch near the door.

      The man followed the motion of her hand but didn’t say yes or no. He was too busy looking at the switch.

      Tara flipped it upward. With a gasp, Lord Corbin stepped
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