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Chapter 1




Elegance St. James, Countess of Lanshire, took a sip of champagne and glanced about the salon. Everyone with a title and two pence was present. But she seemed to be the only witch.

And that was just as well, for she was weary of witches. Tired of their conniving and plotting and spells. Tired of their spats and alliances, their triumphs and failures. It was time to be normal. Normal but irresistible, she thought, and carefully preened her aura. Tonight she was beautiful, at least to others.

Near a table spread with every conceivable delicacy, Lord Milton shoved a peach tart into his mouth, glanced her way, then glanced again, eyes widening with interest. The little baron was middle-aged, homely, and somewhat paunchy. Rumor suggested he was also financially unstable, which made him a perfectly suitable match. Ella gave him her best come-hither smile.

From near the doorway by the lead-glass windows, the Viscount of Cleftmore scrutinized her. He was tall, elegant, and wealthy. She granted him a cool nod, then turned back toward Milton, who was, even now, struggling through the mob toward her, jiggling between a potted palm and a liveried servant, then striding rapidly across the hardwood floor. Ella offered him an encouraging smile. Let the others battle for the charms of the handsome, well-placed suitors. Let them become besotted and bedded and wedded. She had done so. It was not for her.

My lady. Lord Milton was panting rather heavily by the time he reached her side. He was balding slightly, she noticed happily, and was a fair bit shorter than she.

My lord, she said, and tilting her head, gave him a coy glance through lowered lashes. As lashes went, hers were far from spectacular. In fact, nothing about her physical appearance was particularly noteworthy. Never had been. Her sister Maddy had inherited their fathers dark, good looks, leaving Ella rather ordinary by comparison, with hair that could not quite decide whether it was brown or red and curves that would never quitewellcurve. She was tall. Some might say spindly. Indeed, some had said just that. But none would say so tonight, for tonight she had employed all her powers to make her appear dazzling. And her powers were considerable.

You are looking quite Lord Miltons eyes were round, his face flushed. Quitedazzling.

My lord, she breathed again, and raised the pale lace fan shed brought just for this purpose. She couldnt say why men found it appealing when women peered at them from above fans like so many peeping cockatiels, but apparently they did. You flatter me.

Flattery. No. No. He was perspiring a little above his upper lip, which was considerably larger than his lower. Not at all. You are beauty itself. Like a beacon that From across the room, Miss May Anglican laughed. She was flirting. And by the sound of it, her chosen companion was either relatively attractive or extremely wealthy. Either was acceptable to May, though, in actuality, she flirted only to make Lord Gershwin jealous. After all, a mistress who could not make her lover envious might just as well be a wife.

But Milton seemed to notice neither the flirtatious tone of their hostesss laughter nor the burgeoning crowd. Like a beacon that he reiterated, but his words faltered again. Ella stifled an impatient urge to tap her toe, gave him a hopeful smile over the top of her ridiculous fan, and visualized the word shines. It did no good whatsoever. That He floundered.

Miss Anglican, or Merry May, to those bold enough to know her well, was making her way through the crowd toward them. It was impossible to miss her. For while most posh ladies of the ton dressed in muted pastels and free-flowing gowns that fell like water from their nipples to their slippers, May wore anything she damned well pleased. And today tight-fitting, garish red seemed to please her tremendously.

A beacon that, umm

Ella! said May, shattering Miltons concentration and ruining any hope of a quickly concluded compliment. I am so glad you have come. May was small and dimpled, with the demure personality of a beleaguered terrier. And if she was not quite beautiful, it hardly mattered. For she was Merry May, siren of every soiree, belle of every ball. Not Ellas usual type of friend, but then Ella had changed, hadnt she? Had left her life of dark concentration behind.

Miss Anglican, Ella said, giving the other a courteous smile and carefully maintaining propriety lest she scare off her potbellied prey. I wouldnt have missed one of your gatherings for all the world. Indeed London is blessed to have

Oh pish, May said, and taking Ellas arm, steered her aside. If youll excuse us, Lord Milton, I fear I need a word with Her eyes were shining with mischief and humor. Your beacon.

With that, they left poor Milton in the rear.

Listen, May Ella began, but May stopped her immediately.

What the deuce do you think youre doing?

Ella stifled a scowl, remembering to keep her expression pleasant, to keep her image obtuse. It was one of the more difficult tasks in her dealings with the ton. Im simply enjoying your fine party, she said, and glanced over Mays shoulder at the little lord. He seemed to still be wrestling the kinks out of a few stunning similes.

Milt? said May, voice rye-toast dry. Youre considering Milt?

Im sure Ive no idea what youre talking

She would have teeth like a picket fence.

Ella smiled at a passing dowager. Her skin was rice-powder white. Her hair was piled blue and high, reminiscent of days she seemed not quite ready to leave behind. You havent gotten into the blue ruin again, have you, May?

Do you want your daughter to be bald?

I dont have a daughter.

And youre not about to. Not with the likes of Milton at any rate, she said, steering Ella through the crowd toward the gardens.

Lord Milton happens to be

A drunken lecher who is half your height and, so far as we know, entirely incapable of siring children of any sort, bald, snaggletoothed, or ugly as sin.

Ella opened her mouth, ready to disagree, but changed course at the last second. Lord Milton did have a tendency to stare at her chest, even when it was modestly garbed, which, by the by, was not the case this evening.

Her sheer muslin frock barely covered her bosom. Pale as a mint julep, it was topped with a delicate Austrian lace that showcased her modest cleavage to its greatest advantage. Tiny embroidered vines twined beneath the lace, crept along the cuffs of the close-fitting sleeves, and highlighted the hem that just brushed the toes of her delicate dancing slippers. Dancing slippers that showed her ankles to perfection when she performed the quadrille. Not all her spells were cast with potions and incantations, after all. Some were as simple as the sight of a well-turned ankle, a scent, a glance over the top of a ridiculously frilly fan.

I knew I shouldnt have confided in you, Ella said.

Of course you should have, May countered. How else would I talk you out of your imbecilic plans.

Having a child is hardly imbecilic.

Well, having a child out of wedlock is

Perfectly acceptable. And you very well know it. I could name a dozen well-placed ladies right now who have illegitimate children. Upper nobility notably included. And no one thinks the worse of any of them.

But nary a one is Lord Milts by-blow, is she?

Lady Shirling glided past on her doddering husbands arm, ears all but reaching for them. Ella gave her a carefully trimmed smile.

I wont be married again, Ella said from the corner of her mouth, and Merry May laughed.

Married? What nonsense. Who said anything of marriage?

Near the beverage table, Lord Finleys wife was becoming noisily inebriated. His mistress, however, looked to be perfectly sober.


I believe you did, Ella said. Something about your being more comfortable if your friends were safely wed.

May waved a dismissive hand. That was before I realized what an unmitigated disaster your first union was.

Ella nodded her thanks to a passing servant, took a fresh flute of wine, and didnt bother to respond.

What went so wrong, by the by? May pressed.

Ella scanned the crowd. Gowns of every muted hue fluttered like butterfly wings. Laughter and curses melded easily with the sound of the bewigged orchestra. I didnt say anything went wrong.

But if your marriage was happy, you would surely wish to wed again.

Unless, of course, I couldnt bear to defile my dear departeds cherished memory by inviting another into my life, Ella suggested.

May scowled dramatically. Very well then, dont confide in me, your best and most interesting friend, but if youre going to have an affair, at least make certain it is with someone who is not She glanced toward Lord Milton, who still seemed to be struggling mightily with his prose. Either that or he was suffering from a rather severe bout of indigestion. Repugnant, she said.

There are far more important things to consider than ones appearance, Ella said, carefully maintaining her magical allure.

Ahh, so its his wit you find irresistible?

Thats just the thing, Ella said, and spared poor Milton a glance. He seemed to be mouthing something to no one in particular. Ive no desire to be attracted at all.

May snared two flutes from a passing waiter dressed in scarlet livery, realized Ella already held a glass, and kept both for herself. So your former husband was a handsome devil, was he?

I didnt say as much.

I know, May said, and grinned impishly.

Ella stifled a scowl. Men didnt like it when women scowled. It was dreadfully unrefined. Come to that, they werent all that fond of having their feminine counterparts think either. It simply doesnt matter how the man looks, she said.

Well May took a sip of her drink. You certainly have the right fellow for the job, then.

My thoughts exactly.

But if youre not going to be saddled with the man for a lifetime, why not choose someone who will She trilled her hand in the air for a second. Set your world afire.

Because Ive no desire to be scorched.

You know exactly what IOh May said, then narrowed her eyes in thoughtful consideration. What about Mr. Simpton? Ive heard hes the devil himself between the sheets.

Ella turned toward the man in question. He was fair-haired, unrepugnant, and aloof. I know this is going to surprise you, but I dont want a devil. Between the sheets or elsewhere. Taking a sip of champagne, she slipped into the crowd, but May followed her.

Why ever not? As youve said yourself, youre not looking for ownership, just a bit of time on your backor your hands and knees. Orif youre really adventurous

Miss Anglican, Ella said, and stopped so abruptly, the other was forced to lift her drinks high to avoid crashing them into Ellas barely covered bosom. All I want is

The lieutenant, murmured May. Ella scowled down at her, but the other failed to notice, for she was staring intently across the crowded room, expression a strange mix between dreamy and concussed.

What on earth are you talking about? Ella asked, but glancing across the dance floor, she saw him. Dressed in a dark cutaway coat, snug buff breeches, and black riding boots, he was bowing over Mrs. Bumfrys hand, but in a moment he unbent to military straightness, standing tall above the milling crowd. Like a lighthouse on a rocky shore, his hair shone blue-black in the flickering gaslight. His skin had been tanned to a pecan hue by the sun. His nose was slightly bowed and his countenance stern, as if hed faced a hundred enemies, had faced them and found them lacking. No pale fop was he. No preening dandy. He was steel in a field of daisies. A shark in a sea of

Sir Drake, May said, newly returned from the battle of Grand Port. Good saints, hes like a shark amidst guppies.

Exactly, Ella breathed.

What? May asked, but the other was just able to shake herself from her foolishness.

Exactly what I dont want, she said coolly, and turned away.

What in blazes are you talking about? May asked, striding after her. Hes poetry.

And ego.

And excitement.

And Ella cast another glance over her shoulder. He was scanning the crowd, eyes like a hunting osprey. And anger.

But what does it matter? Youre only borrowing him. Yes?

Look, May, Ella said, stopping near a relatively quiet corner. I want a baby. My baby. Not someone elses. And certainly not his.

Why ever not? May asked, watching the lieutenant again.

Because hes far too Ella spared him one more glance. She felt her stomach tumble gracelessly as his gaze met hers, then pulled her attention deliberately away, heart working overtime. Everything.

Im going to tell you something, Elegance, and I mean it in the nicest possible manner, May said, and took Ellas arm in a tight hold. I believe you might very well be deranged.

Ellas steps faltered, and suddenly she was somewhere distant, somewhere dark, where hope was only a glimmer, an almost forgotten memory where happiness dared not tread. La Hopital, it was called. A place of healing for the mentally disturbed. But torture was the order of the day.

Ella? May said, but the darkness had risen, threatening to drown her, to choke her. Voices whispered from sightless corners. Laughter echoed from bottomless pits. Elegance! Fingers tightened on Ellas arm. Whats wrong? Mays worried voice broke through the murky haze, sweeping aside the tattered memories.

Nothing, Ella said, and drew herself from the morass with clawing determination. Its just a bit close in here. I believe Ill get some air, if you dont mind.

Im sorry, May said, and took her arm again, but gently now, carefully, as if it might crumble beneath her grasp.

Ella glanced into her eyes, and there was something in them. A knowing that should not have been. An understanding where there should have been confusion. Could it be that she was not the only witch in the assemblage? But no, she was seeing ghosts where there were only shadows.

Im fine, Ella said, and made it so, smoothing the fraying edges of her carefully maintained image, brightening her smile. She had long ago become the mistress of her circumstances, and she would not falter now.

Im sorry, May repeated earnestly.

And well you should be, Merry May. There is nothing so disturbing as being charged with a condition obviously present in ones accuser.


May stared at her a second, then smiled hesitantly, eyes still apologetic.

Go back to the other lunatics, Ella said. Her tone was mildly scoffing, lightly teasing. She had been carefully tutored, after all, and knew that a well-phrased lie was not enough. One must match the words to ones expressions, speech patterns, movements. Before bedlam breaks out, she added, and tugging away, made her way through the crowd. Lord Milton tried to catch her attention, but Ella was no longer in the mood, regardless of her careful self-control. Yes, she longed for normal, for peace, for a child, a baby to replace the hope she had lost in La Hopital, the tiny seed that had kept her sane amid insanity for the duration of its short development. Maybe the miscarriage had driven her truly mad, just as Verrill had accused. But whatever the case, she was now ready to repair her life, to make it full, to have someone to nurture and teach and cherish. Perhaps Merry May was right, though. Perhaps Lord Milton wasnt proper paternal material. Maybe a somewhat more imposing lord would be a better choice. Or maybe she should broaden her search, look outside her social circle. A manservant or merchant or

The hostler at the livery stable came abruptly to mind. He had lovely arms. Once upon a time she had seen him roll up his sleeves to brush a gray cob. The morning sun had slanted kindly through the open door to shine with reverent reflection on his flexing biceps. And when he had bent to retrieve a fallen crouper, his breeches had stretched tight across his

But none of that mattered, she reminded herself. She simply wanted a child. One to call her own, to give what she had not been given herself.

Still, the hostler had

Oh, what the devil was wrong with her? The hostler was probably all of eighteen. Nearly a baby himself, and even she wasnt that desperate. Perhaps.

The air outside felt cool and rejuvenating against her face. A light mist was falling, obscuring the globed lanterns that scattered light across the damp, cobbled walkway, caressing the roses that nodded beside the footpath. Reaching out, she stroked a velvet petal.

And then she felt it, something out of place. Something dark. Something sinister.

Evil. As sharp as a needle in her side. And it had taken residence in the garden.







    

Chapter 2




Ellas breath stopped in her throat. Someone was out there. Someone was in danger.

Thunder rumbled in the distance, a low, ominous warning.

She took a step toward the garden without volition, without thought, tugged along by sheer instinct. But good sense flooded in, forcing her to a halt. She wasnt that person anymore. Not the one who interfered in the lives of hapless strangers and ill-fated passersby. Not the one who schemed and trained and labored, only to fail in the end. That was behind her. And she would not invite the pain of that failure again. Not today. Not ever.

But just then a gasp of pain filtered through the night and shivered against her tingling senses. She tightened her fists, willing herself to turn away, to escape before she was pulled back into the dark maelstrom. But she could not.

And suddenly she found herself in the middle of the garden, peering through the rising mists. Three shapes were outlined against the pale stone fence. Three shapes, but only two desired to be there.

It was not difficult to move closer and remain unseen, even though cloaking was not her gift. The fog held a veiling magic of its own, hiding her just as it hid the trio.

A tanner? Thats all y got on y? growled the tallest of the three.

I fear I am rather rolled up. The voice that answered was cultured, educated, and drunk beyond any hope of good sense. But if you will allow me to return to my

Shut yer trap, snarled the second brigand, holding the victims arms tight behind his back, before I tear yer tongue from outta yer ead.

The young dandy stared in befuddled uncertainty for a moment, then convulsed, bent forward, and heaved forth the contents of his traitorous stomach onto his tormentors footwear.

Cursing soundly, the fellow behind dropped the boys arms and jigged back a few steps.

The hacking stopped gradually. Silence settled in, then: Y just urled on me good shoes.


I am terrible sorry. The gentleman sounded quite sincere, and though he might be drunk out of his mind, he wasnt so inebriated that he couldnt recognize the venom in the others voice. I shall buy you

Ill kill y for that, snarled the first. His eyes were shadowed beneath his battered hat, but his narrow lips were visible, curled with derision and cruelty as he reached into his coat. But in that instant, the gent seemed to come to his senses with a start. Lurching sideways, he careened down the footpath toward Ella.

For a drunken fool, he was fair fast and made it all of twenty strides before they caught him, snagging him by his coat and spinning him about.

He sputtered something, the words inarticulate, but the frantic meaning clear. Mercy. He begged for mercy, but there would be none. Ella felt it in her soul.

They were close now. So close she could all but feel the blow that crashed into the boys belly. Could see his face, pale as snow, with eyes as round as a hunters moon.

And it was the damned eyes that always snared her.

An image began almost unbidden in her mind. She could feel the power of it rising steadily within her, could feel the force washing over her senses, and when she spoke, the voice was not her own.

Who goes there? she rumbled.

The nearer thief cursed, but the other only straightened, still holding his prey by his shirtfront as he squinted through the mist at her.

Oo are you? he demanded.

Im Constable Everett of the watch, she said. She kept the officers image steady in her mind, but dared not venture closer lest her rapidly cobbled illusion faltered. She hadnt planned for the sop to approach so rapidly, and time was the very essence of magic. Time and concentration, even for the simplest spell. Release that gentleman.

Silence echoed in the garden, then: We was just elpin the gent ere back to the ouse. Seems e took a nasty

Release him, I say, she demanded, voice ringing in the darkness.

The scoundrel did as ordered, opening his hand so that the boy dropped to his knees, then fell leisurely to his side, prone and still.

Leave now and I shant she began, but suddenly the villains sprang toward her.

Fear came with them, bursting in her soul, but magic was the very air she breathed. Reaching into her deepest resources, she snatched out an incantation.

Aduro! she rasped. Fire flared from her fingertips. The closest mans sleeve burst into flame. He skidded to a halt, squeaked in fear, then dropped to the ground, rolling madly. But the other leaped at her. No time for flames now. He slashed at her, slicing his blade across her sleeve. She trembled in response and felt the constables image flicker.

Oo the devil are you? hissed the villain, but even as he spoke, she whirled and kicked. Her timing was shaky. Nevertheless, her heel struck him in the chest, crashing him backward, where he teetered, breathing hard. Shes naught but a dollymop, Ned, he grunted as his friend scrambled to his feet. Grab er and well ave us some fun.

No fun here, Ned, she snarled, not shifting her attention from the taller of the two. Not unless you enjoy bonfires.

Ned remained where he was, but the other attacked again. Fast. So fast. And deadly as a snake. The knife sang toward her. She swept her right arm across his, thrusting the blade aside, then slammed the heel of her other hand into his face. He staggered back, but suddenly Ned was behind her. He grabbed her, squeezing her arms against her sides.

She broke m nose. The tall mans voice was muffled through his fingers. Broke me bleedin nose, he moaned, and lowering his hand, stumbled toward her. Damn you, stupid cow, Ill make y sorry y messed with the likes of Leonard Shay.

Fear was curling in her gut, freezing her senses. Nevertheless, she spoke, flippant and steady. Who?

He paused, seething. Shay, he hissed. Remember the name cuz youre gonna want to be pleading with me when you die. He was advancing again, head bent low, eyes shining madly in the darkness.

Terror bubbled up, but she fought against it, brought forth the training, the endless hours of defense, the innate abilities that had saved her a hundred times. You dont want to do this, Leonard, she crooned. He stopped for a moment, but Ned was behind her, unaffected.

What you scared of? he snarled, and tightened his grip across her breasts. Pain squeezed through her, bending her concentration, and in that moment Shay lurched toward her. She waited as long as she could, praying, biding her time, then yanked her feet from the ground and kicked forward with all her strength. Shays cheekbone crunched beneath her heel. He staggered backward and collapsed. Behind her, Ned toppled to the ground, bearing her with him. They landed in a heap. His arms loosened, and in that instant, she rolled to the side and slammed her elbow across his throat. Rattling gasps issued from his gaping mouth.

Ella sprang to her feet, ready, wary, but there was no more danger. Only Shay staggering upright, hands covering his face. Only Ned still struggling for breath and

Dammit! Someone else! Near the gate. Why hadnt she sensed him earlier?

What the hells going on? a voice growled from the mist.

Ella snapped her gaze to the left.

Lieutenant Drake! What the devil was he doing there?

A dozen possible lies flitted through her mind like fireflies. She snatched up the most logical of the swarm and staggered toward him.

Sir! she rasped, blocking his path to the would-be thieves, delaying him as long as possible. With a bit of luck, the hapless villains would gather their floundering wits and escape before they felt a need to share the foolish notion that theyd just been bested by a woman. Thank God youve come. She caught the front of the gentlemans cutaway coat, dragging a little as if she might fall.

Drake grasped her wrists in both hands, supporting her easily as he peered over her shoulder at her attackers. But she didnt turn. Instead she listened gratefully to the scuttling sound of stumbling feet, the grunts as the two hoisted themselves over the wall and away.

What happened? Drake asked, pulling his gaze from the rapidly retreating forms. His voice was a low, deadly burr, just as she knew it would be. This was not a man to be trifled with. Dammit.

Im She wilted a little more, but he did not lift her into his arms as surely any well-versed gentleman should. Im not entirely certain. She made her voice wispy, her hands shaky against his coat. I came into the garden for a bit of air, never thinkingI mean to say, what is this world coming to? Scoundrels accosting

You came out alone?

I never dreamed

A moan interrupted her lies.

What was that? snarled Drake. Grasping both her wrists in one hand, he pulled her to the side and stepped out in front, shielding her from the downed gentleman she had very nearly forgotten.

The rush of fear and excitement was easing away, and she was not quite certain if she should be insulted or flattered by her would-be saviors high-handed behavior.

But the moan sounded again, putting a halt to her debate. Drake stepped toward the source, and she trailed along in his wake, keeping her footfalls unsteady.

It must be the gentleman who saved me from those horrid thugs, she said, and grasped the back of Drakes coat, making sure he could feel the shudder she so artfully performed.

Saved you? he asked, coming to a halt and staring down at her supposed rescuer. The drunken imbecile seemed to be unconscious, the smell of liquor and vomit strong enough to knock them back half a pace.

She resisted covering her nose with her palm. Yes. Two men came at me. She made a fluttery motion with one hand and stepped up beside Drake so that the finer nuances of her performance would not go unappreciated. I was terrified, scared straight out of my wits, but this gentleman appeared from nowhere and came to my rescue like a hero from days of yore.


They shifted their gazes and stared down at the wrinkled heap of humanity in thoughtful unison. Ella managed not to scowl.

Are you certain? Drake asked.

Yes, Im certain, she said, then softened her tone and tried again. Of course. Of course Im certain. Kneeling beside the downed sot, she closed her eyes against the stench and shook him gently by the arm. Sir, please, do awaken. Please. I must thank you.

He didnt so much as stir an inebriated finger.

The lady said to wake up, Drake rumbled, and squatting, smacked the fellows face with a stinging slap.

The boy came to with a start. Fiend seize it! Ive not seen that bit of muslin before in my life. The side-slips not He stopped and blinked, seeming to take in his surroundings, head rolling, neck rubbery in his bed of delicate columbine. Who are you?

What did he say? Drake asked.

Drunken colloquial nonsense, Ella thought, and tightening her grip in the gents sleeve, launched into her own version of the truth. You saved me, my lord. Masterfully rescued me from two heathens who attacked me in Merry Mays

Thunder an turf! The blowens! Are they gone? He sat up abruptly, eyes wide and white-limned in his moon-pale face. Thunder grumbled again, closer at hand.

Yes, she said, peeved by the interruption to her performance. Acting was not necessarily her forte, and when she was doing well she didnt like to be distracted, but she soldiered on. You frightened them off with your bravery and your manly strength. How can I ever thank you for coming to my

Bloody hell! he rasped, and grabbing her arm in both hands, staggered raggedly to his feet. I thought the bastards were going to kill me. I was a bit tap-hackled, I dont mind saying. Not properly shot in the neck by a stretch, but a mite foxed. So I ambled out here for a snatch of air and

And glad I am you came along when you did, good sir, Ella interrupted. For you surely saved my life.

I did? He turned toward her, staggering unsteadily and seeming to truly notice her for the first time.

Yes.

Are you certain?

Moron. Perhaps she should have let the thieves beat a bit of sense into him after all. Why yes. Surely you remember. You were quite a dashing figure as you valiantly fought for my honor. She tried to imbue her tone with breathless admiration, but truth be told, she was a bit miffed by this turn of events. At least at Lavender House she had been able to spill the facts, compare notes with the rest of the coven, and even, if circumstances warranted, boast of her efforts.

Oh. Well The sot tried to bow, stumbled back a pace, and managed a lopsided grin. Thatll teach them to mess with their betters, what?

Edward Shellum, at your service, my lady. Always he began, then rolled his eyes up into his head and flopped back into the columbine, dead to the world.







    

Chapter 3




Sir Drake remained absolutely silent. His parents had named him Thomas Donovan, but years ago on some leaking tub he longed to forget, the crew had compared him rather unfavorably to a scoter, and the epithet had stuck. Which was just as well, for he had little desire to claim kinship with his father. A man so cold he could resist his gentle wifes impassioned pleas to allow their son to remain with them just a few years longer.

Drake stood in silence now, staring down at the unconscious Mr. Shellum. The lady beside him did the same. She was tall for a woman. Tall and willowy and as beautiful as a descending angel, fire-bright hair loosed about her narrow shoulders, eyes shining like priceless gems in her moon-shadowed face.

As for Shellum, it was difficult to discern whether he was tall or willowy or angelic, for he seemed to be snoring, his breath gently rustling the herbage near their feet.

Just how did he rescue you exactly? Drake asked, and turned back toward her, but for a moment the brilliance of her beauty stole his senses. He steadied himself, remembering that he had survived a score of battles. Not well, certainly not bravely, but he had survived, so surely he could face this one slim maid without faltering.

She didnt glance up immediately, which was just as well, for her delay afforded him an opportunity to study her unobserved. And he would need all his wits about him, for there was something strange afoot here. Something not quite what it seemed.

It was quite astounding really, she said, but continued to watch the downed fellow as though expecting him to rise like Lazarus at any given moment.

Did it have something to do with his breath? he asked doubtfully.

She glanced up at him, eyes wide in the darkness, full lips quirked, and for a moment he actually thought she might laugh, but that would hardly be appropriate for a maid who had just endured such a horrid trauma. Then again, there was something about the way she stood, the way she moved that did not seem quite appropriate either. A confident elegance, for lack of a better term.

Im not entirely certain what happened, she said instead. I was terribly frightened, you know. What with

Were you? he asked.

Her golden brows dipped a little. Whats that?

Were you frightened? he asked, and taking her arm in a careful grasp, led her through the friendly mist to stand beneath a hanging lantern that illuminated a silvery circle. She felt solid and steady beneath his fingertips despite her ethereal grace.

Of course, she said, and lifted one hand to her breast, splaying her fingers helplessly across her bosom. Of course I was. What woman would not be?

He ignored her question, though in truth he had wondered the same himself. Theres blood on your gown, he said instead.

Oh! she gasped, looking down.

But its not yours.

What?

Youve not been wounded.


How do you know?

Have you?

Well I She touched her arm where the sleeve had been severed, but the edges of the fabric were clean. The blood must be poor young Mr. Shellums then.

He shook his head. Perhaps it was the military training that made him certain. Or maybe his own memories of world-shattering pain gave him some insight into the situation, for even in the darkness he could tell she was unhurt. Likewise, he could see that Shellum bore no serious wounds, other than his stupidly self-inflicted inebriation. He was not bleeding either, he informed her.

She blinked at him, almost angry. Well, then it must be from the thugs, she deduced. When my hero

Your hero? He tried to keep the dubious tone from his voice, but it was no simple task. The lad looked as dangerous as a barnacle.

A friendly mist had begun to fall.

She scowled. My hero she said, emphasizing the words as she nodded toward the snoring sot. When he saved me he must have wounded the thugs, who subsequently got blood on my frock when they grabbed me.

They grabbed you? The thought disturbed him, awakened something in him that he had thought might well have died, might have been killed in some distant battle he could barely recall. So many dead, so many wounded. Friends, comrades, rivals. Little more than lads fresh from their mothers arms. The memory sent an aching throb through his right thigh.

Silence slipped between them, soft and elongated, then: I am sorry, she said.

He brought himself back to the moment at hand. A moment of peace. An instant of beauty. For what? he asked.

Her expression was thoughtful, her tone the same. The war.

He narrowed his eyes. Who was she? What did she know of him? And was she as enigmatic as she seemed, or was it just the moonlight? May I ask your name? he said.

I am Lady Lanshire, but you may call me Elegance if you like.

Elegance? He could not quite help but smile.

She raised a brow at him. Or Ella, if youre the lazy sort.

Lady Lanshire, he said, and sketched a bow. How did you know I was in the war?

She smiled a little. Merry May is a friend of mine.


He narrowed his eyes, watching her. Aye, she was a bonny thing, a glimmer of beauty in the moonlit shadows, but there was more to her than eagerly met the eye. There was an intellect, a graceful pattern of thought and speech that intrigued and enlightened.

She is quite enamored with tall men with handsome physiques and stately faces. Indeed, she often feels the need to point them out to me, she explained.

He thought about that for an instant, then gave her a shallow nod. Firstly, my thanks. I believe that was a compliment. Secondly, you are most probably not entirely to blame for the war.

Her face was
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