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It was driving her crazy, to let that box sit there on the small credenza beside her desk and not open it. Roseleen White could have sworn she had more willpower than that, but apparently not when it came to her one and only passion. She still tried to ignore it, and the fact that she was glancing over at it every few minutes.

Time was getting away from her. She had to finish grading her students’ papers tonight. Ordinarily, she would have taken the papers home with her, but she wasn’t going home tonight. She was driving straight from the campus to her friend Gail’s house, where she was spending the weekend. And she wasn’t coming in on Monday either. A long-delayed dentist appointment had seen to that, so she had to leave the papers in her desk for the substitute to hand out on Monday.

The next three days had been perfectly scheduled, which was the way she liked her life to be. She hadn’t counted on the delivery notice in her mailbox when she’d arrived home yesterday that said the long-awaited box had finally arrived from England, or the emergency last night when she’d had to take her neighbor Carol to the hospital, which had kept her from grading the papers.

She’d stopped by the post office to collect the box on the way to the campus that morning and had even stuck scissors in her purse so she could open it immediately. But again, she hadn’t counted on the long line at the post office that ended up giving her only enough time to get to her first class without being late. And she hadn’t found a free moment since when she could have satisfied her curiosity.

Fridays were always her busiest days, with three classes in a row and the inevitable questions after each session from those students who didn’t have to rush to their next class. She’d also had meetings today when she’d had to inform two of her students that they were failing the semester. Then, just when she thought she’d have enough time to grab a quick dinner and to open the box before she tackled the grading, the dean had sent for her.

She was still simmering over that meeting. Dean Johnson had said he wanted to break the news to her gently, before she heard it elsewhere, that Barry Horton was being offered tenure. Barry was the biggest disaster of her life, proof positive that a woman could be naive and gullible at any age. He was going to be her equal now.

The dean had been very diplomatic about it, but the gist of his summons was to tell her he hoped she wouldn’t cause any trouble about it, that she wouldn’t renew her old allegations against Barry. As if she would bring all that humiliation back to suffer through it again.

Now she was hungry, angry about Barry’s undeserved good fortune, and unable to concentrate on the papers in front of her because that box was sitting there tempting her to open it. It had come down to a test of strength. She wasn’t going to open it until the last exam paper was graded and…and to hell with that.

Antique weapons were her passion, the only thing that interested her besides medieval history, which was her field of expertise. Her father had collected them, an unusual hobby for a small-town reverend, and she’d inherited his collection when he died, and was slowly adding to it as she could afford to do so. Each time she visited England, she spent about as much time in antique shops as she did researching the book she was writing on the Norman conquest.

She’d brought the long box into her classroom only because she hadn’t wanted to leave it in her car—or out of her sight, actually. She’d waited too long for its arrival. Three years of tracking down the owner after she’d first heard of the existence of Blooddrinker’s Curse, the elation in finding out the ancient sword was for sale and that it wouldn’t be sold at auction, where she knew the price would soar out of her reach. Then the frustration in trying to deal with Sir Isaac Dearborn, the eccentric owner. Another four months had passed in haggling over the price and the particulars, all of which she hadn’t been personally involved in, because Dearborn simply wouldn’t sell to her.

“No woman may own Blooddrinker’s Curse,” she’d been told at her initial inquiry, and without an explanation. Dearborn wouldn’t even answer her subsequent calls and letters. But David, her dearest David, the brother of her heart if not her blood, who had been orphaned as a child and taken in by her family, had taken up the gauntlet for her. And after four months and finally agreeing to Dearborn’s unusual demands, David had managed the purchase.

She had been ecstatic when he’d called her from England to tell her he would be shipping the sword home to her, then amazed when he’d added, “You can’t reimburse me, Rosie. I had to sign a sworn affidavit that I would never sell the sword, or even bequeath it, to a woman. Nothing was said, however, about simply giving it away, so consider this your birthday present—for the next fifty years.”

Considering what the sword had cost, which would have taken every bit of her savings, plus a loan for another twenty thousand, she was definitely in David’s debt, even if he had been joking about it being a birthday present. The cost of the sword was nothing to him, for he had married an heiress who adored him and lavished her wealth on him. His wife, Lydia, collected houses—mansions, actually—the way Roseleen collected weapons. But it was the principle, and the extravagance—Roseleen felt indebted, even if David had been happy to buy the sword for her. She was definitely going to have to do something really nice for him to make it up to him.

Having finally given in to the temptation, Roseleen felt her fingers trembling as she dug the scissors out of her purse. She glanced at the door to her classroom, considered locking it first, but then smiled to herself. She was getting a little paranoid. The campus was almost empty; only a few other professors and the drama class were here this late, rehearsing whatever play Mr. Hayley had chosen for this semester. She wouldn’t be interrupted, and even if she was, she had nothing to hide. Just because Dearborn had been so adamant that a woman couldn’t own the sword…

Well, she owned it now. It was hers. It would be the prize of her collection, the oldest weapon in it, the oldest she could ever hope to find. She had craved it, sight unseen, as soon as she’d heard about it, simply because it was so old. She still hadn’t seen it, not even a picture of it. But David had assured her it was in prime condition for its age, with very little corrosion—a miraculous circumstance, considering the hilt dated from the eighth century, the steel blade from the tenth. Apparently, every owner from that time on had taken superb care of it, as well as jealously guarding it from the public eye, just as she would.

Now, scissors in hand, she cut through the thick plastic shipping straps, then set them aside to open the box and dig through the straw packing. Beneath it was another box, this one of fine polished mahogany. She chuckled to herself, seeing the wide bow David had tied around it. Attached to the ribbon was a small key to unlock the box.

Carefully, she lifted the wooden box out and shoved the cardboard one onto the floor. The heavy weight that had forced her to use both arms to carry the shipping box into the classroom was still apparent in the narrow wooden one. A tug on the bow, and she had the key in hand. She was unknowingly holding her breath as she inserted it into the lock and heard the slight click as she turned it.

And then she was staring in awe at a stunning piece of history that was more than a thousand years old. The long, double-edged blade was chipped in only two places from corrosion, and blackened from age, but the silver-embossed hilt was so well-preserved it even shone in the light of her desk lamp. Embedded in its center was a round, murky amber gem the size of a quarter. Three smaller ambers graced the end of the curved pommel, and some kind of misshapen animal was etched around the grip, possibly a dragon or a snake. It was impossible to tell from its strange shape.

The craftsmanship was beautiful, the quality superb, to have survived so many centuries above ground, when usually only excavated artifacts were this well-preserved. It was Scandinavian in origin. She would have known that from the pagan style of it even if David hadn’t told her. A sword made for a man of means. A Viking’s sword named Blooddrinker’s Curse.

Roseleen was a professor of history. The Viking Age might not be her favorite time period, but she was quite familiar with it and its artifacts. Vikings were renowned for giving their weapons names as unusual as the ones they gave themselves. Though she’d never heard a name quite as strange as Blooddrinker’s Curse. Nor could she imagine why the original owner would have named it so. It was something she could only wonder about, the reason behind the name lost with the passing of centuries.

And she would wonder, because she was utterly fascinated by this newest prize for her collection. How many lives had it taken? A few? Countless? The Norsemen were an aggressive, bloodthirsty lot, the marauders of the north seas, ancient hit-and-run artists. And the sword had probably been used in wars for centuries, since it hadn’t been buried with its original owner, as was the Viking way. And why hadn’t it been? Had that first owner lost it? Had he died not in battle, but peacefully perhaps, gifting his sword to another beforehand? Or perhaps he had died in foreign battle, away from his friends and fellow raiders, in a land that wouldn’t observe his pagan customs.

She had endless questions that she knew would never be satisfied. Her frustration with that fact was mild, however, and nothing compared to her pleasure in being the sword’s newest owner.

“Blooddrinker’s Curse,” she said aloud, unable to resist any longer the urge to hold the ancient sword in her hand. “You have been retired from what you were created for. You won’t be spilling any more blood, but I give you my word you won’t be neglected.”

Her fingers closed about the surprisingly warm hilt and lifted the sword from its bed of gold velvet. It was heavier than she would have imagined. She had to quickly bring her other hand up to support her wrist, or she would have dropped it. And as she held the weapon up in front of her, she barely heard the distant crack of thunder. But the lightning that flashed into the room from her bank of windows brought a startled gasp from her, and as if a dozen flashbulbs had gone off in her face, she was temporarily blinded.

The weapon started to tilt. She had to catch the long blade with her hand to keep it from crashing against the credenza. One of those jagged edges caught her finger and she winced, but that was nothing compared to the slamming of her heart because of the near-mishap. Though she could hardly see it, she carefully laid the sword back in its velvet bed, cursing the weatherman as she did so, for his morning prediction of clear skies for today and tomorrow. She didn’t relish driving the three hours to Gail’s house in the rain.

“Did you hear that, Professor White?” Mr. Forbes, the night custodian, poked his head around her door to ask. “Strangest thing.”

“There’s nothing strange about an unexpected storm,” she replied.

She quickly closed the lid of the box, though she couldn’t manage to lock it just yet. She recognized Mr. Forbes’s voice. Seeing him just then was impossible. Only the pool of light around her desk was visible, as the large black dots before her eyes obscured the rest of the room.

“That’s just it, Professor. The sky’s as clear as it’s been all evening. There isn’t a cloud in sight.”

She started to argue with the man, recalling now that clap of thunder just before the lightning, but her eyes, trying to focus on what she could see, touched on the exam papers lying ungraded on her desk. She didn’t have time to debate the peculiarities of the weather, even if she cared to, which she didn’t.

“I wouldn’t worry about it, Mr. Forbes,” she said, dismissing the subject. “If the storm is blowing away before it even reaches us, that’s fine with me.”


“Yes, ma’am,” was his reply as he closed the door again.

Hearing his departure, she took a moment to rub her eyes beneath her wire-rimmed glasses. When she looked down at her desk again, there were a few less dots moving randomly across its surface.

And then she was startled by another male voice, this one deep and unfamiliar, and with a distinct tone of underlying…Was it anger? Simple annoyance? Whatever it was, it caused a shiver to slip down her spine.

“You should not have called me, lady.”
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Since the words she’d heard made not a bit of sense to Roseleen, she had to assume she’d misunderstood. “Excuse me?” she said as she tried to focus on the shadowy form near the windows.

The light from her desk lamp didn’t reach quite that far, and there were still a few spots before her eyes. All she could make out was a large shape, with the well-lit campus grounds apparent through the windows behind it. And as she stared, she noticed the silence. He hadn’t answered her. He was just standing there, and another shiver came with the beginning of unease.

She shook it off, annoyed with herself. She was the professor here, the voice of authority. He had to be a student. And Mr. Forbes was undoubtedly still within calling distance. But it was disturbing to think that she had been so distracted, she hadn’t noticed when he entered the room.


And then she recalled what she had been doing just before Mr. Forbes had interrupted her. With a touch of suspicion, she demanded, “Just how long have you been hiding there in the shadows, Mr.—?”

He didn’t supply a name, didn’t answer at all. Her annoyance was focused completely on him now. She stood up to march to the door and switch on the overhead light so she could get a look at her visitor. Light flooded every corner of the large classroom now, and bathed the man’s upturned face as he stared up at the light fixture on the ceiling. He was frowning, or was he just squinting?

And he was most definitely a surprise.

A jock, undoubtedly a football player, or soon to be one. Westerley’s coach would sell his mother to get that body on his team, even if the man did seem a bit old for the sport, closer to her age or a few years older, thirty maybe. But still a jock, with muscles galore. She had a few in her classes, and for the most part they were more interested in cracking jokes and disrupting the class than in what she had to teach them.

But she was being unfair in stereotyping this man just because he was what her female students would call a muscle-bound hunk. What she found so surprising was the way he was dressed, or not dressed. And then she realized he had to be in costume, and she almost smiled.

The pants he wore were a rough textured leather or suede, made to resemble crudely tanned hide. The coarse leather strips that criss-crossed from his ankles up to just above his knees to hold the material tight to his legs were in the medieval style known as cross-gartering. A flap of the pants material crossed over his loins to his hip, with an extension that circled his back and came around to join with another strip that tied off just below his navel, holding the pants to his hips. If there were buttons or a zipper under that flap of cloth, they were well-concealed.

Roseleen would have to compliment Mr. Hayley’s new seamstress for her devotion to small details. Those pants could have come out of a museum. No belt loops, of course. And a belt nearly three inches wide that also assisted in keeping the pants in place, it fit so tightly to his narrow waist. It was plain except for the large circular buckle that was painted to resemble gold. Hide boots, sewn on the outer seams like moccasins, were tied off just above his ankles.

He wore no shirt—the reason for her first surprise, having all those muscles so plainly visible. Perhaps his costume wasn’t quite finished, or perhaps Mr. Hayley’s script called for a bare chest. She had to allow that his was an impressive bare chest, not overly bulging like that of a weight lifter, but definitely well-developed, wide, and finely sprinkled with light brown hair. And makeup had done an excellent job in giving him some scars across his chest and thick arms, supposedly old battle wounds.


About his neck was a collar or choker of ancient design, a double tier of filigree in the shape of fat connected beads, again made to look like real gold. And he wore his light brown hair long, a bit beyond shoulder-length, which was likely why he’d been picked for the part. He personified an ancient warrior, a Saxon or…a Viking…

Another shiver passed down her spine. The coincidence was uncanny, that minutes before she had been holding an authentic Viking sword, and here was a drama student in what could definitely be a Viking costume.

And then his head slowly lowered and he was looking straight at her, likely with spots before his eyes, after staring at the light so long. But Roseleen felt something other than unease now. He had a face that was handsome in a harsh way, but that for some reason she found nearly mesmerizing. His brows were almost straight, and thickest toward the ends. His eyes were deep-set and a lovely shade of clear blue. Strong cheekbones surrounded a straight nose. His lips were on the thin side, and he possessed a very masculine, what could be called aggressive, square jaw.

He had the makings of dimples if he could manage a smile. It didn’t look as if one would be forthcoming to soften his rather intimidating expression. He was not a happy man. That really had been annoyance or anger she’d heard in his tone.

The silence had gone on too long as they stared at each other. Roseleen was just about to repeat her earlier question when his eyes started a slow path down the length of her body, rested a bit too long on her exposed calves, then just as slowly traveled back up.

Her blush was instantaneous because men didn’t do that to her. She downplayed her looks, a habit she had developed in high school when boys had started showing an interest in her. She had preferred not to be bothered then. She definitely didn’t want to be bothered now. The way she dressed said so in capital letters.

The glasses she wore were made of ordinary glass; she didn’t really need them. She rarely used makeup, and certainly never on campus. Her dresses and skirts she wore an exact inch below her knees, and she favored loose designs, either straight or belted below the waist, not just for unrestricted comfort, but so her curves wouldn’t attract roving eyes. Two inches was the maximum she chose for her high heels, and always in plain, square-toed pumps that were as far from sexy as one could get.

She even wore her straight, auburn hair in an old-fashioned bun at her nape. Barry had once said he loved the natural, deep red tints in her hair. After they’d broken up, she had seriously considered dyeing it black.

She had just managed to recover from her blush when her visitor spoke again. “You should have waited until you were properly dressed to call me, lady.”

Back came the blush, because he actually sounded…offended. She even glanced down at herself to see if one of the buttons on her blouse had come undone, if she had lost her belt without realizing it, or if one of her stockings was slipping. But no, she looked as neat and nondescript as she always did in her wrinkle-free polyester.

Her glasses had slid down her nose when she looked down. She jammed them back into place now and put on her sternest teacher-is-displeased expression.

“I’m not here so you can rehearse your script. The drama class is four doors down the hall if you missed it.”

She marched back to her desk and sat down, picked up the top paper on the stack in front of her, and pretended to read through it. But she wasn’t reading it. She was waiting to hear the man leave. But she didn’t hear him cross the room, didn’t hear the door open and close. She was starting to feel uneasy again.

She gave up ignoring him and glanced back. He was still there, but at least those disturbingly penetrating eyes weren’t on her now. He was staring about her room with something that looked like fascination, as if he’d never seen classroom desks and black-boards before, let alone large maps of the world and flashy posters of medieval knights.

His eyes stopped on one of those posters and seemed to light up in recognition. “Who has such talent, to create such a likeness of Lord William?”

In his questionable surprise, she detected a distinct foreign accent that she couldn’t quite place. She followed his gaze to a poster of a man photographed in the long robes of the tenth century. “Lord who?”

Those blue eyes came back to her. “William the Bastard,” he said, his tone implying now that she shouldn’t have had to ask.

There was only one William the Bastard who was renowned, the one who had changed the history of England, known also as William the Conquerer. How could anyone see a likeness between William as he had been depicted in the few tapestries that had survived from the eleventh century and that young poster hunk whose only resemblance was possibly in the brawn of his body…?

Her brows snapped together. He was pulling her leg. Either that or trying out new lines that supported his character. She didn’t appreciate either.

“Look, Mr.…?”

He didn’t overlook the question in her tone this time. “I am named Thorn.”

Roseleen stiffened. How many times had she heard the puns, “Your bush could use a few thorns, Rosie,” or “I’d like to be the thorn in your bush, Rose,” the crude, sexy innuendos of young boys that she’d thought she’d heard the last of after her college days.

It occurred to her then that this man wasn’t a lost drama student. Someone had more than likely set him up to play a joke on her, and the only instigator that came to mind was Barry Horton. Perhaps it was his way of rubbing it in that he’d earned his professorship. And it made sense. The accent—Barry did associate with the few foreign teachers at Westerley and their friends. It probably made him feel sophisticated.

The anger she’d felt in the dean’s office earlier returned in full force. That thief, that liar, that piece of—her father would be turning in his grave if he could read her thoughts. She squelched them, knowing that name-calling was beneath her. She couldn’t help the glare, however, that she turned on Barry’s idea of a joke.

“Mr. Thorn—”

“Nay, Thorn is my given name. Thorn Blooddrinker. Only you English put a mister before an honest name.”

My God, he’d heard her talking to the sword and was using it to further his joke. Her embarrassment was now complete, because he’d likely be repeating what had happened here, word for word, to her ex-fiancé.

“We Americans can settle for just mister, which I’m about to do. You can leave now, mister, and tell Mr. Horton that his little joke is as immature as he is.”

“Thank you, lady. You are wise to send me back. Wiser still would be not to call me again.”

She snorted to herself. She wasn’t even going to try to decipher those peculiar statements. She’d dismissed him. She proceeded to ignore him again, returning her gaze to the exam paper she was still holding. But she would be calling for campus security if he wasn’t gone in the next two minutes.

And then she started again when another crack of thunder sounded in the distance. Recalling what had happened before, she quickly closed her eyes this time, but it only helped a little. The flash of lightning filled her classroom again, and was still quite bright through her closed eyelids.

There weren’t quite as many spots before her eyes, however, so when she opened them, she was able to see outside her windows the campus beyond, which was still undisturbed by wind or rain. She frowned. The stillness meant nothing, of course. Within seconds, a downpour could occur. Damn weatherman. Was it too much to ask for an accurate forecast with today’s technology? Apparently the vagaries of Mother Nature refused to cooperate.

But at least a glance around the classroom showed her that her unwelcome visitor had departed. She got back to work, blocking out the picture of Barry Horton laughing when he learned how well his little joke had worked. She was still as gullible as when he’d first met her, when she’d believed all his lies and professions of love.

Her only consolation from that debacle was that she’d stuck to the morals her father had imparted to her. Barry Horton might have gotten a ring on her finger, he might have stolen two years’ worth of her research, but he hadn’t managed to get into her bed. Perhaps she’d known, on a subconscious level, that he wasn’t sincere. Or perhaps her heart hadn’t been involved as much as she’d thought. But at least she did have that one fact to be grateful for. Small consolation, considering what she’d lost, but better than nothing.
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“Well, are you going to show it to me or not?”

Roseleen grinned as she joined Gail at the foot of the bed where the long wooden case had been laid on top of a bedding chest. She had arrived so late at her friend’s house last night that there had been no time for them to talk. They’d just finished breakfast now, and she’d told Gail that the long-awaited antique had finally arrived, that she even had it with her. Gail knew all about the sword, but then Gail knew everything about Roseleen.

They had grown up together in the same small town in Maine, attended the same schools, even the same college. For as far back as Roseleen could remember, Gail had been a part of her life and her very best friend. No one knew her better than Gail, not even David, because she didn’t share all confidences with him, whereas she did with Gail.

They weren’t at all alike. Roseleen was auburn-haired, with chocolate-brown eyes. Gail was blond and blue-eyed. Roseleen was tall, bookish, and basically shy, while Gail was short, had been chubby all her life, and was afraid of nothing. They complemented each other, because what one lacked in personality, the other possessed.

Neither had dated much in high school, Gail not for lack of trying. She’d just had a little problem with rejection that had come too often because she hadn’t been remotely pretty in her teen years, retaliating with deadly insults that had kept any boys who might have been interested away.

Roseleen, on the other hand, just hadn’t had time for boys. She’d known what she wanted to do with her life, and getting the best grades was part of it. Unfortunately, her intelligence wasn’t on the remarkable side, so she’d had to study much harder than everyone else to get the grades she wanted. She was where she was today because she had worked toward it all her life. But all that studying hadn’t allowed for an active social life.

Gail had grown into a little beauty, still on the chubby side, but she was now comfortable with that, and it showed. She had dropped out of college to get married after her second year. It had been the third marriage proposal she’d received.

Roseleen would never have considered doing such a thing, even if she’d had some offers. She didn’t have any. Boys came to her to help them study. The few she had dated found out quickly enough that she was all for having a good time—if it didn’t include groping in a backseat. Since they’d rather be groping, they found other girls to date.

The first man she had ever taken a real interest in had been Barry Horton. Gail had feigned a collapse when she’d been told, screaming, “Finally!” because Roseleen was twenty-six at the time. He’d started teaching at Westerley the year after she did, and she was drawn to him because of their common interest in history.

Westerley, along with a number of other prestigious schools, had courted her during her last year of college, because of her outstanding grades. She had chosen Westerley because it was in a small town, which she preferred, because it was only a three-hour drive from where Gail had moved to, and because she’d been promised tenure within her first year there—if she fulfilled all expectations, which she did.

When she began dating Barry not long after he joined the staff, she found out that not all men were interested in groping first, conversation second. Barry wooed her intellectually, which was why she’d liked him so much, and why it hadn’t taken her long to think she was in love with him.

His proposal had come much later, but not long after she’d agreed to marry him, he’d stolen her research notes on the book she was writing about the Middle Ages. She hadn’t even known it, had been devastated to think that two years’ worth of work had been accidentally tossed out in the trash as he’d suggested, until her book was published a year later, under Barry’s name.

He’d done his best to get her to marry him before the publication date. But she’d put it off for one reason or another—if she were fanciful, she’d think a fairy godmother had been guiding her in those days, to keep her from making an even bigger mistake.

She’d taken Barry to court, of course, and had nearly lost her job because of it, because the dean had recommended she drop the case and she’d refused. She’d lost the case, but only after it was implied that she was the bitter, deserted lover, a vindictive woman merely trying to get even. Lies, all of it, except maybe for the bitter part, but she’d been unable to prove otherwise. Barry got to reap the rewards of her work, but she’d learned a valuable lesson from him. He’d taught her never to trust a man again.

That had been six months ago. Since then, she had seriously been considering giving up her tenure at Westerley College and moving elsewhere. She didn’t even want to be in the same state as Barry Horton anymore, let alone the same campus, where it was inevitable that she would run into him frequently—and he could get away with tasteless little jokes like the one he’d pulled yesterday.

She would make her decision this summer, when she visited Cavenaugh Cottage in England, her one legacy from her great-grandmother. She had been going there each summer ever since it had become hers five years ago. It was there that she did most of her research. It was there that she’d first heard about Blooddrinker’s Curse.

Now, as she opened the box that contained the sword, she was experiencing the same anticipation and excitement that she had felt last night. But she felt something else too, that prompted her to tell her friend, “Look, but don’t touch.”

Gail laughed. “You sound like you’re talking about a man, Rosie.”

Roseleen snorted. “You know me better than that.”

But Roseleen couldn’t imagine why she’d said what she did. It had just come out automatically—and it smacked of possessiveness, something she’d never experienced before. She was proud of her collection, yes, but she didn’t guard it jealously.

But instead of amending her statement, she offered instead, “This one is so old, I worry about it even being exposed to the air, let alone the oil in our hands. Silly, I know; it’s survived this long. But I won’t stop worrying until I get it safely behind glass.”

“I don’t blame you. A deadly thing like that definitely needs your protection.” Gail said it straight-faced, but after a second, they were both laughing. “It is beautiful, though, isn’t it? It almost compels you to want to touch it—hurry up and close the box before I can’t resist.”


Gail was teasing, but Roseleen did close the box and lock it. If anyone was under a compulsion, it was she, for the urge had been there again, to lift the sword in her hands—the same powerful urge she’d felt last night. She decided she was being fanciful again. There was no other explanation.

“Now, speaking of ‘knowing you better than that,’” Gail said, “trouble is, I do. You’ve got the antique sword you’ve been after for nearly four years now, your career is just where you want it, so when are you going to do something about your nonexistent social life?”

Roseleen flinched mentally, having known this subject would pop up eventually while she was there. “I tried that, remember?”

“Come on, Rosie, not every man you meet is going to be a jerk like Barry. And you tried an intellectual. Now how about a sportsman or even a laborer, a man who works with his muscles instead of his brain, someone who won’t give a hoot about the book you’re writing—so you won’t have to worry about that again—and will toss you into bed on a regular basis, emphasis on toss, by the way.”

Roseleen had to smile. Gail did like her macho men. But she hedged. “It hasn’t been long enough since I ended things with Barry—”

“It’s been too long—”

“I’ve been looking—” Roseleen began to lie.

Gail’s snort cut in this time. “Where? On campus? You don’t go anywhere else. And look at you. You’re working too hard, Rosie. You’ve got bags under your eyes, for crying out loud. All work and no play—”

“Oh, stop. I’m sure you’re going to mother me to death this weekend, and force me to sleep half the time I’m here.”

“Are you kidding? I’m going to be dragging you to every social event I can think of. One of us is going to find you a man. You can catch up on your sleep when you go home. And you better. Next time you visit, I don’t want to see you looking like you’re about ready to keel over.”

Roseleen sighed. “Maybe I have been putting in a few too many hours on my book lately, on top of the schoolwork I bring home. But the semester is almost over. I’ll get all the rest I need in England this summer.”

“Oh sure,” Gail said skeptically, knowing Roseleen too well. “Between hunting down new antiques over there and doing your research, you’ll be running yourself ragged as usual. When does that leave time for a social life, let alone some needed rest?”

“I’ll get the rest, I promise. As for the social life…I’m still not ready to take that risk again, Gail. Maybe when I get back from England.”

“And what if you come across the ideal man in England? Don’t go putting this on a time schedule like you do everything else.”

“Okay—I’ll keep an open mind about it,” Roseleen said, just to end the subject. “If I bump into Mr. Wonderful, I won’t ignore him.”


“You promise?”

Roseleen nodded grudgingly, not that it would matter. The few men she had been really attracted to over the years had barely noticed her. And besides, she just wasn’t ready for another relationship, not when it would involve trust, because Barry had depleted all the trust she had to spare. Maybe someday…
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“I can’t believe you brought it with you,” David said as he filled his glass with Scotch at the small bar in the corner of the spacious drawing room. “If I had known you were going to do that, I would simply have shipped it here to Cavenaugh to await your arrival.”

Roseleen couldn’t quite meet her brother’s gaze and toyed with the ice in her tea instead. She wasn’t going to own up to the power that sword seemed to have over her. He’d never believe it, and she couldn’t put a name to it anyway. She had simply been unable to leave Blooddrinker’s Curse behind in the States.

She’d missed her first flight to England and had arrived in London a day late, because after she had left for the airport the first time, she’d turned around and gone back home to get the sword. For some unaccountable reason, she felt as if she had to keep it near her, at least have it in the same country that she happened to be in.


But David was due some sort of explanation, so she said now, “I wouldn’t have been able to wait that extra month until the summer break allowed me to come here, just to have my first look at it. And it isn’t all that odd that I’d bring it with me. Considering how valuable it is, and the fact that security systems aren’t infallible, particularly my system, which is so outdated, I would have spent my entire vacation here worrying about it.

“Besides, I had new neighbors moving in next door that I hadn’t met yet. Their moving van arrived only a few days ago. And you know how new neighbors always make me nervous. You never know if you’re getting the next serial killer or your next best friend.”

He grinned as he lifted his glass to toast her. “I was only teasing, Rosie. I know how eagerly you awaited that sword. I wouldn’t be surprised if you tucked it into bed with you each night.”

He was still teasing, but she had to fight down a blush, because she had come close to doing just that on a few occasions this last month. Her attachment to this particular antique was absurd, unhealthy even.

She had other old weapons; the previous star of her collection dated from the fifteenth century, a magnificent foot-long dagger whose scabbard had two pockets to hold two tiny jewel-hilted eating utensils. She loved that dagger, but she’d never had her emotions thrown into such turmoil over it, as was happening with Blooddrinker’s Curse. She was treating the sword as if it were her child, for God’s sake, worrying about it being out of her sight, fretting over anyone else’s touching it, fearful that it might get damaged or lost.

She had been in a state of panic nearly the entire flight over, imagining it being thrown around by careless baggage handlers, despite the fact that she’d crated it with such meticulous care. And getting through customs had been a nightmare, waiting for some stranger to insist on opening the crate and—but she’d been lucky. The sword had passed through unmolested, only one of her three suitcases drawing inspection. But she was definitely going to ask David to send the sword back to the States for her on his wife’s private jet. She wasn’t going to go through that nerve-wracking experience again if she could help it.

David would probably say that what she was feeling was perfectly normal, after she’d waited years to obtain the thing. He would even assure her that it was only temporary, that her worries would settle down, given a little time. She wasn’t going to give him a chance to say so. She just couldn’t bring herself to admit to what had the earmarks of an obsession, even to this brother of her heart. She didn’t understand it, so how could she expect him to?

She offered him a smile to acknowledge his teasing, and waited for him to join her on the sofa. He’d picked her up at the airport that morning and had driven her straight to Cavenaugh Cottage. His wife, Lydia, was presently in France meeting with the decorators who were handling her newest acquisition, a chateau near Troyes. Lydia wasn’t expected back until the end of the week, so David would be spending a few days with Roseleen at the cottage.

Though there was no reason for them to resemble each other, not sharing the same bloodlines, merely the same household as children, ironically, there was a slight resemblance between Roseleen and David. Anyone who saw them together would swear they were brother and sister, and they didn’t bother to correct the misconception.

That David had retained the name he was born with, David Mullen, only made people assume that Roseleen had married at some time or other. It was the fact that their last names were different that had allowed David to step in to deal with the sword’s previous owner, when Roseleen had failed to get anywhere with the man.

They both had deep, clear chocolate-brown eyes without a fleck of gold to lighten them. And although David’s dark brown hair lacked the soft reddish highlights that Roseleen’s had, they both had high cheekbones, the same oval shape to their eyes, and brows that slanted at the same angles, and they were both tall and slim of build.

She had been five years old when David had lost his folks and had come to live with her family. He had been only seven at the time. As far as she was concerned, he was her brother, and he felt exactly the same way. Still, there were certain things you just didn’t feel comfortable discussing with siblings, or best friends for that matter. That you might be having a nervous breakdown was one of them.

Not to change the subject, but to redirect it, Roseleen said, “I feel somewhat guilty about owning Blooddrinker’s Curse, you know, because of its beauty and historical value. I keep thinking it belongs in a museum, where everyone could have the chance to be awed by it.”

David lifted a brow, a grin lurking in his expression. “Thinking about donating it?”

Roseleen laughed. “Not on your life. I’ll live with the guilt, thank you.”

“As it happens, I mentioned that to Sir Isaac—after the sword was in my possession. The old guy really was eccentric. He said he couldn’t trust it to a museum, where some woman might get her hands on it.”

“Did he ever tell you why he wouldn’t sell it to a woman?” she asked.

“He said he didn’t know.”

“What?”

David chuckled. “That was my own reaction. But Sir Isaac claims his father left him the sword, with the dire warning that if he didn’t want to spend eternity suffering the agonies of the damned, he’d make sure no woman ever got her hands on it. Apparently, Dearborn’s father had had to sign an affidavit similar to the one I signed when he first came into possession of the sword, and the owner before him as well. Dearborn had no information earlier than that—at least about the previous owners. But I’ll tell you something, Rosie, Sir Isaac didn’t come right out and admit it, but from the way he acted and the things he said, I’d swear he really believes that sword is cursed.”

“Just because of its name?”

David shrugged. “You have to admit it’s strange, all those owners being so fearful and protective of the sword. That fear had to be based on something.”

“On legend, no doubt, that is centuries old and so obscure, it didn’t survive the last few. You know how superstitious and fanciful medieval folk were. Pagan gods, sorcerers and witches, demons and devils, even elves and fairies, all held great significance back then, because the people really believed in them. And that sword has had a thousand years to gain notoriety. It’s too bad the curse or whatever superstition was attached to it didn’t get passed along with the sword. I’d give anything to know what it was.”

“Whatever it was, it’s a pretty good guess that it involved a woman, or women.”

Roseleen nodded in agreement. “Which is strange in itself, if you think about it. Historically, with only a few exceptions, women aren’t usually associated with weapons of any kind. Queens might have commanded armies, but they didn’t bear arms themselves.” And then she grinned. “Again, with a few notable exceptions.”

“Ah, now I have it. Did you get the urge to go to war when you touched the sword?”

She laughed and was still smiling when she answered, “Not war, actually, though I did have the urge to use that sword on old Barry when he arranged for a rather tasteless joke on me to celebrate his obtaining tenure.”

David frowned, since she hadn’t mentioned that to him before. She’d almost forgotten the incident herself and was no longer embarrassed to relate what had happened.

“What’d the bastard do this time?” David demanded.

“Somehow he must have found out that I’d finally gotten the sword, or was soon to receive it, because he sent a young man to me dressed in Viking costume, who was very good at pretending to be the real thing. He called himself Thorn Blooddrinker.”

“Thorn Blooddrinker?”

Her expression suddenly mirrored his own disgust as she recalled that part of the joke. David knew about all those crude rosebush innuendos associated with her name that she’d endured over the years. But no one had ever actually tried to claim that his name was Thorn. After all, what parents in their right minds would stick their son with such a name?

“Exactly,” she said. “It’s my guess that Barry had been planning his little joke for a long time, and he happened to see me lugging the sword into my classroom the day it arrived. I didn’t have enough time to take it home after picking it up at the post office. If he saw me with that crate, it wouldn’t have been hard for him to guess what it was, and that would have given him ample time to set up the joke for that evening.”

“Just what one might expect from a man devoid of principles and—”

“Shh,” she cut in when he started getting red in the face. David despised Barry as much as she did. “He’ll get his one day—somehow. I’m a firm believer in justice catching up to those who escape it the first time around.”

Roseleen changed the subject then, until David got his anger under control and put all thoughts of Barry Horton from his mind. When she had him laughing again, an easy enough task—she had a droll sense of humor that only those close to her ever saw—she got back to the subject that she was presently fascinated with.

“So tell me, why did Sir Isaac sell the sword at all, if he was so worried about some silly curse?”

“Because he was worried about the curse. He doesn’t think he has too many years left, and he has only daughters who will be inheriting his estate. He wanted it sold and away from them before he died.”

She shook her head. “It’s amazing that someone could believe in curses in this day and age.”

“Ah, but to your benefit,” he said, grinning. “If Sir Isaac didn’t believe that the sword is cursed, then
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