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Chapter One


He was back.


I saw him once when I was very young, a creature who was not of this world. Even now I recall the way the hairs on the back of my neck had prickledas they did even now.


Now, I stood on the balcony outside my room at Ravens Gate and gazed into the light of the moon.


For I could feel it.


I could feel him.


It is not a feeling one soon forgets.


Demon of Dartmoor, F.J. Sparrow






London, January 1852


Your Grace, intoned Carlton, the impeccably attired white-gloved butler. Your brother, Lord Aidan.



Aidan McBride strode into his brothers drawing room and without further ado, lowered his long body onto the soft, rich cushions of the armchair that sat before the roaring fire. He leaned forward, rubbing his hands together to warm them.


Ensconced in the adjacent chair, periodical in hand, Alec McBride hiked one dark brow.


Brandy? queried Alec without looking up from his reading. Or whisky?


Aidan certainly wouldnt refuse either. His brother Alec had a fine selection of both, including an enviableand extensivewine cellar. Ah, yes, his brother had both exquisiteand expensivetaste when it came to spirits. And being half-Scots, as a matter of course there was always whisky. Gleneden, in fact, even boasted its own distillery. Alec McBride, Duke of Gleneden, could well afford his pleasures.


Brandy, said Aidan, sounds just the thing.


Carlton returned in short order with a generously filled decanter and two finely etched tumblers centered on a gleaming silver tray. The butler poured a perfectly matched measure into each, then retired with a bow. Aidan leaned forward and retrieved the nearest glass. His posture was perfectly erect, courtesy of his rigorous military training and his days as a colonel in the Royal Highland Regiment.


But those days were no more. Now he was once again a private citizen, on his way to making his own fortune in shipping tobacco and cotton from America, rum from the Caribbean, anywhere west of England. He wouldnt consider the tea trade. God knew he wanted no more to do with India.


His brothers pale blue eyes had finally settled on him. Aidan watched as Alec closed the periodical and laid it on the tablerather reluctantly, Aidan decided. Well, well, he said lightly, it appears Ive interrupted you at a rather inopportune moment. Would you prefer that I leave?


No need. Youre already here, arent you?


Well, you appeared quite engrossed in your reading materialwhat is it? Ah, THE MONTHLY CHRONICLE. But what article were you reading that holds you in such fascination? Curious, Aidan picked up the periodical his brother had laid on the table but failed to close, as if to mark his placeas if loath to forget it.


His brows shot high. What the devil! Demon of Dartmoor, he quoted. He couldnt withhold a laugh. Who has taken the place of my brother? Perhaps the devil himself! Ordare I say it?a demon? I confess, Alec, you astound me. I rather thought you should be reading the classics.


The devil indeed. Or just as you say, perchance a demon. And its not an article, Aidan, but a novel. Rather, a serialization of a novel.


Aidan glanced at it once more. F.J. Sparrow? Ive never heard of him.



Yes, well, is it any wonder? Alec asked dryly. You were in the Punjab so long its a miracle any of us recognized you.


The Punjab.


Touched by echoes from the past, Aidan managed to maintain his smile. He held himself very still. He didnt try to stop the painful tightening of his gut. Hed long since discovered that to try merely made it worse.


No, there was no turning back the past. No escaping it.


Lord knew hed already tried.


He also knew that Alec meant no harm by the offhand comment.


Like Alec, his complexion was almost swarthy. But the Indian sun had darkened Aidans still more, so that his skin was a dark, burnished hue that made him appear almost a foreignerparticularly when combined with the beard hed grown, the patch hed still worn over one eye upon his return home. Aidan recalled with a faint amusement how their poor mother had appeared severely distressed at the notion that perhaps her second son had not returned on this particular ship after all. Shed passed by him on the dock fully half a dozen times over, fretting aloud, before Aidan finally took pity on her, picking up her dainty form and whirling her around. He knew, from the hint of mirth that tugged at Alecs mouth, that Alec was thinking of that moment, too. And of course Mama had also been delighted when he shaved his beard off the following day.


It was Alec whod told him how disappointed she had been when shed learned of Aidans decision not to return home immediately upon resigning his commission. In fact, nearly a year had passed before hed come home.


It wasnt, as hed cited to his mother in his letter not long after hed resigned his commission, a continuing need for wanderlust that delayed his reunion with his family.


It was shame. Shame and guilt and


Unfinished business.


And once that was done, wellhe still hadnt been able to return.


He couldnt. Precisely why, he couldnt say. Perhaps hed been running. Hiding. Trying to heal.


It took a moment before he realized Alec was still talking about that damned author. What was his name? Wren?


At any rate, Alec continued, since the publication of Satans Path, F.J. Sparrow has enjoyed enormous success.


F.J. Sparrow. That was it.


Spectres of the Dark followed, I believe, then The Devils Way. Howls at Midnight was the last. Alec pointed to a cabinet in the corner. Alas, Ive the entire collection thus far except The Devils Way. I read it, then lent it to someone and it was never returned. And now its almost impossible to come by.


He sounded most indignant. Let me guess, Aidan drawled. His characters battle almost unspeakable evil.


But of course.


Aidan silently contemplated. Satans Path. Spectres of the Dark. The Devils Way and Demon of Dartmoor. F.J. Sparrow must surely be a queer, twisted fellow, to pen such grisly-sounding tales. But he kept his opinion to himself.


His eyes, thick-lashed as were all the McBrides, blue like all of the McBridesthough all of them hued in various shades from palest blue to deepest sapphirebegan to sparkle.


He tapped a finger atop Demon of Dartmoor. Tell me, he invited, what entrances you so.


Its not just me, its the whole of England, man. F.J. Sparrow is all the rage. Walk into any club, and youll no doubt find a dozen copies of the latest CHRONICLE with the latest chapter of Demon of Dartmoor. Attend any party, any gala affair, and his name will surely crop up, for again, I say, hes captivated the whole of the British Isles. The master of murder and monsters and mayhem hes called.


And no doubt his novels are full of phantoms and apparitions, creatures of doom, creatures of gloom, secret passageways, trapdoors, and the like. And in secluded, ruined castles. My God, youre reading Gothic horror novelsmy brother, the duke of Gleneden!


Well, would you expect anything else from such a novel? A faint smile curled Alecs lips. The thing is, no one really knows who F.J. Sparrow is. His identity. And that but fuels the mystery even moreand his sales, no doubt.


Aidan fought the urge to erupt into laughter. It must have shown, for Alec cast him a look that clearly proclaimed his recalcitrance.


Aidan schooled his features. Since this is clearly a passion of yours, tell me more.


Alec took a sip of brandy. Well, our intrepid heroine is a young, virtuous woman in incessant danger.


I find the idea of young, virtuous, innocent ladies immenselyappealing. Aidan arched a well-shaped brow. But Im surprised that you of all people should take to reading such drivel.


Again that withering look. One should never criticize what one has not read, Aidan was haughtily informed. Besides, they are not drivel. Theyre surprisingly well written, Aidan. I think of them as novels of hair-raising adventuretheyre most certainly not for the faint of heart. Indeed, while some of his monsters are deviants whose deeds are of horrendous proportion, one of his previous works featured a villain who had been shut up beneath the house hed been born in for ten years. When he was a child, his father cut off his fingers one by one for daring to snatch a biscuitand then his tongue as well, so the child could not protest when his father shut him away in a closet so tiny he could not stand upright. He was an outcast from society. An outcast of his family. When his father died, and he managed to escape, it wasnt just his outward body that was crippled. It was as if his heart was crippled as wella crippled soul, if you will. Vile as hed grown to be, it was really rather sad that he was such a tragic figure of a man.


A crippled soul. Well, he thought, that was something he understood.


He lowered his glass to the table. I confess, I am all agog.


Alec pretended to frown severely. Do you mock me?


Aidans smile was purely devilish. Only when I am able.


Well, Alec said wryly, I doubt youll find anything in England so exciting as defending the masses in India, but Raven and Rowan certainly havein the moors of jolly old England.


Raven and Rowan? Aidan queried.


The characters in Demon of Dartmoor. Amateur sleuths.


Ah, those who do battle against the creatures of infamy.


Yes. They worked together in The Devils Way, you see, quite closely. Rowan owns the estate next to Ravens. When she came into her inheritance after her fathers death, she bought a country manor. Ravens Gate, she decided to call it. But Ravens Gate was haunted, you see. Together, Raven and Rowan hunted down the villainessthe housekeeper, can you imagine?a reincarnation of some spawn, a creature of sadistic madness. I confess, for a day or so, I was given to regard Carltons behavior quite closely. And then Raven and Rowan appeared together again in Howls at Midnight. I daresay their escapades are awaited most eagerly by nearly everyone in the kingdom.


Aidan smothered a smile. He tipped his head to the side. Raven, he repeated. A woman?


Why, however did you know? Alec feigned shock. Despite the name, Raven is a flame-haired beauty.


But of course. It was Aidans turn to echo his brothers earlier statement. He wasnt quite sure he would ever grasp his brothers passion, but he would humor him. So. We have a flame-haired beauty, he mused. Petite and delicate?


Mmmm.


And her cohort? Rowan, you say?


Indeed.


A splendid-looking fellow, Aidan mused, no doubt a well-skilled pugilist and more than able to protect the lovely lady Raven.


Indeed, but theres the thing. The lovely Raven usually does not want Rowans protection. Shes quite able to take care of herself, thank you very much. And that, dear brother, is an exact quote from our beauteous heroine.


So no one knows the identity of the mysterious F.J. Sparrow. Could it be that you are the author?


Alec rolled his eyes. You were gone too long, my dear brother. I do believe the heat has damaged your faculties. Alec tapped a lean finger against the center of his lower lip. Now it was he who smothered a laugh. Although I do remember calling you dim-witted a time or two when we were children.


Not, Aidan countered with nary a blink, when I had you pinned to the ground. Much to dear Mamas distress. And Annies delight.


Yes, Annie did seem to delight when either of us were in a pickle.


Or especially both of us.


At any rate, regardless of your opinion of my reading tastes, the fact that these two are at odds is part of the readers attraction to Raven and Rowan. Or perhaps more aptly, the attraction the two of them sharethough each pretends otherwise, of course. It was evident at their very first meeting in The Devils Way, and with each successive novel, its become ever more pronounced, this new element between them. Its not just the hair-prickling adventure. Its the relationship between the two of them. All await their newest adventureand the next installment of Demon of Dartmoor. I predict Raven and Rowan shallwell, we shall see. Its not only their extraordinary encounters with all manner of unearthly creatures that hold everyone enthralled, but the pull between them. All I can say is that when the two are togetherthe combination of peril and passionwell, one can fairly feel the way they sizzleand so does my flesh!


My God, you make it sound as if theyre real people!


An acknowledgment to the authors talent to think of them so, dont you think?


Perhaps, but it sounds like an erotic novel, not a horror novel, or even a Gothic novel. Aidan tipped his head to the side. Knowing you, Alec, now I begin to see why you are so entranced.


Alec laughed. Well, perhaps its a bit of all three! He paused. But enough of Raven and Rowan, Alec said after a moment. He studied Aidan. How is the eye?


Aidan braced himself. Alec referred to the vision in Aidans left eye. It had happened that horrible nighthis rifle backfired, leaving behind burns that would never heal. Though no outward sign of the impairment was evident, things were still fuzzy on the left, and his peripheral vision had been affected. Upon his mothers insistence, hed seen a surgeon after hed returned to England. The man merely told him what Aidan already knew, that there would likely never be any improvement in his vision.


Aidan shrugged. The same. The physician in London advised against the patch. He said it but weakened the eye even more.


There was a long, drawn-out silence. Aidan sipped his brandy, aware of his brothers regard. Youve changed, Alec said finally. Youre Alec seemed to hesitate.


Aidan had no such qualms. One corner of his mouth turned up in what could hardly be called a smile. Harder?


Alec neither agreed nor disagreed.


As a lad, Aidan never had any doubts about his abilities to do whatever he set his mind to. Yes, Aidan reflected rather cynically, after so many years away from his homeland, he supposed it was true. He was harder than when hed left. Tougher. God knew he felt infinitely older than his thirty-one years. Why, it seemed a lifetime had passed since hed joined the Regiment as a green youth of twenty.


Ah, yes, hed returned a changed man.


A guilty man.


Once again he was aware of Alecs scrutiny. Aidan drank deeply, once, and then again.


You abandoned a brilliant career, came Alecs inevitable observation. Still no regrets?


Regrets? Aidan gave a brittle laugh. What, man, are you mad? Besides, if youll recall, Id been considering leaving the Regiment for a number of years alreadyshortly after Annie married Simon.


We both know why you left, Aidan.



There was no accusation in Alecs tone, no judgment. Nonetheless, Aidan didnt appreciate the comment, and it showed in the fulminating glance he cast toward Alec.


Alec ignored it. Instead, he leaned back. Which brings to mind the questionHow are you, Aidan? How are you really?


Id be perfectly fine if youd cease your talk of India and the Punjab!


Alec merely looked at him. Aidan released a puff of air. Sorry, he said gruffly. I didnt mean to bite.


No need to apologize. Point taken, Alec said lightly. I have just one thing to say, however.


Once again, Aidan steeled himself. Damn! Why couldnt Alec leave well enough alone? Oh, he knew it was concern that motivated him, but still


It wasnt your fault those men died, Aidan.


There. Hed known what Alec was going to say. It didnt, however, make it any easier. The pain that sliced through Aidans chest was as sharp as ever.


I beg to differ, Alec. His lips barely moved. His tone was no less than terse. It was my fault. I was their commander. I was careless. I was greedy, and I led them into a goddamned massacre. I will alwaysalwayshave their blood on my hands. And those men numbered forty-seven, Alec. Forty-seven souls who died needlessly. Because of me. So yes, it was my fault.



The silence ticked out. Alec held his gaze steadily.


Youre still beating yourself into the ground, I see, Alec said softly. Someday, Aidan, I hope youll forgive yourself. I can see it wont be today, however. Therefore, I salute your past adventuresAlec smiled and raised his glassand wish you luck in your new endeavors.


Aidan felt the tightness in his throat ease. To new endeavors then. The two brothers clinked glasses.


Their conversation turned to other things. Aidans first successful quarter at his new business, his newly completed purchase of a home. Their sister Anne, her husband Simon, and their children.


Thats the answer to what ails you, man, Alec said suddenly. A woman for the night.


Aidan blinked. A woman?


Exactly! I think what you need, dear brother, is the gentle touch of a woman to soften those hardened edges of yours. Lose yourself in her eyes. Lose yourself in her arms.


Aidan couldnt help but laugh. They fell back into their usual banter. The touch of a woman cures all, eh?


Thats been my experience, Alec stated suavely. I do believe Ive heard you havent lost your touch. I recall hearing rumors several years ago that youd taken a fancy to the daughter of the Governor-General. So much so that I thought perhaps marriage was in the wings.


Aidan snorted. Marriage? Youre the Duke of Gleneden, brother, and youve yet to find your duchess.


All in good time, Alec retorted glibly. Now tell me of this woman.


Well, she was most definitely not the daughter of the Governor-General, Aidan informed Alec smoothly.


Alec wasnt to be dissuaded. Who then?


I rather suspect you refer to a relative of a member of the diplomatic corps. A widow, in fact. The lady pursued me, and that is all you need know, dear brother.


In truth, Englishwomen were relatively rare in India, a beautiful one still more rare. Aidan might have eyed the daughters and wives of high-ranking officials, but he wouldnt allow desire to hold sway over him. He had too much discipline for that. But while he still possessed the same physical urges of a man for a woman, he was discerning enough to spend his needs with one who didnt smell of musk and grime and dust.


Alec appeared to take great delight in the admission. You were always the ladies man when you were young, Aidan.


Only because I observed my brother. And from the talk I hear, its still true. I was at a dinner party the other night with an old friend, and I overheard a woman talking most avidly about a man called the Black Scotsman. Shed had one glass of champagne too many, I suspect, but I listened most keenly when she mentioned the Black Scotsman. Isnt that what the lovelies used to call you when you were young?


Alec gave a burst of laughter. Good heavens! Dont tell me that particular moniker has resurfaced?


It would seem so.


Why, I havent heard it in years! Alec hiked a black brow, a half smile on his lips. Dare I inquire what else this lady ventured?


I believe something about the Black Scotsmans charm being exceeded only by hishow shall I say this? Aidan feigned a great pondering. Now I recall! His charm was exceeded only by his masterly achievements in the boudoir.


Masterly, eh? Alec laughed with gusto. And you divined they referred to me? Well, then, I thank you for the compliment. Though I do hope you didnt learn how to become a ladies man byoh, how shall I say this?erby direct observation when you were a boy trailing in my footsteps.


It was Aidans turn to arch a heavy brow. Set your mind at ease, he said bluntly. I should like to think Ive acquired my own brand of technique rather than imitate my brothers.


Then use it, man! Im in no position to judge, but I should imagine the right woman would go a long way toward what ails you. Aye, perhaps a strong, healthy dose of lust is all you need, Aidan. And not just for tonight.


An affair?


All the better. Alec slanted him a rather wicked grin.


Ah. Sage words of advice from the legendary Black Scotsman, then?


Aye, Alec declared. But remember, discretion is everything.


Aidan chuckled. A few moments later, he glanced at the clock on the marble mantel. Gads, look at the time! Id best be off if Im to find a woman for the night.


Alec laughed and clapped a hand on Aidans shoulder.


In the grand entrance hall, Carlton appeared with Aidans greatcoat. The butler frowned. Its quite dreadfully cold, Lord Aidan. Shall I summon the masters carriage?


Aidan shook his head. No need, Carlton.


A hack then, Alec started to say.


Aidan dismissed them both with a hand. Thank you, no. I shall return home the same way I came.


What! You walked? Alec shot him a look that proclaimed he was surely convinced Aidan had gone daft. Mother commented today she wouldnt be surprised if the Thames froze over, the way it did the year she and Father married.



Carlton assisted Aidan into his greatcoat. He was still frowning severely as he took up a post near the front door.


Youre welcome to stay the night, Alec told him.


No, I shall let you return to your tales of demons and darkness by the famed


He stopped short and glanced at Alec inquiringly. F.J. Sparrow, Alec supplied.


Aidan feigned a shudder of fear. There, you see? I vow, with your talk of devils and demonswhy, the very name F.J. Sparrowyouve frightened me half to death. I dare not stay the night. Id neither close my eyes nor sleep a wink, for fear of some vile creature walking straight from the pages of your cursed novels!


Alec merely hiked a black brow.


Besides, what if you should find a female companion for the night? Aidan added. Wed have to share her.


Weve shared many things, brother, but never a woman. And I daresay, we shall not. Now, let Carlton have the carriage brought around.


Nay, my lord duke. I fancy a brisk walk instead.


Mad, man, thats what you are, came Alecs muttered observation.


The memory came unbiddenAll at once Aidan recalled the intense heat shimmering over the deserts in India, the gritty sand finding its way into his mouth and flesh, stinging his skin and burrowing into his pores even beneath his uniform.


Strange as it may sound to you, he said with a faint smile, during all those years in India, the one thing I longed for most of all was the chill of a British winter. Mist, frost, snow, Id have welcomed any and all.


And with that, Aidan ventured outsideand into the blackest depths of the night.











Chapter Two



Word spread quickly, as I knew it would. That somehow he has escaped that place where no one said he could escape. No matter that it was an accident. That it was never meant to be.


In walked a man.


And out slipped a demon.


I will need help with a creature as vile as this.


A message, I thought. I must dispatch a message to Rowan. And quickly.


Demon of Dartmoor, F.J. Sparrow






Someone is watching me, Fionna thought, trying desperately to determine if she was right.


She was. She felt it in every fiber of her being, every pore of her soul.


She was being followed.


Something was afoot. Someone was afoot, for she knew she was not alone. And this had nothing to do with the fearful creatures created by Miss Fionna Josephine Hawkes.


Ah, yes, Fionna was a teller of tales, tales of the dark side of the soul, of supernatural beings that transcended belief. Without question, she possessed an imagination most vivid. Yet every sense inside screamed a warning. And Fionna had the terrifying sensation that someone lurked near.


Following with stealthy step. Moving when she did. Stopping at almost the precise instant that she did.


This was not within the pages of a novel. This was here.


This was real.


This was now.


Thoroughly unsettled, Fionna whirled, ready to confront whoever it was.


There was about the night a sense of eerie stillness. Even now, the darkness seemed to creep in, closing all around her. Indeed, as she had oft written, the depths of the night could be terrifyingthough Fionna did not find it so. What she did find terrifyingno, disturbing, for terrifying was far too strong a wordwas that absolute stillness. That sense of waitingfor something to happen, knowing not what would happen


The world seemed to have stopped in time, like a heart that had ceased to beat. There was nothing, no breeze to stir the air, ruffle the treetops, for the limbs were barren of life and would remain so until spring. There was no moon to cast out even the most feeble slice of iridescence. What light there was came from a trace of snowfall that had fallen earlier; it was as if all the earth were laden with silvery crystals, frozen in time. Beautiful, almost unearthly so. Yet coldso very, very cold


She shivered, yet this was a shiver that came from the innermost depths of her beingand had not a whit to do with the bone-chilling temperature. She even thought the stark, withering limbs of the trees seemed to stretch out toward her, seeking to close around her, to squeeze the life and breath from herthough she well knew that was given to sheer imagination.


Yet all the while her eyes strained, as if to see through every tree, through the heavy darkness, around every corner.


All that she heard was that chilling, absolute silence.


Then, the hollow chimes of a clock tolled through the nightthe very stroke of midnight. So unexpected was the sound that Fionna actually started.


Turning on her heel, she began to walk once more.


It came again, the sound of footsteps, almost attuned with hersno, it was more of an echo. As if when she stopped, he stopped.



Had she been running, shed have feltpursued. As it was, she feltviolated.


And furious. Yes, most of all, she was furious.


For Fionna relished the night, cherished its solitude. When darkness veiled the world, she feltfree. Oh, but there was no other way to describe it! As if the dark let free her imagination.


Yet she was certain she heard footsteps foroh, perhaps at least three times. Sensed a presence that made her skin prickleand that not an easy task, to be sure, given her occupation.


It had crossed her mind to speak to a constable. But she hadnt actually seen anyone, so how silly would that sound? No doubt he would merely gaze at her as if she were an hysterical female. Besides, if she contacted the police, she could notwould notconvey her alternate identity. Oh, but someone would have a rousing good chuckle with his comrades. Hed surely have laughed in her face. For all that Fionna was firmly grounded in reality, they might consider hermad. No doubt a constable would boorishly advise that she remain indoors, which would only make her fume.


No, Fionna Josephine Hawkes wouldnt hide behind closed doors. She wouldnt cower.


She had a living to make. Her nightly jaunts allowed her to think, to shuffle and ponder and plot.



Steeling herself, she stopped again. Her gaze swiveled in all directions. She held her breath, not even daring to exhale. All she could hear was the drumming of her own heart pounding hard in her ears.


Chiding herself for her folly, she gathered herself in hand, turned, and resumed her journey toward home.


But she couldnt lie to herself. She was nervous. Skittish. Was it folly after all? Was it nonsense?


Rubbish! she chided herself. What would Raven do if she were being followed? she asked herself. What would Raven do? Raven, she reminded herself, was unafraid of anything, adventurous to the point of being reckless


And Rowan would have been directly behind her, ready to step in should she need him.


There! She heard them again, firm, rhythmic footballs, quickening now with their approach.


Rounding the corner, Fionna ducked behind the next doorwayit shielded her from view. She lived in one of the very best neighborhoods of London. There was little crime, either day or night. She was still frightened, but suddenly angry as well.


The footsteps halted. The intruder was close. She could just make out the outline of his formshoulders wide and brawny beneath the layers of his greatcoat. Between his top hat and the shadows, she could detect virtually nothing of his features, his age, or naught else. Only that his face was a mass of shadows and his form a powerful one.


She braced herself, both inwardly and outwardly. Drat! He was almost upon her now.


She gripped her parasol hard, with both hands, bringing it up to rest near her shoulder. It had been snowing lightly when shed left home. Thank heaven shed brought it! Her heart was beating like a fury. By heaven, if necessary, she would use this as a weapon. She would


Hello? came the sound of a mans low baritone. Madam, are you


Fionna didnt wait to hear any more. Here was her tormentor, in the flesh. Gritting her teeth, she sighted his midsection


And swung her parasol with all her might.




Aidans conversation with Alec was still fresh in his thoughts when he departed Alecs town house that night.


No matter how he tried, the memory of that night in the Punjab never quite left him. Neither his mind


Or his heart.


Bitterly he wondered if it ever would.


Rajul.


Even dead, the man had the power to fire the blood in his veins to boiling. The rebel leaders image filled his brainthe arrogant tilt of his turbaned head, that ever-taunting gleam in coal black eyes.



Hed wanted Rajul too badly. Glory or gain had nothing to do with it. When word came that Rajul was near, hed reacted too rashly. Unthinkingly. He should have waited for the troops he knew were less than half a days ride away.


His steps continued, echoing through the frigid London air.


Turmoil raged in Aidans breast. Self-loathing poured through him, boiling through his veins. Hed never had any shortcomings when it came to his abilities. After all, he was Colonel Aidan McBride, the pride of the British Empire. The man whose military career had been built by the fact that every decision he made was thorough and calculated and deliberate, the fact that he anticipated with an almost uncanny perception the actions and reactions of the enemy.


But not that night. Not then.


Rajul had escaped.


His mouth twisted. God, how hed fooled them all. His men. His superiors. Even himself.


And to think hed been offered a medal. Offered a promotion, for the Command considered the toll on the rebel forces a major blow.


To Aidan, it was a travesty. A joke.


It changed nothing. It didnt erase the deaths of forty-seven men whose blood had been spilled needlessly. Whose blood would forever stain his hands.


And that was why hed forsaken his so-called brilliant career.



Deliberately he forced the tension from his jaw. Alec was right. He needed to forget. This was London, and by God, that part of his life was no more.


The merest trace of a smile broke the taut line of his lips. A strong healthy dose of lust had been Alecs precise words. Well, perhaps he was right. Perhaps he needed a woman whose skilled lips and warm hands would shatter the past. Purge the ache inside and replace it with another, one that might be filled, at least for a while.


Rounding the corner, a muffled sound brought his head up sharply. He spied a lone figure gliding along the walkway before him. Almost in spite of himself, he couldnt help but be reminded of Alecs admiration of F.J. Sparrows ghoulish tales.


Bedamned! he thought. He squinted a little. Granted, his distance vision wasnt what it used to be, butspeak of the devilBy heaven, it was a woman!


But this wasnt a neighborhood that was frequented by ladies of the evening, selling their bodies. And if he werent mistaken, this woman appeared to be respectably dressed. He was suddenly impatient, almost angry. So why the devil was she out walking alone, with no escortat the hour of midnight?


He began to walk faster. Then she disappeared from view around the corner.


Aidan hastened his pace.


Hello? Madam, are you



Aidan had one single view of her clutching her parasolas if it were a cricket bat.


That was his last thought before he heard a whoosh of air.


He sensed it, more than he saw it. His hand shot out, propelled by sheer instinct, at precisely the right instant. He caught the parasol squarely in the middle, holding it away from his bodysquarely between them. His attacker gave a little scream of frustration at being thwarted and sought to yank it from his grasp.


Had his reflexes not been so quick, he realized, he might have suffered a good wallop in the belly. The woman twisted the parasol fiercely. Aidan refused to release it.


My good woman, itll take more than a parasol to bring me down. Aidan hadnt yet decided if he was more amused or angry.


It was as if they had faced off against each other in order to do battle. Indeed, she appeared ready to do exactly that. Her expression was fierce, her determination evident as he caught a glimpse of her face beneath the wide brim of her bonnet. She was still grappling with him, trying with all her might to wrest the parasol free. Let go! she cried.


Not until Im assured you wont try to use it against me again, he stated grimly. For all I know, youve a pistol in your reticule.


Im not carrying a reticule! And you were following me! she accused. Why?



I wasnt following you. I was merely on my way home when I saw you. I thought to lend assistance if you were in need of it.


Something flashed in her eyes. She made a small, choked sounda sob? Was she trembling? He couldnt quite tell, but he suspected she was on the verge of it.


Something within him softened. I was concerned, he said again. I thought perhaps you were hurt. He paused, then added quietly, I didnt mean to frighten you.


I wasnt frightened! she denied, yet with such vehemence that he knew very well she was.


He released his grip from the parasol. She immediately snatched it back.


Aidan indicated the parasol with a swirl of a gloved fingertip. May I suggest the very tip might be quite useful as a weapon if need be. He lifted two fingers upward. Lunge at the face. The eyes, if you are able. The chest or belly orparts thereunder. Another swirl below his waist.


He ignored her gasp of shock.


A knee there is particularly effective if you are not carrying your parasol. It will bring a man down to his knees in a heartbeat, if not to the ground itself. And if you are carrying it and if you were behind your assailant, then swing as you did. At the back. The head. Or squarely behind the knees. Vulnerable areas, all of them. And if you are in front, then swing as you did with me. At the belly, hard as you can. It likely wont bend a man completely double, but it just might give you the chance to bring your knee up and into his face. Hopefully that, at least, will give you the chance to run and scream your bloody head off.


Really. And what if Id intended to do all of those things?


What a defiant little creature she was! Then I should call you a resourceful womana woman well prepared indeed.


His observation seemed to reassure her. But she was still a trifle frightened, though he sensed she was doing her best not to show it.


His eyes flicked over her. Do you have any idea of the hour?


She blinked. What?


A woman like you should not be strolling alone at this time of night. His tone was sharp. He didnt care.


Her eyes lit like sparks again. He couldnt quite make out their colorand suddenly wished that he could.


Aidan arched a brow and continued, My dear lady, when a woman is alone at night, wandering the streets He paused, that she might take his meaning.


He recognized the very instant she did. I am not wandering, he was haughtily informed. I know precisely where I am going. Nor, sir, am I a light skirt. So if youre in an amorous mood



I am not, he interrupted coolly. And I was not implying that you are. Were that the case, I imagine you would be trying your best to lure me closenot bring me down instead.


She said nothing, merely matched his stare with a boldness that bordered on fury.


As for you, young woman, its after midnight.


Her chin came up. Im well aware of the time. Not that its any of your affair, but Ihad a late engagement.


Aidan assessed her with an unflinching regard, taking in the way her eyes flitted away. He studied the slim line of her jaw, slightly squareand also noted the way she fiddled nervously with her parasol.


She was lying. Furthermore, she wasnt accustomed to lying.


Then you should have hired a hack, he said bluntly. At the very least, your gentleman friend should have sent you home in his coach.


His censure was sharper than he intended. She didnt like itnot one bit, he saw. Not that it appeared there was anything she liked about him


Well, sir, she stressed, not that its any of your affair, but I wasnt with a gentleman. Nor do I take kindly to strangersor anyone elsetelling me what I should and should not do. Im quite able to take care of myself, thank you very much.



Im quite able to take care of myself, thank you very much. Aidan discovered himself unexpectedly amused. Wasnt that what Alec had said the lovely Raven told her counterpart Rowan?


He conceded that women were changing. They were more independent than when hed left for India, capable of seeing to themselves and their needs.


So I see. As for who I am, my name is Aidan. Aidan McBride. He bowed low. And now I am no longer a stranger.


Judging by her silence and the set of her jaw, she didnt agree.


Aidan gestured over his shoulder, and went on pleasantly. A pity we must make introductions at this time of night. Ive just moved into the town house down the street, you see.


Excellent. She spoke through her teeth. Then it wont take long for you to get home.


And I wont be returning home until I escort you home. He held up a hand. I see you are tempted to argue. However, I insist.


Her back was ramrod-straight. Sir, as you must surely be aware, this is a highly respectable neighborhood. Therefore, you may leave.


Drat, but the woman was stubborn! I couldnt call myself a gentleman if I left a woman alone on the streets at this hour of the night, no matter how respectable the neighborhood. I should imagine my mother would be quite disappointed were I to do so. He didnt bother disguising the steel beneath his polite statement.


He knew that she knew it too. While I should hate for your mother to be disappointed in you, I say again, sir, you may leave.


They continued to lock horns.


Nonetheless, I am compelled to escort you to your home, he said quietly. I warn you, it will do no good to argue.


She wanted tooh, how she wanted to. Aidan saw it in the way she tightly compressed her lips. Yet the strangest thing happenedsomething flitted over her face. He had the oddest feeling that she was warring within herself.


There is no need to escort me further. You see, Iam home.


It was a grudging admission.


Aidan glanced up at the sign dangling above. Every Book and Cranny, he read aloud. He squinted, then looked down at her. Butthis is a bookshop.


So it is, she returned pleasantly.


His gaze narrowed. You live here?


I do.


Abovestairs?


I dont believe that is any of your business, sir.


Well Aidan was at a rare loss for words. Then at least allow me to know that you are safely inside, Miss He paused expectantly.



Hawkes, she said finally. Fionna Hawkes.


Yet another grudging admission. Lord, but it seemed the chit guarded herself closely!


The pleasure is all mine, Miss Hawkes.


Somehow he didnt expect her to return the courtesy.


And she did not. She merely regarded him with that same wariness that marked the whole of their encounter.


What makes you so sure it is Miss?


You denied having a gentleman friend. I believe if you had a husband, youd have very promptly pointed it out to me. And, he said smoothly, you are not wearing a ring.


I am wearing gloves! You couldnt possibly see whether or not I wear a ring!


A vehement denial, he said softly. And youve just now given me good reason to believe I am right.


Her entire body stiffened. You presume too much, Mr. McBride.


Her lips barely moved. She had fire, Aidan decided. She had spunk.


And Aidan liked that. The admission startled him a little. Moreover, the woman piqued his interest more with every word.


Perhaps, he said with a shrug. But youve taken a dislike to me, I see.


He was surprised when her gaze skittered away. He heard the ragged breath she drew. It is not dislike, sir, she said. IWe do not know each other. I am, by nature, protective of my private life.


Aidan was silent for a moment. He could respect that, he found himself admitting. God knew, hed grown protective of his own. Well, thenhe gave a slight bowI shall bid you good night.


The words declared an end to their encounter. He executed a slight bow.


The chit said no more. His hands behind his back, Aidan remained where he was, watching as she retreated a few steps, then extracted a key from the inside of her cloak.


He noticed the way she glanced over her shoulder several times as she fumbled a little with the key before the lock finally turned and she opened the door. He also noted the way she did not turn her back on him fully, as though to make certain he made no sudden move to follow as she slipped inside.


The click of the lock seemed unusually loud.


Only when he saw the glow of a lamp inside the shop did he turn and amble toward his town house, his mind on the woman hed just met.


Fionna Hawkes was a most untrusting woman. A most cautious woman. All in all, a most curious one, to be sure.


And, he realized with a vehemence that was almost startling, quite the most fetching one hed seen in a long, long time.


Of that, he was most certain of all.





Fionna loved the dark, for it lit her mind, her muse; it was truly her inspiration. It fired her imagination as nothing else could. She had never feared the depths of night, not even as a child. She reveled in it, particularly on those moonless nights when all the world lay closed and sleeping
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