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        In loving memory

        of my father

        FREDERICK SHERMAN LIEPITZ

        who gave me the inspiration of

        my German heritage.
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      GERMANY, 1883

      Candlelight flickered in the windows of the small stone church nestled beneath a stand of evergreens. From the broad, moss-covered trunks of the black pines to the rustic gray walls laced with flowering vines, there was a feeling of eternal tranquility. Inside the church, before a gilded altar, a white-haired clergyman sat behind an ornately carved pine-wood table and smoothed his gnarled fingers across a parchment document lying before him. His black clerical cassock, with its close-fitting sleeves, was in stark contrast to the ashen pallor of his skin. Watery eyes, pale blue with cataracts, strained to see the words on the tanned sheepskin, and he nodded as if he were reading each letter with perfect clarity.

      Across the table, two gentlemen stood in patient silence, facing the white-collared old man. Both were noticeably younger than the clergyman. The older of the formally dressed men displayed grayed temples and a weathered face that reflected more than sixty years. The broad-shouldered second gentleman was easily a head taller and visibly half the age of his companion, his ebony black hair and taut olive skin a testament to his vigorous health.

      Crowded into long, wooden pews, the villagers kept reverent silence in respect for the occasion. Watchful eyes of all ages witnessed the momentous ceremony being performed for Herr Johann Hartmann and the young Baron Emmerich von Hayden, a ceremony that would bind together the two most powerful families in this region of the German Empire known as the Black Forest. Like the centuries-old legends of the dark woods, the history of these families was filled with stories of power, both real and mythical. For it was believed they were direct descendants of medieval mystics, people with inexplicable knowledge of things yet to come and other such unusual gifts of the mind.

      The words on the parchment spelled out a promise between the Hartmanns and von Haydens, not only for the prosperity of the Church of the Mystics, but also for the rejuvenation of their own unique psychic powers. Since the Thirty Years War in the seventeenth century, members had been forced to denounce their beliefs and intermarry with the foreign conquerors, a submission that led to diminished powers, as well as the decline of the church. Though some families had tried to remain deep in the Black Forest where their lineage would not be threatened, only two of these families still claimed a small degree of their inherent spiritual gifts.

      Now, despite the heavy rains of late spring, no one in the tiny hamlet dared stay away from the single event that was sure to change their lives—if not that day, certainly some day in the years to come.

      The seated patriarch of the church lifted his quill pen and solemnly extended it toward the two gentlemen standing respectfully before him. The new Baron von Hayden accepted it with a formal nod, then leaned over the pinewood table and signed the agreement.

      In the final act that would seal the covenant, the gentlemen grasped palms in a binding handshake as the clergyman slowly rose and stepped around the narrow table. He gently placed his chalk-white fingers over the two hands gripped firmly together and raised his other palm in a silent blessing. Ageless wisdom shining in his pale blue eyes, the black-robed figure lifted his gaze beyond the men to the gathered crowd.

      Although his outer form gave the appearance of frailty and weakness, his deep, resonant voice demonstrated an inner vitality and strength.

      “Seven days we have mourned the passing of Baron Friedrich von Hayden, a great man and gifted member of our order,” he said. “In the last moments of his life, His Excellency spoke of a dream in which these two special families joined together through the marriage of their firstborn children. From this union, a son was born with gifts of prophecy and divine knowledge. In this vision, the boy grew to be a strong and able leader of our people.

      “Today,” he continued, “we have gathered together to witness the signing of this marital agreement between the Hartmanns and von Haydens. Before us and our omniscient God, Merrick has vowed to honor his beloved father’s final wish. Soon he will leave for America where Johann’s son now lives. There Merrick will find and marry the firstborn granddaughter, Ilse.”

      But not every villager welcomed the cultivation of a new leader among them. There was no assurance that the gifted child of this union would be kind and generous to his people. With the signing of the covenant, the seed of dissension had begun to grow.

      [image: ]

      Hours later, Merrick approached the front of the now-empty church, bowed reverently, then stepped into the first pew. He glanced around the rustic interior of the church, his vision blurring from the tears that threatened to overflow. Deep within, his soul felt torn open again as when he’d sat here years ago, shortly after his mother’s death. Tears came easier for a boy of five than for a man of twenty-four. But the searing pain was just as real.

      Dropping his face into his hands, he gave way to quiet sobs for the father he would never see again, a reality he still couldn’t convince himself was true. Even as his shoulders shook, he expected his father’s strong, supportive touch on his shoulder.

      After several minutes, the cleansing sobs subsided, replaced by an inner peace that glowed with reassuring warmth. Instinctively, Merrick sensed the change had somehow come from his father’s spirit, transcending the earthly barrier to comfort him. Though physically exhausted, Merrick’s mind cleared of the mists of pain, like an early morning fog dissipated by the heat of the rising sun.

      His thoughts focused on pleasant memories, instead of the tragic loss of a great man. His father’s forty-seven years had been full and prosperous, filled with many friends. Now the vast land holdings had passed to Merrick, as well as the profitable vineyards, a responsibility he’d earned from countless hours at his father’s side.

      Yet, unlike his father who had continued to honor his mother’s memory, Merrick had never lacked female companionship, a fact he attributed less to his wealth than to his mystical abilities that tantalized the curiosity of society fräuleins.

      Merrick sensed somewhere deep in his mind, he had known all along that this day would come, a day when he would be called upon to put his obligation to family ahead of his selfish pursuits. Despite his independence, his deep devotion to his father and those who were born under their protective barony compelled him to agree to this preordained marriage.

      But winning the granddaughter of Herr Hartmann would prove difficult. Twenty years earlier, Johann’s only child, Ernst, had walked away from the old-world culture with its myths and legends. He’d found a new life in western Pennsylvania where his friends had accepted him as one of their own kind, not a man of mystical ancestry. Ernst had turned his back on the religion of his forefathers. In a disquieting sort of way, Merrick understood the defiance of this man he had yet to meet. He also knew that, because of this defiance, his quest to marry Ilse Hartmann would not be an easy one.

      The mustiness of the old church building mingled with the scent of pine, then gave way to the light fragrance of lavender, so delicately faint as to almost not exist.

      A vision of a young woman standing with an adolescent girl wavered before his eyes—the older one fair and delicate, the younger one dark and robust. Though he knew in his special way that the golden-haired woman was Ilse, it was the large emerald eyes of the young girl that stirred a fleeting response from deep within his soul.
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      OCTOBER 1889

      The sky was cloudless. The Atlantic rippled blue-green, speckled with froth. Gulls cried out as the promenade deck of the White Star liner Teutonic teemed with restless passengers bemoaning the effects of their first five hours at sea. As the waves lapped against the armor-plated hull below, Caroline Hartmann slowly made her way beyond first class. Her chaperone, Miss Mathilde Landau, had remained below in their formal stateroom, not quite adjusted to the swaying surroundings.

      Baron von Hayden, her brother-in-law of six years, was also in his cabin, but Caroline doubted his reason was attributable to a poor stomach. The probability of a man with such cold, iron will having the constitution of anything less than an ox seemed highly unlikely. Instead, she envisioned the worldly baron in his berth with his hands cupped behind his head of black curls, his long muscular legs crossed at his ankles.

      She wondered if he would be snatching a moment of sleep before dinner. Or would those dark, penetrating blue eyes be staring at the ceiling boards above his head, perhaps lost in worried concentration over her sister Ilse and his unborn child in Germany? More likely it would be business matters that concerned him rather than his wife’s delicate condition. He hadn’t spoken of her once during their entire train trip to Philadelphia unless Caroline broached the subject. Even then, his curt replies had discouraged any further discussion.

      The steady, biting wind whipped her long hair against her cold cheeks. Turning her head in the direction of the strong breeze, she pulled a strand away from her mouth and braced her hands against the wooden railing, locking her elbows as she leaned back and drank in the exhilarating salt air.

      Far more than six years seemed to have passed since she had met the black-haired baron on the mountain road outside Sabula, her small hometown in western Pennsylvania. She had been heading back to her parents’ logging camp when a wheel had broken on the supply wagon.

      Only fourteen years of age, she had been a rowdy, pigtailed tomboy demonstrating her frustration with a quick kick to the wooden wheel, followed by a yelp of pain.

      A sudden thunder of hoof beats tore her away from her misery. Bearing down on her was a magnificent black horse. The rider was a man she’d never seen before. Expecting to be run down, Caroline flattened herself against the wagon box before the stranger made a swift dismount a few paces short of her sore toes.

      “Are you hurt?” He had a thick German accent like her father.

      She watched him glance at the broken wheel, then at her dirty shoes. His gaze rose, assessing her from the hem of her skirt to the top of her head. Never before had she feared traveling alone on the road or walking past the mills and lumber yards. But there was something about this man that prickled the hair on the back of her neck.

      With spunk as her only defense, she lifted her chin. “I am perfectly fine, sir. Though I may have aged five years, thanks to you.”

      She turned and hobbled on her painful foot to her mare, Becky. Leading her out of the rigging to the sawed-off stump of a pine tree, Caroline wished she could lift her skirt to climb onto the horse’s bare back. But she didn’t dare in front of the stranger.

      He walked over to her. “Perhaps you should take my mount.”

      She stroked Becky’s neck. “No, thank you.”

      “You must admit I am better dressed for riding without a saddle.”

      Caroline looked down at her long skirt, noticing the soiled hem above the toes of her dusty, black catalog-order shoes. His boots, planted uncomfortably close to hers, were a sharp contrast in the highest quality leather, polished to a bright shine.

      His soft brown trousers were the color of doeskin, matching the cutaway jacket, tailored to fit his narrow waist and broad shoulders.

      His chin and jawline were sharply defined, as was his fine, straight nose. Thick black hair rippled with soft curls over his shirt collar. His eyes were a deep shade of blue, darker than any she had ever seen, penetrating her, unlocking a sense of familiarity as if she had known him forever.

      A shudder swept through her. I must get away.

      “I mean you no harm,” he said with a softness that almost convinced her.

      “I should think not.” She turned back to her horse. “And if you are a true gentleman, you will turn around now.”

      He had a smirk on his face as he nodded regally and did as she asked.

      Grabbing Becky’s mane with one hand, she hiked her skirt thigh-high with the other, then stepped onto the stump, swung her bare leg over the horse’s broad back and dropped her skirt. “Now, if you will please excuse me, I will be on my way. Good day, sir.”

      “If I am not mistaken, I believe my destination is the same as yours.”

      “Oh?” She narrowed her eyes.

      He returned to his horse, reached for the saddle horn, slid his boot in the stirrup and seated himself as the leather creaked. As he passed her, he gestured with a sweep of his hand toward the road ahead. “I have business with Herr Hartmann.”

      “My father?”

      “Yes.”

      In the short distance back to the camp, the stranger rode beside her in silence. Not until dinner did she learn he was a nobleman, Baron Emmerich von Hayden. He had travelled all the way from Germany to claim the hand of her older sister, Ilse, as decreed by a covenant between their two families. This pronouncement infuriated her father, though he did not deny knowledge of the long-standing agreement. However, her spoiled sister was immediately enamored with the dark stranger, thrilled with the prospect of marrying into European wealth and high-standing. Their father’s refusal to give Ilse’s hand in marriage led her to set their town abuzz by circulating stories of improper behavior with her family’s handsome guest. Within two weeks, Ilse and the baron stood before the minister in an empty church with only Caroline and her parents as witnesses. Immediately afterward, the newlyweds had departed for Germany.

      In nearly six years, Ilse wrote letters frequently in the beginning, filled with giddiness and delight in her grand new life. As time passed, the Caroline had begun to have dark, vivid dreams about her sister and the baron.

      A blustery ocean breeze pressed her black skirt against her ankles as she reflected on the past. She had felt an uneasiness similar to other experiences over the years—a niggling in the back of her mind that kept her on edge. The same sensation as in the hours preceding Grandfather Hartmann’s passing. Eventually she grew to recognize the bothersome niggling as the beginning of her second sight that would become shadowy visions, an ability that frightened her.

      Soon after, Merrick had arrived with Ilse’s request to bring Caroline back to Germany. His wife was having difficulty carrying their child and had asked to have her sister at her side in the final bedridden months. With a matronly chaperone in tow, he’d arrived never doubting Caroline’s willingness to accompany him.

      Aside from her devotion to Ilse, she wasn’t quite sure why she had come with the baron and the thin, motherly chaperone, Miss Landau, whom he’d acquired in Philadelphia. An inner voice seemed to be beckoning her to step out in blind faith.

      “YO! YOUNG LADY!” A middle-aged seaman hollered from several yards away. “You best get below. Someone’s looking for ya!”

      Caroline touched the brim of her straw hat as she raised her eyes and waved acknowledgement. She took one last look at the mid-October sun as it sank below the western horizon. Her first day at sea had passed quickly. The excitement of inspecting the newest White Star liner had brought Caroline topside. Long and uncluttered, the Teutonic was one of the first steamships to abandon mast-supported sails in favor of short masts that served merely as flagpoles. Consequently, the ship’s silhouette was as meticulously modern as her interior refinements.
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      Merrick stepped outside through a door sheltered beneath a set of metal stairs. The wide landing overhead served as a protective shelter from the weather, creating a shadowed alcove from the sun-washed deck. A man’s loud voice had drawn the baron’s attention toward the bow where he saw Caroline, her head tilted back as she waved.

      Folding in the lapels of his outer coat to cut the chill at his throat, Merrick shook his head at the sight of his young sister-in-law. Now a woman of twenty, she wore a plain white blouse and black skirt. He thought she ought to at least have worn a sweater, but he was impressed with her indifference to the cold. He wondered if she owned anything besides conventional skirts and amply cut blouses. She was so very different from Ilse.

      If young Caroline wore a starched, white bonnet, she would seem no different from the Quaker women they had seen from the train passing through York County. But her lustrous head of hair ended any similarity to the plain people. While he watched, a cascade of glistening red-brown curls fluttered over her shoulders in the cold sea wind she seemed to defy.

      “We were worried you had fallen into the sea,” he said, standing directly behind her.

      As she turned toward the sound of his voice, the roll of the ship tipped her against the railing. She grabbed hold for support.

      “From the way you snuck up on me, Herr Baron, I might think you were trying to help me overboard.”

      He could hardly blame her for her resentment toward him for taking her sister away and destroying the serenity of her parents’ lives. To his credit, he had traveled all the way back to Pennsylvania for his wife’s sake. Certainly that said something about his character.

      He stood stolidly against the stiff breeze. “I think it’s best if you learn not to make any sudden moves until you’re more sea-oriented. Miss Landau called upon me to find you. She’s grown quite concerned. You have been exploring the ship most of the day.”

      “I was just coming to my cabin.”

      He read the defiant look in her eyes and knew immediately she hated being treated like a mischievous child. Oddly enough, this was exactly what he had been thinking.

      Did she possess the same gift as he? Was it possible?

      Glancing down at her clenched fists at her side, he stifled a smile of amusement. Again, as if read his thoughts, she changed her posture, relaxing her hands and casually crossing her arms in front of her. She seemed determined to prove she was not the spoiled little sister of Ilse, nor that she possessed the very same hot temper and sharp tongue as his wife. “For a girl who is not accustomed to the teasing of an older brother, you hold your composure fairly well. I would swear you were about to hit me.”

      “I would never think of striking you.”

      He was almost certain she was lying. “Come, it is time to return to Miss Landau.” He stepped aside and motioned with a sweep of his arm for her to lead the way.

      [image: ]

      Caroline listened to his footsteps behind her on the sea-scrubbed teak wood deck as they walked in silence to her cabin. He reminded her of a ship’s captain from a children’s picture book. Although, to gain command of an enormous vessel such as the Teutonic, the baron would have to be much older. Still, he looked very much like a man of the sea. His strong, slim body and square shoulders could easily withstand the years of hard sea duty. Those fine lines gathered at the outer edges of his deep blue eyes could have been etched by the salty winds.

      When the baron opened the door for Caroline, Miss Landau was lying in her berth, her forearm draped over her face.

      “Perhaps I may be of some assistance,” he said with genuine concern. Stepping around Caroline, he approached the bedside and addressed the pale woman. “Come, Miss Landau. Let’s get you some fresh air.”

      Prim Miss Landau moaned and expressed her embarrassment but obliged the rescuers. Shortly thereafter, she repeated her apologies after an indelicate performance at the railing. Although Caroline began to feel queasy herself, the baron continued to cajole the chaperone back to her predeparture spirit of adventure.

      [image: ]

      Once again in the stateroom, Mathilde Landau lay limp against her pillow, holding a cool, damp cloth to her forehead. Although the walk had added some color to her cheeks, the motion sickness had left her feeling like a wrung-out old rag.

      Though any movement took extra effort, Hilde slowly rolled her head to the side to see what was keeping Caroline so quiet. Sitting cross-legged in a terribly unladylike manner on her mattress, the girl’s head was bowed over a small, black leather-bound book. Her dark hair, drawn back and secured at the crown of her head with a black velvet ribbon, swept down over her far shoulder just past the tip of her bodice. Her long, slender fingers twisted and untwisted a thick strand of her hair as she studied the book in her other hand. Hilde thought Caroline was a lovely young woman, made more so by being completely unaware of her natural beauty.

      Mindful of the girl’s rustic upbringing, Hilde saw beyond the remnants of the rough-edged tomboy to the woman of grace and elegance waiting beneath the surface. In the days since they’d met at the Hartmann house, she had often wondered whether Caroline would have discovered the lady within herself had she stayed in that small logging town. Perhaps. More than likely Caroline would have gone on being Caroline and been married in a year. This line of thought always led Hilde to the inevitable question—why did this American girl leave her parents to follow a German baron halfway across the globe?

      Hilde doubted the answer was less complicated than her own reason for accepting the position as chaperone. After twenty years in Philadelphia in the employ of a German immigrant family, the baron’s timely offer afforded her the excuse and means to finally return home.

      Caroline lowered her book and closed her eyes, tilting her head back to stretch her tense neck muscles.

      “Tired?” Hilde asked.

      Caroline half smiled just before she opened her eyes and looked across the room. “Just stiff,” she said, lifting her head, then tilting it forward. “Feeling any better?”

      “A bit, but I couldn’t dance a jig.”

      “Then I wouldn’t dream of leaving you again just to stand around all night in the ballroom,” Caroline said. Hilde noted the obvious relief in the way the girl settled back against the wall of her berth, opening the book again.

      “I find it hard to believe a pretty thing like you would refuse a chance to dazzle everyone in one of your new gowns.” Hilde was curious about Caroline’s relationship with the baron. When he had hired her, he had needed a matron to chaperone a young girl to his home in Baden, near the town of Karlsruhe. Until the last-minute change in shipboard accommodations put Hilde in the same stateroom with her charge, she had assumed she’d never know the whole story. It wasn’t any of her business, and prying was not her way, but there was something about Caroline made Hilde feel maternally protective. In her years as a governess, she had learned to curb this emotion that blurred her role as a paid servant. But she told herself every rule asked for an exception.

      “I find it hard to believe the baron would waste good money on a new wardrobe for me. My clothes serve my needs and my needs don’t include ballroom dancing. What am I going to do with those gowns when I get back to Sabula?”

      Hilde shifted over to her side to get a better look at Caroline.

      “Back to Sabula?” Had Hilde misunderstood the extent of her services? She didn’t realize she might be expected to return with Caroline. The baron had never mentioned it.

      “Of course. As soon as possible.”

      “I thought that, maybe, you and... I mean... I’m not really sure what I thought about you two. But His Excellency only said he’d need me to accompany you on the trip over. I wondered if you were to marry him there.”

      “He is already married.” Caroline was appalled. “To my sister, Ilse. She wants me with her when she has her baby.”

      “Ah, I see. Everything is beginning to make a little more sense. His formality. Sending us on the shopping excursion. He merely wanted you to feel more comfortable in his customary surroundings.”

      “I should be grateful.” Caroline shrugged. “But I find him difficult to… like.” Or trust.

      She described her initial encounter with the baron and the way he had swept Ilse off her almost immediately. Her parents were not happy with the whirlwind courtship, but did nothing to stop the hasty marriage, which still puzzled Caroline. The departure of her beloved older sister had felt more like a death than a joyful celebration of a new life in Germany. She sensed the same stoic grief in her parents. When the baron returned to escort Caroline, her tearful mother gave her Bible to Caroline as a parting gift.

      “Mama knows I have my own, but she insisted I take hers.” She raised the small, black leather book she had been reading. “She specifically said she wants me to study it thoroughly and return it when I get back home.”

      “Do you think she is afraid you will stay in Germany with Ilse?”

      Caroline nodded. “I could see the worry in her eyes, even after I swore on this Bible to come home. I am not sure what my duties will be when I am with my sister, so I intend to study before I see her.” She lightly shook the Holy Book with determination.

      “Quite an undertaking, reading the entire Bible in such a short time.”

      “Yes, but I am already wondering if my mother had something else in mind with this Bible. She underlined words, willy-nilly.” Caroline moved to sit next to Hilde, then pointed to a yellow-edged page. “Look. Here. And here.”

      The older woman’s gaze dropped to the words at the tip of Caroline’s finger. “Perhaps your mother meant to entertain you with a riddle about virtues she would want you to maintain.”

      “A riddle?” Caroline giggled, shaking her head. “If you knew my mother, she is hardly one for such things.”

      “You will never know if you do not try.”

      “True.” She shrugged. She walked over to a narrow secretary against the wall, sat down, and copied words as she turned page after page.

      Minutes later, she spun around. “I think I have it! Listen— Amid your battles you have fought, stand strong with spiritual thought. While you walk this earthly ground, in this book, your hopes are bound.”

      Hilde clapped her hands once. “So it is a riddle!”

      Caroline studied the piece of paper, shaking her head. “Mama is a very devout woman, always saying true fulfillment is only found in the Bible. No, I don’t think she meant anything more.”

      “Then why did she underline those specific words?” Hilde countered in an effort to be helpful. “Why not write the poem inside the front cover?”

      “I am not sure.”

      A quiet knock sounded at the door.

      “Yes, who is it?” Caroline called out as she lowered the paper to her lap.

      “Baron von Hayden.”

      Caroline unlatched the door and stepped back. The sight of him in his formal black evening attire gave her heart a little flutter. Quelling the odd sensation, she allowed him into the cabin while Hilde sat on the edge of her berth. He dipped slightly as he passed beneath the low beam, nodding a silent acknowledgment at Caroline before turning this gaze at her chaperone.

      Hilde self-consciously smoothed her modestly coiled hair.

      “You look much improved from when I left you. Miss Landau. Will you two be joining me for dinner and dancing?”

      “Thank you, no, Your Excellency. Perhaps Caroline would like to—”

      Caroline stepped up, “After this afternoon, I owe it to Miss Landau to stay. Perhaps you could send someone down with some beef tea for her.”

      “And something for you?”

      “A small plate—”

      “Nonsense, child,” Hilde scoffed. “I will not allow you to waste a perfectly beautiful evening playing nursemaid to me. You mustn’t refuse the baron’s escort to dinner.” She nodded humbly to him. He returned the gesture, then he shifted his gaze, with an added look of amusement, to Caroline.

      She sighed heavily. “Very well. I can be ready in one hour.”

      “I will return in half the time. I’m famished.” Ignoring her protests, he bid good-evening to Hilde and quickly departed.
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      The walls of the dining saloon were draped with upholstered tapestries of bucolic pasture images depicting picnics and fox hunts, the colors muted as if a pale mist drifted through each scene. The ceiling was aglow with vibrant oil paintings of cherubs and angels.

      Merrick pulled the chair out from the captain’s table, his hands gripped tight around the turned knobs on the high back. With a rustle of taffeta, Caroline took her seat on the rich burgundy-colored velvet cushion, barely pausing to acknowledge his gentlemanly gesture with only the slightest nod. In less time than seemed imaginable, she had transformed into a breathtakingly beautiful woman, dressed in a royal-blue gown that followed the curve of her breasts, down to her narrow, corseted waist and over the swell of her hips.

      He was well aware of the eyes in the dining-saloon, especially those of the men, were riveted on Caroline with her mahogany curls pinned up off her long, slender neck, set off with a small blue hat. A delicate heart-shaped locket drew admiring attention to her décolletage, a thought Merrick found irritating somehow.

      Even without his uncommon perceptiveness, he knew Caroline’s welcoming smile hid a timid awareness of her shapely endowments. An appreciative stare from the gentleman seated next to Captain Werner annoyed Merrick. He glared at the presumptuous younger man, who swallowed nervously and turned his attention to the Captain. Caroline noticed the exchange with a puzzled expression. Merrick felt at a loss for words to explain his behavior, especially when her green eyes seemed to dance like emeralds in the evening light. He could only hope she interpreted his action as a protective act of a brotherly nature.

      Fighting back the possessiveness toward her that he had no right to claim, Merrick walked around to his chair and seated himself. Almost immediately, two lovely ladies joined him, eagerly introducing themselves.
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      The elegant squab dinner was wasted on Caroline. Pushing a baby carrot about her Meissen dinner plate, she was preoccupied with playing the role of a sophisticated debutante, while praying no one could see through her charade. Whatever induced her to buy this gown in Philadelphia? The baron, of course. He’d insisted she have a few things so she would not feel out of place among the first-class passengers. Admittedly, she was a bit excited about owning this exquisite gown, one of four she had found on such short notice. But in her haste, Caroline allowed herself to be swayed by the dressmaker who swore the revealing dip of the neckline was relatively conservative.

      From the general reaction around the table, the clerk seemed to have been right. Still, she kept wanting to cover herself. Her modesty, she’d concluded, was hers alone. The other two women seemed quite proud of their tantalizing display of flesh. With their delicate gestures, they would touch their jewels or draw their fingertips across the swell of their breasts. They seemed delighted to draw the men’s attention. Particularly the golden-haired woman to Merrick’s left.

      More often than not, Caroline found herself stealing glances at the casual interplay between the baron and his European lady friends. He seemed to enjoy their gaiety immensely, occasionally throwing his head back as he laughed at a comment whispered into his ear. Though he didn’t return their bold advances, these high-bred women worked hard to keep his attention rapt by constantly touching his hands and his sleeves.

      As the blonde teased, pressing the bodice of her white satin gown against his forearm while she cupped her hand to his ear and whispered, Merrick’s mirthful eyes met Caroline’s and froze there, his amused expression fading. Although she still resented the baron for taking Ilse away, she no longer felt years of pent-up anger. What she felt now was hurt. For Ilse’s sake, she told herself. He should not be so gay and carefree while her sister took to her bed to assure the safety of his unborn child.
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      Merrick sensed Caroline’s disapproval and tried to convey in his gaze that all was not as it seemed. His young sister-in-law didn’t understand the socially acceptable behavior of his society. How could she? Living in a small Pennsylvania logging town didn’t expose her to this kind of living. Thinking back on his wife’s introduction to these social games, he remembered how quickly Ilse had assimilated into the peerage. Unlike Caroline, his wife not only approved of the playful repartee between the sexes, she quickly became the queen of double entendre and vampish friskiness. Inevitably, talk circulated about possible infidelity. Nonsense, he was sure.

      “It appears my sister-in-law needs rescuing from boredom.” Merrick placed his napkin on the linen tablecloth. “If you will excuse me, I will see you ladies in the ballroom.”

      “You will save me the last dance, Your Excellency.” The blonde traced a fingertip down his sleeve to the top of his hand, ending her caress with a light, suggestive squeeze. Merrick smiled recklessly at her decadent tease, pushing his chair back as he stood.

      “I’d prefer to go back to my room,” Caroline said to him, feigning a smile as he led her from the dining salon.

      “Which will give the scandalmongers material regarding the two of us,” he murmured in her ear.

      “What are you talking about?”

      “If I disappear with you now, the entire room will be wagering on our whereabouts.”

      Flushed with a mixture of anger and embarrassment, Caroline stopped short of the ballroom entrance and turned to the baron. “You are an arrogant, perverted—” His chuckle added to her frustration. “Don’t laugh at me!”

      “My dearest Carrie, I have so much to teach you.” Merrick tucked her hand into the crook of his arm, mildly astonished at his own proclamation, and turned them into the already crowded room. The sea of colorful gowns and dark formal suits parted when the baron and Caroline entered, and a hush fell for a moment before the music started once more.
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      His endearment took Caroline by surprise, leaving her with no resistance as he swept her out. His palm grasped hers. His other hand slid to the small of her back, pressing through the blue taffeta. Moving to the music with rigid formality, Caroline could not have felt more uncomfortable than if the baron’s body were a red-hot branding iron close to her skin. She didn’t dare look into his eyes, the eyes as dark as midnight. He would certainly see her confusion written on her face and there were no words that could explain or question what was taking place. All she knew was her heart was pounding so hard she thought her chest would burst from the pressure.

      “I don’t belong here, Your Excellency,” she finally said when she found her voice. But she spoke so quietly into the center of his crisp white shirt she thought he hadn’t heard her over the music. Swallowing hard, she tilted her head back and found his deep blue eyes, lined with thick, spiked lashes, gazing down upon her.

      “You are extremely perceptive.” Merrick felt her tense under his graceful lead, yet he continued to tease. “A princess belongs on a castle balcony overlooking her kingdom on the Rhine.”

      “You know full well I didn’t mean—”

      “To sound pompous?”

      “I am not pompous, Your Excellency.”

      “Are you implying I am?”

      “At times.”

      “And what about these other people who are simply having a good time of it?”

      “I would hardly call open solicitations the proper manner in which to ‘have a good time of it.’”

      Though he obviously tried to hide it, the corners of Merrick’s full lips curled into a bemused smile. “I’m sure you wouldn’t.”

      “You’re mocking me.”

      Merrick grew sober. “No, Carrie. I think your resentment has more to do with my conduct than a particular lady’s at the captain’s table.”

      Caroline quickly looked out onto the dance floor, avoiding his pointed gaze. “You are married, Your Excellency.”

      “In name only.”

      She looked back at him sharply. “Unless I am mistaken, Ilse’s child is yours, is it not?”

      “You have a fast wit, little one. Thankfully, not as caustic as your sister’s. She would have reeled off her favorite epithets and stormed off.” He laughed, but Caroline sensed a trace of bitterness. “No, there is no denying the child is mine. I’m as certain of that as I am the sun will rise tomorrow.”

      “Do you love Ilse?” she asked with a bluntness that startled him.

      “Yes,” he said after a slight hesitation. His gaiety vanished. “But in a way that I’m sure you can’t understand.”

      “Perhaps if you gave me a chance, I could understand. I feel like you still think of me as a pigtailed tomboy. I’m not a child anymore, Your Excellency.”

      I am only too aware of the fact. Deep within his body, Merrick felt a tingling warmth building, defying his practical reason. To his relief, the music stopped, curtailing their private conversation as they joined in the polite applause.

      Now he would have to decide whether to guide her into the den of young wolves who anxiously awaited their turn with her, or to escort her out and leave them all curious about his position with her. Caroline deserved to be admired, to be enjoying a taste of this gilded life. Yet, whom would he choose to introduce her to the subtleties of such a decadent style of living?

      The thought agitated him. No, it infuriated him. He wanted Caroline to remain fresh and untainted.

      Why? For whom?

      For him. The idea hit him as sharply as if Caroline had slapped him, and his reaction to his tumultuous thoughts was as if she’d actually done so. He stared incredulously at the young woman in his arms for one long moment, then took her arm and walked her toward a gathering of gentlemen. The possible social harm these men could inflict upon Caroline in the short span of their voyage was minimal compared to the irreparable damage he could do to her if he didn’t bring his feelings under control.

      “We’ll discuss this later,” he said.

      Caroline’s fingers dug into the sleeve of the baron’s black evening jacket, feeling the hard muscles of his upper arm as each step drew them nearer to the cluster of young gentlemen who eagerly watched their approach. Her mind raced over the brief exchange on the dance floor. What had she done that angered Merrick so suddenly? Without warning his expression had grown dark, his jaw clenched. Now she was being led over to these men as though His Excellency was ready to toss her into their midst.

      After a brief introduction, in which Merrick conveniently left out his marital connection to Caroline, he withdrew her gloved hand from his arm and offered it to a pale, red-haired gentleman with a thick Scottish burr. “Please entertain Miss Hartmann while I tend to some business.”

      “Be more than happy to, sir,” Hugh MacKenzie replied.

      Despite the baron’s abrupt departure, Caroline made the best of the embarrassing situation and returned the gentleman’s warm smile, allowing him to lead her in a waltz.

      Preoccupied with the manner in which the baron had just rid himself of her, Caroline felt a polite indifference to Hugh MacKenzie’s firm but gentle grasp of her hand and waist. Dancing with Hugh was like dancing with any of the lumbermen or local boys back home. Nothing remarkable. Caroline found her attention wandering to the couples around them.

      There was a fascinating assortment of first-class travelers: American, German, Danish, French, Russian, Swedish. Some were in business, but many were on a holiday.

      “Who is that?” Caroline asked as an elegant woman danced past in the arms of an equally dashing partner. More than once that evening, Caroline had turned to see the woman’s eyes on her, only to quickly glance away.

      “Countess Reinhart. She’s quite a lovely one, she is,” he said, adding, “but not as bonny a lass as y’ be.”

      Caroline gave him a skeptical smile. “You flatter me, Mr. MacKenzie.” She turned her attention back to the beautiful woman, drawn by a curious niggling in the back of her mind. “A countess, you say. Is she German or is Reinhart her husband’s name?”

      “Both. But there is no longer a husband. Rumor has it he died penniless.”

      Caroline’s eyebrows lifted questioningly. There was no doubt the woman didn’t fit the description of a destitute widow. Besides the cost of the voyage, her gown alone had to have cost a great deal.

      The Scotsman shrugged, saying, “It seems her background prior to her marriage is only a bit more mysterious than the name of her... benefactor. I’ve only heard he’s a generous sort, but not likely to leave his wife for the Countess.”

      “Leave his wife?”

      Mr. MacKenzie studied her with a twinkle in his eye. “I believe that is what I said. Does that shock you, Miss Hartmann?”

      “No,” she lied, trying not to appear judgmental of such arrangements. Perhaps among the continental elite it was perfectly acceptable for an elegant woman to be kept as a mistress. From the endless line of dancing partners, it appeared Countess Reinhart didn’t want for acceptance, despite her scandalous lifestyle.

      Upon the conclusion of their dance together, Caroline’s curiosity got the best of her and she asked to be introduced to the Countess. The dark-haired woman, dressed in a plunging gown the color of spun gold, was quite visibly titillated by the mention of Baron von Hayden. Her lips curved into a wistful smile as she sipped a glass of champagne. “The von Haydens are from an old family. Very powerful. Very respected. Though I’ve never had the pleasure of meeting the Baron, I have met the Baroness on several occasions. Unfortunately, it was always at a time when His Excellency was away on business.”

      “Then you know my sister—Ilse!” Caroline beamed proudly to the small group of ladies and gentlemen gathered around them. The older woman, however, had simply lowered her glass just enough to study Caroline with a scrutinizing look that confused her. “Is there anything wrong?”

      Hugh MacKenzie, standing with Caroline, patted her hand on his arm. “No, Miss Hartmann, I donna believe we realized ya’ to be related to such... nobility.”

      Whispers filtered through the circle, causing Caroline to wonder about the passengers’ reactions and to vow silence on the subject again.
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      Two hours passed before Merrick appeared to escort Caroline back to her stateroom. The ease of his gait as he crossed the room showed him to be more relaxed than when he’d left her in the hands of Mr. MacKenzie, a fact she attributed to the faint masculine scent of tobacco she smelled on his jacket when he reached her side. While she had danced with almost every eligible male on the ship until her feet were sore, he had apparently been whiling away the time in the gentlemen’s smoking lounge.

      With a multitude of curious eyes watching, Merrick offered his arm to Caroline. “I believe your chaperone said you had to be back at midnight?”

      Though Hilde hadn’t imposed a time limit on her evening, Caroline understood the baron intended to clarify publicly the existence of a chaperone to the doubters. Too exhausted to retaliate for his earlier desertion, she stepped closer and took his arm.

      “Thank you for a lovely evening, Mr. MacKenzie. Remember—tomorrow morning at nine.” Caroline gave him a bright smile and a wave over her shoulder.

      Walking out into the night, away from the noise and lights, Merrick asked, “What are you doing tomorrow morning at nine?”

      “He invited me to play a game of shuttle board,” she said proudly.

      “Shuffleboard,” Merrick corrected irritably.

      Once on the open deck, Caroline stopped and faced him, waiting to speak until a strolling couple passed. “What have I done to make you so mad at me?”

      Merrick wanted to deny it, but even if he masked his emotions, Caroline would see through him. He sensed—no, he knew she had some mind-reading capabilities. When he’d met her at fourteen, he’d denied his intuition about her. But six years later, even though she did not acknowledge her abilities, he knew she was like him.

      As fate would have it, of the two sisters, Caroline—not Ilse—possessed the special gifts. Precognition. Mind reading. Telepathy.

      No doubt she denies them, probably even considers them evil.

      Merrick stepped over to a bench, gently pulling Caroline down beside him. “It’s time you knew about our families.”

      His dark brows lowered as his expression grew serious and he told the seemingly incredible story of her gifted ancestors, of her own special powers and of a baby yet to be born.
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      Eight days later, the night before their arrival in the Dutch port of Rotterdam, Caroline strolled the deck with Miss Landau and the baron, her mind wandering from the polite conversation concerning German politics. The knowledge of her ancestry Merrick had imparted to her was like a key unlocking the shackles of condemnation. Better than that, she decided. It was as if he had given her a key to a room full of treasure. But she must never forget everything good has a dark side to guard against. Since she’d learned her unusual mental abilities were not to be feared, she thought of little else but the awe of it all. If only she had known there were others like her, she would have been spared the anguish, the fear of eternal retribution.

      The threesome paused at the starboard rail and gazed at the full moon rising above rolling swells to the east.

      “It looks like an enormous lighthouse lantern signaling land is ahead,” Caroline noted of the bright yellow moon-glow illuminating the Atlantic with opalescent whitecaps.

      “It also signals the end of Miss Landau’s misery,” the baron said.

      “I have certainly had been a memorable voyage, Your Excellency,” Hilde responded. “We appreciate your kindness.”

      “My pleasure, Miss Landau. Now I must tend to a few details before docking tomorrow. I’ll escort you back to your stateroom and be on my way.”

      Hilde fell in step beside him and called over her shoulder, “Coming, Caroline?”

      The young girl had become lost in her thoughts as she watched the rhythmic dance of the iridescent waves amid the slow, shallow roll of the swells. The multitude of small white crescents appeared like giddy pixies popping from the dark depths in a private game. Come play, Caroline imagined they whispered to her. Don’t go away. Come play.

      A penetrating warmth spread through Caroline at the touch of a hand on her shoulder. She stiffened and an odd sensation swept through her, a sensation was similar to her tormented dreams of the baron. For the time it took to breathe one breath, reality seemed entwined with fantasy, and fantasy with reality. What was real? What was an illusion? But I’m not dreaming now. I’m awake. On deck. Watching the waves—and pixies?

      “Are you all right?” The baron’s voice sounded concerned and his hand on Caroline’s shoulder slightly shook the girl.

      When her head came around, she was transfixed by his dark eyes. Her senses were so acutely attuned to him, she felt completely surrounded by his presence. The subtle masculine fragrance of his cologne filled her. His light touch radiated from where his fingertips lay, kindling a confusion of desires and self-denials.

      “I’m fine.” She smiled and hid her disorientation of the moment. “Just enjoying the beautiful moonlit ocean.”

      “With your eyes closed?” The baron cocked his head quizzically. Caroline forced a calm shrug.

      “Falling asleep at the rail. That won’t do,” Hilde Landau chided, making her presence known. “I think it’s best if you get to bed.”

      As Hilde and the baron led the way back to the cabin, Caroline glanced back at the water. Pixies? She shook her head and turned her attention ahead of her. Perhaps Hilde was right, she concluded. She was tired.

      

      In their stateroom, Caroline lifted her mother’s Bible from the walnut writing desk and walked to her berth. “I think I’ll read awhile, if you don’t mind.”

      Hilde gave her a worried look, “After nodding off at the railing, don’t you think you should get your rest? Tomorrow is going to be a long day.”

      “I promise I won’t stay awake long.” Caroline immersed herself in her reading while Hilde changed into nightclothes and slipped into the berth on the opposite wall. Before long, Hilde’s slow, even breathing drifted across the room. Coupled with the gentle roll of the ship, the relaxing sound of deep sleep played upon Caroline’s heavy eyelids, pulling them lower and lower.

      She imagined the moon outside, climbing the night sky, keeping watch over the restless ocean and its seafarers. It was an intoxicating night of shadows and light, of elusive colors defined in shades of gray and white. The allure of one last look beckoned Caroline. She pondered the idea for a brief moment, tangled in the indecision of accepting sleep or pursuing the magnetism of some mystical presence.

      Drifting, Caroline’s thoughts turned to the baron. Once again, his face hovered over hers. His dark blue eyes were the color of the night ocean—the ocean that beckoned her. He moved closer, creating a heart-pounding anxiety she only knew in her dreams of him. She felt his warm breath upon her as he slowly lowered his mouth to hers. But when he raised his hand and caressed her hair, she struggled and pulled back.

      “Someday, Carrie,” his eyes told her. Then he was gone.

      She sat up abruptly. Her breath came in shallow gulps. Her pulse throbbed within her temples. Perspiration beaded on her forehead. The strange chill was upon her again, just as with her other dreams. She felt the walls closing in on her.

      You could use a bit of fresh air, a voice echoed in her mind.

      Caroline glanced at Hilde sleeping soundly.

      A nice walk on deck would clear your head.

      She frowned and rubbed her temple.

      The beautiful moon. The sea air. Remember the baron said you have powers that can protect you.

      She sighed heavily and put the book down, certain the voice would not leave her be until she acquiesced. But only a short walk. Hilde would never know she had been gone.

      Before she could change her mind, Caroline quietly hurried from the cabin.

      Familiar with the boundaries of the passenger area, she was careful to stay within them. In the daylight she hadn’t realized the similarity in the passageways. After their evening walks, she had always followed the baron and Hilde back to the cabin, too preoccupied with conversation to pay attention to the nuances of the dark halls.

      She turned a corner and heard men talking and laughing behind a cabin door.

      As she passed, she heard a gruff voice. “Where’s Bates tonight?”

      “Off hiding somewheres, drownin’ his sorrows.”

      “Somethin’s eating ’im. That son of a bitch ain’t fit to live with.”

      “I seen him at odd hours in first class near the Countess’ cabin.”

      “Naw. He’s been eyeing the young plum with the baron.”

      She clapped her hand over her mouth to stifle her gasp of disbelief. Certain she had been mistaken, she moved closer and turned her head to listen.

      “Is he crazy?” A distinctly different voice of another man. How many were there? Three? Four?

      “Somethin’ about that girl has got to him. I wouldn’t be surprised if he…” The words became too quiet for her to hear but soon the others whooped.

      “If the captain hears about this, Bates will be chain-whipped.”

      “Forget the cap’n. From what I hears, that baron is a bloody warlock! Lots of talk about his magic. Black magic. If anyone crosses him, he’ll cast ’em dead sure as I’m sittin’ here.”

      “Yer daft, man. There’s no such a thing. Warlock? Magic? Ha! Next thing you’ll be sayin’ the girl is a witch.”

      “Maybe she is!”

      “Sound like a couple of gossipy ol’ biddies,” another man snarled. “Doesn’t matter what they are. Bates is a scrawny devil you don’t want to mess with. I sure as hell don’t plan to tell nothin’ to nobody.”

      Caroline spun around and retraced her steps, hoping to find her way back to the cabin before being discovered. The voices echoed in her mind as she quickened her pace. Each shadow threatened her. Nothing looked familiar. Finding her way to the bridge might be a better option. Captain Werner could help her back to her cabin.
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      Thatcher Bates squatted low in an alcove on the main deck where he often hid to drink through the night. As he stared blankly out at the ocean, he shoved his windblown hair from his face. Obsessive thoughts of the voluptuous dark-haired girl brewed in his liquor-soaked brain. The rounded breasts beneath her prim blouses excited him. The full curve of her hips beneath her dowdy skirts teased him. The schoolgirl bows at the crown of her head created a beguilingly innocent image. The girl in first class was like a tempting apple, ripe for the picking. He couldn’t resist the temptation, no matter what the risk.

      He shifted his position to relieve the growing tightness of his trousers. Each night of the voyage, he fantasized about the girl, claiming her virginity as he had done to all the others before her.

      A surge of excitement stabbed in his loins. He stifled a chuckle of pleasure in his
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