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Chapter 1




England

Autumn 1873

On a gust of biting wind, David Donally walked into the Wild Boar Tavern, his cloak swirling about his calves, a whisper of dead leaves trailing in his wake. The frigid weather was as volatile as his mood as he remained like a shadow in the arched doorway of the common room. His towering height gave him the advantage, and he surveyed the length of the room filled with smoke from a roasting pig sizzling over the open stone hearth. He felt the eyes of the patrons this night and let them look their fill, knowing most contemplated what wealth he carried on his person.

His sweeping cloak concealed his black trousers, shirt, and riding boots. A full cowl covered his head and face, his beard all that the eye could distinguish of his features. A cynical smile shifted the line of his mouth as his gaze moved over a room rumored to cater to murderers, smugglers, and thieves. A stiletto braced his calf inside one boot, a cutlass at his side, his weaponry no more than an extension of his own dangerous temper.

Tonight, he was the hunter.

And hunt he would.

What be yer pleasure, guvnor. A pale-haired whore slid one fingernail across his beard before he wrapped his black-gloved hand around her delicate-boned wrist. Her once pretty mouth slipping into a pout, she sidled against him. Ill be whatever pleases ye tonight.

Point me to Stillings, he spoke, making his disregard of her obvious as he returned his attention to the crowd. I believe he is here.

Youve come to trade, ave ye? She tossed her thick hair, for his dark eyes had fallen on her again. This time he let them linger. Caution seemed to replace some of the fire in her eyes. Nodding toward the man sitting in the corner watching David, she shrugged. As soon throw ye in the river as trade anything ye got to offer.

David smiled crookedly from the shadow of his cowl and, pressing a half crown in her palm, leaned nearer to her ear. Ill take that as a much-appreciated warning, he said with a hint of Irish in his voice.

She gazed up at him with the bluest of eyes. In case ye be needin a quick exit theres a door down that corridor.

Surveying the darkened hallway, he nodded. She squealed as someone behind her wrapped an arm around her hips and pulled her to a nearby table. David watched as two men fought over her. He began pressing through the unwashed bodies toward the back wall. The smell permeated every breath that filled his lungs. Disgust made him grimace. He had come to this tidewater town on the shores of the Cuckmere River for one purpose, and he was as unimpressed by the bloated show of force among the locals as he was by the depravity of their nocturnal habits.

Sipping froth from his ale, Stillings watched his approach like a military man who sensed a new enemy at his gates. Stillings wore a sleeveless leather vest over a blue woolen shirt unbuttoned at the throat. But for the narrowed eyes that took his measure, any nave fool might have considered the mans face friendly enough.

David came to a stop next to the table, blocking the light behind him, his height forcing the mans chin up. Stillings, I presume? He didnt extend his hand.

Shoving the toe of an expensive boot against the man sitting at the table with him, Stillings snapped, Off with you, Franks. Cant you see we have a distinguished guest in our midst?

David accepted the proffered chair and sat with his back against the planked wall.

Im the sheriff, Stillings said, leaning forward on his elbows. Appointed by the most noble Nellis Munro himself, magistrate and protector of these humble shores. He owns most of the land in these parts. Or is about to. With a flick of his hand, Stillings brought a harried barmaid to the table. Your pleasure, guvnor.

It would please him to bathe the stench of this place from his clothes. David softened his next statement with a smile. I believe we have business to attend. The sooner we finish, the sooner I can attend to my own pleasures.

Naturally, Stillings complied, sending off the girl. But a man like you wouldnt last five minutes in this town.

His slow grin affable, David took note of Stillingss men moving around the room. Though David kept his face void of expression, he had the distinct impression that the sheriff expected him to be afraid. Why is that?

Because its a dangerous place for outsiders, the man challenged with an air of amusement.

Only one thing had brought David out of retirement, out of seclusion, and back to England.

He slid a red velvet pouch from within his cloak. Drawing open the string, he dumped the trinket onto the table. A bloodred ruby and diamond earring rolled into the sphere of golden candlelight. Light glinted from the brilliant stones, an open invitation for every greedy eye in the room to stare.

Ive traced this earring back to here, David said. Im willing to pay a handsome sum for the necklace that matches this bauble.

Forgive me. Stillings scratched at his chin. Where did you say you were from?

The pawnbroker who had this earring directed me here. David leaned away from the candlelight, the hilt of a stiletto in his glove. Claimed to do business from around Alfriston. Said if anyone would know about the baubles previous owner, that man would be you.

Did he now? The sheriff folded his massive arms over his chest. Why would I know such information?

You are the sheriff. He must have presumed that you knew everyone in this area. This particular earring came from an unsolved theft in India some years ago.

India? Stillings regarded David with a hint of new interest in his brown eyes. Im not saying I know there is a necklace that belongs to this bauble, he clarified, lest David construe his obvious greed for anything except what it was. But I am wondering how you would know of such a necklaces existence, if ye dont mind me asking?


Truly, Sheriff. He used the title loosely. What difference can it make how I know? Im willing to pay for the object in question. A thousand pounds to be exact, he said, knowing many a man would sell his own family for that kind of wealth. The people I work for are willing to offer a cut of the profit to any man who will help locate the necklace.

Stillingss eyes sharpened. A thousand pounds, ye say?

In truth, the necklace was considered pricelesspart of a decade-old theft of artifacts stolen from the Calcutta royal treasury. A theft that had cost him the life of a friend and his very soul. No one knew why a single earring had turned up after all these years. Nine years ago, the stolen cache was believed to have been on board a steamer that went down off the coast of Bombay, along with everyone on board.

A theft ye say? The big man rubbed a finger across his clean shaven chin. Maybe its not the necklace youre after. Maybe you are a thief after a thief who has something more that you want, he said, before finally surrendering his full attention to the ruby and diamond earring glittering on the table. If that earring is any clue to the value of the necklace, methinks it is worth more than you say. Stillings reached out a gloved hand to claim the earring.

David slammed the stiletto into the trestle table just in front of his grasp, startling the mans hand back. This earring belongs to me, Sheriff.

Stillingss eyes narrowed as if he had made a mistake in dismissing David as no threat. Do you question my authority to pursue this as a legal matter?

Come, Stillings. His tone and smile belied the odds of his capture. You do not mean to take what belongs to me. Ive offered to pay well for the information I seek.


A confident smirk lifted one corner of Stillingss mouth as he stood. I can see we have a problem.

Then we have something in common.

Seize him! the sheriff shouted.

David reached beneath the table and, with both hands, heaved it over. Mugs, plates, and silverware spilled over the planked floor, splattering food and ale over unsuspecting patrons. In the same motion, he sprang to his feet and leaped atop a second table. Tossing out a handful of coins, he threw back his cloak and swung around, revealing the sword at his side.

Another day, Sheriff.

Men and barmaids dove for the shillings in a clash of screams, teeth, and flailing limbs. A call rang out. Dont let him escape, you fools!

David leaped to another tabletop and strode its length, his boots scattering trenchers and mugs. Shouts ensued as more men joined in the fray. Glass shattered, a bench overturned. David stepped onto another table, turning to check the sheriffs progress, and saw him fighting through the tangle of limbs, barely missing a collision with a punch as he scrambled to recover the earring David had left him on the table.

His cowl billowing around his shoulders, David dropped onto a bench before touching his boots to the floor and striding out the door into the black chill of a bright moonlit night.







    

Chapter 2




It is freezing out here.

Setting a crate of jelly jars into the cart, Victoria Munro turned at the sound of her stepdaughters voice. Seventeen-year-old Bethany stood in a shaft of moonlight, her arms folded tightly over her torso. With only an eleven-year age difference between them, they had always been more like sisters than stepmother and stepdaughter.

A lone lantern sitting in the barns doorway cast light over Bethanys white wrapper. Whatever are you doing at this hour? And on a night like this? the girl scolded.

We are helping your grandfather deliver these to his patients tomorrow. Glass rattled as Victoria set a second crate in the cart. Since his illness, he can no longer

Cousin Nellis was here again tonight. I saw you arguing with him in the garden, Bethany said, running to Victoria and wrapping her arms around her. That awful man will see us driven from our land wont he? And Peepaw can do nothing.


As Sir Henrys closest male relative, Nellis wanted Bethanys grandfather declared incompetent, a fact that was bound to occur if Sir Henrys illness weakened him further. Victoria would fight Sir Henrys sneak thief of a nephew every inch of the way before she sat back and watched Nellis become the familys benefactor and take over their holdings.

Victoria covered the cart with a canvas tarp and bent to secure the fastenings. She was confident they would make it through winter and still have a roof over their heads come spring, despite Nelliss illegal machinations, but she was not so sure of next year.

Tis a dangerous duel you play with Nellis, Victoria. Hes getting more persistent with you about his desires. How can you not be afraid?

Bethany At seventeen, her stepdaughter was too nave to understand real evil. But Victoria was neither young nor naveand she understood evil too well. She could handle Nellis, she told herself. Would you rather we concede?

Bethany tucked a wisp of her hair behind her ear and looked away. A velvet canopy of stars lay over the countryside. Behind her, the tree swing creaked in the steady autumn breeze. Its justyou make me afraid when you fight Nellis the way you do. He wont care now if you marry him or not. He wants this estate.

Your cousin isnt a nice man, Bethany. Both your grandfather and I will fight him before either of us surrenders anything to him, and that includes this estate. Besides, even if I wanted to do such a thing as wed, I could not.

Because you dont love him?

Victoria absently fastened the iron rings that rimmed the cart, her cloak doing little to shield her from the chill.

Moving to this cottage down the hill from Rose Briar should have proven to Nellis that she would not relent in her decision. Could not relent. But he had become even more obnoxiously persistent in the last few months, and she did not understand why. She had managed to save the plot of land on which this cottage sat with the income she and Sir Henry earned from their medical practice, but they were not going to be able to save the ancestral home on the bluff or the three thousand acres of nearby farmland. Nellis had already put everything on the block for unpaid taxes. No one would dare purchase the estate for fear of reprisal, and Nellis would get it for nothing. In a few weeks, everything but this cottage would be in Nelliss hands. After that, he would be going after guardianship of her son.

Come, Victoria beckoned. You can help me finish tying down the tarp. With Nathanial still with your cousins in Salehurst, you and I will be too busy to worry about anything else for the next few weeks.

Oh, look. The younger girl pointed a slim finger at the sky. A shooting star. Did you see? Make a wish. Hurry.

Victorias gaze moved across the trees and over the land that had been her home for the last nine years. Closing her eyes, she made a wish before the tail of the star fizzled in the sky. The people most important to her lived here. She wished for a miracle that would help her fight Nellis, and discovered she would bargain with the devil himself.

A black cat leaped on the cart, and Victoria lifted the purring feline into her arms. Where have you been, Zeus? She nuzzled the cat. Dont you know its dangerous for you out here at night? An owl lives in our barn. Nathanial would never forgive me if I allowed you to get eaten.

She missed her son. Hed been gone since the hops harvest began in September. This was the first year shed allowed him to go, and had done so because one of his best friends had moved to Salehurst last year. Nathanial was almost ten years old, after allthe age at which many of his friends were already being sent to boarding schools.

Victoria? Bethanys small voice came from behind her. Riders are approaching.

Get inside, she said as a group of darkly clad riders crowned the hill above the cottage fifty yards away.

But why would they be coming here? Bethany whispered. We have a full moon tonight. Smugglers dont

I said go inside, Bethany. She continued to hold the cat. Sheriff Stillings should not be calling tonight, and she wondered what foul luck brought him her way. See that Sir Henry doesnt awaken.

Her stepdaughter turned away and, in a billowy cloud of white, ran across the yard and into the cottage. Oaks pillared the drive, and Victorias gaze touched the canopies made more eerie by the silver light filtering through their limbs. She would not have expected this particular crowd to be out roaming the woods on a cold night when they could easily have found warmth and entertainment in town.

A rider separated from the group. Sheriff Stillings rode directly toward her and pulled up his beast of a horse just before he ran her down. Gravel sprayed her and sent the cat in her arms into a frenzy.

If it isnt the lady doctor come to welcome me. Stillings chuckled. You arent going to padlock your stables again, are ye?

Infuriated that he bullied her so, she let go of the frightened cat, and he shot off between the legs of the horse. Startled, the gelding sidestepped and reared, as the rider attempted to subdue it. The cat streaked like a trail of smoke up the nearest tree, leaving the maddened horse nervously prancing and the rider nearly unseated.

Bloody, bloomin hell.

Shoving the hat off his eyes, he looked into the derringer Victoria pointed at his heart. Be careful, Tommy Stillings. She was taller than most men, and her aim was crack. I would not wish to think you an intruder and accidentally shoot you. She lowered the gun to the much prized point between his legs.

She had known Stillings for all the nine years shed lived in England. She knew the men who rode with him, knew what they were capable of doing. Six months ago, they had started using her horses to haul their illegal caches from the river to heaven only knew where. Bethanys spotted mare had been injured on the trail; it might have to be put down. As for you ever using the horses out of my stable again, I assure you, you will not.

Bloody hell, my lady. Slapping his hat against his thigh, he glanced around the drive as if to find an army hidden among the bushes, then glared at the men behind him as someone snickered.

I am alone, Victoria mocked. Unlike some, I dont need others to fight my battles.

Stillingss teeth showed white in the darkness. Thats what I like about you, Lady Munro. Youre no sniveling coward. Must be because you spent so much of your life among the natives in Calcutta. Being an innocent orphan and all. He tossed something to the ground at her feet. Pick it up, he demanded. You can put the gun away, too. If I wanted to attack you, I would have run ye down already.


Her gaze reluctantly dropped to the object at her feet. And the world froze around her.

Do you recognize that little trinket?

Pulse racing, she knelt. Her hair fell loose around her shoulders and touched the ground at her feet, shielding her face as she lifted the earring. Her gaze chased her panic to the hill where the sheriff and his cronies had appeared.

Im told there is a necklace that goes with that bauble, Stillings said, dragging her eyes back to his face. Is there such a necklace?

Who brought this to you?

The sheriff leaned forward on his saddle, his muddy boots creaking with the movement. We had a visitor tonight at the Wild Boar. My guess is hes interested in getting his hands on more than some costly necklace.

Go. She threw the earring at him. And take that with you. Dont you think if I had such a necklace, I would have used it to pay the taxes on Sir Henrys estate?

Stillingss cynical smile did little to bolster the hope that he might believe her. He looked at the cottage, his expression growing thoughtful. Seeing as how you saved my life once, I could take care of the outsider for you. Im a man who likes to see his debts paid.

You have a strange sense of honor for a cutthroat smuggler, Tommy Stillings.

I take insult to your words. He laughed softly. Especially since Ive decided to offer ye my services.

No doubt this enterprising partnership would include murder.

Maybe. But think on this, Doc. Tonights visitor left me this trinket on purpose. If I were the owner of this earring, Id be askin who in these parts can protect me from him.


Stillings spurred his mount and galloped back to the other riders. Together they thundered up the long drive, leaving a layer of dust hanging in their wake. Victoria remained braced against the cold and the terror that turned her blood to ice. She closed her fist over the derringer.

Zeus mewed, jolting her from her paralysis. Kneeling, she called for the feline, relieved when he loped across the drive into her arms. An owl launched from the high branches of an oak and, wings widespread, drifted into the barn. Shh, she murmured into the cats neck, backing out of the drive into the shadows. Its all right.

But watching the owls flight across the yard, she held the cat against her, knowing the words of reassurance were a lie. What shed dreaded for too long had finally come to pass.

Someone had found her.







    

Chapter 3




Leading the steeldust mare up the hill, Victoria took a deep breath and looked back at the cottage. Shed managed to sneak out of the house and saddle the horse in relative silence. She swung into the saddle, worried that the creak of leather would bring one of the servants. Fighting back her fear, she reined the mare around and rode out into the night. Five minutes up the road, she switched to a back trail and changed directions as she found the narrow, wooded shortcut that led to the main house on the bluff.

Shed tucked her long, dark hair beneath a battered hat and pulled the rim lower to protect her eyes from the frigid temperature. Branches clipped her sleeves. Bending over the mounts neck, she maneuvered through the woods. Woolen trousers and heavy stockings beneath her boots protected her legs and feet, but nothing shielded her face from the stinging autumn chill. She pulled her coat collar tighter around her neck.


Panic had driven her into the house to change her clothing. Panic spurred her forward now. Fifteen minutes later, she glimpsed the silhouette of the sixteenth-century stone tower that belonged to what remained of the timber-framed church. It overlooked the cemetery where Sir Henry had buried his only son, Bethanys father, nine years ago after his body had been shipped home from India. The aged burial ground had once served the families who lived and worked Munro land. A fire had ravaged the church five years ago. Now, with the exception of nay doers and one lone groundskeeper, few ventured here.

Reining in beneath the iron arch that opened into the graveyard, she let the silence fill her and attempted to quell her panic. After Stillings had left, shed waited in the cottage, looking at the yard and the road from her bedroom window, watching the shadows in the night, watching to make sure no one was outside. Shed waited for everyone inside the cottage to go to sleep before she came here.

She wanted to believe that the earring turning up had been an awful fluke, but someone knew about the stolen necklace. Someone knew to come to this town in search of her. Upon seeing the bauble tonight, her first terror-filled instinct had been to go after her son and flee England.

But she could leave neither Sir Henry nor Bethany alone, or the life she had built for herself and her son over the yearsthe only life and family Nathanial had ever known.

A fog clung to the ground, hovering like a ghostly breath over the aged and mossy stones, hiding their eternal secrets. She nudged the horse around the graveyards perimeter, but could not see the soil to know if anyone had been here recently.

She rose on her legs to swing out of the saddle, when her mares ears pricked forward and she froze. She whipped her head around to look down the road shed just traveled and scanned the darkness. Her heartbeat pounded in her ears, but no other sound fell around her. Still, she eased Sir Henrys old revolver from her bag.

How long had it been since shed gone out into the night with the intent to kill a man? Shaking with cold and apprehension, she backed her mount away from the iron fence into the trees. Tension vibrated the night air and moved over the yard like a slow-growing mist, engulfing her.

Held frozen, Victoria was consumed by something she could not explain. Someone had followed her. Someone she could not see, but felt with every instinct in her being.

Who are you? she called.

Looking to her right at the path that led away from the grounds, she started to edge the horse deeper into the copse when a rider separated from the darknessa silhouette forged by the light of a full moon hanging in the sky behind him.

I should be asking you that question, Meg. The haunting voice came back to her from across the graveyard. From across ten years of her past and a world she had escaped four thousand miles away. Recognition seized her lungs along with a fear even greater than the one she held when Stillings had left her tonight.

Or should I call you Lady Munro now? he asked, the tenor of his words seizing her completely. But then what is adulterer when added to con artist, thief, and murderer?

Go away, David! Her heart beating double-time, she edged the horse deeper into the woods. I mean it. Go away.

A gust of wind whipped his hooded cloak around him like a hawks wings and the black horse he rode pranced sideways, giving her a view of mount and rider. For a terrifying moment, she expected his apparition to take flight. I cannot do that, Meg, he answered from the heavy shadows. You know it as well as I.

Victoria whipped the reins and kicked her horse with her heels. The horse came out of the wooded copse and leaped the smaller picket fence that bordered the overgrown churchyard. She ducked beneath a low-hanging branch as David shot out of the woods at the bottom of the rise and blocked the path.

Without hesitation, Victoria swung the mare around and headed for another path. She didnt want to ride toward the bluff, but she would go anyplace to evade capture.

The horse hit the field separating the churchyard from the bluffs steep embankment and lunged into a run. She leaned low over the mares neck and urged the horse flat out across the field, pulling on the reins to slow the mare as she flew over the steep embankment. The pace was too fast. Caught off-stride, the horse stumbled down the loamy hill, but like the Irish stock the horse was, it recovered its balance. Filtered moonlight laid a path through the treetops. She followed the old drovers trail serpentining down the hill. Branches tore her hat and coat off her body. Over her own thundering heart, she heard Davids horse gaining. Then like the owl that would devour Zeus, he was riding beside her on the path, a huge winged shadow in the night.

Both horses collided. A scream died in her chest as David plucked her off the saddle. Pressed on one side by brush and open to the slow-moving river on the other, the path narrowed next to a hill that plunged fifty feet down to the waters edge.

David had misjudged her strength. Or her desperation.


He reined in his black and it skidded in the leaves. An elbow dug into his ribs as she kicked and screamed. Her head banged him in the mouth. He caught her wrist.

Before he realized what was in her fist, a gun discharged near his cheek, deafening him. Both horses reared in terror, throwing him backward off the saddle, his arms still locked around her.

With an oath, he hit the slope and they tumbled downward, rolling and scattering dead leaves, until they finally landed in a heap of tangled limbs and dusty clothes.

Somehow, she ended on top, straddling his hips. Bastard! Why couldnt you just let me stay dead?

Her sable hair spilled around him in a fragrant mesh of vanilla. For a moment, he was too stunned by his emotions to repel her attack and did not see her swing her fist. Barely evading contact, he rolled her, fighting and squirming, the evocative fullness of her body soft beneath him as they slid another few feet together. The scuffle shoved up her shirt and caught her hair beneath her bottom.

She coughed and choked. Get off me!

David found himself lying between her legs. He captured her wrists and braced them on either side of her thrashing head. His chest crushed her breasts, and he could feel her heart thundering against him. The shock of her wriggling jolted him. His gaze fell first on the curve of her lips, then rose to her flushed face, and he suddenly welcomed the doubt growing in her eyes. Now, Meg. He tasted blood from a cut on the inside of his lip and spat to the side. Why would I be wanting to do that?

He burned to touch her, to wrap his hands around her throat and choke the life from her. A beautiful enemy was the deadliest of enemies, as she had proven long ago. For nine years, hed thought her dead. Nine bloody years shed disappeared.

She had managed to elude the most powerful country in the world, and he found his interest in her little tempered by his grip on his will. Hed been hunting the owner of that earringand now reeled from finding her alive.

How fitting that we met again across a graveyard. He let his hands slide over her waist and her legs as he checked for more weapons. Indeed, what does one say on an occasion such as this? Hello, Meg. How are you after all of these years? Im so glad to see that you did not drown. Hmm, or, perhaps, Goodness gracious, David. I thought I left you for dead in Calcutta.

She glared back, eyes glistening with furyand confusion. She was beautiful bathed in moonlight, the brilliance surrounding them emphasizing the hint of wet violet in her eyes.

What? he rasped with barely restrained fury. Nothing to say before I take you to jail where you so aptly deserve to hang?

You are a madman, David Donally. Get off me! she screamed.

Quite the contrary. He covered her mouth with one gloved hand and forced her to look at him. I am saner than Ive ever been when around you. But you will understand, with the current residents of these woods, I suggest you quit making so much bloody noise.

Her eyes flashed hot. You are the only one in danger here.

He smiled, appreciating the threat. From you? Or that band of ruffians with whom you are so familiar? Are they the company youve been keeping for nine fooking years, Meg? Why am I not shocked?


The Irishness in his voice seemed to alert her to the deadliness of its tone. Therefore you throw me off a cliff? She renewed her struggle, bucking futilely. Get off me, you bastard.

What were you doing in that cemetery?

I wasnt in the cemetery. Her words came out in gasps. I was on my way to the bluff house when I heard youand took shelter.

Then you were out for a predawn ride? Before the roads became busy. Is that it?

I dont need to explain my actions to you. If Im not mistaken, this is private land. My husbands family lives here.

If Im not mistaken, he said against the curve of her mouth, Faraday is not the family that owns this land on which we are currently lying so lovingly entwined. And the only husband you still legally have is square on top of you. Unless you are trying to count that death certificate I have as a divorce.

She stopped her struggling. Her shirt sleeve had torn and spilled off her pale shoulder. She didnt weep, not that she ever would have in his presence. Not his proud, temptress of a traitorous wife, torn and disheveled but magnificent still.

Will you let me up? she said through clenched teeth. You aresquashing me.

David hesitated, then rolled off her. His ears still ringing from the pistol shot, he set his elbow on one raised knee, looking at once for the revolver. Meg rolled to her feet as if that made her situation less precarious. Or made her any safer.

Testing the cut on his bottom lip with his knuckle, he let his eyes move over the length of her. She was still breathing hard and the mounds of her breasts were visible behind her shirt laces. Following his gaze to her gaping garment, she snatched her shirt together and presented him her back.

I wouldnt want to think you unduly bruised. Having never remembered her modesty, he found himself amused to see it now. Are you?

She whirled and eyed his swollen lip. For the sake of argument, Id contend that youve thus far received more out of this tryst than I. Would you not agree, Donally?

Is this your idea of a tryst? He came to his feet, his cloak swirling around his boots and dislodging a cloud of leaves. I can certainly make our reunion more interesting.

She jumped backward, poised to run. Looking at her, David remembered her as he had first seen her long ago, tall, proud, regal Meg Faraday. She wore no finery, but she had not changed. At the same time, she assessed his dark hair and cropped beard. He wore no gentlemans riding jacket beneath his cloak, but black shirt, breeches, and boots. He knew he looked like a highwaymana man who lived in the shadowsas he had always lived when hed known her.

How did you find me? she asked, not so proud in bearing as she had been seconds before.

He considered not telling her. He considered slapping her in irons and handing her over to his superior. He considered all these things, yet did none of them.

Staring down at her, fists clenching and unclenching, he forced the emotions to subside. After the earring turned up at a pawnshop in London, the Calcutta files were reopened. He didnt recount the weeks it had taken to get to this point. We located the passenger manifest list from the steamer that went down off Bombay. There were seventeen survivors. Six were women, two of whom had already passed away. Two other women were in their fifties, and one was a forty-year-old companion. That left one Lady Scott Munro, wife to Sir Scott. Do you know how many Munros live from Brighton to Rye?

Please, cant you just go away? Pretend you never saw me? Im not doing anything illegal, I swear.

With your history for respecting the law, it hadnt crossed my mind, Meg.

Shoving a hand through her tangled hair, she shook her head as if dazed. I think you gave me a concussion, she murmured, her gaze hesitating on the revolver lying in the leaves at her feet.

David saw the gun at the same time and read her intent. Dont think about it, Meg. I will break your wrist if you try.

What are you going to do?

He bent and picked up the revolver. Exactly what I came here to do. Smugglers, murderers, and my wife not withstanding.

Listen to me, David. She caught the soft fabric of his shirt, just above his heart. The shock of her contact against his chest seemed to jolt them both. I mean She dropped her hand as she fumbled for composure. Isnt there anything I can do

It wont work, Meg. He smiled at her uncertainty. But if you want to spread your legs for me, for old times sake, Ill certainly accommodate your desire.

Tears welling in her eyes, her arm lashed out, but he easily caught her wrist.

Youre a cold-blooded bastard, Donally.

Temper, temper, sweet, docile Margaret. He held her easily. You always did like disparaging my paternity.

And you havent changed. Shoving away from him, she swiped the back of a fist across her cheeks.


Something you will do well to heed.

Aye, she should be afraid, he pondered as she turned and took flight up the hill, sending leaves and dirt skittering in her wake. Where do you think you can run, Meg?

He took the time to empty the gun chamber, letting the bullets plop to the ground, before he flung the gun into the woods. He was upon her in three steps and flipped her onto her back. He knew he was close to physically hurting her and forced his temper back, reining it in as he did the passion shed so aptly roused in him.

She lost the ground shed gained. Something like pain groaned out of her. To think that I ever loved you! She scrabbled harder to escape him, but her fight had weakened. I hate you. I truly do.

No doubt. That explains why you tried to kill me. Twice.

I didnt try to kill you earlier. Breathing hard from the exertion, she flung a handful of dirt and leaves at his legs. The gun discharged when you pulled me off my horse.

Youre a liar, Meg. He gripped the tree limb above her for balance. You lied to me in India. Youre living a bloody lie now, taking on someone elses life like the con artist you are. How many people around here believe you are some kind of saint?

Ive built a real home, David. Her eyes glistened with entreaty. Margaret Faraday is dead. She died nine years ago off the coast of India. Cant you please let her go?

Did you murder the woman whose identity you stole?

Her eyes snapped wide. No! She scooted another two feet up the slippery incline. Lady MunroI met her on the way to Bombay. Her husband had died after only a few weeks of marriage. She was returning to England to her husbands family. She had no one else. We became traveling companions. When the boiler room blew, when the steamer sank, she was not among the survivors. I was given a chance to change my life. I took it.

Along with a hundred thousand pounds worth of stolen artifacts and treasure? Where is that? At the bottom of the Arabian Sea? Or somewhere closer?

You have no idea what youve done by coming here. She kicked at him. Then the tears began to squeeze out from beneath her lids. No idea at all. I hate you for doing this to me. I truly do.

David stared at the top of her bowed head, the desperation in her eyes no longer shielded by the tangled cape of her hair, and it seemed as if something inside him softened. Shed fought him, plied him, spat names at him, now she would call upon his sympathies. She had to know that her fight was as futile as it was over. Oh, I have a fairly good idea Im not the only one youve been hiding from for all these years. No telling the termites that will come out of the woodwork now to hunt you down.

Then if you ever felt anything for me at all, let me go.

The words grabbed at his chest like a fist closing around his heart and roused his fury, along with memories he had no business revisiting. Unable and unwilling to go down that path ever again, David surveyed the trail far above them for a way out of here. Lets hope the horses are still up there. Wrapping the length of his cloak around his forearm, he pulled her to her feet. Walk.

I cant. She stumbled to her knees. You really did hurt me.

Aye, he said with bittersweet humor, lending his shoulder for her to walk. Wasnt that always the problem between us, Meg?


Once they reached the road, she was trembling. He gave his cloak a thorough shaking before applying it to her shoulders. Unfortunately for you, I need you alive.

I dont want anything from you. She struggled to throw off the bulky cloak. I would rather freeze to death.

Despite her height, the cloak swallowed her, making her look frail, and a protective, possessive part of him reared its head. Just take the damn cloak, he said, brushing aside her hand as he worked the clasps at her neck, attempting to discard the sudden surge of his emotions. Its too cold. You need it more than I do.

Her eyes locked on his, and his hands stilled.

His gaze slid up from her wind-reddened mouth to swim in her eyes, and he fought the pull to touch his lips to hers, the travesty of his position mocking him.

He could not have foreseen her effect on him, could not have realized how much he wanted to touch her. To hold her. Still.

He could never allow himself to forget what she had done to his life, or that she was wanted for treason and murder. He could not forget why he was here. Indeed, their past marked them both, and it would never allow him to make the same mistake twice in one lifetime.

Thank you, she murmured, for the wrap. Her chin lifted as if in a show of strength. But she was not all of a piece and faltered.

He hated that he cared. One arm under her knees, the other beneath her shoulders, he lifted her against him.

He hated that even after everything that had gone before them, he still mourned her. For in his heart, Meg Faraday had died on that steamer nine years ago. She had been correct about that. And he had never stopped thinking about her. Or forgotten how much he had loved her. Dont thank me for anything, he said, his eyes steady on the path as he felt her head loll against his shoulder.

For Meg Faraday would never be free again.



Victoria awakened groggy and sore in a warm bed. Turning her head, she peered at a fire crackling from the hearth. The rococo-style bedstead where she lay was half-hidden beneath gold velvet hangings that dominated the room. Her gaze moved over the well-appointed chamber, then followed where her senses led to the pillow beneath her head, last nights memory cascading over her. No matter the years past, she would recognize Davids scent beneath the spicy soap he used. She was in his room.

His bed.

Confused and struggling to her elbows, she tried to separate the calm logic from the cloud that had settled in her throbbing head. She wore nothing beneath the sheets except a bandage that wrapped her ribs.

No wonder she could barely breathe. She must have cracked her ribs when she tumbled from the horse. And hed drugged her, she realized as her fingers tested a bruise on her temple. She could taste laudanum and feel its liquefying effects on her muscles.

Daylight slivered through a crack in the drawn drapes. Moving to the edge of the mattress, she sat up, but didnt wait for the room to quit spinning before dragging a blanket off the bed. The room gliding through her senses, she staggered for balance, determined only to reach the door. And run.

I wouldnt go out there if I were you.

She whipped around at the sound of the familiar masculine voice. David stood framed in the dressing room archway, shrugging into a shirt, acting as if she were a paramour hed left in his bed. Her heavy-lidded gaze roamed up his arms, encompassing the pull of white fabric against his shoulders as he tended to his buttons, his movements no longer casual as she met his gaze and, for a moment, neither moved.

He had shavedshe could smell his soap permeating the air. She blinked to clear her head, for what she had seen in the darkness behind his beard last night could not compare to his clean-shaven countenance now.

David Donally was undeniably the most attractive man she had ever known. And still was. The stark white cloth of his shirt contrasted with his coffee brown hair, cut short at the nape. Shorter than he used to wear it. Black trousers shaped his long legs and tucked into high riding boots adding another inch to his imposing stature.

He was her husband.

And she hated him.

Yet, even after all these years, she was aware of him in a way she remembered. The physical kind of awareness that made her conscious of her femininity. In that regard, time had erased nothing and only seemed to ignite the embers inside to flame. She had married him ten years ago because she had been in love with him to the point of blindness. He had used her then. Her instinct for survival warned her to run from him now. Her hand tightened around the glass doorknob at her back, and she opened the door.

Let me give you some advice, Meg, he said, tucking the shirt into his trousers. Wary of his approach, she lifted her chin rather than retreat. Youre a beautiful woman. I wouldnt leave here wearing only my blanket. Youll never make it to the end of the street.


Her mind seemed to float around his presence. Caution and fear. These things no longer asserted themselves. Leave it to you to find humor in my distress, Donally.

He stopped in front of her. I have to admit, I always did like you best wearing nothing more than a sheet. Or nothing at all. I remember when you were the most beautiful woman in all of Calcutta and knew it, too.

Dont blame me for your lust. Its not my fault you couldnt keep your hands off me.

Ah, Meg. He tilted her chin. You still have a wee bite with that lovely mouth.

And what of your mouth, David? Do you still possess that legendaryvigor?

He reached over her shoulder and shut the door none too gently. You were right about the cracked rib and the concussion. He turned her face from side to side and looked at her eyes. I believe youve also suffered brain damage.

Suddenly so hot in his presence, she stared up at him, vaguely wondering if maybe she was dreaming after all. Is that your expert diagnosis?

I know enough of medicine, he said neutrally.

So do I. She traced a finger along the faint pattern of delineated muscle beneath his shirt, finding renewed fascination with his body. I once sewed up a mans scalp that had been lacerated from temple to neck. A terrible mess.

The look in his eyes told her he didnt believe a word she was saying, but she didnt care. Where have you been living these past years?

He didnt answer at first, then, Ireland.

Alone?

It was all she dared ask him, all she wanted to know, though she used to look at the stars and wonder if he also looked up at that same sky and thought of her. Or wondered what they might have had with each other if she had been different.

His palm remained on the door, trapping her against the heat and scent of his body. What are you doing, Meg?

Did I ever tell you opiates make me do and say insane things?

His eyes pinned her where she stood, clasping the blanket to her breast. She was annoyed that she couldnt read his thoughts.

But then, she had never been able to read his thoughts, and in her laudanum-induced reality she found herself resenting that strange sense of bliss shed always felt in his presence. Where have you brought me?

A safe place for now.

Safe? She laughed, a contradiction if shed ever heard one when she stood in front of him aware of her own nakedness and a strange burning inside. Leaning her head back against the door, she closed her eyes. So this is Gods great jest on me. Only the angel hails from Ireland. Her eyes flashed. Be content that you have ruined my life. Be content that I will never laugh again. That you have won at last.

Are you finished?

His quiet voice, his complete and utter control ravaged hers.

No. Seized with a fortuitous recklessness to take control, abetted by the laudanum swimming hot through her veins, Victoria raised her arms to his neck. Are you?

His reflexes more honed and practiced than hers, he caught her wrists. But not before the blanket tumbled to the ground at her feet. She trembled as the fire in his eyes burned her to the quick. Not even for old times sake, David? You and me?


Lowering her hands to her side, he bent and picked up the blanket, returning it to her shoulders. You insult yourself, Meg.

She hated that he pitied her. I dont want your mercy, David. Bewildered by the tightness within her, she turned her face away from his. But when they hang me, she whispered, I want you there. Despite her instant and instinctive desire to dig her fists into his shirt and pummel him with all the fear and frustration knotted inside her, she could say nothing else as the dormant memories shed buried so long ago began to awaken.

Is there anyone you wish to contact? he quietly asked. Your family, perhaps?

My family?

His family. The son hed never met.

She no longer felt protected by the numbness in which shed encased her life for so long. A place she had retreated where she could love her son and know peace, where she had tried to make up for what she had done in her past, pay her debts to society and, in her own way, deal justice to those who had deserved to pay.

Her secrets would go with her to the grave.

Sir Henry had shown her too much kindness to suffer because of her. He loved Nathanial and her.

Except he loved Victoria Munro, not Meg Faraday. No one had ever loved Meg Faraday.

David least of all.

She had already lost any chance to keep her son. But neither could she bear to see Nathanial ripped from the arms of his family and put into the care of a heartless stranger.

A heartless stranger who now managed to hold her despite her struggles and let her weep into his shirt.


A heartless stranger who, with his strength, managed all over again to pull the foundation from under her life. She had not wept like this since she buried Zeuss mother two years ago, she thought irrationally, remembering the cat she had fished out of shark-infested waters off Bombay. Shed brought that rangy black feline with her to England, the only companion to a pregnant nineteen-year-old with no where else in the world to go. They had been such a pathetic pair.

Its the laudanum, she sniffled when David took her back to bed and covered her with blankets that smelled like him.

I know.

I hate you, she lied, closing her eyes as he tucked the corners around her.

I know.

She had tried to hate him. For years, she had tried, but in her confusion, she now tried to remember why.

Sleep, Meg.

And somehow, she did.







    

Chapter 4




David danced through the masters wheel with the same precision he attacked his life, with finesse and resolve to finish what he started. Sword in hand, he lunged and retreated, crossed his back leg over and began the advance again. Sweat trailed into his eyes. Hed been working the wheel for an hour, his saber a driving force in the hushed silence, broken by the sound of his breath. He paused in momentary riposte.

Pamela Rockwell watched from the doorway, her arms crossed beneath her bosom. She had been his partner since he had rejoined Kinleys team three months ago. Blond as sin, she was skilled at hunting down information. If he gave her half the chance, she would know his every secret. She was also married to his other partner on this case.

Her verdant gown and petticoats rustled as she swept into the studio. Dont let the point fly, darling. Movement is about balance and speed. Youre off your game today.


Thank you for the remark, Pamela. I wasnt aware that you fenced.

You wont use a gun. She glided to a stop in front of him. But you keep your thrusting skills honed? Isnt there a double standard in that?

Only if I stab someone through the heart with the tip of this sword.

He yanked a towel from a peg on the wall and blotted his face and hair dampened from the workout. He wore a long-sleeved shirt and black trousers that disappeared into calf-hugging boots. Casual working attire, but too hot, even as cold as it was outside.

Do you wish to go another round before you face Kinley then?

He peered at her over the edge of the towel. If you feel the need to worry about my sense of duty, Ill spare you the trouble. My duty is intact.

Then you wont have a problem surrendering your prisoner to him? Kinley has wanted this trophy on his wall for years.

Indeed. David tossed the rag on the floor next to a pitcher of water. How is that, since weve only known she might be alive for a few months?

You walked off the case nine years ago. Willingly, I might interject. Maybe I need to remind you of your job, David. Lest you become a risk to this mission.

This mission, Pamela? How long has Kinley known Meg was alive?

Pamela brushed lint from her sleeve, blindly unaware that Kinleys obtuseness had always been a black spot in Davids relationship with his former mentor. Im not your enemy, David. Im on your side. Remember?


And Id certainly never assume that the foreign office dealt in anything less than the truth. Or that you would ever lie to me.

Pamela sighed in her usual melodramatic fashion and pulled away. Do you know how hard it is to salvage a wreck in turbulent seas?

He assumed she was talking about the sunken steamer. Depending on the depth, I imagine its not impossible. People do it all the time.

Pamela stood against the sunlight pouring through the mullioned window. When Kinley couldnt find any trace of what was stolen from the treasury on that ship, they assumed Miss Faraday was never a passenger. He has had agents in and out of every British port from here to Calcutta for the past five years. You should be proud that you found her in less than three months.

Kinley has bloody known for five years that Meg might still be alive?

What do you care? Obviously, she still has a connection to her father. Who else could she have been going to meet when you intercepted her last night?

You do realize she is my wife.

Kinley told me the circumstances of the investigation ten years ago made it difficult to get into Colonel Faradays circle any other way. She peered at him from beneath her lashes. Clearly most men see no problem that you chose to mix pleasure with business. Who wouldnt have done the same in your place? Even you have vices, it seems.

Surprise, surprise, Pamela. He returned the sword to its place on the wall. Im not the saint everyone bloody thinks I am. And maybe Meg isnt the devil, either.


Oh, please, David. You didnt get that scar you carry skeet shooting, Pamela reminded him. Meg Faraday is guilty of everything of which shes been accused, and I do not believe youve forgotten the mission already.

Ive forgotten nothing.

He had returned to Kinley to finish this jobfor his heart, for justice, for answers to questions he had buried in the last decadeat least that was what he fed his conscience every morning when he looked at himself in the mirror.

He didnt know why he should not deliver Meg over to Kinley and be done with her. Maybe he wanted the truth to what had happened years ago when she fled him and disappeared. He could deduce from her behavior that she was guilty. But of which sin, he was no longer sure.

Then again, maybe her fear was part of her superb acting skill, and shed been waiting for her fathers return before making a move. It wouldnt be the first time shed fooled him or lied.

But then soul to sin and all sanctimonious accusations aside, ten years ago, were her lies any different from his?

Still, he knew his duty. Had always known his duty. He folded his arms and leaned against the wall. Dont worry, Pamela. I have no intention of shirking my job.

She stopped in the doorway and planted her palms on her hips. Then give good behavior a crack, wont you? Her teeth were white against her coral lips as she smiled. Because Kinley is upstairs in the green salon waiting for you to deliver his prisoner.


Victoria sat on the mattress, her head buried in her hands, the memory of her earlier behavior uppermost in her mind as she battled a throbbing headache. Someone had thrown open the draperies, and she groaned through splayed fingers at the late-afternoon sunshine that dappled the floor.

Finally, dragging the sheet off the bed, she padded to the window on stiff legs. She could see the familiar banks of the river over the village rooftops. She had to get word to Sir Henry that she was alive. He and Bethany would be worried by now that she had not returned home.

She found the dressing room and thumbed through shirts and other articles of clothing folded there. The armoire held more clothing, but no weapons, as if David would be so careless. She gave up searching for her clothes and eased her arms into a black and silver brocade robe she found thrown over a chair beside the bed. The fabric was soft and lay against the ache in her shoulder muscles. She found a mirror and leaned into the glass to inspect her temple. A lump filled out the bruise, coloring her skin a lovely shade of lavender. She grimaced. Doing nothing for her sleep-mussed hair, she walked to the bedroom door and edged it open, surprised there were no guards to keep her inside.

Did David worry so little about her escaping?

A worn Turkish carpet muffled her steps as she followed the hallway, until she heard the low rumble of Davids voice and slowed. Clutching the robe tighter against her chest, she moved to the archway of the salon. Fading sunlight cast the room
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