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            For my boys, who filled the house with castles and knights and who watched The Sword in the Stone until the VCR ate the tape
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            for my brother-in-law, who generously shared his encyclopedic knowledge of King Arthur and the knights of the round table
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            “But tell me the truth, and I shall love you the better . . .”

            —Thomas Malory
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            Chapter 1

         
         
            A half-baked plan

            Reclining on a bent elbow beneath the long-fringed shade of a willow tree, Margaret Stredwick eyed her travel companions with
               fond suspicion.
            

            
            They were up to something. She was sure of it.

            
            An outside observer would never suspect the two older women of any sort of mischief. The Parrish sisters were well-favored
               among the ton; Maeve for her refined, stately demeanor and Myrtle for her infectious, ebullient charm. And as the beloved aunts of Meg’s
               sister-in-law, the Marchioness of Hullworth, they had quickly burrowed into her own heart as well.
            

            
            But they were also meddlesome matchmakers.

            
            It didn’t escape her notice that this supposedly impromptu picnic had brought them to the picturesque grounds surrounding the reclusive Duke of Merleton’s residence. The
               bachelor Duke of Merleton.
            

            
            Not only that, but in the five hours since they’d left Wiltshire on holiday, the pair had been uncharacteristically quiet
               on their favorite subject—1001 ways to procure a husband for Meg. They had to be close to bursting by now.
            

            
            “How fortuitous that our driver should happen to take a wrong turn that led us here,” Meg said, pretending to be oblivious
               to their plot.
            

            
            The aunts exchanged a decidedly guilty look.

            
            Meg continued, absently twirling a blade of grass. “I was certain the groundskeeper would never permit us to picnic here.
               He spent twenty minutes complaining about the inconvenience of giving tours when there was genuine work to be done. But the
               two of you proved to be more determined.”
            

            
            Maeve, the elder sister, was perched with prim decorum on the flat surface of a sarsen stone as she smoothed a hand against
               the iron-gray hair that would never dare stray from her ever-impeccable coiffure. “It wasn’t altogether difficult. Over the
               years, we’ve learned that there are three approaches to persuading a man: feed him, flatter him or flirt with him.”
            

            
            “Or all three at once,” Myrtle said with a cheeky grin as she shined a green apple against the arm of her lavender day frock
               while a warm breeze stirred her silver-floss hair like dandelion fluff. “When the offer of sharing our picnic didn’t seem
               to do the trick, I had to think of something. I merely opted for the small pretense of stumbling so that he would catch me.
               And I saw no harm in telling him how strong he was.”
            

            
            Meg laughed. “I believe you called him a virile specimen of manliness. You were positively brazen!”
            

            
            “Indeed.” Maeve pursed her lips and flicked a crumb from her Esterhazy skirts. “My sister could benefit from a spoonful of
               subtlety, to be sure.”
            

            
            “At our age? Pish tosh. Where would that have gotten us, hmm? Certainly, nowhere with such a promising vista.” Her pointed
               gaze turned from her sister toward the little spired stone chapel on the grounds.
            

            
            Promising vista, hmm? Most likely, the only view they were hoping to see was of Meg walking down the aisle toward a duke waiting at the altar.
               She’d never even met the man. And if it was up to her, she never would.
            

            
            There would be no chapel in her future, and no man waiting for her. Not any longer. Not since Daniel Prescott—her soul’s counterpart—married another. 

            
            The reminder sent a sharp twinge to the center of her chest. She sighed, but more out of irritation at herself for allowing
               her thoughts to return to him again. After all, a broken heart wasn’t something she cared to think about on holiday.
            

            
            Standing, she shook out her striped skirts, then stepped over to the water’s edge with a crust of leftover bread in hand.
               She shredded it, tossing the crumbs to a pair of pink swans and watched as they bent their graceful necks toward the lily-pad-dappled
               surface. “We should be on our way if we wish to make the next coaching inn by nightfall.”
            

            
            Their little detour had already cost them a half day, and Meg was eager for this summer of exploring the Continent to begin.

            
            This trip would be her final foray as a debutante. One last hoorah before she put herself firmly on the shelf. Because when
               she returned to Wiltshire and her brother’s house, she planned to devote the rest of her life to becoming a loveable—and perhaps
               even meddlesome—aunt to Brandon and Ellie’s children.
            

            
            “Oh! But we cannot leave,” Myrtle interjected fretfully, lowering her unfinished apple to her lap. “We have yet to see . . .
               everything.”
            

            
            Everything or everyone? Meg wondered wryly as she brushed an errant raven curl from her forehead.
            

            
            “I daresay the grounds here could rival even those on your brother’s estate,” Maeve supplied in her usual no-nonsense tone.

            
            Well, that much was true. Meg had never seen gardens comparable to those at Crossmoor Abbey. In fact, she didn’t think it
               possible. When the aunts had been all atwitter over the prospect of visiting a keep, she’d pictured a sparse, utilitarian military ruins hidden behind the ramparts. Hardly anything to stir one’s excitement.
            

            
            It wasn’t until they’d driven over the drawbridge—an actual working drawbridge, of all things—then through the crenellated gatehouse that Meg had found herself awestruck.
            

            
            Caliburn Keep was no medieval fortress. It was a palace of such splendor that it stole the breath from her lungs.

            
            There was something altogether fanciful in her surroundings. The sprawling castle with Gothic arches and mullioned windows
               polished to mirror glass was straight out of a storybook. Set amidst a backdrop of ferns and tall sedges, lazy fronds of weeping
               willows that bent and swayed over the water, and flowers and trees blossoming in a myriad of vibrant colors, it was like entering
               a painting.
            

            
            “It is quite lovely here,” she reluctantly admitted, watching the swans float around the bend toward a low waterfall flanked
               by clusters of golden-tipped bulrushes.
            

            
            “Then, it’s settled,” Myrtle said with relief. “After all, I’m sure it shouldn’t take too much longer.”

            
            Meg turned her attention back to the aunts in time to see the older nudge the younger with her elbow. Her eyes narrowed. “What shouldn’t take—”
            

            
            “I believe Myrtle meant that it shouldn’t take too long to apply to the housekeeper for a tour of the house.”

            
            “And whyever would we do that, hmm? Unless . . . the two of you are plotting something.”

            
            The elder sister sniffed. “I have no idea what you could mean by such an accusation.”

            
            “No? Well, what about the time you both dropped your handkerchiefs for that baron and then quickly darted behind me? Or when
               you accidentally nudged me into the path of that viscount in the village square?”
            

            
            “I still attest that I saw a bee alight on your back,” Maeve said, but she averted her gaze to the cuff of her tapered sleeve
               as she fidgeted with the silver button.
            

            
            “Besides,” Myrtle chirruped, “it isn’t as though we’ve given any thought to a chance encounter with the duke. Or imagined that His Grace would take one look at you in your becoming blue frock and fall madly in love with you. Or that he would be so overcome with passion that he would take your hand, drop on bended knee and . . .” 

            
            Her words trailed off when Meg huffed and put her hands on her hips. She’d known it wasn’t the driver’s mistake that had brought
               them here. This only confirmed it.
            

            
            “I hate to spoil your matchmaking plot, but the groundskeeper said that the duke wasn’t even here.”

            
            “Actually, he said that His Grace was not at home,” Maeve clarified. “Which simply means that the duke does not wish for company. I should expect no less from a man who rarely
               enters society.”
            

            
            “A hermit. How delightful,” Meg said under her breath, picturing Merleton with a pallid complexion and a beard long enough
               to drag on the floor.
            

            
            “But that is neither here nor there,” Maeve continued. “Because we did not travel this way to encounter the duke at all.”

            
            “We didn’t?” both Meg and Myrtle uttered in unison.

            
            The elder Miss Parrish shook her head, her expression severe as a scholar’s. “There are recipes we wish to collect. Legendary recipes, in fact. Nothing more. Isn’t that right, sister?”
            

            
            “You never told me of—”

            
            “You’ve become quite forgetful in your old age, Myrtle. Why, it was just yesterday when we discussed the fables,” Maeve reminded
               her through a tight smile.
            

            
            “Ah, yes, those recipes.”
            

            
            Meg eyed the two of them. She wasn’t buying it for a minute.

            
            But that didn’t stop Maeve from trying.

            
            “You might have heard the tales of them as well, my dear,” she said. “The book dates all the way back to King Arthur’s court. It is said that the pages are illuminated in gold and silver, the cover encrusted with precious gems. The recipes themselves were once touted as divine creations that no man could resist. They hold the power to imbue the person who sups on them with certain attributes. A knight’s valiance and bravery in battle,
               for example, or even a maiden’s steadfast love . . .”
            

            
            The threads of a memory from long ago tickled the back of Meg’s mind. And as she listened to Maeve speak with unmistakable
               reverence, gesturing with a sweep of her slender arm toward the grounds and castle walls, she felt her certainty of their
               plot waver.
            

            
            After all, if there was one thing more important to the aunts than seeing every young person they knew advantageously married,
               it was finding the perfect recipe . . .
            

            
            And then stealing it.

            
            The aunts were positively unapologetic in their quest. Meg’s sister-in-law, Ellie, had once revealed that the aunts had been
               pilfering the kitchens of fine houses for years in preparation of her long-awaited nuptials. And after Ellie and Brandon’s
               wedding last year, the aunts had gained a level of notoriety for their selection of dishes and discerning palates.
            

            
            Their success had been so great, in fact, that they’d received over a hundred requests for an invitation to the christening
               breakfast they’d hosted for Johnathon, the newest addition to the Stredwick family, this past spring. The unprecedented feast
               had been raved about in the society pages as well.
            

            
            “. . . and this illustrious book was the very reason that the duke’s family first received their noble titles and lands,”
               Maeve concluded.
            

            
            In that instant, Meg realized that it wasn’t too far-fetched to believe their reason for coming here was about a recipe. Perhaps
               it wasn’t a matchmaking scheme, after all.
            

            
            But just as the thought entered her mind, Myrtle burst forth with a clap of excitement.

            
            “Oh, sister! We must have these recipes for hosting our next wed—” She stopped and cleared her throat, recovering awkwardly with “Wed-nesday breakfast.”
            

            
            Aha! Caught you!

            
            They were likely itching to outdo themselves at their next fete. Clearly, their unexpected fame had gone straight to their
               heads.
            

            
            But Meg was not about to be the sacrificial lamb on their altar!

            
            Tapping the toe of her nankeen half boot on the grass, she crossed her arms. “I am not marrying the duke.”

            
            “Of course not, dear. You’ve never even been introduced,” Maeve said with an unconcerned flit of her fingertips. “My sister
               and I are hardly the types to throw you into the arms of a stranger, no matter what his title and financial holdings might
               be.”
            

            
            “Oh? And what about that afternoon walk in Regent’s Park with the visiting vizconde from Spain? I distinctly recall being driven into his path.”
            

            
            Myrtle blinked owlishly and lifted her rounded shoulders in a shrug. “Another bee?”

            
            So, they were playing the innocents, were they?

            
            Meg was not fooled one bit. If this detour was precisely what they declared, then she wanted them to prove it.

            
            “Very well,” she said, calling their bluff. “If we truly are here for the sole purpose of stealing a recipe, and there are
               no tours allowed inside Caliburn Keep, then how do you propose we do it? It isn’t as though they will put up the bunting if
               we knock on the door.”
            

            
            The Parrish sisters smiled at each other.

            
            “I do believe I just heard a challenge,” Myrtle said, her cornflower blue eyes dancing with mischief as she tossed the core of her apple toward the water, then chafed her hands back and forth. 

            
            “As did I,” Maeve answered with a cunning arch of her brows. “Mark my words, Miss Stredwick. We will not only gain entrance
               but we’ll have the perfect recipe in our hands when we depart.”
            

            
            Meg swallowed down a sudden rise of apprehension. There was something a bit too determined in their gazes. And she wondered
               if it was wise to ever underestimate this pair.
            

            
         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         
            A recipe for disaster

            After a short walk along a slender path, their skirts rustling against tussocks of striped grasses as a melody of birdsong
               cascaded down from the boughs of fragrant foxglove trees, they entered a manicured front garden of slate flagstone with a
               burbling fountain at its center.
            

            
            Meg was thoroughly charmed. But this picturesque setting made the facade of Caliburn Keep even more imposing as they neared.

            
            A high wall of ancient stones seemed to have risen from the earth in this very spot, like a mountain after an earthquake.
               The pale escarpment hosted a towering oaken door large enough to drive a carriage through, and lofty arches filled with mullioned
               windows that appeared to trap the blue sky and cottony clouds within the diamond panes.
            

            
            She wasn’t certain if the story the aunts had told her about the dukedom dating all the way back to the time of King Arthur
               was true, or even if there were actual legendary recipes. Yet she had to admit that, in such a place, it would be simple to
               confuse fancy for reality.
            

            
            And against her better judgment, her curiosity was most definitely piqued.

            
            Unfortunately, they didn’t advance much farther than the dragon’s head doorknocker before the stony-faced butler informed them that there were no tours inside the castle walls. He was brusque in his delivery. Then, without giving his audience a chance to utter a syllable of dismay, he began to close the door. 

            
            At least . . . until Maeve suddenly spoke.

            
            “My good sir, you wouldn’t be related to the famous actor Mr. Cooke by chance?”

            
            He paused, his head tilted in speculation, either because he’d never been asked such a question or he didn’t know whether
               or not to be insulted by it. “Nay, madam. Not as far as I am aware.”
            

            
            “Pray, forgive me,” she continued. “It’s only that, with the way the light graced your visage just now, I was certain that
               you were the same man I’d had a terrible girlhood fancy toward. I can remember seeing Richard III at the Theatre Royal a dozen times and sighing like a lovesick calf throughout the entirety.”
            

            
            The door opened a bit wider.

            
            “I recall that play. Might have seen it myself a few times, back when I was a strapping young lad. But that was ages ago,”
               he said, standing taller in his dark livery and giving a smart tug to the hem of his waistcoat.
            

            
            “Then, the years have been most kind to you, sir.” Maeve looked askance as if embarrassed by her boldness.

            
            Was it Meg’s imagination or had Maeve’s voice taken on a breathy quality? She expected such behavior from Myrtle. Heaven knew
               she flirted shamelessly with every nut seller in Regent’s Park. But this hidden side of Maeve was an absolute revelation. What
               an outlandish minx!
            

            
            The butler cleared his throat, and there was a hint of ruddy color brushing the crests of his cheeks. “I don’t suppose a brief
               tour of the Hall of Knights would be out of the realm of possibility.”
            

            
            Then the door opened.

            
            When they were led inside, Maeve gave her a secret nod as if to say, And that is how it is done, my dear.
            

            
            Meg had to bite the inner wall of her cheek to keep from laughing.

            
            But the three Fs of persuading a gentleman was a lesson lost on the likes of her.
            

            
            She had not always been so cynical. At one time, she’d dreamed her London Seasons would have been filled with flirtations,
               dances, parties, and calls from gentlemen wishing to escort her to Gunter’s for ices or on afternoon drives through the park.
               Her ivory dance card would have been forever full and Daniel Prescott would have been so jealous that he’d have begged to
               marry her without delay. She had even imagined putting on a coquettish display of needing time to consider his proposal, before
               finally giving her eager consent.
            

            
            But that was not the reality she had encountered.

            
            Even though she was an accomplished woman of two and twenty, she had a rounded face that made men treat her as if she were
               fresh out of the schoolroom. Even Daniel had told her that she was—
            

            
            No. She stopped before she gave him another thought.
            

            
            The entire purpose of this holiday was to cast him as firmly from her mind as she might a spider that had vanished from sight
               in her bedchamber. Since she wasn’t the type to bury herself beneath the coverlet and let dread consume her, she’d decided
               to be strong and rationalize that a single spider bite—or broken heart, as the case may be—surely wouldn’t kill her. Would
               it?
            

            
            Meg shuddered. Perhaps that wasn’t the best analogy. Because now, she couldn’t help but imagine herself cocooned in a silken
               pod and waiting to become a hairy arachnid’s midnight snack.
            

            
            So much for casting that from her mind.
            

            
            Realizing that her musings had gone a bit dark, she blinked and abruptly redirected her attention to the butler.

            
            Mr. Gudgeon recounted the keep’s history as he led them through a broad archway and into a vast tapestry-strewn hall where
               knights in armor stood at attention on either side. And Meg noticed that his tone had become theatrical as if to reach a great
               audience hiding somewhere in the minstrel’s gallery at the far end.
            

            
            Maeve batted her lashes up at him. “Positively riveting. And to think, all these knights had once protected a book.”

            
            “Not just a mere book, madam. No, indeed,” he said with chest-puffing pride. “A treasure trove of recipes that once fed King
               Arthur himself as well as every knight at his round table. Not only that but the very stone that once held the sword is the
               same pedestal upon which the book sits.”
            

            
            “Gracious! Aren’t you afraid that someone will come along and try to take them?”

            
            He chuckled. “Many have tried. They’re locked up tighter than the crown jewels. And the Tower of London has nothing on the
               family vault.”
            

            
            A frustrated sigh left Myrtle, and Meg wondered how the sisters planned to move forward after this revelation.

            
            They were in the middle of the sixteenth-century armor—an era that she would forever think of as the Age of the Codpiece—when her attention was diverted from a rather alarmingly turgid specimen as Myrtle’s question for the butler prickled at
               Meg’s ears.
            

            
            “Forgive the interruption, good sir, but my young charge has bid me to inquire about a repairing room where, perhaps, she
               might freshen up before the lengthy journey ahead,” she said, not caring a whit that Meg’s cheeks were quickly turning as
               red as the dragon standard hanging on the wall.
            

            
            Mr. Gudgeon seemed hesitant at first. However, as it became clear that the two of them planned to leave Maeve behind with
               him, the butler was more than happy to direct them.
            

            
            Through Myrtle’s uncanny ability to divine a path through the winding corridors and down the stairs, they promptly found themselves standing at the humid mouth of the bustling kitchens. 

            
            The cook had her back to them, her attention divided between the fowl turning on the roasting spit, loading pies into a mezzaluna
               opening of the bake oven, stirring two copper pots atop the surface of a brick Rumford stove nestled into a flued alcove,
               and calling out instructions to a troop of harried sculleries over her shoulder. She was so occupied with a myriad of tasks
               that she never even looked toward the door to see Myrtle skirt inside.
            

            
            As she snooped, Meg remained just outside and smiled at the din of culinary commotion. She didn’t know what it was about the
               companionable chatter, the rattle of pots and pans, the hollow thwack of a cleaver against a wooden trestle table or the chiming
               of a whisk in a wide copper bowl, but the sounds had always appealed to her.
            

            
            They reminded her of home, she supposed. Not Crossmoor Abbey but the quaint country cottage where she’d lived when her mother
               and father were still alive.
            

            
            “This way,” Myrtle whispered, drawing Meg out of her musings, then summarily towed her down the corridor. “Not a recipe in
               sight. Must have them all stored away.”
            

            
            Meg was about to suggest that they return to the Hall of Knights when she was ushered into a little cupboard of a room just
               beyond the larder.
            

            
            Blinking to accustom her eyes to the dim light filtering in through the partially open door, she noticed a shelf of preserves,
               a flour-dusted pinafore hanging on a hook and a slender writing desk tucked into the corner. Above it hung a framed square
               of muslin embroidered with the words of the famous chef Marie-Antoine Carême: “The fine arts are five in number: Painting,
               Music, Poetry, Architecture and Sculpture—whereof the principal branch is Confectionery.”
            

            
            By all accounts, this was the cook’s office. Meg emitted a gasp of wonder. “How in the world could you have known where to—”

            
            Myrtle set a finger to her lips, silencing her as a pair of chatting maids passed by in the corridor. Meg nodded, somewhat
               dumbfounded, and more than a little impressed, at witnessing this de cape et d’épée—cloak-and-dagger—side of the elder woman.
            

            
            Myrtle was crafty and quick in her search. She even slipped a hatpin free to manipulate the lock of a drawer and summarily
               withdrew an aged book. It was filled with pages that were yellowed and wavy at the edges, some hosting scrawled lists splattered
               with constellations of various sauce drippings and others written in a looping curlicue script and topped with full moons
               of teacup stains.
            

            
            A recipe book!

            
            She paused on a particularly well-used page with the words The Duke’s Favorite scrawled across the top. Without delay, she slipped a folded scrap of foolscap from a hidden placket on the side of her lavender
               skirts. She smoothed it on the desk surface, then dipped a waiting quill into a bottle of ink and hastily jotted down the
               recipe.

            
            But as she finished, and before she could turn another page, they heard voices in the hall again.

            
            “Better not let Mrs. Gudgeon catch you dillydallying belowstairs or she’ll put you to work scrubbing chamber pots. In a right solid snit, she is.”

            
            “Don’t I know it. I’ve already had an earful about not having the proper tray for Lady Morgan. She said if I don’t find the
                  lemon curd with rosemary for her ladyship’s crumpet, then I shouldn’t bother coming back at all.”

            
            “Oh, don’t take it to heart. I’m sure she’s just mad at Mr. Gudgeon again. Wonder what the old flirt’s done this time.”

            
            “I’m sure I’ll hear her caterwauling about that later, too . . . if I still have my post.”

            
            “Don’t fret. If we can’t find it in the larder, I’m sure Mrs. Philpot’ll have a jar on her shelf.”

            
            Meg glanced over her shoulder to see that there was, indeed, a jar of lemon curd with rosemary on the shelf. Beside her, Myrtle
               tucked the book back into the drawer and tried to slide it closed. But it halted halfway, the wood issuing a high squeak of
               protest.
            

            
            Just then, a pair of shadows paused directly outside the door.

            
            “Hang back. Did you hear something?”

            
            Meg held her breath. Her heart stuttered to a stop beneath her breast. Then, at the appearance of slender, chapped fingers
               curling around the edge of the door, the organ suddenly kicked into a full rushing gallop in her ears.
            

            
            They were going to be caught!

            
            “Yes—my head on the chopping block if I don’t find that curd. Come quick. Help me look in the larder before I’m sacked.”

            
            The hand fell away from the door, and the shadows moved. It wasn’t until she heard the diminishing scuttle of hurried footsteps
               that Meg’s shoulders dared to sag with relief.
            

            
            That was a close call.

            
            Truth be told, until a moment ago, she’d only felt as if she and Myrtle were having a lark. The consequences of her actions
               hadn’t seemed too severe considering how easily Mr. Gudgeon had been for Maeve to handle. Mrs. Gudgeon, however, sounded like a veritable dragon—one less likely to be forgiving should she discover a pair of trespassers
               whose companion was flirting with her husband.
            

            
            The distant thwack of the cleaver echoed down the hall, and Meg put a protective hand around her neck.

            
            Unquestionably, it was time to leave.

            
            After ensuring the hallway was clear, Meg and Myrtle made their escape, albeit with one minor complication. The virtually unpopulated route they’d taken down to this level was now chock-full of maids, either toting ash bins or baskets of linens, blocking their exit. 

            
            Quick as a compass, Myrtle turned on her heel and scurried down a set of narrow stairs. Meg followed close behind. And moments
               later, they were deeper inside the keep, sprinting on tiptoes through the windowless, winding—and thankfully vacant—corridors
               with a pilfered recipe in their possession.
            

            
            Myrtle had just turned a corner when the slip of foolscap fell from her pocket. It drifted silently to the stone floor, its
               felonious owner oblivious.
            

            
            In Meg’s rush to scoop it up, she created a gust of air that sent the paper skittering like a sail in a tempest around the
               corner, the shadows eclipsing it from sight.
            

            
            “Psst . . . Aunt Myrtle,” she whispered from beside a low, rough-hewed arch. But her cohort in crime hurried ahead, heedless, the
               shuffle of her slippers already growing fainter.
            

            
            It took another moment for Meg’s eyes to adjust to the dim light enough to locate the recipe. Then, when she bent to pick
               it up, she heard brisk, heavy footfalls coming from the corridor behind her.
            

            
            Drat! All she had time to do was to step on the fallen paper, press her back against the sloped stone wall, hold her breath
               and hope that whatever servant might be heading this way would pass by her without a blink.
            

            
            A tall man approached, striding forth at an agitated pace. He appeared somewhat preoccupied, pushing a hank of dark hair carelessly
               back from his forehead and leaving it to fall to one side. And he was garbed in a blacksmith’s apron, the heavy leather accentuating
               the leanness of his hips and breadth of his shoulders.
            

            
            In this light it was difficult to determine his age, though he appeared to be beyond thirty. He had a sort of rawboned face, angular and chiseled—striking, though not necessarily handsome—with a prominent aquiline nose. And, sitting on the bridge of said nose, was a pair of round spectacles with brass frames. 

            
            She didn’t know what his position in this household was—what with his apron, soot-smudged cravat and the cuffs of his shirtsleeves
               rolled up—but he possessed an air of superiority, as if he oversaw many people and kept them on task.
            

            
            Definitely not one to trifle with, she thought. And she quickly banished the fleeting notion of attempting the three Fs for the first time on him, should he continue on his course directly toward her.
            

            
            But as he drew near, she caught sight of the dull cast over his noticeably smeared lenses and wondered if he might not spot
               her in the shadows at all.
            

            
            When he walked right by, a silent sigh of relief escaped her. Luck was on her side.

            
            Or at least, it was . . . until he stopped.

            
            Like a hound catching the scent of his quarry, he lifted his head and stiffened, suddenly alert. Then he turned on his heel
               and stared directly toward her hiding place.
            

            
            “What are you doing in this part of the keep? You know this is off-limits.”

            
            His voice was deep and commanding—a baritone so low that it was more like a growl. It tingled in her ears before traveling
               directly to the pit of her stomach in some sort of strange tumult. How odd. Especially considering that his expression was
               austerely disapproving in a way that she’d always disliked in men.
            

            
            However, it was clear that this man assumed she was a servant. The dim light and dirty spectacles likely kept him from seeing
               the azure spencer, striped day dress and white kid gloves that would have revealed her for the interloper she was.
            

            
            “Yes, sir,” she said with a hint of contrition that she hoped would fool him. “I was just on my way out.”

            
            At once, his mouth turned down at the corners. He took a step toward her and tore off his glasses. “You’re not one of the maids. Who are you?” 

            
            Meg couldn’t answer. Her lips parted, but no sound came out.

            
            She drew in a breath to start again but tasted the air instead. It was flavored with the char of creosote and something else.
               Something enthralling like a combination of sun-warmed spices and worn leather. Something that made her lungs cinch tight
               around it, refusing to release. Something that made her want to lean in for a deep inhale.
            

            
            But she couldn’t move. All she could do was stand there, not breathing, and stare fixedly into eyes that seemed to hold her own captive. They were intensely dark brown with flecks of
               gold, a color so rich and earthy that it reminded her of the smooth stones resting on the creek bed at Crossmoor Abbey. And
               she felt as though her body were filled with those very stones, stacked one on top of the other, rooting her in place.
            

            
            “I’ll ask once more before I call my servants. Who . . . are . . . you?”
            

            
            His servants? No, it couldn’t be.
            

            
            “You are the Duke of Merleton?” Her voice was oddly hoarse, throat dry as biscuit crumbs.
            

            
            “Who the devil else would I be?”

            
            He seemed to grow larger before her eyes. But she, as a fully grown woman who didn’t appreciate being talked to as if she
               were still in leading strings, was suddenly snapped from her peculiar trance.
            

            
            Straightening to her full height—which put the top of her head nearly level with his chin—she replied with equal terseness. “I am sure I shouldn’t know. From your attire, you might have been anyone from blacksmith to chimney sweep to dungeon-dwelling troll. I’ve heard of you, of course. A bachelor duke, but one who rarely enters society. And clearly that is for everyone’s benefit,” she added beneath her breath as she watched him attempt to clean his lenses against the sleeve covered in a black sooty substance. “And let us not forget the fanciful stories of your lineage’s connection to the legend of King Arthur. Well, I half pictured the Duke of Merleton as an old man with stooped shoulders and a long white beard.” 

            
            And perhaps with several members of your family kept in the attic.

            
            He paused his circular buffing motions of the lenses against sleeve and squinted at her. “Are you accusing me of having lunacy
               in the family?”
            

            
            “If it’s any consolation, I did not intend to say that last part aloud.”

            
            His brows flattened. “Since you are refusing to answer my questions, I’m left with no alternative than to escort you—”

            
            His speech stopped abruptly as he thrust the now thoroughly blackened spectacles onto his nose, only to growl “Merlin’s teeth”
               under his breath, then rip them off again.
            

            
            A giggle escaped Meg. She clapped a hand over her mouth. That shouldn’t have slipped out either. However, seeing this censorious
               man struggle over such a rudimentary task struck her as humorous.
            

            
            The duke cocked his head in curious assessment as if he didn’t know what to make of the sound. Perhaps no one had dared laugh
               in his presence before.
            

            
            Taking pity on the confounded and untidy duke, she withdrew a clean handkerchief from her sleeve. Then she reached for the
               spectacles.
            

            
            He held fast. “What are you doing?”

            
            “Allow me,” she insisted, tightening her grip.

            
            They engaged in a small tug-of-war, a give-and-take in increments of inches. The ridiculous episode had the unforeseen result
               of drawing him a step nearer.
            

            
            Those river-stone eyes stared down at her with wordless intensity. She felt a jolt deep inside—a strange cinctured sensation that wrapped around her middle and made it difficult to breathe again. 

            
            “You called me a bachelor duke,” he said, his accusatory tone penetrating the peculiar fog that kept enshrouding her. “That’s why you’re here. You’re a husband-hunter.”
            

            
            She scoffed. “I am, most definitely, not. As a matter of fact, I have absolutely no interest in marriage at all and for reasons that are . . . well, none of your
               concern. But you can rest assured that, should I ever change my mind, yours would be the last threshold I’d cross.”
            

            
            “And yet, you’ve crossed it, nonetheless. But for what purpose?”

            
            Only then did his long blunt fingers release the spectacles. Even so, he did not retreat to a more socially acceptable distance.
               Instead, he studied her ministrations carefully as if he thought she’d hidden something nefarious in the folds of her handkerchief.
            

            
            It wouldn’t have bothered her, if only he wasn’t so terribly tall and dark. He made her feel as if she were on the verge of
               becoming eclipsed by his form. As if, were he to take one more step, she’d become absorbed in his shadow.
            

            
            Though, more than likely, he was trying to intimidate her into revealing all her secrets.

            
            “You have quite the suspicious nature. Did it ever occur to you that the answer of my being here could be as simple as happenstance?”
               she asked, issuing a sniff of haughty indignance as if she didn’t have a pilfered slip of paper beneath the sole of her shoe.
            

            
            “Happenstance does not exist,” he said. “Men and women make choices. We are not automatons. We are not fitted with gears and springs but with a complex system of nerves and muscles that react to the brain’s command to place one foot in front of the other and, in your case, venture into places where you do not belong.” 

            
            Splendid. If there was one thing worse than a lunatic, it was an educated lunatic.
            

            
            “I am not insane,” he said evenly as her cheeks colored in embarrassment at another slip of the tongue. “If I were, I can
               assure you that I would not be exerting the utmost patience toward a trespasser who has stolen into my house for purposes
               yet to be determined. Were I a madman, madam, I would have already dragged you through the halls, tossed you outside and bolted
               the door.
            

            
            “Then again,” he added, taking a half step closer, his eyes darker still, “perhaps, I would have locked you in the attic with
               all the others.”
            

            
            She caught that underlying fragrance again. This time, instead of merely making her lungs cinch, her skin seemed to draw tighter
               over her frame, too. Not unpleasant, but disconcerting, all the same.
            

            
            “Fine,” she said relenting, pressing her shoulder blades against the wall. “My party and I merely came to tour the grounds.
               Which are lovely, by the way. It isn’t often one encounters pink swans and a moat. Or a drawbridge or gated portcullis for
               that matter. And in such a setting, it was only natural that one would stop for a picnic, a perfectly harmless endeavor . . .”
            

            
            She realized she was rambling when she heard him expel an impatient hiss through his teeth. Yes, she was stalling. And not
               because she was so high in her morals that she couldn’t tell a lie. No, indeed. After all, she had an overprotective elder
               brother and, as long as dire consequences weren’t involved, she saw no harm in telling a small fib or two. But, for some unknown
               reason, lying to this man was proving unaccountably difficult.
            

            
            And besides, it made her nose itch.

            
            She wiggled it in an effort to alleviate the discomfort, then cleared her throat to continue. “So I’m certain you could imagine that my party expressed an interest in touring inside your grand estate.” 

            
            “There are no tours inside the walls of Caliburn Keep. Ever.”
            

            
            “As we were informed after we rapped on your gargantuan door.”

            
            “You should be grateful you were allowed to tour the grounds at all. I’d only recently reopened the gates. Much to my current
               regret.”
            

            
            In that instant, she decided that this man wasn’t a lunatic. He was just rude and arrogant. And suddenly it wasn’t all that
               difficult to lie to him. In fact, she wished she had stolen all his recipes.
            

            
            “Since my traveling companions and I have a lengthy journey ahead of us, we inquired if we might be directed to a repairing
               chamber.”
            

            
            The tip of her nose prickled. Ignoring it, she stripped off her glove and applied her thumbnail to a particularly stubborn
               speck of dirt on his lenses, all the while wishing he could feel the abrasion.
            

            
            “Which is also not in this older portion of the keep.”

            
            “Well, obviously, I became turned around at some point and found myself here, subject to your delightful company.”

            
            Finished with her task, she looked up to see that one of his brows was arched higher than the other as if he expected her
               to apologize for her sarcasm. Not likely, Duke of Disdain.

            
            With an unconcerned shrug, she offered up his glasses. However, seeing that his hands were still covered in soot, she tsked
               wearily. “Better allow me. You’ll only smear them all over again. Now bend forward a bit. You’re far too tall.”
            

            
            He obliged, those brows drawing together, puckering over the bridge of his nose in a fan of three vertical furrows.

            
            “You still haven’t told me who you are,” he said, and with his face so close to hers, she felt the brush of his breath across her lips. It sent a shiver through her. 

            
            Meg’s gaze collided with his once more, and there it was again . . . that peculiar cinching sensation around her middle. It
               was accompanied by a strange tug in the pit of her stomach as if there were an invisible rope through her navel and someone
               behind him had gathered the end of it in their fist. And in the back of her mind, she envisioned the thick braiding coiled
               around the two of them, pulling their bodies flush . . .
            

            
            Feeling herself teeter forward on the balls of her feet, she released the frames at once and dropped back on her heels.

            
            She’d only managed to secure one side, leaving the spectacles to dangle crookedly from his right ear. But she didn’t dare
               try to correct them now. She was too light-headed and her heart was racing at a most peculiar gallop.
            

            
            “I must go,” she rasped, laying a hand against her midriff.

            
            She realized that her glove had fallen at some point. Her gaze drifted down to it, pausing along the way to study his corded
               forearms, strong and dusted with dark hair, the skin swarthy and tanned. And she found herself wondering if he spent time
               out of doors with his sleeves rolled up or, perhaps, with no shirt at all . . .
            

            
            The errant thought took her completely off guard. Especially when her mind flashed to an image of this man standing bare-chested
               in the sunlight and brandishing a long, gleaming sword like one of Arthur’s knights during the age of myths and legends.
            

            
            She became oddly short of breath. Winded, even. Clearly, there was something amiss with the air down here.

            
            Lifting her gaze, she saw him staring back at her most curiously, his black pupils eclipsing all those golden flecks. His nostrils flared. Then she heard the scuff of his boot against the stones. Felt the slight crush of her skirts against her stocking-clad shins. Saw his gaze fall to her mouth. And then his hand lifted, hovering for a fraction of a second . . . just before she felt the touch of his thumb and forefinger against her chin. 

            
            Her lips parted on a gasp.

            
            The sound cut through the stillness of the shadowy corridor and seemed to bring them both to attention.

            
            He released her at once. Then, retreating a step, he stared down at his hand with marked confusion as if he’d never seen it
               before.
            

            
            “Were you going to”—she splayed a hand over the buttons of her spencer, the garment impossibly tight—“kiss me?”

            
            He flinched as if she’d dashed a glass of cold water in his face. Looking down the ridge of his nose at her, he crisply enunciated,
               “Of course not.”
            

            
            She didn’t believe him. And her racing heart didn’t believe him either. “Was that your method of intimidation, then?”

            
            “Of course not.”

            
            “Is that all you have to say, of course not? You won’t even bother to explain yourself?”
            

            
            “I—” He looked at his hand again and then over his shoulder, toward the corridor. And, when he spoke again, his tone was distracted,
               faraway, his attention clearly diverted. “I’ll leave you now. I trust you know the way out.”
            

            
            Then, before she could make heads or tails of anything at all, he turned and strode back in the direction from which he’d
               come. The intense focus he’d given her an instant ago had apparently shifted to something else.
            

            
            In other words, he was a typical man.

            
            Dipping low for the fallen glove, she stole beneath her hem to take hold of the recipe as well. Just in case the Duke of Distraction
               should turn back around, she tucked the folded foolscap against her palm beneath the kid leather and stood.
            

            
            As she watched him go, she nodded to herself and expelled a breath. “Most definitely lunacy in the family.”

            
         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 3

         
         
            The secret ingredient

            Lucien Ambrose, the seventh Duke of Merleton, dismissed the intruder from his thoughts. He had more pressing matters to attend
               to, rather than dealing with the machinations of a wayward husband-hunter. And time was of the essence.
            

            
            This was about his life’s work, after all. He could already feel the effects of this latest experiment dissipating. Therefore,
               he focused on ensuring that the length and speed of his gait was adequate enough to reach the buttery before his research
               was altered by any further delay.
            

            
            For the past eleven years, he’d been studying his family’s ancient book of recipes, searching for the truth behind the myth.
               And for eleven years, his efforts had offered nothing except frustration.
            

            
            At least, until today.

            
            There had been something distinctly different in this afternoon’s sample. Named the Recipe of Glatisant, it was a meat pie
               said to have suffused the knights with the attributes of the questing beast, making them feel powerful and virile, and heightening
               each of their senses—all the symptoms that he had experienced moments ago.
            

            
            Which meant that there might be some truth to the old tales passed down for centuries in his family.

            
            His pulse leapt with excitement as his stride continued to eat up the flagstones beneath his feet. Though, to be honest, he’d never expected his experiments to render a demonstrable result. 

            
            He’d always been pragmatic. Logical to a fault, some would say. Fancy was not in his nature.

            
            Even as a boy of six walking in the garden with his mother, he could recall when she’d pointed to a rainbow and told him that
               it was a wonder of creation. He had disagreed, explaining that it was a prismatic effect of bending light and even showed her the triangular prism he’d
               kept in his pocket. Mother had laughed, then had taken both his hands and spun him around in a circle, telling him that he
               was a wonder of creation, too.
            

            
            He’d never really known precisely what she’d meant by that, because there was no question of the manner in which he had appeared
               in this world. It was a simple matter of procreation. At the time, however, and because he adored his mother, he’d accepted
               those nonsensical comments as the idioms of her lexicon.
            

            
            His mother had often spoken of wonders and miracles, of chance and fate, and his father of knights and legends, of improbable
               romantic tales.
            

            
            Given time, Lucien may have begun to understand and, perhaps, even believe their delusions. But they had died when he was
               seven, and he’d been raised by his grandfather instead.
            

            
            The sixth Duke of Merleton had been shattered by the death of his only son. The once-enigmatic duke, who’d enjoyed sharing
               ancient stories about noble quests with anyone who cared to listen, had become closed off and grim. He’d taught Lucien that
               what mattered most was keeping the book locked away, safe and secure, so that no one—not even the family—would ever clap eyes
               on it again.
            

            
            Then Lucien had been sent away to school, his key to the vault confiscated.

            
            Even though he had obeyed his grandfather’s orders, it had been difficult. After all, he’d barely been introduced to the book before he was barred from it. And he’d had so many questions that required answers. 

            
            So when Lucien had succeeded the title and reclaimed the key to the vault, that was precisely what he’d set about to find:
               answers. Proof.
            

            
            A less determined man might have given up after a year or two of constant failure. Most definitely after five. But his own
               nature forced him to exhaust every single possibility before he surrendered.
            

            
            And it might have all been leading him to this very moment.

            
            His footsteps echoed around him as he traversed the ancient halls of the original keep built in the fifth century. The motte-and-bailey
               fortress had eroded over time, sinking into a devouring earth that wished to reclaim it. Then, around the sixteenth century,
               his ancestors had simply built new over the old.
            

            
            Their actions had the unforeseen consequences of preserving, entombing, these corridors. The sloping walls, the adze-notched
               timbers, the great hall with the inglenook fireplace and hexafoils carved into the mantel were the same as they had been when
               a round table sat at its center.
            

            
            As he lifted a torch from an iron wall-bracket and lit it in what was left of the dying embers, he gave the carving of a circled
               daisy a passing glance. He’d always been curious about the people who had believed that these apotropaic symbols held any
               power in their lives, as if they had no control of their own.
            

            
            But that was a question for another day.

            
            Turning on his heel, he continued onward through the screens passage. At the end of a short and constricted corridor, he turned
               the key in the lock, ducked his head beneath the warped lintel and stepped into the old buttery.
            

            
            The narrow barrel-shaped room was no longer used to store ale, wine and spirits. Those were conveniently located for the butler’s access in the more recent addition overhead. Yet, the shelves remained, lining the bowed stone walls. 

            
            Even though the ceiling was too low for him to stand upright unless he kept to the center, and the air was stale and three
               degrees shy of being uncomfortably cold, he didn’t care. This was his laboratory where no one would bother him. Here, he could
               devote all of his considerable concentration to every recipe in the book to test their validity.
            

            
            It was his life’s mission to understand them.

            
            Crossing the room in three strides, he turned the wick of the oil lamp on the ancient and scarred trestle table that served
               as his desk. Light flickered over the meticulous lines of the code written in his ledger.
            

            
            His notes never revealed the actual recipes. Those were still kept in the vault, and he possessed the only key. So instead,
               he had developed a mathematical cipher he used. A code. And with it, he could calculate with absolute precision the exact
               alteration from yesterday’s sample to today’s.
            

            
            “The metheglin,” he hypothesized aloud, tapping the page over his concise script.

            
            Standing, he moved to the shelves and withdrew a dark bottle. The recipe had called for the organ meat to be soaked in mead,
               which he had always done before. This time, however, he had used metheglin—a spiced mead that would have been more common
               during Arthur’s time.
            

            
            Lucien had even made his own honey. Caliburn Keep’s apiary was surrounded by the very herbs that gave metheglin a medicinal
               flavor—agrimonia, angelica, lemon balm and mead wort.
            

            
            Removing the cork, he sniffed. The rich, syrupy and redolent brew contained a sharp, astringent undertone that caused the
               glands at the back of his mouth to contract.
            

            
            Was this the secret ingredient? The answer he’d been searching for since his parents had died?

            
            He wasn’t certain. And he needed certainty per centum. In other words, he had to be one hundred percent sure.
            

            
            Lucien moved to the shelves lining the opposite wall, ducking his head along the way. This was where he kept the finished
               samples to study them further. Neat rows of identical earthenware jars were tagged by date and a corresponding code for the
               ledger entry. He left nothing to chance.
            

            
            Taking down today’s jar, he returned to his desk and removed the lid. Retrieving the remaining half of the pie, he held up
               the semilunar wedge to the light and admired the layers of various cuts of meat and organs, fats and spices. An exultant exhale
               left him as he studied the pastry with a mixture of fascination and triumph.
            

            
            But no, not triumph. Not yet. He was not one to rush to judgment.

            
            And yet, his heart was thrumming again as he recalled that brief moment in the corridor when he’d felt the effects.

            
            Something had been different about this one. There had been a distinct alteration in his own physiology.

            
            It had been distracting, to say the least. Especially when the symptoms had begun while he was standing with that directionally
               challenged woman who liked to speak in circles.
            

            
            The first thing he’d noticed was the peculiar levitation of the hair on his nape as he’d walked down the passage. This had
               caused him to stop. Catching an unfamiliar sweet scent in the dank and musty air, he’d turned. That was when he’d initially
               located the trespasser in the shadows. Through his grimy lenses, he’d surmised that the figure was female but soon established
               that she was not from his serving staff.
            

            
            Thusly identifying her as an intruder, he’d stepped closer. And that was when the recipe truly began to take hold.

            
            He had felt predatory. Strong. Virile. There was no way around it. And those were precisely the effects that the recipe was
               reputed to have imbued in the warriors who’d supped on it centuries ago.
            

            
            Nevertheless, Lucien couldn’t consider this actual proof without expanding his test to other subjects. And he knew who would be the perfect guinea pig. 

            
            *  *  *

            “What makes you think I’d want to try your weird little pie?” Without lifting his blond head from the corner of the camel-backed
               drawing room sofa, Viscount Pellinore Holladay eyed the offered wedge with dismissive interest. His cousin spent most of his
               evenings in that exact spot, lounging with utter insouciance, his trouser-clad legs crossed at the ankles and a glass of whisky
               dangling from his fingertips.
            

            
            “Because I once watched you consume the larva of a dung beetle. You’ll eat anything.”

            
            “That hardly signifies. I was only four years old at the—” Pell stopped when Lucien nudged the sample against his lips. On
               a grunt of resignation, he took a bite and chewed.
            

            
            Lucien waited for him to finish and checked the time on the ormolu mantel clock. “How do you feel?”

            
            “Rather put upon, if I’m to be honest,” he said as he took the remainder of the wedge and finished it off. “Dare I ask what’s
               in it?”
            

            
            “Primarily pig snout and ears, calf tongue and brain, goose neck and tongue, frog legs—”

            
            “Forget I asked.” Pell held up a hand in surrender. “Whenever one of your experiments begins with pig snout as the pièce de
               résistance, just pretend you didn’t hear me ask.”
            

            
            Lucien turned a deaf ear to the complaints and studied his subject with keen interest. By his calculations, it had taken approximately
               seventy-six seconds for him to walk from the buttery to where he’d encountered the trespasser and first noticed the effects
               of the sample.
            

            
            With a glance to the clock, he knew it was time.

            
            Sliding his index finger up the bridge of his nose, he anchored the saddle of his spectacles in place as he bent over the sofa and looked for any pupil dilation or flesh discoloration. “Do you feel anything now?” 

            
            “Other than you breathing down my neck and manhandling my collar—Ow! Those are still attached.”
            

            
            Lucien shrugged. “I had to see if the hairs on your nape were standing on end.”

            
            “Well, they are now. They’re in full revolt,” Pell groused, scrubbing a hand over the back of his neck.

            
            “Perhaps you should stand up. Move about. Get your blood flowing.” Without waiting for agreement, he took his cousin’s hand
               and hefted him upward. Then linking arms with him, he began to pace quickly around the rectangular perimeter of the rifle
               green room. “And now? Anything?”
            

            
            Just then, Lucien’s half sister walked through the double arched doors. Her brows lifted toward a widow’s peak of auburn hair,
               and her lips curled in a wry grin. “Taking a turn about the room, boys? I hear it’s excellent for the constitution.”
            

            
            “Well, something ought to be after what your brother just made me eat, or else this may be the last you’ll ever see of me.”

            
            “Then, wishes really do come true,” Morgan said as she clutched her hands to her bosom and sighed.

            
            “You wound me, madam.”

            
            She blew him a kiss. “Daggers of fondness, cousin.”

            
            “If the two of you are finished, I should like to continue my study,” Lucien said. “Now, Pell, tell me if you feel the slightest
               difference in your physiology. Elevated heartbeat? Sharpened sense of smell?”
            

            
            “I do believe I sense something rather pungent. It smells like a dying bloom and disdain for mankind.” He made a point of
               sniffing in Morgan’s direction and curling his nose. “Oh, wait. Never mind.”
            

            
            “I’m surprised you can smell anything at all over the odor of the bay rum you’ve apparently bathed in. I’m sure half the finches in the aviary died as you walked by.” She squinted at him and walked over to the red lacquered sideboard to pour herself a claret. “So tell me, Lucien. I was under the impression that you refused to try your experiments on us. I seem to recall a rather magnanimous speech about taking all the risks yourself. Has that changed, or is this just your way of trying to exterminate our cousin once and for all? Just so you know, I’ll be happy to help you dig the grave.” 

            
            “Such a generous soul, your sister.”

            
            Lucien ignored their banter. “There was something different with this one, and I required a control subject. Of course, it
               would be better if we could simulate the entire experience as it transpired . . .” And for him a female had been present.
               But that gave him an idea.
            

            
            Stopping near his sister, he situated his cousin directly in front of her and asked, “Is there anything you feel now?”

            
            As Morgan’s green gaze gleamed like a cat who’d spotted a canary with clipped wings, Pell shifted until his hands were cupped
               in front of his groin. “Other than a need to protect the family jewels?”
            

            
            Lucien expelled a defeated breath and turned toward the clock.

            
            It was well beyond the time it had taken him to notice the effects. Why wasn’t it working? What could have been different?

            
            He stalked to the window without paying attention to the lush gardens or the sun on its decline over the verdant rolling hills
               beyond the ramparts. Instead, he was mentally calculating the possibility of a temperature fluctuation of the pie and wondering
               if he should drag Pell down to the old buttery while he prepared a fresh sample and have him taste it after a precise allotment
               of time.
            

            
            “Perhaps it was just your imagination, cousin.”

            
            “Lucien doesn’t have an imagination. It must have been a fluke.”

            
            “And I don’t believe in flukes. Everything has an explanation.” He raked a hand through his hair. “Damn it all, if I hadn’t
               been distracted by that woman, I might have been able to pinpoint the changes precisely as they’d occurred.”
            

            
            “What’s this?” Pell asked, his tone dripping with intrigue. “You let a woman into the old fortress? Ah, so that’s what you’ve
               really been up to for all those lengthy hours. You’ve finally found someone to polish your sword.”
            

            
            “Hardly,” he growled as a fresh wave of irritation crashed over him. “She was merely an unwanted distraction. Apparently,
               Mr. Gudgeon allowed her and her companions to refresh themselves after touring the gardens. I’ve already spoken to him about
               that, and it won’t happen again.”
            

            
            “Well, was she pretty? Is that what’s put you in this state?”

            
            Lucien leveled a glare at his cousin. “You know I hold little stock in such things. All I know is that she—whoever she may
               have been—was a nuisance.”
            

            
            Pell laughed and plopped down onto the sofa. “Don’t tell me that the master of detail didn’t even get her name? That’s too
               rich. And it would be my guess that she was incomparably pretty. So much so that she scrambled your wits.”
            

            
            “Oh, leave Lucien be. Can you not see that he’s frustrated? He’s been waiting years for a shred of proof, and today was the
               closest he’s ever come,” Morgan said with surprising understanding.
            

            
            Since his older sister had never been accused of being sympathetic or tenderhearted, Lucien anticipated the delivery of her usual salt into the wound. Like, for example, reminding him that there would have been no trespasser if he hadn’t decided to open the gates to the public for a few hours each week. She’d been harping on him for that decision for the past month, warning him that he was only asking for trouble. In response, he’d told her that they hardly need worry about families with small children touring the garden. Though, clearly, he hadn’t predicted how troublesome one trespasser could be. 

            
            He was surprised, however, that Morgan refrained from doling out a smug rebuke.

            
            “Besides,” she continued blandly, “I have it under good authority that her appearance was merely a contrivance to meet you,
               dear brother.”
            

            
            “What authority?”
            

            
            She shrugged. “My maid overheard Mrs. Gudgeon arguing with her husband and calling him a flirt. He defended himself by saying
               that the only topic of conversation had been in regard to the women and their travels. Apparently, they were on their way
               to Dover to begin their tour of the Continent. Which may have been true. However . . . they came from Wiltshire. Somerset
               is a bit out of the way, wouldn’t you agree?” Morgan issued a laugh as Lucien frowned. “Haven’t I always told you, brother?
               There’s nothing a woman wouldn’t do to seize what she wants. To claim what, she believes, rightfully belongs to her.”
            

            
            “Cheer up, cousin.” Pell crossed the room to pour another whisky. “I can think of many things worse than having a comely woman
               steal into my house just to make my acquaintance. At least you know the interloper wasn’t up to anything nefarious.”
            

            
            As the statement hung in the air, Lucien felt an icy shiver crawl down his spine.

            
            Nefarious. Why hadn’t he thought of that before?
            

            
            Because he hadn’t been thinking clearly. At least, not until now.

            
            Without a word, he stalked out of the drawing room.

            
            Suspicions on alert, he recalled every minute detail of the day. With each measured footfall through the keep, he composed a comprehensive list of his actions and those of the persons he’d encountered. 

            
            His pace quickened. A breeze swept an errant hank of hair from his forehead as he strode through winding corridors that gradually
               took him to the secret family vault.
            

            
            He shouldn’t have been worried. After all, only he possessed the key forged to fit the lock. The very key that was hidden
               inside the dagger he kept in his boot.
            

            
            And yet . . .

            
            There had been a brief moment when he had unknowingly mislaid it.

            
            He’d been in the buttery and had reached inside his boot to cut off a slice of the meat pie for Pell to sample. But the dirk
               had not been in his boot. Instead, he’d found it resting beneath the ledger. At the
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