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Prologue




London

January 1850

Garrett stirred and lifted his head from his pillow, trying to focus on the clock atop the mantelpiece without waking Ivy, who slept beside him in his bed.

The hands were barely discernible in dim firelight, but he thought it read almost half past ten, which meant he still had more than an hour before he had to leave for his midnight rendezvous with a thief. A good thing, since he really was too comfortable to get up and dress just yet.

Gently, he lowered his head again, trying very hard not to move his body and interrupt her peaceful slumber. After making love to her at last, after several days of a fast and powerful seduction, she’d curled her nude form up beside him, legs intertwined with his, her arm draped over his stomach, her head resting on his shoulder as her soft breath from each steady exhale brushed his skin with moist warmth. She looked beautiful, contented, and felt to him as if she had always belonged here, something he’d never experienced with any other woman in his life.

Just the sight of her made him smile, and since the moment they’d met only one week ago, he found it difficult to tear his gaze from her. She had a face and figure stunning to behold, thick auburn hair and mesmerizing honey brown eyes that captured his with a fiery longing when they were introduced. They had been drawn to each other as a magnet to iron from that very first meeting, but they had been careful. Not even her brother knew of their love affair, and it would have to remain that way for a few more hours. If all went according to plan, after the arrest of Benedict Sharon, he would confess his identity to her and marry her immediately in the event she carried his child even now. Ivy was a lady, in the truest sense of the word, and they were obviously a perfect match. She would, of course, have to forgive him for his deceit, but after what they had shared this evening, he had no doubt that she would. He refused to let himself contemplate anything else.

After another few minutes of watching her silently and contemplating the errand he was soon to undertake, he decided it was time to slowly push himself up and brave the cold floor with his bare feet. She stirred, but didn’t awaken, turning over onto her stomach and stuffing her arms up under her pillow, her glorious hair spilling across her back and shoulder and covering the indentation in the mattress he’d only just left. It took everything in him not to climb back under the blankets and take her again, but alas, he had a job to do, and she knew it. With any luck he’d be back and taking her into his arms before she ever noticed him missing.

That marvelous thought in mind, he dressed quickly in plain dark clothes, pulled his hat far down on his head, and took one last glance at her still and sleeping form as he softly opened the door.

God, she stirred his blood as no woman ever had, in every imaginable way. Her appearance, a unique combination of sensuality and grace, her temperament, both charming and passionate, her smile, with seductive secrets meant only for him.

Yes, indeed, with Ivy in his bed and the Martello diamonds within his grasp, the angels were surely smiling down on him tonight.



At ten minutes past midnight, the docks along the riverfront were quiet, the air still and thick with the odor of brine and chimney smoke. The only sound came from a faraway tolling of bells and his boots on the pavement as he walked toward Aldgate High Street near St. Anne’s Church. Without a moon, and through the thin layer of fog, he saw almost nothing in his path, encountered nobody, which had been his hope as he chose the small sanctuary for their meeting.

Of course he’d thanked Ivy’s brother for providing the information that led him here this night, though he still felt a pang of guilt in not telling her of her twin’s involvement in his quest for the Martello diamonds. But he would. He’d have to if he wanted a future with her.


The faintest sound of female laughter in the distance jarred him from his musings. He paused for a moment, taking note of his surroundings, then crossed to the other side of the street. Swiftly, he climbed the old stone steps and pulled on the unlocked door, opening it just enough to allow his body to slip inside. Only candles burned for light, their remarkably sweet odor triggering memories of his own church in Rye, though he quickly forced himself to dismiss all thoughts to concentrate on the moment at hand. It was vital he remain alert. After crossing the narthex, he entered the sanctuary and stood for a moment behind the last pew as he allowed his eyes to adjust to the dimness inside.

His heart began beating fast and hard. This was it. Soon he would be holding the priceless treasure known as the Martello diamonds in his hands. Soon Benedict Sharon would be arrested for the theft. Soon Ivy would be his—

A creak of floorboards from behind startled him. He turned, expecting to see Benedict Sharon, ready to exchange the diamonds for money. But instead, to his utter surprise, he saw the cloaked shape of a woman in the corner, her back against the far wall watching him from the shadows. Confusion flooded him for only a slice of a second—then he heard the crack against his skull before he felt it.

Garrett reeled, a sharp, intense pain shooting through him. He dropped to his knees as blackness enveloped him. In one last gasp of breath, one last thought of Ivy, he succumbed to the warmth and peace of darkness.









    

Chapter 1




Southern England

January 1852

Lady Ivy Wentworth stood motionless in the shadow of an ominous twilight, feeling the icy January wind scrape her cheeks like bits of blowing sand, thinking little of the frost in the air as she stared at the silent, lifeless house looming in the distance. The coach that brought her from the city pulled away slowly behind her, though she scarcely heard it. Nothing filled her mind now but the same trepidation that had forced her to return to the elite and scandal-ridden town of Winter Garden—and a sharp, sudden fear that she might be too late.

Drawing a deep, cold breath, she closed her eyes and lifted her face to the darkening sky, holding on to what remained of the vision that drew her to fear this moment.

Dark hair, black eyes, cold, bright crystals. Snowflakes. Snowflakes falling around her…And then standing on a dirt path, staring up at the figure in the window. A window from her past. A shadow of a man, or a ghost, watching her, waiting, silently begging for help, desperately needing her…

She strained to remember the details, the earlier and later moments, but everything else escaped her for now. She couldn’t see the face, its features or expression, but she knew who it was, which made the scene so frightening she could hardly contain her emotions, and she knew that hiding them now and in the days to come would be one of the greatest difficulties of her life. Since her visions always came and went like a rolling fog, missing certain elements of importance never bothered her too much—until now. This vision was personal, and a sudden wave of apprehension seized her as she once again thought of the life at stake. She had a great deal to do, and very little time.

Grasping her valise with a gloved hand and tightening her woolen pelisse at the neck with the other, she glanced around the village square for the first time, seeing nobody, probably because it was almost dark and the streetlamps were yet to be lit. Swallowing her weariness, she began a direct stride down Farrset Lane, hearing the unmistakable sounds of music and bawdy laughter from the tavern and inn to her left, thankful she wouldn’t need to stay in such a noisy place with her nerves so jumpy.

Tonight she would stay at the small cottage owned by her contacts in Winter Garden; tomorrow she would be moving into the manor house on the lake, formerly owned as a summer retreat by Richard Sharon, Baron Rothebury, left vacant but for a handful of servants after his arrest on charges of opium smuggling two years ago. She had the key and had been invited. With her comfortable establishment in the home, she would earnestly begin piecing together the remnants of her vision and correlating it as best she could with the more vital reason that compelled her to take such a risk in coming here. But for this evening, she would meet with Thomas and Madeleine St. James, the Earl of Eastleigh and his half-French wife, to discuss the particulars and uncertainties that awaited her once she let it be known that she’d arrived in Winter Garden and was staying at the Rothebury estate. They were the only two people in the community she knew through her work for the government, and she trusted them with the unusual and rather confidential reason she’d returned.

The earl and his countess were secretly employed as spies for the British, though they were now mostly retired. Ivy had met them both in her own service for the Home Office, through their immediate superior, Sir Riley Liddle, though she’d never worked directly with them. She wasn’t a spy, and her work had never involved deception. It had, in fact, been just the opposite, as her unconventional exploits in the field of smuggling and the missing and murdered usually found their way to print, for all of London to relish and discuss at parties, sometimes in excruciating detail. Nevertheless, she very much enjoyed what she did, helping investigators with details nobody could see or know save she, only mildly irritated when she’d be asked to some social gathering or another simply as an “amusement,” as if she could entertain the gossips with her mere presence. Such stunts rarely came to pass, however, for although she possessed certain gifts for knowing the unknown, she was, in the end, the respectable twin sister of the Earl of Stamford, and as such, most members of the peerage simply referred to her as “colorful…but delightful.” Still, helping the government had been her choice, and she’d not regretted it for a moment.

The winter wind swept her skirts out in front of her as she reached the gated fence that enclosed the cottage. Shivering, she lifted the latch and moved quickly along the stone path toward the front door, which remained partially hidden by a trellis dripping with winter greenery. They were expecting her. She’d sent a note a few days prior to her departure from London, only briefly explaining her reason for the trip, and she’d been invited to stay the night in the guest room. Now lights from within shone through the beveled windows, speaking silently of a warmth inside, both in feel and hospitality. She needed that now.

Removing a glove, she rapped lightly with the brass knocker. She expected a servant to greet her, but within moments the door was opened by none other than Madeleine St. James, Countess of Eastleigh herself, one of the most beautiful women Ivy had ever known and one of the few people in the world she could honestly count as a friend.

“Ivy, it’s so wonderful to see you!” Madeleine said brightly, reaching for the handle on her valise and fairly pulling her inside the foyer. “Come in, come in before you catch your death. My goodness, but it’s freezing,” she added, closing the door tightly and bolting it.

The Frenchwoman’s relaxed and congenial exuberance was contagious, and Ivy grinned. “Thank you so much for seeing me, Madeleine, especially on such short notice,” she replied. The heat from the cottage hit her in a sudden rush, the scents of cinnamon and rose sweetening the air. She glanced around her, adding, “I hope I haven’t interrupted anything of importance.”

“Not in the least,” Madeleine shot back, foregoing formalities as she grabbed Ivy’s shoulders and offered her a gentle kiss on each cheek. “With Chantal in Eastleigh, the earl and I are thrilled to have the company. The cottage seems too quiet without our very busy and talkative daughter.”

“I’ve no doubt.” Lowering her valise to the floor, Ivy began to unbutton her pelisse. “Is your husband at home?”

Madeleine helped her remove her covering then hung it on a lone brass coatrack in the corner. “Not yet, but he will be soon. He’s with a friend at the moment, at the inn, but he’ll be home in time for a late supper. Would you like to freshen yourself before we sit?”

Ivy folded her leather gloves and stuffed them in the pockets of her hanging pelisse, sensing a trace of ambiguity in Madeleine’s answer though she tried to brush her reaction off as tiredness on her part.

“I’m fine for now,” she answered brightly, “but a cup of tea would be lovely.”


Madeleine nodded once and gestured toward the parlor with an elegant hand. “Then please, be seated by the fire. I’ve been expecting you, so the tea is already steeping in the kitchen. I won’t be but a moment.”

Ivy did as requested, stepping into the front room as her host made her way through a swinging door, noting that the cottage looked somewhat larger inside than it appeared from the road. Long windows to her right took up most of the north wall, and all were covered with burgundy velvet drapes that fell to the polished wooden floor. Directly ahead, in the center of the room, sat a lone, brown leather sofa and an oak tea table next to a leather high-backed armchair and matching footstool, both facing a large fireplace, now lit and burning brightly. She walked toward it, rubbing her hands together, thankful for the heat it produced, though her eyes strayed to a magnificent portrait above the mantel of Madeleine and Thomas posing together in a rose garden.

They were a striking pair, she acknowledged, with a trace of envy at the closeness they had found in each other. Thomas had to be in his midforties now, and Madeleine perhaps ten years younger, but as a couple they were stunning in appearance—the earl a darkly handsome man, enormous of stature, and scarred from the Opium War; his wife a chestnut-haired, blue-eyed beauty, renowned for her exceptional elegance and appearance both here and on the Continent. How they came to find each other, she didn’t know exactly, though she’d heard their love had blossomed in Winter Garden some two or three years ago when they’d been forced to work side by side. But it was all too apparent to anyone that they belonged together, a fortune very few couples could treasure.

Ivy sighed and turned away from the painting, her back to the fire, her woolen day gown beginning, finally, to absorb some of the heat.

Love had been an elusive thing for her, a feeling she’d only once begun to grasp before it had been smothered in her heart by a man who had used her for personal gain before discarding her. In the two years since she’d lost herself in the treacherous arms of the dashing, elusive Garrett Burke, a brilliant and deceitful investigator for the Home Office, she’d renounced romance where she was concerned, deciding she and a lifetime of love were not compatible. Her short time with Garrett had given them a whirlwind week of desire unmatched, lust unbridled, and in the end, for her, a humiliation that would remain until the end of her life. But at least, with their secret love affair quashed so suddenly after a disastrous end to his investigation at the time, she had managed to keep her dignity intact by staying far away from him. Nobody knew that she’d had any acquaintance at all with Garrett aside from the professional, if one could call it that. Nobody knew the depth of the passion they’d shared, how reckless they had been, how far she had allowed him to peer into her soul. The remorse she felt would never leave her, and she would always keep it to herself, though with it came a certain caution that made her stronger, a spinster who, at twenty-six, knew her place. The only times her memories made her melancholy were those spent with couples like Madeleine and Thomas, witnessing firsthand the joy they found in each other’s company.

A rattling of china brought her back to the present as Madeleine entered the parlor through a swinging door, a silver tray in hand, her eyes shrewdly focused.

“So what brings you to Winter Garden on such short notice?” Madeleine asked pleasantly, walking toward her.

Ivy forced a smile and moved forward to help her host by clearing a space on the oval tea table. “A rather complicated reason, I’m afraid.”

“Ah,” the Frenchwoman acknowledged, placing the tray on the hard wooden surface and arranging cups, saucers, and tiny linen napkins. “I daresay there have been some rather odd goings-on here lately. Frankly, I’m not surprised to see you. The town could use your particular expertise.”

That comment grabbed her attention. “Goings-on?” she repeated, sitting at last in the armchair and absentmindedly adjusting her skirts around her ankles.

Madeleine gave her a half smile and a quick glance before lifting the pot and pouring the steaming liquid. “Perhaps you should tell me why you’ve come first.” Seconds later, she politely asked, “Milk and sugar?”


Again, Ivy sensed a veiled guardedness in the Frenchwoman’s manner, almost an evasiveness in her words. She sat back in the chair, her elbow on the armrest, eyeing her speculatively. “Two spoons of sugar, if you please.”

She watched the woman measure the sweetener into a white china cup inlaid with purple tulips, then lift it with a saucer and spoon and offer it to her. Then she moved around the tea table to take a seat on the couch, quickly adjusting her own skirts before reaching forward to pour herself a cup.

“Does this have to do with one of your dreams?” she continued, her gaze on the teapot.

Ivy forced herself to relax a little, catching a whiff of jasmine in the upward swirl of steam. In truth, to anyone else, she would probably not admit the unconventional reason for returning. But Madeleine had known about the unusual work she did for the government for more than two years now, trusted her gift, and asked the question honestly, without any ridicule at all.

“There is a dream involved, at least partially,” she admitted after a moment. “But there’s more.”

The Frenchwoman’s sculpted eyebrows rose with growing interest. “Indeed. Then don’t keep me in suspense.” She lifted her own cup to the level of her chin, pursed her full lips, and blew gently across the brim.

Ivy glanced down at the light brown brew in her own cup. “Five days ago I received a visit from a Mr. Heathrow Clark, a London solicitor. A client of his gave him my name as a person who helps the Home Office with unusual circumstances, and due to that experience, wondered if I might be able to help him with a matter here in Winter Garden.”

In a wary voice, Madeleine asked, “Who is Mr. Clark’s client?”

She drew a deep breath before muttering, “The Marquess of Rye.”

The Frenchwoman’s brows rose along with her intrigue. For seconds she said nothing, then she gave a half smile, “The Marquess of Rye?”

She nodded.

Madeleine took a sip of her tea, watching her closely. “I suppose you’re aware that the mysterious marquess recently purchased the Rothebury estate.”

“Mysterious marquess?”

“That’s what some of the townspeople are calling him because nobody has met him yet,” she revealed contemplatively. “It’s been rumored that he’s been on the Continent for the last year or two, and has now returned, though we have yet to see the man.”

“Which definitely adds to the mystery of why I’m here,” she replied.

Madeleine took another sip of tea. “And why are you here, Ivy? What does the marquess want you to do?”

Sinking into the leather chair, she lowered her voice. “Mr. Clark gave me a package that contained three things: the key to the manor home on the estate, a substantial amount of money to cover traveling and living expenses, and a letter from Lord Rye with instructions, informing me that although he wouldn’t be here, he’s arranged for a new staff at the house and wants me to move in, investigate and search it.”

“Investigate the house?”

Ivy smiled again. “Apparently it’s haunted.”

Madeleine sighed, then slowly leaned forward and placed her cup and saucer on the tea table. “Well, most people from Winter Garden have believed this for years, especially after Lord Rothebury was arrested,” she said. “And you know as well as anyone that the estate is old and has numerous passageways within, as well as secret tunnels that have been used over the centuries for smuggling. I doubt that its reputation will change anytime soon.”

“True,” she acknowledged, sipping her tea at last, relishing the warm brew as it slid down her parched throat. Thomas and Madeleine were both aware that as a girl she had spent several summers in Winter Garden on the Rothebury estate, when her family and the late baron’s were the best of friends, before the elder baron’s untimely death. Nobody, however, was aware that she and her twin brother Ian were bastard children of this same Baron Rothebury, which made her a half sister by birth to Richard Sharon, Winter Garden’s infamous smuggler, arrested and charged two years ago. Thankfully, this had been a well-kept secret. To her knowledge, her legal father had never learned the truth; she and Ian had only learned of it on their mother’s deathbed, a confession that had stunned, even devastated, her brother, who soon after inherited the Stamford estate, but which left her only mildly surprised. Somewhere deep within she had known, perhaps from her unusual senses, perhaps only from female intuition after watching her mother’s face at the baron’s funeral. And aside from the handful of family who knew by necessity, it was a secret she would take to her grave.

“Honestly,” she continued, brushing away the thought, “I think I’d be a bit wary of the whole affair, except that the night before Mr. Clark’s visit, I had a very vivid and frightening dream wherein I saw a man standing in an upper window of the manor house, silently…begging for my help. Needless to say, it’s left me with a strange sense of anxiety.”

Madeleine’s eyes widened. She leaned forward, propping her elbows on her knees, lacing her fingers together in front of her and resting her chin atop them. “Did you recognize the man?”

Ivy shook her head, feeling an inner gratefulness that the woman didn’t even blink at Ivy’s confidence in her own visions.

“I’m not sure,” she replied, “and I don’t have any more information about him. I didn’t concern myself with it too much until the following day, when I was asked to return to the very same house on the Rothebury estate.”

The grooves between the woman’s ice-blue eyes gradually deepened as she sat silent for a moment or two.


Ivy frowned. “What is it?”

Several more seconds of silence passed before the Frenchwoman gradually sat up and replied, “I mentioned the goings-on?”

“Yes.”

Madeleine rubbed her thumbs together in her lap. “About four months ago, with little fanfare, Benedict, Richard’s younger brother, returned to Winter Garden and moved into the house. It caused quite a flurry of speculation, as one might imagine. He kept to himself and didn’t travel with anyone, in fact, refused callers at every turn.”

Ivy remained silent while Madeleine paused in thought, though she could feel her pulse quicken. Benedict Sharon was Richard’s half brother from the former baron’s second wife, and not related to Ian and her, but she still perceived the sudden ominous warning that sliced through her. Part of the reason she’d returned to Winter Garden was because of Benedict, though she had no intention of telling that to anyone yet.

Madeleine continued, “It almost seemed as if the man were in hiding, or…staying away from the village purposely. I can’t say he appeared fearful exactly, just…suspicious of something.” She paused, then added, “Or someone.”

“Did Eastleigh notice this? Anyone else?” she asked quickly.

Madeleine nodded slightly. “Eastleigh, yes, though I’m not sure of others in the village. I think they were all more or less offended that he didn’t socialize, despite the scandal caused by his brother.” She drew a long breath and let it out slowly. “Three weeks after he arrived, he disappeared.”

She blinked, and her heart sank. “Disappeared?”

“Yes, and I don’t mean he just left town, he vanished without a trace, leaving his prized steed, his clothing, his valet, who has since moved to Portsmouth in search of employment, and even his jewelry. His valet claimed he retired one evening after dinner and brandy, and the next morning when the butler went to awaken him, he was gone, his bed untouched.”

For a moment, she found herself speechless, her mouth opening a little as she stared at the older woman.

Left without his clothes, his jewelry…

Ivy shook herself mentally, and asked, “Did anyone contact the magistrate?”

Madeleine shrugged and reached for her teacup again. “Yes, at his housekeeper’s request. After several days of investigation, the local authorities found no evidence of violence or even mischief, and so they were forced to conclude that Benedict Sharon left willingly without word, as any grown bachelor is free to do.”

“In the middle of the night without personal belongings?” she interjected sharply. “That doesn’t make sense.”

“No, it doesn’t, but since he’d only been here a short time and kept to himself, nobody in the village could offer a clue as to the man’s habits and behavior, whether he was rash by nature, even his general demeanor. Frankly, there was little else the magistrate could do with no evidence of a crime.”

She imagined that was so. Reaching for her tea again, Ivy tried to evaluate this news in light of her own memories of Benedict. She didn’t really remember much about Lord Rothebury’s second son, much younger than Richard, and three years her junior. It wasn’t long after he was born that his father, Robert, died, and she and her family left Winter Garden for the final time, returning to their estate in Stamford, where she and Ian lived until her mother’s death. Benedict Sharon couldn’t have been more than three or four years old the last time she’d seen him, which to her meant she could say good day to him on the street tomorrow and not recognize him. But her memories were beside the point. All that mattered now was the house—and its contents.

“There’s more, Ivy,” Madeleine said, interrupting her thoughts. “About a month ago, Eastleigh got word from an associate at the Home Office that Benedict Sharon may have been involved in some nefarious dealings of his own, and it’s likely this is the reason he sold the house.”

“Financial reasons?”

“Possibly,” Madeleine replied. “He disappeared shortly after the papers were signed.”

She took a swallow of cooling tea and licked her lips. “That certainly adds flavor to the mystery.”

Madeleine smiled as her eyes sparkled mischievously. “Indeed. At the Marquess of Rye’s request, they’ve sent someone from London, clandestinely, to try to solve the mystery of the man’s disappearance. Eastleigh is at the inn right now talking with him.”

“I don’t know,” Madeleine returned without hesitation. “But I should say it is rather interesting that these particular things should happen to bring you back to Winter Garden after all these years.”

“And coincidental,” she added, straightening in her chair. She planted a pleasant smile on her lips. “But for now, I look for ghosts. I was told a new staff are in the house, and they’re aware I’ll be moving into it tomorrow—”

“Are you afraid?”

“Afraid?”

Madeleine offered her a crooked smile. “That it’s haunted.”

She grinned in return. “No, but I do sense a certain…apprehension that I can’t explain. I had planned to stay no more than a week, perhaps a fortnight at most.”

Madeleine reached over and gave her hand a squeeze. “It’s so good to see you, Ivy, and a week or two will give us plenty of time to chat.” With a graceful air, she stood and began to pick up the dishes.



Garrett Burke leaned his shoulders back against the inn’s brick wall and stared up at the southern night sky, his twine coat wrapped around him like a wool blanket, in his bare hand a pipe of sweet tobacco, which he smoked to ward off the chill in his bones.

The sharp ache in his head had finally begun to dissipate, probably due to breathing fresh air, though even fresh air often didn’t work when the pain was most acute. It had actually been more than two weeks since his last attack, yet he tried not to think about that too much. He could find no use in hoping that he’d begun to heal and the frequent suffering would lessen. Every moment he agonized in pain brought his greatest personal failure to the forefront. He could not allow that to happen again, and it was this determination—to catch the thief who had altered his world years ago—that brought him now to Winter Garden.

His quiet discussion with Lord Eastleigh this evening had proved more than satisfying. He and Thomas had met at the tavern just before sunset to discuss the very reason he’d come to the village—to pursue the case of Benedict Sharon, the man he suspected of stealing priceless diamonds. The trail ended here, in this sleepy village, where someone right now withheld the information he sought, either about Sharon’s whereabouts or the whereabouts of the diamonds. As is, they couldn’t be easily sold, and he’d heard nothing of them since the man’s disappearance. But instinct alone told him that a growing threat lay ahead for him, especially when he now knew he’d once again be coming face-to-face with the intriguing Lady Ivy Wentworth, London’s famous seer, who’d arrived in Winter Garden this evening.


Just hearing Thomas mention her arrival tonight brought a quick explosion of emotions to the surface, not one of them good. The week they reluctantly worked together two years ago had been fast and heated, with temperaments that both clashed and excited, though that was about all he recalled of it. The night he left her to meet his contact was the night of the attack that had nearly caused his death.

Still, the image of Ivy as a beautiful woman lingered strong and arousing to this day, and in a dark and reckless manner, he looked forward to seeing her again. She exuded a sensuousness that defied definition, and he absolutely remembered her dark auburn hair, honey brown eyes, and full, luscious lips tipped up into a secretive smile. But most everything else that happened between them was a blur; the details of their week together remained vague at best. Even the passion her name and memory provoked in him now were confusing, disturbing, and beyond his understanding. Sometimes, when the ache in his head became so severe he couldn’t leave his bed, he blamed her—for his loss of perspective where she was concerned, for trusting her brother in his attempt to find the diamonds, for the assault on him that still caused him so much physical pain, and especially for haunting his dreams with mystery since their last time together. Even now he believed she’d somehow been involved, and although he remained reluctant to trust her, he needed her help.

Garrett tapped his pipe on the wooden railing to empty it, then stuffed it back into his coat pocket. The night was getting colder, and he shivered, taking one last, long look toward the darkened cottage at the end of Farrset Lane, where Ivy now slept peacefully, unaware of his nearness, ignorant of the impending storm of intrigue and the clash of passionate wills that was about to bring them together again. Then, pulling up the collar of his coat and taking a final deep breath of frigid air, he turned and walked back into the inn.







    

Chapter 2




Ivy stopped at the tall, rusted, iron gate, unlocked and open, as she stared up the driveway to the manor house on the former Rothebury summer home, the property now owned by the equally elusive Marquess of Rye. The sun shone brightly this morning, and yet a freezing wind stirred bare tree branches along the edges of the property, scraping the windowpanes and dark brown brick on the sides of the old, south-facing structure.

From the front, the house looked neither frightening nor sinister, but rather just empty. Lonely, if one could say that of a home. She knew the minimal staff arranged by the marquess would be awaiting her inside, but they would probably know less about the history of the property than she did. A disadvantage in that, though she would, at least, have most of the rooms to herself. She would need it that way if she were to sense anything unusual inside.

As a whole, she didn’t necessarily believe in ghosts that haunted dwellings, though she would be the first to admit there were many strange, mystical occurrences that defied rational explanation. But she had more to do here than simply investigate the house for wayward spirits. She felt a certain keen anticipation at the thought of exploring the various tunnels and secret rooms rumored to be inside, despite knowing far more was at stake, and she had a much more important thing to do.

Carrying her valise, Ivy swallowed her trepidation and drew a deep breath for confidence as she walked to the large front doors and pulled the thick rope to ring the bell inside. After only a moment, she was greeted by the portly, middle-aged butler sporting overstarched attire, thinning brown hair, and thick jowls fairly covered with dark, curly side whiskers.

“Good morning,” he said rather prosaically, ushering her inside with a sweep of his hand. “Lady Ivy, I presume?”

“Indeed, I am,” she replied with a light, half smile, lowering the hood of her pelisse, then handing the man her valise as he reached for it.

“Giles Newbury, at your service,” he added, his voice firm, yet on the quiet side. “Mrs. Thurman, Lord Rye’s housekeeper, and I have been expecting you. May I take your cloak?”

“Thank you,” she said somewhat absentmindedly, removing her leather gloves by the fingers, then unbuttoning her pelisse as she gazed around the entryway of the house for the first time in years.

Although now mostly empty of furniture, it remained as she remembered it. The foyer stood two stories in height, with a large, exquisite crystal chandelier hanging from the ornately carved ceiling, lending brightness to the pale marble floor at her feet, now polished and void of decorative rugs. The walls were bare, painted an inviting apricot that contrasted becomingly with the dark oak circular staircase directly in front of her that led to the private rooms upstairs. To her left stood a magnificent peach-and-emerald stained-glass archway connecting the foyer to the grand ballroom, its far, tall windows giving a superb view of the lake directly to the north of the house. To her right, behind partially closed doors, was the parlor, followed by the baron’s library, dining rooms, and finally the kitchen and servants’ quarters.

Her first impression was that the house felt as cold and barren as it looked from the outside, even with the sun shining through glass all around her. Then a sudden, inexplicable wave of apprehension passed through her, and she shivered.

“It is certainly quite chilly, isn’t it,” Giles said matter-of-factly, folding her pelisse over one arm and taking a step back. “Perhaps you’d like to warm your hands by the fire while I ask Mrs. Thurman to serve tea for two.”

That brought her back to her senses and she frowned delicately. “For two?”

“For you and the gentleman architect from London. He’s waiting for you in the parlor,” Giles explained without hesitation or a trace of suspicion.


Confused because she hadn’t even moved into the home and met the staff, she lowered her voice to repeat, “An architect, you say?”

The butler almost smiled. “I’m sure it has to do with the age of the house and its many additions. So many people are curious. Normally we would deny him access, as per Lord Rye’s request, but he did say he needed to speak with you specifically when you arrived.”

“I see…” she muttered, almost certain this “architect” was the contact from the Home Office Lord Eastleigh had met last night.

She straightened, her good breeding overtaking her need to encourage the butler to offer details. Better all around if he thought her in charge right from the start.

With a perfunctory smile she nodded once. “Very good, Newbury. Please ask Mrs. Thurman to serve tea for two in the parlor.”

“At once, my lady,” he replied, as if it were her suggestion.

“And after meeting with the architect, I’d like to be shown to my private quarters,” she added pleasantly.

“Certainly. Is there any other luggage?”

“My lady’s maid, Jane Smith, will be arriving late this afternoon with two trunks,” was her reply. She had no intention of telling him she had arrived a day earlier than planned to speak with the earl and his wife, and of course he wouldn’t ask. “Thank you, Newbury.”

He offered her a gentle bow and turned on his heel, heading toward the kitchen to do her bidding.


Ivy suddenly wished she had a mirror to inspect her appearance. Without one hanging in the foyer, she had no choice but simply to brush her palms along her gown, then check quickly to make sure her long, plaited hair remained in place, pinned to the back of her head. That done, she strode with confidence toward the parlor to her right.

The heat from the fire soothed her as she pushed the double doors open and walked in. And then a coldness like she had never felt before seeped into her bones, and she stopped short, staring at the man who stood before the grate, his back to her, his head down as he gazed into the low-burning flames.

“Good morning, Ivy,” he drawled without turning to look at her, his voice low and gruff.

She remained paralyzed, speechless, her well-ordered world collapsing in an instant of time. Nothing could have prepared her for this moment.

Tall and broad-shouldered, he wore a morning suit in medium gray that contrasted nicely with his nearly black hair, cut much shorter than the last time she’d seen him. His hands, their backs dusted with fine black hair, clutched the mantel with arms outstretched, causing his jacket to pull tightly across his upper back, revealing his musculature and a commanding presence she could never forget.

This was her nightmare. Not the one she’d dreamed of before she’d been summoned to Winter Garden, but her nightmare. The one that lingered.


Garrett Burke, the scandalously handsome extraordinary liar, had moved back into her life.

No, not moved. Slithered.

Ivy couldn’t find her voice. Her mouth had gone dry even as perspiration broke out on her upper lip. Her pulse began to race. He obviously perceived her incredulity, for suddenly he stood upright and dropped his arms to his sides, and for a second or two she swayed from the knowledge that he intended to turn and look into her eyes, would try to steal a glance into a soul left shaken by his betrayal two winters ago. It took all that was in her not to run.

Slowly he pivoted, keeping his gaze locked on the worn peach carpeting until he faced her at last. And then he raised his lashes and made contact.

Her chest tightened and her breath caught. Now she couldn’t move if she tried.

After a timeless moment of utter silence, one corner of his wide mouth tipped upward a fraction. “I’m sensing from your shock that you didn’t sense my presence, madam.”

The dark and sensuously deep voice of the devil. He would never know how that coldly spoken, sarcastic comment enraged her. She wouldn’t give him the satisfaction. Huskily, she replied, “I try to sense only goodness and truth, sir. In you, I’ve never found either.”

His eyelids twitched almost imperceptibly, though his caustic smile deepened. “Should I be insulted by that remark?”


She swallowed hard. “That’s for you to decide, though you know fully well I would never attempt to flatter you, Mr. Burke.”

“Touché, Lady Ivy,” he all but whispered.

Friction charged the air around them, and for several drawn-out seconds neither of them spoke as they assessed each other.

The man, dark, calculating, and ruthlessly handsome, still managed to take her breath away. He stood more than six feet tall, his body filling out his tailored suit to perfection, allowing only a hint of the pleasurable sight and feel of his strength beneath the fabric. He had marvelously hard features and steely blue eyes that seemed to absorb everything and reveal nothing in return, eyes that had entranced her from the moment they met. His hair, its length cropped just above the neck, still framed his face, his clean-shaven, square jaw and molded cheekbones void of side whiskers. The only thing that softened his appearance both then and now, if just a trace, was the stray lock that hung over his forehead, forcing her to recall how she’d run her fingers through it, how she’d teased him about its making him look like a schoolboy. How he’d taken her hand every time she’d touched it and brought it to his lips, lightly kissing the pads of her fingers until she shuddered with need. And that reminded her of how, during every second of their time together, he had been using her, and she had let him.

Yes, Garrett Burke remained a magnificent man in full form, charming to few, feared by many—and loathed by her for those very same things.


“You haven’t changed,” she finally remarked, clasping her hands behind her.

“Neither have you,” he replied at once, slowly scanning her body up and down. “You’re as beautiful as I remember.”

That made her uncomfortable. They stood six or seven feet away from each other, in a small parlor decorated in browns and peaches and eclectic furnishings, most of them old, and suddenly she felt suffocated—by the heat of the fire, the cluttered room, his probing gaze. She shifted from one foot to the other, though she refused to look away. “Why are you here, Garrett?”

He shrugged. “I suspect I’m here for the same reason you are.”

That told her nothing, and she wasn’t quite sure how to respond because suddenly she knew—knew—that he had come for the very same reason she had. No, the very same thing, priceless to each of them in completely different ways. And she almost kicked herself for being so absorbed in his overbearing nature that she didn’t realize it immediately. His arrival today changed everything, now leaving her with more than one reason to be scared.

“Whatever you’re thinking is wrong,” she countered, attempting to hide her motives by denial. “I didn’t come to Winter Garden at the request of the government, sir. I was invited by the owner to search—”

“I’m here for the diamonds, Ivy,” he said in a low, almost taunting whisper. “And our meeting like this again just seems too…coincidental for me to believe that you’re here for anything else.”

Hearing it put into words made her heart nearly stop beating. Her face flushed and her legs grew weak beneath her. “The Martello diamonds.”

He watched her intently, then replied, “You remember.”

Of course she remembered, and for him to suggest otherwise incensed her. The Martello diamonds had been stolen from a mysterious owner who had purchased them from an aristocratic royal family years ago. Garrett had been given the assignment of recovery by the Home Office, and she had been asked to help him by that very same employer. Their pairing in the matter led to the tumultuous week they had spent together, and the night she’d given him all of herself in an attempt to save his life. He’d rewarded her by gladly taking her virginity, then ignoring her warnings and nearly getting himself killed, losing the diamonds, then denouncing her help as “problematic at best, probably the reason the thief escaped.” After all that had happened between them, he publicly blamed her for his failure.

But that was beside the point now. Many people had events in their pasts that they either lived to regret or rigorously defend. She would do neither. She was on a dangerous mission and had more to accomplish in Winter Garden than stroking his feathers.

Attempting to sound cheerful and unaffected, she planted a tepid smile on her face, and said tartly, “Of course I remember, and I hope you recover them, Mr. Burke, but at this point, I really have no intention of discussing the past with you.”

His brows furrowed minutely. “I haven’t mentioned our past,” he replied, his voice lower still.

For the first time since she’d walked into the parlor, she sensed an evasiveness in him, as if he tried very hard to hide an even deeper reason for calling on her this morning. Standing across the parlor from him now, she could tell that he’d aged more than he should have, as the tiny lines at his mouth and the corners of his eyes had deepened, his half smiles seeming forced.

Tipping her head to the side, she looked at him askance. “Then why are you here to see me specifically, Garrett? I don’t know a thing about the diamonds.”

He paused, and rubbed his chin with his palm, though he never looked away. “I believe you,” he drawled. “At least, I believe that you don’t know yet where they are. But they’ve been traced to Winter Garden, Ivy, and now I learn that you’ve just arrived as well. Don’t you think that’s a bit fortuitous? Would you have me believe you’re here for something else?”

She cringed inside. After everything that had happened between them two years ago, after all this time apart, when she’d thought about him, cried over him, cursed him, missed him and the week they’d shared, he still only cared about the diamonds, still believed she had failed him, or worse, deceived him. His bitterness remained, a bitterness she could feel simply by his presence in the room. He didn’t only want his name cleared, he wanted some sort of obscure revenge.


Standing tall, she clasped her hands behind her back and glared at him.

“Garrett,” she started, her tone thick with warning, “I was invited here to investigate the house. Regardless of whatever reason you’re here, you are not welcome to stay. If you have nothing more to say, please leave.”

For a moment he just watched her. Then slowly he began moving toward her, his jaw tense, lids narrowed, his gaze hardening with each step. Ivy managed to stand her ground, tipping her head back defiantly as he approached, stopping only a foot or so away from her so that the tips of his shoes brushed against the hem of her gown.

“Oh, I have so much more to say,” he admitted at last, smiling wryly as he glanced down at her face. He scrutinized her inch by inch, his gaze finally resting on her lips, where it lingered so long she began to shake.

“Frightened of me?” he whispered huskily.

She swallowed, unwilling to give him the satisfaction of a denial. “Only in my nightmares, sir.”

He looked back into her eyes. “You are the clever one, aren’t you, Ivy?”

“Offering me a compliment?” she quickly returned. “My, you have changed.”

He almost laughed. Almost. Then he murmured, “More than you know.”

An extremely awkward moment passed in silence. She couldn’t look away, couldn’t scream, couldn’t breathe. Then, abruptly, she felt a strange and utter coldness envelop the room, and she glanced up instinctively as she tried to shake off a sudden uneasiness.

“I
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