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Praise for the novels of Catherine Coulter

“Fast-paced.” —People

 

“This terrific thriller will drag you into its chilling web of terror and not let go until the last paragraph . . . A ripping good read.” —The San Francisco Examiner

 

“Catherine Coulter can always be counted on to write an exciting thriller.” —BookBrowser

 

“Ms. Coulter is a one-of-a-kind author who knows how to hook her readers and keep them coming back for more.”

—The Best Reviews

 

“A good storyteller . . . Coulter always keeps the pace brisk.” —Fort Worth Star-Telegram

 

“Danger never felt so good.” —BookPage

 

“Coulter takes readers on a chilling and suspenseful ride . . . taut, fast-paced, hard to put down.”
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To Penelope Williamson

 

You’re a wonderful writer and rider,  
and best of all,  
you’re a wonderful friend.  
—CC
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A long time ago

 

I knew something wasn’t right. I was lying on my back and I couldn’t move. A single light shined directly onto my face, but it wasn’t strong enough to blind me. The light was strange, soft and vague, and seemed to throb ever so slightly.

“You are awake, I see.”

A dark voice, a voice one would hear in the deepest part of the night; surely a man’s voice, but unlike any I had ever heard before. Any normal man would be afraid of such a voice but, oddly, I found I was only mildly curious. I said, “Aye, I am awake. However, I cannot move.”

“No, not yet. If you agree to do what I want, you will move again, as you did before I saved you and brought you to me.”

“Who are you? Where are you?”

“I am behind the Cretan light. Lovely, is it not? Shimmery as a king’s silks, warm and soft as a woman’s fingers tracing over your face.

“I saved your life, Captain Jared Vail. In return I ask a favor. Will you agree?”

“How do you know my name?”

The Cretan light—whatever that was—seemed to brighten a moment, and harden into a column of trapped flame, then soften once more, the glow gentle, pulsing like a resting heart. Did it believe I had insulted the being behind it? Its master, perhaps? No, that was ridiculous; a light, no matter what it did, was without breath or feeling, without a soul—was it not?

“Why can’t I move?”

Where was the bloody man? I wanted to see his face, wanted to see the human who spoke all those words.

“Because I do not wish you to as yet. Will you grant me a favor for saving your life?”

“A favor? Do you wish me to kill someone? I have not dispatched a pirate or a thieving dock rat for three years.” Where had that pathetic attempt at humor come from? There was no laugh, more’s the pity, for that would have made the voice human, and perhaps that was why I had tried to jest. Still, I was not afraid, even though I knew in some part of my brain that I should be scared out of my few wits. But I was not.

“Who are you?” I asked again.

“I am your savior. You owe me your life. Are you willing to repay your debt?”

“I have gone from granting a favor to paying a debt.”

“What is your life worth, Captain Jared Vail?”

“My life is worth all that I am. Will you let me live if I do not agree?”

The Cretan light flashed bright blue for an instant, then flickered, as if brushed by a waving hand. Once again it settled. The shadows behind it remained impenetrable, like a black curtain covering an empty stage. My imagination was on fire. The voice brought me back. “Will I let you live? I do not know.” A heavy pause. “I do not know.”

“Then I have no choice, do I? I do not wish to die, although I would be well dead now had you not saved me. But I do not know how you managed it. The huge wave was on  me, and the wound in my side—I would have died from that blow probably before the water crushed me.”

I realized in that instant that I felt no pain from the gaping tear in my side that had hurled me into a madness of agony. I felt nothing at all except the strong, solid beating of my own heart, no stuttering with pain or fear, no gasping to find a breath.

“Ah, the pain. That is another debt you owe me, would you not agree?”

Why was I not afraid? The absence of fear made me feel cold to my soul. I was thinking it made me less a man, less—alive. Had he somehow removed my human fear? “How did you heal me?”

“I have many abilities,” the black voice said, nothing more.

I retreated into my mind, trying to keep myself calm and focused, allowing no frightening stray thoughts to make me want to scream in terror, even though I knew any sane man would be babbling by now. He wanted me to pay him back for saving my life. I could certainly do that. But I asked, “I do not understand. You saved me in a way that no mortal could have saved me. If this is not an elaborate dream, if I am not dead, I would say you can do anything. What could I possibly do for you that you cannot do yourself?”

Cold silence stretched on and on. The Cretan light danced wildly, shooting off blue sparks that sprayed upward into the darkness, then suddenly there was calm. Was the light a mirror of my savior’s feelings? The voice said, “I have sworn not to meddle. It is a curse that I must obey my own word.”

“To whom have you sworn this?”

“You need not know that.”

“Are you a man as I am a man?”

“Do I not speak incessantly as does a man, to hear the sound of his own voice? Did I not laugh like a man?”

Yes. No. “Will you tell me where I am?”

“It is not important, my friend.”

His friend? If he was such a friend why could I not move?  Suddenly I felt my fingers. I wiggled them a bit, but still I could not raise my arm and that was surely alarming. Yet I wasn’t alarmed, truth be told, merely interested and intrigued, as a man of science would be at the discovery of something unexpected. Had he seen the thoughts in my brain? Now, that gave me pause.

I said slowly, “What could a ship captain possibly do for you? You have demonstrated powers I cannot begin to imagine. I was aboard my brigantine in the middle of the Mediterranean, five miles from Santorini, my last port, and a huge wave appeared out of nowhere. I heard the screams of my sailors, heard my first mate yell to God to save him as that nightmare swell crashed over us. Then a splintered board speared into my side, tearing me open, and then the crushing mountain of water, and yet—”

“And yet you are here, warm, whole.”

“My men? My ship?”

“They are dead, your ship destroyed. But you are not.”

I thought of Doxey, my first mate, loud and crude, loyal to me and no one else, and Elkins, the cook, always singing filthy ditties, always making lumpy porridge everyone hated. I said, “Perhaps I am dead, perhaps you are the Devil and you are toying with me, amusing yourself, making me believe I am still alive, when I am really as dead as—”

A laugh. Yes, it was a laugh, low and strangely hollow, and something else—the laugh wasn’t quite a man’s laugh—it seemed to me it was more the imitation of a laugh. Was I in Hell? Would evil Uncle Ulson trip into my line of vision, ready to welcome me to his home? Why was I not afraid? Perhaps death removed a human’s fear.

“I am not the Devil. He is a creature that is something else entirely. Will you pay your debt to me?”

“Yes, if I am actually alive.”

I felt a bolt of pain so horrendous I would have welcomed death as a savior. My side gaped open; I could feel my flesh ripped away to my bones. I felt my guts oozing out of my  belly. I screamed into the blackness. The Cretan light shot high, a wild mad blue. Then, as suddenly as it had started, the pain stopped. The Cretan light calmed.

“Did you feel your death blow from that falling beam?”

For a moment, I couldn’t speak I was breathing so hard, bound in the memory of that ghastly agony. “Yes. I felt my own death but an instant away, so I must be dead, or—”

I heard amusement in that black voice, again somehow hollow, not quite right. “Or what?”

“If I am truly alive then you are a magician, a sorcerer, a wizard, though I am not at all certain there are grand differences amongst those titles. Or you are a being from above or below that a man of reason cannot accept. I know not and you will not tell me.

“You need me because you have promised not to meddle.  Meddle? That is a curiously bloodless word, a word empty of threat or passion, like a promise a maiden aunt would make, is it not?”

“Will you pay your debt to me?”

I saw no hope for it. He was through with me. “Yes, I will pay my debt.”

The Cretan light winked out. I was cast into darkness blacker than a sinner’s heart. I was alone. But I had heard no retreating footfalls, no sound of any movement. There was no breathing in the still, black air but my own.

But what was my debt?

I fell asleep. I dreamed I sat at a grand table and ate a meal worthy of good Queen Bess herself, served by hands I could not see—roasted pheasant and other exotic meats, and dates and figs, and sweet flatbread I had never before eaten. Everything was delicious, and the tart ale from a golden flagon warmed my mouth and coursed through me like healing mother’s milk. I was sated, I was content.

Suddenly the light in my dream shifted and a young girl appeared in front of me, hair red as the sunset off Gibraltar, loosely braided down her back. Her eyes were blue and  freckles ran across her small nose. She seemed so real in that dazzling dream I felt I could reach out my hand and touch her. She threw her head back and she sang: 

I dream of beauty and sightless night  
I dream of strength and fevered might  
I dream I’m not alone again  
But I know of his death and her grievous sin.




 

A child’s voice, sweet and true, it called forth feelings I had not known were in me, feelings to break my heart. But those strange words—what did they mean? Whose death? What grievous sin?

She sang the song again, more softly this time, and again her voice settled deep inside me as I listened to the strange minor key and the haunting sad notes that made me want to weep.

What did this small girl know of haunting or sin?

She went quiet. Slowly she took a step closer to me. Even though I knew this was a dream, I would swear I could hear her breath, hear her light footfalls. She smiled and spoke to me even as she seemed to fade into the soft air, and this time her words rang clear in my brain: I am your debt.
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Present April 22, 1835 London

 

Nicholas Vail stood at the edge of the large ballroom with its dozens of limp red and white silk banners hanging from the ceiling with military-precision distance between them—to give the feeling of a royal joust, don’t you know, my lord, Lady Pinchon had said proudly, all puffed up with a purple turban on her head.

He agreed smoothly, mentioned it was a pity no knight and horse could fit into her magnificent ballroom, at which she looked very thoughtful.

He was sweating from the heat of all the too-close bodies and the countless numbers of dripping candles in every corner of the room. Of the long line of French doors that gave onto a large stone balcony, at least two were open to the still evening.

He pitied the women. They wore five petticoats—he’d counted them with the past several women he’d been with. He estimated there were two hundred women present, so that meant one thousand petticoats. It boggled the mind. And their gowns—the women looked like rich desserts in yards  of heavy brocade or satin in every color invented by man, looped with braid and flounces that dusted the floor, wilted flowers and jewels in their hair—all of it had to weigh a good stone. He pictured the froth of petticoats in a mountainous pile in the middle of the ballroom, all those gowns dumped on top like frosting atop a cake, the lot sprinkled with the buckets of jewels that adorned their earlobes, necks, wrists. And that meant the women would be naked. Now, that was a fine picture to tease a man’s brain. He saw one particularly heavy young matron, her chins quivering as she laughed, and quickly stifled that image.

As for the men, they looked dapper and prideful in their buttoned-up, nipped-in, long-tailed, proper black garb, starched and stiff, undoubtedly miserable in this heat. It made him shudder.

He knew exactly how they felt since he was dressed just as they were.

At least the women could bare half their chests, what with their gowns nearly falling off sloping white shoulders. He thought of walking around the ballroom, giving little tugs here and there to see what would happen. But those bare shoulders couldn’t make up for those ridiculous long sleeves that stuck out so stiffly from their bodies. If he had to endure those sleeves, he would surely hunt down the insane misogynist who had foisted them on women. Were they supposed to make them more desirable? What they did was render each female a force to be reckoned with in sheer breadth.

It was time to get down to business. He raised his head, a wolf scenting prey. His hunt was over finally—she was here just as he’d known she would be—he felt her. The hair rose on his arms as the scent of her thickened in his nostrils. He turned quickly, nearly knocked the tray out of a footman’s arms. He righted the footman, set his punch glass on the tray, and started toward her, pausing when he could finally see her face. She was young, obviously newly loosed on London, but he’d known she would be. She was laughing joyously, enjoying herself immensely. He could see her  lovely white teeth flashing, her hair in thick braids stacked atop her head, making her look very tall indeed. As he drew nearer, he saw also that her pale blue satin gown didn’t hang off sloping shoulders. Her shoulders didn’t slope, but were strong, squared, her flesh as white as the beach sand on the leeward side of Coloane Island.

Her braids were dark red, a deep auburn it was written, perhaps Titian if one were a poet. It was she, no doubt in his mind at all. In odd moments over the years he’d wondered if he would die a doddering old man, not finding her, if it still wasn’t the right time. But it was the right time and he was here and so was she. It was an unspeakable relief.

He walked toward her, aware that people were watching him; they usually did because he was an earl and no one knew a thing about him. London society loved a mystery, particularly if the mystery in question was an unattached presentable male with a title. There was his size too, one of his grandfather’s gifts to him, and he knew he intimidated. With his black hair, pulled back and tied with a black velvet ribbon, he knew people looked at him and saw a man not quite civilized. They might have been right. He knew his eyes could turn cold as death, another gift from his grandfather—black eyes that made people think of wizards, perhaps, or executioners.

A couple danced into his path. He smoothly moved aside at the alarm on the man’s face, but he scarcely noticed them, he was so focused on her.

Each of his senses recognized and accepted she was indeed the one he sought. She was waltzing now, her partner whirling her in wide circles, and her blue satin skirts swirled and ballooned around her. She was light on her feet, smoothly following her partner, an older man—old enough to be her father, only he wasn’t paunchy and jowly like a father should be; he was tall and lean and graceful, his blue eyes bright as a summer sky, nearly the same light blue as hers, and that face of his was too handsome, his smile too charming. Her husband? Surely not, she was too young. He  laughed at himself. Girls were married off at seventeen, some even sixteen, to men older than this one, who also looked fit and surely too spry for his age.

They danced by him. He saw her eyes were brighter than the gentleman’s, she was that excited.

He stood quietly, watching. Around and around they whirled, the man keeping her to the perimeter so no one would dance into their path.

He could do nothing but wait, which he did, leaning negligently, arms crossed over his chest, against a wall beside a large palm tree that had a red bow fastened to one of its fronds. He didn’t know her name, yet he already knew she wouldn’t be a Mary or a Jane. No, her name would be exotic, but he couldn’t ever think of a single English name exotic enough to fit his image of her.

He saw a pallid young gentleman and a lady who appeared to be his mother whispering as they looked toward him. He smiled at them, a black brow arching, not that he blamed them for their gossip. After all, he was the new Lord Mountjoy, and people were speculating on how he was adjusting to a title as empty as a gourd since the old earl had left all his wealth to Nicholas’s three younger half brothers. All that was left to him was the entailed moldering family estate in Sussex, Wyverly Chase, built by the first Earl of Mountjoy, who had fought the Spanish like a Viking berserker and managed to charm the eternal virgin Queen Elizabeth. She had duly elevated Viscount Ashborough to his earldom. Wyverly Chase was going on three hundred years old, and showed every decade. As for the entailed three thousand acres, his father had ensured it was as worthless as a lack of money and care could make it by the time he’d died. His son was left with nothing but fallow fields, desperate tenants, and mountains of debt.

Was the young man’s mama wondering where he’d come from? He’d heard one man whisper that the new earl was newly arrived from China. That made him smile.

Nicholas saw a man looking toward him, saw him say  something to a portly man beside him. Was he speculating on whether Nicholas had yet met with his three half brothers, all young men now, two of them, he’d heard, as wild as any Channel storm? Ah, but most importantly, beggared as he was, had he come to London to find an heiress?

The music stopped, the waltz finally ended. Women smiled and laughed, waved themselves vigorously with dainty fans, gentlemen tried not to let anyone see how winded they were.

Nicholas watched the older man lead her to a knot of people standing on the opposite side of the ballroom.

It was time to do what he was supposed to do, time to do what he was meant to do.
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He walked directly to the older man who’d danced with her, and bowed. “Sir, I am Nicholas Vail and I would like to dance with—” Nicholas stalled. Could she be his wife? Surely not. His daughter? “Ah, this young lady, sir.”

The man gave him a brief bow in return. “I know who you are. As for the young lady, she has already promised this waltz to my son.”

Nicholas flashed a quick look at a young man around his own age, smiling at something the girl said to him. He looked up, cocked his head to one side, and nodded to Nicholas. Then the girl turned to look at him, straight on, her eyes never leaving his face. So joyous she’d been, but now her expression was remote and unreadable. But he saw something in her eyes, something—knowledge, secrets, he didn’t know. Ah, but he would, and soon. Then the young man spoke to her and she placed her hand on his forearm and let him lead her to the dance floor. She did not look back at him.

It seemed to Nicholas that she’d recognized him. Well, he  knew her, so it made sense she would recognize him—but he just wasn’t sure. She’d never met him, but her eyes—the light-filled blue, just as he’d known they would be—yes, he’d found her, even though he didn’t yet know her name.

The older man cleared his throat and Nicholas realized he’d continued to stare after her. He said to Nicholas with amusement, “I am Ryder Sherbrooke. This is my wife, Sophia Sherbrooke.”

Nicholas bowed to the woman, plump and pretty, her mouth full and soft, but she wasn’t smiling, she was looking at him with a good deal of suspicion.

He felt huge relief. She wasn’t his wife. He bowed to Sophia Sherbrooke again. “Ma’am, a pleasure. I am Nicholas Vail, Lord Mountjoy. Your husband is an excellent dancer.”

She squeezed her husband’s arm, laughed, and said, “My husband tells me he was born with accomplished feet. When we were younger he would let me dance on his accomplished feet. I was known as the most graceful female of the season.”

Nicholas was charmed.

Ryder said, “As I said, I have heard of you, Lord Mountjoy, and I am not at all certain I wish you to meet my ward, much less dance with her.”

His ward? Nicholas admitted to surprise. He hadn’t imagined anything like this.

“I have not been in England long enough to earn a reputation to alarm you, Mr. Sherbrooke. May I inquire why you feel concern about me?”

“Your father was a man I would have gladly challenged to a duel had he but once crossed the line rather than always toeing near it. I suppose I am foisting his deficiencies upon you, his son, grossly unfair of me, I know, but there it is.”

“To be honest, sir,” Nicholas said slowly, “I escaped him as soon as I could. I rarely saw him after he wedded his second wife, which was during my fifth year.”

An eyebrow went up. “I understand his three younger  sons would gladly stick a knife in your throat.” Ryder paused a moment, looked at the young man searchingly. “You are aware, I assume, that Richard, your eldest half brother, feels the title should be his?”

Nicholas shrugged. “Any or all of them are free to try for my gullet, sir, but I am a difficult man to dispatch. Others have tried.”

Ryder believed him. He looked big and hard, a young man who’d had to make his own way, a man who knew who and what he was. He watched Nicholas Vail look yet again toward Rosalind, who was laughing, as she always did when she waltzed. Ryder said, “It grows late, sir. After this waltz, I am taking my family home.”

“May I call upon you tomorrow morning?”

Ryder looked at him appraisingly. Nicholas felt the weight of that look, wondered if he would be found acceptable. Of course he’d heard of the Sherbrookes. But to find this couple acting as her guardians, he simply didn’t understand, and he knew to his gut that complications would now billow up like a raging wind. How had it come about?

Ryder slowly nodded. “We are staying at the Sherbrooke town house, on Putnam Square.”

“Thank you, sir. Ma’am, a pleasure. Until tomorrow, then.” Nicholas strode from the ballroom, oblivious of the guests who moved out of his way.

Ryder Sherbrooke said to his wife, “I wonder what this young man is about.”

“Rosalind is beautiful. It is probably the simple interest of a man in a woman.”

“I doubt there is anything at all simple about Nicholas Vail. I wonder who and what he is.”

“If he is a fortune hunter, he will learn soon enough that Rosalind isn’t an heiress, and he will look elsewhere.”

“Do you think he is in need of an heiress?”

Sophie said, “I’ve heard it said his father gave him naught but a title and a dilapidated property, and he did it apurpose. I wonder why. Is this young man in debt? I don’t know. But I  do know, Ryder, that pride and arrogance meld very nicely together in him, don’t you think?”

Ryder laughed. “Yes, they do. I wonder if he realizes he is all the talk of London.”

“Oh, yes, of course he does. I imagine it amuses him.”

Neither of them noticed Rosalind staring after Nicholas Vail, who looked neither to the right nor to the left as he strode from the ballroom.

Nicholas was accepting his cane and hat from a liveried footman, palming him a shilling for his service, when a voice said, “Well, well, if it isn’t the new Earl of Mountjoy, the sixth, I believe, in the flesh. Hello, brother.”

Nicholas fancied he remembered that voice from his boyhood, but it took a moment for him to recognize that the young man facing him was his eldest half brother, Richard Vail. It occurred to him in that moment, staring at the young man, that he minded very much sharing his name. He looked into Richard’s brilliant eyes, dark as his own, nearly black, and they glittered—with anger? No, it was more than simple anger, it was impotent rage. Richard Vail was not happy. Nicholas smiled at the young man. “It’s a pity your memory has failed you, and here you are so very young—I am the seventh Earl of Mountjoy, not the sixth, and the eighth Viscount Ashborough.”

“Damn you, you shouldn’t be either!”

“And you, Richard, should consider growing up.”

The rage smoldered as Richard’s hands clenched, unclenched. A knife to the gullet? Surely a possibility. Richard was a handsome young man, nearly Nicholas’s size, big enough to look down on many of his peers. Richard said, “I am a man, more of a man than you will ever be. I am welcome in London. You are not. You do not belong here. Go back to your savage life. I heard you came from China. That is where you have lived, isn’t it?”

Nicholas smiled and turned to look at another young man standing at Richard’s elbow. “I recognize you. You are Lancelot, are you not?”

They could not have looked less like brothers. Unlike either Richard or Nicholas, this young man was slight, fair, and pale, the image of a delicate poet. Nicholas looked at his artist’s hands, with their long fingers and beautiful shape. He wondered what his father had thought of this pretty son, who resembled his mother, Miranda, if Nicholas remembered aright.

Out of his pretty mouth came a petulant voice. “Everyone knows I am called Lance.”

Nicholas drawled, “No knight then?”

“Make no jest with me, sir. It was paltry.”

Nicholas raised a dark brow. “I? Certainly I wouldn’t consider a jest with you. You are my family, after all.”

“Only by bitter and unjust circumstance,” Richard said. “We don’t want you here. No one wants you here.”

“How very strange,” Nicholas said easily. “I am now the head of the Vail family, I am your eldest brother. You should welcome me, delight in my company, look to me for advice and counsel.”

Lancelot made a rude noise.

“You are nothing more than a ne’er-do-well adventurer, sir, who should probably be in Newgate.”

“An adventurer, hmmm. That has a nice ring to it, doesn’t it?” Nicholas smiled at both young men impartially, strangers, both of them, and they hated him, doubtless made to hate him by his father and their mother. They’d been innocent children once; he remembered them from their last visit to Wyverly Chase, just before his grandfather had died. He’d been an ancient twelve. He said slowly, “I remember there are three of you. Where is—what is his name?”

“Aubrey,” Richard said, tight-lipped. “He studies at Oxford.”

Oxford, Nicholas thought; it sounded alien, it felt alien. “Do give Aubrey my best,” he said, nodding to Richard and Lancelot.

“I heard you were staying at Grillon’s,” Richard called after him. “A pity Father didn’t leave you the town house.”

Lancelot snickered.

Nicholas turned back. “To be honest with you, Wyverly Chase is more than enough. I am relieved that decrepit Georgian pile on Epson Square wasn’t entailed to me. The repairs alone must cost you at least three nights’ winnings at the gaming table, if you ever win, that is.”

Lancelot said, “Father wouldn’t have left you Wyverly Chase either if it hadn’t been entailed. A pity now that it will molder into the ground.”

“It moldered long before my arrival,” Nicholas said.

Lancelot said, “And you will not be able to do anything about it. Everyone knows you’re poor as a rooster catcher on the heath.”

“I don’t believe I am familiar with that term,” Nicholas said.

“That’s right, you are not a proper Englishman, are you?” Richard said, sneering. “It’s a boy who handles the birds for cockfights, worthless little beggars with scarred hands from the birds biting them. We heard you sailed in from faraway China. We heard you even have several Chinaman servants.”

Nicholas gave them both a schoolmaster’s approving nod. “It is good that you listen. Myself, I recommend listening, I have always found it useful.” As he turned to leave through the front door, held open by the same footman—all ears—he added, “Actually, I have always found listening more useful than talking. You might consider that.”

Nicholas heard Lancelot huff out an angry breath. Richard’s eyes were black with rage, his face flushed. Interesting how completely their father had bent their minds into hatred of him, Nicholas thought as he strode down the broad wide steps to the walkway. He remembered Richard had been a happy boy, and Lance a cherub, all pink and white and smiling, content to sit at his mother’s feet whilst she played the harp. As for Aubrey, he’d been so small when Nicholas had last seen him—a little boy who loved nothing more than to hurl a ball and run up and down the long corridor, yelling at the top of his lungs. Nicholas remembered how he’d nearly  gone tumbling down the front stairs. Nicholas had scooped him up just in time. He also remembered Miranda screaming at him, accusing him of trying to murder her son, and Aubrey between them, crying and afraid. His father, Nicholas recalled, had believed it, and taken a whip to him, cursed him, and called him a murdering little bastard. Nicholas’s grandfather had been too ill to intervene, and he would have if he’d even been aware that his son and family had come to witness his death. Sweet hell, who knew why such memories burrowed into a man’s brain?

There were at least two dozen carriages lining both sides of the street, both the drivers and the horses appearing to be asleep. It was a good long walk back to Grillon’s Hotel. Not a single miscreant appeared in his path.
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At the Sherbrooke breakfast table the following morning, a kipper poised on her fork, Rosalind asked Ryder, “Sir, who was that dark gentleman who wanted to dance with me last night? The young one with long hair black as All Hallows’ Eve?”

Ryder was a fool to believe Nicholas Vail hadn’t made an impression on her though she hadn’t said a thing about him on their way home the previous evening. He said easily, “The young man is the Earl of Mountjoy, newly arrived on our shores, some say from faraway China.”

“China,” Rosalind said, stretching it out, as if savoring the feel of it on her tongue. “How vastly romantic that sounds.”

Grayson Sherbrooke grunted with disgust. “You girls—you’d say that riding in a tumbrel to the guillotine, shoulders squared, sounded romantic.”

Rosalind gave Grayson a big grin and made a chopping motion with her hand. “You obviously have no soul, Grayson.”

Grayson waved that away. “Everyone is speculating about him. I heard he’s in town to find himself an heiress. At least that means you’re safe, Rosalind.”

“Of course I’m safe. I’m in the same hole with the church mouse.”

“Regardless,” Ryder said, “he asked me if he could pay us a visit this morning.”

Rosalind sat forward in her chair, the nutty bun in her hand forgotten, eyes sparkling. “What? He wants to visit me?”

“Or Aunt Sophie,” Ryder said. “Who knows? Perhaps he was taken with Grayson, and wants to hear a good ghost story.” Ryder frowned. “Perhaps it was a mistake to tell him you were my ward.”

“But why, sir? Oh, I see. As part of the Sherbrooke family, ward or not, he must assume I’m exceedingly plump in the pocket.” Rosalind wasn’t about to tell Uncle Ryder or Grayson that she was more disappointed than warranted at this nasty bit of news.

“You’re only discreetly plump,” Ryder said.

Grayson said, “On the other hand, from what I have heard of the mysterious earl, he never acts until he knows exactly what he wants.”

Rosalind said, “You mean he wants me even though I’m not an heiress? That’s ridiculous, Grayson. Nobody would want me. Besides, he can’t have me.”

Grayson tapped his knife on the tablecloth. “I will be with you when he pays his visit this morning. We must know what he wants from you. If he’s come to the mistaken conclusion you are an heiress, I will dispel that notion immediately.”

Rosalind said, “He is very imposing.”

“Yes,” Ryder said, “he is. I sent a note to Horace Bingley—the Sherbrooke solicitor here in London—to tell us what he knows of the earl. We will see what he has to say about the young man’s character.”

Grayson said, “Excellent idea, Father, since no one really knows much about him. However, it does seem to be the  consensus that he is a pauper and desperately needs to attach an heiress.”

Ryder nodded. “I’ve also heard that the old earl left his heir nothing that wasn’t nailed down in the entailment. He beggared his own son out of spite—the reason for this strange behavior no one seems to know. I will ask Horace to find out, if, that is, Nicholas Vail appeals to Rosalind.”

He had indeed appealed to her, Rosalind thought, but didn’t say that aloud. She didn’t want to alarm Uncle Ryder before he’d ensured Nicholas Vail wasn’t a bad man.

But she knew he wasn’t; she knew it to her bones.

Grayson said, “We haven’t given out any information about your early years, Rosalind.”

“What is there to say? I am of no account, I am nothing at all.”

Anger rippled through Ryder’s voice. “You listen to me, Rosalind, you are not too old for me to wallop you.”

“But it is only the truth, Uncle Ryder. I know you always prize the truth.”

Ryder said to his wife as she came into the dining room, sniffing the air, “Rosalind has become impertinent, Sophie. What do you think we should do?”

“Wallop her, Father,” Grayson said.

Sophie laughed. “Don’t let her have one of Cook’s nutty buns. That way I will have more and she will learn a valuable lesson.”

“There are three left, Aunt Sophie,” Rosalind said. “I swear I took only one; it’s your son who is the glutton.”

Grayson toasted her with his teacup.

Sophie said as she selected a nutty bun, “The Earl of Mountjoy presents the face of a man of mystery, a man with dark secrets. I have always found that a man of mystery piques a woman’s curiosity, she cannot help herself. It is the nature of things.”

Rosalind nodded. “He is mysterious, yes, but he also looked apart from everyone at the ball, as if he knew he had to be there but did he want to be?”

“That is called arrogance,” Sophie said and took a blissful bite of one of the three remaining nutty buns. She chewed slowly, eyes closed. “Ah, Nirvana is close.”

“I don’t think women are allowed in Nirvana, Mother,” Grayson said.

Sophie waved the last bit of nutty bun at him before she popped it into her mouth, and closed her eyes again. “Ah, you are wrong, my dearest. I have ascended.”

Grayson said, “Nicholas Vail sounds like Uncle Douglas. He has a way of looking at a roomful of people as though their only purpose is to amuse him.”

“He even has the look of Douglas when he was young,” Ryder said thoughtfully.

Rosalind said, “He’s coming to visit and I never even spoke to him. I could perhaps understand his wishing to visit me had he waltzed with me, since I am such a superb dancer, but he didn’t. And he never enjoyed my wit, since I didn’t have the opportunity to speak to him. Hmm, perhaps others spoke to him of my lovely way with words, my exquisite grace, do you think?” Even as she laughed at herself, she saw him very clearly in her mind. She could easily see him wearing a black cloak billowing in a night wind. He oozed mystery, dark boundless secrets, hidden and obscure.

Sophie said, “Regardless of his motive for wishing to see you, Rosalind, I would say he’s a man who likes to be in control. One cannot be in control unless one knows about everything.”

“Perhaps, my dear,” Ryder said slowly, “just perhaps you are right. The earl does look like he knows what he’s about, and if that is indeed true, then he must know that you are not an heiress. So it’s a mystery we have.”

“It isn’t always about a girl’s dowry, is it, Uncle Ryder?”

“Yes,” said Ryder.

“Ha,” said Sophie. “You took me with naught but the chemise on my back.”

Ryder Sherbrooke’s blue eyes dilated, something neither his son nor his ward wanted to explore, something that made  both of them vastly uncomfortable. Rosalind took another drink of her tea. Grayson played with his fork.

Sophie said, “He doesn’t look like an easy man. All those secrets. He looks like he’s seen many things, done many things, perhaps to survive.” She sighed. “He is so very young.”

“Not so young at all, Mother,” Grayson said. “He is about my age. Perhaps I look mysterious as well?”

His mother, no fool, said immediately, “Of course you do, dearest. And your novels—goodness, there are so many terrifying happenings, so much mystery, my poor heart nearly leaps out of my chest, and one wonders where these black mysteries shrouded in dread and cunning come from. One must accept that they emerge from a mind that cannot be understood, only admired and marveled at.”

Rosalind listened, feeling her own heart sound slow, hard strokes. She saw Nicholas Vail standing in front of Uncle Ryder, dark as a Barbary Coast pirate prince who would perhaps return to his opulent tent and lie at his ease on silk pillows, and watch veiled dancing girls. As for his size, well, he was larger than Uncle Douglas, she was certain of that. And he looked powerful, a hard disciplined man, both in mind and body. Nicholas Vail—she realized his name sounded through her mind with a strange sort of familiarity, and wasn’t that odd? But she knew she’d never heard of the family. And he was an earl—Lord Mountjoy. She’d never heard the title before either. She wondered what he wanted with her. She was eighteen and not at all stupid. How she wished that Ryder Sherbrooke, the man whose blood she wished she carried, would let her meet with Nicholas Vail alone, completely alone. Unfortunately, she thought sadly, that wouldn’t happen. It was not one of the benefits of being eighteen and unmarried.
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At exactly eleven o’clock, Willicombe, his bald head shining brilliantly from the new recipe he’d used just that morning—aniseed, imagine that!—spoke in his lovely musical voice from the doorway of the first-floor drawing room, “The Earl of Mountjoy, madam.”

Sophie said, “Do show the earl in, Willicombe.”

Nicholas Vail paused a moment in the doorway. His eyes went to her immediately, as if no one else were in the room.

Ryder, who was standing by the fireplace, pushed off the mantel and walked to the young man, forcing his attention away from Rosalind. “My lord, do come in and meet my ward, and my son, Grayson.”

Nicholas was a hunter, but he wasn’t stupid. He bowed over Mrs. Sherbrooke’s hand, then Rosalind’s hand, but he didn’t linger. He realized Grayson Sherbrooke was studying him intently, and said to him, “You write mysterious novels, Mr. Sherbrooke.”

Grayson laughed. “Yes, I do, but there are primarily mysterious ghosts and otherworldly beings in my books, my lord, who enjoy meddling in the lives of men. And women.”

Nicholas said, “I read The Phantom of Drury Lane. I enjoyed it immensely. It fair to curdled my innards.”

Rosalind laughed, charmed to her toes, as, she knew, were Uncle Ryder and Aunt Sophie since they were Grayson’s proud parents. Grayson beamed. “Yes, it curdled a lot of readers’ innards, my lord, mine as well. I am pleased you liked it.”

Sophie thought, what was a mother to do in the face of such a lovely compliment toward her beloved son? A mother would obviously unbend, and so Sophie unbent. “You are obviously a gentleman of excellent literary taste, my lord. You are possibly even worthy of one of Cook’s excellent nutty buns. I begged her to bake more and she decided to please me. Willicombe, do bring in tea and any nutty buns that haven’t already been filched off the plate.”

Willicombe eyed the imposing young man who’d had the brain to compliment Master Grayson, and unbent himself. “Yes, madam,” he said, and bowed low so the earl could enjoy the shine.

When Willicombe was gone, Nicholas said to Sophie, “His head—it near to blinded me.”

Ryder said, “He was lucky to have that slash of sunlight hit it exactly right when he bowed. You see, my lord, Willicombe prides himself on a high shine. He is not bald, he shaves his head twice a week. He informed me this morning he applied a new recipe.”

Nicholas laughed, still paying no particular attention to Rosalind. But he was aware of her, oh, yes, particularly of her rich deep red hair piled so artlessly atop her head this morning, lazy curls reaching down to brush her shoulders. Rosalind was an exotic name, he was pleased with it, but yet, somehow, her name didn’t seem right. He would be patient; he would learn everything about her soon enough.

Because he was polite he took only one bite of a nutty  bun. After he’d chewed that one bite he wished desperately he could stuff the entire bun into his mouth.

Ryder Sherbrooke said, “Where have you been for the past fourteen years, my lord?”

He said, without hesitation, “Many places, sir. For the past five years, though, I have lived in Macau.”

Grayson sat forward on his chair. “The Chinese own it but the Portuguese administer it, do they not?”

Nicholas nodded. “The Portuguese landed in the early sixteenth century, claimed the peninsula even though it borders China. It was a major hub of Portuguese naval, commercial, and religious activities in East Asia for several hundred years.” He shrugged. “But a country’s fortunes change as alliances and trade markets shift. Macau is merely an outpost now, of little importance in the big scheme of things.”

“What did you do there, my lord?”

At last, Nicholas thought, and turned to face her. “I am in trade, Miss—” He stalled, on purpose, hoping she would give him her last name.

She did. “I am Rosalind de La Fontaine.”

A dark brow shot straight up. “By any chance are you a fabulist?”

She beamed at him. “So you have read the fables by Jean de La Fontaine, sir?”

“My grandfather read many of them to me when I was a very young boy.”

“Do you have a favorite?”

“Yes, ‘The Hare and the Tortoise.’”

“Ah, a patient man.”

He smiled at her. “And your favorite is?”

“‘The Cicada and the Ant.’”

A black brow shot up. “Which one are you?”

“I am the ant, sir. Winter always comes. It’s best to be prepared because one never knows when a storm might strike when least expected.”

“That made no sense at all,” Grayson said.

“I fear that it did,” Ryder said, and Sophie nodded, and  there were shadows in her eyes. “I had no idea, dearest, that you—”

They saw so much, Rosalind thought, too much, not, of course, that she hadn’t just dished her biggest fear up to them on a platter. She laughed. “It’s only a fable, Aunt Sophie. I truly would like to be more like the cicada, but there appears to be too much Puritan blood in my veins.”

Nicholas said matter-of-factly, “Rosalind’s virtue is prudence and mine is patience. What is yours, Grayson?”

“I hate flattery,” Grayson said, “thus I suppose that I like ‘The Crow and the Fox.’”

“Ah,” Rosalind said, and poked Grayson’s arm. “The fox flatters the crow, and the crow drops the food in his mouth to preen.”

“Exactly.”

Rosalind stuck out her small plate for a nutty bun.

Nicholas looked at that nutty bun, sighed, and slipped one of the remaining two off the plate onto hers.

“It is always so,” Sophie said, grinning at him with only a dollop of sympathy, since she wanted the other bun. “Nutty buns are at a great premium in this household. The recipe comes from Cook at Northcliffe Hall. Because my husband prostrated himself at her feet, swore he would sing her arias beneath her window, she deigned to pass the recipe along to our cook.”

“If you should show me to the kitchen, ma’am, I will prostrate myself as well. However, I don’t know any arias.”

“Neither does my husband. He is so charming, however, that it doesn’t seem to matter.”

Laughter. It felt good, Nicholas thought, surprised. He couldn’t remember very much laughter in his life.

“It is a lovely morning,” he said. “As I recall from my boyhood, this is a precious spectacle that shouldn’t be squandered. May I ask Miss La Fontaine to walk with me in the park?”

“Which park?” Ryder asked.

“Hyde Park, sir. I have a carriage outside. I hired it, since  the ones remaining at Wyverly Chase are from the previous century.”

Grayson leaned forward. “Wyverly Chase? What a phenomenal name. I should like to hear the history behind it. It is your family seat?”

Nicholas nodded.

Rosalind knew Grayson’s brain was already spinning a tale about Wyverly Chase, so she said, “I understand there is a small artists’ fair this morning. Perhaps his lordship and I could see what is happening with that.”

Grayson nodded and rose. “I shall accompany you.”

Rosalind wanted to smack Grayson, but since he had to be a better choice for chaperone than either Aunt Sophie or Uncle Ryder, she nodded. She rose as well, and smiled. “I should enjoy that very much.”

Ryder Sherbrooke, seeing no hope for it, slowly nodded.

It was the rare sort of English spring day—a blue sky so bright, a breeze so light and scented sweet with the blooming spring flowers, that it brought a tear to the jaded English eye. They discovered that the small artists’ fair meant to take place in one corner of Hyde Park had turned into an event.

Hundreds of people milled through Hyde Park to stop at the food and drink vendors and the artists’ stalls, or sit on the trampled grass to watch the jugglers and mimes come to share in the fun and profit. There was a good deal of laughter, some good-natured fisticuffs, perhaps a bit too much ale, and pickpockets who smiled happily as they adroitly worked through the crowds.

“There is more food here today than artists,” Nicholas said. Both he and Grayson held Rosalind by an arm, not about to let her get pulled away in the boisterous crowd.

“And drink,” Grayson said. Suddenly Grayson stopped still, stared off into the distance.

“Oh, I see,” Rosalind said and poked him in the arm. “Bookstalls, a whole line of them.”

Grayson was eyeing those bookstalls like a starved mongrel. Rosalind, seeing freedom within her grasp, stood on  her tiptoes and kissed his cheek. “Off you go. I’ll be perfectly safe with Lord Mountjoy. Go, Grayson. We will be just fine.”

Nicholas’s grin turned into his most responsible nod. “I swear to keep her safe.” After but a moment of indecision, Grayson was off like a comet.

“He can move very quickly when properly motivated,” Rosalind said.

Nicholas looked down at her upturned face. “What makes you think you’ll be safe with me?”

She smiled up at his dark face, those black eyes of his. “Truth be told, I’d be perfectly safe by myself, as are you, I imagine.” She eyed him up and down. “Were you to dare take liberties with my capable self, I should make you very sorry. I’m very strong, you know. And wily.”

“And if you take liberties with me, then what am I to do?”

“Perhaps you could ask me to sing and that would distract me from those liberties.”

He couldn’t help it, he burst out laughing. Several people turned his way, smiling with him. One, Nicholas suspected, was a pickpocket, one a housemaid with lovely thick black hair, and the third a matron with the look of a baker’s wife, what with the streak of flour down the bodice of her gown, three children clinging to her skirts.

“It is his passion,” Rosalind said, watching Grayson gracefully weave his way through a group of military men singing ditties at the top of their lungs, their voices well oiled with ale. “Grayson is immensely talented. He began telling ghost stories when he was a little boy. He never stopped.”

Nicholas said. “Why did you kiss him?”

That brought her to a halt. She cocked her head to one side, looking up at him. “He is my cousin. He is like my brother. I love him. I have known him forever.”

“You are no blood relation to him,” Nicholas said, voice hard, dangerous.

An eyebrow shot up, but she said nothing, merely eyed him. Did she want to shoot him, or kiss him? She wasn’t  sure what to make of him. Was this an example of a man’s possessiveness?

Rein in, rein in. Nicholas said, “I mean to say I heard Ryder Sherbrooke call you his ward.”

“That too. It’s all rather complicated and really none of your business, my lord.”

“No, I suppose not. At least not yet.”

Now, what do you mean by that? she wondered. You thrive on mysteries and secrets, don’t you?

She ducked past a small boy running full speed toward a pasty vendor. “I am very glad my aunt and uncle didn’t realize the beautiful weather would unleash the population of London into the park. This has turned into quite an affair. Oh, look, there are boys performing acrobatics. Let’s go watch.”

She grabbed his hand and pulled him to the edge of a circle to watch the three boys. “Oh, one of them is really a little girl. Would you look at how she leaps onto that boy’s shoulders—so smooth and graceful, and she stands so tall on his shoulders—it looks easy, doesn’t it?”

After he dutifully tossed several pennies into a large top hat, Nicholas bought her lemonade that tasted remarkably sour, and a hot beef pie. They walked away from the crowd to the far side of Hyde Park and sat on a small stone bench in front of a narrow, still pond.

“No ducks,” Rosalind said.

“They’re probably alarmed by all the bustle, hiding under those bushes over there.”

“You’re probably right. But I’ll tell you, these ducks are great performers. They quack and leap about, knowing they’ll get bread and biscuits. Hmm, I hope they’re not in any of the vendors’ pies.”

“I wager they’re also fast.”

Rosalind bit into her beef pie, chewed, took another quick bite. “Here, have a bite. A small bite.”

She fed him a bit of her pie. Nicholas looked at her while he chewed. Her hair was mussed, her color high; she was  smiling and looked utterly pleased with herself and her world. Suddenly four young men, all dressed in red, came bursting through the trees to form a half circle around them. Nicholas was an instant away from having his derringer in his hand when they began to sing. Sing! And in lovely harmony. He settled back to listen. He realized soon enough they were singing to Rosalind. They knew her and she them. Now, this was interesting. He didn’t like it, but—when they finished a lilting Scottish ballad about a bonny girl who loved a one-armed highwayman called Rabbie McPherson, Rosalind clapped and said, “That was lovely, gentlemen, do give Lord Mountjoy another.”

Another song filled the sweet air, this one sounding like a tragic song from an Italian opera. So she knew them, did she? He didn’t know if that was odd or not. It probably was.

When they had finished, each of them bowed low, and a short, plump young man with lovely blue eyes said, “Rosalind, we have sung for you. We have sung for your companion. It is your turn now. Come, we will blend our voices with yours.”

Her turn?

She laughed, handed Nicholas the rest of her beef pie—telling him to hold it carefully and not eat it—then went to stand with them. She cleared her throat, looked straight at him, and began to sing. The men’s voices came in under hers, harmonizing beautifully, never overpowering. 

See the flight of the moon  
Through the dark stretch of night  
Bathing the earth in its radiant light.  
All those in love who look to the sky  
Fear not the death of the night’s final sigh.




 

When she sang the final haunting word, she dropped her head a moment, then raised her eyes to his face. It was the voice that made you weep deep inside where you didn’t even know tears resided. It wasn’t the child’s voice, but it was still  the same voice. The men applauded her even as he sat there stunned, mute, unable to move. Even though he’d known, still he trembled at the knowledge of what she was. And what he was to her.

She asked after a moment, “Ah, did you like it?”

He nodded, still without words.

He watched the young men move away and he still sat there on the bench, the rest of the beef pie clutched in his hand. He said slowly, looking up at her, “You spoke of Grayson’s talent. Your voice, it is something one can scarce imagine. It sinks deep.” He simply hadn’t realized how deep.
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“What a lovely thing to say.” Rosalind laughed, suddenly uncertain. “But I am nothing compared to Grayson.”

“You are different from Grayson, more powerful.”

“Oh, well—” She laughed as she reached into her small reticule and scooped out some pennies. He watched her race after the young men. He heard laughter, then the first line of another familiar song, this one faintly Germanic.

When she came skipping back to him, he handed her the rest of her beef pie.

She ate it. “Gerard thanks you for the money.”

“They were your pennies.”

She shrugged. “Yes, but it is always the gentleman who must pay. It’s some sort of ritual, so I suppose you must pay me back.”

“You are temporarily short of funds?”

“Actually, those four pennies were the last of my fortune until my allowance next Wednesday. It is difficult, but I must give up a pound of my allowance for the collection plate.” She sighed. “It is the right thing, of course, but when one is  in London and visits the Pantheon—” She sighed, looking at him beneath her lashes.

He said nothing, his eyes still brooding, resting on the bushes behind her.

“What is wrong, my lord? You look fair to gut-shot. Are you temporarily penniless as well?”

That brought him back. This smiling girl was not a haunting vision of another time with a siren’s voice to bring a man to his death—no, at least in this moment, she was a young lady who’d spent all her allowance. “Fair to gut-shot? I don’t believe I have ever before heard a young lady say that.”

“On the other hand you have been gone from England for many years. What do young ladies in Macau say?”

“The young ladies in Macau are mostly Portuguese, and there isn’t an equivalent in Portuguese for ‘gut-shot.’ But in Patuá—that is a local language developed by the Portuguese settlers who came in the sixteenth century—” He paused, leaned down, picked up a skinny branch, and tossed it. Who cared about a language spoken by very few people in a settlement on the other side of the world?

“Patuá—what a lovely name. Do you speak the language?”

“One must.”

“Say something in Patuá to me.”

“Well, there is a Patuá poem a friend of mine turned into a song I’ve always believed very pretty—” 

Nhonha na jinela  
Co fula mogarim  
Sua mae tancarera  
Seu pai canarim.




 

He shook his head at her. “No, I will not attempt to sing it. You would run away, your hands clapped over your ears.”

“Not I. I have great fortitude. Now, I don’t have the least idea what you said, but the sounds are nice, like soft music.”

“I’ll translate it for you:Young lady in the window  
with a jasmine flower  
Her mother is a Chinese fisherwoman  
Her father is a Portuguese Indian.




 

“Imagine, you left England when you were only a boy and you went to this place where there are Chinese fisher-women and Portugese Indians—a place so very different from England. Were you treated well there—a foreigner?”
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