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Vernon and Nathaniel Heatherington are brothers on opposites sides in the English Civil War. When they duel, each slaughters the other, and they are forced to haunt their old home, Rustead Abbey, until they have expiated their sin. 

Two centuries after his brother. Vernon finds the love of his life, Nathaniel Heatherington falls madly in love with Sylvie, the current Countess. After a TV crew descends on the Abbey, Sylvie's philandering husband is murdered. Nathaniel is granted corporeal form to find the murderer, but faced with the reality of Sylvie, he founds her impossible to resist. And Sylvie loves him back.

Sensuality from ghosts? You'd better believe it! 

“This reader has long been a huge fan of Lynne Connolly but I have to say that I can never predict where her stories will take me. From the supernatural world to historical settings to contemporary; Lynne Connolly’s work is never dull and her research solid enough to make her tales ring true.” – Fallen Angel Reviews 
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Chapter One
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2013 

The ghost of Nathaniel Heatherington, fourth Earl of Rustead, stood next to the ghost of a cowled monk and watched the bustle in the Great Hall of Rustead Abbey, which had never seen anything like this before. 

The Hall was a late medieval hall with a hammer beam roof, one of the best survivals of its type, if the authority on vernacular architecture, Pevsner, was to be believed. It had seen great banquets, uncountable tenants’ balls, and had once been filled with makeshift beds filled with wounded soldiers. For twenty years, high-pitched girlish laughter from the prestigious girls’ school founded there had filled the rafters, giving both the resident ghosts headaches it took years to clear, but not this.

It was astonishing how much equipment could be dragged out of two medium sized vans. One had contained television equipment, and now cables looped their way around the pillars and up the great staircase, with monitors and lights so blinding Nathaniel had thought they had brought the sun indoors. The other contained equipment of a more esoteric nature: sensors, monitors and even cartons of fine white powder. All to catch the ghosts of Rustead Abbey. 

Strange, then, that nobody had noticed Nathaniel and his companion. He wondered idly if they’d be caught on film. It had been known in other places, but not here, not yet. The TV set in the staff quarters had been constantly tuned to the cable station hosting the successful program, Hosts to Ghosts and they had heavily trailed the New Year’s Special, to be filmed at Rustead Abbey. They were combining the ghost hunt with a ‘drama documentary’ about the lives of the third and fourth Earls of Rustead. A family legend. There was even talk of a film based on the story. Nathaniel had learned a lot from TV. Before its arrival, he’d listened to the radio, but there was nothing like the moving pictures on the small screen for instant learning. 

Nathaniel sighed, as he always did when he remembered his sad history. Pique had driven him to join the Parliamentarians, a foolish action he still wasn’t ready to discuss with anyone. Not that he had much opportunity to do so these days. He’d returned to the Abbey a victor, to find his Cavalier brother trying to restore the failing family fortunes. If Vernon hadn’t attacked him on sight, he might not have defended himself so vigorously. He might not have killed him. However, Vernon had had his revenge. Nathaniel himself had been dead by Christmas, from the wounds Vernon had inflicted on him. 

The TV company had no way of knowing the end of Vernon’s story, a blissfully happy ending, but it meant Nathaniel was left alone, except for the laconic Brother Anselm. And he was lonely. 

He watched the activity around him; even stepped aside a couple of times to avoid someone walking through him, half hoping that this time someone would contact him. They had tried before, in the various spiritual revivals, but nobody had succeeded. He wished they would. Even though this time any success would turn the house into a media circus, he wished they would. It was so damned irritating, listening all the time without being able to say anything in reply, to join in. 

“I feel something.” A woman dressed with neatness, propriety and absolutely no imagination said suddenly. She lifted her chin, staring around her and extended her hands. The room fell silent, or at least, quieter. Idly, Nathaniel wondered how she managed to live without constant electric shocks, she wore so much artificial fabric. Easy care, easy iron, but definitely not easy on the eye. Didn’t they make trousers to flatter anymore? 

Oh but they did. His attention was caught, as it always was, by Sylvie Heatherington. 

The current Countess of Rustead entered by a side door and although she did nothing to draw attention to herself, her entrance didn’t go unnoticed by anyone. Putting a slender finger to her lips, she frowned at the people who started in her direction, glancing at the medium. 

Tall, slender and dark haired, Sylvie had bowled Nathaniel completely off his feet when she’d arrived at the Abbey four years earlier. She was an American, and she’d met the current earl when he was on one of his less dangerous assignments. Always a man of impulse, he had married her in a fortnight, and now she was chatelaine here, as well as the keeper of Nathaniel’s heart, did she but know it. 

She was dressed casually today, in t-shirt and jeans, but the fine fabric of her top caressed her breasts, outlining their soft shape, and the jeans hugged her backside as though they had been tailored for her. Nathaniel would have given anything to be able to cup those rounded cheeks, to caress her with the intimacy he knew she was made for. 

Reluctantly he tore his gaze away from her and back to the medium. His fingertips were tingling. Could this dumpy woman succeed where so many others had failed? He glanced at Brother Anselm, who was still standing by his side, hands tucked into the sleeves of his brown habit, hood drawn up over his head. Brother Anselm’s hood moved very slightly. He’d shaken his head. Nothing. 

“I can feel him,” the medium intoned. “He says his name begins with a V –“ 

“Vernon!” said one of the cameramen. He winked at his colleague, standing nearby. Not a believer then. 

“Yes!” The woman stared into the air, her face a picture of rapt desire. 

Nathaniel sighed heavily and moved around the room. The woman didn’t follow him as he threaded his way around the people to reach Sylvie. Only Sylvie moved very slightly, sending her own delicious scent to him in a gentle waft of eau-de-cologne. Nathaniel absorbed the smell. It was almost as good as touching her. Almost. 

Sylvie, I’m here. 

He watched her smile, the only indication outwardly that she’d heard him. Good morning, Nathaniel. Have they found you out? 

He chuckled, a sound heard only by Brother Anselm and in Sylvie’s head. No. They can’t see me. 

She moved further into the room, and Nathaniel moved away. 

“You are truly in love with her.” 

Nathaniel had been watching a lot of TV recently, and felt like saying “Duh” to Brother Anselm, but he doubted the monk would appreciate it, or even understand what he was saying. Instead, he contented himself with a simple, “Yes.” 

“It is a great shame. You must not succumb, my son. You are allowed to take earthly form once a year, but you must not show yourself to her.” 

Nathaniel swallowed. “I know that.” He’d been tempted, but he could not. She was married, but she had come to some reconciliation with her present life. It would be unfair, as well as immoral, to present himself as a temptation she couldn’t have more than once a year. Nathaniel had seen where that led when his brother Vernon had approached the woman he’d fallen helplessly in love with. Had matters turned out differently, Vernon would have made two people desperately unhappy, not one. So Nathaniel knew the medium was either deluding herself, or she was deliberately playing up for the camera. 

He watched the nearest cameraman uncap his lens and lift his camera. Just in case, Nathaniel moved back, well behind Sylvie. 

The woman lifted arms clad in a pale blue jumper, and stretched out her fingers. “He is here!” she said dramatically. “He is sad, so sad.” Nathaniel remembered the last time he’d seen his brother. There had been nothing sad about him. “He regrets his action, even though his brother betrayed him. He says―” she caught her breath in a dramatic little gasp “—he says there is great danger here for the present earl. The evil earl, Nathaniel, will wreak revenge for his premature death. He will cause the present earl’s death!” 

“What nonsense!” 

A cool, well-modulated male voice cut across the medium’s slightly flat vowels. Nathaniel was close enough to see Sylvie’s shoulders tense slightly, but it was the only indication she gave of hearing the voice. Everyone else turned to see who had spoken. 

* * * * * 
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“Hello, Nev. Nice of you to call on us.” 

Only when she’d spoken did she turn around. Sylvie hated it, but she still needed a moment to catch her breath before she looked at her handsome, faithless husband. She still had feelings for him, although for a long time she’d been battling against them. Ever since she’d found him in bed with two lively young women with more sense in their inflated breasts than they had in their heads. She could still see his faint, amused sneer at her shock. She’d see it to her dying day. 

Married on impulse, abandoned almost as quickly, Sylvie refused to play the part of the wronged wife, turning instead to Rustead Abbey to provide her raison d’etre and shrugging whenever a member of the press chose to inform her of her husband’s latest exploit. No one knew how much it still hurt, and no one ever would. Apart from the shadowy presence, she sometimes saw at night, and occasionally even spoke to in her mind. But he wasn’t going to tell. 

Everybody was watching them, so she put on her best supercilious veneer and said, “What, all alone? No little friends?” 

He shrugged. “Not today. Who gave permission for all this?” 

She lifted her chin. “I did. I have the right.” 

He turned, a haughty look adorning the clear features, the deep grey eyes cold. “Whatever got into me to marry a bloody Yank, I’ll never know. Media crazy, the lot of you.” 

How typical of him not to care who was listening! He didn’t care who he hurt. But that particular comment didn’t hurt her. It was too stupid. “From what I’ve seen the British aristocracy can give any American a run for his money. Lions, tigers, funfairs, you use every blade of grass to turn a profit.” 

He raised a dark eyebrow. “Some of us don’t need to.” 

“Others do.” If it hadn’t been for his ancestor’s judicious investments in London properties and the newly emerged railways, Nev would be in as tight a financial spot as his compatriots were. As it was, the estate and house were well funded, and Nev’s glamorous, dangerous job brought him enough to live on very comfortably. Sylvie took what she needed from the estate profits, paying herself a modest salary. She wouldn’t take a penny of his money, but as manager of the Rustead estate, she figured he owed her something. 

Nev smiled. “I never cared much for the old place. I didn’t spend much time here. You can do what you want.” He glanced around, taking in the two cameramen, the sound technicians, the tangle of cables on the floor, and the medium, who had miraculously come out of her trance so she could take in every inch of his finely toned body. His smile broadened when he passed on to the younger medium, now standing next to the producer. 

Jo Goodman was a well-groomed, well-shaped blonde, tits thrust out to meet all comers, her plunging top revealing a generous view of her Wonder bra’d cleavage. She smiled back, all gleaming teeth and steaming desire. Sylvie knew it when she saw it. She’d looked at Nev that way herself, once. Before she discovered just what a shit he really was. 

The producer walked forward, her high heels clicking on the tiled floor, her hand outstretched. “I’m Angela Murdoch, the producer of ‘Hosts to Ghosts.’ I’m so pleased to meet, you, er ―” 

He wrenched his gaze away from the medium. “Nev,” he said hastily. “I don’t use the title.” 

“Yes, of course, Nev,” she crooned. Even practical Angela Murdoch wasn’t immune to Nev’s charm. 

It wouldn’t hurt so much to see women throw themselves at her husband if he didn’t take advantage of it, but Sylvie knew for sure Nev wouldn’t be alone tonight. Sheer hatred arced through her, hatred for herself that she should still care. 

He took Angela’s hand in both of his, caressing the smooth skin before he released it. “Perhaps it was worth dropping in, after all,” he murmured. The blonde medium hovered, smiling sweetly. 

People were staring at her, speculation, even sympathy in some gazes. She raised her brows slightly before turning away. “If you find yourself with a spare minute, Nev, I need a few signatures. I’ll be in the office.” She kept her walk steady and measured as she crossed the great expanse of the hall floor, very careful not to trip on any cables. They might assume the wrong thing if she stumbled. They might think she cared. 

* * * * * 
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Her office was in the east wing, a long walk from the main hall. A walk Sylvie appreciated, as she could blink her stupid tears away and clear her mind. But once in the room, sitting at her desk with its view of the rolling green parkland, she found tears choking her once more. Groping for the box of tissues, she grabbed a couple and angrily dragged them across her face. She had put on makeup in honor of the TV people and black mascara stained the tissues. She threw them away and grabbed more. 

Gently, my love, please don’t hurt yourself. 

The voice in her head again, a gentle, male voice. At first, she’d thought she was going mad, but now she didn’t care. At least she had company. 

Over time, the voice convinced her it was coming from outside her. He told her things she didn’t know, and once guided her to a cache of letters from a long-dead Countess of Rustead, a cache no one knew existed. She was writing the biography of the countess now. She had to believe in him. He was a person, with his own thoughts and emotions, totally outside her invention. 

“I’m sorry. He makes me so angry. People think he’s a hero, but he’s nothing of the kind. Nev is an adrenaline junkie, that’s all. And he loves the attention his job brings him. A war photographer gets to mix with serious people, but he doesn’t care about causes, where he is, or what it means. He takes pictures of starving Africans with the same expertise and emotion he uses for vicious terrorists.” Tears forgotten, Sylvie stared into space. “He has no heart. All he sees through his viewfinder are subjects, interesting compositions. God, he really has nothing inside.” 

Silence met her comments for a full minute. Then she heard the voice. I fear you are right. What will you do? 

Did she imagine the note of apprehension in the voice? “What is it, what’s wrong?” 

Another long pause followed, until he said, I don’t want you to leave here. If you divorce him, you will go away. 

“Not necessarily. I could stay on as manager here.” 

Would he do that? More importantly, do you want that? You are young, Sylvie, you should find happiness, and it won’t come here. We can never be anything to each other, other than friends. You know I love you, but we can never touch, never kiss. 

“You’d be alone.” She felt a pang of sadness for this being who couldn’t leave. He’d told her he couldn’t leave the house, and it was true that whenever she left she couldn’t hear him any more. She missed him when he wasn’t around. She knew she loved him, but he was right. There was nothing either of them could do about it. If only once, just once, she could touch him, look at him, share an evening with him the longing she felt might diminish. Or it might grow. How could she love a ghost, someone she hadn’t been sure existed when he first spoke to her? 

His voice came firmer, more decisive now. Forgive my moment of weakness. I’ve been alone for a long time, sweetheart, so, a little longer won’t hurt me. You mustn’t stop your life because of me. My life is over, you have most of yours before you. Besides, I have a companion. 

“Who?” 

“Talking to yourself?” 

She had been so engrossed in her conversation, she hadn’t noticed the door opening. Typical of Nev to come in without knocking. She stared at her handsome husband. Tall, dressed in tight, black leather pants and an equally tight black t-shirt, Nev Heath, otherwise Nathaniel Edward Vernon Heatherington, Earl of Rustead, knew exactly how handsome he looked, and the effect his clothes and attitude had on the women he invited into his bed. Not to mention his job. Photojournalism had many admirers, especially when done with style. 

She steeled herself to face him. “It helps sometimes. Here.” She pushed a small stack of papers across the desk. “They’re all routine. You can read them if you want to. Sure you don’t want to give me power of attorney?” 

He laughed. “You’re joking. Nobody takes control away from me. Least of all you.” He gave her a look that said she meant nothing to him. Who would have thought he’d once looked at her with love and warmth, had told her nobody else meant anything to him? 

Sylvie castigated herself every day for letting Nev take her in, but never more than on his rare visits. She took a deep breath, careful not to let it show. “How about we divorce and I stay on
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