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PART ONE

ONE

––––––––

Although gone, you’ll always be around in someone’s mind.

Be careful what you do, what you leave behind...

––––––––

Tears burned a path down her cheeks as Shiloh Martin raced the small blue coop up the winding road over the treacherous wet pavement somewhere in a little sleepy village in Metz France. Her knuckles were white from the tight grip on the steering wheel and the storm combined with tears made it all the more impossible and hazardous for her to see. A streak of light illuminated the inside of the car and she shut her eyes momentarily against the burst of electric energy. The bitching storm outside echoed the rage within her or was the fury within more forceful than Mother Nature’s wrath? In all honesty, it could have been a matter of just a few degrees one way or the other.

Moisture dampened her forehead and her clammy hands gripped the steering wheel more tightly as she recklessly sped on and it mattered not where she was heading. Nothing mattered anymore because her heart had been ripped out of her chest, and if she were lucky she’d plunge off a cliff. 

Be careful of what you wish for, her mother’s words came back to warn her. She scoffed. Ruth Martin never forewarned her about the agony of a cheating fiancé. And he had the balls to cheat on her on their vacation. And, with a French maid, no less!

Shiloh could scream. And she did, pounding her palms hard against the steering wheel. But her frustration and hatred for that man only mounted. If only she owned a gun; not for her, but for him. And the bullet would be put where he’d never cheat on anyone again. Her mind was racing as fast as the car and her thoughts were becoming dangerously close to being insane. 

Her eyes closed for a split second recalling the pain of that final scene. She shouldn’t be bringing it to mind now, but it stuck in her brain like adhesive tape. Because she had missed Jamison, she had returned earlier than planned from her shopping spree, apparently the feeling was not mutual. Sniffling, she wiped her runny nose against her sleeve. That bastard! Son-of-a-bitch! That worm puke! That, that.... Ohhh! No words could describe him. For sure the top of her head would explode she was so infuriated.

“How could you Jamison Truman?” she shrieked to herself. Bam! Bam! Again the palms of her hands took out her madness on the car wishing that it was his head. Why had she merely stood there in total shock instead of pulling every bleached hair out of that French slut’s head? Oh no, not her, she was stupidly rooted to the floor, numb with increasing rage while the maid grabbed her uniform and dashed out of the room. Idiot, ten times over! When she finally had gathered her wits and she saw Jamison opening his mouth to say something, as if he could excuse this, Shiloh threw a vase shattering a mirror and her composure once again. She almost laughed thinking seven years of bad luck, as if her destiny could get any worse. They had been together since college, how many times had he cheated on her? My God, she might have contacted HIV, if not the crabs! She took a deep breath, and luckily they used protection, but still!

“Shiloh, please,” he had begged as he comically hopped on one foot to put on his pants which should have stayed on in the first place. In his haste he had fallen, hitting his head on the nightstand. Served him right but she was sure it did no good knocking some sense into him. If the situation weren’t so serious she could have had a good laugh.

Jamison had cursed and rubbed his cranium, as he managed to stand and zipper his fly. His cheating eyes pleaded with her for forgiveness. Not in a million years to and beyond infinity would she ever consider that! Finally, Shiloh had gotten her stubborn legs to work. Turning, she fled, hearing him call after her. 

“Honey, sweetheart, I love you. She meant nothing to me. I’m sorry, forgive me!”

There was nothing he could have said that would have interested her, especially all his lies. Sick inside, feeling like she could puke, Shiloh stood at the elevator pushing the button frantically as if that would make the lift come any faster. “Come, come on!” she had fidgeted and yelled at the door as if it would open at her command. A man stuck his head out of his room. “Sorry,” she mumbled and thankfully the elevator door opened and gratefully it was empty. Shiloh dashed in and when the door closed on her, it was as if she were locked in a room of total misery, never to escape. 

Never claustrophobic, the walls were now closing in on her. With a heavy sigh, she watched as the numbers flashed before her wet eyes and her terror squeezed her heart, thinking that she was descending straight to Hades. Maybe it would’ve been less painful there! What a time to worry about the sight she must have made running through the lobby, tears streaming down her face, bumping into people. She even knocked over one little man’s suitcase and she nearly had landed in his lap.

“Fow Américain!” she heard him grumble. “Yes, she was crazy all right! Crazy for loving a cheating, lowlife, pond scum, bastard! Once outside, people busily went on their way, but their faces were all a haze to her. The wind wiped her hair around her face as she looked for the rented car. 

“Mademoiselle, may I help you?”

“Huh?”

“Do you want your car?” asked the parking attendant.

She gawked at him for a moment, and then scrambled in her purse for the key. She nodded, “Yes, please. Merci.” 

Fidgeting, she kept looking over her shoulder expecting her fiancé to show up any minute and drag her back into the hotel. But thankfully, the car arrived and she nearly knocked over valet getting into the vehicle.  

“Bon sejour,” Shiloh had heard him call after her, but his voice lacked sincerity.

Flooring the pedal to the metal, she raced into traffic. If Americans thought Europeans drove hap-hastily, ha! She put them all to shame cutting off taxies and busses causing screeching of tires and brakes, not to mention horn honking and vulgar language all directed at her.

At that moment, that thought made her smile for a second as she rubbed her eyes with the heel of her hand. Lightning streaked across the black sky and she could have sworn that she spied a huge structure atop a hill. I spy with my one little eye, popped into her head. Boy, it’s strange what one thinks about at the oddest of times. It was a game she and her father had played even if it was only to the neighborhood stores. Right now, she could use her father’s shoulder to cry on. 

Her father was a firefighter who died in the line of duty. Shiloh could never and would never forget that day when she came home from high school. She was a senior and was looking forward to the prom. Her mother was sobbing, sitting at the kitchen table. A neighbor was there comforting She had known the moment she stepped into the room that her father was dead. 

At the wake people gathered and gave her their condolences, saying that Adam was a brave fireman. He had saved a comrade. They all meant well, but she would’ve rather have had her father alive then a dead hero. Ironically, it was three months before 9/11 and the young man he had saved perished on that day leaving behind a pregnant wife. She missed her father as much as she missed her mother who had died four years later from kidney failure. 

Shiloh had offered one of her own kidneys, but she was not a match. After that she remained in a shell until she met Jamison. And at twenty-five he had brought life back into her soul. Now that was funny, since now he had also taken it back. She voiced a pathetic laugh. 

The car skidded and she swerved, bringing her out of her painful reveries. That was a close call, she almost hit another vehicle. Pay attention to the road, she ordered herself. Blinking, another bolt of electricity flashed and she was certain this time that her swollen eyes weren’t playing tricks. A castle, she thought, sat like a huge monster atop that hill. She recalled being told about an old mansion that was being turned into a hotel.

As she rounded another curve, headlights from an oncoming car blinded her momentarily and Shiloh turned sharply to avoid a collision, but she over-compensated and lost control. Slamming her foot onto the brake, to her horror it went to the floor. She pumped it but to no avail, she simply had no brakes. She tried the emergency brake but at her speed, it put her car into a tailspin and the vehicle spun a few times before it sped down a steep hill. 

“Oh, God, oh, God, oh God!” she prayed but her cries for help and her screams were drowned out by the thunder. There was no way that even the Almighty could have heard her prayers. The car picked up momentum until a large tree sprang up in its path causing the ear shattering abrupt stop. The steering wheel slammed into her chest sucking the air out of her lungs. Shiloh’s head snapped back causing a sharp pain in the base of her skull to travel down her spine. She gasped as if her breath was cut off. Then mercifully everything went black.

How long she remained unconscious was not the most important question in her foggy mind when she opened her eyes. Her first thought was how grateful she was to be alive, but that notion lasted but a second when sheer pain consumed her whole body. Then she wondered why the air bag hadn’t exploded and her brakes had failed. Some car company was looking at a big law suit, she thought foolishly. But, first she had to get out of this and live. Moaning, she tried to open the door but it was jammed shut. 

This was not good. 

A cold knot formed in her stomach. Shiloh sucked in an excruciating shallow, quick breath and struggled over the seat to fall out the passenger’s side. Although discovering that gasping only caused her more torture, it was in no way a deterrent. She still would not give up. She wanted to live and her mother’s words came back to haunt her. Crap! Now a wish came true.

Only able to crawl a few inches, Shiloh lay in the mud sobbing and unable to control her spasmodic trembling. She couldn’t detect if she was still crying, drowning in her own tears or rain because it fell so hard against her face. She seemed to be drifting in and out of reality. One moment she experienced pain and the next she was recalling hours before when she and Jamison arrived in France.

They had fallen into bed exhausted but not too tired to make love. It was early in the day still, so after their nap she coaxed him to go shopping with her but he claimed to be too bushed. She kissed him and promised to be back no longer than two hours, but she decided that shopping wasn’t fun without her fiancé. Assuming that Jamison was still in bed, she tiptoed into the room to surprise him. As it turned out, he was definitely in bed but it was her who got the bombshell dropped in her lap. And what had her anger proven? Nothing! But it might have gotten Jamison his release from her if she were to die. 

Great! Give him the easy way out! Oh, wonderful, more self-derision. 

What was that? 

A twig snapped bringing her back to the miserable present. Icy fear wrapped around her heart. God, please let it be someone. 

“Help,” she croaked. At least she thought she had uttered a cry but she did not hear her own voice. Leaves rustled and now she feared that it might be a wild animal. Her eyes closed and she prayed even harder.

And then her body was being lifted by strong arms. Was she dreaming? Too frightened to open her eyes just in case she was, she snuggled into the warmth of her imagination. Shiloh had a sensation that she was at peace, safe, where she belonged. Once again she succumbed to nothingness. 

TWO

––––––––

Do we hide the truth from our own eyes?

Not to see the world with all its lies...

Dorian Wolfermont had been taking his nightly stroll when he heard a cry for help. His husky, that looked more like a wolf growled low in his throat. “Hush, Napoleon,” he ordered. It did not sound human and as he waited a moment, but the canine whined and scampered ahead. Now that the violent storm had abated, nothing reached his ears but night sounds and the ocean’s roar carried by the wind. The moon was making only sporadic appearances and the sea breeze was moving the gray clouds rapidly overhead. He pulled his hat lower as his black greatcoat flapped around his boots. He could see himself as a man that projected a menacing aura about him.

This was his property and no one ever trespassed on it so he was not overly concerned. He shrugged and turned but another sound, like whimpering was heard. Napoleon returned and barked for his master to follow. Dorian decided maybe he should investigate, his pet must have found something. 

There. It sounded like something was definitely injured. Was it an animal? With long, quick strides he reached the form and knelt, a small rock bruised his knee but he paid it no mind. He gasped realizing that it wasn’t an animal but a human. The dog sniffed the body and Dorian pushed the canine aside and ordered the animal to return home.

Slowly, he brushed back the tangled hair and his hand stilled. In the dirt lay the most striking female; her beauty was exquisite. Honey brown hair haloed her bronzed face that was quickly whitening beneath her tan. Dark lashes swept down across her high cheek-bones. He was tempted to run a finger across her full red mouth but touched her brow instead. It was cool. Too cool.

The woman’s sensuous mouth opened slightly releasing a weak cry. Foolishly, he wanted to kiss her lips but that thought was removed as quickly as it entered his mind. Instead he touched her mouth with the tip of one finger. A long dormant feeling of lust roused inside him, like a medieval dragon – long suspected of being dead – unexpectedly awakened. 

Shocked at his response he gathered her into his grip wrapping his arm around her midriff. She seemed too snuggle deeper into his embrace and her firm breasts against his chest made him conscious of her womanly body. For a tall woman, she was surprisingly light. Another shocker was the fact that something stirred in a region that had long been dead. A hot ache grew in his throat. Dorian frowned, this would not do.

Never again he vowed to let a woman break his heart.

He would see to her injuries, and then send her away.

Swiftly, Dorian carried her through the woods, brushing aside foliage and snapping twigs beneath his boots. Napoleon’s barking alerted his man-servant and Pemberton was waiting by the front door.

“My words,” the servant gasped. “Who is she and what happened, your grace?”

“I do not know, Pemberton. She was just lying there in the woods. I have no idea who she is or how she got there. It appears as if she had an awful accident of some kind but no horse was nearby. I’ll put the woman in Jane’s room. Go fetch hot water so I can clean her wounds.”

“Aye, your grace, right away,” his man servant replied. Shaking his head sadly, Pemberton mumbled, “The duchess’ room? But, master you never entered that room since that awful day.”

Dorian didn’t have to be remained of that. He hadn’t been in this room for a long time and he had promised himself never to enter it again after that night, but he had to make an exception. It was the only room comfortable enough for the injured woman. With a cruse he kicked the bedroom door open. She didn’t stir when he placed her on the bed. He couldn’t help but to gaze at her loveliness again and run a finger across her soft lips. Just as he suspected. So very supple, he mused. He fingered a strand of her hair; it was as soft to the touch as well he knew it would be. Pemberton returned with the water and he ordered the servant to build a fire in the hearth. He prayed that he could nurse the beautiful stranger back to health. 

Dorian returned daily to find that she remained unconscious. He’d sit by her side and held her hand knowing he shouldn’t be there. The rise and fall of her firm breasts under the sheets would draw his gaze there and as always he would feel his manhood act in response. Why was he torturing himself? Why didn’t he simply stay away? Once she was awakened she’d be gone but he would never forget her. Every detail of her sweet face would be branded in his mind and the smell of her would always linger in his soul. How could one forget an angel that had fallen from the sky? Just then a hand on his shoulder snapped his head up. Pemberton had come into the room.

“Sir, go get some rest, I will stay with the woman for a spell.”

A snort that was half humor, half disgust, escaped from his throat. “You know I do not need rest, Pemberton.”

“Very well, your grace, but sitting here will not make her regain consciousness any sooner,” he reprimanded Dorian as if he were the master. But his servant always spoke his mind to him, they were more than employer and employee, they were friends. 

He raised a dark brow and intoned, “Indeed!” That one word spoke volumes and he feigned being indignant, he was still the master. With a deferential bow, Pemberton removed himself without further comment.

Dorian sighed and rose. Pemberton was right, and besides, he didn’t want her opening her eyes when he was there because he might be tempted to kiss her. And sitting here gazing into her beautiful face was not doing him much good either. The more he gazed at her, the more he wanted to kiss her. And kissing would lead to touching, and it would not stop there. It has been too long since he had a woman, not since... He stopped his depressing thoughts immediately. Reluctantly he left the beautiful creature in the room, but she remained in his mind’s eye. 

THREE

––––––––

Lies are untruths inside of us, confusing our minds with false trust.

Some of us do not care, pretending that it’s just not there....

––––––––

Shiloh was dreaming of Jamison, but something was wrong. Even in her dream-state, she suspected that something was amiss. And then it all came crashing back and her eyes sprang open. Why did she have to bring to mind his betrayal? It pained her all over again. Tears tricked down her face, and she thought that maybe it would’ve been better if she had died. How would she live without him? And face her friends? He had humiliated her, that rat bastard! She spent a few more moments thinking how she wanted to castrate him when she realized that she was in a strange place. 

Where was she? Disoriented, her blurry eyes stared up at a lace canopy. She rubbed them to clear her vision somewhat. Was this a hospital? No. The room was too cozy to be a sanatorium. A fire crackled cheerfully in the grate of a stone fireplace causing shadows on the walls and floor. But it did not do a thing to warm her. She shivered never feeling so cold. Shiloh chalked it up to the accident and decided she had more problems than being chilly. She let her gaze scan the surroundings again, and this time she noticed dainty furniture occupied the large room. Certainly this wasn’t hospital décor. The large bed had four carved posters, and as much as she could make out in the dimness, this room was neither an infirmary nor a hotel. It was something out of a ninetieth century novel. 

Pale morning light filtered through a crack in the velvet drapes was a bold shade of pink that was a dark contrast to the lighter shade of her spread. The walls were papered in pink flowers and there were numerous chairs scattered about the room, all upholstered in the same pink theme. Egad! Was this a child’s room? She was surprised that there weren’t pink stuffed elephants lying about. She couldn’t see the carpet but she would bet it was pink. There was a large bookcase that covered almost half of one wall, heavily stocked. The wood furnishings were light oak, except for the lady’s desk, that was mahogany. A lone candle burned on the end table besides her, flickering. And then she recalled the pain and it struck her odd that she no longer felt any. How long had she been unconscious entered her mind? She had to assume that it was a damn long time for her to be completely healed. Slowly, Shiloh recalled, with growing fear, the dark, brooding eyes of her rescuer. She shuddered at the memory of his iron grip as he lifted her with ease off the muddy ground. Again, she recalled the strength of his arms, the hard definition of his body as he carried her, protectively from the tempest. His grip had been both shielding and caring.

After that deliberation another sprang into her mind and Shiloh skimmed her hand under the covers. It was what she didn’t feel that surprised and shocked her. Who undressed her? More important, who cared for her? Her thoughts were a crazy mixture of hope and alarm. Nothing made sense, not this place or the accident. And where the hell was every body?

Shiloh sat up, her gaze darting about once more before she tried to get out of bed. That was a mistake because the room went dangerously off kilter. Why did she feel so lightheaded? And so strange? And so damn cold? Sinking back among the pillows, she wrapped the sheet around her body. Good timing because without any warning the door opened and an elderly gentleman entered. Thank God, another human. 

She watched closely as he came forward and she sank back into the huge bed, engulfed by the heavy coverlets. Gathering the covers around her protectively, she attempted refuge in the quilts. The man was thin and round shouldered with a full head of white hair, betraying the passage of time and looking like Einstein’s clone. If she weren’t so confused and frightened she could’ve had a good laugh.

“M’lady,” he bowed slightly and said, “’Tis good to see you have finally awakened.” He was trying his best not to look directly at her and she could see he was red-faced. She considered his embarrassment and slipped deeper under the spread, feeling a bit uncomfortable herself.

How long had she been unconscious? The thought was dismissed quickly for now, because she was too confused to find a strange man in the room and not a doctor at that. Even though she concluded that this wasn’t a hospital, she assumed that wherever she was, they had called a physician. Someone in the medical profession had to have attended to her, she was completely healed. 

Clutching the coverlets to her chin, she swallowed and then she croaked, “Who are you? Where am I?” Good gracious was he the one who undressed me? Were there no other woman about? The man’s gaze now met hers and the strange little fellow was standing rigidly at attention, not a muscle relaxed. And though his expression remained bland, the faintest of pink touched the tips of his ears. 

“I am Pemberton, m’lady.” He answered one of Shiloh’s questions with another bow.

Stupefied, her brow rose. Once again she had a premonition that she was in another century. Was she dreaming? The little man gave her no more time to consider her dilemma. An awkward silence followed before he elaborated, still uneasy, “I took the liberty of disposing of your clothes.”

She stared at him uncomprehendingly. “Huh?” She felt herself blanch and ventured, nervously, “Did you undress me?” 

He appeared stricken and as self-conscious as she was, then he sputtered, “Oh, n-nay, m’lady, ’twas my m-master, Lord Wolfermont. He cared for you.”

Oh great, another male, as if that made all the difference in the world. Well, what’s done is done, so what did it matter? It wasn’t as if her body had never been seen by the opposite gender. She had more important issues to contend with than her modesty.

“Is he a doctor?” she probed but he skirted the issue by snuffing out the candle and she frowned. Well, it didn’t matter just then. 

“If m’lady would like to rise, I’ve laid a morning dress on the chair by the hearth. I believe ’twould fit you. It might be a little short; the previous owner was not as tall as you.” 

Again his face reddened as if he made a faux pas for mentioning her height.

Although, Shiloh was curious she didn’t query the identity of the previous owner. She would simply dress and leave. She did however want to thank whoever saved her life.

“Thank you. And please relay my appreciation to... err, whoever was responsible for caring for me. Do you think I could see him before I leave?”

Pemberton bowed. “I shall give him your thanks, m’lady.”

That was all he said before leaving. She scowled at Pemberton finding him a bit charming and mystifying also. Very aloof, but he had kind gray eyes, if only he smiled. 

Shiloh sighed thinking once more how strange everything was, including the little man who spoke with an English accent. The last thing she could recall was the accident. She rubbed her temples knowing that there was more to summon up. It was nagging her to no end, but she did remember that she was in France and with Jamison? This was all too unsettling to be sure. But she was alive, for that she was grateful and happy. She would sort out the rest after she dressed.

Alone now, Shiloh dashed over to the chair and picked up what she assumed would be a dress but was surprised to discover that it was a gown. Pale blue and it buttoned up the front to a white lace collar. It had long sleeves with white cuffs.

“What the hell?” she groused. Was she suspected to wear this old fashioned garment? Then she spied what looked like pantaloons with a slit in the crotch and a restraint that laced up the back. A girdle? Good God, they went out many decades ago. Where the hell was she? Now she was definitely interested in the previous owner. Holy crap, did Madam DuFarge live here for cripes’ sake. Not like in, The Tale of Two Cities, was this the best of times for her, it was most definitely the worst of times. This was maddening and ridiculous!

Defeated, Shiloh let out a frustrated breath. What other choice had she? Her own clothes were gone. Sheesh! Well, she’d wear the gown, it wouldn’t be the first time she went commando underneath a dress. She always prided herself on her figure. Of course a few days at the gym and her love for fencing attributed to her curves. It was an old fashioned sport but she loved it, especially when she beast Jamison who wasn’t particularly interested in the game. Too bad she didn’t bring her foil but, flying in the twenty-first century made it difficult even to bring a pair of cuticle scissors for a time. Imagine bringing her swords. 

Pemberton was correct. The gown fit but it did not reach her ankles but mid-way to her calf. She giggled because it was a bit too long to suit her and she chose not to button the bodice all the way up exposing a good amount of cleavage. That would do, she mused, then she looked around for a mirror but there was not one in the room.

“Well, that’s odd and bitching,” she mumbled. “Not any more bizarre than everything else around here,” she contradicted herself. Apparently the person who lived here wasn’t vain or... was extremely ugly. She laughed at her notions. 

Not very kind, Shiloh, scolded her conscience.

“Bah!” She was in no mood to argue with her inner voice. Besides, she knew what she looked like. She was tall, lean, and lanky like her father had been, though without his muscles. She got her hair and thick eyebrows which she never liked from her mother, but didn’t pluck them into a fine arch as did her friends. Maybe it was best that she didn’t see how ridiculous she appeared in that old get-up.

Shiloh whistled her favorite tune from Cats to calm her nerves and fingered a profusion of silver things on the dresser; brushes, combs, buttonhooks, and a shoehorn. She picked up a crystal perfume bottle and removed the silver top. She wrinkled her nose, it wasn’t to her liking. Next to the bottle was a lace handkerchief with a monogram and elegant filigree at one corner. “Mmmm, that’s something one doesn’t see anymore,” she mumbled to herself. Running a finger across the thread, she wondered who owned it and what the J stood for. Probably jealousy, her conscience egged. Shiloh snorted at her silly notion. Sure, the woman who had lived here lived in luxury, but she preferred her own era.  

So now what? Since she was again alone, she took it upon herself to see where she was and who else lived here. Opening the door, she peered out into a long hallway. Sconces were lit and it finally occurred to her that the place had no electricity. Was this the mansion she had seen before she crashed? As she strolled down the corridor noticing how pristine the place was, she had an eerie sensation as if she was being watched. 

Shrugging, she continued on and then she stopped to gaze up at an oil panting.

“Oh, my,” Shiloh inhaled deeply. “What a handsome man,” she murmured. 

You mean drop-dead spectacular. 

On that account, the voice in her head was right on. Then a chill ran up her spine. The green eyes in the portrait seemed to come to life, and she could’ve sworn that they had the ability to look right into her soul. An optical illusion that’s all. They were beautiful and as if she could read them herself, they appeared very mysterious, like everything else around here. It took her a moment to pull her gaze from them to study all of him.

Although he was sitting, she could guess that he was well over six feet tall. Even in the picture, he was intimidating. His head was held high with pride or was it arrogance? Did he need to prove his worth to the world? She doubted it; he didn’t need to attest anything to her. By the slight smile this was a man who was used to getting his way with woman. Somehow she got the impression that he had an air of authority and the façade of one who demanded instant obedience. 

The man’s hair was black and shoulder length. If the artist captured him truth-fully, he had a strong jaw. It was stubbornly strong and slightly rigid. He had been a man of great strength and obvious nobility. The man appeared to be in his late thirties, but it was his hands that caught her attention. They were massive and strong, making her believe that they could give pleasure to a woman.

Dear Lord, what gave her that notion? 

Here she was, in a strange place, confused and somewhat frightened, and she was feeling naughty, with sexual thoughts. Anyway what chance had she for thinking otherwise? He was all man and then some.

He wore what appeared to be a silk shirt, opened enough to reveal a few dark wisps of chest hairs on his massive chest. By now she was wondering if the artist didn’t enhance the man; he was devastatingly too handsome. She raised her hand to touch the canvas but the look in those beautiful green eyes, that had definitely taken precedence, made her still. Why hadn’t she noticed at first that there was an air of isolation in them that seamed to warn her against trespassing?Why did she feel unwelcome here? Well, crap! She didn’t walk here, so someone had carried her to this place. That creepy feeling came over her again that the downy hairs on her neck bristled as if someone was behind her. Then certainty dawned on her that she was not alone and she quickly spun around suspecting to come face to face with the person but no one was there. Shiloh simply couldn’t shrug away the feeling that she wasn’t alone. This place definitely gave her the willies. Or perhaps it was simply her uneasiness. It was time to leave.

Scurrying to the foot of the spiral staircase, Shiloh ran down the carpeted steps to nearly collide with the strange little man who again bowed. That was becoming quite annoying. This whole predicament was making her lose control of her patience and that was one good quality she always prided herself on. 

He quirked a bushy gray brow and said, “M’lady is in a hurry to go somewhere.” It was more of a statement than a question and if she was paranoid, possibly a threat and Shiloh sighed. “Yes, milady is leaving, posthaste,” she intoned patronizing and heavy on the sarcasm too.

“What you are thinking I’m afraid ’tis impossible.”

She was warned without as much as a smile. And, that did it! “Oh, really, and pray tell why not?” She asked sweetly in a tone that mocked the innocence of that reply.

Pemberton’s stoic face didn’t alter. “’Tis late and I will not disturb the master to hitch up his horse to pull his coach.”

It was a reasonable excuse if she held it to be true. Shiloh rolled her eyes. Was he joking? Horses, coaches, indeed! Enough of this nonsense! She waved his explanation aside and huffed, “I’ll walk. So don’t try to stop me because I’m leaving. I’m sorry. I don’t want to come off as an ingrate but since your,” she made question marks with her fingers, “so called master,” refuses to show his face to me, I think I’ll leave. Tell him I’m indebted for the hostility. I mean for caring for me but I must go. Give my thanks to your employer for me again. Ta, ta. Toodles. Pip, pip, cheerio or whatever you Limey’s say.” She curtsied and smiled smugly and she thought she had spoken well and walked away noticing the gilt-and marble of the foyer. She would’ve loved to have seen the rest of the place, never being in a mansion before. As she walked towards the door, she brought to mind the portrait and wondered if the man with the piercing green eyes and the owner of this place were one and the same. It would be a damn shame if they were. She would’ve loved to meet him. Well, as the French say, she murmured, “S’vou plait.”

The servant let her go and she opened the large oak door. She sighed softly, and then drew in a deep breath, enjoying the sweet, night scented air. Ah, freedom. But it was as dark as pitch, even the moon was hiding along with the stares. It figures! Oh well, she stiffened her spine and left shivering from fright. She got as far as the Iron Gate when she realized that she no idea where she was and where to go. Drat! 

“I would not try leaving,” warned the baritone voice from the darkness.

Shiloh froze but squared her shoulders and held her ground. Annoyed for being startled out of her wits she turned
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