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THE WIND HAD RISEN steadily for the past two hours, the old timber sign directly below her window creaking as it swung in the gale. Kate rolled onto her stomach, pulling her pillow over her head.

Ugh. Of all the ridiculously hackneyed, touristy tricks...

A sudden gust of wind caused a particularly tortured squeal. She sat up in disgust. How on earth was anyone supposed to sleep with all that racket? She could hear the wind racing along the eaves, could feel the sudden draughts as it occasionally changed direction and snuck in through a minuscule crack between the shutters. It even smelt right—like damp old salt and tar. That she could live with. It was the damn sign that was driving her nuts.

She grabbed the robe she’d trailed over the end of the bed, determined to complain. The first touch of chill floorboards under her feet had her drawing her legs straight back into the bed and under the covers. What was the point? Hell, the landlord probably put a lot of effort into getting the chains supporting the sign to squeak with just the right amount of ominous groan.

Goosebumps flared over her skin, and she snuggled deeper under the covers. And that was another thing. According to the guide book, the inn had central heating. Well, apparently not in this particular room! It was bloody cold. 

Just another cheap trick, she guessed, muttering to herself as she tried to block out the irritating noise. Kate jerked upright again as a loud thump echoed through the room. The walls actually vibrated, it was so loud. She flopped back onto the bed and punched her pillow, finding it hard to believe how obvious the supposed ‘ghost’ was. In twelve years of ghost hunting, she’d never yet found a real one, yet the landlord had just smirked—smirked, mind you—when she’d checked in earlier in the evening. Usually, the owners of haunted houses weren’t nearly so sanguine. He had an awful lot of confidence in himself, and she was quite looking forward to wiping the smirk off his face come morning. More so, now he’d totally disturbed her sleep. 

She tried to relax, staring at the ceiling and attempting to think peaceful thoughts. Her image of a tropical beach where the sea shushed gently over the sand was overridden by a vision of a wild grey ocean pounding mercilessly into the stone pier at the end of the street, the real sound of the sea reaching her ears from two blocks away. It was a dark and stormy night...

Kate laughed out loud, and gave up. She may as well start to debunk the place right now. After all, why wait ‘til daylight? It wasn’t like she was afraid of ghosts.

The Red Lion, the staging inn where the Earl of Heatheringham had been murdered back in 1807. For nearly two hundred years the owners had made a killing by promoting themselves as a haunted hotel. She had to smile at the way her thoughts were running. Maybe ‘killing’ wasn’t quite the most tasteful word to describe the obscene profits various landlords had made over the years. The earl’s murderer had never been caught and, according to local legend, the earl had never found his rest. It wasn’t a bad story. 

That was the problem though. It was a story. She pummelled her pillow in frustration as a door slammed down the hall, banging repeatedly in the wind until someone finally latched it properly. Ghosts? Huh!

“Annoying, isn’t it?”

Kate sat up abruptly and scanned the room, uncaring that her nightgown was low cut and the voice so very definitely that of a man. Deeply masculine, and warm with amusement, it caressed her skin, its lingering vibrations heading unerringly to her stomach. 

No one.

She flopped tiredly back onto the bed, again staring at the pitted plaster of the ceiling. It wasn’t the first time a recorded voice had been used, supposedly that of the ghost. What was a first was the fact that the voice had appeared to be talking to her. Not mumbling about some wretched lost love, or carrying on about vengeance and retribution as the supposed ghost floated through a wall, but a pithy comment about the fake ‘ghost effects’. It was certainly different; she had to give the innkeeper brownie points for imagination.

“And the creaking sign does grate on the nerves after a while.”

Her stomach curled with pleasure. It was such a beautiful bedroom voice, the sort of voice that if he asked...well, she’d certainly have to consider. 

Kate smiled at her thoughts. It was obviously too long since she’d had decent sex. Actually—she thought back, tallying quickly—it was too long since she’d had any sex, period. Her vibrator was just not the same as a hot-blooded male. She pondered what he looked like, the actor who’d made the recording. Absolutely the most gorgeous voice in the world had to belong to Sean Connery, there was no question about that, yet he was...a little too old. Okay, so Sean was a lot too old. Yet, if he asked...

“You’re probably sixty-three, and about as sexy as a wilted petunia,” she announced to the room at large.

“I beg your pardon?” The voice was languid, faintly amused.

“And butt-ugly,” she added.

“If that means what I think it does, young lady, then I fear...”

Kate drew a long, quavering breath, the rest of his comment lost in her stampeding thoughts. She’d suddenly realised she was having a perfectly sensible conversation with a recording. 

A recording? Not likely.

The landlord definitely got extra credit for creativity, she decided, sitting up and drawing her robe loosely around her shoulders. There’d be a tiny microphone hidden somewhere in the room so he could hear her every word, and a speaker so she could hear his replies. 

“It’s all quite simple really.” She was muttering aloud as she groped on the floor for her slippers, her memory of the freezing floor boards on bare feet still extremely vivid.   

“What is?” Polite interest resonated in that gorgeous voice. God, if she could fuck a voice, he’d want to watch out for himself. She’d have him up against the wall and assuming the position in no time flat.

“Where are you?” Kate glanced around the room, her eyes skimming over her small suitcase, the spindly-legged dresser and the one comfortable arm chair. “I know you’re hiding somewhere close.”

He had to be outside the room. Who was he? Surely not the landlord? She’d have noticed if his voice had been quite that...delicious.

A resigned sigh surrounded her. “Well, if you insist.” There was no mistaking the sound of a put-upon male. “But no screaming,” he admonished. Kate could practically see the finger waving threateningly under her nose. 

She sniffed her disbelief. “I don’t scream.”

“Really?” 

She nodded firmly. “Never.”

Kate was staring fixedly at the door, and barely noticed the breeze that swirled briefly around her ankles until a flash of colour near the fireplace in the corner caught her attention. She spun around to find a man watching her, chocolate brown eyes almost comically wary.

She could have kicked herself. Eyes. Of all the dumb things to have noticed when she should have been looking for the secret passageway that must have somehow been hidden in the wainscotting. 

He bowed low, seemingly quite at ease in her room, even if it was the middle of the night. “Nicholas, Fourth Earl of Heatheringham. A pleasure to make your acquaintance, ma’am.”

She felt her eyebrows fly up. The very suddenness of his appearance had her flustered. Why hadn’t she heard the hidden door opening and closing? More to the point, if the landlord could keep the hinges of the hidden door so well oiled, why couldn’t he have spared a squirt of oil for the damn sign? Even as she was staring at the stranger in disbelief, she was aware of the wind picking up and the sign groaning even more piteously. 

‘The earl’ flicked a lethargic hand towards the window, apparently sharing her thoughts. “I do wish the landlord would do something about that damned...” He winced. “Sorry ma’am. That rotten sign.”

Kate laughed. She couldn’t help herself. He was playing his role to the hilt, the epitome of a regency earl. Even the clothes were right. The tight-fitting pantaloons moulded his legs nicely, showing off his muscular thighs. His Hessians gleamed black and, even in the limited light, she could see the sharp creases in his cravat. His navy blue coat fitted snugly over his shoulders, highlighting the breadth of his chest, and she had an unexplainable longing to trail her fingers along the seams, to see if was really all him under the immaculate clothing. 

Unashamedly, she inspected his costume from head to toe. Even his dark hair was correct for the time period—short, but carefully mussed at the front to look like he’d just been out in the wind. Well, maybe not quite the gale that was blowing on the other side of the window. Her tongue darted out to moisten suddenly dry lips. Yep, it was all him under the clothes, with not a sign of padding in sight. There was something so, so...masculine about him, about the way he was standing there with a mocking smile on his strongly chiselled face, one foot resting negligently on the fender.

Of their own accord, butterflies started to flutter against her stomach, and her fingers clenched. Actor or otherwise, she was in lust. It was positively sinful for a man to look that good. And to look that good in period costume...

Oh my. 

Every secret fantasy she’d ever had about being ravished by a dashing earl was stirring itself into life. 

“Are you going to introduce yourself?” he asked, returning her scrutiny. 

“You know who I am. Good game though.” Although she’d never admit it out loud, she was secretly impressed. The landlord had gone all out to convince her the room was haunted. Now, however, she had other things on her mind.

Things like that gorgeous hunk of a man who was quite unconcernedly making himself comfortable in her wing-backed chair. 

“You should watch that,” she pointed out smugly. “If you were really the Earl of Heatheringham, you’d have waited for the lady to sit before taking your own seat.”

His eyelids were half closed, and he looked up at her somewhat broodingly. “If I were the Earl of Heatheringham,” he replied, “I should hope that I was intelligent enough to realise that customs have changed. It is no longer necessary.” 

His fingers strayed to his single fob, catching Kate’s attention. An image of those fingers stroking her naked skin as soothingly as they were rubbing on the dull gold skittered through her head, and she almost missed his next words.

“I believe the year is 2005?” A single eyebrow was raised in laconic question, but his fingers continued their mesmerising action.

Reluctantly, Kate lifted her eyes back to his, only to be met with a look of wry male amusement. The tingling that had been slowly spreading across her skin immediately evaporated, replaced by a slowly burning anger. This jerk was still trying to convince her that ghosts existed. How dare he try and play her for a fool like that? 

“Of course it’s 2005.” Her tone was scathing, and she took two quick steps across the room until she was so close he had to bend his head back slightly in order to hold eye contact. “And I dare say your last pay slip had the date printed on it too.”

He managed to look mildly interested. “What is a pay slip?”

Oooh, he was good. 

As a wave of his cologne wafted around her, Kate suddenly realised that maybe standing this close hadn’t been such a good idea after all. He smelt absolutely divine—like lemons and cedar—and she could feel his body heat radiating out to enfold her in a velvet blanket. Hot, musky male...Unconsciously, she shifted a little closer, her arm actually reaching out, nearly touching his shoulder, before she hastily jerked it back. 
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