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Our Lady of Sorrows Abbey, Northumbrian coast on the Scottish border, 1294

“I would meet this miraculous woman. Where is the abbess? I’ll have her order you to admit me.” 

“Mother Clement is at prayers and cannot be disturbed. I am in charge of the infirmary, and I will not have my patients treated as objects of curiosity. The return of the girl’s speech is indeed a miracle. However, I remind you, Lord Hawksedge, that she has been mute for the seven years since she came to us. I doubt she will be able to say much of any interest.” Sister Joan’s tone discouraged argument. 

“But I understand that she regained her speech at the sight of my insignia. ’Twould be wrong of you to deny me, since my mark caused the miracle to occur.” 

“God is the source of all miracles, your lordship.” 

Count on Sister Joan to steer every conversation to God. But since the Earl of Hawksedge was the target of the sanctimonious old nun’s reproach, Larkin nearly cheered as she listened to the polite disagreement taking place outside the infirmary window. 

“Very true, Sister. But how often does a man get to witness a miracle in which he played a part?” 

“I could not say.” 

“Allow me to see the woman, please. I will be gentle in my manner and most generous in my gratitude,” Hawksedge persisted.

Sister Joan sighed. “As you will.” 

A polite knock sounded, and the infirmary door opened before Larkin could force her rusty voice to bid them enter. 

“The Earl of Hawksedge has learned you recovered your ability to speak,” the nun said in slow, calm tones. 

“Aye.” Larkin rasped the word and stared at the tall, elderly man who followed Sister Joan. Of course the murdering hypocrite she’d wed by proxy would hasten to witness the miracle of a mute orphan’s speech. May his soul rot in hell. Hate boiled in Larkin at the sight of him. 

“Here, drink this.” Sister Joan handed her a cup of water. “Try not to talk too much. Your voice will need time to accustom itself to being used again.” 

She drank and nodded. 

“The earl wishes to witness the miracle of your returned speech. Praise heaven.” 

The man stared at Larkin, as if surprised to see an ordinary woman where he expected a deformed idiot, though she knew her bright red hair made her far from ordinary. 

She ducked her head to greet the nobleman and kept her eyes downcast. She wanted him to see humility, not the fear and loathing that crawled along her skin and burned her face. She had a question to ask and needed all her courage, for she had every reason to believe the earl would not be pleased.

Hard fingers lifted her chin, forcing her to meet his gaze. “What is your name?” 

“Lady Larkin Rosham,” she croaked. “Your wife, my lord, and I demand justice for the murder of my family at the hands of your men.” 

The earl’s face purpled. He dropped his hand as if scalded. “That is preposterous. Scots killed Lady Larkin and all her family on the eve of sealing the vows we made by proxy.” He rounded on Sister Joan. “What is the meaning of this? Do you harbor liars here, or is she mad?” 

The nun stepped to Larkin’s side and placed a hand on her forehead. “Lie down, child, and do not speak again until you have rested.” Then Joan turned to the earl. “See how red her face is. She is fever mad. Let us leave her to the care of the good sisters who assist me at the infirmary. You have traveled far from your estate in the south. I’m sure your business at Hawksedge Keep is more urgent than the ravings of a fevered orphan.” 

They left the small building, pausing once more where Larkin could hear them beyond the window. 

“Ravings or no, I will not support such insult. She is not a nun, so I want her gone from the abbey by daybreak, or I may forget why I generously allowed the abbey to be built on my lands and reclaim the property.” 

Larkin shivered at the cold fury in the earl’s voice. He served the abbey as landlord and patron, making large donations that the nuns could sore afford to lose. But to order them to stop giving charity seemed especially heartless. 

“When she has recovered from her fever, I will consult with Mother Clement. I’m certain she will find a solution that satisfies you.” 

“’Tis more than that liar in the infirmary deserves.” 

“But a Christian soul would not send a sick woman out to fend for herself.” 

The earl blustered as if he wanted to argue. Larkin wished she could see his face. All Northumbria knew the earl believed himself magnanimous, when nothing could be further from the truth. He was a self-serving old hypocrite whose generosity always came with conditions. Until this day, she’d never met him, but she knew from personal experience he was not above using violence to achieve his desires.

“Aye,” he finally muttered. “’Tis the right thing to do and pious too. I will pray for her soul when I return to Hawksedge Keep.” 

“You are all that is gracious, my lord,” Sister Joan lied without qualm, just as she had lied about Larkin’s fever. Larkin heard their footsteps move off. She went to the window and peered out. The earl called to his men, climbed into a curtained chair, and was carried away. 

At the sight, she knelt in silent prayer. She gave thanks that the earl was gone, then formed a plea that God would aid her in the days to come. Without the shelter of the abbey, she had nowhere to go and nothing to protect her. The world would think her a nameless peasant, and that she could not tolerate. She was Lady Larkin Rosham, legally Countess of Hawksedge, and she would prove it.

As Larkin rose from her knees, Mother Clement and Sister Joan entered the room. The abbess dismissed Joan and the nuns who worked there. “Now, child, what possessed you to make such a foolish claim?” 

“Because it is true.” 

Mother Clement cleared her throat. “The virtue of truth is not in the telling but in our actions, child. The Earl of Hawksedge is not a forgiving man, and your statements accuse him of more than failure to avenge the death of a bride and her family. By claiming to be Lady Larkin Rosham, you have placed yourself and the abbey in grave danger. I will do what I can to mitigate that risk, but since you will have to leave the abbey, any aid I may offer is limited.” 

“But . . .” 

The abbess raised a hand. “No, the time for naive foolishness is done. The world thinks Lady Larkin dead along with her parents and retinue. ’Tis best the world continues to think so. Now if I am to help you, you must tell me the whole story. Then, if you are wise, you will never again speak of this to anyone.” 
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Near Hawksedge Keep, Northumbrian coast on the Scottish border, 1295

Sir Talon Quereste refused to allow a little thing like being lost in a fog prevent him from completing his task as a royal herald. After getting garbled directions from an anchoress who screeched at the sight of him, swore evil lived at Hawksedge Keep, and then warned him that no good would come of traveling there, he finally located the town of Hawking Sedge. With the mist thickening, he stopped at the alehouse and asked for better directions or a guide. The alewife refused to give more information than “follow the road.” The patrons of the house, when questioned, refused to a man to guide Talon. Even proclaiming himself King Edward’s royal herald failed to gain their cooperation. 

“T’ earl’s disappeared and ’tis haunted, sir,” they claimed. 

They exchanged taunts with him, and Talon left the alehouse swearing to spend the night in the keep and catch any ghost that wandered its halls. If he could ever find the cursed place.

He very much doubted the earl had vanished. More like he was hiding because he knew he’d incurred Edward I’s wrath. When the king of England summoned a man to renew vows of fealty and that man failed to comply, the king might justifiably be angry. So Longshanks had sent one of his heralds—fondly known by courtiers as the king’s hounds. The fact that the chosen hound was the last person the Earl of Hawksedge would want to see was sugar on the plum for both king and herald. Talon would ferret the man out no matter where he hid. Would his father recognize him? Not likely, despite the fact that, according to rumor, Talon’s guinea gold hair and dark purple eyes could have only come from the Earl of Hawksedge.

St. Swithun’s nose! Recognition by the earl was as likely as finding Hawksedge Keep in this fog. Talon couldn’t even see his mount’s ears in the chill gray mass that swirled around him. According to one of the village cowards, the keep “loomed on a hill near the sea, its great black stones a blot from hell upon heaven’s beautiful sky.” Ghosts! Stones from hell! Nonsense is what it was. 

His mount came to an abrupt halt. What now? Try as he might, he could not make the beast move forward. Talon twisted to look behind him. The fog had swallowed all sign of human habitation. The villagers’ absurd fears kept them warm and dry within the alehouse, while his sensible disbelief that Hades somehow escaped its bounds left him cold, wet, and stranded in an impenetrable mist, unable to determine either the way forward or the road back—on a horse gone mad with stubbornness. 

Of a sudden, the silence hit. ’Tis the fog. It deadens all sound. He wished for the comforting clop of iron-shod hooves on dirt. He shivered in the enveloping chill and took a deep breath of mist-laden air. The salt tang reassured him. At least he hadn’t ridden off a cliff into the sea. Talon smiled at his own foolishness. If his steed would not go forward on its own, he would dismount and lead the animal. 

He had swung his leg across the horse’s rump when a hideous wail arose, bleeding through the fog to ooze fear down his spine. He hung there, suspended above the earth on the strength of a single stirrup. That the horse didn’t bolt was a miracle of good training. 

The fog, so thick and impenetrable a moment ago, formed a gap in the wake of the noise. Talon looked in the direction of the sound and met the wide-eyed gaze of a disembodied head. 

His breath froze, and he swayed, dizzy with surprise. She ... it ... possessed the most beautiful face he’d ever seen. A delicate nose flared in a perfect oval framed with fiery red tresses. Long, dark lashes fluttered over bright, exotically tilted blue eyes. A berry-red mouth formed an O. Ivory satin skin pinked over high cheekbones as he watched. Every feature vanished the instant the fog closed between him and the vision. Talon choked on the nauseating aroma of death and lavender mixed with the sea-scented fog. The smell dissipated as quickly as the last glimmer of light. However, that hideous, grinding wail lingered, the aural guardian of a soul doomed for eternity to search out a body no doubt long dead. 

What was he thinking? The bright blue eyes had blinked. The berry lips had gasped. She’d even blushed. Whoever she was, that head belonged to a very live woman. He settled back into the saddle and hauled his mount’s head around. With as much speed as he thought safe, given the lack of visibility, Talon hurried after the dying wail, heartened when he heard it rise again, for that meant he was nearing his quarry. 

He moved along, pursuing the noise and the woman until his horse once again refused to move. What was wrong with the beast? Talon growled. He could either stay with the horse and lose the maid, or follow the maid and ... And what? Stumble blind over a cliff into the sea and lose not only his horse but his life? Nay, only a madman would go wandering around unknown ground in a fog this thick, which made the dunces back in the alehouse look very wise indeed. 

Cold chattered Talon’s teeth, and damp soaked his clothing. He needed shelter. No doubt that’s what his mount had been trying to tell him. He could hear his good friend and fellow herald Amis Du Grace laughing in agreement that Talon’s horse was smarter than its rider. He shook his head—once again single-minded determination had led him into trouble. Still, the trouble would be worth it, if he could serve the Earl of Hawksedge even a small amount of the anguish the man had served a six-year-old boy tossed from his home and labeled a bastard. 

Talon dismounted and moved to his steed’s head. The animal needed a stern lecture on obeying its rider. The fog became darker just ahead of him. “I’ve had enough nonsense for one day,” he said, whether to the horse or the fog was hard to tell. “There are no such things as ghosts or disembodied heads that blink and blush.” He lengthened his stride, hoping to pull his mount forward, and ran smack into black stone. 

He’d found Hawksedge Keep. 

“Hell and blast the devil, that hurt.” Talon’s nose throbbed. Stinging pain attacked his chin and forehead. His shoulder ached where his horse had bitten him, taking exception when Talon’s backside landed on its hoof. Fortunately, the destrier reacted with only that one nip, standing its ground with relative calm, rather than trampling Talon to death in irritation. 

Which direction would lead him to the keep’s gates? 

Now that he’d stopped cursing and held still, he could hear the quiet rush of the sea off to his right. Logic dictated that the bulk of the keep must be to his left. Talon set off, reins in one hand, the other palm pressed against the keep’s wall to guide him. He wanted a stable for his horse, warm food in his belly, and a soft pillow upon which to lay his weary head, in that order. 

Soon enough, the stone surface gave way to wood. Talon examined the area with his hands. Too narrow for the main gate, he must have found a postern. ’Twas tall and wide enough to admit both him and his horse. He located the latch, praying that it wasn’t locked. The latch grated, and the gate swung open. Thank St. Swithun. Talon marched in, towing his horse behind him. 

The fog was less thick in what must be the bailey, but no light shone from window or lamp. The keep appeared to be deserted as the villagers claimed. He closed the gate. Not even the clack of wood on stone echoed off the walls. ’Twas passing strange. Fog or no, the animals of the keep should make some noise. None of the sights, sounds, or smells expected in an occupied keep came to him. He cast uneasy glances about, seeing nothing but hazy images. 

Talon’s stomach growled. He sniffed, a little surprised to find no scent of bread or meat cooking for a meal. He should have known better than to expect hot food. Yet the very air smelled wrong. No ordinary odors mixed with the muted seawater tang. No stench of manure or the damp fur of living creatures. No pungent smoke of a blacksmith’s fire. The place was lifeless as a tomb. Surely, ’tis my imagination that creates a faint whiff of death on the air. 

Keeping his free hand on the inside wall, he walked until he found the stables. There, he gathered a bundle of straw from under foot and struck a spark with his own flint and steel, prepared to stamp out the badly needed light if the flame threatened to blaze beyond control. On a shelf by the stable door, luck blessed him with a glimmer of glass reflecting the small flame. He’d found a lantern, one that had a good wick and supply of oil. With the flame safely transferred, Talon cared for his horse. 

Then, exhausted with the strains of travel, he mounted the stairs to the keep’s central tower. He still hadn’t seen or heard sign of any man or beast other than himself and his horse. Having searched the main rooms and found nothing human or otherwise, Talon ignored the gnawing in his belly and chose the solar bedroom. From the quality of the furnishings, he guessed it to be the earl’s chamber and was entirely too tired to care. The earl would be well served when he returned to find his despised son occupying the lord’s chamber and bed. Talon stripped, laid his sword atop his clothing then settled himself on the soft ticking of the huge bed. Even damp and musty, the bed offered more comfort than he’d seen in days. Since there was none to say him nay, he intended to take full advantage of the opportunity to sleep between linen and fur. 

Here in the solar, the stink of decay and neglect wasn’t quite so bad. He lay down, too spent to search out wood and light a fire or even close the door. He doubted even a ghost would wake him. How long had Hawksedge Keep lain abandoned? Yawning, he closed his eyes. Tomorrow would be soon enough to seek out answers to the keep’s strange emptiness. 

A blast of frigid, rain-damp air woke him. A scent ten times worse than any privy followed swiftly on the chill. Men who died in battle smelled better. Talon gagged, came alert, and slid from the bed in one silent motion. He crouched, balanced on the balls of his feet, ignoring the cold of the floor. He closed his hand around his sword’s hilt. His eyes searched the gloom. 

In front of the solar doorway hovered a slim column of white. For the second time that night, Talon felt fear slither down his spine. Were the villagers right? Was Hawksedge Keep haunted? 

His gaze narrowed, focused completely on the apparition that swayed within the opening. He inhaled deep and slow, then choked on the nauseating scent, and barely restrained a cough. A shuffle broke the silence. Shoes! He was right. That pale figure was no ghost. But who was it? And why pretend to haunt an abandoned keep?

Talon held his breath and waited, certain he remained undetected on the far side of the bed. His muscles coiled, ready to spring at the first sign of discovery. But the shoe-wearing figure turned away. 

He rose silently and followed it down the hallway. The intruder paused near the passage’s end. Talon wished now he had explored the entire keep earlier. The mock ghost had the advantage of knowing the territory. Allowing an opponent an advantage was never a good idea. However, Talon had surprise on his side, and weight as well from the rail-thin look of the intruder. 

The figure paused, stooped, then straightened. Talon halted. Steel snicked on flint. A light flared. The ghost lifted a lantern, opened a door, and disappeared. A faint glow from the lantern spilled into the hall, telling Talon the door remained ajar. Cat-footed, he sped to the opening and peered around the edge. 

The intruder stood before the far wall. The lantern rested on a small table. A pale arm lifted and fell. A small chink sounded. 

Prying with some tool at the wall stones? Were there secrets within the keep’s walls? Talon moved over the threshold, hoping to get close enough to see what the false spirit was about. His raised sword clanked against some object. 

The figure turned, threw an object at Talon, and leaped at him in the same instant. Talon dodged the missile and braced for impact. His movement opened a narrow space. With robe lifted, the intruder sped past him, flying down the corridor. 

“Nay,” Talon roared his frustration. He pursued. 

Halfway to the stairs, he caught the robe’s hem and jerked. The cloth parted just above the ghostly knees. The intruder stumbled but regained balance and ran on, long, white legs aflash. Talon launched himself at the retreating form, desperate to get the upper hand and stop the invader’s escape. 

***
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Larkin swung the small mason’s hammer and hit the chisel she’d positioned in the cracked mortar. She’d left the bucket of offal just outside the door. She heartily disliked the stuff, but it was an essential part of the disguise that kept everyone away from the keep. The hammer swung again, and a chunk of mortar flew past her shoulder. She was making progress and had every hope she would soon find her family’s marriage box. Satisfaction settled the nerves that had churned in her stomach from the instant the fog had parted to show a man’s face. 

It had been a close call.

She’d held her breath, listening to the clop of hooves sounding ever closer behind her. She heard nothing save that cursed squeaky axle. Were it not for the ill-fitted beam’s grinding wail, she and her unshod pony might have passed by the stranger and never seen him, nor he her. Now the lack of grease might lead the man straight to her. She hadn’t dared to breathe until she knew she’d escaped him. No pursuit sounded in the mist. 

“Hell and blast the devil, that hurt,” from out of the miasma, a deep masculine voice had sworn. 

What happened? She had shifted, trying to see behind her. The fog shrouded everything, except for the string of curses that faded even as they echoed from every direction, but she saw nothing and no one. She smiled then sobered. Whatever occupied the man, she was safe—for the time being. 

A full year carting for the abbey in the area around Hawksedge Keep had told her where she was without having to see. The grassy verge she had followed paralleled the keep’s walls, until the mortared stones cornered and the path went on toward the cliffs. ’Twas those cliffs that were her immediate, though not ultimate, goal this night. 

No this night, as she had every night for the past month, she donned a concealing white cloak and entered Hawksedge Keep through one of many caves in the cliff side that arced along the coast. That particular cave led to the keep’s secret passage and allowed her to enter unwatched so she could search the building for her family’s marriage box. Because she was the oldest—and only—married female in her mother’s family, the box belonged to her now. The large box, almost the size of a chest, contained in one compartment locks of hair, cut from each bride on her wedding day, tied with ribbons from each wedding dress. In a second compartment were stored copies of all the marriage documents for the past hundred years. The box was handed down from mother to daughter and held the proof that Larkin was who she claimed to be. With the box in her possession, she could reclaim the Rosham home and title, then seek justice for her family’s murder. The villagers would cease calling her Liar Larkin. The evil, conniving Earl of Hawksedge would be forced to acknowledge her and admit he had ordered the murder of her entire family. All she had to do was find the marriage box that had to be hidden somewhere in the vast levels, rooms, and hallways of Hawksedge Keep. Unless the earl had destroyed it.

She shook her head and continued to chisel mortar from a section of stone that was obviously more recently laid than the rest of the walls in the room. She refused to believe the box and its contents would be destroyed. The earl needed the marriage box as much as she did, for it was proof that, through his supposedly dead wife, he owned her childhood home, Rosewood Castle, and all its lands.

Thank the Madonna that the marriage to the earl was by proxy and had never been consummated. Larkin moved the chisel. Once she had the box and proved her identity, she would reclaim her birthright. Then she could petition for an annulment and plead her case for justice to the king. Finally, she would be free to live the peaceful, independent life she’d longed for since the day she’d sat vigil in the dirt and bushes mere steps from her mother’s dead body.

She forced all thought of her mother and father from her head. The time would come when she would need the fury those horrifying memories created, but not now. Now she needed to remain cool and aware of her surroundings. The earl could reappear as easily as he disappeared. Then his servants would fill the keep, and she would have to restrict her searches to occasions when she knew she would not be discovered. Heavens, visitors unaware of the earl’s absence could arrive at any time. Was that what had brought the stranger to the area? If so, he’d been going the wrong way. She chuckled to herself. Hawksedge Keep had been less than a yard behind him. He was probably still wandering lost in the fog. With luck, he’d find the village and take shelter there. Otherwise, he was in for a long, cold, wet night.

The sound of metal on stone clanked behind her. She whirled and threw the hammer at the tall, broad man advancing from the doorway. Whoever it was dodged the hammer, leaving her an opening to the hallway.

Lifting her robe, she leapt forward, tumbling the lamp to the floor as she sped past him and flew down the corridor. 

He pursued, shouting his denial.

She ran faster. She would escape him. 

A jerk on her robe made her stumble. The cloth tore, and she was able to recover her balance. The stairs were in sight. She could lose him in the gloom at the bottom. She lengthened her stride. 

A tremendous blow knocked the breath from her lungs and the chisel from her grasp, then brought her to her knees. The weight behind the blow laid her flat. Her brain rattled on impact with the floor, and pain burst in her left cheek. 

Her hood fell over her head. Despite the ache in her pate, she struggled to rise, to breathe, but the weight on her back pressed her down. She kicked without effect at the solid limbs that surrounded her legs. Her hands scrabbled. If only she could find purchase in the exposed skin of the face that she knew rose just above her head. 

Luck was with her. One hand filled with a hank of hair. The nails of her other hand sank into his neck. She would not succumb to her mother’s fate. She would slit his throat by hand, if she must. 

“Arrgh!” Iron fingers closed around each of her wrists. A satisfying clump of golden locks flashed by in one of her hands as he jerked them away from his face. The relentless pressure on her back increased, forcing her to exhale what little air she had left. 

Then her back was free of the weight, but more of it settled on her rump at the point where her bottom met her thighs. She sucked in huge gasps of air. Despite the grip on her arms, she twisted wildly, trying to dislodge her attacker and break the hold. 

“Stop,” a vaguely familiar voice ground out as tight and hard as his grasp. “Or you’ll get more than the beating you deserve.” 

She ignored him, pitching herself from side to side and bucking as much as she could. 

The pressure on her arms increased. She shivered as his warm breath flowed over her ear. 

“Sweet Jesu, will you cease before you do us both an injury?” 

Larkin stilled, panting, but could not cease the trembling that seized her body. That voice belonged to the man she’d left cursing in the fog.

“Much better,” he huffed and eased back. 

He hadn’t hurt her and was trying not to. Why? 

Holding her wrists in one hand, she felt him fumble at her waist and remove the rope that cinched her robe tight. Nay! He would not rape her. Before she could renew her fight, he bound her wrists. When hard hands bit into her upper arms, she writhed in protest. He stood, lifted her upright, and turned her to face him. Her feet dangled above the floor. 

From beneath the shadow of her hood, she stared into the same dark eyes she’d seen in the fog outside. Were they purple? ’Twas too dark to tell much save they were nearly black. Bloody furrows decorated his neck. Scraped skin showed on his nose and chin, and his mouth twisted in a frown. She made a silent prayer for release. 

The prayer found answer in a rapid shaking. 

“Who are you?” he demanded. 

Larkin closed her eyes against the disorienting motion and felt her hood fall back. 

Of a sudden the shaking ceased. 

“St. Swithun’s toes, you’re the woman from the fog.” 

She opened her eyes and sent him a piercing glare. 

Unaffected, the man turned her around, set her on her feet before him, and pushed her into the solar and down onto a footstool. He pulled up the only chair and sat in front of her. Her gaze traveled from his square chin and firm-lipped mouth, past his broad shoulders, lingered briefly on his lightly furred chest, and then dipped lower. That was the moment when she realized he was naked—completely, hugely naked. She felt her eyes grow round. Her gaze sprang back to his face. Her cheeks burned, though she doubted he could see it in the dimness. 

“Like what you see?” He grinned, showing strong white teeth. Without waiting for her reply, he rose and went to the bed where he donned hose and chausses, then returned to sit with his well-muscled chest entirely too close to her nose. “Now who are you? What are you doing here? Where is the earl?” 

She remained mute under the hail of questions. Why couldn’t she have run faster?

“Well.” He leaned forward, crowding her. “I’m not a patient man, but I can be merciful, if you tell the truth.” 

Larkin held herself still. Would he believe the truth? 

He leaned forward once more and spoke quietly in her ear. “You were about to explain who you are and what you know about the earl’s disappearance.” 

“I know nothing about the earl.” She answered in the same clear, crisp Norman tongue of the nobility that he used so he could not mistake her meaning. 

“’Tis possible,” he acknowledged, “but not likely. I shall count that as one falsehood against you. Do not tell me another. Who are you?” 

He would not believe her, so why not say true? “I am Lady Larkin Rosham.” 

He heaved a great sigh. 

Mint wafted her way on breath that was surprisingly sweet for such a monster. She shivered. 

“Not many peasants can manage such clear Norman. ’Tis obvious you have been well schooled. I told you not to try another lie.” 

“I don’t lie.” Although she did not bother to correct his assumption that she was a peasant. ’Twould be a waste of breath.

“Do you not? All England knows that Scots raiders murdered Baron Rosham and his family years ago. Since you cannot tell the truth, I have no choice but to keep you with me.” He grasped her chin between his thumb and forefinger. “’Tis a shame. I would have liked more cooperation this night.” 

He would rape her after all. And she could do nothing to prevent it. She would end like her mother. But before she died, she would find a way to kill him. 
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​Chapter Two
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She jerked her chin away and, from the corner of her eye, caught sight of the big bed. Fear numbed her ability to resist. She watched as he retied her wrists in front of her. 

He lifted her over his shoulder and carried her to the velvet-draped bed, where he dropped her to the thin rug beside one of the posts near the foot of the bed. She mentally rubbed her stinging backside and watched him fumble inside a sack that lay on a chest. What kind of rapine was this? 

He pulled out a rope that he promptly wrapped round her torso, securing her arms to her body. He then tied the rope to the post, leaving enough slack that she might reach the screened chamber pot or lie down, if she wished. As if she could find comfort on the thin cloth covering the hard floor. Hmph. The man had no courtesy in him if he left a lady to shiver in discomfort on a scratchy rug that did little to soften or warm the floor planks while he sought his sleep on a cozy down bed. Of course, he thought her a peasant, not a lady.

Heavy cloth dropped over her head. Larkin sputtered and struggled to shake off the restricting wool. Her efforts were wasted. No sooner had he covered her than the man’s hands lifted the cloth, freed her face, and rearranged the wool around her for what little warmth the fabric might provide. His hands roamed across her body and legs. Larkin felt heat trail in the wake of his fingers. How could she possibly feel heat when the cold made her shake? 

He lifted her head, and Larkin felt the down of a pillow behind her as he released his grip. The shadow cast by the bed obliterated all light, but she felt his breath on her cheek and knew he held his face close to hers. 

“’Tis not my way to treat any woman with discourtesy. But you do not answer my questions, and your actions tonight resemble those of a thief. Tomorrow, perhaps, will be different. But know this, Mistress Ghost, you will never escape me. I always gain what I want, and what I gain, I keep.” He climbed into the bed and was soon snoring softly.

Larkin lay awake for a long time working at the knots and failing to loosen them, finally falling into exhausted slumber. Screams woke her, as they had nearly every night for the past seven years. She lay curled tightly against the dark, the fear, and told herself the screams were imaginary, an echo of the horror she’d suffered at mother’s death. But this night, the voice crying out in protest and denial was real and very audible. The rocks and bushes of her personal nightmare had become a hard floor and walls, and a deeper voice moaned against loss and pain. 

Where was she, and why she was not abed
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