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"I never cheat at cards, and I never take advantage of a woman."

With a slow tug on her braid, Austin pulled her toward him. She resisted, grabbing her braid, trying to pull it from his grasp. "What are you doing now, if not taking advantage of me?"

"Trying to show one lovely lady how grateful I am." He moved toward her, holding her tethered by her braid.

"I'm not the type of woman who -" He nuzzled the soft skin below her ear. "Oh, my!"

"One kiss, that's all I want to steal."

"You mustn't," she whispered, pushing against his shoulders.

He released her braid, sliding his arm around her, drawing her close, too close. Her breasts pressed against his chest, soft and yielding against his hard muscles. He held her in an embrace she could easily have broken. Yet this thief had stolen her will.

"You smell like lavender in the rain." He rolled her earlobe between his teeth, sending sparks shimmering down her neck and across her shoulders. "Kiss me, sweet Sarah."
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To Aunt Evelyn, you always understood my dreams, my need to free the creative part of my soul.

To Diane and Penny, with you I shared the dreams of my teenage years and the struggle to make those dreams come true.

Thank you, dear friends, for believing in me.
Chapter One
New York City, May 1887
"Don't move or I'll shoot." Sarah gripped the handle of her brother's gun between her palms, trying to steady her hands as she aimed at the broad back of the intruder.

He halted in the middle of her brother's secret gallery, this man who had invaded her home. He had drawn the drapes in a room forever cloaked from the outside world, allowing pale moonlight to pour through the three mullioned windows, casting squares of silver across the room. Caught in a silvery frame, moonlight etched his tall form in the darkness, drawing lines along wide shoulders, slipping silver fingers into hair as black as the devil's soul.

"I assure you, I'm an excellent marksman." She reached blindly for the switch she knew should be directly to her right on the wall, hoping her lie sounded convincing. She was terrified of guns. "Don't try anything foolish. I won't hesitate to shoot you."

He glanced over his shoulder. Soft moonlight carved his profile, illuminating the curve of his lips. The man was smiling!

"Miss Van Horne, you're supposed to be attending a ball at Isabel Bennett's home."

"How did you know?" Sarah clenched the pistol, her damp palm slipping against the smooth silver grip. Where was that switch? she wondered, sliding her left hand across the smooth mahogany panels lining the wall.

"In my profession, it's important to know when the lady of the house will be out." His voice was deep, smooth, like sable sliding against her skin, and it was tinged with an accent that painted images in her mind of stone castles rising above the English moors.

She connected with the switch, her fingers fumbling a moment before the lights overhead flickered and glowed, spilling blessed incandescent light into the room. She stared at the intruder, a tall man with thick black hair that spilled over the collar of his finely tailored black coat in soft waves. Who was this thief who sounded as though he would be at home among the British aristocracy? "I'm sure the police will be fascinated by your trade secrets."

"Do you really need to summon the police?" He turned to face her, a slow pivot filled with the grace of a panther. "There's been no harm done."

Sarah tried to draw a breath, but it splintered in her throat. The man was not what she had expected. Not at all. What was a burglar doing dressed in formal evening wear as though he had simply stepped away from a ball? And a burglar had no right being so handsome. Indecently handsome.

His face - perfection, like a prince in some vaguely remembered fairy tale, carved with strong lines and curves, a man who could wield a sword to slay dragons and rescue fair damsels. His was a face destined to trip the heart of any unsuspecting maiden. Sarah felt her own heart stumble.
Shouldn't a burglar have a scar, an imperfection? Shouldn't a burglar have a crooked nose instead of one so thin and straight? And his eyes, definitely not the eyes of a burglar. Black brows arched above eyes that were too blue to be called gray and too silvery to be called blue; eyes filled with the same mischief she could see in the curve of his full lips.

He was studying her with those silvery blue eyes, and Sarah had the feeling she had never been observed so keenly, as though he were an artist studying her, making mental notes of the portrait he would paint. Heat pressed against her, surrounding her, the heat of early May trapped in this hidden room, trapped with the scent of beeswax and lemon oil and the faint trace of bayberry and spices.

He slid his warm gaze from the crown of her light brown hair to the tips of her bare toes peeking out from beneath her blue linen robe. Although he stood more than ten feet away, she felt as though he were touching her, stroking her with gentle hands.

He appraised her in a decidedly masculine way that made her more aware of her femininity than she had ever been in her life. Beneath the concealing folds of her robe and gown, her skin tingled. "I suppose no one has ever told you it's impolite to stare."

He lifted his gaze, and in those silvery blue eyes she saw the warmth of a man who understood what his lazy perusal had done to her, a man who enjoyed the blush she could feel warming her cheeks. ''I suppose no one has ever told you it's dangerous to go about the house carrying a pistol."

Sarah hoisted the pistol that had drooped in her hands, aiming for the vee where his starched white shirt met the soft black silk of his waistcoat. "I find a loaded pistol does wonders to keep the common burglar in his place."

He laughed, a rumble that came from deep in his chest and tempted her to join him. She bit her lower lip to keep from smiling. Gracious, what was wrong with her? The man was a scoundrel.

"Miss Van Horne, I'm afraid you've complicated matters immensely by coming home early."

Did the rogue expect her to apologize? She sought some chilling remark and found her mind dreadfully sluggish. Fear, anger, she understood these emotions. But the way this man made her feel was utterly foreign. Breathless, she stared at him, her heart pounding as though she had been running for miles and suddenly reached her destination.

Merlin slipped beneath the hem of her robe and nightgown, brushing his soft gray fur against her bare legs. The cat had alerted her to this stranger. Merlin had heard something with his keen cat ears, and she had followed him to the hidden entrance of her brother's treasure trove.

If only Merlin were a snarling mastiff, instead of a purring cat, the rogue might look a little intimidated Sarah thought. He certainly wasn't the least bit intimidated by her, even though she was holding a pistol.

"Just why did you leave the party?"

A headache, that's what she had told her stepmother, Roxanne. No need for Roxanne to leave the party, Sarah had assured her. No need for anyone to know the real reason she had needed to escape soon after arriving at the party.

Sarah had walked from Isabel Bennett's house, slipping in the back door of her home as though she were a thief. She had wanted to see no one. She had suffered enough humiliation for one night. "The reason I left the party is of no concern to you."

"I'm afraid it is. You see, if you had stayed at the party we wouldn't find ourselves in this awkward situation."

"No. I would have returned instead to find my home ransacked."

"I wouldn't exactly say ransacked."

He tilted his head, a crinkle appearing between his black brows as he looked at her. The light stroked his thick hair, coaxing dark chestnut highlights from the silky strands of ebony that tumbled around his face in undisciplined waves. Was his hair really as soft as it looked? Oh, my, what decent woman would be thinking about his hair at a time like this?

He glanced down to the pistol she held in her shaky hands, then met her eyes. "You do know how to handle that pistol, don't you? I would hate to be shot by accident."

"I know what I'm doing."

He nodded, though the look in his eyes told her he doubted her every word.

Did she have any idea what she was doing? She was standing in her nightgown, holding a pistol she had never fired, facing a rogue who had broken into her house. And she was trembling, but not from fear. Dear lord, not from fear, but from a dark primitive emotion she had never realized dwelt inside her.

Like mother, like daughter. Shame prickled her skin like a thousand needles, the same shame she had lived with most of her life.

"Miss Van Horne, about the police..."

"I'm going to send for them immediately."

He held her gaze a long moment with eyes that seemed to touch deep within her. There was a serenity in those eyes, a confidence in this man, a powerful magnetism that made her want to trust him. She clutched the pistol.

"I believe you should reconsider."

"Reconsider? You're a thief." Merlin circled her legs, pressing against her. "Why in the world would I not call the police?"

"Your brother has an interesting collection of artifacts." He turned his attention to the sword in a glass case to his left, the polished steel nestled against a bed of red velvet, a small brass plate identifying its origin. "Is it true that sword once belonged to Alexander the Great?"

Sarah glanced to the case, one of ten poised on polished mahogany planks in the long room, each containing precious pieces from the past. "The sword is one of my brother's favorite pieces."

"A treasure any museum would be proud to display."

Suspicion crawled upward along her spine, a chill spreading across her warm skin. The same suspicion Roxanne had voiced time and time again. The same suspicion Sarah had felt the first day her brother had brought home one of his treasures. Since that day two years ago, Leighton had brought home hundreds of pieces, all rare, all belonging in a museum.

It was a collection any man would be proud to own. And yet Leighton seldom invited anyone into his secret gallery. According to Roxanne, her stepson was nothing less than a thief. The threat of scandal alone kept her from calling the police to arrest the stepson Roxanne could barely tolerate.

How had this man even known this room existed? It was tucked away on the second floor of their Fifth Avenue home, hidden behind a door her brother had commissioned to be secretly covered, replaced by a sliding panel eighteen months ago, one week after their father's death. "What were you doing in here?"

"There are men in this world who are collectors of beautiful objects." He lowered his gaze to where her thick braid rested against the curve of her breast. "I sometimes help them collect rare pieces."

Warmth flared where his gaze touched her, as though he had brushed her skin with his fingertips. Her wanton reaction terrified her. "How did you know about my brother's collection?"

"It's famous in that world of private collectors."

She didn't want to know any more. She didn't want to think her brother might have hired a man like this, a man who could steal, a man who could help build his collection.

"The police will ask a great many questions," he said, as though he could read her thoughts. "You have nothing to fear from me. I'm simply a man trying to make a living, Miss Van Horne. I assure you, I never steal from anyone who cannot afford the loss."

"A modern-day Robin Hood."

"Not exactly. I steal from the rich to sell to the rich." He smiled, warm and generous and utterly disarming. "I'm afraid the police will cause a great deal of scandal."

Did this man know? Did he have any idea how much scandal she had already endured? More scandal in her life was the last thing she needed. And for some misbegotten reason the idea of sending this handsome rogue to prison did not appeal to her in the least. "If I let you go, will you promise to leave the city?"

"And never see you again? Would you truly inflict such severe punishment?"

Her heart fluttered at the beguiling lie. The man was a charming liar. And she was a fool. At 28 she should be immune to such nonsense as this, she thought. Yet here she was with her heart dancing at the base of her throat, all because of one devastating thief. "There's no need for false flattery. I've already agreed to let you go."

"You really have no idea how lovely you are."

"On the contrary. I know I'm not altogether unattractive, pretty perhaps, on my best days. Yet unexceptional."

"Beautiful, in a subtle way."

"Beautiful is stretching my assets a great deal." Clarissa was the beautiful one. Her half sister had New York at her dainty little feet.

"But you are beautiful. Not the type of beauty that overwhelms a man. But a beauty that grows each time he looks at you."

Although he didn't move, she felt as though he were drawing closer, the heat of the room his heat, his warmth wrapping around her, seeping into her blood. Her pulse beat wildly against the lace of her high collar.

"Take your hair, for example. Not the yellow so worshiped these days, but a blend of color, golden honey where the light strokes the shiny strands, rich shades of brown hidden beneath."

She stared at his lips, following the lazy curve of his smile. She had never allowed a man's lips to touch her own. And yet she wondered what it might be like to feel his lips move against hers. Her breath tangled with emotion in her throat.

"Your braid, wonderfully thick. Yet too neat, and far too confining. It makes a man wonder what it would be like to free the thick coils and lift your hair to the sunshine, what it might be like to press his face into the silky strands and breathe your fragrance. I bet a man could spend hours finding all the delicate hues in your hair."

A shiver sliced through her, leaving a tingling in her nerves. Magic. The man must use magic to make her feel this way.

"There's no question about it, your hair is much more interesting than yellow," he said.

A lady would never feel such excitement as this. A lady would be frightened and appalled by this bold scoundrel. She didn't want him here another moment. She didn't want to face the unsettling emotions he evoked within her. She didn't want to face the ugly suspicions about herself. "Leave. Now."

"I have a confession to make." He paused a moment, trying to make her curious, no doubt, and succeeding far too well. "I've always had a weakness for women who are tall and slender."

"Yes, I'm sure you have. Perhaps because of your own exaggerated height."

"Perhaps."

The curve of his smile tilted as he studied her, a sleepy lion eyeing a gazelle, a lion who had not quite decided to make her his dinner. Mesmerizing, that look. Dangerous. Far too exciting. "I told you to leave."

"You're as delicate looking as a porcelain figurine. Yet your face has character, a quality that comes from intelligence."

"Character. Isn't that what they say about wines after they've been sitting on the shelf for forty or fifty years?"

"Ah, milady, I can only thank heaven some other man has not taken you from the shelf before I had the chance to savor your beauty."

"Get out of my house." Sarah held the gun steady. Yet she had the feeling the gun would be little defense against this man.

"And may I call on you?" he asked, moving toward her.

Was the man serious? Did he really want to see her? Gracious, was she really hoping a thief would take an interest in her? Of all the foolish, pathetic... "I certainly will not agree to see you."

"Join me for dinner. Tomorrow night at Delmonico's."

"Dinner?" The man was mad. She took a step back as he approached.

"Careful!"

His warning came a heartbeat too late. Her foot collided with Merlin's curled form. The cat wailed and darted from beneath her. Before she could catch herself, she tumbled backward into the wall. Her shoulder blades hit the mahogany panels with a whack that jarred her teeth together.

The gun jerked in her hand. The loud bark of the gunshot exploded in her ears. And then her thief moaned, soft as a whisper. Yet the sound echoed in her heart. Sweet merciful heaven, she had shot him!

Chapter Two
Although he had tried to avoid the bullet in a quick catlike pivot, he had been too close to succeed. He staggered back, pain drawing his handsome face into a grimace. He clutched his left side beneath his heart, gasping for breath. Still, he recovered before she did, looking at her, a smile playing at one corner of his lips. "A simple no would have sufficed, Miss Van Horne."

"Gracious!" She came away from the wall, a sleep-walker jolted from slumber. Three quick strides brought her to his side.

"How severely are you wounded?" She pressed her hand against his upper arm, the gun still clutched in her fingers.

He glanced down at the barrel of the gun, which was now pointed at his chin. "As severely as I care to be." He slipped his hand over hers and gently pried the pistol from her tense grip, his fingers slick with his blood.

"The gun," she whispered, looking up at him, realizing she was completely unarmed.

She was tall. Yet he towered above her, at least nine or ten inches above her five foot six inches. Tall, broad-shouldered, powerful, even wounded he could break her neck with one flick of his long, slender fingers.

"You have very beautiful eyes, Miss Van Horne." He slipped the gun into his coat pocket. "Thick dark lashes that tilt upward at the tips. Irises of jade, flecked with gold and brown. Do I see a few flecks of blue?"

I can't believe you're discussing my eyes when you're standing here bleeding."

He drew a breath, careful and measured, as though any movement brought him pain. "What do you propose we do about it?"

"A doctor..."

"Would be out of the question, I'm afraid. Far too many questions."

Sarah thought of Roxanne, imagining the look of disdain she had seen too often in her stepmother's dark blue eyes. She was certain Roxanne would never have gotten herself into this mess.

"If you could provide me with some alcohol and linen."

"Yes. Yes, of course."

She led him out of the room into the shadows of the hallway. Bayberry and spices blended with the musk of his skin to tease her senses, a crisp scent that triggered some odd response inside her warmth, like coals ignited on a hearth in winter. Inviting. Dangerous.

She led him toward the kitchen, down a narrow stairway at one end of the hall into a short passageway. He moved silently beside her, a shadow, each movement filled with a peculiar grace that came when power blended with agility. Fascinating, this latent male power. Foolish to notice.

Moonlight poured through the tall windows in the kitchen, glittering on the glass-fronted cabinets that lined two sides of the big room. The scent of freshly baked bread lingered here, reminding Sarah of the safety she had always found in Matilda's kitchen. This place had always been a refuge. Yet there was no refuge for her tonight. Matilda was sound asleep in the servants' quarters, too far away to hear a scream, or a gunshot.

"Sit," she commanded, pointing to an oak armchair by the big oak table that dominated the center of the room.

"With pleasure."

The brick floor chilled her bare feet as she moved away from him. She turned the light switch, igniting the incandescent lights that hung from a brass fixture in the center of the ceiling, yet she felt as though she were bumbling around in the dark.

What was she doing? she wondered as she threw open one of the bottom cabinets. The man obviously needed a doctor. Still, the police; how could she ever hope to call the police and escape telling them about Leighton's hidden treasures? She couldn't.

She dragged linen from the piles of towels, tablecloths, and napkins in the cabinet, draping them over her arm. In the next cabinet she found Matilda's medicine chest, a scarred oak box the housekeeper had often used when Sarah and her brother had come to her crying with scraped knees. Her half sister Clarissa, on the other hand, had never had a scraped knee in her life.

He was tugging the studs from the front of his white shirt when Sarah turned to face him. Deep wrinkles had been pressed into the shirttails by the heat of his body. They dangled at his sides, brushing his narrow hips. His coat and waistcoat lay folded on the table in front of him.

She clutched the wooden box in her hands as he peeled his shirt from his shoulders, revealing the naked proof of the power she had only suspected dwelt beneath the elegantly tailored coat and shirt. Without the trappings of social decorum, the man was a blatant pirate. ''What do you think you're doing?"

"Miss Van Horne, I apologize for shocking your delicate sensibilities, but I think we should tend this wound." He folded his shirt and tossed it on top of his coat. "Before I swoon and hit my head on this brick floor."

"Oh!" She glanced to the door leading to the second floor, fighting the urge to run like a frightened rabbit.

"I won't harm you." His voice brushed over her, dark, luxurious. "You needn't be afraid of me."

"I'm not afraid of you." At least she wasn't frightened of physical harm. Not with this man. No, there was much greater danger with this man.

His footsteps fell without a sound on the bricks as he moved toward her. He took the box from her hands and lifted a towel from her arm. "Would you rip one of those tablecloths into strips for me?"

She stared at his wound, an ugly red slash across his lean ribs. If he hadn't moved so quickly, that bullet would have found his heart. The realization sent a fine trembling rippling through her limbs.

Blood oozed from the gash, sliding down his side, soaking the waistband of his black trousers. Narrow waist, slim hips, long legs. Her body grew moist, the linen of her nightgown sticking to her breasts and belly. Gracious! What was she doing alone with this man?

"Miss Van Horne?" He moistened his lips, a quick slide of his tongue that left an intriguing sheen. "I hope you're not considering fainting."

Sarah stiffened, her legs shaking in blatant disobedience. "I've never fainted in my life."

"Commendable."

"You need a doctor."

"Perhaps. But you don't need to get involved in the scandal that would follow."

"I see. You're protecting me." She watched as he folded a towel and pressed the white linen to the ragged flesh of his side.

"My right arm is at your service, milady. My left, at the moment, is of little use." He looked at her, the mischief in his eyes dulled only slightly by pain.

Perhaps the wound wasn't serious. He certainly didn't appear as though he were about to expire. He looked more like a man who was taking his pleasure in teasing her.

"I would appreciate it if you would cut a few strips from that tablecloth for me."

She nodded and turned away from him, grateful for a task that allowed her to keep her distance from the rogue. She spilled her armful of linen onto one of the oak counters and drew a carving knife from a holder on the wall.

"What is this stuff?"

She glanced over her shoulder. He was seated at the table, his chair turned toward her, studying a brown bottle he had withdrawn from the medicine chest. Light poured from the fixture above him, sliding along the curve of his shoulder. Golden skin. Smooth, warm-looking skin. She glanced back to the white linen she held in her trembling hands. For goodness' sake, what was wrong with her? "It's our housekeeper's home remedy for cuts and scrapes."

"Smells like turpentine."

He had no right to barge into her house. He had no right to coerce her into shooting him. He had no right to make her feel as though she were some vile wanton creature. No doubt the man-made a practice of collecting women the way he collected treasures.

From behind her came the swish of liquid against glass. A moment later she heard his quick intake of breath, followed closely by a mumbled curse. She smiled. "As I recall it stings a little."

"That's like telling Noah it's going to rain a little."

Without glancing at him, she could imagine the grin she could hear in his voice, that roguish tilt to his lips that made her want to smile. Foolish woman!

Using the well-honed blade of the knife, she carved notches into the tablecloth along one side. Oh, the man made her so angry she wanted to scream. She was not the type to become infatuated with a criminal, she assured herself.

She ripped strips from the expensive white damask cloth, cringing at the sound of screaming linen. After draping the makeshift bandages over her arm she turned to face the rogue. He was watching her, smiling, as though he knew she had imagined his face on every piece of cloth she had mutilated.

She marched toward him with her head held high. The scoundrel would not intimidate her with his seductive smiles. She would not turn harlot for the sake of a handsome face and splendid body. "A man in your profession must be accustomed to bullet wounds."

"To tell you the truth, you're the first to wound me, milady."

"I'm honored to hold that distinction." She dumped the bandages in a heap on the tabletop beside the soiled towel he had used to stanch the flow of blood.

"Looks like enough cloth to wrap a mummy."

"Don't tempt me." When she turned to walk away from him, he grabbed her wrist.

She pivoted, glaring down at him, keeping her eyes focused on his face. Yet it was impossible to block out the image of wide bare shoulders and those curious black curls that started just below the hollow of his neck. She tried to swallow, but her mouth had gone dry.

He held her, his long fingers gentle yet secure around her wrist. "If I promise not to bite, will you help me with the bandage?"

"I'm not frightened of you."

"I'm glad." He squeezed her wrist before releasing her. "No self-respecting man would want to frighten a beautiful woman."

She released her breath in a hiss between her teeth. "Will you stop this nonsense? I assure you I do not crave your ridiculous flattery."

"Is it ridiculous to tell a woman she's beautiful?"

"It is when she is far from beautiful." Sarah snatched a strip of linen from the table. "You, sir, are a flagrant liar."

"And you, miss, are a woman of rare quality."

She slapped his side with one end of the cloth, above the cotton pad he held against his wound. He jerked upward, his eyes growing wide, a moan slipping from his lips. She bit her lower lip, appalled at how the man could make her lose her temper. "Hold it there."

"Yes, ma'am." He shifted his left hand to hold the linen, brushing the back of her hand with his fingers in the process.

The slight contact sent a ripple of sensation skimming upward along the nerves of her arm. She snatched back her hand. He smiled as if satisfied by her reaction.

Despicable man.

She grabbed the bandage and pulled it across his chest, hiding the dark male nipples peeking at her from beneath springy black curls. She tried not to touch him, but her task made it impossible.

Warm skin, silky curls, how peculiarly masculine. Deep inside her she felt a tremor, an insidious shaking that radiated upward and centered in the peaks of her breasts, pulsing with every beat of her heart. The man was a devil. "Lift your arm."

He lifted his right arm, muscles shifting, stretching beneath his smooth skin. Her palms tingled, curious to feel the strength of those muscles moving beneath her touch. His breath brushed the curve of her cheek, warm and moist and tinged with champagne. She could feel him watching her. In the corner of her eye, she saw his smile, that mischievous curve that was far too tempting.

She stared at her hands as she slipped the bandage under his arm. "How did you get started in this profession?"

"A band of Gypsies kidnapped me when I was a child. They taught me all I know."

"I see." She had to lean toward him to draw the bandage across his back, her cheek a whisper from his shoulder. His heat radiated against her, stroking her cheek, soaking through the fragile barrier of her robe and nightgown. His scent teased her, and she found herself breathing deeply. Gracious, what was wrong with her?

"I thought you said I didn't frighten you."

She glanced up, straight into his eyes. Midnight blue encircled irises the color of a twilight sky, shades of gray mingling with blue. Mischief danced in those eyes. Confidence ruled supreme in those eyes. "You don't frighten me."

"Then tell me why you're afraid to touch me."

"Don't be ridiculous." She brought the strip of linen around his injured side. "I simply don't care to be overly familiar with you."

"Because I'm a thief?"

She dipped toward him, quickly threading the bandage around his back. He was watching her; she could feel his gaze upon her, as warm as the summer sun. He was waiting for an answer, one she didn't plan to give him.

"And if I weren't a thief? Would you consider becoming familiar with me?"

"Hold this," she said, pressing the end of the bandage to the center of his chest.

He slipped his right hand over hers, his warm palm imprisoning her hand. "Tell me, how did a woman as beautiful as you manage to remain single for more than a year after your debut into society? I would guess you had men lined up for miles."

She jerked her hand from beneath his. "Yes, it became a terrible hazard, all of those men lined up in front of my house. They overflowed into the street, you know." She grabbed another strip of linen, horrified at how her hands were shaking. "I can't tell you what a nuisance it was. Why, it was impossible to move without tripping over one besotted male or another. I'm quite lucky I didn't break my neck."

"Such a pretty neck."

"Hold this in place." She shoved the end of the linen under his thumb.

"You have such a gentle touch. Have you ever considered becoming a nurse?"

"Have you ever considered getting into a less hazardous line of work?"

"But I meet the most fascinating people in my profession."

She wrapped the linen around his chest and tied the ends, pulling the bandage taut, dragging a moan from his lips. "We wouldn't want it to slip."

He smiled, warm and beguiling. "Thank you for your gentle care, milady."

"Get dressed and get out of my house."

While he dressed, she cleared away the mess they had made, returning Matilda's medicine chest to the cabinet, tossing the bloody towel and the remains of the tablecloth into the trash container outside the kitchen, using the handle of a broom to bury the soiled linen beneath the other trash. She only hoped Matilda wouldn't notice the loss. She could never explain her actions, not to Matilda, certainly not to Roxanne, not even to herself.

When she was finished, she stood on the brick walk leading to the herb garden behind the kitchen, refusing to go back into the house until that man was gone.

The nerve of the rogue. She should have sent for the police. If Roxanne ever discovered what she had done, Sarah would never survive the humiliation.

Scents from the herb garden drifted on the cool evening breeze. She breathed deeply, drawing the mingled blend of bay, thyme, and sage into her lungs, trying to erase the lingering trace of bayberry and a spice she couldn't identify his scent.

Deep inside she perceived a shaking in her muscles. Fear. Shame. Desire? No! She was not the type of woman to feel desire.

The door opened and closed behind her. She stiffened as she felt him approach. He moved as silently as the moon through the evening sky, but she could sense him, perceive the warmth of him as he stood behind her.

"Thank you for everything, Miss Van Horne." His voice touched her, dark as midnight, soft as sable.

"It's only what I do for every scoundrel who tries to burglarize my home." She stared at the herb garden, the fragrant plants dusted with silver in the moonlight, brick enclosing the beds, forming the shape of a five-pointed star. The lawns and gardens she so loved stretched out beyond the herb garden.

Oak and elm spread their branches wide, leaves whispering in the breeze. Rose bushes lined a gravel path leading to a secluded part of the garden; awakening roses danced in the breeze, buds tightly bound in green bobbing softly. That was her favorite part of these gardens, that space walled off by yew and evergreen. In there she always felt safe. But she wasn't in that little niche of greenery now.

For what seemed hours he stood behind her, shielding her from the chill of evening. It would be a simple thing to walk away from him, to stretch the distance and free herself from the compelling heat of this man. Simple, yet she couldn't move, as if the moonlight had turned her to stone. He was there, reminding her in the silence that allowed her to hear every beat of her heart of how very much alive she could feel.

He placed his warm hands on her shoulders. Startled, she jerked free of his touch, pivoting to face him. "I won't stand for any of your insolence."

He met her indignant look with a mischievous grin. "Will you have dinner with me tomorrow?"

She blinked, stunned by his arrogance. "Certainly not!"

"Lunch, then. We could have a picnic in the park."

"Have you no shame?"

"Shame? For admiring a beautiful woman?"

Moonlight stroked the high planes of his cheeks, turning flesh to carved marble, a masterpiece, a seductive satyr eyeing his prey. "You have no scruples at all, do you?"

"A few."

He lifted the end of her braid. He stroked the thick coil with his thumb, a slow slide back and forth across her bound hair, his touch whispering along every strand of her hair.

She should leave. Yet that gentle stroking upon her hair had done something to her legs, disconnected them completely from her mind. She could only stand and stare at this smiling rogue, like a marionette awaiting the command of the puppet master. The scent of spices drifted from the warm earth, curling around her. Still, it was the scent of his skin that intoxicated her.

"I never cheat at cards, and I never take advantage of a woman."

With a slow pull on her braid he tugged her toward him. She resisted, grabbing her braid, trying to pull it from his grasp. "What are you doing now, if not taking advantage of me?"
"Trying to show one lovely lady how grateful I am." He moved toward her, holding her tethered by her braid.

"You're not only a thief, but you're..." Her words dissolved into a gasp as he brushed his fingers over the curve of her cheek. He was close, so close she could feel the heat of his body radiate against her. "Why are you doing this to me?"

In his eyes she saw a glimmer of uncertainty, as though he couldn't really answer the question she had demanded of him, as though he were caught in the same spell she could feel spinning around her. Strands of emotion twisted around them, shimmering, pulsing with desire and need.

"I won't hurt you." He slipped his fingers into the hair at the nape of her neck. "I would never hurt you, sweet Sarah."

"I'm not the type of woman who -" He nuzzled the soft skin below her ear. "Oh, my!"

"One kiss, that's all I want to steal."

"You mustn't," she whispered, pushing against his shoulders.

He released her braid, sliding his arm around her, drawing her close, too close. Her breasts pressed against his chest, soft and yielding against his hard muscles. He held her in an embrace she could easily have broken. Yet this thief had stolen her will.

"You smell like lavender in the rain." He rolled her earlobe between his teeth, sending sparks shimmering down her neck and across her shoulder. "Kiss me, sweet Sarah."

"No, I can't...."

"Yes, you can."

"You mustn't."

"I think I must."

"I demand you release -"

He kissed her, drinking the words of protest from her lips. Firm and gentle, warm and moist, more than she had ever imagined, this kiss.

She had lived a lifetime without passion. Yet in unguarded moments, in the undisciplined realm of dreams, she had sipped from the sweet cup of desire.

In dreams she had felt strong arms around her, a phantom lover whose face she had never seen. In dreams she had tasted his kisses. In dreams she had heard his husky words of devotion. Still, she had never dreamed the reality would be so thrilling.

She rested her hands on his shoulders, meaning to push him away, wanting to deny him, deny her own need. And yet her hands trembled against him. This handsome thief was every wayward thought, every wicked image she had ever tried to banish from her heart and mind. He slid his lips against hers, cradling her head in his hand, stroking her neck with his thumb as though he had an eternity to kiss her.

Stop this! Her mind screamed for reason. Still, her body had waited a lifetime for her phantom lover to take form and substance. He was here, in the moonlight, holding her, and he was warmer than any dream she had ever imagined.

Who would know if she stumbled? Her chest tightened, shame and desire warring within her.

He touched the tip of his tongue to her tightly pursed lips, coaxing her to open for him. Just once, only once. If just once, she wanted to feel alive, truly alive.

An elixir, potent, intoxicating, awakening her every nerve, this was his kiss, this was the power of the man who held her, who surrounded her with compelling masculinity. A groan escaped her tight throat as she surrendered to her own wicked longing, as she drank deeply from his lips.

She opened her clenched fists on his shoulders, absorbing his warmth through the fine black wool. She slipped her hands into his hair. Soft, so soft, softer than she had imagined.

The scent of his skin seduced her senses. She breathed deeply, filling her lungs with that spicy scent as if he alone could give her life. She glided her lips against his, snuggling against his hard frame, needing to feel his arms tight around her, needing...

He pulled away from her. He stood with his hands lightly on her waist, looking down into her eyes, his breath coming in ragged gasps.

She saw confusion in the depths of his beautiful eyes, the same confusion she felt surging through her veins. For a lifetime they stood, locked in the mysterious grip of a magic neither could understand.

The breeze swept over her, reality cooling the fires he had ignited inside her. Dear God, what had she done? ''Go! Get out of my sight!"

He stepped back, his eyes never leaving hers. The breeze tossed his black mane, flinging a thick lock over his brow.

She curled her hands into fists at her sides, resisting an urge to smooth his hair back into place. "I want you to leave."

He nodded. "Until we meet again, milady."

She hugged her arms to her waist, watching as he vanished into the night, a shadow lost amid shadows, a phantom returning to his realm. She pressed her fingers to her lips, trapping the horrible moan rising in her throat. Tears bit her eyes and she fought to keep them at bay.

For years she had managed to keep the taint of her mother's blood from her life. She kept men at a distance, where they belonged. She had never stepped from the narrow road of propriety. Never!

Like mother, like daughter - her father's words echoed in her brain. Perhaps he had known what wickedness was lurking inside of her. Was her blood tainted?

"No," she whispered into the evening breeze. She had to be careful, that was all. She could never allow this wanton desire to control her again.

Chapter Three
"Sarah!" Clarissa shouted, switching on the light in Sarah's bedroom. "How can you possibly sleep at a time like this?"

Sarah sat bolt upright in her bed, blinking at the light that was assaulting her eyes. She hadn't been sleeping. The headache she had feigned to escape the ball now throbbed in her temples, each painful pulse a punishment for her wicked behavior.

For the past three hours Sarah had relived every detail of the few moments that the thief had stolen from her life. No matter how hard she tried, she couldn't lie to herself - she had participated in that kiss; she had reveled in the feel of his warm, moist lips against hers; she had thrilled at feeling his strong arms around her.

The man must no doubt still be laughing over the pathetic spinster who had melted in his arms. Her cheeks flooded with heat at the memory.

Fool. Idiot. Complete ninny. How could she have been such an imbecile?

The icy blue silk of Clarissa's gown rustled like leaves in the breeze as she swept toward Sarah, her footsteps as light as summer sunshine falling upon the dew. "What an extraordinary night this has been!"

"Extraordinary?" Sarah pressed her hand to her flaming cheek, wondering if Clarissa would question her. Did her guilt show?

Clarissa twirled, her pleated skirt billowing around her. "I met the man I'm going to marry tonight."

Sarah released the breath she had been holding, realizing she was safe. When occupied with her own thoughts, Clarissa never noticed anything else.

"Lord Austin Sinclair, Marquess of Somerset, a real English marquess. His father is the Duke of Daventry, which means one day he will be a duke and his wife a duchess." Clarissa laughed, a joyous lilting laughter that brought a smile to Sarah's lips. "That's the next best thing to being a princess. And I'm going to be his duchess."

"One night and he has already proposed?"

"Oh, Sarah, you know nothing at all of these things." Clarissa sank to the edge of the mattress and leaned back against the carved rosewood post at the foot of the bed. "It takes time to bring around a determined bachelor, and a certain finesse. But I can tell he is already infatuated with me."

"Of course he is. You're the loveliest girl in New York."

Clarissa tilted her head and smiled, her bright yellow curls brushing her pale shoulder. Even at 20, the age Clarissa was now, Sarah had never owned a gown that bared her shoulders. Her stepmother had always been cautious in her choice of gowns for Sarah. You must wear nothing that might lead people to suspect you could be fast, Roxanne had always said whenever Sarah had chosen a gown contrary to Roxanne's selection.

Sarah knew it was the scandal her mother had caused that led Roxanne to take great care to protect Sarah's reputation. Still, there were times when Sarah wondered what it might be like to wear a beautiful gown of icy blue silk, her hair in curls adorned with silk roses. Would she in some small way look beautiful?

"Oh, I wish you had been there to see Gretchan Langdon's face when Lord Sinclair asked me for a second waltz. Why, she was positively green."

"She has her heart set on the marquess as well?"

"Silly Sarah, every unmarried woman in New York has her heart set on Lord Austin Sinclair. Well, almost. He isn't at all your style, of course. He is without a single doubt the most handsome man I have ever met, and charming."

Handsome, charming. Sarah doubted any man could be more handsome or charming than her thief. Her thief. The man was the first ever to take her in his arms, the first ever to kiss her, and she didn't even know his name.

"Tell me, Sarah, did you really have a headache, or did you let Fanny Warren and her little band of alley cats chase you away from the party with their nasty little remarks?"

Sarah glanced away from her sister's cool blue eyes. She plucked at the eyelet lace edging the white linen sheet lying over her lap. "I hadn't realized you heard."

"Anyone within twenty yards heard."

Sarah felt a fresh wave of heat scorch her cheeks.

"Really, Sarah, you shouldn't be so sensitive. Simply because a few spiteful girls call you a stuffy old maid is no reason for you to go running home. Ignore them, as I ignored them and went on to enjoy the ball."

Sarah had tried to ignore them. She had tried not to notice them laughing at her. But there were times when she simply could not lift her chin and close her ears. This evening had been one of those times; it had been so painfully obvious she had no place at that ball.

"You can't help it if you aren't beautiful like I am. You have other qualities. You're kind, and you have a fine mind."

Your face has character, her thief's voice echoed in Sarah's memory. Character couldn't compare to beauty, she thought. In this world beauty went a great deal further in winning a happy life than character ever did. Women with character ended up spinsters with nothing to hold them at night but phantoms. She shook her head, silently admonishing herself for dipping into a hidden pool of self-pity buried deep inside her.

"Yes, you do have a fine mind," Clarissa said, mistaking the meaning of Sarah's response. "Why, just look at all of those little stories you write in Papa's newspaper. Although I can't for the life of me understand why you would want to spend so much time in that dreadful little newspaper office."

Sarah glanced up at her sister. "I hope to bring about some changes with my stories."

"I simply don't see how writing about those dreadful tenements and those horribly dirty immigrants will change anything." Clarissa snapped open her fan, the gilt edge shimmering in the light. "Everyone knows those people can't afford to live anyplace else. And the way you make Mr. Snelling sound, as though he's a beast... You should have heard how upset Violet was about the things you had said about her papa. Sarah, you're going to make him terribly angry."

"I don't care if I make the man angry. He owns some of the worst houses in this city. And when I'm through with him, I'm going to go after the other ones, all the rich men who sit back and grow fat while people live in conditions not fit for animals. That's what we must change, Clarissa. We must provide decent housing the working poor of this city can afford." Sarah glanced past her sister to the open windows, thinking of the children whose windows faced dark alleys. "We can't allow those people to live in -"

"Oh, Sarah, please, you're really too depressing." Clarissa smoothed the cascade of white silk roses that tumbled from her shoulder down the length of her gown. "If you want to hear all about my triumph tonight, you won't mention those horrible tenements again."

Sarah leaned back against her pillow, realizing it was foolish to discuss the tenement problem with Clarissa. She glanced at the rosewood clock on the mantel. Two in the morning. In a few hours her uncle Kendall and his son Addison would walk into the study downstairs, ready to do battle with her.

"Sarah, you do want to hear all about my evening, don't you?"

"Of course I do." She had to get some sleep. "Perhaps in the morn..."

Clarissa didn't wait for Sarah to continue. Sarah did her best to ignore the painful pounding in her head as she listened to her sister describe every detail of her triumph at the ball. Through her sister's words Sarah saw what it was like to be a princess at a ball, to cast every other woman in the shade, to have a handsome prince pay her court.

Every woman should have one night with the world at her feet, Sarah thought. One night when no one found fault with her face and figure. One night when she felt beautiful and accepted. Still, Sarah knew it was no more than a fantasy. She would never have such a night.

"Sarah, sweetheart, you can't actually expect us to build this palace for those peasants." Addison Van Horne set a packet of papers on the desk in front of Sarah, between the ledgers that rose like a parapet on either side of her. He was smiling in that smug, condescending way she had seen one too many times.

Sarah stared up into her cousin's dark blue eyes, trying to pull together the raveling edges of her self-control. "It is hardly a palace, Addison."

"A million dollars." Addison lifted his dark brows. "Sarah, you expect us to spend a million dollars to build an apartment house for people who won't pay the rent."

"Eight hundred and fifty thousand."

"Oh, well." Addison stepped back, lifting his arms to his sides. "That makes it eminently more practical."

"Addison, I don't believe there is any need for sarcasm," Kendall said. "Sarah worked very hard on that proposal."

Sarah glanced to her uncle, wondering if she could count on his support. He sat in a wing-back chair across from her, lounging against the soft coffee-colored leather, his legs crossed, his chin resting on the steeple he had formed with his fingers, smiling at her. Her father's younger brother might have been born with the same silvery blond hair and pale blue eyes as his only brother, but there the resemblance ended. Kendall always had a smile to share with his niece.

Addison turned toward his father. "It doesn't matter how hard she worked on the thing, she is asking us to bankrupt the company."

"I'm asking you to make an investment in the future of this city." Sarah folded her hands on the stack of papers she had labored for six months to prepare. "An investment that will pay a minimum of five percent return."

Addison shook his head. "You're living in a dream world, Sarah."

"Two years ago, Ian Tremayne built three apartment buildings similar to this one. He showed a six percent profit the first year and seven percent the next."

Addison smiled at her as though she were a simple child who needed to be indulged in her tantrum. Although his hair was the same dark brown as his mother's, he had inherited his father's thin nose and high cheekbones. Pity he had inherited only the handsome cast of his father's face and none of Kendall's charm. "Ian Tremayne is a philanthropist, rich enough to squander a million dollars and not care if he shows a profit. We don't run our business that way."

"But he is showing a profit, by charging less rent than the slumlords were where they were living." Sarah looked at her uncle. "The people living in those wretched slums pay their rent, Uncle Kendall. They work hard every day, searching for the dream that brought them to this country but finding only greed and despair."

"Sarah, this is not the land of milk and honey," Addison said. "If those people had it so much better in their home countries, let them go back."

Sarah leaned back in the big burgundy leather chair that had been her father's. Like Addison, her father would never have entertained the idea of building housing for the poor working class of the city. Carelton Van Horne had made a fortune by building apartments for those who wanted luxury yet could not afford the mansions on Fifth Avenue. "Is that the principle upon which this country was founded, Addison? Come to America, but only if you are rich?"

Addison released his breath in a long sigh as though he were growing impatient with this child. "Sarah, why don't you put some effort into finding a husband instead of trying to interfere with our business concerns?"

Sarah felt the sting of his words sear her cheeks. "As I recall, my brother owns two-thirds of this company."

"Your brother doesn't give a damn about this company, except for the money he takes out of it every year." The corner of Addison's mouth twitched as he glared down at her, his condescension dissolving into anger. "I'm the one who works in that office every day. My father is the one who should have inherited the majority share when Uncle Carelton died. It was his father who started it. Father helped build that company every bit as much as Uncle Carelton did."

"I don't want to get into a debate with you concerning the rights of inheritance, Addison." Sarah glanced away from the hatred in her cousin's eyes, staring at the lace curtains that fluttered with the breeze pouring through the open windows. The fact that her brother took no interest in the family business was true. But Sarah understood why Leighton had rebelled against the father who had shunned him. "I have the owners of Mulberry Bend convinced to sell us the property. I am willing to invest most of what I own. The company need only invest six hundred thousand. I've examined the books and I can see we have capital for this project."

"Even if we made a five or six percent profit," Addison tapped his knuckles on a stack of ledgers "we could do better with another investment."

"We have a chance to take that piece of hell and turn it into a decent place to live." Sarah looked at her uncle. "You understand that this is more than profit and loss we are discussing, Uncle Kendall. You can see why we have to help these people."

"Of course I can, Sarah."

Sarah felt the weight lifting from her chest, a slab of anxiety as thick as a marble tombstone.

"But considering the amount of capital this venture will take, I feel it would be prudent to wait until Leighton returns before we make this decision."

One moment Kendall was helping her from beneath that heavy weight, the next he was pushing her to the ground. "Uncle Kendall, I'm certain Leighton would agree with me."

"Not if I have anything to say about it," Addison said.

"Addison, I think you've said more than enough for now." Kendall stood, tall and slender, his blue eyes gentle as he smiled at Sarah. "When do you expect Leighton home, darling?"

"I don't know. I received a package and a short note from him last week. He was in London and he wasn't sure when he would be able to return to New York."

"Playing with the English nobility again?" Addison asked, staring at Sarah. "He always did think he was a king."

Sarah clenched her hands into fists on her lap. ''I've never thought jealousy particularly attractive, Addison."

Addison stiffened, thrusting back his slender shoulders. "I've had enough of this for one morning. Father, I'll wait for you in the hall." He marched across the room and snatched open the door, slamming it behind him.

Sarah drew a breath, trying to piece together the ends of her raveling control. "Uncle Kendall, you've taken my investment advice in the past; why can't you trust me with this one?"

"You've never asked me to invest this much money. We'll discuss this again when Leighton returns." He chucked her under the chin, treating her like a little girl. "Now don't you worry about this, darling. You've always been the only one Leighton would listen to. I'm sure he won't deny you this time."

Sarah watched him leave, fighting the urge to toss a ledger at him. She was not a child.

She dropped her head back against the chair and closed her eyes. How long would it be before Leighton came home? She didn't even know where to reach him. She glanced up as the door swung open and Clarissa swept into the room.

"I thought Uncle Kendall and Addison were going to be in here all morning. I was about to come in and chase them away. I have something terribly important to show you." Clarissa glided toward Sarah, a leather-bound book in her arms, fabric swatches fluttering from the crook of her arm. Her pale hair was piled in curls on top of her head, a pink silk ribbon that matched her gown threaded through the yellow coils.

"The fashion plates finally arrived from Paris." Clarissa plunked the thick book on the desk and opened it on top of Sarah's proposal for the new apartment building. "Madame Deauxville sent them to me as soon as they arrived in her shop. You simply must help me decide on a few new gowns."

Sarah thought of all the gowns in her sister's closet, which was the size of a sitting room. Some of the costly gowns Clarissa had grown tired of before ever wearing. Most were worn once, then discarded as though the finest silks and satins and velvets were nothing but rags.

"I've decided on this one for certain," Clarissa said, pointing to an exquisite dinner dress. The pleated silk skirt of dark rose was nearly covered by a flounced drapery shown in pale pink. Black velvet bows with gold pointed ends trimmed the waist and shoulders.

"Beautiful," Sarah whispered.

"But I thought I would have it done in this." Clarissa lifted a swatch of mint green silk to her chin and stepped back into the sunlight. Lace curtains fluttered in the breeze that was drifting through the open windows. "Or should I have it done in the pink as shown?"

Sarah tilted her head and regarded her sister as Clarissa alternated the pink and mint green silk samples to her chin. "I think you would look beautiful in the pink or the green."

"Green, then." Clarissa tossed the mint green material on the floor behind her and began flipping through the fashion plates. "I wonder if I should start picking out my trousseau."

Sarah smiled at her sister's supreme confidence. "And when are you planning to marry your marquess?"

"I think it should take a few weeks before he proposes. And then I suppose we will have a three-month engagement. I do hate those endless engagements most people have." Clarissa pursed her lips as she ticked off time on her fingertips. "I would guess we'll have an October wedding."

Sarah realized her sister was completely serious. Could a woman fall in love in an instant? Could she know the moment she set eyes on a man that he was her destiny? Into her mind came the image of silvery blue eyes set in a face from the pages of a fairy tale. "Have you really fallen in love with Lord Sinclair after only meeting him once?"

"Love?" Clarissa looked at Sarah as though her sister had suddenly sprouted an extra head. "Sarah, don't be so childish. A woman doesn't need to be in love with a man to want to marry him."

"She doesn't?"

"Of course not. Men are such inconstant creatures. If a woman were to fall in love with one she would be nothing short of a fool."

"There is such intimacy in marriage." Sarah fiddled with the top button of her gown, unfastening it, fastening it. "How could you stand to be touched by a man you didn't love?"

"Silly Sarah, you are so sentimental. Women don't expect to enjoy being touched by their husbands, unless of course there is something wrong with them."

Like mother, like daughter. Sarah shivered in the warm breeze sweeping in from the gardens. She had tasted passion once, for an instant, and it had left her shaken. It had left her wanting more. How could a woman marry and not crave that passion?

"You must think of marriage as a business arrangement." Clarissa flipped a page, revealing a drawing of four young women in ball gowns standing in a room decorated with potted palms and satin drapes. "A woman has certain assets a man wants. In exchange for her favors, a woman obtains wealth and social position. Just think of how green all of those alley cats will be when I'm a duchess."

And what type of social position would a woman have if she married a thief? The right woman could reform him. The right woman could help him lead a good and decent life. The right woman would want him even if he were a shop clerk.

Now she really was being silly, Sarah thought, trying to force her thief's image from her mind. He had stolen a kiss for his own amusement. He cared nothing for her or the fact that she would go to her grave remembering that one thrilling moment in his arms.

Sarah glanced up at a knock on the door. At her invitation the door opened and Emerson, the butler, entered the room. He glanced at Clarissa, his face molded from what might have been pale granite. The cold look in his dark brown eyes warmed with a slight smile as he looked at Sarah.

"There is a visitor to pay his respects to the ladies of the house, miss," Emerson said, addressing himself to Sarah. "Since Mrs. Van Horne has not returned from her breakfast with Mrs. Hauteville, I was not certain you were receiving."

"Who is it?" Sarah asked.

"Lord Austin Sinclair."

"Sinclair!" Clarissa said. "And you have him waiting? You idiot, show him in immediately."

Emerson lifted his chin as he glanced from Clarissa to Sarah. "Miss Sarah?"

Sarah smiled at the servant. "Please show him in, Emerson."

Emerson nodded, the bald spot on top of his head reflecting the sunlight before he left the room.

"How do I look?" Clarissa fussed with the delicate eyelet lace edging the round neckline of her dress.

"Beautiful. I'm certain Lord Sinclair will be on his knees in a matter of hours."

"Yes." A smug little smile curved Clarissa's pink lips. "I know he will."

Sarah glanced at the door when Emerson returned to announce Lord Austin Sinclair. In a span of a heartbeat Emerson stepped aside and Sarah's world tilted. He was there, standing in the doorway, her thief.

He crossed the room in long, loose-limbed strides as though he owned the place. He was smiling, looking at her with those silvery blue eyes that had wreaked such turmoil in her dreams.

His hair was tousled into waves around his face from the breeze. His black morning coat was open, revealing the pale blue silk of his waistcoat, the silvery blue threads running through the cloth a perfect match for his eyes. Never had she glimpsed a more devastating male.

Although Sarah couldn't move, Clarissa had no problem greeting the man calling himself Lord Austin Sinclair. Sarah sat frozen behind her desk, staring, an odd emotion twisting deep inside her as she watched her thief kiss her sister's hand.

When he turned to look at Sarah he was smiling, his eyes glittering with mischief. "And this must be your sister."

Sarah scarcely heard Clarissa's voice as she introduced her to Lord Austin Sinclair. How could it be? This man was a thief, her thief. And he was masquerading as an English aristocrat, Clarissa's aristocrat.

"Miss Van Horne." He grasped her hand and lifted it to his lips. His breath touched the back of her hand, and then she felt his lips, a touch that shot a lightning bolt along her arm. She pulled free of his grasp.

He smiled. "Austin Sinclair, at your service, milady."

There was a challenge in his eyes, a spark of mischief that dared her to denounce him for the impostor he was. And, oh, how she would dearly love to expose the scoundrel. Unfortunately, it would mean exposing her own foolish actions of the night before. "My sister has told me a great deal about you, Lord Sinclair. Strange, but I feel as though we've already met."

"If you hadn't departed the ball so early last night, perhaps I would have had the pleasure of dancing with you."

Clarissa pushed between them in a rustle of pink silk. "Sarah never dances."

"No?" He looked past Clarissa to Sarah. "Pity. Think of all of those young men you deprive by denying them such a beautiful partner, Miss Van Horne."

"Yes, why, I understand there are hundreds who expire at every ball."

"You shouldn't tease my sister, Lord Sinclair." Clarissa grasped his arm and tried to steer him away from the desk. "She really is quite sensitive."

Sinclair ignored her, sitting on the edge of the desk, his attention focused on Sarah. Sunlight filtered through lace stroked his tousled hair, uncovering the deep chestnut highlights hidden in the thick strands of ebony. Sarah clenched her hands into fists on her lap, remembering the silky feel of his hair sliding between her fingers, wishing she could erase that and all the other shameful memories.

"Choosing a new gown?" he asked, lifting a swatch of turquoise silk from the desk. He held the cloth to Sarah's chin, his fingers brushing her neck.

She sank back against the chair to escape his touch. Yet she couldn't escape the look in his eyes, the look that told her he knew how he could set her pulse racing with a single touch.

The scoundrel!

"This color suits you." He slid the silk between his fingers. "It brings out the blue flecks in your eyes."

"You really are being silly, Lord Sinclair." Clarissa snatched the material from his grasp. "Why, my sister would never wear that color. It's far too young for her."

Sarah glanced down at her tightly clenched hands. She could feel heat spreading upward from the unadorned white collar of her slate gray dress, the blush she couldn't hide. Knowing she was well past her prime and hearing the truth from her sister in front of this man were two entirely different things.

I can only provide a decidedly male opinion, I'm afraid," Austin said. "I think your sister would look lovely in the blue."

Sarah glanced up, expecting to see sarcasm in his eyes, seeing only the warmth of sincerity in the silvery blue depths. Oh, my, she couldn't breathe.

Clarissa laughed, pretty notes Sarah had often heard her sister practice. One of the many ways to impress a man was with a pretty laugh.

Clarissa tilted her fair head and smiled up at Austin, giving him a look Sarah knew men couldn't resist. And when she thought of her thief falling under her sister's spell, something dangerously close to jealousy twisted like a blade in Sarah's chest.

"We're keeping Sarah from her work." Clarissa ran her hand across Austin's forearm. "Would you like to come for a walk with me in the gardens?"

"It is a pretty day." Austin tapped the brown leather cover of one of the ledgers stacked on the corner of Sarah's desk. "Far too nice to sit inside with a stack of ledgers."

"Don't be silly. Sarah loves working on those old ledgers."

"There are only so many days given to each of us, Miss Van Horne." Austin kept his gaze on Sarah, a few moments that expanded into a lifetime, while she sat captive of her memories and the ever-increasing need to discover what it might be like to be held in his arms once more. "You should learn to enjoy each and every one."

Sarah clenched her hands tighter, her nails biting into her palms. "There are those who enjoy an honest day's work, Lord Sinclair."

"And those who die without ever tasting life."

"Come," Clarissa said, tugging on his arm. "The roses are just coming into bloom."

Austin glanced at Clarissa as though he had only just remembered she was standing beside him. "Perhaps another time. I really must be going."

Sarah watched in numbed silence as he kissed Clarissa's hand. He didn't reach for her hand; he did nothing more than smile and wish Sarah a good day, and somehow that left her feeling bereft.

The miserable, vile creature! Why did he have this power to manipulate her emotions so easily?

Sarah released the breath she had been holding when Austin Sinclair left the room. Austin Sinclair. Now she had a name to go along with that face in her memory. Lord Austin Sinclair, Marquess of Somerset.

The impostor!

The man had waltzed into town and convinced everyone he was an English aristocrat. Oh, the nerve of the man!

"Charming man." Clarissa sat on the edge of the desk. I thought it particularly good of him to try to include you in the conversation, Sarah."

Sarah glanced up at Clarissa. Her sister was staring down at the piece of turquoise silk she held in her hand. "He's a worldly man, Clarissa," she said, as much to remind herself as to warn her sister.

"Of course he is. I can't imagine why I would want to marry a man who wasn't at all worldly."

Marriage. How could she explain to Clarissa that the man she intended to marry was a scoundrel? "I wonder if it might not be wise to get to know him better before deciding to marry him."

"Silly Sarah." Clarissa slipped the silk through her slender fingers. "I've already decided to marry him."

"Still, perhaps after you get to know him better you might find he isn't at all what you thought he was. You might realize he is completely unsuitable."

"He is more than suitable. He is ideal."

Sarah moistened her dry lips. "Clarissa, I think you should reconsider."

"I can't believe you're doing this." Clarissa lifted her lashes, staring straight into Sarah's eyes with enough venom to knock Sarah back in her chair. "You want him for yourself."

"No, that isn't true."

"I saw the way you looked at him from the time he walked into this room. I saw the way you flirted with him."

"I never flirted with him! He was flirting with me."

"He was simply being nice to you to please me." Clarissa stood and stared down at her sister. "You can't for a moment believe that Lord Austin Sinclair would choose you over me."

"No, of course I don't. I simply think you should take more time to get to know the man."

"I know all I need to know." Clarissa tossed the piece of silk on the desk like a gauntlet. "I never realized how jealous you were of me. It doesn't suit you, Sarah. It only makes you look like a pathetic old maid."

Sarah stared at Clarissa through the gathering tears that pricked her eyes, watching as her sister crossed the room and left without a backward glance. A tight hand of emotion squeezed her throat until she could scarcely breathe. So much hurt could be done with a few words, Sarah thought.

Clarissa hadn't meant to make her feel worthless, Sarah decided. Her sister didn't understand, that was all. She knew there was nothing she could say that would make Clarissa see the truth. She also knew she had to protect her sister from that fortune-seeking scoundrel.

Chapter Four
Afternoon sunlight poured through the glass ceiling and walls of the conservatory of Isabel Bennett's Fifth Avenue house, heating the orange blossoms and jasmine, coaxing a delicate fragrance from the white and pink orchids that dripped in pendants three feet long from the banana trees. Austin Sinclair glanced at his hostess over the top of the newspaper he was reading.

In this room, Isabel Bennett had created a tropical paradise in the center of New York City. Like Isabel, Austin had been born in Brazil. He had spent his life shuttling between a city perched on a mountaintop in that torrid country and the cool climes of England. Not the ordinary upbringing for a proper English gentleman, but there was little in Austin's life that could be called ordinary.

Isabel stirred sugar into her tea, seemingly oblivious to her great-grandson's agitated pacing. Collin Bennett's footsteps pounded rhythmically on the white marble squares lining the floor as he paced back and forth beside the table - tap, tap, tap, pivot, tap, tap, tap, pivot. The young man was as regular as a clock.

''I knew this was going to get out of hand." Collin slashed at a bougainvillea vine hanging above his shoulder. Petals scattered in a shower of red, a single red petal clinging to the shoulder of his light gray coat.

Isabel tapped the edge of her spoon against her cup, the smooth skin of her hand as pale as the ivory china that sang softly beneath her quick taps. "Collin, do sit and finish your lunch."

"If anyone should discover I'm a part of this..." Collin shoved his hand through his light brown hair. "I can't believe you allowed yourself to be caught prowling about the Van Horne house like a common thief last night."

Austin considered reminding the young man it had been Collin's assignment to make certain Sarah and the other Van Horne ladies had not left the ball, but he never liked to waste his words.

"Did you have to allow her to shoot you?"

Austin masked his growing annoyance with the young man behind a smile. "It wasn't part of my plan."

"We should have contacted the authorities." Collin turned and paced a few steps, then returned. "The police are the ones to go after Leighton Van Horne, not us."

"Impossible." Isabel sat back in her chair, the white wicker creaking softly beneath her. "The police would want to know more than we are willing to tell."

"I don't understand why you agreed to become involved in this, Grandmother. Van Horne stole that medallion from Lord Sinclair's father, not from us."

"You know very well why we are involved. That medallion is a symbol of the Inner Circle, as old as the original covenant. As a lord of the Inner Circle and a member of the Central Council, your father has an obligation to protect it, as do we all."

"Father doesn't see fit to drag himself away from council matters in Avallon to poke around in this problem. He hasn't set foot in New York in over a year. He keeps mother locked away on that speck of land hidden in the heart of Brazil as though it's some kind of paradise."

Isabel folded her hands on her lap and held Collin's gaze. "I'm certain your father is hoping this will give you a chance to prove yourself, Collin."

"I don't need to prove myself to anyone." Collin stared at her, his blue eyes wide with fury, his handsome face molded into the petulant expression of a spoiled ten-year-old rather than the 21-year-old he was. "I choose to live in the real world, Grandmother, not the rarefied climes of ancient Avallon."

"I've never understood how you could choose this life over your heritage." There was a deep sorrow in her as Isabel stared at her great-grandchild. "The blood of Avallon flows through your veins. A bloodline that can be traced to the very beginning of civilization on this planet; it is your legacy."

"Those people in Avallon are out of touch with reality, Grandmother. This is the nineteenth century. It's time for the Central Council and the mighty little Inner Circle to climb down from their cozy mountaintop and start living in the real world."

"Your father is part of Avallon, Collin."

"My father scarcely knows I exist. He prefers to hide himself away, cloaking himself in the secrecy of his ancient city, playing his political games. He prefers to live a myth. I choose to live in the real world. And Mother would live here if Father gave her the choice."

"Collin, your father has hopes you will one day join him, take your place in the Inner Circle."

"Because he thinks it can benefit his career. My life is here and I'll be hanged before I allow Father or you or anyone to dictate to me." Collin pivoted on his heel, his shoes rapping on the marble as he marched away from her.

Austin watched him disappear down the path, huge ferns and palm fronds seeming to swallow him. The young man would prove useless in this mission. He leaned back in his chair and pulled open the top button of his shirt. Owing to the humidity in the room, he had removed his coat and tie minutes after joining Isabel for lunch.

"I apologize for Collin's behavior. I'm afraid his mother spoiled him. Perhaps to compensate for the fact that his father was always busy with his political career." Isabel met Austin's gaze, her dark blue eyes betraying her anguish. "The boy has spent too much time in the Outworld."

Austin had been born in Avallon, born into a family of the Inner Circle. Yet he understood Collin's decision to live in the Outworld, that world beyond the boundaries of Avallon. "There are many like Collin, those who find the Outworld more exciting than Avallon."

"The Outworld is hundreds of years behind us."

"Only because we had a head start." In a very real sense, it felt like stepping back in time each time Austin left the boundary of Avallon. And yet he enjoyed the transition to this simpler world.

"I don't understand how anyone could turn his back on six thousand years of tradition. Look at our advances in medicine and science. Look at how well we control crime. We've eliminated hunger and poverty. Why, compared to us, these Outworlders might as well be living in caves."

Austin folded his paper and set it beside his plate on the round table. "Perhaps those who have become disenchanted with Avallon have become so because of those very advances. In a sense, Avallon has become too ordered, too predictable, too confining."

Isabel lifted one finely arched brow as she studied Austin. "You sound like a renegade."

Austin shook his head. "I love Avallon. But I also love this broad world outside of that small realm."

"I, too, love this world, or I would not have remained so long away from my home. And yet my loyalty to Avallon has never wavered." Her narrow shoulders rose beneath her violet-and-white striped silk gown as she drew a deep breath. "I believe Collin has rebelled against everything. If only the boy would be more like you."

"I'm afraid he doesn't much care for me."

"Jealousy. He's more impressed with your title than you ever were, my dear boy. English nobility and a lord in the Inner Circle, such prestige is devastating to the boy."

Although grateful for his loving family, Austin did not define himself by the wealth and prestige they possessed. He had been taught to judge a man by his actions, not the accident of birth that had bestowed upon him position and power.

"The fact that Clarissa Van Horne is fascinated with you doesn't at all help the situation. You see, he fancies himself in love with the girl."

Austin frowned, remembering the way Sarah's face had flushed under the lash of her sister's invisible blows. It had taken all of his willpower to keep from touching Sarah, from cupping her cheeks in his hands and easing the heat of her shame. "He's in love with that spoiled piece of fluff?"

"I'm afraid, unlike you, he hasn't developed the ability to look beyond the masks people wear. He sees only her beautiful face."

There had been a time, in his youth, when a beautiful face had nearly destroyed Austin. Three weeks before he was to marry a certain English lady, he had found his fiancée in the arms of another man. It seemed Christina had wanted Austin's money and title and the other man's love.

Austin had been 23 at the time, and more naive than he cared to admit. Now he realized Christina had not been his Edaina, the soul mate destiny meant him to find. She had only been a beautiful woman who had captured a foolish young man's imagination.

In the ten years since that romantic folly, Austin had managed to avoid any serious connections. "Collin's still young. There are many lessons left to be learned."

"I have been a liaison for Avallon for more years than I care to remember. This is my third assignment in the Outworld, and my last. I shall allow Isabel Bennett to expire abroad at the end of this year. I'm going to retire in Avallon." Isabel stared past Austin to the orchids nestled against the banana tree. "I have three sons, two daughters, nine grandchildren, and fourteen great-grandchildren. With time and experience I have discovered that some people, I'm afraid, never do learn."

"Collin is right on one count: I was careless last night." Austin rubbed his side, trying to ease the nagging ache of his wound beneath the fresh bandage Dr. Chamberlain had applied this morning. "I was focusing too much on finding the medallion to realize I had been discovered until it was too late."

"I'm grateful we have Dr. Chamberlain in the city. I would hate to leave you to the mercy of one of those primitive Outworld physicians." Isabel swirled the spoon in her tea. "Sometimes I think what a pity it is that he cannot be allowed to use his knowledge to help others."

"You know as well as I do how dangerous it would be to interfere with the Outworld. The medical practices we take for granted in Avallon would be perceived as miracles in this time and place. Questions would lead to inquiries, and perhaps discovery."

Isabel nodded. "I'm only thankful you were not injured more severely. Poor Sarah, you must have frightened her dreadfully."

A smile curved his lips as he thought of the indignant lady who had tended him the night before. "Do you have any idea why she left your party early last night?"

"Roxanne mentioned something about Sarah having a headache, but I doubt it's the real reason. I suspect she didn't feel comfortable for one reason or another. You see, Sarah has always been different."

Different. There was something about Sarah, a rigid innocence, like a wall built to contain every desire. For some reason the woman intrigued him. Perhaps because he had glimpsed the fire in her pretty hazel eyes, the passion smoldering deep within her. I don't understand why she isn't married."

"While other girls were conniving to be the most popular debutante in the city, Sarah was trying desperately to hide. From the first moment she made her debut, she has worked very hard at being a spinster."

"But there must have been suitors."

Isabel shook her head, her white hair shimmering like snow in the sunlight. "Sarah has always avoided any attachments. I doubt she has ever been alone with any man except her brother and father. That is, until last night."

Isabel's words only confirmed what Austin suspected. No man had ever held Sarah in his arms. No man had ever tasted her lips, lips as soft as an awakening rose. No man had ever felt the heat of her breath against his chest. No man, except a thief who had stolen a kiss from an icy maiden and found himself seared by a fiery temptress.

Isabel cocked her head as she regarded him, her lips curving into a knowing smile. "I, too, have always thought Sarah was a particularly attractive young woman, though not in the ordinary manner."

There was nothing ordinary about Miss Sarah Van Horne. She was, as he had told her the night before, a woman of rare quality.

"It's a pity about her mother. I rather like Diana. Lovely woman. Sarah favors her a great deal."

"The Mrs. Van Horne I met last night isn't Sarah's mother?"

"Heavens, no. As I recall, Diana Rutherford had scarcely made her debut before she married Carelton Van Horne. Six years later she created a fabulous scandal by running away with Ward Schuyler. Carelton gave her a divorce and a year later married Roxanne Hauteville."

"Sarah's mother abandoned her children?"

"Diana loved her children, but I suspect life with Carelton was intolerable for a sensitive girl. I doubt she seriously thought she would never be allowed to see Sarah and Leighton again, but Carelton was ruthless. From the time he was a boy he had a frigid streak running through him. Even at seventeen, Roxanne was a perfect partner for him. She wanted nothing more than his money and position."

And that was the woman who had raised Sarah. Austin's side pinched as he drew a deep breath, filling his senses with the sweetness of orange blossoms and jasmine. He wondered what affection Sarah had ever known.

Isabel stirred the untouched tea in her cup. "Diana is happy now, at least as happy as a mother can be who has been forced to choose between her lover and her children. She and Ward live in San Francisco with their two children. Occasionally they come to New York to visit with friends and relatives and to maintain contact with several of Ward's business partners."

"That explains a few things."

"Such as why a lovely young woman is afraid to be noticed?"

"Exactly." Austin sipped his tea, sweet and hot, filled with cream.

"It would take a very special man to break through Sarah's defenses."

Or a thief, Austin thought. He held his cup between his palms, letting the steam bathe his face in the scent of creamy tea. A thief had slipped beneath her defenses to steal a kiss.

He had enjoyed that kiss far too much. The truth was, he had awakened this morning with vivid memories of dreams inspired by that kiss. Dangerous, these thoughts, this fascination for the sister of his enemy. I wonder how much Sarah knows about her brother's criminal activity."

"I can't believe Sarah knows anything about it."

Austin brushed red petals from the tabletop. "She knows something, or she would have sent for the police last night."

"She may have some suspicions about her younger brother. Leighton was always wild. But I'm certain she has no part in any wrongdoing."

"I suspect you're right." It would have made his task easier if Sarah were in some way involved, in some way as guilty as her brother. He settled his cup in the rounded space on the saucer and stared at the scathing editorial Sarah had written about conditions in a block of tenement houses owned by Warren Snelling. "Sarah isn't what I expected Leighton Van Horne's sister would be."

"No. Leighton always craved attention, possibly because he had none from his father, while Sarah would like to be invisible. But make no mistake about it, Sarah is close to her brother, as close as any brother and sister can be."

"I'm certain he sent her the medallion in that package we traced from London." Austin glanced to the fountain planted in the middle of the conservatory. Water bubbled from the large stone basin to lap at the belly of an arcing dolphin, like shimmering gold plumes in the sunlight. "But I couldn't find a truce of it last night. I didn't have time."

Isabel stirred her tea, a slow swirl of the spoon as she stared into her cup like a fortune-teller seeking a vision. "I want to believe Van Horne could never discover how to use the medallion."

"It's a priceless artifact, that's all he knows. That's all anyone outside of the Circle knows."

Isabel nodded. "I do wish we could call in the authorities. I hate to see you take such risks."

"We can't involve the police."

"Of course not. But the man you brought with you, that Duggan fellow, he's a guardian. Surely he can handle the more dangerous aspects of this mission."

Austin had managed to slip Bram Duggan into the Van Horne household as a groom. He wondered if the man would ever forgive him for the assignment.

"Duggan's job is to let me know if he sees Van Horne."

"Austin, you know as well as I do that the Inner Circle ceased being warriors ages ago. You're out of your element in this. You have too much at stake. The others from Avallon, the men you have watching the train stations and the docks. Surely one of them could investigate..."

"My family is responsible for that medallion. I'm going to find it. And I'm going to see Leighton Van Horne hang for murder."

"There is something you haven't told me." Isabel studied Austin, a single line appearing between her delicately arched white brows. "Van Horne did more than steal the medallion from your father and kill one of his guards. I detect something more personal in your desire to see the young man brought to justice."

"Van Horne nearly killed my brother." Austin stared at an orchid that dangled near his shoulder, the smooth white petals glowing like pearls in the sunlight. "I'm certain he'll try again. He won't be satisfied until Devlin is in his grave. And I doubt he will stop there. He blames my family for his misfortune."

"I see." Isabel pressed the palms of her hands together and rested her chin on her fingertips. "Sarah will be devastated over the truth about her brother."

"I wish I could shield her." Austin brushed the orchid with his fingers, the petals smooth and firm beneath his touch. In his mind he saw Sarah's face in the moonlight, her lovely eyes wide with confusion and desire, the same desire that had flared inside him the instant his lips had touched hers. "But I can't. Sarah is my only key to finding the medallion."

"Although she didn't betray you this morning when you called on her, she might change her mind."

''She is sensitive about scandal. And she's smart enough to realize she can't betray me and keep from telling her part in my escape."

Isabel shook her head. "It's a shame that child has to be involved."

"My only chance for finding the medallion is by getting close to Sarah."

"Close? Do you intend to seduce the child?"

"She isn't a child." And she wasn't guilty of any crime. Still, it didn't alter the fact that she might very well be hurt. He felt a thickening in his throat, a gathering of emotion that rose and left a bitter taste on his tongue. "Seducing innocent women isn't one of my hobbies."

"Unless you have no choice?"

He didn't want to believe it would go that far. He didn't want to acknowledge the fact that he might very well ruin that innocent woman. Yet he knew he would do what had to be done. "If I can get close to her, earn her trust, get her talking about her brother, I just might be able to find out where that medallion is. And I would wager that when Leighton returns to New York, Sarah is the first person he will try to see."

"And if he manages to get to Sarah before you get the medallion, you will lose your best chance to retrieve it."

"Exactly. Although we have men on Van Horne's trail, no one has been able to find a trace of him. He could show up in New York at any time."

"I understand why Sarah is the key." Isabel studied Austin a moment before she spoke. "Still, I think you must be very careful. It would be disastrous to become emotionally involved with her."

"I have no intention of becoming involved with Sarah Van Horne." The last thing he needed to do was fall in love with Leighton Van Horne's sister. Because he knew one day he would be the man who would send her brother to the gallows.

Had they met in another time, another place, Austin would have taken great pleasure in tearing down the walls Sarah lived behind. She was an enticing enigma. He wanted to meet the woman Sarah kept locked deep inside, the temptress he had held in his arms for one splendid moment. Yet he knew he must keep his distance, at least emotionally. Fate had made them enemies before they had ever met.

Austin's thoughts were interrupted by the arrival of Isabel's butler and his announcement of a visitor requesting to see Lord Sinclair - Miss Sarah Van Horne.

Austin felt a sudden surge of his blood, a tingling of anticipation he wanted to attribute only to the hunt for the lost medallion and the murderer he had vowed to capture. But he knew his reaction had far too much to do with the young lady waiting to see him.

"I'll let you see her alone," Isabel said, rising from her chair. She hesitated a moment, gazing down at Austin, a gentle smile curving her lips. "Be careful, dear boy."

"I will." Still, he wondered how he could avoid becoming entangled in the web one beguiling young woman could spin around him.

Chapter Five
Austin leaned back in his chair and listened to the sound of Sarah's footsteps on the marble squares. Quick, determined, the footsteps of a woman going to battle. She swatted a palm leaf out of her way and emerged from the green shadows into the sunlight, the long leaf fluttering in her wake.

Sarah halted when she saw him, as though she had come upon a lion in the woods, a lion she suspected would devour her at her slightest move. The fierce look in her eyes wavered an instant before she regained her defenses.

Sunlight rushed through the glass overhead, anxious to spin threads of gold through her light brown hair. A queen staring at a wayward peasant, that was how she faced him, her chin lifted, her beautiful eyes alive with fury, her cheeks flushed with color.

Austin took one look at her and drew in a sharp breath. One look and his blood pounded through his veins. One look and he knew he was in one hell of a lot of danger. How was he supposed to get close to this woman and not get burned?

"Miss Van Horne," he said, rising to greet her. "How nice to see you again."

Sarah glanced down to his outstretched hand, then stared straight into his eyes. "I've had enough of your act, Sinclair. If that is your name."

"Please call me Austin."

"Lord Austin Sinclair, Marquess of Somerset, son of the Duke of Daventry. I must say, you have more raw nerve than I imagined."

God, she was beautiful when she was angry. Through the heavy scent of orange blossoms and jasmine he caught a delicate trace of lavender, that sweet fragrance that tempted him to press his lips to her neck and breathe her essence deep into his lungs.

"How could you do it? How could you walk into this house and convince Isabel Bennett you're an English nobleman? Do you have any idea the scandal you would cause if anyone should discover the truth? Isabel would be ruined."

"I certainly wouldn't want that to happen. Isabel has been a most charming hostess."

Sarah drew a deep breath. "What have you stolen from this house?"

He lifted his hands to show they were empty. "Nothing."

"I see. You're simply using Isabel to get close to her friends, to seek out your prey."

"I'm very particular about my choice of victims."

"A discerning thief."

"Very." Fine wisps of hair curled around her face, the silky strands succumbing to the humid air, softening the severe style. "Do you always wear your hair in that tight knot at the nape of your neck?"

She lifted one hand as though she intended to smooth her hair, but caught herself, jerking her hand back to her side. "How I wear my hair is no concern of yours."

"That style doesn't suit you." He slipped a comb from her hair.

"Stop it!"

He snatched at another comb.

"Stop it this instant!" She slapped at his hands, but he managed to release her hair. It tumbled in a coil as thick as his forearm, cascading down her back. "Mr. Sinclair!"

He liked the way she dropped his title. Too many times that title had gotten in the way of the truth. "You should wear it softer," he said, brushing his fingers over the soft curls at her temple. "Perhaps piled on top of your head with curls escaping all around your face."

"I won't stand for any of your insolence." She stepped back as she spoke, bumping into the edge of the table, china teacups clattering against saucers.

"Careful."

"Just stay right where you are." She lifted her hand to hold him at arm's length. "I didn't come here to be subjected to your perverse nature."

"Perverse?" He lifted his brows in mock surprise. "Is there anything perverse about a man interested in a beautiful woman?"

"Save the counterfeit flattery for someone who doesn't know you for the scoundrel you are."

He pressed his hand to his heart. "How you wound me, milady."

"Yes, and next time I shall wound you in a much more vulnerable area."

"Yes." Austin plucked an orchid from the pendant of white blossoms hanging above her head. "I believe you will," he said, brushing the petals across her cheek.

She snatched the flower from his hand and tossed it to the floor. "I want you to stay away from my sister."

"Or you will do what, milady?"

"I'll tell her who and what you are."

"And do you think she'll believe you?"

She glanced down, a flicker of lashes that told him of her uncertainty. "Of course she'll believe me."

Her sister would never believe her, and Sarah knew it as well as he did. "And if you can convince people I was in your house last night, which I doubt you can, what do you suppose they will say when they discover you allowed a thief to walk out your back door?"

She lifted her chin, but there was something missing from her determined stance: the confidence she needed to pull off the charade. In her eyes he saw a well of sorrow, filled by years of humiliation and shame.

Looking into her eyes he forgot the reasons he should not become involved with this woman, forgot the mission that had brought him into her life, forgot everything but the vulnerable young woman who stood with her head high, willing to defy him even knowing she would lose in the end.

"I will do what I must to save Clarissa from marrying you."

"Sacrifice your own reputation?"

She glanced away, stating for two or three seconds at the fountain bubbling behind him before she lifted her gaze and met his eyes. "My reputation is little sacrifice to save an impressionable young girl from a man like you."

A man could spend a lifetime looking into her eyes and seeing what he saw today - a pristine honesty that touched him as no woman had ever touched him. In spite of the warning bells sounding in his head, he felt desire stir in his blood, a tightening low in his belly that told him he was entering dangerous territory. "And suppose I gave you an alternative?"

She stared up at him, the wariness of a doe facing a prowling wolf deep in her eyes. "Such as?"

"You agree to see me, and I'll agree to discourage your sister from her fascination with marrying a marquess."

Her lips parted, hot color rising high on her cheeks. "Are you suggesting I become your mistr... "

"Intriguing thought." He rested his fingertip on her lower lip, absorbing the warmth of her startled gasp against his skin. "I'm suggesting you allow me to court you. Dinner, picnics, the theater, all the things a man smitten with a young woman would do."

She stared up at him as though he had just spoken in a language completely foreign to her. "Why in the world would you want to court me?"

He brushed the back of his fingers over the curve of her cheek, her skin as smooth as porcelain, yet warm and inviting, a sculpture brought to life. In her eyes he saw a flicker of flame, an instant of desire before she pulled away from his touch and stared at him with renewed anger.

"You intrigue me, sweet Sarah," he said, realizing the words were far too true.

"This is all a game to you, isn't it?"

It was all far too real. "If you want to convince your sister I'm a scoundrel, the best way to do it is to agree to spend time with me."

"But she'll think I'm stealing you away from her."

An image of the arrogant little Clarissa jealous of her sister brought a smile to his lips. "Isn't it better than having the entire city talk about. the night you spent alone with a thief in your house? What will they think when I tell them about that pretty blue nightgown you were wearing?"

"You would, wouldn't you?"

"If you insist on sending me to the gallows, I'm afraid I will have to take you with me."

"If you leave town, I promise I will say nothing about last night."

He shook his head. "I'm not going to let you get away so easily, sweet Sarah. Make up your mind. Put up with my company, or see how much scandal we can generate."

Sarah toyed with the top button of her gown, staring up at him. "It seems you leave me little choice."

Austin felt a tightening in his chest, a constriction around his heart as he looked at her and saw the frightened girl hidden inside her woman's body. Still, he had little choice but to play this game through to the end. "Who knows, Sarah, you might even learn to enjoy my company."

"You will soon tire of this game, Sinclair."

She turned to leave, her hair spilling in shining waves around her shoulders.

"I'll pick you up at seven for dinner."

She paused, hesitating a moment before turning to face him. "You can't be serious. What would I tell my sister? How could I possibly explain having dinner with you to my stepmother?"

"You're not going to try to wiggle out of our agreement, are you?"

She drew her teeth over her lower lip, her lovely eyes revealing her every misgiving. "Could we see each other during the day? I could meet you somewhere."

"You intend to keep me a secret?"

"Give me a little time."

It suddenly occurred to him he would love to give her all the time in the world. "Meet me in the main hall of the museum of art, near the entrance from the carriage drive, at half past ten tomorrow morning."

She stared at him as though she wished she could make him disappear with a snap of her fingers.

"Don't worry. What could possibly happen in the museum?"

She frowned, and he could see she thought any number of terrible things could happen in a very public museum. "Very well, tomorrow morning."

She turned on her heel and marched toward the entrance, swatting at the leaves that blocked her way. Austin watched her until she disappeared into the green shadows, until all that remained of her angry footsteps was a distant echo.

He had to get close to her. He had to win her trust only to betray her and the brother she loved. And he knew by the look he had seen in Sarah's eyes, he would succeed. Even though the lady thought she hated him, she was attracted to him. Perhaps because she saw him as a thief and a scoundrel, the embodiment of her every fear. Forbidden fruit.

He reminded himself of all the reasons that had brought him to this moment. He thought of his brother and his family and all of the people depending on him. He thought of the vows he had made long ago, the oaths that bound him to an ancient sect, the ties that linked him to Avallon.

The bloodline of Avallon could be traced back to the dawn of civilization, back to an island nation that had been destroyed by flood more than ten thousand years ago, an island called Atlantis.

After the cataclysm that destroyed their world, Austin's ancestors were displaced scientists in an era when such knowledge was dangerous. They sought to find a place in that primitive world, creating the guise of pagan cults to disguise the knowledge they took for granted, knowledge and abilities others called magic. In time, even their cults could not shield them from harm.

Perceived as witches and wizards, Austin's ancestors banded together, from Ireland, Wales, and Britain. Six thousand years ago they came to a mountaintop in Brazil, a place where they could be free from persecution, free to establish a culture based on the exploration of the mysteries of nature. There they flourished to this day, an island of discovery, more advanced than the primitive world beyond the realm of their mountaintop. Yet they had never completely abandoned the Outworld, the world outside of Avallon; to do so would mean stagnation and the death of their dreams.

Bankers, magistrates, nobility, businessmen, advisers to kings and politicians, the people of Avallon possessed places in society all over the world now, as they always had in the past. Many, like Austin, moved between the two worlds, keeping a vow of silence, assuring Avallon shelter from civilization outside of their hidden city. They enjoyed people and places. They monitored the progress made in the Outworld. Until this moment Austin had always found pleasure in his assignments.

He thought of Sarah, of the pain that lurked in her future, pain he would help inflict. Yet he had no choice but to follow this path in life, a path that would bring heartache to an intriguing lady with pretty hazel eyes.

Chapter Six
The clink of steel striking steel echoed in the ancient city of Avallon. Sunlight glittered on the polished blades of the broadswords slicing through the morning air. Devlin Sinclair fought the growing lethargy in his arms, the weight of the sword dragging against muscles still unaccustomed to the violent actions of combat.

Devlin gritted his teeth as his opponent slammed his heavy blade against his own, trying to force the pointed tip into the black stones beneath Devlin's feet. He had to find the strength to win.

Sunlight poured into the square, spinning rainbows from crystals trapped in the black stones that rose to shape the walls of the buildings surrounding the plaza. Three stories tall, two broad wings stretching along one entire side of the square, the temple dwarfed the other structures that remained in the city. The temple stood today as it had for six thousand years, with eight square stone columns lining the front of the structure, lifting the pediment roof toward the sun that once was worshiped here.

A few buildings stood intact outside the square. Most of the city lay in ruins from an earthquake that had rumbled here long ago. Still, Avallon survived.

Every day for the past two weeks, since beginning the lessons that would draw him into the Inner Circle, Devlin had faced this same opponent, here in the square of the ancient city. The ritual combat was like an ancient dance recalling the lives of ancestors long ago turned to dust, when spectators would line the steps of the temple and watch this combat for sport. Today three women sat alone on the temple steps, watching the battle.

In the past few months, since finding this hidden city in the heart of Brazil, Devlin had learned that much of life in Avallon was tied to the past. Several miles from these ancient ruins, modern Avallon thrived. Still, in spite of their advances in science, the people here lived by ancient codes.

Devlin hoisted the heavy blade, countering a blow from the side. His arms strained beneath the force. The muscles in his back and shoulders knotted with the pressure.

''Nice move, Devlin," Rhys Sinclair shouted.

Rhys was dressed as Devlin was, naked to the waist, with close-fitting black trousers tucked into knee-high black boots. There was nothing to prevent the blade from cutting but the skill of the man wielding the weapon.

Devlin sucked air into his burning lungs, struggling to block the blade as Rhys lunged forward. A cool breeze scented with the perfume of the wildflowers that spread in rolling waves of blue and white and yellow upward along the surrounding hills rippled across his damp skin.

Thirty years separated Devlin in age from his opponent, his father, a man Devlin scarcely knew. Yet Rhys Sinclair looked no older than Devlin's 33 years: his black hair was untouched by gray, his skin taut and unlined, the sculpted muscles of his body moved with fluid grace beneath a fine sheen of sweat.

They had learned the secret of slowing the tide of time here. And Devlin was learning it was only one of their secrets.

Rhys swing his blade in a downward plunge, striking Devlin's sword, a growl emanating from deep in his chest. The blow was enough to bend Devlin's wrists, just enough to force the tip of the blade to the stones.
Devlin dragged air into his lungs, his arms trembling beneath the strain to lift the heavy sword. He stared into his father's blue-green eyes, animosity and admiration warring in his heart.

Rhys's smile was warm and generous as he stepped back from his son. "In another few weeks, you shall be a master of the sword."

Winded, Devlin rested the tip of his blade against the smooth black stones beneath his feet and leaned on the leather-clad handle, dragging air into his lungs. At least he had the small satisfaction of knowing his opponent was also out of breath. "This is all very important to you, isn't it? The tradition of it all. The continuation of the past."

"I can see you still harbor doubts about your legacy." Rhys slipped his sword into the black leather sheath that hung from a leather belt strapped around his narrow hips. "You still do not see the significance of becoming a lord of the Inner Circle."

Devlin stared down at the cobblestones beneath his feet, carved centuries ago, still hard and unyielding. He had been stolen from his family at the age of two. He had lived his life without a home, without a family, a man alone, until six months ago. "I know you must have thought it very important when you agreed to a quest that nearly killed me and everyone on our expedition, an expedition the Central Council manufactured to prove my worthiness."

"Without the quest you would never have been allowed to take your rightful place in our society."

Devlin twisted the tip of the sword against the stone, clenching his teeth at the sharp scraping noise. His parents and the Central Council had known his identity for nearly a year before he had been allowed to enter this ancient society. For nearly a year they had observed and tested him. "I don't like being manipulated."

"The Central Council is often unreasonable. Sometimes they are too steeped in rules to see justice. Still, you must understand that the Inner Circle was formed nearly four thousand years ago. We are the guardians of secrets learned through the ages, secrets that could prove disastrous if misused. Only those with unquestionable honor are allowed to enter the Circle, and only if they have been born of the bloodline. It is for that reason the Council needed proof of your character."

"I am beginning to accept it." Devlin had searched most of his life for a home. He had never expected to find one here. Yet six months ago he had climbed this mountain for the first time and found his family. He was only beginning to learn of their legacy and the place he held in this civilization.

The secrets of generations were unfolding before him, pages turning in an ancient book of knowledge. There was much to learn, much to prove before he would fully be accepted into the Inner Circle of this world. Yet he knew in his soul he belonged here; the gifts of his birthright were already awakening inside him.

Rhys rested his hand on Devlin's shoulder, smiling as his son met his gaze. "You must think of the good that came from your journey through the jungle, your journey home. Without the quest, you would not have found your Edaina."

Devlin glanced at the temple to the three women sitting in the shade cast by the pediment roof. Kate sat between his sister Alexandria and his mother Brianna, the three women sharing the spectacle of his defeat.

Kate, Devlin's wife of less than a month, his love of a thousand lifetimes. Archaeologists in the Outworld, Kate and her father Frederick had been used as pawns in the Central Council's game to bring Devlin back to Avallon. Their obsession for Atlantis had been the bait. "If it meant losing Kate, I would not alter a single moment of my past."

"It is dangerous to question the past." Rhys drew a deep breath, turning his gaze to the ancient walls of the temple, his expression growing tense. "Only a fool tries to alter destiny."

Devlin frowned, sensing a hidden meaning behind his father's words, one he was not yet privileged to understand.

Chapter Seven
Perhaps he wouldn't come. Sarah paused near a statue of Medea, a tall marble figure who stood with a knife clutched in her hand. She stared down the long main hall of the Metropolitan Museum of Art, searching for Austin Sinclair, wondering if the uneasy feeling she had deep in her stomach had more to do with the fear of seeing him again or the anxiety that he might have asked her here only to humiliate her by not coming. Which would be worse?

She fiddled with the top button of her dress, slipping the button through the brown serge, unfastening, fastening, unfastening, as she waited. She glanced at the watch pinned to her bodice. Twenty minutes past the hour. She was

"You're early."

She jumped at the sound of his voice, the sable soft tones vibrating near her ear. She glanced up, straight into a pair of silvery blue eyes that sent her heart careening into the wall of her chest.

His head was bare, his hair tousled by the wind into thick black waves around his face. Dressed in a charcoal gray coat that hugged his wide shoulders like a shadow, a crisp white shirt and necktie that emphasized the golden skin of a man who enjoyed spending a great deal of time outside, Austin Sinclair looked every inch a gentleman. The mischief in his eyes, the roguish tilt of his smile, were the only clues to the scoundrel hidden beneath the facade of an aristocrat.

"Anxious to see me?" he asked.

"I agreed to meet you; I didn't agree to enjoy it." Words to remember, she thought.

He cocked his head and stared down at her, a smile curving his lips. "Did you know your top button is unfastened?"

"Oh!" She fumbled with the fabric-covered button, silently cursing her nervous habit.

He offered her his arm, and when she hesitated, he leaned forward and whispered, "Relax, sweet Sarah, I won't bite."

She glanced down the main hall. Men in tall silk hats strolled with ladies in bonnets under the arched skylights that welcomed a flood of sunlight into the hall. She scanned their faces, hoping they were all strangers to her. She felt her breath grow cold in her lungs when she recognized a few of them, including Fanny Warren and her mother. What would they think when they saw her with Austin Sinclair?

"Don't worry so much about what people think," Austin said, slipping her arm through his.

She glanced up at him. "I didn't realize you could read minds, Mr. Sinclair."

"I can perceive feelings sometimes. And you have such a lovely, open face."

"I see." Her hand tensed on his arm, pressing into muscles that were thick and hard beneath his sleeve. "In other words I possess a simple mind that presents no challenge to you."

He shook his head, his smile growing gentle as he looked down at her. "Sweet Sarah, you're more challenge to me than you will ever realize."

There was a trace of sadness in his voice, a sadness that touched his eyes for a heartbeat, no longer. Yet that look gave her a glimpse into the depths of this man. What was hidden beneath the handsome face? What demons had led him into a life of crime? It shocked her to realize how very much she wanted to know about him.

It was madness to wonder about this man. Complete madness to believe he was more than what he appeared - a scoundrel. She walked beside him down the long main hall, aware of each time her skirt brushed his long leg, certain everyone was staring.
"So tell me, do you often visit the museum when you aren't being coerced by a scoundrel into coming here?" He paused in front of a glass display case filled with miniatures and enameled boxes.

"It has been several years since I've visited the museum." She stared down at a miniature of a young girl, the small face captured from a distant century, sunlight glinting on the gold that trimmed the little portrait. "The collections have grown considerably."

"Not an art lover?"

I do like art. But there simply never seems to be enough time to enjoy it."

"Take the time for things you enjoy, Sarah, before you discover all of your time has fled and your only memories are of numbers in a ledger book."

I suppose I should take lessons from you in how to enjoy my life."

He pressed his hand over hers where it rested on his arm, his warm palm filled with strength. "I would love to teach you."

"Perhaps I could teach you a few things about responsibility, Mr. Sinclair."

He wiggled his eyebrows at her. "Could be interesting."

Sarah glanced away from the smiling rogue. It was far too tempting, that smile. She found herself wanting to feel the curve of his lips beneath her fingertips.

Across the hall a group of four people stood, a family visiting the museum together. As a young girl she had dreamed of going on outings with her father and mother, dreams that had never come true.

Even now, after all these years, Sarah felt a pang of regret that she had never really been part of a family. Even now she longed for the love she had never known from a father who had despised her and the mother who had cared so little about her that she had abandoned her.

She gazed at the family with a trace of longing. The father was tall, his dark brown hair scarcely touched by gray. Odd, something about the gentleman was familiar. Beside him stood a young man of perhaps 20 years, as tall as his father, yet slighter of build, his hair a lighter shade of brown, his broad shoulders nearly obscuring the woman standing in front of him.

As Sarah watched, a young fair-haired girl of 14 or 15 poked her brother in the ribs and drew his attention to the collection of swords glittering in a nearby case. Sarah smiled, remembering Leighton at that young age, and how he would tug his older sister along to show Sarah something "extraordinary."

After grabbing his hand the girl led her brother away from their parents, revealing the woman who had been half-hidden by her son. Sarah felt a hard hand of emotion squeeze her throat; pain and fear mingled to shut off her air as she stared at the woman's profile.

It couldn't be her, she assured herself. Not here.

The woman wore a finely tailored light blue walking dress that molded her slender figure. Beneath a fashionable high hat trimmed in silk roses and a blue satin bow, her upswept hair was golden brown. Sarah's heart crept upward, lodging at the base of her throat, pounding so hard she was certain it could be heard the length of the hall.

The woman laughed at something her husband said, her voice carrying like the notes of a violin in the room. Familiar, that laughter, like a ghost that had haunted her childhood. It couldn't be her, Sarah thought. Dear lord, please don't let it be her.

Austin was saying something about the miniatures, but Sarah couldn't follow his meaning. Her attention was fully captured by the woman standing no more than 30 feet away from her. Silently she willed the woman to turn. She needed to see her face. Yet at the same time, she feared what she might see.

As if the woman felt her gaze on her, she turned and glanced in Sarah's direction. Sarah's entire body stiffened. The woman's lips parted, but no sound escaped. She looked as shocked as Sarah felt.

"Sarah, are you all right?"

Austin's words penetrated the roar of blood in Sarah's ears. Yet she couldn't respond.

Dimly she felt him squeeze her numb hand. In a daze, she walked beside him as he led her out of the main hall, down a corridor, through an arched doorway into the gallery housing the Cesnola collection of antiquities.

Here pieces from before the birth of Christ lay sleeping behind glass boxes, undisturbed by the occasional visitor. Here no one but the stone figures from the past and the man beside her could see her tremble with the raw emotion flooding her body.

"Sarah," he whispered, brushing his fingers across her cold cheek.

She tried to speak, to tell him she was fine, but she couldn't. She could only part lips that trembled and refused to form a single word.

"Sweet Sarah." Austin slipped his arms around her and drew her against his chest.

Sarah didn't fight him; his arms felt too warm around her, too strong, too protective. At the moment she wanted protection, from her own pain, from her own hatred that frightened her more than anything.

She drew a deep breath, trying to fight the tears that pricked her eyes. She wouldn't cry for that woman. She had cried far too many tears for her already. Still, her body shook with the struggle, trembling uncontrollably in the haven of Austin's arms.

"It's all right, Sarah." Austin slipped his hand beneath the thick bun at the nape of her neck, pressing his palm flat against her skin. His heat seeped into her blood, a tingling heat that shimmered inside her like fireflies on a moonless night.

She leaned into him, surrendering to his touch, allowing him to take her weight against his powerful body. He spoke softly, his words a blur in her brain, the sound of his voice slowing the horrible tide of pain.

In time, she became aware of the steady rise and fall of his chest against her cheek, the slow, easy throb of his heart. Without conscious thought, she matched her breathing to his, her heart slowing to beat in time with his heart. And somewhere in the back of her mind, she realized he was willing this to happen.

She pulled back in his arms and looked up into his face. There was a serenity in his eyes, complete understanding there. As though awakening slowly from a contented sleep, she drew away from him. He watched her with those gentle eyes, silently assuring her she would be all right.

''I'm sorry," she said, suddenly ashamed of her violent display. Unable to hold his gaze, she glanced around the room, seeing only glass cases and displays filled with artifacts from the dead.

"There's no need for you to feel shame, Sarah." He brushed the curve of her jaw with his knuckles, drawing her gaze back to him.

The look in his eyes, the touch of his hand beckoned her without words. A current of emotion flowed between them, warm and vibrant, curling around her, drawing her toward him. It was as if they had stood like this in another time, countless lifetimes before. For some inexplicable reason, she felt she knew this man better than she had ever known another living soul.

She turned away from him, unsettled by the strength of the desire to walk back into his arms. She didn't need to lean on anyone, especially a scoundrel like Austin Sinclair.

"How long has it been since you've seen your mother?"

Sarah pivoted to face him. "How did you know that woman was my mother?"

He smiled, a gentle curve of his lips that made her wonder what it would be like to feel his kiss once more. "You resemble her."

Sarah dismissed his comment with a wave of her hand. "She's beautiful. She always was."

"When did you last see her?"

"Nine years ago." Sarah felt her throat tighten and swallowed hard. "She had come to see my father at his office. I seldom went there - Father never liked for me to go there - but Clarissa had insisted. We had been shopping and she wanted to show him the fan she had bought. Diana was leaving when we arrived. She came out of the building, and that man she married took her into his arms, right there in the middle of Broadway. She didn't even notice me."

Tears threatened, sharp burning tears that made her clench her hands into fists and stare unblinking at a stone statue of a man standing behind glass a few feet away from her. If she didn't blink, if she didn't move, the tears wouldn't win; she knew this from countless times she had held them at bay.

"There are times when people do what they must to survive. Have you ever thought your mother might have left because she couldn't stay with your father?"

"That woman turned her back on her husband and her two children for the sake of her lover."

"Have you ever discussed it with her?"

I don't believe the matter is of any concern to you.

"It concerns me because it concerns you."

Sarah drew a breath that quivered in her throat. There was such sincerity in his eyes, such genuine concern, she could almost believe he cared for her.

"The past shapes our future, Sarah." He cupped her cheek in the palm of his big hand, his long fingers curving beneath her ear. "Until you can understand what happened in your past, until you can resolve the questions and doubts, your future will remain unsettled."

Her future. She had never liked what she saw when she imagined her future. There were too many things she wanted, too many she knew she could never have: a man to love, a man who would love her all the days of his life, children to hold in her arms. These were the magical gifts she wanted, yet her future held only loneliness.

She turned away from Austin Sinclair's warm touch, looked away from his deceiving eyes, the silvery blue depths that promised her dreams that could never come true. "Are you planning to steal anything from the museum?"

He was quiet. She could feel him watching her, sense him willing her to face him. She moved away from him, feeling as though she were straining against an invisible tether, a force that beckoned her to turn and run straight into his arms. "Here are some interesting objects a collector might like to own." She stared into a glass case that contained stone seals from the second and third centuries B.C.

"I've never stolen anything from a museum."

"I keep forgetting that you are a discerning thief." She stared at a stone impression from an engraved ring depicting Cupid carrying Psyche in his arms.

He moved toward her, his footsteps impossibly quiet on the polished wooden floor. She felt the heat of his body brush her back, sensed the moment he paused inches away and stood looking down at her. "People are not always what they seem, Sarah."

"No, sometimes people appear to be gentle, kind, infinitely sincere. It's important to remember just how easy it is to hide behind a mask."

"And you, Sarah." He rested his hand on her shoulder. "Are you hiding behind a mask?"

She squeezed her eyes shut, fighting the urge to rest her cheek against that warm hand that made her tingle with a single touch. "I'm the one with the open face, remember?"

"A beautiful face that betrays every emotion."

"I'm certain other women find your flattery appealing. I do not."

"You're lovely. Different from the pale image of what fashion finds ideal in a woman, but undeniably beautiful. Don't be frightened to be who you are."

Sarah curled her shoulders away from him. "I'm not frightened."

"You wear your hair in the most severe style possible."

Sarah smoothed the hair at her temples. "Thank you for the compliment."

"And your gowns are not chosen to flatter your lovely face, the rich color of your hair." He kept his voice gentle, easing the sting of his words. "Brown and gray, the colors of a cocoon."

She stiffened beneath his hand. "I'm not hiding in a cocoon, Mr. Sinclair. I am simply dressing the way a woman of my age should dress."

"Sarah, look around you. Only women in mourning wear gowns such as yours."

"I wouldn't expect you to understand the importance of living within the bounds of propriety." She pulled away from him, flicking her plain brown skirt nervously as she moved toward the doorway.

Austin watched her, wanting to heal the wounds that didn't show, the wounds that robbed her of any chance she had to truly live her life. Words rose from deep in his heart, words of comfort, words of promise, words he could not speak. Promises were not something to be made and broken. And he could not keep promises to this woman.

She hesitated beneath the arched entrance of the room as though she were gathering her composure, then pivoted to face him, her chin lifted at a defiant angle. "I'm sure you would prefer me to go about in scarlet dresses cut so low you could see my... Well, I can assure you I have no intention of making such a display of myself."

"Sarah, I only want to see you enjoy your life."

I don't need you to tell me how to enjoy my life, Mr. Austin Sinclair." She turned and dashed through the arched opening, leaving him alone, surrounded by relics from another time and place.

He followed her, trying to think of something to say that might ease her hurt. By the time he reached the entrance leading to the carriage road, Sarah was already at the bottom of the stone stairs. "Sarah, wait!"

Sarah glanced over her shoulder. The look in her eyes told him he was the last person on the face of the earth she wanted to see. As he hurried down the stairs, she pivoted and marched toward the line of carriages standing beneath elm and oak trees across the wide carriage road.

He heard a noise, a rattle of wheels on loose granite. A coach was racing along the carriage road. Black horses pounded the ground, granite flying from beneath their hooves. They were headed right for the woman who was in the middle of the road.

"Sarah!"

She turned at his shout, freezing like a doe in the sights of a rifle when she saw the coach barreling toward her.

Austin dashed into the road. Sarah screamed as he slammed into her. Wrapping his arms around her, he tackled her, using his momentum to propel them out of the line of the horses. He twisted, taking the brunt of the fall. As he hit the ground he rolled, covering Sarah with his body.

Carriage wheels thundered as loudly as the blood pounding in his ears. Were they in the clear? Granite stones pelted his shoulder, his side, his legs. The rattle of wheels faded into a distant roar.

For a moment he didn't move, holding his breath, reassuring himself the coach was well past them and they were both still in one piece. Sarah stirred beneath him, shoving at his shoulders. He lifted on his elbows, staring down into her face. "Are you a right?"

"Get off of me!"

Austin frowned. "You're welcome, Miss Van Horne."

Sarah released a hiss between her teeth. "I didn't ask you to toss me to the ground, Mr. Sinclair."

"I thought it might be preferable to being flattened by that coach, Miss Van Horne." A sharp stab of pain shot through his hip as he stood. He offered Sarah his hand, which she ignored.

She struggled to her feet, brushing at the dust streaking her dark brown skirt. "Just what did you think you were doing?"

"Saving your life."

"I am quite capable of saving my own life, Mr. Sinclair." Sarah tugged at her small brown hat, which had slipped to the side of her head. I assure you I was about to get out of the way of that coach."

Austin rubbed his hip, frowning as he held Sarah's indignant look. "And I assure you, Miss Van Horne, you would not have made it in time."

Sarah looked around as though she were trying to gain her bearings. "I don't understand why he was going so fast. I've never been so..." She pressed a trembling hand to the base of her neck, her breath coming in ragged gasps. "I... oh, my gracious."

Austin slipped one arm around her shoulders and the other beneath her crumpling knees and lifted her in his arms.

"I'm not going to faint," she whispered, gripping his lapel like a lifeline. I never faint."

"Of course you're not going to faint." Austin carried her beyond the carriages, where trees rose from the thick carpet of grass to lift their branches toward the clear blue sky. She was trembling in his arms.

"It's all right, Sarah," he said, sinking to the grass beneath a tall oak. He cradled her in his arms, leaning back against the rough bark. Beneath streaks of dust, her face was pale, her eyes wide with shock.

I turned around and it was there. Coming at me. I wanted to run. Yet... I was paralyzed."

"Take long, deep breaths," he said, lifting her cold hand.

She gulped at the air. "It was... like a dream, where you can't move... and something horrible is chasing you."

"Close your eyes." He rested his fingers against her temple, rubbing softly. "Take a deep, slow breath."

She tried to breathe, her body shaking with the effort.

"Imagine a rainbow." He took a deep, steadying breath, willing her to follow. Leaves whispered in the breeze overhead, a cool breeze stirring the tattered remains of the bun that had tumbled down her back. "In your mind follow the rise of color arcing upward toward the sun, the slow slide of shimmering light down the other side."

Sarah closed her eyes, drinking in the air, a long breath mirroring the slow slide of his thumb over her knuckles, the soft brush of his finger across her temple.

"That's it, Sarah, nice and slow." He felt each breath she took, sharing the same rhythm, feeling the air fill his lungs as he watched the slow rise of her breasts beneath the somber brown cloth.

As he felt her relax in his arms, he felt a tightening inside him, a quickening of his blood. He stared at her parted lips, remembering the kiss he had carelessly stolen the night before. The kiss that had haunted his dreams. Oh, yes, he had enjoyed that kiss far too much.

He couldn't kiss her again. No, it was far too dangerous to kiss her again. She lifted her dark lashes, looking at him with those pretty hazel eyes.

"Feeling better?" he asked, slipping his fingers across her temple as slowly as he wanted to slide his lips across hers.

"Much." She smiled, the shy curve of her lips betraying her uncertainty. "It would seem you saved my life."

"My pleasure."

"I'm sorry for acting like such a shrew before."

Austin glanced down at the delicate hand he held in his grasp, trying to control the dangerous attraction he felt for this woman. "You were shocked by what happened, that's all."

She glanced at his hand where it rested against her shoulder, her eyes growing wide, as though she suddenly realized where she was sitting. He felt her stiffen before she scrambled out of his lap, stumbling over her skirt in her rush to get away from him.

"Careful," he said, steadying her with his hand on her arm.

"I'm all right. Thank you." She looked around like a little girl afraid of being caught stealing cookies before dinner.

I don't think anyone saw us, Sarah." Austin came to his feet, grimacing at the pain in his hip.

"Are you hurt?"

"Only bruised a little. How about you?"

"I'm fine." She smoothed back her tangled hair.

"What do you suppose that man was doing racing along this road?"

I don't know. But I'd love to get my hands on him."

"I didn't see his face, did you?"

"No." Austin frowned as he recalled the sight of the coach and driver. It was far too warm to be wearing a coat and scarf; the driver had been wearing a hat pulled low enough to obscure his face. It could have been Austin's own brother and he wouldn't have recognized him.

She brushed at the dirt smearing her dark brown skirt, pausing to study a rent at the side. "I'd better be going."

"I'll see you home."

"No, thank you." She shoved back her shoulders like a soldier about to march in a parade. "I am quite capable of seeing myself home."

All the barriers were once again in place. He drew a deep breath as she walked away from him, catching a whiff of lavender that lingered on his shirt and reminded him of the way she had trembled in his arms. He followed her to her carriage.

She turned and glanced up at him. "Mr. Sinclair, I told you I don't want you to escort me home."

He smiled. "Then I guess I'll have to follow you. Just to make sure you get home all right."

She ignored his hand when he offered to help her into her carriage. I don't need your protection."

Austin watched her climb into her carriage, noting how shaky her hands were as she lifted the ribbons. She had come very close to dying on this beautiful spring morning. That realization settled into his bones like ice. He turned and walked to the hitching post where he had left his gray stallion.

He slipped the reins from the hitching post and swung up into the saddle, the leather creaking beneath his weight. Vulcan tossed his head, his silvery mane streaming in' the breeze. When he turned the horse toward the road, Sarah "was already driving away from him.

"That's one stubborn woman," he whispered, urging his horse into a canter.

As Austin followed her down the wide, sunny stretch of road, he wondered how anyone could have missed seeing Sarah. Could it have been deliberate?

Even as it formed, he shook off the suspicion. It was probably nothing more than someone who was in a hurry, someone too frightened after nearly running them down to return to the scene. After all, who would want to harm Sarah?

Chapter Eight
''I've tried to protect you, Sarah." Roxanne stabbed her needle through the white muslin stretched in her embroidery hoop. Sunlight streaming through the open windows in the drawing room glinted on the splinter of steel as she yanked the needle through the material. "I've tried to teach you how important it is always to act with proper decorum."

Sarah clenched her hands in Merlin's fur, and the plump cat stirred in her lap. Mrs. Warren and Fanny had wasted little time in spreading the news of her meeting with Sinclair this morning. "I didn't realize it was scandalous to walk through a public museum with an acquaintance of the family."

I thought you were aware of how careful you must be. With your history people are only too happy to see something sinister in any situation. Even if it is innocent." Roxanne glanced up from her sampler, fixing Sarah with a cold blue stare. "I take it this was innocent."

Sarah felt a sting in her cheeks, a hot rush of blood. "Of course it was."

"Was it, Sarah?" Clarissa lounged in a wing-back chair across from Sarah, the mint green brocade cradling her fair head. "Are you sure you didn't see Lord Sinclair at the museum and attach yourself to the man?"

I certainly did not."

"Fanny said you were clinging to his arm."

"I was simply walking with the man."

"Then why did you come home covered in dirt, with your hair tumbling down your back as though you had been rolling around on the ground?"

Sarah glared at her sister. I told you, I was nearly run over by a careless carriage driver."

"So you said." Clarissa smiled, a smug little curve of her lips that said she believed Sarah had attempted to seduce Austin Sinclair. How could Clarissa believe such a horrible thing?

I think it would be best if you avoided Lord Sinclair in the future." Roxanne drew the needle through her sampler, dragging scarlet thread through the white fabric. "He is far too worldly for a woman such as you."

Sarah felt a trickle of anger seep into that well of despair that had opened deep inside her. "Then I suppose he is far too worldly for Clarissa."

"What!" Clarissa shot upward from her chair. "Of all the spiteful, hateful -"

"It isn't at all the same thing, Sarah." Roxanne rested her embroidery on her lap and looked at Sarah. "Clarissa is a great beauty. Men are constantly throwing themselves at her feet. It is only fitting for Lord Sinclair to lose his heart to her. No one would find it in the least odd."

Sarah rubbed her fingertips between Merlin's ears.

The big cat purred in her lap, a contented sound that came from deep in his chest. "But people would find it strange if Sinclair were to fall in love with me."

"In love with you?" Clarissa stared down at her sister as though Sarah had declared she intended to become the next president of the United States.

Roxanne laughed, a bright sound that echoed on the walnut wainscoting and sliced Sarah like a blade.

Heat scorched Sarah's cheeks. She lifted Merlin and buried her hot face in his thick gray fur. He smelled of cream and the cinnamon roll he had charmed out of Matilda this afternoon. The silly cat loved pastries almost as much as Matilda did.

"Oh, my dear, I'm sorry," Roxanne said, trying to control her giggles. "I don't mean to hurt your feelings, but you must realize Lord Sinclair could have his pick of women. Not only here, but in England. Although you have many fine qualities, Sarah, they are hardly the type that would attract a man like Lord Austin Sinclair."

She had character, Sarah thought. Not a quality likely to attract anyone of the masculine gender, except a plump feline who was purring with pleasure at being held in her arms.

"Now, Sarah, take my advice, because I only want the best for you," Roxanne said. "Stay away from Lord Sinclair, before the gossipmongers rip your delicate reputation into shreds."

Sarah hugged Merlin, wishing the cat could spin a spell as well as his namesake. She had a horrible feeling nothing short of magic could save her from Austin Sinclair.

After a crisp knock on the door, Emerson entered at Roxanne's command. He glanced at Sarah, his dark eyes betraying a flicker of concern that made her realize she was allowing her feelings to show.

She managed a smile and received a slight nod from Emerson.

"What is it?" Roxanne asked without casting a glance at the butler.

"A visitor, madame."

Sarah's stomach tightened. Had someone else come to speculate about her morning with Sinclair?

"Who is it?" Roxanne asked, obviously annoyed with the intrusion.

"Lord Austin Sinclair."

"Sinclair!" Both Clarissa and Roxanne repeated the gentleman's name, their gazes fixing on Sarah.

Sarah couldn't utter his name; she couldn't utter a sound. All of the breath had frozen to ice in her lungs.

"Shall I show him in, madame?"

Roxanne kept her gaze on Sarah as she responded, "Yes, of course."

"Mother, do I look my best?" Clarissa asked, fussing with the shell-shaped ivory lace that tumbled from her high collar to the waist of her peach linen gown.

Roxanne regarded her daughter a moment, a look of immense pride filling her eyes. "Beautiful, darling. And what of your mama?"

"Charming."

Sarah glanced from Clarissa in her peach linen to Roxanne. Dressed in a gown of striped lemon-and-white silk trimmed in bright green velvet ribbons, with her yellow hair piled in soft curls on top of her head, Roxanne appeared no older than Clarissa; the resemblance between mother and daughter was a point of great pride with both women.

Perched on an armchair between them, Sarah felt like a plain brown sparrow trapped between two bright canaries. Still, when Austin Sinclair entered the room, his gaze did not fly to Clarissa or Roxanne. His attention was riveted on Sarah.

He was smiling as he moved toward her, a warm, generous smile that seemed to wrap around her and hold her. Deep inside she felt the flicker of fireflies come to life.

She never felt more alive than when this man was near. One look from his beautiful eyes, and her blood grew warm. One touch of his gentle hand, and her heart beat to rhythms she'd never known existed. One sound of his sable soft voice, and her skin tingled.

He greeted Roxanne, kissing her hand. Sarah seldom saw her stepmother blush, but there it was, a delicate pink blush rising high on Roxanne's lovely cheeks.

A peach shadow glided in front of Sarah, momentarily blocking out the sight of Austin Sinclair and his warm smile. As Clarissa greeted him, Sarah could see Sinclair bend over her hand. Something twisted in Sarah's chest, something dangerously close to jealousy as she realized he was kissing her sister's hand.

Jealous! Over that scoundrel? She really must be losing her sanity.

Sarah glanced down at Merlin, who had perked up his ears and turned his golden eyes toward Sinclair. As if summoned by his master, Merlin jumped from her lap. He sauntered around Clarissa, his plump belly swaying as he made his way to Sinclair.

Strange, Merlin usually ignored strangers, and here he was brushing back and forth against Sinclair's long legs, making a complete fool of himself for nothing more than a few strokes on his furry head. It seemed Sinclair's special magic extended to animals as well as women.

"Miss Van Horne," Austin said.

Sarah was the last he greeted. He did nothing more than take her hand and touch his lips to her fingers, as he had the other ladies. It was all very proper. And yet, in the space of a heartbeat, as he held her hand and looked into her eyes, she felt the world expand and narrow at the same time.

Clarissa and Roxanne faded into a distant haze. There was nothing but this man. Nothing but the excitement he sent pulsing through her every limb. At that moment he could have swept her up into his arms and carried her away with him. She would have gone. Anywhere.

He winked.

She clenched her teeth.

The man really was an incorrigible tease.

Sarah sat back in her chair as Sinclair took a seat beside Roxanne on the sofa. The last place on earth she wanted to be was here, watching Austin Sinclair charm Clarissa and Roxanne. And charm them he did. The man was a master at it. In the space of minutes he had both women laughing over some exploit of his that involved a beehive in the office of the headmaster of Eton.

Sarah stared at the scoundrel. Had he gone to Eton? How much of Lord Austin Sinclair was an illusion? How much of the man was real, if any? What had led him down this twisting path? She found herself watching him, wondering if there was any chance for the scoundrel to live a decent life, wondering who might be able to change him.

What had he said?

Sarah realized she had completely lost track of the conversation at a point when she suspected it had turned in her direction. Suddenly Roxanne and Clarissa were both staring at her as though she had sprouted horns and a tail. And Sinclair was walking toward her, offering his arm.

"Shall we, Miss Sarah?"

She had no idea what he wanted of her, but something perverse inside her had her reaching for him. With her arm through his, she walked with him through the single French door that stood open near the far side of the room.

"Where are we going?" Sarah whispered as they stepped onto the stone terrace.

Austin smiled down at her. Sunlight peeking through the elm planted near the house tossed golden coins of light upon her glossy hair. That tight knot at the nape of her neck looked cruel. One long pin peeked out of the silken ball, tempting him to set the glorious mane free. "Do you mean to say you came with me not knowing where I was leading?"

She glanced over her shoulder. Austin followed her gaze and found Clarissa standing at the drawing room window, peeking around the edge of one mint green brocade drape. A few feet behind Clarissa, Roxanne stood, staring at Sarah as though she wanted to tear every hair from her stepdaughter's head. Austin covered Sarah's hand with his, a wave of protectiveness washing over him.

"Why did you come here?" she asked, her voice nearly strangled by emotion.

"Smile, sweet Sarah." He smiled down at her. "You're simply going to show a guest the gardens. Nothing wrong in that."

"The gardens?"

"I wanted a few minutes alone with you." He led her from the terrace into the gardens that spread from the house in a patchwork pattern of flower beds cut by meandering gravel walkways. A brick wall marched along the perimeter of the gardens, sealing it off from the neighboring property and the alley where the stable stood. "I thought a walk through the gardens would suit just fine."

"Well, it doesn't suit, not me, not at all." She made a sound deep in her throat, a strangled cry of frustration that made him want to hold her close to his heart. "Why did you have to come here?"

"You aren't going to be able to keep me a secret, Sarah." Her hand flexed on his arm, her fingers biting into his skin through the layers of cloth. He stroked his thumb back and forth over her knuckles, trying to soothe her.

"You're intent on ruining me, aren't you?"

"No." The last thing in the world he wanted to do was bring this woman any more pain. "When I arrived back at Isabel's there were visitors waiting to pounce on me. A Mrs. Warren and her daughter."

Sarah sighed, her gaze lowering to the gravel that crunched beneath her feet. "They've had a busy morning."

"I wanted to see you." She glanced up at him, her eyes filled with that wariness he wished he could vanquish forever from those beautiful hazel depths. "I wanted to make sure the harpies you live with hadn't ripped you to shreds."

"Roxanne and Clarissa are not harpies." She pulled free of his arm, a sharp, angry movement that seemed to surprise her more than it did him. She glanced over her shoulder at the drawing room windows as though she were afraid her actions were all being cataloged for later use at her trial.

"I suppose they had nothing at all to say about our visit to the museum."

"And what do you suppose they will say now?" Sarah hurried toward an arch sculpted from a line of yew. "A walk in the gardens. What an incredibly bad idea you've had."

Once he passed beneath the arch, following Sarah into the garden beyond, Austin realized why she had come here. They were safe from spiteful eyes in this garden, wrapped in the protective arms of sculpted yew and evergreen that formed four walls to surround beds of roses. An arch of yew opened onto a gravel walkway that led toward the kitchen on the opposite side of the garden, where the herb garden grew, the place where he had first kissed Sarah.

That kiss. Could that kiss really have been as explosive as his memory of it? Even now, one thought of her in his arms and his skin grew warm, as though the sunlight were caressing his naked body.

Sarah paused beside a rose bush, where a single pink blossom was breaking free of its tight bonds, opening to the warmth of the sun.

Austin studied her profile, wishing he could smooth away the tension that furrowed her brow and pulled her lovely lips into a taut line. He caught himself staring at those lips, following their agitated twitching.

Soft lips. Warm lips. Lips that should be smiling more than they did. Lips meant to be kissed. Only not by him. No, he wasn't the man meant to steal kisses from this lovely lady. Now if only he could convince his instincts of that fact.

"I should have known you would make a disaster of this." Sarah flicked her fingertip at the pink rosebud that had only recently broken free of its dark green wrapping. It nodded in response.

"You wanted to dissuade Clarissa from her dangerous desire to marry me. What better way than to show her how much I'm interested in her sister?"

"I see." The breeze, heavy with the fragrance of freshly mown grass, rippled her skirt. The gray linen fluttered against his legs. "This is all to help dissuade Clarissa."

"In all honesty, this has nothing at all to do with Clarissa."

When she looked up at him, Sarah's eyes revealed the deep unhealed wounds carved into her soul by spiteful words and jealousy, a lifetime of blame. So much pain, so much need. If only he could touch her. If only he could heal the wounds. Perhaps then he might find a cure for his own doubts, his own loneliness.

Mentally he shook himself. He had to stop thinking in terms of next week or next month or forever with this woman. Moments, they would share only moments, he reminded himself.

"What would you have me believe, Sinclair?" A few strands of her hair escaped their harsh confinement and swept across her cheek with the breeze. She didn't seem to notice. "Should I believe you're fascinated with me?" she asked as she stared up at him and tried to read his mind.

"Is it really so difficult to believe?"

"Of course not." She swiped at the hair drifting across her cheek, forcing the strands back from her face. "Why, men are forever falling at my feet. One grows so weary of the attention, you know."

He needed to maintain a shield against the emotions this woman evoked inside him. And yet, looking at her, seeing the ragged wounds beneath the lovely mask, he felt his defenses slip. "Have you ever given a man a chance to show you how lovely you truly are?"

She drew a deep breath and, stared down at the freshly awakened rose, her hands tight fists at her sides. "I don't want to play your game, Sinclair."

A game. It was true; they were both trapped in this game. A game he found more unsettling every time he saw Sarah. A game he wondered if either of them could win.

She glanced up at him. ''Why are you looking at me like that?"

"Because I like looking at you, Sarah."

Her lips parted, yet not a sound escaped. He saw the flame of desire flicker in her eyes, felt an answering fire kindle deep inside him.

"You are so very lovely." He slipped his arms around her and stepped very close, so close he could feel her breasts brush against his chest. Yet it wasn't close enough, not nearly close enough to ease the need that throbbed inside him like a ragged wound.

She was warm and infinitely alluring, this woman who stood stiff and angry in his arms. No guile. No pretense. Just Sarah and her innocence.

She stared up at him, thick dark lashes framing the fury in her beautiful eyes. She forced her slender hands flat against his chest, pushing him away from the soft curves of her breasts. "Sinclair, if you think that just because you saved my life, I will -"

"Hush, sweet Sarah," he whispered before pressing his lips to hers.

It was a mistake; he knew it the moment he felt her lips beneath his. Yet he had no more power to stop his own actions than he did to hold back the sun at dawn.

She fought him, struggled in his arms, before she stiffened, startled at what he sensed was the same pleasure that pulsated along every nerve of his body. With a soft sigh that singed his cheek, she swayed against him, surrendering to the same emotions he had succumbed to moments before. Her lips fluttered beneath his before she opened, before she glided her soft lips along his and gave him a taste of the spice of her mouth.

Austin groaned with the enticing flavor of her. He slanted his mouth against hers, slowly and softly, absorbing the texture of her lips, the shape, the taste. God, he couldn't get enough of her.

She slipped her arms around his shoulders. She sank one hand into his hair, her fingertips grazing his scalp. He held her closer, her breasts searing him through the layers of clothes keeping him from her smooth flesh. He wanted to strip away the barriers. He wanted to lay her down in the sweet grass and sink into her heat.

Why this woman? Why of all the women he had ever known did he feel this all-encompassing desire, this crippling need that gripped him and shook him until he felt as though his world had tilted and only this woman kept him from spinning away into oblivion?

"Sarah," he whispered against her lips. He loved the sound of her name, the feel of it on his tongue.

She pulled back in his arms, her breath as ragged as his own. In her eyes he saw his own desire mirrored in those depths of jade, the flecks of gold and blue sparkling with the heady emotion.

"Let me go," she whispered, pushing against his shoulders.

He hesitated, wanting to hold her until the sun grew cold, knowing holding her for these few stolen moments was a disaster. He released her and watched as she stumbled back a step. She struggled to regain that icy composure that shielded the vulnerable woman deep inside. He struggled to draw together the tattered edges of his control.

"And what was that meant to prove, Sinclair?" she asked, her voice soft and breathless.

That I'm an idiot, he thought. He molded his lips into a smile, although at the moment he found little to smile about. "It proves you have the ability to turn my blood to fire, Miss Sarah."

Sarah pressed her hand to her lips. She stared at him as the breeze swirled the fragrance of spring around them, her eyes wide and wary. "I'm not a wealthy woman, Sinclair. My father left me enough to live comfortably for the rest of my life. But certainly not enough to support a lavish life-style."

"I'm not after your money, Miss Van Horne."

"What are you after?"

More than he could have. Fate had brought this woman into his life, and fate would tear her from his arms. "Your company. I like being with you."

"You want me to swoon at your feet, is that it?" She stiffened, forcing her back to grow rigid. "Your male pride demands I become another of your conquests."

"I don't collect hearts as a hobby, Sarah."

She lifted her chin, her eyes telling him she didn't believe a word he was saying. "Your little game isn't going to work, Sinclair. I assure you I don't find you or your little attempts at seduction the least bit appealing. You would do better seeking another victim."

"You're completely immune to my dubious charms."

She nodded. "Completely."

Austin smiled, wondering if the lady realized how her blush betrayed the truth. "Then you have nothing to fear in seeing me. I'll pick you up at eight for the theater."

"The theater?"

"It's a place where actors perform onstage for the entertainment of an audience."

Sarah frowned as she stared up at him. "I am quite aware of what a theater is, Mr. Sinclair."

"Good. I'll see you at eight."

"Mr. Sinclair, I do not attend..." She pursed her lips, staring at him as though she wanted to slip her hands around his neck and choke the life from him. "I suppose there is no chance of reasoning with you."

He smiled. "None at all."

"Very well, Mr. Sinclair." She squared her shoulders, a martyr headed for the stake. "But I shall not tolerate any of your insolence."

Austin watched as she marched away from him, admiring the straight line of her slim back, her tiny waist flaring into a bustle that bounced enticingly with each indignant step she took.

Balance.

He needed to keep his balance. He felt as though he were walking a tightrope; one wrong step and he would plunge into a dangerous pool of emotion.

Keep your hands off of her, old boy. His mission was at stake. His family was depending on him. The Inner Circle expected the best from him. There was far too much at risk to let his emotions rule his head.

After bringing Sinclair's horse around from the stables, Bram Duggan stood in the shade of the elm growing at the edge of the flagstone sidewalk in front of the Van Horne house. He frowned as he watched Austin Sinclair descend the three wide stone steps leading from the Van Horne house.

Sinclair was a good man, smart, honest, an excellent liaison between the Outworld and Avallon, but that didn't give the man a reason to stick his aristocratic nose where it didn't belong.

Bram had been a guardian of Avallon for the past ten years, long enough to know amateurs had no place in the service, even those who were members of the Inner Circle. Warriors once, centuries ago, guardians of secrets, intellectuals steeped in tradition and legend, the Inner Circle had no business going against real criminals.

Bram had little doubt Sinclair was going to bungle the mission. Probably get himself killed. And he, Bram Elias Duggan, would take the blame.

His hand tightened on the reins of Sinclair's horse. The stallion tossed his head, his long silvery white mane catching the breeze, slapping Bram in the face. Great Alexis! How did anyone learn to control the bloody beasts?

"Thank you." Austin took the reins and smiled. "They can sense when a person is tense, Duggan."

"So it seems."

A job as a groom, of all positions to put a man who had never ridden a horse in his life before twelve days ago. Sinclair had given him an accelerated course in the care and handling of the animals. Duggan's backside still ached from the countless hours he had spent in a saddle.

"Don't look so glum. It was this or a position as parlor maid. Just think of how much trouble you'd have had stumbling around in a dress." Austin slipped his foot in the stirrup, the leather creaking beneath his weight as he glided into the saddle with an ease that made Duggan clench his teeth.

Austin smiled, looking down at him as though he could read every thought in Bram's head. Could he? Bram had heard a lot of strange stories about the Inner Circle.

"This won't last forever," Austin said. "I have a feeling it won't be much longer before Leighton Van Horne makes an appearance."

Duggan stood watching as Sinclair rode down Fifth Avenue. He liked Sinclair, and that wasn't going to make this assignment any easier. From his investigation of Leighton Van Horne, he knew the man was a killer. The cold-blooded type. The type who killed for sport.

Duggan felt his neck prickle. Someone was watching him. He glanced up and found a young woman standing at the window, holding back the lace curtain, staring at him as though he were some rare and exotic species. Although he hadn't met her, he knew it was Clarissa Van Horne.

The look in her blue eyes, a hunger, he had seen often in the eyes of women. Many times that look had led him into an affair, an exchange of sexual pleasure, nothing more. He had never found anyone he wanted for the ages.

Yet recently the memory of a woman had haunted him. Lady Judith Chatham, a woman he had met while investigating the Van Horne incident, a woman with haunted brown eyes.

Lady Judith was a newcomer to Avallon, an Outworlder, and she was wounded in some unseen way. One look into Judith's eyes and he had wanted to hold her, to protect her, to make love to her until she moaned beneath him. A woman had never grabbed hold of his emotions the way that beautiful dark-haired woman had.

He turned and marched back toward the stables, hoping Miss Clarissa Van Horne didn't have a penchant for the hired help. The last thing he needed was another complication in this case.

He was one of the best at his job, one of the elite in the service who were permitted to operate in the Outworld. Still, in ten years on the job he had never gone after a murderer. Murder was nonexistent in Avallon.

He drew a deep breath and ran a hand through his hair, the thick tawny mane waving just below his ears. The way he looked at it, he was the only real chance of keeping Van Horne from murdering an aristocratic diplomat. And he would do it. Or die trying.

Chapter Nine
Sarah lifted her necklace, dangling the pearls over the round neckline of her gray silk gown. It was her only piece of jewelry, a present from her paternal grandmother on Sarah's sixteenth birthday. No girl should go into society without a strand of pearls, her grandmother had said.

The necklace had been the only present her grandmother Eleanor had ever given her. Still, Sarah understood the reason her grandmother had always held her at a distance; it was her tainted blood, as her grandmother had often said before her death five years ago.

Sarah stared at the pearls in the mirror above her vanity, each round bead glowing an ivory pink in the light from the brass-and-crystal fixture overhead. Mark my words, that girl will grow up to be the image of her mother. Her grandmother's words echoed in Sarah's memory. She shivered with remembrance and anxiety. How true were those words? She thought of Sinclair and the wicked way he made her feel.

There was no reason why she should wear the necklace tonight, she thought, slipping the pearls back into the small chest she kept in a top drawer of her bureau. She had no intention of giving Mr. Austin Sinclair the impression she wanted him to find her attractive.

"He's here!" Matilda rushed into the room, her ample hips setting her black muslin gown swaying with each step. "My gracious, that Lord Sinclair is one handsome man."

Sarah felt her heart lurch, that traitorous surge of excitement at the mere mention of his name.

"You'd better hurry and get ready, lamb; he's in the drawing room with the queen and her little princess, and from what I could see, your darling sister is trying hard to steal your prince."

Sarah felt her skin prickle at the thought of Clarissa with Sinclair. It wasn't jealousy, she assured herself, only concern for her sister that sparked the response. "He isn't my prince, Matilda."

Matilda smiled. "And just who is it he's come to see?"

Sarah tugged on her gloves, the white linen stretching beyond her elbow, ending just below the puffed sleeve of her gown. "I'm certain this is all some amusing game for Sinclair."

"Aye, a game of the heart." Matilda studied Sarah, her white cap cocked at an angle, her gray hair escaping in frizzy curls around her round face. "And I'm thinking you aren't doing much to win. Look at you!"

"What's wrong with the way I look?"

"Nothing, if you were a schoolteacher headed for church on Sunday morning, instead of meeting a handsome man for the theater." Matilda clucked her tongue as she stared at Sarah. "I've been telling you for years you need to be getting some pretty gowns."

"I hardly think a schoolteacher would wear silk to church." Sarah glanced at her reflection in the mirror above her vanity, staring at the silver-gray gown. Perhaps the bustle was not as prominent as fashion dictated. Perhaps the dress didn't have ribbons and flowers and other ornaments as most gowns did. Perhaps it was plain. It was dignified in its simplicity.

She thought of that swatch of turquoise silk Sinclair had held to her chin. What would it be like to wear a gown of that lush color? Silly old maid, that's what she would look like. She was far too old for turquoise gowns. "There is nothing wrong with my gown, Matilda."

"Well, I'm knowing there isn't any better in your closet. Maybe if we did something with your hair."

Sarah smoothed her fingers over the neat bun at the nape of her neck, making sure all of the pins were in place.

"Let me get Lucy in here. She does a fine job with the queen and the little princess. I'm thinking she can -"

"My hair is fine. I'm not going to rearrange myself simply to suit Austin Sinclair."

"Ah, lamb, if you're not careful, you'll be letting your prince get away."

Prince! The man was more a dragon in disguise, Sarah thought. "Good night, Matilda."

Sarah marched down the hall, prepared to do battle with the man. Each time she met him it was like going to war.

Pirate. Thief. Scoundrel. He was all of those things. And she would not for one moment be taken in by his blatant charm.

She hesitated a moment when she reached the bottom of the staircase, staring down the hall toward the drawing room, wishing she could turn around and hide in the safety of her room. The man had the most uncanny way of breaking through her defenses. She could not allow it. He could destroy her if she ever forgot he was simply playing a game with her.

Clarissa's laughter rippled from the drawing room into the hall as Sarah drew near. Sarah clenched her hands into fists. That man! He was supposed to be discouraging Clarissa, not encouraging her. Still, had she really expected him to stick to his end of this foul bargain?

Sarah hesitated on the threshold of the drawing room. Sinclair was there, alone with Clarissa, sitting with her on the same sofa. Where was Roxanne? Why had she left Clarissa alone with this thief?

As Sarah watched, Clarissa leaned toward Sinclair, whispering something so low Sarah couldn't hear the words. Sinclair did nothing to discourage her, smiling down at her as Clarissa drew closer and closer, lifting her face toward his as though she intended to

''Good evening, Miss Sarah." Austin glanced past Clarissa's blond head to where Sarah stood frozen with fury in the doorway.

Excitement - pure, undiluted, undeniable flooded her, sending her heart racing to a dizzying pace.
Infuriating man!

Clarissa snapped around to stare at her sister, the look in her blue eyes pure murder. "Why, Sarah, I thought you were going to the theater. Is that all you could find to wear?"

Sarah felt the heat of shame climb her neck, stinging her skin. Her sister looked as though she might be the one headed for the theater rather than simply spending a night at home. Clarissa's gown of yellow silk trimmed in embroidered ivory lace made Sarah feel like a shadow at dawn: invisible in the rays of the rising sun.

I do hope you won't be too embarrassed escorting Sarah tonight. The poor dear just has no sense of fashion." Clarissa smiled at Austin, resting her hand on his arm. "It is so kind of you to take a small interest in my sister."

"Kindness has nothing at all to do with it." Austin stood, breaking free of Clarissa's hold. "Any man would be honored to escort Miss Sarah."

Lies. The man was a master of deception, Sarah thought as he moved toward her. The lies even touched his eyes. She could almost believe he liked what he saw when he looked at her.

He took her hand and pressed his lips to her gloved fingers. "You look beautiful."

She knew better. She knew she looked like an old maid going to church. The warmth in his eyes, how did he do it? How could he counterfeit that sultry look of desire?

She pulled her hand from his. Only a fool would believe Austin Sinclair would find her the least bit attractive. And she refused to be a fool for this man.

She marched out of the room. Austin walked beside her toward the front door, his footsteps impossibly quiet on the white and black squares of marble, while each step she took shouted the rage inside her.

A cool breeze bathed her warm cheeks as he opened the door and stood aside for her to walk before him. He played the role of a gentleman well. The scoundrel knew the right things to do, the right things to say, but she knew better than to believe any action, any word.

He touched her arm as they reached the carriage he had waiting. "Sarah, you shouldn't listen to anything your sister has to say. She's only a -"

"Toad!"

Austin frowned as he looked down into her face. "Toad?"

"If you expect me to live up to my side of this distasteful bargain, I expect you to do the same."

"At the risk of sounding slow, I have to admit I don't understand what you mean."

Sarah glanced up at the driver, who sat on his high perch, even with the roof of the carriage, staring straight ahead at the team of chestnut horses. "You know exactly what I mean," she said, keeping her voice to a low hiss. She grubbed the carriage post and climbed inside without waiting for Austin to assist her.

Austin settled on the seat beside her and closed the door before signaling the driver to proceed. "All right, I can see you're angry. And I assume it has something to do with Clarissa."

Sarah glanced at him. Light from the oil lamp above him cast flickering shadows across his face, emphasizing the frown that carved deep lines into his brow. "You're supposed to be discouraging her foolish attraction to a make-believe marquess, Mr. Sinclair, not encouraging her."

"Discouraging your sister from going after a title is a little like trying to discourage a hungry cat from going after an unguarded bowl of cream."

"Are you trying to make her jealous? Is that why you're playing this little game with me? Are you using me to make certain Clarissa will accept you when you offer for her?"

"I told you before, Clarissa has nothing to do with the reason I want to see you." He took her hand in both of his, holding her when she tried to break free of his grasp. "Sarah, I'm interested in you, not Clarissa."

She stared into his eyes, trying to see the lies behind the mask of sincerity. Impossible. Looking into his eyes she could easily believe every lie. The man was truly an expert at deception. "And I told you before, I don't find you or your little attempts at seduction the least bit appealing."

He smiled, warm and unexpected, a smile that kindled warmth in his beautiful eyes and somewhere deep inside her. "I'll just have to work at changing your mind."

"That shall not happen." She tugged her hand from his warm grasp, appalled at how she was trembling. "I can see behind that handsome mask you wear to the ugly scoundrel beneath."

Austin raised one brow and twirled the end of a long imaginary mustache, like a villain in a melodrama. He leaned toward her, chasing her back against the smooth black leather covering the side of the carriage. "I've got you in my clutches now."

"What are you doing?"

"What does any villain do when he has a beautiful woman in his grasp?"

As he leaned over her, she pressed her hands against his chest, thick muscles shifting beneath her palms. He braced his hand against the side of the carriage near her shoulder, imprisoning her. "If you think I'll -"

"Beware my pretty one." He lowered his lips toward hers. "We dastardly villains hunger for innocent flesh."

Sarah bumped her head against the side of the carriage, trying to escape him. "Mr. Sinclair -"

His soft hair brushed her cheek. He nuzzled the sensitive skin beneath her ear, sending sensation skittering across her skin. "Lavender." He drew a deep breath, then exhaled, warm and moist against her skin. "Sweet, innocent, intoxicating lavender."

The carriage rocked gently beneath her, brushing her thigh against his in a haunting rhythm. He lifted his head and looked into her eyes. Light from the lamp behind him cast a golden glow around his head. Suspended above her, he seemed from another time and place, a realm of dreams and fantasies, a phantom assuming form and substance.

How many times had she dreamed of this man? She curled her fingers against his chest. He was real, warm and hard beneath her touch.

The mischievous glitter in his eyes hardened into a sudden intensity as he held her look. Long, thick lashes cast feathery shadows on his cheeks. He parted his lips, his breath falling warm and soft against her lips, as sweet as a meadow after a spring rain. She felt drawn to him, as though he were gathering her in his arms and pulling her close, when in reality he did not move.

"Don't," she whispered, a warning for her own reckless instincts.

He hesitated, staring down into her eyes, his silver-blue eyes filled with light and shadow. For one terrifying moment she expected him to press his assault, and she wondered where she would find the strength to resist him.

"Relax, sweet Sarah." He kissed the tip of her nose. "This villain has never developed an appetite for ravishing innocent maidens." He sat back, smiling at her.

Sarah stayed where she was, wedged into the corner of the carriage, feeling each thick surge of her heart throb at the base of her neck. He was the master here, in this dangerous game of seduction. And if she didn't learn the rules quickly, she would lose.

<><><><><><><><><><><><>

People moved in a steady stream into the theater. Women in colorful gowns, jewels glittering beneath the glowing chandeliers, men in black and white, incandescent light pulsing against brass and crystal, pouring down upon them. People were staring at them. Sarah could see people turning to look at her. She could see the question etched on their faces: Why in the world was a man like Austin Sinclair with a woman like Sarah Van Horne?

She felt Sinclair's hand on her elbow, warm and sure, as he guided her across the white marble floor, threading his way through the crowd, heading toward the wide staircase leading to the private boxes. Through her lashes, she peeked up at him. Was he embarrassed by her appearance? He smiled at her, looking for all the world like a man proud of the woman he escorted through the crowded room.

Austin closed the blue velvet drapes of the private box behind them. He took her arm and led her down one step to the velvet-covered chairs set before the polished brass railing. Below them people flowed down the aisles, slipping into blue velvet seats, softly spoken words rising in a communal roar. What were they discussing? Sarah wondered. Were they speculating on an English aristocrat and his strange choice of woman? She could strangle the man for tossing her to the gossipmongers.

"Tell me, Sarah, why do you protect Clarissa?"

Sarah glanced at the man sitting beside her. He was watching her, quiet, intent, as though they were alone in some secluded glade. "It would seem you do not have any brothers or sisters, or you would understand."

"I have a brother and a sister. Devlin and Alexandria."

"And you would not try to protect them from harm?"

Austin glanced away, toward the stage, where a blue velvet drape fluttered with a movement from backstage. "I would give my life for them."

She didn't question his sincerity; she could hear it in his voice. "And yet you don't understand why I would try to protect Clarissa?"

Chimes sounded, a warning for the beginning of the play. Austin looked at her, the sincerity of the concern she saw in those silvery blue eyes startling her. "My brother and sister have never tried to humiliate me."

Sarah looked away from his perceptive gaze. She stared at her reflection distorted in the polished brass railing. "Clarissa certainly doesn't mean to humiliate me."

"I admire your loyalty. Unfortunately, I can see where that loyalty might be abused."

"Clarissa is young, headstrong, perhaps a little spoiled. But she means no harm."

"And you feel you have to protect her."

Sarah looked up at him. "She has no idea of what a man like you could do to her."

Austin shook his head. "Clarissa knows exactly what she wants and has plans to get it."

"Unfortunately, what she wants is a complete fraud."

"Am I, Sarah?"

The lights dimmed. From the corner of her eye, Sarah could see the curtain draw away from the stage. Yet she couldn't look away from Austin Sinclair. "You're a thief."

"Perhaps." He turned toward the stage, releasing her from the taut tether of his gaze. "But remember, people aren't always what they appear to be."

Sarah stared at his profile a moment before she forced her gaze toward the stage, where the strange story of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde was unfolding. Oh, the man had the most infuriating way of unsettling her.

Bram Duggan followed Emerson into the library in the Van Horne house. Incandescent lights burned in the crystal-and-brass fixture hanging from the ceiling, casting a warm glow against the carved walnut paneling. Hundreds of leather-bound volumes filled the bookshelves built into each of the walls of the big room, nestled between portraits of the Van Horne family.

"Miss Sarah encourages all of the servants to use the library freely," Emerson said. "She will be most pleased to hear you were interested in finding something to read."

Bram glanced up at the portrait of Sarah hanging in a corner of the room. The girl in the painting was no more than 18. Yet there was a stiffness about her, a severe cast to her expression that made her seem older, as though all of the caprice of youth had been drained from her young face. "She must be an unusual woman, to open her home this way."

"There isn't one of us who works for her who doesn't believe the sun rises and sets with her."

Bram had met the lady once, when she had come to the stable to welcome him the day he had started work here. There was a gentleness about her, a warmth of sincerity in her smile that had sparked a feeling of protectiveness inside him. Still, it wasn't his job to protect Sarah Van Horne, but to bring her brother to justice.

A smile cracked Emerson's granite features as he looked up at Sarah's portrait. "The lady is an angel."

Strange, how one family could produce an angel and a devil in the same generation. Leighton Van Horne's portrait stood above the mantel. Silvery blonde hair framed a face that might have inspired the artist to paint an archangel. But his eyes, those eyes of pale blue, were the eyes of a demon.

If Leighton Van Horne was as smart as Bram thought he was, the man would know the house was being watched. Alone, on the run, what was Van Horne's plan? He would need money. Any bank where he had an account was being watched. He would need help. And from what Bram had read in the file, Van Horne would come to one person - Sarah Van Horne.

"Mother wants her hot chocolate, Emerson," Clarissa said as she entered the room.

She looked at Bram as though she were surprised to find him there, even though she had seen him enter the room with Emerson. The woman had poked her head into the hall a heartbeat after he and Emerson had passed the drawing room where she and her mother were playing cards.

"Yes, miss." Emerson glanced at Bram as he left the room, his dark brows lifted in a quiet attitude of disgust.

Bram's survival instincts prickled as Clarissa sauntered toward him, the train of her lemon silk gown trailing across the Persian carpet of scarlet and ivory. She appraised him, her dark blue eyes flicking over him as though he were a stallion she was thinking about purchasing. The woman was the kind of trouble he didn't need right now.

"You're Duggan, the new groom, aren't you?"

"Yes, miss. If you'll excuse me, I'll be going back to the stable."

"Nonsense. I don't want you leaving until you get what you came here for." Clarissa rested her hand on the back of an upholstered armchair, her fingers curling against the patterned scarlet-and-ivory brocade. "Since my sister has seen fit to take it upon herself to educate every servant who sets foot on our property, I assume you came here for a book."

"Your sister believes everyone should have the opportunity to experience the joy of reading."

Clarissa rolled her eyes. "My sister has aspirations for sainthood."

By the look of sexual curiosity in her eyes, he could see Clarissa was not burdened by such aspirations.

"Are you Irish?"

"Welsh." At least his ancestors had lived in Wales.

"Welsh." She toyed with the ivory satin bow at her waist. "I thought your accent was different."

Did the woman always take an interest in the hired help?

"Well, let's see what we can find for you." She walked past him, so close her skirt brushed against his legs, the sweet scent of her perfume assaulting his senses.

He knew her game, tease and conquer, and good luck to any man who caught her attention. He marched to the bookcase near the door and pulled a book from the shelf without pausing to read the title.

"This should do," he said, glancing at her over his shoulder. "Thank you for your help, miss."

Clarissa stared at him, her eyes wide, her pink lips parted, as though he had slapped her across the face. Duggan didn't wait for her to recover from her shock. He darted from the room, wondering how he was going to avoid the lady and her aspirations to have him on his knees before her.

The moon had disappeared from the evening sky, swallowed by the dark clouds that gathered for the coming storm. Sarah glanced up and down the street as she stepped from the carriage in front of her house. Street lamps marched along both sides of the street, casting puddles of gold in the black night. Trees loomed like beasts in the distant shadows, or madmen lurking in the dark.

Something touched her arm. She jumped, a startled gasp escaping her lips.

''Easy," Austin said, slipping her arm through his. "I don't think Mr. Hyde is hiding in the shadows. And if he is, I promise to protect you with my life."

"I'm not frightened." She slipped her arm from the warm crook of his elbow. "And I certainly wouldn't trust you to protect me from anything. It would be like asking a lion to protect a lamb from a wolf. I think that the lamb had better decide to take care of herself."

He laughed, a deep rumble in his chest that coaxed her to smile. "I have a feeling you're one little lamb who can put a lion in his place."

"Good night, Mr. Sinclair." She marched toward the stairs, casting him a chilling glance when he fell into step beside her.

He smiled down at her. "Where would you like to go tomorrow morning?"

Sarah paused on the landing. "I have work to do tomorrow."

"Ledgers, I suppose." His hair stirred in the cool evening breeze, strands of ebony shining in the lamplight.

"Among other things." She reached for the door handle.

He blocked her way, resting his shoulder against the door. "Do you mean to tell me your brother doesn't have someone to manage his business affairs?"

"My uncle runs the business. But -"

"But you don't trust him."

"Of course I trust him."

"Still, your uncle isn't very good at his job and he needs supervision, is that it?"

Sarah released her breath in a frustrated sigh. "My uncle does an excellent job; he certainly doesn't need any supervision."

"Good, then you don't have any reason not to see me tomorrow."

"Except the fact that I don't want to see you."

He pressed his hand to his heart. "You do know how to wound a man."

"Step aside."

He stayed where he was. This tall, broad-shouldered man with the infuriating smile had a way of looking at her that made her want to slap him, to slip her arms around him, all in the same moment. "We'll go anywhere you want. All I ask is the pleasure of your company."

Sarah stared up at him, stunned by how sincere he could sound, shocked by how very much she wanted to believe him. "Why must you continue this game?"

"What if I told you there is no other woman I would rather be with?"

"I would say you have a great deal of practice in knowing what to say, Mr. Sinclair. But one wonders what truly lurks behind the handsome facade."

"Do you believe we all have Hyde lurking beneath the surface?"

"No, of course not. But I believe beauty can often hide ugliness."

"It's true, Sarah, beauty can hide a beast." He glanced past her into the blackness as though he were looking into the past. "And sometimes we are so blinded by that physical beauty we are nearly destroyed by the beast within. We can only hope to learn the truth before it's too late."

Sarah studied him a moment. Lightning flashed overhead, a ragged slash of silver splashing against the dark gray clouds. Thunder cracked. The gathering storm was a pale reflection of the turmoil she saw in his eyes. "And did you learn the truth before it was too late?"

"Barely." He smiled as he met her gaze.

In that instant he looked vulnerable, a handsome prince tossed from the back of his trusty steed, broken and bruised and far too appealing. "Who was she?"

"A woman I almost married, a long time ago." He cupped her cheek in his warm hand, the soft touch tingling through her every nerve. "It would have been a horrible mistake. She was the wrong woman."

Sarah stood his captive, unable to find the strength to pull away from his comforting touch. The man tempted her as she had never in her life been tempted.

The first drops of rain fell like tears from the dark clouds. It would be so easy to slip her arms around him and allow his warmth to shield her from the cool evening breeze. Yet she knew she would only be reaching for a dream.

"You'd better go inside, Sarah." He slid his thumb over the curve of her cheek, sweeping away the raindrops. "I'll pick you up at nine tomorrow morning."

She stood on the top stair watching as he walked away from her. The cool rain drizzled over her and still she couldn't look away from him.

He turned at the base of the stairs and smiled up at her. "Until tomorrow, sweet Sarah."

Sarah pulled open the door and took refuge inside the house. A single light was burning, a wall sconce near the end of the hall, casting a circle of gold that brushed the base of the stairs. White balusters cast long shadows in the hall, like skeleton fingers reaching for her.

She leaned back against the door and closed her eyes. She was a fool, a simpering old maid, a complete idiot, because she desperately wanted to see that man again. She never felt more alive than when she was with him.

Thief and scoundrel, the man couldn't be trusted. Yet there was something about him, something so warm and sincere. She shook her head, dismissing the treacherous thoughts about him. Only a fool would believe his lies.

Austin dropped his head back against the carriage seat, listening to the steady tap of rain on the roof. Emotion crowded his chest until he could scarcely draw a breath. When he was with Sarah it was far too easy to forget the reasons that had brought him to this place. The woman was Leighton Van Horne's sister, he reminded himself. If Leighton got to Sarah before Austin got to the medallion, Austin would lose all hope of retrieving it.

He needed to get that medallion and get the hell out of here. He needed to get away from Sarah Van Horne. Still, he knew in the end, when he walked out of her life, all he would remember from this moment in time would be the look of desire in Sarah's eyes, like an unanswered question forever haunting him.

Chapter Ten
Buildings stood shoulder to shoulder, rising three and four and six stories from the dirty streets, crowding block after block of the East Side of New York. Rotting garbage and open sewers contrived to poison the air that had been cleansed by rain the night before. The warmth of the morning sun was only beginning to cook the foul stew. Austin hoped they would be gone before it started to boil.

He held the ribbons between his fingers, guiding the team of bays along the street. The rattle of the carriage wheels on the rutted cobblestone pavement was lost amid the clatter of carts and wagons and the shouting that came from the saloons. Although it was early, the many saloons that infested every block were filled to overflowing.

Sarah sat beside him on the black leather seat, as prim as a Sunday school teacher, her back as straight as a lightning rod, her white-gloved hands clasped in her lap.

"I can't tell you how delightful I find your choice of places to spend this glorious morning," he said.

She glanced at him, and he could see a smile tugging at her lips, a smile she was fighting to banish. "And here I was thinking how well you fit into these surroundings, Mr. Sinclair."

He followed the direction of her gaze, frowning as he noticed a drunk staggering along the sidewalk, his dirty trousers riding so low on his skinny hips they looked as though they would tumble with each wavering step. "My tailor will be crushed to hear you say that, Miss Van Horne."

"Clothes only create an illusion, Mr. Sinclair."

"Do you mean my sterling qualities would shine through even if I were dressed in rags?"

"I mean you are a thief who masquerades as a prince."

He leaned toward her, catching a whiff of lavender rising with the warmth of her skin, a thread of sweetness in this foul tapestry of dirt and decay. "And what shall I steal from you, my pretty lady?"

Sarah leaned away from him. "You forget, Mr. Sinclair, I am forewarned."

He smiled. "So were the Trojans, my fair Helen."

She pushed against his shoulder. "You really are an incorrigible flirt."

Austin moved back to his side of the carriage. "Only when the lady is as tempting as you."

She glanced away from him, shaking her head as though she refused to believe a single word he said. It was better for both of them if she didn't believe him, he decided, even though he spoke the truth. It was better to keep their relationship on a friendly basis, teasing the surface, never delving too deeply into that dark pool of emotion. What lay beneath that surface was far too dangerous.

Heat prickled the nape of his neck. Austin glanced over his shoulder, feeling as though he were being watched. A wagon with two men rumbled across the pavement a few yards behind them. They looked like a pair of bare-knuckled fighters, big men, one with copper-colored hair, the other with oily dark hair, the sleeves of their dirty gray shirts rolled high, exposing thick muscles. They seemed less interested in the carriage traveling in front of them than the people they passed on the street.

The dark-haired driver stared at the pair of horses trudging in the traces; his passenger stared down at his boots, as though he were inspecting the work of his valet. Their sense of distraction seemed odd.

Austin noticed the way heads turned as he and Sarah passed, men and women and children, dirty and ragged, staring with haunted eyes at the fine horses, the elegant black carriage, the well-dressed man and woman invading their part of the city. "I can only suppose you've come to this part of town to gather information for another of your newspaper articles."

She tilted her head and stared at him, the sun streaming upon the brim of her small gray hat casting a shadow across her slim, upturned nose. "I suppose you think a woman has no business writing for the newspaper."

He held her look, meeting the challenge in her eyes. "I've read a few of your articles. You're very good."

She frowned, and he could see the wariness in her eyes. The lady wasn't ready to trust him, even about something as small as a compliment about her writing.

"Were you going to come into this part of town alone?"

"Does the sight of so much poverty make you nervous, Mr. Sinclair?"

"Unfortunately crime often follows on the heels of poverty, Miss Van Horne."

"How very true that is." She glanced to where a group of boys were gathered at the mouth of a narrow alley, laughing and shouting as they shot craps. "This block of tenements is called Mulberry Bend. It's one of the worst in the city."

Austin felt the emotion churning inside her: anguish, frustration, a genuine need to help these people. He felt a response inside himself, a softening of defenses that had to remain solid.

"There is a law requiring children of that age to be in school. Yet there aren't enough schools. And there is no record of many of these children even existing. So they fall through the cracks; it's easier for the city to forget them." Sarah glanced away from the children, staring at the team of bays pulling the carriage. "Eventually they drift into gangs. They steal, get into fights, perhaps even murder someone, life is so cheap here. Their lives are destroyed before they ever have the chance to reach for that dream that brought their parents to this country."
Compassion and the conviction to do something, she possessed both. "How did you get involved in all of this?"

"I used to come here with the ladies of my church, carrying our little baskets of charity, knowing charity was not what these people wanted or needed." She leaned back against the carriage seat, glancing up at the sky; smoke from cooking fires rose through hundreds of chimneys, scrawling dark gray across clear blue. "I always thought there must be something more we could do, something that would bring about a change."

He felt drawn to her in a way that delved beyond his attraction to her lovely face and the sweet curves hidden beneath somber gray linen. "You use the newspaper to stir public opinion."

"Yes. My father owned the Gazette. A few years ago, when I suggested doing a series of articles exposing the living conditions here, he told me..." She hesitated, frowning, as though the memory of that meeting pierced her with pain.

In her face Austin saw the image of that young woman facing a father who had never shown her affection, a father who had always treated her with contempt.

"My father didn't think it was a good idea." She stared down at her hands, lacing her fingers. "You see, he had many friends who owned buildings here."

Austin squeezed the thin leather reins between his hands to keep from touching her. "So when he died, you took over the newspaper."

She nodded. "My brother signed the newspaper over to me."

"And you've been writing about these slums ever since."

"I believe if we can expose the true conditions here, the people will force the politicians to do something, to tear down these wretched houses of death and decay, to build more schools and give each of these children a chance to grow into healthy adults, to give them an equal chance to live a decent life." She looked at him, lifting her chin as she marched into battle. "I suppose you feel a woman has no place trying to change the world."

"Without that kind of change, we throw away an entire generation." He sensed a turmoil inside him, felt tentacles wrap around him, drawing him down into that dark pool of emotion toward destruction. Inside, he tried to draw back from her, needing to find safe footing. "We all need to take an interest."

She frowned as though she wasn't quite sure she believed what he said. "Now do you understand why I come into this part of town, Mr. Sinclair?"

Austin nodded. "But I still don't think it's a good idea to come alone."

"Neither does my editor. He usually manages to send someone tagging along with me."

"Thief! Stop him!" The shouts exploded from the crowded sidewalk. "Grab him!"

People fell aside, stumbling, yelling as though a whirlwind were spinning through the crowd. A big man wearing a white apron ran on the heels of the storm, shouting, waving his hands.

"What do you suppose... " Sarah's words dissolved into a startled gasp as a young boy burst through the line of wagons and carts parked along the street, straight into their path. He tripped on the broken cobblestones, sprawling headfirst against the dirty street.

"No!" Sarah shouted.

Austin's quick reflexes reacted before Sarah's frightened warning hit his ears. He pulled back sharply on the reins. The startled horses reared in the traces, steel-shod hooves pawing at the air, pounding the stones near the boy's head. He fought the team's panic, easing them with words, with steady pressure upon the reins, until the horses settled, standing in their traces.

Austin jumped from the carriage and ran to the little boy lying still upon the broken cobblestones. He lifted the unconscious child carefully, cradling him in his arms. Sarah climbed down from the carriage and rushed to the boy's side.

''How is he?" Sarah asked, kneeling on the pavement.

"I don't know."

Blood oozed from a cut above the boy's right eye, dampening the light brown locks that tumbled over his brow. Sarah held her breath, waiting, watching as Austin rested his fingers against the fragile neck, searching for a pulse. People swarmed around them.

"Why, that's young Jim McGowan," a woman said, her words spinning in the swirling chatter of the crowd.

"Stand aside. Let me pass!" The big man in the white apron pushed his way through the crowd. He stood above Austin, puffing, staring at the little boy with murder in his dark eyes. "Is the little bastard dead?"

Austin stared up at the man, the fierce, look in his eyes chasing the big man back a step. "The boy is alive."

"Good." The big man released his breath in a huff, the edges of his bushy dark mustache twitching. "The little thief can learn what the inside of a jail is."

Sarah looked down into the child's face as Austin tended him, dabbing at the blood on his brow with his clean white handkerchief. The boy couldn't have been more than eight years old. "What did he steal?"

"It's there, in the little bastard's hand."

Sarah lifted his small right hand. Clutched in the thin fingers was a peppermint stick. She stared up at the man. "A piece of candy. You want to send this child to prison for stealing a peppermint stick?"

"That's how it starts." The man in the apron puffed out his burly chest. "Next thing you know, he's coming into my store with a weapon and taking my money."

"Here." Austin tossed a twenty-dollar gold piece at the man. "That should cover the candy and your trouble."

The shopkeeper grabbed the coin in his fat hand and looked down at the gold. "Mister, you're a fool to be wasting good money on a piece of trash like that."

The corner of Austin's mouth twitched as he stared up at the man, his eyes as cold and hard as polished steel. "I suggest you take your money and leave." His voice remained low as he spoke, deadly smooth.

Sarah held her breath, staring at Austin. The barely contained fury in his eyes, the latent power pulsating through his big body, made him seem a tiger about to pounce. His anger seemed so personal. She wondered how this man with the gentle touch and the quick wit had slipped into a life of crime. Had it started with a piece of candy?

The shopkeeper backed away from Austin, then turned and shoved his way through the crowd. A low murmur passed through the people gathered around them, several of the onlookers easing away from the scene.

Austin didn't seem to notice or care what the crowd did. He stared down at the small boy lying across his lap, supporting the child's narrow shoulders with his strong arm.

Sarah sat on her heels and watched as Austin touched the boy, brushing his fingertips over the child's temple. Mesmerized, she followed the rhythm of his fingers, the slow circles he drew with his touch. She knew the gentleness of that touch, the magic that seemed to flow through this man, like light through clear water.

In moments the boy opened his eyes. He blinked, staring up at Austin with brown eyes that seemed too big for his thin face. "Am I dead?"

I don't think so," Austin said, smiling down at the child.

Yet Sarah knew why the boy had thought himself dead; at that moment, with the sun glowing like a golden nimbus around his head, Austin seemed an angel.

Austin stroked back the hair from the boy's brow. "Why don't you tell me where you live, and I'll take you home."

Jim sat between Sarah and Austin in the carriage, waving to people he recognized on the crowded street as though he were riding in a parade. He directed them to a narrow five-story building sandwiched between two other buildings of the same size.

A faded red-and-white awning shielded the entrance of a tobacco shop on the ground floor. An old man sat on the stoop leading to the rooms, slumped against the doorjamb, snoring in the bright sunlight. Sarah stepped around him and walked through the open door.

It was like stepping into a cave. Sunlight ventured only a few feet into the narrow hallway, painting a timid square of light across the scarred wooden floor. Holding the boy's hand, Sarah marched across that square of light, plunging into the gloom beyond, taking comfort in the knowledge that Austin walked close behind them.

Dampness wrapped cloying arms around her as she followed Jim up the narrow staircase. The sour stench of decay permeated her every breath. As many times as she entered one of these buildings she never grew accustomed to the feeling of hopelessness that lurked in the gloom.

On the third floor near the end of a dark, narrow hall Jim rapped on a door. A moment later, a lock slid open and a small, dark-haired woman opened the door. She glanced from Sarah to Austin, her brown eyes reflecting surprise and a wariness that came from living in this violent place.

"Jim," she whispered, grabbing his shoulders. She hauled him close to her body, wrapping her arms around him. "What's happened? What do you want with us?"

"I'm Austin Sinclair, Mrs. McGowan, and this is Miss Sarah Van Horne."

"They're my friends, Mama."

Austin smiled, and Sarah could feel the tension draining from the other woman. He had a way about him, a gentle sincerity that pierced the toughest defenses. How well she knew the power of his charm.

"We only wanted to make sure Jim got home safely," Austin said. "He's had a nasty bump to his head."

Mrs. McGowan looked down at her boy. "How have you come to be bumping your head?"

"I fell when that mean old Mr. Wilker came running after me."

Mrs. McGowan frowned. "Why was he chasing you?"

"I didn't mean to take the candy, Mama, I swear. I was just looking at it, deciding if it was the stick I wanted, when Mr. Wilker starts hollering. I have the penny you give me in my pocket, but he wouldn't let me get it out. He comes at me, real mean. I thought he was going to kill me."

"Jim, boy." Mrs. McGowan ran her hands through her son's hair, looking down into his upturned face.

"They helped me, Mama. Brought me here in a fancy black carriage."

There were tears in her eyes when Mrs. McGowan looked up at Austin. "Thank you."

"It was our pleasure to help, Mrs. McGowan," Austin said.

"Please, call me Lenora. Will you come in?" She smiled, a weary curve of her lips that still managed to capture a glimmer of hope. "I was making some tea."

Sarah hesitated, knowing the woman would have little to spare. Yet she saw the pride in the woman's dark eyes and knew a refusal would wound her deeply.

Although the small room was dark, it was neat, scrubbed spotless, as though they had tried to scrub away the lingering gloom that pervaded this place. Lenora introduced them to her other children.

Maggie, a slender girl of 12, stood by the iron stove, using a poker to prod the fire behind the grate, her white sleeves folded back from her thin arms, her dark hair falling in a neat braid down her back to her waist.

Annie, a pale child of five, turned on the chair she had placed in front of the single window in the room, her light brown hair tumbling in tight curls to her narrow shoulders. Although the sun shone brightly beyond this building, only a gray light filtered down the air shaft.

Lenora and Maggie set about making their guests welcome in the little kitchen, serving from blue-and-white china that had survived the trip across the sea. While they sat at the round wooden table, sipping weak tea, Mrs. McGowan spoke of the home they had left in Ireland, and the hope they could make a better life here.

"Someday, I'm hoping we can take the rooms at the front. When my Patrick makes more money."

"The sun shines in there every day," Annie said, glancing to the dark window. "You can feel the sun on your face."

Sarah looked at the gray panes that looked out at a brick wall. "Does the sun ever shine in here?"

"Oh, yes. For two days. The sixteenth and again on the seventeenth of June." Maggie left her chair and slowly walked to the wall across from the window. She brushed her hand over the gray plaster a foot above her head. "It will reach all the way up to here on the wall and shine for almost an hour on those two days."

Sarah watched this pale child and wondered if she would live to see her sixteenth birthday in this home where the sun came twice a year. And in her mind she composed the story she would publish that evening in the Gazette.

Sarah slowly descended the narrow staircase leading to the second floor, following Austin Sinclair. "I noticed the gold coin you slipped into the pocket of Mrs. McGowan's apron as we were leaving."

He shrugged as though the money meant nothing. "I didn't think she would appreciate being handed money. And yet I didn't want to walk out of there without helping, in some small way."

She shared his feelings. She understood all too well the sense of responsibility. "Do you know this was called a model tenement when it was built seven years ago? The ideal plan for a lot only twenty-five feet wide. How could anyone expect people to live under these conditions?"

He paused on the step below her. When he turned to face her, their faces were nearly level. It was startling, being this close to him, so close she could feel the heat of his skin radiate against her like a single ray of sunlight in the gloom, beckoning her.

"It will take time, Sarah, but there will be changes."

The gray light glowing through the small window open to the air shaft at the landing fell softly upon his features. She saw compassion in his face, a wealth of emotion in his eyes. "And how many people will die before men like Warren Snelling are forced to tear down these slaughterhouses?"

He touched her cheek, a gentle brush of warmth across her skin that tempted her to turn her face into his palm. "You're doing everything you can, Sarah."

Inside, she felt a softening of her defenses, a longing for the kinship she imagined seeing in his eyes. "It's not enough."

She pushed past him, frightened by the emotions this man could awaken inside her. Her footsteps thundered against the walls of the narrow stairwell as she marched down the stairs. Austin followed close behind her, a silent phantom, haunting her, as he had been haunting her dreams.

It would be so easy to tumble into his web. He wove it so well, beckoning her with every glance, every touch, every unspoken word. And every moment she spent with him, she found herself wanting to believe his lies.

At the second floor, as she turned in the hall and headed for the final flight of stairs, Austin grabbed her arm. "What..." Her words faded as she looked up into his face. He was frowning, staring into the shadows at the end of the hall. "What is it?"

"I think we have trouble."

As Austin spoke, Sarah noticed a shadow separate from the gloom at the end of the hall, a hulking shape moving toward them, holding a knife.

"Get back to the McGowan place," Austin whispered, pulling her toward the stairwell leading to the third floor.

"But what about you?" she asked, hurrying to keep up with his determined strides.

Austin didn't answer. He froze at the base of the stairwell, staring up toward the landing. Someone was descending the stairs, a big man with copper-colored hair. He held a small club in his hand, like the nightsticks the police carried, and he was smiling in a way that made Sarah shiver inside.

"Damn," Austin muttered under his breath. With his hand on her arm, he tugged Sarah, pulling her away from the stairs, shoving her toward a corner of the hall. "Stay there."

Sarah pressed her back against the wall. The man with the knife was moving in, stalking Austin, who stood a few feet in front of her, a knight prepared to do battle.

"Now, you let us have the little lady, and well let you go, mister," the dark-haired man said.

Sarah felt the air turn to stone in her lungs. Gracious, what did they want with her?

"The lady stays with me," Austin said.

"Suit yourself, mister. We don't care if we have to kill you."

Fear settled around Sarah like a chilling fog, a fear like that from her childhood, when beasts had lurked in her closet and beneath her bed, the monsters that had terrorized her for long, lonely years.

Steel captured the faint light filtering through the window on the second-floor landing. The knife glinted in the gloom as the man lunged forward.

Austin pivoted, swinging out with his foot, catching the man's wrist, wrenching a grunt of pain from his attacker. The knife flew from his hand, slamming with a sharp twang against the wall near Sarah. Austin hit the man's chin with his fist, an upward thrust that sent the man reeling back into the balustrade.

Sarah inched her way along the wall, searching for the knife, her heart pounding at the base of her throat. Austin attacked the man again and again, quick blows, muted thuds, deep-throated moans. The other man rounded the base of the stairs, swinging his club as he rushed toward Austin.

"Look out!"

Austin pivoted as the warning burst from Sarah. He thrust upward with his arm, blocking the downward plunge of the club. A door opened near the end of the hall. A woman peeked out into the shadows, then slammed the door shut.

Sarah saw the knife, the steel reflecting the faint light. As she reached for it, the copper-haired man hurtled into the wall beside her, his head cracking against the plaster.

She snatched the knife from the floor and scooted back, clutching the smooth wooden handle. The man slipped down the wall like a bucket of water tossed against the plaster, dripping into a puddle on the floor.

Someone touched her arm. She turned, swinging the knife.

"Careful!" Austin stepped back, avoiding the blade by a cat's whisker.

"Oh," Sarah whispered, glancing down at the knife. "Oh, dear, I'm sorry. I thought you were one of them."

"It's all right." Austin eased the handle from her fingers and slipped the knife into his coat pocket. "They aren't going to give anyone any trouble for some time."

Sarah glanced past Austin to where one of the blackguards lay in a heap on the floor. She drew a breath that tangled with the heavy throb of her heart in her throat. "Are you all right?"

"I'm fine," he said, resting his hands on her shoulders. He was strong and sure, and some of that strength seeped into her blood with the warmth of his hands, chasing away the chill of fear. "And you? Are you all right?"

"Yes, I'm fine," she whispered, trying to ignore the tremor of fear that radiated from deep inside her, trembling along her every nerve. She wanted nothing more than to step into his strong embrace and hide in his sheltering warmth. "What do you think they wanted with me?"

He tightened his hands on her shoulders, his generous lips pulling into a tight line. "They were following us, waiting for a chance to relieve us of the gold in our pockets."

"But they said they were after me."

"Don't think about it."

"You don't think they wanted to..." Sarah swallowed back the words that were far too frightening to speak.

He kissed the tip of her nose, his breath falling soft and warm across her cheek. "They would have had to kill me first, Sarah."

Sarah looked up into his eyes. In that instant, standing there in the gloom, he seemed to glow with an inner light, like a beacon drawing her toward a safe haven. She felt as though he were surrounding her, drawing her close, bathing her in his light and warmth.

She felt his hands flex on her shoulders as though he wanted to pull her close. Yet he didn't move. He lowered his gaze, looking at her lips, his own lips parting, spilling his sweet breath across her cheek.

The terror of the past few moments faded, reality dissolving into the shadows. There was only Austin, the warmth of his body reaching for her, the desire in his eyes whispering to some secret place hidden deep within her. She felt her defenses slip, like ice cracking under the warm rays of the sun.

She reached for him, touching his chest with a hand that trembled with more than fear. She needed to feel his warmth close around her, shielding her from the world.

He frowned, his hands tensing on her shoulders as though he wanted to pull her close and push her away all in the same instant. She looked up into his eyes, fearing him and the emotions he ignited inside her, needing him in that moment more than she had ever needed anything in her life. A smile touched his lips as though he could understand the need in her.

''Sarah," he whispered, slipping his arms around her.

A spicy scent curled around her with the warmth of his embrace, bayberry and a spice she couldn't identify, a scent that made her want to bury her face in the soft white silk of his shirt and feast on that tantalizing fragrance.

"It's all right, sweetheart. He slid his hands down her back, pulling her tight against him.

He whispered her name like a prayer, brushing his cheek against her hair. She felt heat flicker deep inside her, a kindling of flame that chased away the chill of loneliness that dwelt deep within her. His chest lifted against her as he drew a deep breath, and then he was stepping away from her, stealing all the warmth and light he had given her.

His expression was tense as he looked down at her. "I want you to go back to the McGowans' and send Jim for the police."

She turned and ran toward the stairs, frightened suddenly more for her safety than she had been with the two criminals Austin had defeated. She needed to keep some distance between them. She couldn't believe in Austin Sinclair. No, she could not believe in this fairy tale he was spinning around her. If she lost her heart to the man, he would destroy her.

Bram sank the tines of his pitchfork into the broken bale beside him and tossed a load of straw into an empty stall. He clenched his jaw against the pain, the pitchfork burning like a hot coal against his blistered palms. Dust drifted through shafts of afternoon sunlight that slanted through the upper door of the stall, filling his every breath. His damp shirt stuck to his chest and back, bits of straw scratching his skin beneath the blue cotton.

A job as a groom. Sinclair had a demonic sense of humor.

Bram rested the pitchfork on his chest and stared down at his palms. He had never considered himself soft. At home he ran five miles every morning, conditioned his muscles with weights, exercised his skills in combat. Yet the blisters that had broken on his palms made him feel as weak as a baby. He would have to find a way to see Dr. Chamberlain tonight.

He glanced up as he heard someone approach, a light tread on the brick-lined floor leading from the alley. A woman. He stared at the intersection of the main corridor and the long passageway that housed the horses, holding his breath, wondering how he would control his temper if Clarissa Van Horne turned the corner.

Sarah Van Horne turned that corner, the severe cast of her expression softening into a smile when she saw him. "Good afternoon, Duggan."

Duggan nodded. "Miss Sarah."

"Mrs. Van Horne asked me to make sure the coach has been polished for this evening."

"Henry and I took care of it this morning." He grimaced as he rested the pitchfork against the stall.

"What's wrong, Duggan?" she asked, moving toward him.

"Nothing, miss, I -"

"Let me see your hands."

"It's nothing."

She held out her hand like a mother demanding the hands of a child for inspection before dinner. He hesitated a moment, wondering what the lady would think of a groom with blistered hands.

"Duggan," she said, in that tone that reminded him of his prime-year teacher.

He held out his hands, palms up, frowning as he stared down at his throbbing flesh.

"Dear heaven," she whispered, slipping her smooth hands beneath his. "These blisters need tending."

"I was going to take care of them tonight."

She looked up at him, sunlight slanting through the door of the stall painting her face in a golden light. I believe you are not exactly what you appear, Mr. Duggan."

There was a directness to her gaze, a sharp blade of honesty that made him wonder if she could strip away deception with those pretty eyes. "I'm not certain what you mean, Miss Sarah."

"You enjoy books. Your hands are strong, yet you have no calluses. Mr. Duggan, you were not a groom before you came to work here, were you?"

He slipped his hands from her gentle grasp, avoiding her intense gaze. "Where I came from, I was... in law enforcement."

"You were a police officer," she said, her soft voice betraying her surprise. "Why have you decided to change professions?"

"When I came to this country, I needed to do something different."

I see." She was quiet a moment, and he could feel her watching him. "You are obviously an educated man, Mr. Duggan. If, in the future, you decide you would like to search for different employment, something that does not involve wielding a pitchfork, please let me know. I might be able to help you find something."

Duggan glanced at her, the honest warmth of friendship he saw in her eyes kindling a prickling heat of shame inside him. "Thank you."

She smiled. "You wash your hands while I get Matilda's remedy box. We must take care of those blisters before they fester."

Duggan watched the lady march away from him, gliding through the sunlight slanting through the stalls. She really was an angel.

He thought of Sinclair and the dangerous game he was playing with this lovely lady's heart. He didn't want to see her hurt. Still, he knew they had no choice. They would sacrifice this angel to capture a devil. The end justified the means. Didn't it?

He dropped his head back against the wall, staring at the dust motes dancing in the sunlight. He had a feeling this was one case that would wreak havoc with his sleep for a long, long time.

Chapter Eleven
Sarah glanced over the top of her book at the rosewood-and-crystal clock on the mantel of the blue drawing room. Addison's party had started almost two hours ago. That should mean Roxanne and Clarissa would be ready soon. Since she had never quite understood why it was important to arrive late, Sarah had a habit of being on time for everything. It was another of her fatal flaws.

She stared down at the printed page, but she couldn't concentrate on the words of Henry James. Another man occupied her thoughts, a man with silvery blue eyes and a smile that made her feel as though she were young and pretty and the world was hers to own. Such a deceptive man.

"Looks as though you're in a hurry to go to Addison and Emma's party," Clarissa said as she strolled into the room.

Sarah stiffened at the tone of Clarissa's voice. "I'm actually not in much of a mood for a party." If this were not the first party Addison and his new bride were giving, she would have found a reason to stay home. This morning had taken its toll on her. She began to tremble every time she thought of those two men and what they might have done if Austin hadn't been with her.

"Really now, Sarah." The apple-green silk roses adorning the nest of yellow curls piled high on Clarissa's head perfectly matched the green silk faille of her gown. The pleated skirt with its inset of cream-colored silk rippled with each dainty step he took. "Don't try to tell me you aren't anxious to see Lord Sinclair. Though it certainly doesn't look as though you went to much trouble with your appearance."

Sarah glanced down at her book. There was no need for Clarissa's critical appraisal of her appearance. Sarah knew her gown of dark brown silk could not compare to that of her sister. She knew every fault of her face, her hair, her figure, and she knew Clarissa would always cast her in the shade. Somehow it had never really mattered before Sinclair had walked into her life. The man had managed to turn her world upside down.

I hope you realize the real reason Lord Sinclair has been paying so much attention to you."

Sarah glanced up at her sister. Clarissa was smiling, a smug little curve of her lips. "Do you intend to tell me?"

Clarissa flicked open her fan, the gilt-trimmed edge glittering in the electric lights. "He wants to make me jealous."

Did he? Was that the true reason he was seeing her? Sarah eased the book closed on her lap. Had she come to believe he cared for her, at least in some small way? Was that the reason the truth was like a lead ball in her chest, pressing against her heart?

"Oh, don't look so tragic. Surely you must realize he could never really be interested in you." Clarissa snapped her fan shut. "Why, look at you. What man would choose you over me?"

"How thoughtful of you to point out my fine qualities, Clarissa." Sarah folded her hands on the book resting on her lap. I can always expect to find comfort in your company."

"I'm only pointing out the truth." Clarissa tilted her head, her lips pulling into a pout. I don't want you to be devastated when he turns away from you and asks me to marry him."

"Perhaps it would be wise to choose another man for your husband, Clarissa. A man who does not play foolish games."

I am going to marry Lord Austin Sinclair." Clarissa's eyes narrowed as she stared down at her sister. "Be warned, Sarah, I don't intend to let you or anyone get in my way."

Sarah sat back against the chair, stunned by the venom in her sister's voice. At that moment Clarissa looked like a woman who could kill.

"Oh, here you are, darling," Roxanne said, sweeping into the room, her gown of raspberry silk rustling against her petticoats. "Turn around, Clarissa, let me take a look at you."

Clarissa turned, lifting her arms as though she were a ballerina completing a lazy pirouette.

"Beautiful," Roxanne said, applauding her daughter.

Clarissa cast Sarah a smug glance, as though she were warning her sister not to try to compete with her.

I suppose we must leave." Roxanne smoothed one of her elbow-length white gloves along her arm. "I'm certain Addison is anxious to dazzle us with his palace. He must be, to hold a ball when the place isn't even finished."

Austin Sinclair would be there tonight. Sarah stood and laid her book on the round pedestal table beside her chair, wishing she could stay home and escape between the pages.

"I don't understand how Addison could build that house. Why, it's bigger than ours," Clarissa said. "It makes it look as though he is richer than Papa was. It just isn't right."

"I know, dear," Roxanne said, patting Clarissa's cheek. "Unfortunately Leighton has no intention of building us a larger home. If only your father had removed your brother as his heir, as I asked. But you know how men are; they do so want their names to live on after they are gone. It's their way of reaching for immortality, even if the son is like Leighton."

Sarah stiffened. "Leighton is a fine man."

"I shall not discuss the boy with you, Sarah," Roxanne said. "Now come along."

Sarah paused in the hall outside of Addison's ballroom, watching as Roxanne and Clarissa strolled through the wide arch before her. For a moment her sister and stepmother stood poised on the wide landing, three feet above the crowd, like a queen and her princess surveying their kingdom. Soon members of their court poured forth to greet them.

Several young men swarmed up the stairs, racing to be the first to reach Clarissa. Collin Bennett won the race and received the honor of escorting Clarissa down the stairs. An attractive older man offered his arm to Roxanne.

Was Sinclair here yet? Sarah wondered, creeping through the archway. Her emotions fought a duel within her, on one side, the realistic, highly practical side of her knew it was nothing short of suicidal to want to see that man. But there was another side, a foolish, terribly wicked side that craved the sight of him.

She watched as Clarissa and Roxanne dissolved into the crowd, wondering if anyone would notice if she turned and ran back home. Even as the cowardly thought formed, Emma was climbing the three stairs, headed straight for her.

"Sarah, you've finally come," Emma said, squeezing her arm. "You don't know how much I need to see a friendly face. There are times when I feel the people in this city believe anyone from Philadelphia is from a foreign country."

Sarah smiled. "All they need is a little time to get to know you."

"My family never entertained like this. You can't imagine how frightening this evening has been. I have never worried so about my hair, my dress, the house, the food. How do you think I look?"

Sarah smiled, wondering how anyone who was nineteen and beautiful could ever doubt her appearance. Small, with dark hair and huge dark eyes, Emma looked like a porcelain doll. A year ago Addison had met her while on business in Philadelphia. One week later he had asked this youngest daughter of a Philadelphian banker to marry him. "You look beautiful."

"Do you think so?" Emma fussed with the cluster of pink and white blossoms adorning the shoulder of her sapphire blue gown.

"Yes, I'm certain Addison is quite proud of you."

"Addison's mother insisted I choose this color; she said it would show off to perfection the necklace Addison gave me as a wedding present." Emma plucked at the plump sapphires and diamonds dripping from a lacy web of gold around her neck, as though she were uncomfortable with the costly gems. "But I must confess, I think it's too dark for my complexion and my hair. I do wish she weren't so... so..."

"Overwhelming?"

"That word is tame compared to Phoebe." Emma slipped her arm through Sarah's and started down the stairs. "I never know what she is going to do or say. She's like a whirlwind, spinning from here to there, stirring up everything in her path. How can a woman that small contain so much energy?"

Sarah noticed her aunt Phoebe dart past a group of people standing at the corner of a nearby refreshment table, the violet feathers tucked into the dark curls piled on top of her head fluttering in the breeze she kicked up around her, the violet silk of her bustle snapping to and fro with each step. "Take a deep breath, Emma; Aunt Phoebe is headed this way."

"Emma! Emma, dear!" Phoebe's voice rose on a shrill note above the music tumbling from the minstrel's galley perched on the second floor at the far end of the ballroom.

Sarah felt Emma stiffen beside her.

"There are people you really must meet," Phoebe said, latching onto Emma's arm. "The Rutherfords, dear, they've only just returned from Spain."

"Good evening, Aunt Phoebe."

Phoebe glanced up at Sarah as though she were surprised to see her. "Oh, good evening, Sarah." With dark blue eyes, she cast her niece an appraising look, one delicate brow lifting as she took in the details of Sarah's appearance. "You're looking... healthy tonight."

Sarah smiled. "Thank you. I'm feeling quite healthy tonight."

''Phoebe, Sarah has just arrived. I thought I might spend some time with her."

"Nonsense," Phoebe said, tugging Emma away from Sarah. "You can see Sarah any day of the week. Now come along, child."

Emma glanced over her shoulder at Sarah as Phoebe ushered her toward the far side of the ballroom, a silent plea for understanding in her wide brown eyes. Sarah smiled, accustomed to her aunt's arrogance. She had lived under Phoebe's scrutiny all her life. She had failed her aunt's every expectation for a lady of society. And she had come to accept the fact that she was an unexceptional, somewhat embarrassing spinster in her aunt's eyes. After all, it was the truth.

Sarah wandered to a corner of the room, standing apart from the others, alone. She had never fit into this world, and she doubted she ever would.

Where was he? she wondered. Lord Austin Sinclair was a trophy for any hostess, and she knew Phoebe was expecting him tonight. It appalled her to realize how very much she wanted to see him.

Four chandeliers dangled above the crowded room, incandescent light glittering against crystal, raining down upon the couples whirling on the polished rose-wood dance floor to the strains of a waltz. Gowns every shade of the rainbow billowed, bright hues blending with the sparkle of jewels.

Sinclair swirled with the others in that sea of color and light. Sarah felt her blood surge with a sudden excitement that sparked along her every nerve at the sight of him. Although he wore the same black and white uniform of society that the other men wore, he drew attention like a magnet. His partner smiled up at him, the look on Louisa Remsen's beautiful face that of a woman who has waltzed into heaven.

Sarah could see the others glancing at Sinclair as he passed them, women staring as though he were a dream materialized into flesh and blood, men casting glances filled with envy. Did he even know she was here? It would be foolish to imagine he would care if she were here or not.

"Enjoying the party, Miss Van Horne?" Warren Snelling asked as he advanced from her left.

Sarah tensed, the hair on her arms prickling as she faced him. One corner of his dark brown mustache lifted as though he could sense her wariness of him and it pleased him.

Like a bear he lumbered toward her. He was no more than five inches taller than Sarah, yet he was broad; shoulders, chest, and hips packed into a solid wall of excess. Snelling was a man who gorged himself on all the best in life, sucking the marrow from the bones of those who fell beneath his tyranny.

"I read your article in the Gazette this evening." He sipped from his glass of champagne, staring at her with a brittle look in his dark eyes that made her wonder if the man had a soul. "You are treading dangerously close to libel."

"I have said nothing untrue."

He smoothed his palm over the dark brown hair that was sleeked back from his round face with oil. With his long mustache and his narrow brow, he looked like a walrus. "You imply I am the cause of people dying in the buildings I own."

"You and every man who owns one of those slaughterhouses are responsible for the people living there under those conditions."

"My buildings meet every regulation." The corner of his mustache twitched with his agitation. "They are inspected on' a regular basis by the health commission."

"It is well known that many of the inspectors are also on your payroll, Mr. Snelling."

"Your articles are upsetting my wife and daughter."

"Your tenements are killing many wives and daughters."

He stepped closer, invading her invisible cocoon of air. The sweet scent of his hair oil mixed with the overpowering fragrance of his cologne assaulted her nostrils. Sarah didn't move, even though she wanted to put the space of the room between them. She refused to show this man how well he could frighten her.

"Your uncle tells me you actually go into that part of town to do research for your little stories. One day you might get hurt."

She thought of the men who had attacked them this morning and wondered if they were also on Snelling's payroll. "If you think you can frighten me into submission, you are mistaken."

I won't tolerate your interference in my business."

Sarah fought against the fear that trembled in her limbs. "Are you threatening me?"

I never threaten." Snelling smiled, revealing small white teeth. I make promises."

I believe you promised the next waltz to me, Miss Van Horne."

Sarah nearly collapsed at the deep rumble of Austin Sinclair's voice. He moved to her side, so close she could feel the inviting heat of his body.

"I'm afraid you will have to excuse the lady, Mr. Snelling."

Snelling stepped back, looking up at this tall, broad-shouldered man, the smile fading from his lips. He glanced back at Sarah, his dark eyes glittering like polished coal in the light. "You would be wise to remember what I said, Miss Van Horne."

Austin touched her arm above her elbow-length white glove, his hand warm and secure against her. "Are you a right?"

"Yes, I'm fine." She glanced up at him. The concern she saw etched into his handsome face startled her, for in that moment he actually seemed to care for her. More startling was the reaction inside her, an unfurling of emotion like the delicate wings of a butterfly opening for the first time. "Thank you for rescuing me."

"My pleasure." He slid his hand down the length of her arm, capturing her hand in his warm grasp. "It looked as though he was giving you a difficult time."

"He was trying to intimidate me." Sarah glanced down to where he held her hand, her white glove stark against his sun-drenched skin. It seemed oddly intimate, her hand cradled in his. Yet she didn't want to pull her hand free. "He wants me to stop writing about the tenements."

"And are you going to quit?"

"NO."

He slipped his fingers beneath her chin and coaxed her to look at him. He was smiling in a way that made her feel as though she were the most desirable woman in the world. "You're a very brave young woman.

"I'm only doing what I think is right."

He slid his thumb over the curve of her lower lip. "Did you save this waltz for me, Miss Van Horne?"

Sarah glanced to the dance floor, a sudden terror washing over her. It had been ten years since she had stepped onto a dance floor. "I don't dance."

Austin's gaze turned speculative as he looked at her. "Miss Van Horne, are you afraid to dance with me?"

"Don't be ridiculous."

"Don't worry, if you don't know how to dance, I'll teach you."

I know how to dance, it's just I -"

"Good." He slipped her hand through the crook of his arm. "I've been wanting to dance with you all evening."

"You're going to regret this," she said as he led her toward the dance floor. I haven't danced in years."

"So I should take the threat to my toes seriously?"

"Not to mention your dignity."

I see." He paused, looking down at her, drawing his brows into a frown, feigning a look of pensive concentration. "After careful consideration, I've decided..."

He paused, allowing her to contemplate his decision. The silly thing was, she found herself holding her breath. She might be terrified of making a spectacle of herself on the dance floor, but she realized there was something she feared more - the loss of his attention.
"You're worth the risk," he said, smiling at her.

Sarah smiled, forgetting for a moment her fears. It was easy to smile when she was with him, easy to believe all the lovely lies.

She noticed the curious glances cast in their direction as she walked beside him, entering that circle of light and color, feeling like a plain brown moth fluttering in a garden filled with colorful butterflies. Austin didn't notice the others as he took her into the light embrace of the waltz. Perhaps because he was looking at her, smiling down at her as though she were the only woman in the entire room.

"Smile for me, Sarah," he whispered. "I'm terribly sensitive. If you don't smile, people will believe you don't like me."

The warmth of his smile penetrated the cold dread lingering deep inside her. I wouldn't want to be accused of damaging your fragile pride, Mr. Sinclair." Although she felt certain she would damage his toes.

Stiff, awkward, she wondered how Austin Sinclair could maintain his smile as she fumbled with the first few steps of the dance. Yet smile he did, keeping his movements simple, allowing her to find the rhythm and join him.

In his arms all the stiffness drained from her body. It was as though his fluid grace flowed into her with every step they took. Soon all the curious faces that swirled around them dissolved into a flicker of light in the periphery. Austin filled her world. The light scent of bayberry teased her senses. His warmth wrapped around her, embracing her as surely as his hand held hers.

It felt so strange with him, as though she had known him a lifetime. Still, she knew so little about him.

"What was her name?" Sarah asked.

Austin lifted one black brow in question. "Who do you mean?"

"The woman you almost married."

"Christina."

"What was she like?"

Austin led her through a series of intricate turns, glancing past her shoulder as though he were trying to recall that woman who had stolen his heart. Sarah flowed into each step, amazed at how easily she could follow his every move.

"She glittered like a diamond."

Sarah glanced at his shoulder, realizing she was hoping the woman had been unexceptional. Perhaps she was hoping this man truly had a weakness for plain women. "She must have been very beautiful."

"All of London knelt at her pretty little feet."

The bitterness that edged his words sparked a response deep inside her, a swelling tide of emotion that made her want to slip her arms around him and cradle his head against her breast. "What happened?"

"Three weeks before our wedding, at my sister's birthday ball, I walked out onto the terrace of my father's home and found my fiancée standing in the moonlight in the arms of another man. It seems they were lovers."

"It must have been a terrible shock."

"I now think of it as one of the most fortunate nights of my life." All the bitterness faded from his eyes as he looked down at her. "She was nothing more than an illusion of the woman I was meant to marry. Shimmering like a cold diamond in the light, blinding a foolish young man."

The last notes of the waltz faded. Austin paused in the middle of the dance floor. Yet he held her still, holding her hand, his other hand resting at her waist, searing her through the layers of her clothes.

She stood his captive, looking up into his handsome face, a strangely familiar sensation swirling around her. It was as if she had stood this way before with this man. Without words he whispered to her, the way her faceless phantom had whispered in her dreams. She recalled the moments when he had held her, when he had kissed her, every detail seared across her memory. And she wondered what it might be like to taste his lips once again.

"Lord Sinclair, I have been saving this next waltz just for you," Clarissa said as she gripped his arm.

Austin released Sarah, holding her gaze a moment longer before he turned to face Clarissa. "How thoughtful of you, Miss Van Horne."

Sarah turned away from them, unable to bear the sight of her sister stepping into Austin Sinclair's arms. The contrast was far too unnerving. Sarah didn't want him to look at her and compare her features to Clarissa's perfect face.

She hurried through the crowd gathered on the dance floor, finding sanctuary in a comer by one of the refreshment tables. She wanted to run, to hide. Yet how could she hide from the feelings trapped deep inside her? She stared down into a silver tray, her face reflected in the polished metal, the face of a foolish old maid who wanted to reach for a dream.

"Was that really you I saw on the dance floor, Sarah?" Addison asked, coming up behind her.

Sarah lifted a glass of lemonade from the table, stalling before she turned to face her cousin. "I didn't realize my dancing was so much of a concern to you, Addison."

Addison smirked. "Any miracle is of interest to me, cousin."

He took pleasure in making her feel small, she thought, sipping her drink, lemon flooding her senses as the tart liquid slid across her tongue.

"Could it be Lord Sinclair has taken a fancy to you? Is it possible you might be abandoning your silly notion of building palaces for peasants for the much more suitable role of wife?"

"Did you plan to marry every woman with whom you danced?"

"Come now, Sarah. The man is obviously interested in you. People have seen you together. You're quickly becoming the talk of the town."

Sarah stared down into her glass, feeling heat rise in her cheeks. "I didn't realize you were among the gossipmongers."

"Only when it's this fascinating. Of course, there are those who are saying he's one of those impoverished members of the nobility, here to snare a rich heiress."

Sarah met her cousin's sarcastic gaze. "In that case he would do better elsewhere."

"Don't tell him that, Sarah. You might miss your chance to get him to the altar. And at your age, he might very well be your last chance."

Sarah glanced at the long refreshment table, squeezing her glass between her palms. Plates of lobster and shrimp and oysters were cradled in bowls of ice; piles of chocolates nearly overflowed gold plates. Streams of champagne and punch flowed from gold fountains. "Tell me, Addison, do you ever feel a little like King Louis before the revolution, surrounded by all your luxury and wealth, while the peasants die for want of bread?"

"Good God, Sarah! Is there any wonder you're a spinster?"

Sarah flinched inwardly as his barb hit home. "We could have built a complex of apartments for twenty families for what it cost to build this house."

"And what do you expect of me, Sarah? Should I move my bride into one of those filthy little apartments on the East Side?"

"No. I'm saying you should agree to build the apartment house I've proposed. The company can well afford this project."

"The company is going to suffer if you continue to write your ridiculous little stories, Sarah. In case you didn't realize it, Warren Snelling is an influential businessman in this town. You keep up this nonsense, and we are going to lose business. It has to stop."

"How can you sleep at night knowing you are doing business with a scoundrel?"

"What is this?" Kendall asked as he approached them. "Are the two of you arguing again?

"Not a moment longer. I haven't the time to waste with her." Addison looked at his father, a disgusted expression on his face. I advise you to escape before she starts chastising you for helping me build my new home." He turned on his heel and marched away from them.

"Sarah, darling." Kendall smiled down at her, his light blue eyes filled with gentle concern. "Have you been lecturing Addison on the plight of the working class when you should be enjoying the party?"

"We can make a difference, Uncle Kendall."

"Sarah, you don't need to lecture me. I agree with you.

Sarah felt a surge of hope within her. "Then you will agree to build the new apartments?"

Kendall shook his head, his silvery blond hair shining in the light. I think we must wait until Leighton comes home."

"But we don't know when that might be. You know Leighton, he could be gone a year."

Kendall chucked her under the chin. "Be patient, Sarah."

Sarah watched her uncle stroll away from her. Wait until Leighton returns! She wasn't even sure where Leighton was. In his last letter, the brief note that had arrived a week ago with a medallion he wanted her to add to the collection in his treasure room, he had said he didn't know when he would return. She could only hope her wandering brother would find his way home soon.

Chapter Twelve
The steamer wheezed as it chugged through the dark Atlantic, carrying cargo from London to New York City. Leighton Van Horne pressed his back against the curved wall of his small cabin, his long legs bent at the knees, his bare feet flat against the scratchy gray wool of the blanket that covered his narrow bunk. Against his back he felt the rattle of the engines, a constant rumble that had ceased to concern him days ago. He had only one concern now, only one focus - revenge.

Beads of sweat formed on his brow and trickled down his cheek. His dark brown hair stuck to his neck, prickling his skin. Brown, how he loathed covering his hair with dye. Yet it was necessary. A tall man with silvery blond hair was far too easy to spot.

Nestled deep in the bowels of the ship, the stinking excuse for a cabin had no portholes, no way to wash away the stench of the countless sweaty bodies that had occupied this narrow space before him. It lingered in the air, that stench of countless peasants mingled with mildew, and poisoned his every breath.

Leighton stared at the rut that sat in one corner of the cabin, watching it nibble on the stale bread he had left for it from his dinner.

No one would suspect he would be on board this wreck; that was the beauty of his plan. Everyone knew he was accustomed to traveling like a king. But his own yacht sat under guard at a port in Brazil. Or had the Sinclairs stolen it, as they had stolen his freedom?

Devlin McCain had been the start of all of this trouble. Lord Devlin Sinclair, that's what he called himself now. He had found his family, claimed a fortune, and in the process he had stolen everything from Leighton.

It was because of the Sinclairs he was here in this stinking hole. If not for the Sinclairs, Leighton would never have heard of a city called Avallon. He never would have been tempted by the legend, tempted into disaster.

If not for Devlin Sinclair, they wouldn't be out there now, those strange people from that ancient city, searching for him as though he were a common criminal. But they wouldn't find him. Even with all their power, he could escape them. And he would make them pay, especially Devlin Sinclair. Oh, yes, he was looking forward to making that man suffer. Somehow he would find a way back to Avallon.

When he was done with Devlin Sinclair, when the family was still grieving over the loss of the son they had only just found again, Leighton would strike once more. Austin would fall next. One after the other, Leighton intended to destroy them until there was nothing left of the Sinclairs but a bad memory.

Leighton drew a knife from under his pillow. He stared at the long, slender blade, twisting it so the steel caught the light glimmering through the grimy glass of the oil lamp that swayed above his head. He saw his own reflection in that shiny blade. He imagined the face of the man he would kill. He smiled.

Sarah was in New York. Sarah would help him. Sarah had always been there to protect him. He needed money. He needed a safe place to stay until he could find a way to penetrate the defenses of Avallon. But he had to be careful. They would be in New York, those people from Avallon, watching, waiting. Yes, he had to be very careful.

He stared at the plump rat, watching as it followed the trail of bread he had left, watching as it drew closer to the bunk.

Leighton turned the blade in his hand, his gaze focused on the rat. It scurried to the next piece of bread he had placed on the floor, the morsel just beside the bed. ''Enjoying yourself?"

The rat glanced up at the sound of the man's voice, small black eyes catching the light, whiskers twitching. It didn't scare easily, not when there was food to be had, not when this human had been giving it food for the past eight days.

Leighton glanced down into the shiny blade, smiling, lines flaring out from his light blue eyes, lines that had not been there six months ago. "You'll pay for this, Devlin Sinclair. You'll pay for everything you've done to me."

With a flick of his wrist, Leighton sent the knife flying straight into the plump body of the rat. It squeaked. It fluttered against the planks, struggling to free itself from the blade that pinned it to the floor, the blade that had ended its life.

Blood spread from beneath the animal, sticking to the thick gray fur. Leighton leaned back against the curved wall, smiling as he watched the final struggle of the small creature, little legs pumping, head lifting, muscles straining, straining, until it fell still.

Leighton laughed, delighted with the sweet scent of death, a fragrance he had come to love long ago. "I'm going to enjoy watching you die, Devlin Sinclair."

Devlin Sinclair rested his shoulder against a window casement in his bedroom and stared out at the ancient city of Avallon. A cool breeze swept into the room, brushing his face with the scent of roses from the gardens below.

Unlike most of Brazil, the land surrounding this rugged mountain, there were no mosquitoes here, no annoying insects to keep humans hiding beneath yards of netting. The people of Avallon had long ago learned how to control their environment.

Avallon, the city his ancestors had first settled 6,000 years ago stood a little more than a mile away, nestled in a valley. Moonlight glittered on the buildings, crystals trapped in the sparkling black stones that had been cut from the mountain, lending a strange fairy-tale quality to this city from a distant realm.

Kate stirred in the bed behind him. He sensed the moment she awakened, felt the instant her gaze touched his bare back. She tossed aside the sheet and stepped from the bed, he knew without looking.

He tested the skills from his first lessons in Avallon, lessons he had missed in his childhood, using his senses to perceive the world around him. In his mind he could see Kate approach. He imagined the way the ivory silk of her nightgown flowed around her legs, those long and supple legs, pale and soft. Hours ago he had felt those elegant legs wrap around his waist.

He felt the heat of her skin brush his a heartbeat before she touched his back, her slender hand warm against his skin. He drew a deep breath, drawing the spicy sweet scent of roses and woman into his lungs before he turned to face her.

Her unbound hair cascaded to her waist, shimmering like sunshine in the pale moonlight. The breeze captured a golden lock, brushing the silken strands across his bare hip. His muscles tightened in response, an instant flare of need deep in his belly.

"You're worried," she said, sliding her hands over the curves of his shoulders. "You're thinking you should be with Austin, aren't you?"

"Father doesn't seem to think it would be a very good idea." He shook his head, still uncomfortable with calling a man he barely knew father. "He seems to think Austin has a better chance of retrieving the medallion if he works alone."

"Austin will be fine." She traced the curve of his lower lip with her fingertip, smiling up at him. "He has been trained to do this sort of thing."

Devlin shook his head. "He has been trained to be a diplomat, not a street fighter."

"Perhaps all he will need is diplomacy."

"Van Horne is still out there."

The smile faded from her lips. "All the more reason for you to stay here. That man wants to see you dead."

He slipped one hand beneath her soft hair, pressing his palm against her warm nape, feeling the tension that single name had drawn in her muscles. "I've never been one to hide from a fight, Kate. I don't like the idea of my brother going against that madman alone." His brother, his twin, a man who shared his face, his form, and more: a link both brothers were only just beginning to understand.

"Please, Devlin." She rested her hands on his chest. "Give Austin a chance to do what your father has asked of him. The medallion is his responsibility. Not yours."

"The medallion belongs in this family. That makes it my responsibility, too."

"Please." She lifted on her toes and slid her arms around his neck, silk and lace warmed by her body sliding sinuously against his skin. "Van Horne wants to kill you. Please give Austin a chance to do this without you."

Devlin slipped his arms around her waist and lifted her, holding her close, pressing his face into the fragrant curve of her neck and shoulder. "All right, Professor. We'll give my brother some time."

"Thank you." She pulled back in his arms. In her blue eyes he saw the glitter of unshed tears that her smile couldn't disguise. "Make love to me, Devlin. Make me forget everything beyond this moment in your arms."

He carried her to the bed and lowered her to the white linen sheets. Slowly he slipped the sheer silk from her shoulders, kissing every inch of her warm skin as he unveiled her delicate beauty.

They loved each other as though this were the first time, as though this might be the last time. For both had been touched by the evil that haunted Van Horne, and both knew there would be no promise of tomorrow as long as the madman roamed free.

Chapter Thirteen
Sarah turned away from the typewriter that sat on a shelf adjacent to her desk. This morning the words for a story refused to come to her. Was it because she wanted to be somewhere else?

A pigeon strutted along the ledge outside of her office window, his blue-gray head bobbing with every step, his cooing colliding with the rumble from the street. Two stories above Broadway, Sarah watched the steady stream of morning traffic flow on the wide street, wheels rattling on the pavement.

No one strolled along the sidewalks here. Men and women swarmed like ants intent on collecting food for the winter, too absorbed in their business to notice the faces of those they passed.

Sunlight chipped away at the shade cast by the four-story Gazette building that housed her office, sweeping the shadow back toward her. In a few hours the street would be exposed to the full rays of the sun.

She was hiding, taking refuge from the man who was probably at this very moment standing in the hall of her home. Still, she wondered if there was a refuge from Austin Sinclair. Even now, safe in her office, a part of her longed to be with that infuriating scoundrel. In time, would he chip away all of her defenses?

She jumped at a knock on the door. Had Sinclair found her? She smoothed her fingers over her hair, making sure all of the pins were tucked neatly into her bun. "Come in."

A young, dark-haired man entered her office, carrying a stack of envelopes piled on a small package wrapped in plain brown paper. "Got your mail, Miss Van Horne."

Sarah released the breath she had been holding. Yet she couldn't say for certain if the emotion settling in her chest was relief or disappointment. "Thank you, Thomas."

After depositing the stack on her desk, Thomas left, closing the door behind him. Sarah stared at the envelopes. It was going to be a pretty day, the air cool, the sun high and bright, and here she was hiding in her office, facing a stack of correspondence.

She shuffled through the envelopes, discarding them without opening a single letter. She lifted the package, which was the size of a cigar box, noting the simple black letters that spelled out her name and address.

What would Sinclair do when Emerson told him she was out for the day? No doubt he would find another companion for his ride in the park. Well, it certainly didn't matter to her, she thought, slashing at the string wrapped around the package with the sharp edge of her letter opener.

"Tell me, Miss Van Horne, what did that package ever do to make you so angry?"

Sarah jumped at the sound of Austin Sinclair's voice. She glanced up to find him leaning against her office door. "What are you doing here?"

He smiled as though he knew he could send excitement bolting through her with a single look. "Emerson said I might be able to find you here."

"At times Emerson is far too helpful." Sarah tapped the tip of the letter opener against the package, mentally shaking herself for her wayward emotions. "I don't understand how you got in here without making a sound."

He shrugged, broad shoulders lifting the dark gray cloth of his coat. "In my profession it pays to be discreet."

The wind had tossed his hair into ebony waves around his face, the silken strands tempting her fingers. "And what are you hoping to steal this morning?"

He moved away from the door, his footsteps impossibly quiet on the bare oak floor. "It's always important to examine the possibilities in any room to determine what is of most value."

Sarah leaned back in her chair as he approached the desk, her back sliding against the soft brown leather. She felt her blood thicken with each step Austin took, the pulse in her neck pounding against her plain white collar.

He lifted a brass paperweight in the shape of a unicorn from her desk, turning it in his hand, examining the carved figure. "Now a less discerning thief might think this was the most valuable item in the room."

"But you know better?"

He set the unicorn on her desk, smiling as he looked down at her. "There is something far more valuable here."

A cool breeze drifted in through the open windows behind her, brushing Sarah's neck. Still, her skin felt heated, as though she were standing in the bright rays of the sun.

She watched him, following his every move as he strolled to a painting hanging on' the oak-paneled wall beside her desk. He stood with his back to her, studying the painting of a rocky coastline and rumbling sea. She had liked it the first moment she had seen the painting in a small gallery on Broadway.

"Nice." He glanced over his shoulder, a lazy smile curling his lips. "It might be worth a great deal of money in a few years, especially if the Impressionist movement catches hold. But it isn't what I would steal."

"No?"

"No."

He moved toward her, a slow prowl filled with a peculiar masculine grace that made her wonder what would happen when he reached her. The edges of her vision narrowed and darkened until this man alone filled her sight.

"I thought last night, before you left the party, you agreed to go for a ride through Central Park with me today, Miss Van Horne." He rested his hands on the arms of her chair.

Sarah pressed back against the chair, trying to burrow into the leather. "I have work to do."

"How you disappoint me." He drew closer, leaning over her, his thick black lashes lowering as he studied her lips. "Here I thought you were a woman of your word."

"I am." An intriguing fragrance settled around her, the spice of his cologne mingling with the intoxicating scent of his warm skin. She stared up into his handsome face, so close she could see the dark pinpoints of his beard lurking beneath his smooth cheeks. How intensely masculine he seemed. How utterly appealing. How horribly frightening.

"I've stayed away from your sister, Sarah, he whispered, his deep voice brushing her like warm sable.

He pressed his lips against her cheek, near the corner of her mouth. Sarah's lips parted, her breath escaping on a shaky sigh.

"And all I ask is the pleasure of your company," he whispered, his lips brushing her cheek.

Was that all he wanted? Or was it some warped sense of dominion that drove him in this game? Did he have some terrible need to conquer and rule just as an ancient prince might rule?

"What do you want from me?" she asked, appalled at the aching tone in her voice. "Tell me."

He looked down at her, all the mischief draining from his face, replaced by an intensity that made the breath catch in her throat. "I don't want to hurt you."

"Don't you?"

"No." He lifted away from her, standing with his hands loose at his sides. "Don't be afraid of me, Sarah."

"I'm not afraid of you." Sarah turned toward the desk, clasping her hands in her lap so he couldn't see how they were shaking. "I told you I have work to do this morning. Unlike some people, I have responsibilities."

"So do I," he said, his voice deepened with an odd note of regret.

"Of course you do." She fumbled with the package, fighting to control the emotions he had released inside her; they surged like water rushing through a hole punctured in a carefully constructed dam. She stripped away the brown paper, revealing a cigar box.

Why would someone send her cigars? "I'm certain you feel responsible for helping all those collectors gather pieces for their treasure rooms. Not to mention lining your pockets with their gold."

"That isn't entirely true." He strolled to one of the two brown leather armchairs in front of her desk. He sank to the chair, leaned back, and stretched his long legs as though he intended to take up residence for the rest of the day. "My greatest responsibility is teaching you how important it is to enjoy a beautiful day like today."

She smiled at him. "Please, feel free to shirk that responsibility, Mr. Sinclair."

He shook his head. "I'm afraid I've always taken my responsibilities seriously."

"Oh, I'm certain you have. But I -" She lifted the lid of the box, the words she was about to speak dissolving with the air in her lungs. A gray dove lay in the box, her neck broken, her delicate head lying at an odd angle to her body.

"What is it, Sarah?" Austin asked.

Sarah parted her lips. Yet her words foundered deep in her throat. She stared at the poor little creature, stunned by the senseless violence.

In the corner of her eye she saw Austin rise from his chair. She lifted the white piece of parchment that lay over the bird's body like a shroud and read the single typed line: Forget the tenements or meet your fate.

"What the blazes!" Austin snatched the note from her trembling hand. Dark color rose in his cheeks as he stared down at the typed words, his lips drawing into a grim line. "Do you have any idea who would send this?"

"I don't know." She sat back in her chair, closing her eyes, shutting out the horrible sight of that poor dead bird. ''Snelling, probably."

"Have you received any threats like this before?"

"No."

"You've been writing about this man for months." Austin closed the lid on the cigar box. He knelt beside her and lifted her cold hands in his warm grasp. "Why would he threaten you now?"

"In a few months the legislature is going to vote on amending the Tenement House Law." She focused on his face, the handsome lines and curves of his features, blocking out the ugliness sitting on the desk. "If they pass the new regulations, it will cost Snelling and the other owners a fortune. We're stirring up the public to put pressure on the legislators. Without that pressure the law won't be amended."

One corner of his mouth twitched with his anger. "Maybe I should have a little talk with Snelling."

"No." She curled her fingers around his hands, holding him like a lifeline against the rising tide of fear inside her. "If he did this, he means only to frighten me. I don't want him to think he has succeeded."

"Sarah, this man could be dangerous."

"We aren't even certain he did it. It could be any of a hundred men who own those horrible hovels."

Austin lifted their clasped hands and pressed his lips to the back of her fingers, his breath a warm whisper against her skin. "I don't want anything to happen to you."

The sincerity in his eyes caught her off guard, like an open palm across her face. In that instant she chose to believe what she saw in his eyes, the concern for her. She needed to believe someone cared if she lived or died.

Austin squeezed her cold hands. "I'm going to send someone for the police."

Sarah glanced at the box sitting like a tiny coffin on her desk. "Yes, I think they should know about this."

Austin stood beside Sarah, his back to the windows in her office, watching Detective Roger Farley. The man was close to fifty, Austin guessed, judging by the gray streaks in the thinning strands of dark brown that were carefully smoothed back from his round face.

Although Farley moved with the speed of a glacier, methodically asking the same questions two and three times before he was satisfied he would receive the same answers, Austin suspected there was more to this short, spare man than first impressions would reveal. He could see the intelligence in Farley's dark eyes.

"So you say you and Miss Van Horne were attacked by two men yesterday morning." Farley stared at Austin as though he were analyzing every feature, every expression. "What makes you think it was anything more than an attempted robbery?"

"I'm not sure it was," Austin said. "But I thought it was something you should know."

"I'll take a look at the report. Maybe ask the ruffians a few questions." The police detective dabbed the end of his pencil with the tip of his tongue before he scratched something in a small black notebook.

Farley looked at Sarah, his face pressed into lines that made Austin wonder if the man had been born frowning. "There isn't much to go on, Miss Van Horne."

"I'm afraid I've told you everything I can, Detective Farley."

Farley tapped the eraser of his pencil against his chin, studying the dead bird that lay in the box on Sarah's desk as though the dove might reveal the secret of its murderer. I can't go questioning a man like Warren Snelling without good cause."

"I understand," Sarah said.

Farley stood, slipping his notebook and pencil into his coat pocket. "If you have any more trouble, let me know."

Sarah stood. "I will."

"I'll take the bird." Farley closed the cigar box and lifted the little coffin. "Evidence."

"Of course." She stood with her hands at her sides as Farley left the office, clenching and unclenching her fingers into her palms, the only sign of her agitation.

"I wonder if we should have mentioned the coach at the museum."

Sarah glanced up at Austin, her eyes wide like those of a person who had been slapped hard across the cheek. "That was an accident."

I wonder." Austin touched her arm, resisting the urge to take her into his arms. He had to keep his distance, no matter how much he wanted to bridge the gap between them.

"I can't believe Snelling would actually try to kill me. It had to be an accident."

"Come for a drive in the park with me, Sarah." He slid his hand down her arm, slipped her hand into his. "Forget about all of this for a few hours."

She stared at him a moment as though she were trying to decide just how dangerous she thought he might be. Yet she made no move to pull away from his touch. "I don't know. There are -"

"It's my responsibility to help you enjoy the day, remember?"

"So you said." She smiled, a hesitant curve of her lips as she glanced down at their clasped hands. "All right. I suppose I shall have to help you with your responsibilities."

Austin rested his hands on the metal railing and stared into the lion's cage. Twelve by ten feet, that was all the magnificent beast had to roam in this menagerie in Central Park, iron bars holding him back from the throng of visitors that flowed past his small domain, content in their freedom.

"You look upset," Sarah said. "Thinking about how it might feel to be behind bars?"

Austin glanced at the woman standing beside him. Sarah was watching him from beneath the curved brim of her small brown straw hat. He sensed defiance in her, as though she were challenging him to change his evil ways, and something more, something soft and warm beneath that haughty mask, something he wished he could explore. "I was thinking of how he must feel, trapped in a cage, when he was born to roam the jungle."

Sarah turned to look at the lion. The beast raised his head, stating at her with amber eyes. "Do you really think he minds?"

"Would you want to live this way?"

"But the animals are safer here than they would be in the wild. They are well taken care of. They never have to worry about finding their next meal."

A lock of her hair had escaped the combs and pins of its prison. It fluttered with the breeze, tempting him to catch it, a shimmering strand of brown burnished gold by sunlight, sliding along the pale curve of her neck, curling down her brown poplin gown to her waist. "Do you think he would trade his freedom for the promise of a meal?"

"I've never thought of it that way." Sarah frowned as she stared at the lion. When she spoke, she kept her voice low, private words in a place where people drifted like leaves on a swirling pool all around them, laughter and conversation collecting in a low rumble. "Have you ever thought you might one day be behind bars, Mr. Sinclair?"

"Would that please you, Miss Van Horne?"

Sarah kept her gaze on the lion. "It would seem the only place for criminals is behind bars."

"I told you once before, people aren't always what they seem to be." He glanced down at her hands, watching the way the white linen of her gloves stretched across her knuckles as she squeezed the railing. He wanted to tell her the truth, but he knew it was impossible. And so he would rely on lies, twisted variations of a truth she would never believe. "I know your brother."

She was quiet, except for the breath he heard her draw, the deep steadying breath that told him she was preparing for the worst. What did the woman know about her brother and his crimes?

"I thought you might know Leighton."

"Did you?" He wanted to believe she was as innocent as she seemed; it was important to him, more important than he wanted to admit to himself.

She glanced up at him. "In your profession, I suppose it's an asset to know collectors."

"Yes, it is." There was doubt in her eyes, dark shadows of doubt about a brother Austin knew possessed a soul as black as hell.

He took her arm and led her past the cages where bears and wolves paced behind bars. She didn't protest, walking beside him, quiet, pensive, her arm stiff beneath his touch. They walked toward the arsenal and beyond, where elms lined the path and benches stood in the shade of their spreading branches.

It would be easy to forget the dark mission that had brought him to this place on a day like this, when the sun was high in a clear blue sky and a cool breeze stirred the leaves overhead. With Sarah it was always tempting to forget everything except one beguiling lady.

"Recently your brother acquired a gold medallion. Celtic in origin." He glanced at the woman who walked beside him. "Have you seen it?"

"Is that what you were after the other night?"

"I was hired by a man to retrieve that medallion. He said Leighton had acquired it from him, shall we say, without his knowledge."

She halted on the path and stared up at him. "Are you implying Leighton stole that medallion?"

Austin shrugged, knowing he was treading through dangerous territory. One wrong move and he would lose Sarah completely. And he couldn't afford to do that, not when he was sure she knew where that medallion was hidden. "Do you think he might have stolen it?"

"Of course not!"

Even in her determination to protect her brother, Austin could see the doubt she couldn't hide. "Then I suppose it's all for the best that you caught me. I might have returned the piece to the wrong man."

"Are you trying to say you only steal from thieves?"

Austin tilted his head and smiled down at her. "I try to keep my standards."

"Standards." She pursed her lips and held his gaze for a long moment, as though she were trying to see the truth in his eyes. "As long as you are well paid for your efforts, I doubt you care who is paying the bill."

"A man has to make a living."

"Not by being a criminal."

He lifted his arms at his sides, the breeze rippling his dark gray coat. "I fear I am little prepared for anything else."

"I don't believe that."

She turned and walked away from him. She sank to a wrought iron bench nestled in the shade of an elm near the path, her dress spilling a brown puddle on the emerald grass. She glanced up when he drew near, meeting his eyes with that intense honesty that never failed to catch him off guard. "You seem to be a reasonably intelligent man, Austin Sinclair."

"Thank you."

"I'm certain you could find some opportunities to make your way in this world other than hiring yourself out as a thief."

Although she had left room for him to sit beside her, he remained standing, looking down into her lovely face. "There are only so many things the son of a duke can do, Miss Van Horne."

Sarah's lips parted, closed, then parted once more as she said, "You can't mean to tell me you are actually... I don't believe it."

"I'm afraid it's true." He bowed, a deep formal bow he had often made when at court. "Lord Austin Sinclair, Marquess of Somerset, Earl of Sheffield, at your service, milady."

She stared up at him, the look in her eyes fading from disbelief to stark realization. "How in the world does a marquess become a thief?"

"Bad investments." He sat beside her, keeping a proper distance on the bench. "By the time I discovered my banker had nearly ruined me, it was too late to recover. I realized I had a choice to make. I could go on bended knee to my father, or find some way to support my household."

"And you chose to become a thief?"

"I have sixty-five servants and two hundred tenants. It's a big responsibility."

"But how could you resort to thievery?"

He smiled. I prefer to say I help gentlemen improve their collections."

Sarah shook her head. "There must be something else you can do."

"It is a very lucrative profession."

"And very dangerous."

"I assume I'll get better with practice. The other night was my first attempt."

Sarah studied him a moment as though she were seeking the truth in his eyes. "You mean to say you've never stolen anything before?"

"I suppose, given the fact you prevented me from completing my mission, you could say I've never stolen anything at all."

Sarah leaned back against the bench, black roses molded from iron pressing into her back, relief washing over her like a cool spring shower. "Then you have another chance."

"You mean you intend to help me steal your brother's medallion?"

Sarah pursed her lips as she looked at him. The man was utterly infuriating. I mean you have a chance to make a fresh start. To turn away from this destructive path before it's too late."

"I don't see how I can do that. There are those servants to support and tenants relying on me." He closed his hand around hers and brought her hand to his lips. At the soft touch of his lips against the back of her hand, she jerked free of his grasp. Even her glove could not protect her from the intriguing caress that sent a shiver along her nerves.

He gave her a devilish smile that said he knew all about that delicious shiver. "I had thought I might marry a wealthy heiress. It's done often enough. But I'm afraid I still believe the only reason to marry is for love."

"Are you trying to tell me you never intended to marry Clarissa?"

"I'm afraid your lovely sister is far too spoiled for my taste."

"You decided to force me into seeing you for sport, is that it?" She stared at the arsenal that rose like a medieval castle in the distance, towers lifting parapets toward the white streaks of clouds splashed across the sky. "You thought it would be amusing to watch a spinster fall in love with you."

He slipped his fingers under her chin and coaxed her to look at him. He was smiling in a way that made her feel as though she were the only one in the world that could make him smile. "I enjoy being with you, Sarah. And I knew the only way you would see me is if I coerced you into doing it."

Suddenly, caught in the warmth of his eyes, she couldn't breathe. "If I'm to believe you, then I have no reason to continue this farce."

"I can think of one reason." He slid his thumb along the curve of her lower lip. Sarah felt herself leaning toward him, a shifting of muscles she couldn't control. "Because I enjoy your company."

Exerting every ounce of will within her, she sat back, breaking away from his touch. "I'm not sure what it is you're after, but I can assure you, I do not intend to play your little game."

The breeze ruffled his thick hair, tossing silky strands of ebony over his brow. "Sarah, do you have any idea what it's like to always wonder if someone is interested in your company simply because there is a title appended to your name?"

"No, I don't suppose I do."

"When I'm with you, Sarah, I don't wonder if you have your sights set on being a duchess." He took her hand between both of his, holding her as though she were a precious piece of porcelain. "You're candid, brutally honest, and I appreciate those qualities more than you can ever realize."

Sarah glanced down to where her hand rested between his warm palms, the white linen of her glove stark against his sun-darkened skin. "Are you saying you would like to be friends, Mr. Sinclair?"

"There are times when we all need a friend, Sarah." He squeezed her hand softly. "I plan to be in New York only a few weeks. I would like to spend that time with you. Do you think you could tolerate my company while I'm here?"

She glanced at the arsenal rising from the emerald grass. When she was a little girl she had pretended that old building was a castle and she a princess. The park was her kingdom, and she believed one day a handsome prince would come to claim her for his own. It had been nothing but make-believe, silly childhood dreams. Yet with this man it would be far too easy to believe in fairy tales again.

It wasn't wise to see Austin Sinclair again. She should tell him so now. She glanced up and found him watching her, the warmth in his eyes stealing the breath from her lungs.

"Don't turn me away, Sarah," he said, his deep voice carrying softly on the breeze.

Oh, my, how could she turn away from him when he looked so vulnerable, so incredibly appealing?

"And just think, your good influence could save me from a life of crime."

"There must be something you can do. Something honest."

"I doubt I could find anything that would pay quite so handsomely."

Sarah stiffened. ''Perhaps you should think about living a great deal less lavishly."

"People would talk."

"Aren't you the one unconcerned about what other people think of you?"

He laughed, a deep rumble that was nearly impossible to resist. "I suppose we all cherish a few opinions now and again. For instance, I do care what you think of me, sweet Sarah."

Sarah glanced away from him. The look in his eyes was far too disturbing. She stared at a robin who pecked at the grass a few yards away, searching for his lunch. "If we are to be friends, I think it best you stop this annoying flirtation."

"Sarah, you have a way of cutting a man to the bone."

She glanced at him and found him smiling at her, mischief alive in the depths of his beautiful eyes. Not at all the picture of a man who had just been cut to the bone. I have a feeling you have enough confidence to withstand a few blows."

"I have a feeling you are going to put me to the test." He stood and took her hand. "Come on, Sarah, I'm going to take you boating."

"Boating?" Sarah allowed him to tug her from the bench.

He smiled, a devilish curve of his lips. "That's where we sit in a boat and I paddle you around the lake like a slave at your command."

"I've never gone boating before." She smiled up at him. "It should be amusing to see you act the part of a slave, Lord Sinclair."

Bram shifted in the saddle. Yet it didn't matter how he sat in the leather seat, he couldn't ease the soreness, the ache that penetrated his pelvic bones and shimmied up his spine. Still, Clarissa Van Horne had commanded him to accompany her this morning. Horses and debutantes, he wasn't sure which one was more a pain in the ass. This damn mission couldn't end soon enough to suit him.

He followed Clarissa and her friends along a bridle path in Central Park, listening to their endless prattle, hoping they kept the pace to a walk instead of a canter. Bouncing up and down on this animal's back was not exactly his idea of an ideal way to spend a beautiful afternoon.

"Will you look at that!" Louisa Remsen stopped her horse on the bridge they were crossing and pointed toward the lake.

Fanny and Clarissa turned their mounts to look over the lake. Bram pulled up beside the women and glanced in the direction Louisa was pointing. A sleek black boat glided across the lake a few yards away, powered by a man who dipped the oars smoothly into the glittering water as he kept his attention focused on his passenger, a lady dressed in brown.

"That's Sarah!" Fanny Warren said. "And she's with Lord Sinclair."

"Again!" Louisa said.

Bram clenched his teeth as Sarah Van Horne's laughter drifted on the cool breeze. Sinclair certainly looked as though he was enjoying this mission.

"I don't understand it," Louisa said, tugging on a reddish brown curl that peeked out from beneath her tall emerald green hat. "What could he possibly see in Sarah?"

"It's obvious," Clarissa said. "He's trying to make me jealous."

Bram glanced at the fair-haired woman, wondering if he had ever met anyone more certain of her own beauty. Pity she didn't have a heart to go along with her beautiful face.

"Perhaps." Fanny tilted her head and smiled at Clarissa. Beneath the brim of her sapphire blue hat, dark brown curls framed her heart-shaped face, and malice glittered in her blue eyes. "And then again, maybe he thinks he can get what he wants from Sarah. Something he couldn't get from any decent woman.

Clarissa stared at Sarah, her eyes narrowed with jealousy.

"Do you think that could be true about Sarah?" Louisa asked. "I suppose he's heard about her mother."

"Yes." Clarissa stared at the couple as they glided away from the bridge, a pair of white swans skimming the surface of the shimmering water beside the boat. I wouldn't at all be surprised if Lord Sinclair believes he can seduce Sarah."

Bram squeezed the reins between his hands, his anger rising. These three combined didn't possess an ounce of Sarah's worth.

"How shocking!" Louisa said, her outrage spoiled by a wayward giggle.

"It has to be true," Fanny said, obviously satisfied by her own insightful powers. "Why else would a man like Lord Sinclair be seeing an old maid?"

"Because he likes her," Bram said.

Three heads snapped in his direction. The women stared at him as though a marble statue had just spoken.

"I'm certain we have no need of your opinion, Duggan." Clarissa lifted her chin to stare at him down the length of her little nose.

"Clarissa, you really must teach the creature some manners if he is to accompany us," Fanny said, staring at Duggan.

"You will do well to remember your place, or you will find yourself looking for another position in someone else's stable." Clarissa turned away from him and urged her horse into a canter. The other women followed.

Bram swore under his breath. When this mission was over, he was going to find Lady Judith Chatham and remind himself how much he had always enjoyed the company of a beautiful woman.

Chapter Fourteen
A cool breeze heavy with the scent of roses drifted through the open windows of the Sinclair drawing room in Avallon. Devlin stared into the gardens that stretched in intricate patterns from the terrace toward a wide green lawn. Roses, lilies, and gardenias bloomed in that lush oasis, along with beds of other flowers and plants. His mother's gardens.

It seemed a miracle being here with these people - his family. Still, at times he caught himself poised on a ledge above a deep pool of self-pity and regret, wondering what it would have been like to grow up in this place, surrounded by love and security.

He thought of his brother. Austin had contacted them this morning, as he did twice a week, to report his progress. Although there had been nothing overt in his voice, Devlin sensed Austin was troubled, a penetrating pain that delved deep into his brother's soul.

Devlin knew Austin's feelings without words. He felt his twin's anxiety, a shimmer of emotion that lingered like a shadow of his own emotions deep inside him. And he sensed that the trouble stemmed from Sarah Van Horne. There was something in Austin's voice when he mentioned Sarah's name, something soft and dangerous.

"Check," Alexandria said.

Devlin glanced across the chessboard to his sister. Alexandria smiled at him, the spirit of challenge glittering in her blue-green eyes. He was ten years older than this beautiful young woman, the sister he was only beginning to know. He glanced down at the board, seeing her strategy, eluding her by a counterattack with his bishop.

Alexandria wrinkled her nose. "I think it's possible you are even better at this game than Austin."

"Your brother has managed to beat me his share of times."

"I used to wonder about you." Alexandria rested her fingertip on one of her knights, staring down at the porcelain figure. I knew you were Austin's twin, so I knew what you looked like, but I wondered what you would be like. I wondered if you would be very different from Austin."

"And do you think I am?"

"In ways." She glanced up at him, a wistful smile curving her lips. "When I was little, I imagined you would come to my rescue when Austin teased me. Would you have?"

Devlin felt a tightening inside him, anger and regret twisting around his heart. "I wish I knew."

"I'm sorry." Alexandria left her chair and rushed around the round pedestal table, sinking to her knees beside his chair. "I didn't mean to make you think about all the time we've lost, all of those horrible years." She slipped her arms around his waist and pressed her cheek against his chest. "You're here now; that's all that matters."

"It's all right, Alexa." Devlin stroked her dark brown hair, the hurt inside him soothed by her tender concern. "We all need time to heal."

"I hope Austin comes back soon." She looked up at him, the shimmer of unshed tears in her eyes. "We've waited so long to be a whole family again."

Devlin thought of Austin and the sister of the man who wanted to destroy this family. He had an uneasy feeling about Austin and Sarah Van Horne, a sense of impending disaster so strong it pressed against his chest like a granite tombstone. Still, he knew there was nothing he could do but wait, and hope his brother would make it back to them in one piece.

Kate Sinclair sat on the terrace of an outdoor café in the modern city of Avallon, beneath the sheltering branches of an oak tree. Leaves rustled in the cool breeze, mingling with the rattle of silver on china, the chatter of voices of the patrons gathered there for lunch. It might have been England in the spring, a quaint country village. Except for the buildings.

Wood from the surrounding forests and stone from the mountainside rose to shape structures that ranged from one to four stories, roofs flowing like the neighboring hills. They blended into the countryside, in harmony with nature. The people of Avallon believed in that harmony, in maintaining a balance with nature.

"Strange, how easy it has been to adapt to this place," Kate said, glancing across the small round table to where her lunch companion, Lady Judith Chatham, sat.

"I have never felt more at peace than I have here."

Judith smiled, her dark brown eyes lighting with a deep contentment. "The Central Council has provided me with everything I need to start a new life. I can't believe it. By this time next week my shop will be open. For the first time in my life I actually feel as though I'm accomplishing something."

"The Central Council encourages everyone to lead productive lives." Although she believed at times the council also tried to manipulate people, it was a sentiment Kate kept to herself. She wanted nothing to spoil Judith's joy.

They were friends, one of the few Kate had ever known, joined by the ordeal they had shared. The same quest had brought them to this place six months ago, although not together. Judith had come to Avallon with Leighton Van Horne. Here, Judith had broken the bonds that had tied her to the madman. She had claimed a fresh beginning, abandoning a loveless marriage back in England.

"I only hope the ladies of Avallon shall like my designs."

"I love them." Kate tugged at the shoulder of her black silk tunic, a dark floral pattern of scarlet and white and emerald dripping down the shoulders and arms and cascading from the round neckline into a vee at the belted waist. Black silk trousers, full and flowing, completed the outfit Judith had designed for her.

"It's extraordinary, isn't it? Not being constricted by corsets and yards upon yards of skirts and petticoats. I never realized how a change in my wardrobe could make me feel so liberated," Judith remarked.

After having battled all of her life for an equal place in the world, Kate found the fact that women held an equal position in Avallon one of the finer characteristics of this society. "I wonder how long it shall take for the Outworld to realize we are every bit as capable as men?"

"Decades."

"I'm afraid you're right." Kate sipped her drink, cold and tart, flooding her senses with lemon.

"Have you heard any more from Austin?" Judith asked. "Have they captured Leighton yet?"

"No. It's as if he slipped from the face of the earth."

Judith glanced down at her glass of lemonade, slowly stripping the moisture from the pale green glass with her thumb. "You don't think he could find his way back here, do you?"

Kate shivered in the breeze. "No."

"He's a devil, Kate." Judith looked at Kate with fear naked in her eyes. "If he ever found me... he would kill me for betraying him."

"He's not going to find you." Kate rested her hand over Judith's. "You're safe here."

Judith nodded, yet the fear did not leave the depths of her brown eyes. And in her soul, Kate wondered how safe any of them truly were from Leighton Van Horne. "Have you ever met Van Horne's sister Sarah?"

"Once, when Leighton took me to New York."

"Do you believe she is anything at all like Leighton?"

"Good heavens, no. As I recall, she was quiet, very reserved, as though she were hoping no one would notice her." Judith sipped her lemonade. "Why do you ask?"

"Austin has mentioned her several times when he has contacted us. He has been seeing her, trying to locate the medallion. Although he hasn't said anything, I think he has come to care for her."

A lock of Judith's hair drifted across her face with the breeze. She swept the long dark brown tresses behind her shoulder as she spoke. "I would think that would put him in a rather awkward position."

"Yes." Kate swirled the ice and slices of lemon in her glass. "I only hope it doesn't also put him in a dangerous position."

"I met the guardian who is with Austin on this mission. Bram Duggan seems quite capable."

Kate glanced up at her friend, sensing something more behind Judith's words. "He was the one who headed the investigation into Leighton's escape, wasn't he? Commanding man, tall, broad shoulders, blond hair, blue eyes. Is that him?"

"Green eyes." Judith smiled, the look in her eyes growing soft and dreamy. "He has green eyes."

"You like him."

"I've seen him several times. He was nice enough to show me around the city and the ruins. He even took me to dinner the night before he left for New York." Judith glanced down at her glass of lemonade, a soft blush rising to stain her cheeks. "But I'm certain he would never be interested in someone like me, not for marriage. He's much too honorable."

"Judith, I never realized you could be so muddle-headed."

"Kate, look at my past. I was Leighton Van Horne's mistress." Judith squeezed the glass between her palms. "How could any decent man want me?"

In the days they had known each other, Judith had poured out her entire story. At 18 she had married Lord Oliver Chatham, Baron of Hempstead, a handsome young man who had never touched his wife. After five years of marriage, five years of doubting herself as a woman, Judith had found her husband in bed with one of the stable boys.

A few months later, Judith had met Leighton Van Horne, a man who saw where she was most vulnerable. He was the first and only man who had ever touched her.

''Leighton Van Horne used your doubt about yourself to lure you into his bed. He was charming, physically beautiful, and he made you feel desirable. You didn't stand a chance. That does not make you dirty, or wicked, or tarnished in any way."

Judith shook her head. "You don't know the things I allowed him to do."

"And you don't know how wonderful it can be with the right man, a man you love, a man who loves you. You deserve that, Judith. You deserve a gentle man, an honorable man, a man who can erase all the ugliness Van Horne carved across your soul."

"I want to believe that." Judith smiled, a wistful curve of her lips. I would like to believe in fairy tales that have happy endings."

"Well, I do believe in happy endings. And I believe you can do anything you set your heart on doing."

"I've been told it's quite common for a woman to invite a gentleman to dinner here. Do you think it would be terribly forward to invite Bram Duggan to dinner some night when he returns?"

"I think it would be a wonderful idea." Kate only prayed he would return. She prayed Van Horne would not destroy him, and the man she loved like a brother, her husband's twin.

Chapter Fifteen
Bram Duggan leaned his shoulder against the last stall in the Van Horne stable, resting his pitchfork against his chest. It had taken most of the morning, but each stall in the stable was finally clean and filled with fresh straw.

Dust coated his tongue. Bits of straw stuck to his bare chest, his back, his arms, scratching his skin. The cream Dr. Chamberlain had given him had healed the blisters, yet his tender palms tingled. Still, the work had been worth it.

He stared at the dust floating in the sunlight streaming through the upper door of the stall. There was nothing he wanted more than to step into a shower and stand there for a month, hot water spilling over his skin, but the closest he was going to get to a decent bath was a dented tin tub in the quarters above the stables. Right now, even that sounded inviting.

He stiffened as he heard someone approach, a steady tap on the brick-lined floor leading from the alley. It couldn't be Clarissa, he assured himself. He had gone to a great deal of trouble to make sure he wouldn't have to spend time with the woman this morning. Still, they were a woman's footsteps.

"I don't like to be kept waiting, Duggan."

Duggan clenched his teeth at the sound of Clarissa Van Horne's voice. The woman had been nipping at his heels for days. He took a deep breath, gathering the few remaining scraps of his control before he turned to face her. It wouldn't do to strangle the woman, no matter how much he wanted to.

Clarissa stood at the intersection of the main corridor and the long passageway that housed the horses, staring at him. Through the veil of her tall cinnamon-colored hat, he saw her blue eyes grow wide as she scanned the breadth of his shoulders, the width of his chest.

Great Alexis! The woman was looking at him as though she were about to have him for breakfast. Apparently no one ever told her how much trouble a look like that could buy her. "You wanted something, Miss Van Horne?"

Clarissa lifted her chin. "I thought I told you I wanted to go riding this morning?"

Bram felt his stomach cinch at the thought of climbing into a saddle. "I thought Henry was going to accompany you, miss." He had cleaned the stable in exchange for the duty of escorting Clarissa, an exchange Henry had been happy to make.

"That boy is hardly a suitable chaperon. You have precisely fifteen minutes to make yourself presentable. Fanny and Louisa are waiting for me."

Duggan clenched the pitchfork, staring at her back as she sauntered from the stable, swinging her hips like a mare tempting a stallion. What precisely did the woman want? A tumble in the hay? More than likely she wanted nothing more than to dangle his heart from a chain around her dainty little neck.

He was beginning to understand why people in this Outworld committed murder.

Sarah didn't know what to think. Although she had spent every day of the past few days with Austin Sinclair, she hadn't expected him to come with her to this place. After all, what interest could he possibly have in an orphanage? She came to play with the children, to read to them, to enjoy a few hours of what might have been if her life had taken a different path. Why had Austin Sinclair come?

Still, there he sat, in the spacious drawing room of the Tremayne Orphanage on Madison Square, surrounded by 16 children whose ages ranged from four to ten. He looked comfortable with these children, telling them stories as though he actually enjoyed being with them.

Dora Newton and the other two ladies who worked at the orphanage, all of them well past 40, were staring at Austin as though he were the first man they had ever seen. Still, Sarah understood their infatuation. The man commanded attention.

Sarah sat on a sofa near the back of the room beside Sabrina Tremayne, wife of the founder of the orphanage. Austin sat in a wing-back chair of burgundy velvet, a small dark-haired girl perched on his lap. In front of him, the other children sat in a semicircle, their little faces turned up as Austin wove a spell around them.

Sunlight streamed through the tall mullioned windows behind Austin, shimmering around him, creating a magical space, a place where words were spun into dreams.

"I was thirteen when I met him," Austin said. "In the woods near my father's country house in Cornwall. I didn't see him at first, but heard him calling: 'Hey, laddy. Laddy, will ye give a poor man some help?' Well, I looked up and there he was, no bigger than you."

Austin tickled the ribs of a little boy sitting at his feet. The boy giggled and playfully slapped at Austin's big hand. "He had a long white beard and rosy cheeks, and a smile that made me wonder what bit of mischief he was planning. 'Come closer, laddy,' he said to me, 'Can you figure how to help me down?'"

Austin had removed his coat and cravat and opened the first few buttons of his white linen shirt, revealing a triangle of dark curls. How intensely masculine he looked, this tall, broad-shouldered man. His strength and power were magnified by the children, his gentleness mirrored in every touch of his hand, every smile.

"To tell you the truth, I had some trouble figuring out how that little man got up the tree." Austin smiled as he looked from one little face to the next. "The lowest bough was far above my head, and I knew it had to be twice as far for him. So I asked him how he got up and he said, 'Now, laddy, I'm not askin fer yet help in gettin' up, but in gettin' down.'"

Sarah looked around at the smiling little faces and noticed the way Austin's deep, vibrant voice was drawing them into the story, enchanting them, enchanting her. He had a certain way about him, she had to admit. He could charm a miser out of his gold. And a woman? She suspected the man could charm a woman out of everything she possessed.

"When I had him safely on the ground he looked up at me, smiled that mischievous smile, and said: 'I'm grateful to ye laddy, and to show it, I'll be givin' ye three wishes.'" Austin looked around the group who seemed intent on his every word.

"Now, I was a small boy. Much smaller than the other boys my age, and I always fell prey to their mischief. The first thing I asked the little man was to be tall. He told me to close my eyes and count to three. So I closed my eyes, counted to three, and when I opened them... " Austin paused, causing the children gathered around his feet to draw closer.

"What happened?" a chorus of little voices asked.

"Nothing happened. The little man was gone, I was alone, and just as short as ever."

"But you're tall," the little dark-haired girl on Austin's lap insisted.

Austin nodded. "When I awoke the next morning, I was taller than any of the boys in the village. And they never gave me any trouble again."

"What did you get with your other wishes?" a little boy asked, his brown eyes wide as he stared up at Austin.

Austin turned his head and smiled at Sarah. She felt the shock of meeting those silvery blue eyes all the way down to her toes. Hopelessly caught in his web, she couldn't look away.

I wished to meet the most beautiful woman in the world, Austin said.

Sarah felt her blush rise like a tide of fire from her waist to the roots of her hair. Images collected in her mind, memories yet to be made. She saw Austin holding a dark-haired boy on his lap, saw a fair-haired girl sitting at his feet, listening as their father spun stories. An ache throbbed inside her, a jagged wound of longing she tried desperately to ignore. It would be beyond foolishness to believe Austin Sinclair would ever want a future with her.

"And did you meet her?" a little boy asked.

"Oh, yes," Austin said.

"What was the third wish?" a girl asked.

"Ah." Austin smiled, pure mischief curving his lips as he looked at Sarah. "That one I have yet to make."

Emotions crowded Sarah's chest, pressing against her heart. Heaven help her, but she knew what her wish would be.

"Tell us another story." The plea started with one little boy and spread until the children were singing a chorus for Austin.

"Let's take a walk," Sabrina whispered as Austin surrendered to the children's demands.

Sarah followed Sabrina through the open French doors near one end of the room onto a wide stone terrace. Elm and oak trees stood tall near the terrace, shading the house with long branches. Four crescents of rose bushes fanned out from a gravel path that led from the terrace to the wide lawn. Three stone walls marched along the perimeter of the lawn, enclosing the property. Here the noise of carriage wheels on granite was a distant rattle lost in the rustle of leaves and the song of birds.

"Why didn't you tell me you were being courted by such an eligible young man?" After 20 years in New York, Sabrina's southern drawl still whispered of her Mississippi home.

Sarah glanced to the tall, slender woman walking beside her on the gravel path, Sabrina's mint green silk gown brushing the roses that were just awakening in the warmth of the sun. Although Sabrina was 16 years her senior, she was one of Sarah's dearest friends. "He isn't courting me."

"It certainly appears as though he's courting you." Age had not faded Sabrina's beauty. The glossy dark red curls piled on top of her head were untouched by silver, her face smooth and unlined. "And I must say, I couldn't have chosen better for you if I'd tried. And if I recall, I've tried many times."

Sarah felt her face grow warm as she recalled Sabrina's many attempts at matchmaking. An invitation to dine at the Tremayne house often turned into an attempt to pair Sarah with a gentleman Sabrina thought ideal for her.

When in those situations, Sarah never knew what to say to the gentleman, and so she said too little or too much about the wrong subject. Dull and unattractive, that was the impression she knew she made. She was certain her reputation must have spread through the male population of the city by now. Yet it was amazing how Sabrina could still manage to trick unsuspecting gentlemen into meeting one awkward old maid.

"Why, the man is nearly as handsome as my Ian," Sabrina said. "And he certainly gets along well with children. That's important."

Sabrina was one of the few women Sarah knew who openly adored her husband and their three children. But then, Ian was special. Like many girls, Sarah had experienced a youthful infatuation for the handsome Ian Tremayne. He was still one of the most attractive men she had ever met. "We're friends, nothing more."

"Is that because you're afraid to let him become more than a friend?"

"I'm not afraid."

"Then you must be blind. Because I'm here to tell you, that man is interested in you."

Something fluttered in Sarah's chest, something dangerous - hope. "I'm afraid you are seeing only what you want to see."

Sarah sank to the edge of a stone bench nestled in the shade of an elm tree. She smoothed her gray poplin gown, sliding her hand over her knee, keeping her eyes averted from Sabrina as she sat beside her.

She didn't want her friend to see the hope in her eyes, the hope she didn't seem to be able to bury.

"Sarah, you're a lovely young woman. You're gentle and intelligent. There is every reason for that young man to be interested in you."

Sarah shook her head. Laughter rippled from the house, the sweet innocent laughter of children. She thought of the man who had tickled that laughter from children who had known so little joy in their young lives. He was special. He made her feel special. But she knew that feeling was dangerous.

"My husband was raised in this beautiful house, surrounded by wealth and privilege."

The bitterness in Sabrina's voice surprised Sarah. She glanced up to find Sabrina staring at the huge four-story stone house as though it were an enemy.

"Ian's mother died when he was five. He was raised by his father, a man who never showed him a shred of affection. In a sense it was worse than being an orphan. Being raised without love, that can do things to a person, twist one's sense of self-worth, turn one bitter. And it can be hard for anyone who falls in love with someone like that." Sabrina looked at Sarah, her dark brown eyes glittering with unshed tears. "Sarah, you've never realized how very special you are. Your father and stepmother have never let you."

"Sabrina, you don't understand." Sarah glanced at the French doors leading to the drawing room and Austin Sinclair. Burgundy velvet drapes fluttered in the breeze sweeping through the doors. "My father had reasons for not caring for me. And Roxanne has done her best to protect me."

"Beeswax! Your father had no right to hold anything against you or your brother. And that woman he married has done her best to keep you from shining."

Sarah shook her head, but for the first time in years she wondered if there might be some truth in her friend's words.

A man emerged from the house, striding through the open door of the drawing room, a man with hair that glistened like polished ebony in the sunlight. Ian waved when he saw Sabrina and Sarah, moving toward them in long, loose-limbed strides. His smile reminded Sarah exactly why she had thought, at the tender age of 16, that this man was the most handsome she had ever seen.

"Ian!" Sabrina rose to her feet. She looked every bit a young girl greeting her first love as she ran to meet her husband.

"Hello, brat," Ian said, taking his wife in his arms. He kissed her, a quick slide of his lips over hers while he pulled her against his long, lean frame.

There was no shame in that kiss, in the blatant show of affection between these two; as long as Sarah had known them, there never had been.

What would it be like to run into a pair of strong, welcoming arms? What would it be like to feel that free?

Sarah leaned back against the bench, her chest suddenly tight with longing. It was foolish to long for dreams that had long ago turned to dust. There were some things in this world she would never experience, no matter how much she wished for them.

After Sarah and Austin left, Sabrina sat beside her husband in the garden of the orphanage, her head resting against his shoulder, his arm snug around her back. The scent of roses curled around them, carried by the warm afternoon breeze. "What do you think of Austin?"

"Is this the same Lord Austin Sinclair that Rachel has been chattering about for days, ever since we got back from Isabel Bennett's party?''

"From what I gather, most of the women in this city are chattering about that man. You can't expect an impressionable sixteen-year-old like our daughter to be the exception. I'm sure she'll have more than a few infatuations before she finds the right man."

He slid his warm palm down her arm. "And how many infatuations did you have before you met the right man?"

"One." She looked up into eyes the pale green of fresh spring leaves, eyes that had haunted her from the time she was a child. "And I married him."

"A woman of refined taste." He kissed the tip of her nose.

"So tell me, do you like him?"

The breeze tossed a lock of his hair over his brow, threads of silver streaking the thick black mane that tumbled over his collar in unruly waves. "He seems nice enough."

Sabrina captured a shiny lock of his hair, lifting the ebony strands away from his neck. I think Sarah is falling in love with him," she said, sliding the dark silk between her fingers.

I got that impression." He glanced down, thick black lashes tangling at the comers of his eyes. "You know I think very highly of Sarah."

Sabrina felt the questions rising in him, the same doubts she couldn't quite purge from her mind. "But you aren't certain why a man like Austin Sinclair would take an interest in her."

"What do we know about him?"

"His father is a duke."

"So he says." He smiled as he looked at her. I once knew a lady who claimed to be an English countess."

"Watch where you're stepping, yankee," she said, tugging on his hair.

"Or a beautiful rebel just might trip me?"

"She might." Sabrina traced the curve of his lips with her fingertip, remembering a time when they were enemies instead of lovers. "Do you think he's a poor aristocrat looking to replenish the family fortune?"

"If he is, he could find a fatter purse elsewhere."

Sabrina nodded. "I've always thought the right man could see in Sarah the special lady hiding beneath all her doubts and fears. Perhaps Austin Sinclair is that man."

"Perhaps." He caught her hand, pressing her palm against his cheek. "Did you think it was strange that Sarah was so interested in positions I might have available in one of our companies?"

"She must know someone who needs work." Ian turned his face, pressing his lips to the palm of her hand, dragging a sigh from her lips. "Will you promise to do more of that if I take you home with me, yankee?"

Ian smiled against her palm. I promise to do anything you want, brat, for as long as you want."

Elm trees lined both sides of Fifth Avenue, casting spidery patterns of shadow on the granite blocks paving the street. Austin held the leather ribbons in his hands, allowing the pair of bays to amble toward Sarah's house, their shoes a steady clop on the stone.

For a few minutes today he had allowed himself to forget his true purpose for coming here. And now he found there was no hurry, no rush to plunge back into the reality he knew he couldn't escape.

"You were very good with the children."

Austin glanced at the woman sitting beside him on the black leather seat. Sarah was smiling at him, a shy curve of her lips that was both tentative and inviting. "You sound surprised."

"I am." She glanced away from him, lowering her chin, the single ostrich tip adorning the crown of her gray straw hat bobbing in the breeze. "I didn't expect you to enjoy a trip to an orphanage, and yet you looked as though you were happy being with those children."

"My brother was raised in an orphanage. I like to imagine that someone once told him stories."

She looked at him, her eyes wide with surprise. "Why was your brother raised in an orphanage?"

"He was kidnapped when we were two, by my mother's sister. She had lost her son in childbirth and thought to take my brother in his place. She was ill from the difficult birth, and the travel was too much for her. We later discovered she died shortly after arriving in New Orleans, and my brother was placed in an orphanage. We didn't find him until quite recently."

"Your parents must have been devastated. Every day, wondering where he was, how he was. I can only imagine how horrible that must have been."

"It doesn't go away, the worry, the wondering. Every day it's there, as though a part of you were lost. In some ways it's worse than losing a loved one to death." Austin stared at the pair of bays, their long black manes fluttering with the breeze. "I remember thinking, as a boy, that I had to be extra good to make up for the fact that my brother was gone."

"And were you?"

"I tried not to disappoint my parents. I like to think I haven't." He smiled as he looked at her. "They are fine people."

"You said you and your brother were both two when he was kidnapped. I assume he is your twin?"

"Identical, except, of course, he was raised in America. It makes for some startling differences in us."

"I'm certain it does." She fingered the top button of her gown, sliding it through the gray poplin, unfastening it, closing it, before sliding it open once more. "Is he also in financial difficulty?"

"No." Austin stared at the soft hollow at the base of her neck, pale skin revealed by a single open button. "Devlin is doing well. In fact he recently married."

"Ian Tremayne is a very successful businessman." She fastened the button, staring at his shoulder as though she couldn't quite meet his eyes. "He owns a shipping company, a bank, railroads. I'm not certain of everything."

Austin watched the slow slide of her slender fingers against gray poplin, that top button coming undone, unraveling his control.

I asked him if he might need someone, a manager of some type. And he said it would depend on the man."

He drew a deep breath, catching a whisper of lavender warmed by her skin. Over the low humming in his head, the rush of blood that shouldn't be happening, he heard her voice, tried to follow the meaning of her words.

"Do you think you would be interested?"

He was interested, far too interested. "In a job with Mr. Tremayne?"

She nodded. "I didn't mention your name, of course. But I think it might be something you could try."

He pulled up in front of her house, beneath the elm growing beside the street. "Is this your way of trying to reform me?"

She smiled. "Yes, I suppose it is."

She wanted to find him a job, help him out of his difficulties - difficulties that didn't exist. She touched him with her generosity, shamed him for his lies. He felt that shame burning like a brand in his chest.

He climbed down and walked around to her side. She placed her hands on his shoulders, allowing him to lift her from the carriage. She was light, fragile in his grasp. Without thought he held her close, needing to feel her warmth against him. Why was it so familiar with her, as though he had held her a thousand times, and yet never held her at all?

He lowered his gaze to the base of her neck, the sweet hollow laid bare by her nervous fingers, tempting, inviting his lips. When had a glimpse of a lady's neck rendered him intoxicated? It seemed a long time, a lifetime.

He felt her breath warm against his cheek, a startled sigh that brought his gaze back to her face. Holding her like this, he felt the tremor that shook her, a trembling desire that rippled from her into him.

Beneath him the ground shifted, granite splitting, leaving him standing on the verge of a chasm. One wrong move and he would fall headlong into disaster. He looked at her parted lips, craving the taste, the feel of those lips beneath his.

Slowly he set her on the sidewalk and eased away his hands. Carefully, he stepped back away from her, searching for safe footing. They stood on opposite sides, a jagged crevice between them. He knew he could bridge that gap. And yet he knew he must not.

She glanced away from him, staring at the polished brass hitching post fashioned in the head of a horse, a shiny brass ring dangling from its mouth. "Will you think about talking to Ian Tremayne?"

Austin swallowed hard before he could use his voice, before he could speak another lie. "I'll think about it, Sarah."

He turned as she passed him, his gaze drawn to her. He watched as she climbed the steps of her brother's house and disappeared from sight. Yet she remained with him, in a place deep inside, and he knew she would always remain there long after he had walked out of her life.

Chapter Sixteen
Early morning sunlight, muted by lace curtains, tumbled across the piano in Isabel Bennett's music room, etching tangled patterns of roses on the polished satin-wood. Austin sat at the piano, smooth keys of black and white rippling beneath his fingers. The melody flowed from deep inside him, from a place he had never questioned, a deep well where emotions transformed into music, and music released his soul.

He closed his eyes. There was no need to see the keys. He could feel them. Just as he could feel the deep, bitter ache that vibrated through his body.

In his mind he saw Sarah's face smiling at him, the innocence of her honest gaze piercing him like hot steel. The music deepened with his guilt, dark notes striking the rosewood wainscoting that lined the walls.

Sarah. He was drawn to her in a way he had never been drawn to a woman before. She touched him deep inside. She triggered the music that flowed through him and filled the sunlit room with the darkness of his own foreboding. He shouldn't feel this way about her. And yet he had learned long ago that destiny would not be denied.

He sensed the moment Isabel entered the room. Without a glance in her direction he altered the pattern of his play, shifting from his own dark music to the bright notes of Chopin, hoping to disguise the turmoil he felt deep inside.

Isabel sat beside him on the bench seat, the fragrance of lavender settling around him like mist, reminding him of Sarah in the moonlight. "You play with great feeling."

Austin managed to tilt his lips into a smile, one he hoped would lighten the mood that lingered in the room like a ghost of the music he had played for Sarah. "I suspect that's a polite way of saying I don't always stick to the proper notes."

"What was that you were playing when I came in? It sounded as though the angels were crying."

"Nothing, really."

I see."

Austin stared down at his hands, following each stroke of the keys. From the corner of his eye he could see Isabel watching him, and he realized she saw far more than he wanted to reveal.

"It seems all is going well with Sarah," Isabel said.

"I suppose so." Austin stared down at his hands, watching his fingers manipulate the keys. I think she trusts me. I should soon be able to convince her to show me the medallion."

In truth, he could have had the medallion days ago. Yet he delayed. And with every passing day he risked his mission, risked a great deal more, all because of his selfishness, his need to steal a few precious moments with a woman he could never have. He was losing sight of his purpose, blinded by a lady he must one day betray.

"You have a visitor. A rather surprising visitor."

Austin paused, his fingers growing still against the keys. He studied Isabel's face a moment before he replied, "Where is she?"

Isabel lifted her delicate white brows. "My dear young man, you truly are your father's son."

Austin paused on the threshold of Isabel's blue drawing room. Sarah's mother stood in front of the windows stating out at the street as though she were waiting for someone to return, someone she feared was lost forever.

The newly awakened rays of the sun streamed through the open windows, stroking her hair, which was a shade darker than Sarah's. Icy blue brocade drapes framed her; sunlight painted her profile in gold: portrait of a tormented soul.

He entered the room, the thick carpet of blue and gold wool cushioning footsteps that would have been silent even on gravel. "Mrs. Schuyler."

She turned, a look of uncertainty flickering in her eyes before she moved toward him, meeting him in the center of the room. He took her hand in greeting, feeling the dampness of her palm.

"Lord Sinclair, thank you for seeing me."

"It is a pleasure to meet you."

She moistened her lips, glancing down for a moment before meeting his gaze with a clear honesty in hazel eyes that reminded him vividly of Sarah. "I suppose you're wondering why I would come to see you."

"I've been seeing your daughter." He took her arm and led her to one of the two Empire sofas that flanked the white marble hearth. "It's only natural for a mother to wonder about me."

She sat on the edge of the sofa, the jade green linen of her gown spilling across the icy blue brocade upholstery. She stared down at the white cotton gloves she clutched in her hands. "There are those who believe there is nothing natural about me."

Austin touched her arm, smiling when she looked up at him. "Perhaps those are people who don't know you."

"I love my daughter, Lord Sinclair. I know that might be difficult to believe, considering the circumstances."

"I'm not sure I'm the one who truly needs to believe you care."

"I've tried to let her know. For the first twelve years I wrote to her every week of every year after I left her father. I'm not certain she ever saw the letters; her father no doubt destroyed them. You see, Carelton refused to let me see my children after I left him. He swore he would have me arrested if I tried to see them." Diana stared past Austin to the windows, sunlight reflecting against the unshed tears in her eyes. I tried to contact Sarah after Carelton died, but she returned my letters unopened. I'm afraid she refuses to see me."

"And you hope I might be able to persuade her?"

Diana shook her head. "I would not put any demands on you, Lord Sinclair. I came only because you are the first man my Sarah has ever seemed to care about, and I wanted to know..." She glanced down at her tortured gloves. "There is no one else who will ask your intentions. No one except perhaps Leighton who would care. And I'm afraid my son is too wrapped up in his own pursuits to notice what is happening in Sarah's life."

Austin felt the muscles in his neck stiffen, a response to hearing Leighton's name, a confirmation of how hopeless his feelings for Sarah were. And here was this wounded lady, asking him if his intentions were honorable.

Diana looked at him with Sarah's eyes. The distant rumble of carriage wheels on granite filtered through the open windows. The clock on the mantel clicked away the seconds as she looked deeply into his eyes land tried to see his soul. ''You could hurt her so easily."

He knew it was true. Dear lord, how well he knew the pain he would cause Sarah. "I don't want to hurt her."

Diana held his gaze. "But you might, is that your thinking?"

"Can any of us guarantee we will never cause hurt to one we care about?"

"Do you care about her?"

Austin glanced away from the honesty in her eyes, staring at the rosewood clock sitting on the mantel. The crystal covering the face reflected the rays of the sun that slanted through the lace curtains, obscuring the gold hands beneath. Still, he knew Sarah would be expecting him soon. "Yes, I care very much."

"I believe you." She was smiling when he looked at her. "I like you, Lord Sinclair. I think you might be very good for my Sarah."

Austin felt a tightening in his chest, a twist of emotion around his heart. In another time and place, he would have given Sarah everything in his power. Yet in this time and place, he was powerless to protect her.

Still, there might be something he could do, some small good that he might be able to leave behind. It would be a risk, a gamble that could break the tenuous bond of friendship he had forged with Sarah, but a risk he knew he must take.

It was true. Sarah turned to the side, eyeing her reflection in the cheval mirror that stood in one corner of her bedroom. It was just as Austin Sinclair had said; she had nothing in her wardrobe except the dullest colors: gray and brown. Even the blue and green gowns she owned were merely shades of gray or brown with a subtle hint of color. Plain. Unappealing.

The morning sunlight flowing through the open windows behind her could not brighten the blue-gray linen of her dress. The lines were simple. No bows. No lace. No style. A gown no one would notice. And lately she had come to realize there was at least one person she wanted to notice her. She only hoped she wasn't reaching for a star.

She lifted a collar and jabot of fine turquoise tulle to her chin, wondering if she dared wear it. It was a silly thing to buy, she thought, fluffing the double bands of lacy tulle that tumbled to her waist. Yet when she had noticed it in the window of Stewart's yesterday, she had not been able to resist.

"What do you think, Merlin?" Sarah turned to show the plump cat how the lace transformed the gown. "Do you think the color really does bring out the blue in my eyes?"

The big cat made a noise deep in his throat, a rusty growl that Sarah decided to take as a compliment. "Well, thank you, sir." Smiling, she slipped the collar around the high neckline of the dress and tied the satin bow beneath her chin.

Strange how that little scrap of lace could make her feel pretty, she thought, smoothing the jabot over the buttons lining the front of her gown. But she knew it was more than the lace. Austin Sinclair made her feel pretty.

He made her feel alive. He made her laugh. And he made her realize just how very much she had been missing before he walked into her life. She glanced at her reflection, noting the blush that had crept into her cheeks. Foolish old maid.

After knocking and receiving an invitation from Sarah, Emerson entered the room. "Lord Sinclair to see you, miss."

Sarah felt a flutter in her chest, that odd movement her heart made at the mere mention of Austin Sinclair's name. "Tell him I'll be there directly."

Emerson nodded, a smile barely lifting the corners of his lips. "And, might I say, you are looking very lovely this morning, miss."

"Thank you, Emerson."

The butler bowed and stepped back, nearly colliding with Clarissa.

"Mind your step!" Clarissa shouted, casting Emerson a dark look.

"My apologies, miss." Emerson glanced to Sarah, a look of concern in his dark eyes, before he left the sisters alone.

Sarah's stomach coiled into a tight knot of apprehension as she watched her sister move toward her. They had scarcely spoken in days.

Clarissa frowned as she stared at her sister, lines creasing the delicate skin of her brow. "Sarah, what are you wearing?"

Sarah glanced in the mirror, suddenly self-conscious of the colorful lace that splashed across the drab linen of her gown. Clarissa paused beside her, looking at their images trapped in the silvered glass.

Fresh as a spring flower, that was Clarissa, the yellow curls piled on top of her head filled with delicate silk lily of the valley, her gown of cinnamon silk dripping with white embroidered lace. Beside her, Sarah felt as attractive as a bundle of daisies left too long in the sun.

"Where on earth did you get that awful collar?"

Sarah pressed her hand over the lace at the base of her neck. "You don't like it?"

Clarissa lifted one finely arched brow. "You look like an old maid trying desperately to recapture her youth."

The heat of her blush crept upward from Sarah's lace collar, setting her cheeks on fire. She turned away from the mirror. "Was there something you wanted?"

"Yes. I want to save you from making a complete fool of yourself."

Sarah lifted her gray cotton gloves from the bureau and turned to face her sister. "And how am I in danger of making a fool of myself?"

"By throwing yourself at Lord Sinclair."

I appreciate your concern, but I assure you I am not throwing myself at anyone. Now, if you'll excuse me, Lord Sinclair is waiting." She hurried out of the room, needing to get out of this house, away from a sister she wasn't sure she recognized any longer.

Was she truly making a fool of herself? Perhaps she should stop seeing Austin. Yet she couldn't deny herself his company. These few days with him were the closest she might ever come to happiness. Memories were all that she would have once he left the city, and she wanted to collect those memories like roses pressed for remembrance.

Clarissa followed her to the stairs. "The whole city is talking about you."

Sarah hesitated, turning on the top step to face her sister. "And what are they saying?"

Clarissa flexed her hand on the carved newel post, reminding Sarah of a cat flexing her claws. "They are saying the only reason Lord Sinclair is paying so much attention to you is because he thinks he can seduce you."

"Lord Sinclair has been a complete gentleman!"

Clarissa smiled. "Like mother, like daughter."

The words slapped Sarah more sharply than a physical blow. She clenched her hands at her sides. "That is a very cruel thing to say."

Clarissa lifted her chin. "Why else would he want to see you instead of me?"

"Jealousy doesn't suit you, Clarissa."

Clarissa's eyes widened. "Jealousy! How dare you imagine I would be jealous of you?"

"Clarissa, you're beautiful, young, full of promise." Sarah drew a breath past the emotion crowding her throat. "You have no reason to be jealous of me."

"Jealous? That's ridiculous. Jealous of you, a plain old spinster! I've never heard of anything more absurd."

Sarah closed her eyes, blocking out the hatred in her sister's face. Sadness and pain, she was accustomed to these emotions, but they never failed to pierce her. She turned on the step, needing to escape.

"Horrid witch!"

Clarissa's voice was no more than an angry hiss as Sarah felt a hard hand on her shoulder. It was enough, that push, to knock her off balance. A bolt of disbelief shot through Sarah's mind. Yet the truth was there in the stairs rushing to meet her - Clarissa had pushed her, sent her on this punishing fall.

"Sarah!" Austin shouted.

He was running across the hall, rushing toward the stairs. Had he seen? Did he know what Clarissa had done?

Thoughts evaporated with the first jolt of pain as Sarah's shoulder hit the stairs. Out of control she plummeted, her gown twisting around her legs, her body tumbling, bouncing down the long curving staircase.

Squares of black and white marble ended her fall. Pain, white and jagged, burned her like flame. She lay on her back, her left arm twisted beneath her in a place where the pain ran thick and hard, pulsating like tongues of fire. Dimly she wondered if she might die.

"Sarah." Austin's voice reached her before she felt the touch of his hands.

Austin's fingers drifted over her cheek, her hair, her neck. Gentle hands, touching her shoulders, her back, slipping beneath her. A low moan - a pitiful sound - filled her ears as he lifted her. And then she realized it had been her voice, that sad sound of agony.
"Is she all right, sir?" Emerson asked, his voice strangled with emotion.

"Emerson, I want you to send for Dr. Gareth Chamberlain." Austin stroked Sarah's cheek, gentle fingers sliding over her skin. "His home is at Number Seven North Washington Square."

"Yes, sir."

Sarah opened her eyes. Austin was there above her, holding her, his eyes filled with fear and anger and a fierce determination. "But my doctor is -"

Austin pressed his fingertip to her chin, below her lips. "Trust me, Sarah. He's an excellent doctor."

Sarah moistened her lips. "All right."

Austin rested her left arm across her waist. The pain! It scraped like broken glass along her nerves. She couldn't stop the moan slipping from her lips.

"Easy, sweetheart," Austin whispered, stroking her temple with his fingers.

The warmth of his skin seeped inside her, tumbling in a glistening waterfall of silvery blue light that flowed through her body. The pain faded beneath that light like flames dying in a warm summer rain.

"What happened here?" Roxanne demanded. "Sarah, what have you done?"

Roxanne stood beside Austin, staring down at her as though Sarah had just broken Roxanne's favorite porcelain figurine. But that had happened years ago, and it had been Clarissa who had broken the figurine, even though she had pointed the blame at Sarah. Roxanne had never believed Sarah's protestations of innocence.

In her mind Sarah could see that delicate piece of porcelain, a lady in a full skirt holding the hand of a little girl. She had loved it as much as Roxanne had. "I didn't break it," she whispered.

Clarissa loomed above Austin, standing there on the bottom step. "It was an accident!"

Austin glanced up at Clarissa, and Sarah could see the truth in his eyes, the honest rage at what her sister had done.

"Accident," Sarah whispered. She refused to believe Clarissa had meant to do this horrible thing. "It was... an accident."

Austin stared down at her, his jaw tightly clenched.

"Please," Sarah whispered, gripping his arm. She had to make him realize how devastating the truth would be for Clarissa.

Chapter Seventeen
"Don't worry, Sarah." Austin stroked Sarah's cheek with his open palm. Since Roxanne had ceased welcoming him when he came to see her stepdaughter, Austin had been waiting for Sarah in the hall with Emerson. He had heard the sisters, Clarissa's cruel tone carrying in the large entry hall. He had seen the anger in Clarissa's face, watched as that anger lashed out at Sarah, and he had been helpless to save her.

He stood, lifting Sarah in his arms, careful to avoid jarring her broken arm. Was that her most serious injury? "Where is her room?"

"I'll show you," Clarissa said.

Sarah's hair had come undone, the thick golden brown waves spilling over his arm, swaying against his leg as Austin climbed the stairs with Sarah cradled in his arms. He followed Clarissa to Sarah's room. Roxanne marched beside her daughter, stiff and angry, as though Sarah had tumbled down the stairs to spite her.

Sunlight flooded Sarah's bedroom, streaking across the intricate flowers stitched in shades of peach and gold and white in the Aubusson carpet. Her bed stood near the far wall, four posts of delicately carved rosewood lifting a canopy of peach silk brocade. He laid Sarah on the peach silk counterpane, cringing inwardly when a soft moan escaped her lips.

"We were just talking at the top of the stairs. I suppose I must have bumped her." Clarissa stood by the bed, staring down at her sister. "Isn't that right, Sarah?"

"It was an accident, Clarissa," Sarah whispered. "It will be all right."

"Why, of course it was an accident," Roxanne said. "How could anyone believe otherwise?"

Austin didn't spare the woman standing beside him a glance. He placed his hand on Sarah's left arm, feeling the break, the heat of her pain. He couldn't afford to allow anyone to notice her arm was broken.

"Clarissa, dear, you must be terribly shaken over this," Roxanne said.

Austin clenched his jaw as he glanced at the woman and her spawn. "I'll stay with Sarah while you wait for the doctor downstairs."

Roxanne nodded, leaving the room with her arm around Clarissa's shoulders. A cat had more concern for her kitten than that woman had for Sarah.

As if to prove his silent admonition correct, Merlin pounced on the foot of the bed and sauntered across the peach silk. He rubbed his head against Sarah's shoulder before flopping to his side on one of the pillows beside her, where he filled the air with his deep-throated purr.

"Don't think badly of her," Sarah said, her voice scraped raw by pain. "She didn't mean to hurt me."

"She pushed you down a flight of stairs."

"She did it without thinking." Sarah held him in her steady, clear gaze. "Please, let it remain an accident."

"What if she tries to hurt you again?"

"She won't."

"For you, Sarah." Austin cupped her cheek in his hand, her skin smooth and warm against his skin. "Only for you will I protect that spoiled little girl."

Sarah smiled. "Thank you."

He smoothed her hair against the peach silk covering her pillow. She would protect her family, even after they had hurt her in ways both seen and unseen. What would she do to protect a brother she adored? Austin wouldn't think of that now. He couldn't.

He pressed his fingertips against her temple, finding the pressure point, trying to ease her pain.

"You have such a gentle touch," she whispered. I can almost believe you have some kind of magic in you."

Magic. He only wished he possessed the magic to heal the wounds he knew he would one day inflict on this beguiling woman.

"Do you think my collar looks silly?"

For the first time Austin noticed the collar and jabot of turquoise lace, a splash of color against her dull gown. Without being told, he knew she had worn it for him, one tiny crack in her cocoon, one more lash of guilt. "No, I don't think it looks silly."

"I'm glad."

"One day I would like to see you in a gown of this color." He rubbed her temple. "A gown of turquoise silk that would bare your soft shoulders and hug your tiny waist."

She smiled, a soft pink blush rising to stain her pale cheeks. "Sounds wicked."

"Sounds beautiful."

Austin glanced over his shoulder as the door opened and a short woman came rushing into the room in a tide of gray linen. She must have been all of five feet one, and just as round as she was tall.

''What's happened to my lamb?" she asked, pausing beside Austin, breathing like a draft horse after hauling a heavy load.

"It was an accident, Matilda," Sarah said, smiling up at the old woman. "I tripped on the stairs."

"That's not how Emerson saw it." Matilda pursed her lips as she turned her gaze to Austin, staring at him with dark brown eyes in a way that let him know she wasn't at all certain she liked what she saw. "You're a the English lord that has the little tyrant so jealous she's pushing my Sarah down the stairs."

He kept one hand over Sarah's broken arm. "Are you going to condemn me for having the good sense to prefer spending time with Miss Sarah instead of her sister?"

The lines in her face softened, her expression transforming from a frown to a smile as she studied him. "You're a handsome lad, I'll give you that. And seeing you prefer my Sarah over the little tyrant, you can't be all bad."

"Thank you," Austin said.

"If you're smart you'll be marrying the girl."

Sarah flinched at Matilda's words. "Matilda!"

"Well, I'm only speaking the truth. You'd make him a fine wife."

A groan escaped Sarah's lips, a frustrated growl of humiliation.

"Relax, sweet Sarah." Austin couldn't resist touching her cheek, feeling the heat of her blush beneath his fingers. "The lady hasn't said anything I don't already know."

Sarah stared up at him, her beautiful eyes filled with pain and questions, questions he had been asking himself for days. And still, he was no closer to finding the answers.

The distant rattle of carriage wheels drifted with a warm breeze through the open windows of Sarah's sitting room. Instead of the garden, Sarah had a view of the street from her bedroom and sitting room.

Austin sat in a wing-back chair near the windows, watching Matilda waddle from one side of the room to the other. Emerson stood beside the door leading to Sarah's bedroom like a cigar-store Indian, his face carved into stern lines, his arms crossed over his narrow chest.

For the past hour Austin had kept a vigil along with Matilda and Emerson while Chamberlain worked on Sarah and worry worked on the three waiting for his word. Were her injuries worse than Austin had suspected?

"Seems to me he's been in there a ripe long time." Matilda turned at the windows and stared at Austin. "He looked pretty young to be knowing what he's doing."

Austin and Gareth had grown up together, attended Cambridge together, before Gareth had returned to finish his medical studies in Avallon. Gareth was a year younger than Austin, but he knew what he was doing far better than any doctor trained outside of Avallon. "He's a fine doctor, don't worry," he said, hoping he sounded more confident than he felt. What was taking so long?

"If anything happens to her..." Matilda shook her head. "And where do you suppose the queen and the little princess have gone? Off shopping. Seems Mrs. Van Horne thought Miss Clarissa needed to take her mind off of the nasty little accident."

Emerson made a derisive sound deep in his throat. "It was no accident."

"I knew they were ruining the girl, spoiling Clarissa, as if she were the only child in this house." Matilda pivoted as she reached the far wall, gray linen swaying with her ample hips. "Why, if it weren't for my Sarah, I would have been gone from here long ago, I'll tell you."

Emerson nodded.

Austin came to his feet as the door to Sarah's bedroom opened and Dr. Gareth Chamberlain entered the room. He was tall, slender, with hair that tumbled over his collar in a thick gold-and-brown mane.

Gareth glanced around at the little group, his expression betraying none of his feelings. "She'll be fine. Just a few bumps and bruises. And I've wrapped her wrist, just in case it's sprained."

"Thank heavens!" Matilda shouted.

Gareth smiled. "I've given her something to help her sleep."

"I want to see her." Matilda marched past the doctor into Sarah's room. Emerson hesitated a moment before following her.

"They care a great deal for her." His green eyes were gentle as Gareth spoke, his voice just above a whisper. "And so must you. It was risky asking me to tend her."

"I thought it was more risky to leave her to her own doctor. I knew her arm was broken, but I wasn't certain of her other injuries."

"I've treated the break. It should be completely mended by tomorrow. Her other injuries were minor." Gareth shifted his bag to his left hand. "It would be difficult to explain if anyone else noticed her arm was broken."

"No one noticed." At least Austin dearly hoped no one had noticed. "Thank you for helping her."

Gareth nodded. "I often wish I could help more people. It seems a great waste to keep our medical knowledge so confined."

"There would be too many questions we couldn't answer if medical miracles started to take place. Avallon couldn't survive if the Outworld learned of its existence."

"I understand the need for our rules. I understand we must not become involved. I also understand how difficult that can be. Perhaps that's why physicians don't remain long in the Outworld."

"Do you plan to return soon?"

I would like nothing more than to marry and return to Avallon, sink into research instead of watching people die when I know I could save them."

"Anyone in mind?"

Gareth shook his head. "I have not yet met my Edaina."

Edaina, soul mate. Had Austin met his Edaina? He stood on the threshold of Sarah's room, staring at the woman who lay sleeping on the peach silk counterpane, her hair spread out across the pillow. With the sunlight glimmering around her, Sarah looked unearthly, an angel caught taking a nap. Emerson and Matilda hovered by her side.

"She's lovely," Gareth said.

"Yes, she is." Austin glanced to the man standing beside him. Gareth was staring through the door, gazing in at Sarah, a smile curving his lips.

"She'll sleep most of the day," Gareth said. "I'll look in on her later this evening."

Was the man always so eager to see his patients? Austin wondered. "I'll walk out with you."

<><><><><><><><><><><><>

After leaving Sarah, Austin took a long ride along the river. Yet, he couldn't escape his doubts. It was dark before he found his way back to Isabel Bennett's house, before he faced the reality that he was falling in love with Sarah Van Horne.

Isabel glanced up from the book she was reading when Austin entered the blue drawing room. "Has something happened? You look dreadful."

Austin sank to the pale blue silk covering the sofa, sitting beside her, feeling heavy, as though he carried a lead weight in the pit of his stomach. "Clarissa pushed Sarah down a flight of stairs this morning."

"Great Alexis! Was she hurt?"

"Her arm was broken." Austin glanced down at the pages of Isabel's book, unable to hold her gaze, knowing what she would see in his eyes. "Gareth Chamberlain took care of her."

"I see." Isabel glanced down to her book as she closed the cover. She slid her fingertip over the gold lettering on the leather-bound cover, tracing the title. "I've always had a weakness for popular fiction. I find Mr. Haggard has a most vivid imagination."

Austin stared at the letters she traced over and over with her fingertip. He felt her disappointment in him, and inside he felt his emotions collide, anger at the rules that bound him, shame for breaking those very rules.

"In this novel the hero is searching for the lost treasure of King Solomon's mines. I wonder what story Mr. Haggard might write should he ever catch wind of the legend of a city hidden in the center of Brazil, a city populated by descendants of Atlantis."

"I know it was risky having Chamberlain tend Sarah." Austin drew a deep breath, trying to ease the tension that pulled his muscles taut, the tension that wrapped around his chest like steel bands.

"You've violated one of our most fundamental rules. By involving Chamberlain, you might have raised suspicions. We cannot afford to have people curious about us."

He had lived by the rules all his life. Duty. Responsibility. He knew these well. He had defined his life by honor. "I didn't know how badly Sarah was hurt. After a fall like that, she might have sustained a concussion, or worse. I couldn't take the chance of something happening to her."

"Are you saying you did this to guard your mission?"

Given the same choice, he knew he would break the rules again for Sarah, only for Sarah. "No."

"You're becoming too involved, Austin." Isabel looked up at him, her dark blue eyes filled with understanding. "I think you should allow someone else to take over your mission."

"It would take too long for anyone to get this close." Austin opened his hands on his thighs. He tried to draw a deep breath, tried to calm the turmoil raging inside him. He wanted to lash out, to crush something with his bare hands. Yet that was not the way of his people. Violence was not tolerated. "I'll get the medallion."

"Soon, I hope."

Austin stared at the lace curtains that fluttered in the breeze sweeping through the open windows. Emotions warred inside him, tearing him in opposite directions: loyalty to his family and responsibility to his people on one side, his love for Sarah on the other.

"Think of the consequences should Van Horne get his hands on the medallion, Austin." Isabel rested her hand on his arm. "Let that be your guide."

"I'll do what is expected of me." As he had done his entire life. And in doing so, in betraying Sarah, he would kill the love he had been looking for all his life.

The windows of Isabel Bennett's house glowed like beacons in the night, leading Leighton Van Horne to his enemy. He stood in the shadows across the street, watching.

Through lace curtains, Leighton could see them, sitting in the drawing room, Austin Sinclair and Isabel Bennett. Plotting against him. Plotting to take away everything he owned. And the man was seeing his sister. For days, Leighton had watched them together.

What was Sinclair after? He sensed there was more, something more than the desire for what those people in Avallon called justice. He would have to find out what Sinclair wanted before he killed him.

Austin moved to the windows, looking out at the street as though he sensed danger. Leighton slipped his hand into his pocket. He curved his fingers around the handle of his pistol. He stood silently, watching Sinclair, wondering if this man from Avallon could penetrate the darkness with his gaze. In time, Sinclair turned away from the window and joined Isabel on one of the sofas.

Leighton released the breath he had been holding. The man was human, he reminded himself; he had watched Sinclair's brother fall from the bullet he had put into him. And anything human could be killed.

In the realm of her dreams, Sarah wandered down a long, twisting corridor. Darkness surrounded her, pressing in against her, as tangible as the fear growing inside her. Footsteps echoed on the walls that rose on either side of her, slow, steady.

She glanced over her shoulder. Someone was there in the shadows. Someone was following her. She could feel the evil, like cold hands reaching for her. Still, she could see nothing, nothing but the shadows.

Sarah turned. She tried to run. Yet she felt as though chains shackled her ankles, holding her back as she tried to escape. The footsteps grew louder in her ears. It was coming closer. If she didn't run, it would catch her, kill her. And still, she couldn't break free of those chains. Something touched her shoulder. A low growl vibrated in her ear.

Sarah came awake with a start, her heart slamming against the wall of her chest, the air rushing from her lungs. A figure loomed over her, dark, menacing. She screamed.

A man stepped back from her bed. The moonlight spilling through her open windows limned him in a silvery light, casting his face in shadows. He was tall, slender, his hair silver in the moonlight. Merlin hissed, crouching beside her, staring at the intruder with amber eyes that glowed in the moonlight.

"What do you want?" she shouted.

"It's only me, Sarah."

Sarah collapsed against her pillow at the sound of her uncle Kendall's voice. He moved in the shadows, reaching for the lamp on the wall beside her bed. A moment later a soft yellow light glowed in the room, chasing away the shadows.

Kendall smiled at her. "I'm sorry, I only meant to look in on you. I didn't mean to disturb you."

Sarah drew breath into her taut lungs. She glanced around, trying to gather her scattered wits. What was she doing lying on her counterpane, still dressed, with her arm wrapped in white linen? She felt as though her head were stuffed with cotton wool.

"I came by to discuss a few matters with you." Kendall sat on the edge of her bed, frowning as Merlin hissed at him, the big cat arching his back.

"It's all right," Sarah whispered, stroking the taut curve of Merlin's back. "All of the commotion has him nervous."

Kendall nodded. "I was shocked when Roxanne told me you had tripped and fallen down the stairs."

"The stairs." Sarah stared at the bandage wrapping her left arm, memories tumbling through her mind, collecting like fallen leaves in autumn. "Yes, the stairs."

"Thank heaven you're all right. It's hard to tell the damage that could be done from a fall like that. You could have been killed."

"It was an accident," she said, realizing how desperate her voice sounded in that moment.

"Of course it was. I shudder when I think of what might have happened to you."

Merlin settled against her side, meowing, a gruff admonition for the humans who had disturbed his slumber. "You said you wanted to discuss something with me."

Kendall shook his head. "I'm certain you aren't up to discussing business."

"I'm fine, really." Sarah pushed the hair back from her cheek. "Is this about the new apartments?"

"It's about Warren Snelling. He came to see me this afternoon."

Sarah stared past her uncle to the ivory lilies winding upward in the peach silk wallpaper lining the wall across from her bed. She felt a weight settle in her chest. Perhaps she wasn't up to this. She felt tired, as though she had been battling a war alone for a long time. "What did he want?"

"He was hoping I could convince you to stop writing those articles about him."

Sarah rubbed her fingers against the soft fur between Merlin's ears, his purr vibrating deep in his throat. "And what did you tell him?"

"I told him you were a grown woman, capable of making decisions on your own."

Sarah stared at her uncle, stunned that he had defended her. He had never once in the past thought she should have anything to do with the newspaper. "Thank you."

"I don't trust the man, Sarah." Kendall lifted her hand, his palm cool and damp against her skin. "He can be a dangerous enemy. There is no telling what he might do."

"I doubt he will do more than try to frighten me." She squeezed his hand, smiling to conceal her fear. "And in a few months it won't matter. I believe we will have enough votes to pass the new regulations."

I hope you're right, Sarah." He opened his fingers, staring down at her hand lying across his palm. "I hate to think of anything happening to you."

"I'll be fine." Yet as she spoke, the image of a gray dove with a broken neck flickered in her mind.

Yesterday Detective Farley had visited her to report his progress. The two men who had attacked them at the tenement had admitted to attempted robbery and nothing more. And although he had discovered Snelling smoked the type of cigar that came in that box containing the dove, Farley did not have enough solid evidence to prove anything against the man. They were at square one.

Was Snelling desperate enough to try to kill her? The man was angry, he might want to frighten her, but Sarah seriously doubted he would resort to murder.

Chapter Eighteen
''I've done my best." Matilda shoved a pin into Sarah's hair. "But if you're asking me, I think you should have your own maid to be helping you with your hair, like the queen and her little princess have. Someone who'd be knowing more about fixing hair and clothes."

"I have no need for a maid, Matilda. You did a fine job." Sarah turned her head, staring at her reflection in the mirror above her vanity, studying the soft nest of curls Matilda had fashioned at the crown of her head. "What do you think? Does it look too young for me?"

"If Mrs. Van Horne can wear her hair that way, I'll not understand why you think you can't." Matilda leaned forward, her round face appearing beside Sarah's in the mirror, her dark brown eyes crinkling with her smile. "Are you sure you're well enough to be going for a carriage ride this morning, lamb? You had a horrible fall yesterday."

"I'm fine, Matilda. Dr. Chamberlain said I could go about as I please."

"Aye, it's a miracle you weren't hurt." She frowned as she looked at Sarah in the mirror. "The little tyrant could have killed you."

"It was an accident."

"Emerson saw." Matilda pursed her lips. "That spoiled little brat is so jealous of you, she can't see straight."

Sarah shook her head. "Let it be, Matilda."

"Serves her right, that handsome Englishman falling head over heels in love with you instead of her."

Sarah glanced down, absently stirring the pins in the white porcelain tray on the vanity, pushing them to one side, revealing the delicate pink rosebuds painted below. "He isn't in love with me."

"And why is it he keeps coming around, lamb?"

Something stirred in Sarah's chest, hope and longing. She couldn't allow herself to believe Austin Sinclair could fall in love with her. Hope was an emotion she couldn't afford. The cost, if she were wrong, was far too dear. "We're friends, Matilda."

"Friends, are you? I suppose you'd be fixing your hair all pretty like if you weren't expecting him to be calling at any minute?"

Sarah allowed the pins to slide back into place in the tray, hiding the rosebuds. She was falling in love with Austin Sinclair, deeply, irrevocably. It was something she couldn't control.

He was magic. He could make her feel beautiful inside, as though he accepted her for who she was, complete with faults.

"Now I'm wondering what Lord Sinclair would be thinking if he knew that handsome doctor brought you flowers this morning." Matilda turned the ivory porcelain vase that sat on one corner of the vanity.

Sunlight tumbled through the open windows, coaxing a delicate scent from the colorful bouquet of lilies, daisies, and Canterbury bells. "I'm thinking the good doctor doesn't pick flowers from his garden for all of his patients."

"He was simply being nice." Dr. Chamberlain was not what Sarah had expected. Doctors were supposed to be gray-haired gentlemen with gaunt faces. Dr. Gareth Chamberlain's hair tumbled over his collar in gold and brown waves, a lion's mane framing a face that might have graced a Renaissance painting. A painting of one of King Arthur's knights, the one who had been pure, the one who had found the Holy Grail, that was Dr. Chamberlain.

Sarah stared at the flowers he had given her, doubting the gentleman did indeed bring all of his patients flowers. A handsome man for certain. Yet, unlike Austin Sinclair, Dr. Chamberlain didn't coax a single shiver to dance along her spine.

Matilda answered a knock on the door to Sarah's adjoining sitting room and Emerson entered the bedroom. "Lord Sinclair has arrived, miss. He is waiting in your sitting room." A smile twitched his lips. "He thought it best to wait for you up here."

"Thank you, Emerson." Sarah glanced into the mirror. Did she look foolish with her hair done up in curls?

"You look very lovely, miss," Emerson said, as though he could read her apprehension on her face.

She smiled, hoping Austin Sinclair would agree.

Sarah paused on the threshold of her sitting room, her attention snagged by the man standing in front of the windows. He looked elegant and reckless all at the same time. His dark blue coat and buff-colored trousers were tailored to perfection, molding broad shoulders and long, lean legs. And yet his hair was tousled, the thick black mane waving carelessly around his face.

He smiled when he saw her.

She felt her heart stumble.

"Good morning." He moved toward her, carrying a single pink rose.

"Good morning." Sarah smoothed her fingers over her hair, hoping all the pins were in place, praying she didn't look as ridiculous as she felt.

Austin tilted his head, his smile growing devilish as he appraised her. "Very pretty."

She glanced away, staring at the peach damask drapes as they stirred in the breeze drifting in through the windows. "It's cooler this way, with all the hair up from my neck."

He brushed the rose upward along her neck, velvety petals sending shivers skimming over her skin. "Such a pretty neck."

She glanced up at him and found him watching her, the smile gone from his lips. There was an intensity in his look, a need in his eyes that she knew, that she understood deep in her soul. It seemed she had known this man for all time, and yet it had been only a few days. Sunlight streamed around them, blurring everything but this man and the warmth he conjured deep within her, in a place where the frigid darkness of shame and pain had always dwelt.

Kiss me. It shocked her that the words were there in her mind, shocked her more that she wished she could whisper those words. It had been a lifetime since he had kissed her. She looked up into his face, tracing the strong lines and curves, wishing she could touch him.

Oh, my heavens, was it really wrong to feel this way? Tingling with excitement. More alive than she had ever felt in her life.

He seemed to struggle with something inside him, some dark demon that drew his face into lines of pain. And then his expression softened, as though he were surrendering to the inevitable. "Sarah," he whispered as he lowered his head.

She gazed at his lips as he drew near, sensual lips, generous lips, parting with a soft exhale of breath that warmed her cheek. Without thought her body shifted, lifting toward him as naturally as a rose seeking the sun.

"Good morning, Lord Sinclair."

Sarah flinched at the sound of Matilda's voice, bumping her nose against Austin's. He stepped away from her, rubbing one long finger over the tip of his nose, mirroring her own actions.

"Sorry," she whispered.

Matilda cast her a look, smiling as much as to say I told you so. "I was thinking I'd be putting these pretty flowers Dr. Chamberlain brought you in here."

Austin frowned as he watched Matilda place the flowers on a round pedestal table near the windows. "I wonder if the good doctor brings flowers to all of his patients?"

Matilda grinned. "I'm thinking Miss Sarah might be one of his favorites."

Austin glanced down at Sarah, a smile barely tipping the corners of his lips. "I understand why."

"Well now, I've got my work to be seeing to." Matilda hummed as she left the room, closing the door behind her.

Sarah moved away from Austin, seeking the breeze drifting in through the windows, hoping to cool her warm cheeks. She stared out into the street below, watching a carriage pulled by a pair of matching grays rattle past her home. "You were right. Dr. Chamberlain is a fine doctor."

"Yes, he is." Austin moved toward her, pausing behind her. "You look wonderful this morning. You must be feeling better."

"It's like magic." That's exactly what it was. Magic to have him standing behind her, warming her in a way that made her realize just how cold she had always felt before she had met this man. "Yesterday I was certain my arm was broken." She turned to face him. "And this morning there isn't a trace of pain. It must be magic.''

"Magic?" He looked thoughtful, his black brows lifting as though he were considering the possibility. I think there might be some magic in the air. Why, what is this behind your ear?"

He brushed her ear with his fingers, and for a moment she expected him to pluck the pins from her hair. Instead he drew back, a gold coin glittering between his fingers. "How in the world did you do that?" she asked.

"It came from your hair." Austin smiled, twisting the coin in the sunlight that streamed through the windows behind her and bathed his face in light. "Spun by sunlight."

"It would seem you have the answer to your difficulties. All you need do is pull coins from my hair."

He turned his hand, then revealed his palm. The gold coin had vanished. "If only it were that simple."

His soft voice sounded bleak suddenly, and she realized the burden he must usually keep hidden behind his charming smile. "Have you thought any more about speaking to Ian Tremayne?"

The corners of his lips curved upward ever so slightly, yet he didn't look at her. "My responsibilities won't allow me to stay, I'm afraid. I'll be going home soon."

Sarah's legs wobbled beneath her, a sudden weakening, as though he had hit her hard across the cheek. She was grateful he was staring at the flowers on the table, blind to the sudden rush of emotion she knew she couldn't hide.

Of course he would have to return to England. She had always known he would not stay here forever. And yet... Oh, she didn't want him to leave.

She curled her hands into fists at her sides, fighting the urge to grab him, to hold him, to confess how very much she needed him to stay. "I hope you will find some way out of your difficulties. I wish I could help."

"It occurs to me I've never even glimpsed the medallion that launched me into my rather precarious attempt at burglary." He kept his gaze focused on the flowers. "I suppose it's possible Leighton never sent it to you. That would truly make me a fool, chasing in the dark for a medallion that isn't even here."

"You weren't chasing a phantom." He looked at her then, with eyes that were more blue than gray this morning, eyes that would haunt her until she drew her last breath. "It's in the cabinet where Leighton asked me to put it. Would you like to see it?"

He handed her the rose. "Very much."

Sarah turned away from him, feeling the prick of tears in her eyes, tears she could not allow to gather and fall. Not now. Not while she could still hear his voice. Not while she could still feel the touch of his hand.

Using the excuse of putting the rose in the vase with the other flowers, she kept her back to him. It would be too easy for him to read her emotions right now, too easy to see how very much she wanted him to stay.

She slipped the rose into the vase. Later she would press the flower in a book. She knew it was the gesture of an old maid. Yet she also knew that in the years to come, she would open the pages of that book and look at this rose and remember the few days when she had lived her dream.

Austin stood in the doorway of Leighton's hidden room, watching Sarah, feeling each beat of his heart at the base of his throat. She drew back the drapes, flooding the treasure room with sunlight, the glass cases shimmering in the golden light.

Austin felt the tension draw on his muscles like a bow being stretched to the breaking point as he crossed the room, following Sarah.

"In his letter, Leighton asked me to put it in here." She opened a carved rosewood cabinet that stood against the wall across from the windows.

Inside the cabinet, a gold medallion about three inches in diameter rested on a glass shelf. Austin felt his palms tingle.

Sarah lifted the medallion, the ancient gold glowing in the sunlight. "It's much heavier than it looks."

Emotion closed his throat like a hand squeezing until he could scarcely draw a breath. He stared at the medallion. A square-cut emerald winked at him in the sunlight, the green eye of a bird that was carved into the center of the disk, a crown of smooth feathers sweeping down his long neck. A bird that no longer flew the heavens of this earth.

Sarah tilted the medallion, running her fingertip over the inscription carved along the rim of the disk. "Do you know what language this is?"

"An ancient form of Gaelic." Ancient vows echoed in his brain.

"I wonder what it says."

"'Go softly through the portal, fly swift and sure.'"

"Isn't that odd. I wonder what it means?"

Austin looked into her eyes, seeing the trust there in the hazel depths, trust he would soon betray. How could he watch that trust dissolve into hate? How could he watch this beautiful woman shrink back into her cocoon?

He couldn't.

Yet he had no choice. Responsibility wrapped around him, sealing him like a mummy in some ancient tomb.

He lifted the medallion from Sarah's palm, the gold warm from her skin, the weight of it anchoring him to his vows. This evening he would return to this room. He would take this medallion. He would end the threat and with it end his time here in New York.

He would leave Sarah. This time with her would be nothing more than memories, thoughts of what might have been.

He looked at Sarah, sunlight etching her features upon a heart he could feel breaking inside him. There was one thing he needed to do for her before he left, one small attempt to wash away some of the harm he would cause this lady with the pretty hazel eyes. This lady he would always love.

A visit with Isabel Bennett was not what Sarah had expected Austin to plan for their morning together. She had expected to do something alone with him. Still, perhaps she had spent too much time in his company. She didn't want to imagine how lonely her life would be once he left New York.

Austin paused at the closed door of Isabel Bennett's drawing room. "Sarah, there's someone with Isabel. Someone I think you should meet."

He sounded so serious, so intense, she felt a prickle of apprehension at the base of her spine. "Who?"

He didn't answer. He simply opened the door and took her arm. Sarah took two steps into the drawing room and halted, her gaze snagging on the woman who sat beside Isabel Bennett on one of the Empire sofas flanking the hearth. Diana Schuyler rose when she saw Sarah, her face reflecting uncertainty and a sadness that Sarah had seen too many times reflected in her own mirror.

Sarah glared at the man who stood beside her. "What kind of game is this?"

"Talk to her, Sarah." Austin rested his hand against her cheek, the warmth and gentleness of his touch echoed in his silvery blue eyes. "That's all I ask of you."

Sarah turned, breaking away from Austin. "I don't want to hear anything she has to say."

"Sarah, please," Diana said. "Stay for just a little while."

Sarah halted at the sound of her mother's voice. It had been so long since she had heard that soft voice, a lifetime. Memories fluttered within her, distant memories of a woman who had read stories to her every night. "We have nothing to say to one another." She spoke without facing this beautiful stranger, this woman who had abandoned her.

"Sarah, wait," Austin said, following her from the room.

Sarah kept marching, down the hall, out of the house, away from the woman who had given her life with one hand and taken away any joy she might have known in that life with the other.

"Sarah!" Austin grabbed her arm as she reached the granite sidewalk.

She pivoted to face him. "How dare you! How dare you take me to see that woman!"

In his eyes she saw a depth of understanding, as though he knew the turmoil that was raging inside her. "I thought it might be time to make peace, Sarah."

Sarah fought the tears that pricked her eyes. "You had no right. You..." She dragged air into her lungs, feeling the first tears seep from her eyes.

People were staring at her; she saw them through the gathering mist in her eyes, turning their heads, whispering. "Please take me away from here."

There was a serenity that could be found only in nature. In Riverside Park, in a place where the woods grew thick and a path meandered toward the river, Austin hoped to bring that serenity to the woman who sat stiff as a statue above him on the black leather carriage seat.

"Sarah." He touched her arm. She didn't so much as glance at him. "Come walk with me."

Without meeting his gaze, she placed her hands on his shoulders, allowing him to lift her from the carriage. He held her a moment, absorbing her heat, breathing her fragrance, and deep inside, nestled in the core of his body, he felt a flicker of flame.

He tightened his hands on her waist. Her lashes fluttered but did not rise, as though she was loath to look into his eyes. With care, he set her on the dirt path and stepped away from her. She needed understanding right now, a friend. Not a man tangled in his own emotions.

She walked beside him for a while before she turned from the path as though she were alone, as though she had no knowledge of the man who walked beside her. Austin followed where she led, wandering through the woods that were filled with towering oak, elm, chestnut, and hickory.

She had once told him this park was one of her favorite places in New York. He could understand the reason. Sunlight peeked through the leaves that rustled in the breeze above them, sprinkling glittering sunlight over Sarah like fairy dust.

He had hurt her deeply. He only wondered if she would forgive him. Tomorrow he would be gone. Tomorrow she would hate him. And still, for these few moments they had left, he wanted to prolong the warmth they had found with each other.

Sarah paused beside a tall hickory and stared out at the river that rippled like molten gold in the sunlight. She condemned him with her silence.

"I'm sorry I upset you."

She didn't acknowledge his presence. She pulled the pin from her small gray hat and lifted it from the soft curls piled on her head.

"Your mother came to see me yesterday. She was concerned about you. She loves you very much. I was hoping you would talk to her, hear her side of what happened."

Sarah stared at the hat she held in her hand, shoving the long hat pin through the crown, ignoring him as though he didn't exist. A cool breeze whispered through the trees, carrying the scent of wildflowers. A sleek sailboat glided along the rippling river, chasing a white steamer.

Austin wanted to grab her and shake her. He wanted to crush her to his chest, to kiss her until she moaned low and sweet in her throat. He shoved his hands into the pockets of his trousers. "Scream at me. Tell me how much of a scoundrel you think I am for trying to mend things between you and your mother."

"When I was a little girl I would come here with my brother." She spoke without looking at him, keeping her gaze on the river while the breeze tugged at her hair. "We would read dreadful novels and turn them into our own adventures. There was only Leighton, the two of us. No one was allowed to play with us because of the scandal."

Austin saw the shadow of that lonely little girl in the face of this lovely woman. It was everything he could do to keep from touching her. "I'm amazed at the stupidity of people."

She glanced at him, the smile curving her lips catching him off guard, stripping away the defenses he might have mounted against this woman. "You did what you thought was right today."

"Sarah, you have nothing to lose but your anger by talking to your mother."

"I guess I didn't give her much of a chance." She rested her shoulder against the hickory, below the scar where someone had carved his initials into the bark, holding her hat flat against her waist.

"I should have asked you if you wanted to meet her."

"I wonder..." Her voice broke. She pressed her hand to her lips as though desperate to hold back her emotions, but they escaped in a soft little sob of pain and frustration.

"Sarah." He closed the distance between them. There was no help for it; he had to touch her.

As he reached for her, she threw her arms around his waist, burying her face against his chest. He held her as he had longed to hold her for days, filling his arms with her soft warmth, pressing his cheek against her soft, fragrant hair.

He noticed the initials carved deeply into the bark of the hickory where Sarah had stood, a sign that reminded him of how hopeless his feelings for Sarah were. LHVH, Leighton Hewett Van Horne. His enemy.

He wanted to lash out, angry at fate for bringing this woman into his life only to rip her from his arms. Yet how could he fight fate?

His throat tightened as Sarah sobbed against his chest, quiet tears, her hands clenched fists against his back, her body shaking with the strain to hold back the emotions that demanded release. Would she weep tomorrow, when she learned of his betrayal?

"It's all right," he whispered, stroking her back.

"No, it isn't," she said, her voice strangled by tears. "It never will be."

Her words were far too true. He focused his mind on the gentle rustling of leaves, breathing deeply, slowly. When he felt some measure of calm, he rested his hand at the nape of her neck. He brushed his fingers across her skin, mirroring the frantic rhythm of her breath, willing her to relax.

He calmed his breathing, feeling her cheek rise and fall with each movement of his chest. Gradually he slowed his fingers against her skin, easing the rhythm to the same rhythm of his breath, feeling her follow his lead. Without words he spoke to her, trying to ease the emotional pain he had helped inflict.

"You're doing something to me." She pulled back in his arms, looking up at him through her tears. "Draining away the pain. I don't know how you do it."

"I don't like to see you hurt, Sarah." Austin slid his thumb over her cheek, smoothing away her warm tears. "Please believe me: I never want to see you hurt." And yet he would do more damage, much more damage.

"I don't want to cry." She managed a small watery smile. "I'm not one of those women who go all weepy at every little thing, I'm really not."

"I know."

She rested her hands on his chest, her hat lying forgotten on the rough grass and buttercups at her feet. "You must think I'm horrible. Walking away from my mother without even giving her a chance."

He slid his thumb along the full curve of her lower lip, drawing a sharp breath when her warm sigh brushed his skin. "I don't think you're horrible."

"Really?"

Tears glistened on her dark silky lashes. She was looking at him in a way that made him feel he could move a mountain if she asked him to. He lowered his head, brushing his nose against hers. "Really."

"Thank you."

He shouldn't kiss her. He should draw away from her. He shouldn't become more entangled with this woman than he already was. It would only cause more trouble. Yet she felt so good in his arms, so right, and he knew he might never again have the chance to hold her this way.

She was watching him, quiet, expectant, her breath stilled in her throat. Without words she beckoned him.

He tightened his hold, drawing her close, wondering where he would find the strength to walk away from her. One kiss, that was all he would steal. One kiss to tuck away with his other memories of Sarah. One kiss to last him the rest of his life.

"Sweet Sarah," he whispered as he slid his lips over hers.

He felt her stiffen, her hands grow tense against his chest as she stood in the circle of his arms and absorbed the feel of his lips against hers. He slid his hands up her back, pressing her closer, seeking the satin of her skin beneath the layers of poplin and linen while he glided his lips back and forth against hers, and he felt the flames she ignited inside him lick along every nerve in his body.

With a soft moan she eased into his arms, sliding her hands upward until they locked in the hair at his nape. She pulled him closer, as though she wanted to absorb him into her skin, her soft breasts searing him through his clothes.

He touched his tongue to her lips, a silent question. She opened to him, a tentative answer. He slipped his tongue between her soft lips, dipping, teasing, until she touched him with the tip of her tongue.

He had never kissed a woman before, not like this. He had held other women, more than he wanted to remember. He had touched their lips, tasted them, buried his body deep inside them. And yet all of the coupling through all of the years faded into gray compared to this one kiss.

Sarah.

Innocent desire and love, pure essence of emotion. He tasted this on her tongue, felt this in the trembling of her body against his, and he drank deeply from this well. She filled him, saturated his soul with her light.

He sank his hands into her hair, dislodging pins and combs, freeing the soft coils to tumble over his hands and down her back. He wanted to feel the warm silk of her hair against his naked chest. He wanted to feel her thighs, smooth and warm, slide against his. He wanted to taste her, to explore every hollow and curve of her body. He wanted to hold her like this until the day he died.

He slid his hand between their bodies, seeking the soft swell of her breast. Layers of clothing kept him from feeling more than a hint of her shape. He needed more. He managed four buttons at the front of her gown before she pulled back in his arms.

Sarah stared up at him, hazel eyes wide with shock. ''What are you doing?"

Austin looked down at the plain white chemise peeking at him from the vee of light gray poplin he had parted. The innocence of that white linen hit him like a solid right to the jaw. What was he doing? "Sarah, I -"

"You thought you could seduce me." She pulled free of his arms, staring at him, pain shimmering with the tears in her eyes. "That's why you did this."

"Sarah, I didn't mean to -"

"How could you? How could you do this?"

He watched her run away from him, sunlight shining on the thick waves rippling down her back. "Sarah," he whispered.

Emotions swarmed in his chest, rising within him, choking him with the anguish of his own thoughtless actions. He tossed back his head, a low moan of pain escaping his lips.

Fool!

Idiot!

He lifted her hat from the ground, a single ostrich tip fluttering in the breeze. He had hurt her terribly. He had made her believe all of the horrible accusations ever shot at her.

He couldn't leave her like this. He had to talk to her. He had to make some sense out of the way he felt about her.

He ran after her, picking his way through the tangle of trees. By the time he reached the place where he had left the carriage, Sarah was already gone, and he was facing a long, lonely walk home.

<><><><><><><><><><><><>

Sarah reined in the horses, halting the team in the alley beside her brother's stable. A cool breeze drifted across the tears that had dried on her cheeks, lifting her unbound hair. She couldn't face anyone. Not now. Not when the horrible realization of what she had become screamed inside her brain.

It was true. Everything they had ever said about her. The blood she felt pulsing against the collar of her gown was tainted. Wickedness flowed through her veins, poisoning her thoughts, tempting her, taunting her in her weakness.

Like mother, like daughter.

She trembled as the memories swept over her. Austin had touched her. And she had reveled in that touch, his body pressed close to hers, his hand on her bosom, warming her through her clothes.

Only a shred of propriety had saved her. One slender thread of reason had prompted her to stop him. Still, she couldn't stop the truth that beat against her temples. She had wanted him. In that instant before she had pulled free of his touch, she had wanted to feel Austin's hand on her bare skin.

"Dear heaven," she whispered.

"Miss Sarah, are you all right?"

Sarah jumped at the sound of Bram Duggan's deep voice. He was standing beside her, his green eyes reflecting his concern. She smoothed the hair back from her face. Could he tell by looking at her? Could he sense the wickedness she had allowed?

"Miss Sarah," he whispered, touching her arm. "What's happened?"

"Nothing!"

He frowned. "Are you hurt?"

"No." Sarah jerked her hand from his warm grasp. "I'm fine."

"Where is Lord Sinclair?"

"He..." Sarah glanced at the horses, their black manes ruffling with the breeze. "I left him in the park."

"In the park?"

"Please make sure his carriage and horses are returned to Isabel Bennett's." She climbed from the carriage and rushed toward the house before he could ask another question.

Bram stood watching Sarah run away from him like a young girl fearing a lecture from her father. He stared after her until she disappeared through the gate leading to the gardens, the frustration of helplessness wrapping around him.

In the few days he had known her, he had come to care for her. Perhaps because she was one of the few people around here who treated the servants as though they were human beings. There was something special about Sarah Van Horne, something in the way she cared about people, something in the way she wanted to make a difference in this world.

What the hell had happened? He gripped the reins, his imagination taking a dangerous turn. He knew Austin Sinclair was using Sarah to find the medallion. He didn't want to believe the man would seduce her to get it. He just might have to have a talk with Lord Sinclair.

Chapter Nineteen
Matilda plunked two pans of bread fresh from the oven on the big oak table in the Van Horne kitchen. She folded the towel she had used to hold the pans and frowned at Sarah. "Are you going to tell me what happened this morning?"

"Nothing happened." Sarah sank her hands into the soft dough she was working on the table, shaping it, kneading it. She loved making bread, feeling it grow smooth and elastic beneath her hands. It gave her a special feeling, knowing she could take raw ingredients and turn them into something as vital as bread.

"You come home here, with your hair all hanging down your back, and your eyes red from crying, driving that man's buggy, and you tell me nothing happened."

"That's right." Sarah breathed in the yeasty aroma of fresh bread. From the corner of her eye she saw Matilda staring at her, but she refused to meet her look. She didn't want to talk about this morning.

Clarissa had been right all along. Austin Sinclair was seeing her because he thought he could seduce her. She clenched her jaw when she felt the fresh prick of tears in her eyes. She would not surrender to the wickedness inside her.

"Nothing is wrong, is that it?" Matilda asked.

"Nothing at all."

"Then why did you refuse to see Lord Sinclair when he was asking for you a few minutes ago?"

Sarah clenched her hands in the dough. "I'm covered with flour."

"That you are." Matilda pulled back a strand of hair that had escaped the tight bun at the nape of Sarah's neck. She rearranged a pin, securing the wayward tresses as she spoke. "I suppose you think we need another dozen loaves of bread for dinner."

Sarah glanced at the six loaves that sat in the sunlight streaming gold and scarlet through the open windows. "I like making bread."

Matilda huffed. "If you're not thinking you can share your troubles with me, then I won't be asking again."

"Matilda, please. I'd rather not..." Sarah hesitated when the kitchen door opened. Her breath left her lungs as though an invisible fist had hit her chest. "You!"

Austin Sinclair didn't wait for an invitation. He strode across the threshold, closing the door behind him.

"Get out!" Sarah shouted.

"Not until I've said what I've come here to say." Austin marched across the brick floor, headed right for Sarah.

"Matilda, send for Emerson. Have this man thrown out of my house."

Austin paused as he reached the table. He glanced at Matilda, who was standing beside Sarah, her pudgy hands on the black muslin covering her bulky hips, a mother bear protecting her cub. "Emerson knows I'm here, Matilda. He's the one who told me where to find Miss Sarah."

"He what!" Sarah shouted.

"He did, did he?" A smile spread along Matilda's lips. "Well, I suppose I need to be talking to Emerson to hear what he knows that I don't."

"Matilda, you stay right where you are."

"Now, lamb, it seems to me the man might not want me to be hearing all he has to say to you." Matilda chuckled as she waddled from the room, closing the door leading to the butler's pantry behind her.

"I had a rather long walk home." Austin moved toward her, his eyes fierce, like a lion about to pounce on his prey. "Gave me lots of time to think."

Sarah backed away from the table, sprinkling flour across the red bricks. The setting rays of the sun surrounded him. In that shimmering light, he seemed to come from another time and place, a prince from a distant realm, conjured from a woman's dreams. "I'm warning you, Sinclair, you just keep your hands off me."

Austin' shook his head. "I don't think I can do that, sweet Sarah."

He kept moving, stalking her, setting her heart racing with the horrible excitement of what he would do when he captured her. "I won't tolerate any of your -" Her words dissolved into a gasp as she backed into one of the counters.

"Any of my insolence?" Austin asked, moving in for the kill.

She thrust her flour-encrusted hands against his chest, her white fingers flat against his dark blue coat. "I'm not the kind of woman who -"

"You're just the kind of woman, Sarah." He braced his hands on the countertop on either side of her, imprisoning her between his body and the oak behind her. He leaned toward her, pressing the length of his body against her. "The kind who makes my blood burn."

"No!" Sarah closed her eyes on a groan. "I'm not wicked. I'm not!"

"Sarah." His lush voice brushed over her like warm sable. He touched her with his lips, a soft graze against her brow that rippled through her like a pebble tossed on a still lake. "There is nothing wicked about you."

Sarah fought the tears, but they were there, just as the desire for this man she couldn't banish dwelt deep inside her, warming her low in her belly. Wicked. Wanton. She was sinking in the pulsating pool of fire he ignited within her, drowning in her own desire.

Like mother, like daughter. She heard her father's voice, saw his face as he condemned her. "I'm not like her, I swear!"

He gripped her shoulders. "Look at me, Sarah."

Sarah clenched her eyes shut. She wouldn't look at him; she didn't want to see the triumph in his eyes, her own condemnation there in his eyes. "Go away. Please go away."

"I can't leave you, Sarah."

Tears gathered in her eyes, the first slipping between her lashes to humiliate her before this man. "Why are you doing this to me?"

He pressed his lips to her cheek, catching her tear on the tip of his tongue. "I love you."

Sarah felt the air rush from her lungs. It took several beats of her heart before she found the courage to look at him. His face was close to hers, so close she could feel each warm breath against her cheek. "What did you say?"

He smiled. "I said, I love you."

"Oh." Sarah couldn't believe the words. How could this man be in love with her? "How can you tease in such a -"

Austin pressed his fingertip to her lips, cutting off her words. "Marry me, Sarah."

Sarah became aware of the slow drain of strength from her limbs, the trembling that followed. "You aren't serious."

"I'm afraid I am." He sank to one knee on the hard floor. He took her flour-encrusted right hand in both of his. With his eyes never leaving hers, he spoke the words once more. "I love you, Sarah. I want to spend my life with you. Will you marry me?"

And this time, Sarah knew he meant every word. Joy, she had never felt such intense joy. She couldn't speak, for she couldn't draw a breath. She stared down at him, at this man who seemed to command the sunlight that surrounded him, this man who had stolen her heart.

"It's your turn to say something, sweetheart."

"Yes," she whispered, crumpling to her knees before him. "Oh, yes, I'll marry you."

"Sarah," he said, taking her in his arms.

She slipped her arms around his shoulders as he cradled her against his chest. He kissed her, slanting his lips across hers as though he were dying and she his only hope for life. And she returned his kiss, letting him feel all of the love she had kept inside her all her life.

"What is going on in here!"

Sarah jerked back from Austin at the sound of Roxanne's voice. She glanced to the doorway, her blood freezing when she saw her stepmother standing there, Roxanne's features twisted into a look of utter contempt. Austin held her close to his chest, his arms tight around her, his raised knee pressing against her side, sheltering her with his body.

"I told you she was in here with him, Mother." Clarissa stood beside her mother, a smirk curving her lips. "I heard Emerson telling him where he could meet her. Only heaven knows what they were going to do on the floor."

"I knew your true nature would be revealed one day, young woman," Roxanne said.

Sarah bit her lower lip. It was true. She wanted Austin in every way imaginable. She wanted to touch him, to hold him, to kiss him. She wanted to feel his hands on her skin. It was true: she was wicked beyond redemption.

Roxanne smiled at Sarah, obviously pleased by Sarah's stricken expression. "You truly are your mother's daughter."

"And I'm thankful she is." Austin rose to his feet. With his hand on her arm, he helped Sarah rise, then slipped his arm around her shoulders, holding her close, shielding her from the condemning stares of Roxanne and Clarissa. "We're going to be married. Today."

"Married!" The word burst from Roxanne and Clarissa as they stared at Sarah with wide, disbelieving eyes.

Sarah stared up at Austin, loving him more in that one moment than she had ever believed possible. He wanted her, with all of her faults.

"By this evening Sarah will be Lady Sarah Sinclair, the Marchioness of Somerset." Austin held her close to his side. "In the past you might have been able to fill Sarah with your twisted notions of wickedness. You managed to make her feel dirty and ashamed. But I will advise you now, I won't tolerate my wife being ill-treated by anyone."

They had never looked more alike, Sarah thought, glancing from her stepmother to her sister. Both Roxanne and Clarissa looked as though they had just bitten into a lemon.

Austin smiled down at her, mischief in his eyes. He was enjoying this. And, although Sarah knew it was a terrible thing to admit, she was far too happy to allow their discomfort to enter into her concern.

Austin set the telephone on a table in Isabel Bennett's drawing room. It was a primitive device, at least on the surface. Yet he had just used this instrument to communicate with Avallon.

Disguising ordinary objects to suit their needs, his people had long ago learned how to operate outside of Avallon. Masks and deceptions, it was the only way they could live in the Outworld. And he was a master of deception.

He stared out one of the windows, wondering how great a fool he truly was. His parents had been shocked at the news of his marriage, and justifiably concerned. Could he manage it all? Could he have Sarah and maintain his loyalty to his people?

The incandescent street lamp in front of the house cast a golden glow into the dark street. A single ray of light in the darkness, that was Sarah. And he had reached for that fight, allowing his heart to rule his head. Now he was married to a woman who might very well destroy him. Still, he hadn't been able to betray her.

He didn't turn as the door opened. He sensed Isabel moving toward him, until her image glowed in the window glass. "She's waiting for you."

''Thank you for talking to her." Austin stared at her reflection in the glass, keeping his own expression turned to the darkness. "I don't think she knew what to expect tonight. I'm certain there were things she needed to hear from another woman."

"It was my pleasure to help Sarah. She is a very dear young woman."

"Yes, she is."

"What could you have been thinking to have married the girl?"

"I love her." A carriage rolled past the house, plunging through the puddle of golden lamplight before slipping once more into darkness. "I'm not noble enough to give her up."

"And your mission? Your first responsibility is to retrieve that medallion."

"I haven't lost sight of my mission. Duggan is going to retrieve the medallion tonight." He smiled as he recalled the lecture Bram Duggan had given him, a diatribe on the dangers of seducing innocent young women, keenly delivered before Austin had been able to tell Duggan he had married Sarah. The news had shocked Duggan even though he had understood why Austin had not been able to walk out of Sarah's life.

"Are you going to tell Sarah the truth about her brother?"

Austin turned to face her. "I think I must."

Isabel's lips drew into a taut line as she held his gaze. "If she believes you intend to harm her brother, she will find some way to warn him."

"Do you think she would betray me for him?" he asked, voicing the question that was haunting him.

"What will she think when she learns you intend to see her brother hang?"

"I don't know. If she loves me as much as I love her, we'll find a way to work through the difficulties."

Austin thought of the woman waiting for him in the bedroom upstairs. He loved her more than he had ever thought possible, a love that filled him with joy and an anxiety about what would come of that love when she learned the truth.

"Once I have the medallion, I'm going to take Sarah to Avallon," Austin said, wondering how his bride would react to his home. "I'm going to turn the problem of Leighton Van Horne back to the Central Council. Under the circumstances, I'm sure they will understand why I can no longer pursue the man."

"And what of this marriage? Do you think the Central Council will approve? You're a lord of the Inner Circle. With the taint of Leighton's blood -"

"Sarah is not like her brother."

Isabel held his gaze, her eyes filled with concern. "And if they don't approve?"

Austin felt a pull inside him, ancient vows warring with the simple vows of man and wife. "Then I shall relinquish my position."

"You love her that much? You would turn your back on everything you have always held dear?"

"She is my Edaina."

"I understand. You think you can balance your love for Sarah and your mission, your vows to the Inner Circle of Avallon with your vows as a husband." Isabel studied him a moment, her delicate brows drawn into a frown. "I think you are headed for disaster, my dear young man."

A steamboat churned down the Hudson River, dark smoke writhing from twin smokestacks, threading upward toward a moon that was half shadow, half bright silvery glow. It was the time of day Leighton adored, a time when the respectable citizens were all snug in their beds, a time for predators.

"It's been a long time since I've come to this park." Leighton glanced over his shoulder at Collin Bennett. "I followed my sister to this park this morning. She was with Austin Sinclair."

The young man made a sound, a pitiful little sob that barely escaped the gag Leighton had shoved into his mouth. Moonlight peeked through the leaves overhead, streaking across Collin's moist skin. Except for the gag, he was naked. Leighton had forced him to strip before tying him to the trunk of an old hickory tree. Something about stripping a man of his clothes made him feel all the more vulnerable.

"Sarah and I would come here after our tutor was done with us." Leighton stared down at his knife. "We would read penny novels and act them out. Cowboys and Indians." He twisted the blade in the moonlight, his image sliding along the polished steel. "She's the only one who ever cared. The only one I could ever really trust."

An owl hooted in the woods, deep and vibrant. Collin whimpered.

Leighton turned to face the man who strained against the ropes binding his arms and legs. "You're helping Sinclair."

Collin shook his head, a lock of light brown hair tumbling over his brow, sticking to his damp skin. Collin's blue eyes were wide, filled with a fear that fed the demon inside his captor. Leighton's blood pounded in his veins, pumping heat into his groin.

"It's not nice to lie to me." Leighton moved toward him, a slow advance that allowed Collin to think about what would happen once he reached him. For a moment, Leighton did nothing except stand close to Collin, close enough to feel the heat of his naked body. He burned like a flame in his fear, a flame Leighton could snuff with a single movement of his knife.

"I want to know how many men Sinclair has with him. And I want to know why he is seeing my sister." Leighton watched a bead of sweat slide down Collin's neck. He touched him, collecting that single drop of salty sweat on his fingertip; Collin jerked as though touched by electricity.

Leighton could smell Collin's fear, sour on his sweat. He felt his own pulse throb low in his belly. "You will tell me, won't you, Collin? You won't force me to use... this." He lifted the knife, twisting the blade in front of Collin's eyes.

Collin nodded, keening against the wadded cloth stuffed in his mouth.

"I knew I could count on you, Collin." Leighton slipped the knife beneath Collin's silk tie, the white scrap of cloth he had used to secure the gag. It melted beneath the razor-sharp blade, falling away from Collin's face, snagging on his damp shoulders like a pale wing of a fallen bird. Gently, Leighton slipped the handkerchief from Collin's lips.

He could feel Collin's taut body trembling against his, helpless. Potent, this power, this pleasure that prickled every inch of Leighton's skin. "How many men does Sinclair have?"

"One." Collin slid his tongue along his lips. "Duggan, he's working as a groom at your house."

With the tip of his knife Leighton traced his initials where he had carved them long ago into the hickory, a hair's breadth above Collins shoulder. "Are you certain?"

"There are others, watching the train stations, the docks. But Duggan is the only one near the house. I swear, that's all he told me."

"Good boy." Leighton stroked the hair back from Collin's damp brow. He gazed down at the lips that parted, warm breath brushing his face. "And why is the bastard seeing my sister? What does he want from her?"

"The medallion you stole. He's hoping she will lead him to it."

"The medallion? What makes it so valuable that he would come after it himself?"

"It's a medallion of the Inner Circle... it's ancient... dates back to the first covenant, four thousand years ago. It's a symbol of all they stand for."

"I knew it was valuable the first moment I saw it." Leighton lifted the knife, the steel drawing Collin's gaze like a magnet. "Is there anything you're not telling me?"

Collin panted with his fear, short puffs of hot breath that hit Leighton's face. "That's all I know. I swear."

"I believe you." Leighton smiled, cupping Collin's tear-dampened face in his palm. "Unfortunately, that means I no longer have a need of you. Unless, of course, you can help me."

"I'll do anything."

"I want to go back to Avallon." Leighton turned the blade in his hand, pressing the blunt steel against Collin's neck. He could feel the quick pulse that beat there, the flex of muscle as Collin swallowed. "Can you help me arrange that, Collin?"

"I can take you there."

"Excellent." Leighton thought of Avallon, of the people who had treated him like a common criminal. Judith was still there, beautiful Judith who had betrayed him. And Devlin Sinclair. How easy it would be to kill the man in Avallon. Still, there were a few things he must settle before he left New York.

Chapter Twenty
Sarah stared at her reflection in the mirror above the vanity in Austin's room. It was her face, a face she had looked at thousands of times in a mirror. And yet she scarcely recognized the woman in the glass, with her hair tumbling in wild waves all around her face and color riding high on her cheeks. Excitement, she could see it in this face. Contentment, she could see it in the hazel eyes that looked back at her.

Married. She was married. Three hours ago Sarah Elizabeth Van Horne had married a man she had known less than a month, a man she felt as though she had known all her life.

All of the words Isabel had spoken were there, spinning around in her brain. Nothing to fear. No shame. No wickedness. Nothing but love between husband and wife. And Sarah believed those words. She needed with all her heart to believe those words.

Although she heard nothing above the beating of her heart, she sensed his presence. She turned and found Austin standing there, leaning against the closed door, watching her, an odd mixture of tenderness and hunger in his eyes. Her breath caught in her throat at that look. Her skin tingled when she thought of what would pass between them this night.

"I don't believe I've ever seen anything more beautiful than you right now, at this moment," he said.

She pressed her hand to the base of her neck, her fingers testing the small pearl button at the top of her white linen nightgown. Her robe, she realized, lay across the vanity chair, a splash of white against the blue and gold flowers stitched into the needlepoint back. "You make me feel beautiful."

He drew away from the door, moving toward her, his strides long and sure and steady. The warmth in his eyes mirrored the warmth glowing deep inside her, the love for this man that would not be denied.

She glanced at the bed. Merlin lay in a plump gray ball on the blue-and-gold brocade counterpane which had been turned down, revealing white linen sheets. She had never considered leaving her pet with Roxanne and Clarissa.

"You let down your hair for me." Austin lifted a handful of her hair, allowing the tresses to slide through his fingers, strands of light brown capturing the light that glowed in the brass-and-crystal fixtures on the walls. "Like the princess in the fairy tale."

He made her feel like a princess, rescued from dragons and witches and loneliness. She touched his cheek, the dark pinpoints of his beard sleeping beneath the smooth warmth of his skin. A miracle, this, reaching out, finding him warm and real, her phantom lover come to life.

"I've been looking for you all my life, Sarah. I've wanted you from the first moment I saw you."

"Even though I was pointing a pistol at you?"

"How could I resist such a brave lady?" Thick black lashes lowered as he turned his face, as he placed a soft kiss in the cup of her palm, the heat of his breath soaking into her skin.

Emotion curled around her, binding her to this man. It was as if shimmering strands passed from one into the other, weaving both into a tapestry of love and desire.

"Let me show you how much I love you." He slid his hand down her back. "Let me show you how it should be between a man and a woman in love."

"You are my husband." He had removed his coat and tie and unfastened the first few buttons of his white silk shirt, exposing the hollow of his neck, a shading of dark curls and warm-looking skin. She felt a tingling, a throbbing centered in the tips of her breasts, the echo of every beat of her heart. "I shall deny you nothing."

His breath warmed her cheek in a satisfied sigh, and then he kissed her mouth. Sarah sipped from his lips, an elixir that filled her, an intoxicating brew of desire and love that tingled along her every nerve and assured her this was real.

Austin drew a sharp breath as she leaned into him, nestling her breasts against his chest. He felt her love for him shimmering around her, embracing him with a soft, glowing warmth. Still, he knew this awakening love was a fragile thing. He could lose her in a single heartbeat.

"Sarah," he whispered, loving the sound of her name. He brushed kisses across her cheek and pressed his lips to her temple, feeling the beat of her heart throbbing there, pulsing to the same quick rhythm as his own.

He needed to show her how he felt. Yet he wondered if it would be enough, this love he had to give with all of his being. His heart, his soul, his body, he would give her all he had to give. Still, he wondered if it would be enough to light their way through the darkness he knew they must soon face.

He cradled her face in his hands. She looked up at him, smiling shyly, trust and promise in her eyes, the honesty he hoped always to see shining there in her eyes. And still she shamed him with that honesty, for he came to her cloaked in lies that could destroy them both.

With his fingertips he traced her delicate features, learning the curve of her cheeks, the silkiness of the lashes that fluttered beneath his touch, the plump fullness of her lower lip. She was his Galatea, a beautiful statue brought to life by love. And he was her slave.

With his lips he followed the trail of his fingertips, kissing each delicate feature of her face. He explored the soft skin beneath her ear, absorbing the tiny tremor that passed through her to quiver deep inside him. He tasted the tender curve of her neck with the tip of his tongue. He breathed in her fragrance. Innocence of lavender. Seductive scent of a woman's awakening desire.

Against his chest he felt the erotic change in her breasts, the soft tips drawing into hard jewels that pressed into his skin. He trembled deep inside.

He needed to feel her aroused nipples against his tongue. He needed to taste her, all of her. He needed to drown in the heated pool of her innocence.

"I need to see you, Sarah," he whispered against her lips as he slid the pearl button at the top of her nightgown through the chaste white linen. "I need to touch you, all of you."

Sarah shuddered in his arms, her fingers digging into his shoulders.

"Don't be afraid of me, Sarah. Please don't be afraid of what's happening between us."

"I'm not." She swayed against him, opening her hands, sliding her palms along his shoulders. "It's just all so startling, isn't it?"

"Yes. Startling to realize how much I can want, how much I can need."

The warm linen of her gown parted beneath his touch. Pale skin, the curves of her breasts, the sleek satin of her belly, the dark shadow of her navel. He was shocked to find his hands trembling as he slid the gown from her shoulders. It fell to the floor, a puddle of white linen against the intricate blue and gold swirls in the carpet. Her breasts rose with her breath, ivory globes, raspberry tips aroused, lifting to him in silent need.

The cool breeze that whispered through the open windows brushed Sarah's skin as she stood in the warmth of his gaze. Who was this woman who stood naked before this man? Someone else. Someone Sarah didn't know. This was not the same girl who had been frightened of passion, frightened of this glorious feeling that was growing stronger and stronger inside her, but a woman brave enough to face each day of this new life, a life Austin had given her.

"So beautiful," he whispered, lowering his lips to her neck. "More beautiful than I imagined, my sweet Sarah."

Sarah tilted her head, her hair falling back from her shoulders, the silken strands sliding sinuously against her sensitive skin. He pulled her flush against him, his lips moving softly against her neck. Every nerve awakened at his touch.

Never could she have imagined the sensation of her breasts against the warm silk of his shirt, her belly against the smooth black wool of his trousers, his arms around her, holding her as though he would never let her go. Through the layers of cloth she felt his arousal, hard and throbbing against her. Foreign. Exciting. Frightening. Intoxicating.

''Sarah. My sweet Sarah. How I love you."

With his lips and his tongue and his hands he showed her the proof of his words. She cried out at the first touch of his lips against her breasts. He swirled his tongue around the hard peaks, shimmering sparks of desire shooting along every nerve while his hands roamed, stroking heat across her skin the way an artist strokes paint across a canvas.

Sarah moaned and trembled beneath his touch. Such incredible sensation, being held like this, kissed like this. Total abandonment. Total freedom.

He sank to the vanity chair. She swayed and he caught her, wrapping his arms around her hips, pressing his face to her belly. She rested her hands on his broad shoulders. Her world was spinning in the vortex he generated inside her.

He scattered kisses down her belly, flicking his tongue against her skin. She felt as though she were drowning in sensation, dissolving, her bones melting in his heat, her skin turning to flame. And then she felt his lips against her, in a kiss more intimate than she had ever imagined.

Austin felt her stiffen and held her when she tried to break free of his grasp, a soft cry of protest slipping from her lips. He couldn't stop. Not now. Not when he had the taste of her on his tongue. Not when the opulence of her perfume filled his senses. "Easy, my sweet Sarah. Let me."

He didn't wait for her reply. He pressed his lips to the soft curls. He breathed her scent deep into his lungs. With his tongue he tasted her. She stiffened, a shocked gasp slipping from her lips. Yet she stayed in his grasp, trusting, testing the sensations she permitted with her silent consent.

He stroked her breasts, her hips, her thighs, as he explored her with the tip of his tongue, as he felt her turn hot and liquid at his touch. She trembled in his hold. She opened her hands on his shoulders, clutching him, her hips tipping toward him, pushing with instinct and need to an ancient rhythm they both understood.

Soon he felt the delicious tremors of her release, heard the startled gasp as the sensation gripped her. While she shuddered, he pulled her down onto his lap, astride, her long legs dangling to either side of his thighs. She collapsed against him, her cheek against his shoulder, her breath hot puffs against his neck, while he held her and suffered the torture of his needy flesh.

Austin slipped his hand between them and flicked open the buttons of his trousers, releasing his heated flesh, touching her soft curls, warm skin, sleek and ready. He clenched his hands in the hair that tumbled around her bare shoulders, fighting against the desire to plunge inside her, to claim her body as she had claimed his soul. "Sarah, look at me, love."

Sarah lifted her head, the lamplight glittering in her eyes. She looked drowsy with the desire he had kindled inside her.

"Feel me." Sarah's eyes grew wide as he captured her hand and led her to his hardened sex. "Know me."

She eased her fingers around him, and he stirred in her grasp. "Oh, my," she whispered, snatching her hand away from him.

"Touch me, Sarah." He made no move to force her, holding her only with his gaze.

She moistened her lips, a slow slide of the tip of her tongue. She lowered her eyes, studying the long length of him before she touched him.

Austin closed his eyes, willing his body to stay still in her grasp. Long fingers, cool against his heat, soft, curious, testing his length, his breadth, squeezing him, wrenching a moan from his throat.

"I'm sorry," she whispered, pulling away from him. "I didn't mean to hurt you."

"No." He grabbed her hand and brought her back to where his body craved her touch. "It wasn't pain, Sarah. Not pain."

"Oh." She glanced down to where he held her hand against his hardened flesh. "I think I understand." A shy smile curved her lips as she slipped her fingers around him.

"Yes." He showed her the rhythm that turned his blood to fire. Sarah responded, sliding her hands along his length, delicate fingers squeezing, quickly learning where the sensation flared thick and hot.

Austin threw back his head, a growl emanating from deep in his chest. "A joining, Sarah." He pressed against her moist threshold, easing his way into the most delicious heat he had ever felt. "We've found each other again, as we have in a thousand lifetimes."

A joining.

Sarah understood. She embraced each nuance of that meaning.

"A joining," she whispered.

He never took his eyes from hers as he eased inside her, and in his eyes she saw eternity. "My Edaina."

The pain was fleeting, like a glowing ember tossed into a pool, sizzling for one brief moment before it was engulfed in the water. And she felt engulfed as well, surrounded by him, drawn into a pool of sensation that rippled all around her and in her.

She slid her hands through his thick black hair, feeling the damp heat of his scalp as she held his head and kissed him. His scent aroused her senses, a trace of bayberry mingled with a spice all his own. His hands, everywhere, stroking her, squeezing her nipples, brushing her low, in that place where desire flared and ripped through her like lightning.

Soon he drove all thought from her mind until there was only sensation flowing through her, until she shimmered with the light and heat that ignited between them, fusing the two into one.

Together they rose to a place beyond the bounds of time. There, in that glittering realm, pleasure ruled supreme, granting promise and freedom. Sarah shuddered in his arms, arching, distantly hearing his voice mingling with her own, unintelligible, joyful.

She collapsed against him, breathing hard, clutching him, her arms tight around his shoulders and neck. Passion. Until now a fuzzy, indistinct concept. A word seldom used, often pondered.

She drew a deep breath, inhaling the salt and musk of his damp neck. He held her close, his arms around her bare back, his thighs cushioning her bottom, his body still deep within her.

How could anyone live without passion in their lives? How had she lived before this moment in his arms? Perhaps she hadn't. Perhaps all that had come before was merely a state of existing.

She turned her head, rubbing her cheek against the warm silk of his shirt, catching a glimpse of the mirror. Startling, their images suspended in the glass, a woman nestled against a man, naked, her breasts flush against his chest. A portrait of wanton abandon.

Like mother, like daughter.

The words hissed inside her brain, threatening her. Yet for the first time in her life, she began to understand their true meaning. She began to understand how a woman might turn toward this warmth, especially a woman faced with the frigid reality of a lifetime filled with bitter loneliness.

And what had her mother faced all those years ago? The marriage of her parents had been arranged, this Sarah knew. Had her mother found the chill of winter where there should have been the heat of summer?

Austin lifted her hair, drawing it back from her shoulders, allowing the heavy mane to fall down her back, the silky strands sliding against her moist skin. "Are you all right, love?"

By the tone of his voice, Sarah knew he was asking her more than how well she had weathered the physical pain of their first joining. She drew back in his arms, looking at this man who had changed her, this man who had brought her to life.

He was watching her as though he were waiting for her to pass sentence on him. She slid her fingers over his brow, smoothing away the lines of his concern. "I'm better than I have ever been in my life."

Her words caused his lips to curve upward. "You're better than I ever imagined, my love."

"I'm different than I ever imagined." She slipped her fingers into the hair at his nape and gave the silken strands a gentle tug. "I find you make me dreadfully curious, Lord Sinclair."

He traced the curve of her ear with his fingertip. "How is that, Lady Sinclair?"

"I wonder what it shall be like to sleep in your arms." She pressed her lips to his chin, feeling his sigh against her cheek. "Are you going to wear all of these clothes to bed?" she asked, sliding her fingers down the front of his shirt.

He cradled her face in his hands and kissed her until she moaned with the sheer pleasure of it. "My beautiful wife, the only thing I wish to wear in bed is the warmth of your body."

Tiny quivers of delight rippled through her at the husky tone in his voice. "Perhaps I'm truly wicked, but I find I want to feel your skin against mine."

"Anything for my wicked lady." He allowed her to undress him, and she sensed he took pleasure in the way she parted and pulled the shirt from his shoulders as though she were opening a present on Christmas morning.

She slid her hands over the smooth skin of his shoulders, tracing the play of golden light that curved along the thick muscles. "I was tempted to do this that first night we met."

He smiled. "I thought you were tempted to strangle me."

"I was. Because of how terribly wicked you made me feel." She explored the springy black curls covering his chest, hesitating as she touched his left side. The skin was smooth here, as smooth as his shoulders. "You're completely healed. I thought there would be a scar."

He caught her hand and brought her fingers to his lips. "It must have been your gentle care."

She frowned as she looked at his side, the smooth skin taut across his ribs. "But. I don't understand."

"Sarah, my love, you sound disappointed that I'm not horribly disfigured."

"Of course not, it's just -"

He stood with her in his arms, cutting off her words with his lips. He held her against him, her breasts pressed to his naked chest as though he wanted to absorb her into his skin. He slid his firm lips against hers, teasing her with his tongue as he carried her toward the bed. By the time her back touched the cool sheet, all thoughts of the scar that should have been there had evaporated from her thoughts.

Sarah sighed as he pulled away from her, a word-less sound of protest that shocked her with the desire that colored her own voice. He smiled as though he were satisfied with her reaction.

All her life she had fought this wickedness she knew lurked deep inside her. Yet here she was, watching a man strip away his clothes, and she couldn't manage to summon a single guilty twinge.

Sarah held her breath as he slipped the black wool of his trousers from his narrow hips. Beneath, he wore white silk drawers, the soft cloth molding his body, which had grown hard and ready for her once more. He looked down at her with eyes that had darkened to a smoky blue as he stripped away the last scrap of his clothing, sliding the silk down the long length of his legs.

Her gaze was drawn from his wide shoulders down the length of his chest to that part of him she had felt move deep inside her. If it had not already occurred she would think it impossible for her body to sheathe him.

"I believe we fit perfectly," he said, as though he could read her thoughts.

"So it would seem," she whispered, feeling a liquid heat simmer deep inside her in that secret place only he had ever claimed.

He sank to the bed beside her, stretching the length of his body against her, his warmth closing around her with the rich musky scent of his skin. "Shall we make certain?"

She slipped her arms around his shoulders, the curls on his chest teasing her aching nipples. "Yes."

The small crystal glowed in Bram Duggan's hand, capturing the warmth of his palm, radiating like moonlight, reflecting on the glass cases of the treasure room. He smiled as he entered the room. It was about time Lord Sinclair put pride and honor aside and allowed a professional to do his job. He knew there was some reason he liked the man.

Bram shifted the crystal, directing the light toward the cabinets lining the wall to his right. If he could open the drapes, allow the moonlight into the room, he would be able to move faster. But he couldn't take the risk.

According to Sinclair the medallion was in the second cabinet. His pulse beat against the high collar of his black shirt as he crept across the room. Mrs. Van Horne and her daughter slept in rooms at the opposite end of the hall, overlooking the gardens. Yet he knew one wrong move, one wayward sound, could bring disaster.

He held up the crystal as he reached the cabinet, the light glowing on the polished rosewood, glinting on the glass. Beyond the glass, gold captured the radiance of the light. Ancient gold. Timeless mysteries.

The brass handle was cold against his hand as he opened the cabinet door. Nothing but a soft slide of wood against wood to betray him. He would be in and out without incident. Nothing would go wrong. Nothing would stop him. Still, he couldn't banish the tension coiling around him.

He drew a deep breath into his tight lungs. He lifted the medallion, the gold heavy in his grasp, heavy as the weight of ultimate power. It was the first time he had ever touched a medallion of the Inner Circle. What secrets did it hold? What powers could it channel?

His reason for being here faded. The danger of detection dissolved as he stared into the eye of the ancient symbol of flight, the emerald winking in the light. In his mind the legends whispered.

The magic to disappear into thin air. The ability to move through time. The power to destroy with a bolt of lightning. All of this and more was told in the legends of the lords of the Inner Circle, the guardians of knowledge. What was true? Were the legends nothing more than fairy tales?

He sensed movement behind him: a brush of heat, a slide of footsteps on wood. Careless! He had been careless, allowing his defenses to slip. Bram clutched the medallion in his hand. He pivoted to face the intruder.

Something heavy cracked against his skull. Light splintered with pain in his brain. He clutched the medallion in his hand as his legs buckled beneath him.

Couldn't let them have it! Couldn't fail...

The floor dissolved beneath him, and he fell into the cold fathomless depths of darkness.

Leighton pried open Duggan's hand, pulling back the long fingers, exposing the medallion to the strange light glowing from the crystal that lay on the floor a few feet away from the man's body. He dropped Duggan's hand on the floor and stood, staring at the medallion. "So this is what Sinclair wanted."

"Is he dead?" Collin asked, gazing down at Duggan, his voice betraying his terror.

"You look as though you're going to be ill." Leighton bent to retrieve the glowing crystal. It was cool and hard to the touch. The glow intensified as he held it. "If you expect to stay with me, you really must develop a stronger stomach, Collin."

Collin sank to his knees. He hesitated a moment before he placed a trembling hand over Duggan's heart. "He's alive," he whispered, sinking back on his heels.

"Yes, I suppose he would have a rather thick skull." Leighton stared down at the unconscious man. He had thick blond hair, strong features, a full mouth parted to reveal a glimmer of white teeth. He was a handsome brute.

"Leighton, let's get out of here."

"Relax. The sleeping powder I slipped into their evening hot chocolate will keep Roxanne and Clarissa out of our way." Leighton slipped the medallion into the pocket of his trousers. "Now what should we do with him?"

"Leave him."

"I wouldn’t want anyone to find him here, not in this room. It would raise far too many questions should my dear stepmama call the police." Leighton smiled as he stared down at Duggan, an image forming in his brain, a delightfully wicked image. "Help me strip him."
Austin stared at the pale lace curtains fluttering in the cool evening breeze. Moonlight poured through the open windows, streaming across the carpet, rippling over the white linen sheets of the bed where he lay with Sarah.

She was so warm, nestled against his side, bare except for the sheet that covered her. He held her close, his arm along her back, his hand on her naked hip beneath the sheet. She lay trusting in his embrace, her head against his shoulder, her hand riding the rise and fall of his chest.

Never in his life had he felt this complete. Never in his life had he felt this frightened. He slid his hand along the downy curve of her hip. What would she do when he told her the truth? Who would she choose, her husband or her brother?

''You called me your Edaina." With her fingertip, Sarah drew a serpentine pattern on his chest, sliding up toward his chin. "What does that mean?"

"Soul mate."

"Yes, I feel that way." She smiled as she looked up at him. "I've never heard that word before."

"It's from a language long forgotten." Austin kissed the tip of her nose.

"Then how do you know of it?"

It was impossible to tell the entire truth. Yet he would not lie, not now, not when he wanted to give her the best of himself. I studied ancient cultures."

"I see. One reason why you're so interested in antiquities."

He stroked the hair back from her temple. "One of the reasons."

She turned her face into his shoulder, pressing a soft kiss against his skin. "I've been thinking of my mother. Do you think she might agree to see me? I would like very much to talk to her."

"I'm certain she would. I'll talk to her tomorrow."

"Thank you." Sarah closed her eyes, thick lashes brushing his skin. "Perhaps you don't know this, but I am very good at business."

"I know you're very good at many things." He tugged the edge of the sheet that lay above her hip, exposing the pale curves of her breasts.

"I'm serious." She lifted herself up on her elbow, her hair tumbling over her shoulder, gathering in a silken pool on his chest. Moonlight etched her features from the shadows.

Austin didn't want to be serious, not yet. They would have so little time before the world would intrude once more, before he faced the risk of losing her. He lowered his gaze, staring at her breasts, carved white alabaster in the moonlight, round and gorgeous.

"I have suggested several investments for my uncle to make, and we've done well with them. Although there is one whose worth I don't seem to be able to convince him of."

Austin drew a deep breath, filling his senses with the delicate trace of lavender and her own enticing perfume. Deception, it was there between them, the lies he had spread so easily. "Your apartment houses for the poor."

She nodded, her hair brushing his skin, sending shivers of sensation rippling along his nerves. "When Leighton comes home, my uncle and cousin shall have no alternative but to agree to my plan." She smiled, a devious little curve of her lips. "My brother will do what I ask of him, I know it."

She was close to Leighton, as close as any brother and sister could be. Austin felt a shaking within him, as though he stood on the edge of a cliff, the ground shifting beneath him. One wrong move and he would tumble headlong into oblivion.

"I haven't been completely honest with you."

Austin's breath stilled in his chest. "What have you told me that wasn't true?"

"Oh, I told you the truth; I simply didn't tell you the entire truth." She smiled as she peeked at him from beneath her lashes. "My inheritance was initially quite modest, but I've been able to invest most of it and I've done well."

"So I've married a rich heiress after all."

"Not exactly rich, but comfortable." She brushed her fingers over the curls in the center of his chest. "I would hope you will no longer feel the need to... ah... collect things for people."

"I reformed the moment I met you." Austin traced the curve of her brow with his fingertip, smoothing away her frown. I wouldn't want to take the chance of being locked away from you, my love."

"I'm so glad. I thought, if you didn't mind, I might take a look at your financial situation to see what might be accomplished." She stared at his chin as she spoke, as though she were afraid to meet his eyes. "Of course, even with my contribution to our funds, we will need to live more modestly than what you are accustomed to. But I think if we are prudent, we shall do fine."

Austin drew a breath that shattered in his chest. She humbled him with the pure innocence of her love. "Would you come live in a woodcutter's cottage with me, Sarah?"

She looked up into his eyes and what he saw in the hazel depths filled his soul with light. "I would live anywhere, as long as I could be with you."

"Sarah," he whispered, sliding his arms around her.

He rolled with her in his arms, spilling her hair across his pillow. He kissed her, and she opened to him, slipping her arms around his neck, holding him as though she thought he might disappear with the first light of dawn. Desperation rose inside him with the fear of losing her.

"No matter what happens, Sarah, he whispered, drawing back to look into her eyes, "remember that I love you, more than my life."

Sarah frowned, a look of concern darkening her eyes, and he realized she was sensing his own fear. "Is something wrong?"

"Nothing, as long as I have you. I love you, Sarah." Slowly he sank into her welcoming heat, joining their bodies. "Promise me you will remember this night and know my love for you."

"I will." She cradled his face in her hands, looking up at him in wonder and joy. "And know I love you, my husband."

He moved inside her, loving her until she moaned and shuddered beneath him again and again, until she begged for him to join her in that dazzling realm where love and passion gave promise of tomorrow. As their blood cooled, as he held her through the fleeting night, he thought of the dawn rushing to meet them, and the deceptions he would lay bare in the light of day.

Chapter Twenty-One
Rhys Sinclair paused on the path leading from his home to the bluff overlooking the ruins of ancient Avallon. Brianna stood on the edge of the cliff, staring into the valley below. The breeze lifted her long, unbound hair to the rays of the morning sun, the silken strands shimmering like dark molten gold in the light.

He had known he would find her here. She had been his wife for more than thirty years. She had given him three children and a life filled with love. He could sense her feelings as keenly as he could sense his own. And he knew how troubled she was.

She turned as he approached, looking up at him with eyes that held the blue-gray light of dawn. She was still as beautiful as she had been that first day he had seen her, riding a chestnut stallion like the wind over the emerald hills of Ireland.

"What did the council say?" she asked.

He brushed his fingertips over the lines of worry carved into her brow. "They agreed to hold judgment on Austin until after he successfully completes this mission."

"And if he isn't successful?"

"Have faith in him." He didn't want to imagine the consequences should Austin fail to return with the medallion.

"I wish he were home, she whispered.

Rhys slid his arms around her. He held her close, drinking in her warmth, giving and taking comfort, wishing for the day when their family would be whole again.

"What is the meaning of this!"

The sharp words pierced Bram Duggan's pounding head like pointed darts of steel. He opened his eyes, blinking at the sunlight that blinded him. Pink silk trimmed in thick white lace formed a canopy over his head. He was in bed. Somewhere.

A scream ripped through his ears, shattering like broken glass in his brain. He sat up, his bleary eyes focusing on the woman standing at the foot of the bed. Roxanne Van Horne. And she looked as though her worst nightmare had come to life.

Memories tumbled through his brain like sand falling through his fingers. The medallion, he had held it, and then... he groaned with the realization that he had lost it. Van Horne. It must have been Van Horne.

"What are you doing here?"

Bram glanced toward the shrill sound. Clarissa Van Horne sat beside him, clutching a white sheet to her naked breasts. Great Alexis! He was in her bed.

"Clarissa, how could you do this to me?" Roxanne pressed her hand to her heart, slim white fingers fanned against her gold satin wrapper. "Under my own roof!"

"Mother, I didn't! I swear!"

Bram rolled from the bed, his head spinning with the sudden movement. He had to get to Sinclair, warn him.

"My heavens!" Roxanne gasped, her eyes wide as she stared at him standing there in her daughter's room, as naked as the day he was born.

Clarissa screamed.

Bram pressed his fingers to his pounding temples. Where were his clothes? A nightgown, blue silk in a heap on the pink-and-white carpet. A wrapper, blue satin over the carved arm of a chair. No sign of his trousers.

"Explain yourself, young lady."

Bram snatched the robe. Satin screamed as he shrugged his broad shoulders into the fitted garment, seams popping down the back. The smooth satin brushed the top of his knees.

"Mother, I swear. I didn't do anything. He did it!"

Bram looked from Roxanne, who stood like a queen, pale and indignant at the foot of her precious daughter's bed, to the little princess, who sat clutching the sheet to her chin with one hand, pointing an accusing finger at him with the other.

"Explain yourself, Duggan," Roxanne demanded. "Just what are you doing in my daughter's room?"

Even if he'd wanted to explain, he couldn't. "Guess I fell asleep."

"Fell asleep!" Clarissa stared at him with her lovely mouth wide open. "Why, you dirty stable rat! How dare you come into my room!"

Bram clenched his jaw as he stared at the arrogant witch. He remembered every lurid glance the little hypocrite had cast in his direction, every painful moment he had spent in a saddle at her command. "Guess we should have kept meeting in the stable, Clarissa."

"What!"

"How long has this been going on, young woman?" Roxanne demanded.

"Mother, nothing is going on. I don't know how he got in here."

"How do you suppose we shall keep this quiet?" Roxanne demanded. "You're ruined!"

"No! Nothing happened! I swear!"

"How can we ever find a suitable match now?" Roxanne paced back and forth beside her daughter's bed. "How could you have done anything so foolish?"

While Roxanne heaped one dire consequence after another on Clarissa's shoulders, Bram edged toward the door. As much as he was enjoying the fall of the little tyrant, he needed to get to Sinclair. Van Horne had several hours' head start.

Bram collided with Emerson as he slipped out the open door. Emerson drew back, his dark eyes growing round as pennies as he stared at Bram.

"I heard a scream," Emerson said, one dark brow lifting as he took in Bram's appearance.

Blue satin ruffles outlined a wide vee of bare skin and light brown curls that plunged from his chin to where Bram clutched the robe together at his waist. There was little hope for an innocent explanation.

Emerson glanced into the room where Roxanne was pacing, bemoaning the life she had sacrificed for her daughter. Clarissa sat whimpering on the bed. "There seems to be quite a disturbance."

"Seems we got caught," Bram said.

Emerson looked at Bram, a shadow of a smile on his lips. "Yes, so it would seem."

The entire staff would know of Clarissa's indiscretion in a matter of moments, Bram thought as he hurried past the butler, blue satin flaring around him. Gossip tended to rip through the servants' quarters like wildfire through dry grass. He estimated it would take no more than a few hours before most of New York would be whispering about Clarissa's affair with a lowly groom.

Poor Clarissa, Bram thought as he hurried down the narrow staircase leading to the kitchen. She might actually have to start behaving like a human being.

Sarah slowed her footsteps as she approached the front door of Isabel Bennett's house. Sunlight streamed through the carved glass of the window that arched above the wide oak door, tossing rainbows across the white and black squares of marble that lined the front hall.

A lifetime had passed since she had spoken more than a few curt words to her mother. Diana was waiting for Sarah now at her hotel. There were a thousand things Sarah had always wanted to ask her mother. Strange, but at the moment she couldn't think of anything except the hope she would not appear bitter. She wanted to put the bitterness aside.

Austin took her arm as they reached the door, turning Sarah to face him. She saw complete understanding in his eyes. Without words, he knew her fear, her anxiety, her reluctance and need to go through with this. And he was there for her, willing to give her his strong arm should she need it.

"Sarah, are you sure you want to do this alone?"

"Know that I love you, and that I'm grateful to you for helping me face my past." Sarah touched his cheek, his skin warm and firm beneath her palm.

"But this is something I must do alone."

He smiled, his cheek moving beneath her palm. "You're going to be just fine, milady."

Across the street from Isabel Bennett's house, Leighton Van Horne sat beneath the roof of the carriage he had hired, hidden in the shadows, watching as Austin Sinclair left the house with Sarah beside him.

Sarah!

She was his sister. She alone cared. And now that man was taking her away from him.

Leighton clutched the reins between his hands, the pair of grays moving restlessly in the traces, their harnesses jangling. He wanted to toss back his head and scream. He wanted to take Sinclair's throat between his hands and squeeze the life from him.

He watched as Sinclair lifted Sarah into a waiting carriage, his hands lingering at her waist. The look that passed between them was intimate. That man had defiled his sister.

One more reason to hate. One more reason to make sure Sinclair paid with his life.

She was leaving alone. Was she being followed? Was she being used as bait to trap him? Leighton hesitated before he followed her carriage. He had to see her. He had to show her the monster she had married.

Sarah pulled up in front of the carriage entrance of the Kensington Hotel on Madison Square. Tilting her head, she stared at the four stories of carved gray stone, wondering if her mother stood at one of the windows shining in the sunlight. What would she say? How should she greet her mother after 23 years?

A carriage pulled up beside her, the collapsible black top raised, shielding the driver from her view. She lifted the reins in her hands, preparing to drive through the carriage entrance.

''Sarah."

Sarah jumped at the raspy whisper. She turned toward the carriage that stood beside her. The driver had poked his head around the black edge of the roof. For a moment she didn't recognize this dark-haired man, but his features, she knew those features. "Leighton! What are you doing -"

"Hush, Sarah." Leighton looked around as though he expected one of the people strolling in the park across the street would come chasing after him. "I need to talk to you. Follow me."

"I have an engagement." Sarah thought it better to keep the identity of the person she was meeting from Leighton. He hated their mother. "Give me an hour and I'll -"

"Sarah, my life is at stake. You have to come with me."

"Your life?"

"I'll explain everything later." Leighton glanced over his shoulder before looking at Sarah, his handsome face intense. "Come with me."

Sarah glanced up at the windows of the hotel. She had waited 23 years for this meeting.

"Sarah, I need you."

She looked at her brother. He was desperate; she could see it in his pale blue eyes. Another few hours, she could wait another few hours to resolve her past.

Collin strained against the linen that bound his hands and feet. Leighton had used Collin's own ties to bind him. Sunlight poured through the portholes in Collin's cabin on his own yacht, creeping under the door of the storage closet where Leighton had left him.

The handkerchief Leighton had stuffed into his mouth gagged him. The silk scarf tied around his face to keep the handkerchief in place bit into the sides of his mouth. The fear inside him beat like a fist against his heart.

He rocked in the narrow space, tears leaking from the corners of his eyes. He didn't want to die. Lord help him, he would do anything to stay alive.

He thought of his father, Fraser Bennett, lord of the Inner Circle, Central Council member. He would expect Collin to die to preserve Avallon.

There was a time, when he was young, when Collin had imagined he would one day grow up to be the image of his father. Now he sat poised to betray him and everything he held dear.

He imagined how shocked Lord Fraser Bennett would be to discover his own son a traitor. Such a terrible blow to his political aspirations. After all the years of diligent work, all the precious time he had stolen from his family, Fraser might never become leader of the Central Council.

Laughter shook Collin, laughter born of fear and the irony of destroying his father's dreams.

Austin shifted in his chair, the white wicker creaking beneath him. He stared at the fountain in the center of Isabel's conservatory, watching the water tumble in the sunlight, wondering how Sarah and her mother were getting along. As they had planned, in an hour he would meet Duggan in the alley behind the Van Horne house. When Austin had the medallion, he would tell Sarah the truth.

He drew a deep breath, orange blossoms and jasmine leaving a sweet tang on his tongue. He only prayed Sarah would forgive him for deceiving her.

"That boy." Isabel dropped the letter she had been reading on the table, the ivory parchment gliding on the warm air, bumping against the silver tea server.

"Is something wrong?" Austin asked.

"It seems my great-grandson has decided to go sailing for a few weeks." Isabel leaned back in her chair. "As though there were nothing more important for the boy to do than to take his yacht out and play."

"You have been all the help my family has needed, Isabel."

She smiled, and yet there was a melancholy to her look. "I fear your travails have not yet passed, my dear young man."

Austin nodded. "I'm going to talk with Sarah when she gets back this afternoon."

"I hope she understands. And I hope the Central Council..." Isabel paused as Bram Duggan swept into the room, pushing the palm fronds and banana leaves aside like a strong wind as he stormed along the marble-lined path.

Austin came to his feet. "What's wrong?"

Bram halted beside the table, his broad shoulders rising beneath his blue cotton shirt with each quick breath he took. "Van Horne was in the house last night. He has the medallion."

Bram's words hit Austin like a hard right to the belly. "What happened?"

"I had it in my hand. And I let him blindside me. I woke up this morning with a lump on my head." Bram ran his hand over the back of his head, ruffling his thick blond hair. "There is no excuse for it. I should have been more cautious."

"Great Alexis!" Isabel clasped her hands on the table as though she were trying to force herself to remain calm. "What do we do now?"

Austin turned as Jenkins, the butler, entered the room. The short, slender man with the thinning brown hair was from Avallon and had been with Isabel for more than 50 years.

"You have a telephone call, sir," Jenkins said. "Mrs. Schuyler. It seems Lady Sinclair never arrived at the hotel."

"Sarah," Austin whispered.

"Do you think Van Horne has gotten to her?" Bram asked.

Austin didn't want to think of the disaster if he had. "Isabel, talk to Diana; try to calm her concerns. Bram, contact the others at the train stations, the docks - make sure they know Van Horne has been seen in the city. I'm going to look for Sarah." If she was with her brother, Austin had an idea of where they might be.
Leighton tossed a pebble toward the river, the stone arcing down the 30-foot slope, slicing through the sunlight before sinking into the glittering water. He turned away from the water, smiling as he looked at Sarah.

Sarah watched him, feeling as though she were that pebble he had tossed into the river, arcing now, flying through the air, headed for disaster. "Leighton, why did you bring me here?"

"Do you remember this place?" He pressed his hands flat against the old hickory below the initials he had carved deep into the bark, scarring the tree forever. "We had fun here, didn't we?"

"Leighton, what's wrong? What did you mean when you said your life was in danger?"

Leighton rested his shoulder against the scarred old hickory. Sunlight filtered through the leaves overhead, dripping golden light on his hair and shoulders. "Someone wants to murder me."

"Murder!"

"I'm being followed, Sarah, chased like an animal. That's why I did this to my hair." Leighton shoved his hand through the hair he had always prized, a dark brown dye concealing the silvery blond tresses that usually fell to his shoulders. Cut short now, the dark mane barely brushed the lobes of his ears.

"Who would want to murder you?"

Leighton held her gaze a long moment before he spoke. "Austin Sinclair."

Sarah felt that downward plunge, waters of doubt rising to meet her. "This is no time to be joking, Leighton."

"Oh, Sarah. I'm not joking, my dear heart. Austin Sinclair wants to murder me."

Sarah balled her hands into fists at her sides. "You're talking about my husband."

"It seems I got here too late to save you." Leighton picked at the bark with his finger. "You're part of his plan, you see."

"I don't understand." Sarah was sinking, dark waters rising all around her, drawing her under a river filled with a lifetime of doubts. She fought to stay afloat. "Why would he marry me if he wants to murder you? It doesn't make sense."

"Oh, my darling Sarah, it makes perfect sense. You see, his sister fell in love with me. And when I did not return Alexandria's affection, she tried to kill herself."

"What did you do to her?"

"Nothing, dear heart. Nothing but insist on choosing my own bride. Still, I'm afraid Austin Sinclair doesn't see it that way. He wants to punish me for his sister's folly."

"I don't believe it."

Leighton's face twisted in pain as though she had slapped him hard across the cheek. "Sarah, do you think I would lie to you?"

"There must be some reasonable explanation."

"Who else could you count on but me, Sarah? There has always been only the two of us against the world."

"I can't believe it." Sarah felt her doubts wrap around her, draw her under, drowning her. "I can't believe, Austin would -"

"Sarah, did he ever mention the gold medallion I sent to you?"

"He said you obtained it illegally."

"Alexandria gave me that medallion. It's been in the Sinclair family for generations. He wants it back almost as much as he wants to punish me. By marrying you he could get the medallion."

Why would a man like Austin Sinclair be interested in a woman like Sarah Van Horne? It all made sense now. It was all so horribly clear. And still she didn't want to face the truth. "He said he loved me."

"Of course he did. Don't you see, by marrying you, he has accomplished the ultimate revenge, better than murdering me. I'm sure he plans to leave you, cause a scandal, ruin you, as he fancies I have ruined his sister."

I would give my life for them. Isn't that what Austin had said about his brother and sister? What more would he do? She leaned against the trunk of a tall oak, pressing her cheek to the rough bark, her knees dissolving beneath her. "How could he lie that way? I don't understand how he could -"

"Sarah," Leighton whispered, resting his hand on her shoulder. "A man like that has much experience in capturing the hearts of unsuspecting women."

Images of the night before flickered in her mind.

She had fallen so easily under his spell. The lies, how she had wanted to believe those lovely lies. I made it so easy for him."

"Don't blame yourself."

Sarah's stomach squeezed, threatening her. She swallowed back the gorge rising in her throat, tears filling her eyes.

Fool!
She had been such an incredible fool.

"We'll make him pay, Sarah."

Sarah closed her eyes, wishing she could close out the taunting images in her head. How Austin must have laughed at her, the eager old maid, willing to do anything for a shred of tenderness.

"I have a plan, Sarah," Leighton said, rubbing his hand over her shoulder. "If you -"

"Stand away from her, Van Horne."

Sarah flinched at the sound of Austin's voice. She turned and found him standing a few feet away, holding a pistol pointed at Leighton. And yet it didn't seem like Austin at all. The gentle man with the generous smile was gone, and in his place stood a stranger, a man who had stolen her last shred of dignity, a man who wanted to murder her brother.

Even his face seemed different to her now, harder. The strong lines and curves of his face were those of a conqueror; his silvery blue eyes wore the fierce look of a warrior.

"I said stand away from her, Van Horne."

Leighton squeezed her arm before moving several feet to her right. Austin kept the pistol pointed at him, turning away from Sarah. They were alone, secluded here, far from the walking path. There would be no one to help, Sarah thought. Leighton and she had only each other, as they had all their lives.

"Sarah, are you all right?" Austin glanced at her he spoke, and for a moment she imagined seeing regret in his eyes. Another illusion.

"How did you find us?" Sarah asked.

"I remembered you said this was one of your brother's favorite places. I didn't know where else to start looking for you."

"Do you plan to kill my brother?"

"Sarah, I don't know what he told you, but believe me, I'm only doing what needs to be done. Your brother is a criminal."

"Only in your eyes, Sinclair," Leighton said.

"Trust in me, Sarah," Austin whispered.

How could she trust him when he held a pistol pointed at her brother?

Austin frowned as he stared at Van Horne. "Where's the medallion?"

The medallion. It was as Leighton had said - Austin wanted the medallion. He had lied to her from the beginning.

Sarah moved toward the stranger she had married, keeping her gaze on the pistol in his hand, sunlight glinting on the polished steel barrel. Slow steps, measured, each one bringing her closer to the pistol he held. Did he intend to shoot her, too?

"It's important to you, isn't it?" Leighton moved to his right, away from Sarah, causing Austin to track him with the pistol. "That small piece of gold."

"Tell me where it is, Van Horne."

"If you kill me, you'll never find it," Leighton said.

Sarah stared at the pistol glinting in the sunlight that pierced the leaves overhead, wondering if that small revolver might end her life. It didn't matter, not now. She drew a deep breath, preparing to launch herself at Austin.

"Sarah?" Austin turned toward her, catching her before she had a chance to move.

Sarah froze, her gaze dropping to the pistol pointed now at her chest. "Are you going to shoot me, too?"

"Sarah, you can't believe that," Austin said.

Sarah stared at that pistol. She had to stop him. She couldn't let him kill Leighton.

"She hates you for what you did to her, Sinclair."

Austin glanced back at Leighton. "You filled her with lies. She'll soon learn you -"

Sarah rammed Austin's arm, throwing her entire weight against him. It was enough to knock him off balance. He stumbled, with Sarah clinging to his arm.

"Sarah!" Austin shouted. He pulled his arm free of her grasp, pushing her aside. But it was too late.

"One move and I'll shoot, Sinclair."

Sarah glanced at her brother, her entire body trembling. He held a pistol in his hand, small and silver, deadly, pointed straight at Austin's heart. She looked up at Austin. In his eyes she saw anger and a reckless determination.

"Drop the gun."

Austin hesitated.

"I'll put a bullet in your heart before you have a chance to aim that pistol."

"No," Sarah whispered. "Austin, please drop the gun."

Austin glanced at her, his eyes narrowed with fury. He flexed his fingers on the silver handle before he allowed the revolver to drop from his hand.

Sarah stared at Leighton. He was smiling, his eyes glittering like an icy lake on a sunny winter day, a stranger's eyes. In that instant she wondered if she knew the man she had lived with all her life. Had Austin been telling the truth? Quickly she cast away her doubts. If she couldn't trust Leighton, she could trust no one.

"I'm going to kill you for what you did to my sister." Leighton lifted the gun, pointing it at Austin's head. "Right between your eyes."

"Leighton!" Sarah dashed in front of Austin.

"Stay clear, Sarah," Austin said, pushing her out of the way.

Sarah stumbled, hitting the hickory with her shoulder. She scarcely felt the pain as she stared at her brother and realized he was about to kill Austin. "Leighton, don't do this!"

Leighton laughed, transforming this frightening stranger into the brother she loved. "Sarah, my heart, do you think I would actually kill a man? I just wanted to scare him a little."

Austin didn't look frightened. He looked as though he wanted to rip Leighton apart with his bare hands, Sarah thought, swallowing past the lump of fear in her throat.

"Take off your tie, Sinclair, and hand it to my sister."

Austin stared at Sarah as he unfastened his tie and slipped the strip of white linen from around his starched white collar. "He's not what you think he is, Sarah," he said, holding out his hand, the tie dangling from his long fingers. "He's a murderer."

"Liar!" Sarah snatched the tie from Austin's hand. "You would say anything to get what you want, wouldn't you?"

"Looks like she doesn't trust you," Leighton said, smiling at Austin. "Now put your back against that tree and wrap your arms back around the trunk, Sinclair." He gestured with the pistol toward the old hickory tree.

Austin complied, pressing his back to the tree, keeping his gaze on Sarah.

"Use his tie to secure his hands, Sarah."

Sarah walked around the tree, thankful for the chance to escape the look in Austin's eyes. It was far too accusing, as though she were the one who had betrayed him.

When she was done tying his wrists together she stared down at his hands. His fingers curled toward his palms. Memories washed over her. Gentle hands, touching her, stroking her, bringing her to life. Had it all been a lie?

''Did you tie him nice and tight, Sarah?"

Sarah checked the bonds, tugging on the end of the white linen. "Yes."

Sarah watched as Leighton moved toward Austin, drops of sunlight rippling across the silver barrel of the pistol. She shivered in the breeze. For some reason she couldn't ignore the fear, the unnerving feeling that Leighton would do Austin some harm.

Leighton paused a foot in front of Austin, staring into his eyes. "So you thought you could turn my sister against me."

Austin looked past Leighton to where Sarah had moved to stand behind her brother. "I made the mistake of falling in love with your sister."

Sarah shuddered inside, hope and doubt warring within her.

"Liar!" Leighton swung his hand, hitting Austin across the cheek with the pistol.

Austin groaned, the blow snapping his head to one side.

"Leighton!" Sarah rushed forward, grabbing Leighton's arm when he drew back to strike again.

Leighton looked down at her, his eyes wide and furious. In that instant he looked like a madman.

She gripped his arm tighter, as though she could drag him from the flames of madness that threatened to consume him. "He's helpless."

One corner of Leighton's mouth twitched. "Yes, of course." He released his breath. "I'm just so angry, Sarah. For what he did to you."

"The police will take care of him."

"No," Leighton said. "Sarah, the police would only cause a scandal."

"But what will you do? If he is really trying to murder you, then -"

"Of course he's trying to murder me." Leighton took her arm and led her away from Austin. "Sarah, I can take care of this on my own. All I need is a few hours to get away."

Sarah felt a shudder deep inside her as she stared up into her brother's eyes. "Leighton, you are telling me the truth, aren't you?"

"Sarah, dear heart, you aren't going to doubt me, are you?"

Sarah glanced at Austin. He was watching her, his expression intense. An ugly red mark slashed across his cheek, and blood trickled from the corner of his mouth. There was pain in his eyes, the pain of betrayal.

"God, if you weren't here for me, Sarah, I don't know what I would do," Leighton said, his voice filled with desperation. "Tell me you still believe in me."

Sarah looked up at her brother. Everything he had said about Austin made sense. And yet...

"Sarah, you're all I have."

And he was all she had ever had. "Of course I believe in you, Leighton."

Leighton hugged her. "You keep him here, just for a few hours," he said, pulling away from her. "By then I should be a safe distance away. Will you do that for me, Sarah?"

Sarah nodded.

"Good girl."

She watched as Leighton hurried away from her, disappearing into the trees as he had when they were children playing a game of hide-and-seek. Only they were no longer children. And she was no longer certain she knew the man he had become.

Chapter Twenty-Two
Austin struggled with the bonds that held his wrists. The knots were simple, yet tight, the linen stubborn beneath his fingers. "Sarah, please, untie me."

Sarah turned to face him. A shaft of sunlight sliced through the leaves overhead, spilling over her. Her hair shimmered and her face glowed with the golden flight. A bemused angel wandering earth. A little girl lost in the woods. A woman alone with the man she felt had betrayed her.

"Sarah, please. You must trust me. I can't let him get away."

She moved toward him, her eyes haunted with doubt and pain. When she drew near she took a handkerchief from the pocket of her light gray skirt. Without a word she pressed the plain white linen to his lower lip, dabbing at the ragged wound her brother had inflicted there. Austin clenched his teeth against the sharp sting.

"Sarah, your brother has to be stopped before he harms anyone else."

She drew a breath, shallow, shaky. She lowered her lashes, blocking out the sight of him. "The medallion you were after that first night I met you, it belongs in your family, doesn't it?"

"Your brother stole it from my father's house."

She stared down at the handkerchief she held in her hand, scarlet staining the pure white linen. "Your sister gave it to Leighton."

"Is that what he told you?"

"He said your sister fell in love with him, and when he didn't return her regard, she tried to commit suicide."

"My sister had nothing to do with Leighton."

"I can understand why you wanted to avenge your sister. I..." Her voice cracked with emotion. "I know how much she means to you."

"Alexandria never gave Leighton the medallion. She never felt anything for your brother except revulsion and loathing." Austin tugged at the linen binding his wrists. "Sarah, I don't have time to explain everything. He's getting away. Please believe in me; untie me."

"How can I believe in you?" Sarah stepped back. "How can I know you aren't lying to me?"

He looked down into her eyes, regret squeezing his heart at the look of pain in the beautiful hazel depths. "Do you honestly believe last night was a lie, Sarah?"

"You lied from the first day I met you."

"Not about everything. Not about the way I feel for you."

She shook her head. "I don't believe you."

"Sarah, I never wanted to deceive you. But you were my only chance of retrieving the medallion Leighton had stolen from my family."

"You used me."

"In the beginning." He tugged against his bonds, needing to hold her. Perhaps if he could hold her, he could keep her from slipping away from him. "I love you, Sarah. I never wanted to hurt you. You have to believe me."

She pressed her hands to her temples as though her head were pounding with this struggle for the truth. "You aren't in any financial difficulties, are you?"

"No." He saw what she was doing, knew she needed to reinforce the fact that he was a scoundrel by confirming the lies he had spoken. "But that lie doesn't alter the simple truth. I married you because I didn't want to live without you."

"The night we met, you weren't trying to steal that medallion for some collector; you were trying to retrieve it for your own family. You used me from the beginning." She turned, facing the river, hugging her arms to her waist. "And it was easy for you, manipulating me. I wanted to believe all of your lies."

"If I had told you that your brother is a thief and a murderer, would you have believed me?"

She glanced at him, sunlight reflecting on the tears in her eyes. "My brother is not a thief or a murderer."

"Your brother killed one of the guards at my father's home the night he stole the medallion. He almost killed my brother."

Sarah shook her head. "I don't believe you!"

"It's the truth."

"No." Wildflowers bent beneath her gray skirt as she marched a few feet away from him, buttercups and Queen Anne's lace bowing to her. She paused, staring at the river with her hands clenched into fists at her sides, before turning to face him. "If it is true, why aren't the police after my brother?"

"The murder took place in Brazil." Austin felt the linen loosen around his wrists, but time was slipping away, and with each passing moment a murderer was gaining distance. "Sarah, I know there is much I have to explain. This isn't the time or the place. Untie me. Please."

"I can't. You want to murder my brother."

"I want to bring your brother to justice. I want to make sure he doesn't hurt anyone else."

"I can't believe you. I..." A sob escaped her lips. "Dear heaven, this is all some horrible nightmare."

"Sarah, if you don't believe me, if you think last night was nothing but a lie, you might as well pick up that revolver and put a bullet through my heart."

Sarah glanced down at the revolver lying in the grass near her feet. "No matter how much I despise you for what you did to me, to my brother, I couldn't kill anyone, including you."

Pain punctured his heart like a blade. "You are killing me," he whispered.

"Words, only words." She lowered her eyes, tears spilling down her cheeks. "You're so very good with words."

"Sarah, look into my eyes; tell me you see the truth there. I love you with all of my heart and my soul."

"How eloquently you lie," she whispered, refusing to look at him. "You must have great experience at it."

"I want to take your brother back to Brazil, where he'll have a fair trail. I swear I won't hurt him."

"My brother would never do the things you said he did."

Austin felt the linen drop away from his hands. And still he stood with his back to the tree, knowing he was too late to track Leighton, praying he was in time to save his wife. "Leighton plays by different rules. He takes what he wants, no matter what the cost to others."

"I don't believe you."

"If I could, I would shield you from any harm. But I can't. I always knew I would hurt you with the truth about your brother. I always knew it would come down to a choice, no matter how much I wanted to prevent it."

Austin held his breath, waiting for her to look at him. There was defiance in her eyes when she met his, and he sensed the coming response even before he posed the question. "Who do you choose, Sarah, your brother or your husband?"

She lifted her hands, a fluttery gesture that spoke of the turmoil inside her. "You married me for revenge."

"I married you because I loved you. I do love you."

Sarah shook her head. "You're a liar. And I despise you for it."

He stared at her, seeing the hate in her eyes, feeling the light drain from inside him, the warmth of summer dissolving into the ice of winter. He had lost her. He had been a fool to ever believe he could have her. "I guess you've made your decision."

"I won't let you manipulate me again." She swiped at the tears coursing down her cheeks. "I refuse to believe your lies."

"I admire your loyalty to the ones you love. I only wish I was one of them." Austin stepped away from the tree, baring his last deception.

"You're free!" Sarah stepped back, staring at him as though he were a lion about to devour her.

"Am I, Sarah?" He was still shackled by his love for her, a love he must try to bury, along with his hopes for a life with this woman. He retrieved his pistol.

She turned to run and he pounced, grabbing her arm, swinging her around to face him. "Let go of me!"

"I can't do that. You're part of this now."

Sarah moistened her lips, her eyes wide with fear. "What are you going to do with me?"

Austin drew a breath, his lungs constricted with the pain wrapping around his chest. "Take you home with me, I guess."

"I'm not going anywhere with you!"

Austin looked down into her eyes. They were filled with the fire of hate; desire and love had been consumed in that blaze. "You don't have a choice, Sarah."

"And what will you do, Sinclair?" She glanced to the pistol he held in his hand. "Shoot me?"

"What do you think?"

He felt the fine tremor of fear that rippled through her. "I think you're capable of anything."

The woman he loved more than his own life believed he would kill her. If he didn't feel as though he were dying inside he might laugh. As he led her back to his carriage, he wondered if he would ever be able to pull together the shattered pieces of his soul.

Austin stood beside a banana tree in the conservatory of Isabel Bennett's house, staring at the white orchids nestled in a fork in the branches. He felt frozen inside. Every move he made seemed detached, as though he were nothing but a machine moving through the sphere of space and time. Existence without life.

"I still can't believe Sarah helped him get away."

He glanced to where Isabel was sitting at the table, her hands tightly clasped on the glass top. Bram had returned an hour ago with the report that no one had sighted Leighton Van Horne. It had been six hours since he had escaped. Too long to hope they would catch him. "Sarah doesn't believe her brother did anything wrong."

"This is a disaster." Isabel stared down at her hands, slowly sliding her fingers apart. "The Central Council will investigate all of this, Austin. It will not look good for you, your wife aiding a criminal to escape with the medallion."

"I knew the risk I was taking when I married Sarah." Austin stroked the firm white petals of an orchid, the flower warm from the setting rays of the sun. Ancient vows echoed in his brain. He had failed them his parents, his brother and sister, the Inner Circle, Avallon betrayed them for a woman he should never have touched. "I shall file a complete report. I will of course take complete responsibility for the failure of this mission."

Isabel was quiet. Austin could feel her watching him, judging his emotions. And he knew he revealed nothing. He had transformed his face into a mask. He had buried all emotion deep inside.

He had been taught to focus his will, to mold a situation by thought and reason, and he had abandoned his training for emotion. Lessons should be learned once. He had learned long ago how emotion could betray a man. Only a fool was bitten twice by the same snake. And he was the worst kind of fool.

"What shall you do with Sarah?" Isabel asked.

Austin thought of the woman locked in a cabin on his yacht, a stranger to him now. He would not allow himself to remember what had passed between them the night before. Nothing but illusions, dreams that could not come true, that was all they had shared. "She knows too much to let her go. I'll take her to Avallon with me. I've instructed my crew to be prepared to leave in an hour.''

Isabel stood and moved toward him. She rested her hand on his arm, her fingers slim and white against his dark gray sleeve. When he looked at her she was smiling, a slight curve of her lips that left her eyes filled with concern. "It is true what is said of time. It heals the wounds unseen, my dear young man. I only hope you and Sarah may be so healed."

Austin felt a stirring beneath the ice encrusting his heart, and he stiffened. "You were right, Isabel. I never should have become involved with her."

"You cannot simply cut her out of your soul, Austin."

"Yes, I think that is exactly what I must do." He could not allow his feelings for Sarah to surface again. He would not tumble into that swirling pool of heated emotions. It was like a volcano, that molten pool, and he had plunged into that scalding lava, sacrificed his soul for the chance to win his Edaina.

Sarah paced the length of the sitting room in her suite aboard Sinclair's ship, her footsteps swallowed by the thick Persian carpet of emerald and gold wool. She had expected to be thrown into a hole in the bowels of the ship, not given a luxurious suite of rooms on the top deck.

Along with the sitting room, the suite included a dining room, dressing room, bathroom, and of course a bedroom. All the rooms were paneled in mahogany except for the bathroom, where white marble lined the walls. It was an elegant prison; she had to say that for Sinclair.

Would he expect her to share the suite with him? Did he expect her to lie beside him as she had only yesterday? If he did, if he thought she would melt at his touch, he would soon find he was mistaken.

Where was he taking her? She stared out one of the round portholes, watching as New York dissolved into the horizon, moonlight sprinkling silver across the rolling waves.

Time, how ruthless it could be. Things were happening so quickly. It all seemed some horrible nightmare. A breeze blew in through the opening, bathing her face with the salty tang of the sea.

Had it only been yesterday when she had spoken vows that bound her to a stranger? Waves of bitterness swept over her. She squeezed the edge of the porthole, resting her brow on her hands. It could overwhelm her. If she let it, the pain of Austin's betrayal would overwhelm her, destroy her.

She lifted her face to the breeze and forced the damp, cool air into her lungs. She would not allow it. She would not fall to pieces like a piece of porcelain dropped by a careless hand. Even though she felt broken inside. Even though she felt she had been shattered into a thousand pieces that could never be fit back together again.

She felt a tingle at the back of her neck, a warmth slide down her back, and knew she was no longer alone in the room. She pivoted. Austin was there, standing with his back to the closed door, watching her.

Chapter Twenty-Three
Sarah silently berated herself. She should know better, but there it was, that leap of excitement centered in her chest at the sight of him, that sudden racing of her heart that left her breathless.

Austin looked like a romantic pirate, dressed in a loose-fitting white linen shirt and close-fitting black breeches tucked into knee-high black boots. And yet she felt no danger emanating from this man, only a haunting melancholy.

His face might have been carved from marble, it was so cold. His eyes might have been the pale glitter of silver, they were so lifeless. It frightened her, this stillness she sensed inside him, like a lake in the dead of winter, frozen to its depths. In his arms he held Merlin, the plump feline purring contentedly.

"Merlin," she whispered, moving toward them.

Before she reached him, Austin set the cat on the carpet, as though he wanted to avoid any chance of contact with her. Merlin meowed, a scratchy growl of protest from deep in his throat. The cat rubbed back and forth against Austin's legs, ignoring her.

"It would seem he is a typical male." Sarah looked up into Austin's eyes. "Ready to betray me without a second thought."

He didn't flinch at the barb. Like a beautiful sculpture he stood before her, carved perfection, devoid of emotion. "I may have kept the truth from you, Sarah, but I never betrayed you."

"I see. You lied to me, married me under false pretenses, but you don't consider that betrayal."

"Perhaps I should have told you the truth about your brother before we were married. If I am guilty, it is of being afraid of losing you."

She stepped back from him, resisting the all too tempting urge to tumble into the beguiling web he could weave so skillfully around her. "What do you hope to accomplish with your lies?"

"That's the point, isn't it, Sarah?" He laughed, a strange hollow sound filled with self-loathing. "There is nothing left to accomplish, nothing left to salvage."

Sarah hugged her arms to her waist, feeling chilled suddenly. "Where are you taking me?"

"To my home."

"England?"

"No." Austin walked away from her, moving toward one of the portholes. He stood there with his hands loose at his sides, his gaze on the rippling water. "I was born in a place called Avallon, a city perched high on a mountaintop in the heart of Brazil." He drew a breath, his shoulders rising beneath his white linen shirt. "It's an old society. Very old. My ancestors settled the original city six thousand years ago.''

"Six thousand years... Egypt was barely civilized six thousand years ago."

"We had civilization long before Egypt." He glanced over his shoulder, a shadow of a smile curving his lips. "I'm going to tell you things you will find difficult to believe. But I want to prepare you for Avallon. It is... different from what you are accustomed to."

An odd sensation gripped Sarah as she held his gaze. It was like a nightmare that came without warning in the stillness of the evening, as though she were wandering through a shadowy forest, knowing danger lurked behind one of the trees, not knowing where or when it would strike. "How is this Avallon different?"

"To answer that question, I need to tell you something about my people." He turned to face her, leaning back against the mahogany-paneled wall, the polished wood glowing around him like a golden halo in the incandescent light. "My ancestors came from an island nation, the cradle of civilization. While men were still living in caves, my ancestors were building cities of carved stone and marble. They inspired myths and legends. They were the people of Atlantis."

"Atlantis?" Sarah stared at him. "What kind of fable are you spinning now, Sinclair?"

"It isn't a fable, Sarah, but the truth. And although you seem incapable of recognizing the truth when you hear it, hear it you must."

Sarah stiffened under the calmly delivered gibe. "Be careful, Sinclair. A man with your taste for lies might find the simple truth bitter upon your tongue."

"What I find bitter is my wife's devotion to a man who would destroy my family. Her betrayal of the love we shared."

Sarah shivered. Doubts rippled across the pool of emotions deep inside her. Had Leighton lied to her? Looking at Austin, she wondered whom she could really trust.

She turned away from him, strolling to the sofa that stood against one wall, where Merlin was curled in a gray ball upon the emerald silk velvet. "I believe you were telling me the fable of Atlantis."

Austin sighed, a quiet sound of frustration that barely rose above the whisper of the waves lapping against the ship. "Ten thousand years ago, Atlantis was destroyed by a great cataclysm. Those who survived joined the colonists who had been sent to different parts of the world."

Colonists from Atlantis. Sarah sank to the edge of the sofa. What did the man expect to gain by spinning this fairy tale?

"My ancestors tried to live among the primitive tribes, shielding their science behind the mask of pagan cults. Yet in time even the cults could not protect them. They were persecuted, perceived as witches and wizards. Six thousand years ago they established Avallon as a sanctuary, a place where they could live in peace and continue their exploration of science and nature."

Sarah ran her hand over Merlin's fur. "So you are saying you're a wizard from this place called Avallon."

"I'm a man, Sarah."

Something in his voice drew her gaze to him, a bitterness she could not see reflected in his face. There was no emotion in his face, nothing that betrayed his thoughts. It was like looking at a mask, a shell of the man she had loved.

"A man who comes from a place where they have been studying the mysteries of nature for centuries."

"I thought you were the Marquess of Somerset."

"I am."

"Oh. I see." She glanced down at Merlin, smoothing a trembling hand along his curled back. He purred deep in his throat, simple, honest. Was Sinclair capable of telling a simple truth? "I never realized England was a colony of Atlantis."

"Sarah, we have always held positions in the Outworld."

"The Outworld?"

"The world beyond the bounds of Avallon." Austin studied her a moment. "My people hold positions as bankers, magistrates, businessmen. We are part of the nobility. Advisers to kings and politicians."

"So the people of Avallon like to meddle with the primitive tribes populating the world today. I guess you're a little like the gods of Olympus."

"People who stay isolated stagnate and die. We travel. We enjoy all the world has to offer." Austin tilted his head back against the wall, looking at her from beneath a fringe of black lashes. "And we often take mates from the Outworld."

Sarah closed her eyes, fighting the memories of the night before, when he had held her in his arms, when she had glimpsed heaven, never knowing the price she would pay. "Do you actually expect me to believe this nonsense?"

"The trip to Pará will take two days in this ship. Do you think that unusual, Sarah?"

"You're saying a trip that would normally take eight to ten days can be accomplished by this ship in less than half the time?"

"That's right."

"I shall believe it when I see it."

Austin turned to one of the portholes, staring into the moonlit night. "Have you noticed how quietly this ship moves through the water?"

"We must be using the sails."

"The masts on this vessel are for appearance only, as are the smokestacks." He glanced over his shoulder, pinning her in his silvery blue gaze. "This ship is designed to look conventional to the Outworld, but it runs by energy captured from the sun."

"And it does this at night."

"The energy is stored, much like drawing water from a well."

"I think you have been reading far too many novels by Mr. Jules Verne. Either that or you are quite mad."

"And tell me, can you explain a bullet wound that doesn't leave a scar, or a broken arm that heals in one day?"

Sarah felt her mouth go dry. His words threatened her, threatened her concept of what was real and what was fantasy. "You're trying to manipulate my mind."

"I know this is all difficult to believe." He moved toward her, hesitating when she drew back against the sofa.

"Stay away from me."

Pain flickered in his eyes before his expression once again resumed the cold mask of indifference. "Avallon exists. I only hope you won't be too shocked when we arrive."

"Do you think this fable will make me believe what you said about my brother? Do you think I could ever trust you again?"

"I tell you this to prepare you for what lies ahead. You will know the truth about your brother soon. I'm afraid it will be inescapable."

"I'm afraid the truth is already inescapable." Sarah shivered in the cool breeze drifting through the portholes. "I married a scoundrel, a man who wouldn't know the truth if it walked up to him and shook his hand."

Austin drew a deep breath. "And you, Sarah, you can make love with a man one day and turn your back on him the next."

Sarah sprang to her feet. "You dare imply I was the one who betrayed you?"

"You speak of love one moment, then refuse to trust me the next. What would you call it, Sarah?"

"You tricked me into marrying you." She marched toward him until she stood so close she could feel the treacherous heat of his body stroke her skin. "This marriage was a lie from the beginning!"

"Was it, Sarah?" he whispered.

"You married me to get revenge!"

"I loved you," he whispered, his eyes growing fierce with the emotion she sensed rising inside him, cracking his calm mask. "I loved you enough to betray everything I cherish in this life."

"Liar!" she shouted straight up into his face.

"Damn you," he whispered, his voice nothing more than a growl as he whipped his strong arms around her and dragged her up against his chest.

"Let go of me!" she shouted, pushing against his chest. "I demand you -"

He cut off her words with his lips. She expected brutality, a punishing grind of his lips against hers. What followed was far more devastating, a slow slide of his open mouth against hers that gave her an intriguing sip of the intoxicating spice of his mouth.

"Is this a lie, Sarah?" he whispered against her lips, his voice tortured by emotion, his hands curving against her waist and shoulder.

If he had given her a chance to answer she couldn't have. All of her thoughts were sinking, drowning beneath the unexpected tide of pleasure rising inside her. Still, he gave her no chance to respond. He moved his lips against hers in a tantalizing glide, firm and warm. He touched the seam of her clenched lips with the tip of his tongue, teasing her, tempting her to open to him.

Memories retained in every fiber of her body responded to his touch. His warmth wrapped around her, reminding her of how cold the world was without him. His arms tightened around her, reminding her of the strength she imagined would always be there for her. He surrounded her, overwhelmed her, awakened her senses as only he could. And she wanted to believe in every silent promise his body whispered.

Liar! Scoundrel! She could not surrender to him. Yet her body was yielding, arching into his, abandoning the battle. She wanted him. She wanted to forget all of the lies. She wanted to feel the pleasure shimmer through every part of her body. Only this man could make her feel this way. Only this man could bring her to life.

All the emotion Austin had tried so hard to bury surged inside him, escaping shallow graves like avenging spirits. He loved her. No matter how much he wanted to exorcise Sarah from his soul, she was there, a part of him.

He needed her now more than he had ever needed her. Out of the destruction he had made of his life, he needed to salvage this - the one truth that burned through all of the deceptions.
He felt it the moment she abandoned her anger, the instant she surrendered to the desire he could sense awakening within her. And was there more? Did he sense the warmth of love shimmering within her? He needed her more than he needed air to breathe. He needed to rescue that pail of himself that only she could save with her love.

She opened her hands, her fingers sliding against the warm white linen of his shirt. His muscles tensed beneath her touch. He turned his head, gliding his mouth across her cheek.

He buried his face against the sensitive curve of her neck and shoulder, inhaling her fragrance, perceiving the delicate trace of feminine arousal beneath the innocence of lavender. She gripped his shoulders, a soft sigh escaping her lips.

"Sarah," he whispered as he lifted her in his arms. He lowered her to the thick emerald carpet, praying she would take him into her arms, welcome him into the sanctuary of her body. His life was splintering into pieces. Only with Sarah could he hope to salvage some part of what was Austin Sinclair. "I need you."

He gave her no time to form a protest as he pushed her skirts up above her waist. Still, she made no attempt to stop him. She trembled in his arms, holding him as though she needed him as much as he needed her.

He covered her, lowering his lips to hers, kissing her, wanting to pour his very life into her. With his body he would show her how he felt, he would prove that what burned between them was the fire of love. This couldn't be a lie. He needed to believe in what they had found together.

He slipped his hand between them, his fingers brushing the slit in the soft linen of her drawers. The damp, musky heat of her made him tremble. He flicked open the buttons lining the front of his breeches.

Sarah moaned against his lips, feeling the first touch of his aroused flesh. He pressed velvet heat against her, nudging her moist softness, a silent question. In that moment she knew he would not force her with the overpowering strength of his body. Yet he had already overpowered her with the strength of her own desire. She lifted her hips, welcoming him. He plunged deep inside her.

"Believe in me, Sarah," he whispered against her lips, emotion scraping his sable soft voice. "Please believe in me."

Could she? She moved with him, willing to forget everything for this one moment in his arms. He belonged to her, if only for this moment.

She slipped her hands into his hair, holding him, returning his kiss with all the love and pain and passion straining inside her. Could a man lie so eloquently with his body? Could he counterfeit this joining of hearts and minds and souls?

She met each thundering thrust, his hips rocking between her thighs, his power pulsing through her. She embraced the sensations that promised release from her turmoil, her entire body dissolving, mingling with his. One last thought pierced her before her world splintered into pulsating pinpoints of pleasure: How could this be a lie?

She felt his body tense, grow taut along the trembling lines of her body. And then Austin eased against her as her own body softened against the thick carpet. She felt his soft exhale against her neck, his silky hair brushing her cheek. She breathed deeply, savoring the hot spicy scent of his skin. She held him with her arms and legs, never wanting to release him. And yet...

Slowly reality crept back into her consciousness, carrying a weight of self-loathing. She opened her eyes, stating up at the black waves curling below his ear.

She lay on the floor, clothes tangled, limbs entwined with a man who had betrayed her, a man who wanted nothing more than to manipulate her. And she had allowed him to take her. She had welcomed him. She was no better than an animal.

Austin lifted above her as though he could sense the shifting of her thoughts. He touched her cheek, his fingers gentle, his eyes speaking of need and a deep, unhealing pain. "Sarah, I -"

"I hate you for this."

He closed his eyes, his hand forming a fist by her ear.

"I hate you for turning me into a... vile, wicked creature." Sarah pushed against his shoulders. "Get off me!"

He drew a breath that broke in his throat. "Then it all truly was a lie."

Sarah closed her eyes, shutting out the compelling sight of his face. What right did he have to look this way, as though she had plunged a knife into his heart? "Go away! Leave me alone."

Austin pulled away from her. He stood with his back to her, taking a moment to straighten his clothes before he faced her. She sat, smoothing her skirt over the knees she hugged to her chest, fighting the tears that threatened to humiliate her.

He glanced at her, and the agony she saw in his eyes pierced her, as though he reflected the pain she felt burning like hot coals in her chest. "One day soon, Sarah, you will learn the truth. Pity it shall come too late."

"Too late for what?"

He was quiet a moment, holding her look, her own pain reflected in his eyes. "To save what we might have had together."

Without another word he left her to struggle with the demons of doubt he had released inside her.

The cool breeze bathed his face as Austin stepped onto the deck. He breathed deeply. He wanted to erase her scent from his nostrils. He needed to erase her memory from his mind. The planks shifted beneath his feet with the roll of the ship against the waves. He had to find his balance.

He crossed the polished oak planks and gripped the railing, the steel biting into his palms as he squeezed hard. For what seemed a lifetime he stared into the water. Moonlight collected on the waves, shaping mirrors, before shattering, splintering into pieces of glittering light.

Sarah.

He heard her name in the whisper of the sea. He felt her touch in the caress of the breeze. He saw her face when he closed his eyes.

How can I purge you from my soul?
He gripped the railing tighter, his knuckles blanching white, pain sparking along his nerves. This weakness, he had never suspected it lurked within him.

A life forged for service. Honor. Responsibility. He was a sword forged of flawed steel.

He no longer knew who he was. It seemed all of what he had been was nothing but illusion, smoke that blew away in the breeze and left him to face a stranger with his face.

He sensed someone near, someone watching. He glanced to his side. Bram Duggan stood a few feet away, light from the full moon streaming over his face, revealing his concern.

''Would it help if I spoke with Lady Sinclair, sir? If I told her the truth about her brother?"

Austin laughed, a derisive chuckle deep in his throat. "I doubt the woman would believe you."

"I've made my preliminary report to Commander Matthias." Bram turned to stare across the sea. "I've told him of my failure to secure the medallion."

"It was my responsibility, not yours." Austin tilted back his head, the muscles bunching in his shoulders. "And I shall make certain your commander learns the truth." He knew what price the truth would cost him.

"When I was first assigned to this mission, I thought it was foolish to allow a member of the Inner Circle to battle a criminal of the Outworld." Bram rested his hands on the railing, keeping his gaze on the horizon. "To me the members of that revered group have always been removed from reality, too immersed in tradition, too much as they were when they were knights in the time of Arthur, still guarding the Grail."

"I suppose in ways your analysis is correct. I for one have managed to demonstrate my incompetence."

"With all due respect, sir, I can't allow you to take the burden of this failure. You located the medallion. You turned the task over to a professional, as you should have, giving me the opportunity to retrieve it." Bram looked at him, a frown digging deep lines into his brow. "I allowed my own fascination with the medallion to break my concentration."

"I could have taken that medallion from the Van Horne house days ago. I delayed, for reasons I think are obvious." Austin studied the man a moment, seeing the understanding in his eyes. "That was the true failure."

Bram bowed his head, a muscle working in his cheek as he clenched his teeth. "Do you realize what the Central Council might do to you if you admit this to them? It could be perceived as treason."

"Yes." Austin stared at the shattering reflections of the moon on the waves. "In a few days, we shall find out exactly what my penance shall be."

Moonlight streamed with a cool breeze through the porthole in Sarah's bedroom. She stared at the light shifting across the bed, the ship swaying gently beneath her like a slowly rocking cradle. Still, she could not coax her mind to seek peace in slumber.

Merlin lay in a ball on the pillow beside her, his thick gray fur rising and falling with the even rhythm of his breath. Was Sinclair sleeping as peacefully?

She thought of the night before, when she had slept in Austin's warm embrace, when she had believed her every dream had come true. Could any man truly have lied so eloquently, with every whisper, every touch, every kiss? Only a monster. Or a man intent on revenge.

She closed her eyes, shutting out the moonlight. But she couldn't shut out the memories that swarmed inside her like an army of angry bees, stinging her, injecting a venom that made her ache and long for Austin's touch. Beneath the soft white linen of her nightgown, her skin grew warm with memory, tingling with need.

She turned, hugging her pillow to her aching breasts. He had changed her in some unfathomable way. He had turned her into a creature who thrived on passion and excitement, who sought it, like a foolish moth seeking a flame.

She clutched her pillow, trying not to think of Austin Sinclair. She feared the weakness that whispered like a siren inside her, coaxing her to leave her lonely bed and seek the warmth she had found only in his arms.

Chapter Twenty-Four
Austin rested his hand on the walnut-paneled wall beside one of the portholes in the drawing room of his cabin. Sarah stood on deck a few yards away, near the bow, her face turned toward the horizon, her bare hands taut on the railing as though it were her only anchor in a world turned upside down. The setting rays of the sun painted her profile in gold. The golden light rippled along the strands of hair that had escaped her tight bun to stream in the wind.

He had managed to stay away from her most of the day, stealing only a few moments to tell her of what would happen once they reached Pará tomorrow afternoon. It was better if he kept his distance. When he was around her, she chipped at his defenses. Emotions slipped through the cracks she carved, threatening to betray him.

She bowed her head, closing her eyes as though she fought against a deep, aching pain. He balled his hand into a fist on the wall. He would not go to her. He would not take her in his arms. He could not. It was better for Sarah if he stayed away from her. For too many reasons this marriage must come to an end.

He turned away from the porthole. A copy of the report he had sent to Commander Matthias lay on his desk: crisp white pages and black ink outlining his failure. He knew Matthias would deliver the information to the Central Council.

Austin stared down at his report. In a very real sense, his life would end in the next few days.

Sarah stood near the bow of the ship, her face turned to the salty spray of the sea slapping against the ship. The solid steel railing bit into her palms, reminding her this was reality and not a nightmare. She had awakened when the sun was high in the sky, after a night spent with sleep coming in fleeting moments. Austin had taunted her, both waking and sleeping. He taunted her now with doubts of what she had done.

The wind tore at her hair, plucking at the pins she had plunged into her carefully fashioned bun. She stared at the horizon, where the setting sun tossed scarlet and gold across the rolling waves. She had spent hours exploring the ship, searching for lies, finding only truths she was frightened to face.

The ship was everything Austin had said, some strange vessel that skimmed through the water without sails, without the smoke and noise of coal and steam, with only a soft humming noise. Was it all true?

She didn't want to consider the things Austin had told her about Leighton, the truth that hovered just beyond the dark wall of fear inside her. She didn't want to face that truth. Not now. Not when her entire concept of the world was shattering around her.

From the corner of her eye she saw a man approach. She turned and faced Bram Duggan as he drew near. Dressed in a white linen shirt and buff-colored trousers, he looked the pail of a gentleman, hardly the man who had cleaned her stables. "It would seem you were not all you appeared, Mr. Duggan."

He paused a few feet away from her, frowning as he held her gaze. "I wanted you to know, I never wished for any harm to come to you."

"I assume you work for Sinclair."

The wind streamed across him, the wide white sleeves of his shirt flapping like sails. "Do you remember I told you I was in law enforcement?"

Sarah shoved the windswept hair back from her face. "Do you mean to tell me you actually told a truth?"

He glanced down at his boots, having the decency to look embarrassed for his part in this deception. "I'm a guardian for the people of Avallon."

"Avallon." Sarah gripped the solid steel railing, needing an anchor to reality. "Tell me, is Sinclair trying to drive me mad with this elaborate tale of Atlantis? Is that part of his revenge against my brother?"

"Lord Sinclair is not seeking revenge." Brain looked up at her. "He is seeking justice."

"One man's vengeance is another man's justice."

"I realize this is all very difficult for you to believe." Brain rested his hip against the railing, glancing away from her, staring toward the horizon. "Your brother is a dangerous man. He murdered a friend of mine."

"I can't believe Leighton would..." And yet the truth was there, peeking from the darkness like the bright eyes of a tiger burning in the night. "There must have been some mistake."

"I investigated the murder. Your brother killed the man who had been assigned to guard him. Later he shot Lord Devlin Sinclair and nearly killed him."

Sarah closed her eyes, shutting out the honesty she could see in his dark green eyes. "Please go away."

"As much as you want it to, the truth isn't going to go away."

"My brother wouldn't..." Bitter bile rose in her throat at the thought of what he might have done. Sarah turned her face into the wind, taking deep breaths. "Leighton is a little wild, but he couldn't murder someone."

"Do you really trust your brother so much more than you trust your husband?"

Sarah looked at Bram, the wind whipping loose strands of her hair across her cheek. "My husband has made a career of lying to me."

Bram held her gaze a moment, as though he were judging the words he would speak. "Lord Sinclair risked everything to marry you. I would think you could give him a small measure of the loyalty you have shown for your brother."

"What do you mean he risked everything?"

"He delayed retrieving the medallion to be with you. That could be seen as treason in the eyes of the Central Council."

Sarah shook her head. "I was part of his scheme to capture my brother."

"In the beginning. But he married you for only one reason." He stood looking down at her, the wind whipping his thick tawny hair. "I think you know the truth deep in your heart, Lady Sinclair. I hope you will stand beside your husband when he faces the council."

Sarah stared across the rolling waves as Bram walked away from her. His words swirled in her mind, creating a whirlpool of doubt and fear. She perceived a shaking inside her, a disturbance of everything that made the world concrete around her. It was as though she were being drawn toward a portal through which the world as she knew it would cease to exist.

If what Austin said was true, tomorrow afternoon they would reach Pará, Brazil. From there they would journey to a place called Avallon. The truth waited for her there, a truth she wasn't sure she could face. Dear heaven, had she made a horrible mistake in not believing Austin?

She turned and stared at the cabin where Austin had spent most of the day. He was in there now; she could see a light glowing from his porthole. Before she realized what she was doing, she had crossed the deck to stand before his cabin door.

She wanted to touch him, absorb the warmth of his skin. She wanted to feel his arms close around her, shutting out the world. She gripped the brass door handle, hesitating, realizing she would not be welcome there.

She turned away and ran toward her own cabin, tears stinging her eyes. If all Austin had said was true, then she had betrayed him, ruined him, and he would never forgive her. If he were lying, he had married her only for revenge. Which was worse?

Inside the safety of her cabin she fell across her bed. Sobs she could not stop shook her body, tears soaking the emerald velvet counterpane beneath her cheek. Yet there was no cleansing from these tears, no absolution from the realization that she might have helped a murderer escape.

Pará, Brazil, was even more offensive than Leighton Van Horne remembered. Sunlight reflected on the caramel-colored water of the Amazon, so hot he could see waves of heat rising from the flowing water.

Beneath his white linen coat, his white linen shirt stuck to his skin. The pungent odor of decaying fish filled his nostrils as he followed Collin Bennett down a narrow alley leading from the docks. He didn't like the looks of this place. How many of the men working the docks were actually men from Avallon?

Leighton glanced over his shoulder, making sure they weren't being followed. "You wouldn't be leading me on a merry little goose chase, would you, Collin?"

"No." Collin's eyes were wide with fear as he looked at Leighton. He grabbed the handle of a wooden door in one of the warehouses lining the alley. "The transportation port is in here."

Leighton frowned at the gray, weather-beaten door. He gestured with the pistol he held in the pocket of his coat, pressing the muzzle against the white linen. "If you're lying to me, Collin, I'll kill you before anyone gets the chance to stop me." He smiled as he spoke, keeping his voice to a low whisper. "They already want me for murder, so I have nothing to lose. Do you understand me?"

"Yes." Collin's hand trembled as he slipped a key in the rusty-looking lock.

"Smile and act as though you're just returning from a little trip in the Outworld," Leighton said, making sure his voice wouldn't carry. "I'm certain your friends from Avallon are watching us every step of the way."

Sarah gripped the railing of the ship, staring at the town of Pará - warehouses spread along the docks, the dark blue of the Atlantic melding with the golden brown of the Amazon, all shimmering in a white-hot late afternoon sun. It had taken two days to reach Brazil, just as Austin had said it would.
"You should be wearing a hat in this sun."

Sarah pivoted at the sound of Austin's voice. "Must you always sneak up on me?"

He shrugged. "You were too lost in your thoughts to notice me."

Looking at him, she wished there were some way to become lost in thoughts that did not concern him. A breeze ruffled his thick hair, reminding her of how silky the ebony strands had felt sliding through her fingers.

Austin rested his hands on the railing, staying a few feet away from her, as though the stench of rotting fish that contaminated the hot air emanated from her. "Once we dock, it will take an hour to reach Avallon by train," he said, the voice that had once caressed her with such softness now stiff and formal, as though they had never touched.

"And this is the underground train you told me about."

Austin nodded. "You sound as though you're losing some of your skepticism."

"Perhaps I'm only losing my mind." She felt torn inside, pulled in so many directions that all the pieces would never again be gathered into a whole.

"The truth isn't always easy to face." He tightened his hands on the railing as though he needed to keep them anchored there, his knuckles blanching white with the strain. "Face it with your eyes open, Sarah, and you'll be all right."

She wondered if she would ever be all right again. In spite of everything, she caught herself wishing Austin would slip his arms around her. She wanted to hold him, to feel his warmth close around her.

She stared down at her hands, her fingers curled around the steel railing. The simple gold band Austin had placed on her finger shimmered in the sunlight.

Once she had known joy beyond imagining. Once she had held a dream in her arms. Had it all been an illusion, deceptions played by a scoundrel? Or had she killed the dream? She felt chilled inside, in that empty place Austin had once filled with warmth.

''I want you to know, no one will harm you in Avallon."

She glanced up at him, and for an instant she imagined seeing a flicker of concern in his eyes, a look that hardened into indifference as he held her gaze. "Is that another truth you are asking me to believe?"

"You must decide what you will do with the truth, Sarah. It is no longer a concern of mine."

Sarah stared after him as Austin marched away from her, fighting the urge to run to him, to throw her arms around him. Somehow she knew it wouldn't make a difference now. With a clarity that came as cold and bitter as the deepest winter, she realized that whatever her future might hold, it would not include Austin Sinclair.

She stared down into the water, her throat growing tight with the pain that trembled inside her. It seemed no matter how much she wanted to deny it, the truth was there, waiting to destroy her carefully crafted view of reality.

Trees lined both sides of the main street of modem Avallon, thick branches entwining high overhead, weaving an emerald canopy above the people who strolled along the black cobblestones. There were no vehicles here, no horses or carriages to rattle along the street, nothing but the tread of footsteps on cobblestones. Transportation was kept underground, small shining boat - like contraptions for personal use, or silver trains that moved along a single track like bullets.

Leighton strolled beside Collin down the narrow street, returning the smiles of the people he passed. It had been simple to penetrate their defenses. These people were as innocent as children, cosseted in their hidden city. He felt like a wolf prowling among sheep - powerful, invulnerable.

A few cafés served dinner to people who sat at round white tables beneath the lacy canopy of trees with birds serenading them from the branches. Shops lined the first floor of the buildings; art, clothing, jewelry, and crafts were displayed behind large glass windows.

"I must say, I approve of the fashion here." Leighton paused in front of a shop where fashions for women were displayed on mannequins so lifelike they seemed to return his regard. "It gives a man a better appreciation of the true nature of a woman's figure."

"Leighton, I've done what you asked," Collin whispered. "Please let me go."

"And we've only just arrived in your fair city." Leighton could feel Collin trembling next to him. The breeze stirred a lock of light brown hair that had tumbled over Collin's brow; he looked like a child, frightened and alone with the devil. "Would you have me wander about like a stranger?"

"Leighton, please. I swear I won't tell anyone about you."

"Of course you won't. You see, I..." Leighton paused, gripping Collin's arm as he noticed one of the two women in the shop. "So it seems she is indeed still here."

"Who?" Collin asked.

"Lady Judith Chatham." Leighton frowned as he watched Judith slip behind a glass counter carrying a sapphire blue tunic. She worked in this place. Lady Judith Chatham, the woman he had chosen as his queen, was working in a shop.

"What are you going to do?" Collin asked, as Leighton stepped back from the window.

Leighton remembered the first time he had held Judith in his arms, the first time he had slipped inside her, piercing her maidenhead. He would taste her once more. He would plunge into her tight sheath while he slipped his hands around her slender neck and strangled the life from her treacherous body. No one betrayed him and lived.

"I'm going to pay my respects to an old friend." Leighton glanced through the shop window, watching as Judith handed a white bag trimmed in gold to the other woman. He could see no one else in the shop. When her customer left, Judith would be alone. But not for long.

It was amazing, Judith thought as she watched her customer leave, the bell above the door jingling. She stepped from behind the counter, smoothing away the smudges on the glass with her handkerchief.

Never in her life had she imagined running her own store. In that other life, the life she had left behind in England, people would be shocked to know Lady Judith Serena Chatham was now working in trade. It shocked her, this independence. Oh, it was wonderful!

She slid her hand down the sleeve of an emerald green tunic on display. Was silk ever smoother than this? Or did everything feel better when you were a free woman? The bell attached to her door jingled. She smiled, prepared to face another customer.

She turned toward the door, her heart slamming against her chest when she saw the man standing there. "What are you doing here?"

"I was hoping you might be happy to see me."

Happy was far too mild a word for what she felt looking at Bram Duggan's handsome face. "I am."

He smiled, a smile warmer than the setting rays of the sun that slanted through the window behind him and touched his tawny hair with gold. He moved toward her, the blue and gold and scarlet silk tunics draped on hangers swaying as he passed.

She didn't move as he drew near. Because if she moved she might surrender to the very foolish longing inside her. She might throw her arms around him, press her cheek against his broad chest - hold him the way she had dreamed of holding him.
He paused, standing close, so close she had to tilt her head to look up at this giant of a man, so close she could feel the heat of his body reaching for her.

"I've missed you," he said, his deep voice a soft caress.

Judith forgot to breathe. "Have you?"

"More than I ever realized possible." He lifted her hand in his warm grasp. "I just got back and I was hoping you would have dinner with me."

"Yes," Judith whispered, joy stealing the breath from her lungs. "I would love to have dinner with you."

Leighton turned away from Judith's shop, the blood pounding in his temples. "So it seems our muscular friend has arrived from New York."

"Leighton, we have to get away from here." Collin turned away from the window. "He could recognize me."

Judith and that barbarian. They were lovers; Leighton could see the intimacy between them. Judith had given herself to that peasant when she belonged to him. He squeezed the handle of the pistol inside his pocket. He would kill them, both of them, but that pleasure would have to wait for a better time and place. "Since our friend from New York is here, I suspect Sinclair has also returned to Avallon."

Collin strained against Leighton's hold. "They'll be looking for you."

"There is no reason for them to believe we are here, is there, Collin?' Leighton tightened his grip on Collin's arm, prodding the young man with the pistol he held in his coat pocket, "You haven't given them any reason to believe I am here, have you?"

"No, of course not. I've said nothing, done nothing to betray you."

"That's good." Leighton smiled. "I'm afraid my reunion with Judith will have to wait. Do be a dear and show me the way to the Sinclair residence, won't you, Collin?" There would be time to deal with Judith and her lover after he had destroyed the Sinclairs.

Austin watched Sarah as they entered his father's drawing room in Avallon. She kept herself apart from the others, his parents, his sister, his brother, and his brother's wife, those who had been waiting for them to arrive.

All the color had drained from Sarah's cheeks. She moved with a stiffness that reminded Austin of a marionette, every step guided by an inner will that refused to allow her to collapse under the burden of a reality she had never conceived possible.

His family had greeted her warmly, as though this marriage between them were real. Lord help him, but to him it was still too real. In spite of everything, he found himself wanting to go to her. He wanted to take her in his arms and ease the pain and confusion he knew she was suffering. He wanted to hold her, now and forever. Yet he couldn't.

It was over between them. His obsession for Sarah had already cost far too much. All the proof he needed of his own guilt was reflected in the eyes of his family as they gathered around him.

Shame simmered like hot coals in his chest, the heat of it creeping upward along his neck. Austin stared down at the clipper ship that sat in a bottle on a rosewood pedestal table near the windows as the others settled in the room, taking places like an audience before a play.

"I had some unsettling news this morning, son. Commander Matthias has made a complete report to the Central Council," Rhys said.

"I expected he would," Austin said, keeping his gaze on the ship beneath glass. With its delicate masts and intricate carvings, the ship was an exact reproduction. He had made it when he was 15, put each piece together under the guiding hand of the man who stood beside him, the man whose trust he had betrayed.

"The council has issued an order for your appearance before them to answer charges of treason," Rhys said, keeping his voice low, as though he were loath to speak the words. "It seems when Matthias read your report yesterday, he got the impression you could have retrieved the medallion and chose to delay, causing the mission to fail. Obviously he made a mistake."

From the corner of his eye, Austin saw his father. Rhys stood beside him, watching him, waiting for the explanation that would absolve his son of all guilt. Austin was aware of his mother and sister, sitting together on the sofa by the white marble hearth, his brother standing near the open French doors leading to the terrace, Kate sitting in a wing-back chair near her husband. Watching him. They were all watching him with hope and anxiety in their gazes.

Austin tried to draw a breath, his chest tight with the emotions locked inside him. "I'm the one who made the mistake, Father."

"Austin, what are you saying?" Rhys asked.

It took a moment before Austin could turn and face his father, a moment to collect the words that would destroy the faith Rhys had always had in him. "I had it within my power to retrieve the medallion days before I asked Duggan to do so. The mission failed because of me."

Rhys glanced away, looking at Devlin, who stood watching the exchange between his brother and his father. Austin sensed no condemnation in his brother's steady gaze, only a quiet understanding. Somehow that acceptance of his betrayal made it worse.

"Austin, you don't need to protect Duggan," Rhys said.

How easy it would be to lay the blame on Duggan's strong shoulders. Only Austin would know the truth, a truth he could not hide. "I'm sorry, Father, deeply sorry. But I cannot avoid the truth. I chose to delay, and in doing so, I lost my chance to retrieve the medallion."

"Why?" Rhys asked.

The single word told of a lifetime of faith, crumbling in the passing of moments. "I don't seem to have an answer, at least not now. All of my reasons have turned to dust."

"Son, in three days, when you face the Central Council, you will need to present a better defense than this," Rhys said, his voice soft and far too gentle.

In the periphery of his vision Austin saw Sarah sitting at the piano in the corner of the room, her hands clasped in her lap, like a little girl who had been sent to the corner for punishment. "There is no defense for what I have done."

"Austin, do you realize what will happen should the council find you guilty?"

"Yes." Humiliation, ridicule, Austin had exposed his family to this and more.

Austin faced them, the people who meant more to him than anything in the world. He looked at each of them, seeing disbelief and pain in the eyes of his mother and sister, a quiet acceptance in the eyes of his brother, fear for him in Kate's beautiful blue eyes. Sarah refused to look at him. "I have broken the faith you once had in me; for this I am deeply sorry."

For a moment Austin stood before them, naked with his shame, searching for some words that could ease their pain. Yet he knew words could never heal the damage he had inflicted.

He turned and left the room. He couldn't stay there another moment, sensing the love for him shimmering through their pain. He didn't deserve love or understanding. For what he had done, he deserved any punishment the Central Council would invoke. He deserved to die.

Chapter Twenty-Five
No one moved. It was as if Austin had turned them all to stone, Sarah thought. Yet stone could not feel as these people felt.

She glanced toward Devlin Sinclair, sensing his gaze on her. He was studying her, a deep line etched between his black brows, as though he were looking at a puzzle that needed solving. Sarah had a puzzle of her own that needed a solution. "I have been told my brother stole a medallion from this house. I have been told he killed a guard and nearly killed you."

"You've been told the truth," Devlin said, the deep gravelly texture of his voice as rough as Austin's was smooth.

She clasped her hands tightly in her lap as though she could hold together the pieces of Sarah Van Horne that were shattering inside her. Leighton a murderer. It was impossible to believe. Yet looking at these people it was impossible not to believe them.

"I'm going after him," Devlin said, marching toward the door.

"So am I." Alexandria sprang from the sofa and darted after Devlin, catching him at the door leading to the hall.

"Alexa." Devlin rested his hand on her shoulder. "Let me talk to him alone."

"But I want to tell him it doesn't matter. We love him no matter what happens."

"You can tell him when I bring him back, all right?"

"Devlin, I've never seen him so hurt. I want to be with him."

"Let me talk to him first."

Alexandria slumped against the door frame. "All right."

As Devlin left the room, Sarah stared at Austin's beautiful young sister, her dark brown hair tumbling in glossy waves to her waist. As much as she wanted to believe in her brother, Sarah could not believe Alexandria Sinclair had ever tried to kill herself, for any reason.

Merlin leapt to the leather-covered bench beside her. The plump cat poked at her arm with his smooth head until she opened her arms and allowed him to curl into a ball on her lap, a warm reminder of the life she had once known. "What will happen to Austin?"

Rhys rested his fingertips on the glass bottle housing a small clipper ship. He did not look at Sarah as he spoke, but stared down at the model. "In three days he will face the Central Council on charges of treason. If found guilty... they could exile him for life." He closed his hand into a fist on the glass. "I don't intend to allow that to happen. We will find some way to defend him."

''What is this Central Council?" Sarah asked. "Who gave them the power to judge Austin?"

"The Central Council are seven people who are elected by popular vote every seven years," Rhys said. "We invest them with the power to enforce our laws."

"And they would exile him for the sake of some ancient piece of gold?"

Rhys studied her a moment as though he was choosing his words carefully. Yet even before he spoke, Sarah sensed what he would say would not contain the entire truth. "The medallion is a symbol of the Inner Circle of our society. It represents all that we are. But even if the medallion had little significance, the council would still have reason to judge Austin's actions."

"Why?" Sarah asked. "Austin never intended to do harm."

"We live on an island, so to speak, amid a world that could destroy us if our existence were ever discovered." Rhys glanced down to the ship. "Each of us has taken an oath to protect Avallon above all else. By allowing the medallion to remain in the Outworld, where questions could be asked of its origin, our society could well be jeopardized."

"This was my fault," Sarah said, her words catching. "All of it. Austin stayed in New York to be with me. He could have captured my brother, but I stopped him. So you see, I am the one who should go on trial."

"You're a brave young woman." Rhys looked at her, the smile that curved his lips filled with the same pain she could see in his blue-green eyes. "But I'm afraid what you are suggesting cannot be. Austin must answer the charges."

Sarah hugged Merlin, burying her face in his warm fur. Austin had sacrificed everything he held dear for her, and she had betrayed him.

"Come with me, Sarah," Brianna said, touching her shoulder. "I'll show you to your room. You'll feel better after you've had a nice warm soak."

Sarah looked up into Brianna's silvery blue eyes, knowing there was only one thing that would make her world right again. "I want to be here when Austin comes back. I need to... there are things we must discuss."

"I understand, dear." Brianna smiled. "But I don't think they will return for a long time."

Judith's terrace opened to a garden behind the building that housed both her shop and her home. A meadow stretched beyond her garden, a sea of wildflowers swaying in the moonlight. Bram stared up at the stars. They were brighter here than anywhere in the world, like pinpoints of fire burning through the black night.

"Do you think there is anything you can do to help Austin?" Judith asked.

He glanced at the woman who sat beside him on the wooden glider. Moonlight rippled down her dark hair, the thick mane brushing her hips. I doubt my testimony will sway their decision."

For the last three hours, through dinner and the walk back to her home, he had filled her beautiful head with the details of his mission in New York, including his own failure. He had found no condemnation in her dark eyes, only relief that he had been spared a worse fate than humiliation.

The glider rocked as Bram pushed his heel against the brick terrace, a soft sighing sound joining the chirp of crickets from the garden.

"The Sinclair family has treated me like one of their own." She looked up at him, moonlight revealing the anxiety in her eyes. "I hate to think of anything bad happening to them."

"I'll do everything I can to help Lord Sinclair."

"I know you will."

There was such trust in her eyes, such complete faith in him; it made him feel he could win battles in her name. He slid his arm along the back of the seat, resting his hand lightly on her shoulder.

She stared at the wisteria-covered arbor. "Leighton Van Horne is still out there, somewhere."

"He can't get to you here."

"You don't know him. He's capable of anything."

"I won't let anything happen to you." He lowered his arm, embracing her as she looked up at him with wide, frightened eyes.

Wisteria and jasmine mingled in the cool air that coiled around them like invisible arms, drawing them close. He looked down at her lips, lips that had haunted his dreams, lips he had never kissed. He knew her history, knew the damage Van Horne had wreaked on this delicate young woman, and knew he must tread lightly.

She touched his cheek, her fingers curving softly against his skin. "Will you stay with me tonight?"

His breath caught in his throat. He stared at her, wondering if she meant what he dearly hoped she meant.

"I won't ask for any promises or commitments, I swear. I just want to be with you." She slid her fingertips over his lips. "Please stay with me, hold me through the night."

"If all you need is comfort, Judith, I'm here for you. I'll stay with you through the night, hold you, and demand nothing from you." He kissed her fingertips. "And if you want more, I have more to give."

Judith slid her arms around his shoulders. I want you in any way you are willing to give yourself to me.

"Judith," he whispered, pulling her close, his muscles growing taut at the feel of her breasts against his chest.

He kissed her, her lips parting beneath his, her breath warming his cheek, her body trembling in his arms. Softer than he imagined, sweeter than any kiss he had ever shared. Every nerve awakened with the pleasure of holding her, kissing her. This night he would do all in his power to wipe away the scars Van Horne had scrawled across her soul, and claim this woman for his own.

"You're about my size. I'll have some fresh clothes laid out for you." Brianna poured scented oil into the sunken white marble tub in Sarah's bathroom. The bottle trembled in her slender hand, the only sign of her anxiety for her son. "Now drink your hot chocolate. It will make you feel better."

A crisp floral fragrance rose with the steam from the hot water tumbling into the tub. Sarah set her blue porcelain mug on the vanity, turning her back to Austin's mother. In the mirror that stretched the length of the white marble vanity, Sarah could see Brianna laying a plump white towel on the marble ledge at the foot of the tub, her golden hair swinging with the motion.

"How do you manage?" The woman looked no older than 30. Yet her son was three years past that age. "Don't people remark on how youthful you are?"

"We seldom leave Avallon these days." Brianna turned toward Sarah, her beautiful face reflected beside Sarah's in the mirror. "One day we will assume other identities to once again travel freely in the Outworld, as my husband's people have always done."

The crash of water plunging into the tub pounded against Sarah's throbbing temples. "It must be difficult, seeing your friends grow old and die."

"It is difficult for anyone to watch a loved one suffer." Brianna glanced away from Sarah's reflection, staring at the ivy that sat beside the shell-shaped sink in the vanity, long tendrils of green leaves spilling over the gold pot to trail along the gold-veined white marble. "Difficult knowing there is little you can do to ease their pain."

Sarah knew Brianna was thinking of Austin. "You must hate me."

"Hate you?"

"For what my brother did. For what I've done to Austin."

"Oh, my dear child." Brianna moved toward her. She rested her hands on Sarah's shoulders, her touch warm, comforting. "You are a part of this family."

"I betrayed Austin. I let my brother get away when Austin could have stopped him."

"I know a little of what happened in New York. I know you had reasons to doubt my son."

"You think he's all right, don't you? He wouldn't try to harm himself, would he?"

Brianna's hands tightened on Sarah's shoulders. "Of course he wouldn't."

"This is all my fault."

Brianna looked into Sarah's eyes in the mirror. "You must find it in your heart to forgive yourself."

"And what of Austin? Do you think he will find it in his heart to forgive me?"

"If he is able to forgive himself for what he thinks he has done to his family, then I am certain he will forgive you."

"And if he isn't?"

"Give him time, Sarah."

Sarah closed her eyes, wondering how she would live if Austin turned her away forever.

Leighton stood in the woods below the Sinclair house. Rocks and wildflowers surrounded the three-story structure of wood and stone that sat perched on the brow of the hill. The house spread wide wings in the moonlight, like an eagle poised for flight. He remembered this place well.

"Leighton, I've done everything you've asked of me. Please let me go."

Leighton glanced at the young man standing beside him. "Can I trust you not to betray me, Collin?"

"I couldn't betray you. If I told anyone you were here, I would have to tell them how you got here." Collin swept the damp hair back from his brow with a trembling hand. "They would think I'm a traitor."

"But you could always plead that I forced you."

Collin shook his head. "It wouldn't matter. We are each taught to give our lives in defense of Avallon."

Leighton laughed. "How very noble they expect you to be."

Collin glanced away from him. In the moonlight filtering through the branches overhead Leighton could see Collin's cheeks darken with shame.

"And what would I do if you suddenly decided to become noble, Collin?"

"Avallon means nothing to me. I want only to live in the Outworld."

Leighton rested his hand on Collin's shoulder, feeling the young man cringe beneath his touch. He slipped a knife from his coat pocket. A gunshot here would be a mistake.

"Leighton," Collin whispered, "please don't hurt me.

"Slip off your tie, Collin."

"I can help you get away." Collin tugged at the strip of white linen. "Please, Leighton, don't kill me."

Leighton stuffed his handkerchief into Collin's mouth. He didn't want a scream to betray him. A scream might well alert the Sinclairs. And he couldn't have that.

Black rock flowed down the face of the mountain from where Austin stood on the edge of the cliff. The ruins of ancient Avallon stretched out behind him, scattered stones, broken walls of what were once houses devastated in an earthquake long ago. In the distance, the temple stood unblemished, a dark specter that whispered of vows he had betrayed.

He stiffened as he sensed someone approach, footsteps silent upon the stones. He turned, curling his fingers around the stone he held. A tall man moved toward him like a shadow in the moonlight, his black shirt and trousers melding with the night.

"I had a feeling I'd find you here," Devlin said as he drew near.

"I'm not really interested in talking to anyone right now. I would like to be alone."

"I doubt that." Devlin sat on a ragged stone wall near the edge, all that remained of an ancient home. "You see, I know what it's like to be alone, to wake up each morning knowing there is no one who cares if you live or die."

"I'm not sure anyone should care if I live or die." Austin tossed a rock over the edge of the cliff, watching as it arced and tumbled in the moonlight, plunging into the river winding like glowing silver at the base of the mountain.

"I never thought I'd see you feeling sorry for yourself."

"I'm not." Austin stared down into the river, unwilling to meet the intense gaze he could feel burning into his back. "I'm feeling as though I've betrayed the people who mean more to me than my own life."

"You chose to delay while you were in New York because you wanted to be with Sarah." Devlin tossed a handful of pebbles over the cliff, where they bounced against the smooth black rock. "I would have done the same for Kate."

Austin tilted his head, staring up at the stars, wanting to scream his frustration and rage at what he had done. "You don't understand."

"I think I do. For the first time in your life you did something for you."

"That night, when Leighton nearly killed you, I swore I would see the man hang." Austin glanced at his brother. Devlin was watching him, quiet, his love for him as solid as the mountain beneath them. "Because of my selfishness, Van Horne is still free. And he has the medallion."

"No one wants to see Van Horne brought to justice more than I do. But as much as I want to see that man hang for murder, I want to see you free of guilt."

"Unfortunately, I am guilty."

"Of being human."

"Of supreme conceit." Austin laughed, the sound hollow to his own ears. "I imagined I could have it all - Sarah, the medallion, Van Horne in custody. I imagined I could manipulate destiny."

"You have Sarah."

Austin clenched his teeth against the pain that rose inside him like a wave of fire. "Do I?"

"I can imagine the two of you have had a few bad moments over this. But I think she is beginning to realize just what kind of man her brother really is."

"And she has me to thank for shattering all her illusions." Austin shook his head. "It's over. It never should have started. The lady deserves better."

"Damn it, Austin." Devlin stood, pebbles scuttling beneath his feet, tumbling over the edge of the cliff. "Is this the first time in your life you've ever made a mistake?"

"I couldn't make mistakes."

Austin heard the slow exhale of Devlin's sigh. "For the love of God, Austin, everyone makes mistakes."

Austin stared into the river, moonlight rippling along the rolling water, each pulse of his heart throbbing in his temples. "I remember one night when I was five, I awoke from a nightmare. I remember running down the hall, wanting only to be with Mother and Father." He drew air into his lungs, following the flow of the river, fighting the emotions that churned like a whirlpool inside him.

"When I entered their bedroom, Mother was crying, standing by the window, sobbing as though her heart were breaking. Father was holding her, trying to comfort her. I remember she kept saying how it was her fault you were kidnapped, all her fault. And then she noticed I was there. She hugged me as though she were afraid someone would take me away from her."

Austin stared down at his hands, remembering the feel of his mother's tears when he had touched her cheeks and begged her not to cry. "I wondered if she cried that way every night. And I knew I never wanted to make her cry."

Devlin moved to stand beside him. "If you were perfect enough, you could make them forget all about the son they'd lost. Is that it?"

Austin didn't answer - he couldn't; the words he might have spoken were caught in his tight throat.

"Do you remember what you told me when I was having difficulty adjusting to all of this?" Devlin asked, gesturing toward the temple.

Austin stared at the temple, moonlight glittering on crystals trapped in the black stone shaping the stately walls. "Devlin, it doesn't matter."

"I think it does. You told me I had a family who loved me. You said even through those years when I was wandering alone, you were with me, as I was with you." Devlin gripped his brother's arm. "Your family loves you, and that won't change, no matter what happens."

Austin felt the weight of his family's love settle around him, a burden now that he knew he no longer deserved it.

"Come back with me."

Austin shook his head. "I need some time to myself."

He needed to think, to pick through the pieces of his life, what was left of it. He needed to prepare himself for the inevitable, when he would face the Central Council with his guilt and feel the weight of their judgment fall upon him.

Judith stood at the window of her second-story bedroom, her blue silk robe fluttering in the breeze, brushing her skin. The silken caress sparked memories of the man who had touched her so recently, coaxing the pulse to throb in her breasts.

Never in her life had she been touched with such tenderness, as though she were rare and precious to Bram. Tenderness coupled with passion made a far more potent blend than Leighton's brand of passion and cruelty.

After making love to her until she thought she would go mad with the pleasure, Bram had fallen asleep in her arms. Unable to banish the unreasonable fear that Leighton was near, sleep had eluded her.

Across the meadow, where bright wildflowers rippled in the breeze, the ground rolled upward into the nearby hills. The Sinclair house stood on the brow of one of those hills, above the ancient ruins. Sarah was there, Austin's wife. Leighton would not be pleased with his sister for marrying his enemy. What would he do to them if he ever found them?

''Judith," Bram whispered.

She turned toward the carved rosewood bed, where Bram lay naked in the moonlight, the white linen sheet covering him to the waist. She went to him, smiling as she looked down at him. His thick golden mane was tousled against her pillow. Moonlight streamed over him, sliding along the muscles of his arms, the thick curves of his shoulders, his golden skin smooth as marble.

"Are you all right?" he asked, reaching for her.

"Fine." She gave him her hand, allowing him to pull her down onto the soft bed and into his arms.

He kissed her, holding her against him, the long length of his body warming her through the silk of her robe. "I've dreamed of doing this since the first time I saw you."

Judith snuggled against him, slipping her knee over his thighs. "Have you really?"

He smoothed her hair, holding her head against his shoulder. "Really."

Judith brushed her fingers over the brown curls shading his chest. She wanted him here every evening, every morning, for the rest of her life. "Even knowing what I am?"

She felt him stiffen beneath her, a tightening of his muscles as he cupped her chin in his big hand and coaxed her to look at him. "Tell me, what are you?"

"You know." Judith stared up into his green eyes, seeing questions there, more than the simple one he had asked. "I was Van Horne's mistress."

He slid his thumb over the curve of her lower lip. "Tell me what you are," he asked, his deep voice a gentle caress.

She realized then he was speaking of the present, while she was wandering through the past. "A woman. A woman who needs to believe you can accept her in spite of the mistakes she has made."

"I did not come to you a virgin, Judith. I have known other women, coupled with other bodies." He kissed the corners of her mouth. "But this is the first time I have ever joined with a woman. Do you understand what I mean?"

Judith drew a breath that tangled with her pulse in her throat. "I think I do."

He slipped his hand into her thick hair, cradling her head. "I love you."

Judith closed her eyes. "You don't have to tell me you love me if it isn't true."

"Look at me."

Judith hesitated, her breath catching when she opened her eyes. The look in his eyes told her everything she needed to know, his love for her shimmering in the forest green depths.

"I want you as my mate, my wife, for now and always." He kissed her lips, a soft brush of firm lips that left her hungry for more. "You are the woman fate has sent to me. Tell me you will stay with me forever."

Joy surged inside her, coaxing the air from her lungs. "Do you mean it?"

"I have never asked a woman to marry me before." He brushed his nose against hers, his warm breath stroking her skin. I hope I shall never have to ask again. I find the suspense of waiting for her answer more frightening than anything in the world."

"Yes." She slipped her arms around his broad shoulders. "Now and forever."

Judith sighed as he stripped away her robe. She wanted nothing between them, nothing except the feel of his warm skin sliding against hers.

With his lips and his hands he adored her, stroking her skin, kissing her, making her feel as though she were shining and new. Never had she felt more beautiful. Never had she felt more loved. Yet, as he entered her, joining their bodies, she wondered if she truly deserved such joy.

She wrapped her arms around Bram, fighting the fear that lingered inside her. Could she shed the evil that had been her life with Leighton? Or would he find her, destroy her and the future she wanted so desperately with this beautiful man?

Chapter Twenty-Six
Sarah sat near the bottom of the wide mahogany staircase that rose upward from the entry hall in the Sinclair house. The others were in the drawing room, waiting for Austin and Devlin to return. She couldn't share their vigil. Not when she felt as though she had betrayed them all.

Light tumbled from a gold-and-crystal chandelier suspended high above the white marble floor, absorbing the moonlight that flowed through diamond-paned windows at the landing above her. Carved panels of mahogany lined the walls. From all appearances, this house might have been a fine home in New York, but she was a long way from home.

She hugged her knees to her chest, her unbound hair spilling forward over her shoulders, sliding against her jade green silk tunic. The clothes Brianna had given her to wear made her feel exposed and at the same time gave her an odd sense of freedom.

She had never in her life imagined wearing trousers. And the undergarments - the drawers were hardly more than a scrap of silk that left her legs entirely bare, and the odd camisole covered her bosom and nothing else. Still, she couldn't insult Brianna and refuse to wear the shocking outfit. The lady had taken care of her as though she were a child.
The front door opened. Sarah rose to her feet, her heart thudding against the wall of her chest. Devlin entered the hall and closed the door behind him, the soft click of the latch thundering against Sarah's ears. A look of displeasure entered his eyes when he saw her.

Sarah didn't allow his stern look to keep her away. She hurried across the white marble. "Have you seen him?"

"Yeah. I saw him."

"Is he all right?"

Devlin frowned. "Physically, he's fine."

"Will you take me to him?"

"He doesn't want to talk to anyone."

"Please," Sarah said, grabbing Devlin's arm, "I need to talk to him."

Devlin studied her a moment as though he were looking into her mind, reading her thoughts.

She looked up into features she had loved the first moment she had seen them. Yet this was not Austin's face; this man was a stranger who had every right to believe she meant to do his brother harm. "Please, there is so much I need to tell him."

Devlin smiled, a thoughtful curve of his lips that touched his eyes with warmth. "You just might be the person he needs to see right now."

Leighton stood in the shelter of the woods staring at the Sinclair house. Golden light glowed from several windows on the first and second floors. "I wonder what the best way would be to breach the walls of the citadel."

Collin groaned against the gag Leighton had stuffed into his mouth. Leighton glanced over his shoulder at the young man.

Collin sat a few feet away, hugging a tree with his arms and legs, his feet and hands tied to keep him in place. He still needed Collin. After he killed the Sinclairs, he would not want to dally in this place.

"I think I shall wait until they sleep before I strike." Leighton slipped his knife from his pocket, smiling into the blade as he thought of how he would eliminate the family, one by one.

The front door of the Sinclair house opened, spilling golden light into the darkness. A man stepped from the house into that glowing wedge of light. Leighton drew back into the shadows, staring at Sinclair, his heart pounding. Was it Devlin or Austin?

A woman left the house behind him, a woman with light brown hair that cascaded in unbound waves to her waist. She wore a jade green tunic and cream-colored trousers, like the clothing the other women here wore, but this woman did not belong in this place.

"Sarah," Leighton whispered. She should be in New York, waiting for him. Had Sinclair poisoned her against her own brother? Had she chosen this bastard over her own flesh and blood?

Leighton watched them walk away from the house, taking a winding path that led toward the ruins. A moonlight tryst.

Leighton slipped the knife into his pocket, the blade nestling against his pistol as he crept from the woods, following Sinclair and Sarah. The bastard would pay for defiling his sister.

<><><><><><><><><><><><>

Devlin glanced over his shoulder as though he suspected someone might be following them. Sarah looked in the direction of his gaze, seeing only the buildings of ancient Avallon rising a quarter of a mile down the path. The stone buildings glittered as though sprinkled with diamond dust. The city reminded her of ancient Greece, pillars lifting pediments toward the star-studded sky, cobblestones paving the square.

"Is something wrong?" she asked, keeping her voice to a whisper. It seemed right, keeping her voice low, reverent in this ancient place.

"Just a feeling, that's all." Devlin smiled, his lips curving into a mischievous grin that reminded her far too much of another smile, one she wondered if she would ever see again. "Maybe an ancestor has returned to haunt the place."

Sarah felt a chill whisper across her skin. "I could believe there are ghosts here."

She looked across the ruins that spread from the square toward the cliff. Only a few buildings stood in this part of ancient Avallon; many had been destroyed by the shifting of the earth long ago.

Chasms had been carved into the ground where buildings once stood, tumbling walls, spilling stone pillars across what had once been a cobblestone street. "It would seem all the logic of my existence does not exist in this place," she whispered.

"I understand what you mean." The breeze ruffled Devlin's thick black hair. "Consider walking in here one day and discovering this is your home. You can imagine what it's like meeting your parents and thinking they look more like your brother and sister."

"I know how I felt coming here. I suspect it must have been a terrible shock for you."

Devlin released his breath between his teeth. "You might say that."

"I can only imagine what it must be like to know you are a part of this, to know your ancestors gave civilization to the world. I can only imagine how strong the ties would be to the past."

"Then you can understand why Austin needed to retrieve that medallion."

"There is more to that medallion than your father is willing to tell me, isn't there?"

"Maybe." Devlin frowned as he glanced back toward the temple. "I'm not yet of the Inner Circle. I do know there are secrets which they believe must be kept from everyone outside of the circle."

Sarah rubbed her arms, trying to chase away the chill that came from within. "Do you think the medallion is one of those secrets?"

Devlin shrugged. "I suppose it could be."

"Will I ever know?"

"I doubt it. In the thirty-five years they have been married, my father has never revealed the secrets to my mother."

"I see." Even if she found a way to bridge the chasm that had opened between them, there would always be a part of Austin he would keep from her. And yet it didn't matter. She was willing to live with his secrets, as long as she could live with him.

Devlin paused on the cobblestones. "I think you'll find what you're looking for at the end of the path."

Sarah's heart crept upward into her throat as she stared toward the end of the path and saw a man sitting on the low wall of a ruined house. Austin was watching her, and he didn't look at all pleased to see her here.

She turned and grabbed Devlin's arm as he started back toward the temple. "Where are you going?"

"You don't need me here, Sarah." He covered her hand with his warm palm. "If you're half as stubborn as Austin said you were, you'll be fine."

"He told you I was stubborn?"

Devlin nodded. "I believe his exact words when he was describing you were, 'She's got a will of iron, a tongue like a razor, and a beautiful face that makes you forget everything else.' It was right about then I got the feeling my brother was getting in over his head."

"Oh," she whispered' glancing back to where Austin sat alone in the moonlight. "I suppose there are moments when I'm overly determined."

"I hope you're stubborn, Sarah. I hope you're determined to stand beside him." He squeezed her hand. "He's going to need you. Even if he thinks he doesn't. His entire world is shattering all around him."

"I want to be with him, no matter what happens."

"In that case, I think you'll both be all right." Devlin smiled, his eyes reflecting the knowledge of a man who has been to the brink of hell and back. "No one is going to be able to put the pieces back together except you and Austin."

Sarah stood planted on the path, watching Devlin until he disappeared around a corner where a jagged wall thrust upward toward the moon. He was right, of course; no one could help mend this breach between husband and wife. She only hoped she could.

Austin stared at her as she approached, moonlight carving his broad-shouldered form from the shadows. Like a phantom taking substance he rose from the ancient stones, a frowning knight silently warning away his enemy.

Sarah shivered inside. A solid wall of anger stood between them, as tangible as the stones beneath her feet, bringing her to a halt three feet away from him.

"You shouldn't have come here, Sarah."

"I had to see you."

"I don't want to see anyone."

Sarah tried to moisten her dry lips, but the inside of her mouth had turned to parchment. "But I wanted -"

"Go back to the house."

"I need to tell you -"

"There isn't anything you need to tell me."

Sarah stared as he walked away from her, paralyzed by the fear that all of the words she wanted to say would mean nothing. He stood on the edge of the cliff, dangerously close, staring out across the plains that surrounded the mountain. A breeze whispered through the ruins, ancient voices singing softly. "Austin, please, listen to what I have to say."

"You realize now your brother is not what you thought he was." He tipped back his head, the breeze stirring his thick black hair. "And you wonder if we might be able to make a future together."

The chill in his voice pierced her. He already knew what she wanted to say. He already had the verdict for what would become of their marriage. "It seems you can read my mind."

"Sarah," he whispered, glancing at her, all the anger drained from his features, replaced by a haunting sadness. "I can't promise you a future. I'm not sure I have one."

Sarah studied him a moment, seeing the despair in his eyes, fearing what he might do. "What do you mean?"

"All of my life, I've known exactly who I was. I defined my existence by this." He swept his arm toward the ruins, stones scattering beneath his feet and bouncing over the edge of the cliff as he turned. ''What remains when all of this is gone?"

"Please come back away from the edge," she said, reaching for him.

"I'm not going to jump, Sarah." He stepped back, avoiding her touch. "Fool I might be, but I'm not suicidal. I don't intend to deprive the Central Council of the privilege of pronouncing judgment on me."

"Your father said he would find a way to defend you."

Austin sank to a low stone wall. He turned his gaze to some distant point on the horizon, where moonlight painted a silvery streak against the black earth. "I'm not sure there is a defense for what I've done."

Jasmine grew wild here. The hardy vines entwined with fallen stones, white flowers glowing in the moonlight, the sweet fragrance spilling into the cool evening breeze swirling around them. "Are you afraid they will take away your title, your wealth?"

"I don't think you understand."

"I don't care about money or prestige. I would live in a woodcutter's cottage with you," she said.

"This has nothing to do with money or prestige. It has to do with honor and trust and responsibility." He smoothed his fingers over a stone slab lying on the ground beside him, the remains of a pillar that had once stood tall. "I don't know who I am anymore."

"I know who you are." She moved toward him, drawn to him as she had been drawn to this man from the first moment she had glimpsed him. He didn't look up at her. "You're the man I love."

Austin closed his eyes. "Sarah, don't."

"You're a good man, Austin Sinclair. And I won't stand by and watch you destroy yourself."

He laughed, a deep rumble that echoed against the black stones of the ruined city. "I've already destroyed any good there was in Austin Sinclair."

"That's not true. I fell in love with you when I thought you were a thief and scoundrel." She wanted to touch him, but sensed he would draw away from her. "Even then I could see the goodness inside you. I fell in love with the man behind the handsome mask."

"Sarah, I'm a fraud."

"Why? Because you think you've failed to live up to some ancient code of ethics?"

He bowed his head, his broad shoulders slumping as though bowed by a heavy weight. "I failed my family."

"You did this for me."

Austin shook his head. "I did this for me. I wanted you, Sarah, more than I wanted anything in the world."

"Austin," she whispered, cupping his face in her hands. He looked up at her, moonlight reflected in his eyes. In his eyes she saw the vulnerable boy who had tried to be everything his parents had always wanted him to be. "You asked me once to believe in you, and I was too confused to see the truth. Please give me the chance to prove how much I love you."

"Sarah, it's too late."

"No! We've both made mistakes. But that doesn't mean we can't make a future together."

"I never should have married you."

Sarah stepped back, his words piercing her heart. She stared toward the temple, unable to look at him, to see his rejection of her in his eyes. A few trees stood among the litter of fallen stones, living monuments to those who had died here centuries ago. "Then you don't love me."

He stood and looked down at her, his eyes fierce. "You don't understand."

Sarah felt the sting of tears in her eyes. "I understand that you don't want me." She turned and walked away from him, refusing to allow him to see her cry.

"Sarah." He grabbed her arm.

She tried to pull free. "Please let go of me."

Austin tightened his grip on her arm. "If I could -"

"Release her, Sinclair."

Sarah jumped at the sound of her brother's voice. She turned, staring at Leighton, unable to comprehend how he could be standing there before her like a ghost in a white linen suit. "What are you doing here?"

"Saving you from this bastard." Leighton smiled as he pointed the pistol he held at Austin. "I want to make sure Sinclair never bothers you again."

"No!" Sarah stepped in front of Austin. "Leighton, you don't want to do this horrible thing."

"Oh, but I do. Now step aside, Sarah."

Sarah shook her head, knowing the moment she stepped away from Austin, Leighton would kill him.

"Get out of here, Sarah," Austin whispered.

Sarah shook her head, pressing back against him. "Leighton, please, put the gun away."

"Sarah, the man has filled your head with lies." Leighton shifted the gun, moonlight glittering on the silver muzzle. "Just step aside, and I'll make sure he can never lie to you again."

Sarah stared at the stranger who was her brother, seeing every truth she had tried to deny. It was there, hidden in his face; like the brown dye that covered his silvery blond hair, his lies had camouflaged the truth. "Leighton, I know what happened."

"Sarah, you aren't going to believe Sinclair, are you?"

Sarah felt her husband's warmth radiate against her back, shielding her from the evening chill. "I know you killed a man."

"I had to. They were going to lock me up like an animal. Now move away from him." Leighton gestured with the gun. "I don't want to hurt you."

"Do as he says, Sarah," Austin said, resting his hands on her shoulders.

Sarah shook her head. "I can't."

"Sarah, why are you protecting him?" Leighton asked, his voice strained with torment. "He is my enemy."

"Leighton, please put away the gun. I can't allow you to hurt Austin. I love him."

Austin's hands tightened on her shoulders.

"No! You can't love him." Leighton cocked the pistol, the air splintering with a metallic click.

"Get down!" Austin shoved Sarah, tossing her from the line of fire as though she were no more than a rag doll.

Sarah screamed. She stumbled, tripping on a stone block, tumbling to the ground. Pain flared in her hip and her hand where she had tried to break her fall. For a moment she sat on the ground, stunned as she stared at her husband and her brother and the deadly pistol in Leighton's hand.

"Damn you, Sinclair!" Leighton shouted. "You turned my sister against me."

"Leighton!" Sarah shouted, scrambling to her feet. "You're my brother. I love you."

Leighton glanced at her, moonlight glittering on the tears in his eyes. "I want things the way they were, Sarah."

"They can be." Sarah took a step toward her brother, her gaze dipping to the pistol he still held pointed at Austin. "If you'll only give me the gun."

"Stay back, Sarah," Austin said, his voice a low growl.

Sarah hesitated, glancing at Austin. He stood poised on the balls of his feet, a panther about to strike. "It's all right," she said, hoping to keep him at bay.

At least 12 feet separated the men, and Sarah knew a bullet could travel those 12 feet faster than a man. If Austin tried to rush Leighton, he would die. "My brother isn't going to hurt me. Are you, Leighton?"

"I'd never hurt you, Sarah. You're all I have." Leighton waved the gun at Austin. "And he's taken you away from me."

"No." Sarah moved toward her brother. "Leighton, he hasn't turned me against you."

"How do you think she's going to feel about you once you kill me?" Austin flexed his hands at his sides.

"When you're gone, it will be like it was before. When all of the Sinclairs are dead, I can forget all of this." Leighton glanced down at the pistol. "I can go on with my life as though nothing bad ever happened."

From the corner of her eye she saw Austin move, like the uncoiling of a spring, aimed straight at Leighton. Her brother looked up as though startled from sleep, the pistol jerking in his hand. He would kill Austin.

"Leighton!" Sarah launched herself between her husband and her brother. The gunshot thundered in her ears. She felt the bullet slam into her chest, white-hot, pain searing along her every nerve, stealing the strength from her limbs.

"Sarah!"

Her name pulsated with the blood pounding in her ears, the shouts of her husband and her brother overlapping as she tumbled toward the ground. Austin's strong arms closed around her, breaking her fall. Yet he couldn't stop the downward plunge inside her, the slow sinking into darkness.

Austin sank with her to the ground, cradling her in his arms. "Sarah," he said, his voice choked with emotion.

Through tears, she looked up at him. Moonlight glowed behind him, slipping silvery light into his thick hair, this prince who had come to rescue her from loneliness, this man she had betrayed. "I'm sorry," she whispered. "Please forgive me."

Pain twisted his features. He tightened his hold on her as though he could keep her from slipping away from him. "You're going to be all right, Sarah."

"Damn you, Sinclair!" Leighton towered above her, blocking out the moonlight. "Take your hands off my sister."

"Look at her, Van Horne!" Austin shouted. "We have to get her to a doctor, now."

She tried to speak, but she couldn't even manage a whisper; all of her strength was fading, draining from her body with the blood she felt warm against her chest.

"It's your fault," Leighton shouted, waving the pistol at Austin. "I'll kill you for this."

"No!" she tried to scream, her voice escaping in a low moan as she sank further into the pool of darkness.

A gunshot shattered the night. She felt Austin flinch, his arms flexing around her.

"Austin," she whispered, knowing her brother had ended the life of the man she loved. In that moment, as she slipped into the darkness, she realized her own life ceased to matter.

Chapter Twenty-Seven
In the instant before he heard the gunshot, Austin had known Leighton was going to shoot. Yet with Sarah in his arms, there had been no chance to stop him.

He stiffened, an instant of tension when he sucked in his breath and waited for the bullet to slam into his body. But Leighton was the one reeling backward, a dark stain spreading across the sleeve of his white coat. He staggered a few steps, the pistol dropping from his limp hand, the steel clattering against the stones.

"You!" Leighton murmured, staring past Austin.

In the periphery of his vision Austin saw Devlin running toward them. Leighton clutched his upper arm, sagging back against a half collapsed wall.

Devlin halted beside his brother. "How is she?"

Austin looked down at the woman lying in his arms. Thick, dark lashes rested against her cheeks. Blood smeared her tunic, plastering the dark green silk to her chest. Austin touched her neck, unable to breathe, his fear for her strangling his throat. Her skin was cool, damp to his touch.

"Austin, is she... ?" Devlin asked.

"She's alive!" A pulse fluttered beneath his fingers, a thready beat of life. Austin nearly collapsed with the sudden wave of relief that hit him. "She needs medical attention immediately."

"I'll take care of Van Horne."

Austin slipped his arm under her shoulder, another beneath her knees. A soft moan slipped from her lips as he lifted her. "It's all right, my love. You're going to be all right," he whispered, praying he could get her medical attention in time.

Devlin gripped his pistol as he moved toward Leighton Van Horne. Leighton was watching him, smiling, a demonic smile shining from an angelic face. A chill prickled the base of his spine as he held the man's icy cold gaze. Van Horne had no soul.

"So this time we've traded places," Leighton said, examining the tear in his sleeve. "At least for the moment."

"It's over, Van Horne." Devlin retrieved Leighton's pistol and slipped it into the pocket of his trousers.

"I know your doctors can fix this little scratch." Leighton plucked at his bloody sleeve. "I assume they will be able to heal my sister, the way they pulled you back from the brink of death."

Devlin frowned as he thought of the wound in Sarah's chest. "Pray that they do."

"Prayers are for fools, Sinclair." Leighton laughed, tossing back his head to look up at the stars. "Have you ever really known a prayer to be answered?"

"You just shot your sister. Don't you feel any remorse?"

"It was your brother's fault." Leighton looked at him, madness lurking in his eyes. "He turned her against me."

"You managed to do that all by yourself."

Leighton lounged against the wall, shoving his hands into his coat pockets. "Tell me, Sinclair, why didn't you kill me just now? I know how much you hate me."

Van Horne was like a rabid wolf, dangerous, unpredictable. Yet Devlin hadn't killed him when he had the chance, and he wondered if he would regret that decision. "I knew I didn't have to kill you to stop you."

"Is that the reason? Part of your little codes of ethics, I suppose." Leighton smiled, his teeth glowing animal white in the moonlight. "This society believes killing is barbaric. That makes you weak."

"Let's go."

"It's a rare feeling, Sinclair, killing. A powerful feeling. For that moment, as you watch the life drain from the body of your victim, you are God."

Devlin slid his thumb over the handle of his gun. "Get moving, Van Horne."

Leighton smiled as though amused by some private joke. "Are you going to put me in a cage?"

"You belong in a cage." Devlin gestured toward the main part of the ancient city as he spoke. "Now move."

Leighton drew away from the wall, turning, pulling his hands from his pockets. He staggered a few steps before his legs collapsed beneath him and he crumpled to his knees.

"Get up, Van Horne."

Leighton looked up at Devlin, his straight brown hair hanging over his brow. "It seems I need some help."

Devlin hesitated before he moved toward him, feeling as though he were approaching a wounded animal. "Here," he said, offering Van Horne his hand.

"I knew I could count on your sense of honor," Leighton said, smiling up at him.

The back of Devlin's neck prickled. Leighton grabbed his hand, his grip surprisingly strong for a wounded man. As Devlin helped him to his feet, Leighton pivoted, swinging his free hand.

Devlin saw a glint of silver in the moonlight. He jerked back an instant before he felt the knife rip into his side, slashing across his ribs. Pain flared like wildfire devouring a ripened field of wheat.

Van Horne wrenched the pistol from Devlin's stunned hand. "No one is going to put me in a cage."

Devlin staggered back, clutching the ragged wound in his side, gasping for each breath that splintered in his chest.

Van Horne tossed back his head, his laughter slicing the cool evening breeze. "So it seems we trade places again." He pointed the pistol at Devlin's heart. "Do you feel the power I possess, Sinclair?"

"The true power isn't in destruction, Van Horne." Devlin drew air into his burning lungs. "The true power is in mastering life."

"I've beaten you, admit it." The corner of Leighton's mouth twitched. "I've mastered you."

Devlin held Leighton's look, sensing the lust for power inside him. "Pull the trigger."

"You can't turn this around, Sinclair. You don't control me. I'll decide when you shall die."

"How do you expect to get away?"

"I have a ticket all tied up in your front yard. The same little friend who helped me get in here."

Devlin knew if he didn't return soon they would send someone looking for him. But how long did he have before Leighton tired of this game? ''Do you have the medallion with you?"

Leighton smiled as he pulled the medallion from his pocket, the ancient gold shimmering in the moonlight. "Now you know how it feels, Sinclair, to have something precious stolen from you, the way you stole Cleopatra's necklace from me."

"I still have the necklace." Devlin could feel his strength ebbing with the flow of blood that spilled through his fingers. If he didn't get help soon, it wouldn't matter if Leighton slammed a bullet into his heart; he would bleed to death. "Perhaps we could arrange an exchange."

Leighton stuffed the medallion into his coat pocket. "You want to trick me."

"How could I trick you? You're the one with the power."

"That's right." Leighton waved the pistol at Devlin. "I can kill you, Sinclair. One little pull of the trigger and you're a dead man."

"You're smart, Leighton." Devlin looked past Van Horne, as though he saw someone creeping there in the shadows. "Too smart to be tricked. Too smart to have someone sneak up behind you."

Leighton glanced over his shoulder. It gave Devlin an instant, a precious heartbeat to react. He vaulted over the low wall, hitting the ground as a bullet slammed into the stones above his head.

"Damn you, Sinclair!"

Devlin fought the pain that threatened to steal every ounce of strength from his body. He dragged Leighton's pistol from his pocket. Bullet after bullet plowed into the top of the stone wall four feet above him, chips of debris raining down on him.

"Come out, Sinclair, it's time for you to die!"

In a crouch Devlin ran to a corner of the ruined building. Once there he glanced over the top of the ragged wall. Leighton stood on the edge of the cliff, his pistol pointed toward the wall where Devlin had disappeared.

Devlin clutched the pistol between both hands and braced his elbows on the stone wall, the strength draining from his arms. "Drop the gun, Van Horne."

Leighton pivoted, staring at him as though Devlin had stepped from the grave. "You can't stop me, Sinclair." The gun bobbed in his hand at his side, as though Leighton were calculating the chances he would have if he tried to shoot.

"Don't move."

"You won't kill me." Leighton laughed. "But I've already killed you. And it's just the beginning. I'm going to kill them all, your brother, your parents, your pretty little sister, and your wife. Oh, I'm going to enjoy her first, Sinclair. Beautiful Kate, that wife you prize so highly."

Devlin held the pistol pointed at Van Horne's chest, clutching the handle between his blood-soaked hands. "Don't move."

"I'll see you in hell!" Leighton shouted, thrusting the pistol upward from his side.

Devlin squeezed the trigger. As the gunshot thundered in his ears, he saw Leighton stagger.

Leighton's features twisted into a look of sheer shock. He stumbled back, pressing his hand to the dark smudge in the center of his chest. "You did it," he whispered, crumpling to his knees. He pitched forward, falling facedown against the rocks.

Devlin leaned against the wall, resting his chin on his chest, clasping his hand over the wound in his side. "It's over, Van Horne," he whispered.

"Devlin!" Rhys shouted.

Devlin lifted his head; the motion tipped the world, sent it into a lazy twirl. His father's image splintered in his vision, spinning as Rhys ran toward him. Devlin sagged against the wall, his head reeling.

Rhys grabbed his son's arm. "Devlin, what happened?"

"Van Horne... I shot him."

"How badly are you hurt?"

Devlin swallowed back the bile rising in his throat. "I'm all right." Yet he did not protest as his father slipped a strong arm around him and helped him to the ground. Devlin sat with his back braced against the wall, trying to find a solid anchor.

Rhys knelt beside him, frowning as he examined the wound in Devlin's side. "Looks like we're going to keep Dr. Carrick and her team busy tonight."

Devlin bit back a groan as his father pressed strong fingers against the wound. He shivered uncontrollably. "Is Sarah going to... will she be all right?"

"I don't know. Dr. Carrick was examining her when I came looking for you." Rhys met his son's gaze, concern for Sarah naked in his blue-green eyes. "It doesn't look good, son."

"God, I hope she pulls through."

"Breathe with me, Devlin." Rhys drew a deep breath, exhaling slowly, like leaves falling in a lazy autumn breeze. "We have to keep you from going into shock."

Devlin rested his head back against the wall, following the slow, easy breath of his father, the pain dissolving beneath Rhys's fingers like a fire in the rain. "I killed Van Horne."

"You had no choice."

"The medallion is in his pocket."

"Thank God." Rhys moved his fingers against the wound, the heat of his touch seeping into Devlin's blood.

"It's magical, isn't it?" Devlin moistened his lips, staring up at the stars. "One of those secrets you can't tell anyone outside of the Circle."

Rhys studied his son a moment, a deep line carved between his black brows. "In time you will know the answers."

Rhys leaned back in a chair in his study, buff-colored leather sighing beneath him. Electric lights in the shape of flames flickered behind crystal-and-gold fixtures on the walls, casting a golden glow on the carved oak panels. He pressed his hands together, resting his chin on the steeple of his fingers as he watched Fraser Bennett pace back and forth before him, the thick carpet of gold and emerald wool absorbing the sharp thuds of his heels.

Although the outcome here would decide Austin's future, Rhys knew his son's fate was tied to the young woman who fought for her life in the medical unit Dr. Carrick had established upstairs. If Sarah died, everything Rhys was trying to accomplish for his son would be meaningless. If they buried Sarah, Austin would bury himself in grief.

Fraser paused his restless pacing as he reached the wing-back chair where Collin Bennett sat. Collin's face was streaked with dirt, his light brown hair tousled, the shoulder of his charcoal gray coat torn.

Rhys had found the young man tied in the woods soon after he had brought Devlin back to the house. And with his discovery had come the chance Rhys was looking for to save Austin.

Fraser stared down at his son, his face etched with rage. "I can't understand how you could help Van Horne."

"He was going to kill me." Collin glanced to Rhys as though he might find understanding. "Van Horne is a madman. I had no choice."

"You took an oath, Collin," Fraser said. "You pledged to protect Avallon with your life."

"Is that what you wish had happened, Father?" Collin stared up at his father. "Do you wish Van Horne had killed me?"

"Collin, I..." Fraser hesitated, staring down at the young man who resembled him. They shared the same coloring, the same sharp cast of features, the same tall, slender form. Yet there the resemblance ended.

"I don't really need an answer, Father. I know you've always put this place above me, above Mother."

"That's not true," Fraser said.

Collin laughed, a bitter sound high in his throat. "When did you ever take time away from the council or the Circle to be with us?"

Fraser glanced to Rhys, his blue eyes filled with embarrassment. "That's enough, Collin," he said, keeping his voice low as though he wished to contain the argument.

"What difference does it make if Lord Sinclair hears what I have to say, Father? The Central Council will hear it soon enough."

"So they will," Fraser said, his voice baring his defeat.

Rhys pressed the tips of his fingers together, seeking the inner balance he needed to maintain control. He drew his thoughts away from his son and the lovely young woman Austin might lose. He had only a few moments to save Austin. He could not allow the opportunity to pass.

"I can't believe this has all happened," Collin said, closing his eyes. "I never meant anyone to be hurt."

Fraser walked to the open French doors, where he stared into the moonlit gardens. A cool breeze heavy with the scent of roses drifted into the room.

Rhys studied his opponent. He could sense the weakness in him. Fraser had always been an ambitious man. Now he was a man facing political ruin. "How unfortunate it is that Van Horne has managed to destroy the reputations of so many."

Fraser glanced over his shoulder, casting a cold glance at Rhys. "If your son had brought him back, this would not have happened to Collin."

"If your son had not helped Van Horne, my daughter-in-law would not be fighting for her life at this moment. It does make one wonder who is more at fault." Rhys rested his chin on his fingertips, holding Fraser's gaze until the other man wavered and turned back toward the gardens.

Fraser drew a deep breath, his shoulders rising beneath the white silk of his shirt. "You know I was the one who recommended Austin be brought before the council on charges, don't you?"

"I suspected you might have been the one who persuaded the others."

"I suppose a conviction of this kind would have been very profitable for you." Collin leaned back in his chair, staring at his father. "You might even have made it all the way to the leader's chair."

Fraser drew his hands into fists at his sides. "That will be enough, Collin."

"More than enough, I'd say." Collin looked away from his father, his expression revealing the hurt inside him.

"I don't believe Collin meant any harm. And I know Austin believed a delay in retrieving the medallion would not jeopardize his mission." Rhys looked at the stiff line of Fraser's back. "It would seem we are looking at two cases of circumstances that got out of control. I wonder if either young man deserves to be put on trial for something as serious as treason."

Fraser glanced at him over his shoulder. "What do you have in mind?"

"Collin brought Van Horne here hoping he could bring the man to justice."

"I did what?" Collin asked.

"Quiet, Collin." Fraser turned to face Rhys. "Please continue."

"Austin delayed in retrieving the medallion because he was hoping to lure Van Horne into a trap." Rhys smiled, seeing the eagerness in Fraser, the need to find a way out of this dilemma. "Together, Collin and Austin brought Van Horne back to Avallon to stand trial."

"So it was all part of a plan," Fraser said.

"That's right." Rhys tapped his fingertips together.

Fraser stroked his mustache. "It could work."

"They'll never believe it," Collin said.

"I think they will." Fraser glanced at his son. "Because they want to believe it. The council shivers at this type of conflict."

Rhys rested his chin on his fingertips. He felt confident the council would drop the charges against Austin. He wondered how he might be able to convince his son to forgive himself. And he knew the answer rested with a young woman who might not live to see another dawn.

Austin stood at the windows in the sitting room outside of Sarah's bedroom. A mile away, nestled in the valley, ancient Avallon stood in the moonlight, black stone glittering. It had always been there. As a boy he had imagined himself a knight in that ancient time, a wielder of justice. And now he found justice eluded him. He was alive and whole while the woman he loved lay near death. Because of him. Because of his selfish soul.

His family was gathered with him, all except his father. In the panes of glass he saw their reflections, quiet, waiting for word. His brother sat on a sofa across from the windows, beside Kate. For a second time Devlin had almost died at the hands of Leighton Van Horne. That, too, was a crime Austin could lay at his own doorstep.

Austin turned at the sound of a door opening. Dr. Beverly Carrick stepped into the room. She stood framed by the carved oak door frame, staring at Austin. Tall, slender, her light brown hair pulled back into a roll at her nape, Dr. Carrick was one of the finest physicians in Avallon. If anyone could save Sarah, it would be Carrick. Yet the look in her brown eyes fed the fear growing inside him.

"How is she?" Austin asked, stepping away from the windows.

"I've repaired the tissue damage." Dr. Carrick frowned, her brows pulling together over her thin nose. "But I'm afraid she isn't responding to treatment. She refuses to regain consciousness."

"What do you mean?" Austin asked. "Don't you have something to make her regain consciousness?"

"Yes and no." Dr. Carrick crossed her arms as though she were impatient with her own lack of success. "I've given her everything I dare give her so soon after reconstructing her lung. By all rights, she should be conscious. But she refuses to cooperate."

"I want to see her," Austin said, brushing past the doctor.

Dr. Carrick's three assistants were removing the last of the medical equipment when Austin entered Sarah's bedroom. As they left the room, they carried silver cases filled with technology that could transform any site into an operating room. Medical miracles. Technology developed over the centuries. Would it be enough to save Sarah?

Austin moved toward the woman who lay unconscious on the bed, four posts of carved mahogany rising around her, a white linen sheet folded above her breasts. He moved slowly, as though she might awaken in the time it took to reach her. Still, she did not move.

All of the emotion inside him had turned to crystal; one wrong move and he would shatter, splinter into a thousand pieces that could never be reunited. He stood beside the bed, looking down at his sleeping bride.

The lamp on the table beside her bed cast a golden glow over her, stroking her smooth cheeks, tangling in the thick waves that spread across her pillow. They had dressed her in a soft white cotton gown, a narrow band of embroidered lace trimming the edge of the round neckline. She looked so peaceful, so very beautiful. He wanted nothing more than to lie beside her, hold her, fill his senses with her fragrance, her warmth.

"I've done everything I can," Dr. Carrick said. "It's up to Sarah now."

"I'm not certain I understand what you mean."

"In twenty years as a physician, I have learned that for all of our advances, there are moments when it comes down to a single question," Dr. Carrick studied Sarah a moment, frowning, as though she saw the one puzzle in life she could not solve. "How strong is the will to live?"

"Sarah is strong willed."

"I hope she is." Carrick rested her hand on Austin's shoulder. "I'll be back in a few hours to see how she is doing. If there is any change, don't hesitate to contact me."

Austin sank to the edge of the bed as Carrick left the room. He touched Sarah's face, tracing the crest of her cheekbone, the curve of her brow. He pressed his fingertip against her soft lips, feeling each reassuring exhale of warm breath. He felt a tightness in his chest, a stinging in his eyes, as emotions stirred inside him, sharp edges slicing his heart.

"Sarah," he whispered, lifting her hand to his lips, where a single tear fell upon her skin. "Come back to me, my love."

Chapter Twenty-Eight
Austin rested his shoulder against the window casement in Sarah's room, his face turned to the rain-splattered panes. Darkness had swallowed the world beyond this house. He could see nothing of Avallon. His mother's gardens were nothing but a black pool beneath him. All of the light in the world seemed concentrated in this room.

''Under other circumstances, I would have liked to have seen Collin Bennett exiled from Avallon," Rhys said.

In the glass Austin could see Rhys standing beside Sarah's bed, staring down at the young woman who lay deathly still. It had been two days since the shooting, and Sarah hadn't regained consciousness.

"But I believe Collin would like nothing more than to return to New York."

Austin nodded. "He doesn't feel any loyalty to Avallon."

"Fraser has taken Collin to a rehabilitation center. I spoke to him this morning. Collin's memories of his life in the Outworld have been erased. They've started the relearning process. I hope father and son will do better with this second chance."

"If only we could all have a second chance."

"The council is withdrawing the charges against you."

Austin looked at his father's image reflected in the window glass. "I'm relieved the family will not be put through the ordeal of a trial."

"Are you?"

"Of course I am." Lightning flashed, splashing silver light across Austin's face. In the glass Austin saw the face of a stranger. He hadn't slept, hadn't eaten since Sarah had been wounded. His face reflected the strain, dark smudges staining the skin below his eyes, a dark shadow of beard shading his cheeks. He was a man locked in combat with inner demons, a man close to losing the battle. Thunder cracked, rattling the windowpanes.

"I think there has already been a trial," Rhys said. "I think you've already convicted yourself."

Austin leaned his head back against the wall, closing his eyes. "Father, please, not now."

"Austin, I've always been proud of you. That hasn't changed."

"This is my responsibility." Austin swept his hand toward the bed where Sarah lay still and silent. "All of it."

"You made a choice, son. In your place, I believe I would have done the same for your mother."

Austin stared at Sarah, grief ripping at him with steely claws. "Sarah may die because of me."

"Then give her a reason to live, Austin. Stop blaming yourself for loving her."

"I don't trust myself any longer." Austin sank to an upholstered armchair near the windows, sinking against the blue silk brocade. He was a stranger to himself, a man unlike that he had always imagined he was.

"You have done nothing to shatter my trust in you."

"How do you do it, Father?" Merlin planted one paw on Austin's knee and swatted at his arm, demanding attention. Austin stroked the cat's sleek head; Merlin closed his eyes, a deep-throated purr escaping his throat. "How do you keep from being tempted by the power you know you can channel with that ancient piece of gold?"

"By understanding the consequences of changing fate." Rhys crossed the room to stand by his son. "It is as we are taught in the codices of the ancient Circle, Austin. When we manipulate events in the past, we alter the present and affect the future. It can be a disaster."

"I would betray my vows for Sarah." Austin looked up at Rhys, seeing the acceptance in his father's eyes, the concern for a son who no longer deserved that consideration. "If I had the medallion in my hands, I would use it. I would go back to that moment before Sarah was shot, and I would find a way to protect her."

"And in going back to that moment, you might be the one to die."

"I could accept my death, if it meant saving her." Austin clenched his hands into fists on his thighs, his mind replaying every moment on the bluff. "I saw it coming, Father. I saw Van Horne with that gun, the look in Sarah's eyes, and I knew she would do something foolish. If she had only stayed clear, I might have gotten to Leighton before he had the chance to harm her."

"After your brother was taken from us, there were many moments when I wanted to go back in time, alter the events that had stolen our son from us." Rhys stared at the windows, a lifetime of pain reflected in his face. "But if I had, all of the lives Devlin touched would be changed in some way. He would never have met Kate. You would never have met Sarah."

"I know the dangers." Merlin abandoned Austin, sauntering across the room where he leapt to the blue brocade counterpane folded at the foot of the bed. The cat circled twice before curling into a ball at Sarah's feet. She didn't move. He wondered if she ever would. "Still, there have to be moments when altering the past is justified. When, indeed, changing past events is the right thing to do."

"And who shall be the judge of what events shall be changed?" Rhys voiced one of the questions he had often posed to his son in the past, philosophical questions that lurked in the gray area between right and wrong. "How do we know when our tampering might cause irreparable harm?"

"There could be no harm in saving Sarah."

"Sarah was willing to give her life to save you." Rhys looked at the woman who slept so deeply even Dr. Carrick could not reach her with all of her wondrous medicine. "Are you not willing to live for her?"

Austin felt a tightening in his chest. "I would do anything to save her."

"Tell her, son. Make her hear you. Use all of your gifts to bring her back to you."

"I've tried," Austin whispered, his voice strangled by emotion. "Don't you think I've tried to reach her?"

"You have tried while you doubted yourself, while you felt the burden of your choices weigh upon your heart." Rhys rested his hand on Austin's shoulder.

"Go to her without your doubts. Forgive yourself for the choices your father would have made in your place. Go to her ready to face the future with her at your side."

"Can you truly accept me, knowing my love for Sarah has hampered my judgment?"

"Your love for Sarah makes you stronger, not weaker."

"Can you allow me to remain in the Circle after everything I've done?" Austin looked up at Rhys. "How can you trust me?"

"I don't believe you ever intended harm. Only a man of character and strength would embark upon the battle that rages inside you."

Austin stared down at the swirls of blue and ivory in the carpet beneath his feet. "A man of character and strength would not do what I have done."

Rhys tightened his grip on Austin's shoulder as though he wanted to drag his son from the well of despair that threatened to drown Austin. "If Sarah asked you to betray your family or Avallon, would you?"

"Sarah would never ask such a thing of me."

"But if she did. If she said to you, 'Let me print a story about Avallon in my newspaper, let me tell the world about your people,' would you allow it?"

"Of course not."

"And what would you think of a woman who asked you to betray all you held dear?" Rhys asked.

Austin glanced at Sarah, tracing the curve of her cheek where the light from the lamp beside the bed stroked her skin. "I would believe her love for me was nothing more than an illusion."

"When you became a lord of the Inner Circle, you did not vow to betray your heart. You found a balance, Austin, between duty to your vows to Avallon and your love for Sarah. Leighton Van Horne unsettled that balance. If you allow him to condemn you to a life of doubts, then you allow him to triumph."

Austin glanced up at his father, realizing the truth in his words. "And in allowing him to triumph, I fail in all I have ever strived to become."

"You have never disappointed me, Austin." Rhys looked down at his son, his expression reflecting the support Austin had always found in this man. "I have every faith in you."

"Thank you." Austin looked to the bed, staring at Sarah a long moment before he spoke. "Perhaps what I need to find is faith in myself."

"Talk to her, son. Let her know how much you need her."

Austin rose from his chair as Rhys left the room. He crossed the distance that separated him from the woman he loved, sinking to the edge of the bed beside her. Her hair spilled across the white linen covering her pillow, the lamplight spinning threads of gold in the light brown tresses. He watched the rise and fall of her chest beneath the soft white cotton of her nightgown, following the rhythm, breathing with her, his lungs filling with every breath she took.

He cupped her cheeks, resting his fingertips on her temples. He welcomed the throb of her heart, allowing the rhythm to pulsate through his body. Her breath was his breath. Her heartbeat was his heartbeat.

He reached inside himself, tapping into the energy that dwelt within. He felt the connection with her, the joining that sizzled along his nerves, the melding of his spirit with hers.

"Hear me, Sarah," he whispered, stroking his fingers across her temples. "Come back to me, my love."

<><><><><><><><><><><><>

Sarah dwelt in a corner of her mind, a safe place where none of the horror of Austin's death could reach her. Memories lived here, poignant memories of a man she scarcely knew, a man she had known a hundred lifetimes. She would stay here. Nothing beyond these memories mattered any longer.

Come back to me, my love.

A voice beckoned her, his voice. Through the shadows of her mind she saw Austin standing in a doorway, a bright light shimmering around him. He reached for her, holding his hand out to her, tempting her to leave the safety of her memories.

Open your eyes, my sweet Sarah.

She turned away from the light that threatened her, the light that reached her with the sound of his voice. Austin was gone. How could he be reaching for her?

Sarah, I can't live without you.

The torment in his voice lured her. She turned back toward the man in the doorway. He was reaching for her, drawing her toward him, toward the light.

Sarah, come to me.

Austin waited for her in that light. She moved toward him, unable to resist. She reached out her hand, touching him, feeling his warmth close around her, strong arms wrapping around her, drawing her into the light.

"Austin," she whispered, opening her eyes. He was there, leaning over her, the lamp beside her bed stroking his face.

"Sarah," he whispered, sliding his fingertips over her temples and into her hair.

"You're alive." She touched his cheek, feeling the scratchy texture of his beard, the warmth of his skin beneath. "You're really alive."

"I am now that you've come back to me, my love."

Tears shimmered in his eyes like silver stars glittering in a twilight sky. "I thought Leighton had killed you," she said.

He slid his thumbs over the crests of her cheeks. "What ever possessed you to stand between us?"

"I couldn't let him hurt you."

"Sarah." He closed his eyes as he breathed her name as softly as a prayer. Tears slipped beneath the fringe of his thick black lashes. "I thought I had lost you."

"Do you forgive me, Austin?" She cupped his face in her hands, the heat of his tears scalding her palms. "I swear I'll never doubt you again."

"There's nothing to forgive. I gave you reason to doubt me." He pressed his lips to the corner of hers, his warm breath spilling across her cheek. "No more deceptions, Sarah, from this moment until the end of time."

"Hold me," Sarah whispered. "Please hold me."

"Forever." Austin eased beside her on the bed, his movements controlled, as though he were afraid he might harm her. He slipped his arms around her, stretching his long body against hers. He lay beside her, holding her close, resting his cheek on her hair.

Sarah snuggled against him, resenting the layers of clothing that kept her from feeling the hot velvet of his skin. She buried her face against his chest, reveling in the strong beat of his heart against her cheek, breathing in the intoxicating scent of his skin. "Would you think me terribly wicked if I told you I want you to make love to me?"

"I would think I'm a very lucky man to have you." He held her closer, his body tense against hers. "As much as I want to hold and caress and taste every inch of your luscious little body, I want to have the doctor take a look at you. And I need to let my family know you're all right. They've been worried about you."

"They have?" Sarah leaned back in his arms to look at him. His thick black hair fell in tousled waves around his face, as though his fingers had been his only comb in days. Lines of fatigue creased the corners of his beautiful eyes. He looked like a man who had wandered alone through a treacherous wilderness, a man who had found his way back home. "After all that's happened, they are worried about what happens to me?"

"You're part of this family, Sarah." Austin kissed her, a soft brush of his lips against hers. "They care for you."

"Even though Leighton tried to..." Sarah closed her eyes against the sudden rush of memories assaulting her. Once again she saw Leighton, a gun in his hand, his eyes filled with madness. "How can they accept me after what my brother has done to this family?"

Austin slid his hand through her hair, his fingertips gliding against her scalp. "What kind of people would they be if they judged you by what your brother did?"

Merlin poked her shoulder with his head, meowing deep in his throat. Sarah scratched him beneath his chin, ruffling the white patch of fur there. She remembered the day she had first glimpsed him, a plump gray kitten peeking out from Leighton's coat pocket, a gift for his sister on her eighteenth birthday.

"What happened to my brother?" Sarah drew a breath that trickled through her tight throat. "Did you... is he dead?"

"I didn't kill him."

Sarah sank against Austin, hiding her face against his shoulder, feeling tears sting her eyes. "But he's dead, isn't he?"

"Devlin shot him."

Sarah flinched at the words she had sensed she would hear.

"Devlin had no choice, Sarah." Austin stroked her back, a slow slide of his palm that spread a comforting warmth. "Leighton was going to kill him."

"Somehow it seems wrong to mourn the man who had wanted to kill you." Sarah clenched her eyes shut, trying to hold back the tears. Her chest ached with the grief that demanded release. "But... I remember a different Leighton."

"It's all right, Sarah." Austin pressed his lips to her temple. "I understand."

"I can't believe he's gone." Sarah choked on a sob. She clenched her teeth, trying to fight the horrible pain of her brother's loss.

"Let it go, Sarah," Austin whispered, his lips moving against her temple. "Don't try to hold it back. Let the pain flow through you. Let the tears cleanse you."

"He always wanted to make Father notice him." Sarah wept, her body shaking, her tears soaking the soft white silk of Austin's shirt. "All he ever wanted was some sign of affection. That's all."

Austin held her close, stroking her hair, her back, her shoulder, rocking her softly as her tears spilled upon his shoulder. When the tears were spent and Sarah felt weak from the overwhelming grief, he held her still, cradling her against his body as though she were the most precious thing in the world to him.

"He was all I ever had. The only one who ever really cared about me."

"You aren't alone, Sarah," he said. "You will never be alone again."

Chapter Twenty-Nine
Scenes from the legend of King Arthur lined the wide corridor leading from the east wing of the house to the pools. Sarah scarcely noticed the mosaic tiles that shaped each intricate portrait of that age of chivalry. The events of the past few days had settled around her like a shroud.

Everything she had once relied upon to keep her world in balance had shifted. Only Austin was real in this world. And right now, he was all she needed to survive.

The scent of warm jasmine dripped from the damp air, wrapping around her as she entered the pool area. Two large pools sank from the black flagstones lining the floor, as though nature had dug each one. Sunlight tumbled through the glass ceiling, reflecting on the smooth surface of one of the pools. The other pool bubbled, steam rising from the water.

''What an extraordinary place," Sarah whispered.

Palm and banana trees stood amid flowering bushes and vines in this vast chamber, trunks growing upward from the black flagstones, lacy green fronds reaching toward the sunlight shimmering against the glass high overhead. A glass wall hugged the contours of the bluff, flowing around two sides of the room, allowing an unrestricted view of the valley and the ruins. Black stone shaped the other walls, as if the mountain itself sheltered this place.

A metallic click echoed in the room, the sliding of a lock into place. Sarah turned and found Austin leaning against the door. "Have you locked us in here?"

"My father had this lock put on the door when I was five." He plucked at the buttons lining the front of his white silk shirt, flicking each open, revealing an ever increasing expanse of golden skin and dark curls. "He said it was to make sure I wouldn't wander in here and drown. But I suspect he had other reasons for wanting to keep this place private."

"Oh." Sarah felt a delicious heat flicker deep inside her. "I wonder what reasons he might have had."

"I wonder." He tugged his shirt from his trousers, the white silk wrinkled from the intimate press of his body. "What possible reason could a man and woman want with privacy in a place like this?"

The fragrant air wrapped around her, warm, moist, so thick she could scarcely draw a breath. "To swim undisturbed?"

"I think it was to lock out the world." He stripped the white silk from his shoulders, dropping the shirt to the black stones at his feet. Sunlight streamed over his shoulders, his arms, gliding along the thick curves of muscle.

He kicked off the soft black shoes he wore. Sarah watched as he flicked open the buttons lining the front of his black trousers. She swallowed hard, feeling the emotion rise inside her.

"It's been a long time since I've had... a swim." He slipped off his trousers, the white silk drawers beneath, baring his body to the sunlight and her own heated stare.

He stood before her, hiding nothing from her gaze. He stood tall and strong, his aroused body kissed by the golden light streaming through the glass. He had come to her from this ancient place of mystery. A prince from a fairy tale. A man who could wield a sword to slay dragons and rescue fair damsels.

"Come swim with me." He moved toward her, silent as a shadow drifting through the sunlight, smiling at her in a way that tipped her heart upside down. Water bubbled and splashed in the pool behind her. "Let's forget the world outside of this paradise."

Sarah glanced at the glass wall, feeling exposed in the sunlight, even though she was fully clothed.

"No one can see us here." Austin paused with less than a foot of steamy air between them. The warmth of his chest radiated against her breasts, soaking her skin through the raspberry silk of her tunic. "Let the rest of the world slip away, Sarah."

Sarah hesitated as he moved toward the bubbling pool, years of propriety warring with the desire that rippled through her in heated waves. Did he actually intend to make love to her here, in the middle of the day?

Austin entered the pool, descending steps hidden beneath the dark, churning water. Steam drifted upward from the pool, coating his skin with a moisture that glistened in the sunlight. Water lapped at his long legs, his narrow hips, the flat rippled muscles of his belly. He smiled at her, lifting his hand to beckon her to his side. "Come to me, my love."

In that instant the battle for propriety was lost. Here, in this place of mystery and wonder, what place did the propriety of that other world have? She unfastened the gold belt at her waist and slipped her tunic over her head, her hair tumbling in a cascade of damp curls over her shoulders. Moist air heavy with the scent of jasmine curled around her naked skin as she removed the scrap of silk molding her breasts.

Austin shifted in the pool, drawing his hands through the water lapping at his waist, the effervescence drifting away from him, giving her a glimpse of golden skin strained to the peak of arousal. He stood watching her, desire darkening his eyes to a smoky blue that flickered with the fire burning inside him.

Sarah stripped away her shoes, the cream-colored silk of her trousers, the short drawers of pale pink silk, baring her body to this man she adored. As she moved toward him, as the sun streamed over the curves of her breasts, tingling her nipples, she realized how right this felt. In shedding her clothes in this bright, sunlit place, she had shed more than scraps of silk. Perhaps propriety had no place in a marriage, at least not in this marriage. Only love. Only passion.

In this place they seemed the only people in the world. Man and woman, destined for one another, now as they had been since the beginning of time.

She eased into the churning pool, the heat of the water stealing her breath. With each step she took, the water rose, heat climbing her legs, stroking her thighs, slipping between her legs like hot oiled satin.

"Tell me, how did a woman as beautiful as you manage to remain single for more than a year after your debut into society?" Austin reached for her, drawing her into his arms.

She smiled at the words he had spoken a lifetime ago. "I was waiting for a thief to steal my heart," she said, sliding her arms around his shoulders, his wet skin sliding like hot silk against hers.

"I thank the stars you waited for me." He kissed her, a slow slide of his lips, hotter than the water lapping at her skin.

"And I thought I could reform you," she whispered as he pressed his lips to the curve of her neck and shoulder, sending shivers skittering across her skin. "I thought I could turn a reckless rogue into a staid gentleman. Thank heaven I was wrong."

He laughed, a deep rumble that brushed his chest against her breasts, damp black curls teasing her nipples. "I'll give you a lifetime to make of me what you want."

She rested her fingertips against the pulse point in his neck, the beat of his heart throbbing beneath his warm skin, matching the rhythm pulsating in the tips of her breasts. "You are what I want." The tremor that shook him astonished her; it awed her, his reaction to her words.

I don't think you realize how much your love means to me." He slid his hands down her back, curving his fingers over her rounded bottom. "From the time I came of age, women looked at me and saw only a title. Except you, only you."

"You touched me and I came to life." Sarah tilted back her head, arching in his arms like a cat in the sunlight as he drew her close, pressing the heat of his arousal into her belly. Clouds rippled across the pale blue of the sky, reflecting the sunlight.

Austin looked down at her breasts. Steam condensed into shimmering beads on her pale skin. He watched a drop of moisture slide along a rounded curve. He lowered his head, licking one glistening nipple, taking the rosy crest into his mouth.

He felt Sarah lift into him, slipping her hands into his hair, sliding her belly against his hardened flesh.

Desire twisted in him, drawing his every muscle taut. Her moan of pleasure vibrated through him like a bow drawn across the stretched strings of a violin. He moved to the other breast, flicking his tongue against her, tasting the salt of her skin in the beads of moisture that glittered like diamonds in the sunlight.

The effervescence of the water licked upward along his legs. Lavender mingled with the sultry scent of her arousal rose with the heat of her skin. He trembled with the need to possess her. "I need you, Sarah."

She smiled. "No more than I need you."

He lifted her, sliding her legs around his waist, finding the sleek entrance to the heart of her feminine fire.

"For an eternity, my Edaina," he whispered, plunging deep inside her.

Sarah tossed back her head, a joyous sound of pleasure surging upward from her body, echoing from the glass and stone. She moved against him, taking each thrust of his hard flesh, buoyant in his hold.

Slowly he felt the stirring inside her, the splintering of her control. She tossed back her head, moaning his name as her body convulsed and tensed around him. He followed her, surrendering to the soul-shattering sensations that spiraled upward inside him. His body shook with the same pulsations that rippled through her, his every muscle tensing as pleasure engulfed him.

He held her, deep inside her. Each frantic heartbeat echoed in his ears, each ragged breath, his pulse blending with hers so he couldn't tell one from the other.

She held him. With her legs and her arms, she squeezed him as though she never intended to release him. Yet he sensed something in this possession, a fear that lingered beneath the love he felt shimmering around him.

He sank against the smooth stone stairs, holding her in his arms, her sleek thighs embracing his. Her hair swirled in the bubbling water, coiling around him in long strands of wet silk. "What's wrong, love?"

She kept her face buried against his neck, hiding her expression. "Nothing," she whispered, her lips moving against his skin.

He smoothed the hair back from her shoulder, letting the damp tresses cascade down her back. "I thought we weren't going to deceive each other again, Sarah."

"I never want to deceive you." She lifted her head, allowing him to see the tears glittering in her eyes.

"You're confused," he whispered, looking into her eyes, seeing the turmoil there, the questions. "So much has happened, you feel as though your world has been turned on end."

"It seems you can read my mind," she said, her lips tipping into a smile. "But then, you always could."

"I can perceive feelings in most people." He kissed her, taking her soft exhale deep into his lungs. "But with you, it is as though the emotion comes from inside myself."

"A joining," she whispered, cupping his face in her hands.

Austin trembled with the truth of her words. "A joining."

"What happens now?" She brushed her fingers over his cheek, smoothing away the moisture. "Will we stay here?"

Water bubbled all around them, rippling like satin across his skin. "What do you want to do?"

"There is so much I've left unfinished. I think of those poor people in the tenements, and I know I need to do something to help them. I want to convince my uncle to build the new apartment houses."

"You don't need his consent. I'm not exactly in financial difficulties."

"So I've learned." She tugged his hair, smiling as she kissed the tip of his nose. "But I want my father's company to leave some positive mark. I need to find some way to convince my uncle to agree to my proposal."

He sensed her need to erase the ugliness Leighton had left behind. "I understand."

"Can we go back to New York, if only for a little while? Until I'm certain there will be a place for Jim and his family and a hundred more families."

He had a prickling sensation at the nape of his neck when he thought of returning to New York with Sarah.

"Is something wrong?"

"Sarah, this might not be a good time to go back to New York."

"But I want to make certain my editor has been keeping the heat turned up under Warren Snelling."

The image of a gray dove with her neck broken flickered in his mind. "You can send him a telegram, or I can have someone talk with him."

"You're worried." Sarah smoothed her fingers over the frown carved into his brow. "You can't honestly believe someone would try to hurt me over my newspaper articles?"

"I remember a package you received one beautiful morning. A cigar box with a surprise inside."

She frowned, her expression reflecting the grim remembrance of that morning. "The man who sent that warning wanted to frighten me. If I stay away from New York, he'll think he succeeded."

Austin cupped the nape of her neck, his fingers sliding against the damp heat of her skin. "I would rather not give him the chance to succeed in hurting you."

"Please, Austin, take me back to New York."

"I have a bad feeling about this."

"I want to see my mother," Sarah whispered, sliding her hand along his damp shoulder. "There are so many things we need to say to one another. I thought you understood."

"I do." He held her close, wrapping his arms around her. If anything happened to her...

"I promise I'll wrap up everything I need to do in a few days."

Austin pressed his lips to her temple, feeling her pulse throb beneath his touch. He couldn't keep her a prisoner, no matter how much he wanted to protect her. "All right," he whispered.

He felt her smile against his shoulder. "I knew there was a good reason why I fell in love with you."

Sarah was probably right; someone only wanted to frighten her. Yet he couldn't shake the feeling of dread sitting like a block of ice in his stomach.

Chapter Thirty
Sarah sat in an upholstered armchair near the windows in the study of her father's house, watching as Leighton's solicitor, Mr. Silas Bulfinch, removed Leighton's will from a narrow leather case. She felt chilled inside, emotions slashing at her like needles of sleet driven by a strong north wind. Despair and regret, the pain of grief, the fond wish that she could change what had already come to pass, all of this swirled like a tempest inside her.

She and Austin had arrived in New York two days ago. They had gone directly to the Kensington Hotel, hoping to see Sarah's mother, but Diana had left for San Francisco three days before they had arrived in New York. By this time her mother was well on her way home with her family.

Family. Sarah was only just beginning to understand the full meaning of that word. The people gathered in this room for the reading of Leighton's will were doing their best to cure her of any illusions she might have had about their kinship with her.

Roxanne and Clarissa sat together on the sofa across from Sarah, the black silk of their gowns draping the burgundy velvet upholstery, all very proper in their mourning clothes. Yet Sarah had heard them discussing Leighton this morning: ''What a dreadful nuisance this is," Roxanne had said, "having to dress up in black and act as though we care that horrible boy is dead." And Clarissa had agreed. Her brother was dead and all Clarissa could think about was how terrible she looked in black.

Uncle Kendall sat in a leather wing-back chair near the hearth, his hands clasped beneath his chin, solemn as he listened to the long strings of words spoken by Bulfinch, the slow dispersing of a man's life. Addison stood beside his father, leaning against the mantel, tapping his fingers against the gray marble. They were all staring at Bulfinch as the short man read the legal papers he had spread on the desk.

They didn't care. A man had lived and died and not one of his family cared, Sarah thought. But she cared. She ached for the loss of his young life, the destruction of a future he might have had. How had his life become so twisted?

Sarah stared at the solicitor, following the ripple of incandescent light across the shiny skin of his scalp as he shifted his head. His skull looked like a nest holding a large egg, she thought, a fringe of dark brown hair edging the smooth curve of his bald head. Odd that she should think of something so inane at a time like this.

Bulfinch's words droned in the room. The meaning of his words evaded Sarah. They were no more than a buzzing in her ear until Bulfinch spoke one line, the last decree of her brother. Sarah's breath caught in her throat. She stared at the solicitor, the splatte of rain against the glass filling the silence that had descended like a chilling fog in the room.
"There has to be some mistake," Addison said. "Even Leighton wasn't foolish enough to leave his interest in the company to a woman."

"There is no mistake." Mr. Bulfinch shifted, the leather armchair creaking beneath his ample weight. "Mr. Van Horne left all of his possessions to his sister Sarah."

Sarah exhaled, her lungs collapsing like a balloon stuck with a pin. Leighton had given her complete control over the company. He had given her everything. As Bulfinch waddled from the room, Sarah looked at her cousin.

"Leighton was a bigger fool than I ever imagined," Addison said, his cheeks growing red with fury.

She thought of all the times Addison had looked at her with sarcasm and arrogance, all the insults he had ever heaped on her shoulders, and she smiled. "It would seem Leighton has given me permission to do as I see fit with our company, Addison."

Addison curled his hand into a fist on the mantel. "You don't actually think you can run the company."

"There are certain projects I think our company should undertake," Sarah said.

Addison rolled his eyes. "Like building palaces for peasants."

Sarah drew a deep breath, trying to quiet the anger stirring inside her. "Apartment houses for the working people of this city are good investments."

"If you think I'll let you drive my company into the dirt, you're mistaken, Sarah."

"I believe it is our company." Sarah held her cousin's angry stare. "And there is little you can do to stop me from running it the way I wish."

"We shall see about that, Sarah. I swear to you, I'll do anything I can to stop you." Addison turned on his heel and marched from the room, slamming the door behind him.

Sarah glanced at her Uncle Kendall. He was watching her, his chin resting on his clasped hands, his expression revealing the deep distress he felt at what had transpired in the past few moments.

"I'm sorry for this, Sarah." Kendall stood and came to her, taking her hand when he drew near. "I'm certain in time Addison will learn to accept you as a partner."

Sarah looked up into Kendall's gentle blue eyes. "I hope he does."

Kendall squeezed her hand. "If you need anything, just let me know." After saying good-bye to Roxanne and Clarissa, he left the women alone.

"So it seems you now have it all." Roxanne stood, staring at Sarah as though her stepdaughter were a rattlesnake she wanted to slay. "If you think you can turn us out of our own house, you are very much mistaken."

Sarah stared at Roxanne, not quite believing what she had heard. "Turn you out of the house?"

"According to your father's will, Clarissa and I can live here for as long as we wish. You can't even sell the house without our permission."

"I wouldn't dream of asking you to leave." Sarah looked away from the fury in Roxanne's eyes. How could her stepmother believe she would do anything as cruel as forcing her to leave her home?

"You're so smug," Clarissa said. "You think you're better than I am because you tricked Sinclair into marrying you."

Sarah glanced up, meeting the hatred in Clarissa's eyes. "I didn't trick Austin into anything."

Clarissa laughed, dark, bitter, nothing like that bright tinkling laughter Sarah had often heard her sister practice for the benefit of her suitors. "You have everything that should have been mine. You stole the man I was going to marry."

Sarah thought of Austin. He was upstairs making a list of the items in Leighton's treasure room. He had little doubt many of the pieces were stolen from private collections and museums. "I didn't steal him, Clarissa."

"Oh, yes, you did." Clarissa stood clenching her hands into fists at her sides. "You allowed him privileges no decent woman would allow. You trapped him."

Sarah rose from her chair, her legs shaky beneath her black gown. "Clarissa, that just isn't true."

"It is true. Isn't it, Mother?"

Sarah glanced at Roxanne, hoping for some support, seeing only ice shaped by hatred and envy.

"I think it's obvious why Sinclair married her." Roxanne smiled as she looked at Clarissa. "If she hadn't cavorted with the man, he would never have noticed her."

The hatred Sarah felt emanating from her sister and stepmother was a palpable thing, a wall of ice pushing toward her, pressing against her. Why were they behaving this way? "I wish you only the best. I always have."

"You stabbed me in the back the first chance you had!" Clarissa shouted. "I wouldn't be surprised to find that you arranged for Duggan to slip into my bed. You wanted to destroy me."

Matilda had told Sarah what had happened, the scandal that had resulted from that morning. Clarissa had lived like a recluse since that day. Sarah knew Leighton had arranged for that disaster to befall Clarissa. Yet she couldn't tell Clarissa all she knew; she couldn't risk exposing Avallon. "Clarissa, I had nothing to do with Mr. Duggan being in your room."

"I hate you!"

Sarah flinched. "Clarissa, I -"

"I wish you had died when I pushed you down the stairs."

Sarah stepped back, Clarissa's words cutting her like a blade. "You don't mean that."

"You have no right to be married to Lord Sinclair when I'm ruined! He should have been my husband. He would be if it weren't for you." Clarissa moved toward her sister, pausing a foot from her, staring up at Sarah with murder in her eyes. "I wish you were dead."

Sarah pressed her hand to her heart, feeling the pain centered there, a tightening that came from realizing the sister she had always loved cared nothing at all for her. "I hope in time we can mend these wounds." She turned and left them before the tears she felt burning her eyes could fall.

Rain pelted the windowpanes of Van Horne's treasure room. Gray light filtered through the windows, melding into the golden light tumbling from the brass-and-crystal fixtures overhead. Austin stood beside one of the glass cabinets, staring at the brass artifacts displayed on red velvet. It would take weeks, perhaps months to identify the stolen pieces and return them to the proper owners.

A floorboard creaked softly behind him. He felt a subtle shift in the air upon his cheek, a warmth he recognized without seeing the woman who had entered the room. His thoughts tumbled back in time, back to a moonlit night when his carelessness had exposed him to the danger of a pistol in the hands of an inexperienced woman. It seemed to have happened yesterday and at the same time a lifetime ago.

Austin turned to face her. She stood a few feet into the room, a woman dressed in black silk, her magnificent hair piled in curls upon her head, her beautiful eyes betraying the accumulated sorrow of a lifetime. That look in her eyes wrapped around him, drawing him to her. "Sarah," he whispered, brushing his fingers across her smooth cheek. "What's happened, love?"

"Hold me." She slipped her arms around his waist. "I need to feel your arms around me."

Austin slipped his arms around her, absorbing the trembling of her slender body, sensing her feelings as sharply as his own.

"I feel as though it's all gone, everything I thought of as home."

"I'm here for you, Sarah." A delicate thread of lavender rose with the heat of her skin. "I'll always be with you."

"They hate me. Roxanne and Clarissa." Sarah tightened her arms around him as though she were afraid someone would rip him from her arms. "I don't understand what I've done to make them hate me so."

"This isn't your fault." Austin cupped her cheeks in his hands and lifted her face so he could look into her eyes. The golden lamplight glittered on the unshed tears pooling in her hazel eyes. "The fault lies within their souls. Jealousy. They have never been able to look beyond their own selfish needs."

"And here I am," she said, swiping at a tear that trickled down her cheek, "indulging in my own self-pity."

Austin brushed his lips against her damp cheek, absorbing the salt of her tears. "There is nothing selfish about you, my sweet Sarah."

"Leighton left me everything he owned." Sarah rested her cheek against his chest. "He had no one but me."

Austin held her close, the memories of those moments on the bluffs haunting him. He had come so close to losing her. "You did everything you could to save him."

"He was so young, Austin, barely twenty-five. How could his life have gone so wrong?"

"Sarah, regrets for what might have been will only tear you apart. Look to the future."

Sarah nodded. "Addison is furious that I intend to go through with my building project."

"Hell get used to the idea."

"That's what Uncle Kendall said."

Austin rested his hand at her nape, feeling the tension in her muscles. "I asked Matilda and Emerson if they would come work for us."

Sarah looked up at him, a glimmer of hope in her eyes. "In England?"

"Isabel is returning to Avallon this evening. She intends to stay there." He smoothed his fingers across her temple. "I bought her house."

"You want to live in New York?"

"Part of the time. Enough time for you to keep an eye on your newspaper and your building company."

"Oh," she whispered, curling her fingers into his lapels. "I've always dreamed of a home of my own."

Austin looked down into her face, seeing the joy in her eyes, the radiant blush rise in her cheeks. For too many years joy had never touched her. "Tell me your dreams, my love, and I will do my best to make them come true."

Sarah slid her fingers down his lapels. "I was right about you the first time I saw you."

Austin frowned. "You thought I was a thief and scoundrel."

Sarah shook her head. I thought you were magic."

"Let's go home." He kissed the tip of her upturned nose. "And we'll see if we can conjure a little magic."

Chapter Thirty-One
After three days of rain, the sun peeked out from behind a cloud, tossing morning light into the conservatory. A warm breeze drifted through the open windows, rustling the leaves of banana, palm, and orange trees, stirring the perfume of jasmine and orange blossoms in the room. Austin glanced over the top of the newspaper Sarah had given him to read, meeting his wife's intent gaze.

"You're frowning," Sarah said. "Don't you like my article?"

"You have a flair with words." Austin folded the newspaper and laid it on the table by his cup and saucer. A feeling of impending disaster settled around him like a killing frost as he stared down at the words, the brutal honesty his wife had printed for the world to see.

"You're worried?"

"I have a bad feeling about this." He glanced up, meeting Sarah's intense gaze. "You're pushing this man against a wall, Sarah. He might decide to push back."

"Warren Snelling is the type of man who likes to bully people, especially people who can't fight back." Sarah slipped her hand over the fist Austin held clenched against the glass tabletop. "But I still don't believe he would actually try to hurt me."

"I don't suppose I can talk you into moving our trip to San Francisco up a few weeks? I can have a train ready for us in an hour."

"I need to do this, Austin." She squeezed his hand. "I need to see Mulberry Bend torn down. I need to see our new apartments started on that block before I leave."

Austin lifted her hand to his lips, the sweet fragrance of lavender clinging to her skin mingling with the perfume of orange blossoms and jasmine. "I understand."

Sarah glanced down at their clasped hands, a smile curving her lips. "Sometimes I think you understand me better than I understand myself."

Austin glanced over his shoulder at the sound of footsteps on the white marble squares lining the floor. Emerson was carrying a package about eight inches square, wrapped in silver paper and tied with a big silver bow.

"This just arrived for Lady Sinclair." Emerson smiled as he set the package on the table between Sarah and Austin.

"A wedding present, do you suppose?" Sarah asked, her face lighting like a little girl's on Christmas morning.

"There was no card, milady," Emerson said.

"Thank you, Emerson," Sarah said, smiling up at her old friend.

Emerson nodded and left the room, palm fronds and banana leaves swaying as he passed.

''It seems odd," Austin said, staring at the little package. The nape of his neck prickled, instincts warning him of dangers unseen. "Sending a gift without a note."

"Perhaps it's inside." Sarah tore the paper from the package, revealing a rosewood box. As she started to lift the lid, Austin rested his hand over hers.

She looked across the package straight into his eyes. "Is something wrong?"

Austin frowned. "I remember the last time you got a package in the mail."

"You don't believe someone would send..." Sarah sat back, the white wicker chair sighing with her movement, her expression dissolving from expectation to anxiety. "Perhaps we're being too sensitive."

"Perhaps." Austin turned the box toward him. He hesitated a moment before he lifted the lid, brass hinges creaking softly.

"What is it?" Sarah asked, her voice a whisper, as though she were afraid to ask the question.

A four-inch-long shell rested on damp gray oilcloth at the bottom of the box, conical in shape, striated with shades of yellow and brown. "A shell."

"A shell?" Sarah peeked into the box, releasing her breath in a long sigh. "Thank goodness."

"Wait." Austin grabbed her wrist as she started to reach into the box.

"But it's only a shell."

"Why is the box lined in oilcloth?" Austin drew her hand away from the box. The shell glistened in the sunlight. "And why is it damp?"

"But what harm could there be in a shell?"

"Living in Brazil one learns to be amazed," Austin said, lifting his spoon, "by the dangers that can be found in the most innocuous looking creatures." With the tip of his spoon he rocked the shell.

"What do you expect to..." Sarah's words ended in a gasp.

A gray proboscis darted from the narrow end of the shell, thumping the side of the box with harpoonlike teeth. It ducked back inside the shell, leaving a black venom that oozed down the side of the box.
"What was that?" Sarah whispered.

"I'm not exactly sure." Austin set his spoon on the table. "Some type of marine snail. Poisonous, would be my guess."

"Snelling." Sarah sat back in her chair. "He has an aquarium in his house. Our newspaper did a story about it last year. He built a room the size of a salon and filled it with tanks and pools, where he keeps a collection of marine creatures."

Austin closed the lid and reached for Sarah. He drew her from her chair into his arms, holding her on his lap, absorbing her shivers. "I'm going to send for Detective Farley. I think it's time we have a little talk with Warren Snelling."

"So you say you received this odd marine snail this morning." Kendall Van Horne sipped his tea, looking over the rim of his cup at Sarah. "And you think Warren Snelling sent it?"

"I can only suppose it was Snelling." Sarah held her teacup between her hands, absorbing the warmth radiating from the ivory china. The sun had slipped behind gray clouds, casting the conservatory in a pale gloom. "Austin and a police detective are with him now."

"Thank heaven you weren't hurt."

"I never realized the man would actually try to harm me." Sarah sipped her tea, hoping to chase away the chill inside her. "I thought he would try to frighten me, but to send something like that... creature. Austin could have been killed. Anyone who touched the thing could have been killed."

"It seems this was not a good time to bring you the news I have for you."

"What news?"

"It doesn't matter, my dear." Kendall managed a smile, but Sarah could see the distress in his eyes.

"Please tell me. What is it?"

Kendall settled his cup on his saucer. "I'm afraid one of the families refuses to leave Mulberry Bend."

"But I thought everyone had been relocated."

"So did I. But this morning, when our construction foreman was doing a final check of the area set for demolition, he found them." Kendall stared down at his cup, stroking the curve of the handle with his fingertip. "A young Italian mother and her two children. I tried to talk them into leaving, but they refused to go."

"Why? We've arranged for temporary housing for all the families."

"Although my Italian is not what it should be, I believe she doesn't trust anyone. She's waiting for her husband to return from some trip. That's all I could gather."

"Those buildings are scheduled to be destroyed tomorrow."

Kendall nodded. "It will be a pity if I have to call in the police to remove them. I had hoped you could talk to them. You're fluent in the language and so good with people. But after what has happened this morning, it would be out of the question."

"I'll be ready to leave in fifteen minutes."

"But, Sarah, you've had quite a shock this morning."

Sarah smiled at her uncle's concern for her. "I can't let Warren Snelling frighten me into spinning a cocoon."

Austin stood near the door of Warren Snelling's study, watching as the burly man lumbered across the room, carrying the rosewood box Farley had handed him. Farley followed, a determined terrier trailing a bear. Incandescent lights were glowing in the brass-and-crystal fixture overhead, chasing away the gray gloom spilling through the open windows.

Austin sensed annoyance and curiosity in Snelling. His expression and his bearing betrayed none of the guilt or fear Austin had expected to find in the man.

"This looks like one of my cone shells." Snelling looked up from the box he had placed on the mahogany desk that stood near the windows, frowning as he looked at Detective Farley. "What are you doing with it?"

"Do you recognize the box, Mr. Snelling?" Farley tapped his pencil against the side of the box.

"I don't give a damn about the box; I want to know why you have one of my cone shells." A breeze ripped through the open windows, stirring the scarlet brocade drapes, setting the gold tassels swinging. "This is a very valuable specimen."

"This box and your shell were delivered to Lady Sinclair a few hours ago." Farley glanced over his shoulder at Austin. "That's why Lord Sinclair has come with me. He wants to know as much as I do how this happened to end up in his wife's hands."

"Her hands." Snelling's face grew pale as he looked at Austin. "Did it sting her?"

Austin held Snelling's gaze for a moment before he answered, judging the man's response. He sensed only a genuine concern in Snelling, a fear that had not been there before. "No."

"Thank God." Snelling sank into a wing-back chair in front of the desk, his hips settling snugly between the scarlet brocade arms. "It's poisonous. One sting can kill a man in a few hours."

"We figured that much out, sir," Farley said. "What we haven't figured yet is how it got sent to Lady Sinclair."

"How the hell would I know how she got it?" Snelling looked from Farley to Austin, color returning to stain his cheeks. "You can't think I sent it to her?"

"You weren't happy with the articles Lady Sinclair has been writing in the Gazette about you, were you?" Farley asked.

"Of course I wasn't happy over that prattle. But I wouldn't try to kill her over it."

"Those articles could stir a lot of people to write their legislators," Farley said. "If that new tenement legislation is passed, it will cost you a fortune."

"That legislation is all but passed already." Snelling curled his thick hands into fists on the arms of his chair. "And don't deceive yourself, Detective. You know as well as I do, a resourceful man can find his way around any legislation. If he so desires."

Farley twisted his pencil between his fingers as he studied Snelling, deep lines pressed into his narrow face. "Do you know of anyone in the city who keeps these shells except you, Mr. Snelling?"

"No. Someone must have taken it from my collection." Snelling looked straight at Austin, meeting his eyes. "I might not care for your wife's meddling, Lord Sinclair. But I certainly did not try to kill her."

Austin had been trained to trust his instincts, yet he didn't care for what those instincts were telling him. He listened to Farley ask the same questions over once more before the detective was ready to leave.

Warm air heavy with moisture bathed his face as Austin left the Snelling house. He walked beside Farley toward the carriage he had waiting, replaying Snelling's words in his mind, his instincts telling him to believe the man. "He didn't do it."

Farley paused on the sidewalk, the rattle of traffic filling the silence as he studied Austin. "What makes you so sure? A few hours ago you were ready to hang the man."

"Snelling doesn't seem like a foolish man. And he would have to be a fool to send something like this." Austin tapped the box Farley was keeping as evidence. "It would be like raising a flag with his name emblazoned across it."

"Perhaps that's why he sent it. He could always use that argument to claim his innocence."

Austin rubbed the back of his neck, his skin prickling. I don't think so."

"Who else would want to see your wife dead?"

Austin pulled open the carriage door. He had to get to Sarah. "I can think of a few people."

Sarah hesitated on the threshold of the tenement, staring into the darkness. The pale gray light of the cloudy day slipped through the open door and dissolved into gloom. She shivered, a feeling of anxiety twisting in her stomach. Anyone could be waiting for her in that darkness.

"Sarah, are you coming?" Kendall stood a few feet in front of her, a pale ghost staring at her from the gloom.

There was no reason to be frightened, she told herself. Austin and Detective Farley were with Warren Snelling. By now the man was probably behind bars. Still, she couldn't seem to cross the threshold.

"Sarah, have you changed your mind? Do you want me to have the police deal with this woman and her children?"

"No." The poor woman had suffered enough simply by living here. She forced her feet to move, to carry her across the threshold into the shadows.

Sarah pressed her handkerchief to her nose, trying to mask the stench of rotting garbage and human waste with the lavender clinging to the soft white linen. She followed her Uncle Kendall through the gloom in the narrow stairwell. Gray light filtered through the window open to the air shaft at the second-floor landing.

"I don't understand why she won't leave this place," she said, thinking of the mother who was keeping her two children in this hovel.

"This has been her home, Sarah." Kendall paused as he reached the second floor, taking Sarah's arm when she joined him. "She feels safe here."

Sarah glanced down the long dark hallway. The chill of despair lingered here. "It's amazing anyone could feel safe in this place."

Kendall led her to a door near the end of the hall. The apartment was in the back of the building, where the sun never slipped through the gloom. Kendall knocked, the sharp rapping noise echoing down the hall.

Sarah glanced over her shoulder, staring into the shadows. There was no one here, she assured herself, no one hiding in the darkness to pounce on her. Still, she couldn't shake the anxiety that whispered across her skin like a December wind.

"It's open," Kendall said, swinging open the door.

Sarah looked into the apartment. The shadows were so deep she could scarcely see the gray panes of the window across the room. A square table and four spindly chairs stood in one corner of the kitchen. A curtain hung from a wire stretched from wall to wall along one end of the room. "Perhaps she changed her mind."

"The foreman said she was hiding in there," Kendall said, pointing toward the curtained partition.

"Signora Buscali," Sarah said, entering the apartment. The slow tap of her heels echoed against the bare wooden planks as she crossed the room. "Signora, I've come to help you." She repeated her words once more, this time in Italian.

Sarah took a deep breath as she approached that dark curtain, her skin prickling with apprehension. The floorboards groaned as she stepped closer. She heard a loud snap, felt the boards give beneath her feet, the wood splintering. A scream tore from her throat as the floor disintegrated beneath her feet.

She threw out her hands as she plunged through the floor. Broken pieces of wood clawed at her like bony skeletons, tearing the black silk of her gown. She pitched forward. Her hands slapped against the floor. Rough wood bit into her waist. She was sliding, slipping through the broken floor. She clawed for purchase, her fingers slipping on the smooth planks.

Her feet dangled. Below her a black chasm waited; 40 feet of dark air separated her from the ground floor. She tried to scream, her throat closing around her words like a vice. Blood pounded in her veins, thudding in her ears with the footsteps crossing the floor. Kendall loomed in her vision, towering above her. "Help me!"

Kendall sat back on his heels. In the gray light filtering through the single window, she saw his face. He was frowning, his blue eyes troubled as he looked at her. "Sarah, dear, I'm sorry it had to come to this."

She slipped backward, her ribs hitting the broken edge of the floor. Her legs dangled in the black pit that had opened below her. "I'm slipping!"

"If only you hadn't insisted on this building project of yours." He stroked her right hand, where she clutched at the smooth floor. "You see, there isn't enough money for it."

Sarah felt herself sliding, inching backward into the pit. She pressed her hands and arms into the wood. "Uncle Kendall, please help me."

"I can't, my dear." He snatched his hand back when she tried to grab his wrist. "I've worked a lifetime at building that company. It should have been mine. But no, Carelton had to leave it to Leighton. Even though he hated the boy, he had to conform to social convention."

Fear pounded in her chest, a clenched fist throbbing against her heart. She clawed at the smooth wooden planks, fighting desperately to halt her backward slide. "What does this have to do with me?"

"I'm afraid I've been taking money, a great deal of money. I wanted to give Addison a proper start in his new marriage."

Sarah shuddered as she slipped, her nails digging into the wood. "Uncle Kendall, you can't do this."

"I have to do this. I can't let you send me to jail."

"I won't, I swear." Her arms trembled under the strain as she fought to drag herself from the pit.

"I'm sorry about this, I truly am." Kendall smiled, a wistful curve of his lips. "I always cared for you, Sarah. But I want the company. And after you're gone it will be mine."

"Austin is my husband. If I die -"

"He can't inherit it from you, my dear. Only a Van Horne descendant can control the company."

"They'll know you did this. Matilda and Emerson both know I came here with you."

"It doesn't matter. This was nothing but a terrible accident."

The weight of her body dragged her toward destruction. "Please help me."

"Let go, Sarah." He plucked her fingers from the floor. "Just let go."

"No!"

"Sarah!"

The sound of Austin's voice rippled through her like the deep chiming of a church bell. Yet as relief coursed through her, she slipped over the edge. A scream ripped from her throat. She caught a ragged floorboard with both hands. Kendall stood, his black shoes inches from her fingers.

"Get away from her, Kendall!" Austin shouted.

Sarah squeezed the edge of the board, her arms straining against her dangling weight. Kendall backed away, out of her view. Footsteps pounded the wood, vibrating against her hands.

Sarah was slipping. There was nothing but blackness below her. Death waiting to swallow her. She clenched her hands against the wood, her muscles screaming for release.

"Sarah!" Austin shouted, grabbing her wrists.

She stared up at him, her hands locked on the board, her arms trembling with the strain. In the gray glow from the window, he looked otherworldly, a dark-haired phantom. Yet the hands that held her wrists were real, powerful and secure.

"Let go, Sarah."

She pried her fingers from the floorboard and delivered her life into his hands. He lifted her as though she weighed no more than the rag doll she felt at that moment. He hauled her from the pit and into his arms. Sarah collapsed against him, her every muscle trembling.

''Sarah," he whispered, sitting back against the wall, cradling her in his arms. "You're safe, love."

Sarah clenched his lapel in her hand, burying her face against his chest. "Where is he?"

"He got away." Austin pressed his cheek to her hair. "I could have caught him, but I thought it was a better idea to catch you."

"He wanted to kill me." The pain of her uncle's betrayal burned like a brand in her chest. "For money."

"He won't get away with it, Sarah. I promise you."

"I don't want him arrested."

Austin gripped her chin in gentle fingers and tilted back her head until he could look into her eyes. "Sarah, the man tried to kill you."

"There's been too much scandal." Sarah eased a breath into her tight lungs. "If he agrees to give up his control in the company, I won't go to the police."

Austin frowned. "You're upset, Sarah. When you have time to think -"

"No. Please, I don't want any more scandal."

Austin stroked his thumb over her lower lip, frowning as he held her gaze. "All right, sweet Sarah. We'll handle this your way."

Chapter Thirty-Two
Austin awoke with a start, a sudden wrenching from sleep that left his heart racing and his breath coming in ragged gasps. The big brass bed rocked beneath him, in time with the soft clicking sound of the iron wheels against iron rails as his private train penetrated the night. He reached for Sarah, sensing her need for him, feeling cool sheets in place of her warm body.

Sarah stood at the far end of the car, in the sitting area. She was staring out into the moonlight as though she were a lost little girl searching for home.

It had been three weeks since that morning in the tenement when Kendall had almost ended Sarah's life. Three weeks since Kendall had been found dead in his office, a pistol beside him. He had chosen death over imprisonment, never knowing Sarah had decided to keep the truth from the police and let him go free.

The official report stated Kendall Van Horne had died in an accident while cleaning his pistol. But his family knew the truth, and they would never be the same.

"Sarah," Austin whispered.

She turned in the column of moonlight streaming through the square windowpanes. Her unbound hair glimmered in the pale light, tumbling around her shoulders, cascading in thick waves down the white satin of her robe. "I didn't mean to awaken you."

"You didn't." At least not with words or movement. The turmoil he sensed inside her had dragged him from slumber. He folded back the sheet and blanket, inviting her without words to join him.

Sarah hurried across the car, her footsteps soundless against the swirls of sapphire and gold in the thick wool carpet. He opened his arms as she slipped beneath the covers, and she sank into his embrace, pressing chilled limbs and cool satin against his warm skin.

He slipped his thigh over hers, pulling her into the shelter of his body. "Thinking about tomorrow?"

She nodded, her cheek brushing his bare shoulder. "What do you say to your mother after twenty-three years?"

"I honestly believe she loves you, Sarah." He slid his fingers across her temple. "Remember that, and you can find a way to traverse the years."

"She has her family. I feel like an intruder, a ghost from her past."

"You're her daughter. She missed watching you grow from a little girl into a beautiful woman. So many years have been wasted. So many moments she was never allowed to share with you."

"My mother is a stranger to me."

Austin held her close, pressing his lips to her brow, feeling his throat grow tight with emotion. He remembered the anguish his parents had suffered at the loss of their son. And inside him, in a place that had never healed, dwelt his own pain and memories. "I know how it feels to lose a lifetime you should have shared with someone. You must think of the time you can have together."

Sarah looked up at him, tears glittering on her dark lashes. "When you catch me looking into the past, you always manage to point me toward the future." She traced the curve of his lower lip with her fingertip. "I'm not sure I can ever tell you how very much it means to have you in my life."

Austin slid his hand along the front of her robe, slipping satin loops warmed by her skin over pearl buttons, revealing the pale silk of her skin. "Why not show me?"

Sarah looped her arms around his neck. "My pleasure, milord."

The Schuyler house sat high on a hill in the section of San Francisco known as Nob Hill. Like a Renaissance palace, the wooden walls soared four stories high, rising from manicured lawns.

Sarah sat on an Empire sofa in her mother's parlor. She went through the motions of eating pound cake and sipping tea, feeling every bite catch in her throat. Austin sat across from her on a matching sofa upholstered in forest green velvet, beside her mother. Diana's entire family was gathered here in this large, sunny room that might have been comfortable under better circumstances.

"Do I look anything like you did when you were my age?" Jennie Schuyler asked.

Sarah looked at the girl sitting beside her on the sofa. This child, her sister, had lived for 14 years and this was the first day Sarah had ever spoken a word to her. "I was tall, like you, and my hair was about your color. I'm afraid it grew darker as I grew older."

"Oh, I love the color of your hair." Jennie smiled up at Sarah, her blue eyes sparkling with pride. "You're so beautiful, just like Mother."

Sarah glanced at the woman sitting across from Jennie. Diana was watching Sarah, a whisper of a smile on her lips. When Sarah met her gaze, Diana glanced down at the handkerchief she held in her hands, as though she were embarrassed to be caught staring.

"How about a game of billiards, Austin?" Ward Schuyler rose from his chair, glancing at his wife. "You and I can take on Andrew and Jennie."

"Sounds good to me." Austin stood, smiling at Sarah.

Sarah clutched the handle of her teacup, aware of what they were doing: allowing mother and daughter to spend a few moments alone together.

Andrew reached for his sister's hand. "Come on, Jennie, let's show Austin just what kind of challenge we can give him."

"But I want to stay with Sarah," Jennie said.

"There'll be time to visit." Andrew winked at Sarah as though they were longtime conspirators. "Right, Sarah?"

Sarah had an odd feeling looking up into Andrew's mischievous blue eyes, as though she had known this young man all her life. "We plan to stay in the city for a few days."

"But I -" Jennie began.

"Come on, monkey," Andrew said, taking his sister's arm.

A pink blush flooded Jennie's cheeks. "Don't call me monkey!"

"Come on." Andrew led Jennie from the room, following Austin and Ward.

The walnut-and-crystal clock on the mantel filled the silence that lengthened and stretched between mother and daughter. A cool breeze drifted in through the open windows, stirring the lace curtains, carrying the scent of roses from the garden.

Sarah glanced at the pictures that hung on the wall behind her mother: rosewood frames on silk wallpaper of pale green and ivory stripes, the family she had met for the first time today, photographs capturing the years as they had passed.

Diana twisted the white linen handkerchief she held in her hands. Sarah watched her, remembering the way her mother had stroked her hair every night with those slender hands, lulling her to sleep. Her mother had always been so gentle. Strange, she hadn't remembered that in a long time.

"Thank you for coming," Diana said.

"Thank you for agreeing to see me." Sarah set her cup and saucer on the black walnut pedestal table beside the sofa, ashamed at how her hands were shaking. "I was not very civil the last time we met."

I understand your reasons." Diana glanced down at her mangled handkerchief. "I've waited for this moment for so many years. I've often dreamed of what I would say to you if I ever got the chance. And now I... I don't know what to say first."

Sarah hesitated a moment before she asked the question that had burned in her heart for so many years. "Why did you leave?"

"I couldn't stay." Diana looked at Sarah, the smile that curved her lips filled with sorrow. "I'm not sure how to explain it."

Sarah felt as though her heart had been tied into a knot, a thick knot of pain that throbbed with every beat. She stared at the lilies stitched in ivory on the dark green background in the carpet beneath her feet. She had a feeling she already knew the reasons her mother had left her father.

Diana stood and approached Sarah. "Did you ever receive any of the letters I sent when you were growing up?"

"What letters?" Sarah glanced up at her mother. "I received only a few letters shortly after Father died." Letters she had returned without breaking the seals.

Diana nodded as though Sarah had confirmed something she had long suspected. "I wrote to you and Leighton every week. Your father must have destroyed them. I wonder what he did with the presents I sent for your birthdays and Christmases?"

"You remembered our birthdays?"

"How could I forget?" Diana lifted her hand toward Sarah's cheek, hesitating, her fingers curling against her palm as though she feared rejection. "I was sixteen when I married Carelton. It was a marriage arranged by my father. I barely knew the man I was to marry. And I knew nothing at all of what to expect from marriage."

Sarah felt the knot in her heart begin to loosen. "You didn't love him."

"I tried." Diana sank to the sofa beside Sarah. "Your father was not an easy man to love."

Sarah stared at her mother's hands, watching the long fingers lace and break apart, then lace together once more, the handkerchief crushed between her palms. "Father was cold." As cold as winter where there should have been the warmth of summer.

"Yes. And then I met Ward, and I realized what it felt like to be in love, truly in love."

"You left us to be with him." Sarah hadn't meant for the words to sound so accusing, to be filled with such a bitterness. Yet it was there inside her, had been for years, that ache of rejection, that raw, angry wound that refused to be healed.

"No. Your father never paid much attention to you or Leighton." Diana met Sarah's eyes, tears sparkling in irises that were the same as her daughter's eyes. "I honestly believed he would let me walk away from that marriage with both of my children. I underestimated just how ruthless the man could be."

"You wanted us?"

"Oh, Sarah." Diana cupped her daughter's cheek, her fingers trembling against Sarah's skin. I thought I would go mad when he took you from me."

Sarah turned away, fighting the sting of tears. "You never came to see me."

"He told me he would have me arrested if I tried to see you. I thought I had brought enough scandal into your life."

Sarah stared at an ivory lily at the tip of her black shoe. She had spent a lifetime thinking her mother hadn't cared, and now she realized they had both suffered because of a man who had never shown his son or daughter a shred of affection.

"A few years ago I was so desperate to see you. I knew what Carelton and his wife were doing to you, wrapping you in shame, ruining your chances ever to be happy. I confronted him in his office. I demanded he allow you to come live with me."

Sarah remembered a morning she had watched her mother leave her father's office and run into the arms of the man she loved. "Was it nine years ago?"

"Yes. How did you know?"

"I saw you that morning."

"Your father laughed at me. He said you were just like me and it was his duty to make sure you didn't turn into... a whore." Diana glanced down at her handkerchief, twisting the linen around her fingers. "He assured me you hated me. He said you would have nothing at all to do with me, even if he did allow me to see you. I'm afraid I believed him. I gave up trying to see you. I was afraid I would only cause you more pain."

Sarah looked at the woman sitting beside her. What was her crime, except to reach for happiness when she had the chance? Did that make her evil?

"Like mother, like daughter." Sarah smiled as she spoke the words.

"Sarah," Diana whispered. She leaned toward her daughter, hesitantly. "I've missed you so terribly."

"It's all right." Sarah met her halfway, slipping her arms around her mother, feeling for the first time in too many years the love this woman had always felt for her. "I understand how you feel."

"I love you, Sarah."

Sarah closed her eyes, feeling her tears spill between her lashes as her mother's tears fell warm and damp upon her shoulder. "I love you, Mother."

Austin held an iron post of the platform at the rear of their train, swaying as the train rocked on the tracks. He stood beside Sarah, the steel wheels carrying them away from the station. He waved as Sarah was waving, to the family who stood at the station. They waved until the station disappeared from view, until all that remained was the memory of their visit with Sarah's mother.

Sarah leaned against his side, snug beneath the curve of his arm as they walked back into the railroad car. The fragrance of roses warmed by the sun greeted them, drifting from the two dozen pink roses rising from a crystal vase on the round mahogany dining table in one corner. Afternoon sunlight slanted through the lace curtains, splashing lacy patterns against the mahogany-paneled walls, spilling golden light across the thick carpet of sapphire blue and ivory swirls.

Austin swayed with the motion of the train as he walked to the table, where he had a magnum of champagne cooling in a gold bucket. He popped the cork from the champagne.

"I have something shocking to confess."

Austin glanced over his shoulder. Sarah stood behind him, beside one of the blue velvet armchairs, running her hand lightly over the ornately carved roses that arched along the high back. She was watching him, a smile curving her lips as though she were certain he would accept what she had to confess. "What dark secret have you to tell me, my beautiful wife?"

"Would you think I was terrible if I admitted I'm glad my mother had the courage to leave my father?"

"I would think you have gained a rare understanding of your mother's situation."

"After spending time with them, I can see my mother was meant to be with Ward," she said as he poured the sparkling wine into tall crystal glasses. "She was meant to have Andrew and Jennie."

"And you were meant to be part of their family," he said, turning to face her.

She smiled up at him. "Yes, I think I was."

Her hand touched his as she took a glass from his fingers, the soft contact rippling like heat on a hot summer day across his arm. "To the family you have found."

Sarah touched her glass to his, the crystal singing softly. "And to the man who helped me find my way."

Austin sipped from his glass as she sipped from hers, the champagne tingling as it slipped across his tongue. The wine left a sheen upon her lips, a tempting trace of moisture he couldn't resist.

''You were meant to be with me, Sarah," he whispered, brushing his lips against hers, tasting champagne and woman.

"Yes," she whispered, setting her glass on the table. "Fate sent you to me."

"And you to me." He set his glass beside hers, sunlight spinning rainbows in the crystal.

He removed the pins and combs from the thick coils at her nape, the light brown tresses tumbling in his hands, spinning gold from the sunlight that touched the shiny strands. Slowly they stripped away the barriers of silk and linen and wool until they stood bare in the scarlet rays of the setting sun slanting through the lace-covered windows.

They swayed with the gentle rocking of the train, her soft breasts brushing his hair-roughened chest. Austin groaned with the caress, his deep voice mingling with her soft sigh.

They touched, hands brushing skin, lips kissing, tasting, exploring, slowly banking the fires flickering within. He lifted her in his arms, carried her to the big brass bed, and laid her down upon the cool silk sheets. Her body beckoned him. He covered her, absorbing her warmth as though he had wandered along frozen peaks and at last he had found shelter.

She parted her lips as he kissed her, offering the sweet spice of her mouth. He wanted to devour her, to cherish her, to love her until the sun grew cold. He kissed her neck, tasting the sweet hollow below her chin. She moaned and stretched beneath him as he flowed down her body.

He tasted the taut buds of her breasts, the sleek curve of her belly, the hot musk hidden beneath feminine curls that tickled his nose. He loved her until she arched and cried and shivered, until she tugged on his shoulders, drawing him upward along the heated silk of her skin.

"You told me you would make my dreams come true." She slipped her hands into the thick waves at his nape, looking up at him, desire darkening her eyes.

"Tell me your dreams," he whispered, pressing the heat of his arousal against the warm honey whispering her welcome. "Tell me, as you take me deep inside you."

"Give me a child, my love." She tilted her hips, taking him into the tight sheath of her body, sighing as their bodies joined. "A little boy with your smile."

Austin smiled as he brushed his lips against hers. "Anything for my lady."
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