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England, 1818

Thick woods crowded the lonely road as the royal carriage and its phalanx of armed outriders pounded on through the black autumn night.

Inside the coach, seated across from her lady-in-waiting, the raven-haired Princess Sophia of Kavros stared out the window at the dark tangle of gnarled tree trunks and scraggly branches whizzing by. The tiny candle sconces inside the carriage cast her reflection on the window glass—a face of exotic beauty, with an expression of brooding intensity, lost in her thoughts.

Not much longer now.

In another few hours, they would reach the castle for tonight’s secret meeting with the British diplomats.

The rhythmic jouncing of the coach set the beat as Sophia continued mentally rehearsing the impassioned speech she meant to give the Foreign Office lords.

On this, the very eve of her destiny, they could no longer deny her, for at the stroke of midnight, she would turn twenty-one, attaining her legal majority; then they could not brush her off anymore with their excuses and protestations that she was too young to rule.

The time had come for the British government to keep its promise and restore Sophia to her family’s throne. Her people would have it no other way, and God knew, they had suffered enough.

Restlessly, she glanced at her attendant. “What is the hour, Alexa?”

The striking blonde jumped when Sophia addressed her.

Of course, they both were nervous about this night, so long in the planning.

There was so much at stake.

Alexa checked her locket-watch. “A quarter past nine, Your Highness. Ten whole minutes since the last time you asked,” she added, with a taut smile.

Sophia knitted her eyebrows and flicked an impatient scowl toward the carriage window, but took no offense at her companion’s irreverent tone. Alexa had been with her too long to stand on ceremony; her ancestors had been courtiers to the royal family for generations, and had even followed them into exile here in England when the kingdom had fallen to Napoleon. Alexa had been assigned as Sophia’s lady-in-waiting when both girls were barely fifteen.

Besides, Alexa always made cheeky jokes when she was on edge.

“Must you look so glum?” her friend attempted again with an air of vague distress, though striving for levity. Not every girl gets a crown and scepter for her birthday, you know.”

“We’re not there yet,” Sophia answered matter-of-factly.

When one had survived as many shocking twists of fate as she had in her brief years, one learned to take nothing for granted.

The cooperation of the English, for example.

She did not think at this point that they would refuse her outright, now that conditions on Kavros had deteriorated to such a degree. But no doubt the English government would try to keep her on a leash, and for a time, Sophia supposed, she could go along with that, at least until her power was secure.

But then, eventually, they would learn that she had bigger plans in mind than to serve their convenience as a mere royal figurehead.

Her people desperately needed true leadership. Though she had never expected to rule, now, with her father and both elder brothers dead—assassinated—the duties of the royal house fell to her.

Obviously, the task ahead was dangerous. Her family had many enemies, and her entry into public life would bring her to their attention.

But no matter. Big, burly Leon, her chief bodyguard since childhood and current head of security, had prepared her well for all eventualities.

He chose that moment to guide his horse up alongside the carriage, ducking his shaved head down to glance in the window. “How are our ladies doing?” he asked in a jaunty tone over the creaking of the carriage and the pounding of the horses’ hooves.

“We’re fine,” Sophia assured him.

“Only a little impatient,” Alexa chimed in with a pointed glance at her.

Leon’s sturdy grin had a much-needed calming effect on both girls. “Happy birthday, Your Highness.”

“Not yet!” Sophia retorted with a twinkling smile.

He’d been saying it all day.

She did not want the moment of her birthday to arrive until she had all those haughty diplomats sitting there in front of her. Then she’d take out her royal birth certificate and jam it down their throats if they dared balk at her claim.

Just then, Leon glanced ahead, his expression sobering. At the same time, Sophia felt the carriage begin to slow.

“What’s happening? Have we come to a bridge?”

“There’s something in the road,” Leon murmured.

“What is it?”

“Not sure. Looks like a broken-down cart. Pull the blinds,” he ordered, then clucked to his horse and surged ahead.

More than superstition made Sophia’s heart begin to pound.

Alexa had gone ashen as Sophia gestured reassuringly to her to draw the shades on her side of the coach. The girls quickly followed Leon’s order, pulling the thin leather carriage blinds over the glassed windows.

“It’s p-probably nothing, I’m sure,” Alexa whispered with a dread-filled stare at the carriage door, but Sophia wasn’t taking any chances. She checked the locks on the door, then reached down and slid the crimson velvet skirts of her formal court gown up a bit, brushing aside the gold lace trim to reach for the knife that she wore strapped around her thigh.

If they think they can take me as easily as my brothers, they’re dead wrong.

Alexa’s eyes widened as Sophia unsheathed her weapon and calmly opened the hidden compartment under her seat. She pulled out a loaded pistol, handing it to her friend.

Alexa shook her head rapidly, trying to refuse.

“Take it,” she ordered.

“But—”

“Just in case. Calm down.” Sophia took a second pistol for herself and cocked it.

Father had been poisoned. Giorgios had been drowned. Kristos had been stabbed in some dark Vienna alley. All of Europe’s most powerful empires lusted to possess her tiny homeland, a small but strategically placed Greek island chain, gateway between the East and West. Napoleon himself had said that whoever ruled Kavros could control the Mediterranean and thereby dominate Western Europe—which was exactly why the victorious British had claimed it as their protectorate after Bonaparte’s defeat.

But throughout those awful years of chaotic war, while Sophia had been growing up in exile in Nottinghamshire, her poor homeland had changed hands several times, first to the French under Napoleon’s conquest. Then the imperial Habsburgs of Austria had seized it, only to lose it again to the Russian czar—to say nothing of the ever-present threat from fierce Ali Pasha, the so-called Terrible Turk, as well as the inscrutable sultans of the Ottoman Empire.

Any one of these great powers might still have designs on Kavros, which meant that she and Leon and all her bold Greek guards were on full alert to make sure that she, the next in line for the throne, did not meet some equally gruesome fate.

Well armed now to combat any danger, she pulled her dark woolen cloak—a very special cloak—more tightly around her, the better to conceal her royal garb. Hearing voices outside, Sophia tried to make out the words, willing herself to believe it was some English yeoman farmer whose cart had broken down, like Leon said, on the way to market.

Then she noticed Alexa’s stark pallor. Taking pity on her helpless friend, she drew breath to tell her not to worry. Before she could speak, however, their carriage jolted, then rocked to a sudden halt. Gunshots pierced the night. Everything happened at once.

Horses screamed, men roared outside, Alexa shrieked, and Sophia’s whole focus homed in on the sounds of the chaos outside.

There was no time to indulge her disbelief.

Her pulse roaring in her ears, Sophia seized her weapons and snapped Alexa out of her screaming hysteria with a clipped order: “Stay calm!”

Her own composure was jarred with a gasp as the butt of a rifle came crashing through the carriage window, partly tearing down the leather blind.

Sophia turned her face away from the spray of shattering glass while Alexa covered her head and dove down on the seat with another shrill scream.

When Sophia looked over again, the carriage blind was still dangling askew, but a black-gauntleted hand and forearm had hooked in through the broken window.

The hand was feeling around for the door’s handle, scrabbling at the locks. Her eyes narrowed with a furious gleam. She knew enough to save her bullets.

Clenching her jaw, she brought up her dagger and slashed the intruder’s hand hard, slicing through his black leather glove and cutting him all the way up to his forearm. At once, behind the leather blind, a garbled shout of pain rang out. The hand was immediately withdrawn. When the next intruder shot the locks away in the blink of an eye, Sophia was ready for him, too.

The masked man tore open the carriage door and found himself staring down the muzzle of her pistol. With the barest memory of her father and her brothers, she squeezed the trigger and killed him on the spot. Another one took his place as she reached down and picked up the pistol Alexa had dropped. She shot him, too, but her hands were shaking now; it was only a glancing blow.

Though masked like the others, with only a vertical slit for his eyes, his hatred blazed in their black depths.

He cursed at her in what she could have sworn was Turkish, then he leaned in and seized her arm, trying to haul her out of the coach.

When she came at him with her knife, he put a pistol in her face but did not shoot.

So. They want me alive.

In that brief instant as she held her attacker’s stare, she saw, in her peripheral vision, Leon gliding up behind the man, but she did not move her eyes, employing all her will to give no sign of his impending doom.

In the next moment, he fell with one of Leon’s daggers sunk in the side of his neck.

The man had barely hit the ground and Leon was already hurrying her out of the coach, pulling one of the saddle horses over for her to ride.

“Go, go,” he said, holding his side. “Red-seven, do you hear me? Red-seven. Remember, Highness?”

“Red-seven?” she breathed. “We’ve never had to use that code before!”

“But we need it now,” he said fiercely. “Do you understand me?”

“Yes, yes, I remember it—Leon, are you hurt?” She cried.

“Never mind me, it’s nothing, now go!”

She shook off her hesitation, dimly registering the thought that she had never seen that look on Leon’s tough, lined face before.

It was as close to cold fear as she had ever seen him. That was when the full realization hit her: Her security had been breached. Penetrated.

The code red-seven meant her men could no longer guarantee her safety. They could only give her cover so she could flee. “Alexa—”

“It’s you they’re after. You’re no good to your people dead. Now ride!” he bellowed.

Years of obeying Leon’s blunt orders launched her up into the saddle. She swung up onto her bodyguard’s horse and gathered the reins. Meanwhile, Leon reached back into the coach, and then handed her the knapsack and a compass.

Sophia nodded.

“I’ll see you when I can.”

“Behind you!”

Leon whirled around and punched another masked man in the face, once more swallowed up in the fray while Sophia glanced at the compass and turned her horse due north.

She started to ride in that direction, but another attacker tried to grab the bay’s bridle. She wheeled the animal around quickly and kicked the masked man in the chin. His head jerked up and he fell back.

Then she squeezed the horse’s sides and galloped away.

Red-seven, red-seven. She knew the protocol as well as she knew her own name. They had drilled it enough. Due north, two miles—whether there was a road or not. In this case, not. She charged her horse straight at the stone fence girding some farmer’s meadow. The leggy bay leaped, soaring through the air, and landed in the tall grasses, barreling on.

Sophia refused to heed the bullets chasing them. It seemed her attackers were not too particular about taking her alive, after all. She could hear them chasing her into the field. When she glanced over her shoulder, there must have been ten of those masked blackguards vaulting over the stone fence and charging after her on foot, shooting as they advanced. Her guards stayed on them, giving her cover as Sophia raced the bay gelding across the darkened countryside.

She did not slow even when she was out of the range of their guns, keeping mindful of the distance her horse was covering. Her heart still thundered even as the sounds of the battle faded into the distance behind her. She could hear her own panting breath, and her mount’s.

Dear God, was Leon badly hurt? He was more like a father to her than her own regal sire had been. Her heart clenched with pain; it was too awful to think about leaving her friends behind. They had long been a tight-knit group in their exile.

Everything in her screamed to go back and help them—join the fight—but if she returned, Leon would never forgive her. That was the one great sin he had vowed she must never commit. That, he said, would be suicide.

No, she knew she had to trust her gruff old lion’s advice. There was more at stake than just their lives. All of Kavros was depending on her.

Shoving her friends out of her mind for the moment, she turned her attention to her path. She could agonize with worry for them later. Right now, she needed a clear head in case some of her attackers had managed to follow her. Two miles north of the site of the ambush, she slowed her horse for a moment, glanced again at her compass, and looked at the horizon. Northwest now for three miles.

Always take a circuitous route in case you’re being followed. All of Leon’s training was indelibly imprinted on her mind. She turned her horse northwest and urged the powerful animal once more to a spirited gallop.

The darkness aided in her escape, helping to hide her from her enemies, but it did make her flight more dangerous, considering her horse could step in some rodent’s hole at any time.

Thankfully, her luck held. The final leg of the red-seven protocol was a stretch of two more miles, heading due west. For this portion of her journey, she came to a lonely country lane.

It was very dark.

She slowed the horse; not only was the animal a little winded, but the narrow road was rocky, and a mount with an injured leg was not going to help her outrun whoever was trying to kill the next heir of Kavros.

Unfortunately, it was a popular sport.

For her part, her thoughts wandered back to the attacker that she had shot. She was not sorry, per se, but pulling the trigger left her a little queasy. She practiced her skills all the time, but she had never had to kill anyone before. She shuddered, thrusting off the memory.

As Leon had taught her, sometimes it simply came down to you or them. At length, Sophia looked over her shoulder again, and still there was no sign of anyone following her.

Out of immediate threat of harm, the aftertaste of fear crept in; a stark sense of vulnerability began to grow. She swallowed hard and gave her horse a frightened pat on the neck to show her gratitude for their escape.

“Good boy,” she whispered. “Any idea where we are?”

All she knew was that the next step in the protocol was for her to get rid of the horse. She hated to part ways with the trusty animal after that ordeal, but the horse would keep moving, and if her attackers were following its tracks, they’d follow it instead of her.

She’d continue on foot.

She recalled the final step that Leon had included in all their drills. Lastly, find the safest place you can near these coordinates and hide until we come and find you. Do not come out for anyone else, he had warned. Stay hidden until you have visual confirmation that it’s really one of us. Do not allow yourself to be deceived.

“Well, here we are,” she said to the horse in a shaky whisper. She pulled the bay to a halt after they had traveled the country lane for about two miles. “It’s time to hide. Let’s get you out of here.” Dismounting, she landed on legs that still felt wobbly.

After quickly unsaddling the bay, she took off his bridle to leave no evidence of the horse’s origin.

“Thanks,” she murmured, patting the strong animal’s velvety neck one last time. Then reluctantly she moved back and gave the bay a slap on the rump. “Go on, boy. Move on!”

The horse just stood there, a tall, fine bay with a white star on his forehead. He tossed his head, as if a little doubtful that she’d survive without him.

“What are you, part mule? You’re free to go!” Sophia exclaimed. “Shoo!” When she gave him another hearty slap on his haunches, the bay snorted and trotted off into the shadows down the road.

Sophia frowned, but when she could no longer hear the horse, she drew her dark cloak around her, feeling very much alone.

No matter. Other princesses might need a knight’s rescuing, but she, by God, would never be one of those silly twits stuck, helpless, in a tower.

Glad that she still had her knife, Sophia dropped the compass into her knapsack of supplies and then tossed that over her shoulder. Concealing the horse’s tack with some leaves and branches, at last she trudged off through the dark woods to search for a good hiding place—somewhere she could hunker down in safety for a few days, if need be.

Lord, in a place like this, she doubted she’d have to worry about anyone spotting her. Leon, where have you sent me to?

She was quite in the middle of nowhere.

Just when she was beginning to fret that she might not find a proper hiding place anywhere near these coordinates, she spotted a clearing ahead. A dilapidated old barn stood alone on the brow of a hill. That should serve. It looked abandoned.

Going closer, she halted at the tree line like a deer, first studying the moonlit clearing around the barn, making sure it was deserted before emerging from the woods and hurrying toward it.

A few moments later, knife in hand, she slipped stealthily inside the barn. No one was there, not even any animals. Spiders, maybe, she thought. A few sleeping swallows nesting in the eaves. She crept deeper into the old barn, glancing around for a quick survey of the place.

Well, it was no palace, she thought, but it would do.

In short order she decided that the loft was her best bet. Not only would she be safer up there if anyone wandered in, but it would also give her a better view of the surrounding countryside. That would help her get her bearings in this strange place, and more important, if anyone had followed her from the site of the attack, her perch up in the loft would give her a higher vantage point so she could see them coming.

Gripping the ladder, she climbed, moving confidently with her knapsack over her shoulder. Her thoughts were already revolving around the question of who was behind that attack.

Ali Pasha. She was sure it had to be him, damn that blackguard. Her late mother, Queen Theodora, had spit on the ground every time the Terrible Turk’s name was mentioned.

The Ottoman powers had swallowed up most of Greece long ago, but what few parts had remained free, Ali Pasha had been laying claim to with his barbarous Albanian fighters over the past few decades, chasing Greek nobles like Leon from their homes. Sophia would have bet her eyeteeth that now Ali Pasha wanted Kavros, too.

Upon reaching the dusty hayloft, she continued on grimly with her final few procedures.

First, she set her knapsack aside, then took off her woolen cloak and laid it out on the ground. Carefully wielding her knife, she slit away the liner, revealing the set of plain peasant clothes hidden inside.

Stealing a nervous glance around, she quickly changed clothes, taking off her regal velvet finery in favor of simple garb befitting some rural dairymaid.

One day, she thought as she buttoned up her drab gray skirts, I will probably laugh about this…

No matter. At least she was alive.

The next step was the efficient removal from her person all signs of her royal origins—clothes, papers, and jewelry, her signet ring, even her solid gold hair ornament with the family crest emblazoned on it. She unfastened it and shook her long black tresses free from their neat chignon.

Wrapping up all her telltale items in the discarded lining of her cloak, she looked around for a suitable place to stow them and hid the lot under a pile of musty old hay.

This left her with her knife, her knapsack of supplies, and the woolen outer layer of her cloak. The latter item she spread out over the hay, making a little place where she could rest.

Then she took the canteen out of her knapsack and helped herself to a swallow of water, but not too much. She would have to ration it in case her guards took longer than a day or so to find her. The knapsack also held several items of food and a folding telescope.

Putting her water away, she reached for the spyglass and carried it over to have a look out the little window on the east wall of the loft.

She twisted the telescope open and lifted it to her eye. She was pleased to see she had a good view from here of a portion of the moonlit road by which she had come.

Beyond that, there was little to hold her interest. Trees. Sheep. No sign of a village. Just a dark, peaceful countryside slumbering under an onyx sky spangled with bright autumn stars.

After a moment, she crossed the loft to check the view out the opposite window. Ah. At least there was something here to see.

Her gaze homed in at once on the lonely ruins of a little Norman church just a stone’s throw across the fields. She had lost her faith a long time ago, but, all things considered, it was comforting to see it there.

Carved stone angels, eerie in the moonlight, stood sentry by its crumbling entrance.

Suddenly, Sophia noticed the feeble glow of light dancing through the ancient stained glass window where a portion of the stone wall was still intact. She furrowed her brow. Someone was moving around in those ruins—at this hour?

Lifting her spyglass once more to her eye, she peered into the sanctuary’s broken shell.

Staring for all she was worth, she suddenly caught sight of a man dressed all in black.

He was lighting candles at the altar.

She froze, studying him through her spyglass.

With a brooding stare, seemingly lost in his thoughts, the formidable stranger lit each creamy candle on the iron rack, one by one, until their flickering glow illuminated his steely profile—stern nose, a hard, unsmiling mouth. A short scruff of a beard roughened his strong jaw, while his jet-black hair was overgrown, a rebellious tangle that curled over the back of his coat collar. Her heart pounded. Who, what, was this man?

Was he a threat?

The light was too dim and the distance too great to judge for certain. Perhaps, since he was wearing all black, he was a priest—but, no. On second thought, he looked more sinner than saint. Or rather, like a lost soul.

Watching him, Sophia did not know what to make of the man. He was very handsome, with the look of a gentleman, yet something in his countenance was hard and cold and fierce.

Clearly, this lonely place was not quite as deserted as she had thought.

His task completed, the stranger stood there with a downward gaze for another long moment, seemingly a million miles away, and then abruptly, she lost him from view as he moved away from the iron rack of candles.

When she found him again with her spyglass, he was stalking out of the church.

She felt a small easing of relief inside her tense body to see him heading off in the opposite direction.

There must be a house around here somewhere.

When he had disappeared past the angle of the loft’s window, Sophia lowered the telescope from her eye with an uneasy frown, wondering if it was really safe to stay here.

Like her, the man appeared to have larger matters on his mind. Caught up in his own troubles, he seemed unlikely to come into the old abandoned barn.

But should she take that chance?

The alternative certainly sounded worse. She did not want to be wandering out on the road in case her attackers managed to track her this far.

Gnawing her lip, she scanned the landscape, debating with herself on which was the lesser of two evils.

After a moment, she let out a low sigh and decided to stay. The vicious creatures who had attacked her carriage clearly meant her serious harm, while the solitary stranger in the church had seemed entirely distracted by his own private demons.

He’d probably never notice she was here at all before her guards found her again—and even if he did, there was no reason to assume he’d pose a threat. True, he had a dangerous look, but if he was out at this hour visiting a church, albeit a broken-down one, lighting candles for some unknown cause, then that at least suggested that he had a conscience, which was more than she could say for her as-yet-unknown enemies.

Unknown? she corrected herself bitterly. They’re Turks. I am sure of it. The European countries who might otherwise have been her top suspects were as tired out from the nearly twenty years of war that had just ended as England was.

Suddenly, she heard something stirring behind her.

Sophia whirled around, bringing up her knife.

Searching the shadows, her heart pounding, she saw no one. Scanning the loft, a bit of movement near the base of the haystack caught her eye.

What?

Abruptly, a small laugh escaped her. She lowered her knife and put her hand to her heart with a smile, her startled pulse beginning to slow back to normal.

Kittens.

Little puffs of fur, baby barn cats, apparently out on a grand nocturnal prowl.

The three fuzzy kittens had discovered her knapsack, she saw, shaking her head. One had crawled inside of it, leaving only his stripy tail sticking out.

The tail disappeared as the contents of her knapsack moved around. She smiled wryly as the disappearing kitten came shooting out of her knapsack again, pouncing on his brother. They tumbled.

Well. Not quite the guardian angels she could have used at the moment, but at least they would keep her amused.

With a final glance over her shoulder at the lonely church, Sophia put the intriguing stranger out of her mind and went to befriend the fuzzy trio of venturesome little clowns.

Anything to distract her from her dread over the fate of her friends. Surely they would be all right. Her Greek guards were very well trained. Still, terror had begun to creep in belatedly as the aftermath of the night’s clash.

She had known, of course, that she would be a target. She just hadn’t expected it to start so soon.

As she sat down on her cloak near the tumbling, shy kittens, she couldn’t help wondering who she thought she was fooling, or how she ever had dreamed this plan would work, this plan to claim the throne her father had lost. In this dark, lonely hour after what had happened back on the road, she could not seem to stop the doubts that came rushing in. Who was she to rule a country? A mere girl!

Worst of all, the secret truth was that she hardly even remembered Kavros, for she had been all of three years old when her family had been forced to flee—though she could still hear the cannons’ booms on that terrifying night. Yes, she possessed the royal blood, but good heavens, she was only a young woman, barely twenty-one!

With that, Sophia abruptly remembered that it was her birthday.

She let out a low, cynical snort and lay back on her cloak, stretched out on the hay.

So much for her grand notions of shoving her demands down the diplomats’ throats.

Ah, maybe the dairymaids of this world were the lucky ones, she mused while one of the kittens came over and introduced himself with a tickle of whiskers.

Such simple cares. Nobody trying to kill you…

As she had told Alexa a hundred times, being a princess was so much harder than it looked. She closed her eyes, refusing with all her might to succumb to frightened tears.

All of a sudden, she laughed aloud as the lively little kitten bit her hand with its pinprick teeth.

Well, it appeared Leon was right. Trust no one. Even a tiny fur-ball.

She scooped the kitten up and gave it a stern look, but it continued gnawing merrily on her knuckle.
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Nights were hard, for when the world was dark, his brooding thoughts churned with visions of the strange things he had glimpsed beyond the threshold of death’s door, and gnawing uneasiness for the blood he had spilled in his past career.

Whether he was bound for heaven or hell, nothing was clear yet beyond his certainty that, surely, he had slipped through Death’s bony fingers for a reason. There must be something more that he was meant to do—but whatever it was, he only hoped in the long, dark stretch before dawn, that it would be enough to repay his debt for all the killing.

He had been a soldier before he had come here to this lonely place. A soldier all his life. A very good one.

He was not at all sure what he was now, but somehow, the morning light always managed to restore his peace of mind.

A new day was no trifling thing to take for granted. Not when you knew that, by all rights, you should be dead.

Major Gabriel Knight stepped out onto the flagstone stoop of the old farmhouse and tasted the chilly, fresh morning air with a slow and cautious inhalation.

It felt so good to be able to breathe again without pain.

He tilted his head back, savoring the sunlight on his face. The new day brought the trace of a hard-won smile to his lips as he stretched his arms up over his head and loosened his shoulders, still a bit sore from yesterday’s grueling efforts at regaining his full strength.

Dropping his arms to his sides again, he rested his hands on his waist and surveyed the picturesque scene of rustic tranquility before him.

It was so beautiful here. So peaceful.

Born and bred in British India, he had only arrived in England a couple of months ago and was slowly getting used to this tame, tidy country with its hawthorn fences and patchwork fields. Too much safety felt so odd. But it was undeniably lovely. Wisps of fog still hung in the green dips between the rolling hills, and past the ancient stone church, he spotted his white horse knee-deep in late season wildflowers, grazing in a dewy field.

His lazy smile widening, Gabriel shook his head. That horse was going to get fat.

Leaving the stoop where the faded black slab had eroded into a dip from centuries of footsteps passing over that one spot, he strode out to carry on with his morning duties.

They were very different from what they once had been, but he had left that life behind, had put away the lethal tools of his trade and all the bloodied symbols of his grand warrior pride.

His martial glory no longer signified.

He had been so driven then, as if he’d been striving for some sort of terrible godhood. But now he knew all too well he was only a man. A man whose eyes had been opened.

If a part of him sensed that fate still had more in store for the warrior in him, he shied away from that whisper of intuition. He had been given a second chance at life and did not intend to waste it. Few mortals got the chance to see what lay beyond the grave, but Gabriel had glimpsed enough to grasp that a wise man savored the simplest pleasures of everyday life—while it lasted.

Committed to doing just that, first, he pumped water from the well, mesmerized as he watched its bright crystal flow streaming from the spigot. Things he would have taken for granted in the past sometimes astounded him now with their beauty. Water. God knew, he had led his men across enough Indian deserts to know that water was life.

As he pumped the handle, he noted that he felt no further strain in his solar plexus. He was almost healed, almost back to the state of his former power. The question was, how would he use it this time? No answers, still. Be patient, he told himself for the thousandth time. His answers would come.

Next he rationed out grain for his horse, inhaling the pungent smell of the sweet feed. Carrying it out to the paddock, a mere shake of the bucket was enough to bring Thunder trotting over with a hungry whicker. Gabriel set the bucket down before his kingly steed, then he noticed the deer had been at the salt lick again.

Well, the horse didn’t mind sharing that. With a hearty pat on the neck, he left his trusty mount greedily crunching his grain and made his next stop at the chicken coop. While the clucking hens rioted over the handfuls of seeds he threw down, he collected a few of the eggs, so smooth to the touch. He brought them inside to Mrs. Moss, his gray-haired, ill-tempered housekeeper, who was bustling about the kitchen, just as she did every morning.

“Have you got the milk yet, sir?”

“I’m going for it now,” he replied, taking the pail with him. No doubt the woman thought him very odd, a gentleman-tenant who did his own chores rather than bringing a horde of servants with him. Army life made a man supremely self-sufficient, but more than that, Gabriel had just wanted—needed—to be alone.

He strode back outside and found the farm’s pair of docile cows in the meadow under the massive oak tree. When he had milked them, he brought the pail back inside, but before handing it over to Mrs. Moss, he poured some of its creamy contents into a bowl. The old woman frowned in disapproval, but Gabriel ignored her and carried the milk outside to feed the kittens.

Their mother had been killed by a fox, so he had moved the tiny orphans into the hayloft to save them from a similar fate. He’d have liked to bring them into the house, but Mrs. Moss forbade it. She said they’d get the carpets full of fleas.

As he walked into the silent, musty barn, Gabriel mused on how his old chums from the regiment would have laughed to see “the Iron Major” playing nursemaid to a troop of rowdy kittens. But no matter, he thought as he climbed the ladder, balancing the bowl of milk in one hand. He could laugh at himself more easily now, too.

Besides, though he would not have admitted it for the world, the kittens were far better company than Mrs. Moss and all her grumbling. Indeed, his only complaint about life at his rented farmhouse was that, sometimes, after these many weeks of self-imposed isolation, now and then, the loneliness grew dismal, especially with winter coming on.

His brother’s house was only a couple hours’ ride if he desired conversation, and London was only another hour beyond that, but Gabriel could not think of anyone he really wanted to be with. He had tried a few weeks ago to find amusement in London, but even in a crowded ballroom full of beautiful women, agreeable chaps, and all of his excellent family, he had gone through the motions, feeling more alone than ever.

So, once more, he had retreated to his rustic sanctuary. Maybe the soul took longer to heal than the body.

When he reached the top of the ladder and climbed up into the hayloft, two of his furry charges came scampering toward him, already mewling piteously for the milk, but Gabriel frowned. The orange one was missing.

Hm. He hoped the kitten hadn’t got caught somewhere or hurt itself. “Kitty? Where are you?” he murmured, pacing slowly through the hayloft in search of the orange tabby.

Rounding the haystack, Gabriel suddenly stopped in his tracks. His jaw dropped as he discovered the orange kitten—snuggled up fast asleep on the shoulder of an equally sleeping girl. Gabriel forgot to breathe as he stared at her.

He had no idea what the blazes she was doing here, but her beauty sent a wave of amazement washing over him.

Smoother, rounder than the eggs, her curves entranced his eyes, her fresh skin creamier than the new-made milk he’d brought. Her sleeping innocence was sweeter than the water from the well. He wanted to wake her, to touch her, to taste her—but for a very long moment, Gabriel couldn’t stop staring.

Who was she?

The girl had made a little nest for herself in the hay, a rough woolen cloak wrapped around her for a blanket. Her skirts had ridden up over one knee, exposing a stretch of shapely calf.

Gabriel crouched down slowly as he studied her, transfixed.

She was humbly dressed, a simple country girl, perhaps, but she had an exotic look, with her thick, wild tangle of dark curls. Now noting the soft tan undertones in her complexion, he wondered if she was of Gypsy blood, for she certainly wasn’t the typical English rose.

She had very black eyebrows and equally black, luxurious lashes, a pronounced nose, sharp cheekbones, her jawline delicate yet crisply defined. Her big, pouty lips were slightly parted as she slept.

He swallowed hard, tamping down a surge of long-forgotten desire, but as his fascinated stare traveled over her, it slowly dawned on him why she had come.

Ah, damn that scoundrelly brother of his.

The old farm was too remote for this girl to have wandered in by accident. No, his blasted brother Derek must have sent her, devil take him.

Gabriel still remembered Derek’s roguish threat some time ago. “I shall hire some gorgeous wench with no morals to come and take care of you.” By which he meant, of course, a girl to slake his carnal drives. “I am a kind and thoughtful brother, am I not?”

Damned cruel is more like it, he thought with a mild scowl, irked by this oh-so-delectable temptation.

For God’s sake, he wasn’t a saint.

Of course, he knew Derek meant well. It was no mystery that his whole family was worried about him, his younger brother most of all.

Not just a brother but his closest friend and fellow officer from the regiment back in India, Derek was a worldly man of sturdy common sense and did not understand Gabriel’s spiritual experiment in this place.

But as he gazed at the girl that Derek had chosen for the job of servicing him, Gabriel could say one thing for his brother: That devil certainly knew his taste in women.

This lovely wench could have him eating out of her hand if he wasn’t careful.

Well, she was going to have to leave, he thought with stoic resolve, because for a man bent on redemption, she might prove more temptation than his starved male senses could endure.

He shuddered, then tamped down his lust with stringent self-discipline. Concluding that the time had come to wake her and send her on her way, he cleared his throat a bit, politely.

“Miss? Ahem, Miss. Er, good morning?” Gingerly, he poked her dainty shoulder with one finger, trying to wake her. “I beg your pardon—” he started to say as her eyes flicked open, still unfocused with sleep.

But the second she saw him, she let out a gasp and suddenly pulled a knife on him out of nowhere.

His eyes flared. His battle-honed senses reacted to the weapon automatically. He grasped her wrist in the blink of an eye.

She flailed with a curse in some foreign tongue and a scuffle ensued.

“Let—go of me!” she shouted after a moment.

“Drop your weapon!” he roared, at which point she actually tried to cut him!

The next thing he knew, Gabriel was on top of her, holding her pinned flat on her back in the hay, his hands clamping her wrists to the floor, restraining the wild chit.

“Hold still!”

“Get off me, you devil! I order you to release me, this instant!” she yelled at him, trying to thrash her way free, to no avail.

“Oh, you order me, do you?” he countered mildly. He was breathing hard, not entirely from exertion, and yet her fiery command took him aback. As a warrior from whom countless men had fled in battle, he was rather amused by her brash readiness to try to gut him.

“I’m warning you—let me go!”

“Why, so you can try to stab me again?” he taunted in a softer tone, trying to ignore the sweetness of her luscious curves squirming beneath him.

She paused in her fight, staring up at him with big, brown eyes full of fire, and as her soft, lush chest heaved against his, it took all his steely will to remember his new ascetic creed.

         

Sophia swallowed hard, panting with some wild reaction more full-blooded than simple fright as she gazed up into his eyes. Deep blue eyes of piercing cobalt intensity.

The only time she had seen that brilliant shade of blue before was in the waters around her homeland. The half-forgotten memory gave her a pang. Meanwhile, the events of the previous night all came flooding back. For a moment there, she hadn’t been sure where she was or why.

But now, of course, she recognized her captor as the stranger she had seen last night lighting candles in the ruined church. At least she hadn’t been found by the masked men who had attacked her carriage. Under the circumstances, she supposed it could have been worse.

“Care to tell me what you’re doing in my barn?” he asked in a low, cultured murmur.

“Sleeping—obviously,” she retorted.

“Trespassing.”

“No! I haven’t done anything wrong!”

“Attempted murder?”

Well, he had a point there.

“You startled me,” she conceded with regal hauteur, chagrined by her powerless position.

“Obviously,” he drawled back at her.

“Humph,” she answered, quite unused to being treated this way, but on the other hand, “startled” was an understatement.

He had terrified her, waking her from a deep sleep that way, and she had reacted accordingly. At least now, finally waking up, she had a clearer sense of her situation. “Would you mind getting off of me, please?” she asked through gritted teeth.

His lifted his eyebrows politely. “Are you ready to put down your knife?”

Sophia wasn’t sure, but she knew when she was being mocked. “There is no need to be rude.”

“Sorry, I haven’t had my coffee yet, and it’s been awhile since anyone’s tried to kill me.”

“If I had wanted you dead, you would be dead!” she informed him fiercely.

He let out a low, charming laugh, as though she had said something clever.

Sophia narrowed her eyes at him, then looked away in simmering mutiny, refusing to acknowledge the fact that up close, her captor was sinfully handsome. Especially when he laughed.

“Now, young lady, hear me well. You had better drop your weapon,” he advised her, taking a no-nonsense tone. “There is no need to resort to violence, all right? I am not going to hurt you. But if you try to stab me again, I may dangle you off the hayloft by your feet till you behave.”

Her gaze flew to his again as she gasped. “You wouldn’t dare!”

“Meow.” The tiny orange kitten chose that moment to intervene, mewling at the man and rubbing its sides back and forth affectionately against his big shoulder.

He glanced wryly at the baby cat, as though he realized with some chagrin that its adoration of him did not make him look exactly scary. But maybe he did not want her to be scared of him, after all, for he began having a conversation with the kitten. “No, I brought you your milk,” he chided, as if he could understand its pitiful cries. “What else do you want? It’s your own fault you missed breakfast. You were hiding here with her. Not that I blame you, understand.”

Sophia pressed her lips together, determined not to smile, but when the man turned from the kitten and looked at her again, he knew perfectly well that he had charmed her. That cobalt sparkle in his eyes beguiled her; she turned her face away to hide the twitching of her lips.

“These cats,” he murmured softly. She could feel his gaze traveling down the curve of her neck. “They bully me so.”

She swallowed hard, striving to ignore the silken warmth of his breath against her neck and the curious sensations that his big, muscled body roused atop her. The feelings were not entirely unpleasant.

“Why don’t you find these kittens new homes if they are such a bother?” she suggested tartly, still refusing to look at him.

“But they were born here. I am only a gentleman-tenant.”

Gentleman? The word got her attention as it signaled his honorable intent. Slowly, cautiously, Sophia met his curious gaze from the corner of her eye.

“I will free you if you promise not to kill me,” he offered in a sardonic murmur. “I give you my word as a gentleman that you will not be harmed.”

What choice did she have?

Sophia said nothing, but gave him a hard look, then uncurled her fingers and let her knife plunk down onto the floorboards in a gesture of good faith.

“Ah,” her handsome captor said in a husky tone of approval. “How novel. A woman of sense.”

         

With extreme caution, Gabriel loosened his grip around her delicate wrist by degrees. Freeing her knifehand was easy, however, compared to the self-restraint it took to ease his weight up off her warm, slim, nubile, young body. Every male atom of his being cried out to lower his head instead and claim her lovely mouth.

Of course, that might have got him stabbed. Even a harlot wanted a man to wait until he was invited.

With a heave of effort, Gabriel backed away from the raven-haired temptress; she did the same, both of them kneeling on the floor with its thin scattering of hay.

Her gaze locked with his; the girl’s wary brown eyes tracked his movements as he rose slowly, moving carefully, not wishing to startle her again. He went instead to look after the kittens, giving her a moment to recover from their clash.

“You’re pretty quick with that knife,” he remarked, walking over with measured paces to see if there was any milk left in the bowl.

“Practice,” she answered in a low, rather defiant murmur.

Fiery, this one.

“I take it Derek sent you.”

“Derek?”

“My brother.” He crouched down and pushed the black kitten and the gray tabby away from the bowl so the little orange one could drink some of the milk, as well.

“Your brother,” she echoed slowly, tasting his words.

“The other Major Knight, my dear. The man who hired you to come here and, ah…serve me, I presume.” His glance flicked over her body. He couldn’t seem to help it.

“Oh, right. Derek,” she answered with a vague nod. “Of course.”

“He does tend to think he’s amusing.” Gabriel lowered his head, watching the kittens to try to keep his stare off her. “Unfortunately, it isn’t going to work. You are beautiful, God knows, but you can go back to London or wherever it was that he found you, for I…”—He faltered, then redoubled his resolve—“I do not require a bedmate at this time.”

         

A bedmate?

Sophia stared at him, her eyes wide, her whole body motionless with shock.

Was that what he thought she was doing here?

Zounds! He thought she was a hussy?

Her royal sire would be turning in his grave—and if Leon ever heard the cheeky blackguard imply such a thing, her old lion would pound him into the dirt!

Well, at least he would try. Even Leon might have a time of it with this one, she conceded, her gaze trailing over his formidable physique. The “gentleman-tenant” was a towering wall of muscle, six-foot-four at least, of pure iron. She could not believe she had attacked him and lived.

Still, she quickly realized that his explanation for her presence here was safer than the truth—especially since he claimed he did not need her “services” at this time.

Really, a girl could take insult at being so easily refused, she thought wryly.

“I see,” she replied, playing her cards close to the chest. Heart pounding, she hid her astonishment, still not quite sure how to react.

He really was very mysterious. Who was he, and why would his brother send him a girl? she wondered. The most puzzling part, however, was his refusal.

Alexa said all men wanted sex constantly, and she would know. Sophia shrugged it off and supposed she should count herself lucky.

Then his gaze flicked over her peasant disguise with a mildly pitying look that stung her royal pride. “You can keep the money,” he said gently, “whatever my brother has paid you. I’m sorry you’ve wasted your time.”

Her swift indignation over his low view of her gave ground to more practical worries as he continued. “I know it must have been a very inconvenient journey for you, coming all the way out here. Come,” he said, gesturing toward the ladder. “I will pay your ticket for the stagecoach back to London. We’ll need to hurry to get you to the coaching inn on time—”

“Wait!” she blurted out.

“What is it?”

She stared at him, tongue-tied. According to protocol, she had to stay put at these coordinates until her bodyguards found her!

Good God, she could not let him kick her out now. Those vicious creatures who had attacked her carriage last night might still be out there somewhere on the hunt for her. Last night, at least she had had the cover of darkness to hide her, but now it was broad daylight, and if she came across her enemies out on the road, she doubted her peasant disguise would be enough to save her. She didn’t even have a horse now on which to escape them if they spotted her. She still had her knife, but this large fellow had just reminded her afresh that, as good as she was with a blade, sheer male strength could still overpower her.

He had been watching the play of emotion on her face and now a curious frown had spread across his own. “Is something wrong?”

“Are you so eager to get rid of me?” she countered, attempting a smile. Please don’t kick me out.

She didn’t dare go wandering down that country road alone. It would be extremely stupid to try it. She had to wait for her bodyguards to come and escort her on to the castle.

She was certain it wouldn’t be long. Last night, her men had been routed by the ambush, but by now, they would have regrouped.

Staving off fear, she insisted to herself that everyone surely had come through the ambush all right. If it turned out not to be so, she would deal with it when they were all reunited and she knew the facts. God knew, if there had been casualties, she had enough practice at grieving. She ought to be an expert at that by now.

Alas, the keeper of kittens seemed all too eager to be rid of her. “I’m sorry, my dear. I’m flattered by your, er, enthusiasm, truly, but this is just one of my daft brother’s practical jokes,” he said in chagrin.

“You really find me that unappealing?” she exclaimed.

“No!” he vowed, sending her a searing glance. “It isn’t that at all.”

Sophia furrowed her brow. There had to be some way that this stubborn chap could be persuaded to let her stay for just a few hours.

Unfortunately, she couldn’t tell him the truth.

Though he now seemed more trustworthy than he had at first, keeping her identity a secret was one of Leon’s strictest rules. Her guards were risking too much for her sake for Sophia to repay them by ignoring the procedures she had promised to adhere to.

Oh, dear. What was she to say?

He was looking at her curiously. “Are you that eager to…bloody hell, Derek told you about the Kama Sutra, didn’t he?”

“The what? No—I mean—that is to say—” Her cheeks blazed crimson. Oh, for heaven’s sake!

“Because I don’t do that sort of thing anymore. I mean, there’s more to life than mindless pleasure, isn’t there?”

Sophia wanted the earth to part and swallow her like one of Greece’s countless little earthquakes. She cleared her throat and cast about for her dignity. “I assure you, sir, I respect your wishes and will do my best not to molest you. But you see, I only just got here, didn’t I? And it’s such a long, inconvenient journey back to London, as you said. I just woke up. I scarce know where I am.” Lord, this conversation was a chess game. “Would you mind terribly if I stayed here, please, just for a little while longer? To make myself ready for the day?”

“Here?” He glanced around warily. “What, in the hayloft?”

“Yes.” She nodded earnestly. “I won’t cause any trouble! Y-you have my word.”

“Why? Why would you take a job like this out in the middle of nowhere anyway? You can’t lack for customers.” He suddenly narrowed his eyes. “You’re on the run, aren’t you?”

“What?”

He moved closer. “Have you done something naughty, my girl? Is somebody after you?”

She blanched. “Of course not, why would you think such a thing?” she evaded. Of course, she had done nothing wrong, but someone was certainly after her.

If only she had some clear idea who!

The blue-eyed man was studying her shrewdly. Then he pointed at her. “You’re a Gypsy, aren’t you?”

“Yes,” she assented. Whatever you say. Just don’t kick me out of here yet.

Somehow, she felt safer just being around this large and solid man. The kittens seemed to feel it, too, tumbling around at his feet.

“I get the feeling you’re hiding here.” He folded his arms across his chest. “Have you committed a crime?” he asked softly.

Her eyes widened. “No!”

His piercing cobalt stare seemed to probe her very soul. “I won’t harbor a fugitive from the law.”

“I haven’t done anything wrong!” Sophia exclaimed, becoming truly rattled.

He appeared unperturbed by her vehement denials. “Your people have a certain reputation, I’m afraid. As thieves,” he clarified crisply.

“I am not that sort of—Gypsy,” she asserted in dismay. Only some sort of harlot for sale, apparently, in your view.

He scrutinized her for a long moment, his eyes narrowed. “Very well,” he said guardedly. “I shall take you at your word. But you had better not be lying to me. If there is one thing I despise above all else, it is a lying female.”

Oh, blast. Raking her fingers through her tousled hair, she heaved a large sigh and dropped her hands onto her lap again. “I understand. So, is it all right then if I stay here for a little while?”

If he would just leave, maybe he’d forget that she was here.

He frowned, studying her.

She held her breath as she waited for his answer, her heart pounding at the prospect of being forced out onto the road with unknown enemies after her blood.

“I won’t cause any inconvenience—sir—I swear,” she assured him, reminding herself to use a deferential tone like a humble country girl. She gave him a wide-eyed look of genuine desperation. “It’s just that right now, I really have nowhere else to go.”

         

Ah, damn.

Those big brown eyes could have melted hearts of stone. Gabriel looked away.

Tossing her out on her shapely arse, however, proved beyond his power.

“Very well,” he mumbled. “Come inside and have some breakfast, then.”

“No, that’s all right, I don’t wish to be a burden—”

“Have you eaten?”

“I…brought my own supplies.”

“Really?” he asked in surprise, admittedly impressed as she nodded and reached into her knapsack, pulling out some hardtack wrapped in cheesecloth and then a bit of dried jerky.

Hm. Fancy that. Again, his brother had scored another point; Derek knew that Gabriel could not abide a helpless female. This one was as resourceful as she was plucky and independent. Devil take her, the unfortunate beauty tugged at his heartstrings.

Surely she deserved a chance at a more decent life. Was there nothing he could do to help her?

No girl ought to have to sell her body.

“What is your name, my dear?” he asked in a gentler tone.

Head down, she peered up at him from beneath her velvet lashes. “Sophia.”

“Sophia, I am Gabriel Knight. But I take it you already know that.”

“Yes. Your brother told me,” she said with a businesslike nod.

“I don’t need a girl to warm my bed, as I, er, mentioned, but if you’re willing, my housekeeper could use an extra set of hands.”

“Your housekeeper?” She blinked, then stared at him. “You mean, I could work here…as a maid?”

“Yes. Does that sound acceptable? No one’s going to harm you here. And no one is going to use you,” he added meaningfully. “You can return to the life you knew or stay here and try something else. The choice is yours.”

Sophia stared at him for a long moment, her curling tresses tumbling over her shoulder as she tilted her head slightly to the side, contemplating his offer.

It seemed she had never dreamed of such a position.

He lifted his eyebrow expectantly, feeling better already about giving her a new chance in life.

She nodded slowly. “Thank you. I accept.”

“Good,” Gabriel replied, and when she lifted her head, they stared at each other for another awkward moment.

Strange, Gabriel thought. New to England, he still wasn’t used to the range of accents to be found from London’s East End to the rural hamlets, but to his ear, the girl spoke with unusual refinement for one of her class.

Well, he thought briskly, tearing his gaze away, if she was to be his maid, then the matter was settled. No gentleman of any honor pestered his female domestics with his baser needs.

He cleared his throat, glad for the chance to do a good deed, though it would not be easy having her around to tempt him. “You will find Mrs. Moss in the kitchen,” he clipped out. “She’ll give you something fresher to eat than that hardtack, then we’ll figure out where you will sleep. As for your salary—what do maids usually get these days, a shilling a week?”

She shrugged as though she hadn’t the foggiest idea.

No doubt the poor young thing was used to living hand to mouth. For all her fresh-faced beauty, she had the wary look of a survivor. “Right. Well, we’ll settle that later, then,” he mumbled and started to turn away.

“Um, Mr. Knight?”

“Major.”

“Pardon?”

“It’s, er—oh, never mind,” he said, abruptly remembering that he had left the military life behind. It had been his whole identity for so long, but it no longer signified. “Just call me Gabriel. What is it, Sophia?”

Her chin came up a notch. “I’m sorry you don’t want to bed me,” she flung out in light defiance, betraying a trace of, perhaps, stung feminine pride. Or maybe testing him.

Either way, her words caused him to lift an eyebrow.

“Yes,” he answered with a sardonic half smile after a moment. “So am I, my dear, believe me. So am I.”





End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/images/Fole_9780345504616_epub_002_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Fole_9780345504616_epub_003_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Fole_9780345504616_epub_004_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Fole_9780345504616_epub_001_r1.jpg
GAELEN
FOIEY
“AosoygecT

HER EVERY
PLEASURE

BALLANTINE BOOKS -NEW YORK.





OEBPS/images/Fole_9780345504616_epub_cvi_r1.jpg
Vs
N
©
©
=
)
Z
=
Z]
=
=
—
=<
(2a)






