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 Away, a sparkling debut, reminiscent of favorites like
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Prologue

Northeastern England

A Midwinter’s Night

Somewhere in time, high in a blanket of darkness, three stars furiously blinked . . .

 

“I’m not at all in favor of this decision, Fergus. I dare say it’s rather selfish. Why have They assigned him another charge now? After all, the boy has proven his worth far more than once.”

“Pah!” Fergus’ starlight sputtered. “You whine overmuch for a Moorish warrior. Dunna be such a ninny, Aizeene. ’Twill give the lad character!”

“Not tae mention secure our promotion,” said Elgan.

“But the boy’s worked hard these past centuries to shed his wings. There’s nothing more he desires and deserves than mortality.” Aizeene fretted. “His retirement is less than a pair of fortnights away!”

“Blast you, Aizeene, this is unavoidable! We’ve no choice in the matter.”

“What mean you?” asked Aizeene.

Elgan sighed. “I’m afraid there’s a small problem.” He coughed. “His charge? ’Tis a girl. She’s the One.”

Aizeene gasped. “Nay. Mean you, the very One?”

Fergus snorted. “Aye! She’s the boy’s soul mate! His bloody Intended! Nigh onto dead, the lass is, and because of her, he may lose that blasted mortality he so  heartily desires.” He harrumphed. “Lasses. A fickle-minded lot of trouble, if ye ask me.”

“The lad has a will stronger than any I’ve ever known,” Elgan interrupted. “He’s managed for nearly a thousand bloody years, don’t forget, and not once has he lost a charge. Besides, I grow weary of twinkling up here with you witless fools. We need that bloody promotion!”

Aizeene puffed out a blast of star shine. “What of Nicklesby? He used to be one of us. Can he not give any aid at all?”

Elgan blew out a gust, a spray of starlight scattering about. “Nay, other than offer what knowledge he has on the matter on the girl’s condition. Besides, he has no inkling of this new development. ’Tis forbidden to inform him likewise and you know it. Now. Like it or no’, Gawan of Conwyk is indeed faced with this new challenge, and if he succeeds, ’twill guarantee his mortality as well as our positions. All of our positions.”

Aizeene relented. “What of the boy’s heart, though? What of hers? By the saints, there’s much at risk.” He sighed. “What if he doesn’t succeed?”

Elgan drifted closer. “Well then, my old Moorish friend, it appears his fate lies in the hands of an addlebrained modern lass.”

Ferguson cleared his throat. “Isn’t there anything we can do?”

“You know there isn’t, old crow. Fate has a much stronger will than any of us, and ’tis against all rules to interfere,” Elgan said. “All we can do is hope. Pray. And watch. Now begone, the both of you, and help me maintain sentry over these two. But brace yourselves, lads, for what you’re about to witness is not for the faint of heart. . . .”

Northeastern England  
A Midwinter’s Night  
Present Day

 

Frigid water lapped at her cheeks, sloshed over her insulated jacket and jeans, seeped into her skin. A howling wind whipped overhead, sucking the air from her lungs. She couldn’t move, couldn’t open her eyes, and the ache in her head was like being bludgeoned with a sledgehammer. Where the heck was she? It felt like she’d been run over by a team of horses. Before that, though, she’d been floating, gasping for breath, and tasting a lot of salt. Scared. Had she fallen? Finally, rocky sand had been under her feet, and she’d dragged herself out of the water. The next thing she knew, she’d been sailing through the air. God, she’d been hit. Car, truck—she didn’t know which.

A gruff voice grumbled above her, slurred, disjointed. “Oy, girl, why’d ye have to . . . ? Ye appeared out o’ bloody nowhere. . . . No bloody moon out tonight. . . . Aww, Jaysus, I can’t let ’em find ye. . . .”

Ye? Who says ye anymore? She tried to open her mouth, tried to scream, but no words came out, though she still made an attempt. Who was this guy? Hey, pal, can you give me a hand? I’m freezing my butt off here. . . .

In the next second his rough hands tried to lift her from the icy water, but dropped her with a splat. Oww! Can you go a little easy, guy? Something might be broken. She tried to move, but her body was dead weight.  Why the heck am I lying in freezing water?

More disjointed words faded in and out. “. . . too bloody heavy . . . shouldna be here . . . gotta hide ye . . . oy, girl, Christ Almighty, yer already dead. . . .”

Dead?

Those same rough hands shook her so hard her teeth rattled. “Not dead yet, anyway . . .” He grabbed her by the wrists and dragged her over rock and sand.

Oh, God, she was being abducted, probably even murdered. They’d find her dead, frozen body floating in the icy water, all cross-eyed and fish nibbled. “Ow!”

Her teeth clacked together as her head grazed a rock, and a dizzy queasiness stole over her. The frosty air touched her soaked body, and she floated, the muffled voice seeming more distanced, yet . . . not. Pain seized her, making pricks of light flash behind her eyelids. She grew colder. And, ugh, that nauseating smell of rotten sea life. What was happening to her?

She felt herself being picked up and settled none too gently on a hard surface. Then an arctic blackness engulfed her. The roar of an engine and the gruff muffled voice faded farther and farther away. . . .




One

Northeastern England  
A Midwinter’s Night  
Present Day

 

God’s teeth, the bloody fool wasn’t going to give way. Gawan peered into the drizzly night at the headlights bobbing toward him, and from the looks of it, whoever it was didn’t plan on stopping. Probably a lost tourist, he’d wager. Lost, and on a one-track lane, no less.

His one-track lane.

The lights bobbed at an alarming pace, erratic and faster as they grew closer. With a grumble and a curse, and nowhere to go except backward, Gawan slowed, stopped, and put the Rover in reverse. Half turning in his seat, he steered toward the small byway he’d passed, backed in, and waited for the vehicle to go by.

Seconds later, a beat-up farm truck blew by. Not a tourist, he suspected. “Witless fool,” Gawan grumbled. The truck didn’t belong to anyone he knew—not that he knew many—but he’d be sure to keep an eye out for it. Bent side-view mirror and a missing headlight, both on the same side. He’d bank that to memory. The reckless idiot could kill someone.

Throwing the Rover in drive, Gawan pulled back onto the lane and continued up the track. The rain picked up, and he flicked the wipers on high. Probably not the best  of nights to crave a fried Milky Way, but Nicklesby hadn’t learned to make the bloody things yet, and Mrs. Cornwell had indeed called him to come round and collect a fresh batch. By the saints, he’d nearly burned the larder down when he last tried to make them himself. “Bleeding priests!”

Gawan slammed his foot to the brake and skidded to a stop. Throwing open the door, he jumped out into the now-pouring rain.

A woman, soaked to the bone, stumbled over the guardrail and landed flat on her bottom. Wet hair plastered her head and hung forward in thick strands to cover her face. She didn’t move.

Reaching her, Gawan went down on one knee and placed a steadying hand to her elbow. “Ti’n iawn?” he asked. Not in Welsh, fool. “Are you all right?” Mayhap she was drunk? He bent close and took a whiff. She didn’t smell of alcohol. He looked around. No car, not even a bicycle. He peered over the guardrail. Nothing below. She was drenched, alone, and in the dead of a cold North England’s December eve.

This, he suddenly decided, did not bode well.

“Girl, are you ill?” Gawan hooked a finger through her wet tresses and slid them to the side. He bent his head to get a better look. “Are you hurt?”

The girl lifted her face, her eyes rounded and glazed. Rain dripped off the end of her nose, and her lips quivered. But she said nothing. After a quick scan of her person, he noted no blood. Passing odd, indeed.

Standing, Gawan yanked off his weatherproof and draped it over her narrow shoulders. He pushed his own wet hair from his eyes. “You’re bound to freeze to death, if not drown in this downpour. Come. I’ll take you—”

She shook her head, opened her mouth to speak, and when nothing came out, she cleared her throat a time or two. “No. Um, I mean,” she stammered, the words raspy, and in an intriguing American accent, “I’m fine.

Really.” She wiped the rain from her eyes and looked around, then shook her head again. “I’m really okay.” On shaky legs she stood, patted her thighs, her belly, then down both arms, mumbled something Gawan could not comprehend, then walked with timid steps to the guardrail and peered over the edge. “I, uh . . . is that the ocean down there?”

“Aye.”

She looked around, shook her head, and cleared her throat a score of times more before mumbling a bit. She seemed completely lost and bewildered.

“Girl, come with me out of the rain. There’s nowhere to go for miles around. I live”—he nodded his head toward the lights at the top of the cliff—“just there. Please.” He took a step toward her. “Nicklesby can see you settled into a room for the night.”

She stared at him, and crazy as it was, standing on the one-track lane on a frozen Midwinter’s night in the icy rain, he noticed with intensity how beautiful she looked.

“Who’s Nicklesby?” she asked, the wariness in her eyes evident in the Rover’s head beams.

“He’s my man,” Gawan said.

One of her eyebrows lifted. “Your man?”

Gawan nodded. “Harmless, I assure you. Besides, you can’t just wander about in the cold rain. You’ll catch your death. Come.” He inclined his head to the Rover.

With a final glance around, she pulled the edges of Gawan’s weatherproof closer and walked to the driver’s  side and got in.

Gawan tapped on the window. “I vow ’twould be best if I drove, miss.”

The door opened and she stepped out. “Sorry,” she mumbled, then walked around and slid into the passenger’s seat.

“Quite all right,” he said, trying to put her at ease. When they were both inside, he shifted the Rover into drive and started back up the lane. “Do you have a name, girl?” he asked. “Or mayhap someone you’d like  us to ring?” Out of the corner of his eye, he saw her looking at him. “What’s happened to you?”

Then, fidgeting, she placed her hand on the door handle. “Maybe you could just drive me into town.” Because no matter how cute you are, if you think I’m going home with you, you’re freaking crazy.

Gawan’s head snapped up. “Beg pardon?”

“I said, maybe you could just drive me into town.”

Gawan shook his head. He must have misheard her.

In truth, he knew she was scared and didn’t want to give her name, and he wished like hell he could put her at ease. And by the devil’s pointed tail, he couldn’t leave her. “Nay, miss. I fear everything’s closed for the night.” He turned his head to look straight at her. “You’ll be safe within Grimm’s walls. I give you my word.”

She frowned, as if pondering, then nodded without saying anything at all and stared out the window into the ink-black darkness. Her hand, though, remained clenched around the door handle. She was ready to bolt, her chin trembling from the cold. At least, he thought it was from the cold.

“ ’Twill be fine, girl,” he said, and turned up the heater.

Minutes later, the Rover climbed the winding, rocky path to Grimm’s barbican gates. The big iron beasts opened as he approached, and Gawan steered through, under the portcullis, and around the drive, stopping at the front entrance. He parked and turned off the engine.

“You live here?”

“Aye.” Gawan peered through the darkness at imposing Castle Grimm—home for nigh on nine hundred years.

“Who are you?”

“Forgive me, girl. Gawan of, er, Conwyk. Gawan Conwyk.” He gave a short nod. “Let’s quit this drafty Rover, aye? No doubt Nicklesby has a fine fire roaring in the hall.” He jumped out, grabbed his bag of soggy fried  Milky Ways from the dash, slammed the door, and ran around to help her out.

She sat, hesitating. Not that he blamed her.

Finally, she accepted his outstretched hand and stepped out of the vehicle. At that same time, the tall oak double doors of Castle Grimm swung open.

“Young Conwyk, what are you doing in the rain? Do you require aid?” his wiry steward called.

“Nay, Nicklesby,” Gawan answered. He tugged on the girl’s elbow. “Come.”

For a moment, Gawan thought she’d run. Her wide eyes darted from Nicklesby to the barbican gates and back to Gawan.

Should I? Shouldn’t I? Should I? Shouldn’t I?

Gawan stared at her and cocked his head. Nay, ’twas impossible. How could he hear her thoughts? ’Twas one of the only skills he’d maintained, from before, when he could hear the thoughts of his charges.

“Thanks,” she finally said, and started to move.

As they climbed the steps, Nicklesby clucked his tongue. “Oh, dear. Soaked to the bone.” He lifted his gaze to Gawan. “I thought you went out for those fried concoctions you fancy.”

Gawan stepped into the great hall, and all but pushed his confused visitor inside ahead of him. “I did”—he held up his rather pitiful-looking sack of treats—“and I stumbled across this waif alone in the lane.”

Nicklesby eyed Gawan for a moment, no doubt curious. Then he examined the girl. “Her room shall be ready, posthaste.” Without another word, he hurried up the stairs.

Gawan bet Nicklesby was all but bursting at the seams with curiosity. Nosy devil, that one.

Gawan ushered the girl to the hearth, where indeed, Nicklesby had an enormous fire roaring.

She took a step closer to the flames, stared into the fire, and rubbed her arms.

“Have you a name?” he asked. “You never did say.”

She hesitated. “Where am I?” She turned to face him. And waited. Expectantly.

Gawan scratched his chin. Did she really have no clue? “As I said before, Castle Grimm.”

She squinted, staring hard. Not the brightest bulb in the box, huh, fella? “No. Where am I? What country?”

Gawan blinked. He poked his forefinger into his ear and gave it a good squeaking. He had to be hearing things, for no way was he hearing her aright. Must be one of the others, goading him. Bleeding priests, she didn’t even know what country she was in? “ ’Tis the North of England. Now, your name?”

She scratched her brow. “England? You’re kidding me?” She looked at him. “You spoke to me earlier, out there”—she inclined her head to the double doors—“in another language.”

Gawan gave a short nod and ran his fingers through his wet hair. “ ’Twas Welsh.”

She paced, looking at her feet, and began to mumble to herself. “In the North of England. How’d I get here? In a castle, with a Welshman. Cute, too. Everyone talks funny, saying nay, ye, mayhap, and aye. ’Twas.” She shook her head. “Didn’t think they still said that stuff. I just don’t get it.”

“Mayhap I should ring the infirmary? I could send for a helicopter—”

“No! I’m”—she stopped and once more patted her head, then her stomach—“fine, really. I just . . . this is all just so weird.”

Taking off his jacket, Gawan tossed it over the back of his favorite chair and placed a hand on the girl’s shoulder. She looked up.

And his bloody knees nearly buckled.

Though drenched like a stable rat, Grimm’s latest guest had brownish-red hair that hung far below her shoulders in thick, wet hanks to frame a creamy, oval face. Tiny freckles crossed her nose and cheeks. Like-colored brows arched over green—no, blue-green—eyes that stared at him, wide and uncertain.

And scared witless.

God, you’re gorgeous, but could you please stop staring at me like that? You’re freaking me out.

Nay! Why was he able to hear her thoughts? Damnation, this could not be so! Not now.

Gorgeous?

He cleared his throat. “Do you know who you are?” he asked, as gently as he could.

Still wearing Gawan’s weatherproof, she pulled the edges together and frowned. “Don’t be silly. Of course I know who I am. I . . . I’m”—she glanced around the great hall; then her eyes widened—“Eleanor. That’s right. My name is Eleanor.”

Gawan cocked his head. “Just Eleanor?”

Again, she moved her gaze around the room, then back to him. “Aquitaine. Eleanor Aquitaine.” It’ll do for now, anyway, because I have no freaking clue who I am!

Oy, by the bleeding priests, this cannot be happening.  Gawan forced out a smile that felt rather pasty. “Very well, Miss Aquitaine.”

“Call me Ellie.”

“The chamber is ready, young Conwyk,” Nicklesby called from the top of the stairs. “Come, miss. You must get out of those soaked garments. I have a robe at the ready.”

Following Ellie up the stairs, he and Nicklesby escorted her to the prepared room. At the door, she turned.

“Thanks for letting me stay here. I don’t know how to repay you.” Please, just don’t be a pair of freaky murderers who prey on hapless travelers.

Gawan shook his head and reached into his pocket and withdrew his mobile. “No need.” He felt Nicklesby’s pointy elbow sink into his ribs, and he smothered a grunt. “Make use of anything you find in the chamber  and garderobe. And here,” he said, placing his small silver mobile in her hand. “Keep this with you. Local numbers are listed, including the constable.” He smiled. “Just to make you feel safe.”

Her gaze shifted from his to Nicklesby and back. What would make me feel safe would not to be in this stupid mess! “Thank you.” She pushed a bit of her hair from her eyes. “For everything.”

Gawan gave a short nod. “The pleasure is quite mine.”

Nicklesby cleared his throat. “I’ll prepare an evening snack. Something other than those horrid fried bars young Conwyk brought home. No doubt you’re hungry?”

Ellie stepped into the room. “Starved.”

“Splendid. I’ll see to it.”

With that, Ellie closed the door.

Gawan looked at Nicklesby and lowered his voice to a whisper. “Eleanor Aquitaine.”

Nicklesby lifted one silvery-gray eyebrow. “Come again?”

Jerking his head toward Ellie’s door, he leaned closer to his steward. “She told me her name was Eleanor Aquitaine.”

Both silvery-gray eyebrows shot up. “Do say? What a coincidence.”

“ ’Tis not a bloody coincidence, man. She saw the tapestry hanging in the great hall. She’s no more named Eleanor Aquitaine than I. And,” he said, “I can hear her bloody thoughts!”

With a nod, Nicklesby agreed. “So right.” He quirked a brow. “Then who is she—What?”

Gawan grabbed his man’s elbow and led him farther down the corridor. “I can hear her bloody thoughts! Not all of them, I assure you. And I vow I don’t know who she is. At first, I thought she’d been struck by this witless fool in a farm truck who nearly ran me off the track. Out of nowhere, she all but stumbled over the guardrail and into the lane ahead of the Rover. No car, no one  else around. Just her. Didn’t even know she was in England.”

“Passing odd, indeed,” Nicklesby said, nodding. “Apparently, there’s something amiss. We both know there is only one reason why you would be able to perceive her thoughts.”

“Aye.” Gawan looked over his shoulder at the still-closed door of Ellie’s chamber. “There must be a mix-up, Nicklesby. This isn’t supposed to happen—not now. Mayhap after she eats, she’ll remember—”

A small crash sounded from behind them. Gawan looked at Nicklesby, then both hurried up the passageway to Ellie’s room.

All was quiet within.

Gawan rapped on the solid oak. “Ellie?” He and his man shared a glance; then Gawan knocked again. “Miss Aquitaine?”

Complete silence.

“Try the door,” Nicklesby urged.

“What if she’s undressed?” Gawan thought a moment. “Mayhap you’re right.”

“Oh, for God’s sake, move over,” a grumbly voice said. The shimmering image of Sir Godfrey of Battersby appeared between Gawan and Nicklesby. Without effort, he poked his ghostly head through the six-inch solid-oak door.

He pulled his head out. “She’s gone.”

“Impossible,” Nicklesby said.

Gawan tried the door, found it unlocked, and pushed it open.

He, Nicklesby, and Sir Godfrey all entered the chamber.

It was, as Sir Godfrey claimed, empty.

As Gawan thought, not boding well.

In the middle of the floor lay Gawan’s mobile. Beside it, his weatherproof. He bent to retrieve both. “By the bloody priests . . .”

Nicklesby, who’d quickly run his lanky self about the  room, checking every nook and cranny, sighed. “Indeed, she’s nowhere, sir.”

Crossing the chamber, Gawan threw back the drapes and shoved open the window. Through the darkness, the North Sea crashed against Grimm’s rocky base. Thankfully, the spot of ground below the window remained vacant.

Eleanor Aquitaine had disappeared, indeed.

He turned and faced his companions, still trying to talk himself out of knowing what was, in truth, happening. “She couldn’t have left the room. We blocked the passageway. And by the saints, she didn’t jump.”

“Tsk, tsk, tsk,” clucked Sir Godfrey. “After all these centuries, you’re still learning the ways of the unliving, eh, Gawan?” He shook his head. “Shame, really. A most comely wench, in my own opinion.”

Gawan frowned and took a step closer to Sir Godfrey, till they were nearly nose to nose, and asked the question he bloody well knew the answer to. “What mean you?”

Sir Godfrey, previously of Battersby, lately—as in the last five hundred fifty years—of Grimm, folded his arms over his foppy silk and ruffled tunic. “Why, she’s dead, of course.”

Gawan closed his eyes and swore.




Two

“Godfrey, you old poop—of course she’s not dead,” Nicklesby said. “Young Gawan here touched her, and more than once. She had his weatherproof draped about her shoulders, for heaven’s sake. Had she been a spirit, ’twould have slipped right through her.”

Gawan pinched his brow with thumb and forefinger. A headache surely would plague him soon. Saints, he hated being right.

“Aye, she is dead. Well,” Sir Godfrey argued, “she’s  mostly dead, anyhow.”

With another frown, Gawan stared at the old knight. Indeed, this was a new one, even for him. “Mostly? What do you mean, mostly?”

“What he means is that she’s fluttering about between the living and the unliving,” another voice answered. “We like to refer to it as In Betwinxt. Rarely happens, of course, and only in the utmost extraordinary circumstances.”

All three turned as Lady Follywolle emerged from thin air. Dressed in her usual gown of lace and green pinstripes, her powdered hair coifed into some sort of odd bird that Gawan found highly amusing, she bustled into the room, as she’d done for the last three centuries.

He turned and quit the chamber, Nicklesby, Sir Godfrey and Lady Follywolle close on his heels.

“My good sir, it seems you’ve a new case on your hands,” the lady said, her voice quavering with excitement. “Terrible time for a case such as this, being so close to your retirement. ’Tis understandable, though, that you did not recognize her unusual aura. You’ll find it most useful, though, to be able to touch her person, should you need to.” Lady Follywolle swooped ahead of him as he ambled down the passageway. “ ’Twill boggle the mind, if you let it. But you’ve not handled a mostly dead lost soul yet.” She leaned in close, her ghostly lashes batting furiously. “Have you?”

Gawan jogged down the stairs and crossed the great hall, his mood growing darker by the second. “Nay, I have not.”

“My good lady,” Nicklesby said from behind, “that’s quite enough. I’ll explain what I know to the boy.”

“Oy, Millicent,” Sir Godfrey said. He always called Lady Follywolle by her Christian name. “Let us quit this drafty hall whilst Nicklesby instructs young Conwyk here of his new duties.” Godfrey laughed, a loud, boisterous cannon of a sound. “I vow we’ll hear the full tale later. Come. Meanwhile, we can inform the others.”

Millicent accepted Sir Godfrey’s proffered arm and gave Gawan a short nod. “Until later, good sir,” she said, smiling.

“By the by,” Godfrey said, “the wench’s name is of a certainty not Eleanor Aquitaine.”

Millicent giggled as Godfrey led her through the hearth and they disappeared.

Gawan, still wet from his previous ordeal in the rain, turned to Nicklesby. “They still enjoy tormenting me.”

Nicklesby nodded. “I fear they do, sir. But you’re passing easy sport, if I do say so myself. ’Tis all harmless, though, I suspect.”

“Hmm. No doubt.” Gawan shivered from his damp clothes. “I’m going to run through the shower, change, then come down for a bite. Then,” he said, holding up his hand as Nicklesby opened his mouth to argue, “I’ll listen to what you have to say, although I’m fair positive I don’t want to.”

With a short nod, Nicklesby answered, “Very well, young Conwyk.”

Moments later, hot water pelted Gawan’s neck and back as he stood in the shower. Damn fine invention, that. It still puzzled him at times, the concept of heated water running through pipes about the castle. Bloody amazing.

Tilting his head back, he rinsed the suds from his hair and let the steaming water run over his face. Quite different from the twelfth century, truth be told. Not all bad. Just different.

Turning off the water, he cracked the door of the stall and grabbed a towel off the electric rack. Heated drying cloths. Who would have ever thought it?

Taking the cloth, he dried first his body, then scrubbed his hair. Wrapping the towel about his waist, he stepped onto the mat and leaned against the sink with a groan. Damn, after nearly a thousand years, his poor body still ached from warring. One would have thought acquiring Angel status would have surely eliminated bodily pains.

Mostly dead. Ellie Aquitaine was mostly dead. A true shame. How? he wondered. What had happened to her? Mayhap she was on borrowed time?

Much like himself.

Only his borrowed time, if things went accordingly, was finally almost up. He’d shed his Earthbound-Angel status and finally gain mortality.

Running water and heated towels he could grasp. The Range Rover, he could grasp. Jets and rockets and men on the moon—all fascinating, but tangible. Hell, he owned a bloody helicopter, for priest’s sake. He, a once-twelfth-century-warrior-turned-Angel. But mostly dead? One was either dead or one wasn’t. Aye?

Nay. He himself was neither dead nor alive. Then again, he was something altogether different. Although he lived as a mortal, in truth, he could not be killed. He had a few paltry Angel powers, such as reading thoughts and coercion of one’s mind. He’d lost his higher-up powers when he’d gained Earthbound status. And that particular status ran out in less than a pair of fortnights. Now he had Ellie’s problem to decipher. So little time . . .

Saint’s blood, there was something about her that wouldn’t leave him.

“My name’s not Eleanor Aquitaine.”

Gawan jumped at the sound of her voice, knocked his razor from the sink, then grabbed the edges of the towel that had started to slip down his hips.

“Christ’s priests, girl!” he said, breathing hard. “You nearly—” He blinked. “How did you get in here?”

“I don’t know! God, I don’t know anything!”

He turned her around before she started that infernal pacing again. Then he gently shoved her out of the garderobe and into his bedchamber. He followed, clutching his towel, and pushed her down onto the bed.

When she looked up, her eyes widened, then dipped from his face, clear down to his bare toes, then back to linger on his chest. While her voice remained silent, her lips mouthed the shameless word Wow.

Gawan crossed his arms, determined to delve into her thoughts only when absolutely necessary. “Where’d you go?”

Her gaze drifted across his upper body, affixed to the scores of symbols tattooed there.

He supposed now was necessary.

Sexy. Wacky, but definitely sex-y. Finally, she shook her head and looked at him. “I told you. I. Don’t. Know.” She stood and pushed past him. “One minute, I was standing in the middle of the room, wondering what the heck was happening and how the heck I even got here.” She crossed the chamber, pulled back the mantle, and peered through the glass. “And why I couldn’t remember my own name.” Turning, she leaned her backside against the window frame and blew out a hefty breath. “I stole the name Eleanor Aquitaine from that big tapestry downstairs.”

Gawan smothered a smile. “Aye. I figured as much.”

Grasping the corner of his towel, he gave a short nod. “But until we get things sorted, Ellie will do, aye?”

She nodded.

“Good. Then we have an accord. Can you recall anything of import?”

She thought a moment. “I remember floating in the water. Freezing-cold water. I don’t know how long I was there, but I managed to get out, crawl up onto the beach, and then I was hit, I think.”

“Someone hit you?” he asked.

The space between her brows crinkled as she frowned. “With a vehicle, maybe. I can’t be sure. I remember flying through the air, and it hurt. I think someone must have tried to drag me to safety, and then I just passed out.” She met his gaze. “Then you were there.”

They stood in silence for a moment; then Gawan nodded. “Right. Allow me to change and we’ll sup. Nicklesby has food preparing as we speak. Then we’ll talk. Mayhap you’ll recall a bit more.” Throwing her a grin he hoped would put her at ease, he ducked back into the garderobe. With haste, he used another fascinating invention—deodorant. Lo, how that ingenious stick of wax would have made the battlefield a much more enjoyable place to be. He pulled on the jeans and long-sleeved tunic he’d chosen, ran his fingers through his wet hair, and hung his towel over the shower stall. With a flick, he clicked off the light.

Barefoot, he stepped into his bedchamber. “Just let me pull on my boots, then.”

He glanced around the large, open, empty room. “Ellie?”

Oy. Gone again. Poor girl. From what he could tell, she hadn’t even a hint that she was, as Lady Follywolle had put it, betwinxt the living and the unliving. Damn, he could barely believe it himself, and by the saints, he’d seen quite a lot of strange things. He was one of those strange things. But for a tangible body to appear and disappear? How could that be possible?

Pulling on his socks and boots, Gawan thought of what Ellie must be like—taken out of the odd circumstance, of course. He’d seen a vibrant flash in her eyes, and she most certainly was quite bold of tongue. A quick thinker, too, by the way she’d scoured his great hall, found the tapestry of Eleanor of Aquitaine, then filched the name to use as her own.

He grinned. Quirky, clever girl. Somehow, the two brave and tenacious women seemed strangely alike.

Tying back his hair, Gawan hastened to the kitchens to satisfy his empty belly, and to hopefully hear a full explanation from Nicklesby as to why and how the comely Ellie could appear in the flesh, then vanish into thin air. Nicklesby himself was an Angel, once upon a time. He’d certainly have guidance to offer.

As in what, by the devil’s hoof, was Gawan to do about Ellie in such a short amount of time?

As he entered the kitchen, Nicklesby met him at the arch, a blue-checked oven mitt on each hand. Nicklesby lifted one mitted hand and rubbed his chin. “Did you by chance mention to the girl anything about your present occupation, or how the outcome of her situation will determine your fate?”

Gawan frowned. “Of a certainty, Nicklesby. Right after I informed her of how I acquired all the markings on my skin nigh onto a thousand years before. And then I stripped me tunic off, called forth me wings, and flapped them a time or two.”

Nicklesby grunted. “Passing grumpy today, aye?”

Walking to the open kitchen hearth, Gawan stared into the flames. “Nay, not grumpy. Just frustrated.” He glanced at Nicklesby over his shoulder. “Twenty-four days, man. I had twenty-four more days before retirement, and then her.” He shook his head and returned his gaze to the flames. “Trust me. Over nine hundred years of Guardianship, one starts fancying the idea of living out the rest of a mortal life once and for all not  as a gwarcheidiol.”

“No doubt,” Nicklesby said. “Sit, sir, and eat your supper. Things will be clearer come the morn.”

 

Never had a night been so black. Of course, it could simply be because there wasn’t even a sliver of moon out. Cold, too. Cold and black. Or was it really night? Could be a dark room, right? Things could be worse, though. Much worse.

Couldn’t they?

Ellie lifted her hand in front of her face and squinted hard, then blinked several times, trying to make out her appendage. Hmm. Not even a shadowy outline showed. The electricity must be out—

Ellie jumped, trying to get her bearings, yet unsure that her hand waved before her face, unsure that her foot felt for the floor. It was just so dark. And empty.

She smelled . . . hay? No, not hay. Something more earthy. Warmth replaced the cold.

My name’s not Ellie. . . .

She thought she closed her eyes as her mind spun, gathering scattered memories. What was her name? The man who helped her—what was his name? Talk about intense. Cute, but intense. His looks betrayed an inner strength—the quiet type, she thought. Tall, broad, with shoulder-length dark brown hair that hung in disarrayed curls. Not tight curls, but loose, carefree ones. And eyes so brown, they seemed to have no pupils.

Gawan, he’d said his name was.

She couldn’t be sure, but something had seemed odd about him. Maybe not odd, but out of place? His mannerisms, maybe, or was it his speech? Definitely an unusual accent. Cute, too.

Welsh, he’d said.

Sighing, she tried once more to rise, to call out, but the darkness grew heavier, an oppressing force daring her to challenge it. She seriously wanted to, but something held her back.

Then before her mind could recall another thing, the  heaviness began to lift and fade, and a tiny spot of light appeared far in the distance. Headlights? No, she didn’t think she was outside. Ellie willed herself toward it, hoping it would at least be someone who could tell her what the heck was going on. . . .

 

“So what you’re saying”—Gawan scratched his brow—“is that Ellie, or whoever, has had something near-fatal happen to her. And she is somehow trapped between life and death?”

“More like suspended,” Nicklesby answered. “Her life force teeters precariously, if what I know of the affliction proves aright.”

“Oy.” Gawan rose from the dining room table and began to pace. “She obviously doesn’t realize it.”

“Aye, and ’twill be your duty to tell her the tale, being you were the one who rescued her. ’Tis why she can appear in the flesh as she does. Even though your Earthbound powers are limited, they’re just powerful enough to gain a few senses of import with a soul who is In Betwinxt.” The man clucked. “Just in time, she is. I daresay you’ve not much to work with.”

“What mean you?”

Nicklesby blew out a gusty breath. “Her body has obviously taken a mighty blow, if indeed she was struck by a vehicle. She appears and disappears because she is fighting.”

Gawan rubbed his eyes. “To stay alive?”

“Aye. A strong will, that one has.” Nicklesby shook his head. “Poor dear. I’ve no doubt the news will not sit properly with her. ’Tis why you must do the deed with upmost delicacy.”

Gawan cringed and followed his man into the kitchen. “I fear I’m not very good at being delicate.”

“Poppycock! I daresay you’ve been most delicate at times, in contrast to your, err, well . . .” Nicklesby coughed. “I have all faith in your abilities, young Gawan.”

Leaning a shoulder against the kitchen fireplace mantel, Gawan cocked a brow. “In contrast to my what?”

Nicklesby worried his clean-shaven, pointy chin with a long, bony finger. Then he sighed. “ ’Tis no secret of your past, master. One only has to be in close quarters with the markings on your person to know you led a questionable existence, once upon a time. You’re a legend, and well you know it.” He waved a hand. “No matter. Those days have passed, and you, sir, have fostered your occupation rather well.”

“Oh, aye, indeed,” a new voice agreed.

Gawan turned to find Lady Bella Beauchamp walking through the larder wall, leaving a ghostly trail of seawater as she made her way toward him. Because she had drowned in the North Sea in August 1802, Bella’s lavender-and-lace gown always appeared drenched—as did the massive amount of graying red curls piled high atop her head.

“I’ve heard tremendous tales of your fierceness, lad, and then of your strength and loyalty whilst serving as Guardian Angel of the Knights all those years past.” She shook her soppy head. “The souls you’ve saved as a mere Earthbound Angel are experiences whispered far and wide about the spirit world and will no doubt be talked about until the end of time.” A faraway look hazed her eyes. “To have been your charge would have been glorious. And to think, you’re so close to retiring.” She clapped her hands and gave him a wide grin. “You more than deserve a mortal life, love, but it appears the deed placed before you is quite an imposing one, to be sure.” She glanced at Nicklesby. “Now. Tell me of this newest case. I’m dying to hear all about it. ’Tis far different from your other charges, indeed, as the others have always been quite alive. Now this one is a lovely girl, from what’s been rumored, although a bit touched, mayhap?”

Gawan and Nicklesby exchanged glances before Gawan addressed her. “Lady Beauchamp, I do appreciate your kindness. Truly. But I fear there isn’t much to tell . . . yet. I’ve only just learned of the girl’s predicament moments ago. Other than that her mortal life is in deep peril, I cannot offer anything else, save I’m the one responsible for rescuing her.”

Lady Bella’s eyes lit up and she clasped her hands together. “Well, I daresay you should hasten your studies on the subject, Lord Grimm. You most assuredly have your work cut out for you.” She smiled and vanished, her ghostly image blurring as she faded. “I’ll think on the matter and get back to you, posthaste. Oh, and do promise to show me your wings before you shed them. I’ve been dying to see them.” With a wink and a giggle, she was gone.

Gawan heaved a gusty sigh. “Why mostly dead? Why not all the way? ’Twould have been much easier to stomach.” He rubbed his eyes. ’Twas a lie and he knew it. The thought of Ellie completely dead didn’t sit well with him at all. “Where does she go?”

“Lady Bella?” Nicklesby asked.

“Nay. Ellie.”

Nicklesby wiped the kitchen counter with a red cloth. “ ’Tis a place only she can tell of, I’m afraid. And even she may not know. It depends on the condition her mortal self is in.” He stopped and gave Gawan a grave look. “You were chosen for this line of duty, Gawan of Conwyk, because you’ve proven to have impeccable ways with the living as well as the unliving. Whilst you were alive, you proved to be a most fierce warrior, and since that time passed, you’ve done a fine job as Guardian.” He patted Gawan’s shoulder and cleared his throat. “ ’Tis why you’ve been bestowed such a challenge. I’ve no doubt you’ll manage Ellie’s affairs with genteel propriety, as well.”

Gawan gave a curt nod. “I thank you for such a loyal endorsement, my friend. But those charges in the past whom I could not save were completely dead, not just  somewhat dead, floating about from one existence to the  other. Not remembering.” He frowned. “Nor can I recall any of them being quite so fetching.”

Nicklesby chuckled. “So you’ll have to, say, modify, your design. Aye?”

“Indeed.” Gawan turned and started for the kitchen door. “I suppose being an ex-Guardian Knight yourself has lent you the power to interact with Ellie, as well. Aye?”

Nicklesby cocked an eyebrow. “For a certainty, master. But most who’ve touched the spirit world can interact with an In-Betwinxt soul.”

“Then I shall need your aid on the matter. I’ve but twenty-four days until my retirement. I don’t plan on having anything go amiss. Now, I’m off. No doubt this  modified design will plague my bloody dreams until morn.”

“I truly hope so,” Nicklesby said with a grin.

At the door, Gawan turned and nodded once more. “Nos da, my friend.”

Nicklesby gave a low bow. “And good night to you, young Gawan.”

As he crossed the great hall and jogged up the steps, Gawan recalled his medieval days as Guardian Knight. Scores of fierce knights in just as many battles unknowingly had Gawan watching their backs, making sure they didn’t leave their mortal world until ’twas truly their time to go.

Had he himself but chosen a different path . . .

He pushed open the heavy door to his chamber and stepped inside. Aye, he’d been given a rare opportunity. A gift, really, that few other Guardians received, or even dreamed of receiving: the post of Earthbound Angel. And he was bloody grateful for it. Hopefully, he’d be worthy of accomplishing such a task as Ellie’s.

He closed the door, brushed his teeth with that fine-tasting cleaning paste Nicklesby always purchased, pulled off his clothes, and crawled into bed. On the morrow, he’d have a clear head. Ellie needed his help and  he had wings to shed. Mayhap he’d start by returning to the spot where he’d found her.

After a few moments, the low whistle of the night’s bluster seeping into the old castle walls lulled him to drowsiness.

Thoughts turned to the past once more, and Gawan recalled Castle Grimm right after construction. ’Twas a sturdy keep, and he’d enjoyed his days here then, as well. Never had the thought crossed his mind he’d be living in the same castle more than nine hundred years in the future.

His eyelids drooped a time or two, and he was nigh onto giving in to much-deserved rest, until a shiver caused him to open his eyes.

He’d forgotten to stoke the fire. He’d freeze to death by morn if he let it burn out. Even with the prestigious title of Guardian, he still faced the same comfort measures as a mortal. All except death, anyway.

With a grunt and several fine Welsh curses, Gawan threw the covers back, raised his naked self from the bed, and crossed the cold floor to the hearth. Grabbing the iron poker, he stabbed and shifted the embers, then set a new log on the grate. As he kneeled before the hearth, he stared into the building flames. ’Twas a generous-enough fire.

Just as he rose, a small intake of breath from somewhere close behind ceased his movement.

Ellie.

Oooh, I shouldn’t look but eeek! I can’t help it!

Gawan looked for something to shield himself, saw only the damn poker, then changed his mind. He heaved a sigh. “I apologize for my state of undress,” he said, peering over his shoulder, “but from the look on your face, ’tisn’t overly offensive.” He grinned. “Say something, girl, before you make me blush.”

Ellie’s cheeks glowed. “Good Lord,” she whispered, then blinked and looked him square in the eye. “Who—no, what, are you?”
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