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London, 1848
Winter

Win had always thought Kev Merripen was beautiful, in the way that an austere landscape or a wintry day could be beautiful. He was a large, striking man, uncompromising in every angle. The exotic boldness of his features was a perfect setting for eyes so dark that the irises were barely distinguishable from the pupil. His hair was thick and as black as a raven’s wing, his brows strong and straight. And his wide mouth was set with a perpetually brooding curve that Win found irresistible.

Merripen. Her love, but never her lover. They had known each other since childhood, when he had been taken in by her family. Although the Hathaways had always treated him as one of their own, Merripen had acted in the capacity of a servant. A protector. An outsider.

He came to Win’s bedroom and stood at the threshold to watch as she packed a valise with a few personal articles from the top of her dresser. A hairbrush, a rack of pins, a handful of handkerchiefs that her sister Poppy had embroidered for her. As Win tucked the objects into the leather bag, she was intensely aware of Merripen’s motionless form. She knew what lurked beneath his stillness, because she felt the same undertow of yearning.

The thought of leaving him was breaking her heart. And yet there was no choice. She had been an invalid ever since she’d had scarlet fever two years earlier. She was thin and frail and given to fainting spells and fatigue. Weak lungs, all the doctors had said. Nothing to do but succumb. A lifetime of bed rest followed by an early death.

Win would not accept such a fate.

She longed to get well, to enjoy the things that most people took for granted. To dance, laugh, walk through the countryside. She wanted the freedom to love … to marry … to have her own family someday.

With her health in such a poor state, there was no possibility of doing any of those things. But that was about to change. She was departing this day for a French clinic, where a dynamic young doctor, Julian Harrow, had achieved remarkable results for patients just like herself. His treatments were unorthodox, controversial, but Win didn’t care. She would have done anything to be cured. Because until that day came, she could never have Merripen.

“Don’t go,” he said, so softly that she almost didn’t hear him.

Win struggled to remain outwardly calm, even as a hot-and-cold chill went down her spine.

“Please close the door,” she managed to say. They needed privacy for the conversation they were about to have.

Merripen didn’t move. Color had risen in his swarthy face, and his black eyes glittered with a ferocity that wasn’t at all like him. He was all Rom at this moment, his emotions closer to the surface than he ever usually allowed.

She went to close the door herself, while he moved away from her as if any contact between them would result in fatal harm.

“Why don’t you want me to go, Kev?” she asked gently.

“You won’t be safe there.”

“I’ll be perfectly safe,” she said. “I have faith in Dr. Harrow. His treatments sound sensible to me, and he’s had a high success rate—”

“He’s had as many failures as successes. There are better doctors here in London. You should try them first.”

“I think my best chances lie with Dr. Harrow.” Win smiled into Merripen’s hard black eyes, understanding the things he couldn’t say. “I’ll come back to you. I promise.”

He ignored that. Any attempt she made to bring their feelings to light was always met with rock-hard resistance. He would never admit he cared for her, or treat her as anything other than a fragile invalid who needed his protection. A butterfly under glass.

While he went on with his private pursuits.

Despite Merripen’s discretion in personal matters, Win was certain there had been more than a few women who had given him their bodies, and used him for their own pleasure. Something bleak and angry rose from the depths of her soul at the thought of Merripen lying with someone else. It would shock everyone who knew her, had they understood the power of her desire for him. It would probably shock Merripen most of all.

Seeing his expressionless face, Win thought, Very well, Kev. If this is what you want, I’ll be stoic. We’ll have a pleasant, bloodless good-bye.

Later she would suffer in private, knowing it would be an eternity until she saw him again. But that was better than living like this, forever together and yet apart, her illness always between them.

“Well,” she said briskly, “I’ll be off soon. And there’s no need to worry, Kev. Leo will take care of me during the trip to France, and—”

“Your brother can’t even take care of himself,” Merripen said harshly. “You’re not going. You’ll stay here, where I can—”

He bit off the words.

But Win had heard a note of something like fury, or anguish, buried in his deep voice.

This was getting interesting.

Her heart began to thump. “There …” She had to pause to catch her breath. “There’s only one thing that could stop me from leaving.”

He shot her an alert glance. “What is it?”

It took her a long moment to summon the courage to speak. “Tell me you love me. Tell me, and I’ll stay.”

The black eyes widened. The sound of his indrawn breath cut through the air like the downward arc of an ax stroke. He was silent, frozen.

A curious mixture of amusement and despair surged through Win as she waited for his reply.

“I … care for everyone in your family. … ”

“No. You know that’s not what I’m asking for.” Win moved toward him and lifted her pale hands to his chest, resting her palms on a surface of tough, unyielding muscle. She felt the response that jolted through him. “Please,” she said, hating the desperate edge in her own voice, “I wouldn’t care if I died tomorrow, if I could just hear it once—”

“Don’t,” he growled, backing away.

Casting aside all caution, Win followed. She reached out to grasp the loose folds of his shirt. “Tell me. Let’s finally bring the truth out into the open—”

“Hush; you’ll make yourself ill.”

It infuriated Win that he was right. She could feel the familiar weakness, the dizziness that came along with her pounding heart and laboring lungs. She cursed her failing body. “I love you,” she said wretchedly. “And if I were well, no power on earth could keep me away from you. If I were well, I would take you into my bed, and I would show you as much passion as any woman could—”

“No.” His hand lifted to her mouth as if to muffle her, then snatched back as he felt the warmth of her lips.

“If I’m not afraid to admit it, why should you be?” Her pleasure at being near him, touching him, was a kind of madness. Recklessly she molded herself against him. He tried to push her away without hurting her, but she clung with all her remaining strength. “What if this were the last moment you ever had with me? Wouldn’t you have been sorry not to tell me how you felt? Wouldn’t you—”

Merripen covered her mouth with his, desperate for a way to make her quiet. They both gasped and went still, absorbing the feel of it. Each strike of his breath on her cheek was a shock of heat. His arms went around her, wrapping her in his vast strength, holding her against the hardness of his body. And then everything ignited, and they were both lost in a furor of need.

She could taste the sweetness of apples on his breath, the bitter hint of coffee, but most of all the rich essence of him. Wanting more, craving him, she pressed upward. He took the innocent offering with a low, savage sound.

She felt the touch of his tongue. Opening to him, she drew him deeper, hesitantly using her own tongue in a slide of silk-on-silk, and he shivered and gasped and held her more tightly. A new weakness flooded her, her senses starving for his hands and mouth and body … his powerful weight over and between and inside her. … Oh, she wanted him, wanted …

Merripen kissed her with savage hunger, his mouth moving over hers with rough, luscious strokes. Her nerves blazed with pleasure, and she squirmed and clutched at him, wanting him closer.

Even through the layers of her skirts, she felt the way he urged his hips against hers, the tight subtle rhythm. Instinctively she reached down to feel him, to soothe him, and her trembling fingers encountered the hard shape of his arousal.

He buried an agonized groan in her mouth. For one scalding moment he reached down and gripped her hand tightly over himself. Her eyes flew open as she felt the pulsing charge, the heat and tension that seemed ready to explode. “Kev … the bed …,” she whispered, going crimson from head to toe. She had wanted him so desperately, for so long, and now it was finally going to happen. “Take me—”

Merripen cursed and shoved her away from him, turning to the side. He was gasping uncontrollably.

Win moved toward him. “Kev—”

“Stay back,” he said with such force that she jumped in fright.

For at least a minute, there was no sound or movement save the angry friction of their breaths.

Merripen was the first to speak. His voice was weighted with rage and disgust, though whether it was directed against her or himself was impossible to fathom. “That will never happen again.”

“Because you’re afraid you might hurt me?”

“Because I don’t want you that way.”

She stiffened with indignation, and gave a disbelieving laugh. “You responded to me just now. I felt it.”

His color deepened. “That would have happened with any woman.”

“You … you’re trying to make me believe that you have no particular feeling for me?”

“Nothing other than a desire to protect one of your family.”

She knew it was a lie; she knew it. But his callous rejection made leaving a bit easier. “I …” It was difficult to speak. “How noble of you.” Her attempt at an ironic tone was ruined by her breathlessness. Stupid weak lungs.

“You’re overwrought,” Merripen said, moving toward her. “You need to rest—”

“I’m fine,” Win said fiercely, going to the washstand, gripping it to steady herself. When her balance was secured, she poured a splash of water onto a linen cloth, and applied it to her flushed cheeks. Glancing into the looking glass, she made her face into its usual serene mask. Somehow she made her voice calm. “I will have all of you or nothing,” she said. “You know the words that will make me stay. If you won’t say them, then leave.”

The air in the room was heavy with emotion. Win’s nerves screamed in protest as the silence drew out. She stared into the looking glass, able to see only the broad shape of his shoulder and arm. And then he moved, and the door opened and closed.

Win continued to dab at her face with the cool cloth, using it to blot a few stray teardrops. Setting the cloth aside, she noticed that her palm, the one she had used to grip the intimate shape of him, still retained the memory of his flesh. And her lips still tingled from the sweet, hard kisses, and her chest was filled with the ache of desperate love.

“Well,” she said to her flushed reflection, “now you’re motivated.” And she laughed shakily until she had to wipe away more tears.

As Cam Rohan supervised the loading of the carriage that would soon depart for the London docks, he couldn’t help wondering if he was making a mistake. He had promised his new wife that he would take care of her family. But less than two months after he’d married Amelia, he was sending one of her sisters to France.

“We can wait,” he had told Amelia only last night, holding her against his shoulder, stroking her rich brown hair as it lay in a river over his chest. “If you wish to keep Win with you a little longer, we can send her to the clinic in the spring.”

“No, she must go as soon as possible. Dr. Harrow made it clear that too much time has already been wasted. Win’s best hope of improvement is to start the course of treatment at once.”

Cam had smiled at Amelia’s pragmatic tone. His wife excelled at hiding her emotions, maintaining such a sturdy facade that few people perceived how vulnerable she was underneath. Cam was the only one with whom she would let down her guard.

“We must be sensible,” Amelia had added.

Cam had rolled her to her back and stared down at her small, lovely face in the lamplight. Such round blue eyes, dark as the heart of midnight. “Yes,” he allowed softly. “But it’s not always easy to be sensible, is it?”

She shook her head, her eyes turning liquid.

He stroked her cheek with his fingertips. “Poor hummingbird,” he whispered. “You’ve gone through so many changes in the past months—not the least of which was marrying me. And now I’m sending your sister away.”

“To a clinic, to make her well,” Amelia had said. “I know it’s best for her. It’s only that … I’ll miss her. Win is the dearest, gentlest one in the family. The peacemaker. We’ll all probably murder each other in her absence.” She gave him a little scowl. “Don’t tell anyone I was crying, or I shall be very cross with you.”

“No, monisha,” he had soothed, cuddling her closer as she sniffled. “All your secrets are safe with me. You know that.”

And he had kissed away her tears and removed her nightgown slowly, and made love to her even more slowly. “Little love,” he had whispered as she trembled beneath him. “Let me make you feel better. … ” And as he took careful possession of her body, he told her in the old language that she pleased him in all ways, that he loved to be inside her, that he would never leave her. Although Amelia hadn’t understood the foreign words, the sound of them had excited her, her hands working on his back like cat paws, her hips pressing upward into his weight. He had pleasured her, and taken his own pleasure, until his wife had fallen into a sated sleep.

For a long while afterward Cam had held her nestled against him, with the trusting weight of her head on his shoulder. He was responsible for Amelia now, and for her entire family.

The Hathaways were a group of misfits that included four sisters, a brother, and Merripen, who was a Rom like Cam. No one seemed to know much about Merripen aside from the fact that he had been taken in by the Hathaway family as a boy, after being wounded and left for dead in a Gypsy hunt. He was something more than a servant, but not quite part of the family.

There was no predicting how Merripen would fare in Win’s absence, but Cam had a feeling it wasn’t going to be pleasant. They couldn’t have been more opposite, the pale blond invalid and the huge Rom. One so refined and otherworldly, the other brown and rough-hewn and barely civilized. But the connection was there, like the path of a hawk that always returned to the same forest, following the invisible map that was etched in its very nature.

When the carriage was properly loaded and the luggage was secured with leather straps, Cam went into the hotel suite where the family was staying. They had gathered in the receiving room to say their good-byes.

Merripen was conspicuously absent.

They crowded the small room, the sisters and their brother, Leo, who was going to France as Win’s companion and escort.

“There, now,” Leo said gruffly, patting the back of the youngest, Beatrix, who had just turned sixteen. “No need to make a scene.”

She hugged him tightly. “You’ll be lonely, so far from home. Won’t you take one of my pets to keep you company?”

“No, darling. I’ll have to content myself with whatever human companionship I can find on board.” He turned to Poppy, a ruddy-haired beauty of eighteen. “Good-bye, Sis. Enjoy your first season in London. Try not to accept the first fellow who proposes to you.”

Poppy moved forward to embrace him. “Dear Leo,” she said, her voice muffled against his shoulder, “do try to behave while you’re in France.”

“No one behaves in France,” Leo told her. “That’s why everyone likes it so much.” He turned to Amelia. It was only then that his self-assured facade began to disintegrate. He drew an unsteady breath. Of all the Hathaway siblings, Leo and Amelia had argued the most frequently, and the most bitterly. And yet she was undoubtedly his favorite. They had been through a great deal together, taking care of the younger siblings after their parents had died. Amelia had watched Leo turn from a promising young architect into a wreck of a man. Inheriting a viscouncy hadn’t helped one bit. In fact, the newly acquired title and status had only hastened Leo’s dissolution. That hadn’t stopped Amelia from fighting for him, trying to save him, every step of the way. Which had annoyed him considerably.

Amelia went to him and laid her head against his chest. “Leo,” she said with a sniffle. “If you let anything happen to Win, I will kill you.”

He stroked her hair gently. “You’ve threatened to kill me for years, and nothing ever comes of it.”

“I’ve been w-waiting for the right reason.”

Smiling, Leo pried her head from his chest and kissed her forehead. “I’ll bring her back safe and well.”

“And yourself?”

“And myself.”

Amelia smoothed his coat, her lip trembling. “Then you had better stop leading the life of a drunken wastrel,” she said.

Leo grinned. “But I’ve always believed in cultivating one’s natural talents to the fullest.” He lowered his head so she could kiss his cheek. “You’re a fine one to talk about how to conduct oneself,” he said. “You, who just married a man you barely know.”

“It was the best thing I ever did,” Amelia said.

“Since he’s paying for my trip to France, I suppose I can’t disagree.” Leo reached out to shake Cam’s hand. After a rocky beginning, the two men had come to like each other in a short time. “Good-bye, phral,” Leo said, using the Romany word that Cam had taught him for “brother.” “I have no doubt you’ll do an excellent job taking care of the family. You’ve already gotten rid of me, which is a promising beginning.”

“You’ll return to a rebuilt home and a thriving estate, my lord.”

Leo gave a low laugh. “I can’t wait to see what you will accomplish. You know, not just any peer would entrust all his affairs to a pair of Gypsies.”

“I would say with certainty,” Cam replied, “that you’re the only one.”

After Win had bid farewell to her sisters, Leo settled her into the carriage and sat beside her. There was a soft lurch as the team pulled forward, and they headed to the London docks.

Leo studied Win’s profile. As usual, she showed little emotion, her fine-boned face serene and composed. But he saw the flags of color burning on the pale crests of her cheeks, and the way her fingers clenched and tugged at the embroidered handkerchief in her lap. It had not escaped him that Merripen hadn’t been there to say good-bye. Leo wondered if he and Win had exchanged harsh words.

Sighing, Leo reached out and put his arm around his sister’s thin, breakable frame. She stiffened but did not pull away. After a moment, the handkerchief came up, and he saw that she was blotting her eyes. She was afraid, and ill, and miserable.

And he was all she had.

God help her.

He made an attempt at humor. “You didn’t let Beatrix give you one of her pets, did you? I’m warning you, if you’re carrying a hedgehog or a rat, it goes overboard as soon as we’re on the ship.”

Win shook her head and blew her nose.

“You know,” Leo said conversationally, still holding her, “you’re the least amusing of all the sisters. I can’t think how I ended up going to France with you.”

“Believe me,” came her watery reply, “I wouldn’t be this boring if I had any say in the matter. When I get well I intend to behave very badly indeed.”

“Well, that’s something to look forward to.” He rested his cheek on her soft blond hair.

“Leo,” she asked after a moment, “why did you volunteer to go to the clinic with me? Is it because you want to get well, too?”

Leo was both touched and annoyed by the innocent question. Win, like everyone else in the family, considered his excessive drinking an illness that might be cured by a period of abstinence and healthful surroundings. But his drinking was merely a symptom of the real illness—a grief so persistent that at times it threatened to stop his heart from beating.

There was no cure for losing Laura.

“No,” he said to Win. “I have no aspirations to get well. I merely want to continue my debauchery with new scenery.” He was rewarded by a small chuckle. “Win … did you and Merripen quarrel? Is that why he wasn’t there to see you off?” At her prolonged silence, Leo rolled his eyes. “If you insist on being closemouthed, Sis, it’s going to be a long journey indeed.”

“Yes, we quarreled.”

“About what? Harrow’s clinic?”

“Not really. That was part of it, but …” Win shrugged uncomfortably. “It’s too complicated. It would take forever to explain.”

“We’re about to cross an ocean and half of France. Believe me, we have time.”

After the carriage had departed, Cam went to the mews behind the hotel, a tidy building with horse stalls and a carriage house on the ground floor, and servants’ accommodations above. As he had expected, Merripen was grooming the horses. The hotel mews were run on a part-livery system, which meant some of the stabling chores had to be assumed by the horse owners. At the moment Merripen was taking care of Cam’s black gelding, a three-year-old named Pooka.

Merripen’s movements were light, quick, and methodical as he ran a brush over the horse’s shining flanks.

Cam watched him for a moment, appreciating the Rom’s deftness. The story that Gypsies were exceptionally good with horses was no myth. A Rom considered the horse to be a comrade, an animal of poetry and heroic instincts. And Pooka accepted Merripen’s presence with a calm deference he showed to few people.

“What do you want?” Merripen asked without looking at him.

Cam approached the open stall leisurely, smiling as Pooka lowered his head and nudged his chest. “No, boy … no sugar lumps.” He patted the muscular neck. His shirtsleeves were rolled up to his elbows, exposing the tattoo of a black flying horse on his forearm. Cam had no memory of when he’d gotten the tattoo. … It had been there forever, for reasons his grandmother would never explain.

The symbol was an Irish nightmare steed called a pooka, an alternately malevolent and benevolent horse who spoke in a human voice and flew at night on widespread wings. According to legend, the pooka would come to an unsuspecting human’s door at midnight, and take him on a ride that would leave him forever changed.

Cam had never seen a similar mark on anyone else. Until Merripen.

Through a quirk of fate, Merripen had recently been injured in a house fire. And as his wound was being treated, the Hathaways had discovered the tattoo on Merripen’s shoulder.

That had raised more than a few questions in Cam’s mind.

He saw Merripen glance at the tattoo on his arm. “What do you make of a Rom wearing an Irish design?” Cam asked.

“There are Roma in Ireland. Nothing unusual.”

“There’s something unusual about this tattoo,” Cam said evenly. “I’ve never seen another like it, until you. And since it came as a surprise to the Hathaways, you’ve evidently taken great care to keep it hidden. Why is that, my phral?”

“Don’t call me that.”

“You’ve been part of the Hathaway family since childhood,” Cam said. “And I’ve married into it. That makes us brothers, doesn’t it?”

A disdainful glance was his only reply.

Cam found perverse amusement in being friendly to a Rom who so clearly despised him. He understood exactly what had engendered Merripen’s hostility. The addition of a new male to a family tribe, or vitsa, was never an easy situation, and usually his place would be low in the hierarchy. For Cam, a stranger, to come in and act as the head of the family was nearly unendurable. It didn’t help that Cam was poshram, a half-breed born of a Romany mother and an Irish gadjo father. And if there was anything that could make matters even worse, Cam was wealthy, which was shameful in the eyes of the Rom.

“Why have you always kept it hidden?” Cam persisted.

Merripen paused in his brushing and gave Cam a cold, dark glance. “I was told it was the mark of a curse. That on the day I discovered what it meant, and what it was for, I or someone close to me, was fated to die.”

Cam showed no outward reaction, but he felt a few prickles of unease at the back of his neck.

“Who are you, Merripen?” he asked softly.

The big Rom went back to work. “No one.”

“You were part of a tribe once. You must have had family.”

“I don’t remember any father. My mother died when I was born.”

“So did mine. I was raised by my grandmother.”

The brush halted in midstroke. Neither of them moved. The stable became deadly quiet, except for the snuffling and shifting of horses. “I was raised by my uncle. To be one of the asharibe.”

“Ah.” Cam kept any hint of pity from his expression, but privately he thought, You poor bastard.

No wonder Merripen fought so well. Some Gypsy tribes took their strongest boys and turned them into bare-knuckle fighters, pitting them against each other at fairs and pubs and gatherings, for onlookers to make bets on. Some of the boys were disfigured or even killed. And the ones who survived were hardened fighters down to the bootstraps, and designated as warriors of the tribe.

“Well, that explains your sweet temperament,” Cam said. “Was that why you chose to stay with the Hathaways after they took you in? Because you no longer wanted to live as an asharibe?”

“Yes.”

“You’re lying, phral,” Cam said, watching him closely. “You stayed for another reason.” And Cam knew from the Rom’s visible flush that he’d hit upon the truth.

Quietly, Cam added, “You stayed for her.”


[image: ]
Twelve years earlier

There was no goodness in him. No softness. He had been raised to sleep on hard ground, to eat plain food and drink cold water, and to fight other boys on command. If he ever refused to fight, he was beaten by his uncle, the rom baro, the big male of the tribe. There was no mother to plead for him, no father to intervene in the rom baro’s harsh punishments. No one ever touched him except in violence. He existed only to fight, to steal, to do things against the gadje.

Most Gypsies did not hate the pale, doughy Englishmen who lived in tidy houses and carried pocket watches and read books by the hearth. They only distrusted them. But Kev’s tribe despised gadje, mostly because the rom baro did. And whatever the leader’s whims, beliefs, and inclinations were, you followed them.

Eventually, because the rom baro’s tribe had inflicted such mischief and misery whenever they set up camp, the gadjos had decided to scourge them from the land.

The Englishmen had come on horses, carrying weapons. There had been gunshots, clubbings, sleeping Romas attacked in their beds, women and children screaming and crying. The camp had been scattered and everyone had been driven off, the vardo wagons set on fire, many of the horses stolen by the gadjos.

Kev had tried to fight them, to defend the vitsa, but he had been struck on the head with the heavy butt of a gun. Another had stabbed him in the back with a bayonet. The tribe had left him for dead. Alone in the night, he had lain half-conscious by the river, listening to the rush of dark water, feeling the chill of hard, wet earth beneath him, dimly aware of his own blood seeping in warm runlets from his body. He had waited without fear for the great wheel to roll into darkness. He had no reason or desire to live.

But just as Night yielded to the approach of her sister Morning, Kev found himself gathered up and carried away in a small rustic cart. A gadjo had found him, and had bid a local boy to help carry the dying Rom into his house.

It was the first time Kev had ever been beneath the ceiling of anything other than a vardo. He found himself torn between curiosity at his foreign surroundings and rage at the indignity at having to die indoors under the care of a gadjo. But Kev was too weak, too much in pain, to lift a finger in his own defense.

The room he occupied was not much bigger than a horse stall, holding only a bed and a chair. There were cushions, pillows, framed needlework on the walls, a lamp with beaded fringe. Had he not been so ill, he would have gone mad in the overstuffed little room.

The gadjo who had brought him there … Hathaway … was a tall, slender man with pale yellow hair. His gentle manner, his diffidence, made Kev hostile. Why had Hathaway saved him? What could he want from a Romany boy? Kev refused to talk to the gadjo and wouldn’t take medicine. He rejected any overture of kindness. He owed this Hathaway nothing. He hadn’t wanted to be saved, hadn’t wanted to live. So he lay there flinching and silent whenever the man changed the bandage on his back.

There was only one time Kev spoke, and that was when Hathaway had asked about the tattoo.

“What is this mark for?”

“It’s a curse,” Kev said through gritted teeth. “Don’t speak of it to anyone, or the curse will fall on you, too.”

“I see.” The man’s voice was kind. “I will keep your secret. But I’ll tell you that as a rationalist, I don’t believe in such superstitions. A curse has only as much power as the subject gives it.”

Stupid gadjo, Kev thought. Everyone knew that to deny a curse was to bring very bad luck on oneself.

It was a noisy household, full of children. Kev could hear them beyond the closed door of the room he had been put in. But there was something else … a faint, sweet presence nearby. He felt it hovering, outside the room, just out of his reach. And he yearned for it, hungered for relief from the darkness and fever and pain.

Amid the clamor of children bickering, laughing, singing, he heard a murmur that raised every hair on his body. A girl’s voice. Lovely, soothing. He wanted her to come to him. He willed it as he lay there, his wounds mending with torturous slowness. Come to me. …

But she never appeared. The only ones who entered the room were Hathaway and his wife, a pleasant but wary woman who regarded Kev as if he were a wild animal that had found its way into her civilized home. And he behaved like one, snapping and snarling whenever they came near him. As soon as he could move under his own power, he washed himself with the basin of warm water they left in his room. He would not eat in front of them but waited until they had left a tray by the bed. His entire will was devoted to healing enough to be able to escape.

On one or two occasions the children came to look at him, peeking around the edge of the partially open door. There were two little girls named Poppy and Beatrix, who giggled and squealed with happy fright when he growled at them. There was another, older daughter, Amelia, who glanced at him with the same skeptical assessment the mother had. And there was a tall blue-eyed boy, Leo, who looked not much older than Kev himself.

“I want to make it clear,” the boy had said from the doorway, his voice quiet, “that no one intends to do you any harm. As soon as you are able to leave, you are free to do so.” He had stared at Kev’s sullen, feverish face for a moment before adding, “My father is a kind man. A Samaritan. But I’m not. So don’t even think of injuring or insulting any of the Hathaways, or you’ll answer to me.”

Kev respected that. Enough to give Leo a slight nod. Of course, if Kev were well, he could have bested the boy easily, sent him to the ground bleeding and broken. But Kev had begun to accept that this odd little family really didn’t mean him harm. Nor did they want anything from him. They had merely provided care and shelter as if he were a stray dog. They seemed to expect nothing in return.

That didn’t lessen his contempt for them and their ridiculously soft, comfortable world. He hated them all, nearly as much as he hated himself. He was a fighter, a thief, steeped in violence and deceit. Couldn’t they see that? They seemed to have no comprehension of the danger they had brought into their own home.

After a week, Kev’s fever had eased and his wound had mended enough to allow him to move. He had to leave before something terrible happened, before he did something. So Kev woke early one morning and dressed with painstaking slowness in the clothes they had given him, which had belonged to Leo.

It hurt to move, but Kev ignored the fierce pounding in his head and the jabbing fire in his back. He filled his coat pockets with a knife and fork from his food tray, a candle stub, a sliver of soap. The first light of dawn shone through the little window above the bed. The family would be awake soon. He started for the door, felt dizzy, and half-collapsed onto the mattress. Gasping, he tried to collect his strength.

There was a tap at the door, and it opened. His lips parted to snarl at the visitor.

“May I come in?” he heard a girl ask softly.

The curse died on Kev’s lips. His senses were overwhelmed. He closed his eyes, breathing, waiting.

It’s you. You’re here.

At last.

“You’ve been alone for so long,” she said, approaching him, “I thought you might want some company. I’m Winnifred.”

Kev drew in the scent and sound of her, his heart pounding. Carefully he eased to his back, ignoring the pain that shot through him. He opened his eyes.

He had never thought any gadji could compare to Romany girls. But this one was remarkable, an otherworldly creature as pale as moonlight, her hair silver-blond, her features formed with tender gravity. She looked warm and innocent and soft. Everything he wasn’t. His entire being responded so acutely to her that he reached out and seized her with a quiet grunt.

She gasped a little but held still. Kev knew it wasn’t right to touch her. He didn’t know how to be gentle. He would hurt her without even trying. And yet she relaxed in his hold, and stared at him with those steady blue eyes.

Why wasn’t she frightened of him? He was actually frightened for her, because he knew what he was capable of.

He hadn’t been aware of pulling her closer. All he knew was that now part of her weight was resting on him as he lay on the bed, and his fingertips had curled into the pliant flesh of her upper arms.

“Let go,” she told him gently.

He didn’t want to. Ever. He wanted to keep her against him, and pull her braided hair down and comb his fingers through the pale silk. He wanted to carry her off to the ends of the earth.

“If I do,” he said gruffly, “will you stay?”

The delicate lips curved. Sweet, delicious smile. “Silly boy. Of course I’ll stay. I’ve come to visit you.”

Slowly his fingers loosened. He thought she would run away, but she remained. “Lie back,” she told him. “Why are you dressed so early?” Her eyes widened. “Oh. You mustn’t leave. Not until you’re well.”

She needn’t have worried. Kev’s plans to escape had disappeared the second he had seen her. He eased back against the pillows, watching intently as she sat on the chair. She was wearing a pink dress. The edges of it, at the neck and wrists, were trimmed with little ruffles.

“What is your name?” she asked.

Kev hated talking. Hated making conversation with anyone. But he was willing to do anything to keep her with him. “Merripen.”

“Is that your first name?”

He shook his head.

Winnifred tilted her head to the side. “Won’t you tell it to me?”

He couldn’t. A Rom could only share his true name with others in the Rom.

“At least give me the first letter,” she coaxed.

Kev stared at her, perplexed.

“I don’t know many Gypsy names,” she said. “Is it Luca? Marko? Stefan?”

It occurred to Kev that she was trying to play a game with him. Teasing him. He didn’t know how to respond. Usually if someone tried to tease him, he responded by sinking his fist into the offender’s face.

“Someday you will tell me,” she said with a little grin. She made a move as if to rise from the chair, and Kev’s hand shot out to grip her arm. Surprise flickered across her face.

“You said you would stay,” he said roughly.

Her free hand came to the one clamped around her wrist. “I will. Be at ease, Merripen. I’m only going to fetch some bread and tea for us. Let me go. I’ll come right back.” Her palm was light and warm as it rubbed over his hand. “I’ll stay in here all day, if you wish.”

“They won’t let you.”

“Oh yes, they will.” She coaxed his hand to loosen, gently prying at his fingers. “Don’t be so anxious. My goodness. I thought Gypsies were supposed to be merry.”

She almost made him smile.

“I’ve had a bad week,” he told her gravely.

She was still busy trying to detach his fingers from her arm. “Yes, I can see that. How did you come to be hurt?”

“Gadjos attacked my tribe. They may come for me here.” He stared at her hungrily but forced himself to let go of her. “I’m not safe. I should go.”

“No one would dare take you away from us. My father is a very respected man in the village. A scholar.” Seeing Merripen’s doubtful expression, she added, “The pen is mightier than the sword, you know.”

That sounded like something a gadjo would say. It made no sense at all. “The men who attacked my vitsa last week were not armed with pens.”

“You poor thing,” she said compassionately. “I’m sorry. Your wounds must hurt after all this moving about. I’ll get you some tonic.”

Kev had never been the object of sympathy before. He didn’t like it. His pride bristled. “I won’t take it. Gadjo medicine doesn’t work. If you bring it, I’ll only throw it on the—”

“All right. Don’t excite yourself. I’m sure it’s not good for you.” She went to the door, and a thrill of desperation shook Kev’s frame. He was certain she would not come back. And he wanted her near him so badly. Had he the strength, he would have leaped from the bed and seized her again. But that wasn’t possible.

So he fixed her with a sullen stare and muttered, “Go, then. Devil take you.”

Winnifred paused at the doorway and glanced over her shoulder with a quizzical grin. “How contrary and cross you are. I will come back with bread and tea and a book, and I will stay as long as it takes to get a smile from you.”

“I never smile,” he told her.

Much to his surprise, Win did return. She spent the better part of a day reading to him, some dull and wordy story that made him drowsy with contentment. No music, no rustling of trees in the forest, no bird-songs had ever pleased him as much as her soft voice. Occasionally another family member came to the doorway, but Kev couldn’t bring himself to snap at any of them. He was full of ease for the first time he could ever remember. He couldn’t seem to hate anyone when he was so close to happiness.

The next day the Hathaways brought him to the main room in the cottage, a parlor filled with worn furniture. Every available surface was covered with sketches, needlework, and piles of books. One couldn’t move without knocking something over.

While Kev half-reclined on the sofa, the smaller girls played on the carpet nearby, trying to teach tricks to Beatrix’s pet squirrel. Leo and his father played chess in the corner. Amelia and her mother cooked in the kitchen. And Win sat close to Kev and worked on his hair.

“You have the mane of a wild beast,” she told him, using her fingers to pull apart snarls, then combing the tangled black strands with great care. “Hold still. I’m trying to make you look more civi—oh, do stop flinching. Your head can’t possibly be that sensitive.”

Kev wasn’t flinching because of the tangles, or the comb. It was that he had never been touched for so long by anyone in his life. He was mortified, inwardly alarmed … but as he glanced warily around the room, it seemed no one minded or cared about what Win was doing.

He settled back with slitted eyes. The comb tugged a little too hard, and Win murmured an apology and rubbed the smarting spot with her fingertips. So gently. It made his throat tight and his eyes sting. Deeply disquieted, bewildered, Kev swallowed back the feeling. He stayed tense but passive beneath her touch. He could hardly breathe for the pleasure she gave him.

Next came a cloth draped around his neck, and the scissors.

“I’m very good at this,” Win said, pushing his head forward and combing the locks at the back of his neck. “And your hair wants cutting. There’s enough wool on your head to stuff a mattress.”

“Beware, lad,” Mr. Hathaway said cheerfully. “Recollect what happened to Samson.”

Kev’s head lifted. “What?”

Win pushed it back down. “Samson’s hair was his source of strength,” she said. “After Delilah cut it, he turned weak and was captured by the Philistines.”

“Haven’t you read the Bible?” Poppy asked.

“No,” Kev said. He held still as the scissors bit carefully through the thick waves at his nape. “Then you’re a heathen?”

“Yes.”

“Are you the kind that eats people?” Beatrix asked with great interest.

Win answered before Kev could say anything. “No, Beatrix. One may be a heathen without being a cannibal.”

“But Gypsies do eat hedgehogs,” Beatrix said. “And that’s just as bad as eating people. Because hedgehogs do have feelings, you know.” She paused as a heavy lock of black hair fell to the floor. “Oooooh, how pretty!” the little girl exclaimed. “May I have it, Win?”

“No,” Merripen said gruffly, his head still bent.

“Why ever not?” Beatrix asked.

“Someone could use it to make a bad-luck charm. Or a love spell.”

“Oh, I wouldn’t do that,” Beatrix said earnestly. “I just want to line a nest with it.”

“Never mind, darling,” Win said serenely. “If it makes our friend uncomfortable, your pets will have to make do with some other nesting material.” The scissors snipped through another heavy black swath. “Are all Gypsies as superstitious as you?” she asked Kev.

“No. Most are worse.”

Her light laugh tickled his ear, her warm breath bringing gooseflesh to the surface. “Which would you hate more, Merripen … the bad luck, or the love spell?”

“The love spell,” he said without hesitation.

For some reason the entire family laughed. Merripen glowered at all of them but found no mockery in their collective gaze, only friendly amusement.

Kev was quiet, listening to them chatter while Win cut layers in his hair. It was the oddest conversation he’d ever witnessed, the girls interacting freely with their brother and father. They all moved from one subject to another, debating ideas that didn’t apply to them, situations that didn’t affect them. There was no point to any of it, but they seemed to enjoy themselves tremendously.

He had never known people like this existed. He had no idea how they had survived this long.

The Hathaways were an unworldly lot, eccentric and cheerful and preoccupied with books and art and music. They lived in a ramshackle cottage, but instead of repairing door frames or holes in the ceiling, they pruned roses and wrote poetry. If a chair leg broke off, they merely wedged a stack of books beneath it. Their priorities were a mystery to him. And he was mystified still further when, after his wounds had healed sufficiently, they invited him to make a room for himself in the stable loft.

“You may stay as long as you wish,” Mr. Hathaway had told him, “though I expect that someday you’ll want to strike out in search of your tribe.”

But Kev no longer had a tribe. They had left him for dead. This was his stopping place.

He began to take care of the things the Hathaways had paid no attention to, such as repairing the holes in the ceiling and the decaying joints beneath the chimney stack. Despite his terror of heights, he did new coat work on the thatched roof. He took care of the horse and the cow, and tended the kitchen garden, and even mended the family’s shoes. Soon Mrs. Hathaway trusted him to take money to the village to buy food and other necessities.

There was only one time that his presence at the Hathaway cottage seemed in jeopardy, and that was when he had been caught fighting some village toughs.

Mrs. Hathaway was alarmed by the sight of him, battered and bloody-nosed, and had demanded to know how it had happened. “I sent you to fetch a round from the cheesemaker, and you come home empty-handed, and in such a condition,” she cried. “What violence did you do, and why?”

Kev hadn’t explained, only stood grim-faced at the door as she berated him.

“I won’t tolerate brutality in this household. If you can’t bring yourself to explain what happened, then collect your things and leave.”

But before Kev could move or speak, Win had entered the house. “No, Mother,” she had said calmly. “I know what happened—my friend Laura just told me. Her brother was there. Merripen was defending our family. Two other boys were shouting insults about the Hathaways, and Merripen thrashed them for it.”

“Insults of what nature?” Mrs. Hathaway asked, bewildered.

Kev stared hard at the floor, his fists clenched.

Win didn’t flinch from the truth. “They’re criticizing our family,” she said, “because we’re harboring a Rom. Some of the villagers don’t like it. They’re afraid Merripen might steal from them, or place curses on people, or other such nonsense. They blame us for taking him in.”

In the silence that followed, Kev trembled with undirected rage. And at the same time, he was overwhelmed with defeat. He was a liability to the family. He could never live among the gadje without conflict.

“I will go,” he said. It was the best thing he could do for them.

“Where?” Win asked, a surprising edge to her voice, as if the notion of his leaving had annoyed her. “You belong here. You have nowhere else to go.”

“I’m a Rom,” he said simply. He belonged nowhere and everywhere.

“You will not leave,” Mrs. Hathaway astonished him by saying. “Certainly not because of some village ruffians. What would it teach my children, to let such ignorance and despicable behavior prevail? No, you will stay. It is only right. But you must not fight, Merripen. Ignore them, and they will eventually lose interest in taunting us.”

A stupid gadjo sentiment. Ignoring never worked. The fastest way to silence a bully’s taunts was to beat him to a bloody pulp.

A new voice entered the conversation. “If he stays,” Leo remarked, coming into the kitchen, “he will most certainly have to fight, Mother.”

Like Kev, Leo looked much the worse for wear, with a blackened eye and a split lip. He gave a crooked grin at his mother’s and sister’s exclamations. Still smiling, he glanced at Kev. “I thrashed one or two of the fellows you overlooked,” he said.

“Oh dear,” Mrs. Hathaway said sorrowfully, taking her son’s hand, which was bruised and bleeding from a gash where he must have caught someone’s tooth with his knuckle. “These are hands meant for holding books. Not fighting.”

“I like to think I can manage both,” Leo said dryly. His expression turned serious as he gazed at Kev. “I’ll be damned if anyone will tell me who may live in my home. As long as you wish to stay, Merripen, I’ll defend you like a brother.”

“I don’t want to make trouble for you,” Kev muttered.

“No trouble,” Leo replied, gingerly flexing his hand. “After all, some principles are worth standing up for.”
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Principles. Ideals. The harsh realities of Kev’s former life had never allowed for such things. But constant exposure to the Hathaways had changed him, elevating his thoughts to considerations beyond mere survival. Certainly he would never be a scholar or a gentleman. He spent years, however, listening to the Hathaways’ animated discussions about Shakespeare, Galileo, Flemish art versus Venetian, democracy and monarchy and theocracy, and every imaginable subject. He had learned to read, and even acquired some Latin and a few words of French. He had changed into someone his former tribe would never have recognized.

Kev never came to think of Mr. and Mrs. Hathaway as parents, although he would have done anything for them. He had no desire to form attachments to people. That would have required more trust and intimacy than he could summon. But he did care for all the Hathaway brood, even Leo. And then there was Win, for whom Kev would have died a thousand times over.

He would never degrade Win with his touch, or dare to assume a place in her life other than as a protector. She was too fine, too rare. As she grew into womanhood, every man in the county was enthralled by her beauty.

Outsiders tended to view Win as an ice maiden, neat and unruffled and cerebral. But outsiders knew nothing of the sly wit and warmth that lurked beneath her perfect surface. Outsiders hadn’t seen Win teaching Poppy the steps to a quadrille until they had both collapsed to the floor in giggles. Or frog-hunting with Beatrix, her apron filled with leaping amphibians. Or the droll way she read a Dickens novel with an array of voices and sounds, until the entire family howled at her cleverness.

Kev loved her. Not in the way that novelists and poets described. Nothing so tame. He loved her beyond earth, heaven, or hell. Every moment out of her company was agony; every moment with her was the only peace he had ever known. Every touch of her hands left an imprint that ate down to his soul. He would have killed himself before admitting it to anyone. The truth was buried deep in his heart.

Kev did not know if Win loved him in return. All he knew was that he didn’t want her to.

“There,” Win said one day after they had rambled through dry meadows and settled to rest in their favorite place. “You’re almost doing it.”

“Almost doing what?” Kev asked lazily. They reclined by a clump of trees bordering a winterbourne, a stream that ran dry in the summer months. The grass was littered with purple rampion and white meadowsweet, the latter spreading an almondlike fragrance through the warm, fetid air.

“Smiling.” She lifted on her elbows beside him, her fingers brushing his lips.

Kev stopped breathing.

A pipit rose from a nearby tree on taut wings, drawing out a long note as he descended.

Intent on her task, Win shaped the corners of Kev’s mouth upward and tried to hold them there.

Aroused and amused, Kev let out a smothered laugh and brushed her hand away.

“You should smile more often,” Win said, still staring down at him. “You’re very handsome when you do.”

She was more dazzling than the sun, her hair like cream silk, her lips a tender shade of pink. At first her gaze seemed like nothing more than friendly inquiry, but as it held on his, he realized she was trying to read his secrets.

He wanted to pull her down with him and cover her body with his. It had been four years since he had come to live with the Hathaways. Now he was finding it more and more difficult to control his feelings for Win.

“What are you thinking when you look at me like that?” she asked softly.

“I can’t say.”

“Why not?”

Kev felt the smile hovering on his lips again, this time edged with wryness. “It would frighten you.”

“Merripen,” she said decisively, “nothing you could ever do or say would frighten me.” She frowned. “Are you ever going to tell me your first name?”

“No.”

“You will. I’ll make you.” She pretended to beat against his chest with her fists.

Kev caught her slim wrists in his hands, restraining her easily. His body followed the motion, rolling to trap her beneath him. It was wrong, but he couldn’t stop himself. And as he pinned her with his weight, felt her wriggle instinctively to accommodate him, he was almost paralyzed by the primal pleasure of it. He expected her to struggle, to fight him, but instead she went passive in his hold, smiling up at him.

Dimly Kev remembered one of the mythology stories the Hathaways were so fond of … the Greek one about Hades, the god of the underworld, kidnapping the maiden Persephone in a flowery field and dragging her down through an opening in the earth. Down to his dark, private world where he could possess her. Although the Hathaway daughters had all been indignant about Persephone’s fate, Kev’s sympathies had privately been on Hades’ side. Romany culture tended to romanticize the idea of kidnapping a woman for one’s bride, even mimicking it during their courtship rituals.

“I don’t see why eating a mere half-dozen pomegranate seeds should have condemned Persephone to stay with Hades part of every year,” Poppy had said in outrage. “No one told her the rules. It wasn’t fair. I’m certain she would never have touched a thing, had she known what would happen.”

“And it wasn’t a very filling snack,” Beatrix had added, perturbed. “If I’d been there, I would have asked for a pudding or a jam pasty, at least.”

“Perhaps she wasn’t altogether unhappy, having to stay,” Win had suggested, her eyes twinkling. “After all, Hades did make her his queen. And the story says he possessed ‘the riches of the earth.’ ”

“A rich husband,” Amelia had said, “doesn’t change the fact that Persephone’s main residence is in an undesirable location with no view whatsoever. Just think of the difficulties in leasing it out during the off-months.”

They had all agreed that Hades was a complete villain.

But Kev had understood exactly why the underworld god had stolen Persephone for his bride. He had wanted a little bit of sunshine, of warmth, for himself, down in the cheerless gloom of his dark palace.

“So your tribe members who left you for dead …,” Win said, bringing Kev’s thoughts back to the present, “… they’re allowed to know your name, but I’m not?”

“That’s right.” Kev watched the brindling of sun and leaf shadows on her face. He wondered how it would feel to press his lips to that soft light-tricked skin.

A delectable notch appeared between Win’s tawny brows. “Why? Why can’t I know?”

“Because you’re a gadji.” His tone was more tender than he had meant it to be.

“Your gadji.”

At this foray into dangerous territory, Kev felt his heart contract painfully. She wasn’t his, nor could she ever be. Except in his heart.

He rolled off her, rising to his feet. “It’s time to go back,” he said curtly. He reached down for her, gripped her small extended hand, and hauled her upward. She didn’t check the momentum but instead let herself fall naturally against him. Her skirts fluttered around his legs, and the slim feminine shape of her body pressed all along his front. Desperately he searched for the strength, the will, to push her away.

“Will you ever try to find them, Merripen?” she asked. “Will you ever go away from me?”

Never, he thought in a flash of ardent need. But instead he said, “I don’t know.”

“If you did, I would follow you. And I would bring you back home.”

“I doubt the man you marry would allow that.”

Win smiled as if the statement were ridiculous. She eased herself away and let go of his hand. They began the walk back to Hampshire House in silence. “Tobar?” she suggested after a moment. “Garridan? Palo?”

“No.”

“Rye?”

“No.”

“Cooper? … Stanley? …”

“No.”

To the pride of the entire Hathaway family, Leo was accepted at the Académie des Beaux-Arts in Paris, where he studied art and architecture for two years. So promising was Leo’s talent that part of his tuition was assumed by the renowned London architect Rowland Temple, who said that Leo could repay him by working as his draughtsman upon returning.

Few would have argued that Leo had matured into a steady and good-natured young man, with a keen wit and a ready laugh. And in light of his talent and ambition, there was the promise of even more attainment. Upon his return to England, Leo took up residence in London to fulfill his obligation to Temple, but he also came frequently to visit his family at Primrose Place. And to court a pretty, dark-haired village girl named Laura Dillard.

During Leo’s absence, Kev had done his best to take care of the Hathaways. And Mr. Hathaway had tried on more than one occasion to help Kev plan a future for himself. Such conversations turned out to be an exercise in frustration for them both.

“You are being wasted,” Mr. Hathaway had told Kev, looking mildly troubled.

Kev had snorted at that, but Hathaway had persisted.

“We must consider your future. And before you say a word, let me state that I am aware of the Rom’s preference to live in the present. But you have changed, Merripen. You have advanced too far to neglect what has taken root in you.”

“Do you want me to leave?” Kev asked quietly.

“Heavens, no. Not at all. As I have told you before, you may stay with us as long as you wish. But I feel it my duty to make you aware that in staying here, you are sacrificing many opportunities for self-improvement. You should go out into the world, as Leo has. Take an apprenticeship, learn a trade, perhaps enlist in the military—”

“What would I get from that?” Kev had asked.

“To start with, the ability to earn more than the pittance I’m able to give you.”

“I don’t need money.”

“But as things stand, you haven’t the means to marry, to buy your own plot of land, to—”

“I don’t want to marry. And I can’t own land. No one can.”

“In the eyes of the British government, Merripen, a man most certainly can own land, and a house upon it.”

“The tent shall stand when the palace shall fall,” Kev had replied prosaically.

Hathaway had let out an exasperated chuckle. “I would rather argue with a hundred scholars,” he had told Kev, “than with one Gypsy. Very well, we will let the matter rest for now. But bear in mind, Merripen … life is more than following the impulses of primitive feeling. A man must make his mark on the world.”

“Why?” Kev asked in genuine bewilderment, but Hathaway had already gone to join his wife in the rose garden.

Approximately a year after Leo had returned from Paris, tragedy struck the Hathaway family. Until then none of them had ever known true sorrow, fear, or grief. They had lived in what had seemed to be a magically protected family circle. But Mr. Hathaway complained of odd, sharp pains in his chest one evening, leading his wife to conclude that he was suffering dyspepsia after a particularly rich supper. He went to bed early, quiet and gray-faced. No more was heard from their room until daybreak, when Mrs. Hathaway came out weeping and told the stunned family that their father was dead.

And that was only the beginning of the Hathaways’ misfortune. It seemed the family had fallen under a curse, in which the full measure of their former happiness had been converted to sorrow. “Trouble comes in threes” was one of the sayings Merripen remembered from his childhood, and to his bitter regret, it proved to be true.

Mrs. Hathaway was so overcome by grief that she took to her bed after her husband’s funeral, and suffered such melancholy that she could scarcely be persuaded to eat or drink. None of her children’s attempts to bring her back to her usual self were effective. In a startlingly short time, she had wasted away to almost nothing.

“Is it possible to die of a broken heart?” Leo asked somberly one evening, after the doctor had left with the pronouncement that he could discern no physical cause of their mother’s decline.

“She should want to live for Poppy and Beatrix, at least,” Amelia said, keeping her voice low. At that moment, Poppy was putting Beatrix to bed in another room. “They’re still too young to be without a mother. No matter how long I had to live with a broken heart, I would force myself to do it, if only to take care of them.”

“But you have a core of steel,” Win said, patting her older sister’s back. “You are your own source of strength. I’m afraid Mother has always drawn hers from Father.” She glanced at Merripen with despairing blue eyes. “Merripen, what would the Rom prescribe for melancholy? Anything, no matter how outlandish, that might help her? How would your people view this?”

Kev shook his head, switching his gaze to the hearth. “They would leave her alone. The Rom have a fear of excessive grief.”

“Why?”

“It tempts the dead to come back and haunt the living.”

All four were silent then, listening to the hiss and snap of the small fire.

“She wants to be with Father,” Win said eventually. Her tone was pensive. “Wherever he has gone. Her heart is broken. I wish it weren’t. I would exchange my life, my heart, for hers, if such a trade were possible. I wish—” She broke off with a quick breath as Kev’s hand closed over her arm.

He had not been aware of reaching out for her, but her words had provoked him irrationally. “Don’t say that,” he muttered. He was not so far removed from his Romany past that he had forgotten the power of words to tempt fate.

“Why not?” she whispered.

Because it wasn’t hers to give.

Your heart is mine, he thought savagely. It belongs to me.

And though he hadn’t said the words aloud, it seemed somehow that Win had heard them. Her eyes widened, darkened, and a flush born of strong emotion rose in her face. And right there, in the presence of her brother and sister, she lowered her head and pressed her cheek to the back of Kev’s hand.

Kev longed to comfort her, envelop her with kisses, surround her with his strength. Instead he released her arm carefully and risked a wary glance at Amelia and Leo. The former had picked up a few pieces of kindling from the hearthside basket, and was occupying herself by feeding them to the fire. The latter was watching Win intently.

Less than six months after her husband’s death, Mrs. Hathaway was laid to rest beside him. And before the siblings could begin to accept that they had been orphaned with such cruel swiftness, the third tragedy occurred.

“Merripen.” Win stood at the front threshold of the cottage, hesitating to come in. There was such a queer look on her face that Kev rose to his feet at once.

He was bone-weary and dirty, having just come in from working all day at a neighbor’s house, building a gate and fence around their yard. To set the fence posts, Kev had dug holes in ground that had already been permeated with the frost of approaching winter. He had just sat down at the table with Amelia, who was attempting to clean spots from one of Poppy’s dresses with a quill dipped in spirit of turpentine. The scent of the chemical burned in Kev’s nostrils as he drew in a quick breath. He knew from Win’s expression that something was very wrong.

“I’ve been with Laura and Leo today,” Win said. “Laura took ill earlier. … She said her throat hurt, and her head, and so we took her home at once and her family sent for the doctor. He said it was scarlet fever.”

“Oh God,” Amelia breathed, the color draining from her face. The three of them were silent with shared horror.

There was no other fever that burned so violently or spread so quickly. It provoked a brilliant red rash from the skin, imparting a fine, gritty texture like the glass paper used to smooth pieces of wood. And it burned and ravaged its way through the body until the organs failed. The disease lingered in the expired air, in locks of hair, on the skin itself. The only way to protect others was to isolate the patient.

“Was he certain?” Kev asked in a controlled voice.

“Yes, he said the signs are unmistakable. And he said—”

Win broke off as Kev strode toward her. “No, Merripen!” And she held up a slim white hand with such desperate authority that it stopped him in his tracks. “No one must come near me. Leo is at Laura’s house. He won’t leave her. They said it was all right for him to stay, and … you must gather up Poppy and Beatrix, and Amelia, too, and take them to our cousins in Hedgerley. They won’t like it, but they’ll take them in and—”

“I’m not going anywhere,” Amelia said, her manner calm even though she was trembling slightly. “If you have the fever, you’ll need me to take care of you.”

“But if you should catch it—”

“I had a very mild bout of it when I was a young child. That means I’m probably safe from it now.”

“What about Leo?”

“I’m afraid he didn’t have it. Which may put him in danger.” Amelia glanced at Kev. “Merripen, did you ever—”

“I don’t know.”

“Then you should stay away with the children until this is over. Will go you collect them? They went out to play at the winterbourne. I’ll pack their things.”

Kev found it nearly impossible to leave Win when she might be ill. But there was no choice. Someone had to take her sisters to a safe place.

Before an hour had passed, Kev had found Beatrix and Poppy, loaded the bewildered girls into the family carriage, and taken them on the half-day journey to Hedgerley. By the time he had settled them with their cousins and returned to the cottage, it was well past midnight.

Amelia was in the parlor, wearing her nightclothes and dressing robe, her hair trailing down her back in a long braid. She sat before the fire, her shoulders hunched inward.

She looked up with surprise as Kev entered the house. “You shouldn’t be here. The danger—”

“How is she?” Kev interrupted. “Any sign of fever yet?”

“Chills. Pains. No rise in temperature, as far as I can tell. Perhaps that’s a good sign. Perhaps that means she’ll only have it lightly.”

“Any word from the Dillards? From Leo?”

Amelia shook her head. “Win said he meant to sleep in the parlor, and go to her whenever they would allow it. It isn’t at all proper, but if Laura … well, if she doesn’t live through this …” Amelia’s voice thickened, and she paused to swallow back tears. “I suppose if it comes to that, they wouldn’t want to deprive Laura of her last moments with the man she loves.”

Kev sat nearby and silently sorted through platitudes he’d heard gadje say to one another. Things about endurance, and accepting the Almighty’s will, and about worlds far better than this one. He couldn’t bring himself to repeat any of it to Amelia. Her grief was too honest, her love for her family too real.

“It’s too much,” he heard Amelia whisper after a while. “I can’t bear losing anyone else. I’m so afraid for Win. I’m afraid for Leo.” She rubbed her forehead. “I sound like the rankest coward, don’t I?”

Kev shook his head. “You would be a fool not to be afraid.”

That elicited a small, dry chuckle. “I am definitely not a fool, then.”

By morning Win was flushed and feverish, her legs moving restlessly beneath the covers. Kev went to a window and drew open the curtain, admitting the weak light of dawn.

She awakened as he approached the bed, her blue eyes wide in her red-burnished face. “No,” she croaked, trying to shrink away from him. “You’re not supposed to be here. Don’t come near me; you’ll catch it. Please go—”

“Quiet,” Kev said, sitting on the edge of the mattress. He caught Win as she tried to roll away, and settled his hand on her forehead. He felt the burning pulse beneath her fragile skin, the veins lit with raging fever.

As Win struggled to push him away, Kev was alarmed by how feeble she had grown. Already.

“Don’t,” she sobbed, writhing. Weak tears slid from her eyes. “Please don’t touch me. I don’t want you here. I don’t want you to get sick. Oh, please go. … ”

Kev pulled her up against him, her body living flame beneath the thin layer of her nightgown, the pale silk of her hair streaming over both of them. And he cradled her head in one of his hands, the powerful battered hand of a bare-knuckle fighter. “You’re mad,” he said in a low voice, “if you think I would leave you now. I’ll see you safe and well no matter what it takes.”

“I won’t live through this,” she whispered.

Kev was shocked by the words, and even more by his own reaction to them.

“I’m going to die,” she said, “and I won’t take you with me.”

Kev gripped her more closely, letting her fitful breaths blow against his face. No matter how she writhed, he wouldn’t let go. He breathed the air from her, taking it deep into his own lungs.

“Stop,” she cried, trying desperately to twist away from him. The exertion caused her flush to darken. “This is madness. … Oh, you stubborn wretch, let me go!”

“Never.” Kev smoothed her wild, fine hair, the strands darkening where her tears had tracked. “Easy,” he murmured. “Don’t exhaust yourself. Rest.”

Win’s struggles slowed as she recognized the futility of resisting him. “You’re so strong,” she said faintly, the words born not of praise, but damnation. “You’re so strong. … ”

“Yes,” Kev said, gently using a corner of the bed linens to dry her face. “I’m a brute, and you’ve always known it, haven’t you?”

“Yes,” she whispered.

“And you’re going to do as I say.” He cradled her against his chest and gave her some water.

She took a few painful sips. “Can’t,” she managed, turning her face away.

“More,” he insisted, bringing the cup back to her lips.

“Let me sleep, please—”

“After you drink more.”

Kev wouldn’t relent until she obeyed with a moan. Settling her back into the pillows, he let her drowse for a few minutes, then returned with some toast softened in broth. He bullied her into taking a few spoonfuls.

By that time Amelia had awakened, and she came into Win’s room. A quick double blink was Amelia’s only reaction to the sight of Win leaning back against Kev’s arm while he fed her.

“Get rid of him,” Win told her sister hoarsely, her head resting on Kev’s shoulder. “He’s torturing me.”

“Well, we’ve always known he was a fiend,” Amelia said in a reasonable tone, coming to stand at the bedside. “How dare you, Merripen? … Coming into an unsuspecting girl’s room and feeding her toast.”

“The rash has started,” Kev said, noting the roughness that was rising up Win’s throat and cheeks. Her silken skin had turned sandy and red. He felt Amelia’s hand touch his back, clenching in a loose fold of his shirt as if she needed to hold on to him for balance.

But Amelia’s voice was light and steady. “I’ll mix a solution of soda-water. That should soothe the rawness, dear.”

Kev felt a surge of admiration for Amelia. No matter what disasters came her way, she was willing to meet all challenges. Of all the Hathaways, she had shown the toughest mettle so far. And yet Win would have to be stronger and even more obstinate, if she was to survive the days to come.

“While you bathe her,” he told Amelia, “I’ll fetch the doctor.”

Not that he had any faith in a gadjo doctor, but it might give the sisters peace of mind. Kev also wanted to see how Leo and Laura were faring.

After relinquishing Win to Amelia’s care, Kev went to the Dillards’ home. But the maid who answered the door told him that Leo wasn’t available.

“He’s in there with Miss Laura,” the maid said brokenly, blotting her face with a rag. “She knows no one; she is near insensible. She is failing fast, sir.”

Kev felt the traction of his short pared nails against the tough skin of his palms. Win was less robust than Laura Dillard, less sturdy in form and constitution. If Laura was sinking so fast, it hardly seemed possible that Win would be able to withstand the same fever.

His next thoughts were of Leo, who was not a brother by blood but certainly a tribesman. Leo loved Laura Dillard with an intensity that would not allow him to accept her death rationally, if at all. Kev was more than a little concerned for him. “What is Mr. Hathaway’s condition?” Kev asked. “Does he show any sign of illness?”

“No, sir. I don’t think so. I don’t know.”

But from the way her watery gaze slid away from his, Kev understood that Leo was not well. He wanted to take Leo away from the death watch, now, and put him to bed to preserve his strength for the days to come. But it would be cruel to deny Leo the last hours with the woman he loved.

“When she passes,” Kev said bluntly, “send him home. But don’t let him go alone. Have someone accompany him all the way to the doorstep of the Hathaway cottage. Do you understand?”

“Yes, sir.”

Two days later, Leo came home.

“Laura’s dead,” he said, and collapsed in a delirium of fever and grief.
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