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				Cards & Caravans
By Cindy Spencer Pape

				Book five of The Gaslight Chronicles.

				Belinda Danvers isn’t a witch. But that won’t stop them burning her at the stake...

				Connor McKay can tell at a glance that Belinda’s magickal powers are minimal at best. She can’t be guilty of murdering village children. There’s something suspicious about her arrest and lightning-quick sentence. Unfortunately, telling anyone how he knows would mean revealing his own powers. He’s been sent by the Order of the Round Table to help and he can’t just let her die.

				Escaping from jail and running from vindictive villagers in her grandfather’s steam-powered caravan is more excitement than Belinda’s had in years. And despite the danger—or maybe because of it—she loves the time spent with her sexy rescuer. But there’s more to his magick than he’s letting on...

				There’s something going on that’s bigger than the two of them. It’s time for good to make a stand.

				52,000 words

			

		

	
		
			
				Dear Reader,

				It’s a known truth among the people who have to nag me to meet the deadline on these letters that I get writer’s block when I sit down to write them. I’m always excited to tell you about what’s in store for the month, but I often get stuck figuring out how to start it off. So these letters are always late (sorry, people in production!). I had particularly bad writer’s block this month, so I was especially impressed when I realized that this March, all of the authors with books releasing at Carina Press have written multiple books, and many of them have long careers in writing. How do these authors do it, writing multiple books a year, for years, creating new worlds, new characters and unique stories? It’s amazing to me, even after ten years in this industry, that there are people with this gift. And I’ll admit it, I’m a little jealous they have that gift. But I’m thrilled to introduce you to the books releasing this month from these incredible authors.

				I know it’s a little past Valentine’s Day, but it’s always time for chocolate and romance, and Christi Barth brings us both in A Fine Romance, the second contemporary romance in her Aisle Bound series. And if you missed the first book, Planning for Love, make sure to grab that as well!

				We have six! other authors joining Christi with sequels. Lynda Aicher heats up the pages with an emotionally gripping, smokin’ hot BDSM romance, Bonds of Need. Dee Carney also offers up lust and love in one package in her erotic paranormal romance sequel, Hunger Awakened.

				Veteran author Vivi Anna brings us The League of Illusion: Prophecy, a steampunk romance with an illusionist, a hunt for a missing brother, an incomplete map and a psychic! Relative newcomer Nicole Luiken follows up her debut fantasy romance, Gate to Kandrith, with the second in this duology and the conclusion to the story, Soul of Kandrith.

				R.L. Naquin offers the sequel to Monster in My Closet, her debut novel. In Pooka in My Pantry, empath Zoey Donovan is marked for pickup by Death. But when she refuses to die on schedule, she has a to-die-for reaper to deal with. And watch the battle of wills between a female gunship pilot and a combat controller hero in romantic suspense Tactical Strike by Kaylea Cross. Kaylea’s first book in this series, Deadly Descent, remains one of Carina Press readers’ favorite romantic suspenses!

				Alyssa Everett follows up her debut offering, Ruined by Rumor, with a new historical romance, though it’s not a sequel. In Lord of Secrets, he’s her new husband...and he’s strangely reluctant to consummate the marriage. What secrets are keeping them apart, and keeping him from her bed? If you like your historical romance with a paranormal twist, returning author Laura Navarre brings us Magick by Moonrise, which combines Tudor England with the Faerie kingdom of Camelot. When the two worlds collide, can a fallen angel’s passion for an innocent Faerie princess save both realms from destruction?

				Carina Press authors W. Soliman and Cindy Spencer Pape both return with installments in their ongoing series. In Lethal Business, W. Soliman brings us back to The Hunter Files with another Charlie Hunter mystery, where Charlie must answer the question: “Why kill the survivors of a sinking ship?” And Cindy Spencer Pape continues her popular steampunk romance series, The Gaslight Chronicles, with Cards & Caravans. Knight of the Round Table Connor MacKay has met his match in fortune-teller Belinda Danvers.

				Last, this month we welcome to Carina Press contemporary romance author Kate Davies with the first in her Girls Most Likely to... trilogy, Most Likely to Succeed. Though Kate is new to Carina, she and I have worked together as author/editor for years, and I’m happy to have her writing for Carina Press. I hope you enjoy Kate’s charming contemporary voice as much as I do.

				We love to hear from readers, and you can email us your thoughts, comments and questions to generalinquiries@carinapress.com. You can also interact with Carina Press staff and authors on our blog, Twitter stream and Facebook fan page.

				Happy reading!

				~Angela James
Executive Editor, Carina Press

				www.carinapress.com
www.twitter.com/carinapress
www.facebook.com/carinapress

			

		

	
		
			
				Dedication

				This book is for romance readers who are just discovering steampunk, and steampunk readers who are opening up to romance. Thanks for making genre-blending a viable way to write fiction and for being willing to accept a world that transcends both. Being a part of this is truly amazing.
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				Chapter One

				Scottish Lowlands, September 1859

				“Guilty as charged on both counts—witchcraft and murder.”

				Belinda Danvers gasped as the sheriff pronounced the verdict. Her knees tried to buckle, but she refused to swoon in front of these lunatics, even if they hadn’t given her anything to eat since breakfast the day before. Crying out her denial was equally pointless. She’d already protested her innocence until her throat was raw. The village elders had decided she was a witch. They’d convinced the sheriff and there was nothing more to be done about it. She listened to the sentencing with nausea roiling through her empty stomach.

				“The murder charge will be sent to the High Court of the Justiciary to decide. As witchcraft is a local matter, our judgment on that will take precedence.” The sheriff banged his gavel. “The murder charge will be dealt with posthumously. The witch is to be burned at the stake, tomorrow at dawn, in the center of the village green. May God have mercy on her soul.”

				Don’t cower to these jackals. Her head held high, she glared across at Squire MacLellan, the magistrate, who stared back with a snide grin. Alderman Douglas, beside him, radiated nothing but venomous fury. On the alderman’s far side, his cousin Mr. Engle looked on with a beatific smile. Here was the man at the root of all this. No one had called her witch in the ten years she’d lived in Shadwick—not until he came. If she had possessed the power to curse a man, he’d have been the one, along with his lecherous cousin and maybe even the pompous squire. She’d have never taken her anger out on innocent townsfolk—especially children. She blinked back a tear at the thought of those three young lives lost during the last month to cholera.

				The sheriff, who’d come from Dumfries just to try her, banged his gavel on the wooden table that served as a makeshift bench at the front of the village hall. There was something not quite right about his robes and wig—they were shabbier than she’d have expected and didn’t fit properly, which didn’t make sense as the sheriff should be a wealthy man. The wig kept slipping down over his left eyebrow. Was he truly the sheriff? And if this was a trial, why hadn’t she been given a chance to hire a barrister? Not that there was one in Shadwick, or that anyone here would have represented her anyway.

				As the bailiffs—otherwise known as Squire MacLellan’s two stoutest footmen—hauled her back to the tiny gaol, the chains around her ankles clanked and weighed her down. She looked out over the sea of faces, people she’d considered friends. People she’d helped with her cough tinctures and burn salves. She’d trusted them, considered herself a part of this community for over a decade.

				Now they all looked away. Here in the Scottish borderlands, old beliefs still ran strong. They lived in an era where a telephone could allow a person to speak with someone in London, or a dirigible could take one to Paris in mere hours. But let one minor cholera epidemic sweep the area, and everyone was all too ready to blame the village witch.

				As they marched her toward the gaol, she stole a glance at the clock on the village hall. Half past two. Almost teatime. Sunrise would be neither early nor late this close to the autumn equinox. Even giving them some time to bumble about, and a little while for the fire to take her, in less than twenty hours, she’d be dead.

				“Pray for your soul, witch.” Mr. Engle stood outside the cell door as they locked her in. “Not that it will do you any good.” His smug smile left no doubt that he’d accomplished what he’d come here to do. Find a witch and have her killed.

				Belinda looked him in the eye and said, “If I do possess the power to cast a curse, shouldn’t you be afraid? Sleep well, Mr. Engle.” She turned her back to them and stepped over to the hard wooden bench. She sat with her spine straight, arranging her filthy skirts as neatly as possible. “If you dare.”

				* * *

				Sir Connor MacKay sat at his desk in the Edinburgh headquarters of the Order of the Round Table and twiddled a pen in his hand. There hadn’t been much supernatural activity for him to handle since he’d transferred here. Truthfully, the Edinburgh office hadn’t needed another Knight in residence, but Connor’s father, who managed this branch, had taken pity on Connor and allowed him to move up from London. It was too bad the Order didn’t have an office in Hong Kong or Bombay. The farther he got from England and the woman who’d broken his heart, the better.

				“Telephone for you, Sir Connor.” The voice of Alasdair Stuart, his father’s longtime secretary and assistant, broke Connor out of his gloom.

				“Isn’t Sir Fergus here?” Normally, the head of the office took all calls personally. Surely Connor hadn’t been so lost in his thoughts that he’d missed his father leaving. Even if he had, Sir Matthew Gavin, the other Knight in residence, was Connor’s senior and should have been summoned in Sir Fergus’s absence.

				“Sir Fergus is in.” Alasdair tipped his head toward the inner office, his lips tight with disdain toward Connor, the Order’s second-youngest Knight at twenty-five. “This caller specifically asked to speak with you.”

				“Odd.” Connor made his way to Alasdair’s desk in the anteroom to Fergus’s office, and the only telephone on this floor the building. Ignoring Alasdair’s grimace, Connor sat on the edge of the man’s desk to pick up the receiver. “Connor MacKay speaking.”

				“Sir Connor, thank you for taking my call.” The deep, slightly accented voice was familiar, but Connor couldn’t quite place it. “This is Fernando Smith. You came to my circus in London with Inspector—I mean Superintendent—Liam’s young lady and fixed the roundabout. Then you rescued my nephew Nicky.”

				“Of course I remember you, Mr. Smith.” The gypsy carnival had been part of his ill-fated courtship of Winifred Hadrian, who was now blissfully married to Police Superintendent Sir Liam McCullough. Smith’s nephew had been one of dozens kidnapped and used as part of a plot to kill the Queen. Connor, Liam, Wink and the rest of her family had saved the day. Unfortunately, Liam had gotten the girl, so Connor fled to Scotland. “How is Nick doing? Any residual effects from the metal suit?” Nick and others had been turned into living automatons. Most of the victims hadn’t survived, but Smith’s nephew was one of those who had.

				“He’s well, thank you.” Husky emotion laced the older man’s tone. “Thanks to you and your people.”

				Connor cleared his throat. “Excellent. Now, Mr. Smith, what can I do for you?”

				“I need to ask for yet another favor, and Superintendent Liam said you were now in Scotland.” Smith’s voice sounded troubled, even over the less than perfect telephone line.

				“I am,” Connor said. “Is the carnival up here now?”

				“No, we are in Birmingham.” Smith paused. “I told you, perhaps, that my older brother Leo also ran a circus before he died?”

				“I knew the carousel had belonged to your brother.” Where was the man going with this? Connor tapped his pen on a notepad, making Alasdair wince.

				“Leo also had a granddaughter, a beautiful girl named Belinda. I believe she is in some kind of trouble,” Smith said.

				“What makes you think so?” Connor had met Smith’s grandson, a lad of sixteen or so. Was this girl about the same age?

				Smith cleared his throat. “Do you remember Madame Zara, the fortune-teller with our troupe?”

				“Of course.” What the old gypsy woman had predicted in their last investigation had been uncannily correct.

				“Belinda’s mother was her niece, so they are kin as well. Zara was doing a reading and she saw danger for Belinda. Deadly danger,” Smith said.

				“What can I do to help?”

				“Belinda does not have a telephone or teletext at her farmhouse, so I tried to contact the innkeeper in the village. His wife is her friend, and has taken messages before, you understand.”

				“Yes.” Connor tapped his pen again. “Go on.”

				“The innkeeper was very rude. He said he would have nothing to do with the witch, and she would soon get what she deserved. Then he rang off quite sharply. That is all I know.”

				“Damn, that doesn’t sound good.” As a practioner of magick himself, the word witch made the hairs on Connor’s neck stand up. “What’s the name of the village? Oh, and I’ll need Belinda’s surname.”

				“Mrs. Belinda Danvers. And the town is Shadwick, perhaps thirty miles east of Dumfries.” Smith spoke over enough noise that Connor thought he must be in a pub as well.

				“Mrs. Danvers? She’s married?” She must be older than he’d thought.

				“Widowed,” Smith rumbled. “Her husband had a farm near this village. She has lived there even after his death, although she is not such a good farmer as she might be. Times have been hard, so she makes a few things from her herb garden. Balms for the skin, willow bark teas, that sort of thing.”

				“She’s an herbalist?” Connor made a note. “So that’s why they called her a witch.”

				“Perhaps.” Smith’s tone hardened. “Also, like Zara, she has some skill with the cards.”

				“So she could have been accused by someone who didn’t like a reading, or whose skin condition didn’t clear up. Right.” Connor jotted the last bits of information. “I’ll have to check with my superiors, but I should be able to run down there this afternoon. Do you know if Shadwick is on the train route?” His steam car was being modified by his sister Melody, an engineer, and therefore out of commission.

				“I believe so,” Smith said. “Thank you, Sir Connor, once again. If you have news, you can reach me at this pub. I will check back each evening for messages.”

				“Very good. I’ll ring back immediately to let you know when I’ll be on my way.” Connor rang off and knocked on the door of his father’s office.

				He laid out the situation for his father, and Sir Fergus nodded his gray-streaked head. Other than the gray, the dark auburn was the same as Connor’s own, as were the pale blue eyes. Connor hadn’t inherited his father’s freckles, which he considered a small mercy.

				“All supernatural crimes in the realm are supposed to be under the jurisdiction of the Order,” Fergus said. “If someone’s practicing black witchcraft, or lynching so-called witches, it’s within our bailiwick to investigate. Besides, we’ve not had much else to do in the last week. Go ahead. Just be back at the Tower within two days. Miss your grandparents’ anniversary celebration, and your mother will have your hide.”

				“Wouldn’t miss it for the world.” It was only a little lie. Connor’s grandparents deserved the huge party planned for their sixtieth wedding anniversary. Connor didn’t want to disappoint them, but he wasn’t looking forward to seeing all their family friends—including the Hadrians and McCulloughs. “I’ll catch the first train I can. Hopefully I’ll be back tonight, in time to drive down with you and Mama tomorrow.”

				“Good. Travel safely, son.”

				“Yes, sir.” Connor clasped his father’s hand and left the office. “Alasdair, do we have a train schedule around here somewhere?”

				* * *

				Of course Shadwick doesn’t have a train station. What could I have been thinking? After a dusty train ride, Connor had been forced to ride the last five miles on a worn-out rented horse—in the pouring rain. Scottish weather was unpredictable at best, and Connor hadn’t dressed for the sudden storm. Now he was edgy, soaked and his arse was getting sore. He was a big man, so the livery stable had given him a cart horse rather than a regular riding mount. Based on appearance and gait, this one was three steps from the glue factory—if it made it that far.

				It was pushing suppertime when he finally reached the hamlet of Shadwick. Not having any idea which house belonged to the local magistrate, he headed straight for the gaol. Whoever manned that ought to know where the proper authorities could be found.

				Connor tied the horse to a rail outside the gaol and paused on a covered porch to shake off some of the rain before stepping inside. The porch creaked under Connor’s weight, but the walls of the small, squat building looked sturdy enough under the thickly thatched roof. Connor didn’t bother to knock, just let himself in and paused to survey his surroundings. The front room, perhaps the size of a farmhouse parlor, boasted two desks and a waiting area with two rickety wooden chairs. A youngish man sat at the smaller desk, his stocking-covered feet up on another chair close to a small iron stove with its grate open. He jumped when Connor strode in, nearly sticking his toes into the coals.

				Connor ignored him, preferring to remove his oiled leather greatcoat and hang it on a hall tree near the door.

				The gaoler’s eyes widened. “Can I help you?” His light brown hair stuck out at all sorts of odd angles from his face. Along with his lanky frame the overall impression was that of a scarecrow in stocking feet.

				Connor shrugged. “Perhaps. Sir Connor MacKay, Home Office.” He flipped his credentials out of the inner pocket of his tweed jacket. The Order operated out of the Home Office, allowing them sufficient authority while keeping the details of the ancient organization mostly secret. “It seems there’s been an accusation of witchcraft here in Shadwick?”

				The gaoler nodded. “Aye. Got her locked up right and tight, sir. The pyre is all ready for her to burn at dawn.” He frowned. “Well, we might have to set out some dry wood at first light if it doesn’t stop raining.”

				“Burn?” Connor’s jaw dropped. “Are you insane? We don’t burn witches anymore in Britain. This isn’t the sixteenth century.”

				“Law still says that’s the penalty for witchcraft,” the young man said with an air of smug self-righteousness. “So that’s what the sheriff and the magistrate decided to do.”

				“And where can I find these gentlemen?” Tomorrow at dawn didn’t leave Connor a lot of time. Even if the woman had committed a magickal crime, the idea of burning anyone at the stake turned Connor’s stomach.

				The gaoler shrugged. “Sheriff is back to Dumfries, most likely. The magistrate is Squire MacLellan. Lives just outside the village at Shadwick Manor.”

				More riding in the rain. Wonderful. Connor obtained the directions to the squire’s home then leaned over the gaoler’s desk. “I’d like to see the prisoner now.”

				The younger man jerked his chin up so fast it had to have hurt. His eyes widened and his Adam’s apple bobbed as he swallowed. “You can’t do that.”

				Connor waved his credentials again. “This says I can. Now, shall we?” He stood to his full height of six feet and four inches, towering over the none too tall gaoler. Connor ought to feel bad about intimidating the poor lad, who probably wasn’t more than nineteen or twenty. His rather bulbous nose was still mostly covered in spots.

				The younger man jerked his head toward the only doorway. “In there. I’m not going anywhere near her. I hear she can cast a curse to make your pecker fall off.”

				Connor sighed. Had he ever been that green and stupid? He hoped not. “If she could do that, do you think a little thing like a wall would stop her? Now hand over the keys.”

				“Can’t, sir.” The Adam’s apple jiggled again. “Squire MacLellan took them home with him. Said he’d be here in plenty of time to haul her out to the pyre.”

				“Of course he did.” Connor’s jaw began to ache from being clenched. “I presume he has all the documentation of the trial as well?”

				The other man shrugged. “Suppose so. Him or the sheriff.”

				Muttering curses under his breath, Connor strode toward the door that led to the other half of the building.

				The first thing that struck him was the smell of the chamber pot. It shouldn’t have come as a surprise. A lot of rural buildings still didn’t have indoor plumbing, but this one clearly hadn’t been emptied in a while and Connor had grown used to modern conveniences. Sturdy iron bars divided the small room into two equal cells, with a six-foot corridor between them. Rain lashed in through chinks in the wattle or plaster that covered the walls. Either the village of Shadwick didn’t often have occasion to use its gaol or they used it so much that nobody paid attention to how it was maintained.

				The left-hand cell stood empty, the door ajar, so Connor looked into the right. A woman about his own age sat with her back straight and her hands folded in her lap on the edge of the bench near the inside wall—as far as possible from the rain and in the opposite corner from the metal bucket causing the smell. Her dress, the simple shirtwaist and skirt of a farm wife, might have once been a pretty green calico, but was now soiled and clinging damply to generous curves. Black hair tumbled down her back, though she’d clearly made some attempt to restrain it into a plait with a piece of string.

				Dark eyes flashed up at Connor and her spine stiffened as she looked him up and down. “Another witch-hunter come to gloat? Or are you a man of the cloth, here to enjoin me to repent? In that case, you’re wasting your time. I’ve done nothing to beg forgiveness for.” Her voice was low and husky, with the soft lilt of her gypsy ancestors overlain by a trace of Scottish burr.

				“Neither.” Connor glanced back to see the gaoler had once again dozed off by his brazier. Just in case, Connor spoke softly. “I’m here to investigate your arrest, Mrs. Danvers. Can you tell me what happened?”

				She snorted. “Ask Squire MacLellan or Alderman Douglas. I’m sure their story is very convincing. Better yet, ask the bloody witch-finder. I’m sure he’d be happy to talk to you for hours.” Her stomach rumbled loudly, mitigating her haughty expression. When she looked up at him this time, Connor noted the deep circles beneath her eyes and the taut lines of her chin. “Blast it, I thought all condemned prisoners were supposed to get a last meal.”

				“They haven’t fed you?” What kind of so-called Christians were these people? Connor might not be a religious man—the Order was, if anything, a touch druidic in its roots—but he’d certainly been raised to be kinder than this, especially to a woman.

				She shook her head. “Not since they arrested me yesterday morning while I was making blackberry jam.” Her eyes squeezed shut and her shoulders sagged. “I hope they at least turned off the stove, or my house will be a mess of boiled-over goo. Not that it matters. There isn’t anyone to inherit the farm anyway. It will go to the parish, I suppose. Won’t Alderman Douglas be pleased about that?”

				“Yesterday? You were arrested just a day ago and have already been tried?” More and more, Connor grew certain there was something shady about this.

				She nodded. “Arrested on Tuesday, tried on Wednesday and executed on Thursday. Frugal Scots to the core, these men. They like efficiency.”

				They also seemed to ignore due process. Connor’s resolve firmed. “Can you tell me why you were accused?”

				“Cholera.” She leaned her cheek against the stone wall, exhaustion showing in every line of her body. “Douglas’s son died along with two other children and a handful of elders. Since it happened not long after I’d spurned the alderman’s advances, he claims I used witchcraft to kill his son.”

				“Did you?” Connor kept his tone light, but the question was serious. A Knight could sense magickal ability in those around him and the woman did possess some talent. It didn’t feel dark as he would have suspected if he’d encountered a true black witch.

				“No.” Her voice thickened as if with tears. “No matter what, I would never take my anger out on children, even if I did have that kind of power. The sad thing is, even after they kill me, more innocents will likely die. Isn’t cholera usually caused by tainted water? Yet they haven’t looked to their wells or the stream so the disease will still be there.”

				“I’ll see what I can do.” Connor wasn’t completely sure she was innocent, but a forty-eight-hour trial process couldn’t be entirely legal, especially for a capital crime. It was time to sort this mess out and that meant dealing with the proper authorities. “In the meantime, here.” He reached into his pocket for the half sack of cinnamon-roasted walnuts he’d been eating on the train and handed the crumpled paper through the bars.

				She accepted it with trembling fingers. “Thank you, sir.”

				“Don’t eat too quickly or you’ll be ill. And don’t worry—there will be more. That much I can promise.” He spotted a worn blanket in the other cell and fetched it, pushing that between the bars to her as well.

				“Thank you.” Her voice thickened again and she choked on a sob as she chewed a walnut. “Who are you?”

				He bowed. “Sir Connor MacKay of the Home Office, at your service.” The gaoler still wasn’t looking, so he leaned back toward the bars. “Parlez-vous français, madame?”

				She blinked. “Comme ҫi, comme ҫa. Pourquoi?”

				She wanted to know why Connor asked. He tipped his head toward the gaoler and she shook her head, indicating that the boy couldn’t understand. Connor whispered back in French. “Your uncle asked me to come. Be brave.”

				Her breath caught on a sob and she blinked, but her spine straightened and she mustered a smile and stretched out one hand through the bars, clutching the blanket around her shoulders with the other. “Merci.”

				Connor shook her hand, work roughened and chilled, but strong and still daintily feminine. He bowed over it. “I’m off to see the magistrate,” he said, still speaking French. “Perhaps we can get things sorted out.”

				She shook her head. “Not as long as the witch-finder remains in town. He won’t rest until I’m dead.”

				“Witch-finder?” Connor continued to warm her chilled hand between his own, unaccountably loath to let go. “What—or who—the hell is that?” She’d mentioned such a man before, but his mind had brushed past the archaic notion.

				“Mr. Engle, Alderman Douglas’s cousin.” She shuddered and leaned close, her words in English but no more than a whisper. “This all began when he came to town a few days ago. I thought the villagers were being silly, calling him that—until they appeared on my doorstep with pitchforks and torches to accuse me.”

				“Ballocks.” This all added up to a very ugly picture, indeed. Then he winced. “Pardon my language, Mrs. Danvers.”

				She made a sound that might almost have been a chuckle but fell short. “I grew up in a circus. I’ve heard worse.”

				Connor squeezed her hand one more time then reluctantly let go. “I’ll be back,” he promised. “Try to rest if you can.”

				She nodded and sat back on the bench. “Thank you,” she said again as he turned to go. “For your kindness, if nothing else. It will have been good to know there was some of that left in the world.”

				Connor swallowed hard. He would free this woman, and damn the consequences. His heart pounded frantically. Reluctant to let her see the emotions she’d roused, he gave a curt nod as he strode away, deliberately waking the gaoler as his sturdy riding boots clacked on the floorboards. He dropped a pound note onto the desk. “Get the woman some food.”

				“Can’t, sir.” He blinked. “I’m not to leave the building. And the squire didn’t say nothing about food.”

				Connor sighed. It was worse than talking to a two-year-old. “What do you usually do for prisoners?”

				The gaoler shrugged. “Ain’t never had one so long before. Usually it’s just old Angus MacLeod, sleeping off a drunk.”

				A small tic formed at the corner of Connor’s mouth. Could nothing about this venture be simple?

				Steam must have poured out his ears because the gaoler suddenly looked even more terrified. “There’s a tavern across the way,” he said. “You could get food there and bring it back.”

				“Fine.” Connor grabbed the note and yanked on his greatcoat. What a fat pain in the arse this little jaunt had turned out to be. Someone was going to suffer for all this rot. Connor would make damn sure of that. He just didn’t know who yet.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Two

				Belinda curled as closely as she could to the bars dividing her cell from the empty one next to it and slowly chewed one of the sugared, spiced walnuts. They tasted like heaven, the cinnamon warming her tongue. She’d never been particularly fond of nuts but if she somehow survived this, she suspected they would become her new favorite food.

				Had her uncle—great-uncle, really—Fernando honestly sent someone from the Home Office to rescue her? How had he known? Belinda closed her eyes on a slight smile. Great-Aunt Zara, of course. While Belinda had some small skill with the tarot, her grandmother’s sister had an amazing ability to read the cards. Belinda had little doubt that it was Zara who’d known she was in trouble. Thank all the gods for nosy great-aunts.

				Of course, it was more than likely that Home Office or not, the handsome young man with the auburn hair and startling blue eyes would be unable to sway the squire and his henchmen. She still fully expected to die in the morning, but at least now, her family would know what happened and she wouldn’t faint from hunger on her way to the pyre. If Sir Connor was really as kind as she thought he was, maybe he’d have the grace to save her the slow, horrible death from the flames.

				How ironic it was that she’d always been attracted to fire. She loved to watch it burn with all the colors of the rainbow and feel the heat flicker against her skin. Her strongest memories of her grandparents were of them gathered around the campfire after a performance. Sometimes she could stare into the flames and even remember her mother’s face or her father’s laugh. Since she’d settled in Shadwick, not a Beltane had passed where she didn’t attend the village bonfire and smile as the flames licked the sky. Still, she’d always been careful with fire, respectful of its power and destructive force. It was oddly fitting that it should be the instrument of her death.

				Footsteps clattering outside her cell brought her out of her terror-filled daze.

				“Here.” Sir Connor thrust a covered plate beneath the door to her cell. “Eat this while I go sort things out with the magistrate.”

				Belinda’s mouth watered as she lifted the lid and the scent of potatoes, carrots and roast mutton filled her nostrils. Once again she blinked back tears. “Thank you.”

				He shoved a fork between the bars and spoke again in French. “The innkeeper’s wife said she was praying for you. She also said the women of the village know you didn’t do it, but they’ve been threatened with burning alongside you if they help you in any way. She told her husband the meal was for me.”

				So Elsie hadn’t forgotten her. That made Belinda feel better, at least a little. Then fury overtook gratitude. “How dare they threaten honest women like that? What kind of madness has come over this place?”

				“I don’t know.” Sir Connor’s eyes narrowed, making him look a little older than the twenty-five or so she suspected he was. “But I intend to find out. Is there a telephone in this village?”

				“At the inn.” Unable to resist, she speared a piece of mutton on the fork and chewed slowly, her eyes closing in bliss. “The squire and a few of the other village dignitaries have them as well, I’m sure.”

				“Naturally.” He rolled his eyes. “I’m back to the inn, then, before I go to the squire’s.”

				“Godspeed.” She smiled up at him, taking some hope from the strong breadth of his shoulders and the firm set of his jaw. He was a big man, but didn’t look as if he had an ounce of flesh to spare. His square chin and wide forehead balanced a strong nose and lips that might have looked soft on a less rough-hewn face. With wavy dark red hair and clean-shaven sun-browned skin, he made a remarkably attractive picture.

				“One more thing.” He motioned her back to the bars and slipped something into her hand. His voice was soft, his breath warm against her ear as he spoke, still in French. “In case I fail—this will be quicker than the flames. Just don’t use it too soon. I truly expect to have you out of here, but now you’ll be armed in case something comes up.”

				She sat back on the bench and glanced at the small object in her hands. A Derringer. He’d read her mind.

				For the first time since her arrest, the tears escaped to leak down her cheeks. She nodded and slipped the tiny gun into the pocket of her skirt. She spoke loudly and in English. “Thank you again for the food, Sir Connor.”

				“You’re welcome, Mrs. Danvers.” He tipped his hat and stalked out the way he’d come.

				Belinda wiped away her tears and returned to her meal, savoring every bite since it could well be her last.

				* * *

				Connor couldn’t remember ever being quite so angry as when he pounded on the squire’s front door a half hour or so later. The rain had turned even colder and his horse had picked up a stone in his shoe, forcing Connor to walk the last mile. Even his stockings were soaked inside what had once been his best boots.

				On top of everything else, thanks to the storm, the inn’s telephone line was down. He hadn’t even been able to summon reinforcements or get someone to look into the legality of the havy-cavy trial. He half hoped the squire would take a poke at him because Connor was more than in the mood to pummel someone. He’d never in his life forget the look of gratitude on Belinda Danvers’s face when he’d given her the means to commit suicide. He hoped to whatever gods were listening that she didn’t use it before he had the chance to set her free by more earthly means. He intended to at least get her moved to Edinburgh for a proper trial.

				A tired-looking butler accepted Connor’s coat and then showed him into a comfortable library with a roaring blaze in the marble hearth. The crystal chandelier and oak paneling were touch ostentatious for a village squire’s home, so clearly Shadwick had more wealth than Connor had supposed from the state of the gaol. A square, balding dark-eyed gentleman, clad in a red velvet smoking jacket, set aside his pipe and rose. “Squire Edgar MacLellan. How can I help you, sir?”

				“Sir Connor MacKay. Home Office.” Connor shook the man’s hand and withdrew the leather folder holding his credentials. “I’m here to talk to you in your capacity as village magistrate. We’ve heard something about a witch trial in Shadwick?”

				The squire nodded and motioned Connor into a chair. “Sad business. Brandy?”

				Since he was chilled to the bone, Connor accepted and eased into the leather chair near the fire, opposite his host. He waited until the other man had resumed his seat before speaking again. “How did the accusation of witchcraft begin?”

				The squire shrugged and picked up his pipe. “Ten years ago when Micah Danvers married a gypsy, most of his friends told him he was being foolish. Micah refused to listen to any of us and died three years later of a suspicious farm accident, leaving his widow a tidy property and all his money.”

				“He had no other heirs?” Connor sipped at the rather good brandy he’d been given.

				MacLellan shook his head. “His only child died of the same influenza epidemic that took his first wife—oh, five or six years before he married the witch. Damn near killed Micah too, but he was always strong. That’s why no one believes he died from falling out of his own hayloft.”

				“Accidents do happen,” Connor pointed out. “Sometimes to those of us who least expect them. Was there any evidence that his wife was involved?” He thought about the woman he’d met in the gaol. Her simple dress and lack of jewelry hadn’t given the impression of a scheming gold-digger.

				“Nothing out in the open.” MacLellan shrugged. “She always made potions for the ladies—cough syrups and skin creams and such, or so she said. One of her creams gave the vicar’s wife a horrible rash—the very week after the vicar preached on the evils of magick.”

				Save him from small-town superstition. These same good people would string Connor up in a minute if they knew what he could do and he considered himself a middling magickal practioner at best. “I was under the impression the trial was for murder by witchcraft, not putting the wrong herb in a skin cream,” he said. “Can you explain why it wasn’t remanded to the High Court in Edinburgh? They have jurisdiction in all capital cases.” And would usually consult with the Order on anything involving magick.

				“Witchcraft is still defined as a parish matter. The usual methods may have changed, but the letter of the law hasn’t. Our process was fast, but legal.” The squire tapped his pipe with one thick finger. “Tell me, why does the Home Office care about one village witch? And how did you even hear about the trial?”

				“If parishes are taking capital crimes into their own hands, that’s certainly a matter of interest.” Connor wasn’t about to explain how he’d found out. That would just convince this backwater that witchcraft had been involved. Unfortunately, most people without access to magick didn’t understand the difference between the two. Witchcraft was a subset of magick, specific rituals that utilized the energies of the earth and other growing things. Like all magick, it was only a tool, one that could be used for good or bad. “Can you explain the specifics of the case?”

				“Everyone knows Belinda Danvers hates Alderman Douglas. She’s none too fond of the vicar either, or the other church elders, as you’d expect from a witch. Hasn’t attended a service since her husband died, other than the occasional wedding or funeral.” Smoke puffed up out of the pipe as MacLellan spoke. “Alderman Douglas took a personal interest in her, trying to get her to repent and return to the fold of the church. She despised him for it. After the last time he visited with her to show her the error of her ways, she cursed him. The next day his boy took ill with cholera. He died just a few days later.”

				“Perhaps he was simply looking for someone to blame for his son’s death?” Connor said. “I can see where losing a child might make any man go a little mad. Surely a disease like cholera is known to be caused by tainted water, not witchcraft. Were others affected?”

				“Aye. Near a dozen in the village took sick in the past week. Two younger children and one old man died. Sad business indeed. ‘Tisn’t the water. Everyone knows it’s the witch who caused it.”

				“And how does everyone know that?” Connor found it difficult to believe an educated man wouldn’t even consider the idea that the disease was based on natural causes. “If she only had a grudge against one man, why punish the whole village?”

				MacLellan shrugged. “Who knows why a witch does the devil’s work? She just does. And now she’ll die.” He puffed on his pipe, utterly complacent about the idea of burning a fellow villager at the stake.

				“Do you have the records of the trial?” Connor had finally gotten warm, but now his head was beginning to ache. Dealing with zealots could do that to a man. “I’ll need the name and direction of the officials presiding.”

				“Sheriff has all the paperwork,” MacLellan said. “He’s gone home to Dumfries.”

				“And who is the sheriff?” Connor whipped out a notebook and pencil and wrote down the name the squire provided, along with a vague address at a manor near Dumfries. “Do you have his telephone exchange?”

				“No,” MacLellan said. “Wouldn’t matter if I did. All the lines are down in this storm. Won’t have service for a few days at the least.”

				Enough dancing around. The throbbing at the base of Connor’s skull intensified. He carefully put his notepad back in his pocket. “Under the circumstances, Squire, I don’t have a choice. The Home Office requires me to take custody of the prisoner and take her to the High Court for a new trial. As this is a capital case, that supersedes any old laws regarding witchcraft that might remain on the books from an earlier era. You will turn Mrs. Danvers over to me in the morning, and I will personally escort her to Edinburgh.”

				The squire smiled a slow, oily smile. “I think not. The execution will go forward as planned. Even in the rain, with enough paraffin oil, the pyre will burn.”

				Connor blinked. The bastard was refusing to comply with the government? “You do realize this will subject you to severe penalties for refusing to comply with an officer of the government?”

				The older man shrugged again. “Government isn’t around much in these parts. I can afford to pay a fine, and by the time everything is sorted out, the witch will still be dead.” He rose. “Let me escort you to the door, young man. You’ll find a decent bed at the tavern tonight.”

				Two burly footmen had appeared, flanking the door of the library. Both had pistols on their belts. Connor probably could take them, but it would be a risk and he had no one to watch his back. Instead he strode out into the hall, accepted his coat and hat. “Good night, Squire. Rest assured, you haven’t heard the last of this.”

				The squire just smiled again and Connor found himself alone in the rain with a lame horse once more. He swore a string of blistering oaths as he waded back toward town. Now what the hell was he supposed to do?

				* * *

				Belinda sipped the last of the lukewarm tea Sir Connor had brought with her meal while her fingers traced the outline of the tiny gun that sat heavily in the pocket of her skirt. Would she have the courage to use it when they came for her? She didn’t have to ponder long. Better a bullet than the flames.

				She must have nodded off because she jerked awake as the empty flask slipped from her fingers and fell into her lap. Rain still spattered in at her from the chinks in the plaster, but between the food and the blanket, she was warmer than she had been before. Just knowing that someone had cared made almost as much difference as the food. It seemed wrong to sleep away her last few hours but surely that was better than sitting here counting the minutes. She set the dish and flask aside and allowed her head to sag back against the wall.

				There was no way to tell how long she’d dozed when the door of the gaol slammed open again and heavy footsteps pounded on the floor boards. There was a cracking sound, not loud enough for a gunshot.

				“What...” Johnny Gilchrist, the young gaoler gasped and then something large slumped to the floor.

				“Who’s there?” Belinda called.

				“Connor MacKay.” There were more sounds, shuffling and grunts, and then the big man strode into the aisle between the cells with Johnny’s inert body tossed over his shoulder. Johnny’s hands had been bound behind his back and he was gagged, so she supposed that meant he wasn’t dead. MacKay dropped Johnny into the far cell and closed the door, mumbling something under his breath.

				The lock clicked.

				Belinda gasped. “Magick.” She looked up at MacKay, a tremor rattling her bones. “That was real magick.” Her voice shook and she shrank back against the back wall of her cell.

				He nodded. “Please don’t scream. I’m trying to save your life.” With another muttered incantation, the padlock on her cell popped open. His light blue eyes were almost mesmerizing—she couldn’t tear her gaze away from his.

				She moistened her lips. “Why? What difference is it to you?” Was he a real witch—or warlock, or whatever? Did he have some nefarious purpose in mind for her? And if he did, would that be better than dying?

				His smile was kind and perhaps a trifle sad. “I just don’t like seeing innocent people die. I’m taking you somewhere safe while your trial is investigated by the proper authorities.” He opened the grated door and held out a hand. “Now will you come? He won’t be unconscious for long, and once he wakes, he’ll likely start yelling. Sooner or later, someone will hear him and they’ll be after us. I’d rather not steal a horse, so we’ll have to flee on foot, at least to the next village—unless you have horses on your farm?”

				She stood and took his hand, still clutching the blanket around her with the other. “Only an old mule. I sold the last of my horses last autumn, when my crops failed—again. But I’m healthy. I can walk.”

				“Good.” He dragged her out of the gaol, closing the door behind them. The High Street was empty, but even in this weather, there were lights and noise coming from the pub. Someone could come outside at any moment. Being just a few inches over five feet, compared to his six feet and then some, she had to run to keep up with his long strides. “Which way is the nearest train station?”

				“North or east,” she answered easily. “There isn’t one to the west for quite some distance, and not until you cross the border into England if you go south. You needn’t worry. I’ll go alone—that way they won’t come after you.”

				“No.” He didn’t bother explaining his curt reply. “Now which direction is your farm?” A block past the gaol, he pulled her into the alley behind the greengrocer’s and the butcher shop and slowed his stride so she didn’t have to run.

				“West,” she said, panting. “Just about a mile and half. But won’t they look there first?”

				“Perhaps. I’d check the nearest stations first if it were me. That’s why I want to leave by a roundabout manner.” He glanced down at her. “Besides, we can spare a moment for you to put on dry clothing and a proper coat. It won’t serve anyone’s purpose but theirs if you catch pneumonia and die anyway.”

				“True.” She quickened her pace again. “That lane over there leads to my farm.”

				A man strolled down the street toward them so they lingered in the alleyway until he’d passed, then darted across the open village green into the lane. They hurried down it, keeping as close as possible to the shadows of buildings, and then, as the shops and houses petered out, to the trees and hedgerows that lined the muddy roadway.

				The walk, which would take her fifteen minutes on a normal day, seemed to last forever, though they moved as swiftly as she was able, given her sodden shoes and the blanket dragging in the mud behind her. Sir Connor kept hold of her hand. He hadn’t bothered to put his gloves back on after working the magick on the locks, and his heat radiated all the way up her arm.

				When they reached the farm, she heaved a huge sigh of relief to see the house still standing. “I was afraid they’d have burned me out.”

				“They might,” Sir Connor agreed as he followed her into the parlor. “If there’s anything small you can’t live without, you’d better take it. Damn, I wish my steam car wasn’t being repaired this week. Life would be a lot easier if we had motorized transportation.”

				Belinda stopped in her tracks so suddenly that he crashed into her, the weight of him making her topple at the base of her stairs. Strong hands caught her and steadied her against him, and he held on to her waist. She turned to look up at him but in the darkness, his face was little more than a pale blur. “I do have a conveyance.” She swallowed hard. The idea was ridiculous, but perhaps... “Of a sort.”

				“Oh?” She could hear the grin in his tone and was reminded again of just how young he must be. Surely it was only gratitude at his rescue that made her heart beat faster than it had when they were running.

				“It’s a steam-powered...wagon,” she said. “Under a tarpaulin in the barn. It takes two people to operate—one to drive and the other to shovel coal for the boiler.”

				“Excellent, provided you can drive.” He squeezed her waist with his hands. “Shoveling coal is one of my specialties. Now let’s get you some clean clothes and anything else you can’t replace. I don’t think you can count on coming home to this village, Mrs. Danvers. The Or... I mean the Home Office will do what it can, but if I were you, I wouldn’t want to take a chance on returning.”

				“Right.” She hauled in a breath and stepped back, up onto the first stair. “I’ll need to light a lamp in order to change. Will that be a problem?”

				He shrugged. “If you can close the drapes or blinds, all the better. We don’t want anyone coming to see who’s here.”

				“Right. Upstairs, then.” She fled toward her bedroom, Sir Connor at her heels, and pulled the shutters closed before feeling around for the candle and sparker she kept by the bed.

				“Here.” A small orb of blue light appeared in Sir Connor’s palm, throwing the room into shadows. She gulped at the reminder of his magick, so much more powerful than any piddling gift she might have. “Now light the candle. I can’t maintain this forever.”

				She obeyed, then tugged a carpet bag from under the bed and shoved in the wedding photograph she kept on her bureau and a small portrait of her grandparents. Things that couldn’t be replaced, he’d said. Her few photos were at the top of that list.

				“You should probably change clothes first,” he said calmly. “You need to get dry.”

				She jammed another photograph in along with her small jewelry box and her mother’s silver-handled hairbrush before turning to him. “Fine. While I’m dressing, if you want to be useful, go down to the kitchen and put all the bread, cheese and so on into a hamper. You’ll find one in the closet under the stairs.”

				“As milady wishes.” He bowed, but paused before he left the room. “Do you need any help with your laces?”

				“No.” She lived alone, so she always dressed herself with no help from a maid. Grabbing the patchwork quilt off the bed, she shoved it toward him. “Go on and take this. My grandmother made it. There’s money in the jar in the pantry labeled coffee, if they haven’t stolen it.”

				He accepted the quilt, folding it as he spoke. “Take a change of clothes if you have them, and a warm coat, but hurry, and take only what you absolutely can’t bear to leave. I’m sorry you don’t have time to pack more.”

				She nodded again, fumbling with the buttons on her shirtwaist. “I don’t have much that matters.”

				He paused in the doorway. “Well, then, I’m sorry for that too.”

				* * *

				Connor made his way down the stairs without a light. His senses were keener than those of most humans, and he acknowledged the cat, easily the size of a small lion, staring at him haughtily from the back of a sofa. “I suppose she’ll want to take you.” This was rapidly turning into a farce. What was going to happen next?

				He found the kitchen. Something had been left on the stove, although at least the fire was out. The pantry door hung ajar, so it was quick work to light a candle and find the hamper. After blowing a thick layer of dust off the covered wicker basket, he loaded it with her modest supplies. The coffee tin was present and still jingled, so he added that and the one actually full of tea. A pretty painted vase sat on the kitchen window, so Connor wrapped that in a tea towel and stuck it in as well along with the few other knickknacks. He didn’t see a basket for the cat, so he moved back to the parlor to see if anything there would fit in the hamper or his pockets.

				“The mantel clock, please,” Belinda said as she came down the stairs. “My parents gave me that as a wedding gift. And oh, heavens, I almost forgot my grandmother’s cards.” She opened a drawer and withdrew a packet wrapped in cloth, which she shoved in the larger of her two carpetbags. “There. That’s most of it.” Her voice was thick as she looked around at her home for probably the last time.

				“Do you have a basket for the cat?” Connor looked at the beast in question, swallowing the lump in his own throat.

				She sniffed and chuckled. “What? Put Lucifer in a basket? Please. He’ll come along on his own, never worry. He’s smart enough to know they’re after his blood too. After all, he’s the witch’s familiar.” She clicked her tongue and the enormous cat jumped down and padded behind her as she moved toward the kitchen door.

				“Right.” Connor hefted the hamper and nicked one of the carpet bags when she set it down to pull on her heavy boots at the back door. “Are you sure this will all fit in your wagon?” Hopefully, they wouldn’t be taking a tractor or something else with an open driver’s box.

				“Oh, there will be plenty of room.” She made a sound suspiciously like a giggle, then took an umbrella and led the way outside, her cat trotting at her heels.

				The barn, like the house, was beginning to fall into disrepair. The door creaked and sagged as she pushed it open. An old tin lantern hung from a hook inside the wall, and Connor used a spell to light it, illuminating the inside of the barn. Aside from some dusty tools, most of the available space was taken by a single large object—easily eighteen feet long, eight feet high and six feet wide—covered by several tarps sewn together. Whatever it was, it would certainly hold two people and a cat. If it worked. He was pretty sure the old mule snoozing in the corner of the barn was going to have to stay.

				“We need to open the big doors at the far end,” Belinda said. She set down her bag and moved toward them. “Can you uncover the wagon?”

				Connor obediently dragged the heavy tarpaulin away from the wagon. Once he did, he stared at the vehicle beneath for a moment, then leaned back against the wall of the barn, laughing so hard he thought he might burst.

				The widow’s steam-powered conveyance was an enormous, vividly painted horseless circus wagon.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Three

				“I don’t see why you find it humorous.” Belinda got the wide double doors open and turned, just to find her so-called rescuer laughing his fool head off at the sight of her grandfather’s caravan. “It was the very top of the trees just three years past.”

				“I believe it was.” He sobered quickly and quirked up one dark eyebrow. The lamplight cast copper highlights into his dark hair, showing it as auburn rather than black.

				She shrugged and strode to the rear door of the steam-powered caravan, Lucifer at her heels. “My grandfather left it to me. I still don’t see why it’s funny.”

				“We’re sneaking out of town in the brightest, biggest, probably loudest conveyance possible. That doesn’t strike you as amusing?” Still, he craned over her shoulder as she opened the wide door to the stall area at the back of the caravan. “It doesn’t have a calliope attached to the boiler, does it? That would be a bit much.”

				“Perhaps a little.” Who was she fooling? It was ludicrous. “There’s no organ. Put the luggage in here. There’s even straw in the stalls, so we can take old Nick.”

				“Your cat is Lucifer and your mule is Old Nick and the villagers aren’t supposed to think you’re a witch?”

				She winced. “That’s a coincidence. I got Lucifer as a kitten and originally named him Lucinda, and my husband had Nick long before I married him.”

				“Right.” Connor eyed the geriatric mule and looked back at the divided sections in the caravan. “I suppose I can’t say anything, since my favorite stallion is named Mephistopheles. This area is designed for horses?”

				“Lions, actually,” she said. “My grandfather was a lion tamer.”

				“Of course he was.” The burly Scot only laughed. “But my own family tree has some odd nuts, so I can’t turn up my nose. At least with these wide studded wheels, the wagon shouldn’t have any trouble staying on the road, even if the rain gets worse.” Without argument, he loaded her measly possessions while she got Nick and led him into the caravan.

				With the utter nonchalance of any feline, Lucifer hopped in and claimed the smaller stall as his own. Well, if there were mice in the straw, at least he’d be fed.

				They both moved swiftly about their tasks, and just a few moments later Belinda struggled to light the boiler in its small compartment beside the driver’s position.

				“Allow me.” Connor muttered a quick incantation and pointed his finger at the burner valve. The flame ignited instantly. He used another spell to speed up the steam compression, so they’d be able to leave about twenty minutes sooner than normal. She shivered, not sure she’d ever get used to someone who could genuinely cast spells.

				He quirked his eyebrow again. “Complaining?”

				“No.” She was lucky to have him, and she knew it. Most gentleman of his station wouldn’t know a coal shovel from a fire poker.

				Next he lit the lamps, and removed his frock coat. Belinda hung it beside her own cloak in the cabin area.

				“Now, milady, shall we be off? Before the clowns and acrobats catch us up?” He began shoveling coal into the boiler.

				Whoa, lassie. His damp shirt revealed his powerful arms and shoulders, making Belinda’s mouth go dry. For the first time since her husband’s death, she felt something like lust curl through her belly. It had clearly been too long since she’d been with a man. Seven years, part of her brain responded. Why on earth had her body decided to wake up now, when she was running for her very life?

				Despite her desperation to be gone, Belinda laughed at his enthusiasm. “Yes, sir.” She snapped him a salute and moved past the thin partition to the driver’s station. She knew which pedals and levers to use. Grandfather had made sure of that when he’d brought her the caravan a month before his death.

				“I hope to hell the water tanks are full.” Connor’s voice carried over the sound of the boiler and the now working steam engine as she put the big vehicle into gear. With a belch of steam, the caravan crept forward on its massive wheels.

				“They are. I promised my grandfather I’d always keep it ready. Fresh oil once a year, full water tanks once a month. Actually, even the straw is only a couple months old.”

				“We’re going west, correct?” he shouted. “They’ll check the nearest stations. We’ll make for one a little farther away.”

				“All right,” she said. “There’s an old farm road we can take toward Dumfries.”

				“On the other hand, if we go east, we could reach my family home by morning. You’d be safe there. And the sheriff is in Dumfries. I don’t think we want to head right toward him.”

				“Against the full force of the law? I don’t think so,” she shouted back, warmed by his offer, even if she couldn’t accept.

				“My father and grandfather are both Home Office as well and both outrank me considerably. They’ll be able to get this all sorted out. Trust me, you’ll be fine. My word as a gentleman.” Even over the engine’s din, she could hear the certainty in his strong voice.

				“We only have enough coal for about twenty or thirty miles.” It was tempting to believe there was somewhere she could safely relax. She had stayed in Shadwick for so long—which had proven in the end to be a mistake.

				“Most inns offer coal for sale,” he yelled. “I can afford to pay for fueling. Do your villagers know to look for a circus wagon?”

				“I don’t think so.” It was a valid question, so she stopped to think before responding. “They know I was a gypsy, but not any more than that. My grandfather left it to me, but I never thought I’d use it so I certainly didn’t tell anyone about it.”

				“Then we should be safe, once we’re on the main road. Keep a watch in the mirror. If anyone is following, we’ll trade places and I’ll speak to them.” For just a moment, his voice lost all trace of youthful frivolity and he sounded positively dangerous. At that moment, she noted again just how large a man he really was, despite the cheerful and irreverent demeanor which made him seem less imposing. Had she traded the frying pan for the fire? A shiver ran down Belinda’s spine, this time one not based on the proximity of an attractive young male.

				You keep telling yourself that, lassie. Then mayhap you won’t embarrass yourself.

				Odd how it sounded like Micah’s voice in her head, teasing her for being attracted to another man.

				Well, do you think I’d want you to grieve forever? Hearing his voice in her head again startled her into releasing the throttle, and the powerful engine stuttered.

				“Everything all right?” her rescuer called through the dividing wall.

				“Fine. My hand slipped.” More like her mind had slipped. Why, after all these years, would she be hearing Micah’s voice in her head?

				Blast if I know. Must have something to do with the wagon. Your abilities could be strengthened by the connection to your ancestors.

				That was definitely Micah’s voice. And his words made sense. She did feel an increase in her minimal powers here inside the caravan.

				I’ve been around, lass, but not for much longer now. You’ll be on your own soon.

				“I thought I was for years,” she muttered. It didn’t seem fair that he’d finally spoken to her right as he was leaving.

				“What was that?” her companion yelled.

				“Just talking to myself,” she shouted back. “Nothing to worry you.”

				“As long as you don’t answer yourself back.” Despite the danger of their situation, he laughed.

				“I make no promises.” For a moment, Belinda almost laughed too. A strange giddiness filled her at the thought. Certainly, she’d laughed with one of the other village women from time to time, but with a man? No, none under seventy or over seven, not since Micah’s death.

				“Have you family to go to? Your uncle’s circus perhaps?”

				That question sobered her right up. “No.” The circus had stopped being her home ten years earlier, and once her grandfather had passed, any appeal to going back had ended. “I’d rather not.”

				They chugged along steadily with no further conversation until she made out the crossroad rapidly approaching. “East or west?” she called.

				“Kay’s Tower is east,” he replied. “Maybe thirty miles, then another five north.”

				“You’re sure about this?”

				“I am,” he replied with no trace of hesitation.

				Trust him, Linnie.

				Oh, blast it, even her dead husband agreed with the man. Who was she to argue with that? Slowly, mindful that the rain made the roadway slick, she turned the wagon to the right. The wheels slipped a bit, and Belinda let out a long breath when the caravan began once again chugging forward. Toward the rail station, or toward Connor’s home? And his wife? She wished that thought hadn’t occurred to her.

				He’s not married. Leastways, I don’t think so. I can only pick up a few of his thoughts, enough to know he’s honorable and able to defend you if needed.

				Thank you, Micah. It was disconcerting to talk to him in her head, but she didn’t want Connor to overhear. Do you know if the squire and his men are following us?

				I’m sure they are, Micah replied. Soon, if not yet. But I can’t see anything more than a few hundred yards away from you.

				And you’ve been near me all along? She thought about the nights when she could have sworn she almost felt him beside her in the bed, only to open her eyes and find it empty. Had he actually been there?

				Not all the time, but in and out, yes. My presence here is weakening, however. Once you’re past this crisis, I suspect you’ll be on your own. But you can do it. You’re a strong woman, Linnie, but that’s no reason for you to be alone the rest of your life.

				I’m almost thirty, barren and a Rom. Not exactly prime marriage material.

				Lassie, you’d be surprised. I’m not the only man who’ll see past your ancestry. Affectionate laughter laced his tone.

				“Does the house belong to you, or were you a tenant?” Connor asked as they chugged along.

				“It’s mine,” she said. “My husband was a gentleman farmer—it belonged to his grandparents. I hope the townsfolk don’t burn it down or tear it down.” It was a good house. Someone should live there and love it. Just not Belinda.

				“You don’t have any children?”

				“No.” That came out sharper than Belinda would have liked. “We were never blessed.” It had been the one great sadness in their marriage. They’d both wanted a family so badly, but she’d never conceived. In truth, that was part of why she’d married Micah. She wanted to be settled somewhere, with a good man and a houseful of children. She’d loved him, in a quiet, affectionate way, and he’d loved her.

				“I’m sorry.”

				Belinda sighed. Even this stranger picked up on her deficiency. Fabulous.

				After another half an hour of travel, they passed a small village. Belinda almost forgot to breathe as they drove through. As late as it was, the High Street was deserted, and if a few people opened their curtains and pointed at the wagon, she pretended not to notice. All she cared was that there was no squire with his outriders, waiting to stop them.

				“The next town’s maybe five miles. That’s what, another half hour at this speed?”

				“Thereabouts.” From what her grandfather had said, the machine could do fifteen miles per hour in good weather and daylight, but only about ten in these conditions.

				“We’ll stop there for more coal and water, if you think it’s safe.” She noticed his burr had thickened as they traveled—he was clearly Scottish, though he’d likely been educated in England.

				“Aye.” Had she really said that? Heavens, she’d lived in Scotland so long she was starting to sound like a native herself.

				“Were you born here in Scotland, or on the Continent?” he asked a few minutes later. Clearly the man didn’t have the knack of keeping quiet for long.

				“Wales, actually. I’ve traveled across Europe, but mostly here in Britain. I’ve lived on the farm for nearly ten years.”

				“You were an infant bride?” He sounded genuinely shocked, and she couldn’t help a small purr of feminine pride. She did look younger than she was. Even the last few years of poverty since the crops had failed hadn’t aged her prematurely.

				“Not nearly.” She laughed. “I was eighteen.”

				“Well, that is practically an infant, isn’t it?” He didn’t even hesitate or pause to do the math. “How long since you’ve been widowed?”

				“Seven years.” Long, lonely ones. Micah had been her dearest friend. They’d met when he’d been in Carlisle, taking his crops to market. She’d always be glad he’d stopped by the circus on a whim. Their courtship had been brief but sweet, and after their wedding, they’d enjoyed a healthy degree of passion. Was it so wrong that she now felt a stirring for someone else?

				You’re still a young woman, my sweet. Don’t chastise yourself for normal human feelings.

				Of course. Micah had always been the practical one. “I’m sorry,” Connor repeated. “The squire said he fell?”

				“From the hayloft.” She sighed. “He’d gone up to rescue an injured bird, but it flew in his face and made him stumble. I was right there, but there was nothing I could do. His neck was broken in the fall.”

				“Tragic.” Even over the engine, she heard genuine sympathy in Connor’s deep voice.

				“Yes.” She choked back a sob. Typical Micah—he’d given his life for an animal that hadn’t even appreciated it.

				For a long while Connor shoveled coal in silence. Belinda basked in it, unused to constant conversation. Then she glanced ahead and saw the row of horses stretched across the road. Her throat went dry and she had to try twice to yell to Connor, “Bloody hell, he’s called out the army. They’ve cordoned off the road.”

				* * *

				Shite. Connor shoveled in one last load of coal then went to join Belinda in the driver’s box. He pointed to the controls. “Which levers do what?”

				She spit out the answers in a long, barely coherent jumble.

				“Good. Now go hide in the cabin, and don’t make any noise.” He eased in behind her and reached for the throttle, his hand briefly grazing hers as he took control. A tremor coursed through his skin at that minimal touch and he knew he had to see more of the unorthodox widow.

				“Be careful. We don’t know how much the squire has told them.” She lingered in the doorway.

				“I’ll be fine. Go.” He waved her toward the midsection of the caravan, a miniature sleeping compartment similar to a Pullman berth. He thought the whole thing was quite clever and looked forward to showing it to his grandfather and sister, who shared a love for all things mechanical. And Wink, of course. Odd how now she was an afterthought, not in the forefront of his mind. Maybe time did heal some wounds.

				As Connor slowed before the blockade, he cast a small spell on his person, hoping it was good enough.

				Two minutes later, the wagon drew even with the wooden barricades, and the officer in charge motioned for Connor to stop, flashing a pistol. After easing the huge vehicle to a precarious halt, Connor slid his own revolver from his belt and kept it in his left hand while he cranked down the window with his right.

				“Is there something wrong, Major?” Connor hoped the officer saw a younger man, slimmer and with light brown hair.

				“We’re searching for a fugitive.” A burly fellow with bristly muttonchops coated with ice leaned in the window. “And just what the bloody hell is a circus caravan doing all alone at this time of night?”

				“Not that I should have to explain myself, but it’s a birthday gift for my brother-in-law, Baron Findlay of Torkholm.” Connor arched a brow in an obnoxious parody of an aristocrat’s sneer. He could do snooty with the best of them when he wanted to. “Magnus has an odd fascination with steam machines.”

				“Torkholm? Isn’t that in the islands? You’re not going to be able to drive that there.” The sergeant had approached and stuck his head in as well.

				Connor shrugged. “He’s visiting friends over near Bellston. How he gets it to the island is his problem.”

				The sergeant eyed Connor grimly. “Who are you? You don’t look like gentry.” He raked his eyes over Connor’s filthy face and shirt.

				“Sir Thomas Hadrian,” he replied, shamelessly stealing his best friend’s name along with his appearance. “And you’d be filthy too in this thing.”

				The major grunted. “We’re searching for a fugitive, Sir Thomas. Have you seen a woman, fleeing on foot or horseback along this road?”

				“Not a soul out and about but me,” Connor said. “Wouldn’t expect a woman alone could get too far in this. Might want to check that inn I passed a few miles back.”

				“We already have,” the sergeant growled. “You sure she didn’t sneak on board with you?”

				Connor snorted. “My stallion is in the back. I assure you, he’d have let me know quite loudly if anyone had invaded his territory.” Which would have been true if Mephistopheles was really here. “Now if you don’t mind, I’m expected to have this ridiculous thing to Kay’s Tower by first light. Happy hunting.”

				Sergeant Mustachio looked like he wanted to argue, but the major held up a hand, sending Connor on his way.

				Nodding farewell, Connor cranked up the window and eased the throttle forward, setting the wagon in motion again. The horsemen moved around him, maintaining their soggy vigil on the road.

				“We may not wish to stop at the next tavern,” he said as Belinda returned to the front. “I’ll shovel some more coal, but when we reach the edge of the next town, we’ll switch again. They may have warned someone to be on watch.”

				“Thank you.” She slid in front of him to take the controls. For just a moment, the tight confines pushed her pert backside into his groin.

				Connor wondered if the bed in the back was big enough for someone his size, and sturdy enough for active sport.

				No. He couldn’t take advantage of a woman running for her life. Hurriedly, he left to add coal to the boiler.

				They passed through two more towns without incident but Connor noted watchers at the edge of each settlement. By the third, they were nearly out of coal and water for the boiler.

				He went back into the driver’s compartment to talk to Belinda. “We need to stop at the next inn.”

				“If they have any coal,” she said glumly. Lines of fatigue were etched into her face.

				“If they don’t, we can sleep for a few hours and find somewhere in the town to sell us some coal in the morning.”

				“You really think it’s safe?” She looked hopeful at the thought of a rest.

				“I do.” One way or another, he wouldn’t let them have her.

				“That sounds marvelous.” She eased past him to take the throttle. “Thank you.”

				“After shoveling coal for a couple hours, I could do with a rest myself—and a bath.” He was covered head to toe in soot and coal dust. His clothes were unquestionably ruined.

				Before he could do something silly, like touch her, he went back to the boiler and shoveled some more.

				* * *

				By the time they reached the Blue Raven Inn, Belinda was ready to fall over. She was amazed at Connor’s stamina, but even his strong back was beginning to stoop, as if aching from the unaccustomed labor. They’d gone maybe twenty-five miles, leaving another ten to Connor’s home. They ought to press on, but the roads were dreadful, and it wouldn’t do to get themselves killed in the dark. Belinda was far from convinced that going home with him was a good idea, but she was too tired to come up with another.

				After wiping his face with his handkerchief, Connor put on his frock coat and greatcoat while she drew the wagon to a halt in the empty field beside the inn. She put on her cloak and let Connor help her down after he’d retrieved his saddlebag and the carpet bag with her clothing from the sleeping compartment.

				“Once we’re settled inside, I’ll come back and tend Nick,” he said. “I’m sure someone can rustle him up some oats.” Even Lucifer was tired and nestled snugly in her arms, weighing her down until she could barely walk.

				“Hullo.” Connor approached the man behind the bar. “Any rooms still available for the night?”

				“Aye. Who’s askin’?” The barman at the bar gave them a careful look and then added, “Sir?”

				Fortunately, Connor’s fine wool greatcoat covered his filthy shirt and trousers. “Sir Thomas Hadrian,” he said, reaching over the bar to shake the other man’s hand. “And my wife, Lady Hadrian, of course.”

				Belinda smothered her own gasp with an all too real yawn. “Excuse me. The inn in the last town was full up, and we’re just too exhausted to go any farther tonight.” The idea of her ever being Lady Anything was laughable, but she couldn’t cause a scene by contradicting him in front of witnesses.

				The barman looked him up and down, then finally shrugged. “All right. First room on the left at the top of the stairs.”

				“Thank you.” Connor reached across the bar and shook the other man’s hand. “What do I need to pay to get a bath sent up?” Connor asked.

				“No worries, there’s hot water and a hip bath in the room.” With another nod, they were dismissed and Connor stepped back to allow her to precede him up the stairs.

				Inside the room, she set her cat on the bed. “Just one room?” She was supposed to share a bedroom, with one average-sized bed, with him? The bathtub and loo were simply tucked behind a screen—not even a proper door to provide privacy. Ah well, she’d endured worse back in her circus days and even those accommodations had been luxurious compared to the gaol.

				He shrugged. “I told them you were my wife because your squire—not to mention the damned army—is looking for a woman on her own, not a married couple, and most definitely not a lady who’s in a ‘delicate condition,’ which is the hint I intend to drop when I go downstairs to pay the innkeeper, along with a fat bribe for keeping his mouth shut. You needn’t worry about your virtue. I’ll sleep on the floor.”

				The bastard was laughing. Not out loud, but the creases beside his eyes gave him away. He thought this was funny. Damn him. She’d just lost her home, her friends, almost everything she owned.

				For the first time since this whole ordeal started, Belinda broke. She struck out at him, punching him in the chest with her fists. Tears began to run down her cheeks and she gasped for breath.

				He stood for a few moments and let her pummel him. Then he swore viciously and pulled her against his chest. Strong arms banded around her as she cried, soaking his coat with her tears. He rocked her gently and eased into a wooden chair, pulling her not inconsiderable weight down onto his lap, still soothing her like an injured child.

				“Easy, there, blackbird. I’m not going to let them catch you.” His breath was soft against her hair. “You’re safe. Once we’re at the Tower, you can take all the time you need to deal with things and decide what you want to do next.”

				“Assuming I’m not going to be executed?” She sniffed. “Find a position, I suppose. Perhaps someone can use a slightly inept housekeeper. I’m not very good at keeping things tidy.” Sniffles punctuated her sentences. “I hear there’s a market for card readers and palmists in London. Maybe I can set up a shop.” She hiccupped loudly.

				“You’re exhausted, frightened and likely in shock. There’s no need to make any decisions tonight.” He kissed the top of her head, and she could have sworn she felt the stirrings of an erection through her layers of clothing.

				Connor stood suddenly, lifting her away from his body and setting her down on the bed. “Now have your bath and crawl under the covers. I’ll go take care of the caravan and your mule, pay the man and then come clean up myself. Are you hungry? Should I have them send up some tea or soup?”

				“No.” She was too tired to eat. “Go. I’ll try not to fall asleep and drown in the bathtub.”

				“That’s my girl.” He tousled her hair as if she were a child, then, whistling, strode out of the room.

				* * *

				“Word came over the old teletext machine,” the barkeeper said when Connor came in from watering the mule and settling him down for the night. “Seems folks are looking for a gypsy witch and a man named MacKay.”

				“MacKay, huh.” Connor kept his face impassive. “Isn’t there a family named that hereabouts?”

				The barman nodded. “Old Sir William up at Kay’s Tower, near Bellston. He’s a good man. Helps out the locals, from what I understand. I’ve got a sister up that way. Lady MacKay always comes around if someone’s sick or in trouble.”

				“Well, that’s good to hear. So if someone did pass through here, say with a steam wagon that’s to be a gift for Sir William, that someone might be able to count on a safe night’s sleep?” He accepted the pint the other man handed across the bar and waited for an answer.

				“Aye.” The barman shrugged. “Can’t say I pay attention to names and descriptions. A man pays his money and doesn’t cause any trouble, I leave him alone. Especially with a wife who looks like she’s dead on her feet.”

				“My thanks.” Connor paid for the room, the ale, and made arrangements for coal and water to be loaded at first light. Finally, he added a hefty gratuity. “The wife’s in a delicate condition and she’s really feeling the cold and damp. Any chance of an extra blanket?”

				“Cupboard’s at the end of the hall, help yourself.” With that, the barman moved off to tend someone else.

				Connor found the blanket cupboard and returned to their room, hoping Belinda was asleep. It wouldn’t be the first or last time Connor had slept on the floor. The blanket was a boon, as was the indoor plumbing. Even in this era of high technology, not every country inn had bothered with such conveniences. He let himself into the room as silently as possible, not wanting to disturb Belinda’s sleep. He glanced at her, curled into a ball under the covers. She’d had one hell of a difficult day.

				Despite the horrendous situation, he had to admit, he liked Belinda and had no qualms taking her back to the Tower where his family would be gathered. He couldn’t wait to see her with his sisters. Belinda might be expecting a snooty bunch of upper gentry when she reached the Tower, but that was so far from the truth it made Connor laugh. Geneva, Baroness Findlay of Torkholm, was a no-nonsense physician, and Melody, Connor’s twin, worked as a dirigible engineer for the Order. Both were graduates of Lovelace College for women in the sciences. The renowned Lady Lovelace, who had invented the machine code to operate Lord Babbage’s famous analytical engine—the machine that had changed the world—had also opened up Oxford University to females.

				As he washed, he thought of Wink Hadrian, Melody’s dearest friend. Connor had considered Wink the love of his life. When she’d rejected his proposal, he’d been devastated. Now, he thought perhaps she’d been right. Maybe they were meant to be friends rather than lovers. She’d certainly never stirred him anywhere near as deeply nor as quickly as the curvy widow asleep on the other side of the screen. And he barely knew Belinda at all.

				After scrubbing his skin nearly raw to remove the soot and coal, he dragged on a clean pair of smalls from his portmanteau to sleep in. Then, carrying his blanket, he crept around the dividing screen and prepared to bed down on the rug in the center of the room.

				“Sir Connor?”

				Shite, just hearing her say his name while she was in bed was enough to have him hard as an axe handle.

				“What?” He hoped she didn’t need to be held again. He didn’t think he could stand it without either making love to her or dying. “And just call me Connor. We’re supposed to be married, after all.” Which made no sense, given that he’d shamelessly used Tom’s name instead of his own.

				“Very well, Connor.” Her voice was husky, deep for a woman’s and erotic as hell. “You don’t have to sleep on the floor.”

				He dragged in a breath. “No, I’d be better off down in the tap, but I don’t want to leave you alone. I’m trying hard not to take advantage of you, Belinda.”

				Her chuckle was sultry. “How about if I take advantage of you? I’ve been widowed a long time. Women—we have physical needs too, you know. We’re only human.”

				“I’m well aware of that.” He spoke through gritted teeth.

				“Does admitting it make me an immoral woman?”

				“Not by my standards. I’ve no quarrel with anyone who isn’t hurting anyone else.” He reminded himself that she was still liable to be in shock from her ordeal.

				“Are you married, or promised to someone else?”

				Connor shook his head, although she probably couldn’t see it. “No, I’m remarkably unattached.” And likely to stay that way for the foreseeable future, although a germ of an idea had begun to form—one he wasn’t ready to look at directly, at least not yet.

				“Then come to bed with me,” she coaxed. “After everything that happened, I need to feel alive, instead of imagining the flames. I don’t want to be alone tonight.”

				“That’s a dangerous road you’d start us down.” He had just enough grip on his sanity to remember the hazards.

				“Not so dangerous,” she said on a sigh. “I’m a widow, not a virgin, and I’m barren, so there’s no risk of a child.”

				“Are you sure? Sometimes it’s the man’s problem.” It was ridiculous to get into the science of things at a moment like this, but Connor’s brain wasn’t working clearly enough to filter out irrelevant thoughts. Instead, it seemed to take refuge in the minutiae. Furthermore, he discovered he didn’t like to think of her having lain with—having loved—another man. Wasn’t that the pot calling the kettle black?

				“I’m sure. My husband had a daughter with his first wife,” she replied. “I met him several years after they both died of a fever.”

				“I’m sorry.” Somehow he thought that might be the right thing to say. He’d heard something about that from the squire, hadn’t he? Again, his brain wasn’t exactly in working order at the moment.

				“Unless...” She paused. “I could understand if you were too tired—or if you simply didn’t want me. I am older than you, and not as pretty or lighthearted as I might once have been.”

				“Oh, good lord, woman, a few years is nothing. And you’re stunning.” Had she really missed his attraction to her? “I want you so much my eyes are crossing.”

				“Then come to bed.”

				He wasn’t an idiot. Somewhere in the back of his brain, that plan firmed and shifted, but Connor still didn’t acknowledge it. Instead, he shucked his smalls and climbed onto the bed.

				A surprise greeted him. Belinda was naked too.

				She wrapped her arms around him, pulling him farther under the covers. Their bodies fit together as if they’d been designed for each other. She was small but strong and curvaceous, not some fragile waif he’d have to worry about breaking in half. Connor was a big man, and he’d just discovered that a short, sturdy woman suited him fine.

				Refusing to let her take complete control, he rolled her to her back as he kissed her, pinning her hands to the bed with his. Their lips tangled in long, drugging kisses, their tongues dueling for dominance as they explored each other’s mouths.

				Finally, Connor broke the kiss, smiling as he kissed his way down to her breasts. He sent a spell winging to the candle beside the bed, sparking it to life. Belinda was beautiful with clothes on, and he wanted rather desperately to see her without them.

				The dim and flickering light didn’t reveal much but skin darker than the typical British notion of beauty, yet smooth and lovely. Her breasts were bountiful and flushed, her generous nipples dark and pearled. He couldn’t wait any longer to taste them, so after swirling around each with his tongue, he drew one into his mouth.

				Belinda whimpered and clutched his head closer. Connor took that as assent and suckled harder, loving the salty taste of her skin, scented with rose petals and plain soap, while one of his hands delved lower, across the slightly rounded curve of her belly to the juncture of her thighs. The crisp curls he found were delightfully wet and slick. When he slid his fingers along her crease, she bucked her hips and whimpered his name.

				“So bloody beautiful,” he murmured as he switched to the other plump breast. Her responsiveness thrilled him. He eased one finger deeper, testing her readiness, and found her tight—far tighter than he would have expected for a widow. Lifting his head he said, “There’s been no one since your husband, has there?” He didn’t know why that pleased him, but it did.

				“No. I’ve never wanted to take a lover before.”

				Something savage and possessive began to coil in Connor’s gut. He wasn’t thinking clearly enough to label it. All he knew was he needed to see to her pleasure because once he got inside her, it would be over far too quickly.

				He found the pearl of her sex and began to stroke it gently, then with a slightly firmer touch as her body told him with moans and small movements, exactly where and how she liked to be petted. In just moments, her hands fisted in the sheets and she cried out his name as her body convulsed. He continued to kiss her breasts, to stroke her sex, until she’d almost calmed. Then he moved over her and once again plundered her lips.

				Meanwhile, he positioned himself at her entrance and slowly pushed his way in, feeling the little ripples of her climax fluttering around him. Nothing, nothing, had ever felt this good.

				He stayed still for a moment, deep inside her core, feeling her damp heat surround him. She was tight, which he’d expected since she’d been celibate for years, but he had anticipated just how amazing that would feel to him. Her arms came up to wrap around his shoulders and that warm embrace seemed to go all the way to his soul. He began to move, slowly at first, then faster as she met each stroke and encouraged him with her fingers digging into his back and her lips dancing with his.

				After just a few thrusts, her head fell back, and she moaned, “Yes.” Her legs twined around his hips, and her entire body contracted in a sharp spasm as she peaked again.

				Her muscles clamping down on his erection finished Connor. He shouted her name as he buried himself deep against her womb. The climax that ripped through him was like nothing he’d ever known grabbing his emotions as well as his ballocks. His body poured itself into her over and over again, until he wasn’t sure there was any life left in him at all.

				“Holy hell,” he murmured into her hair, long moments later, when he could speak at all. “You’re an amazing woman, Belinda.”

				Her chuckle was a bit breathless, but deep and sweet. “I’ve never been quite like that before. Somehow you make me lose all my inhibitions. Thank you.”

				“I’m honored.” He stroked her hair back from her face. “And you’ve got that backward. It’s I who should thank you.” Connor knew there were things they needed to talk about. Important things, including that plan of his. Right now his eyes refused to stay open. He barely remembered to roll to the side so he didn’t crush Belinda as they slept. He did gather her close, as if he never intended to let her go.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Four

				Belinda woke with the warmth of a man behind her back and instinctively snuggled into the heat. A strong arm tightened around her waist, and lips feathered against the back of her neck. Connor. Odd, how even in her sleep, she’d known exactly who it was.

				

				“Good morning.” His big hands caressed and soothed her bare skin and his lips shaped the curve of her ear. “I wish we had time to linger and get even better acquainted, but we really ought to be going.”

				“I know.” The events of the last few days slammed into her like a runaway horse. She shivered and rolled to bury her face in his chest, feeling the crisp curling hairs against her cheek. The scent of him aroused her all over again, but this time she didn’t give in. After a moment to compose herself, she pulled away to sit up, the covers clutched up above her breasts.

				“Feeling better?” He sat as well and studied her face. “You look rested, at least.”

				She nodded. “I am. Thank you.”

				He lifted one eyebrow and that youthful grin quirked his lips. “Oh, you’re more than welcome. Are you sore?”

				Belinda felt her skin flush. “A little.” It had been a long time since her body had gotten that sort of exercise.

				Connor kissed her deeply enough to make her bones melt all over again. Then, with a groan, he climbed out of bed. Utterly unconcerned about his nakedness, he strode over to the lavatory screen. “I’ll wash up first, then go make a phone call while you have a quick bath. All right?”

				“Fine.” She leaned against the headboard and let her eyes close for a few moments while she waited.

				It seemed only a moment later when Connor stood over her with a towel wrapped around his narrow hips, gently shaking her shoulder. “Wake up, Sleeping Beauty.”

				Belinda jolted upright. “Beauty? Ha. Right now I probably look more like the evil crone.”

				“Bull.” Connor yanked the covers away and ran an appreciative gaze over her too-full curves as she bolted for the bath. “You look good enough to eat.” He imbued the sensual words with the heat and intensity of a promise.

				Barely an hour later, after a hurried breakfast, they were back on the road. It had stopped raining and the countryside was shining and bright. Neither had spoken a word about what had happened the night before, and it wasn’t something Belinda wanted to bellow about over the engine noise.

				I’m sorry, Micah. She searched her heart for remorse as she took the controls. Not only had she betrayed her husband’s memory, but she’d been the aggressor. Connor was enough of a gentleman that he would have never initiated their lovemaking. She ought to feel immoral, but the sense of rightness remained. She had relished every second and couldn’t truly regret it.

				Her response to Connor had astounded her. Although she’d enjoyed the marriage bed, she’d never missed it to the point of taking a lover. Relations with Micah had been sweet, loving and gentle. Connor’s lovemaking had been none of those. And if she was being honest with herself, nothing had ever felt so good.

				It’s all right, Linnie. You’re a young woman yet, and I wasn’t all that young or randy, even when we were wed. You deserve a little fun—and a good man to keep you warm at night.

				Micah? She still wasn’t sure he wasn’t a figment of her overactive imagination.

				Aye, lassie. ’Tis I. You’ll be getting no scolding from me. You should have moved on with your life years ago. ’Tis more than time.

				But I love you. It wasn’t past tense. She still loved Micah—just—perhaps not in the same way she had, or thought she had. He’d been twenty years her senior, always her teacher, her caretaker, never her partner or equal.

				Aye, there you have it. You’re your own woman now and you need a man who can stand beside you, not before you. She could all but feel Micah’s big, work-roughened hand on her hair. Stop worrying about me. It’s time for me to move on.

				Move on? She wanted to ask him more about this afterlife, but that seemed selfish and unimportant compared to just talking to him.

				Aye, pass to the other side. My Emily is waiting and our little Julia.

				Weeks ago, she’d have felt a pang about Micah wanting to go to his first wife and the daughter they’d shared. Now she thought perhaps it was right. She’d had him for long enough—he’d helped her grow from an idealistic girl who wanted a more rooted life than the circus into a competent, self-reliant woman. Perhaps it was time for him to go home. She only had one question. But what will I do?

				She felt, rather than heard his familiar chuckle. The Knights will help you. They employ gifted women, you know. You may well find a place amongst them. At the least, they can help you sell the farm and buy a cottage somewhere else. Perhaps they’ll even help you publish those stories you’ve been scribbling at for years.

				Knights? She knew Connor had been knighted, but this sounded different. She made a note to ask Connor about it later. Meanwhile, she pondered Micah’s words. Perhaps she would make an effort to get her children’s stories published. She could think of no more rewarding endeavor. She loved her writing, but it had never been more than a private fancy. Before she’d married Micah, she’d never told a living soul about her notebooks. While her grandmother had taught her to read and write, literary pursuits weren’t highly regarded among her troupe.

				Aye. Knights. And if you choose to marry and have a family of your own, nothing would make me happier, lass.

				But I’m barren.

				Another chuckle kissed her spine. Are you? Or was that me, after my bout of fever? Perhaps one day you’ll find out.

				“What?” She shrieked that last out loud, forgetting to speak inside her mind. What did he mean she might not be barren? After last night, she had damned well better be.

				“Everything all right over there?” Connor called from around the divider.

				“Fine. Just thought I saw a deer in the road.” It was the first lie she could think of. Dissembling had never been her strong suit, despite being trained by her fortune-telling grandmother to gull the customers.

				“Well, keep an eye out. They’re pretty bold around here, though the noise should scare them away.” He started whistling an old folk song, and she absently began to hum along.

				Micah?

				There was no answer. She was on her own. Squaring her shoulders as she drove, she smiled. She was up to the task. No more looking back. It was time for Belinda to take charge of her own destiny.

				While Connor whistled, she sang along, the clanking and wheezing of the engine adding a staccato counterpoint to their melody. Overall, it was so awful, she couldn’t help but laugh.

				“Let me know when we pass a low stone wall,” he called after they’d been on the road about an hour and a half. “We turn right at the next lane.”

				“We’re coming up on a wall now,” she told him. “There’s a pedestal at the corner, with something on the top. A lion, perhaps? No, it’s a dog of some kind.” It was hard to tell since the gray granite statue was so old.

				“A Scottish deerhound. My family’s been breeding them for centuries.” He dumped another shovelful of coal in the boiler. “Turn into the lane and keep going, another mile or so.”

				“A mile? From the entrance to the house?” She eased the throttle back and made the wide half circle necessary to turn the cumbersome wagon. “Just how wealthy is your family?” The vehicle barely fit between the two stone pillars. Off to the left, she thought she saw a small gatehouse.

				“Hell, I don’t know. Rich enough.” He heaped one last shovelful of coal in to the boiler and then came to stand beside her. “Home sweet home. Legend has it that when Camelot fell, Arthur’s Knights spread out over the island, each settling in a different part of Britain, to oversee and protect it. Sir Kay, Arthur’s foster brother, came here and built his tower, not far from the Scottish lowland home of his wife. Hence the name Kay’s Tower. The current castle only dates to the twelfth century but there are traces of the older one in the foundations and the curtain wall. Sir Kay is also the root of the name MacKay.”

				“You’re suggesting the legends of King Arthur are real, and that you’re a direct descendant of Sir Kay?” She couldn’t keep the skepticism from her voice. This was more unbelievable than one of her fairy stories. “Is your grandfather an earl then? Maybe a duke?”

				“Ah, no, just a baronet.” He gave her a silly grin. “It’s the same for most of the families within the Order. The only duke is Lord Trowbridge. His family name is Lake, or du Lac, if you will. Marquess Drood, from ‘druid,’ is descended from Merlin.”

				“Lancelot and Merlin.” Funny, Connor didn’t look like a lunatic. But his story was utterly absurd, although Micah had said something about an Order.

				“Of course. A few of the gifts have passed through daughters, so not all the names are dead giveaways. Baron Northland’s surname is Hadrian, for example, and his home is in Northumberland, adjoining the ancient wall. I think Sir Tristram was his ancestor.” They passed by a handful of cottages, and when people ran out to look, Connor leaned out the window and waved.

				After a few more minutes, he pointed to the top of the hill they were presently climbing. “Watch. As soon as we crest the hill, you’ll see Kay’s Tower. It’s a beautiful sight, if I do say so myself.” The look on his face was so happy and carefree, she almost let herself relax and feel excited too—especially when he looped a casual arm around her waist. “And it’s built to withstand torches and pitchforks, even if your squire and alderman manage to follow us.”

				He seemed so youthful—laughing and joking about the most serious of subjects. And then she looked into his eyes. Beneath the ready smile was such steely, lethal intent, that she caught her breath. This was no stripling, despite his jovial nature. He’d proved that when he broke her out of gaol and in bed last night. Suddenly, she wondered what he’d done to be knighted at such an early age. Under the winsome grin and easy banter, this man was a warrior.

				“Look ahead.” His voice thickened and deepened. His gaze fairly smoldered as he ran his eyes down her body from head to feet. The muscles of his shoulders tensed. A glance down at his trousers confirmed his lust.

				Her skin quivered. That he still wanted her after last night caused a little thrill to dance in her belly.

				“You’ll see the castle in just a moment or two.” After a short pause, he said, “There.”

				“Oh.” She gazed out at the castle from a fairy story, the kind she wrote in her notebooks. It wasn’t white or daintily built, but made of a dark gray stone, with stout walls topped by turrets. The outbuildings stood off to one side, and the whole compound was circled by a low curtain wall and a stream that forked around the castle to form a moat. A footbridge arched over it to the front door of the tower itself, while a heavier drawbridge gave access to the court, where several children ran about, throwing a ball with a number of giant dogs, just like the one on the statue. The vista managed to convey power and hominess all at once. “It’s...amazing,” she said. “Lovely.”

				“It’s home, that’s the main thing.” He squeezed her waist. “Pull up right in front of the drawbridge. We might as well park this thing in the yard now, rather than make someone move it later.” He dashed back to shovel several more scoops of coal. When she reached the drawbridge leading to the court and stopped, he kissed her cheek and hopped out.

				He waved at the man in a squat tower guarding the gate. “Laren, I’m home. Let me in.”

				“Master Connor. What the ‘ell ‘ave you there?” Even as he spoke, he pulled a lever and the mechanical winch lowered the bridge with a rumble. “Come on in, then. Your grandmother’s worrying a mite that you wouldn’t make it in time.”

				“Just a mite, eh?” Connor laughed as he walked across the bridge and was immediately mobbed by the children. “Come now, out of the way. Let the lady in the gates, you little monsters.” He picked up a small boy and plopped him over his shoulders, then held a smaller girl against his chest before motioning to Belinda to drive on in.

				“Gage, let’s go open the hay barn doors,” he yelled to a servant who’d come running out of the house. “Should be room for this monstrosity inside, shouldn’t there?”

				“Aye.” The servant ran across the yard, while Connor handed off the little children to some older ones, and sent them scurrying out of the way of the wagon.

				Soon, Belinda had the wagon parked in the barn, and Connor was there to help her down. He opened the back, grabbed her cloak and placed it around her shoulders, then allowed Lucifer to follow them out. At the sight of the dogs, Lucifer puffed up and hissed, but none of the enormous hounds approached too closely. “Someone please see to the mule in the back of the wagon,” Connor called over his shoulder as he took her arm. “His name is Nick.”

				“Aye, sir,” chorused a handful of voices.

				“Well, Mrs. Danvers, are you ready to meet my family?” As they approached the side door of the tower, it burst open and two pretty young women scurried out to grab Connor and hug him, chattering excitedly.

				Belinda felt a stab of jealousy, before she noted the resemblance between the redhead and Connor. Another woman, in her fifties perhaps, who looked much like the darker of the girls, stood in the doorway holding a fair-haired infant. The man beside her could be Connor in another fifty years. They both arched eyebrows when they saw Belinda, but to their credit, neither smile wavered.

				“Let’s move this inside.” Connor shooed the younger women toward the door. “And we could use baths. That caravan isn’t the cleanest thing to drive.”

				“Tea first, in the kitchen,” the woman who had to be Connor’s mother decreed. “Then baths. Your grandmother wants to see your face and reassure herself that you’re still among the living.”

				Connor bit his lip, making her turn to see what was wrong. “Nan worries,” he whispered with a shrug. He kept Belinda’s hand in his as they followed his parents inside.

				Once they’d been ushered into a big, cheerful breakfast room, they were joined by a still-spry elderly couple, and served tea and scones. Connor kissed his mother and grandmother, hugged the older man, then sat beside Belinda to make the introductions.

				“Belinda, meet my grandparents, Sir William and Lady MacKay. Nan’s first name is Evelyn, as opposed to my mother, also Lady MacKay, whose name is Maura. Awkward, having several generations of Knights in the family—but there you go.” He presented her to his family with as much dignity as if she were a queen.

				Belinda smiled and nodded as Connor wolfed down scone after scone and rattled on. The tea was heavenly—a far better quality than she’d ever been able to afford¬—so she sipped it slowly, letting the taste coat her tongue. “These two hoydens are my sisters, Geneva, Lady Findlay and Miss Melody MacKay. The small fry is my nephew, Garrick.” Connor lifted the little boy from his mother’s arms and gave his grandfather a serious look even as he cuddled the babe. Watching him with the child brought a lump to Belinda’s throat.

				Belinda greeted each one, her head swimming. Several curious eyes were raised to her, but at least they were all unfailingly polite.

				“Connor explained the situation on the telephone this morning,” Sir William said. “I understand you’re in grave danger, young lady.”

				“Yes, sir.” Belinda met the old gentleman’s eyes. “I’m sorry to bring it to your house.”

				“My father will be along in an hour or two,” Connor said. “We’ll talk more once he arrives. Meanwhile, Grandfather, I want you to offer Belinda formal sanctuary on behalf of the Order. I suspect the men who want her dead won’t give up easily.”

				“Did you do it?” Connor’s grandmother asked in a matter-of-fact tone, as if questioning someone about murder was part of everyday conversation. She also passed a plate of scones toward Belinda.

				“And if you did, was there a good reason?” That was the younger sister, Melody. The two sisters were both lovely young women but very different. Geneva was tall, with auburn curls like Connor and Sir William, while Melody was petite and dark like her mother. Both seemed to have hearty appetites, undiminished by the turmoil Belinda had brought to their home. Apparently Connor’s enjoyment of sweets was a family trait.

				Several of the others began to talk at once. Belinda nibbled on a lemon scone, but her stomach was so tied up in knots she could barely swallow solid food.

				“She didn’t do it.” Connor’s voice cut through the chatter and he wrapped an arm around Belinda’s shoulders. “It was a cholera outbreak. They’re claiming death by witchcraft.”

				“Well, that’s just silly.” It was the older Lady MacKay who shook her silver head. “No self-respecting witch would resort to something so erratic, not when they could simply induce heart failure or a convenient accident. More likely, the silly people fouled their own well or drank from a contaminated stream.” She gave Belinda an assessing stare. “Are you a witch, dear?”

				Belinda shrugged. “I am Romany. I can read cards, tea leaves and such. My herbal tinctures work well for coughs and bruises.” That was the extent of her power. In some places, that would be enough to get her hanged as a witch.

				“She doesn’t have the kind of power to cast that sort of spell,” Connor said to his grandfather. “Surely you can see that?”

				“Of course.” The older man nodded. “I spoke to Fergus half an hour ago and he concurs that the situation is bollixed up. I’ll go give the order to seal the gates.”

				Belinda gaped. They would do that before they’d even spoken to her? Tears pricked at her eyes as Connor’s mother stood and took her arm. Only reluctantly did Connor nod and let go of Belinda’s hand.

				“Come along, Mrs. Danvers. Why don’t you let me show you to a room?” With that, Belinda found herself separated from Connor. One look in the younger Lady MacKay’s eyes told Belinda that she, at least, would have no qualms throwing a stranger to the dogs if it meant protecting her son. Belinda couldn’t fault her for that.

				Belinda returned the strained social smile and followed along. Only once she was alone in a sumptuous guest room did she shiver and hold Lucifer close to her chest.

				* * *

				Shortly after noon, Connor looked around the MacKays’ dining table at his family. Only the adults were present, and the doors had been shut even to the servants. This was less of a luncheon and more a council of war. More than one eyebrow had been lifted at Belinda being included, but Connor wasn’t about to let them get away with snubbing her. He had plans. What had been a germ of an idea last night was now fully developed. The only one who would have the power to change his mind was Belinda, and he fully intended to win her approval. He reached under the table and squeezed her thigh, just for the pleasure of touching her, even through layers of skirts and petticoats.

				“After you phoned this morning, I had Alisdair search parish court records and local newspapers,” Fergus said about halfway through the main course. “You were right. There have been a number of other witch trials in a handful of small villages in the south of Scotland and the north of England. As far as our records indicate, none of those executed was known to have significant magickal ability. Many of those accused were Romany, Hebrew or immigrants. We might be looking at some kind of religious crusade or attempt to rid England of immigrants. Furthermore, one known wizard—a man who has assisted the Order in the past—has also gone missing near Newcastle. His mother was from New Delhi, which matches up with the other victims. Our findings indicate that something on a larger scale is going on.”

				“It really does appear to be a hunt and I don’t think they care how they get rid of the so-called witches. I don’t believe the charges and trials are being handled in a legal manner,” Connor said. “I’d like the Home Office to invalidate Belinda’s death sentence as soon as possible. There’s no way she has the power, let alone the desire to cause a cholera outbreak.” Odd how it had never occurred to him she might be guilty of something, if not actual witchcraft. Yes, her gift was a soft shimmer rather than the hot glow of real power, but that was no guarantee a person was good. Something in him rejected the idea of Belinda being evil. Certainly her fear had been genuine when she’d been planning to kill herself rather than be burned and again when she’d offered to flee alone, on foot, rather than put him in harm’s way. He shuddered at either thought. The world would be just a little less bright without Belinda in it.

				“At the very least, she deserves a proper trial,” William, Connor’s grandfather, said. He shot Belinda the piercing gaze Connor knew all too well from childhood, the one that William’s children and grandchildren swore could see into your soul. “Why don’t you tell us what happened, Mrs. Danvers? Why do you believe you were accused?”

				Belinda repeated her tale is a calm, no-nonsense voice, her spine straight and her eyes on William. Connor slid his hand under the table again, this time to cover hers, which were knotted together in her lap, her only obvious sign of discomfort as she recounted what he already knew about her arrest and incarceration.

				“With regard to why,” she said at the end, “all I have is supposition. I will say that one of our village aldermen, Mr. Ian Douglas, is a vindictive brute. He’s always believed that because I was a gypsy, I ought to be...available, particularly after I became a widow. I managed to avoid his veiled suggestions and snide propositions for several years, largely by pretending not to notice and by staying away from the man, even though I was a friend of his wife’s. Last spring, his wife passed away in childbirth, leaving behind a baby girl and an older boy. Over the summer, Douglas renewed his attentions to me, growing more and more insistent that I become his mistress. Three weeks ago, he came out to my farm and cornered me in the barn.”

				Connor saw red, literally. A crimson haze filmed his vision for a moment.

				“Were you able to escape?” Geneva asked, the compassion that made her such a good doctor evident in her gaze. Connor could have hugged her for her kindness to his bedraggled blackbird.

				“Yes.” Belinda’s smile held a grim resolution. “I hit him over the head with a water bucket and kicked him in the privates.”

				“Good for you.” Connor squeezed her hand. “So he went away?”

				She nodded. “I ran and locked myself in the house. After that, I let it be known that I carried Micah’s revolver with me to guard against ‘snakes’ in the barn and fields.”

				“Go on,” Fergus said. “What happened then?”

				“About ten days after that, his four-year-old son Johnny died of cholera, along with two other children in the village. His cousin, Mr. Engle, arrived in time for the funeral. In less than a week, he proclaimed himself a bona fide witch-finder, and managed to convince the entire village that I caused the epidemic to punish the alderman for coming out to the farm to discuss the perilous state of my soul.” She used a deep voice on the last few words, obviously quoting the so-called witch-finder.

				Connor forced down his temper and asked, “And the magistrate, Squire MacLellan, how does he come into this?”

				“He and the alderman have been friends since their school days. For what it’s worth, I think the squire actually believes I’m a witch, unlike the alderman, who bloody well knows better.” She wrenched one hand away from his and clapped it over her mouth. “Pardon my language, my ladies.”

				“Not to worry, dear,” Evelyn said. “We understand that you’re exhausted and overwrought from you ordeal.”

				Belinda shook her head. “Still, that’s no excuse for poor behavior. Thank you for your indulgence.”

				“It sounds like sufficient grounds for requesting an appeal to be heard by the High Court,” William said. “I’ll telephone the Home Office and begin the process. Connor, Fergus, after the party tomorrow, I’d like you to continue to look into this witch-finder business. If we have someone deliberately killing off people with talents, we need to know about it.”

				“Yes, sir.” Connor tipped his head to his grandfather.

				“Of course,” Fergus said. “One thing that might be a problem, here, Father, is that the squire Connor talked to was correct on one count. Witchcraft is still defined on the books as a parish matter. Legally, if they find her before the appeal is granted, they could have standing to carry out the sentence. We’ll need to keep Mrs. Danvers well hidden for the time being.”

				“I’ve been thinking about that.” Connor drew in a deep breath. “Also, based on that, she may not have formal grounds for an appeal, which would be a nightmare.”

				“True, unfortunately.” William studied Connor’s face. “What’s your solution?”

				Connor looked around the table, then at Belinda. “I believe Belinda and I should marry, immediately.”

				Belinda choked on her tea.

				Around the table, shocked silence reigned. Connor patted her on the back until she stopped coughing.

				“You’re mad,” she finally sputtered once she’d gasped in some air.

				Everyone else seemed to hold their breath.

				Finally, Evelyn nodded. “He’s right. It’s the perfect solution”

				“That’s ridiculous.” Maura turned to Connor’s father for support. “Tell him, Fergus. This is lunacy.”

				Fergus, however, looked across at his own mother. “Are you certain?”

				Evelyn shrugged. “It’s the Sight, not a science. But Connor is a grown man with a sharp mind and fine instincts. Don’t discount them because he’s young.”

				“The Sight?” Belinda gawked at Evelyn. “Marriage? This entire family is full of Bedlamites. And I’m the one accused of witchcraft?”

				William smiled at her. “While it must seem that way, I assure you, we’re all sane, at least for the most part. Since you have some magickal talent of your own, I don’t know why you’d be surprised that my wife inherited a touch of precognition.” He laced one gnarled hand through his wife’s and she smiled at him sweetly. Connor wanted what they had—or at least something close.

				Belinda conceded with a tip of her head.

				William continued, every inch the patriarch. “From a legal standpoint, Connor’s conclusion is valid. The arrest warrants and trial documents are for a widow named Danvers, who lives in Shadwick. A change of name and address, at the very least, will muddy jurisdiction enough to insure that the High Court will be forced to sort things out. Frankly, with our family’s connections, the High Court will most likely dismiss the case at that stage, based on my recommendations. I’m frequently called in to consult on supernatural offenses. That’s one of the main duties of the Order.”

				Connor’s mother and sisters began shouting denials and arguments, while his grandparents gazed at Connor and Belinda. Fergus simply patted his wife’s shoulder and looked troubled. Connor gripped Belinda’s hand, his spine rigid.

				Finally, Fergus cleared his throat. “Are you sure, son?”

				“Yes.” Connor had thought this through and hadn’t a doubt in his mind. Without releasing her hand, he dropped down on one knee. “I am entirely certain, both that she is innocent and that we’ll be content. Belinda, will you do me the honor of becoming my wife?”

				“You’re barking mad.” She shook her head and looked around at the others. “Every one of you. You’re all stark, raving insane.”

				“No,” Connor said, her hand still clutched in his. “The fact that Nan agrees with me is proof enough of the necessity. I spent most of last night and all day today thinking about your situation. I truly think our marrying is the best possible solution.”

				“Best for me, perhaps, but certainly not for you. To start, we don’t love each other,” she said, her voice rising more than she probably liked. “We hardly know one another. I’m Rom. I’m also older than you, and a widow, and barren.”

				“I couldn’t give a fig if you’re a couple years older than me, or about your heritage.” Connor refused to be swayed. “As for love?” He shrugged. “It will grow, I expect. I already like you and care for you. That’s a better foundation than many couples start out with.” He’d been madly in love once and lived to regret it. From their scattered conversations, he’d pieced together a little of her background. Her parents had died when she was young, so she’d been raised by her grandparents, the lion tamer and fortune-teller for the circus. Belinda clearly possessed some of her grandmother’s talent, but had never truly developed it. She’d married a man many years her senior and loved him dearly. Connor hated that he was jealous of a dead man.

				But Belinda was very much alive, and she deserved a second chance at life. Buried in a tiny hamlet, denying who and what she was—that was no way to live. Even if their futures weren’t destined to be together, Connor had the wherewithal to offer her more opportunity. His family had the power to make the trumped-up charges of witchcraft go away. The Order of the Round Table wasn’t an organization to be denied.

				Everyone was silent, the future hanging on her answer. He leaned up and kissed her cheek. “Well? We’re all waiting.”

				“I’m barren,” she blurted, dragging in a deep breath as she reiterated her main argument. “You’re the only son and heir to all of this.” Her free hand fluttered about, indicating the keep around them.

				“You don’t know that for sure,” he said. “We’ll just take our chances like any other couple. I wasn’t going to say this in front of everyone, but you know very well that we may have already disproved that notion.”

				Another round of gasps filled the room.

				Belinda let out a wordless shriek that rang of pure frustration and yanked her hand from his. “What will it take before you get it through your thick head? I’m barren. No children. You need a son. Forget about last night and find yourself a nice, normal girl to marry.” She sank her face into her hands as they all stared at her. “Good heavens.” She groaned and stared down at the floor. “I can’t believe I said that out loud. Do you think crawling under the table is a viable option? It seems I’m as much a lunatic as you are.”

				“I don’t want a nice normal girl.” Despite the seriousness of the situation, Connor found himself having fun. “Can you imagine some simpering debutante putting up with this lot? I want you. And if we don’t have children, so be it. There are cousins to inherit. Or one of their sons.” He made a sweeping gesture toward his sisters. “The Order is kind of flexible about succession. Having the power is just as important as the whole primogeniture thing.”

				“You may as well give in.” Melody began to giggle. “Belinda, if you don’t suppose you’ve anything to wear, I think we can alter something of mine. We’re about the same height.”

				“Are you sure you’re barren?” Geneva asked at almost the same moment. “Is it a medical diagnosis or just because you didn’t have children with your late husband? I’d be happy to talk to you about that in private, even examine you, if you don’t mind. Obstetrics was one of my specialties when I was in practice.”

				Belinda gaped at Connor’s sisters. “Are all of you deaf? I have not agreed to marry Sir Connor. And while I appreciate the offers, I do not need borrowed clothing or a medical examination from a total stranger. None of that is relevant as there will be no wedding.”

				Evelyn pursed her lips and studied Belinda’s face. “Connor has a touch of my gift along with his own. If he thinks you’ve conceived, it’s very likely true.”

				“In one bloody night?” Fergus cursed. “With a woman under your protection? Son, I’m disappointed in you.”

				“It was my—” Belinda began, but stopped when Connor lifted a finger to her lips.

				Connor squeezed her hand. “You’re shouting, love. And of course we’re going to be married. You didn’t really think I’d have...” He glanced at his mother and younger sister and grinned, then dropped his tone to a whisper. “Anyway, I’d assumed my intentions were perfectly clear. It doesn’t matter who made the first overture. I made the choice of my own free will. I’d already more or less decided on this course of action. Now agree, so we can move forward.”

				“All that was clear was that you’re a lunatic with a glib tongue and a gift for lighting candles.” She sighed, looking at Connor with wide eyes. He could see her resolution start to waver in the chocolate-colored depths. “You’re certain?”

				He nodded. “I’ve never been more convinced of anything in my life.” Oddly it was true. Not even when he’d proposed to Wink last summer. Perhaps he had known deep down that she wasn’t for him.

				* * *

				There were several nods around the table, and another round of chatter involving how and when the wedding should be held. Since the laws were much more lax in Scotland than in England, the wedding could be held here at the house, and within the day.

				Belinda suppressed a sob. This whole situation couldn’t be real. They were all Bedlamites. Then she made the mistake of looking into Connor’s eyes.

				It wasn’t the boyish, laughing Connor she saw there. Lurking behind those clear blue orbs was a man, fully grown, deadly serious and full of intent.

				She shivered despite the warmth of the room and then looked around at his family. There was so much strength in this room, so much love. Yes, they were all clearly deranged, but they were the kindest, most engaging and most powerful lunatics she’d ever met, even his mother, who still looked as if she’d been served tainted milk with her tea. Belinda looked back at Connor. Bless him, he meant every single word. Suddenly, three years’ difference in age didn’t seem like such a barrier.

				She couldn’t hear Micah’s voice, not like she had in the wagon, but she felt his presence, urging her on. She could see his kind face grinning at her as if to say, you know you want him.

				May all the gods help her, she did. If he regretted it later, she’d leave him, fake her death and move to America, run off and join another circus or find some other way to set him free. She took a deep breath and nodded. “All right. Someone with sense has to take you in hand.”

				Connor stood, lifting her off her feet in a hug and whirling her around in circles. “Oh, blackbird, you can take me in hand anytime you like.” Everyone laughed and Belinda flushed at the open innuendo. In front of his sisters, parents and grandparents, no less. Yet none of them looked horrified.

				Bedlamites, indeed. But life with him would never be dull. She’d had her fill of dull, living alone on her farm in that disapproving village. The chance to become part of this crazy, cheerful family was quite possibly the best thing to have happened to her in many, many years, maybe even her entire life.

				“Well, with that decided, I’ll call the vicar. Maura, one of your gowns might be a better fit for the girl. Melody’s a little...slimmer. Easier to take in the waist than to let out the....” Evelyn waved a hand in the general area of her bosom before turning back to Belinda. “I assume you didn’t pack anything for evening?”

				“No, because I was rather occupied fleeing for my life.” Blast it, when would she learn to curb her tongue? It wasn’t as if she’d owned anything resembling an evening gown anyway.

				“Sensible, indeed.” Evelyn laughed. “Never mind. My maid, Estelle, can work magick with a needle and miracles with hair. I’m sure between us, we can find you a proper dress to be married in. You’ll make a stunning bride. Right, Maura?”

				Maura gave a perfunctory nod. “Of course.” She left the table, followed closely by her younger daughter.

				“Some of the guests for tomorrow’s party were arriving this afternoon,” Sir William said. “Additional witnesses wouldn’t come amiss, especially Merrick and the Lakes.”

				Belinda had no idea who those people were, so she looked to Connor.

				“Lords Northland, Lake, Drood and the Duke of Trowbridge,” he said. “All close friends of the family. With witnesses like that, no one would ever be able to deny the wedding took place and was legally in order.”

				Belinda nodded, unable to dispute the logic of that. Her head was swimming. Three lords and a duke? She was so far out of her depth she wasn’t sure she’d ever find her feet again.

				Evelyn got up and came over to give Belinda a warm hug. “Welcome to the family, my dear. I think it’s lovely that my only grandson is getting married almost on my diamond anniversary.”

				“Anniversary?” She swallowed hard—this was the first she’d heard of that. The couple both looked younger than the near-eighty they must be to be Fergus’s parents. They also looked at each other with so much love and devotion it nearly took her breath away. Was she making the biggest mistake of her life by marrying a man she didn’t love, who didn’t love her? It didn’t bear thinking about. “Congratulations, my lady, Sir William. Sixty years is an impressive feat.”

				“It’s tomorrow,” Connor said. “In fact, wouldn’t it be a treat if we held our ceremony just after midnight, so it would properly be tomorrow? Then our anniversary would be the same as theirs.”

				His grandmother beamed. “Which gives us a lovely explanation if asked why you had such a quick and quiet ceremony. Well thought.”

				“Belinda?” Connor asked.

				“That would be fine.” The details hardly mattered. She looked down at her half-eaten meal with regret. As hungry as she’d been at breakfast, she’d already lost her appetite completely, although the roasted pheasant with truffle mashed potatoes was the most elegant meal she’d ever been served.

				“Connor, why don’t you show your bride around the tower?” Sir William said kindly. “I think we can sort out the rest of the details on your behalf.”

				“Belinda, we’ll come fetch you no later than four,” Evelyn said. “Eight hours is barely enough time to prepare for a wedding.”

				With that, Connor stood and bowed to his grandparents. “Thank you, all of you.” He held out his hand to Belinda. “Shall we?”

				She repeated his thanks and followed him from the room.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Five

				“While it’s called Kay’s Tower,” Connor said, “it’s actually got several turrets, as you saw from the outside. The central one is the oldest, and still has the medieval great hall at the heart of it.” He knew Belinda was only listening with half an ear, while most of her thoughts were on their upcoming wedding. He let go of her hand to slip his arm around her waist and draw her closer. “You might want to pay attention, you know, since this will be your home too, soon enough. Although I hope it won’t be ours in truth for many, many years.”

				“Of course not.” Then her brow furrowed and she glanced up at him, wild confusion still swirling in the dark depths of her eyes. “You live here? With your parents and grandparents and sisters? All the time?”

				“Don’t panic. I lease my own townhouse in Edinburgh. I spend most of my time there, as do my parents—they have a bigger house, a mile or two away. There’s also a grand pile in London that any of us use when we need it. The grandparents don’t travel too much anymore. Geneva lives with her husband and son in the Hebrides, and Melody spends most of her time working on airships, wherever the Order needs her. So we’ll have plenty of privacy, never fear.” He paused at the top of the grand staircase, allowing her to gaze out over the ancient hall lined with antique weaponry and pennants representing nearly a thousand years of family history. “Of course, I will be gone quite often on missions. I hope you’ll be able to stand that. Being married to a Knight of the Round Table isn’t the easiest life.”

				“The Order of the Round Table.” She shook her head and one curl fell out of her sedate chignon to bounce against her cheek. “I still think you’re all bamming me on that one.”

				“No.” Connor swallowed hard. “It’s time for me to tell you about that, but I have to warn you. If you change your mind about marrying me, one of the Droods will have to come and cast a spell to remove the memory. I’m told that process isn’t pleasant.”

				“You can do that?” She pulled away to stare up at him. “You would do that?”

				“I wouldn’t have a choice.” Connor spread his hands and shrugged. It was a vile thing to do, to alter someone’s mind, but in rare instances it was necessary. “Not that I could do it myself—I’m not that powerful, but there are those in the Order who are. I told you as we drove in that the Droods are descendants of Merlin and Nimue. I wouldn’t have said that much if I hadn’t already decided that we would marry. Nothing about the Order is public knowledge.”

				“So what do you do in this Order of yours?” She raked him with an intense gaze, studying him from head to toe. “Other than break accused witches out of gaol, of course?”

				Connor grinned at the sarcastic bite in her tone. While most men might find that off-putting, her prickly wit drew him in. He didn’t want a meek, subservient miss—he’d be stultified within hours. Belinda would never be boring. “I’ve actually never done that before.” He took her arm again and led her down the staircase. “Basically, the Order is responsible for monitoring supernatural activity in the realm and keeping it under control. We hunt vampyres, rogue werewolves, take down the occasional evil wizard, whatever needs to be done.”

				“So you’re saying you risk your life on a daily basis.” She bit her lip as they reached the stone floor of the hall. Her eyes settled on a massive claymore hanging above the hearth. How much blood had flowed across that blade? How much had Connor faced in his young life and how much more could he survive? “Based on what I saw last night, I’d say you engage in silly, reckless behavior that could easily get you killed. I’m not sure I like that notion. I don’t have any interest in being a widow again.”

				“I’m sorry.” He led her over to a wide leaded-glass window that had been cut into the stone sometime in the sixteen hundreds and drew her down onto a leather-padded window seat. Taking both her hands in his, he looked into her eyes. “I can’t change who or what I am, Belinda. Despite what you think, I’m not silly when I’m working, nor am I unduly reckless. I’ve no death wish.” He wondered if perhaps he had been a little more cavalier than usual since Wink’s marriage to Liam. He hadn’t courted death, not exactly, but he hadn’t cared much about his own life. Now that would have to change. He’d have responsibilities of his own, an idea that was more appealing than he’d have expected.

				“I still think this is all a harebrained idea.” She continued to nibble her plump lower lip. One of the dogs wandered in and sat on the floor beside her, leaning against her knee. Belinda absently scratched its head and it looked up at her with adoring dark eyes. Connor was glad to see that she wasn’t afraid of the dogs.

				“If something does happen to me, you won’t be alone. You’ll have family to look out for you and the funds to live in style and comfort for the rest of your days. Besides, the Order takes care of its own. You’ll never have to struggle to survive again.” He had to remember to get a marriage settlement written before midnight—one that would keep Belinda secure, no matter what. Likely, his father was already drawing it up.

				“I don’t give a fig about your money,” Belinda said. “I just don’t want to mourn another husband.”

				Warmth filled his heart. He believed her. She didn’t want him for his money or family status, but oh, she wanted him. He could see that in the way her breath fluttered when he soothed her bitten lip with his thumb. “Life is always uncertain. Accident or illness can happen to anyone. None of us knows how much time we have.” Even in this so-called modern age, women died in childbirth all the time. For a moment, he entertained the hope that Belinda might not fall pregnant. It was astonishing, given the speed of their so-called courtship, but already he didn’t want to lose her. “Don’t turn craven on me now, please. We’ve a wedding in, oh, ten hours or so.”

				“I know that, of course. Micah was not quite fifty when he died. Still a young man by most standards.” She withdrew her hands from his, folded them in her lap and gave him a quirky half smile. “I’m not a coward, and I gave my word. I can manage on my own when you’re gone on your missions. I’m no hothouse flower who needs constant tending. Speaking of flowers, does your house in Edinburgh have a garden?”

				“A small patch.” He let out the breath he hadn’t realized he was holding. “Not what you’re used to, of course. We’ll have to look for something bigger anyway, if or when we start a family. Then you can choose your own garden.”

				She lifted one eyebrow as if to remind him that having children might not be in their future. “A small patch would be fine. You won’t want your wife to be in trade, so I’ll only need enough herbs and flowers for my own use.”

				“Oh, I’m sure you’ll find plenty of customers without resorting to a barrow in the market if you want to keep making your creams and tinctures.” Even the squire had acknowledged the efficacy of Belinda’s herbal products. “My grandmother, for one, plus Melody and my mother. Geneva when she visits. She might want to stock up on things to take back to Torkholm with her, since she doctors the whole island. The wives and daughters of our friends. The Order itself may even purchase some of your healing salves. I’ll not stop you from doing what you enjoy. Many of the younger women I know maintain professions, including my sisters, and several of them after marriage. You’ll meet a couple more tonight.” Including Wink. He hoped Belinda wouldn’t sense Connor’s feelings for the other woman. She didn’t deserve that, particularly not on her wedding night.

				That thought reminded him of something else. He stood and tugged on her hand. “Come on. I have something else to show you.” Connor’s own dog, a two-year-old male, joined them as they walked. The young bitch followed at Belinda’s side. His father must have brought Rowan up from town. Connor scratched Rowan’s wiry head and gestured to the younger dog. “Would you’d like Willow there for a wedding present? She seems to have chosen you. If your cat won’t mind being with dogs, that is.” He supposed he could leave Rowan here, if Belinda didn’t want the deerhounds in their home, but he hoped he wouldn’t have to.

				She grinned and leaned down to look into Willow’s eyes. “Really? Willow, would you like to come live with me in Edinburgh?” The dog wagged its tail and licked Belinda’s face, making her laugh. “Well, I guess that’s settled. You’re sure your grandparents won’t mind you giving away their dog?”

				Connor shook his head. “The dogs usually choose for themselves as they grow up, although most of them decide to stay with the family. If Willow wants you, that will be that. She and Rowan get on, so there’ll be no problem there. But what about Lucifer?”

				“Luce ignores other animals. He seems to believe they’re beneath his dignity, but he never had any problems with the collie Micah used to keep.” She dropped a kiss on Willow’s massive head and then reached around Connor to scratch Rowan. “Poor old Butch died barely a month after his master and I’ve missed him. I’ll be glad to have dogs, especially if you’re away on a regular basis. Between them and Luce, I won’t feel so alone.”

				“You’ve been alone a long time, haven’t you?” he asked. “How did you manage?”

				“Lucifer helped a lot,” she said. “I survived, but I can’t say I enjoyed the loneliness. It will be good to have more company when you’re away.”

				“Good.” He drew to a stop in front of a pair of massive double doors. “Close your eyes.”

				She shot him a skeptical look, but complied. He opened the door, and drew her into the newest part of the house.

				“I smell flowers,” she said.

				“Open your eyes.” She did, and he watched in delight as she gazed openmouthed at his grandmother’s conservatory. “You won’t be the only gardener in the family. So let’s go pick out your wedding flowers.”

				* * *

				Belinda sat on the bed in the room she’d been assigned, Lucifer draped over her lap and Willow panting at her feet. The two had sniffed at each other, Luce had batted away Willow’s nose when the pup tried to play, and then they’d settled down into peaceful coexistence. Belinda only hoped she and Connor could manage to live together with as little strife as these two. While he seemed to have no concerns, she was far less sanguine about the idea of marrying a virtual stranger. How long would it be before he grew tired of an older woman, not just in years, but in experiences? Not to mention one who hadn’t been raised or educated in the same manner as he. Yes, the passion between them was remarkable, but how long would that last?

				A tap on the door startled her out of her gloom and she rose to open it, expecting Connor again, or perhaps a maid. Instead, the elder Lady MacKay stood, a basket in her slender arms. “May I come in?”

				“Certainly.” Belinda lifted the basket and set it on the bed while the other woman came in and took a seat on the vanity stool. “What can I do for you, ma’am?”

				“Call me Nan, dear. All my grandchildren do.” She nodded at the basket. “I’ve brought some things for you to use. I wore the pearl hairpins at my own wedding and would be pleased if you would borrow them. I know you already had a bath this afternoon, but there are some scents and things in there, in case you couldn’t bring any of your own. I brought violet and rosemary, since I wasn’t sure what you like. The girls will have other choices if you prefer.”

				Belinda smiled. “You guessed correctly. I usually blend the two. Thank you.”

				“I hadn’t thought of that,” Evelyn said. “You’ll have to make me some to try.”

				“Here.” Belinda handed over the one small pot of hand cream she’d brought with her. “There’s a touch of lavender as well, since it soothes the skin.”

				Evelyn rubbed a dollop on her age-spotted hands. “This is a lovely texture. You’re very gifted.”

				“Thank you.” Belinda sat on the edge of the bed and wound her fingers through Luce’s fur. “Was there something you wanted? You could have sent a maid with the perfumes and hair pins.”

				Evelyn’s eyes, a soft green that might have once been emerald, sparkled with humor. “I wanted to speak with you, of course. You are about to marry my only grandson.”

				“And yet you’re all being very kind,” Belinda said on a sigh. “Which I don’t understand at all. How can you be sure I won’t murder him in his sleep?”

				“We can’t.” Evelyn gave her a sad smile and sat next to her, patting Belinda’s hand. “That’s a lesson I’ve had to learn the difficult way—by experience. Our family has seen its share of grief, my dear. Fergus wasn’t my only son. Gideon was my baby, the light of my life. But he grew into a violent young man, jealous of his brother’s power, of his acceptance into the Order. He joined forces with other angry nobles and worse yet, a vampyre lord. He killed a number of good people before he was stopped.”

				Belinda heard the mother’s heartbreak in the older woman’s tone. Some hurts never went away. “I’m so sorry about your son, Lady MacKay, but what does that have to do with Connor and me?”

				Evelyn held on to Belinda with one hand and scratched Willow’s floppy ears with her other. “My point is that you can never totally know someone, even if you’ve raised them from the day they were born. None of us guessed that Gideon would become obsessed with power to the point where he would choose to be infected by a vampyre and kidnap an innocent girl. Connor was the only one in the family who thought something might be wrong with his uncle, but he was only a youth, away at school at the time, and none of us listened. Since then, we’ve all come to trust his instincts—even when our urge is to coddle or protect him. He may seem like a capricious child, but that’s just his way of coping with the world. Underneath it, he is a seasoned warrior, more than old enough to know his own mind. His work for the Order is dangerous. Are you prepared to accept that?”

				Belinda wiggled out of her overskirt as she pondered that. “We discussed that while he was showing me around. I can accept who he is. I don’t want to be widowed again, but as you say, life is never certain. We all take chances whenever we cross the street.”

				“That’s very true. And some of us are lucky enough to grow old with one another. Tomorrow, William and I are celebrating sixty years together. Even after losing Gideon, I wouldn’t change that for the world.” She leaned over to kiss Belinda’s cheek and then stood. “It wouldn’t break my heart to hold more great-grandchildren before I die. You might want to have that chat with Geneva. She has a sense for such things, which is why she became a doctor.” She stepped over to the door. “I’ll be back with the others in an hour or so to help you dress. Have a nap if you can—I intend to.”

				“Thank you.” Before Evelyn could leave, Belinda had to ask one more thing. “This Order everyone’s mentioned...is it true that Connor and the others are all descended from King Arthur’s Round Table? And that their magick is passed from father to son?”

				“It’s true,” Evelyn said simply. “Though often, I think, the daughters have powers of their own, like Genny’s gift for sensing medical concerns. The Order is starting to recognize that in recent years. I believe there will be women in the Order within your lifetime. The men in charge have slowly come to accept that their daughters and granddaughters are also forces to be reckoned with. That will be something to keep in mind if you have daughters of your own.”

				“And Sir William is one of those men?”

				“Yes. Of course, he’s mostly active in an advisory capacity these days. Fergus has taken over the reins of the Edinburgh headquarters. Connor spends most of his time there or in London. I hope you won’t have any problem with living in the city.”

				“Edinburgh or even London sound heavenly after being in an isolated village for ten years. Thank you, Lady MacKay—Nan. For everything.”

				The green eyes twinkled again. “You’re welcome. I’m looking forward to having a pair of young hands to help in the conservatory and still room. Neither of my granddaughters is an avid gardener.”

				“I can’t wait. You won’t be able to keep me away.”

				After the older woman left, Belinda lifted her small jewel case off the dresser where her borrowed lady’s maid had left it. She withdrew a heavy gold band and smiled. Here was one thing she could bring to this unexpected wedding that was hers and hers alone—another legacy from her grandfather. At least Connor’s family wouldn’t have to provide his wedding band. She tilted it and read the inscription, in Italian, faded nearly smooth from decades of wear. “Forever together,” she whispered. It had been true for her grandparents. Holding the ring, she felt the band warm against her skin, uncannily like Leo Smith was giving her his blessing. Perhaps he had been, in advance. He’d known she’d need the caravan one day—perhaps he’d known she’d need the ring as well. She slipped it on the thumb of her right hand, just to feel him close for a moment.

				She’d napped earlier, and anxious as she was, there was no way she’d be able to sleep. Her body was already recovering from her ordeal at the gaol. Picking one of her notebooks and a pencil out of a carpet bag, she settled in the window seat, enjoying the sunshine of the autumn afternoon while she wrote. Despite her nerves, the words flowed, and her little fairy tale took on a whole new dimension of magick, and the enchanted castle became stronger and sturdier, made of aged, mellow stone instead of white marble.

				The minutes flew by so fast she was startled to hear a knock on her bedroom door. A glance at the clock on the bureau told her it was nearly five. Her stomach rumbled, confirming her observation as she set her notebook aside and opened the door.

				All four MacKay women rushed inside, carrying mounds of colored fabrics. While Maura looked pinched, Melody, Geneva and their grandmother all smiled warmly.

				“Chose your color,” Evelyn said. They laid four gowns on the bed—one in ivory, one in mauve and one in sky blue. The fourth was much bolder and lower cut—a rich amber-colored taffeta trimmed with claret.

				It only took Belinda an instant to decide. While Queen Victoria had made white popular for young maiden brides, it was considered crass for a widow, and she’d always preferred bold colors to pastels. “The gold.”

				“I knew it,” cried Geneva.

				“I have some topaz earrings you can borrow,” offered Melody after her sister elbowed her in the ribs.

				“Thank you, but I’ve earbobs of my own.” Belinda set her notebook on the bed and pulled a small pair of garnet earrings with seed pearls in gold filigree settings from her jewel case. “My grandmother’s.” There was a matching pendant on a thin gold rope chain. While they were less impressive than anything the MacKay family wore, at least they were hers, and something she could carry with her to feel her own family close.

				“Perfect.” Evelyn held one up and nodded. “Along with some crimson roses for your hair, to match the bouquet you’ve chosen, and perhaps we’ll add one or two of my dark yellow tea roses to the arrangements.”

				“Lovely.” Belinda couldn’t agree more with Evelyn’s choices.

				“What are you writing?” Geneva noticed the notebook and smiled. “Recipes? Spells? A scandalous diary?”

				Belinda shook her head. “Just stories. I like—liked—to make up tales for the village children.”

				“May I?”

				Belinda shrugged. “Go ahead.” She stood while Maura and Melody stripped her to her corset. They traded her small at-home hoopskirt for a fuller evening crinoline and pulled the gold gown over her head.

				“It’s fortunate we have similar coloring,” said Connor’s mother as she pinned the waist. “We’re also of a size. I’ve never worn this gown, so you won’t feel you’re dressed in hand-me-downs to be married. Consider it a gift.”

				“Thank you.” Belinda wasn’t sure she’d ever accepted a more grudgingly given present, but for Connor’s sake, she would be gracious to his mother. “That’s incredibly generous, Lady MacKay.”

				Unlike her mother-in-law, Maura didn’t suggest a more intimate name.

				Once the gown was pinned and handed off to a maid for alterations, Belinda found herself seated in front of the mirror while another maid took charge of her hair. Steam-powered curling tongs and straightening irons waited on the dressing table, making Belinda gulp. So did the tweezers wielded ruthlessly about her eyebrows.

				She winced as the brush tangled in her curls. Hopefully Connor wouldn’t mind a bald, plucked and singed bride. At least she would be in a magnificent gown.

				* * *

				“I need a ring.” Connor entered his grandfather’s study to find the older man in close conversation with Connor’s father. One advantage of a family as old as time was that things like jewels tended to accumulate. There ought to be a spare wedding ring collecting dust somewhere in one of the family coffers.

				“Thought you might.” William nodded toward a small silver box on his desk. “See if that one will do.”

				Connor opened the box and studied the ring that rested inside on a bed of black velvet. A low whistle escaped his lips. “How old is this?” The large, dark ruby was cut in a cabochon, not faceted like modern jewels. Celtic knots decorated the antique gold band.

				William shrugged. “Our records show it was given to one of the MacKay family by Mary, Queen of Scots. Beyond that I don’t know. It’s old, but sturdy enough for everyday wear. I had a jeweler look at it a while ago to make sure.”

				“Why on earth would you have done that?” Connor lifted the ring and carried it to the window. Red fire glinted from deep within the stone. “You couldn’t have known I’d need it.” It wouldn’t have suited the copper-haired Wink at all, and everyone had expected him to marry her.

				“Your Nan told me to. She didn’t say why and I didn’t ask.” William chuckled. “That’s a good lesson for a young man about to be married. Sometimes ’tis better not to question too much. Just do as you’re told.”

				“He’s right, son.” Fergus peered at Connor’s face in a way that made Connor feel like a naughty schoolboy, but then tipped his head. “If you’re determined to do this, you might as well take notes now. Knowing when to keep your mouth shut is one of the secrets to a happy marriage. You’re certain about this?”

				“Aye.” Connor took one last look at the antique ring and returned it to its box, which he slipped into the pocket of his coat. He had no doubts or cold feet. Just being apart from Belinda this long was making him itchy. It wasn’t even about the sex—although he wanted that rather desperately. He also wanted to talk to her and hear her laugh. Clearly he’d gone off his head as she claimed, but he seemed to be enjoying his insanity. “I’m sure. Have you heard any more about the men hunting Belinda?”

				“Not specifically. They have sent out notices to watch for the fugitive,” William said. “There’s more, however.”

				“There seems to be a concentrated attack on minor magick users in the north of England and southern Scotland,” Fergus said. “Someone organized is behind this and their aim appears to be eradicating anyone with even a trace of power.”

				“So the problem goes beyond the threat to Belinda,” Connor said. “We could all be at risk, if the group decides to expand its sights and take on the Order.”

				“Exactly,” Fergus said. “We’ll discuss it with the others when they arrive later today but you aren’t to worry about that tonight. If you intend to go through with this wedding, you owe it to the girl to keep your mind on her, not on your work. Leave that to the rest of us.”

				“I know.” Connor ducked his head, realizing his father was also obliquely asking about his feelings for Wink. Oddly, Connor could barely remember what it was about the slender redhead he’d found so appealing. “It’s only been a day, but I’m certain this is what I want to do. I won’t be thinking about anything—or anyone—else when I’m with Belinda.”

				William clapped him on the back. “Good, then. I hear one of the dogs has selected her. That’s a good sign. I’ve never known one of the deerhounds to choose badly.”

				“It’s good to know you trust the judgment of a puppy more than mine,” Connor said. He remembered that the dogs had shunned his uncle Gideon. Perhaps they were wiser than their human companions. “But yes, I’d like to give her Willow as a wedding present.”

				“She’s from a different line than your Rowan,” William mused with a grin. “You can have pups to play with your own children.”

				Connor rolled his eyes. “I like puppies, but don’t get ahead of yourself, old man. I’m not a father yet.” He wouldn’t mind. The idea of raising a family with Belinda was vastly appealing. And if they couldn’t have their own? Well, perhaps they could adopt, if she wanted to. Surely there were children somewhere in need of a family. It wouldn’t be the first time the Order had taken in new blood. Four of the Hadrians were adopted, five if one counted their foster son, Tom. The MacKay family had accepted them with open arms, so Connor was sure they’d come to love any children he called his own.

				One way or another, Connor was determined to do his best by Belinda. She might be forced to marry him, but that didn’t mean they couldn’t be content. He intended to spend his life making sure of it.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Six

				Belinda had expected her second wedding to fly by in a daze. Instead each moment seemed to pass by in a measured pace, as if some greater power had determined that every second be imprinted upon her mind. She was dressed in a borrowed crinoline, new silk stockings from someone’s bags and a pair of Melody’s shoes that only pinched a bit. On the top half she wore a silk shift under her old cotton corset, and her grandmother’s garnets. Her hair was pinned up in an elaborate arrangement decorated with roses. Rather than be given privacy while she dressed, she greeted a small but steady stream of other women who popped in to pay their respects to the MacKay ladies as they arrived.

				Her wedding guests included not just one, but two duchesses, the wife and mother of the current duke of Trowbridge, roughly the same ages as Connor’s grandmother and mother. The next duchess, now Marchioness Lake, was a fireball a little older than Belinda, who arrived with a camera. Belinda had seen one of Marchioness Lake’s books of photography in Shadwick’s little lending library, but she hadn’t connected the name of Connor’s friend with the famous photographer until the plump, exuberant woman asked if she could document the wedding in pictures. She also plopped her six-month-old son, Ned, into Belinda’s arms with no apparent concern whatsoever. Belinda leaned down and sniffed the tot’s soft brown hair and sighed. How she’d love to have one of these for her own.

				There was also Caroline Hadrian, Lady Northland, a blonde sprite who arrived with a tiny girl in her arms. Caro, as she asked to be called, didn’t look much older than Belinda herself, but had a married daughter and another of maybe twenty, along with what seemed like a dozen younger ones, including the babe in her arms. Her ginger-haired daughter Winifred was wed to an inspector who’d been knighted, so the younger woman was Lady McCullough. The abundance of titles made Belinda’s head spin, which only got worse when she realized that in a few hours, she’d be among them, as the youngest Lady MacKay. At that point, Geneva gave up keeping track.

				A boy—young man, really—in a military uniform and with hair almost as fair as Caro’s poked his head in the door and called to Caro. “Mum, Will wants to go play with the dogs and Sylvie is out in the garden. I can’t keep track of all of them, Piers has disappeared into the library and Papa is closeted somewhere with Sir Fergus.” The lad didn’t even blink at seeing a strange woman in her underthings—although the satin corset cover and petticoats concealed more than some of Belinda’s simple skirts and shirtwaists.

				“I’ll go help.” Nell, Lady Northland’s second daughter, said. Nell was as dark and exotic enough to be from India or Persia. She lifted her youngest sister and settled the baby on her hip. “It was lovely to meet you, Belinda. I hope you and Connor are very happy.”

				“Oh, they will be.” The boy at the door grinned broadly and winked. “I can guarantee that. Told you Connor would find the right woman for him. Piers owes me a tenner.” With that, he and Nell disappeared, slamming the door behind them.

				“Well, how lovely.” Caro beamed. “That was my son Jamie, by the way, down from military academy for the party. He has visions, so I’m thrilled that he saw you and Connor happy together.”

				“He told me last summer that Connor would find someone,” Winifred—who was apparently called Wink—said with a wide smile. “He even described you. I’m glad it happened so soon. Connor’s very dear to all of us.”

				Belinda gulped. Visions? The surprises never stopped coming, although it was nice to think this marriage stood a chance. Then more guests arrived, she was laced and tied and buttoned into the gold silk gown and she stopped being able to think. This was the antithesis of her first wedding. She and Micah had been married in the village church on a Sunday afternoon, with a large crowd of both circus folk and villagers. Her grandfather had given her away but neither she nor Micah had seen the need for elaborate dress or other frippery. She’d worn her Sunday gown and a new bonnet. Afterward, there had been a picnic luncheon on the village green, and she and Micah had retired to their farmhouse before suppertime. This time, at Connor’s request, Belinda had a matron of honor and a bridesmaid—both his sisters, of course. Geneva mentioned that her husband Magnus had arrived by dirigible for the ceremony, and that he would attend Connor, along with another man, apparently Caro’s foster son, and Connor’s closest friend.

				* * *

				One minute after midnight, she held Sir William’s arm as he escorted her down the aisle between chairs set up in the conservatory. Nell Hadrian sang in an alto so beautiful Belinda almost wept. Then Sir William handed her off to Connor, who was magnificent in a black dinner jacket and a blue-and-green MacKay tartan kilt, a red rose tucked in his lapel. Those lovely pale blue eyes caught hers and held them as they joined hands. His gaze traveled over her finery—lingering on the deep neckline of her gown with a glint of distinct masculine approval. Then his eyes caught hers and his warm smile lent her courage to turn and face the vicar.

				“I do.” His voice rang out, strong and confident. Unwilling to shortchange him with a timid bride, she made sure her own vows were spoken with as much conviction. She gasped at the antique ruby he slipped onto her finger; then she placed her grandfather’s ring onto his. He lifted an eyebrow and his lips tightened momentarily. Any other time she glanced up at him, she found him already looking at her, his gaze warm and his lips curved into a smile.

				Soon it was done. The vicar pronounced them man and wife, and finally Connor was told to kiss his bride. Lady Lake’s camera clicked, the white light of flash powder filling the room, but Belinda lost herself in her new husband’s touch. Just like the night before, when his lips touched hers, the whole world around her disappeared. When hoots of laughter and applause finally penetrated the fog caused by the kiss, Connor pulled away, blinking with as much bemusement as she felt. With a smug smile, he tucked her arm in his as they turned back to the eighteen or twenty guests and bowed. Another score or so of the MacKays’ tenants and staff stood at the back, all applauding. Belinda drew in a breath as deep as her tight lacing would allow.

				They posed, alone and with their attendants and Connor’s family, while Lady Lake snapped photographs. Her handsome husband—a marquess and the heir to a duke, calmly acted as a photographer’s helper. Clearly this entire lot was as crazy as the MacKays, but it was a rather lovely form of insanity.

				Now she, Belinda, was a part of it to. She struggled to catch her breath and take it all in. She was no longer a widow, no longer Mrs. Danvers of Danvers farm. Now she was Lady MacKay, wife of Sir Connor, and connected, in one way or another, to all the glamorous, well-bred, expensively clad people in this room. Keeping a smile on her face was more effort than one might have thought. As if sensing her incipient panic, Connor squeezed her hand. Once the applause died down, they retired to the library with the vicar and their witnesses to sign the marriage documents. Finally, they joined the others in the Tower’s largest dining room, where a lavish supper had been set. During the five courses, toast after toast was drunk to the bridal couple, and as many more to the anniversary couple, although their grand party was to be the following night. As the meal progressed, Belinda was introduced to those guests she hadn’t already met.

				Since the dinner was en famille, strict protocol on placement had been ignored. Belinda and Connor were seated together in the center of one side of the table, so that they could converse with almost anyone else. On Belinda’s right sat Sir Tom, Connor’s closest friend. On Sir Tom’s other side was his foster sister, Wink, and beyond her sat her husband, Sir Liam McCullough, a superintendent for Scotland Yard. Connor’s sisters sat across from them, with Geneva’s husband, Magnus, an enormous Viking-looking fellow with long fair hair, between them.

				“It’s nice not to be the most newly married among our circle of friends,” said the copper-haired Wink.

				“You’re newlyweds?” Belinda wasn’t surprised. The two clearly couldn’t keep from touching each other when they thought no one was watching. “How long have you been married?”

				“Not quite three months,” Sir Liam replied with a fond glance at his wife.

				Tom chuckled and held up both hands in mock horror. “It’s been an eventful summer, but it stops now. I’m nowhere near ready to be leg-shackled.”

				“Well, that still leaves Melody and Nell,” said Geneva from her place across the table.

				Both of the unmarried ladies shook their heads. “Not unless a miracle happens,” Melody said. “If I ever find a man who doesn’t mind an airship engineer for a wife, then maybe. But I’m not holding my breath.”

				Nell Hadrian, on the far side of Liam, just gave a wistful smile and asked Geneva about her baby son.

				Belinda turned to Connor, who chatted with Lady Lake, on his left, about her commission to photograph the royal family. And this woman just took my photograph—repeatedly. Belinda took a sip of champagne, more than a little overwhelmed by the chaos of the last few days. Again, Connor seemed to sense her distress, because he slid his arm around her waist and gave her a quick squeeze. “Amy is from Quebec. Amy, my bride has traveled all over Europe as part of her grandparents’ circus.” He beamed at Belinda. “Have you ever been to the New World?”

				“No, just France, Belgium and a few of the German principalities.” Belinda couldn’t believe he’d announced her humble beginnings so boldly, but no one sneered or looked away. “My grandfather was born in Italy, but most of our travels were within the United Kingdom.”

				“Circus?” Wink asked. “Are your related to a Mr. Smith? I helped repair his carousel this summer. He was a lovely man.”

				“My grandfather was a Mr. Smith.” This was the strangest group she’d ever met. Farm villagers had turned up their noses at her origins, but this crowd of gentry and aristocrats didn’t care? “But he died a few years ago. Mr. Fernando Smith, who’s acquainted with Connor, is my great-uncle.”

				“It was that Mr. Smith who asked me to check in on Belinda,” Connor said, trailing a finger across her cheek. His jaw, however, was tight whenever he looked at the lovely Wink. “That’s how we met. I’m now in his debt, rather than the other way around.”

				When Wink spoke, Connor’s shoulders tensed, a change so subtle Belinda could have been imagining it, except she knew better. Something had happened between these two, and not so long ago that Connor was completely past it. Wink, while obviously head over heels for her handsome husband, seemed cautious whenever she spoke to Connor.

				“Are you from Ireland, Sir Liam?” Belinda asked the Scotland Yard superintendent. “I believe that’s a trace of brogue in your voice.”

				“I am, originally,” he said. “I haven’t been back in some time. My home’s in London now, with my wife.” He shared a tender look with Wink. Almost too swiftly to be seen, each of them shot a concerned glance at Connor.

				Connor appeared to ignore the looks, but he took a deep drink of his champagne and swallowed hard. Up and down the table other eyes glanced nervously his way.

				Belinda shouldn’t have been hurt. Anything between Connor and Wink was clearly over, as she obviously adored her husband. Had she left Connor a disappointed suitor? Belinda tested out the idea and decided it fit, no matter how unpalatable the idea was to her. Poor Connor. No wonder he didn’t care who he married at this point. He was in love with a woman who was not only married, but obviously head over heels for her husband.

				Belinda squeezed Connor’s thigh beneath the table. Very well. She would do her best to make him happy, or at least content. Even if they never fell in love, they would have friendship and passion. That would have to be enough.

				* * *

				Connor fiddled with the thick gold band, which was a bit loose on his finger. He hoped to hell it was from his family vault and not Belinda’s first husband. Her hand rested on his thigh under the tablecloth, and he laced his fingers through hers, rubbing his thumb against the ruby he’d placed on her finger earlier. It had been a perfect choice, matching the red trim on her gown and the simple jewels she wore on her throat and earlobes. Once again, Nan’s intuition had been right on track.

				After dinner, Connor and Belinda were expected to lead the dancing. There’d been no time to hire an orchestra, so a mechanical piano had been dragged into the great hall, which was decorated with flowers and candles. The villagers had been invited, and those servants or neighbors with instruments and talent had been pressed into service. Fortunately, the hastily assembled ensemble wasn’t too bad, especially when Nell began to sing an old Scottish love song. Connor took Belinda’s hand. “Shall we, wife?”

				“Of course, husband.”

				He’d been waiting to hold her like this all day. She fit in his arms perfectly, and waltzing with her around the floor was a nearly dreamlike experience. “Are you sure we can’t leave yet?” he whispered in her ear, making her giggle.

				“Soon, I hope.” She gave him a wry smile as he spun her slowly. “The last few days have been exhausting to say the least. Your family is wonderful, but it’s been years since I’ve been accustomed to crowds, and my recent experiences haven’t been positive. I look forward to not having dozens of pairs of eyes on me.”

				Hmm. Connor hadn’t been thinking of sleeping once he finally got his bride alone. He hoped he could convince her to stay awake just a little longer. Was it truly only last night she’d been in a cell, awaiting execution? The idea made something hurt, deep in his chest. What a terrible waste of a vibrant life that would have been. What a loss it would have been to Connor, one he might have never even known about.

				They’d just finished their wedding dance and bowed to the company, when something or someone began to pound on the wide double doors of the old hall, which had once been the main entrance to the Tower.

				“More guests?” Unwilling to let Belinda go, Connor held her there in the center of the floor, while a liveried footman eased open one of the doors and Ewan, the butler, poked his stately gray head out the door. “May I help you?”

				The elderly butler was shoved roughly into the room, followed by five men, all bearing pistols. Three of the men were familiar, including Squire MacLellan, Major Mustachio and his sergeant, Muttonchops. The others included a bruiser in an elegant black coat and a thinner man with the look of an aesthete. That must be the witch-finder Belinda had spoken of. All five focused their gazes and their weapons on Belinda.

				The thin man with the hooked nose fairly quivered with anticipation. “We’re here for that woman,” he bellowed. “I have a legal warrant for the arrest and execution of Mrs. Belinda Danvers.”

				“Hand over the prisoner if you please,” said the major. Both soldiers looked acutely uncomfortable, but their staunch expressions spoke of a determination to do their duty, however unpleasant. “We don’t need any trouble, now, do we? Then you can get on with your party.”

				“I’m afraid you’re mistaken.” Connor glared the squire down, but with his peripheral vision, he noted movements among the crowd. Subtly, the men tucked their women and children behind them and a few lifted wine bottles or other makeshift weapons. Some of the women, like Dorothy Hadrian and Wink, refused to be tucked and closed in around Belinda and Connor. Miss Dorothy produced a small pistol from the pocket of her skirt and Wink seemed to have nicked one of the antique swords off the wall near the hearth.

				“No mistake, boy. The warrant’s legal, all right. Signed it myself.” The squire quivered with outraged dignity.

				“But this lady isn’t Mrs. Danvers. Gentlemen, allow me to present Lady Connor MacKay.” He lifted Belinda’s hand to show off the ring. “So unless your warrant has that name on it, I’m afraid your journey has been wasted.”

				“A hasty wedding doesn’t change her guilt.” Ignoring the menacing stares of the assembled Knights and other men of power, the alderman and his henchmen pushed forward. “She’s coming with us.”

				“I think not.” The voice of Lord Drood, the Order’s top wizard, rang out, the authority in his tone so potent that he must have been augmenting it with magick. Even the squire stepped back and turned his eyes to the sorcerer.

				“All cases of witchcraft, or magickal crimes of any nature, in the realm are under the jurisdiction of the Home Office.” The duke strode into the center of the room. “You may present your petition to the Superior Court in Edinburgh, but these charges are not under your jurisdiction.”

				The soldiers bowed and back away. The squire snarled, but took a reluctant step toward the door. The witch-finder stalked forward.

				“That bitch murdered my son,” the bruiser, who must be Alderman Douglas, bellowed. Without further word, he raised his double-barreled pistol and aimed at Belinda.

				Everything seemed to happen at once. Connor tried to step in front of her. She tried to step in front of him. Liam McCullough leaped in front of them both. The first bullet struck his clothes, but when he landed on the stone floor, he was no longer a man in the elegant suit, but an enormous wolf in shredded rags. Then Belinda gave Connor a shove and he cried out as the next bullet struck her and she crumpled to his feet.

				Wink cried Liam’s name and dropped to her knees by her husband’s side as Connor did the same with Belinda. He wrenched off his dinner jacket and pressed it over the blood seeping from the sleeve of her gown.

				“I’ll be all right,” she whispered. “It’s just a graze on my arm.”

				He lifted his coat away and tore the sleeve of her dress to reveal a small crease in the skin of her upper arm, bleeding sluggishly. Inhaling deeply, he reapplied pressure to the wound. Once he could breathe again, he stared down into her dark eyes, fighting back nausea at the thought of having almost lost her so soon. “I don’t care how minimal it is, you shouldn’t have been injured at all. Don’t ever do that again.”

				“Only if you make the same vow.” She tried to smile and winced.

				“Let me see her, brother.” Geneva was there beside him, to examine the wound. Connor looked up to see that the squire, the alderman and the others were rounded up by the Knights and the two soldiers, whose loyalty had apparently changed quickly as events unfolded.

				“The dungeon, Sir William?” Kendall asked. The squire yelped as his arm was twisted behind him.

				Connor’s grandfather shook his head. “Take them to the gaol in town. I don’t want them in my home.”

				The soldiers agreed and were dispatched along with Fergus, Kendall and Merrick Hadrian to see it done.

				The Order families closed around, herding the local people away from the two injured individuals. Caroline squatted beside Wink and used a penknife to dig the lead ball from Liam’s—the wolf’s—shoulder. Once it was out she held a folded serviette to the wound. “Now shift, Liam. You should be fine afterward.”

				Tom removed his coat and laid it over the wolf, who then shifted back. Liam sat up, drawing Tom’s coat around his waist. “Well, my suit’s ruined, but at least I’ve been seen to by the loveliest ladies here. And I think that should qualify as a wedding gift. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’ll be heading along with the others.”

				“A werewolf?” Belinda gasped as Geneva bandaged her wound. “No wonder this lot didn’t blink about adding a gypsy to the mix.”

				“I told you everything would be fine.” Connor wished he could stop shaking.

				“You’ll be going nowhere but your bed, Liam McCullough,” Wink decreed, visibly shaken. “I know shifting heals you, but it also exhausts your energy. You’re going to take a bath and go to bed.”

				“You might want to consider a bath as well, Wink,” said Dorothy. She’d put away her gun and now her friend, Miss Julian, clutched her arm. “Your dress is soaked with blood.” She patted Miss Julian’s hand. “And yes, Maggie, I think we should retire now as well.” A loving look passed between the two women.

				Belinda choked.

				“Yes, they’re a couple,” Connor whispered. “Are you convinced now that you’ll fit right in with this lot?”

				Caroline laughed and slid over to help Geneva. “Don’t worry, dear. I was a governess and they let me in without a fuss.”

				“I think it’s time for us to take our leave as well, wife.” Connor looked at Genny. “Does she need stitches?”

				Geneva tied off the linen compress she’d placed over the wound. “No, but I want to clean and properly bandage it. I can do that best upstairs in your room.”

				Connor lifted her carefully and carried her to the stairs. Belinda, pale but smiling, waved at the assembled guests. “Get me my bouquet,” she said to Geneva. “Please?”

				“Use your left hand,” Geneva said. But she gestured for a servant to bring it over, while Melody and Nell gathered the unmarried ladies from the village.

				“Can’t we skip that part?” He wanted her bandaged, and he wanted her to himself. Now.

				Belinda shook her head. “It’s tradition.”

				Connor sighed and supported her with one arm around her waist while she tossed the flowers over her shoulder with her undamaged arm. Feminine squeals and giggles followed and he turned to see a blushing housemaid had caught it.

				“There,” Connor said to his bride. “Now can we go upstairs and get you settled.”

				“Yes, husband.” She reached up with her good hand to touch his cheek. “We’ve had enough excitement for our wedding night, don’t you think?”

				“Oh, I wouldn’t say that.” He kissed her hair. “I intend there to be plenty of excitement once we’re alone, so long as your physician approves.”

				“Ah.” Her skin flushed at the raw promise in his tone. “Suddenly I don’t think I’m fatigued at all.”

				With Geneva and Magnus following behind them, Connor lifted her and carried her along the gallery to another stair, this one an old stone spiral.

				“Your room is in the Tower?” she asked.

				He grinned at her surprised expression. Most of the family bedrooms he’d shown her were in the newer part of the castle. This part hadn’t been modernized nearly as much. Torches burned in wall brackets rather than gaslamps. “It is for now,” he muttered. “There’s just one bedroom in this part of the building.”

				“Excellent choice. As long as there’s a bed and perhaps a washstand, I don’t mind if there are no gaslights, steam heat or running water. Not tonight.”

				“Just wait.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Seven

				The room he carried her into was a surprise. Gaslamps did burn softly, and an open door led to a modern bathing room, not quite as luxurious as in her other room, but still far more than adequate. An arrangement of roses and yellow tulips decorated the heavy wooden chest of drawers. The room, round on three sides, was dominated by an enormous medieval curtained canopy bed. The brocade curtains were open, revealing that the covers had been turned down and a few rose petals had been sprinkled across the crisp white sheets.

				Connor moved to lay her on the mattress, but she stopped him. “Not there. Not until I’m clean.” For heaven’s sake, she wasn’t on death’s doorstep. She could walk all on her own, but he seemed to want to carry her, so she let him.

				Connor glanced at his sister, who had followed them into the room.

				“She can sit.” Geneva rolled her eyes. “In fact, the bathroom will probably be ideal for this.”

				Magnus, who hadn’t said much of anything to Belinda, moved to do his wife’s bidding, lighting the gaslamp in the sumptuous bathing chamber, formed by the one arc walled off from the rest of the room. Magnus smiled at her as Connor carried her past him. “It was a brave thing you did, lass. Connor’s a lucky man.”

				“I am.” Connor settled her on a simple wooden chair set next to the big copper tub. Then he knelt next to her and held her good hand in his. “But don’t be getting any ideas about doing that again.”

				“I’m going to cut away the rest of your sleeve,” Geneva said. “It may hurt.”

				“I’ll manage.” Belinda looked into the doctor’s kind eyes. “I feel awful about ruining this wonderful gown your mother loaned me.”

				“Gave you.” Geneva used sharp scissors to quickly cut away the entire sleeve, while her husband stood behind her, patiently waiting to hand over anything she needed. “It is a shame to have spoiled your wedding gown, though I appreciate you sacrificing it to save my brother’s worthless hide. I suspect there’s some of the fabric stashed away. Estelle will be able to make a new sleeve. Mother’s thrifty like that.”

				Belinda clung to Connor’s hand, trying to focus on Geneva’s chatter about sewing, which was probably what the physician intended. Belinda squeezed hard while the black-edged gouge was cleaned out with carbolic acid and iodine, then wrapped in a tight linen bandage.

				“I can give you some laudanum for the pain,” Geneva said. “Or Nan probably has some willow bark tea around.”

				“I’ll be fine.” Belinda’s arm hurt, but this was still her wedding night, after all. “I’ve been injured before, you know. I’m not made of glass.”

				“Still, I’ll check your arm again first thing in the morning,” Geneva said. She leaned down to kiss Belinda’s cheek. “I’ve finished as your physician. As your sister, I can linger for a few more minutes. Would you like some help getting out of your stays and washed up a bit?”

				“No—” Connor began, but Belinda held up her good hand.

				“I’d like that...sister.” She touched Connor’s cheek. “Please? I’d rather join you in a moment, once the blood is washed away.”

				“All right.” With a kiss to his sister’s cheek, Connor left the bathroom, Magnus close behind.

				“Your husband is an impressive man.” Belinda stood and allowed Geneva to undo the buttons on the back of her gown. “However did you meet the laird of an entire island?”

				“It’s a long, strange story,” Geneva said with a chuckle. “But I adore him, so it was all worth it.” She finished the buttons and helped ease the dress down to Belinda’s waist.

				“Of course you do. And you have a lovely son. How old is Garrick?”

				“Four months. He’s the light of my life.” Geneva seemed to have no qualms about playing lady’s maid and made short work of Geneva’s hoops and corset. “I never expected to marry, so the past year or so has come as a great shock to me as well as my family.”

				

				“Whyever not?”

				Geneva shook her head. “Not too many men are secure enough to marry a woman physician. That I’ve found one who not only doesn’t mind, but actually helps me? It’s nothing less than astounding. I mean, if I’d loved someone within the Order or one of the Order families, then maybe. But Magnus and Garrick are just gifts from the gods.”

				“I understand.” Belinda was already beginning to think Connor had been sent by some divine agency to rescue her. Now a child—well, a child would be the greatest gift she could ever imagine. Nonetheless, she wasn’t about to get her hopes up.

				“I still want to examine you sometime,” Geneva said. “It’s so common for male doctors to misdiagnose female reproductive issues.”

				Belinda shrugged. “I never saw a doctor. I was just married for years without conceiving, and my husband—my first husband, that is—had a daughter with his first wife.”

				“That’s still not definitive,” Geneva warned. “If this is the first time you’ve been active since your marriage, you might want to keep track. When were your last menses?”

				A startled laugh escaped Belinda’s throat. “I honestly have no idea. It’s been so long since I had to keep track. Not last week—the week before that perhaps?”

				“Then let me know if you haven’t had them again in a month. You can phone me at Torkholm and we can talk.” Geneva took a washcloth and carefully washed all the blood from Belinda’s bared skin, then helped her out of her shift and into a clean nightgown of sheer champagne-colored silk. It must have been left here by whoever prepared the room. Belinda certainly didn’t recognize it. Finally, Geneva carefully removed the pins and battered flowers from Belinda’s hair. “You look lovely.”

				“Thank you.” Belinda stood—gratified when the world didn’t sway as it had before. “It will be all right if we—well, it is our wedding night.”

				Geneva laughed. “Nothing too acrobatic, and try not to put any strain on the arm. You’ve very lucky it was just a graze and that you weren’t knocked out when your head hit the marble floor.”

				Belinda nodded. She had only the slightest headache and little bump on her skull. Her sister-in-law gave her a gentle hug and followed her back into the bedroom, which was empty.

				“You sit down, or better yet, lie down,” Geneva said. “I’ll send in my idiot brother.” With that, she left the room.

				Belinda obediently sat on the edge of the bed to wait. Moments later, as she fingered the carvings on a bedpost, Connor slipped in. He’d traded the coat and shirt stained with her blood for a silk dressing gown over his kilt. “The two men from your village are in custody. We’ll transport them to Edinburgh in the morning. I suspect only Douglas will be charged, as the others only came to arrest you. Even the squire suspects the alderman is simply mad with grief. He swears no violence was intended.” He drew in a deep breath. “Unfortunately, the witch-finder escaped. We have his name and location from his cousin Douglas, so it won’t be long before we have him as well.”

				“I don’t want to even think about them any more tonight.” Belinda watched as he crossed the room to stand beside her.

				“I don’t blame you, blackbird.” He lifted her good hand and kissed it. “I’d much rather think of you instead. You’re far prettier than Douglas or MacLellan.”

				Having no idea what to say or do next, she blurted, “This is a beautiful bed.”

				“Family heirloom,” Connor said. “It’s traditional for wedding nights. My father swears the mattress has been replaced.”

				“It will have to be better than the one in the inn last night, even if it’s as old as the house.” Belinda gave a rusty laugh. “At least your feet won’t hang off the end.”

				“Odd.” He eased down beside her. “All I recall is perfection.”

				Belinda looked up into his eyes and her breath caught. “You’re insane, you know. All this, just to keep me from facing trial?”

				“No. All this, because I want you for my own.” Tiny lines crinkled around the corners of his eyes. “You’ve seen my family and friends. Do you really think a wedding was the only way to protect you?”

				“No.” And she couldn’t even accuse him of deceit, because deep down, she’d known that. She’d gone along because she wanted him, not because she was afraid of Douglas and Engle. She gave him a tentative smile. “But I still think you’re a lunatic.”

				“I’ve never denied that.” He kissed her nose. “But admit it. You like me that way.”

				“Heaven help me, I do.” She’d begun to more than like him, but she wasn’t ready to admit to that yet. True romantic love was a fairy tale—a softer sort of love, affection, companionship, passion—those were all real, and she’d experienced them with Micah. That kind of bond took time to build, and she didn’t know yet if Connor would want to keep her around long enough for that to happen. “I’m still older than you.” She’d stopped worrying about her unorthodox upbringing. At least she didn’t turn furry or have visions. That made her positively traditional among the crowd at their wedding.

				“And women typically live a few years longer than males. That makes us a perfect match.”

				“Can you truly be happy if we don’t have children?”

				“You met the Hadrians, right? Lord and Lady Northland’s family.” He stroked a strand of hair away from her face. “Caro would rip your guts out if you suggested any one of them wasn’t her child—even Tom, whom they couldn’t legally adopt. If we want to raise children, we’ll find some. And the succession will continue some other way. Quite possibly Melody or Gen will have a gifted child. If not, the Order will survive with one fewer Knight for a generation or two. Meanwhile, we’ll just give it our best effort, shall we?”

				“Aye, my crazy Scots warrior.” She tweaked his kilt. “Have I mentioned how much I like looking at your legs? I nearly fainted when I saw you and your kinsmen.”

				“You’ve lived in Scotland for years.”

				She shrugged. “A border village. They were more English than Scots. None of the men preferred the kilt.” Micah had thought the garments were effeminate. If only he’d known.

				“Well, lass, this time you’ve a real Scot in your life—and your bed.” He slid his fingers through her hair. Even such a soft touch felt lovely and she hummed happily, until his wedding ring, slightly too large, caught in a tangle and dropped to the floor. “Blast. Will you mind if I have a jeweler make that smaller?”

				“Not at all. Smith isn’t a made-up name. My grandfather really was a blacksmith before he became a lion tamer. His hands were enormous.”

				“It was your grandfather’s?” She caught the sigh of relief he couldn’t quite suppress.

				“You didn’t think I’d given you Micah’s ring?” Her own stomach turned at the thought and she wrinkled her nose. “That would have just been...wrong.”

				“I’m sorry. It did cross my mind.” He let go of her to pick up the ring and put it on his middle finger, where it fit. “Only until I can get it resized,” he said.

				She picked up his hand and laced her fingers through his. “Micah never wore a ring. He said they were unsafe for a farmer. My grandfather left me this when he died, along with the caravan.” After a pause, she said, “I was married before, but I promise, there’ll be no third in the bed with us. Micah’s been gone a long time, and so has the young girl who married him. The woman I am now is delighted to be here with you. No regrets.”

				“Thank you. And now, Lady MacKay, I think we’ve both got far too many clothes on.”

				“I couldn’t agree more.” She reached up to untie his dressing gown. “It’s odd when you call me that, you know. Makes me think you’re talking to your mother or grandmother.”

				“Then, ma belle, how about I just call you mine?” With that, his lips claimed hers, and Belinda forgot all about everything except the scent of him, the taste of his lips and the feel of his big, strong body pressed against hers. “Are you in a great deal of pain?”

				She shook her head. “It’s only a scratch, I promise. I’ve got my physician’s approval for us to resume our wedding night—that’s if you want to.”

				“More than I want to breathe.” Those were the last words either of them spoke for a good long while.

				Tonight he seemed determined to take things more slowly, kissing her and stroking her with his fingers until Belinda was ready to scream. Finally, he nibbled his way down her body until his head was between her splayed legs. Belinda’s breath caught. He couldn’t, surely—

				He could. He lowered his mouth to her core and began to lick, then suckle her most sensitive spots. When he slid two fingers into her sheath and sucked on the pearl of her sex, she shrieked his name as she climaxed, her spine bowing up off the bed, her hand fisted in his hair.

				“My beautiful Belle,” he murmured, rising up over her and kissing her mouth, the strong taste of herself on his lips.

				Belinda shuddered again at the unbridled eroticism. When he began to enter her, she wrapped her legs about his waist and pulled him deep. A big man in every sense of the word, he filled her beyond what she’d have once believed possible. Her fingernails dug into his back as she met his every thrust and she ignored the pain that movement caused on her wound. She bit down on his shoulder, her teeth locked on to the strong tendon just below his throat.

				“Yes!” His shout pushed her over into another climax as he emptied himself into her.

				A few minutes later, Connor wiped the strands of damp hair off her cheeks and asked, “Do you want a bath?”

				“Later.” Right now, she didn’t want to move. For long moments, she lay there, loving the feel of him still inside her, his weight above her.

				* * *

				In the morning they made love again, more gently this time as her arm had begun to throb. Afterward, as they cuddled in each other’s arms, she kissed his chest, running her fingers through the reddish curls over his strong muscles.

				“I rather hate to rejoin the world,” he said. “But we should.”

				“Yes.” Her breath caught as she looked at him in the faint sunlight that trickled through the narrow windows of the Tower. He was so young, so handsome, so virile. How long would it be before he tired of her? “We need to find out about the squire and Alderman Douglas.”

				“And see if they captured the witch-finder.” He leaned up and kissed her nose. “So come on, Belle. Let’s have a bath and see if they put any of our clothing in that wardrobe for this morning.” That irrepressible grin was back on his face as he strode, naked, to the enormous oak wardrobe and opened it.

				Sure enough, all her clothes and many of his had been carefully hung inside.

				Connor selected his own clothing and then turned to her. “Which colors? We’ll need to get you a larger wardrobe as soon as we return to Edinburgh.”

				As she’d only packed two spare shirtwaists and one other skirt, she nodded. “I’ll try not to spend much. Maybe at some point, we’ll be able to go back to the farm for the rest of my things.”

				He raised one eyebrow. “I can afford to clothe you, Belinda—and not just with my parents’ or grandparents’ funds. I’m a wealthy man in my own right. The Order pays well, and I’ve a healthy private income from investments.”

				“You have a position to maintain. I understand that.” She grimaced. “And I don’t wish to shame you by wearing the clothes of a simple farmwife.”

				He pulled out a pink shirtwaist and her brown skirt and laid them next to his own garments on a nearby chaise. “Don’t put words in my mouth. I wouldn’t be ashamed of you if you were in sackcloth. I just want you to have some pretty things.”

				Belinda opened her mouth to argue, but closed it again at the sight of his scowl. Instead she smiled. “That would be lovely. Thank you.”

				“You’re welcome.” He went into the bathing room and soon she heard the sound of the bathtub filling. She’d had more baths in the last two days than she usually had in weeks, but after the days in gaol, she still wasn’t sure she’d ever feel clean again. Last night, they’d bathed together, with Connor carefully washing her, while keeping her bandaged arm out of the water. Would he expect the same this morning? The notion of learning all his moods and preferences suddenly seemed daunting. The man could move from gentle to mischievous to passionate to lethal, all in the space of a heartbeat. How was she ever to keep up with him? Still exhausted from the last few days, she drifted off against the plump feather pillows that still smelled of him, of her and of their lovemaking.

				“No going back to sleep, wife. You’ll want to wash while your water is still warm.” He padded back into the bedroom, wet, with a towel wrapped around his waist. His smile fell away as he glanced at her arm. “Do you need any help?”

				“No, thank you.” She swallowed hard before dropping the covers and managed to keep her chin up, despite his warm regard, as she walked past him without a stitch of clothing on. She and Micah had never been this uninhibited. She peeked over her shoulder, pleased to see he was watching her with hooded eyes. When he dropped the towel, she caught a glimpse of an impressive arousal and the tenderness between her legs clenched.

				“You may want to get dressed, wife, before we end up spending all day in this room.” His voice was low and raspy as he swallowed hard and looked away from her. Eyes downcast, he slipped on his tight knitted smalls and undershirt. Watching him lift his arm over her head made her wound ache, so she admitted, “I may need some assistance with my clothes.”

				“I’m calling now for a maid with some chocolate and toast,” he said. “She can wait while you bathe and help you with whatever you need. Just put on your shift and wait in here. I want Geneva to have a look at your arm before you dress.”

				“Yes, sir.” She nearly snapped a salute. “And I’d prefer tea, if you don’t mind. I’ve never been fond of chocolate.” If that showed her plebian ancestry, so be it.

				Connor just grinned. “Good to know I shan’t have to share my chocolate supply. Tea it is.”

				He picked up the speaking tube to summon their breakfast, so Belinda stepped into the bathing room and shut the door. “If he thinks he’s going to get away with being an autocratic husband,” she muttered, “he’s in for one devil of a surprise.”

				* * *

				After Geneva had pronounced Belinda’s wound to be healing nicely, she helped Belinda dress and the two descended the stairs together. The rest of the family, along with most of their adult guests, were gathered in one of the sitting rooms, which appeared ready to burst at the seams. Every last individual stood as the two women entered. Starting with Maura, they all began to applaud—except for Connor, who scowled.

				“Don’t.” He strode across the room and took Belinda’s hand to guide her to a seat beside him on a settee. “Don’t encourage her to do such a bloody damned stupid thing ever again.”

				Maura curtseyed deeply in front of Belinda. “Thank you.” Her voice was thick with unshed tears. “I’m sorry if I didn’t welcome you to the family with open arms. Can you forgive me? I was being a fool.”

				Belinda dropped to her knees and embraced the older woman. “No, Lady MacKay. You were being a mother. I can’t fault you for wanting to protect your son. Let’s just put everything that happened yesterday behind us and start afresh.”

				“I will never be able to forget that you leaped between my son and a bullet.” Maura hugged her back and they both stood. “But I’d love the chance to start anew. Please, call me Mama or Mother or Maura, whichever you’re most comfortable with.”

				“I’d love to call you Mother.” Belinda’s own parents had died when she was young, but she still didn’t feel right calling another woman Mama. Maura resumed her seat as Belinda swallowed the lump in her throat and let Connor lead her to a chair one of the younger men had hastily vacated in favor of the floor. Connor sat cross-legged in front of her, his back leaning against her knees. Belinda wouldn’t have thought to see this much touching among the upper class, but nearly every couple, young or old, maintained some kind of physical contact. It was a quirk she liked, so she let her hand rest on Connor’s shoulder.

				“Right. Now that we’ve all thanked you for your courage,” Fergus began.

				Connor coughed and glared at his father.

				“And reminded you to be more careful about avoiding injury in the future.” Fergus looked back at his son until Connor subsided and nodded for his father to continue. “We thought we ought to discuss what the Order has been able to discover in the last day or so, regarding both your individual case, and the idea of witch-finders running amok in Britain.”

				“Using the Order’s Babbage Engines, we’ve been able to go through a year’s worth of newspapers from cities and towns all over England and Scotland,” Wink said from her perch on the arm of her husband’s chair. “We also looked through parish court records. There have been a surprising number of witchcraft cases, even more than we’d thought at first, mostly in smaller villages. Nearly every one of them was rushed through trial and execution. There are also more than the usual number of missing persons, particularly in the professions of midwife, apothecary and performer—all of which are often filled by individuals with supernatural gifts. It appears someone is waging war on magick, and particularly singling out anyone with less than pure Anglo-Saxon or Norman heritage.”

				“But I’m not magickal,” Belinda said. Wink’s words made her stomach churn. “Why would they choose me?”

				“First of all, you do have gifts, even if they’re not powerful ones,” Merrick Hadrian, Baron Northland, said. There were so many people here that Belinda struggled to keep them all straight. “Secondly, I think there is some sort of ethnic or religious angle. We could be looking at a resurgence of Cromwell’s puritans.”

				“The darkest hour for the Order,” Sir William said. “They did their best to eradicate magick from Britain, along with anyone who didn’t follow their beliefs or share their bloodlines.”

				“I tend to agree,” said Lord Drood, a middle-aged Welshman who was here alone as far as Belinda knew. He was an unassuming sort but if she glanced at him from the corner of her eye, even she could sense power. According to Connor, this was the most powerful wizard in all of the Empire. “There is some sort of organized war going on. We need to root out the people responsible and stop it before more innocents wind up dead.”

				“But how?” asked Nell.

				Several people jumped in with ideas and a lively discussion ensued.

				“I think we need a Trojan horse,” Caro said, interrupting half a dozen other ideas. “We know there’s someone—probably a group of someones—attacking people with magick and non-traditional backgrounds. Rather than wait for the villains to pick them off, one by one, and perhaps come after us when they’ve gained more power, we could set a trap—a situation where a number of talents are all in one place, looking harmless. Then when they strike, you can capture them and question them, to make sure you’ve rounded up the entire group.”

				“Very clever,” agreed Amy Lake.

				Belinda sat silently, amazed by the degree to which the women were included in the conversation.

				“That’s a good idea,” Amy’s father-in-law, the duke, agreed. “What sort of group will draw their attention? I can send several Knights.”

				“Knights might be too obvious,” his son said.

				Miss Dorothy nodded. “It needs to be a group that looks harmless, like a troupe of performers or a—”

				“Circus,” Belinda interjected. “We could set ourselves up as a circus. We already have one wagon.”

				“That’s not a bad idea.” Magnus, Geneva’s husband looked exhausted, as if he’d hadn’t slept at all the night before. “We’re leaving tonight after the ball, but if there’s any way we can help, just phone.”

				“We could do a trained wolf act.” Wink grinned at her husband. “I think I could pull of tights and spangles, don’t you? Plus, you’ll need a mechanic.”

				“I’d come take pictures, but Ned’s still nursing,” Amy said. “But I could teach someone the basics and loan you the equipment.”

				“I can sing,” Nell said softly. “If you want me to, that is.”

				“You’re not involved in this,” Tom snapped. “It’s liable to be dangerous.”

				“If Jamie and Piers didn’t have to go back to school, they could put together a magick act—with real magick. That would help draw in the witch-finders.” Nell ignored her foster brother and turned to Belinda. “The five of us grew up in Wapping, picking pockets. We all still remember sleight of hand and how to defend ourselves.”

				“I could take some time off,” Piers, the quietest Hadrian said, his face set in a studious scowl. “I’m ahead of most of the other students anyway.”

				“No.” His father shook his head. “And don’t get any ideas, Jamie.”

				“I wasn’t.” Jamie, the youngest of the adopted brood, as Belinda had learned, shrugged. “I was lucky to get a three-day pass for the party. I can’t afford to be late getting back.”

				“We don’t have enough equipment,” Connor said. “Otherwise I think it’s a bloody brilliant plan. No one thinks twice about a circus arriving in town. One caravan, though, isn’t nearly enough.”

				“What about Mr. Smith?” Liam said. “He’s the one who drew our attention to this in the first place. Maybe he’d loan us his equipment if we gave him any profits we earned.”

				Connor laced his fingers through Belinda’s. “That’s not a bad idea. By his own admission, he owes us a few favors, and Belinda is his niece.”

				“The roustabouts and performers might even help,” Belinda said. “As long as they all know about the danger. Of course the children and some of the older ones, like Madame Zara, will have to be safely hidden somewhere.”

				Merrick shrugged. “We’ve plenty of room at Hadrian Hall and there are several other Order estates scattered around Britain. They’ll be safely lodged, if that’s what they want.”

				“Without Madame Zara, there won’t be a fortune-teller,” Wink said. “I wonder if I could pretend to do that.”

				“Or me.” Nell bit her lip. “I have the exotic looks, remember.”

				Belinda shook her head. “No. I’ll do the fortune telling. Madame Zara is my great-aunt, after all, and I am a Rom, so I look the part too. Besides, I’m quite good with the cards if I do say so myself.”

				“So that’s what your gift is.” Miss Dorothy grinned. “Remind me to have you do a reading sometime. I’ve always been fascinated by the tarot.”

				Ideas flew so fast they made Belinda’s head spin, and then she and Connor were sent to the telephone to contact her uncle. All was agreed, and by supper the details had been hammered out. That evening, the eldest MacKays’ grand anniversary ball went off without a hitch, although the guard at the gates had been significantly increased. This time, Belinda got to dance with her new husband without interruption—and in another of her mother-in-law’s gowns. It didn’t matter. All she cared about was being with Connor.

				A week later, the circus arrived in Northumberland.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Eight

				Belinda finished unpacking her suitcase into her grandfather’s caravan, now that it was parked at the circus grounds. She and Connor, along with Lucifer and the two deerhounds, would call the wagon home for the duration of the investigation. Connor had been assigned to act as Fernando’s apprentice ringmaster, while Tom had worked up a magick act, as his sister had suggested. Melody was along to help Wink with the machines and act as Tom’s assistant. Wink planned to demonstrate some of her wonderful automatons and her “trained wolf” of a husband, who would represent the police in this matter. Her sister Nell would sing as part of the main performance. Altogether, half a dozen Knights and family members had replaced those members of the circus too old or frail to take the risk that might be headed their way.

				It had been a whirlwind of a week as they put together the plan and prepared for their various roles in the circus. Most importantly, Sir William had made sure all the charges against Belinda were dismissed. It had come as such a relief, she’d nearly fainted for the first time in her life. Not only had Connor and his father gone to retrieve her belongings from the farmhouse and make arrangement to sell the property, but Belinda had also been allowed to go into Edinburgh to shop. The trip there, in Connor’s steam car, had been exciting, as she had the chance to be utterly alone with Connor in their very own small house. She’d even been given her first lesson in driving the steam car. Perhaps most importantly, she now had a wardrobe fit for a queen, despite it being all ready-made.

				Of course, this week, she’d be wearing her old clothes, supplemented with paste jewels and things from secondhand stores to replicate Zara’s exaggerated gypsy style. It wasn’t ladylike, and they were about a serious business, but she couldn’t help but enjoy being back with a troupe. This was where she’d grown up, after all. Having her great uncle as ringmaster and numerous cousins among the group who had stayed gave the entire situation something of the feel of a family reunion.

				As for Belinda and Connor, the week had given them time to get to know each other. They’d spent almost as much time talking as they had making love. One thing she’d discovered about being married to a younger man was that his appetites—for food, for adventure and for lovemaking—were voracious. After eight days of marriage, her body was still tender from all the unaccustomed activity. She also couldn’t stop smiling. Her new husband was determined to make her happy. They hadn’t married for love and he probably loved another woman. Belinda could live with that. She’d loved another man, after all, though what she’d felt for Micah was very different from her growing feelings for Connor. Still, she believed they could be content together. They got on, and the passion between them was like nothing she’d ever dreamed. Belinda no longer had any difficulty believing affection would grow, and that they had a long and pleasurable future in store. It would be enough. She refused to ask for more than he could give her.

				Presuming, of course, that they were able to stop the witch-finders. Engle had gone into hiding, but they’d set their trap carefully, choosing a midsized town, less than an hour’s carriage ride from Newcastle, where Engle lived. The alderman hadn’t been cooperative when questioned about his cousin, but apparently the squire had possessed no such compunctions and had readily shared what little he knew in return for having the charges against him dropped.

				Belinda slid the last suitcase under the bed just as Connor stepped into the caravan, his shadow, Rowan, at his heels. Connor caught Belinda around the waist and pulled her close for a long, smacking kiss. “Everything looks ready for tomorrow’s grand opening. The tents are up, the sideshow booths are in place and we’re already drawing a crowd around the outside of the fence.”

				“That’s wonderful.” She kissed him back but wiggled away before things got out of hand...again. “I’m all finished in here, so I thought I’d go get myself settled into Zara’s booth.” She picked up the velvet pouch containing her grandmother’s tarot cards from the bed.

				“You’ll have to wait a bit. Merrick is here with more information,” he said. “We’re meeting in the main passenger car to hear what he has to say.” Since the circus traveled primarily by train, they were perforce set up at a railroad siding just outside town, tucked behind the local station. The advantage was that the train cars remained available to house performers and equipment so the crew didn’t have to live in tents. The passenger car was the circus’s primary gathering spot when they wanted to talk without being overheard. Today only the temporary performers were present, along with Fernando to represent the circus. He was the only one who had been briefed on the exact nature of his new “employees.” With both dogs beside them, Belinda and Connor took seats facing the front where Merrick waited, chatting with his two daughters. Once everyone arrived, Wink and Nell took their seats.

				Merrick cleared his throat and began. “First, we’ve been able to ascertain that the so-called sheriff who presided over Belinda’s trial was an impostor. Charges against him will be leveled as soon as anyone can find him.”

				Belinda gasped while Connor and some of the others cheered.

				“We managed to find one club in Newcastle with an Archibald Engle listed on the membership roll,” Merrick said. “We’ve investigated, but we don’t believe it to be a front for his anti-magick group. No one there admits to knowing him well and the club includes several foreign nationals among the membership. We’re still watching it and also making sure that word of this circus spreads to the neighborhood around those clubs, along with hints that there will be real magick. Hopefully, word of the magick, along with the newspaper advertisements emphasizing that this is a Romany troupe, will be enough to draw them in.”

				“We will all be on guard,” Fernando said. “If they come, we will be ready.”

				A murmur of agreement rose from the rest of the crowd.

				Wink stood up. “Before we go rehearse, I have something for each of you. Not all of us can carry pistols in our costumes, and we don’t want anyone walking about unarmed—even the regular performers. These are only good for one shot, but in a pinch, that should be all you need.” Her husband took a box from the floor by his feet and handed around silver rings designed like large flowers, each centered by a different colored artificial stone, to every one of the women. “The stone flips up to reveal a tiny dart,” Wink said. “There’s enough sedative in the dart to knock an adult male unconscious in seconds. All you do is push aside the stone like this, and press the stem of the flower.” She did so, and a dart embedded itself with impressive force into the velvet of the seat behind her.

				Belinda accepted a ring with a bright red glass center. Next to her antique wedding ring, it was garish and cheap, but she put it onto her opposite hand nonetheless. She already wore a small pistol strapped to her thigh beneath a slit in the side of her skirt and petticoat.

				“For the men, I have gloves with brass knuckles set into them and pocket watches with the tranquilizer darts.” Wink nodded to Tom, who passed those around. “We’ve got enough of each for a number of the regular performers too, Mr. Smith. We also have weaponry and distress sirens hidden in most of the tents and booths.”

				Belinda knew about that. There was a rifle mounted under the fortune-teller’s table, and an electronic buzzer installed to summon help if she needed it. Since her plan was to keep Willow with her at all times, she wasn’t terribly concerned about the alarm. While Scottish deerhounds were a noble breed, far too dear for circus performers, they could pass for gypsy lurchers. Since Belinda’s injury, the dog had all but refused to leave her side. As often as not, Rowan was there as well, having clearly decided that Willow was his. While his attachment to Connor remained clear, the dogs were both happiest when their two humans were together. Lucifer chose to keep to the caravan, disdaining the open spaces and bustle of the circus.

				“Since neither of us is in the performance, why don’t we take the afternoon train into Newcastle?” Connor asked as they left the meeting car. “I trust my father and Merrick to handle the investigation, but I can’t help wanting to see Engle’s premises for myself.”

				“I agree.” Belinda looked down at her layered, brightly colored skirts and purple satin bodice, then Connor’s striped waistcoat and tall boots. His hair had been dyed black so he didn’t stand out among the Romany circus folk. “Do we have to go dressed like this? We might cause a stir walking through neighborhoods.”

				“I think we can sneak out in our own clothing,” he said with a chuckle, tugging her into their caravan. His voice dropped to a husky promise. “Although if we help each other change, we might have to catch a later train.”

				* * *

				Connor tried to stifle his satisfied grin as he and his demure-looking wife settled into their seats on the train into Newcastle-upon-Tyne just past teatime. There was still plenty of daylight left to examine Engle’s neighborhood, but it would be a late supper they’d be having before they caught the last train back. Being newlyweds was an exhausting, if exhilarating, business. Looking at Belinda now in a forest-green traveling suit with a parasol in her gloved hands and a green velvet hat with a tiny black veil shading her forehead, he wanted to crow with pride. Other men eyed her with admiration, but only he got to see that luxurious dark hair tumbled across his pillow.

				“I’d like to stop at a stationer’s, if we can,” she said. “I need a new notebook.”

				“Filled the old one up with stories, have you?” She’d let him read some of her children’s fairy tales. Several of them, including one about a sheltered prince who longed to be a warrior, had touched him deeply, making him gasp with excitement, laugh out loud and genuinely care about the endings. She had a true gift. As a surprise, he’d already sent a letter to an Edinburgh publisher with a sample.

				She nodded. “On the trip down. Traveling gives me extra time for writing, it seems.”

				“When you’re not the one driving or shoveling coal.” Connor touched her nose. “I’m glad that we had additional help.” Tom had joined them for the trip from Kay’s Tower, meaning that Belinda had been able to relax in the sleeping compartment.

				“Well, I offered to help.”

				“Yes, you did.” She’d have been perfectly capable too and he felt no shame admitting that. Still, both he and Tom had been raised as gentlemen, so they’d taken turns with driving and stoking the boiler. “So have you given any thought to redecorating the house once we return to Edinburgh, or would you rather just look for something larger right away?” They’d spent the night in his bachelor townhouse on their shopping trip, and even Belinda had admitted quarters were tight.

				“Whichever you prefer.” She bit her lip then smiled. “If we do stay, I was thinking some lace curtains in the sitting room and parlor to let in more light than the velvet drapes. I can use the spare bedroom in the attic as a stillroom.”

				“So a bigger house, with ample space and better windows. Agreed.” He wiggled his nose to make her laugh, which she did. “We’ll need more space for servants, anyway. One couple is sufficient for a bachelor establishment, but not for a family.”

				“Making assumptions again?” Her smile vanished. “Please don’t get your hopes up.”

				“Not assumptions, blackbird—promises.” He patted her hand. He’d grown to love the idea of a houseful of children. “One way or another, my dear. If it’s children you want, then children you shall have—as many as you like. I asked my mother to poke around and look for a respectable orphanage while we were gone. They’re always looking for patronesses, so whether or not we choose to adopt one or a handful, you’ll be able to help any number of them by supporting the institution.”

				“Thank you.” She laced her fingers through his. Her voice was thick with emotion. “I never dreamed I’d be so fortunate.”

				They sat in companionable silence for the rest of the short ride and then took a hansom cab to Engle’s purported address. The house, settled in a clean middle-class neighborhood, appeared vacant. The shutters were all nailed closed and the brass doorknocker and doormat had been removed, long enough ago to leave a film of dust behind on the doorstep.

				Connor climbed back into the cab after walking around the house to the alley behind. Taking his seat across from Belinda, he removed his breathing mask—necessary in a large industrial city like Newcastle due to the overwhelming coal smoke. “There’s not a damn thing back there—no sign at all of recent occupation. Hell, I didn’t even find footsteps around the servants’ entrance.”

				Belinda’s forehead wrinkled. “Where could he have gone?”

				“I don’t know.” He clenched and unclenched his hand, wanting to hit something, or more specifically someone. He wouldn’t be sure Belinda was safe until the bastard was behind bars. “This isn’t the address of a gentleman of leisure. Do we know Engle’s profession?” That hadn’t been anywhere in Merrick’s briefing.

				“You believe witch-finder is just an avocation?” She rolled her eyes. He could practically see her mind working as she no doubt thought back over everything she’d ever heard about Mr. Engle. “I seem to recall Mrs. Douglas once saying her husband’s cousin had designed the newest wing of their home. So he could be an architect or builder, but I’m not sure it was the same cousin.”

				“Well, we can use that to look for more information.” It was more than they had so far. Connor checked his pocket watch. “It’s not five o’clock yet. There might be time to find an official and ask how a newly married couple would go about choosing someone to design a house.”

				“That’s an excellent thought.” She tapped her fingers together, pantomiming applause. He felt a distinct flush of pride at having earned her approval. “Perhaps they can give us a list.”

				“Or better yet, direct us to a trade association or guild hall.” He instructed the driver to head to the county offices, and pointed out a few sights to Belinda as they went. Newcastle was a bustling city, with its shipyards and cathedrals, theaters and shops nestled at the mouth of the River Tyne, and Belinda was a delightful audience—bright, eager to see and learn as much as she could and able to tell him things he hadn’t known either, including which parts of town were considered off-limits to gypsy circus performers.

				“I was only here once,” she said. “That same spring we traveled north. I met Micah in Carlisle and left the circus. I haven’t been out of Scotland since.”

				“I’ve been here on Order business several times, but I’ve never taken time to sightsee. Perhaps we can come again when we’ll have more time.”

				“Perhaps.” She looked doubtful, as if she’d rather go home to Edinburgh, and be with him in something bigger than a one-room caravan.

				Connor lifted her hand and kissed her gloved fingers. “So, tell me. How did a girl from the circus wind up on a Scottish farm, anyway?”

				“It’s not a very exciting story.” She glanced away from him, out the window. Her former husband was the one area of her life she’d been reticent about discussing. “Micah stopped by the circus out of boredom and found me behind the fortune-teller’s booth, reading a book. It turned out he’d read the same story and we spent enough time talking about the book that I was late to supper. Feeling guilty, he offered to take me to dinner at a nearby hotel. We were comfortable together from the first, and by the end of the week, he’d asked my grandfather for my hand. When the circus moved on to Ayr, I went with Micah to Shadwick.”

				“And you were happy, weren’t you?” Connor hated that he was jealous of a dead man. “You had your garden and your companion and your stories.”

				“I was. Having a home that didn’t move about was something I’d always dreamed of, and my herb and flower garden was my own little patch of paradise. I’d never grown so much as a weed before, but I took to gardening as if I was born to it. And I’d always made up stories in my head, but Micah urged me to write them down, so I could read them to our children one day.” She bit her lip. “The children never came, but I did read them to village boys and girls sometimes, when their mothers came to visit, or at local gatherings. The children seemed to like the tales.”

				“I’m sure they did. You’re an excellent writer.” He loved watching her skin tint pink at the compliment.

				“Thank you.” She pulled her hand away from his and folded it with her other in her lap. “Now I have a question for you. When I first met you, I wondered what you’d done to be knighted at such a young age. Is it just because of the Order, or is there a story behind it?”

				“Mostly the Order,” he said. “When we’re made full-blown members, the title usually goes with it. In my case there was a situation I helped resolve as sort of an apprentice, working with Merrick.”

				“Were you in danger?” She nibbled on her lip again.

				“Some.” He took her hand again. “You knew that was part of the bargain with me.”

				“I did and I do. That doesn’t mean I won’t worry.” She let her hand rest in his this time, despite a few censorious glances from the other occupants of the car. “So what was the situation?”

				“A killer, using Bodmin moor as his lair. He was completely mad, poor chap, and had taken to abducting village maidens.” He paused, searching for a polite way to say what happened next. “Then he... Well, it wasn’t pleasant when we finally found his den, let me tell you. He was also preternaturally strong and quick. He got in a few good licks before we were able to subdue him. Magick does that to some people—gives them extraordinary abilities, but damages the mind. Those are often the ones the Order finds itself hunting.”

				“I can see where that would be case.” She leaned her head against his shoulder. “It’s good to know men like you and Sir Merrick and your father are out there, standing for those of us who may never know what lurks in the dark.”

				“If you say so.” He squeezed her hand again, knowing she’d rather he didn’t kiss her in front of a train full of witnesses. He murmured against her hair. “I’m glad to have you standing with me now. I’ve been lonely too, you know. It will be good to have someone to come home to, someone I can tell about the horrors I face.”

				“Pleased to be of assistance.” She pulled away with a pert grin. “Now, here we are at the county offices.”

				After alighting from the cab, Connor and Belinda strolled inside, arm in arm. They approached a clerk whose desk sat nearest the foyer and Connor asked his question while Belinda batted her eyes like a besotted schoolgirl.

				“Well, there’s the Builders’ Guild.” The man set aside his quill and scratched the thin spot on the top of his head. “That’s the more...traditional option. Lately, more people have been using a newer collective of firms outside the Association’s purview. I can give you their direction, if you’re interested.”

				Belinda and Connor shared a glance. Conflict? Was that mere coincidence? Belinda smiled at the clerk. “That would be lovely. Do you know what the appeal is of this new group of builders?”

				The clerk swallowed hard, seemingly awed at being noticed by such a beautiful woman. He gazed at her and straightened to his full height. “They call themselves the Architecture and Arts Association. They claim to use magickal means to design the perfect home or business space for each and every client. Their services have become all the rage in Newcastle.”

				Excellent. Keeping to his assumed role, Connor made a snorting sound. “More like the Assortment of Alliterative Asses. Come on, man. Magick? Do you believe that nonsense?”

				The clerk shook his head, unsuccessfully hiding a grin.

				Connor sighed. “Darling, that can’t be the kind of firm we’re looking for. I prefer science, thank you very much. Don’t want to rely on hoodoo to hold up my walls.”

				The clerk nodded his agreement. If the poor man only knew who he was talking to.

				“A neighbor mentioned one specific man—said he did excellent work. His name is Engle, I think. Can you give me his direction?”

				“Never heard of him,” the clerk said. “Anyway, here’s the address of the Builders’ Guild. You might want to be careful. I hear some of the businesses are on shaky footing. Might want to check their books before you sign any contracts. A number have even gone bankrupt. Your Mr. Engle might be one of those.”

				While Connor mentally filed that information, Belinda seemed happy to play the role of a feather-headed bride. “But darling, I want to talk the magickal people. I want our new home to be perfect.”

				“Yes, muffin.” Connor managed to use the ridiculous endearment with a straight face, then asked the man for the directions to the new group as well. When the clerk complied, Connor slid him a five-pound note before saying, “Come along, my little cabbage. We can pay a call on the builders in the morning. Don’t want to be late to the theater tonight and you know it takes you hours to dress.”

				“Of course, lamb chop.” She simpered up at him and took his arm. “You’re so good to me.” She gave the poor clerk a little wave as they left the office. Connor almost felt sorry for the man for being so utterly gulled—not that he’d ever know it.

				They made it back to the cab before they both burst into gales of laughter. “Lamb chop?” Connor braced his elbows on his knees while he caught his breath. “Shall you serve me with mint jelly?”

				“It was repayment for muffin,” she wheezed. “Let alone cabbage. I’ve never understood why the French consider that a term of affection.”

				Connor gave the driver directions to the hotel where he planned to have dinner. “Well, food epithets aside, we got the information, my duplicitous wench. Well done.” He leaned across the gap between their seats and brushed a kiss across her cheek. Desire welled up, as it always did when he touched her. He wondered when the newlywed excitement would settle down, but spared a hope that it never would. Connor found himself enjoying his marriage to Belinda far more than he’d ever expected to.

				Her expression turned serious, nearly studious. “Couldn’t you have just gone in, shown the man your Home Office credentials and asked for any information you liked?”

				“I could have,” he said. “But then, if someone in his office is connected to our mysterious group, they’d have known we were looking into them. Better not to arouse suspicion, just in case.”

				“Well, that makes perfect sense. I’m glad I could be of assistance.” She blinked down at her lap, where her fingers were twisting, apparently of their own accord. “I’ve not had much purpose since Micah died. It feels good to be useful.”

				“You kept yourself alive until I met you.” Useless? He’d never met a more capable woman, and that was saying something considering his circle of acquaintance. He reached over and caught her hands in his, stilling their nervous motion. “I’m glad of that. You also wrote stories and made your concoctions for the villagers. That doesn’t sound useless to me. Just because you weren’t cut out to be a farmer doesn’t mean you’re not a worthwhile human being.”

				“I know.”

				“And now you’re assisting in this investigation. No one else could have acted as the bridge between the Order and your great-uncle.” He lifted her gloved hand from her lap and kissed it. “We need you, Belle. I need you. Never doubt your own importance.”

				* * *

				Belinda pondered those words, as they drove past the guild hall and the association headquarters. Both were closed for the evening, and neither looked like anything other than what it was purported to be. The guild hall showed some signs of neglect, reinforcing the idea that the competition was doing better financially. Finally, Connor telephoned the information to Merrick and whisked Belinda off to a resplendent dinner at a hotel that wouldn’t have let her in the front door a month ago.

				Ah the difference clothing could make. Thank heavens she was a quick study and had read enough etiquette books—one of the few offerings at the Shadwick lending library—to know which fork to use. She was also, to her great relief, able to mimic Connor’s more educated speech patterns. It was still hard not to feel out of place, but Connor kept her so focused on him, laughing and chattering, that she forgot she was an imposter.

				On the brief train ride back to the circus, they sat side by side and she leaned her head on his shoulder. “That was a lovely outing. Thank you.”

				He rubbed the back of her neck, between collar and hairline. “There’s so much I’m looking forward to showing you, my dear. Shall we run down to London for a few weeks as soon as this present business is cleared up?”

				This late at night, they were practically alone in the first-class car, so she didn’t complain when he slipped his arm around her shoulders. “You speak of London as easily as if you were saying, ‘shall we visit the greengrocer?’ It’s disconcerting, you know. Besides, isn’t your work in Edinburgh?”

				“I’m allowed some time off for a wedding trip. On the other hand, I could switch to the London office if you preferred. I will have to travel for work, you know that, but I have some liberty to request where I’m based.” He trailed warm fingers up and down her arm. “We could get a house in London, or even live in the family mansion, since no one else is in residence at the moment.”

				“Edinburgh, I think.” Connor was so close to his family, surely he wanted to be near them. “Unless you’d prefer London. I’d love to visit, but I don’t think I want to live there. For one thing, I wouldn’t know anyone there.”

				“Actually, you do. Both Kendall Lake and Tom Devere work out of the London office...as does Wink. Liam is with Scotland Yard, so they live right near Town.” His hesitation before he mentioned Wink was brief, but telling.

				There was something there, some sort of history. She’d noticed it before, not every time he spoke to or about the copper-haired beauty, but often enough. Had they been lovers before Wink’s marriage? Based on Liam’s protective and possessive demeanor, they weren’t now. That should be all that mattered.

				Still, Belinda couldn’t help but wonder. When he made love to her so enthusiastically, was he thinking of someone else? Someone tall and slim? It wasn’t a question she had the courage to ask. She turned a sigh into a yawn and said, “Edinburgh would still be my choice, but I’ll go wherever you decide.”

				“Then Edinburgh it is.” They stopped talking and spent the rest of the ride listening to the rhythmic clatter of the wheels and rails beneath their feet.

				Back in the caravan he helped her undress and they made love again, as they had every night since their wedding. Connor certainly didn’t seem to be thinking of another woman. He was as ardent as she could have wished and didn’t stint on complimenting her curves and dusky complexion. Belinda lay awake afterward, awash in the warmth of his arms. How long would it be like this? Would he tire of her? And what would become of her if he did?

				“What’s worrying you?” he asked. “Is it opening the circus tomorrow?”

				“No, not that.” She burrowed her face deeper into the crook of his shoulder. “If you ever decide to take a mistress, I want you to tell me.”

				“What?” Connor sat up in the too-small bed, drawing her with him. “Where the bloody hell did that notion come from?”

				Belinda shrugged. “It’s common enough, especially in the circles of society you frequent. All I ask is that you not do so behind my back. Give me some warning, and I’ll go away—back to the farm or find a cottage somewhere. I couldn’t stand to be humiliated that way.”

				“You’re not very observant, are you? My mother would shoot my father if he strayed. Hell, my grandmother would hand her the gun. Genny wouldn’t shoot Magnus, but I know for a fact she’d hurt any other woman who dared touch him. Remind me to tell you that story another time. Yes, blackbird, there are men who feel it’s their God-given right to sleep with as many women as will let them, but I assure you I was not raised that way.” He brushed a strand of hair away from her face. “The night we married, you made me a promise, that there would be no ghosts with us in our marriage bed. I’ll make you one now. There will be no one aside from us in our marriage either. I intend to honor my vows, Belle. As long as we both shall live.”

				“Well, if you change your mind, just remember what I asked.” She wanted desperately to believe him and she didn’t want to argue so she let it go. In the back of her head as she fell asleep, she could have sworn she heard a chuckle.

				No ghosts, eh?

				Bloody hell, that was all she needed—Micah’s ghost looking on while she slept with Connor. So much for her promise.

				Don’t worry, Linnie. I’ve better manners than that, even dead. I’m not about much anymore. You’ve a new husband to look out for you now. I like him, lass. He’s a good man and a better match for you than I ever was.

				His presence vanished. Connor shifted, tucking her closer. “Did you say something, Belle?”

				“Not a thing. Go to sleep. We’ve a busy day tomorrow.”

				A minute later he was breathing deeply as a child in slumber. Belinda lay there awake for the longest time, trying to sort out this odd life she’d found herself in over the last two weeks. If she wrote it in a story, no one would believe it. With that, she drifted off into a troubled sleep.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Nine

				The morning of the circus opening was hectic, but Connor couldn’t help a sense of exhilaration. A crowd of people crowded around the fence watched anxiously as Nicky Smith, the owner’s nephew and mechanical army survivor, stoked the calliope, and performers scurried back and forth getting ready. The scents of animals and roasting peanuts filled the air.

				Connor, in his role as assistant ringmaster, was meant to patrol the grounds, nominally overseeing all the workers, but mostly watching the crowd for their adversaries. Today’s goal was to establish that the magick in the circus as real and make sure it was impressive enough that word would spread. He’d spoke to Merrick and Fergus about the Builders’ Guild and the Architecture and Arts Association the night before, and Merrick would look into those today while the circus was busy here.

				About half an hour before the gates opened, Connor ducked into the fortune-teller’s tent to make sure Belinda was ready to go. Rowan’s tail thumped as Connor walked in and the dog stuck his big head up for Connor’s scratch. Connor rubbed a wiry ear, but he only had eyes for Belinda. He’d grown used to her simple gypsy clothing of bright skirts and a peasant blouse during the last few days, but today she’d added to it, with brassy bangles on both wrists, big hoops in her ears and a red scarf covering the top of her head, while her dark curls spilled out from underneath. Even in layers of mismatched styles and colors, she still looked good enough to eat as she smiled up at him, her grandmother’s tarot cards in her hands.

				“All set?” Willow and Rowan, sprawled on either side of her, shifted to make room for Connor.

				Belinda nodded. “I remember my lessons on how to fake a reading in the crystal ball, and I’ve memorized what the various lines on a palm are supposed to mean. I practiced this week on most of our co-conspirators, so I think I’m ready.”

				He slid into the chair opposite hers. “Show me.”

				Belinda lifted an eyebrow. “You want me to read your fortune?”

				“Exactly.” He winked.

				“Very well, most honored sir.” She slipped into the persona he’d seen her practicing all week. “Would milord prefer the cards, to have his palm read or to plumb the mysteries of the crystal ball?”

				“Oh, the crystal ball, by all means.” He settled into his seat, enjoying the show.

				Her dark eyes twinkled up at him. “For the spirits to come, you must honor them with silver. Five shillings, if you please.” She held out her palm.

				Connor handed her a five-shilling coin.

				“You are most gracious, sir, as well as handsome.” Belinda laid both hands on the large quartz globe on a silver-plated stand in front of her and peered into it. “Think of a question, concentrate on the answers you wish the spirits to provide.”

				“Very well.” He grinned back. “I have my question.”

				He could feel her gaze dart to him when she wasn’t looking into the ball. “I see an image beginning to form,” she said. “A man? No, ’tis a woman. Her hair is dark, ah yes, but it isn’t your wife, no...she’s younger. A sister, perhaps? I see. Her eyes are just like yours—no, not in color, but the expression, the intelligence and humor, those are the same, are they not?”

				“Give over,” Connor said, impressed by her acumen. “How did you know I was thinking of Melody?”

				“You gave yourself away with a slight negative expression when I said man, so it was a woman. When I said younger, you nodded just slightly, the same with dark hair and not your wife, though you have a wedding ring to tell me you’re married. I have mirror set just outside my tent so I can see the people waiting and who they interact with. That helps. After that, I guess, and use their physical cues to narrow down the possibilities of whom they’re thinking about and what they want to know.”

				“Well done.” He leaned over the table and gave her a smacking kiss. “Now what question was I trying to ask about my little sister?”

				“Normally I’d talk about a loving handsome husband and gauge your reactions to see if that was a present or future man. Given what I know about your family, I’m not sure that is what she wants. I’d start with seeing her as an old, old woman, laughing and happy, surrounded by loved ones. Again, based on your reactions, I’d refine from there.”

				“Well done. I do hope she’ll find a good man, someday, one who can handle a wife who’s probably smarter than him. There’s no hurry about that. What I really want to know is whether she’s ever going demand the five quid I owe her since I married first.”

				Belinda laughed, meaning he’d achieved his goal. She wasn’t nervous, and she would amaze her customers. “Get out of here, you fool. Go watch the crowd for guild members.”

				“Or the association.” He paused in the entrance. “We can’t completely rule them out either, you know.”

				“I know. I’ll be careful, I promise. You do the same.”

				Connor nodded and made his way to the gate to keep an eye on the crowd as they purchased tickets and streamed inside.

				* * *

				“I’d like my cards read, please.”

				Belinda looked up at Nell Hadrian, who had just entered the tent. Since Nell didn’t sing until later, she was still dressed in a simple skirt and shirtwaist rather than her sequined show costume. Her straight black hair hung in a long thick braid down her back.

				Nell grinned at Belinda’s confused expression. “I noticed there wasn’t a line, and thought if it looked like you were busy, others might follow. Besides, I’ve been meaning to ask you for a reading. You said the tarot was your real gift.”

				“Then by all means, have a seat.” Belinda picked up the cards and began to shuffle. “Have you a question in mind?”

				“I do.” Something bittersweet passed behind Nell’s dark gaze, but she maintained her smile.

				“Cut the deck and lay three cards out in front of you.” Of all the people she’d met in the last week, Nell, with her quiet wit and gentle heart, was one of Belinda’s favorites. “We’ll do a longer reading another time.” The three-card spread was a quick and easy reading, what Belinda planned to do with customers, unless they paid extra for a longer session.

				“Of course.” Nell did as she’d been instructed, her small hands nimble and quick. “Now what?”

				“This first one represents the past as related to your question.” Belinda turned it over to find the Queen of Swords. “Oh my. That’s somewhat unusual for a young, unmarried woman. This suggests a great deal of sorrow and loss. Whatever your question, it relates to something that has made you grieve deeply.”

				“Accurate.” Nell’s neutral expression didn’t change. “As you can imagine, I’d rather you not say anything to any of the others about this.”

				“Of course not. I can keep a confidence,” Belinda said.

				A hint of a smile flitted across Nell’s lips. “I know you can. Go on, please.”

				“Very well. Turn over the second card.”

				Nell did, revealing the Lovers, reversed. She bit her lower lip. “Well, then. I suspect I can guess what that means.”

				Belinda winced. “You’re in love with someone who doesn’t love you? Or someone who for one reason or another cannot be with you.”

				“So it would seem,” Nell said. “I can’t deny it. Now shall we see what my future holds?” At Belinda’s nod, Nell flipped the last card.

				“Oh dear.” Belinda looked over at her young friend. “The Fool. This is a warning, Nell. The fool can go either way, to heaven or hell. He doesn’t take the time to be certain of his path. Whatever you do, dear one, please be careful. No hasty decisions, all right?”

				“I promise not to be rash.” The sadness that haunted her expression had deepened. “I’ll heed your warning, Belinda. Thank you.” She leaned over the table to kiss Belinda’s cheek before she left. “You have a line, now. Have a wonderful day.”

				From there on, Belinda had a crowd. She barely drew another breath until the end of the day, when she closed her booth and went looking for Connor.

				* * *

				After several hours of watching visitors, Connor sighed in frustration. He hadn’t detected a single problem customer in the lot. Almost all the crowd had gone in to the tilt, or big-top tent, for the show. Nell sang and Connor couldn’t help but pause in one of the entries and watch. She was magnificent, as always, but he’d never seen her like this, in a short skirt with spangles and a plunging bodice. Given her retiring and modest nature, the poor thing was probably miserable. Tom had to be going crazy seeing his adopted sister like this.

				“She’s amazing, isn’t she?” Wink said from just over her shoulder. “You’d never know she hates having an audience, even though she holds them in the palm of her hand when she sings.”

				“I feel badly about forcing her to do this, but God, your sister has a voice that borders on magickal.” Connor sometimes thought Nell’s voice was magickal—or at least had the potential to be so if she wished.

				“No one forced her to do anything. She’s happy to help, really.” Wink settled her hand on George’s metal head. “She doesn’t like the clothes, but she loves being able to contribute to the investigation.”

				“Whereas you’re probably enjoying yourself in that outfit.” Connor smiled at Wink’s short, sparkly dress. He was a man, not a eunuch, so of course he enjoyed the view, but it was just that—a view, not something he considered his. A few months ago, he’d have been furious to see her expose herself to other men. Now—now she was merely a partner in crime, much like Tom or Liam. He took a moment to study her face. “You are having fun, aren’t you? Working with the Order, with Liam, it makes you shine. It’s good to know you’re happy.” It was. And for the first time, the notion didn’t hurt down in his gut.

				“I am.” She grinned. “Both with the investigation and my marriage. Thank you for asking. And now that you have Belinda, I don’t even have to feel guilty about it.”

				Connor rolled his eyes. “Don’t feel guilty for marrying the man you love. I’m happy for you. Really.”

				“I like Belinda, by the way.” Wink punched his shoulder. “She’s good for you. Don’t mess this up.”

				“I’ll do my best. I like her too.” He meant it. Wink and his unrequited love for her was his past. His future was with Belle. “I understand now that you and Liam were meant to be, in a way that you and I never could have been. Friends?”

				She shook the hand he held out. “Always.” Then she kissed him on the cheek and shoved past him into the tent.

				* * *

				Belinda slunk back to the caravan, relieved as hell that neither Connor nor Wink had seen her listening to the last part of their conversation.

				Connor was in love with Wink. She’s suspected as much, but now she knew for certain. No wonder he’d hesitated when speaking her name the night before. No wonder he hadn’t cared whom he married. He liked Belinda, and that had been enough.

				Her chest hurt and her eyes watered. She groped her way into the caravan and sank into a bench next to the tiny table that jutted out from a wall of the sleeping compartment. Connor and Wink. Now she understood his promise not to take a mistress. Since the woman he loved was married to, and head over heels for, another man, of course it didn’t matter who he was with. Belinda was as good a substitute as anyone else, she supposed.

				Willow sat down next to Belinda and whined, licking Belinda’s face when she turned to hug the giant dog. Lucifer jumped down from his perch atop the clothes cupboard to the back of Belinda’s seat and rubbed against her shoulder. Belinda welcomed the comfort of her two friends and sent a thought winging to Micah. This would be an excellent time for him to appear with his words of wisdom. But there was no voice in her head except her own. She let the tears fall into Willow’s wiry fur for a few minutes, then gathered herself together and set about making a cup of tea. Connor kept their small cook stove hot all day, so it was just a matter of putting water on to boil.

				While she waited for the water to heat, she emptied her pockets. Her pistol went into a drawer while she set her cards on the table. It had been weeks, maybe even months since she’d done a reading for herself. A few minutes later she set the teapot on the table, sat down again and shuffled her cards. She kept her question open-ended, asking merely what the universe thought she ought to know. Rather than an elaborate spread, she dealt out only three cards.

				“Past,” she murmured, turning the first card, which showed a man and a woman, bodies entwined. “The Lovers. Of course.” That made sense given that Connor was the first man she’d slept with in years. “Now for the present.” She turned the second card to reveal the Empress—a card Belinda had never in her life drawn in a reading for herself.

				She swallowed hard, blinking at the worn image on the card, that of a lovely woman, a gold crown on her long, flowing hair. More importantly, she was shown heavily pregnant. “Oh. Oh my goodness.” She dropped her hand to her abdomen. Was it possible? Well, of course it was possible, but was it true? The cards often had meanings that went far deeper than their images suggested. The card could simply reflect Belinda starting a new phase of her life, which was indubitably the case.

				Belinda held her breath as she turned over the final card.

				Death.

				Fear swamped her as she stared into the face of the grim reaper. She could swear his faded ink eyes looked into hers and he laughed. The room swayed ominously, so she roughly pushed the cards into a heap and put her head down on the wooden table, fighting to drag in a breath. Oh, heavens, she didn’t know which card frightened her more.

				An hour earlier she would have run out to find Connor and tell him about the cards, but after overhearing him with Wink, she wasn’t sure that was such a good idea. Belinda still had to come to grips with the idea of him loving another woman. Not that she’d expected him to be in love with her or anything. It just stung, and she couldn’t even explain why. Now to find out there might soon be another person caught in their mess—well, that was a complication that just boggled the mind.

				But a baby. Belinda wanted children with all her heart—so much, she couldn’t quite believe that was what the card meant. She would wait to tell Connor until she was sure—until she had more concrete evidence than a random piece of cardboard. That way, if her courses came, he wouldn’t have to share her disappointment. If they didn’t, Belinda would be able to tell Connor with greater certainty and she’d have more time to come to terms with him marrying her while loving someone else. Time was all she needed for that, Belinda decided. Connor still deserved a good wife and she could be that—be his friend and lover. There was no lack of physical chemistry between them, or camaraderie. They would grow fond of each other. Those would be enough. They’d have to be.

				She dried her tears and drank her tea, her mind still a whirl. When she fell asleep that night, tucked in Connor’s arms and replete with spent passion, it was the Death card that lingered in her mind.

				* * *

				“We have a list of the Builders’ Guild members.” Three days after the circus opened, Merrick, making his daily visit, spoke to Connor, Tom and Fernando in the ringmaster’s small parlor. One of two rooms in his private train car, this also served as the circus’s office. “Our Mr. Engle is on it but his name is marked inactive.”

				“What about the other group?” Connor said. He gave the list a brief look, recognizing no names other than Engle’s.

				“We’re working on that,” Merrick said. “They’re a little cagier about giving out names without a signed contract to do business. I will say this—there’s some genuine magick in their headquarters, and the gents at the Guild were very happy to wax on about how magick is evil and destroys everything it touches. I honestly think that’s the group causing our problems. Have you seen any trouble here?”

				Connor shrugged. “A few bullies outside the gate yesterday with rotten fruit. The day before that, we had some church women with signs. Nothing sinister.”

				“How about Tom’s magick act—is that drawing attention?” Merrick asked.

				Fernando nodded. “Packed tilt every night since that first one. And Belinda’s tent has a queue every day. She’s as gifted as Zara. The people believe in her readings.”

				“I’m not being subtle with the magick show, and there are rumors filtering in about it. Hell, Wink’s shows with her automata and ‘trained wolf’ have even had people claiming something supernatural is at work.” Tom took the list from Connor and scanned it.

				

				“But none of them have mentioned a werewolf, I’ll bet.” Merrick smiled briefly and sighed. “Well, we knew this wouldn’t be a quick way to draw out the witch-finders but it seems to be working. Keep your eyes open and don’t get complacent. I’ll keep digging in Newcastle.”

				“We can give it the full two weeks we’d agreed on,” Fernando said. The circus—the real one—was scheduled to move to Glasgow after a fortnight. “After that we’ll have to come up with a different plan.”

				“And hope no other innocents die in the meanwhile.” Connor’s gut still told him that the so-called witch-finders would come to them, and Glasgow might be too far north for their reach.

				Merrick caught Connor’s gaze and nodded. “Exactly. By the way, I spoke to your father yesterday. The alderman is being tried for attempted murder of Belinda, but no one expects a conviction—not when the man is clearly overwhelmed with grief. It’s more likely he’ll be remanded to the care of a physician. The squire has given his word that he bears no grudge against your wife. Fergus believed him.”

				Connor weighed the information. His father was a damn good judge of character. Belinda was likely safe from that quarter. “Thank you. I’ll let Belle know at supper.”

				The one time other than in bed when he could be sure to find Belinda was when the performers and carnies gathered in groups for the evening meal in an old dining car. It was a raucous affair—not too different from dinner at the Tower when everyone was home, although the jokes were a little cruder, with so few women left in the troupe. Other than Belinda, Melody, Wink and Nell, there was only the middle-aged cook who wouldn’t leave her husband, and a couple younger members of the original troupe. Belinda and the woman who did trick-riding stunts turned out to be distant cousins and spent a fair bit of time together. Belinda also seemed to have grown fond of Nell, which almost everybody did, but she seemed to shy away from Wink, particularly in the past few days. Connor hoped no one had said anything to her about his past infatuation, but mostly he hoped he hadn’t somehow given himself away.

				Maybe he ought to go talk to her now—or at least slip in between customers to make sure she was all right. Something had been off with her for the past day or two, and it was beginning to worry him. With that in mind, he strolled around the circus, watching the various groups of customers queue for the carousel or gather around the puppet stage and the small menagerie. Finally, he made his way to the long line outside the fortune-teller’s tent. Enough people waited that one of the clowns lingered in the area, juggling to entertain them while they waited.

				In his red coat and white trousers with the black top hat of a ringmaster, Connor was able to step right up to the entrance to Belinda’s tent. Raised voices from inside made Connor’s hair stand on end. He stepped into the tent just in time to hear Willow growl. A man stood looming over the table where Belinda sat.

				“I’m sorry, sir.” Belinda’s right hand was under the table where she kept her pistol, while her left held Willow’s collar. Her expression and voice remained calm. “You paid for a palm reading and that’s what I gave you. For the last time, I can’t cast any spells and wouldn’t if I could. I’m sorry your wife left you but there’s nothing I can do about it. There’s plenty of call for building trades farther south in England. I suggest you go look in London or Manchester if you want to find work as a carpenter.”

				Building trades? Connor stepped farther in so the man could see him standing to his full height despite the low ceiling of the tent. “The lady has given you a good suggestion—one beyond the context of your reading. Good day, sir.”

				The man blustered, but faced with an enormous dog and an oversized bruiser, he folded. “All right, all right. Isn’t right, them using magick to run us out of business. I was only trying to get my own back.”

				“I know,” Belinda said with a kind smile. “You’re not a bad man, Mr. Harris. You need to get away, start over again. Once you have work, maybe your wife will come back from her mother’s.”

				He nodded and hung his head as Connor took him by the arm and escorted him to the gate. “I’m sorry,” the man said to Connor. “I wouldn’t have really hurt that gypsy, you know. Leastways I don’t think I would have.”

				“That gypsy is my wife,” Connor growled through clenched teeth. “If you had touched her, it would have been the last thing you ever did.”

				“At least you still have yours.” The poor, broken blighter didn’t even resist as Connor shoved him out the gate with a little more force than absolutely necessary. “Lucky sod.”

				Connor pondered that parting comment as he made his way back to Belinda’s tent. The man seemed utterly lost. Something was very wrong in Newcastle, indeed. Unfortunately, Connor couldn’t quite place this man as a conspirator to a serious plot.

				Belinda, apparently unconcerned about the near attack, was already in the middle of another reading when he returned to her tent. Connor wasn’t so sanguine about it. The urge to pound on something or someone seethed like a burning ember in his gut.

				“Hey, Con, I was looking for you. I had an interesting conversation at my afternoon show.” The familiar voice from over his shoulder made him turn and force his anger to settle. Tom, in his magician’s cloak, cocked an eyebrow. “What’s wrong?”

				At Connor’s gesture, the two walked away from the crowd, over to the siding where the train cars waited. “Some bastard just tried to attack Belle.”

				“What? Is he in pieces? I’m assuming if she didn’t take him apart, then her dog did. You don’t have any blood on you.” Despite his flippant words, concern shone in Tom’s blue eyes, a darker shade than Connor’s own. “Is she all right?”

				Connor nodded and dragged his hand through his hair. “Aye, she’s fine. She feels sorry for the bloke. He folded easily enough and I booted him off the grounds.” He held his hand out, noting that it still trembled. “I’m not taking it so well, it seems.”

				“Well, of course not.” Tom pushed Connor down onto a bench and handed him a small silver flask from his pocket. Connor took a swig of the expensive brandy Tom favored. It wasn’t Scotch, but it helped calm his roiling stomach. Tom continued. “In our line of work, we’re used to risking ourselves. That’s not the same as watching someone you love face down danger.”

				“I know. It was bad enough when it was my sister, or...” Connor broke off, but Tom just chuckled.

				“Or mine. Admit it. Although you thought you were in love with Wink, you didn’t get nearly the same sick sensation when you saw her dive headfirst into a fight.” Tom took the flask back and tipped it back.

				Connor thought about his friend’s words, testing their weight. “You’re right. Maybe because by the time we faced down the metal army, I’d already given up. I cared about her, but it was almost the same as if Melody or Genny had been there.” Had he ever really loved Wink? Loved properly, not as a friend or sister, that is. He’d thought so, but looking back, he saw that his affection for her had never been the same white-hot fire of his feelings for Belle.

				“Or maybe you’d just figured things out by then.” Tom passed the flask back. “I think you do love Belinda. Probably did from the moment you laid eyes on her.”

				“Aye.” Connor drank another mouthful of brandy. “You should have seen her in that pokey gaol, Tom. She was half-starved and freezing, but still a spitfire. But how can I trust my feelings? I was apparently dead wrong before.”

				“Hell if I know.” Tom stretched his feet out in front of him, staring at the toes of his boots. “I’d guess it’s something you have to take on faith. Have you told her yet? She deserves to know.”

				“Told her what? About proposing to your sister? No. I don’t plan on it either.” Connor took one more sip, then handed the nearly empty flask back. “The thing is—I thought I was in love with Wink. Now I know I wasn’t. How can I be sure that this time, my feelings are real?”

				Tom thought a moment. “You were seventeen when you met Wink, right? And right away, you decided you were in love with her.”

				Connor nodded.

				“I think you were right—at the time. You loved Wink, but that doesn’t take away from the love you have for Belinda now. The way a seventeen-year-old boy falls in love with the girl of his dreams is a different sort of thing from the way a man falls in love with a woman. I’d wager that if you think about it, the love you felt for Wink had actually changed over time—evolved into a more fraternal affection—and you just didn’t want to admit it.”

				“How the hell do you know so much about love?” Connor narrowed his eyes.

				Tom looked away. “Don’t worry about me. Just tell Belinda the truth—all of it.”

				Connor still wasn’t thrilled about that. “It’s all in the past, anyway. It doesn’t matter.”

				“Well, the past has a way of catching up with you.” Tom drained the last dregs and put the flask back in his pocket. “Tell her you love her, before anything stupid happens. What we do—well, there’s never any certainty that any given day won’t be our last.”

				“Maudlin, but true. I’ll tell her.” Tonight, before as Tom had said, anything stupid happened. Then Connor looked at his friend. He wasn’t sure he’d ever seen Tom look so melancholy. “What’s made you an expert on matters of the heart, all of a sudden? Hell, I haven’t even seen you with a barmaid since university.”

				Tom’s eyelids dipped and he stared out at his toes. “I know all about impossible love, believe me. It’s one of my specialties.”

				Connor stood and shrugged. One of these days, he’d get nosy and find out what the hell was going on with Tom. Right now, he had his own life to tend to. For the rest of the afternoon, he planned to stay within ten yards of the fortune-teller’s tent. Tonight, he and Belle were going to have a long, serious talk. “What happened at your show this afternoon?”

				“Ah, right.” Tom inhaled and shook a bit as if to clear his head. “A couple of men tried to interrupt the show, waving their arms and misquoting bible verses, ranting about how magick is evil. We got them out easily enough, but are we seeing a pattern here?”

				“Let me guess—out-of-work builders?” Connor saw the trend and didn’t like it. When Tom nodded, Connor said, “Exactly. I hear there was a similar commotion last night at the main show.”

				Tom shrugged. “A couple idiots shouting, nothing more. I didn’t take it very seriously. They didn’t cause any problems.”

				“So it does look like the Builder’s Guild is our problem group, right?” Connor wished he felt more certain of that.

				“Looks that way.” With that, Tom stood and strode away, never looking back.

				An idea formed in his brain and Connor cursed himself for not thinking of it earlier. Still the train hadn’t come yet, so he might not be too late. Connor hopped the fence and ran to the station. Sure enough the man he’d ejected stood waiting. Harris shied away as Connor approached, but Connor held up his hands. “I just have a question for you—that’s all.”

				The man nodded. “I’ve nothing else to do. Talk.”

				Connor stuffed his hands in his pockets, hoping that made him look less threatening. “What gave you the idea to come to the circus today? Did someone tell you about it? Suggest you coming?”

				“Well, I suppose I heard about it at the guild hall,” Harris said. “Been living there since the bank took my house. Come next month, my dues will be up and I’ll be out on my own.”

				“Word of this circus was going around the guild hall?” Connor backed up and sat on a wooden bench, then nodded toward the other end.

				Harris sat. “Yes. Most of the boys are pretty against magick, given that it’s the association driving us out of business. There were a couple men there, urging us to come get rid of the heathen scum.” He shrugged. “Me? Hell, I’d kiss the devil himself if I thought he could help me. That’s why I asked for a reading. I truly am sorry, sir. I don’t know what came over me. I never would have laid a hand on your wife.”

				“I believe you, mate. Do you remember who was there trying to rile up the membership?”

				Harris pondered. “Cullen, I think. He’s always been an ass. Funny thing—I thought he’d gone over to the association. Had a bit of a fit, he did, when we admitted Goldsmith into the guild. Said he didn’t want to work with any dirty Jews.”

				Connor’s heart stuttered. Here was his answer. “Have you ever heard of a man called Archibald Engle?”

				“Aye. Nasty bugger.” Harris nodded. “Joined the association last year, after his daughter ran off with an Italian.”

				“Mr. Harris, thank you very much.” Connor pulled out his wallet and handed several ten-pound notes to the other man. “Now do as the gypsy told you and go find a new job. I’d stay out of Newcastle for a while. Things might not be exactly safe.”

				Connor left Harris there gawking as he ran into the station to telephone Merrick.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Ten

				Belinda was tired by the time the main show in the tilt began. This was when she closed up the tent for supper, and as usual, Connor was waiting outside the tent to walk her to the dining car.

				“Any more trouble?” His gaze raked her up and down as he took her arm. Willow and Rowan fell into step behind them.

				“No. Since you spent the rest of the day loitering outside my tent, you ought to know that.”

				He tipped his head. “How did you know?”

				“A few of the patrons commented, so I asked Alex.” Alex was the juggler who’d taken to entertaining her queue. The seventeen-year-old clown also fancied himself her protector, so he’d been a little stung to have Connor hanging about. Belinda wasn’t about to share that information with her husband.

				At dinner, they sat with Melody, Nicky, the menagerie keeper and ticket takers, along with the few others who weren’t involved in the main show. Belinda enjoyed the company of the regular circus folk, even though she no longer felt a part of their world. She knew they’d welcome her back if she chose to stay after this was over but this was a visit to her past, not a permanent return. Belinda appreciated the welcome, but she’d made her choices. Unless Connor asked her for a divorce or separation, her place would be wherever he was. Just because he didn’t love her didn’t mean she couldn’t be a good wife.

				It was odd—a few weeks ago she’d have said she was utterly confident and comfortable in who she was. Now, she felt like a green girl all over again. Parts of that were fun and exciting, but it was odd to feel so nervous and uncertain of herself again. Being married to an older man and then widowed, she’d grown old before her time. Being young at heart wasn’t as wonderful as one might think.

				“What’s wrong, Belle?” Connor reached across the table and caught her hand, making her realize she’d been staring off into space. “You’re not eating.”

				Belinda blinked down at her plate. Normally she loved shepherd’s pie, but tonight her stomach was tied up in knots and the food tasted like sawdust. “Sorry. I suppose I was a little shaken this afternoon.” It was easier than admitting to all her other fears—or hopes.

				“Of course.” His jaw clenched. “I should have done more than thrown him out the gates.”

				“No.” She pulled her hand away and forced herself to eat. “He didn’t do anything except try to intimidate me. He wouldn’t have gone through with violence. It wasn’t in him. I also didn’t get the idea that he was part of any sort of organized plot. He’s just a sad, somewhat desperate man. He’s lost everything.”

				“That’s why I didn’t tear him apart,” Connor said. “It wasn’t easy.”

				“That’s because it’s ingrained in you to protect anyone and everyone.” He considered her under his care, so of course he felt obligated to watch over her.

				“Well, it turns out to be good that I didn’t hurt Harris.” Connor regaled all of them with what he’d learned that afternoon. “Merrick was able to question the housekeeper at the association headquarters. They have their religious meetings in the basement. It’s the association that’s been instigating problems, partly by riling up the guild members after they’ve ruined their lives. The association, it seems, fancies itself the descendants of the Templars. They believe their magick is from God, and all ‘foreign’ magickal people are evil. They’re starting on the guild level, but intend this to be the start of a grand movement.”

				“Unbelievable,” Melody said. “Are we going after them there, rather than waiting for them to find us?”

				Connor shrugged. “I don’t know. Merrick said he’d let us—”

				A loud crash shook the car, rattling the dishes and knocking the cook’s assistant off his feet. Belinda gasped. “What was that?”

				“I don’t know.” Connor was already bolting from his seat. “Stay here.” He looked around and gathered a handful of the younger men as he ran from the car.

				Belinda looked over at the Melody and the cook, Angelica Navarro, who held a heavy cast-iron pan in her plump hand. Melody had pulled a massive spanner from her belt. The half dozen or so others in the car had all drawn some sort of weapon, even herself, she saw as she noticed the pocket pistol in her hand. She didn’t even remember drawing it.

				Outside the car, shouts could be heard and Belinda looked at the others. “We’re not waiting in here, are we?”

				Melody was already running out the door. Angelica shook her head and her frying pan. “Let’s go. This is my circus too.” Her husband, a strongman, was in the tilt, along with most of the others. “My family.”

				The six or seven men in the car had already left, trailing behind Connor. Belinda and Angelica made their way outside to find smoke pouring out of the engine compartment, while flames licked around the metal doorway. The huge locomotive hadn’t derailed, not quite, but two of the wheels wobbled precariously on the tracks. No wonder the whole train had shaken.

				Connor and the other men worked to get the fire put out. Everyone raced out of the tilt, performers and audience alike. A bucket brigade quickly formed.

				“Is anyone hurt?” Belinda asked one of the roustabouts as she handed him a bucket. Paul had been one of the first out the door with Connor. “Do we know what happened?”

				“The boiler exploded,” he said. “I don’t think anyone was in there. The boiler shouldn’t even have been lit.”

				“It wasn’t an accident.” Liam was one of the first from the big top to reach the train. He still had a pair of trousers on, so obviously it hadn’t been during his act as a wolf. “It was a warning—from someone using magick to come after us.”

				“Magick?” Belinda almost lost her grip on the bucket she was passed, but Liam took it from her and strode up to the locomotive to join the men there. Belinda turned to Wink, who was close behind her husband. “Magick?” she asked again.

				“That’s what Tom said.” Wink nodded and insinuated herself into the brigade line. Over her shoulder, Belinda saw Tom and Fernando, coaxing the audience into an orderly retreat—probably with the promises that they could bring their tickets back tomorrow for another show. “There was a flash on the stage, when no one was nearby, and a disembodied voice told everyone to leave or die. I didn’t see a mechanism, but Tom said he felt power.”

				Another explosion rocked the compound. Belinda kept her footing and looked over to see the carousel engulfed in a cloud of smoke. “That was my grandfather’s,” she whispered. Then she shook herself and added a mental hope that no one was close enough to be hurt. It was shut off during the show, so at least there wouldn’t have been any riders.

				“And I repaired it,” Wink snarled. “Oh these bastards are going to pay for this.” She took off running, and leaped the fence into the compound without breaking stride. Belinda envied her the short costume for just a moment as she followed more slowly.

				Meanwhile, the crowd stampeded, trying to escape the compound. A woman screamed as she fell, and only Tom, diving after her with his long arms, was able to keep her from being trampled. Two men pushed at each other to get out the gate, blocking everyone until Connor shoved them both out, clearing the way for others. Then Connor and Tom started lifting small children over the fence.

				Then another sound was heard over the din and everyone stopped pushing.

				Nell stood atop the barker’s small platform and sang, her voice amplified by the ringmaster’s megaphone. The song was a slow, sweet ballad, and the people turned to listen, pausing in their headlong rush. Once she had the attention of all the panicked audience members, Nell inserted instructions into her lyrics, urging them to walk slowly and find their way home. And so they did. With smiles and concern for their fellow man, they helped each other reach the exit then moved on to the train station or to the park beyond where their carriages waited.

				“How does she do that?” Belinda didn’t stop running, but the compulsion to walk quietly out the gates was nearly overwhelming.

				“It’s just her gift,” Wink said over her shoulder. “I’ve never seen her use it like this. She despises that kind of attention.”

				They reached the area around the carousel, which burned like a torch. One roustabout nearby was on his back. His face and arms were red, but he was alive and the two women dragged him back to safety while more of the circus workers gathered to put out the flames.

				“The tilt is on fire,” one of the performers shouted. “And the food cart.”

				Belinda whirled. Sure enough, the top of the main tent had also gone up in flames. As the last of the guests made their way out the gates, Nell stopped singing and nimbly leaped down off the stage. Like everyone else, she ran to grab buckets. Somebody closed the gates.

				“There’s too much fire.” Connor ran up and started waving everyone away from the circus grounds. “Everyone head to the train station—that should be far enough away to be safe.”

				Fernando took the megaphone and shouted the same instructions to all his people. Soon, everyone had fled the burning tents and congregated on the far side of the siding. Liam scooped the unconscious roustabout over his shoulder and carried him away from the circus, while most of the others dropped their buckets and followed.

				“Get the animals,” someone shouted.

				“We’ll take the caravans,” Belinda called back. “The animals can go in those.” The train would probably be safe from burning, but the cars might get too hot or fill up with smoke. The dogs would stay with her and horses could be tied on the other side of the station, but the trained bear and the menagerie animals couldn’t be left to wander.

				Connor and Belinda raced toward their caravan with the dogs trailing behind them. Connor used magick to ignite the boiler, while Belinda’s young cousin Nicky loaded the bear into the larger of the two stalls in back and filled the other with the ocelots and lynx from the menagerie. Connor ran off to start up the other caravan, belonging to the acrobats, who loaded the alpacas and peacocks from the menagerie into that one. Nicky put the anteater and tapir into the sleeping compartment of Belinda’s caravan and locked the doors. The dogs stayed with her in the driver’s box as she drove the huge machine over the rough ground to the far side of the train station. Once she’d reached the grassy carriage park, she climbed out, tamping down the boiler flames and locking the dogs inside to keep them from getting anywhere near the conflagration.

				“Is everyone here?” she asked Connor when he appeared at her side. “How many injured do we have?”

				“Only a few so far.” He squeezed her briefly and kissed the top of her head. “The station master is letting the women and wounded go inside, while the rest of us stay between the tracks and the station to make sure the flames don’t spread. I’ll see you soon.”

				“I’m going with you,” she said. “I can help stomp out embers.”

				“No.” Connor gave her backside a little push. “Your expertise is needed inside. Go help Nell and Angelica with the wounded.”

				Belinda bit her lip. Wink, the woman Connor was in love with, had already run to the front line with her husband. His sister, Melody, was out there in the thick of things, but Belinda was being sent inside like a helpless child. It smarted, but Connor was right—she was more skilled at tending injuries than fighting fires. “Be careful,” she called. Before she turned to run inside, Connor had already gone.

				Inside the station, the initial chaos seemed to be settling down. What passengers were there waiting for the last train of the evening were on one side of the room, while the half dozen circus women were on the other with three men laid out on the benches. Angelica had taken charge of the makeshift clinic and nodded at Belinda. “Go find some bandages. Do you have any salve in your caravan?”

				“Yes.” Belinda turned and ran the way she’d come. While she didn’t have a huge stock of medicinals in the caravan, she had a few small pots, and clean sheets that could be cut up for bandages.

				As she ran around the station house to the caravan, she looked over to the group of circus men wetting the ground between the siding and the station house. Good. They’d rotated the spout of the water tower and were using it to soak the soil. Others had begun rescuing items from the unburned parts of the circus, including the train cars. Belinda was grateful to see Madame Zara’s crystal ball in Nicky’s hands. She was glad some important things had been saved, even while she hated to see them risking themselves for replaceable objects.

				Once inside the sleeping compartment of the caravan, she stepped around the tapir dung—already?—and reached into the small cupboard for the spare sheets, along with her pot of burn salve as well as one for cuts and bruises. Somewhere, she had some willow bark for pain, but she didn’t take time to find it before hurrying back outside. That could come later.

				After nudging the anteater out from under her skirts, she slammed the door shut behind her so the animals didn’t get out and stepped down off the running board. Even from this far away, the air was warmed by the heat of the fire, and flecks of ash fell like snowflakes. Praying for Connor and the others, she started to run toward the station. As she did, she saw two or perhaps three shadows detach from the caravan and close in around her.

				Belinda started to run, but one of them reached her. A sharp flash of pain seared her skull and then the world went black.

				* * *

				Connor stamped out another ember and felt a sting on his shoulder. With an oath, he slammed his palm down on that one and put it out, heedless of the small sting to his hand. The fire at the circus was almost burned out and it hadn’t reached the train, meaning the performers wouldn’t lose their homes along with their livelihoods. The Order, of course, would replace all the burned equipment, but he knew Smith’s circus would never be quite the same, and that was essentially his fault. The knowledge sat heavily on him, but he didn’t have time to worry about it now, not when the breeze was still showering them with stray bits of ash and charcoal.

				“Over there!” Melody, who’d apparently remembered to bring her bucket, doused the clothing of one of their workers while she pointed Connor at a small stump in the space between the siding and the main track, which had apparently caught fire—again. Connor took another bucket and filled it in the stream from the water tower, soaking his clothes as he did. Then he carried it over to douse the stump. He turned just in time to see a swarm of men, armed with knives, clubs and guns, pour into the space from around the station house.

				“Trouble,” he shouted. He ran toward one of the gunmen and threw the wooden bucket, knocking the pistol from the bastard’s hand. The other Order and circus folk turned at his shout and engaged the attackers in a flurry of curses and a spatter of gunfire. Unfortunately, most of the circus performers had been worried about fire and weren’t armed. Connor did manage to draw his revolver from the shoulder holster under his coat, but another man was on him before he could get off a shot. The gun misfired—probably due to all the water—and all Connor could do was use the weapon as a club. Fortunately, the man went down. Connor didn’t spare a glance around him to see how Melody or the others were doing, but he did have time to be glad Belle was safely inside the station house.

				A tingle down Connor’s spine let him know a spell was about to go off, and he turned to see a man on the roof of the station house. Connor cast a reflection spell under his breath and was relieved to see the wizard stagger, although he didn’t tumble from the roof. Someone off to the right of Connor fired a pistol and the man fell to the ground. Another pair of bruisers came up on Connor’s left, and he didn’t have time to worry about anyone else. One man had a sword and the other an ebony walking stick, so it was all Connor could manage to avoid being skewered or smashed. When the one with the stick swung, Connor swept the man’s feet out from under him and grabbed the cane, wrenching it from the man’s hands as he fell. Connor took hold of the cane in both hands and parried the sword, clipping the second opponent on the skull. He didn’t go down, but was obviously dazed.

				Another spell went off, and Connor swore his ears were bleeding at the high-pitched scream. The enemy didn’t seem to notice, which meant the spell was a powerful one, to be targeted so specifically. Connor swung the cane somewhat blindly and managed to drop one of the men fighting him, and dodged the one with the sword. He heard Tom shouting a spell, and mercifully, the scream ended. Connor again used a two-handed grip on the cane to engage the sword and then clipped the man’s jaw with the heavy brass tip. The swordsman fell.

				Connor looked around him. Numerous skirmishes were still going on and the guildsmen still out numbered their side. Several circus folk were down, as well as more of the enemy. No one with a gun was still upright and firing. Melody clipped a builder over the head with her favorite spanner, and Connor spared a moment to pull the gloves with the brass plates from his trouser pocket. Armed with brass-lined fists and the heavy cane, he waded back into the fight. He felt every blow that landed on him, but he kept going, using his sheer size and training to his advantage as he closed in on his sister’s position. When she saw him, she gave a brief nod, and the two of them stood, fighting back to back until the enemy stopped coming. They threw more magick at the circus folk, and Connor fought with half his mind and cast reflection spells with the other. He caught a blow to the side of his head and nearly went down. Thankfully, Melody turned and knocked the man out with her spanner.

				And still more kept coming. Dread coiled in his gut when he heard another spell-caster chanting from the roof. His own magickal power was nearly gone after so many spells. If he cast another reflection spell, he’d likely fall, unable to even fight. If he didn’t, they might all go down.

				Hoping to hell someone took care of Belle, he started to cast, reflexively blocking incoming blows while he chanted.

				* * *

				The first thing Belinda noticed as she woke was the rough gravel beneath her cheek. She was being dragged somewhere and whoever was doing it didn’t care how much she bumped and jostled against the ground. This wasn’t good. Instinctively, she pulled her limp arms up to cradle her stomach. She didn’t feel any pain in her belly, which was a good sign. If she was expecting—and she’d begun to believe she was—she couldn’t let anyone do anything to hurt the baby. That meant keeping herself alive as well. Unfortunately, the way her head pounded—both because of the dragging and from the blow that had knocked her unconscious, she wasn’t sure there was much she could do to save herself.

				“Awake, are you?”

				Belinda’s eyes came open at the sound of a familiar voice. “Mr. Engle?” Unless she was hallucinating, it was the witch-finder himself who had hold of both her feet.

				“You’re the bint that escaped,” he snarled. Based on his ragged clothing and matted hair, he’d been sleeping outdoors since he disappeared from Kay’s Tower. “Stupid cow. There’s a warrant out for me now, you know. Me—when you’re the witch. You’re the one who needs to die.” He gave her ankles a rough jerk and dropped them.

				Belinda blinked, trying to clear her vision, which had blurred around the edges a bit. She leaned up on her elbows to get a better view of Engle as he glared down at her. “I didn’t do anything,” she said. “And I’m not a witch.”

				“Oh, you are.” His laugh was wrong—like the sound of rusty gears grinding together. “You don’t even know it, do you? But I can always tell. I can feel the magick. And that means you have to die.” He pulled a gun and aimed it at her, his hand shaking as he did.

				Belinda reached for the right words to penetrate his fury. “You don’t have to do this, Mr. Engle. The association isn’t worth you going to prison for.”

				He spat. “Amateurs. They couldn’t save my Esther when that Eye-talian bastard killed her. All witches have to die—foreign ones first.” He cocked the revolver. Belinda’s vision came into focus and she knew she was about to die. Fever burned in his eyes, but whether illness or madness, she couldn’t tell. Her heart reached out to Connor. Why hadn’t she told him she loved him before this? Now he would never know.

				Then, as if from a voice brushing at her mind, she remembered her ring. Micah? She thought she felt him with her, guiding her, but she didn’t take time to be certain. Before Engle’s finger could twitch on the trigger, she pulled up her hand and fired the dart from her ring.

				His arm jerked and his shot went wild as the dart struck his chest. With a curse, he steadied himself for another aim...

				And then fell to the dirt, his feet pointed toward hers, as if they were two hands of a clock striking six.

				Belinda pushed herself up and shoved her skirts back down, which were rucked almost up over her shoulders. They were across the road from the station house, behind a grove of trees. Sounds of fighting still came from behind the station and a thick pall of smoke hung heavily on the air.

				She was alive, so she needed to move. Connor might need help. With that thought in mind, she struggled to her feet and found them steady enough to work. She gave Engle’s head a kick as she leaned over to pick up his pistol. Carrying it, she staggered back across the road to the caravan, where she stopped to catch her breath.

				There was someone on the roof of the station house, and he wasn’t from the circus. Flares of flame grew in his hands as Belinda watched.

				“No!” Everything in her told her this man was the enemy, and he was going to hurt Connor, along with all the others. Without stopping to doubt herself, she lifted the pistol and fired.

				The flames faded and the man tumbled forward, away from Belinda. She dragged in a breath and ran—or stumbled as fast as she could—around the station to where Connor and the others continued to fight. Only a handful of men and two women were left standing, but Connor and Melody were among them, along with Wink. A big wolf also tore through the fray, accounting for Liam, while George fought alongside Wink.

				Belinda watched as Connor used a heavy walking stick to knock out his opponent. Melody knocked hers down with a wrench. In moments, the remaining members of the circus had won. Belinda picked her way out to the battlefield and helped Fernando, his snowy head caked with blood, to his feet. She led him over to a bench beside the station house and turned to find Connor beside her. With a little cry, she dropped her pistol and let him fold her in his arms.

				“It was you, wasn’t it?” Connor asked. “You shot the man on the roof.”

				Belinda nodded. “He wasn’t one of your friends, was he?”

				“No. I was trying to counter his spell, but it would have taken the last of my strength and I’d have fallen. You saved my life, Belle.” He kissed her passionately, not seeming to care about their audience.

				Belinda didn’t care either. She kissed him back with just as much enthusiasm. “Now we’re even,” she said when they finally stopped to draw breath.

				“No, we’re not. You’ve risked yourself for me twice now and I only rescued you once.” Connor pulled back a little and held her at arms’ length as his gaze raked over her, taking in her disheveled appearance. “What the hell happened to you? You’re supposed to be inside.”

				Around them, the remaining members of their group carried others into the station house and tied up some of the less seriously wounded of the builders. Belinda sighed. “Mr. Engle.” She pulled on Connor’s hand, urging him to where she’d left the witch-finder. “I used the sedative dart in my ring.”

				“Brilliant.” Connor followed her and secured Mr. Engle, heaving the older man over his shoulder as they limped their way back to the others.

				Belinda bit her lip. Connor was injured—there were several bloody cuts on his person and his left eye was swollen nearly shut. She doubted she looked much better.

				Meanwhile, help had arrived, and the local fire brigade took care of the rest of the fire while the constabulary—under the watchful eye of Sir Merrick—took the miscreants off to gaol. Only one builder had been killed, and none of the circus folk, although a doctor was summoned and the worst of the injured were taken by train to a hospital in Newcastle.

				Belinda, along with most of the other walking wounded, spent several hours in the village hall, being patched up and giving their statements to the authorities, including Connor’s father, who had arrived by dirigible less than an hour later. Connor had gone with Merrick to oversee the prisoners, leaving her behind under Melody and Nell’s watchful eyes. Belinda drank a gallon or so of tea and refused a supper of cold meats. Just the sight of food made her stomach threaten to rebel, which someone told her was probably due to a concussion.

				“Do you know you have a ghost?” Nell asked as the two sat together on a wooden bench in the corner of the hall. The two wolfhounds and Lucifer lay sleeping around them. “Your father, perhaps? He’s watching over your shoulder, but he’s fading, as if he’s about to pass to the other side.”

				“My late husband.” Belinda’s head was still too tender for her to censor her own words. Ghosts? No one had told her that Nell was a medium, but after everything else, she supposed it should come as no surprise.

				“Ah. He’s nodding. His voice is faint—I can’t hear him.”

				Goodbye, Linnie. Fare thee well. My work is done.

				“I can,” Belinda said. “He’s leaving.”

				“There’s a woman with him, with blond hair, and a little girl with her hair and his eyes,” Nell said, her gaze still focused over Belinda’s shoulder. “It’s very sweet.”

				“His first wife and their daughter.” Belinda choked on a sob. “I’m glad he’ll finally be with them. Goodbye, Micah.”

				And you’ll be with your child, Micah’s voice whispered, ever so faintly in her ear. Take care of him. I think he’ll be a handful.

				Belinda blinked. I’m with child? Really? A little boy?

				Aye, Linnie. And now I’ve got to go. Have a long, wonderful life, my dear. Goodbye. His voice vanished.

				“They’ve gone,” Nell said. “Are you all right?”

				Belinda nodded, not caring about the tears that trickled down her cheeks. “I’m fine.” It was an understatement, but she couldn’t pass on Micah’s words to Nell, not before she told Connor about the child.

				“Here.” Nell tucked a scratchy woolen blanket around Belinda’s shoulders. “Sleep for a while. I’ll be sure to wake you in an hour, like the doctor said.”

				Belinda closed her eyes and let the tears flow. She and Connor still had much to talk about. He needed to know about the child. She wanted to know what happened to Mr. Engle, and how this entire disaster had come about. But all of that would wait until morning. For now, she slept, knowing Connor’s son was cradled safely under her heart.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Eleven

				Connor finished questioning Engle, finally certain that they’d gotten to the heart of the situation. The doctor, who’d come to the gaol after treating the injured circus and Order members, shook his head when Connor asked about the man’s sanity.

				“Syphilis,” the surgeon said. “I doubt he has long now. The madness has already taken him.”

				Connor nodded, unable to feel any sympathy for the dying man. He wanted to kill Engle himself, but knowing the man would rot in gaol for the rest of his short life was a tolerable alternative. As long as he never got out to threaten Belle again. Then Connor would put a bullet in his head without feeling the slightest remorse.

				He gave his regards to Merrick and the local constable, then with their permission, walked down the street to the village hall to find Belle. When he stepped inside, he didn’t see her, but stopped to talk to his father and Tom. Melody pointed to a corner, where he found Belle curled up asleep on a bench.

				Nell had been sitting on the floor beside her and rose at Connor’s approach. “She’s supposed to be woken hourly through the night.” She leaned up and kissed Connor’s cheek before wandering off.

				Connor lifted Belle in his arms and smiled down at her when she opened her eyes.

				She yawned and smiled back, but it was faint. “Can we go now?”

				“We’re free,” he said. “The animals made a mess of the caravan, I’m afraid. The train is habitable, but smoky, so most of the circus will be sleeping in here or at the village inn. We’re taking the airship back to Merrick and Caroline’s home, Hadrian Hall. It’s just a half-hour flight.” His father and Melody had already recovered their clothing for them and loaded it on the airship.

				“I’ve never been on an airship before, but I’m too tired to enjoy it tonight. A bed and a bath sound lovely.” As he carried her toward the door, she tapped his shoulder. “Put me down, I can walk.”

				“I don’t want to.” He did, though, keeping an arm about her waist, since she didn’t seem too steady on her feet. “I like holding you. I’m looking forward to keeping you in my bed for the next month.”

				“Mmm. Sounds lovely.” She stayed upright until they reached the airship cabin but slept through most of the trip.

				Once they reached the Hadrians’ sprawling Northumberland estate, they made their way up the stairs and slumped into a spacious guest suite. Belinda dozed in a chair while Connor ran a bath. He helped her undress, removing her tarot cards from the pocket of her gown. “I’m glad you had these with you,” he said. “I’m sorry about all the losses from the circus. You know the Order will pay for everything.”

				“I know.” She kissed his chest. “So do they. None of them are holding the Order responsible. They went into this venture with their eyes open.” Just then hers fluttered shut.

				Connor lifted her and carried her to the tub. He kept her awake and talking as he washed her, carefully avoiding the wound on her scalp as he soaped and rinsed her hair. Finally, when they were both clean, they fell together into bed. Connor was grateful for the alarm clock the hotel provided, which he reset every hour until noon the following day. In between waking her to check her pupils, he slept deeply, holding on to Belinda for dear life.

				In the early afternoon, a servant brought their laundered clothes, along with a substantial tea tray. After a long, sweet session of making love, they washed again and helped each other dress. Finally, they sat at the small table over the tea and sandwiches.

				“Engle is dying of the pox,” he said when she asked. “He won’t be around to bother you or anyone else again.”

				Belinda nodded. “I wish I could feel sorry for him, but I can’t. I’m just glad he won’t be able to hurt any other supposed witches.” She told him in detail about Engle’s kidnapping and attempt to murder her. Afterward, she sipped her tea and nibbled lightly at a scone. “Was it the guild, then? Even though they were using magick?”

				“Actually, it was some of both. The association of asses was responsible for the attack on the circus. It seems their plan was to get rid of anyone else in the north with any power, so they would have a monopoly. They egged some of the less stable members of the guild into the smaller attacks, to cover their actions. Under questioning, they all gave each other up, so they’ll all end up in prison for a long, long time. Engle and some of the others were guild members, but they believed that magick was the enemy, and fell in with the association’s plans. Most of them were basically innocent. With the other group disbanded, they should be able to rebuild their businesses.”

				“I’m glad to hear that.” Belinda smiled sadly. “It’s really over, then, isn’t it?”

				“It is. Now we can go on that wedding trip we were talking about.” Connor took the lid off a fragrant kidney pie and watched as Belinda’s skin turned a pale shade of green and she bolted for the bath chamber.

				Connor followed to make sure she didn’t need help and handed her a damp cloth and glass of water when she was done. While she rinsed her mouth, he left to set the pie outside their door before leading her back into the bedroom and sitting her down on the bed. “Is it your head causing problems, or something else?”

				Belinda grimaced. “Something else, I’m afraid.”

				“I’d wondered. Your appetite these last few days has been off.” He took her hand and laced his fingers through hers. “So, are we to expect an addition to the family next summer?”

				She nodded, her teeth worrying her lower lip. “I think so. The cards hinted at it, but I was afraid to believe it.”

				“But you do, don’t you? What you see in the cards is nearly always correct.” He knew that wasn’t important, but he was trying to get his brain to process the news she’d just confirmed. Like her, he’d suspected, but hadn’t quite had the courage to believe it.

				“It is,” she said. “And then Micah...” Her voice trailed off.

				“Micah?” He sat beside her on the bed. “Wait a moment. What does your late husband have to do with any of this? He is dead, isn’t he? Not hiding somewhere?”

				“Nothing like that. I promise you. I’m not pining for Micah, either. I cared for him, but it wasn’t—he was never meant to be the love of my life, my grand passion.” She looked into his eyes, her dark ones brimming with tears. “It’s you I love, Connor, with all my heart. It’s just that Micah was apparently looking out for me—trying to keep me safe until I found you. As a ghost. Nell saw him—she can vouch for my sanity.”

				“I believe you.” If Nell saw a ghost, Connor had no doubt it was real. He leaned close and kissed Belinda’s trembling lips. “Now stop worrying. I love you too, Belle. I don’t want to share you with another man, but if your guardian angel is your former husband, I’ll cope with that. Anything to see you safe.” He brushed her hair back off her cheek and blinked back a tear or two of his own.

				“He’s gone now.” Sitting there, holding Connor’s hand, she told him a fantastic story about the caravan, her first husband’s voice and his startling revelation the night before, ending with him joining his first wife and their daughter in the afterlife. “So you see, you don’t have to share me at all—except with your son.”

				“That’s one person I’ll gladly share you with—him and any brothers or sisters he has in the years to come. As far as other men, however—no. You’re all mine. I love you too much to look the other way.”

				“I’d never do that.” She licked her lips. “Why would I turn to another man when I already have the best? But you don’t love me. You’re in love with Wink. It’s all right. I’ll still be a good wife, as long as you don’t take a mistress. I couldn’t bear that.”

				“I have no interest whatsoever in taking any lover but my wife,” he said, choking on the lump in his throat. “I’m thrilled about the baby, but you, blackbird, are the most important person in my life. Who told you I once thought I loved Wink? I don’t, not anymore. Firstly, I was wrong and lastly, that phase of my life is over. She’s a friend, married to another friend. Nothing more. The only woman I’m in love with is a beautiful, headstrong gypsy who’s going to be the mother of my children. I love you, Belinda MacKay. No one else.”

				With that he drew her into his arms and proceeded to show her just how much.

				* * * * *
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