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Chapter One

 

Sunday, 15th December, 1861

Amy Hamilton was a good girl. She always washed her hands before meals, said her prayers, and never missed a lesson. She kept her eyes down, questions to herself, and did everything society expected of a proper young lady. In return, life delivered a mean-spirited fiancé with a controlling streak who liked to use his fists to make a point.

"It's not fair," she whispered to the little diary in her hands. A tear slid down her cheek and dropped to her thumb. She dug deep to find the courage to call off her engagement to Sir John Burke. Since that day, her appointment diary had become marred by thick black lines as social events were cancelled, or her presence was deemed no longer necessary. In the long weeks that followed, page after page sat empty.

No names.

No crossed-out lines.

No cards dropped through the letter box.

Sir John put it about that his former fiancée had been measured and found wanting. Rumours spread that she was unfit to be a noble wife, gossips speculated about her faults and tittered over the state of her maidenhood. Society found her sullied by her association with the irredeemable Cara Devon. The cad responsible for Amy's downfall carried on as usual, drinking and carousing around London while she sat at home, alone. The scorn of the ton pressed down on her.

Another day loomed in front of her; all those hours to fill. Having no social calls to make or receive meant she didn't have to ponder her clothing choices and arrange outfits for the day. No shopping while travelling to and fro, no hours of meaningless gossip and cucumber sandwiches. She sat alone with an open book in her lap. It should have been a relief to discard the expectations of society and do her own thing. To let her mind loose in her father's library, to read the medical textbooks he deemed inappropriate for a woman, even though he was London's most esteemed surgeon. Instead she was lost. A rudderless vessel. She wished the earth would open up and swallow her, pull her down into the depths where no one could see her.

How does Cara shrug off the gossip? The answer came easily to her mind. Because Cara knows who she is, and their words cannot hurt her.

The opinion of others weighed on Amy. She had no view of herself except the one they gave her. Every whispered barb and insult brought a new tear to her eyes. She did everything society expected of her, and in her hour of need they turned and attacked. Like hyenas, they laughed as they ripped her apart.

Another tear fell to the blank page.

Footsteps rattled in the hall just before her door swung open and thudded against the wall.

"Oh, miss," the maid gasped, supporting herself on the doorknob as she tried to catch her breath from running up the stairs. "There's an airship outside, landed right in the street. That one that goes pirating for Viscount Lyons."

"What?" Amy rose and rushed to the window, pulling the curtain open. She had sent a plea to Cara, asking if she could stay with her in the country and hide from the world. Her friend replied that she would send someone to fetch her immediately — Amy had assumed she meant a carriage.

Out in the street, blocking the traffic, sat the Hellcat. The fastest airship in Europe had a shapely woman at her prow, wooden locks flying in the wind. Steam carriages and horses came to a halt, unable to pass. As Amy watched, a man swung over the side on a rope and dropped to the pavement with feline grace.

"Oh, that's him," the maid said from behind her. "Captain Hawke, the pirate." She gave a sigh as the dashing man swaggered up the path in knee-high boots and cropped jacket, winking at the females gathering to admire him as he passed. Two men followed behind, both in plain black uniforms that echoed their captain's clothes.

"Don’t be silly," Amy replied. "He can't possibly be a pirate." Could he?

A heavy knock sounded on the front door below.

"He's come for you." The maid uttered the words on a sigh.

Amy turned; the servant gave her a look of pure envy, and she wondered what on earth the creature thought the captain was going to do to her? Kidnap her and ravish her in the sky?

"Right." She shooed the idea away as she smoothed her skirts and headed out to meet her fate. Pirate or not.

He stood in the entranceway, talking quietly to the butler. Conversation ceased as she descended the stairs, and he turned his gaze to her.

The pirate took off his hat and gave a deep bow. "Captain Lachlan Hawke, at your service, miss. Sent by Lady Lyons to escort you to Lowestoft."

He was handsome in a roguish fashion, with sun-kissed skin and the glint of gold earrings through his black hair. He had one piercing in his eyebrow, and another through the corner of his lip. Her gaze was drawn to the little silver ring.

"The lads will fetch your luggage." The full lips pulled into a smile that revealed even white teeth.

She managed to draw her attention up to his eyes and found them as black as a starless night, fathomless and inky. She gave a sigh, then realised how girlish she was behaving and dropped her gaze as a blush crept up from under her collar. His type would never look twice at a mouse like her. She really should stop reading those penny romances — they were rotting her brain. On impulse that morning she’d stashed a couple of medical textbooks among her things. Perhaps reading about the brain would halt the rot.

"Thank you, Captain Hawke." She addressed the tiled floor, not daring to look up. Her gaze caught the crates to one side and she gestured with a hand. "I also have the boxes from Liberty's that Cara requested. Perhaps we should get moving so we don't obstruct traffic for too long?"

"I should think traffic would always stop for you, Miss Hamilton," he murmured in a rich tone, with an educated clip to his words. The man's voice was coffee with a hint of chocolate.

Her blush deepened and she walked around his form, hoping he missed the colour in her cheeks. She pulled on her gloves with quick, jerky movements. No one had ever spoken to her like that before, words full of promise and flattery. What would it be like to be ravished? And what exactly did ravishing involve? The heat bloomed over her cheeks and she stepped outside. The frigid air hit her face and dispersed her embarrassment as effectively as a splash of cold water.

"If I may?" He took her hand, tucked it into his arm and led her down the path. From the corner of her eye she saw the curtains on their neighbours' houses twitching. Mrs Higgins clutched the drape with such desperation Amy was sure the fabric would separate from the rail.

For a woman who never wanted to draw attention to herself, she found a perverse pleasure in seeing the traffic blocked in the street, pedestrians gawking with open mouths, and the neighbours all huddled over the fence. They were all talking about her anyway; this would give them something new to chew over. Taken away by a pirate. If her reputation wasn't in tatters before, it certainly would be now. She may as well hitch up her skirts and expose her ankles…except she would never have the courage to be that daring.

The crewmen extended a metal gangway and the captain escorted her on board. Her luggage was soon loaded and the ship rose into the air, leaving behind the small minds and gossip of London. Amy wished she could leave her old self as easily and journey to a new version.

The view from the bridge was extraordinary. She stood at the polished brass rail and placed her hands on the glass. The window angled away, giving her the impression of being suspended in the sky with nothing between her and the world below. Brick terrace houses with smoking chimneys gave way to the glorious patchwork of fields and grazing farm animals.

"Don't fly away on us," the captain said from behind her. "Cara might shoot me if I lose you."

She smiled. It appeared so easy to just let go and drift on the breeze. Would all her problems flutter away? Probably not; her luck didn't work that way. She would drop like a stone to the earth and leave only an indent in the soft soil. She kept her gaze on the expanse of country laid out before her. "Don't worry, Captain Hawke, I am quite firmly grounded."

The trip was over far too soon and Amy tore herself from her position by the window to don her heavy wool coat and meet her friend. Hawke's men tied the lines to the mooring bollards sunk in the lawn with heavy cast iron rings in the tops. The gangplank swung down and she rushed toward Cara with outstretched arms.

"Oh, Cara," Amy said as the two women met and embraced. "London is just horrid, but Captain Hawke rescued me and left their curtains twitching."

Cara smiled. "Come inside to the warmth and tell me all about it."

Amy stopped and stared. Her mouth hung open as her gaze roamed the dark country house. Nightmare creatures wrapped clawed hands around the downpipes and window ledges; blackened windows made the single turret appear like a skull with sunken eye sockets hovering above the main building. "Oh good grief, it's hideous."

Cara laughed. "If you think this is bad, wait until you see the inside."

Amy turned wide eyes to her friend. "So you need my help to set fire to it?"

"That was my first reaction, too." The two friends burst into laughter and headed up the wide stairs to the warmth.

A man stood in the hall, leaning against the wall. Thick arms crossed over his chest and pulled back his jacket to reveal a pistol on one hip. He raised his head as they passed. Stubble clung to his square jaw and a hard hazel gaze ran over Amy.

She gave a shudder. "Who is that?" she whispered to Cara as they moved past.

"Jackson; he normally follows me, but when I'm stuck inside he has Nate's back."

The man radiated cold and a warning alarm rang in Amy's head. She glanced down the hall to make sure he couldn't overhear. "But he looks like a criminal."

Her friend laughed. "This isn't a monastery. Most of the men have dark pasts, but they're good souls underneath the gruff exteriors."

She gave one last look at the slouched henchman. "I don't think I want to go peering underneath that one's exterior."

 

 


Chapter Two

 

Monday, 16th December

Amy needed a distraction and the crypt-like house was a perfect one. Eschewing the help of the busy servants, she rolled up her sleeves the next day to get stuck in to the task ahead. The only problem was deciding where to start. Being of a practical mind, she settled with the beginning of the day – the breakfast room. Or, as she soon christened it, the room where ginormous spiders hung out hoping to trap and eat unsuspecting people.

She wore a plain apron over her dress to protect her clothes and tucked her brunette hair under a scarf. The staff provided buckets of hot water, mops, and a broom. She meant business, but so did the spiders. There was one particular brute in a corner who laughed at the broom she wielded.

"Do you need assistance, Miss Hamilton?" A dark head popped around the door. Captain Hawke gave her his roguish smile and a wink.

"Amy, please. And yes, Captain Hawke. There is a spider here who is big enough to grab my broom and shoo me out with it."

He gave a warm laugh and walked toward her. "Call me Loki, we don't stand on formality around here."

"Oh, I couldn't be so informal as to use a nickname," she said. Especially not one that conjured mischief. "But I will call you Lachlan, if I may?"

"Whatever you call me, I will answer." He took the broom from her hands.

This time she managed to control the blush that threatened to bloom under his words.

"Where is this monster you need me to battle?"

She pointed at the spider defending his corner of the room. "There. Do be careful, he might be poisonous."

"He can't be any worse than the shark that once mistook me for breakfast." He waved the broom with a theatrical flourish while enthralling her with the story of his skirmish with a shark.

Their laughter attracted the henchman, Jackson. Amy fell silent and gave a shudder as his dark scowl moved from the captain to her. He shook his head at the pirate and disappeared. He reappeared several minutes later with his own broom, a mop, and a bucket.

She tried to ignore his brooding presence, while being quietly appreciative of his help. She wanted to do the work herself without adding to the burden of the domestics, but hadn't counted on the tenacity of the resident wildlife. He set to work clearing out the dust and spiders with quick efficient strokes, while Loki still battled the one spider.

Amy clapped her hands when the arachnid was finally dispatched and tossed out the French doors. In the time Loki took to defeat one spider, the other man had cleaned out the rest of the room.

"Thank you, gentlemen. I do appreciate your gallant efforts in removing the former residents."

Loki gave a lavish bow; Jackson nodded his head and left without a word. Alone once again, Amy regarded her clean slate and tried to imagine a light and beautiful room.

*

Night claimed the earth early as full winter approached. After dinner, the men retreated to their own lounge to indulge in the manly pursuits of games, drinking, and burping. Loki, Jackson, and two crewmen sat a table playing poker.

"I hear you won't be returning to London?" Loki asked as the dealer shuffled and dealt.

Jackson picked up his cards. "Staying here to handle the new setup and sort out the local trouble. Fella with the balls of a rhino and brain of a goldfish thinks he should have a cut of things."

Loki gave a snort. "Goldfish brain is being generous if he thinks he can insert himself into Nate's business. I'm surprised he hasn't ended up anchored in the cove yet." He took a swig of beer and stared at his hand. "So you won't be trailing behind Cara anymore?"

"Nope." A sly grin crossed his face. "Got someone sorted to take care of her."

Loki rearranged his cards and tossed a coin to the felt. "What do you think of our new resident?"

"I think if you crept up behind her and said cock she'd pass out." Jackson plucked one card from amongst its fellows and threw it down. The dealer slid him a replacement.

Loki laughed. "She is rather delicately bred. I thought our Cara would have more earthy friends."

Jackson made a noise deep in his throat. "Not sure what her and dollface have in common." He scowled at his hand and added another coin to the pot.

The pirate ran a fingertip along the top of his cards. "Friendship among women is a mysterious and beautiful thing. Especially if they let you crawl up the middle."

Jackson tossed back his beer and threw his cards on the table. Loki laughed and laid down his winning hand.

"You're a cheating bastard, Loki," he said as the other man raked up the loose coins.

He swept his winnings off the side of the table, where they fell into his palm. "You're just a sore loser. Perhaps we should try something more your speed. Tiddlywinks?"

"I can take you in any game, so long as it's fair." He narrowed his gaze and placed his empty bottle down in front of him.

"Really? Anything?" The devil had the gleam in his black eyes, the one he got when he sensed a bigger prize within his reach.

Jackson told himself to shut up because flyboy was leading him into a trap, but the beer did the talking instead. "Name it."

"Since you're after a fair game, let's see who's first to win a kiss from our fair rose."

He gave a bark of laughter. Cunning bastard, as well as a cheat. "You'll be cheating for sure, then."

The pirate grinned and leaned back in his chair. "Giving up already? Prepared to admit I am far more handsome, gallant, and charming?"

He didn't know what made him say it. The girl was far too good for him, noble born and gentle bred. She cowered around him like a kicked dog, as though she expected him to turn on her and chew her foot off. "You're as charming as pig shit. I'm in. Loser gets feathered."

They each spat in their palm and shook on the deal.

Then Jackson took his leave for the night. Back in the quiet solitude of his room, he berated himself for being such an idiot. The girl was already eating out of Loki's hand; all he had to do was dangle the bait a little higher to receive his kiss and win the bet. He'd be covered in pine sap and feathers by the end of the week.

He paced his quarters and settled by the window to gaze over the back lawn. The overgrown maze rose up like a sea monster of strange lumps and shapes. about to attack the house. He’d answered Loki's challenge on impulse. A bet over a girl seemed harmless. Or had Helene's words compelled him to enter the game?

Five years ago, Lyons had asked him to check on the deteriorating health of the once-vibrant Countess de Sal. Then the regular visits became of his own accord, as he checked the old bird had a dry roof over her head and food in the pantry. He hated seeing women left to fend for themselves. The last time he saw her, she had a message for him. It rattled his cage that she saw through the veil, but if your dead wife had something to say, you better bloody listen. His angel told him to get his head out of his arse and live his life. Yeah, that sounded like Angelique. Never one to mince words. Said she and their babe would always be with him, but he needed to open his eyes and see the world around him, and that it was time to find another companion.

He shook his head. Not an easy thing to ask of a man. How do you move on from an angel and your babe? Why should he have a second chance, when there wasn't one for them?

It had been three long years since Angelique was taken from him. He was no monk; there was always a warm body to see to his physical needs, but he didn't let anyone close. He didn't need a woman in his life. Especially not some up herself blue blood.

If he was going to have any hope of beating Loki, he needed to figure out how the hell to attract the attention of a noble girl.

He walked to his dresser and picked up a sepia-coloured photograph of a smiling blonde woman holding a chubby toddler who refused to hold still for the photographer. The little one's arms were a blur of movement, forever waving. He stroked a thumb over the pair.

"What to do, Angel? Bastard pirate will cheat, and for once I want to see him lose." A kiss from the timid thing who would probably faint if he got too near. What the hell was he thinking? The girl was so different from his Angel. With her long brunette hair and serious eyes, she looked like a wet, lost kitten that needed drying off and someone to look after it. "The woman is a damn princess; probably believes in knights in armour and unicorns shitting rainbows."

A door banged down the hall and something rattled loose on his bookshelf. The object slid over a stack of books and dropped to the floor at his feet.

He glanced down, then picked up the dark circle and gave a laugh. "Unicorns it is then, Angel."

*

Tuesday, 17th December

Amy picked up the roll of wallpaper and unfurled a portion. "This will be perfect," she said, imaging the soft cream with bronze dragonflies all over the breakfast room. She spent all morning scrubbing down the walls, and set two of the men to remove the enormous table and take it out to have decades of dirty hands and encrusted egg sanded off. The golden wood underneath would be waxed and polished. The chairs sat in the kitchen awaiting their new coat of paint, and cushions to match the drapes.

A cough behind made the insects jump in her hand. Turning, she found Jackson standing in the doorway.

She gulped. "Yes?"

"I, um," he coughed again and one hand dipped in to his pocket. He withdrew a small bracelet as he stepped into the room. "I have a small gift, to welcome you to Lowestoft."

Amy narrowed her gaze at the trinket swinging from his large fingers: a slim band of plaited fibres bound in plain silver at each end. She moved closer, wondering what on earth he offered her and relieved he wasn't waving a dead animal. "It's horse hair."

He turned it to catch the light, and a silver flash raced over the plait. "It's strands taken from a unicorn's tail."

She scoffed. Unicorns. She wasn't a child to believe such tales. "There's no such thing." She thought the gesture rather sweet, in a creepy kind of way, and it could be worse. He might have offered a necklace made from the teeth of men he’d killed. She took a deep breath; perhaps she could be brave enough to take a tiny peek under that tough exterior. Since she was staying at the estate, she would see him on a regular basis. She held out her arm, hoping he wouldn't bite it off.

He raised his gaze to hers and gave a one-sided smile. "Know for sure unicorns don't exist, do you?" He undid the clasp and fastened it around her slim wrist. "Unicorns are powerful critters, known for granting wishes. Apparently there's enough magic in this bit of tail to grant just one. Your heart's desire, if you're brave enough to wish for it."

"Why would I need to be brave to make a wish?" She needed all her bravery to stand this close to the bodyguard. Now that she managed to actually look at him, she noticed he had a scar running in front of his ear, hidden by stubble. He didn't look that old, either; maybe only a couple of years older than Nathaniel's twenty-eight. He just seemed tired or weary of the world.

"Never heard the old saying ‘be careful what you wish for?’"

He gave a quick nod and retreated out the door, leaving her alone with dragonflies and unicorn tails.

 

Late that night, unable to sleep, she curled up in her window seat and watched the slumbering land. Shapes and figures cloaked in shades of black dotted the landscape. The moon emerged from behind a cloud and washed everything in silver. Off in the distance to the east, waves ambled toward shore, weaving an intricate pattern as light hit their tips.

One hand rested on her knee, and a shaft of moonlight caught the bracelet. White fire raced around the circlet, highlighting the silver fibres nestled among the black.

"Unicorn tail," she said as she traced the glowing threads with a fingertip. "Load of rubbish." Or was it? If it were true, what would be her heart's desire? She thought of Cara, so happy and relaxed with the man known as the ‘villainous viscount’. She wished she had a fraction of her friend's confidence, so at ease in her skin. And someone to look at her with the intensity she saw in Nathaniel's gaze.

"I want a man who would love me as I am," she whispered. "The real me, not the image in the mirror."

On her last syllable, the sky cleared and the moon shone with its full intensity. The bracelet on her wrist glowed, and Amy gasped. The strands from the mythical equine transformed to an object of silver and diamonds, luminous against the pitch black outside the window. Then the cloud dropped back in place, and the precious artifact turned back into horse hair.

If only she knew how to find the ‘real her’. She'd spent her whole life painting a shallow portrait, and burying her true self. How did she start to chip away the varnish to reveal what lay underneath?

 

 


Chapter Three

 

Wednesday, 19th December

Amy stood at the French doors, watching as the sun broke through the clouds and lit the frost and snow, making the landscape glow and allowing her to forget the house's hideous appearance.

Loki entered the room. "How do you feel about a jaunt outside?" He rubbed his hands together.

Although the scene outside looked beautiful, the temperature was frigid. She wasn't so sure she wanted to leave the warmth of the house. "What did you have in mind?"

Loki held out a thick cloak. "I thought we could take a sleigh ride around the estate. I'll point out anything of interest, if we manage to find anything." He gave that delicious smile, the one that warmed her toes and made a sigh bubble up in her chest.

She turned back to the view of the back lawn and cast her eye over the patchy ground. With the estate perched near the cliffs of the eastern-most point of England, they didn't suffer the same heavy winter as London. "There isn't enough snow for a sleigh."

He gave a wink. "This is one of Nate's toys. Come and look."

She followed him back through the house and out the main door. At the bottom of the stairs waited the strangest sleigh Amy had ever seen. It had three thick wheels on either side, but they were joined. A sort of metal band wound around them, so that when the wheels turned the sleigh rode on a track above the snow and mud. Instead of a prancing pair of horses, it was pulled by what looked like an enormous armoured aardvark. The squat armoured shape sat on a single ski that was attached to the front of the sled. The funnel ran parallel to the ground and under the sled, rising up at the back, and occasionally burped a plume of black smoke.

"I had imagined white horses with flowing manes and golden bells attached to their bridles." She tried to keep the disappointment from her voice.

Loki laughed as he handed her up. "Think of the armadillo here as being like old Jackson. Ugly as sin, but gets the job done."

"The armadillo?" She settled on the seat and pulled a wool blanket over her knees.

"That's what the men call the engine. The fire is stoked, and it will pull us around for the afternoon. Reliable chap, just not the most handsome specimen to look at, which is why I'm here. To improve the view." He sat next to her, the controls in front of him. It had a tiny wheel, like the airship, and two levers on the side. "All settled?"

At her nod, he released one lever and pushed another forward. The armadillo gave a rattle and a burp before chugging forward, its motor driving the wheels within their tracks.

Ignoring the flat paddocks of grazing sheep and cattle (‘boring bovines’, as Loki referred to them) he pointed the strange sled toward the cliffs.

The snow thinned to small patches, like lace doilies thrown on the ground. The metal tracks kept on moving regardless of how thick the mud became, and soon they took a path along the edge. A drop of over sixty foot to one side ended in rocks and boulders nestled amongst the sand. Salt air hit Amy's nostrils, and she took a deep breath. She loved the ocean and longed to swim in it one day. On the rare family trip to Brighton she was only allowed to wade out to knee deep; it would be too unseemly for a young woman to flounder about in the surf.

So many things I have never done because it's not proper. Perhaps Cara has the right idea, and blast what is proper. I'm twenty-two years old, and I've never really had any fun. I know how to fake a smile but nothing about genuine happiness.

"All right there?" Loki asked from beside her.

"Yes, sorry. Lost in thought. I was thinking how much I would love to swim in the ocean." Waves crashed far below and seagulls circled and wheeled, looking for their dinner.

"There's a cove further along; lovely swimming spot when it's warmer." He kept one hand on the wheel, directing the armadillo engine, and gestured with his free one.

She leaned over the side and stared at the sheer drop down the light-coloured cliff face to the beach below. "How do you get down?"

He chuckled. "Pirate secret."

She frowned. Whatever did he mean? "It's a pirate cove?"

"Yes." The wide grin dominated his face; he really was the most extraordinary man. Vitality and warmth oozed from him like melted chocolate, drawing women in. Probably because they wanted to lick him and see if he tasted like chocolate, too. The sparkle in his eye could make her blush with the hint of sexual promise it contained, even though she only had the most academic idea of what exactly the carnal deed involved. The mere act of sitting near him made her question her quiet existence. Was there more to life? What would it be like to live on a pirate airship, to travel the world, and to wake every day to a new adventure?

Then she remembered the number of times her childhood friend Cara had been stabbed, knifed, or attacked, and some of the appeal flaked off like old paint.

"There she is." The sled stopped and Loki jumped out to point to the water below. The Hellcat bobbed on a wave, a thick anchor line trailing back to the shore. With her air bladder removed she looked like a sleek yacht. "There's a large cave which we can dock inside, and tunnels run back to the house. The lads are doing some winter repairs before we head off to France soon."

"Oh." He was leaving. No one would smile and wink at her or use that tone that almost sounded like he flirting. She looked over the expansive ocean, stretching all the way to France. Such an isolated stretch of coast. "Is this spot used for smuggling?"

"Because the Lyons family have dug out a hidden cove and network of tunnels to move back and forth unseen?" He gave a wink then held a finger to his lips. "Let it be our secret."

He really was a pirate. Gosh.

"I best get you back before I kidnap you on my pirate ship and take you to France for a thrilling adventure." He jumped back into the sled and turned the armadillo back toward the main house.

She couldn't hold in the sigh this time; it shot out of her chest before she could clamp a hand over her mouth. It sounded so terribly romantic and exciting. Just like the last penny romance she read, The Pirate Takes a Wife. All that sky-high ravishment, which would probably work up quite the appetite. Which led her to wonder what the food was like on a pirate airship. Hard biscuits and rum, or was that only on sea-bound ships?

Loki sped back, making the armadillo race over the soft ground. The chill air and the excitement of the ride flushed her cheeks. Strands of long hair escaped from under her hat and swirled around her face. Back at the estate, Loki took her hand and pulled her closer as she stepped down, his face mere inches from hers.

"I hope you enjoyed the ride and the company," he murmured.

"Yes, yes, quite, thank you." She tripped over the words, his close proximity tipping her world on end. Lordy he's close enough to kiss. Her gaze drifted to the silver ring adorning his mouth and thoughts swirled of how it would feel to press her lips to the metal. Would it be cold like the snow, or warm like his body?

His head dropped another inch and warm breath feathered over her skin. She gulped. Until now only John had kissed her, and his lips had been damp and unyielding. Would the pirate taste like chocolate? Was she brave enough to find out?

A cough came from behind and she gave a start and jumped a step back.

A frown flicked over Loki's face.

Jackson stood like a dark stone against the white snow. "If you've finished larkin' around, some of us need the sled for work." A small twig of witch hazel with its spidery red and orange flowers jutted from the lapel of his heavy overcoat, adding a strange touch of whimsy to his otherwise dour appearance.

"Yes, of course," she said. "Thank you, Lachlan, for showing me the sights." She picked up the corner of her skirt and dashed up the stairs. Her heart raced like her feet. What was she thinking? She'd nearly kissed a pirate.

She reached the sanctuary of her room and leaned against the door until her heart calmed. She peeled off the heavy layers, no longer necessary in the warm interior of the mansion. A delicate, spicy scent drifted toward her and she spied a tall vase by the window. It contained bracts of witch hazel, the bright and alien flowers adding a tiny touch of the exotic to the air.

"How lovely." She inhaled the rich scent and wondered how the staff knew they were her favourite winter flower. Then she remembered the sprig in Jackson's lapel, although she couldn't imagine the henchman out picking flowers.

*

Dinner in the men's mess was a raucous affair. Laughter and crude jokes were traded over beer and beef. Jackson sat at one end of the table, letting the noise wash over him as he ate. A heavy hand dropped on his shoulder.

"You jealous arse-faced toad. I nearly won until you scared the wee bird with your ugly mug and sent her flying."

Jackson gave a scoff. "She was about to bolt anyway, you're just too thick to see it." The pirate pushed the girl too hard and too fast. He was used to quick results and women keen to bounce on his cock. The princess needed time to know a fella before he stuck his tongue down her throat.

Loki pulled out a chair and sat down. He grabbed a beer and piled steaming cottage pie onto a plate. "I think she's half in love with me already. Told her today I would kidnap her and take her on an adventure." He picked up a fork and scoped up a mouthful of mashed potato and meat. "You should have seen the delightful blush that swept over her. I know exactly what sort of adventure she'll dream about tonight."

"She'll dream of ponies and kittens. She's not like the sheep you normally tup." Jackson finished his meal and pushed the plate away. It was a stupid bet; he just didn't want to see the grinning git win. Someone needed to knock his ego down a peg or two. He'd sneak around behind them and thwart Loki's every move until he gave up and left the girl in peace. With the attention span of a gnat, it wouldn't take too many days before his dick would look for a more willing cove to dock in.

"You're the land lubber — I'm sure you're far more experienced in the art of seducing sheep." Loki snagged a beer and popped the swing cap. His lip piercing made a faint clink as he drank from the bottle.

"Why are you down here anyway and not dining upstairs with them?" Jackson asked. Loki normally dined with Nate and then joined the men afterwards.

"Because I don't want to peel naked granny off my face."

Jackson snorted with laughter. Cara's grandmother's companion had a full-on Loki fixation and a burning desire to make the pirate a notch on her bedhead, despite the thirty-year age difference. "Maybe they have their own bet going on."

The other man's fork dropped with a clang to the plate and he gave Jackson a murderous look. "That's not even funny."

"I think it's damn hilarious. Maybe I'll tell her which is your room." The more he thought about it, the more he liked the idea of Loki waking up next to a naked and horny Nessy. Might make him appreciate how women felt around him and his constant hard-on.

The black look turned to thunder-filled clouds about to burst. "Don’t you dare." He spaced out each syllable, his gaze narrowed with each word and his hand tightened on his fork.

"Or what?" Jackson said.

Loki blinked and the look lightened. "Or I'll take more than a kiss from the rose. Maybe I'll part her petals, feast on her nectar and then take off to France, leaving you to explain the fallout to Cara."

If the pirate shagged her friend and scarpered, dollface wouldn't even waste two bullets. She'd line them up and go for a through and through shot.

He pulled his knife from behind his back and slammed it down next to Loki's outstretched hand. "Don't touch her like that unless you intend to stick around. Girl like that wouldn't get over a fuck and run."

"Careful, Jackson. Your over-protective urge is showing." He carried on eating and joined in the jokes across the table.

Jackson pulled the knife and shoved it back in the sheath. He'd gut the other man if he hurt the girl. A bet was one thing; it was quite another to destroy her world just because he could.

 

22nd December

Amy flung the curtains open to find a new dusting of snow down below, and bright pink sheep each bearing a letter of her name. She laughed as the Y wandered off to graze, leaving AM all alone.

"I know how you feel," she whispered to the colourful animals. She pressed a hand to the glass, wondering who'd done such a fanciful thing, and why. Her gaze dropped to the horse hair bracelet. Jackson? No. Pink sheep displayed a touch of whimsy and possibly pirate initiative.

A knock came from behind and the maid entered. "Oh you're up," she said. "Did you see? Captain Hawke was up half the night painting the sheep and tethering them in the right spot."

"It's a delightful display, although his letters have come loose and are rearranging themselves." Her name turned in to a YAM while she dressed and gave her a giggle.

She trod the stairs with her stomach turning flip flops. Today was Cara's birthday, and she'd worked hard to ensure the breakfast room would be ready to use. For once she'd turned her back on what polite society would expect and chose bright colours to cheer up the space. Had she done the right thing? Would Cara like it?

She gave a sigh as she stepped over the threshold, the room light and airy even on a cold winter's morning. The strange heating vents burped puffs of steam that drove the chill from every nook and cranny of the old mansion. The wallpaper looked alive as bronze dragonflies darted about the pale sky. The drapes were fields of buttercups leading the way to the garden beyond.

"You have worked a wonder, Amy." Loki entered the room behind her and admired her work.

"Thank you, Lachlan." She fought to keep from blushing at the unexpected praise. "And thank you for the prancing pink sheep, although they have broken free and rearranged themselves."

He gave a bow. "A touch of whimsy to put a smile on your lovely face."

She blinked, and then again. There he went again, calling her lovely. No one had ever done that before. Unsure how to respond, she headed to the buffet and hid behind a tall floral display. Men didn't show interest in her, especially not handsome men with dashing reputations who could have their pick of beauties. Everyone said how lucky she was when John asked to court her. Until then her dance card had remained as untouched as her. Her father's reputation and fortune caused far more of a reaction in men than her form or face.

On the buffet she found a small oriental tea pot in a blue and white willow pattern. She lifted the delicate lid and inhaled the scent of green tea with a touch of ginger. Her favourite way to start the day, however did the staff know? It was her one act of rebellion, her daring stance to drink a type of tea other than the breakfast blend supped by everyone else. She poured a cup and her mood lightened.

Lady Morton, Cara's grandmother, appeared along with her friend Nessy, and the room burst into life with chatter and laughter. She admired the way the two older women flirted outrageously with Captain Hawke. The ability to handle men ran in that family.

Eventually Cara arrived, looking very dishevelled for a woman who'd just dressed. The expression of joy on her friend's face made Amy's heart soar.

"You like it?"

"Oh Amy, it's gorgeous. Well done."

After Cara opened her pile of presents and had a raucous breakfast, they retired to the parlour. The crates from Liberty's waited, and she sat on the floor and pulled out the contents until they sprawled about like treasures dragged from Aladdin's Cave.

Wallpaper, fabric swatches, and beaded tassels were crammed into three large trunks like someone had packed up a harem in a hurry. Colours mixed and rioted with one another. The women sat on the floor, matching paper to fabric and trying different combinations. Amy stroked a rose-coloured chintz with a faraway look in her eye.

Cara gave her a nudge. "Penny for your thoughts."

Amy chewed her lip for a moment and then dove into a trunk and emerged with a pale rose curtain tassel to match the chintz. She pulled at the edge of the braid. Where to start? "You must think me frightfully boring."

Cara looked up from collection of deep greens. They were musing over more masculine choices for Nate's study. "Whatever do you mean?"

Her fingernails dug into the trim, seeking a weak spot in the stitching. She had never opened up to anyone about the uncertainly plaguing her heart. "Look at all you have done in the last six months, without even touching on whatever it was you got up to in Texas. I don't have your fortitude for adventure. I like a cracking yarn and nail-biting adventures in my novels, but I have no desire to live such a life."

Cara flicked over a tartan sample to the striped pattern beneath. "Well, it's not like society gave me any choice after what Clayton did to me."

She gave a snort and tossed the tassel at her friend, hitting her square in the face. "Oh please. You were like that long before then. Who ran away from home dressed as a cabin boy and made it to France? And it's not as if that was even the first incident. I was forever being hauled into our parlour to please explain to Lord Devon where he might find his daughter." She mimicked her father's deep husky tone with the last few words. "You always sought adventure, while I stayed at home and tried to cover it up for you."

Cara rested the heavy sample book on her lap. "My life isn't all fun and excitement, you know."

Amy sighed. "You got to see Russia."

Cara laughed. "I got shot with a cross bow and was left pinned to a tree in the Siberian forest. Life with Nate seems to involve being on the sharp end of pointy things rather often."

"But you have him." Amy's smile softened to something sad and wistful. "The way he looks at you gives me chills. I would settle for just a fraction of what you have. A warm fire, children laughing at my feet and someone to share it with me. I guess that makes me boring."

Cara reached out and took her hand. "No, you're not boring, you just need to find your purpose in life. You have a generous soul and you will find what you want. John Burke wasn't the right man."

But society said he was the right choice, and in turning her back on their opinion her whole world crumbled. How to find her way in this new land of choices and opportunity? "I just want someone to love me as I am, whoever I may be." Her problem was far deeper than finding her way; first she had to find herself.

Cara folded her in a hug. "You really don't know, do you?"

She didn't mean to cry, tried hard not to, but a tear still escaped. "I did everything they expected of me. I became the perfect doll, but I buried my true self in the process."

"You stay here as long as you need, and anything you require is yours. Take time, Amy." Cara pulled back and tapped the side of her head. "I know how smart you are — don't be scared to use that brain of yours. The world is yours now. Look inside and find the path you want to take."

She gave a smile and wiped away her tears. "It's hard, to go against everything you were ever told."

"I know," Cara whispered. "That is how the ton has existed for so long, how it holds sway over all of us. We are taught the only opinion that matters is theirs. Whispers hold us captive and words have power. That's why I frequently throw a dictionary at Jackson, to show him how forceful words are."

She burst out laughing and Cara joined in, the joke easing some of the tension gnawing away at her. "There are days I question calling it off with John. Everyone said he was the best I could ever hope for." She gave one last sniff.

"They're wrong." Cara gave her a squeeze. "There's a difference between needing any man in your life and wanting a very particular one to share it with you. Figure out the difference."

Amy sat back and stared at her friend. "Look at you, dispensing philosophical advice about men. Who would have thought it?"

"Perhaps my married state has given me a deeper insight into these things." Cara rose from her position on the floor.

Amy picked up a cushion and threw it. It smacked Cara in the back of the head. "I think you're showing off because you are so happy. Stop rubbing my face in it."

A cough interrupted their conversation, and Amy turned to find Jackson lurking by the doorway, his focus on Cara. "The boss is ready to take you for a walk to the cottage, doll, if you have the time."

His gaze lingered over Amy before he slipped back out the door and a shudder ran over her frame. "Why do you let that horrid man talk to you like that?"

Cara placed her book back in the trunk. "What do you mean?"

"He has no respect for your station, calling you doll. That's not how he should address you at all." A scowl settled on Amy's face.

"I don't mind what he calls me because it's all in how he says it. Jackson and I have a healthy dose of respect for each other, based on the fact I once shot him."

"He is horrid, I don't know how you bear having him around."

Cara waggled her finger. "Stop being like those small-minded gossips. You're treating him like they treated you. People are not photographs. There's more to them than the style of their hair or the cut of their clothes. Think of yourself as an explorer — you need to dig to unveil the person they are on the inside."

Amy gave a sigh. Cara's words made sense. John Burke presented a lovely photograph with his charming smile and dapper clothes. No one guessed at the mean streak rotting his core.

"I'll try, I promise, it's just—" her voice trailed off and she shuddered. The henchman made her nervous, so tall and broad and rough looking. He even had scars. Not like Captain Hawke, so refined and gallant. She sighed, thinking of how close she'd come to kissing him. There's an exterior she could explore under. Then, realising how scandalous the thought was, a flush crept over her skin.

*

They met over their evening poker game. "How goes your endeavour, made any progress?" Loki had that gleam in his eye, the one that said he knew he would win.

Jackson shrugged. "Coloured sheep? Did you just use the ones you were shagging last night?"

The pirate laughed. "Women love a grand gesture. I've thrown out my bait. The rose can't even look at me without the most divine blush running over her porcelain skin. All I have to do is reel her in."

Arrogant bastard. "You haven't won yet."

"Want to call it off? Admit you have no hope? I'll only feather you a little, perhaps give you a tail?"

He gave a grunt. The prick was so sure women found him irresistible. Surely not all females were short-sighted and stupid. "I have my ways."

The captain swirled brandy in a short tumbler. "What? Will you scowl at her until she is stupefied? You know it doesn't count if she's unconscious when you kiss her."

He picked his cards and played his hand, tuning out the pirate's attempt to rattle him. Like the cards, he kept his hand to himself. He played a quiet game, with the help of Helene. He couldn't compete with grand gestures, so he approached the problem from another direction. People in London found out about Amy Hamilton. Her favourite blend of tea, her love of the eerie witch hazel blooms, the books she liked to read and how she occupied her time. Little things that showed he paid attention.

Little things that showed him the real her, not the image she projected.

Thing was, he was starting to like what he glimpsed under that prim exterior. He planned to win and have that kiss, freely given, from those soft pink lips. He wondered if she would blush when he kissed her, and why it started to matter so much that he win. Not just to beat that jeering bastard opposite him. The thought of Loki with his hands on her lush body, sticking his tongue down her throat made him want to grab him by the neck and bash his head against the wall.

 

 


Chapter Four

31st December

The morning dawned bright and clear. The earth was covered in a fresh dusting of snow, although none ever settled on the black stone house. The ugly beasts crawling up the drainpipes kept the roof clear by some nefarious and unseen means.

The house buzzed with a whole new level of energy. The staff chattered and laughed louder than usual. People rushed back and forth, clutching scraps of paper like they relayed orders for an army. Amy stepped into the breakfast room as a maid darted out.

"What is going on?" she asked of Cara, who lounged on a chaise with her coffee and the newspaper.

Cara looked up over the top of the paper. "We're having a big celebration tonight. All the house staff and workers are invited. We thought it would be a great way to launch this venture and let the locals know the house is occupied again."

"Well it certainly seems to have the entire house excited." A party to ring in the changing of the year sounded lovely. Particularly if it lacked the stiff formality of such an event in London. "Will it be formal?" she dared to ask and hoped the answer would be negative.

Cara snorted. "Good lord, no. I suspect it will be a bit of an eye-opener, Amy. They do love a good party in Lowestoft apparently. Chef is even making marshmallows."

Amy screwed up her face. "What is a marshmallow?"

"A French confection made by whipping up sweetened mallow sap. Personally I think they sound horrid, I intend to skewer mine on a stick and incinerate it to get rid of the thing."

"Plant sap? Yuck." Amy contorted her face further as she dished up her breakfast.

*

As night fell they lit the bonfire to chase away the shadows. The timbers caught and roared and crackled, sending plumes of smoke and flame high into the air. Long tables groaned under the weight of food and drink on offer. The men dragged out an enormous clock with luminous hands to count down the time to the New Year.

Jackson watched the princess' cheeks flush with heat, excitement, and a little too much cider. Around her common men drank and laughed, and he checked none got too forward with the lass. 

By eleven-thirty o'clock the party was in full swing. People laughed and sang out of tune. The dancing was frantic but joyous. Unlike London, the women teased the men and no one frowned at them. Some even hiked up their skirts and showed their ankles and knees while they twirled to the music.

Closer to the fire people tried chef's marshmallow, the sticky pink substance a type of sweet. Cara, as promised, fed hers to the flames, then pulled it out because of the divine aroma toasting released. They found the outside crunchy while the inside ran with a glorious gooeyness. After that everyone wanted to try and cook their marshmallow.

"You've started something," Nate said to his wife as people ran to the trees to break off twigs.

Jackson watched the lads from the workshop trying to impress the girls from the house and shook his head. Dumb fucks, thinking the boy with the biggest twig/marshmallow combination would win his pick of the giggling females.

Movement on the darkened perimeter caught his eye. Cocking his head, he caught the thud of horse hooves and an equine snort. He crossed his arms over his chest and waited. Sure enough, three shadows detached themselves from the surrounding velvet blanket and approached the party. He sucked in a breath as he recognised the lead man. A long brown leather coat swirled with each step and flapped at the waist to reveal the pistol on his hip. Brown hair cut shaggy and blowing around his face and a tilt to his chin suggested trouble on legs.

"Problem?" Nate asked, as the uninvited guests approached.

"Jasper Hunter, thinks he's a partner in things out here. Obviously the message isn't getting through his thick skull."

The uninvited men each snagged a beer as they passed the table with the kegs. Their pace slowed as interested eyes turned their way.

"I'll be sure to use small words." Nate didn't move, but held his ground, making them cross the lawn to him. The men wound their way through his people. Some of his men checked sleeves or patted their sides, touching concealed weapons — an unconscious reaction to trouble amongst them.

Jackson gave a snort. "And carve a picture into his forehead."

Hunter came to a halt a stride away from Nate and Jackson.

"Nice party, Lyons. Seems my invite got lost in the post." He gestured around with his beer.

Nate crossed his arms, his mask in place. "No, it didn't."

A frown crossed the other man's face. "But we didn't get one."

"Exactly." He didn't move a muscle or change his tone or inflection. The lack of emotion unsettled some people, especially those who expected a reaction from their posturing.

Jackson rubbed a hand over his chin, hiding a smirk behind the action. The lad really was dense. Lyons would play with him like a cat with a mouse. A very limp, stupid mouse that had run straight at the cat's mouth.

The lad stood a bit taller, trying to match Nate's six-foot-four, and came up six inches short. He wasn't so much a head short as a dick short, in a couple of places.

"Hear you're setting up shop out here. Moving into my territory."

Laughter broke out around them and Jackson wondered how the boss didn't double over with them. He changed his opinion of the lad and this size of his balls. He displayed the sheer ignorance of a blind rhinoceros that also happened to be a eunuch. He'd blundered into something he couldn't see or ever hope to understand.

"My family has owned this estate since the fifteenth century. I wasn't aware you were here first. Do you have Nosferatu blood in your veins, perhaps?" Nate asked.

Hunter blinked. "Nosfer what?" One of his seconds leaned forward and whispered something in his ear. He nodded his head and tried to meet Nate's gaze. "Stop throwing your fancy words. You know what I mean. If you want to do business here you have to go through me."

Nate did smile at that, the wolfish grin of the predator about the snap the head off its prey. "Given your obvious diminished capacity, I'll make this simple for you. Take your beer, clear off, and don't ever come back or I will go through you."

He turned his back and walked away. Back to where Cara conducted toasted marshmallow experiments that now expanded to testing different types of wood and sizes of branch.

"You think you're a big man here, with your men around you." Hunter shouted at the retreating back. "But what are you like on your own, in the dark?"

Jackson laughed and dropped a hand on the man's shoulder. His seconds stiffened but found themselves surrounded by a wall of muscle. "You've got it wrong; it's here with us all around that you're safest." Digging his fingers into the man's flesh, he turned him around and propelled him back through the crowd. "Boss grew up here, fishing and hunting. He has a thing for knives. You ever met him in the dark, alone, he'll gut you like a fish before you can make a sound."

They reached the edge of the light and moved to where three horses stood tethered.

"Don't be stupid. Make yourself scarce." Jackson gave Hunter a shove toward his mount.

"You don't scare me, none of you do." He stabbed the air with his finger.

"Then you're a fuckin' idiot." The men ranged out behind him, blocking the way back to the bonfire. At least one of the three had a brain cell and realised there wouldn't be a party for them.

He climbed back on his horse. "C'mon," said the mounted man. "Save it for later."

Hunter gave a grunt, and for a moment Jackson thought the fool would have a go at making his point. Then he tossed the beer to the ground and snatched his reins. He pulled the horse around tight as he mounted and put his boot to its side.

"Think he'll be back?" one of his men asked.

"Not tonight, but keep your eyes peeled for him." He waited until he no longer heard the pounding hooves before returning to the bonfire.

Loki approached as he stared into flames. "Do you know how I intend to start the New Year?"

"How?" he grunted out the syllable without turning.

"Watching a very large chicken run around the back lawn." He gave a soft laugh and scanned the surrounding throng of people before his gaze rested on one in particular, wearing deep red and laughing with the house maids.

Pirate had some plan up his sleeve if he thought he'd win the bet tonight.

Loki slapped him on the back. "Not long now. I need to go limber up my lips." He disappeared from his side.

Thoughts ran through Jackson's brain before he smacked himself. New Year's, of course. The traditional kiss on the stroke of midnight. "Where are they?" He spun away from the heat and flame. The crowd got louder as the excitement level rose. Men eyed the women with open speculation, lining up their choice for the impending kiss. Women grouped together and giggled, because it wasn't the man's choice at all.

Cara gave Nate a promising smile and headed toward the edge of the ring of light. Her body drifted to the dark side as he prowled behind her.

"One minute," someone screamed over all the laughter and chatter. The music died down as the impromptu orchestra put down their instruments and rose to join the festive atmosphere.

He swung his head back and forth, the bloodhound trying to catch a scent. Then he caught a glimpse of them over the other side and shouldered his way through people. "It ain't gonna be so easy," he muttered as he kept his gaze fixed on Loki lining himself up behind Amy.

He reached out and tapped the pirate on the shoulder. He spun and his black eyes widened. "You're too late." He gave a laugh.

The hand on the huge clock edged closer to the twelve and the crowd began counting.

"Ten… nine…"

Loki turned his back on Jackson and stepped closer to Amy. He breathed into his hand and sniffed his breath. His hand reached out for the noble girl. There was no way he would win this bet, not right in front of him.

"Eight…. seven…"

Jackson gave the other man a shove to one side before he could touch their target. Well aware of the game they played, he positioned himself to be the only face Amy saw at midnight. At the moment the roaring flames captured her attention but in a few seconds she would turn, looking for someone to kiss.

"Six… five…"

Loki shoved back, but Jackson stood his ground. Years of boxing taught him to take a hit but hold his position.

"Suck this." He grinned at the pirate and gave him the finger.

"Four… three…"

Rage crossed the other man's face. Unused to losing, he didn't intend to start now. One arm swung back then struck, hitting Jackson's jaw. His head recoiled. Damn pirate had a good arm for a flyboy. He couldn't let that go unanswered.

"Two…"

He struck his own blow, but his opponent dodged. Loki caught his arm on the downswing and pulled him into a headlock. The two men fell to the ground and the fist fight turned into a wrestling match. They grappled, each trying to gain the superior position and pin the other to the ground. Jackson had weight and sheer physical strength on his side, Loki had agility and speed.

*

"One!" The assembled masses cheered. Amy looked around as Nate caught Cara from behind and the two of them disappeared into the shadows. She had, foolishly, hoped to catch Loki. The charming devil probably found a more willing and experienced woman to help him celebrate. An image of lonely Jackson came to mind and she shoved it down.

A roar came from behind her, where a loose circle of men appeared to be betting on a wrestling match. A tug came at her sleeve. Glancing down she found Stefan, the house boy. All of six years old, he gave her an enormous and gappy (he had just lost his front teeth) grin.

"Kiss, miss?" he lisped between the space in his teeth.

She laughed and bent down to kiss his cheek. He reddened, gave her a quick bob and ran into the crowd yelling 

"She kissed me! She kissed me!"

 

 


Chapter Five

 

2nd January 1862

Jackson found Amy sewing curtains for the study. She kept her hands busy and he wondered what flitted through her mind as she worked. Did she think of clothes and fripperies like other women, or deeper things? His gut told him far more went on in that head than she let on.

He coughed to attract her attention and she gave a start.

"Oh." She jumped and then stared at her finger where she'd jabbed the needle.

"Sorry," he muttered. "Dollface said you would look at the cottage, see what you can do."

She popped the bleeding finger in to her mouth and he watched those pink lips suck the digit. He looked away and shifted from foot to foot, his pants feeling a fraction too tight. No man could watch that and not imagine something other than a finger being caressed by a woman's tongue.

Her gaze darted from him back to the fabric in her lap. She pulled the finger out with a pop. "Yes, all right. A walk would be nice." She parked the needle and slid the curtain off her knee to the sofa.

Bloody hell. Why did life keep throwing women at him who wanted to walk everywhere?

She trotted a few paces behind as he headed to the sunroom at the back of the house, which became a wet room in winter. He cast a glance to make sure she followed, but even in the wide corridor she kept her distance. Bloody stupid bet, he couldn't get within three paces of the chit, how the hell was he ever going to kiss her? Lips on a stick?

He grabbed his overcoat and woollen hat and watched her don a pale lilac coat.

"If you insist on walking through the snow you'd be better off with pants and boots."

Her head shot up and a look of horror crept into her brown eyes as though he'd just suggested to walk around naked for the health benefits. "Cara might wear pants but I shall not do anything of the sort."

He gave a huff. "Your choice." He held the door open and they stepped out into the frigid winter air. The wide stone steps became close-cropped lawn until the edge of the trees and the path that was little more than a sheep track. A worn space that ambled among the trees with no apparent direction, except it was the same path all the animals trod, including the men who walked this way.

He shook his head, watching her skirts soak up the moisture and become heavier with each stride. The snow piled higher around the trees and wood where the watery sunlight couldn't reach. With each water-logged step she became slower and fell farther behind. He stopped and leaned against a rough trunk, waiting for her to catch up.

Her eyes remained downcast the whole time, intent on the placement of each foot. She stopped with a start when she saw his boots jutting into her line of sight. Her gaze moved upward. "Sorry," she muttered and blushed as she realised he waited for her. "The pavements are swept in London. I didn't realise snow was so…wet." She screwed up her eyes and took a couple of short breaths.

Hells bells, was she going to cry? Over a damp skirt?

"If you're gonna wear skirts get some hikes for rough ground."

Those mournful eyes flew open. A man could get lost in those warm depths, if he ever got close enough.

"Hikes?" she asked.

"Skirt hikes, lifts the front so you don't end up dragging a bucket of water along with you." He patted down his pockets and then flicked open the pouch on his belt. He rummaged around and came up with two split rings and some string. "Not perfect, but this might work."

He slid the knife out of its sheath and cut the string in two. Then tied a piece to each ring and handed them to Amy. "Have you got something at your waist to tie one on each side?"

She took the makeshift hikes and turned her back. He watched her unbutton her coat and lift her jacket, fiddling with something he wasn't allowed to see. Probably using the bottom eyelets on her corset. An image flashed through his brain; Amy in corset, under-chemise, stockings, and nothing else, and most definitely not shying from his gaze. The sight of her sucking her finger had got jammed in his brain and messed up his thought processes. He buried the unwelcome images under a ton of cold snow. His dick straining in his pants wouldn't help the situation or put her at ease.

She turned back, string and rings dangling from under her jacket. "Now what?"

He showed her how to thread the fabric through the ring to lift her skirt. Now the hem sat six inches from the ground, but her ankles were demurely hidden in her leather boots.

"Oh how ingenious. Thank you." She gave him a smile and cocked her head to one side, as though seeing him for the first time.

*

Amy stopped at the end of the path and looked out over the still water. "It's beautiful," she said. "Like something from a fairy tale." Skeletal willows reached out over the water, their branches shades of silver against the pale sky. Snow lay at the edges, and the first foot or two of the water was frozen over. A little jetty ran out over the lake; frost dusted it with sparkles and the sun lit the damp timber like a dark exotic jewel.

"You really think it's pretty?" He stood behind her.

"Yes." The entire landscape had an ethereal quality and a quietness that soothed her soul. You could hide from the world here, suspended in your own time and reality. Her hand dropped to the bracelet around her wrist and a movement on the distant shore caught her eye. The snow and ice particles reformed in the shape of a unicorn, looking out over the lake. Sparkling fragments danced around its edges, blurring the outline. She caught her breath at the luminous image and her fingers tightened on the bracelet. The unicorn turned and looked at her; he dipped his head in acknowledgment and then melted back into the surrounding snow.

"The cottage needs work." Jackson's voice broke the magical spell.

She dragged her gaze from where she'd sighted the mythical creature and turned to survey the honey-coloured building. Wide, tall windows gave it an open expression and naked ivy and roses clamoured up the brick. Even winter could not chill the warmth of the façade. Paint the house in sunshine and a riot of fresh flowers and it would be gorgeous, welcoming. A home.

She gave a sigh. What a fantastic place to raise children, with all of the surrounding wood to explore, the perfect setting for all sorts of adventures. There would be fishing and swimming in the lake in the warmer weather. She would never forbid her children from swimming or make them stick to the shallows. She would raise guppies if she could, or mermaids to frolic with the unicorn.

She trod the crushed-shell path with slow steps, peering at the dormant garden. She tried to identify the slumbering plants, but managed only a few. Spring would erupt in a few months, and nature's gifts would reveal themselves.

A rusty iron ring hung in the middle of the enormous door. It looked like a solid piece of oak that, once closed, would protect the occupants from the rage of any storm.

Jackson shouldered the door and it gave on protesting hinges. "It ain't much," he said, stepping inside the dim interior. "Just four rooms down and four above."

"Lordy." She wandered into the first leaf-strewn room. "For a man who runs an efficient business empire, Nathaniel's not big on home maintenance."

"Lot of memories out here, some best left undisturbed." He stood at the door and watched her move about the space.

"So why clean this house out now?" Why should ghosts be left to wander on their own? She moved to the window with its lone chair. She ran a finger along the back. The spot had a clear view of the lake and the small jetty running out to the water. A perfect position to wait and watch the wood for unicorns.

"I'm going to oversee operations out here. Need my own place." He moved around behind her.

It wasn't a huge project, not like the crypt Cara now called home. That would take months to redecorate from top to toe. The cottage just needed some love to give it a new life.

"The lads and I checked the roof over Christmas and only a few tiles were loose. We're setting up a boiler out back and just need to run the steam pipes. Won't be too long and the old girl will be water-tight and warm." He patted a wall. "She might look rough, but it's just on the surface."

His words echoed her thoughts. The old house needed a chance for the walls within to start over and be something else. Although how did one decorate for a henchman? Wallpaper patterns that hide blood splatters and hard flooring for ease of spittle clean-up? "If I asked for one word to describe how you see this place, what would your word be?"

"Family." He spoke so low she strained to catch the word.

She expected him to say brothel or dockside tavern, although technically that was two words. She turned and found the former pugilist staring off at a ceiling rose. For a moment his features softened as he replayed some memory only he could see. What made him say family? She tried to imagine him sitting in front of a fire, toddlers crawling over him as he carved a small wooden toy.

She laughed it off. Then looked again, screwed up her eyes and cocked her head.

As though he sensed her scrutiny he spun on his heel and met her gaze. "Why are you making a chicken face?"

"Nothing." She waved the image away but it refused to budge. Ah. A memory wormed its way to the surface of her brain. "Cara said you lost your family," she blurted out, having remembered talk of a wife and child.

His gaze turned hard and he drew a deep breath through his nose that sounded like a dragon snort. "Not lost, they were taken." His tone was rough. His hands bunched by his sides, fingers fisting and uncurling. Then he grabbed a loose end of wallpaper and ripped the whole strip free.

"Taken?" An odd way to phrase it — perhaps they died in the typhoid outbreak?

"My wife and daughter were slaughtered like cattle in my kitchen and their bodies left for me to find as a warning." He balled up the paper with short furious punches and then threw it in a corner.

"Oh." She paled. Slaughtered like cattle. He once had a daughter. She swayed on her feet and rested one hand on the wall for support. To lose a child like that, amid violence. What a world to live in, where a warning cost a woman and babe their lives. What was Cara involved in? She needed to move her brain away from the horrific scene it conjured of a small broken body. "Would they have liked it out here?"

He stood silent for a moment, one hand rubbed the back of his neck. "Sarah would have loved it. All them places to explore when she grew big enough. Angelique would have hated the isolation. Too much of a city girl; she needed chatter around her, that one."

She couldn't imagine hating the quiet spot. She dreaded having to return to London and would gladly trade the shallow conversations for rural solitude.

"Well, I don't think it will take too much to have this place habitable again. Can I look upstairs?"

He gave a nod and waved his arm. Amy spent a couple of hours wandering around the rooms, imagining how they would be used and colours would bring out the warmth and magic of the surroundings. Then, with reluctance, she allowed Jackson to guide her back to the main house.

*

He prowled his room. Although Lyons gave him a generous suite, it still seemed to hedge him in, his body used to movement and tired muscles. Operations were under control. The cursed artifacts deep under the house didn't exactly demand much of his time. He did a sweep once a day to make sure they were all where they should be, and dreaded the day something moved. Occasionally dollface dug up a new resident, and he secured it away in the appropriately sized triple-lined cage.

They converted the huge barn out back into a workshop and now it churned out mechanical creations based on da Vinci's stolen designs, refined by Lyons. They sold for exorbitant amounts to fellows with deep pockets and even deeper secrets. The only fly in his ointment was Jasper Hunter. He knew his type — the local thug would be back, crowing like he was king of everything he surveyed. They just had to be ready for him.

Lyons maintained a policy of giving the idiots enough rope to hang themselves, letting the pretenders make the first move. Once the fly buzzed into their air space they would smash him, but the waiting made his teeth ache. You never knew when someone would get smart, and not everyone obeyed their rule of never going after women and children. It took all his will not to lash out after finding Angelique and Sarah bled out in his kitchen. Four men had to hold him down until his vision stopped seeing red.

No one would ever touch what was his again. Lyons made him that promise. He'd be damned if Hunter would hurt anyone at the estate, especially not Amy. The princess didn't need to see the ugly side of life. He would sleep with one eye open until Hunter was put in his place, permanently.

He lay on his bed and stared at the ceiling. Normally he drifted off to sleep with memories of Angel running through his mind. Tonight it wasn't the foul-mouthed blonde smiling at him, but a timid brunette. He remembered the rapture in her voice on seeing the cottage's location. The longing in her voice as she spoke of children running and playing in the wild landscape.

At times he glimpsed a keen intelligence peering out from those large brown eyes, but she shut it down if she thought anyone noticed. Like a present, she had layers that needed to be removed. Gut instinct told him if he peeled away enough layers she harboured a sensuous side waiting to be set free. The idea made him groan and his flesh ached at the idea as he remembered her tongue swirling around her bleeding finger.

He imagined stealing more than a kiss from those pink lips. His last thought as sleep claimed him was his hands buried in her dark locks as that pert mouth sucked his dick while he looked out over the lake.

 

 


Chapter Six

 

Thursday, 7th January

Loki lounged on a sofa, watching a game of billiards. "I think the woman is better suited to life in a religious order."

"Why's that?" Jackson asked, lining up his shot.

The pirate swept a hand down his body. "She resists my magnificence. In fact, whenever I get close to her she bolts like a skittish horse during a thunderstorm."

Jackson gave a laugh and launched his cue at the white, sending the ball spiralling around the table after its target. He watched it connect and nudge a blue into a corner pocket. "Maybe she just doesn't want your poxy tongue anywhere near her." He rubbed chalk over the end of the cue while he surveyed the table and worked out what to go after next.

A frown crossed the handsome man's face. "Not possible. I have concluded she has promised herself to God and sees me as the ultimate temptation to test her resolve. That's why she has ensured she hasn't been alone with me for the last week."

"So the bet's off then?" He gave a sigh of relief; the poor girl would be left in peace. He didn't like the way Loki played with her, and her too naïve to see the attention for what it was - a game. Every time the pirate winked in her direction she blushed and clutched her chest. She would get hurt, and it didn’t sit right with him. She deserved someone who would treat her right and stand by her for the long haul.

"Lord no," Loki said. "I have a new plan."

A cold lump settled in his gut. "Oh yeah, what's that?"

"I'm taking the Hellcat over to France then up to Edinburgh. I figure rattling around here with only your ugly mug to stare at will soften her up." He gave a chuckle as he drained his drink. "I imagine she will run to my arms for a voluntary tongue-tussle on my return. In fact she'll probably rip my clothes off and demand I shag her in the entrance, she'll be so relieved to have me back."

Not if he had anything to do with it. The run would keep the pirate away for at least a week. Longer if he got distracted. Time to free the princess from her tower and help her realise there were other options in the world.

*

Wednesday 8th January

She stood in the breakfast room, her hands wringing the fabric of her skirt. Nate and Cara were upstairs finishing their packing. Business called them back to London. Nan and Nessy had returned to Leicester the previous week. She promised her friend she would be fine, she loved the isolated spot and had no desire to return and face society. She wasn't, however, quite so sure about the other bit of news she mentioned. Captain Hawke would take them back to London in the Hellcat, and then he was off to France. She was being left alone with the gruff former pugilist.

Loki breezed into the room and headed straight for the laid-out buffet.

"Oh Lachlan, I hear you are leaving today?" She trailed behind as he snatched a plate and began heaping his breakfast onto it.

He gave his roguish grin. "Business calls, I am afraid. I'll drop our lovebirds in London and then I head to France and Scotland. I should only be a week." A frown darted over his face. "Or possibly two."

Two weeks stuck with a grizzly bear. She gulped. "Two?"

He turned and stepped closer. He lowered his lids and those long black lashes drew her attention. "Will you miss me, then?"

His scent washed over her, the tang and salt of the ocean combined with pure maleness. Did the earth miss the warmth of the sun in the middle of winter? Did sparrows miss fat seed heads once they all dropped?

"Of course I will miss your company. But I cannot be selfish when you have work duties to perform." She dropped her eyes to her hands. The way the man looked at her, and his delicious aroma, made her insides turn to wobbly pudding. Only her skin stopped her forming a pool of longing on the floor.

She grasped the tea pot to centre her body. He moved to the table with his breakfast, and she was able to breathe without taking him into her lungs, which would be most inappropriate. What would it be like to have him inside her body? She gave a gasp and hot tea sloshed over her hand.

"Are you all right?" He rose from his seat.

"Yes, quite." She held him back with a raised hand. "So clumsy of me, I just spilt my tea."

He dropped back to his chair and turned his attention to his sausage.

She plucked up a cloth and dabbed at her hand and then the tea puddle. Foolish, to moon over him. His home was in the sky, free like a bird. He soared far over her head. She needed someone grounded in her life. Someone who wanted a family like she did. Someone with a beautiful cottage overlooking a lake and an enchanted forest where unicorn roamed. She chewed her bottom lip as thoughts of Jackson intruded on her mind. Perhaps deep down he wasn't so bad. Could he be more teddy bear than grizzly bear?

The two men were air and earth. What was she doing? She possessed a pragmatic soul, and had come to Lowestoft to re-evaluate her life. Then two men looked in her direction and she turned into a giggling blushing mess. Well, not so much of the giggling and blushing around Jackson, but she no longer jumped and shuddered when he entered a room. He aroused her curiosity with his quiet way.

She finished cleaning up the tea puddles and wiped her hand. I need to take time for myself. I've used wallpaper samples and rug colours as a distraction. What happens if I look inside and find nothing? Am I dark, bottomless, and empty like a dry well? Or will I find something lost in the depths?

*

Thursday, 9th January

The house's resemblance to a mausoleum became starker once everyone left. Amy roamed the hallways like an abandoned ghost. In the long-disused part of the house she trailed one hand along the wall, leaving a dusty mark to find her way back again.

The corners of my mind are like this house. My brain so unused it has gathered cobwebs.

Even Jackson vanished, although there was probably little appeal in her company for the working-class man. The isolation came with one benefit; she made a decision about her future. She set herself the goal of doing one useful thing every day. Not something decorative or pointless (like rearranging cushions) but one task she could undertake with purpose, something that would reawaken long-dormant brain cells.

A shiver shot through her body. She intended to turn her mind in a direction that would horrify the ton. They would cast her out if they knew. Well, cast her out again. Since her early childhood she'd paid rapt attention to the talk that swirled around her father when he brought home fellow surgeons. Being able to fix a person was such a noble calling. To use your hands to heal fascinated her, as though it were a type of witchcraft.

Her father allowed her interest to a certain point. After all, doctors needed nurses to change bed pans and mop brows. But a young woman of her position was forbidden to work, except to arrange dinner parties. Her particular situation did reveal the tiniest bit of leeway as she grew older. Her father permitted her to assist as his nurse when he was required to perform delicate procedures shrouded in the strictest confidence. It normally meant young bucks caught fighting, or worse, duelling, who needed to be mended before parents or the authorities found out.

On those occasions she fetched water, arranged instruments, and soaked up as much knowledge as possible during the clandestine operations. Her eyes riveted to her father's dexterous fingers as he made neat stitches in flesh while some fop groaned and cried about the unbearable pain and how his best cravat was ruined.

With the luxury of time before her, Amy reacquainted her mind with the medical text books liberated from her father's library. To her enormous delight she found more in the Lowestoft library, and old treatises in the original Greek and Latin. She placed them on the ancient walnut desk with pen, ink, and paper at the ready for the sections harder to translate. On the opposite side sat a little stack of dictionaries.

Butterflies flitted around her stomach and gave a warning that her task was considered unseemly for a lady. She was being a rebel, not openly like Cara with her pants, pistols, and attitude. No, she was a quiet rebel, one reading scholarly books and educating her mind. She gave a wee laugh. An educated woman, the one thing society feared above all else. For words have power, and what would happen in the world if women learned to wield them?

With a deep breath she opened the first book, an introduction to anatomy, and delved into the wonder of the human form. Then for a spot of something different she flicked through the Hippocratic Corpus, in the original Greek.

By lunch time her stomach rumbled and her head felt heavy on her neck with the weight of knowledge being unearthed and crammed inside. She gave a stretch and the idea of one practical thing to do ran through her mind. Today she seemed at a loss to find a suitable task. Since she need a break from her study, she decided to walk to the lake house and enjoy its serenity.

Decision made, she packed up the books and roamed the empty house. She took the servants' staircase to the kitchen and signs of life and noise burst from the lower level. With only her residing upstairs, the kitchen operated to feed the house staff and the men who laboured in the workshop.

"Cook," she asked as she packed away her lunch. "Where does the special tea come from, the green tea with ginger?"

Cook looked up from her enormous pine table where she sliced a sandwich in two and then wrapped a piece of muslin around it. "Oh, that stuff. Mr Jackson had it ordered up from London for you. Said you preferred it in the mornings."

"Did he?" she murmured as she went to the larder for an apple. On impulse she snuck a carrot into her bag, just in case she saw the unicorn again. She tucked the knowledge about Jackson away, next to the sprig of witch hazel.

Stefan the houseboy hobbled in, unshed tears shimmering in his eyes.

"Are you all right?" she asked.

He gave a sniff and wiped a silvery snot trail on his shirt sleeve. "I fell off me steps I use to fill the coal scuttles. Me foot hurts ever so much, miss."

"Let's have a look." She helped him over to the little three-legged stool by the range.

He plonked down and thrust a foot out.

Kneeling, Amy lifted his grubby limb to her lap and slipped off the oversized work boot. The ankle was swollen and turning black and red. No wonder the poor mite struggled to hold back his tears. With gentle fingers she prodded around the joint. He sucked in a breath and snorted back more tears and mucus.

"It's not broken," she said and gave him a smile. "Just a nasty strain. I'll bind it up and I think you should stay off it for the next few days. I'm sure cook can find something to keep your hands occupied while you sit quietly here."

While cook did just that and found a task for the lad, Amy went to the linen cupboard and found a clean bandage and bound his ankle.

He watched with wide eyes as she wound the cloth and then tied off the end.

"Thank you, Miss Amy. You're ever so clever."

She blushed; no one had ever called her clever before, and she had achieved her one practical thing for the day.

"Thank you, Stefan." She gave him a peck on the cheek and left him peeling potatoes.

Once outside she pulled her scarf tight around her neck, and while still on the cobbles, hiked up the front of her skirts like Jackson had shown her. With the hem six inches off ground it would stay out of the snow and sludge. She headed across the lawn, toward the little path through the trees.

The hairs on the back of her neck prickled, and she stopped and turned a slow circle. Far off in the distance she spotted a man on a horse. He seemed to be watching her, but she couldn't tell for sure even with squinting. Instinct told her to hurry inside the forest, and she soon disappeared from his view, if he indeed tracked her.

The farther she walked away from the main house the closer she came to her refuge, or so she thought of the little cottage. Silly really, when it wasn't hers and never would be, but she enjoyed her time out here, even in the depths of winter. After a thirty-minute walk she halted at the end of the path and simply soaked in the quiet.

The skeletal tree branches decorated in frost crystals sparkled in the watery sunlight. The world out here was washed in tones of silver and pearly white. Even the black timber seemed luminescent. Her hand crept into the bag at her side and her fingers found the carrot. Was the unicorn here, watching her? Had the bracelet called him forth to assist her? She wondered if he sent the dashing pirate for her. Or Jackson.

She dropped the carrot on the ground and then felt foolish for her whimsical thoughts. She skirted the water to the cottage and caught her hand as she raised it to knock. Instead she grasped the handle and the door opened on well-oiled hinges. Jackson worked to bring new life to the house. Inside, puffs of steam came from the newly fitted vents. She wondered when he found the time to stoke the boiler out back that generated the heated air.

They had finished the main parlour. She'd chosen a wallpaper in a deep blue and brown plaid. A bold choice, but it gave the room character, and combined with the glowing waxed woodwork it had a masculine but comfortable feel.

Jackson's next job would send him back to the roof, where he intended to install the small turbines that caught the wind and stored electricity in batteries. It would power a small light in each room. "Add a bathroom and this cottage is as well-equipped as any palace."

She moved through to the kitchen. The previous week the men had moved in with sledge hammers and removed the wall between kitchen and dining room to create a large open area. Amy swept and mopped the slate floor and then washed down the walls. She sanded the rust from the cast iron coal range and oiled the metal finish so it gleamed as the black heart of the house. The room needed only a fresh coat of paint and it too would be finished. Even a new pine table sat near the window, with four hand-carved chairs arrayed around it.

She passed a hand over the table top as she unpacked her lunch and headed to the window seat. She curled up in the corner and gazed over the mirror-like lake as she ate her sandwich.

A flock of birds shot out of the trees, squawking and wings flapping. They circled above the trees, cawing to one another. Curious, she squinted to see what alarmed them, just as Jackson strode out of the forest, his head down, his neck swathed in wool scarf, and a hat low on his ears.

"No wonder the birds were scared." She waved and the movement caught his attention.

He paused on the path, glared at her, then continued on his way.

*

Hunter's men rode the sea side of the ridge, spying on the house, waiting. It became a game. Lyons' crew knew they were watched. Hunter's crew made themselves obvious to try and spook them. Which just proved what idiots they were, if they thought a couple of horsemen would upset the equilibrium.

They spotted one this morning, but when the house staff said Amy had wandered off on her own, his blood ran cold. She would be an easy target if they lured her off the estate. He grabbed his coat and all but ran the woodland path, hoping like hell she was all right and undisturbed. His hands itched, wanting to protect her, even though his mind knew she would never be his to protect. The conflict was causing him to break out in hives.

He muttered to himself as he approached the cottage. Bloody princess had no idea of the danger lurking in dark corners. How the hell was he supposed to protect her and keep her ignorant? He wanted to hold her tight and push her away at the same time. If he scared her off back to London and her society life she would never know about the seedier side of his world. Except the niggle in the back of his head said, Keep her. Shag her until she can't walk and hide her away in the cottage. Then she would have the solitude she sought and she would be safe.

She would be mine and no one would ever hurt her.

He drove his fist into a tree trunk and set roosting birds squawking up to the sky. Damn woman would drive him batty chasing his own tail round and round. Bloody pirate and his stupid bet started him on this path. Otherwise he would have buried himself in work and never looked at the princess. Now all he could think about was helping her escape from the blasted ivory tower that held her captive.

He trod the path around the lake and looked up at the house. Movement in the dining room window caught his eye. There she was, curled up like a kitten in the built-in seat, waving at him. He raised one hand at her in return and took a deep breath. She was safe.

He shouldered the door open and let it slam shut, stomping the snow and compacted mud off his boots. He stood in the doorway and let his gaze rest on her form. She pushed herself into the corner, as though retreating from his anger. Damn someone had hurt her in the past.

"You shouldn't be here on your own." He pulled the scarf free and dropped it over the back of a chair. The heavy coat soon joined it.

"I'm quite safe out here in the quiet." She gestured out the window to the expanse of solitude that enveloped them.

"I don't want you walking here alone for the next wee while," he growled out the words.

She blew a snort of air and looked on the verge of saying something when she stilled. A shiver ran over her body. "It's the man from the night of the bonfire, isn't it?"

He paused, wondering how much she knew. Smart wee kitten. "Have you seen 'im?"

"I don't know. There was a rider, too far away to see who it was. It could have been a Lyons man." She shrugged, not too concerned by events or the men who surrounded her.

Perhaps she wouldn't spook so easy after all. He made a sound in his throat. "I'll keep you company today. What do you want to do?"

"Paint? Then we're almost finished downstairs, apart from the laundry."

"The steam pipes are workin', it's warm enough in here for paint to dry." He disappeared out the rear kitchen door to gather the supplies.

They worked well together, and for a noble girl, she just knuckled down and got on with it. He couldn't keep his mind from wondering if she would cope with this world. Dollface took to it like a pistol-wearing duck to water, but even he grudgingly admitted she was exceptional. The more he saw of the princess the more he thought she just might accept this way of life.

And maybe him.

*

She kept casting glances at the henchman, watching the bunch and play of muscles in his back as he worked. One thought ran through her mind on repeat and she finally took a deep breath and found the courage to ask.

"Did Cara really shoot you?"

He gave a chuckle, a raw noise like wind through the trees during a storm. "Yip." He held up one hand, the palm marred by a circular raised scar. "Right through the middle. She's not a bad shot."

Amy frowned. "But weren't you carrying a gun? Why did you let her shoot you?"

He put his paintbrush back in the bucket. "Gov said to grab her father's notebook and that she weren't to be hurt."

"So you always do exactly as instructed?"

He gave that one-sided grin. "No. But I would never hurt a woman. Even if she puts a bullet in me."

She ran her gaze over his powerful arms and corded neck. A man who used his body as a weapon, built for physical superiority. His bulk scared her at first. Like a whipped dog, she expected a blow every time he raised his arm.

He caught her gaze. "He hit you."

Her eyes widened. How did he know? Cara must have said something. She raised a hand to her cheek and traced the memory of the bruise. A man educating his wife-to-be. That's what he called it, a behaviour correction.

He stepped closer to her. "It ain't right, you don't hit women."

She didn't want to have this discussion. Couldn't. Society looked the other way. A woman was simply a chattel passed from the ownership of one man to another. They all knew it happened behind closed doors but no one did a thing about it. Cara suffered far worse and no one ever rescued her, she had to save herself.

"A master beats his dog and no one says a word." A world of sadness hung in those few words, not just for her, but for all the women trapped with such men.

"Don't you dare." He poked a finger at her, his tone angry, and the hairs stood on the back of her neck. "Don't you dare defend that bastard. Ain't right. Don't matter if you drive the cart that collects the night shit or you're a duke. You don't hit a woman." His eyes blazed, the hazel swirled with specks of grey storm clouds.

Each poke of his finger sent her back a step. She couldn't look away from the bunched muscle running along his back. So powerful. If he struck a person they wouldn't get up in a hurry. What would it take for his anger to erupt into physical violence?

"You're a pugilist," she whispered.

"Yeah, that's how I earned my money, facing an opponent who was just like me, in a fair fight. Both of us knowing the rules." He took a deep breath and calmed his voice. "If you think that means I would ever raise my hand to a woman or child? You don't know nothing."

He let Cara put a hole in him, what more proof did she need? What did it take to stand there with a gun pointed at you and not shoot back?

"You need the blinkers removed from your eyes." He spun and pounded his fist into the wall. "You're just like them. Judging people. You look at me and see a thug. I thought you were different."

That cut through the turmoil in her mind and struck deep. "I am nothing like them." A sob built in her chest. "I did everything expected of me and they cast me out." She tore off the work gloves and flung them to the ground. Discarded just like her carefully planned life. She ticked off all the events a well-bred girl should do and it counted for nothing.

He crossed his arms over his broad chest as though trying to hold in his anger. "You look down on the likes of me. You sit in that ivory tower to hide who you are."

She shook her head, hearing the words but not understanding them. "What ivory tower? I'm not hiding who I am."

He gave a huff. "You have walls around you higher than those guarding the bloody crown jewels. You won't show anyone who you really are."

Tears welled in her eyes. He didn't understand. Everybody had an opinion of her, but how many really knew her? "I don't know who I am," she whispered. "I was never allowed to find out. I always had to be the photograph that society expected."

She turned away from him and chewed her knuckles, trying to reconcile the thoughts flying through her head. Was anybody what they appeared to be at first glance? "I don't see a thug," she said as she turned back to face him. "I see the man who cut bracts of witch hazel to brighten my room."

He stared at her for a long moment as though trying to decide something. "Oh princess. You really do need rescuing from that tower."

She wiped at the tears on her face. "Why do you call me that? I'm no princess."

"You are to me." He opened his arms.

She accepted his unspoken offer and stepped into his embrace. He caught one tear on the tip of his finger and then he folded her close. With an expanse of chest under her cheek and the faint beat of his heart she gave a sigh and knew a moment of peace. She expected him to be cold and prickly, like his demeanour, but he was a warm flesh fortress that could hold the world at bay. Or a brave knight who could help her escape. "I want to find out who I am, I've just never had the chance. What if I really am just a silly and flighty girl like everyone says?"

"No you're not. You're far more than that." His big hand stroked her hair. "And you've got all the time you need to find out. I've got your back."

They stood that way for a minute or two then he gently released her.

They packed away the paint and washed the brushes before heading back to the big house. As they stepped onto the forest path Amy cast around, looking for the dropped carrot.

She found the green tinged end and a few hoof prints.

"Just a stray horse," Jackson said, looking at the marks in the snow.

"Perhaps," she muttered, running a hand over scratch marks in the tree bark. Or it was a unicorn watching the cottage.

Watching me.

 

 


Chapter Seven

 

Saturday, 9th January

She spent all day roaming the house on her own, missing the chatter and laughter that disappeared when the others left. She worked on plans for Nate's study and thought of the little cottage by the river. Her mind fixated on the word family, and she thought what a wonderful nursery one of the top rooms would make. But what would a former pugilist and enforcer need of a nursery? Why would a man who saw his family slaughtered want to risk that again?

Tired of picking fabric swatches and paint colours, she retired to the library. In the dusty old room she found a variety of volumes and, much to her relief, a complete absence of penny romances. Her brain rejoiced as she fed the long-neglected cells a steady diet of text books and treaties. She soaked up knowledge like a sponge. Her father had allowed her to learn several languages although he raised bushy eyebrows over her insistence on Latin and Greek. Anything more intellectual was forbidden, least she become less lady-like by espousing opinions of her own.

Jackson knocked on the door. "Thought you might like some company for the evenin'."

She laid down her book on anatomy. The naked male form on the page manifested itself and tried to superimpose itself over the clothed form in front of her. She snapped the book shut as a way of telling it to be quiet.

"Oh. That would be nice." Her gaze flitted about the room and rested on the set in front of the fire. "Perhaps a game of chess?"

A scowl darkened his face and she kicked herself. How thoughtless, of course he wouldn't be able to play.

"Sorry, um, cards?" She grasped for some other game to offer up without further insulting the lower-class man.

"Why not chess?" He walked to the sofa and the low table.

"I—" Her brain opted out, not sure how to extract her from this pickle. "I thought you might prefer something else."

The black brows knitted. "Think I can't play, don't you." He sat down and reset the half-finished game.

"Not at all," her lips said while her brain whispered, Yes actually. Perhaps he thinks it's checkers? They both have a black and white board. If he moves his pieces like checkers I shall keep quiet and play through. Satisfied she had a plan, she sat down opposite him.

He held out two fists, each containing a piece. "You pick."

She tapped one large hand, keeping down the blush as she remembered the warmth of his embrace. Everything had changed on Thursday; the world tilted on its axis and now she viewed things from a different angle. His broad and brawny became as appealing as Lachlan's lean and lithe.

He turned his palm over to reveal a white pawn. "You start."

She took the carved ivory and placed it on the empty square. She advanced her man two squares and waited, telling herself to go easy and let him take several pieces. Perhaps she should let him win to make up for her blunder?

She needn't have worried, and all thoughts of throwing the game were quickly forgotten. She was in deep trouble by the third move. He played a quick and decisive game. His gaze swept the board and calculated options far quicker than her. After half an hour she was standing, hands flat on the table either side of the board. Her mind worked overtime and a trickle of sweat ran down the back of her dress.

She picked up her rook and moved it along three spaces.

He gave a short laugh, pounced on his knight and made a fast move. "Check…mate."

"No!" She re-ran the options, wanting to shove her piece back a couple of paces and have a do over. How did she miss the horse waiting to gallop down her king?

"You sound surprised."

"I just—" Her gaze roamed the board then flicked up to his grinning face and back to the slaughter on the two-tone field.

"Didn't think I could play, did ya?" Deep creases surrounded his eyes as he held back his laughter.

She screwed up her lips, trying to keep the words inside.

"You can say it. Ask the question burning through that sharp mind of yours."

She shook her head. "To do so would be impolite."

He crooked a finger and drew her closer. He looked over his shoulder, around the room, then met her gaze again. "Just you and me here. And I promise you can't offend me."

The question bounced around her head so hard she either had to let it out or she would explode. "Who in the blazes taught you to play like that?"

That throaty laugh washed over her again. "Lyons. Lot of time on airships with little to do. That and one of us was often laid up with a hole in 'im. Chess keeps the mind occupied." He tapped the side of his head.

*

The wee bird was in a complete flap, trying to reconcile the ex-boxer with the person who just wiped the chess board with her. He rather enjoyed seeing her flummoxed and trying to reconcile what society told her to expect from people of his station. He might have escaped the Rookeries because of his size and reach, but he could use more than just his hands.

"I can read and write too, before you ask."

Those full pink lips snapped closed and her chocolate gaze glinted at him with just the beginnings of a temper. "Really, after yesterday do you still assume I think so little of you?"

She rearranged the pieces on her side, slamming them down on their spaces. Oh she was in a right snit over losing and it did all sorts of things to his insides to watch.

"Not sure what you think." What did go on in that little head? She played a mean game, and only his long use of strategic thinking got him out of a couple of close calls. "Maybe we both need to re-think how we see each other."

Every now and then she dropped her guard, and he found himself fascinated by the glimpses he saw beneath. The kitten had claws, she just didn't know how to use them.

"To be honest, Mr Jackson, at first you did scare me just a little," she said in the smallest voice.

He looked up. The anger vanished from her eyes and she looked adrift in an unknown ocean. He pushed her yesterday to put a crack in that exterior. Like a baby bird, she was breaking out of her shell. He wanted to pull away the pieces to free her. He picked up her hand and held it in his, marvelling at the size difference.

"Thought we resolved that?" He stroked a thumb over the back of her hand.

"Yes, in part. But you're just so—" she waved her other hand, struggling for the right word. "Big."

He gave a snort of laughter. She probably didn't mean that the way he took it, though a certain part of his anatomy appreciated the compliment. "Hasn't dollface told you I'm all bark?"

She didn't pull back; rather her attention remained fixed on her small hand in his much larger one. "She did mention something like that." She raised her eyes, a tiny smile dancing over her face. "But you are rather intimidating when you loom over a person, Mr Jackson."

"Stop calling me Mr Jackson, it's Jackson to all around here."

She mulled it over. The tiniest hint of mischief crept in to the smile. "Would you mind terribly if I called you Jack?"

He gave a shrug and turned her hand to trace the vein in her wrist. "Why Jack?"

"We used to have this fiendish brute of a dog called Jack. You remind me of him."

He narrowed his gaze and met hers. A smile broke over her face. Minx had another reason, he'd lay money on it. Let's see where this goes.

"Oh yeah? Let me guess, always won in the dog fights?"

A giggle burst from her before she swallowed it down. "Not quite. He used to chase the chickens and make a terrible ruckus."

"You think I'm a chicken chaser?" He growled. "I'll show you." He let her hand drop and lunged at her.

She gave a squeal and ran. She ducked for cover behind the sofa. "I meant it as a compliment, Jack." She said between bursts of laughter. "No one harassed bantams quite like that Jack Russell, even though he only had three legs."

"A bleedin' peg-leg Jack Russell?" He reached for her and she darted out of his way, running to the large divan.

Her laughter came freely now and he loved the sound of it. Then she frowned. "I think he was quite blind too. My point is, for all the noise he was entirely harmless."

"I'll show you who's harmless." He growled again and feinted left. She rushed the other way and ran straight into his arms. He spun so she had her back to the wall and caged her with his body and arms. Her chest rose and fell in heavy gasps as she laughed.

Joy transformed her from the plain mouse to a captivating rose, her eyes full of life and humour and a faint blush to her skin. She was sunshine and honey and he ached to taste her. It felt so natural to have her in his arms he never wanted to let her go.

He bent his head to the crook of her neck and inhaled. She stilled against him and when he looked up, her eyes were round and serious. He searched for any hint of alarm in her warm gaze. He never wanted to see fear in her face. He would chew off his own arm before he ever hurt her.

"What are you doing?" she whispered. Her hands rested on his chest, but didn't push him away. Rather, her fingers curled around the lapel of his jacket, anchoring herself to him.

"I'm a blind three-legged yappy dog, remember?" He dropped one hand to her waist. She wasn't very tall, but her clothes hid a lush form that curved in all the right places, and she was soft in a way that made a man hard. "Woof."

She tilted her chin upward, partly because of the height difference, and partly because the kitten issued a challenge to the tiger. "No you're not. I was wrong, you're something quite different."

"Oh yeah? What then?" He focused on those lips as they formed each word. If she tipped her head any higher he would claim that rosebud and have his taste. And win the bet and get to turn flyboy into a chicken. Then the blasted pirate would leave her alone and he would have her all to himself. A win-win-win situation as far as he was concerned.

"I haven't decided yet." She raised one hand and cupped the side of his face, questions zooming through those so-expressive eyes. One finger traced the scar that ran down by his ear. "Things are not always what they seem."

"No, they're not, princess," he said, taking her hand and kissing her fingertips.

She inhaled sharply. Her bosom rounded with each breath and he leaned a little closer so it pressed against him. He dropped her hand and stroked her cheek.

"Have you ever been kissed by a man?"

She gave a snort. "Of course I have, don't be so impudent."

"I don't mean some wet toff pressing fish lips to yours. I mean a real kiss, by a man hungry to know the taste of you." He growled the words, his tone rough.

They scraped over her flesh and raised goose bumps along her arms. A faint blush travelled up from under her collar. "Really, Jack, a kiss is a kiss."

Heat radiated through his torso as he caged her against the wall, his face so close to hers. She shook her head.

He gave a chuckle. "So the answer is no, then."

Her breath came in shallow gasps. "You must let me go," she whispered, but she made no attempt to wriggle free.

"I don't have to do anything, princess." He chuckled again, as he held her close.

His hips held her in place. His arms blocked any exit. Flames licked along his body from where he touched her and if he didn't get his kiss soon he would combust.

"How do you do it?" The fingers still clung to him and questions swirled in her gaze.

"Do what?" He couldn't wait much longer, he dropped his head and placed a gentle kiss on the side of her neck.

She sucked in a breath at his touch and she shivered against him. "This. You scare me and exhilarate me at the same time. I want to run but stay. How is that possible?"

Smart kitten really, 'cause his game plan had changed. He didn't plan to just kiss her.

He planned to possess her.

She closed her eyes and sighed. "Once, when I was twelve and egged on by Cara, we drank too much of her father's brandy. That's what runs through my veins now, when you touch me."

Drunk on him and he hadn't even started.

She opened her eyes and another layer peeled away. The woman staring back at him was a little more confident than the day before.

"Perhaps I could pay a toll to be set free from this predicament?" Her tongue sneaked out and wet the pink lips.

He bit back a groan; the sight of her tongue spiked straight to his groin.

"A kiss then, to set you free." He lowered his head, his breath feathered over her lips.

She held her breath. Considering.

What would she do? Hopefully not knee him in the nuts, 'cause he hurt enough down there already and she might break something off.

She tilted her chin higher and parted her lips.

He dropped his mouth to slide over hers. She gasped under him. Warm and firm, he took control. Exploring, he nipped at the corner of her mouth then sucked on her bottom lip. His tongue teased and played along the seam until she parted her teeth, wanting more. She tasted of sunshine and honey and was as addictive as laudanum. The more he took, the more he wanted, until it became a burning need pounding through him with every beat of his heart.

A soft moan escaped from her throat as she leaned in to him, eager to learn all she could from the experience. She followed his lead and her hands wound around his neck, pulling him closer as she blossomed under him.

His tongue played with her, darting and tasting and then retreating. He sucked hers into his mouth, held her captive until, emboldened by his slow dance, she explored his contours. Her soft moans were nearly his undoing; his cock ached in his pants to join in. Just as he hoped, she had a sensual side begging to be released.

He either let her go, or claimed her now.

He pulled back to rain soft kisses up her jaw line. "That is a real kiss," he whispered by her ear.

"I—" she couldn't form the words for a complete sentence. Her eyes closed, her knees crumpled, and she fainted.

He caught her and swung her into his arms. He carried her to the chaise and laid her down. Grabbing a pillow, he placed it under her head.

"Haven't lost my touch, then." He stood back with a smirk plastered to his face.

 

 


Chapter Eight

 

Sunday, 10th January

Amy lay in bed, one hand twirling the horse hair bracelet round and round on her wrist. A stray shaft of moonlight caught the silver strands and flashes darted around the darkened room. She never believed in the mythical creature when she made her wish. All she wanted was a fraction of what Cara had; a sense of purpose in her life and someone to love her, flaws and all.

She knew what she saw at the cottage, the entire location imbued with magic so it was no wonder a unicorn flitted amongst the trees. She'd thought Captain Hawke was all her dreams come true, delivered by the unicorn bracelet. So dashing, gallant, and his words full of lush promise. But it was quiet Jack who made her pulse pound and her body ache in a new and wanton way.

Why couldn't the unicorn just send her one or the other? Both men paying her attention seemed rather excessive, not that she had any experience with unicorn wishes.

She spent all day staring at one page in her book, her mind ricocheting in a thousand different directions but always returning to one particular memory. She replayed the kiss over and over. Never had she felt anything like it before. Comparing John's kiss to Jack's was like comparing a lone flickering candle to the public Guy Fawkes' display. Her former fiancé had just been blasted from her brain.

Even just the memory started an ache between her legs, and she clenched her thighs, but it only intensified. Under Jack's touch her body screamed for things she didn't quite understand, the only dominant message more.

What had he done to her? She ran a hand down her stomach and over the juncture of her legs. The ache blossomed under her hand, and she bit back a cry.

Yes, more.

Jack was far more than he appeared. The gruff working-class exterior hid a gentle manner and a mind that played a fiendish chess game. He would never be acceptable to her family or in polite society, and yet he was so much better than any of them. Sometimes exactly what you need is the last thing you were looking for.

*

Monday, 11th January

The following morning, Amy donned her winter clothes for the walk to the cottage. Jackson was pulling on a heavy black jacket when the wet room door flung open. The man looked relieved on finding them.

"There's been an accident. Piece of metal flew off one of the machines, pierced a lad. It's not looking good."

Jackson swore under his breath and then shot a guilty glance at Amy then back to the man in front of him. "Have you sent for the doctor?"

"One of the lads just left, but it’s going to be at least an hour's hard ride, assuming they find him at home. We don't know if he'll last."

"Grab the emergency kit." He turned to Amy. "Stay here, the cottage will have to wait for today."

Amy sat back on her heels, about to obey. Her arm itched and she scratched, only to twine her fingers in the unicorn tail bracelet. Words buzzed in her head from the wish she made that night Jack gave her the gift: Someone to love the real me. Not the image in the mirror.

The girl in the shadows only needed a chance to break free.

She blinked. "I'll come, I might be able to help." The words shot out of her mouth before she could call them back. Why did she say that? She always did what she was told. Until the day Jack held her.

He cast her a dubious look and strode out the door. Amy trotted to keep up with the men, who moved faster in their pants and boots. They crossed the expanse of lawn to the workshop, the large converted barn at the back of the house where the men laboured to make Nate's da Vinci inventions or to create other mechanical devices used in the Lyons Empire.

One of the double-height doors stood open, pushed back on its roller. Amy stood on the threshold. Heat and sweat assaulted her nostrils. The assorted sounds of machines — hammering, hissing, and low moans — washed over her.

"You should stay here, it's going to be messy." Jackson held out his hand to keep her from entering.

Amy's world split into two paths. The dominant part of her brain told her to go back. Noble girls did not wander around in sweat, dirt, and blood. If she did cross the threshold, society would expect her to swoon and need to be carried back to the house. Her entire upbringing was designed to turn her into a crystal ornament. Something fancy and expensive that needed occasional dusting. Nice to look at sitting on the mantle but completely useless, with no practical purpose.

The girl in the shadows, long ignored and neglected, finally took a stand. She offered a different route, one Amy hid so she never suffered the pain of longing and disappointment. It reminded her that her father was a renowned surgeon, she grew up listening to medical talk at the dinner table. She had on occasion acted as his nurse while he tended to some stupid noble. With the doctor at least an hour away, for once in her life she could be useful. She could do something.

She swallowed hard. "My father is a surgeon, I know a thing or two about wounds and stitching. I may be of some practical use."

Jackson's eyebrows shot up his forehead and he gestured with his head for her to follow.

She took one step and redefined her life.

Machines hummed along two walls. At one end a furnace was fed a steady diet of coal to generate the steam to turn turbines. Numerous work benches occupied the middle space, their surfaces littered with devices in various stages of construction. To one side of the barn, a group of men stood around. They were all dirty, soot-covered faces with streaks where sweat rolled down and cleaned a path. They parted for Jackson and her, to reveal a man lying on the ground. His fingers groped at his abdomen. Another man sat next to him, holding back frantic hands. A shard of metal jutted from his middle. The man groaned and jerked.

Jackson threw a glance to Amy. "Don't look good," he said with his face turned away from the injured man.

She gulped. The good girl inside her, the one who always did exactly as society expected, wailed like a banshee at the dirt, blood, and overwhelming odour of sweaty, unwashed men. The deep buried side of Amy crept up on the other half, smacked her over the head and shoved her into a mental oubliette to be forgotten for good.

With her internal struggle permanently resolved she gave a shake and knelt down. Lordy he's so young. He barely looked sixteen. Tears of pain ran down his face. She looked at the lump of metal embedded in his right side. A trickle of blood oozed from under his clothes. Let us pray it missed his internal organs.

"Does it go right through?" she murmured and slid one hand under the boy. There was no blood under his body, and she gave a sigh of relief to find no sharp edge at his back. Her mind did a quick assessment of the situation. When she removed the shard he would bleed a lot, and her time would be limited.

"I need buckets of hot water, and soap. Plus a blanket to place under him. I want to move him to that table." She gestured to a crowded work bench. "Someone clear it off. And I assume you have needles and thread?"

Jackson issued orders, men ran to obey and Amy smiled at her patient. "What's your name?"

"Davie, miss." He sucked in air as though his lungs no longer worked.

"Well, Davie, I'm going to take this bit of metal out, check everything is okay, and sew you back up." She gave what she hoped was a reassuring smile. Her knowledge of anatomy was confined to textbooks and what she spied in her father's rooms when she assisted in his illegal surgery. Although she was a dab hand at needlepoint and had stitched up wounded cats and dogs, she had never worked on an actual person before. Anxiety and doubt assailed her. Her breath came in short, shallow gasps.

Oh God, I'm going to kill him.

A hand dropped on her shoulder and gave a squeeze.

"He's relying on you," Jackson said. "You can do it, princess."

She gave Jackson's hand a quick squeeze back and drew a deep breath into her lungs. Jack believed in her, and with the doctor lord only knew how far away, Davie needed her.

The men laid out a blanket and with great care they moved Davie and worked the makeshift stretcher under his body. With three men each side they lifted while Amy kept one hand on his stomach and the other at the base of the metal shard. The boy moaned as the movement jostled his body. They carried their burden three strides to the table and laid him out.

Now Amy could see things at a better height. She grasped his torn shirt and ripped it open, revealing a dirt-smeared torso. Jackson grabbed the fabric, eased it under his back, and tossed the ruined shirt away.

A bucket of hot water appeared at her feet. "Excellent," she said. She pushed up her sleeves to over her elbows and dipped her hands in the water. With the proffered soap, she lathered herself up and rinsed clean.

Taking up a new cloth she worked on Davie, wiping away blood and grime to reveal the pink skin beneath. She worked in circles, moving closer to the wound, until she was satisfied she had removed as much filth as possible.

"Now what?" Jackson asked.

"I'm going to remove the shard, check inside for any damage to his internal organs, and stitch him up." She paused. "It will be extremely painful for him. Do you have any chloroform?"

His gaze darted from the lad to her. "No, but I have a plan B that will work just as well," he muttered. "Davie, this is gonna get bad. You don't want to be awake for it, lad."

A tiny frown creased the boy's forehead, not understanding, and then Jackson drew back his fist and struck him hard. His eyes rolled back and his head slumped to one side.

Amy tried to argue the brutality of hitting the boy into unconsciousness, but the new part of her that seemed strangely calm and in charge told her to set to work before he came around.

Using a piece of cloth to protect her hand from the sharp edge, she grabbed the metal. The other hand probed the wound, checking the shape of the object to ensure it would pull out cleanly. She didn't want to find it had a barb that would disembowel the poor youth on the way out.

She tugged and met resistance. Flesh is quite strong, she observed, and pulled harder. The piece came free, and she thrust it at Jackson. Then she slipped her hand into the wound, before her courage failed her.

"Can you feel anything?" Jackson asked. He never left her shoulder, his physical presence fuelled her mental fortitude.

She didn't want to admit she didn't know what she was doing. She assumed a damaged organ would feel like ripped fabric, that her fingers would find any tear. She glided over smooth tissue and organ. "I can't feel any damage, but I just don't know." She blinked back a tear of frustration. She had her hand in a man's stomach, tickling his intestines, what on earth was she doing?

"Just do the best you can," he said. His steady gaze grounded her.

She closed her eyes and let her fingers explore, trying to ignore the sucking sounds coming from the boy's open gut. Something out of place butted against a tip. She scissored it between two fingers and drew her hand out. She held a tiny offcut from the shard.

"Lucky bugger that you checked." Admiration filled his gaze and colour flooded her cheeks.

With cloth in hand she cleaned the blood away and then set to work with needle and thread. No one ever told her what stitch was appropriate for flesh. She always thought her father took an over big suture, nobles wanting a scar to impress their drunken mates. She compared the sides to a heavy velvet and did her best.

Soon a neat row of tiny stitches marched across the lad's stomach. She gave a nod and admired her work. Better than any sampler and infinitely more satisfying.

They wrapped a bandage around Davie's middle and she suffered a moment of disappointment that her work was obscured from view.

"You can move him to a bed now. We'll need to watch him, to make sure the wound doesn't become infected." With the danger over, she allowed herself a moment to look around the barn. Gleaming monstrosities were arrayed around it in various stages of construction. Other machines were used to cut and shape metal to make parts. "What happened?"

"They were tightening runners on a track." He waved his hand where a gigantic version of the little sled sat. "Tension was too much and a piece sheared off. Impaled him like shrapnel."

The methodical part of her brain still commanded her body, and she used the leftover water to wash down her arms and the table top. The bloody cloths and torn shirt were tossed straight into the open mouth of the furnace.

"You did good, princess," he said, pride evident in his words and face. He took her hand and brushed a kiss over her knuckles.

Pleasure flooded through her body and pooled in her toes. The smile came unbidden to her face. She had done rather well. More than that, she did something useful for the first time in her life and the joy of it filled her.

 

Late that night a knock sounded on the door.

"Come," she called from bed, where she read a medical journal.

The maid entered the room. "Just wanted to let you know Davie is resting well. And the doctor came, eventually."

She sat up, but a part of her cringed. What would a proper physician think of her work? "And?" she tried to keep her tone light, but failed.

The maid grinned. "He looked under the bandage, muttered something about us wasting his valuable time and charged us for the trip out."

"Oh." She made the noise nonchalant, while inside she ran around in circles waving her hands and squealing in excitement. That doctor thought they wasted his time calling him out meant he thought her work adequate.

"Mr Jackson told him to sod off and sent him packing. Said your stitches were ever so much neater than his drunken weaving."

"Thank you for letting me know," she said, the grin back on her face.

"You could be a doctor, you know. You're good enough," the maid said before she left.

A doctor? She blew out a sigh. Could she dare to aim so high?

A change had stirred in her since she came to Lowestoft. She glanced at her wrist. Since Jack gave her a piece of unicorn tail.

Moonlight pierced the room and lit the bracelet. In the flash of light she saw the two girls in the mirror, but their positions were now reversed. The girl society groomed to be the perfect useless ornament now banished to the shadows. The other girl, the one with a purpose and an enquiring mind, stood in the full light.

*

Jackson sloshed cold water over his face as he washed before going to bed.

When word came of the accident, he expected her to stay at the house and rearrange cushions or wait for him to come back and kiss her again. He didn't know what to say when she trotted behind, like a damn wet kitten trying to follow him home. He wanted to clap his hands and scare her back to the house. Then he saw the glint in her eye and the set of her shoulders. Ever since he held her at the cottage, her tower walls were crumbling and falling away. Any hint of resolve or purpose needed to be encouraged. He wouldn't squash that in her, not like the toffs in London did. The kitten finally realised she had claws, and he ached to have her dig them into him.

When they hit the workshop he expected her to bolt. The noise and smell even gave him pause. She stood on that threshold and faltered. He watched an internal debate going on, part of her wanted to turn and run, but something new in her broke free as she made a decision. The delicate chin tilted with the first clear sign of defiance, and she crossed over. She stepped out of the shadow and into the light. Into the world.

His world.

He doubted she had it in her, but he cheered her on all the same. No one expected the gently bred girl to roll up her sleeves and go fishing inside Davie's guts for loose metal. Once she dropped the china-ornament persona she was a force to be reckoned with, quiet but authoritative. The lads leapt to do as she asked. He got hard watching her take control of the situation.

She faltered once, while examining the wound. He saw her chest rise and fall as she struggled for breath, overwhelmed by the situation. He had to touch her, to reassure her. One squeeze of her shoulder and she was back on track.

That drunken sot they called a doctor in the village would never have thought to feel for internal damage. Nor would he have been sensitive enough to find the broken piece of metal. The kid would have died a slow and painful death with that left to slice his innards. They all stood in awe as she stitched Davie back together with the tiniest, neatest stitches he ever saw. The lad was already bitching he wouldn't have a scar.

Damn he was proud of his princess. He just had to figure out how the hell to make her realise she was his and he wasn't letting her go.

It took four hours before his men returned with the village doctor. They found him holed up with one of Hunter's men, stitching a gash in a shoulder. Hunter wouldn't let him leave, and a stand-off resulted. Bastard laughed and thought their man would be dead and cold by the time they returned. Except he didn't know about their secret surgeon. Best to keep that under their hats, not because she was damn good, but because he didn't want her attracting the wrong sort of interest.

Day after day Hunter watched the house and they waited for him to make the first move. That's all they needed, one idiotic move and they would end him. No way he wanted the kitten caught up in that. He would keep her safe. His hands clenched into fists at his sides. No one would ever harm a woman under his protection, never again.

He had a simple bet with Loki to kiss the girl, but that wasn't enough anymore. Not by a long shot. He wanted to see the princess find her feet. She still wore that tiara, but now it was wedged on her head in an 'I mean business' kind of way, instead of balancing precariously on top of her coiffured hair.

He shook his head at the photograph on his nightstand. "You're an interfering woman, Angel." He walked to the window and gazed out over the lawn.

The damn unicorn bracelet started it all. He gave it to her on impulse, as a way to break the ice and get close enough to win the bet. He should have known Angel wouldn't have any of that. Years ago, when he wooed Angelique, he bought the trinket at a fair and presented it to her. She smacked him in the side of his head and told him not to be so daft. No such things as unicorns. The bracelet became a joke between them, the gift that started their affair.

When it fell from its spot on his dresser and landed at his feet he knew it was a sign from above. Use the bracelet to start something new. Amy, the polar opposite of Angel, hung on his tale, and he swore given her dreamy gaze that she saw unicorns by the lake. When she made a decision he saw her fingers seek it out, like a touchstone.

He watched as the princess shed her layers, seeking a new beginning.

He would help her find a new beginning, one for both of them.

 

 


Chapter Nine

 

17th January

Duties around the estate kept them apart for the next few days. Like a small boy with a crush, Jackson left her little treasures next to her plate that always brought a smile to her lips. A perfectly formed shell from the beach. A smooth stone with a fossilised leaf inside. A tiny mouse skull that gleamed like ivory.

She checked on her patient regularly and breathed a sigh of relief that they kept infection at bay. Soon Davie was up on his feet and complaining there wouldn't be a scar to show the girls. He healed quickly, and in a few more days she would remove his stitches.

Finally they had a day when both of them ventured to the cottage. Amy wiped her hands on a cloth and stood back to admire the gleaming kitchen. She worked all morning organising cupboards and stacking things in the neat pantry. The small cottage revelled in the attention and radiated warmth. Sadness washed over her; this was their last day here, together. Her work was completed, and they only needed to give everything a once-over as Jackson moved in the new furniture. 

A smile lit her face. "So much pleasure to be found in a well-ordered kitchen."

Jackson gave a deep laugh. "You and me have a different idea about finding pleasure in the kitchen."

A frown flitted between her dark brows. "Isn't there satisfaction in using your hands for a job well done?"

He held up his hands and wiggled his fingers. "Not disagreeing with you there, princess. It's all in how you use your hands."

She looked down at her hands, still not following the conversation. "You're mocking me because I find pleasure here." A shiver ran over her body at that word. "In your company."

"I would never mock you." His gaze fixed on her. "With just one hand I could give you more pleasure in this kitchen than you've ever experienced in your entire life."

She snorted. Men. What could he do with one hand? That wouldn't even make a very good foot rub, you needed two hands for a divine foot massage.

"Do you trust me, princess?" His hazel eyes darkened to a rich spring forest, and he took a step closer. The atmosphere between them changed to something charged and alive.

Trust? Such a fragile thing. Like a baby bird, if you grasped at it too tightly you would fracture it, split it apart. But like the bird the only way for it to grow was to give it room to spread its wings, to set it free.

"Yes," she whispered. "I trust you."

He stalked her, his gaze a swirling green and grey fire. She sucked in a breath and stepped backward until she hit the pine table. He placed his hands to either side of her hips and pressed against her.

"Do you trust me to never hurt you? To give you what you need, even if you don't know what it is?" He searched her face.

Heat flowed along her limbs; her body cried out in response to the promise radiating from him. She swallowed and wet her lips. "Yes."

One hand clasped the back of her neck and pulled her forward in a languid kiss. She surrendered to him. Now she had buried old Amy she was eager to pursue the ache her body demanded be satisfied. His fingers tangled in her hair, holding her in place as his tongue explored and played with hers. He pushed her backward with his torso until she dropped her hands behind her on the table top to keep her balance.

"That's my princess," he murmured against her skin as the pose bowed her back and offered up her body. His lips burned a path down her neck and over the rise of her breasts. He stroked one through the thick fabric of her dress, and she gave a cry. She arched her back higher to drive her flesh into his palm. His thumb over her nipple sent pulses of fire straight to her core.

His other hand reached down and pulled up her skirt. His fingers feathered against her thigh at the top of her stocking. He caressed her skin through the thin fabric as he explored higher and higher until he found the slit in her drawers. He stroked a finger over her flesh, and she gasped at the shock that ran through her body.

Molten lava consumed her limbs, sweeping from her core outward as he stroked over her with firm passes. Her breath came in gasps as he continued his plunder of her mouth. The dual assault on her senses undid her. Her mind reeled in a kaleidoscope of colour and pleasure.

He changed the angle of his hand, so the heel of his palm rubbed her tight nub, and she shattered. He swallowed her cry as waves pulsed through her limbs. The deep kiss turned to light butterfly ones as he stilled his hand while her body convulsed with aftershocks. After a long moment he removed his hand and held it up.

"One hand," he said, helping her to sit upright again. His tongue licked his wet fingers. "Imagine what I can do with two."

*

She tasted better than any confection the fancy French chef ever served up. He wanted to suck his fingers clean while she gave him that heavy lidded gaze. He wanted her so bad his sack felt like he had cannon balls in his trousers. It was one thing to give her pleasure on the table, but he didn't want her first time to be here. He skated close to the edge of his control, and it would get rough and hard. Maybe the second time he could have her bent over the table, once they christened the new bed he'd just shifted in upstairs.

His balls ached so hard he was going to have to sit his arse in the snow to relieve some of the pressure.

She was his, she belonged in the cottage with him. He just had to figure out what words to use to convey that to her. Every time he tried to say something lovey-dovey, the words turned to ash in his throat. Loki would know, with his silver tongue. He groaned at the thought of tongue; his wanted to know her better and his dick was straining to know hers.

 

 


Chapter Ten

 

They didn't speak all the way back to the house, although to be fair, Amy didn't think she was capable of complete sentences. Her brain still swirled and marvelled at the explosion of new sensation and could only dribble out monosyllabic sounds.

Once back at the main house, Jack stroked her cheek as though on the brink of saying something. Then he stalked off, leaving her alone with her thoughts. Once rational thought returned she didn't know what to think. She only knew one thing with certainty; the henchman had found a place in her heart and she never even realised until today.

That evening she lay in bed and replayed the last few weeks over and over. Jack always stood beside her, protective but encouraging and quietly challenging. Heat travelled through her torso as she remembered what he did in the kitchen. The ache returned, and even though she tried to mimic his stroke her body knew the difference. She cried in frustration as the need remained, release eluding her. Damn man started it, now he had to fix it.

She saw him licking her desire from his fingers. One hand, imagine what I can do with two. She thrust harder with her hand and cried out, finding a small release at last.

 

18th January

Amy rose and dressed early the next morning. Cara was right, she didn't need just any man in her life but she wanted a very particular one – Jackson. Having made up her mind, she didn't want to waste any more time. Voices in the main entrance drew her attention. On descending the stairs she found Jackson and a number of crates.

"Morning, princess, sleep well?" he asked on seeing her.

A flush crept over her skin. Would he know she sought relief from her own hand after what he did?

"After a fashion," she replied. She stood on tiptoe and raised her face for his kiss, her body eager to receive his touch.

He buried a hand in her hair and pulled her close, claiming her mouth for a hot kiss that wrought a moan from her throat.

"You old dog!"

Amy gave a start and pulled free to find Loki standing in the doorway, his mouth hanging open.

"Why didn't you say you won the bet?" He gave Amy a wink, walked over and thumped Jackson in the shoulder. "What did you do, hypnotise her?"

She frowned and looked between the men. "What bet?"

"Shut it, Loki," Jackson growled, his hand reached for Amy but she darted away, waiting for answers.

The pirate laughed. "We made a bet when you arrived, you would be the first one to steal a kiss from those delicate pink lips."

"A bet?" She could only repeat the words while her brain muttered no, no, no.

Jackson balled his hand into a fist. "It's not like that, princess."

Loki frowned. "Yes it was. A wager for a kiss against a chicken suit."

Amy shook her head, looking from one man to the other. "This was all a game? The attention was just to win a bet?" She thought a decent and loving man resided inside Jack, one who cared for her. She'd dropped her façade and let him in, let him touch her. How could he? Her heart froze, then shattered like a dropped block of ice.

Yet again she chose the wrong man.

"No," Jackson said. "Listen to me, Amy." He took a step in her direction.

Loki halted his progress. "Oh come on old man, you won. You knew it was just a wager between men." He smiled at Amy. "It was a simple game, my lovely, to liven up the winter days."

Her eyes shimmered with tears. "For you perhaps, but did you ever think what it meant to me, to have two men showing me attention?" How could they use her like this for fun? She gave Jack all she had to offer - her trust and her body.

"Amy," Jackson whispered, his hand reached for her but she darted away. "Please—"

"No harm done," Loki said.

"So says the boy who has just pulled the wings off a fly. Let me tell you, sir, the fly does not share your sentiment." She ran for the door.

She paused at the bottom of the steps, wondering in which direction to take flight. She turned to the woods and the light dusting of snow swirled and formed itself into the unicorn. He gestured with his head to the path, his horn pointing to the hidden cottage.

"No," she cried. "I can't go there. It's not my home. I can never go there. It was all just a cruel trick." Tears rolled down her face as she ripped at the bracelet until it came loose and threw it on the ground.

The unicorn tossed his head, his long mane disintegrated into individual snowflakes and danced upward and the rest of his body soon followed.

She spun and spied the armadillo on the front lawn. She jumped into the strange sled, pulled one lever like Loki showed her and pushed another. It lurched forward, gathering speed on the straight carriageway. She wrapped her hands around the small wheel. The world shimmered and dissolved in her vision as the tears kept on falling and she prayed she didn't steer the sled into a tree.

*

"Princess, wait," Jackson tried to call her back. He stared after her. "You bloody idiot." He glared at Loki.

He shrugged and spread his hands. "It was just a wager. You won, grab the nearest chicken and let's get this done."

Jackson took a step closer. "You don't get it, do you?"

"Get what?"

"I fuckin' love her, dumb nuts."

"Really?" Loki's eyes widened. "Well how the hell was I supposed to know? You could have dropped me a line so I didn't ruin it." He slapped the other man on the back. "Well done, who knew you had it in you?"

Jackson stared at his hand and then at the empty hallway. "Oh fuck it." He slammed his fist into the pirate's smiling face and had the satisfaction of seeing his eyes roll up in to the back of his head before he fell backward. He didn't stay to see him hit the ground. He had a princess to rescue.

He grabbed his overcoat and an extra and ran out the door. A flash in the snow caught his eye and he bent down to retrieve the bracelet. "Oh fuck." He shoved it into his pocket. "Where did you go?" He cast around and spotted the wavering tracks in the snow. "The armadillo."

Stefan came running from the end of the drive, still limping on his bound ankle. "Mr Jackson, its Miss Amy, she's gone off in the armadillo," he gasped. His little body bent double from his run. "I tried to follow, but she's fair moving, sir."

Jackson ruffled his hair. "Good lad. When that useless pirate comes round tell him to follow us in the Hellcat. I'm taking Tor to go rescue her."

His mouth dropped open. "You're taking Tor out?"

"Gotta catch her, don't we?" He gave the lad a wink and strode round the side of the house to the enormous barn.

He slid the door open and started yelling orders. "Fire up Tor."

Jackson approached the behemoth they called Tor – train off rails. Men ran with buckets of coal to feed the appetite of the huge vehicle. The scaled up version of the armadillo had a massive engine centrally located in the squat body. From the front jutted a short canon barrel. The wheels inside their tracks were the height of little Stefan. He climbed up and into the metal-plated cabin.

A pale Davie swung up behind him, a rifle on his back and another in his hands.

"You're not supposed to be up and about yet," Jackson said as he took the offered rifle and slid it over his back.

"I wouldn't be up at all if it weren't for Miss Amy. I'd be six feet under, so 'm coming and don't try and stop me."

"Good lad." Jackson checked the dials and gauges on Tor's control panel.

"Hunters men were spotted out early this morning; she's in danger."

"Let's stop wasting time then." He looked over his shoulder and gave a thumbs up to the crew. Steam blew from the stack running up the side of the cabin. Jackson released the brake and manoeuvred Tor out into the insipid sunlight. They set off down the main drive, following the wavering path left by the armadillo and Amy.

"We've used the sled all morning," Davie shouted in his ear over the roar of the motor. "She won't get too far."

Sure enough, only a mile from the gate to the Lyons' estate they found the stationary armadillo, but no sign of Amy. Jumping down the men searched the snow. Jackson found her tracks first and the place where she knelt. Then he found the boot treads that surrounded her and the horse hooves galloping away.

"Fuck. Hunter's got her." Rage boiled in his body. The one slip they all waited for, and it sucked up Amy. She'd better be unharmed or this time there wouldn't be enough men to hold him back. The snow would turn red before night fell.

*

The sled coughed, spluttered, and with a great plume of black smoke stopped dead and refused to move. Amy wiped away her tears and climbed out. She gave it a kick, which earned her a sore toe and another burp of smoke, but no movement.

"Blasted thing." She trudged for a few strides before the enormity of her situation loomed before her and she dropped to her knees. "Where can I go?" she sobbed.

Lowestoft would never be her home. She was ruined and could never return to London, even if she wanted to resume a shallow and vacuous life. No, she wasn't that person any longer. She had a mind and skills. She looked at her hands — they could stitch flesh better than a trained physician. Ever since the maid said she could be a doctor the idea had taken root in her mind and grew like rampant ivy.

"Edinburgh," she said to the falling snow. "I shall petition the medical school to be accepted as a student. At least I can do something practical with my life, even if I shall spend it alone."

"What's she muttering about?" a voice behind her said.

"Dunno," another answered. "Just grab her."

She looked around to find booted feet and dark trousers. Before her gaze could move upward a sack dropped over her head and someone grabbed her arms. She tried to scream and wrestle herself free, impossible from her spot on the ground with sodden skirts. A knee in the middle of her back forced her face-first into the snow. She gagged on the burlap thrust into her open mouth. Dampness soaked through her torso from her prone position on the wet earth. The man on her back weighed on her lungs and made her suck each breath. Rope burned her hands as someone pulled it tight around her wrists. Then she was lifted like a bag of potatoes and thrown over a saddle.

She remembered Jack's family. Oh god, they're going to kill me. She renewed her struggles, fighting for her life.

Something hard hit her head and the world around her dissolved into black.

 

 


Chapter Eleven

 

Amy's throat rasped and her head hurt. Her eyelids fluttered opened to gaze at dirty floorboards running vertically through her vision. "Water," she whispered. "Could I have a drink of water, please?"

A chair scraped over the floor and boots made the floor under her cheek jump. A rough grasp pulled her up to a sitting position. Her head spun and her hands ached where they were secured behind her back. A tin cup touched her lips and she gulped at the chilled water. "Thank you." She might be kidnapped and treated appallingly, but she could still show some manners.

Her eyes struggled to focus and her skull throbbed. Her body identified a heat source to one side and she turned to the warmth. An insipid fire burned in an open grate and she edged as close as she could to thaw her chilled bones. Her damp dress clung to her body and she wondered if she would ever be warm again.

"Don't think you're going anywhere," a voice growled behind her.

"I'm cold and wet, I just want to sit closer to the fire." She turned her head and saw a man sitting at a table by a high window, watching her. Another man dropped in the chair opposite.

The one looking at her gave a grunt and turned back to his companion. They shared a ploughman's platter and a jug of beer. Playing cards were scattered between them.

Hunter. She remembered him from the night of the bonfire, when Nathaniel turned his back on the upstart and walked away.

Tingles ran down to her fingers as the extremities turned numb. She tried to squirm her arms into a more comfortable position and let the blood flow through her bound wrists. This would never have happened if she had stayed in London. Of course she probably would have been walled into the closet by now if she had stayed, and she would never have known the pleasure of Jack's touch.

Remembering brought a sob back to her throat. Her heart ached. She loved him and he used her to win a bet. If she dwelt on that she would never escape.

"What do you want?" she asked of her captors.

Hunter laughed. "It's simple — I've sent a message to Lyons. He either gives us a piece of what he's got, or we give him a piece of what we've got." He waved a knife in her direction and the chills ran over her body.

Nathaniel and Cara were in London. It could be hours or days before they returned, and that was assuming anyone even noticed she was gone. Now the boys had had their fun, would they even care? Pieces of her could be carved off and no one would notice, no one would want her back at the estate, except Cara.

Her heart splintered. She was broken on the inside, what did it matter what they did to her on the outside? She tried to be brave and sucked back the tears. She was not a helpless noble girl, not anymore. She had determination and spirit. She would survive, she would escape, and she would go to medical school. Decision made, she straightened her back a little more and opened her eyes wider. If she was going to get out of this she needed to think like Cara. She needed a plan. First things first; escaping would be a lot easier if her hands weren't tied behind her back.

She took in the surroundings: The two men talked at the table. The only other furnishing in the room was a narrow bed against one wall. Another man sat on the bed, propped up in the corner, his legs buried under a pile of blankets. His face was flushed, and sweat beaded on his brow. He had his eyes closed but he didn't look like he slept.

"What's wrong with him?" she asked.

"None of your business," Hunter bit back. His friend shifted his gaze back and forth.

At least one of them is worried about their friend.

"Knife," the prone man said. His voice sounded worse than hers.

The man who was wounded the same day as Davie. This one had the benefit of a qualified medical practitioner, except he didn't look like the doctor helped at all.

Her daze darted back to Hunter. "I have a small amount of medical knowledge; I may be able to help him."

The men exchanged glances. Hunter laughed, the other shook his head. The fevered man did nothing.

"My father is a surgeon." Her throat still burned and she wondered how long she had lain unconscious.

Just then the prone man moaned as he readjusted himself in the corner. A pistol lay on the bed next to him, mere inches from his outstretched hand.

Hunter gave a shrug. "Untie her, Jones, let her have a look at Alfie."

The man called Jones stood and pulled a knife from his side and advanced on her. Amy was glad she was sitting given the tremble in her knees. She wasn't entirely convinced he would only slit her bonds. He knelt behind her, and soon her arms fell free.

She rubbed her chafed wrists to return feeling to her hands. Then she rose and approached the bed. As she neared it, the sweet scent of infection hit her nose. Alfie's eyes cracked open, revealing bloodshot pupils and yellow crust in the corners.

"I'm just going to look," she said. She pulled back the edge of his shirt to peer at his shoulder. She spied a dirty bandage and pus seeped through from the wound beneath. The men's lack of sanitation extended to failing to change their friend's bandage. His arms ran with angry popped lines. She could trace the spread of infection like a map as the network of veins carried it deeper into his body and closer to his heart.

"This wound is infected." She didn't need to lift the filthy bandage to know what she would find underneath.

"Doctor said it would come right, just give him a few more days," Jones said from by her shoulder.

She gave a snort. "He'll be dead in a few more days the way this is spreading."

The watery gaze fixed on her and worry etched on the man's brow. She felt obliged to try and save his life, even in her current predicament. It's what a doctor would do.

"And what do you recommend, in your medical opinion?" Hunter said.

"You need to clean this up, and then cauterising the wound is his best bet. But it could already be too late for the arm." Given the high position of the original wound, she didn't want to mention how difficult it would be to remove the limb above the infection.

Hunter's face pulled in a sneer. "Why would I believe you over a doctor? What would a woman know? You're just a Lyons chit who probably wants to kill our man since yours died."

She gave a shrug. Davie survived and thrived under her care. These men really were idiots.

"I'm sorry," she whispered to Alfie and pulled the shirt back over his flushed torso. There was nothing she could do to help him. She cast a glance at the pistol next to his fingertips. So close, if only she knew how to use one. If she escaped — no, when she escaped — she would have Cara show her how to fire one. The chill crept into her bones from her wet dress and she stood in front of the fire, her hands outstretched, trying to warm herself. Now her hands were free, she just needed an opportunity to run for the door.

She plonked herself down in front of the fire and huddled around her knees, which only bunched up the wet fabric and soaked the few remaining dry spots. Being held captive really was a complete bore. She cast a longing look at the window, but it was too high for her to reach without a chair to stand on, and that would attract attention.

Time ticked by. She stared at the flames and the wounded man gave the occasional fevered moan. He seemed to drift in and out of lucidity, while his moronic friends didn't even attempt to bring down his temperature. The card game ended and Jones started muttering.

"I'm bored." He pushed his chair back and stared at Amy. He licked his lips. "Bet she keeps the Lyons boys entertained. I heard he provides them with high-class whores."

Her back stiffened. "I am not a whore."

Hunter chuckled. "Then what were you doing out there all on your own with all those men?"

Jones rose from his seat and walked toward her. "London whores don't like being called that; they have some fancy name instead, but you still stick them the same."

She edged away from him, casting a glance to his leader. Surely he wouldn't let the man rape his hostage?

"Don't mess her up too bad, just in case Lyons wants her back." He turned his back to them, gathered up the cards and dealt out a game of solitaire.

"No," Amy said, holding up her hands. Her search for an escape route became frantic. She stood, but Jones kept advancing. She ran a few steps and he grabbed her. One hand covered her mouth, while he fondled her roughly with his other. She bit down hard on his fingers and tasted sweat and a copper tang.

He gave a roar and released her.

"If you can't cope with a live one, tie her back up," Hunter said, turning over another card.

The man dragged her over to the discarded rope.

*

Tor hurtled down the track. "Where do we look for her?" Davie yelled in his ear. "Hunter and his men have a number of bolt holes scattered around the region."

Jackson swore under his breath. He and Lyons would have words after this and his damned policy of waiting for the jumped-up idiots to make the first move. "We start at the first one and keep moving till we find her." He'd tear the whole countryside apart if he had to, he wasn't stopping until he held her again.

Davie ran through their options. "There's a farmhouse over the seaside where most of them lay up. Then a place on the edge of the village, or sometimes they hole up at the Rook."

He gave a bark of laughter. Of course, the Rook. He was going to rescue his princess from the tower after all. "We're going to the Rook."

"You sure?" Davie's brow crinkled. "The old pub would be an odd place to hold a hostage."

He pushed the accelerator lever forward and Tor jumped like a race horse from the gate. "Bloody unicorn is giving me a sign. I'm sure."

The ride nearly rattled their teeth free. Tor's hard metal frame transferred every bump, hole and jolt in the ground up through their bodies. Jackson only eased back on the throttle as they approached the northern-most tip of the village. The Rook sat off on its own, once a staging post before the railway came through and bypassed it completely on its way to the port. Now the pub catered to drunken locals and petty criminals wanting to lay low.

He ran his gaze over the two-storeyed structure. "He'll be upstairs, in one of the rooms. I'll find her and signal which one."

"Then what?" Davie asked, a frown on his brow.

Jackson gave Tor a pat. "Flag down flyboy if you see him buzzing around. And aim the barrel at the window. Give me a minute from when you see the signal, then send them a special Lyons message."

The pub had seen better days; the door sat uneven on its hinges and scraped over the floor before yielding to his shoulder. Light struggled to make it through dirt-encrusted windows, which was just as well, as it hid some of the myriad of stains covering the floor. Some of the chairs were broken, and at least one table wobbled on three and a half legs. The patrons looked no better. A small huddle sat in front of the fire, each staring into their beers. Another collapsed half over the bar.

He cast a glance around. The place was a complete tip, and he didn't want to touch anything. Which was saying something, given he grew up in the St Giles Rookery and was no stranger to dirt. He strode to the counter, rifle slung over his back and coat unbuttoned to access the pistol on his hip. The barman didn't even raise an eyebrow, but mopped the bar with a filthy rag.

"Where's Hunter?"

The barman ignored him and the slumped patron slid along the bar to nudge his arm.

"Who wants to know?" he slurred out the vowels around several pints of lager.

Jackson didn't even bother to look — he struck out with his elbow, waited for the thump of the drunk hitting the ground and kept his gaze fixed on the owner. "Hunter. Or are you trading sides and no longer want Lyons patronage?"

The man paused in his efforts to spread disease all over the counter top. "I don't want no trouble," he muttered.

"Then figure out which side of your bread you wanted buttered and which side burnt to hell."

Bugger this. The bastard had his princess. He reached out for the man and grabbed the front of his grubby shirt and hauled him over the counter. He drew his pistol with his other hand and shoved the butt hard against a bulbous nose. Amazing how chatty the man suddenly became.

"Upstairs." He jabbed with his finger, his gaze going cross-eyed to stay focused on the pistol about to play rough with his face. "Last door on the left."

He gave a grunt, pushed the man away and then holstered his weapon. He trod on the drunk and headed up the stairs. For a large man he knew how to walk on the balls of his feet, even in steel-capped boots, and he crept along the hallway. His ears pricked for any sound of Amy, his gaze intent on the door at the end of the hall. Hunter was so arrogant he wouldn't be found he didn't even bother to have a man standing watch.

A woman cried no, feet scuffled and then came a thud. His heart dropped in his chest and he abandoned his quiet plan. He ran down the hallway, kicked the door open, and then grabbed the rifle from his back.

He only needed a split second to see the bastard wrestling Amy to the ground, and a second later he put a bullet in his side. The man spun, but kept hold of the struggling woman with rope looped around her arms. Hunter rose from the table and drew two pistols. One aimed at Jackson, the other aimed at Amy.

From the corner of his eye another man on the bed lurched for a pistol and wavered it at him.

"Well, well," Hunter said. "Look who dropped in for a wee visit."

The wounded man tightened his grip on the rope around Amy's wrists and she struck out backwards to kick him hard in the shins. He pulled the rope up her back, contorting her arms. She cried and dropped to her knees. He gave a grin at Jackson.

"You all right, princess?" He kept the rifle aimed at the walking dead man who dared touch her, his pistol on Hunter, and tried to ignore the man behind him who didn't seem to know what the hell he was aiming at. He hoped none of the upstarts were trigger-happy.

The stupid corpse had left his weapons draped over his chair, and his hands were full keeping hold of Amy while blood spread over his stomach. That just left Hunter and the sick fella.

"You came," she blurted out with a frown on her face as if he was the last person she expected to see.

"Of course I bleedin' came. I came to take you back to the cottage." He hoped she caught his meaning; he wanted to bolster her spirits without making a display Hunter would use against them.

"How touching," Hunter said. "You okay, Jones?"

The man have a grunt. "Winged me, nothing major."

Hunter nodded. "Now, unless you want to see her bleed all over the floor I suggest you tell us what Lyons is offering."

"Yeah, Lyons has a deal all right. How about everyone relaxes, we put down the guns and talk it out?" He gave his crooked grin and shoved down his worry for Amy. She had that tilt to her chin, even from her spot on the floor. His princess had guts, and he just prayed she would follow his lead.

"You're out-numbered; why don't you toss the rifle and we'll talk." Hunter leaned back in his chair and gestured with his weapon.

"Fine. Stop waving a pistol at her, and I'll throw my rifle out the window."

Hunter gave a smirk. "Deal."

Both men lowered their arms in time with each other. Jackson shoved the pistol back at his side and strode over to the window. With a grin he tossed his rifle out. He started a mental countdown. The boy was an idiot; he much preferred using his fists over a gun any day.

The walking corpse grabbed his arms from behind. The slightly warmer corpse had risen off the bed and now wavered his pistol at Amy. Fingers tried to dig into his biceps as Hunter approached.

"The offer?" Hunter stopped in front of him.

One more step, you git.

"Boss wants to see you promoted." From the corner of his eye, Amy's fingertips reached for the poker laying by the fire. He shuffled to one side to block her from Hunter's view, and tested the grip of the man behind.

"Really?" He took one more step, his interest drawing him closer. "That might be acceptable. Promoted to what?"

Jackson grinned. "The devil's bitch." He struck hard and fast with his head, smashing the other man in the nose. Cartilage splintered against his forehead. Hunter fired his pistol as he staggered back, but missed and took out part of the ceiling plaster instead.

Then he spun in the other man's grip, smashed his fist into his face, and then pressed a finger deep into the bullet hole, sending the man to his knees.

Amy lashed out with the poker, catching the sick man in the knees.

He grabbed Amy and lifted her to her feet as he drove the point of his elbow into an eye socket. The other two scrabbled for guns.

He didn't have time to explain, or untie her — his mental countdown neared its end. He threw her over his shoulder and ran.

The explosion threw them out into the hall, and they crashed into the opposite wall. He pushed her to the ground as a second and far louder explosion sent timbers and roof tiles raining down around them. He lifted his head and looked back. The two-storey hotel was now mostly one-storeyed. Flames rose in one corner of the room, where the fire broke free of the grate and devoured the loose wood.

He looked up at the Hellcat hovering above. Men peered over the side. He recognised one who gave a casual salute.

He patted down Amy to check for injuries and untangled the rope around her arms. "Stay here," he said, as he rose and gave the finger to the bleedin' pirate who nearly killed them both dropping a bomb from above. Then he stepped through the smouldering rubble to check the other men. Hunter slumped below the remains of the window. He had lost his head when the small ball from Tor's canon blasted through the wall, and his surprised face looked back at his body from across the room. The man who'd hurt Amy lay in the middle of the room. A piece of timber impaled him to the floor.

"Help," he moaned and raised a hand.

"Sure." Jackson leaned on the timber and twisted.

Jones screamed, and blood sputtered from between his lips. His limbs flailed for several moments, and then his struggles ceased. The third man now had the collapsed roof on top of him, his protruding limbs still. Satisfied Hunter had received the message, he returned to Amy.

She shivered in the remains of the hall, shock and cold taking their toll. He knelt down and stroked her face. "I protect what's mine, told you."

"Yours?" she asked with tears of relief running down her face.

"I love you, princess, been trying to figure out how to tell you for over a week now. Then the bloody pirate upset everything before I managed to get the words out."

Her teeth began to chatter, but she still managed a smile. "Take me home, please."

He picked her up and she curled into him. Holding her close, they headed down the stairs.

The barman stood below, staring at his missing upper floor. The drunks still stared at their drinks and missed the whole thing.

"Told you it weren't good to side with Hunter."

The Hellcat waited outside. He jumped aboard and didn't let go of Amy all the way back to the cottage.

He carried the trembling bundle up the stairs to the bedroom. With quick movements, he stripped the damp clothes from her body and tucked her under the blankets in the large bed. Then he removed his own clothing and climbed in next to her. He drew Amy into his arms, pressing her chilled flesh to his to share his warmth.

Over several long minutes the rattling in her teeth stopped and her breathing returned to normal. She warmed in his arms, which created a secondary problem. The warmer she got, the hotter he got.

 

 


Chapter Twelve

 

Amy lay wrapped in his arms. Warm. Safe. Protected. He'd come for her.

"Well this is a bit of a pickle," she muttered as she further evaluated her current situation. There was a very large, and very naked, man behind her equally bare flesh. Lord he feels delicious. Languid waves washed through her limbs. She wriggled her bottom, trying to get closer to the source of her pleasure. Being kidnapped was worth it, if this was the end result.

Jack groaned behind her. "That's not a pickle."

She stilled as something quite large nudged between her buttocks before sliding into the juncture of her thighs. Tingles ran over her skin, spiralling out from her core like ripples on a pond. As an experiment, she squeezed her thighs together and he moaned. The flash of heat up her body left her unable to mutter anything for several long heartbeats.

"Do you want to talk about it?" His lips skated over her neck.

"About the pickle?" It was certainly the main thing on her mind.

"Stop callin' it that," he growled, and rolled her over.

A parade of vegetables flashed through her mind. Courgette? Cucumber?

He hovered above her and dispelled the gardening thoughts as he slid his hips over hers, trapping her beneath him. She laid her palms on his chest. She’d studied anatomy in books, but this was a living, breathing man who sent the equivalent of one hundred proof alcohol coursing through her veins and straight to her brain. She became drunk off the sight, smell, and feel of him. She ran an exploratory hand over one pectoral muscle, his body like stone under skin, with a dusting of tight curls tapering to an enticing path. He even had scars and tattoos. Her fingertips danced over his chest and down his side, tracing a sinuous pattern of ink. She longed to explore every inch of him and marvel in their differences.

He took her hand and pressed her nails into his chest. "Harder, princess. I promise I won't break."

She dug her nails into his skin and scraped along his side. His head tipped back as he groaned, and heat shot through her body with the exhilaration of wielding her own sort of power. The sight of his pleasure edged hers higher.

She gave a gasp as their bodies came together. "Well, I certainly can't return to London now."

"Good," he said, kissing his way up the back of her neck. "Cause you're staying here with me, I ain't letting you go." By using small hip movements, he caressed her intimately.

She bit back another groan. How could he feel so good? She hoped he never stopped. What where they talking about? Vegetables? Oh yes. "Well you will have to let me go at times. I intend to petition the medical schools until one admits me as a student. Unless you couldn't love a woman doctor?"

He stilled and met her gaze. "I love you just the way you are."

Just the way you are. She sighed and revelled in the moment of hearing those words from his lips. Then she gave a mischievous grin. "Ruined?"

"Naked. Haven't got to the ruinin' bit yet." His lips trailed over her collar bone and down to her breasts while his hands caressed her skin.

"Could you move things along in that direction, now that you've started?" she asked. Her body thrummed and the ache built within her as she tried to arch into his touch.

"Only if you say it." He tortured her, his fingers ran around her breast but didn't satisfy the escalating need.

"Say what?" If he kept stroking her like that she wouldn't be able to say anything except blither or more likely oh dear God. The press of him against her centre drove her quite mad. So close, and yet her body wanted him closer. She wiggled trying to move her hips, wanting, needing him deep inside.

A frown crossed his face. "That I'm good enough for you. That you forgive me for starting this as a bet with the friggin' pirate."

"Oh, Jack." She raised a hand to his face. "I thought you didn't want me. Silly man." A smile teased over her lips; to say the words in her heart or not?

The devilish crooked grin touched his mouth and he brushed his thumb over her peak.

She moaned. "I love you," she managed to whisper before he bent his head and claimed her mouth in a bruising kiss.

He pulled back, a frown on his face. "I don't want to hurt you."

"You couldn't, you protect what's yours," she said. "Love me, Jack."

He thrust into her and she lost herself in him. He possessed her and became the centre of a spinning vortex. She clung to him, holding him close as her world exploded.

Afterwards she lay in his arms, her muscles like jelly, but with a deep satisfaction in her bones. He rained kisses over the back of her neck. "You will marry me, won't you?"

"One day," she replied.

"What does that mean?" He stilled behind her.

"It means having well and truly left the polite society girl behind, I find I want to take a leaf out of Cara's book." She wiggled back against him. This really was fast becoming her most favourite place to be.

He growled against her neck and nipped her skin with his teeth. "This better be good and not involve me gettin' shot."

"I intend to be scandalous. I shall horrify all of society with my magnificent lover and my intention to pursue a medical career. But I will marry you; just not yet."

"All right. But only because you called me magnificent." He rolled her over for another kiss.

"Do you believe in unicorns?" she asked when Jack slipped the bracelet back on her wrist.

"I do now." He grinned. "Them and man-sized chickens."

"Man-sized chickens?" She really wasn't following this conversation at all. What had the delicious man done to her?

"Oh yes. We're gonna have fun giving flyboy feathers. Once I let you out of this bed."
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