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Prolog
Edwina heard footsteps, heavy, masculine footsteps, coming down the hall towards the lab. Everyone who worked with her in the lab had long since gone home for the day.
“Liebling, have you not worked enough for one day?” Klaus asked impatiently in rapid German from the doorway.
She pressed the button on the remote control to turn off the security cameras. The security guards didn’t need to see this reunion. Then she turned and smiled at him as she looked at the face she knew so well and loved. He was still wearing his heavy cashmere coat. Flakes of snow had not yet melted from the shoulders. The coat was unbuttoned revealing beneath it one of the dark worsted wool suits that he wore for business in the winter. He was every inch the successful businessman.
Still, she would have loved him even if he hadn’t had two pennies to rub together. How could she not? He had swept her off her feet when they had first met and he had continually found new ways of making her fall more deeply in love with him. Sweet, strong, sexy—he was all that and more. She had loved him for years before she had met him.
She smiled at him. “Actually, I have a bit more work to do. Another couple of hours should be sufficient,” she teased.
He shook his head negatively. “Nein, mein Frau. You work too hard and play too little. Come. The work will still be there in the morning. I am here now. Come play.”
“Is that a request, or a command, Herr Baron?” she demanded softly as she unbuttoned her lab coat.
He walked towards her, lithe and graceful, like a panther stalking its prey. No man should be so beautiful, she thought.
This was her man, the only man she had ever loved, the only man she would ever love. The intensity of the love she saw on his face only made her love him more.
A loud noise, not at all like a human voice, penetrated her consciousness. She was suddenly awake, alone, and in her bed in the apartment over the shop. The alarm clock was ringing loudly. It was five thirty and time to get moving. She reached over and hit the snooze button. Ten more minutes.
She had done it again. She had dreamed of him, dreamed of this man, Klaus, she had long loved and yet had never met.
Edwina groaned in protest as she sat up and swung her legs over the side of the bed. The shop needed one more hard day’s work on it before it opened. Yet, before she did anything else, she needed to record this dream in her journal. She always journalized her dreams. Edwina reached for her eyeglasses and the current volume of her dream journal.
She wondered how many times she had dreamed of him over the years, how many times that they had made love together in her dreams. If she had been so inclined, she could have sat down with the volumes of her dream journal and counted the number of times that she had been with him in her dreams. She couldn’t remember a night since her childhood that she hadn’t dreamed of him. It was during her teenage years that the dreams had become profoundly sensual. The dreams probably numbered into the thousands. She had made love to him thousands of times, and the intensity had never been less than mind-blowing.
Quite a track record for a virgin, she thought with a ragged sigh.
No man she had ever met had ever even come close to tempting her to take him as a lover. After loving Klaus in her dreams for so many years, she judged every man by his standard. Every man she compared to Klaus came up seriously lacking.
No sooner than she had finished journalizing her dream, the temperature in the room dropped by a good ten degrees as the ethereal form of a young Victorian woman who called herself Catherine appeared beside her bed. Edwina’s cats howled as they always did when Catherine popped in.
Privately, Edwina thought the cats were likely a good judge of character.
“Pleasant dreams?” the spirit asked.
Edwina had almost, but not quite, gotten used to the experience of this spirit materializing. The paralyzing fear she had felt the first few times she had seen the spirit had numbed over the months into mere cautious disbelief. Edwina was still not comfortable with the presence of this ethereal personage, but at least now the presence didn’t scare her completely witless or make her run to change her underwear.
Now, she only doubted her sanity each time the spirit materialized before her.
“Go away, Catherine,” Edwina said. “I am entirely too busy this morning to listen to you.”
“You are always too busy,” the young woman’s ghost sulked. “You’re not letting me accomplish my assigned task. It is beyond merely annoying.”
“You should have gotten the message by now. Go haunt someone else. You are not welcome here.”
“That person of whom you dream is wrong for you, Edwina. Avoid him. For the sake of your immortal soul, avoid him. He’s dangerous. He’ll hurt you beyond that you can imagine.”
“I don’t believe a thing you say, Catherine. I never have. Go away and stay away.”
The spirit winked out as suddenly as she had appeared, but there was a defiant expression on her spectral face as she faded.
Edwina shook her head and went into the bathroom for a shower before beginning the work she had to do. It was going to be a very long day.
Chapter One
Klaus von Bruner stood just outside the door of the small garden shop that evening. It was a few minutes after seven. The sun had gone down some time before. The streetlights were on. On the glass door was painted in an elaborate Victorian-style font, “A Victorian Garden, Incorporated.” Below that was written on the glass in a smaller sized font, “E.E. Johnson, Ph.D. CEO.”
He tried the shop door and found it open. He walked in and stood there, his eyes fixed on her back as she stood on a library ladder arranging items on an upper shelf. A Debussy String Quartet filled the air. It wasn’t one of his favorite pieces but it was one that he could easily listen to with enjoyment. He didn’t recognize the recording, however. It wasn’t by any group that he recognized. Yet, the performance was quite polished. He wondered if this was some of her music.
For the moment, he was content just to look at her back as she worked. She wore a softly faded black denim skirt that fell in soft folds to mid calf along with a black silk turtleneck, black wool socks, and black leather running shoes. Her long red hair was pulled back neatly into a ponytail at the nape of her neck, fastened with a black cross-grain ribbon bow. The dark clothing only called more attention to her porcelain skin, tall and athletic frame, and flame colored hair. Even dressed casually, Edwina Johnson was one of the most exquisitely lovely women he had ever seen. She was a woman as beautiful inside as she was outside.
*****
Edwina knew that someone had come into the shop. She had felt the temperature lower somewhat a few moments before. Was the presence she felt behind her human or spectral? Having encountered one of the several spirits said to haunt the building, she was in no hurry to meet any of the rest of them about which Jim, one of her tenants, loudly complained. She could have sworn that she had locked the door behind her when she had come back in several hours before after running errands.
She knew she had pulled the shades on the windows. She hadn’t heard the buzzer on the door ring. She made a mental note to check that the door buzzer was working properly. She slowly came down the ladder. Only when she was firmly on the floor once more did she turn around to see who was in the shop.
Klaus? Klaus, here? Edwina had thought that she had only imagined him, conjured him out of her vivid imagination. Yet here he was. Or was he? She removed her eyeglasses with her left hand and rubbed her eyes with her right. Then she replaced her glasses on her face. He was still here. His presence wasn’t a trick of her tired eyes.
She assessed him for a long moment. He was handsome, forty-something—raven haired with just a hint of gray at his temples—and dressed in the stark black and white of formal evening wear. He was clearly on his way to an event that called for dress wear. There were some men who were clearly uncomfortable in formal clothing. This man wore his evening clothes as though they were his second skin. She rather liked that level of confidence in a man. She liked the looks of him. Period.
He was not at all flashy. Yet, he definitely seemed solid, slim, with the build of a runner who also worked on his upper body. There didn’t seem to be an ounce of spare flesh on him. In her dreams, she had touched his firm and muscular body many times. She knew his body as well as she knew her own. Or at least, she did in her dreams. Reality was another matter entirely.
She didn’t need to look long at his face to realize that her dreams had been spot on. His eyes were gray/green. His facial features were not especially notable in and of themselves, but they went together in a very pleasing way. He was on the pale side. But he wore airs both of power and of bold virility with the same ease he wore his tuxedo.
“Guten Abend, Klaus!” she greeted him in rapid German as she crossed the room and extended her hands to him in greeting. Now, Edwina wondered, what made her treat him as though he were an old and dear friend? What possessed her to call him by name? She had to be utterly insane. What was she doing acting on her dreams? What if that was not his name? Had she made a fool of herself?
He seemed taken aback at the warmth of her greeting for a moment, and then he smiled at her, broadly, before he took her hand in his.
This man was solid and real, not a spectral entity, not a dream, not a mirage. Edwina didn’t know if she was pleased with that or not. It always spooked her terribly for anything from her dreams to come true. This man was such a large part of a vast number of her dreams.
The way that he was looking at her made her feel more than a bit faint. Just being this close to him was arousing. She was astonished at how her body was reacting to this man.
If this innocent contact was making her tremble, she didn’t know how much more of his touch she could endure. The prospect of discovering how it would make her feel was exciting, almost too exciting.
*****
“Guten Abend, Edwina,” he said warmly.
He hadn’t missed the widening of her eyes as he had taken her hand. He hadn’t missed the tightening of her breasts. She obviously wasn’t wearing a bra since her nipples were strongly profiled against the soft silk knit of her sweater. Those reactions were all the encouragement he needed. She was as drawn to him as he was to her. That was good. He could use that. At this point, he’d use whatever of her weaknesses he discovered. He had waited entirely too long for her. He hadn’t anticipated her knowing who he was. However, he took that as encouragement.
Being this close to her, touching her and knowing that she was responding to him, was evaporating much of his remaining caution. All he could think about was how much he wanted her and how long he had waited for her.
He still held her hand in his. He raised her hand to his lips. Then, he gently turned her hand over. Lightly, tenderly, he kissed the back of her wrist as he watched her reaction. He could see the pulse in her wrist beat madly. Pure satisfaction coursed through him as he saw her response to his simple act. Her moist lips parted slightly, in invitation, and he doubted that she was aware of the small sound of yearning that had escaped her. He, on the other hand, was very aware of it. The sound burned a path to his groin. It was all he could do not to pull her into his arms. All he could think about was how good things were going to be between them. She was trembling at that lightest of caresses. How would she react to more?
*****
Edwina found herself trembling. That light of a caress should not have sent her into such a tailspin. Yet it had. She pulled her hand away from him and stepped back. Maybe if she put a little distance between them, he wouldn’t notice how she was trembling at his touch.
“I fail to recognize the recording of Debussy. Who are the musicians?” he asked after she stepped back from him.
The warmth of her face was a telltale sign that she was blushing. Of all her least favorite things about herself, her ability to blush was on the bottom of the list. But then again, most people with her fair coloring and red hair had that tendency. “That’s merely a performance by three of my cousins and myself,” she answered, in English, as she reached into her skirt pocket and clicked the remote control on the CD player.
“It is an excellent performance,” he said obviously impressed. “There is no need to stop the playing of the piece.”
She shrugged. “Oh, it’s passable for a group of amateurs. I was just reviewing the recording before we give it to our grandmother for her birthday on Monday. She adores Debussy. But, I can’t listen critically to it and talk to you at the same time.”
“The recording is a most unusual gift.”
“It’s a birthday gift for the woman who has everything,” Edwina allowed. “It is one of her favorite pieces. Several of us were at a loss at what to get her for her birthday. This seemed to be a perfect solution. At least, we are reasonably certain that this recording will be a unique gift.”
“You tend to think outside of the box, do you not?”
“I do try not to limit myself to conventional ways of approaching problems,” she answered quietly.
He looked at her for a long time without saying anything. His frank assessment of her made her uneasy. Then he remarked, “It is a most unusual line of wares you stock.”
The pithy comment that she was not among the wares stocked in the shop was on the tip of her tongue, but she bit that back. Instead, she said very politely, “Thank you. I try to meet the needs of both serious and amateur gardeners, as well as those who haven’t the time or the inclination to do the work themselves but wish to have the benefits of a well-tended garden or the products of a garden. How may I serve you this evening?”
She was proud of herself that she had kept her infamous temper under control. Her anger at the moment was directed at herself for getting carried away by the flood of memories of dreams. Dreams weren’t reliable. For all she knew, this man had a wife and six children at home. Just because she had fallen in love with the image of him in her dreams didn’t mean either that he would reciprocate those emotions or that she would actually love him in reality.
He smiled.
That smile quite literally took her breath away. The glint in his eye told her without a doubt that this man was well-used to the effect he had on women. She couldn’t help herself. She smiled back at him and waited for him to answer her.
“Have I irritated you in my frank appreciation of your beauty?” he asked softly, still speaking German. “I am afraid that I was rather rude. I do apologize for causing you embarrassment. That was not my goal, I assure you.”
“And what is your goal, mein Herr?” she demanded in rapid German.
He gave her another of those breathtaking smiles. “No Field Marshal divulges his campaign plans to his opponent, Fraulein,” he answered smoothly in his native tongue.
“Battle plans!” Edwina spluttered in English. “In what way are we at war?”
His smile became even broader as he answered her in English, “In the same elemental way that man and woman have always been at war, until they mutually conquer and surrender one to the other. I do not believe that the initial surrender will be long coming for either with us. You tremble at my touch and that quivering is not from fear. We desire one another greatly.”
Edwina felt her face grow warm again. “Are you always so blunt?”
“Actually, I am usually far more blunt than I have been tonight,” he replied with no apology, only self-knowledge, in his voice. “I have little patience for people who are less than straightforward. But that is a personal idiosyncrasy.”
“I see,” she replied not wanting to be drawn further into his banter in any language. She did not have either the time or the energy to become involved with him or anyone else right now. There was work to be done. Still, she knew from her dreams that he was a man who would demand nothing less than a woman’s full devotion. However, the rewards for that devotion would be extraordinary. He would return many times over all the devotion lavished upon him.
“Do you see?” he demanded. “Perhaps you do at that.”
“Since you have a great appreciation for bluntness, I’ll ask these two questions. Why have you come?” Edwina demanded. “What do you want from me?”
“What do I want from you? Let’s start with the simplest of things.”
“By all means.”
“Do you carry pennyroyal?”
Of all the things he could have asked for this was the most unexpected. She felt a surge of disappointment. Then she was upset with herself for feeling disappointed. He’d come into her shop. It was unreasonable to expect that he might want something other than some of the merchandise she stocked.
“To what use were you planning to put pennyroyal?”
“Why would you want to know that?” he asked softly, yet there was an edge of annoyance in his voice. This was clearly not a man who was used to being questioned about anything.
She looked at him over the top of her eyeglasses. It was a look that had been well known to make Freshman Biology students quiver in their boots back in her days as a doctoral candidate teaching assistant. But all he did was grin as though he was borderline amused at her mild effort to put him in his place.
“I should have thought that was obvious. The use determines the form of the herb you will need,” she explained with exaggerated patience.
He seemed to think about that for a moment before he replied, “Of course. The herb is for my dog, Brutus. I place loose pennyroyal in his bedding and put a few drops of essential oil on his brush when I groom him. A few drops of oil are all that is necessary. Yet my supply is nearly depleted of both oil and herb.”
“Pennyroyal is far more pleasant smelling, and far less toxic, than most commercial flea remedies, at least for all male households,” she told him easily as she moved to the mirrored display area where she kept the essential oils. She had thought he was right behind her, but the only reflection she saw in the mirror was her own face.
“How big is Brutus?” she asked as she turned around and gently placed the vial of essential oil upon the antique gray marble counter.
She saw with some relief that his attention was fixed on a set of bronze patio furniture near the back of the shop. He hadn’t been behind her. Naturally, since he hadn’t been there, there had been no reflection of him in the mirror. She mentally chided herself for having an overly active imagination.
It was a beautiful set of furniture at which he was looking. She wouldn’t have taken it in on consignment if it had been other than beautiful.
She spoke, “Jeff, the man who made that set, holds a Masters of Fine Arts in Sculpture and does what he calls ‘practical and original art for gardens’. If you like his style, but not that particular set, he will do commissioned work.”
He turned to face the shopkeeper. “It is not a production run item, then?”
“No. All of his work is unique. He made that set on speculation for display in the shop. He never does two sets that are quite the same. He has a low tolerance for boredom. But much of that comes from the fact that he is utterly brilliant.”
“I can believe that. The workmanship in the piece is absolutely extraordinary. It’s quite beautifully made as well as being a handsome set of furniture.”
“He’s quite meticulous about his workmanship. Some artists aren’t. But Jeff comes from a furniture making family. Granted, he doesn’t make furniture like his father and grandfather did or that his brothers do. But, he’s holding up the family tradition in his own special way.”
He looked at the price tag once more. “You know him quite well then this artist Jeff?” he asked carefully.
Edwina wanted to tell him that this was none of his business. Instead, she explained, “Jeff keeps company with my cousin Emily. I suspect that they will marry someday. Neither of them however seems in any tearing hurry about taking that step.”
The man smiled in what she thought was relief as he looked at her. “I see.”
“Now, about your dog? What breed is he?”
“Brutus is a bull mastiff.”
“A guard dog?”
“He is.”
She’d bagged up dried pennyroyal earlier in the day to sell for dog bedding. She reached under the counter for a “large dog” bag of the herb. That went on the counter as well.
He walked over to the counter. “Why the qualification about this herb being suitable in an all male household?” he asked, obviously curious.
“Pennyroyal oil is a natural abortifacient. Taken internally, it can easily be lethal as it may cause massive hemorrhaging. If absorbed through a pregnant woman’s skin it can lead to miscarriage. It may also birth defects in her unborn child, if it happens to prove non lethal to both mother and child.”
“And yet you stock the herb.”
“I am not a married woman,” she replied quietly.
“Is that a guarantee that you will not become with child?” he asked quietly, a tone of disbelief, even world-weary skepticism, in his voice.
Edwina fought back her blush and lost. This conversation was entirely too embarrassing. “You ask many questions that are entirely none of your business.”
“On the contrary, you are as drawn to me as I am to you. That makes everything about you my business, just as it makes everything about me your business. We will know one another as intimately as any man and woman ever can know one another. We will know each other better than most couples ever know one another.”
Edwina might be able to deny the attraction she felt for him. She had never been a liar and wasn’t about to begin now. She felt her face grow even warmer and knew that she was quite likely a bright shade of crimson. “You are presumptive, Klaus!”
“It is rare to find a beautiful woman who can still blush so beautifully,” he said quietly as he came around the counter to her. “You are an incredible woman, Edwina Elizabeth. However, I am not presuming anything. And you are quite enough of a woman to know that.”
There was nothing at the moment that she wanted any more than she wanted to be in his arms. That strong desire, almost compulsion, to get close to a man whom she did not know except from her dreams shocked her. She had never thought of herself as a particularly wanton woman. If anything, she was considered by most people to be incredibly straight-laced, bordering on totally asexual. Only she was privy to her dreams and fantasies.
She did not resist as he pulled her into his strong embrace. She couldn’t think of any place that she wanted to be more than to be held by him at this moment.
Klaus kissed her deeply, possessively, as if he had every right to plunder her mouth. His mouth moved on hers with an expertise that totally overwhelmed her. He tasted warm, utterly masculine, and completely addictive. But then again, that was how he had always tasted in her dreams. Being in his arms felt like coming home. Yet, his kiss was so intoxicating that she knew that she would have fallen had he not been holding her so tightly against him.
*****
He held her even more firmly with one arm while the other hand tangled in her hair, adjusting her head so that he had full possession of her mouth. She was warm and sweet and so responsive that all he could think about was how they would be in bed together. Explosive would be the only word for it. Visions of silk sheets and her naked body writhing in ecstasy beneath him danced through his mind.
No other woman had ever tasted quite like her. No one else had ever shown him the same mix of emotions in a single kiss. Edwina gave him no practiced seduction, no well thought-out plan to entice, no sense of premeditation at all. She simply gave him freely from the fire in her soul.
He wanted more. He wanted everything that she could give him. He knew that he could take her, right here, right now. She would yield.
Yet, he wanted more than to simply possess her for a brief time. He wanted her permanently, completely. He needed her to come to him out of her own free will—a free, informed, and conscious choice. Seducing her, bending her to his will, was something he knew he could easily do.
Klaus knew she would quite rightly resent that, if he let her remember it. The last thing he wanted was to make her forget this. Yet, moving this fast would build a wall between them. He couldn’t afford that, especially not now when he was so close to getting her help. Of all the people working in genetics right now, she was the most likely to be able to have an answer. Although why she was running a shop, instead of working in a lab where she could be of the most use, was beyond him.
His lips left hers and she made a small whimper of loss. That was a good thing to hear.
“You make me lose my head,” he said as he held her.
*****
She forced herself to breathe. “Good. I’d hate to think I was the only one affected.”
“I am not presuming anything, am I, Edwina?”
“No,” she admitted, her voice reluctant and low. “You aren’t presuming anything.”
*****
He kissed her neck just beneath her ear. So fragile, so delicate, so alive! Klaus could feel her pulse beating beneath his lips. His tongue quickly darted out as he licked her tender skin.
She trembled in his arms.
Her heart was racing—he could feel that. There was more than excitement in the way her heart beat. “You are afraid,” he stated as he pulled away from her a bit. “You are afraid of me, Edwina?”
*****
In the small part of her mind free from desire, Edwina was very much aware that he was correct—she was afraid. The desire was not surprising. She had been in love with him, or at least in love with him as she had dreamed of him, for most of her life.
Part of her had wanted desperately to know if kissing him, loving him, would be as good in the flesh as it was in her dreams. The kissing was every bit as she had experienced it in her dreams. She was reasonably certain that the rest of it would be as good.
The fear was totally unexpected. She didn’t know what to make of it. Yet she couldn’t deny the reality.
“Edwina, you are extraordinary,” he whispered.
“What I am is profoundly embarrassed,” she admitted. “I don’t fall into mens arms like this.”
“Look me in the eye after that and tell me that you don’t want me. If you send me away, I will go and never bother you again.”
She bit her bottom lip nervously as she fought her embarrassment. “I profoundly distrust anything that blooms this quickly. But, please don’t go away, Klaus.”
*****
His relief was immeasurable. “My love for you is eternal.”
“You are a romantic.”
“You bring it out in me,” he said as he stroked her face. He loved the way that she reacted to him, turning her head into his hand, as her face reflected the simple pleasure of a touch.
*****
“I’m not afraid.” Yet, she didn’t know which of the two of them she was trying to convince. She knew that she was lying—something she never did—and she suspected that Klaus knew that as well. She was afraid, terribly afraid. Yet, she didn’t know what frightened her more—her reaction to him, the fact that her dreams about him were coming true, or the pure male magnetism of the man.
*****
“Well, that makes one of us,” he said, his voice low and seductive. “You frighten me, woman.”
*****
Trying to find some measure of control, she stepped away from him, “What else do you need this evening?”
“You really don’t want me to answer that. If I did, you’d be blushing again from head to toe,” he said gently. “I’m going to enjoy teaching you to becoming shockproof, my dear. I believe I shall miss those blushes. They are so utterly charming.”
“Look, let’s just keep try to get back to a businesslike tone, okay?” she offered shortly.
“No, it’s not okay. However, I can see that I am making you profoundly uncomfortable. So just answer my question. Does your being unmarried mean that you can safely handle that herb?”
She looked at him for the longest moment while she tried to formulate words to express her dismay with this conversation. When she spoke, it was with measured words. “I don’t have time for this.”
He looked at her for a long time. She forced herself to meet his gaze, even though the heat on her face told her that she was once more crimson.
Klaus said, “Don’t evade. Time is an illusion. It is simply an artificial construct. Answer the question. Is it safe for you to handle this herb?”
“Time is not an illusion. It’s a dimension in the Physics of Relativity,” she dismissed.
“Time is not real, Edwina. It’s a construct used only to relate events to one another. Beyond that it has absolutely no significance.”
“You are really quite the philosopher, aren’t you?”
“And you are quite adept at evading questions you don’t want to answer.”
“I believe that’s my right, especially when the questions coming from a virtual stranger are so impertinent!”
“We will be many things to one another, but being strangers isn’t one of them. Now is it?”
“No. It isn’t,” she admitted after a long moment.
“Why do you resist this chemistry between us?”
Edwina shook her head negatively. More than anything else in the world, she wanted a future with this man. She bit her lip as she looked at him. “I’d say that we have to redefine some terms if you think I’ve been resisting anything.”
He laughed.
His laughter sent tingles down her spine.
“Is there a special man in your life?” he asked.
“Only in my dreams,” she said with a small smile.
“Are you planning to take the veil?”
She shook her head again negatively. “I thought about it until I was about ten years old. However, if I had possessed any real plans in that direction, I’d have been cloistered and life professed by now. But I wasn’t cut out for a life of poverty, chastity and obedience,” she dismissed. “Poverty doesn’t appeal. I like having a sense of ownership of things. And I can’t even imagine a time that I would be humble enough to meekly obey anyone.”
He smiled in return. “You definitely weren’t created for perpetual chastity. You are a beautiful and responsive woman.”
“Could we please change the subject?” she asked, feeling uncomfortable with this line of conversation.
“Do your pleasure preferences run to those of your own sex?”
“Not that I’ve ever noticed!”
“Then what is there to understand about your resistance to the strong chemistry between us?”
“Again, I didn’t notice that I was particularly resisting. I would have followed you anywhere that you took me, and you know it. But, I’m now on guard against you. You won’t blindside me twice,” she answered him.
“Did I blindside you?” he demanded. “You really categorize what happened between us as my taking advantage of you?”
“No. I’m shocked at my behavior. Yet, you didn’t take advantage. I should have stopped this at any one of several places, and I failed to do so. The fault is mine, not yours.”
“I fail to see that there is any fault here at all. Which brings me back to my initial question. Is it safe for you to handle pennyroyal? You are not in a position to risk your life and the life of an innocent in handling this herb?”
“I don’t stock anything that isn’t safe for me to handle. I am in no hurry at all to meet Saint Peter. Death by exsanguination, which would be how one would die from pennyroyal poisoning, has never particularly appealed to me.”
“Hmmm… I can think of much worse ways to die… But that is beside the point. Many people are not aware of the harmful or potentially harmful effects of herbs,” Klaus said quietly, thoughtfully. “I am glad that you are at least aware of what you are doing.”
“I am usually aware of exactly what I am doing at any given time,” she said.
“Except when you are in my arms,” Klaus added in a soft voice. “Then I make you mindless, don’t I?”
“You don’t need me to answer that question.”
“Yes. I do. Edwina, please tell me that you were just in my arms because that was where you wanted to be?”
She couldn’t contain the blush when she thought about just how much she had wanted, still wanted, to be in his arms. “The last man who tried to force his attentions on me ended up in an untidy heap on a boulevard in Paris—nursing a broken knee,” she admitted. “I am certainly capable of taking care of myself, Klaus.”
He looked at her for a long moment. Then he smiled. “I believe I should like to hear that tale sometime.”
“No. I don’t think so. It’s rather ordinary, actually. Now is there any merchandise that I can get for you tonight, besides the herbs?” she asked, pointedly changing the subject.
“You seem to know great deal about herbs.”
She shrugged, grateful for the change in subject. “Herbs have always been a serious interest of mine. That’s why I wrote a book on the subject. Medicinal herbs and herbs used in various cultural and religious rituals have always been a fascination to me.”
“You fascinate me.”
She sighed. “Then you have a low fascination factor, indeed,” she said.
He shook his head, dismissing her comment. “No. Not really. People have to be quite interesting for me to take especial notice of them. You are the singularly most fascinating woman I’ve run across in some time.”
She sighed and shook her head. “I fear, then, that you have lived an extremely sheltered life.”
Edwina noted that his eyes momentarily grew hard at that comment. She realized that she had inadvertently given him offense. Not knowing what else to do, she said, “I am sorry. I meant to give no offense.”
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