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One moment in annihilation’s waste,
One moment, of the well of life to taste—
The stars are setting and the caravan
Starts for the dawn of nothing— oh, make haste!
—The Rubáiyát
of Omar Khayyám, XXXVIII
Virginia
July 1730
THE NIGHT WAS hot and still. More so than any Evelyn Wicklow could ever remember. She held tightly to her husband’s arm, so that her steps would not falter and reveal the tug of fear at her heart. Not a sound rose up in the cloying heat, not the chirp of a cricket, not the song of a bird. It seemed both time and the movement of the elements had come to a halt as an omen of the evil she sensed.
“He’s a heartless man, Jubal,” her lovely, sad voice petitioned Jubal Wicklow. “If only there were another way.” Her soft gray eyes, rimmed with worry, pleaded silently with him. At sunrise Jubal would fight a duel on the riverbank near Wicklow House. Knowing he had been one of the best shots in England failed to ease Evelyn’s mind, for deep in her soul she already knew the outcome of this senseless contest.
A dark wave of apprehension swept through her as hazy images clouded her thoughts. Her head ached violently, yet her hands clung lovingly to those of her husband. Since childhood she had borne the peculiar gift of foretelling the future. Evelyn had often thought that ability was more of a burden than an advantage. Sometimes, as now, when the vision involved those to whom she was closest, what would happen could only be viewed through a deep, murky mist and not clearly enough to see one’s way. And yet she had read disaster in the dark warning clouds long before she knew John Mott had come to Virginia.
“Aye, but there will be no reasoning with John,” Jubal Wicklow responded calmly as he clasped Evelyn’s hands between his own. “Four years at sea with the man and I learned to know him well.” He did not try to make light of her words; instead he marked the depth of anguish in her voice and eyes. She was so lovely to him, with her fair hair and eyes which at times were as luminous and mysterious as silver moonlight. He never tired of looking at her, his Evelyn, the sweetest treasure a man could ever possess.
Jubal Wicklow smiled reassuringly. As always, Evelyn aroused his protective instinct. He did not ask what she saw. He knew the effort would only heighten her pain. He understood his wife’s power and the toll it required of her delicate body. For even though she possessed great spiritual strength, she was as fragile and beautiful as an orchid. Above all things in life, he swore to himself, he loved Evelyn and their young daughter, Elise. Nay, more than that, he loved nothing or no one else on earth.
Evelyn lifted her pretty chin. “I prayed, Jubal, you could settle this debt with John Mott without bloodshed.” Still, she did not believe prayers could help and would send Elise to a trusted friend in Williamsburg.
Jubal led his wife into the newly finished maze of hedges, her single request for the grounds of Wicklow.
“Bloody bastard,” he said, and nodded. “Begging your pardon, my love, but it boils my blood that he should come here making his challenge after a full decade. As for the debt he claims, there is but what he invents. John holds no right to the gold or the ruby. The full bounty we took on our last voyage we divided before returning to England. I take no blame that John Mott’s share rests on the ocean floor. He sailed into weather no sane man would have faced.” Jubal halted his steps at a turn in the hedges and glanced about until his puzzlement brought the wanted smile from Evelyn. She pointed out the correct path. “The blighter lost his crew to the last man,” he said. “It should be enough he has his life.”
“It is more than gold and jewels he has come for,” Evelyn said softly. She had not thought John would follow them to the colonies. With an ocean and the passage of time between them it seemed that her dreadful destiny with the man could be overcome.
Once she had been betrothed to John, a prosperous sea captain and a widower with a young child. As a girl of seventeen she might have been enthralled with the handsome Mott and even delighted in accepting the marriage her parents arranged. But there was always something about the man that his smooth words and elegant manners could not overcome. He frightened her.
A fortnight before the date of the wedding, John Mott introduced her to a seafaring companion, the exuberant and red-haired Jubal Wicklow. One week later Evelyn and Jubal eloped and in so doing made a fierce enemy of John Mott. Having seen in her vision what John meant to do, Evelyn convinced Jubal that they should leave immediately for the colonies. A month following their departure, John wed another young woman.
For once Evelyn believed the visions had been wrong. John had forgotten them. But now, on the tenth anniversary of her marriage to Jubal Wicklow, a duel would be fought. She did not enjoy seeing John Mott’s face so plainly in her mind. Indeed she could not shut it out as she prayed that once again what was destined would be postponed.
Jubal Wicklow embraced her. “You must not worry, love. No harm will come to me. Not to any of us. I promise you.”
“Jubal, my darling,” she whispered, wishing she could be reassured. “If it should, you must remember this: we will find one another again. That I can promise you.” Her soft, liquid eyes gazed deeply into his and then she kissed him long and lovingly. “For time, my darling, is only a moment after death.” Her voice softened. “I will wait for you, Jubal.”
Hours later Evelyn sat quietly in the master bedchamber, having sent for young Jedaiah Long, the stable boy, to take Elise to the house in Williamsburg. She wore the ruby necklace Jubal had fastened around her neck. Heart-shaped, the deep pink stone bore an intricately carved peacock in the center. John had wanted the stone but accepted grudgingly that Jubal found it first. Called the Heart of Happiness, the ruby was stolen from the treasure stores of a Persian shah and was valued at many times the rest of her husband’s wealth.
The jewel, Jubal’s wedding gift to her, had been their enchantment, the symbol of their happiness. At sunrise Evelyn held the glowing ruby against her breast, knowing that through all time its beauty would remain to attest the love she had shared with her husband. She did not go to the window to watch what would happen by the river. There was no need. She could see it all in the shadowy depths of her mind. She could hear the voices.
“John Mott, the devil take you!” Jubal Wicklow shouted.
“Not before he welcomes a thief, man.” The early morning fog spewed up from the river and wrapped around his legs.
“You have no claim to the gold or the jewel.”
“I claim it all. And Evelyn,” John answered. “You stole her from me.”
“Are you a madman? You have a wife.”
“Dead a year ago. Now I’ve come for what is rightfully mine—Evelyn.”
No more words were spoken. As the rising sun appeared and spread crimson rays across the James River, the men paced apart and turned. Evelyn felt an eerie shiver run along her spine as the first shot was fired.
Jubal Wicklow staggered back as the bullet tore through his side. He was wounded but not downed. Razed with pain, he aimed his pistol and fired. His shot struck John Mott in the chest, knocking him to the ground.
Weak from his own injury, Jubal muttered a curse and turned away. He was glad the deed was done and anxious to get back to Evelyn. He did not have the chance to wonder that John Mott was still alive. If he had, he might have realized his aim was less true due to his injury. But before Jubal Wicklow had walked ten paces, the other man slid a hidden pistol from his pocket and fired a shot at the back of his enemy. Jubal Wicklow crumpled to the ground.
John pulled loose his cravat and packed the silk cloth against the hole in his chest. Minutes later he found Evelyn in her sitting room, hands folded and eyes closed, her face blanched white as paper. With Jubal dead and her heart broken she no longer cared what would happen.
“Now, my love,” John told her as he drew her from the chair, “you see that no man cheats John Mott—and lives.”
Evelyn neither spoke nor offered resistance as he led her down the stone stairs to the cellars where he was certain Jubal Wicklow had hidden the gold.
John Mott gloated and felt a sudden surge of overpowering excitement despite his pain. He had the ruby and he had Evelyn. He wanted the gold as badly. In ten years he had not rested knowing Jubal Wicklow had taken what was his. After his second wife died—a pity he had needed to help her along in that—he determined to reclaim Evelyn and to take all Jubal Wicklow owned.
John moaned as he reached the bottom of the stairs. His wound throbbed and his head was growing dizzy, his thoughts wandering. But the bleeding had stopped and he was determined to search the cellars. Somewhat weakly, he leaned his weight against the heavy stone door of a secret cellar room and pushed it open. Gently he thrust Evelyn inside.
“You’ll keep here, my love, until I’ve found the gold.” Evelyn did not answer but he did not mind. Soon she would welcome him into her arms.
For hours John wandered the black, cavernous rooms and tunnels beneath Wicklow, making his search. Increasingly he felt a strange lightness in his body but was drawn on by his mania and the belief that with the next step he would find the gold.
With his guttering torch John stumbled along in a stupor into the last of the tunnels. Behind him a stone door ground shut. Eyes dulled, feet dragging in the dirt, John was not really conscious of dropping his torch or of sliding to the floor, just as he had not been conscious that the hours of exertion had opened his wound and that for a long time blood had dripped down his arm and off his fingers.
A coolness moved suddenly through his body. Ahead he saw a bright golden glow through half-open eyes, and crawled toward it.
“At last,” he whispered, believing he had found the gold as he reached into the torch flame. But John Mott did not feel the searing heat on his hand. He was dead.
***
Evelyn Wicklow walked to one corner of the damp, dark cell where John Mott had imprisoned her. She pressed the ruby heart to her lips, then let it fall softly against her breast. Calmly she sank to the cold stone floor. She did not know or care if the passing moments grew into hours or days. In time, Jubal would find her. But she had no wish to live any longer while she tarried.
“I will wait for you, Jubal,” she whispered as her spirit gathered itself for flight. A moment later a pale shadow passed through the door of darkness and Evelyn Wicklow died.
July 1770
The darkness was damp and oppressive and hung round the neglected grounds of Wicklow House like a shroud. Only a few beams of moonlight illuminated the path as Amanda Fairfax jumped down from the mud-spattered carriage that had brought her and her companion on the twelve-mile trek from Williamsburg, Virginia. The heavy blackness gave her the feeling of being at the bottom of a dark pool with all the world up above. Nevertheless, in an odd way it seemed exciting to arrive at this old house in the dead of night when its bleak, wet surroundings seemed so unnatural.
Was it her imagination that a nebulous glow momentarily shone from the spires of the twin towers of Wicklow as she turned about? If so, then there was no accounting for the nervous movements of the horses, which by right should have been too tired for the restlessness they suddenly displayed.
The house was no ordinary one, to be sure, not stately, and lacking the grace of many of the homes she had seen in Virginia since the vessel Devon Gate brought them up the James River. Wicklow had a style that drew threads of terror through the mind, the way it sprawled possessively over the hilltop and sometimes looked as if it would swallow up any who came near. Perhaps it was exactly that which made Wicklow repellent—that it looked as if it were a house that owned its inhabitants rather than the other way around.
Amanda’s lids fluttered over her green eyes for a moment. Rumors abounded concerning Wicklow, and seeing it at night—unlit and untended—she did not wonder at them. One claimed a treasure of gold and other riches had been hidden and lost nearly half a century ago when the first owner had been killed in a duel. Another claimed Jubal Wicklow’s ghost haunted the house, guarding the gold and warning away any who sought it. Others said the house bore a curse and that no owner would live out a full life. That was the rumor Amanda most wished she had not heard, for she sensed there was some truth to it.
Jubal Wicklow, thin and tall, treads the shadows of Wicklow’s halls. The words brought her a degree of apprehension and she wished the silly rhyme would not stick in her mind like a tiny thorn. She hadn’t been able to forget the ditty since a fellow traveler on the ship from England had recited it to her. She laughed lightly. Jubal Wicklow must have been a frightful character to have inspired such remembrances.
Pressing her lips together so that she wouldn’t speak the rhyme aloud, Amanda lifted her skirts to avoid a puddle and turned to help Elizabeth Slater from the carriage. She knew from the expression on Elizabeth’s face that the rhyme was running through her head as well.
The old woman sat placidly as her eyes darted over the front of Wicklow, finally fastening on the big oaken front doors crossed by black iron bands and with sharp studs protruding from the heavy wood.
“It’s ugly and it’s evil.” Elizabeth’s wrinkled old face bent into a frown. Reluctantly she allowed herself to be helped down. Once out of the carriage, she shuddered and drew a heavy shawl over her stooped shoulders. “Amanda, we can’t stay here.” Her faded gray eyes looked pleadingly at the bright-faced young woman standing impatiently beside her.
“Nonsense, Elizabeth, it’s my home now,” Amanda said somewhat sharply, surprised that Elizabeth’s words had suddenly stirred her sense of pride. And yet she was pleased that they had, for despite the house’s look of inelegance, from the moment she had set her feet to the ground she had become a part of Wicklow and it of her. The feeling was a good one, and new. She found herself growing anxious to step through the front doors and into the shelter of her home.
Amanda signaled the driver to set the trunk and baggage beside the sheltered front door as she gave only a passing glance to the timid Elizabeth.
The sight of Wicklow had raked all the fatigue from her body and now she was fairly bursting with excitement. She knew Elizabeth had been in a constant state of terror since they left London and she had long since given up trying to reassure the old woman. Dear old Elizabeth had been her mother’s companion for years, had stayed with Sarah Fairfax out of loyalty long after she should have put aside the strenuous demands of attending a famous but temperamental actress.
Sarah Fairfax had promised Elizabeth a tempting sum to stay on just a little longer. But at her death, Sarah had left only a score of debts and now Elizabeth was as disillusioned as Amanda to find herself penniless and alone in the world. Poor creature, she had expected the bonanza Sarah promised to see her through her waning years. But the money had simply been all gone.
Amanda paid the driver from the few coins in her purse, then climbed the slippery stone steps that led to the entrance. She wasn’t expected in Williamsburg for some months yet, and to her knowledge there was only Aunt Elise’s old housekeeper staying at Wicklow. But as she glanced up quickly, she thought she saw a shadow pass one of the three round windows set high above the doors.
Amanda had the peculiar feeling someone had been watching from that window and waiting for her carriage. Yet when she stopped and peered up she saw only three blackened rounds of glass laced over with ornate iron grillwork. There was no moving shadow.
Forgetting Elizabeth for a moment, Amanda pounded a tarnished brass knocker on the heavy-timbered door. As she waited for a response, Wicklow commanded her full attention. How strange that such a house could look as if it had thoughts and feelings of its own. Wicklow tonight had a sad, blank look as if it were in mourning. The woeful appearance disturbed Elizabeth.
Amanda, getting no answer to her knocking, stepped down several steps until she could see the entire front of the house once more. It was true Wicklow was foreboding, especially now as the brick, wet from a day’s rain, shone blood-red in the moonlight. The brass-covered onion domes atop the twin towers had aged to an odious green. Water dripped from them in slow, twisting streams. The towers seemed to spiral so high they menaced the heavy gray clouds that rolled wildly above the roof line.
Below the towers a dense growth of ivy clung to the front walls and had taken over too much of the house. The thick mat of vines threatened to ensnare the front door, and one would not be able to go in or out without feeling the touch of trailing green tendrils.
Elizabeth, beside her, had begun to shiver and was eyeing the front door nervously. Amanda gave her a reassuring smile and started back up the stone steps, her thoughts again on Jubal Wicklow, who had built the house fifty years ago. He had taken great liberties in combining architectural styles. The result was a miscreant mix of Irish manor house and Byzantine castle that had resulted in a monstrous structure unequaled in its oddities.
“Stop the carriage, Amanda!” Elizabeth, her face frantic, waved to the driver, who at the same moment cracked his whip over the team’s heads and pulled away from the house. “We can find an inn at Williamsburg.” She shivered and turned her back on the high red walls of Wicklow.
“Too late, Elizabeth, the carriage is gone.” Amanda could hear the horses’ hooves splashing through puddles and the laboring wheels cutting a path through a layer of mud in the narrow lane that led to the town road. As the carriage disappeared, it seemed to draw the faint moonlight with it and soon she and Elizabeth were standing in a great gulf of blackness that pressed down on them like the murky, secret depths of the ocean.
“Oh, my soul,” Elizabeth’s mournful voice whined out in the darkness as she twisted the brass knobs on the door. “We’re locked out.” Why hadn’t she left Amanda in Williamsburg instead of coming to this awful place? The girl wasn’t her responsibility anymore, not since Sarah Fairfax had died and left them both nearly destitute. Still, she had not been able to face traveling to the colonies alone and had felt it her duty to see Amanda settled in her new home before she went on to her sister in Philadelphia.
Elizabeth shivered more violently beneath her shawl. Amanda deserved more than the handful of debts Sarah Fairfax had left her. Poor, poor Sarah, Elizabeth thought, sealing her eyes shut tight as she huddled close to Amanda. If only she had possessed one-tenth the common sense of little Amanda, she’d have been a wealthy woman instead of one who only gave the illusion of wealth.
Still, Elizabeth reasoned, illusion had been Sarah Fairfax’s greatness and she had needed nothing more. It had been Sarah’s way to draw strength and support from those around her, like she had from Amanda. Sarah’s demands for attention and devotion had all but denied Amanda any existence of her own. Elizabeth wrung her hands. What was to become of Amanda now, when all she had in the world was this ugly monster called Wicklow House?
“I have a key, Elizabeth, but it seemed best to knock first.” Elise had given her the key in London not long before she died. As Elizabeth watched, she twisted it in the lock and swung the heavy door open, surprised that it opened soundlessly.
Amanda entered, then looked quickly back, thinking Elizabeth had called her name. But when she asked, Elizabeth shook her head negatively and Amanda was left wondering if her mind had taken a flight of fancy. She had the peculiar feeling that she had been expected after all, and yet it was apparent from the dust covers over the furnishings and from those which protected the chandeliers that no one was there.
A faint glimmer of light flickered from a single candle that burned in the cavernous front hall. Amanda took several more steps.
“No one is here,” Elizabeth said fearfully, hesitating on the threshold.
“No. And I did not expect anyone. Though I am sure old Gussie is in her rooms over the kitchen. She has stayed on, I understand, since the house was closed.” Amanda bustled about lighting more candles until the great hall was flooded with a golden glow of light. “Aunt Elise told me about her. She keeps the place.” Amanda seized Elizabeth by the arm and drew her inside, shutting and locking the door behind her. “No doubt she’s sleeping. We won’t give her a fright by waking her in the middle of the night. We’ll go right upstairs and get you to bed.”
Elizabeth put her hands to her heart and shook piteously.
“I won’t close my eyes with that thing in the house,” she moaned, and stood transfixed to the floor, her eyes directed to a huge wooden figure that rose fifteen feet from the slate floor and ruled the space between the double staircases. But for its size, it looked horribly real, the face dark and the large glass eyes angrily reflecting the candlelight, the mouth set in a dour line.
“The Turkish King,” Amanda said, admiring the grim-faced statue with its painted robes of saffron and red and the bright painted-on jewels of the turban. “Isn’t it beautiful?”
“It’s hideous. This house is hideous.” Elizabeth’s weary eyes roamed the great hall with its dark polished teakwood walls and filigreed enamel panels in jewel colors. Black urns, filled with peacock feathers fanned out to show their glorious colors, sat in rows against the walls. Stairs of black slate seemed to float in a graceful curve to the second floor. Rails, braced over more of the filigreed panels, were lacquered in bright scarlet. The hall had a sort of mystic beauty, Elizabeth admitted, but it reminded her of a pagan temple. She imagined she could feel evil seeping from every cranny and corner of the strange house.
Trembling, Elizabeth half-expected to see a swarm of turbaned priests step out of the shadows to sacrifice the two of them to the wooden idol that glowered menacingly at them.
Elizabeth’s voice wavered. “Amanda, you can’t live here. Remember what the man on the ship said. The place has ghosts. He said there was a curse and that something dreadful has happened to everyone who owned this house.”
“That was only a lot of talk, Elizabeth,” Amanda said gently. “You can’t believe in curses. There is always a sensible explanation for everything. Ghosts are generally the result of someone playing a prank or of a too-stimulated imagination,” she said.
Amanda felt a touch of weariness and sighed. How could two people look at the same things and feel so differently about them? The very things about Wicklow that bothered Elizabeth gave Amanda a sense of exhilaration. She should never have let Elizabeth listen to the talk on the ship. The poor old dear was really afraid.
Every old house had its legends, and naturally Wicklow had more than its share because it was so different. The stories of the ghost of Jubal Wicklow, who had been killed in a duel, were to be expected, as were the tales of strange whispers said to float unexpectedly through the dark halls. But like most such stories, the tales had no basis.
The only odd occurrences Amanda had seen when she stayed at Wicklow House those few months in her childhood had been the bullyragging by one of Aunt Elise’s two sons to give her a fright. Ryne Sullivan moaning and prancing about wrapped in a bed linen was the only ghost she suspected of having haunted Wicklow’s halls. Aunt Elise had taken him to task about that chicanery, saying he was much too old for such a deed.
Still, Amanda was surprised the house actually frightened Elizabeth. She found its strangeness intriguing and stimulating. The Turkish King with its garish, bright colors delighted her as much as it had eleven years ago when she had seen it as a child of twelve.
Reverently Amanda strolled to the foot of the statue. She looked up at the figure, dusty, dirty, and with cobwebs raddled across its chest and arms. The statue had cast a sort of spell over her when she was a child and she could feel the same bewitching attraction coming over her now as she stood in childlike awe at its feet.
Holding a candle close, she rubbed a hand over the brass plate shaped like a scroll and bolted to the base. The engraved words were written in Persian. Hadn’t she known what they meant once? She remembered standing in the same spot with Aunt Elise and learning the words to a rhyme which somehow had slipped her memory over the years.
Amanda remembered, too, more tales of treasure and dead men that the boys, Gardner and Ryne, had told her. Aunt Elise’s sons were still strong in her memory. Gardner with his red hair and gentle ways; Ryne, dark-haired and fiery, a trickster who had delighted in tormenting a mere girl. She had followed them both about mercilessly, demanding to be included in all their activities. They would be men now. How would they feel about her inheriting the house that had been their boyhood home?
Amanda smiled, feeling as if she were passing through a mirror to the times when Aunt Elise would find her at the foot of the statue sitting with her arms and legs folded in the same manner as those of the king. Aunt Elise had said then she believed Amanda loved Wicklow more than anyone else, even her own sons. Perhaps that was why she had willed the house to Amanda rather than to Gardner or Ryne. It had been most unexpected, especially since Elise Sullivan had not been her real aunt, merely a close friend of her mother’s.
Her thoughts wandered nostalgically back through the days of that summer. Her mother had done a tour in the colonies, and while she traveled the larger cities, Amanda remained at Wicklow. She remembered walking along the riverbank with Elise and the times she had ridden Ryne’s spotted pony. Elise’s dressmaker had sewn new gowns for her; one of them, of a peach-colored dimity, had been an exact copy of a gown of Elise’s.
Aunt Elise had spent long hours teaching her the game of chess that summer. She remembered the set, an unusual one, the Eastern monarchs and their forces, white of gleaming ivory, the black of shiny ebony. Good against evil, it had seemed to her childish mind, and had insisted on always having the white pieces. She had never forgotten those pleasant hours devoted solely to her, nor had she forgotten what Elise had told her.
“I love my sons but I have always wished for a daughter,” she said. “And you, my darling, have helped fill that void for me. I shall always consider you my daughter, even though you are Sarah’s.”
Across the ivory-and-gold board it had been easy to form a bond with Aunt Elise and to imagine that kindly woman, so interested in a young girl, as her mother. After that time, she had corresponded with Elise often, and seen her twice when she was in Europe. The attachment to Elise, begun early in her life, had lasted through time and separation, and now, even death.
Elizabeth moaned from behind her and Amanda turned to smile at the old woman, a look of fondness lighting her eyes. There was a movement from high above as she beckoned Elizabeth toward the stairs. A small black shadow appeared and quickly retreated behind the turbaned head of the king. A screeching voice issued piercingly from that point. Amanda gave a gasp as she felt a sharp stirring of alarm.
“Stay away! Stay away!” the shrill voice warned.
Elizabeth screamed and collapsed against the wall.
“Who’s there?” Amanda demanded, scrambling around as the voice shattered the silence once more. She felt the prickling of her skin and at the same time the shaking loose of a deep memory from her childhood. She knew the voice, but could he still be alive?
“King of light, chase the night. King of light, chase the night.” A fluttering sounded as the small shadow lifted from the shoulder of the Turkish King and swooped across the hall to rest on the banister halfway up the stairs. Amanda could see the green-feathered creature with its malevolent black eyes quite clearly.
Her anxiety subsided and she laughed breathlessly. “Why, it is Ezra! And still alive.” Turning to Elizabeth, she added, “It’s only a parrot, a pet. Nothing to be afraid of. He’s been here for ages,” she went on in a light, lively voice. “I remember Aunt Elise saying parrots can live almost a century. Why, Elizabeth,”—Amanda’s eyes swept up to the bird—”Ezra belonged to Jubal Wicklow. Imagine that.”
Apparently certain the two women meant him no harm, the parrot lifted his wings and showed a splash of gold from underneath as he flapped them noisily for a moment before flying back to his resting place on the statue’s shoulder. The shadow at the window, Amanda thought, as Ezra clacked his beak against the wood. It had been the bird watching.
She noticed Elizabeth still leaning her weight against the wall and nodded.
“Elizabeth, you’re tired.” She spoke gently, stepping beside the old woman. “Come upstairs to bed. You’ve a long trip before you tomorrow.”
Elizabeth obeyed like a recalcitrant child. Amanda had to grasp her limp, trembling hand and lead her up the gracefully curving staircase. It seemed always to be like this, that she had to take charge and look after her elders, just as she had with her mother. Sarah Fairfax had been the most accomplished actress in London but she had needed pampering from everyone, including her daughter. Without Amanda’s efforts to keep her financial and personal affairs straight, Sarah would have suffered ruin years ago.
But now Amanda had only herself to care for. Once Elizabeth was on her way, she would be quite alone, except for Wicklow. Despite how anyone else might view the house, Wicklow would never be a monstrosity to Amanda.
She would not even let the gloomy darkness at the top of the stairs mislead her. Wicklow was a haven. The home she had always wanted, a place to settle and take root, a place to establish her own life. A place where she wouldn’t be simply Sarah Fairfax’s daughter. She needed Wicklow, and from the looks of the, place, all dust-laden and weary, it needed her too.
***
“You won’t leave me alone, will you, Amanda?” Elizabeth, in her nightclothes, climbed into the four-poster bed hung with rich rose-silk curtains. She had grown calmer once inside the lovely bedroom that had belonged to Aunt Elise. Here there was none of the Eastern influence that disturbed Elizabeth. It was a lady’s room, done in rose satins and brocades with yards and yards of lace and ribbon trimmings on the bed curtains and draperies. A little cluttered perhaps, for Aunt Elise had been a collector like Jubal Wicklow.
Amanda glanced around. The room wasn’t exactly as she remembered. There were new things and more things, but it was lovely nonetheless.
A candle’s soft illumination lit the room: the pale rose-patterned wallpaper, the fat sofa with layers of embroidered cushions, an oil painting of Aunt Elise mounted in a heavy gilt frame, a row of delicate little china figures on the pink marble mantel, more peacock feathers in a vase by the door, the low dressing table with a wide silver-wrapped mirror. Once Amanda had pulled the remaining dustcovers from the furniture, Elizabeth looked around and acknowledged that the room was as elegant a bedroom as Sarah Fairfax had occupied in her rented town house in London.
The rose scent Aunt Elise had worn still clung faintly in the air. Perhaps it always would, having over decades permeated the walls and the fabrics. But it was a comforting smell and made it seem as if at any moment Aunt Elise, with her white hair and clear blue eyes, might come sweeping into her old bedroom. How nice that would be, but how impossible, unless there really were ghosts.
“I’ll leave a candle burning.” Amanda tucked the covers about Elizabeth’s shoulders and bade her good night. “I’m going to bathe and get to bed myself.”
Wearily Elizabeth mumbled a reply. Before Amanda had closed the bedroom door, the old woman’s thin lashes floated down like tea leaves settling to the bottom of a cup and she was asleep. Amanda hurried away. She had found another habitable bedroom, a plain one at the far end of the hall. She couldn’t remember to whom it had belonged—it had been so long ago, and details of the house were fragmented memories from a young girl’s mind. But it didn’t really matter. The house had been closed for months and she could take her time about selecting a room that suited her after she had looked through the whole place. Tonight she was so tired that any bed would be wonderful, once she had bathed.
Crossing the narrow bedroom, Amanda began quickly removing the blue serge traveling dress she wore. She was glad the bedclothes here were fresh and she wouldn’t have to remake the bed. The hem of her skirt was wet, and her petticoats, too, had absorbed enough water to require hours to dry.
She slipped out of her chemise and carefully spread all her garments over a chair. She had brought only a small traveling bag upstairs. Her trunk still sat outside on the sheltered entry of the house, and she hadn’t the fortitude to try to bring it up herself. A blanket would serve well enough as a dressing gown until tomorrow, when she could unpack. She stripped one from the bed and wrapped herself in its soft, warm folds. Gathering up her bag, Amanda pattered barefoot to the bath.
Jubal Wicklow had installed a large marble tub in the house, the “Roman bath” as Aunt Elise had called it. The room was a work of art and, Amanda imagined, patterned after one he must have seen in some Eastern palace. It had a magnificent carved cinnabar screen for dressing. One wall was entirely covered in tiny mosaic tiles that pictured a midnight garden where cherry trees bloomed and lilacs lined a little path. The path led to a turquoise fountain with a silver spray of water which tumbled into a pool filled with floating pink water lilies. To enter the room was like being transported to a world of springtime, a world that excluded disharmony of thought, a world where peace and beauty prevailed.
In the dusky lamplight, Amanda ran water from the two large urns beside the bath and heated a good supply on a small stove in the rear of the room. She had thought of this bath for days of travel and washing from a basin, and now, even though the hour was late, she didn’t think she could sleep until she had submerged her tired limbs beneath the shining mirrored surface of the water.
The experience was worth the wait. The warm, scented bath relaxed her. Languidly Amanda scrubbed her skin with a bar of rose-scented soap she had found in a box, washing away the travel dust and much of her weariness and replacing it with mollified contentment. She splashed the thick, creamy lather away with clear water and stretched her slender arms and legs out in the luxuriously large bath. A rolled-up bath sheet that had been packed away with a fragrant sachet made a soft pillow for her head. Soon she was resting in more comfort than she had known for many months.
A relaxed smile quivered on Amanda’s lips. Like a flower closing soft petals for the night, her lids slowly slipped down over misty green eyes, shutting out the mellow light of the lamp. Yes, she thought dreamily, snuggling in the cozy warmth of the water, she would be happy at Wicklow. She would cherish every part. She would polish and shine the house and all its contents back to full glory.
Softly Amanda sighed, her gentle breath making tiny rings on the surface of the water. Everything in the house seemed to be under a layer of dust. Perhaps Gussie was too old to keep the house clean and in order by herself. Aunt Elise hadn’t left enough money for the staff of servants a house this size generally required. But Amanda had no aversion to hard work. She loved Wicklow, really loved it.
The house was a repository for relics Jubal Wicklow had collected from all over the world: odd little statues, carvings, and some beautifully made chests and boxes. Albeit most of them had no monetary value, according to Aunt Elise, she had kept them because they had belonged to her father. Most of those oddities Elise had stored out of sight and replaced with more modern gewgaws of her own choosing: a few miniatures, some good silver and porcelain, but mostly bric-a-brac. Though Amanda had found some items she could sell for a bit of extra cash, most she would cherish just as Jubal Wicklow and Aunt Elise had done.
The hour was late when Amanda awoke, cold, her limbs cramped and aching. How long had she slept? The heated water had been like a sleeping draught. Now it was icy and she was shivering, but it was not that which had awakened her. She heard voices and laughter. Sitting up quickly, Amanda stifled a frightened cry. One rancorous voice echoed loudly through the hall, the deep-timbered voice of a man. She was suddenly, horribly aware of her nakedness and vulnerability. Cringing, she crossed her trembling arms over her breasts and tried to think.
A moment later she rose slowly, deliberately, so as not to make a sound. She stepped over the marble rim of the bath. Rivulets of water streamed from her legs and left a trail of wet footprints on the floor. Her heart sank as she remembered leaving her damp dress spread over a chair in the bedroom. She had brought nothing with her to the bath but a bag of toiletries and the blanket she had used as a wrap. Feeling her lungs tighten in fear, Amanda threw the blanket around her and crept guardedly across the floor to reach her bag.
“Take it off, my pretty.” The words were uttered with a drunken twist. Amanda froze even though she knew the words were not meant for her. She found herself in another muddle of confusion and wondered what she should do, even as her fingers were tearing open the drawstrings of her small bag and pulling out the black leather case.
The gleaming silver handle of the small Belgian flintlock pistol that had belonged to Sarah Fairfax felt cold to her hands. It had seemed prudent to keep the weapon. One never knew what dangers a sea journey or life in the colonies might bring. Quaking like a leaf in a storm, she loaded the pistol and hid it beneath a fold of the blanket. Then, moving with trepidation, Amanda eased the door open and glided like a shadow in the direction of the sounds.
A woman’s voice and flirtatious laughter rose shrilly from the bedroom Amanda had prepared for herself. Who could it be? Thieves? Drifters who thought the house empty and had broken in for shelter? They seemed totally unconcerned about the noise of their revelry. Amanda crept nearer the door, pausing a moment to cock the pistol and to brace herself for an encounter she meant to win.
Hazy candlelight spilled out through a crack in the door and lit a patch of floor in the hall. Amanda’s heart pounded like a heavy rock smashing against her chest as she surged forward and pushed the door open. It crashed heavily against the wall. The splintering noise startled the people wrapped together just inside.
Amanda’s first glimpse was of a man’s broad bare back. She saw muscles tense and coil under tanned skin. Like a wild animal, the man snarled and spun around. Hot, black fury twisted his scowling face. But as soon as he saw her, his mouth went slack in surprise. He stared unbelieving at the absurd sight Amanda presented, wrapped in a blanket and brazenly wielding a pistol. She looked no more than a child or a sprite of a woman.
“Hold still!” Amanda shouted, clutching the blanket with one hand and waving the pistol threateningly with the other. “Who are you?”
The fair-haired woman’s face drained of color beneath her heavily rouged cheeks. She crushed a dove-gray velvet bonnet in one white-knuckled hand as the other flew to her heaving bosom that bulged like great white melons from the open bodice of her gown.
Amanda stared back at the couple and chewed her lip painfully. She had interrupted a cozy little rendezvous. But who were they and what gave them the audacity to use Wicklow for their assignation? Her small hand grew numb around the handle of the pistol. The fury in the dark-haired man’s lean, sardonic face yielded to a look of taunting humor. The corners of his mouth twitched as he gazed knowingly at her from behind lowered eyelids.
“Why, it’s dear Cousin Amanda,” he said smoothly. “Welcome to Wicklow.” A devilish smile framed a flash of white teeth. The man took a step toward Amanda, a cautious one.
Amanda gasped and colored fiercely. Her whole body shook at the sound of his voice speaking her name.
“Ryne?” she asked weakly. His face was shadowed in the dim light, but as he drew near, Amanda could see the piercing blue eyes and the handsome features of his face. It was most certainly Ryne. His hair was jet black and arrow straight. Black breeches fitted tightly on his thighs and loins. With them he wore high black boots, nothing more. His muscular chest had a mat of crisp black hair that narrowed and trailed downward like a dark shadow slipping over his gleaming skin.
The sight of him, head thrown proudly back, arms crossed imperiously over his chest, and only half-dressed, made Amanda critically aware she wore nothing beneath the blanket.
“Ryne Sullivan! You beast!” The blond woman came to life with a burst of wrath. She struck Ryne on the back and shoulders with her rumpled velvet bonnet. “How dare you trick me into coming here!” Her high voice shook with feigned indignation and her large bosom heaved with the labor of heavy breathing as she made fumbling attempts to fasten the bodice of her gown. “If I’d known what you intended, I’d have never set foot in this house.”
Ryne’s piercing blue eyes went to the blond woman. He had forgotten she was there.
“Be calm, Maggie.” Ryne’s voice came softly, but a hard, cold look stole into his eyes. His lips lifted swiftly into a cynical smile. “My intentions were the same as the last time we came here.”
Maggie’s eyes dropped in defeat. “You are a beast, Ryne.” She pronounced the words tightly and followed them with a coy smile. “I’ll wait downstairs,” she added, fluffing out her bonnet and giving Ryne a wink as she edged past him. Maggie nodded knowingly to Amanda as she eased by her in the doorway. She could be heard breathing a deep sigh as she trotted hastily down the hall.
Ryne’s probing eyes assessed Amanda. A hint of challenge hovered in the burning look he gave her. He had seen only the green fire in her eyes at first glance. Now he was evaluating the delicate lines of her face. A lovely fawnlike creature she was, too. She had her mother’s beauty, the high cheekbones and straight nose and the perfect little mouth that had been Sarah Fairfax’s trademark.
What a faultless package for a schemer, someone cunning enough to hoodwink an old woman into leaving her an inheritance. He could imagine how she used that guileless face and sweet voice to play on his mother’s maternal nature.
The tips of his nostrils flared as he breathed out a sigh. He found himself wishing her character matched her elfin beauty. She had the deceptive fragility of a newborn fawn. Her green eyes glowed gold in the candlelight and a cascade of honey-brown hair fell like morning sunshine around her shoulders. With his blood already hot, Ryne would have liked nothing better than to pull that offending blanket from her grasp and to see the treasures hidden underneath.
Instead he took a slow, deep breath and noted that the look of panic had not left her face.
“We didn’t expect you so soon, Amanda,” Ryne said calmly, bending to the floor to retrieve a shirt of black silk that lay like a pool of ink at his feet.
“So it seems.” Amanda watched him pull the garment over his head and then carelessly tuck it into his trousers. She had seen men dress before. She had seen many sights a young lady should never have known about. Her experiences in the frivolous and fast-paced world of the theater had hardened her to the wiles of men. Why a flush of heat should rise to her cheeks at the sight of Ryne posturing about and adjusting his clothes was a mystery. It occurred to her in turn that he would have been no less uncomfortable under her gaze had she found him completely disrobed.
“You might put the gun away.”
She frowned. The gun was heavy and her outstretched arm ached under the weight of it. Gasping, she dropped the barrel toward the floor and gently lowered the hammer in place.
“You had it cocked?” Ryne’s eyes widened in astonishment. He could imagine her inexperience with a gun. This little sprite, this little usurper, might have ended his escapades with a nervous clench of her fingers.
“I find it fires best that way,” Amanda said flatly. “I had no idea you used the house as a bordello.”
Ryne’s brows flickered up a little. “I have yet to adjust to the fact that Wicklow no longer belongs to my family.”
“But it does,” Amanda countered quickly. “At least Aunt Elise considered me family.”
Ryne smirked. “Then it’s ‘family’ we are, my sweet.”
He shook his head and ran his fingers through the tousled black hair, fighting the temptation to accept the gentle innocence in her voice. Amanda Fairfax had inherited not only her mother’s beauty but her skills as an actress as well. He shrugged and went on in a lowered voice.
“I’m at a disadvantage to give you the greeting you deserve, dear cousin, but I promise to make it up to you.” A step brought him very near. He took the pistol she held limply, his fingers rough-edged and warm on hers, his large hand dwarfing her small, delicate one. “Let’s put this somewhere safe. We don’t want to add a new ghost to Wicklow.” Ryne laughed softly as his devilish gaze ran harrowingly over Amanda.
She swallowed hard and trembled inside the blanket. So Ryne had grown up to be a rogue—an arrogant, confident one who resented her having Wicklow. What would his brother Gardner be like? Still a gentleman, she hoped. Two like Ryne would be hard to contend with.
“Hadn’t you better take your friend somewhere?” Amanda asked, a sly smile breaking out on her face. “She’ll grow tired of waiting for you.” For all her bravado, Amanda had taken a cautious step away from Ryne and now stood squarely in the doorway, one arm tightly holding the blanket together. Ryne, however, made the step with her as if they were engaged in a kind of mental dance that coordinated their movements. Too aware of his closeness, she took another step back, and once again he followed her lead.
A muscle twitched in his cheek. “Never let it be said I kept a woman waiting,” he whispered. He stood so close she could smell the scent of brandy that clung to his lips. She could feel the moist warmth of his breath on her face, see the invitation in his eyes. “You’re blocking the door, m’lady.” A long, slender finger caught her under the chin and lifted her face to his. A shiver ran through her flesh as he caught a lock of her hair in his hand and brushed the fragrant curl against his lips.
Amanda caught her breath quickly. Ryne was practicing his debauchery on her. He was evidently a man who knew and enjoyed the magnetism he had for women. No doubt they flocked to him like hens to a wriggling worm. She had seen such performances played out around her mother, both on the stage and off. She had no intention of preening her feathers for Ryne Sullivan. With a sudden jerk Amanda stepped out of the doorway and out of reach of Ryne’s gentle touch.
A sound that was both a gasp and a shriek escaped her. Ryne had his foot planted firmly on the trailing edge of her blanket. It peeled quickly from her shoulders and dropped to the floor, leaving her naked as a new moon to his searching eyes.
A smile played lightly upon Ryne’s lips as Amanda covered her breasts awkwardly with her arms and whirled to shield herself from his view. A moment later she felt the soft fleece of the blanket floating over her bare shoulders, and Ryne’s soft laughter feathered her ears.
“Lost your wrap, m’lady,” he crooned, letting his lips brush against the fragrant curls at her nape.
Burning with embarrassment and anger, Amanda bit back words a lady shouldn’t utter. Had he deliberately. . . ? No, surely not. Surely even Ryne Sullivan could not be that much a rogue. She gathered her courage and turned to face those mocking blue eyes. Instead she met emptiness and silence.
A moment later she heard his light laughter and the clack of his footsteps on the stairs. Maggie’s shrill voice joined the deep, mellow tones of Ryne’s. Amanda heard him say a few words of appeasement and heard them both laughing until their voices faded away. Then abruptly they were gone, and an odd emptiness descended with the heavy silence that once again filled Wicklow.
Amanda went quietly to the hall window when she heard a loose shutter rattle and pound against the outer brick wall of the house. She welcomed the disturbance; it brought back a sound of life to the house. From below, the anxious neighing of a horse joined the sudden howling of the wind as heavy drops of rain began to fall.
She peered out in time to see Ryne hook a lantern to the side of his carriage. He had tied his team close to the house rather than sheltering them in the stable, making it clear his visit to Wicklow was not meant to be a long one.
Ryne, a dark, lean figure in his black garb, took a moment to stroke the arched neck of each horse before he sprang into the carriage and took up the reins of the handsome pair of dappled grays. Amanda saw Maggie’s pale arm slip from beneath her cloak and wrap familiarly about Ryne’s thigh. She looked away as he snapped the reins, and without cracking his whip over the horses’ backs, started the team down the sloping lane that led to the main road.
The carriage was out of sight when Amanda looked out again, a bit sadly. She had hoped they could all be friends, but that seemed an impossibility with Ryne. Perhaps Gardner would be more civil.
She left the window as the drops grew heavier. All day the rain had been threatening and now that the downpour had come, her elation vanished. But no, that had happened when she saw Ryne. What a joke he would be sharing with that Maggie at her expense. Why had the scoundrel come along to spoil her mood? Amanda held the blanket firmly around her shoulders. She could still feel those dark, flaming eyes skimming her body.
Nerves stretched beyond endurance, Amanda returned to the bedroom and drew back the covers on the narrow bed. Ryne’s bed, she thought, discarding her blanket and climbing between the crisp linen sheets. She couldn’t fault him for coming here. He must have expected the house to be his. Or his to share with Gardner. And she had come much earlier than she had told them she would.
Her letter to Gardner had said she would arrive in September, but it had taken only a few months to settle her mother’s estate. She gave a brittle laugh that sounded lost in the darkness. Settling the estate amounted to selling everything she could find to cover bills and debts. Her mother’s extravagance had been her greatest fault.
Not so with Aunt Elise; she had no such faults, unless one could count generosity. Perhaps her mother had known about Elise’s will, but Amanda had known nothing of her inheritance until sometime after the funerals, when she had received a letter from Aunt Elise’s solicitor. Perhaps Aunt Elise had experienced a premonition of death and that was why she had come to London for that last visit. But who could know? In any event she had endeared herself to Amanda long years ago. Consequently Amanda had lost in a single tragedy the two people who meant most to her.
Aunt Elise had been in London less than a fortnight when both she and Sarah were killed when their carriage overturned. Witnesses to the tragedy had reported the carriage was involved in a race with another to prove who had the better team. Had the women not attended the house party at Lord Connington’s estate, they might both be alive. Instead they had died on a dusty road outside London. Elise’s body had been sent to Ireland for burial. Sarah’s funeral had been a public affair in London. She had been popular with theatergoers and most of the city.
Since then Sarah’s friends had dwindled away and Amanda and Elizabeth had been left with barely enough money to book two passages to Virginia. Thankfully Elizabeth had a sister in Philadelphia who would welcome her.
Of course Amanda could have become a mistress to one of the suitors who hounded her mother. There had been those offers, even a few of marriage. But she had seen too much of the unfaithfulness of husbands and the fickleness of wedlock to settle for that. Her romantic dreams had fled like summer butterflies years ago. She did not long for marriage. Wicklow would be all she needed for happiness.
Closing her eyes, Amanda pushed the reflections from her mind and sought the peace of sleep. She slept, though restlessly, making a tangle of the covers and casting one pillow from the bed. She dreamed she was being chased through the dim oppressive halls of Wicklow, anxiously pursued by someone who stayed always just far enough back that in frightful glances over her shoulder she could not tell who sought her.
The halls were endless, lengthening, it seemed, with each step, and the house filled with steep winding staircases that led nowhere. Amanda, a shimmer of perspiration on her skin, her heart thumping with trepidation, climbed and descended those phantom stairs at a frantic pace. Seeking escape, she ran through the rooms, finding them dark and filled with great black pools of shadows. Around her the air quivered and bore a strangely tainted smell. Just behind were the pursuing footsteps.
On and on she ran in a kind of madness to know who was there at Wicklow with her. At last, breathless, she turned into the main hallway, knowing with certainty she could not run another step and would be overtaken. But the threatening sound of the footsteps stopped. Her eyes went up to meet the relentless glass eyes of the Turkish King. She felt a strange emptiness.
It seemed then that she dragged her weary body up the slate stairs and back to her bed and had only a moment of respite before the footsteps started again. She sighed deeply in her sleep. But of course, the footsteps belonged to Jubal Wicklow. She thought it the moment she saw the figure, moving in a faint gray light, come quietly into her room.
The shadowy man whispered a woman’s name, not hers, and chanted a warning she couldn’t quite understand. She turned her head away from him, perhaps intuitively, because even in sleep she knew he did not truly exist. But the old patriarch of Wicklow would have none of her evasion and floated around her bed as if he were seeking to see her features.
She glimpsed his face as he looked down. It had an unreal quality and yet a disturbing familiarity that made her once again toss upon her pillow. The hair was red and he wore an odd cap that partially shielded his eyes from her. Amanda was instantly troubled that she had been wrong thinking him Jubal Wicklow, that he was indeed someone she knew and not someone conjured up from the depths of her imagination. She found that she desperately wanted to see his face clearly. Her eyes darted about anxiously beneath her closed lids. She tried to speak but only succeeded in uttering a few muted sounds.
Above her the man’s head dropped sadly, as if he had absorbed a portion of her distress. From the darkness his hand stretched out and touched her bare shoulder. The sensation was that of something cold and dry against her skin, but most remarkably comforting.
He spoke her name again and whispered a warning, quite softly but quite clearly. What a melodious voice he had, almost like a lullaby, but with the peculiar quality of waking one rather than lulling one to sleep.
She opened her eyes but the voice had separated itself from her dreams. Reluctantly she stirred and raised up on her elbows to listen. There was a thump from the hall, that loose shutter, and perhaps the wind making the queer sound that was amazingly like her name.
“Amandaaaa. . .” The low, calling whisper drifted again through the air, so faintly she couldn’t be sure if sound were real or imagined.
Thinking at last, as the fog of sleep cleared from her head, that Elizabeth had been awakened by the storm, Amanda rose quickly and flung the blanket around her. The windows were only slightly less dark than the rest of room. She found the candle at her bedside and lit it. Behind its trembling light, Amanda rushed to the front bedroom where Elizabeth slept.
Her hand was on the porcelain knob when she saw a dark stain on the white-painted door. It drew her eyes for no other reason than that she did not remember its having been there when she shut the door earlier in the night. She touched the spot.
“Oh, dear God,” Amanda cried out, frantically twisting the knob and flinging the door open. “Elizabeth, what’s happened to you?”
She blundered across the room to where Elizabeth’s still form lay beneath the covers. Amanda gasped, the raw taste of fear filling her mouth.
She looked at her hand and saw the stain on her fingers. Caught for a moment in fascinated horror, she could not move. At last the candle in her grasp began to shake. Its wild flame splayed an unsteady light on the bedroom door. The mark she had seen had been the print of a hand smeared in blood, still warm and dripping on the white panel of the door.
It was gone!
Thunder abounded and lightning split the darkness with fierce flashes of white-hot light. Shivering violently, Amanda wet her dry lips. She felt the troubled pounding of her heart and it sounded as loud to her ears as the unbridled crash of the thunder. Elizabeth slept unharmed, undisturbed by the storm, the deeply etched lines of her face softened by peaceful slumber.
Amanda’s spasms of terror had ended. She watched quietly as Elizabeth’s chest rose and fell with the easy, natural rhythm of deep sleep. It was Amanda’s own breathing that was ragged and broken. Whoever had left the mark on the door, if it had ever been there at all, had not come into the bedroom.
Had she really felt the blood on her hand? Was it still there? Amanda tilted the candle down for a better look and in so doing doused the tiny, struggling flame with hot wax. She shuddered. Now she could see nothing at all. And without the candle’s warm circle of light, the darkness suddenly felt like great masses of hands groping at her.
With quick, nervous movements Amanda crossed the room and found the basin and pitcher of water she had left for Elizabeth. Whether it was real or imaginary, she felt an overpowering compulsion to wash away the stain. She poured water and frantically plunged her hands into the bowl, rinsing then drying them on a towel. It was only when she was sure her hands were clean that she could begin to think clearly. But even so, the thoughts that stumbled through her mind did not explain what she had heard and seen. Had she dreamed the whisper and the blood? Had she imagined the feel of it on her fingers? Or had it all been real?
Wearily she walked toward the open door and had the misfortune to stumble against a low footstool lost in the dim shadows. Though a host of loud thunderclaps had not roused her, Elizabeth stirred at that slight sound.
“Is it you, Amanda?” The old woman asked in her sleep-slurred voice.
“Yes, Elizabeth,” Amanda whispered. She mustn’t let Elizabeth know the cause of her alarm. “There is a storm and I came to see if you were frightened.” A flash of light lit the room. Amanda made her way to the bedside and gently touched Elizabeth’s frail shoulder. “I’m sorry I woke you.”
Mumbling, Elizabeth dropped her head to the pillow and once again her papery lids closed fast.
How easily sleep came to her, Amanda thought as she curled up on the cushions of a fat stuffed chair not far from the bed. Outside the wind was rising again, but the rain had ended and gone past. Amanda, her eyes shining catlike in the darkness, frowned. Elizabeth, who had feared Wicklow, slept without a care, while Amanda knew sleep would not come to her this night. She would stay with Elizabeth and keep watch for the first dawning rays of morning.
At first light they would dress and make the drive to Williamsburg. A driver had promised to come early so that Elizabeth could meet her coach for the journey to Philadelphia. Amanda would despair at seeing Elizabeth, the last of her mother’s entourage, go. But Elizabeth needed her own family now. Amanda had too many uncertainties in her future to offer Elizabeth the permanence and comfort a woman of her years needed.
Resolutely Amanda turned her thoughts from those things. The strain and shock of losing loved ones still lingered heavily in her heart. More than she had realized. That deep, repressed sorrow had been the source of the nightmare. She had seen the fruit of tormenting dreams when nothing had really been there. She stirred slightly as a ticking sound rose to her ears. Was there a clock in the room? No, no, it was the heavy, troubled beat of her own heart.
***
They came at last, the chaste, pure golden rays of morning streaming in the windows that had withstood last night’s onslaught of rain. The world looked fresh and Wicklow bright and welcoming, all the sinister elements washed away by rain and sunlight.
Amanda could hear the flirtatious cooing and calling of birds in the high branches when she raised the windows. Whatever had intruded on her sanity last night and made her entertain thoughts of evil lurking in Wicklow? It was preposterous that this place, so bright and sunny by day, could harbor any dark mysteries.
Smiling at her foolishness, Amanda shook the wrinkles from her traveling clothes and donned them again. She hadn’t many clothes. Her mother’s wardrobe and her own had furnished the last bit of money she needed to pay her passage and put a few coins in her purse. But this dress would do for another day’s wear and she had to make a breakfast for Elizabeth before they left.
The kitchen was set back from the house but joined by a long, narrow hall of brick. It had an outside door that opened into a vegetable and herb garden that had been maintained far better than the hedgerows and flower beds. What she could see of the grounds appeared to have been untended for quite some time, and if not trimmed and weeded soon, would be past redeeming. The sorry state of the grounds surprised Amanda. The lovely gardens at Wicklow had been a source of great pride for Aunt Elise.
She reached the kitchen half-expecting to find Gussie at work, but instead found a room that appeared to have been unused for several days. There was cheese in a cupboard and a loaf of nearly stale bread that she decided would have to serve as a meal. She cut thick slices of each and looked about for tea.
She found a tin in the pantry and a kettle hanging on a rod in the fireplace. It would have been wiser, she surmised, to have started a fire first. There was wood cut and stacked beside the fireplace, but the ashes on the stone hearth were cold and it did not appear there had been a fire in some time. Amanda managed to get a blaze started and the kettle going before Elizabeth joined her for their simple breakfast.
She hadn’t time to think further about why Gussie was not about before the driver arrived and had them under way to Williamsburg. Perhaps she could find out in town if the old woman had left Wicklow permanently or was only away for a few days. But for now her thoughts went to Elizabeth, who had begun to perk up after her cup of tea but was having some difficulty tying her bonnet. Amanda caught the ribbons and looped them into a snug bow.
“You slept well at Wicklow,” she said to Elizabeth as the carriage turned onto the road that led to town.
“Sound as a babe.” Elizabeth chuckled. “A peaceful place. I’ll not worry over you now.” Elizabeth took Amanda’s hand and squeezed it gently, her matronly face rested and softened. A tender smile curved her pale lips. “But for that monstrosity in the hall, it’s a lovely house. You’ll be happy there, Amanda. I’m sure of it.”
“Yes, I will,” Amanda responded, but even as she reassured Elizabeth, a doubt sprang into her mind. Had last night’s events truly been a product of fatigue? Or was it true that Jubal Wicklow would not let his house belong to anyone other than himself?
Amanda shed no tears as Elizabeth drove away in the coach that would take her to board a schooner to Philadelphia. There had been enough tears in the months since her mother died. So with a last wave to Elizabeth, she said good-bye to that remnant of her life that had belonged solely to Sarah Fairfax. It was ended and a new, promising stage beginning, even if it was fraught with questions.
Amanda dropped her hand as the coach rumbled away in the dust. With a purposeful tilt of her head, she turned toward a silversmith’s shop on Duke of Gloucester Street to ask directions. Here on the bright streets of Williamsburg the memory of last night’s puzzling dreams once more faded quickly from her mind. She needed to find the man who had sent her a letter informing her of the terms of her inheritance.
Cecil Baldwin, Elise’s lawyer, had written that she must see him immediately upon her arrival in Williamsburg. She learned from the silversmith that Cecil Baldwin was both a solicitor and an agent who dealt in the trade of tobacco and other goods. His office was on the same street and not too far distant to walk.
In a short while she had reached the white clapboard building where Cecil Baldwin’s name was posted on a wooden sign beside the door. The small building was set to one side of a handsome residence, a house with the same grayed shingles and dark shutters as the Baldwin office.
“Amanda Fairfax to see Mr. Baldwin, please,” she said to a short, wiry-haired clerk in the outer office. “He is not expecting me but I do believe he will want to see me,” she added when the portly man hesitated a few moments to gape before acknowledging her presence.
“Yes, Miss Fairfax. He’ll want to see you. To be sure.” The fellow pushed back his chair and rose clumsily. “Please do be seated while I tell Mr. Baldwin you are here.” He smiled and motioned toward an armchair covered in a light green damask.
Amanda contented herself with appreciative looks at the furnishings as she waited what seemed an indescribably long time. The walls were cream-colored, the wainscoting painted a light green. Beside her chair was a round three-footed pedestal table of polished walnut and on it a bowl of fragrant white roses. The scent reminded her of Aunt Elise’s rose-essence perfume.
In the narrow space between the two front windows were three fine prints. Amanda’s eyes were on them when Cecil Baldwin himself appeared from behind the wide door of his office.
“Miss Fairfax, how delightful,” he commented in a soft, pleasant tone.
She liked his voice right away. It was friendly and welcoming and fit his merry eyes and surprisingly youthful face. Cecil Baldwin was a handsome man for his advanced years and despite the extra poundage that rounded his middle. His eyes, gray and circular as an owl’s, continued to twinkle as he came toward her. A snowy white wig capped his head. His skin had a slightly reddish hue and he bore one of the kindest smiles Amanda had ever seen.
Cecil ran his hand absently over the gold watch chain swinging from a pocket of a waistcoat of charcoal velvet that succeeded somewhat in camouflaging his thick middle. His linen shirt was as white as his wig and greatly ruffled at the neck. Cecil was quickly at Amanda’s side, taking her hand and greeting her as if she were his own daughter.
“Welcome to Williamsburg, Miss Fairfax. I’d have met your coach had I known you’d be arriving so soon.” He coughed and cleared his throat, flushing his cheeks to a cherry red as he did. “We did not expect you until mid-September.” He escorted Amanda into his private office as he chattered away. Once inside, he drew a chair up near his desk and held it for her to sit. A moment later Cecil Baldwin had taken his place in the mahogany chair behind the desk.
“It took less time than I thought to settle my business in London. I was able to book an earlier passage but there was no time to advise you of the change.”
Amanda glanced at her surroundings. Apparently Cecil Baldwin was a successful man. His office was even more luxurious than the outer one where she had waited. It was paneled in rich, shiny walnut, with row upon row of leather-bound volumes on the shelves behind his desk. The desk itself was of rubbed mahogany, a most carefully crafted piece of furniture. The chairs, like the one in which she sat, were Chippendale with green brocade seat coverings. The draperies, open to let in the light, were also of brocade in gold and green and had tasseled ties keeping them drawn to one side.
Amanda drew in her breath appraisingly. There was a look of pride and contentment on Cecil Baldwin’s face. He had surrounded himself with beautiful things. The candelabra and even the inkwell were of hammered silver. Behind his desk was a dark oil painting, exquisitely done. Amanda knew if she could see the artist’s name it would be one well known. She smiled inwardly. It seemed a good businessman could be quite successful in the colonies.
Cecil laced his plump fingers together. “I see you appreciate beauty, Miss Fairfax.”
“Everyone does, Mr. Baldwin.” Amanda smiled sweetly. She did like Cecil Baldwin. He had good manners and a friendly disposition. After her meeting with Ryne Sullivan she greatly valued those qualities in a person.
“Perhaps not everyone, Miss Fairfax.” His wide smile was a jolly one. “If I had been alive to know Jubal Wicklow I would have questioned his taste in the finer things of life. He was a wealthy man, but Wicklow House is more a curiosity than a monument to good taste.”
Amanda laughed. “You are not calling Wicklow an eyesore, I trust.”
Cecil smiled warmly, his eyes glistening with gaiety. “I’ll not go as far as that. It is built of excellent material,” he said, rising and glancing at her as if he had been struck by an afterthought. “Can I offer you a glass of sherry, Miss Fairfax?”
“Thank you, no, Mr. Baldwin. It is early in the day for me. And please do call me Amanda. I prefer it.”
Cecil nodded and opened a decanter on his desk. He poured a glass of the sparkling liquid for himself. “You’ll want to see the house again, of course, before you decide what to do.” Cecil paused to sip his sherry. “Meanwhile, you will be a welcome guest in my home. An inn is no proper place for a lady.” He walked toward his desk. “I admit I was surprised when you wrote and said you would be coming to the colonies to see your inheritance.” He rubbed his jaw thoughtfully. “It would have been simple for me to dispose of the estate and transfer the proceeds to you in London.” Pausing again, he finished the glass of sherry in one long swallow, then continued to stroll across the room. Cecil chatted as he went, his back to Amanda all the while. “But I understand that there may be personal mementos of Elise’s you would want to choose and keep.”
A line of disappointment creased Amanda’s brow. So Mr. Baldwin too had formed an opinion without knowing her. He expected she would want money and that the house itself meant nothing to her.
“Mr. Baldwin,” Amanda started to speak.
“I would be honored if you would call me Cecil,” he said, turning and gracing her with a broad smile. “I believe I have a buyer for the place if we don’t delay too long. A better price than might be expected—”
“Mr. Ba . . . Cecil,” Amanda said hurriedly. “You don’t understand. I don’t want to sell Wicklow. I want to live in it. I already am. Since last night. I believe Aunt Elise left a small sum to maintain the house if I should choose to live there.”
Stunned, Cecil stopped beside his desk. “She did. Hardly enough to live as you are accustomed, but I suppose you have money from your mother’s estate as well.” He nodded. “I had the good fortune once to see your mother perform at Drury Lane.”
Amanda’s eyes dropped briefly to her lap. Even in the colonies, Sarah Fairfax was not unknown.
“My mother did not accumulate great wealth, Mr. Baldwin,” Amanda said without emotion. “She preferred to enjoy her rewards as they came to her. I’m afraid there was nothing left once she died.” Boldly she looked up at him, the traces of sadness masked in her eyes. “Wicklow and the sum Aunt Elise left are all that I have.”
She saw the quick veiled surprise in his eyes. “I see,” Cecil Baldwin responded, pursing his lips. “How will you manage?”
“I will manage, Cecil,” Amanda said softly. “The important thing is that I have a home. After years of living in inns or one rented house after another, a home of my own is something I desire very much. I believe Aunt Elise left Wicklow to me because she knew I would love it and care for it just as she did.”
Cecil paced across his office, lines of concentration deepening on his brow.
“Perhaps you’re right,” he said. “Elise was foolish about that house and it appeared neither of her sons had any desire to live there.” Cecil paused to stuff the bowl of a pipe he had taken from a drawer of his desk. “Though I caution you they were both seething when they learned it had been left to you.” He took a moment to light the pipe and draw a few puffs, filling his office with the heavy, pungent odor of tobacco. “A colonial practice I’m fond of,” he said, smiling as he held the pipe from his lips briefly.
“And one that has spread to England as well,” she commented. So Gardner too was displeased that the house had been left to her.
Cecil’s eyes searched Amanda’s face and seemed to see past the brave front reflected there. He puffed heartily on his pipe before he spoke again. One gray brow lifted into a slight curve as he pursed his lips slightly.
“Forgive me, my dear, but I always looked after Elise’s interests, and not just business matters, mind you. We were quite close and I felt a much stronger obligation to her than to other clients. Now I feel I can offer you no less.” He paused as if he must deliberate on what he would say. “Since you are determined to stay at Wicklow, there may be a way that I can help you.”
“Please tell me,” Amanda said earnestly.
Encouraged, he went on. “Would you be agreeable to taking a pair of boarders? I know a young lady and her aunt who are in need of accommodations, and it only just occurred to me that the three of you might find such an arrangement mutually advantageous. They could pay you a small sum for room and board and I am certain would be willing to do their share of work.” He rolled his head sympathetically from side to side. “The poor lass arrived in Richmond recently expecting to live with her relatives, only to find her uncle had died and her aunt in dire straits.”
“I’d like to meet them,” Amanda said. What a stroke of luck that would be! “Please do bring them to Wicklow.”
“Very well,” he responded. “You need not make your decision until you have met them.” He sounded pleased, so Amanda was puzzled by the sudden look of concern in his eyes. “Amanda,” he said hesitantly. “You may count me foolish for telling you of such things, but I feel I must if you are to live in that house. There are reports of strange happenings at Wicklow.” Beside her chair now he took her small hand and squeezed it between both of his. “Some have talked of sights and sounds for which there is no explanation. Inventive talk, most certainly. But I would not forgive my lassitude if you should hear it from other quarters or be frightened by some occurrence.” Cecil raised her hand to his mouth and bent to kiss it. “You will be careful.” His voice was heavy and serious.
Amanda withdrew her hand from his. What unusual eyes he had, round and soft but surprisingly deep with concern. And she appreciated his candor, whether his words were meant to reassure or to warn. But she could not suppress a smile as she thought of the irony of a shrewd, successful agent and solicitor being such a sensitive man.
A moment later her gay laughter challenged his grave expression. Certainly he looked as if he took the stories far more seriously than she did. Even the strange sounds at Wicklow and the perplexing dream of last night would not make her believe in ghosts. “I’ve heard the tales, Cecil. If Gussie will stay on and if I agree to take the boarders, I’ll not be alone and I am not easily frightened.”
Two dimples appeared in his round cheeks before he joined her laughter. “You’d be hard put to get rid of Gussie. Gardner had the devil of a time getting her to tend his kitchen while his own cook is ill.”
Amanda stiffened momentarily. “Then Gussie isn’t at Wicklow now?”
“No, not for the last few days. She’s been at Gardner’s house here in town. But I’ll send word to him that you’ve arrived. She’ll be glad to get back to Wicklow and to meet her new mistress.”
Now she had caught a touch of alarm, but she wouldn’t let him see it. She had thought that Gussie’s being in the house would somehow account reasonably for all the odd things that had happened or seemed to have happened. But the housekeeper hadn’t been there at all.
Amanda rose from the chair. “I thank you, Cecil,” she said with a deliberate bright smile. “You’ve been kind to see me when I wasn’t expected, but I am sure I’ve kept you from your business long enough. I bid you good day and shall look forward to seeing you again soon.”
Cecil frowned. “To my regret, I do have an appointment shortly, Amanda. But in a few days I’ll have all the papers ready concerning the estate.” His round head nodded woodenly. “I have my carriage. I’ll arrange for my driver to take you back to Wicklow.”
“That is kind, but no,” she responded. “I’ve some shopping to do and I’ve arranged for a carriage.”
The lines gone from his face, the merriment back in his eyes, Cecil Baldwin linked her arm through his and escorted her to the front office. Amanda’s eyes met his once more as she said another good-bye. It would be good to have an ally in Williamsburg. She knew instinctively she could count on Cecil Baldwin to befriend her. How welcome that friendship would be.
Cecil’s eyes twinkled at her. “You have brought an unexpected pleasure to my morning,” he said. “Now, remember, I expect you to notify me immediately if you need my assistance in any way. Meanwhile, I will hasten to complete the documents concerning the estate. Elise had the contents of the house cataloged before she left. I believe Gardner has a copy, besides myself.” Cecil covered his mouth and coughed. “Though I warn you, besides the furnishings, which you’ll most likely want to keep, there are only a few things of much value. I can help you dispose of those should you wish to.”
Amanda nodded. How kind he was. She would need to sell some things from the house. She had so little money left.
“I’ll expect you soon,” she said thoughtfully. “Meanwhile, I’ll be very busy getting Wicklow in order. It all seems to be under dustcovers.”
Amanda hurried away, happily contented to have made one friend in Williamsburg already. It gave her a light-hearted feeling as she strolled past the taverns and visited shops, frugally selecting the few necessities she required. She bought a loaf of bread, since she didn’t know when Gussie would return. Her own culinary skills ran afoul if she went past making tea. Perhaps Gussie would teach her to cook once she was back at Wicklow.
Amanda’s final purchases were made at a mercantile store not far from Cecil’s office. She found she enjoyed introducing herself as the new owner of Wicklow and seeing the interest that knowledge stirred. She knew the friendly shopkeepers would soon spread the word of her arrival.
Once upon the street again, Amanda lifted her face to the sun and thought eagerly of the day when she would be accepted as one of the gentlefolk of Williamsburg. She liked being in the colonies. She liked the newness of this town, so fresh and free compared with the crowded streets and tired, dingy buildings of London.
Suddenly and curiously, Amanda’s face changed. The smile vanished from her lips. What had made her think of London? Not the white picket fence nor the tall shading oaks in the distance. Possibly it was the passing of a carriage ahead. The spinning wheels had brought a dark thought fluttering through her mind to mar her happiness. Her mother and Aunt Elise had been thrown from a carriage such as that.
Amanda turned down another street to rid herself of the sight. She had grieved for her mother and for Aunt Elise. That part of her life was over, though she would have loyally served as her mother’s manager for as long as her stage career lasted. But the choice had been taken from her and she must not dwell on the loss. Her mother would understand the longing to establish her own life here near Williamsburg and the need to be accepted simply as Amanda Fairfax.
Wandering aimlessly through the narrowing streets, Amanda took little notice of which way she turned or what street she took. She had walked for some time with her mind rather blank and unsettled when something in a shop window caught her eye. She stopped for a closer look. Her wandering had brought her to a part of the city less prosperous than where she had started her journey. Here, nearer the outskirts of town, the shops had a meaner look and the people presented a less fashionable picture. Yet for all the disarray, among the items in this dusty shop window were some that must be quite valuable.
Through the smudged glass she could see an ornately carved ivory, ebony, and gold chess set. It was a replica of the one Aunt Elise had used to teach her the game eleven years ago. The turbaned kings, the veiled queens, and the knights on tiny steeds with flaring nostrils stood at odds on the open board. Could there be two like that unusual set? Hadn’t that same ivory king been her champion when she had won? Aunt Elise must have arranged those wins to strengthen a little girl’s confidence. Yes, it must be the same set. She remembered vaguely Aunt Elise telling her Jubal Wicklow had the figures and board made in some Eastern country where his ship sat in port. He had made young Elise a gift of the set on her eighth birthday.
Was it possible Aunt Elise would have parted with the gift her father had given her? It seemed unlikely. But she would like to see it closer; the grimy window blurred the view somewhat. Amanda tried the door of the shop but found it bolted shut. Perhaps they had closed for the lunch hour. Well, no matter. She’d come back later and inquire. Pulling a handkerchief from her pocket, she stooped to rub clean a spot on the dirty glass. Inside she could see a varied assortment of items: jewelry, furniture, some silver pieces badly tarnished, odds and ends of china, and other whatnots. Some were certainly of value; others obviously had seen their best days.
It dawned on her slowly that the shop was one where people pawned items for currency. Surely Aunt Elise would not have pawned the chess set? She had money to spare and had settled handsome amounts on her sons before she left the colonies. Amanda straightened up, aware from the reflection in the glass that passersby were giving her peculiar stares. She might be making too much of a childhood memory. It had been eleven years since she had even seen the chess set. Most likely she would find the one she remembered packed away in a cupboard at Wicklow.
The sun stood high in the sky as Amanda hurried toward the livery. The day had become hot and hazy and but for a light breeze would have been truly uncomfortable. She hadn’t meant to walk so far. Now she was late and she hoped, as her feet flew over the pavement in the fastest ladylike walk she could manage, that the driver she had hired would wait.
***
Amanda felt a change once the carriage pulled onto the drive at Wicklow. The air was cool and damp despite the blaze of the sun. The grounds still smelled of fresh, wet earth and crushed green leaves the hail had torn from the trees. It was as if the storm clouds from last night had returned to cast some dark spell over the house. Even the tiny brown rabbit that scurried through the brush seemed to be running away from Wicklow.
As the carriage wheels plowed through the muck and mud of the lane, her high spirits tumbled by degrees, like a ball rolling slowly down a set of stairs. Ryne Sullivan’s face and taunting eyes appeared in her mind. Her thoughts roamed back to the nightmare and the strange whispers that had broken her sleep last night.
What had happened to the smiling sunshine of morning? Now Wicklow looked as somber as it had in the aftermath of the storm. The long shadows of afternoon blackened the ground and the air had a chill to it. Maybe it was the nearness of the river that made it cooler here. From the crest of the hill she could see silvery water winding its way below the house.
Rubbing her temples, Amanda closed her eyes momentarily. She opened them to see flashes of red where the high windows of the monstrous house caught a few of the sun’s rays and threw them defiantly back. Amanda blinked and turned her face from the angry glare to survey the land of Wicklow.
The house had been the main building on the large Wicklow estate, which included almost two thousand acres surrounding the mansion. That land now belonged to Gardner and Ryne. Amanda had inherited only the house and the few acres immediately around it. Quite enough, though, to make her happy, and certainly all that she alone could care for.
She shook her head sadly. The overgrown grounds were as much in need of attention as the interior of the house. Vines tangled over the shrubs and thick weeds choked the once carefully cultivated garden, smothering its beauty in a profusion of wild growth. The long hedges, once a marvel of landscape artistry, had been allowed to grow untrimmed. It looked as if not a thing had been tended since she had been named the new owner.
The house itself was sound. Cecil Baldwin had been right when he said it was made of excellent material. The dark slate roof—no wood shingles like those on the houses in town—brick walls, and wide stone steps would last another century. Somehow that thought of permanence lifted her spirits again, and by the time the carriage reached the house she was once more eager to get inside.
The driver halted his horses and climbed down to assist Amanda in alighting from the carriage. She paid the man and thanked him, watching contemplatively as he drove away. From the branches of a great oak a bird warbled the sweet, clear song of summer. Amanda lifted her eyes to the treetops and smiled, feeling the last of her apprehension fly away. She would not let an embarrassing meeting with Ryne Sullivan, nor a nightmare sprung from fatigue, dim her happiness at owning Wicklow.
Adding her own happy tune to that of the bird, Amanda whirled lightly and started up the steps. Above, a movement in a window caught her eye. She thought first that Ryne might have come back to the house. But a second glance assured her the silhouette belonged to a woman moving about in Aunt Elise’s bedroom.
Angered, Amanda flew up the steps, spurred on by the indignity of Ryne Sullivan’s having brought another of his doxies to her house. Finding the door unlocked, another affront to her ownership, she rushed inside, skirts flying out behind her, and raced to the stairs. The very thought of him made her choke.
“Who’s there?” came a cry from a plump old dragon of a woman standing in the parlor door.
Bewildered, Amanda turned from the stairs and hurried toward the woman. She could not believe anyone could have come down the stairs and reached the parlor before she herself opened the front door. It seemed doubly unlikely that this woman, old and weighty, could have moved with such speed.
“Who are you?” Amanda asked angrily, withstanding a scorching look from a pair of dark eyes. “What are you doing in my house?”
The woman had a long, sharp nose that was out of sorts on a plump face, and wiry white hair knotted on the top of her head.
“If you’re looking for Miss Fairfax, she’s not here,” she said loudly, waddling toward Amanda. “Don’t know when she’ll be back. Don’t know nothing about her except she’s got this house what ought to belong to Mr. Gardner or Mr. Ryne.”
“I am Miss Fairfax,” Amanda said hotly. “Who’s upstairs?” She waited impatiently for an answer, but the old woman either didn’t hear or ignored her words. She simply frowned and shook her grizzled head from side to side.
“Some English girl, they say. Don’t know what got into Miss Elise, giving the house up to some stranger.” She stopped and laughed. “She won’t stay long, though. Old Jubal’ll see to that. Won’t have a stranger owning Wicklow. No he won’t.”
Amanda’s chin went up stubbornly. “Stop your prattling and tell me who is upstairs.”
“What’s that, miss?” The old woman cupped a hand to her ear. “I said Miss Fairfax isn’t here.”
The woman was intolerable. “Oh, forget you!” Amanda shouted, and spun around. She’d find out for herself who was in Aunt Elise’s bedroom. Out of breath, she arrived at the top of the stairs and dashed down the hall to the corner room where she had seen the woman in the window. “Hello, who’s there?” she asked, thrusting the door open and searching the dim rose bedroom with her eyes.
She saw no one. The room was as she had left it. The bed unmade, the dustcovers in a heap in one corner. The chair she had pulled close to the bed sat as she remembered. Had anyone been in the room other than she and Elizabeth, there was nothing to show it. And yet she couldn’t rid herself of the conviction that she had seen someone.
Almost in a panic, she shut the door and hurried through the other rooms, searching them all. There was no evidence of anyone else in the house. Not Ryne. Not another woman. At last she was left with the uncomfortable suspicion that once again her imagination had tricked her. But there was still the matter of the old woman downstairs.
Undoubtedly she was Gussie, and nearly deaf to boot. And certainly she was not receptive to Amanda’s being at Wicklow. She resented it most emphatically.
Deep in thought and wondering how she would ever be able to get along with Gussie, Amanda came slowly down the stairs. Gussie wouldn’t be capable of much work, either. She could probably handle cooking duties, but considering her age and inability to move quickly, she wouldn’t be of much help in maintaining the house. At least that explained the layer of dust. It would take someone of Gussie’s age a year simply to sweep the floors at Wicklow. Still, she’d have to keep her on. Aunt Elise had stipulated that Gussie stay at Wicklow as long as she wished.
Amanda had reached the midpoint of the stairs when she saw that a man had joined Gussie in the great hall below. He was tall and quite nicely turned-out, she judged by the breadth of his shoulders and the trimness of his waist. The snug breeches he wore were fawn-colored and his coat, expertly cut of the darkest brown velvet, was trimmed with gold braid and buttons.
He removed the cocked hat he wore, uncovering a headful of coppery hair that, though it was cut fairly short, curled delightfully. So Gardner had come, she thought, seeing his tanned face and recognizing the handsome profile of his features.
He had his face close to Gussie’s and she was saying something to him. Whatever it was seemed to have angered him. He scowled and swore and looked quickly toward the stairs, spotting her there. She thought his scowl deepened for a moment, as if he were having difficulty restraining some fierce emotion. But then he smiled and the dark look vanished.
“Amanda,” he said eagerly. Gardner shoved the hat and his cane into Gussie’s unwilling hands. Like a springing cat, he bounded up the steps until he reached the point where Amanda stood spellbound. Gardner O’Reilly’s clear blue eyes had lit up with an excitement that must be genuine. He didn’t give Amanda a chance to speak before he wrapped her in a welcoming hug. “How good to see you again,” he said in a voice as smooth and soothing as velvet.
She met his warm smile with one of her own. “Gardner, how nice to see you too.” Catching a note of his excitement in her own voice, Amanda threw her arms around him as well.
He pushed back slowly to arm’s length, his hands still resting affectionately on her shoulders. “I suppose it would be trite of me to say how beautifully you’ve grown up.” He laughed. “But I must. It’s true.”
She felt a pleasantly warm glow flowing through her. The smooth tone of his voice made her feel as if she were wrapped in something soft and plush.
“Gardner, you’re delightful.” Amanda smiled as he took both her small hands in his and raised them to his lips, kissing each one in turn.
A moment later, he wrapped one arm around Amanda’s shoulders, and walking step in step, led her down the stairs. As they neared the bottom, he nodded toward Gussie, his eyes openly amused.
He laughed lightly. “You’ve met Gussie, I gather. She said some young woman had run up the stairs like a wild thing.”
Amanda stopped abruptly, remembering why she had rushed to the bedroom.
“Gardner,” she asked, her eyes questioning his, “did anyone else come with you?”
His brows raised quickly. “No. Only Gussie.”
Amanda frowned. Could she have been so wrong? “I was certain I saw a woman upstairs as I came up the steps. Would anyone else have come to the house? Or have a key?”
He had clear, sober blue eyes that were assessing her as he spoke. “I have a key . . . so do Ryne and Gussie . . . and of course Cecil Baldwin. No one else.”
“You weren’t upstairs earlier?”
“No, I was in the stable talking to old Jed Long—Groom we call him. You remember him, don’t you? He was here when you came before.”
Whatever was the matter with her, seeing things, hearing things? Perhaps she was far more tired than she had realized. She sighed gently.
“So Groom has stayed. Are there still horses?” she asked softly.
“A few,” Gardner responded. “And a respectable carriage.” Noting her surprise, he added, “Groom wanted to stay. I don’t think even Cecil knows he’s still here. You won’t mind, will you?”
Amanda exhaled her breath slowly. Had she known about Groom, she could have saved the money she’d spent hiring a carriage and driver.
“No. Of course not,” she answered, wondering how she would manage to keep two servants.
“Mother provided for them both,” he said, as if reading her thoughts. “They could leave if they wished. It is their choice to stay at Wicklow. You’ll not need to worry about wages.” Cecil must have told him of her circumstances.
“Does Groom have a key to the house?”
“No. In fact, he doesn’t. His domain is the stable and he prefers it that way. I expect what you saw was just the sun hitting the glass and making a shadow.” Gardner smiled and dropped his arm from her shoulder. “There was no one about when we came.”
“You’re probably right,” Amanda said, chasing those puzzling thoughts from her mind. Her expression had grown still. She glanced at Gussie, then whispered to Gardner, “I don’t think Gussie approves of my having the house.”
“Gussie?” Gardner chuckled. “Don’t take her too seriously. I don’t believe she has any idea what she’s saying half the time. Anyway, once she gets used to you, she’ll be devoted.”
But will I get used to her? Amanda thought, tightening her lips fractionally. Perhaps Groom would be happier about the new mistress of Wicklow. If not, she would feel like a thorn among the flowers in her own house.
“Well, you found her, did you?” Gussie chortled from her spot at the parlor door. “An ill-mannered young woman, Mr. Gardner,” she said, shaking her head. “Just send her right on her way. We don’t—”
“Gussie,” Gardner shouted. “This is Miss Fairfax.”
Gussie’s chin raised quickly. “Is it, now?” She really had very observant eyes and Amanda wondered if she hadn’t known all along. The woman made a clucking sound. There was a slight softening of the hardness in her eyes. “Well, you might have said so and not just come rushing in that way.”
Gardner grinned and tapped Gussie’s arm to get her attention. “Bring us some tea in here, Gussie.”
Unceremoniously she dropped Gardner’s hat and cane on a table in the hall and waddled away.
“I suppose I’ll have to learn to shout louder,” Amanda said, smiling. Old Gussie was far more harmless than she led one to believe. Amanda turned her eyes from Gardner for a moment; they had grown warm and watery. “Poor Gussie,” she added. “It must be rather awful for her, never hearing but part of what’s said to her.”
“She manages.” Gardner sat beside Amanda on the green velvet settee. “You’ll find Gussie a good cook but not much help at anything else. She’s gotten too old and slow for heavy work.”
“It won’t matter. Once the house is in good order, I believe I can manage well enough on my own.” She was about to tell him of the two women Cecil Baldwin had mentioned but suddenly his face clouded and he spoke up.
“Then you do plan to stay, not just get the house ready to sell?”
“Yes,” Amanda said. “I plan to live at Wicklow. Forever.”
Gardner looked away for a moment, his face serious, his eyes distant. But when he turned back, his lips bore a smile.
“I think it’s splendid,” he said warmly, taking Amanda’s hand. “No one could add more grace to Wicklow than you.”
“Then you really don’t mind that Aunt Elise left the house to me rather than to you and Ryne?”
“I don’t mind, not now. Oh. I admit I was disturbed to begin with. But since then I’ve thought about it and it seems right you should have it.” He took her hand and laced his fingers through hers. She liked the comforting feel of his touch and sharing the strength of his hand. “I never wanted the place. Neither Ryne nor I have actually lived here for years,” he went on. “Mother had a house in Williamsburg which is mine now. It’s much nearer my business.”
“And Ryne?” Amanda asked.
“He has the lodge his father built down the river a few miles. And there is the cottage with it, if he’s managed to hold on to them. How he feels about your having Wicklow, I can’t say. You’ll have to ask him yourself.” His mouth pulled into a frown. “And, Amanda, don’t be surprised if he shows up here unexpectedly. His place isn’t far away and he’s accustomed to dropping by the house at times.”
Amanda’s lower lip dropped a bit.
“I know,” she said haltingly.
“Has he been here already?”
She smiled blandly. “Yes, last night. Shortly after we arrived. He had a . . .”
“A woman with him?”
“Yes.”
“He usually does. And seldom the same one.” Gardner paused to draw a deep breath. “I trust the situation wasn’t too awkward for you. Ryne seldom lets a sense of propriety deter his baser diversions.”
She colored lightly. “He left right away and didn’t return.”
“I see.” He looked at her intently. “By the way, I brought your trunk inside. If you’ll tell me which room is yours, I’ll take it upstairs.”
Relieved at a change of subject, she answered quickly, “I haven’t decided. But I suppose I’ll move into Aunt Elise’s old room until I do.” Amanda tilted her head to one side. “Gardner, do you remember the chess set your mother had? The ivory-and-ebony one?”
“The one Grandfather Jubal gave her? I remember.”
“Is it still here? I haven’t seen it.”
“She wouldn’t have parted with it. You’ll find it packed away somewhere.” He laughed and shrugged his shoulders. “Mother moved things from place to place in the house. She was like a pack rat with her little treasure troves.”
Gussie clattered in at that moment carrying the tea tray and a plate of especially appetizing cakes. She set the tray on the walnut tea table without looking up, and then puttered away.
Halfway across the room, Gussie stopped and asked in her loud voice, “Anything else you’ll be needin’? I’ve got my dinner to see to.”
“Don’t bother with it, Gussie,” Gardner said just as loudly. “Amanda will be dining with me in town.” His voice dropped to a near-whisper. “You will, won’t you?”
“I’d love to,” Amanda replied softly.
The little wrinkles in Gussie’s plump old face deepened as she smiled thoughtfully at Gardner. Amanda noted an odd gleam in her eyes before she turned and waddled away.
***
The colors of the rainbow sparkled from a crystal bowl filled with roses. Gardner poured another glass of Madeira for Amanda. She lifted the stemmed goblet to her lips and sipped from her third glass of the sweet amber liquid. The Raleigh Tavern boasted the finest dining room in Williamsburg, but another long drive back to the city had been tiring. The trip took more than an hour with a fast team of horses. It seemed lately she had spent most of her time on the seats of some sort of traveling conveyance.
Gardner watched Amanda’s lovely, gentle face for a moment after she had returned her glass to the table. The candlelight had lent her skin a soft, silken glow as pink and smooth as that of the rose petals between them. The golden fire of the candle flames shone like starlight in her eyes.
He caught his gaze roving down the silken column of her throat to where the deep neckline of her pale green gown dipped provocatively low. Her breathing had grown slow and deep as she finished the last of her wine. Her dusky lashes hovered a bit too low and too long as she folded a linen napkin and dropped it beside her plate.
“You’re very tired,” Gardner said huskily, bringing his gaze up quickly to a more gentlemanly height.
“Yes, I am,” Amanda answered softly, feeling a tiny glow of warmth budding inside as the full effect of the wine reached her blood. “And I’m afraid I’ll be tottering without your arm to guide me to the carriage.”
“Yours to serve, dear lady,” he said, helping Amanda to her feet and bringing his lips very near her ear.
She could feel his warm breath stirring the wispy little curls she had carefully trained in place.
With an easy smile on his face, Gardner linked his arm through hers and gave all the assistance she needed to glide across the dining-room floor and down the street to where his carriage waited. Once under way, the wheels floated as if on clouds. Amanda quickly succumbed to the smooth motion. Such a reassuring comfortable feeling, and with it a pleasant masculine scent and that of tobacco. Such a wonderful contentment. She was stunned when Gardner’s deep voice broke the spell.
“We’re at Wicklow, Amanda.”
Murmuring softly, she stirred from within a misty veil of sleep. The night air was cool and fragrant against her face. Lifting up, she felt a warm weight on her shoulders and realized that Gardner’s arm was draped around her. Amanda gasped softly and her lids sprang open fully as she found her own arm wrapped about Gardner’s chest and her head snuggled firmly against his shoulder.
“Oh!” she exclaimed rather foolishly, and sat up hurriedly, smoothing the stray curls from her forehead. She could feel Gardner’s eyes marking her awkward confusion. At Wicklow? But hadn’t they just left the tavern? She threw back her head and inhaled deeply of the fresh country air. From the brush-covered banks of the river a whippoorwill warbled its mating call. Above the treetops a few wisps of dark clouds made a net for the stars in a midnight sky. “You shouldn’t have let me fall asleep, Gardner.” Amanda hoped that in the darkness he wouldn’t see the deep flush of her cheeks.
Taking hold of her hands, he laughed lightly. “I have found it most pleasurable to serve as your pillow.”
The carriage stopped with a jerk. Amanda allowed Gardner to lift her down, feeling even more unsteady on her feet than when they had left the tavern. It was the combination of fatigue and wine, she decided, coupled with a great lack of sleep. She stumbled once climbing the steps, and Gardner, laughing, swept a protesting Amanda into his arms and carried her up the remaining ones. Flamboyantly, he swung open the wide front door and, laughing more loudly at his squirming burden, carried her to the foot of the stairs.
“Shall I take you up, dear lady?”
“No,” Amanda said, blushing until she was sure she was as scarlet as the wall panels in the hall. “Leave me a little pride,” she continued, her voice soft but insistent. She laughed. “You’ve seen too much of wine’s effect on me.”
“As you wish.” Gardner smiled, bowing low, then rising to take her hands.
“It was wonderful, Gardner,” she whispered. “Thank you.”
“I thank you,” he said lightly, locking his fingers behind her neck and bending low to kiss her. “Good night, dear lady,” he whispered, lifting the soft touch of his lips from her cheek.
Amanda stood on the bottom stair in the shadow of the Turkish King, her hand resting on the curved rail of the staircase, feeling warm and safe and anxious to carry the glow Gardner had given her into her dreams. When he had left and locked the door behind him, she spun lightly about and started up to her room.
She had climbed cautiously all the way to the top of the stairs when she saw Ryne. She almost stumbled back and fell, but he caught hold of her arm and prevented it. He pulled her so close to him that she could feel the hard contours of his body. Her skin prickled all over at his touch and she inhaled quickly and sharply.
“You are drunk with something, dear cousin,” he said. “Is it wine or something more sweet?” He was dressed entirely in black, his silk shirt open and hanging free of his breeches, his black hair falling unkempt in his face.
“I am not,” she said. Though he was right, of course. She was quite giddy and it had taken great concentration for her to climb the stairs. Just for a moment she relaxed against him, enjoying the feel of warm skin against her cheek, inhaling the faint scent of sandalwood. He seemed to radiate a smoldering heat that was slowly invading her body. But as she felt a change in him as well, she looked up, wondering why she was so conscious of his eyes and the dark sharp brows that rose slowly.
There was something very compelling about Ryne, something that excited her like lightning in a storm. But she did not like it that he had started the strange current racing through her body or that his eyes bore down on her with the cold, hard look of blue ice.
She realized with a start that she had hardly been aware she was playing a dangerous game. Amanda wrenched her arm free and hurried down the stairs with much more certainty than she had climbed them. At the bottom again she shuddered, feeling a dizzy ache in her head and a flush of heat that would not leave her skin. She turned immediately to look up at Ryne. The smile on his face could only have belonged to Satan.
“Wax and wane, look in vain.”
The batlike shadow of Ezra in flight floated through the candlelight in the great hall. The bird had his secret habitats throughout the house and appeared or disappeared with a whim. He circled overhead once and then perched on the base of the Turkish King, spreading his wings to display the showy iridescent color underneath. Hopping restlessly about, he twisted his head in a peculiar motion that made it appear as if it would snap from his squat neck. How long had he remembered those strange lines he quoted?
Restless now herself, Amanda hesitated a moment beside the figure of the Turkish King. Even that dour face carved of wood bore a kinder disposition than Ryne’s had at last glimpse. Why had he come back? And why had he allowed her to make a complete fool of herself . . . again? Surely after last night’s encounter he hadn’t thought he’d be welcome. And what was worse was that he had made a ruin of her evening with Gardner. How was it possible for brothers to be as different as Gardner and Ryne? Of course, they were only half-brothers, but one would think they would share a commonality of good manners.
He’d have to leave. He bothered her, gave her a queer niggling feeling deep inside. There was no question of his staying in the house, and yet she dreaded the ordeal of asking him to go. It seemed, in all conscience, like turning someone out of his own home.
With a hand pressed to her aching temple, she moved haltingly down the long brick passageway that connected the kitchen to the house. The rows of windows were open and the cooling night breeze drifted freely through, carrying a scent of rosemary and sage. But for the passageway, the kitchen was a separate house set to the side of the main building. Across the way was a laundry, and near that a smokehouse. The space between was used for growing flowers and both the vegetables and herbs used in the kitchen. Had she not felt so miserable, Amanda could have enjoyed the serenity of the evening.
As it was, she moaned lightly as she pushed open the door of the kitchen and peered within. Her mind had become a muddle of confused thoughts, but not one among them strong enough to lead her to some purpose. She wanted tea, hot and strong, to temper the wine that had her head drumming like a child’s toy.
A lamp burned on a kitchen shelf, sending a sphere of faint light over the room. Amanda blinked. After the soothing darkness in the passageway her eyes objected to even those few pale rays. She was not fond of wine or strong drink of any sort. Somehow with Gardner she had gotten caught up in a festive mood, and when he had ordered a good bottle of Madeira, it had seemed fitting to toast her arrival in Williamsburg. One toast had led to several, and soon she had consumed far more than was wise. If her present condition were an indication, she would pay for it dearly.
Seeing Ryne in the house had only added to the throbbing in her head. She couldn’t possibly confront him without first trying to undo the wine’s hold on her. She hoped fervently he had not brought still another woman to the house. Her blood flushed, running hot just beneath her skin as she remembered the tryst she had interrupted last night. There were limits to what she could endure even for Aunt Elise’s son.
A kettle hung warming above the hot coals banked in the large stone fireplace that ran down one side of the kitchen. A blue china teapot sat waiting on the table nearby, ready for the morning’s preparations. Amanda breathed deeply. The room smelled of fresh baked bread and spices. Gussie had been at work while she was gone, and the wonderful aromas advertised the plump woman’s expertise in the kitchen.
Amanda started for the pantry, which opened off the back side of the kitchen. Gussie must have forgotten to shut it, because the door, which opened inward, stood ajar a little, held open by a wedge of wood beneath it. The tea, Amanda recalled, was inside in a tin with a green leaf pattern.
Moving slowly into that darker part of the kitchen, she pushed the door open wider and stepped inside. The pantry was a narrow shelf-lined space filled with jars and barrels of foodstuffs and supplies. It was a good fourteen feet deep, nearly as long as the kitchen itself, and immensely dark except near the door. She looked where she’d left the container after making tea for Elizabeth and herself earlier. Had that been today? Or years ago?
She sighed. The tin she sought had been moved. Thinking Gussie must have set it elsewhere, she ran her hand down the wooden shelves, feeling for the container. At last her fingers touched it on the shelf above her head, and she rose to her tiptoes, straining as she reached for it. Amanda caught hold of the round tea tin and brought it down, but, still unsteady on her feet, lost her balance and went staggering against the shelves. The tea tin clattered to the floor and rolled out into the kitchen. Before Amanda could move, the tin knocked the wooden wedge from beneath the pantry door and the wooden portal swung shut.
“Ohh,” she moaned in despair, groping blindly for the door. Whatever had possessed her to drink so much? Tomorrow she would severely regret her overindulgence. She sighed deeply, feeling a wild beating in her temple. She regretted it already, as the dark enclosure of the pantry seemed to be spinning like a boat in a whirlpool. She moaned and her hands went up to massage her aching head.
“Damnation,” she muttered, imitating some voice she had heard on the stage long ago. Normally she would avoid like poison any theatrical expression in her voice, but something about the absurdity of this night—Gardner’s cheeriness, Ryne’s scowling face, Ezra’s shrill voice reciting rhymes, being shut up in the pantry—made it seem she was acting out a part in a ridiculous play.
Half-laughing, half-sniffling, Amanda reached out to push the door open, hearing, as she did, a sudden scuffle behind her. She stiffened as the darkness became oppressively frightening. Amanda thought immediately of rats. Those evil-looking creatures had terrified her since a time in childhood when she had been trapped in another dark storeroom with one.
It was a day when she had wandered through the theater alone while her mother rehearsed. She had found a box of costumes that attracted her childish curiosity, not noticing as she looked through them that the door had swung to and locked behind her. She remembered with revulsion the gray rat, with its ragged fur, and sharp little yellow teeth, crawling out of a corner. A well of hysteria had come over her and she had screamed and screamed until someone heard and got her out.
The memory made her horror as fresh as if she were still a terrified child of nine. Her breathing became erratic. A cold trickle of perspiration dampened her brow. She had to get out. With a groan of desperation, she hurled her weight against the door, giving it a violent shove. It held fast. Amanda pitched her weight against the door again, in vain. The latch had evidently fallen in place when the door shut, and she had, as she feared, succeeded in locking herself in a place as dark and frightening as a cave.
Another scuffle sounded, louder and closer. Amanda cried out and pushed with all her might against the door a third time. It creaked with the punishment of her blow but the latch gave not one whit. From deep in the pantry she heard a heavy breath, as if the darkness itself had taken life and meant to crush her in its suffocating layers. She gave a horrified gasp, feeling the press of something brushing against her and the heat of a living thing terribly near and threatening.
She made a rasping little cry that was lost in a din of fear as she felt hands, large and strong, grip her trembling shoulders and thrust her gently aside.
“Let me, dear lady,” came a mocking and familiar voice.
Amanda spun about quickly, upsetting jars and bottles, which toppled and fell. Her breath caught like cotton wool in her throat as the hard edge of a shelf cut sharply into her back. She heard a crash, the sound of the wooden drop latch splintering, as the door flew open.
Amanda gulped and blinked her eyes at the sudden onslaught of light. She stumbled hurriedly out into the kitchen.
“Ryne!” she shouted. “You bloody boor! How dare you frighten me that way!”
Ryne shrugged his shoulders and laughed. “You’re hardly the one to complain. I don’t relish being locked in a pantry with a woman too sodden with wine to know what she’s doing.” The corners of his mouth turned down slightly as he mocked her. His dark brows furrowed and he gave her a cold, leering look. “Or perhaps I was too quick to break the door open.”
Mumbling to herself, Amanda picked up the green tea tin from where it had rolled on the floor, and though she was fuming, kept a carefully maintained calm to her countenance. She followed Ryne across the kitchen, glad he had taken the lead and could not observe her tipsy steps. When he turned about to face her, she stopped and braced her unsteady legs against the sturdy wooden table. His expression was guarded and there was a moment of tense silence as Ryne took the tin from her hands, opened it, and measured out a portion of tea.
Amanda opened and closed her hands slowly, determined she would not let him awe her.
“What were you doing in there?” she asked stiffly. “I’d have thought you’d outgrown childish pranks.”
He turned toward the fireplace, where the kettle was just beginning to steam. “I was there for the same purpose as you, I suppose, looking to make a cup of tea. And the prank, sweet Amanda, was yours. You shut us in.”
“So I did,” she conceded. “But you could have called out, let me know you were there.” Amanda’s vision was still deceptively fuzzy, but it did seem he was laughing at her behind his somber face.
“And missed the entertainment of your tittering and tottering about the shelves like a drunken pollywog?” Ryne took the kettle from its hook and brought it to the table. Amanda’s eyes followed a wisp of steam that rose from the spout and swirled up like a vaporous snake between them.
“I am not drunk,” she protested, gripping the table edge to steady herself. “I am tired.” But even to her own ears her voice was thick and the words seemed to stick on her tongue. She saw his brows draw tolerantly together as she tried to turn the conversation in another direction. “How did you get downstairs?”
“Dear Amanda, you do remember the back stairs?”
“Of course I do.” She frowned at those bewitching blue eyes that were regarding her with a sobriety that was unbearable. She spoke up again quickly. “Why are you here, Ryne?” His leg bumped against the ruffled skirt of her gown as he approached the table, making her starkly aware of his nearness. Amanda stepped aside clumsily and dropped into a kitchen chair that looked invitingly stable.
“Dear little cousin,” Ryne chided as he poured boiling water from the kettle into the teapot and covered it with a heavy cloth. “You don’t mind my calling you cousin, do you?”
“No.” How she wished her head would stop its spinning and that Ryne’s words wouldn’t buzz around her ears like insects.
“You see, Amanda,” he began as he dragged a second chair to the table and sat across from her while they waited for the tea to steep.
“Yes,” she responded softly. His eyes had grown a dark, treacherous blue and gave her the sensation of looking into a bottomless well. She rubbed a hand absently across her neck. She could feel herself being compelled to lean farther and farther over the edge, as if at any moment she might slip and plunge into the fathomless depths.
“We had a fire at the lodge last month. It destroyed the roof and weakened the timbers in the walls. The place isn’t safe until they’ve been replaced,” he went on. “I’ve been staying here till the rebuilding is complete. I hoped you wouldn’t mind.”
Why did Ryne make her feel she was on the fringe of danger. Was it because she knew he hated her having Wicklow? Very well. She could be as difficult as he.
“You found shelter last night, I trust.”
“I did. But not in a place I’ll likely be welcome again,” he retorted.
“There are inns.”
“There are inns for those with a fat purse, which I have not.”
“The cottage?”
“The cottage I have lent to my overseer and his family. He’s got five young ones and a sick wife. I couldn’t think of putting them out when Wicklow was standing empty and with you not expected until September.”
Amanda felt a tiny tremor in her veins. So Ryne had a soft spot for the unfortunate. She’d never have thought it.
“Perhaps you would be welcome at Gardner’s house?”
“Ha!” He pounded a fist to his palm. “Cain and Abel were closer. I’m afraid, dear Cousin Amanda, I must humble myself before you.” He smiled a tender touching smile, and though she knew it was only an ornament he had cleverly hung on his face, she felt herself yielding to his charm. Sensing his advantage, he spoke again. “If you do not allow me to stay at Wicklow, I will have to take up residence in some barn.”
“But Aunt Elise left you quite a large sum of money and a great deal of land.”
“That she did, but not being the thrifty businessman my brother is, I find my pockets currently empty.” He slid his hands into the pockets of breeches that could scarcely have hidden a single coin, so tightly did they fit about his loins. “Temporarily, to be sure.” A diabolical grin spread across his face. He withdrew his hands and turned the palms up to show their emptiness. “I have investments that are sure to show me a rich return soon.” Ryne stood and began to move about the room with ease and comfort, making it clear to Amanda he had spent many pleasant hours of his boyhood in the cozy warmth of the kitchen. As he talked, he readied two teacups for pouring and removed the cover from the teapot. “But, alas, until then I am a homeless wastrel in need of shelter.” He smiled, with a ready charm she felt certain was affected. “What do you say? Is it Wicklow or am I to be turned out to the stable?”
Eyeing him in amazement, Amanda lifted the blue Wedgwood teapot and poured two steaming cups of tea. What audacity he had. And could he possibly have squandered away in a matter of months the fortune Aunt Elise had left him? Ryne twisted in his chair to reach a small pitcher on a shelf behind him. He turned back and, looking very sure of himself, poured cream into one of the cups. He was about to pour cream into the other when Amanda quickly picked up the teacup and lifted it for a sip of the bitter brew. It galled her that he even presumed to know how she took her tea.
“Wait,” he said, his eyes calculatingly on her.
“I don’t take cream,” she snapped, wondering what he was about to say as his lips moved to speak again. She took a large swallow and suddenly, painfully, she knew as she pulled the cup away from her scalded lips, spilling half its contents on the surface of the table. Awkwardly she grabbed for the cloth and pressed it to her stinging mouth.
“Hot?” Ryne asked, his head cocked to one side, a gleam of amusement shining in his eyes.
“Of course it’s hot!” Amanda said sharply. The marks of a frown creased her brow. She had sobered up quickly enough. Feeling Ryne’s gaze upon her, she looked up to return a hostile stare but saw that he had turned his eyes from her and was sipping his tea with slow caution. “Ryne,” she said gruffly. He looked as if he were struggling to contain his laughter. “I’m aware you think I somehow tricked Aunt Elise into leaving me this house. And while I don’t particularly care for your opinion of me, I wouldn’t think of putting you out of Wicklow. It was, after all, your home, and you are welcome to stay as long as necessary.”
His smile was one of concession. “Mother had her consummate weaknesses and her peculiar reasons for whatever she did,” he said in a light voice. “But nevertheless the house was hers and not part of the inheritance. By the terms of Grandfather Jubal’s will it could never pass into the estate of her husband. If she wanted you to have it, I suppose that was her right, and I should not question it.” He shrugged. “I do appreciate your at least understanding my objections to what seems a rather strange bequest.” He nodded and for once she could read nothing in his eyes.
Amanda sat utterly silent for a moment. He sounded almost as if he were retracting his earlier accusations. But possibly only because it was to his advantage to do so. She wouldn’t trust his change of heart too far.
She gave a faint sigh. “I do ask that you promise to be a gentleman and not bring your women here.” She did not add that if the women Cecil Baldwin had spoken about stayed at Wicklow, he would be forced to behave himself.
“And will you promise to be a lady?”
“Do not jest,” she said, scowling, then wincing and gently touching her fingers to her lips. So much talk had brought the pain back to them.
“I assure you I will keep in the right path,” he said very quietly. Ryne was smiling and regarding her with a surprisingly tender look as he slowly rose to his feet and took her by the hand. “Come here,” he said consolingly. “I know a cure for burned lips.”
Thinking he meant to put some salve or soothing ointment on them, she allowed him to pull her to her feet and followed docilely as he led her to a spot nearer the candle.
“Let’s see,” Ryne said softly, placing a hand to either side of her head and tilting it back. Amanda closed her eyes so that the light would not shine in them. Ryne leaned closer. His touch was light, but as before, made little currents run under her skin. “Not bad,” he whispered, lowering his moist lips to hers in a kiss as light and gentle as the stroke of a feather.
Amanda felt the burning leave her lips and flood through her body like the burst of steam from the kettle. Stunned, she stood like a statue for a moment, neither abetting nor resisting his assault of soft kisses. But when her senses came reeling back, she put her hands to his chest and pushed him roughly away. Shock and anger had her gasping for breath.
“You are vile, Ryne!” she said, her face twisted into a contemptuous sneer.
Ryne took a quick, sharp breath, then forced a smile to his lips. “But it feels better does it not?”
Her eyes blazed with outrage. “Let us understand each other, Ryne. I am not one of your doxies, to be mauled or cajoled when the whim strikes you.” She flung her head up defiantly. “If you are to stay at Wicklow, you’ll do well to remember your promise.”
Undaunted, he laughed. “You’ll find, madam, I can play the gentleman equally as well as my brother Gardner, of whom you have so quickly become fond.”
Her voice snapped with indignation. “It would do you no harm to mark his ways.”
His eyes glowed with evident enjoyment. “Oh, but I do. A beautiful woman interests me just as she does my brother.”
Amanda gave her head a curt tilt. “Your brother’s interest falls into a somewhat different realm. He is considerate, well-mannered, and charming.”
“Is he?”
“Yes.”
A glint of humor shone again in his eyes. “I suppose he is capable of fanning a flame of interest during your short stay at Wicklow. Tell me, Amanda, how long before you tire of this backward place and sail back to the gay theater world of London?”
She closed her eyes a moment against a dizzying whir in her head. He seemed to draw his greatest pleasure from goading her into a state of fury. When she opened her eyes once more the fire in them crackled.
“Does everyone think I have traveled all the way from London to look at a house and sell it? I have come to Wicklow to stay. I’ll not be leaving.”
Her answer had been unexpected. He regarded her quietly for a moment. “You’ll find life dull. We haven’t the constant fervor and excitement a woman like you wants.”
“You have no inkling of what I want, Ryne.”
“I know the sort of life your mother lived, the notoriety of her friends, the rounds of parties. And sweet Amanda always at her side. How long can you last without them?” He reached out to touch her cheek, but she stepped back. He shrugged. “You’re extraordinarily like her, you know,” he said softly. “More beautiful, actually. I am surprised you never followed her on the stage.”
“My mother and I wanted entirely different things from life. She had what she wanted. Here I hope to find the things I want.”
They were doing the dance again, like last night in the bedroom. She taking a step and then he. It was unnerving and she wished he’d just stand still or else some music would start and he would whirl her around the floor. But of course it was the wine making her think that, otherwise she would never consider being in Ryne Sullivan’s arms again.
His face was markedly arresting, really, and those eyes were blazing down into hers. She shook her head gently to clear her thoughts.
“And what do you hope to find, Amanda?” he whispered.
“Something far beyond your capacity to understand.” She spat out the words venomously, then looked away, lost for a moment in her own distant thoughts. A moment later she added quietly, “A life that is simple and peaceful, a life that is my own.” Her eyes sped back to him. “You see, Ryne, my financial circumstances are little different from your own. I have only Wicklow and the sum Aunt Elise left to maintain it.”
His raucous laughter shattered a quiet lull. “How can someone accustomed to living at the height of London’s society possibly exist on the pittance Mother left you?”
“My needs are simple,” she said tartly, feeling the sting of his laughter. “We’ll keep the garden here and get a flock of chickens if necessary.”
His laughter broke out anew. “A flock indeed! I pray I am here long enough to see you casting grain to the chickens. I expect, though, it will not take you long to have precisely what you have come for.” He ground out the words as if to better send them home. “After all, a beautiful ‘lady’ who has been rehearsed in the ways of womanhood need not wait long to have whatever her heart desires.”
“You are despicable, Ryne.” She fumed. What ill fate had inflicted this devil on her? She would much prefer the wicked spirit of Jubal Wicklow to this taunting Ryne Sullivan. She threw her head back proudly. “You judge everyone by your own debauchery.”
He laughed. “If you’ve set your hooks out for my brother, you’ll no doubt get what you want. I am not alone in appreciating a mare well-broken.” His leering gaze started a maddening current racing through her. “Should you need my advice on how to tighten your snare, I will be entirely willing to assist.”
Amanda gasped and stormed to the door. “I am going up to bed, and be assured I shall lock my door,” she said hotly, certain Ryne could not know she had not yet gotten a key from Gussie.
Ryne’s mocking eyes followed her hasty retreat. “You are quite safe from me. I want nothing more yielding in my bed this night than a pillow.”
With a great huff of breath Amanda dashed through the doorway, stumbling most clumsily as she caught her foot on the doorjamb.
“Take care, ‘dear lady’,” Ryne crooned from behind her, and followed his gibe with a scornful laugh.
Amanda reached her room in remarkably short time, given her state of mind and the condition of her head. How could Aunt Elise have spawned two sons so different? She thought how pleasant Gardner was. He knew how to treat a woman, to make her feel appreciated and special. Somehow that knowledge had escaped Ryne. He was by far the most impossible, infuriating blackguard of a man she had been so unfortunate as to encounter.
Only out of respect for his mother could she endure having him in the house. How, in good conscience, could she force the man from the house that might by right have belonged to him? And with his sour disposition, what chance did he have of anyone else extending hospitality? She hoped with a bit of luck he would have his own place ready for occupancy in a short time and she would be rid of him. It was no wonder his own brother could not tolerate him.
He was like too many other men she had known in her short life. They saw nothing when they looked at her but a replica of her mother’s famous face. Would Ryne have scoffed to know that much of Sarah Fairfax’s reputation was invented? Her mother had been a lonely woman who had never found a love to replace the one she had lost so early in her career. George Fairfax had died even before Amanda was born. To compensate for her loss, Sarah had thrown all her emotions into her career. It was her own sadness and everlasting sense of tragedy that had made her a great actress. The parties, the easy smile, and the light laughter had not been real. They had been Sarah’s way of hiding the pain that never left her heart.
Amanda begrudged none of the years she spent at her mother’s side, or, as some might say, in her shadow. Sarah had loved her daughter and Amanda returned that love with all her heart. But she had no desire to try to capture the ashes of her mother’s career. She wanted what everyone seemed to find impossible to believe, a simple life of her own. If Ryne and others in Williamsburg could not accept what she sought, then let them keep their peace and she would keep hers.
She didn’t know how she had expected Gardner and Ryne to react to her, but if only they could both have been as kind as Gardner it would have been far better for them all.
Amanda splashed cold water on her face and blotted it dry with a towel. She had only a dull headache left to remind her of the wine she had drunk. Actually the disagreement with Ryne had caused her much more grief. But she wouldn’t think of him anymore now. She’d sleep. That was what she needed more than anything else.
She wandered to the dressing table and sat at the mirror, pulling the pins from her thick hair and letting its coiled length fall free. Thank goodness she had gotten her trunk unpacked in the afternoon and had her own familiar things out around the room. It made the place seem truly hers and nothing Ryne had said could diminish the wonder of that.
Her tortoiseshell brush lay on the dressing table with the toiletries she had brought from England. She took it up absently and pulled it through her waist-length hair brushing until the tangles were gone both from her mind and from the long silky curtain floating over her back. There had always been a maid to do the brushing and lay out her clothes, to turn down the covers for her. But, surprisingly, it was remarkably nice, this learning to do things for herself and not being fussed over by a staff of servants. At last she stopped and put the brush aside, anxious to get to bed and put an end to this long, eventful day. She would forego braiding her hair tonight. It would take time and concentration she simply could not spare when she needed so desperately to sleep.
Her gown lay across the bed. She took it up and shook the wrinkles from the gauzy pink silk garment, then draped it lovingly over a chair back while she removed her dress and unlaced her stays.
How could a man, who seemingly should have a greater degree of intelligence than Ryne displayed, draw such narrow-minded conclusions? She pondered that thought as she put away her green dress and slipped the silk nightgown over her head. Would Ryne be even more adamant in thinking her a mere copy of the public image of her mother if he knew the silken confection she wore, with its pink ribbons and bows and lace, had belonged to Sarah?
Amanda drew back the covers and plumped the feather pillow angrily. Why must Ryne be here to spoil everything for her? And why was she so softhearted that she felt obligated to tolerate his bad manners?
She snuffed out the candle at her bedside. Through the open window a new star shone in the sky, a star that shone for her, a bright gleaming token of good. The picture of Ryne’s arrogant face went out of her mind. What did she care what Ryne Sullivan thought of her? She did not need his approval.
In sleep Amanda found her bed a tempest of nightmares. Sounds came out of the shadows, the covers threatened to smother her like wings of great birds swooping down from a dark sky. The air was chill, then hot as she tossed about in her bed.
She saw her mother’s face and Aunt Elise’s. She saw a broken carriage draped in funeral black. An icy sweat streamed from her face and soaked the pillow. Her hands moved clawlike to sweep the tangled strands of hair from her face. Her long nails left red marks on her pale skin. She cried out. The Turkish King, his glass eyes colorless and open as a cat’s at night, floated through the rooms of Wicklow whispering her name, whispering a warning she could hear over and over again. Amanda moaned and twisted in her bed, but nothing brought relief from the sound or the tormenting dream.
Something was moving in the darkness. She heard footsteps approaching, padding and soft, the sound of a latch turning loose, and more footsteps, louder and slower. A cat of prey coming for its victim. Amanda moaned again and buried her face in the down pillow. It was like being caught in a dream within a dream.
Suddenly hot, she flung the covers from her and rolled to her back. The world had turned all wild and stormy. The boiling black clouds had gotten in her room. Rain came, foul, heavy rain striking her face in cold, slow drops. She rubbed at the wetness, smearing it over her temple and onto her hand. She was drowning in the rain, soaked through with it. And then it stopped and the dream ended, her breathing slowed and deepened.
Amanda woke suddenly, whether from a night sound of an old house or from the imagined raindrops on her face, she didn’t know. Her mind refused to work, her brain groggy from the aftereffects of wine. She sat up weakly in the bed, breathing deeply and vowing never again to drink so much in one evening.
She licked her parched, dry lips. It would have been wiser to have braided her hair, for now it was matted and falling in her eyes. She reached up to smooth it away, feeling as she did something wet and sticky on her fingers.
There was no light in the room; even the stars and moon had disappeared into the black dome of the sky. She dreaded climbing out of bed to light a candle. But at last, trembling like a wet kitten and wondering if her nightmare had been real, Amanda edged her way to the night table and quickly had a candle glowing. The taper’s warm little light was like a friend to stand with her against her fears. Holding the slim taper before her, she crossed the room hesitantly, making her way guardedly to the dressing table. At the mirror the reflected light brightened the room and she could see her face like a white shadow lifting out of the darkness.
She drew nearer and set the candle on the dressing table. It seemed she saw a flash of the sun, but it was only the candle falling over, and the voice she heard was her own scream as she fell to her knees.
It had been blood dripping on her face.
Ryne smiled. His restlessness took him on an aimless wandering through the dark halls of Wicklow before he made his way to his room and to bed. As it had in his years of growing up, he found the activity soothing to his thoughts. In the darkness the wide halls with their steeply arched ceilings echoed the eerie night sounds of an old house. In his youth those sounds had made his skin prickle and he had thought them the whispered calling of his name. To his credit, he had pursued the sound, even when it terrified him, though he had never found the source.
He roamed these halls in those early years, imagining them an Aladdin’s cave and thinking that at some point he would find the caller and the secret door that concealed hordes of treasure. Another favorite pastime had been frightening his mother’s guests with ghostly sounds of his own making. He’d felt the sting of the rod for that mischief more times than one.
Old Groom was to blame for filling a boy’s head with tales of ghosts and of glorifying accounts of Jubal Wicklow. Groom swore there was a bounty of gold in a secret hiding place and that with it he could expect to find the ruby pendant Jubal had given to Evelyn Wicklow.
“True, lad. The old cap’n told me so himself one night when he was deep in his cups. Were only days before he died. Showed me a ruby near big as a duck’s egg and cut like a heart. Had a peacock carved on it, looking real enough to strut. Come from the treasure room of the Persian shah. Miz Evelyn wore it sometimes. Wore it the last day she were ever seen at Wicklow.”
“Big as an egg,” young Ryne repeated, already planning his search for the ruby.
“That it were. Never told me where he kept it, though, nor the gold neither. And I ain’t one fer lookin’. What with him stalkin’ round in Wicklow to guard it.” He nodded slowly. “True, lad. I been in Wicklow once since the old cap’n died. That were the night the bullet took him. ‘Bout midnight it was, and there were his ghost top o’ the stairs. Him callin’ my name and me turnin’ an boltin’ out the door. Never been inside again. But the gold be there, and the ruby, to my mind.”
Ryne had forgotten those stories until a year ago while on a trip to England. There he had by chance come upon accounts of his grandfather’s seafaring career and learned there had indeed been a treasure taken out of Persia and part of it the priceless ruby known as the Heart of Happiness. Much of the bounty had been given to the English crown, but enough had been retained by Jubal Wicklow to make him a wealthy man. He had sailed to Virginia with his young bride, Evelyn.
His curiosity piqued, Ryne had sought out all who had any knowledge of his grandfather to learn what led to the fatal duel. He learned little. Apparently the duel had been carried out without seconds and with little regard for the rules. Jubal Wicklow had survived the first shot but had died of a second wound in the back. No one knew the name of the opponent, only that he was a man who had come to settle an old grudge against Jubal Wicklow. What had become of Evelyn Wicklow was never determined.
Afterward Ryne’s mother, Elise, had been cared for by Evelyn’s brother and his wife. They had taken over Wicklow and run the plantation until Elise married. His mother had divided her time between Virginia and England while she was growing up. During one of her early stays in Salisbury she had become, to Ryne’s regret, close friends with Sarah Fairfax
Elise’s uncle and aunt had found a tragic destiny at Wicklow. Shortly after Elise married Shamus O’Reilly and before her guardians could return to England, a fever had stricken them and both died. Death was the heritage of Wicklow, if one believed the tales. Gardner’s father had been thrown from a horse and killed. Ryne’s own father was lost at sea. The latest victim was Elise herself.
A pirate’s legacy, he supposed. His grandfather had been a gentleman pirate, by Groom’s accounts, and probably made more enemies than friends. No doubt much of the fortune that had made its way down to his only daughter, Elise, had been ill-gotten and was stained with blood. But if the old rogue’s spirit did truly haunt Wicklow, as Groom and some others claimed, it was doubtless kept there as punishment for crimes committed on the high seas as much as to watch over the hidden treasures.
Ryne tossed upon his bed. Could a pirate, even a dream pirate, take such a divine form? One such as this would be easy to abide. His dream had taken him to the riverbanks where the green ferns ruffled the ground. She walked among them, the doe-brown hair rippling gently in soft gusts of wind. Her eyes, guileless, innocent, were the rich deep green of jade. She wore a gown thin as gauze and the sun shone through it, making the filmy cloth more an enhancement than a covering for her sleek limbs and delicate curves. She bent low to pluck a handful of violets, and rising again, tucked several purple blossoms in the wisps of curls about her forehead.
The smile set upon Ryne’s lips. He had not disrobed before retiring, but had merely kicked off his boots and tossed them aside before sprawling across the covers. He was hot. Not a breath of air seemed to stir in the room, but there on the riverbank where Amanda wandered, the air was sweet and cool and smelled of jasmine. She filled his senses: her soft voice, her graceful carriage, the tender lips. He saw the dark crescent peaks of her small breasts, the alluring curve of her waist, her arms outstretched and beckoning as her lips formed his name.
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