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February,
1815, Cumbria, England


Lord Patrick Delaney glanced up through
the forest of trees to the darkening sky. He must reach Torrington Abbey before
nightfall. The woods were treacherous enough in the light of day. The last
thing he needed was his horse twisting a leg on an overgrown root. The further
he traveled, the thicker the forest became until he could barely make out the
sky above through the twisted arms of bare trees. If this were summer, or even
spring, it would be nearly impossible to find what remained of the path. As it
was, layer upon layer of dead, brown leaves carpeted the ground. Fog was moving
in, and it was becoming difficult to see much beyond the trees closest to him.
The rest were misted in white. 


Patrick pulled his greatcoat tight and
shivered. It wasn’t so much cold as it was damp and this forest wasn’t the
least bit comforting. In hindsight, the road would have been quicker, even if
it added additional miles, but Patrick had a message to deliver and this path
was more expedient to his destination.  


At least it should have been. What
happened to the trail? It had been well-used and wide when he was last here.
Were there no longer hunts at Torrington Abbey? The area was overrun with deer,
rabbit and pheasant. “A hunter’s paradise.”  


A rustling ahead drew his attention. It
was probably another animal. 


His horse shied, and Patrick reached forward,
patting her neck. Something spooked the old gel. He straightened, turned in his
seat and strained to see beyond the darkness and mist, listening for sounds
that may not belong in a forest. He slipped a hand to the inside pocket of his
jacket. The trusted knife was in place and he resumed holding the reins with
both hands. 


A chuckle escaped. He was being foolish
and no longer a lad, easily scared by a story of the ghost of Mad Marcus Miller
roaming these woods. Those childhood fears, leftover from the days when he
visited his best friend, Blake Chetwey, were what put him in this state.
Everyone knew there was no such thing as a ghost. He was a grown man and there
was very little, if anything, he feared these days.


Cautiously he continued toward his destination.
A deer shot out in front of him and his horse reared. Patrick tightly grasped
the reins and held his seat. As the horse’s hooves thumped back against the
ground, Patrick let out a nervous laugh. Heart pounding, he nudged the mare
forward. One would think after his sea voyage that had been plagued with
storms, illnesses, and general bad luck, natural forest noises wouldn’t raise
the hair on the back of his neck.     


He was simply tired. He didn’t rest once
the ship docked in Liverpool, but hired a horse and started the journey
immediately, only to learn that Miss Laura Chetwey, Blake’s younger sister, was
no longer at the family home in Cheshire, but residing at Torrington Abbey in
Cumbria, with her aunt and uncle. He had been traveling for three days,
sleeping only when necessary and for short periods of time. The urgency of this
trip couldn’t be ignored. Blake’s sister needed to be told what happened to her
brother. 


It was strange that, in all the years he
and Blake had been friends, Patrick had never met Miss Chetwey. That would be
rectified tonight. 


An owl hooted above, and there was
rustling in the leaves to the left. At the snap of a branch from behind,
Patrick sat straighter in his saddle. He pulled up when a bearded man appeared
on the path in front of him, a tree limb clutched in his right hand. Patrick
reached inside his jacket, but before he could grab the knife he was struck
from behind. The crack against bone sent pain shooting through his left arm and
deep into his shoulder. Patrick clenched his jaw against the searing pain and
held tightly to the reins as his horse danced and bucked. He peered down at a
third filthy attacker who was brandishing a make-shift weapon. The first
weapon-bearing imbecile ran toward him. 


Patrick fought to hold his seat. 


The mare reared again. He lost his grip
and slid from the back of the animal, landing on his arse. Despite the dizzying
blows, he struggled to his feet and pulled the knife from his pocket while
backing away from the three bearded and unkempt miscreants. His mare shot off
in the direction he had just ridden and left him with no means of a quick
escape. At the last moment, he turned and ran. He was not in a position to take
on all three and suspected his left arm was broken from the earlier blow. 


His feet were sure and steady as he
raced way, jumping logs, avoiding roots, and gritting his teeth against the
sharp, jabbing pain in his arm and shoulder each time his booted foot slammed
against the ground. The rushing river appeared before him and he stopped short,
almost toppling face forward in the churning water.   


“Bollocks.” Normally it was an easy swim
and he could have made it with one arm, but the recent rain had left the river
swollen and treacherous. Patrick didn’t dare chance it now. He tested his arm
by lifting it. Pain sliced through the bicep after just a few inches. He would
never be able to fight the current. 


He turned back and glanced to his left
then his right, trying to determine which way to go. The brigands emerged from
the forest to block all options of escape.   


“Damn my hesitation.” He brandished the
knife before him. The battle may be lost but he was not going out without a
fight.    


All three men rushed him at once. A
branch connected with his gut then his other shoulder, jarring the knife from
his hand, before another limb was slammed against his skull.  


Patrick crumbled and fought the waves of
darkness that threatened to engulf him as he was kicked in the belly, back and
head. Two of the brigands searched his pockets while the third removed his
boots and then his greatcoat. When they were finished taking what they wanted,
the three lifted Patrick and tossed him in the river. Cold, wet darkness
engulfed him. 





“I do wish you would join us at the
assembly, dear.”  


Miss Laura Chetwey glanced up at her
loving aunt, a small woman of five and forty, gentle smile, and black hair with
just a few wisps of gray. “You know it isn’t right that I participate in a
public event, especially a ball.”


Aunt Ivy pursed her lips then sighed.
“We do not know what has become of your brother.”


“His ship was due four months ago.”
Laura stood and paced before the large fireplace in the library of Torrington
Abbey. “And there has been absolutely no news.”


“That doesn’t mean.  .  .”


Laura wheeled around. “Then I should
expect my parents to walk through the front door any day as well. Perhaps they
simply stopped somewhere on their way home from Ireland for a visit over five
years ago. ”


Tears formed in her aunt’s eyes and
Laura immediately regretted her tone. “I’m sorry, Aunt Ivy.”


“We know their ship sank in a storm.
Others witnessed it,” her aunt gently reminded her. 


Laura allowed her shoulders to slump and
she looked down at the gold and red carpet. “I know.” Her words were barely a
whisper. 


“But you go on as if Blake is dead.
You’ve been wearing half-morning since Christmas.”


“It should be full mourning. I only
bowed to your wishes in that.”


“Until there is news there should be no
mourning at all.” There was firmness in her aunt’s tone that Laura rarely
heard, but she could not give in on this argument. Wearing any other color was
disrespectful to her brother. It wasn’t right to go on as if all was as it
should be, or wear pretty dresses and dance. If her brother wasn’t dead he
would have arrived in London in October as scheduled, or at the very least,
sent a letter explaining his delay. But he didn’t. There was nothing – not a
word from him. “I will remain in gray and lavender until I know for certain one
way or the other,” Laura insisted. 


“Your brother will not be happy to learn
you’re avoiding society.”


Laura fisted a hand against her aching
heart in remembrance of Blake’s last letter, sent a month prior to his
scheduled departure from Barbados. I expect you to have settled on a
gentleman when I return and he should be anxiously waiting to ask permission
for your hand. I will not support you forever. He
was teasing, in this she knew. Before he left there had been offers of
marriage. Blake could have married her off to any of the gentlemen, but he was
concerned that she be happy as well.   


“I’ll discuss it with him when he
returns and perhaps he will learn to be more diligent in his correspondence.” A
rush of tears came to her eyes. Blake wasn’t going to come back, and the only
family left was her aunt and uncle, Lord and Lady Torrington. Two months ago
her uncle assumed guardianship because at the age of twenty she was not at
liberty to make her own decisions and Uncle Edmond refused to allow Laura to
remain in her family home in Cheshire with only servants and a companion to watch
over her. Laura had rarely visited Torrington Abbey. However, Blake was
practically raised here in preparation of inheriting the earldom from his uncle
one day. As her aunt and uncle had not been blessed with children of their own,
Blake was the heir. Unlike Blake, Laura did not like this place. It was far too
dark and damp for her taste. 


“Are we ready to depart? We need to be
finished with the drive before it grows dark. ”


Laura glanced at her uncle as he came
through the door. He’d aged twenty years in the last five, ever since his
younger brother and sister-in-law died. His hair was completely white, and
wrinkles ran deep on his gaunt face. His health had declined as well and Laura
knew he feared Blake was dead, even if he never admitted so to her.   


He took in Laura’s appearance.
“Lavender!” he grumbled, whirled and stalked out the door. Uncle probably
wanted to marry her off, before official word of her brother’s death arrived,
so she wouldn’t have to remain here an additional six months to a year. She
expected his sudden interest in taking up her guardianship was to force her to
London in April to enjoy the Season. 


“Have a pleasant evening, dear.” Aunt
Ivy leaned forward and brushed her lips across Laura’s cheek. “Don’t stay up
late. We will return in the morning. ”


The door clicked behind her aunt and
Laura turned and studied the room. What to do now? She glided over to the
bookshelves and began reading titles, again. She had read the spines so often
these past few weeks that they were practically memorized, but she was still
hopeful there was one book among them she had not read.   


Treatises would bore her but came in
handy when she couldn’t sleep. The same could be said for poetry. Though Keats
wrote lovely prose, it wasn’t her choice for enjoyable reading.
  What she needed was another horrid novel. Her aunt and uncle had so
few and she had read them. There was no excitement in reading a novel when one
knew the ending. 


With a sigh she spun from the bookshelf
and made her way to the window overlooking the gardens sheltered by three walls
of the U-shaped sixteenth century abbey. Lights were lit on the upper floors of
the west wing, where the servants resided. The floor below housed the family
apartments where Laura had been given a set of rooms. In stark contrast, the
upper floors of the east wing were completely black, void of any light or
movement. Did her aunt and uncle close off the wing because only the two of
them lived here and had so few visitors?  


If this abbey were in a horrid novel
then a specter wandered about the vacant chambers. Perhaps she should
investigate. Why, there could be a poor soul trapped inside who had the answers
to all the secrets, such as what became of her brother. 


She sighed and turned away from the
window. Even if there was a ghost trapped inside, he or she would have no
knowledge of her brother since they had been, well, trapped.  


There was a scratch at the door before
it slowly opened. Laura held her breath. Her imaginings of ghosts had her
waiting for an apparition to float through the opening. Instead, it was
Mildred, the young housemaid, quiet as a mouse and slow as a tortoise, carrying
a tray with tea and cakes. 


“Good evening, miss.” Mildred bobbed a
curtsey, and the china rattled on the silver tray at the slight tilt, but
settled once placed upon the small table.   


“Mildred,” Laura began. “Is there
anything of interest in the east wing?”


The maid’s eyes grew wide for a moment.
“No, miss.”


“Why is it kept shut?” Laura settled
into one of the velvet upholstered Elizabethan chairs before the table. 


“The draft.” Mildred busied her hands
straightening a napkin that didn’t need to be straightened.  


Laura’s lips quirked into a smile. Why
didn’t Mildred simply tell her the family was too small, or it was too much
upkeep for the staff, or something reasonable? But drafty? “I think I would
like to explore.”


All color drained from the maid’s face.
“Oh, no, miss. That’s not a good idea. ”


“Why ever not?” Laura chuckled. “What
horrible secrets are hidden in the east wing?”


Mildred narrowed her eyes and looked
about as if to make sure nobody was listening, which was rather odd since it
was just the two of them in the room, before she leaned over and whispered. “It
is haunted, miss.”


Laura burst out laughing. “Have you been
reading my uncle’s horrid novels?”


The maid slumped and lowered her chin.
“I can’t read, Miss Chetwey, but I’m telling you the truth,” she whispered
earnestly. 


“Have you seen this ghost, or is there
more than one?” Laura tried to be serious, but the idea of a real ghost
was ridiculous. Everyone knew there was no such thing. Not even in a century’s
old abbey as Torrington. They existed only within the pages of horrid novels
and fanciful imaginations. 


“No, but I’ve heard.”


“Gossip or stories made up to keep people
entertained. The Abbey does have a rich history of unexplained deaths, murder
and disappearances.”


“There is a ghost,” Mildred
insisted. 


“Then who does the ghost belong to?” Laura
bit her upper lip to keep from smiling. She didn’t wish Mildred to think she
was laughing at her, but truthfully the idea was ridiculous. 


Again, Mildred looked around the room as
if she expected someone else to be there, before she sank into the opposite
seat and leaned forward. “They say it is the third earl of Torrington,” she
whispered.


As her uncle was the seventh earl, that
would be four generations ago, approximately from the seventeenth century.
Laura had never been good with remembering the years each earl had been alive. 


“He was killed by Mad Marcus Miller,”
Mildred anxiously continued in a hushed tone. 


Laura remembered hearing about Mad
Marcus when she was a child.   


“Stabbed the earl, he did, in the east
wing then ran into the forest.”


The story was coming back to her now.
The king’s men hunted Mad Marcus Miller down, killed him, cut him to pieces and
scattered his body among the trees. He’s been haunting the woods ever since. 


“So, we have a ghost in the east wing
and another in the forest?”


Mildred nodded, eyes wide, face pale
with fright.   


This was ridiculous. “When did anyone
last see the ghost in the east wing?”


Mildred straightened and blinked. “I
don’t know, miss. The wing has been closed for nigh on a hundred years.”


“So, he may be gone.” Laura slapped her
hands down on her thighs. 


The maid’s head flinched back. “Where
would he have gone?” 


“To the ever after.” Laura raised an
eyebrow and pointed up, then gestured toward the floor, and shrugged.
“Whichever it may be.”


“Do you really think so, Miss Chetwey?”
Mildred asked anxiously. 


“Why don’t we investigate and see if he
is still with us?”  


Any color the maid may have regained in
the last few moments disappeared. Mildred stood hastily, twisting the apron
with her hands. “I don’t think that is a very good idea.”


“Come on, Mildred.” Laura jumped to her
feet and grinned. “It will be grand fun.”


Mildred backed away, edging toward the
door. “I have work to do, miss.” She turned and bolted out of the room as if
the hounds of hell were at her heels. Laura hadn’t thought Mildred had it in
her to move so quickly. 


A chuckle escaped her and she leaned
forward to pour herself a cup of tea. “Haunted indeed.”


She glanced toward the window again and
took a sip of her steaming beverage. The east wing intrigued her.  What
might she find hidden away for the past one hundred years? As the west wing
where the family resided was in sturdy condition, Laura reasoned the east wing
would not be in disrepair.  If it were, wouldn’t the walls be crumbling by
now?


She wandered to the window and studied
the structure. Not even a window was broken, and the roof was level and even as
it should be. She set her cup back on the table. “Why not see if the old earl
is still roaming about?”  


After lifting a smaller lamp, Laura
walked into the corridor and up the long stairway before continuing down the
corridor leading to the east wing. A dark, wide door blocked the entrance. With
a deep breath she reached forward and turned the handle. 


Her heart hammered as the door creaked
open. The hinges probably hadn’t been oiled in years either.  


Laura took a step inside. Cool air
enveloped her almost immediately. She shivered. Raising the lamp, she set her
trepidation aside and walked forward. As with the west wing, it began with a
short corridor of paintings, long enough for a large bedroom before one reached
the end and turned onto a longer hall.  She paused at the end and held her
lamp higher. Darkness and silence waited for her beyond the reach of the pool
of illumination.  


What lay down the corridor and behind
the doors? Had the rooms remained untouched for several decades because the
servants and families were afraid to come in here? Or, were they simple stories
and the reason the wing was locked was because only a husband and wife resided
at the Abbey? 


It didn’t matter and Laura couldn’t wait
to explore. She started with the rooms opposite the garden and opened them one
by one. There was nothing but bedchambers, eight to be exact, all arranged
similarly to the west wing. The only difference was this bedding had been
removed, the furniture covered in cloths, and curtains shut against any sun.
Laura stopped at the end of the hall and looked back. No light shone from where
she’d come. She paused and listened. Not a sound. She was quite alone in this
wing of the house. Apparently the ghostly earl had vacated, or he was very
quiet and didn’t mind her invading his wing. “If I had been locked up for nigh
on a hundred years, I wouldn’t mind company either.”  


She crossed the hall and opened another
door. Instead of a bedroom, a set of stone steps curved down. They probably
would take her to the ground floor of this wing. Laura pulled the door closed
and moved onto the next room. It was another bedchamber. And so it continued
until she came to the fourth door. The room was smaller and did not have a bed.
She stepped inside to investigate. The shadow of a candle fell across the desk,
which she lit from her lamp. Another sat on a table by the door and soon Laura
had enough light to see the room more clearly than the others. It was an
office. A small one for a lady, judging by the delicacy of the desk. A shelf of
books rested on the far wall and a thick layer of dust covered the entire room.
Cobwebs laced between corners and from ledges to the floor. Under the window
was what she assumed to be a settee, given the draping of the cloth and a small
fireplace took up the center inside wall.   


Laura continued her examination of the
room and ideas formed, one after the other. She pulled the chair out and
settled at the desk. Both were of a perfect height, and she couldn’t stop the
smile. 

















Anxious to start writing a horrid novel,
Laura barely slept a wink. But first, she needed to clean the room where she would
write. As the sun began to lighten her chamber, she rose from bed and put on an
older, gray gown then set off for the kitchen. The servants were up and about
and stopped working when she stepped over the threshold. A lady shouldn’t be in
the kitchens, but it wasn’t like she would expire from the experience. After
her brother had sailed, Laura took to visiting Cook quite often. Usually it was
simply to scandalize her former governess-turned-companion who believed Laura
should behave a certain way, which did not include visits to kitchens.


“Good morning,” she greeted the staff
with a smile. “Where might I find cleaning supplies?”


Mildred straightened, setting a cup on
the table before her. “Is something amiss with your chamber? We will see to it
right away.”


Laura chuckled. “No, my rooms are
perfectly fine. I wish to clean the small office in the east wing.”


Her words were met with silence. The
cook stopped stirring whatever was in the pot and a kitchen maid ceased
kneading dough. Everyone stared at her as if she had lost her mind.


“I wish to work there and need to clean
the room first.”


“Are you sure that is wise, Miss
Chetwey?” The cook began stirring again. “Is it even safe in the east wing?”


“I was there last evening. Everything is
sound, just dirty.”


“You shouldn’t be cleaning, Miss
Chetwey,” Mildred insisted.


“I don’t mind, but I could use a little
help.”


Once again her words were met with
silence. A few of the maids turned deathly pale and looked away.  


“But, I know you are all busy so if you
will direct me to rags, mops, buckets and anything else you think I will need,
I would appreciate it.”


“Right here, Miss Chetwey.” Mildred
rushed across the room and opened the door to a closet. The maid, usually slow
and unsteady, did have a tendency to hurry about whenever the east wing was a
topic.  


“Thank you. I’ll take what I need and be
on my way.” Laura reached forward and grabbed as many items as she could carry
then left the staff to preparing breakfast.  


Two maids followed with buckets of hot
water, but they stopped at the threshold to the east wing and set them on the
floor. Laura supposed she could order the young women to carry them further but
with the way they were trembling, most of the water would be sloshed over the
edges before they ever reached her new sanctuary. She also could have ordered
the servants to clean the room for her, but didn’t mind seeing to the chore
herself. Thank goodness her former governess wasn’t here. The woman would have
an apoplexy.


As the morning progressed, she swept cobwebs
from the corners and took the draperies down so they could be carried outside
and aired. These she left at the entrance to the wing, with the buckets of
water, dirty from washing surfaces, and returned to the room with the fresh
water that had been left for her. Beneath the dust cloth she found a lovely
settee with embroidered satin fabric of rose and deep green. This had certainly
been a lady’s room long ago. Laura wiped dust from the shelves and inspected
the books. It wasn’t a large collection, but she did intend to read them one
day, if they didn’t fall apart in the process given their age. Lastly, she
mopped the floor and while it dried, she made her way back to the kitchens to
put away the supplies.


“Whatever are you up to, dear?” her aunt
questioned when Laura entered the center hallway that joined the two wings.


“I cleaned an office in the east wing.”


“Why ever would you do that?”


Laura didn’t try to hide her grin. “I am
going to write a horrid novel and it is the perfect location.”


“Oh, Laura, you really need to get out
of the house and meet people your own age.” Her aunt chastised with
disappointment.


She sighed and fought the urge to roll
her eyes. Aunt Ivy meant gentlemen and Laura didn’t have a desire to meet any
men.  





Patrick blinked and looked around the
room. It was vaguely familiar but he couldn’t remember the circumstances of why
he had been here before or even which home it was located in. A young woman sat
at a small desk writing while a fire burned in the grate beside her. This was
very strange. Had he drank too much and wandered in here to sleep? “Excuse me,
but how did I get here?”


She didn’t even raise her head.  


Patrick cleared his throat and spoke
again. “Miss, where am I?”


Still no response. Perhaps she was
deaf.  


Patrick walked forward and waved a hand in
front of her face. The woman kept writing.  He would suspect her blind as
well, but didn’t one normally need to see to write? This was a most strange
circumstance.  


Who was she? He didn’t recognize the
profile, a gently curved cheekbone, pert nose, pink lips. That was a face he
would certainly remember. Golden hair was swept away from her face and a few
curls had escaped the confines and fell haphazardly down her back. Patrick
reached forward to rub a curl between his fingertips but could not feel a thing.
He wiggled his fingers. They seemed to be in working order so what was wrong
with his hand? 


He shifted uncomfortably. Why didn’t she
acknowledge him? 


“Laura, dear, are you going to come down
to supper?” Lady Torrington stepped into the room. 


Ah, someone he recognized. He cleared
his throat. “Excuse me, Lady Torrington, but how did I come to be here?”


She didn’t respond, or glance his way.
Suspicion crept into Patrick’s consciousness, but he refused to accept the
possibilities. He wandered back to the window and looked to the gardens of
Torrington Abbey below. A servant was hard at work cleaning away old limbs and
other winter debris. 


“There is a reasonable explanation of
why they don’t hear or see me.” He glanced over his shoulder in the event
someone had noticed his presence. Laura had straightened from her earlier bent
position. Eyes the color of pale moss watched Lady Torrington. 


“One option tis a dream. A nightmare of
sorts, in which I am powerless to contact any other livin’ soul.” He clasped his
hands behind his back and paced a few steps.  


“I think I will have a tray in here, if
you don’t mind, Aunt Ivy,” Laura responded to Lady Torrington.


“Or, I am a ghost,” Patrick muttered.
Not possible. He leaned against the window and folded his arms across his
chest. “I would know if I were dead. I would remember dyin’, and I don’t.” He
looked at the ladies. “I refuse to accept that I am dead.”  


“I really wish you would come to supper.
You’ve been in this room all day.”


The young woman sighed and set her quill
to the side. “Very well.” Her chair scraped against the wooden floor when she
stood.


“I’ll see about having a rug delivered
for you, dear. I am sure this floor can be quite cool.”


“Thank you, Aunt Ivy, but I don’t think
anyone will deliver it here.”


“Why not?”


The two exited the room and Patrick
hastened to follow.


“Everyone believes this wing is haunted
and they are too afraid to enter it.”


Lady Torrington laughed.


“Haunted?” he asked. “Have I been
hauntin’ the place? Why don’t I remember?”


The two women settled at the dining room
table with Lord Torrington at the head. A memory wavered, but Patrick could not
grasp it long enough to hold onto it. The last thing he recalled was being on
his way to Torrington Abbey. He had a message for Blake’s sister, Laura, whom
he had never met. But, what was the message? Even if he recalled, how could he
tell her now?


Well, the young woman at the table was
named Laura, and this was Torrington Abbey. So, she was apparently Blake’s
younger sister. But how did he get here and what happened to him?


The aroma of roast duck and potatoes
wafted toward him. When had he eaten and what had been his last meal? Patrick
tried to concentrate. It had been at a coaching inn. That was it! Mutton stew,
horrible mutton stew with hard bread. Had he known it would have been his last
meal he would have waited to find an establishment with a more pleasing fare.
But he had been in too much of a hurry. Why?


Which further begged the question, why
was he here now? Could he not move on until he delivered the message to Laura?
He supposed he should refer to her as Miss Chetwey, as they hadn’t been
properly introduced, but since that wasn’t likely to ever happen, since he
appeared to be dead, he would think of her by her Christian name. It was how
Blake had always referred to her and how Patrick thought of her anyway.  


Blake. What news did he have of Blake
that he needed to tell his sister? 


All this concentrating was giving him a
headache. Ghosts weren’t supposed to get headaches, were they? The pounding was
unmerciful and he wanted to lie down and sleep.  


Well, it wasn’t as if anyone had any
evidence on what ghosts did and didn’t do, and a nap certainly couldn’t hurt.
Perhaps he would have a clearer mind once he woke again.


Laura excused herself from the table.


“She needs to get out of half-mourning,”
Lord Torrington grumbled after she had left the room.


“I’ve tried, but she insists Blake is
dead.”


“Just because a ship is four months late
does not mean it sank at sea. Any number of things could have caused the
delay.” Lord Torrington set his cup on the table. “If there had been a
shipwreck, we would have heard.”


“I know, dear.”


“Blake isn’t dead, is he?” Patrick asked
out loud even though he knew he wouldn’t get a response. “Was that the news I
was to bring to Laura?” He pushed his fingers through his hair and paced behind
the chair she had vacated. “No. I would know if me best friend died, wouldn’t
I?” He massaged his temples with the tips of his fingers. “Damn and blast, I wish
I could remember.”  


The pounding in his head became worse,
and Patrick chose to follow Laura. There was what looked to be a comfortable
settee in the room she occupied. It would be a good place to rest until he
could gather his thoughts.


She was back at her desk by the time he
reached the room. Logs had been added to the fire and it was rather cozy. For
an old abbey, it was quite comfortable.  


Patrick settled onto the settee and
stretched out the best he could, though his feet hung over the end, and closed
his eyes. “This will all make sense when I awaken. Tis simply a dream. I might
even chuckle over it when I have me mornin’ tea.”














 





Patrick opened his eyes to an empty
room. The same room he had fallen asleep in. He tamped down the rush of panic
that he may indeed be dead. Small embers glowed behind the grate and the
moonlight beaming through the windows offered the only clarity.  


“What time is it?” He rose and walked
out of the room then continued down the hall until he reached the staircase. It
was either very late at night or very early in the morning. What to do now?
“Perhaps if I re-familiarize myself with the Abbey the memories will come
back.”


He took the stairs to the first level
and stopped in the foyer. He and Blake had spent many hours in this house over
the years, but the most recent visits, those after they’d left Oxford, were
spent in the billiards room. Patrick made his way to the back of the east wing.
All of the rooms appeared to be used on this floor. The doors were open and not
a cobweb in sight. Perhaps the ghost only haunted the upper floors?


Ghost! How odd he was a ghost now. All
hopes of waking in his own bed with the vague memory of a dream vanished.
Unless this was a continuation of the dream. It was the middle of the night,
after all, and certainly possible.


He tried to find hope in the thought but
knew that it wasn’t the case. He was dead and he was a ghost. It could be
worse. He could be in Hades right now. Patrick shuddered at the thought.  


Maybe this was limbo or purgatory. “No,
purgatory doesn’t exist,” he reminded himself. “But, I always thought ghosts
were a myth too. If I am in purgatory, what do I need to do to move on?” he
asked into the silence. “And, is there a guarantee of an eternal reward or is
something far more unpleasant waitin’?” 


Fear crept into his belly. Did he
deserve to go to Hell? While his life had rarely been exemplary, he wasn’t a
criminal, murderer, or any other type of miscreant either. Yet, he hadn’t set
foot in a church in well over a year. He’d been on a ship, thought, which made
it deuced difficult to attend services. Certainly his maker would understand
the difficulty he faced with travel, if one ignored the fact that the captain
had church services each Sunday morning that Patrick failed to attend.


“That’s right. I was on a ship with
Blake.” Something had happened to the ship, and to Blake, but what? “Why can’t
I remember?”


The billiard’s room was just as it had
been four or five years ago. Decanters of brandy and whiskey on the back wall and
clean glasses waited to be used. What he wouldn’t do to taste a bit of brandy
right now.  


The table was set and ready for new
players. Patrick circled it and reached for the cue. He could see his hand, but
he couldn’t grasp the stick. “If I can’t pick up a bloody cue, I sure as hell
can’t pour a damn glass of brandy.”


He anchored a fist on his hip and
glanced about the room. “Perhaps I should also watch my blasted language, given
my current circumstances.”


Patrick wandered back out into the
corridor. “All I need is a bit more rest. I’ll return upstairs and when I wake
again, this will all be over.”





Laura sat up in bed and looked around.
Any further attempt at sleep would be pointless.  She had retired at ten
last evening, exhausted from writing, but her mind hadn’t settled. Her horrid
novel had wrapped its way through her dreams and she needed to get back to it.
If she became tired later, she could rest. It wasn’t as if she had any social
engagements she needed to attend. For the next year she didn’t plan on stepping
foot off the grounds of Torrington Abbey, except to attend church or the
occasional trip into town to shop with Aunt Ivy.


As it was only four in the morning, she
didn’t bother to dress for the day. Her nightdress and robe was perfectly
comfortable, especially without the added chemise, underskirts or anything else
she would need to wear later. Simply being in her night clothes was
freeing.  


She slid her feet into a pair of old,
worn slippers and picked up the lamp before making her way to the east wing.
This section of the abbey was completely silent, dark, and damp. Laura built a
fire in the grate. The small stack of wood was dwindling. “I’ll need to ask the
maids to bring more wood and coal later.” She already knew it would be left,
stacked neatly of course, a coal bucket beside it, outside the door leading to
the east wing. One would think that after she had worked in here all day
yesterday, into the night, and visited the night before without encountering a
ghost, there wasn’t one to be found.


With a sigh she leaned the poker against
the wall and turned to her desk. She needed to address her characters. Her
story outline was fairly complete, but she hadn’t given anyone a name or
description. Before she could go further, she needed to be able to envision
them in her mind so that she could describe them appropriately in the
text.  


“Who is my heroine?” Laura asked into
the silence as she dipped her quill in ink and pulled a piece of paper before
her. She tapped a finger against the worn wood of the desk before writing the
name Alonza Giuliani. That sounded Italian, didn’t it?  Her
favorite horrid novels tended to have an Italian theme. It was a shame she had
never visited the country, but her uncle had books she could read if
necessary.  


“So, what does Alonza look like?” If she
were an Italian woman, she would have dark hair and eyes.  


Laura wrote the description after the
name and then crossed it out. “Too predictable.”  She glanced around the
room, noting the colors. Nothing reminded her of hair coloring. Laura pushed
back her chair and wandered to the window. She could no longer see the moon, it
had already moved beyond the abbey, but enough light was beginning to reveal
the garden. It was a shame nothing was in bloom yet. The first plants to flower
were the daffodils, if she remembered correctly. But daffodil-colored hair
didn’t sound all that lovely. She glanced around the room one more time. The
wood of her desk was mahogany. It was a nice, rich color and much better than
black. She returned to her desk and wrote the hair coloring, adding, green
eyes. Yes, that was it.


Now, for her hero.  


Laura thought back on the gentlemen she
had observed during her two Seasons. The ones who were most popular seemed to
be blond-headed with blue eyes. She envisioned her hero would look much like
Lord Prentice. A smile pulled at her lips. He was rather handsome and charming.
In parentheses she wrote the name after the hero’s description.  


Now for the villain. Dark and brooding.
Weren’t they all?





Patrick woke but kept his eyes closed.
“It was only a dream. When I open my eyes I’ll be in me own bed, and I’ll
remember why I needed to reach Torrington Abbey.” He slowly lifted his eyelids.
“Damn and blast.”


Laura was back, dressed in her night
clothing, and a fire burned brightly. Her golden tresses were no longer
arranged behind her head, but fell freely, the curls caressing the small of her
back. Desire shot through him. Since when did ghosts have desires? It was most
inconvenient as it was impossible to have contact with another human being.
This afterlife was going to be most frustrating if matters continued in this
vein. 


What was she working on so diligently?
He wandered to Laura’s chair and looked over her shoulder. To the left was a
sheet of paper that appeared to be notes of a story. The paper she was working
on was for her characters. He read the page and groaned in disgust. “Prentice?
Ya want to model your hero after that rakehell? Do ya even know the man?”


She didn’t respond, which wasn’t exactly
a surprise, given he was dead. Still, Prentice? Of course, Patrick had been sailing
with Blake last spring and had missed the Season, and the one before that
because of. . . “Why did I miss that Season?” He lifted a hand to rub his jaw.
The motion was oddly soothing. Apparently, he could touch himself, just not
billiard cues or golden curls. He furrowed his brow and looked back at the
settee. Yet, he could lie down on a sofa and smell dinner. This being dead was
most confounding. He would think about these oddities later. Right now he
needed to try and remember.  


It had been Laura’s first Season and
Blake was disappointed that Patrick wouldn’t be around to keep him company at
the endless entertainments to which he was to escort his sister. “Where had I
been?”  


As much as he tried, he could not
remember so he returned his attention to the parchment before Laura. Despite
being away for two years, he doubted Prentice had changed.


“Prentice!” Patrick snorted. “Regardless
of how handsome or charmin’ he may be, that so called gentleman is a cad and
degenerate.”  


Laura couldn’t hear him, but he felt
better for telling her why Prentice made a poor choice of a hero anyway.
“Pennin’ him as your villain would be far more accurate.”


She sat back and bit her lower lip.
Laura tilted her head to the side and then the other before she picked up the
quill, dipped it in ink and scratched out the name of Prentice.  


“Good girl.” Patrick straightened,
crossed his arms over his chest and grinned.  


Behind Prentice she wrote Lord Colby.


“What a bore. Surely ye can do better.
Did your brother introduce ya to no one?”


Laura drew a line through Colby and
stood. She wandered to the fireplace, added two logs, and then began pacing the
room. She tapped a fingernail against her chin. “Who can I use for my hero?”


“I would be perfect.” Patrick laughed.
He was far from hero material, but offering his thoughts was better than simply
sitting around watching her work. Besides, who knew what dandy she would come
up with next?


She paused mid-pace, as if a bright idea
struck her. “Why does it have to be anyone I know? Why not write the man of my
dreams?” Laura marched back over to the desk and took a seat. “But, what does
he look like?”


She retrieved a fresh sheet of paper and
dipped her quill in the ink.  


Patrick leaned over her shoulder. “He should
have black hair, with damned inconvenient wavy curls.”


She wrote black hair.


Surely this was a coincidence. “Gray
eyes, though when he is near water they are closer to blue.”


The quill scratched the parchment: eyes
– grayish blue.


Patrick straightened. It had been a lark
to voice his opinions but now it was if she could hear him. “Don’t make his
hair black, but red instead.”


Laura made the revision and sat back.
“Why would I give him red hair? I’ve yet to meet a redheaded gentleman I care
for.” She quickly changed her hero’s hair back to black.


Patrick pulled away. He wasn’t in limbo,
waiting to arrive in Hades or Heaven. He had become a blasted muse.

















Patrick abruptly turned from Laura and
paced across the room, his fingers threaded through his hair. “This cannot be
possible.” He blew out a breath, and anchored his fists on his hips while
studying the young woman before him. “What do I know about writin’ a novel?”
Thank goodness it wasn’t poetry or a play. Those he could not stomach. At least
he enjoyed reading novels, and had read his fair share on long voyages, but
writing one was an entirely different affair. And, what was a muse supposed to
actually do? Offer ideas, or only suggest what should be
changed?    


He returned to her side and looked over
her shoulder. Behind the word villain she wrote Prentice.
“Perfect.”  


Laura sat the list aside and drew a
clean sheet of paper before her. At the top, she wrote her heroine’s name once
again, along with the color of her eyes and hair before completing the
description. Alonza’s mahogany hair fell to her narrow waist and she was of
a small frame. “I suppose she must be so she can be carried around easier.”


“No.” Patrick argued. “A man doesn’t
want a girl, he wants a woman.”


Laura tilted her head to the side again,
as if she were adjusting herself to better hear him.  


Patrick took advantage. “This is what
she looks like.” He straightened and paced behind her as he imagined the
fainting heroine. He assumed she was one to faint or the hero wouldn’t have to
carry her around. But Laura really must give her hero more credit. Any man
worth his weight could carry a lady to safety, despite her size, if he truly
loved her.


He glanced back at the
authoress-in-the-making and a smile pulled at his lips. “She is of average
height. When she stands next to the hero, her forehead will be at the level of
his lips.”


Laura began writing.


“A long slender neck.” He stopped, bent
and placed a kiss at the pulse beneath Laura’s ear. She shivered. “Could you
feel that?” Patrick whispered and waited, hoping she acknowledged him somehow.


Why did he bother to wait for a
response? Of course she couldn’t feel his lips on her neck. It was just a
coincidence she shivered and nothing more. 


He pulled back. His chest tightened with
pain. He would never ignite passion in a woman again. It was a bloody
depressing thought.


Laura sat back in her chair, quill in
hand as if she awaited further dictation.


Patrick resumed pacing. “Her fingers are
long, elegant, and able to grasp a man’s...” He stopped. Perhaps he shouldn’t
explain why her hands should be this way. “There is nothing delicate about Alonza.
She is a woman men lust after. Her breasts are full, about the size of...” He
lifted his cupped hands before him, testing the empty weight of air before
looking around for an example. He could find nothing in the room as round or as
perfect as he wanted them to be. “They are large enough that her hero can mold
and caress, with a bit more left over to feast upon.”


Laura set her quill aside and fanned
herself. “My, it is warm in here.” 


If he were alive, Patrick would assume
he spiked a passion in Laura. “Surely she didn’t write that description.”
Patrick glanced at her sheet of paper. “Long neck, long fingers and full
breasts.” He blew out a sigh. “Good. We can’t have someone comin’ across my
actual dictation.”


He resumed pacing behind her. “Her waist
tapers and is small enough a man could almost span his hands around her.”


Laura began writing once again.


“And her hips flare, givin’ way to a
delightfully round bottom with globes a man could hold, caress, lift. . .”
Again he stopped talking. He needed to be careful and not get carried away
before he dictated something that would shock the young woman. “Her legs are
long, endin’ at small delicate feet and dainty toes.”


He really shouldn’t have let his
imagination get away because it served no purpose but to leave him achy with
desire. A need that would remain unfulfilled for all of eternity. “Damn and
blast.”


He strode toward the window and looked
out into the early morning light. “When was the last time I bedded a woman?” he
muttered quietly. Patrick couldn’t remember. It wasn’t in London before he came
here, or at any time on the way to Torrington Abbey. There hadn’t been time.
Before that, he had been on a ship with nothing but sailors and men. 


Patrick shook his head. He needed to
remember why he was in such a hurry. Where had they sailed from? To whom had he
made love, and when? “It was too bloody long ago, that is for certain. Had I
known it would be the last time, perhaps I would have made an effort to make it
more memorable.”


“I suppose this is what her face looks
like,” Laura mumbled, interrupting his thoughts.


 “Ah, aye, I did skip over that
important feature.” He wandered closer and read over what she had written.
“Catlike eyes, tipped at the edges, arched mahogany eyebrows, slim nose and
lips of red.”


He nodded.  It was good enough,
though nothing like Laura, who had large, pale green eyes that could draw a man
in... “Stop that,” he hissed.





Laura picked up the sheet of paper and
read through the description of Alonza.  They were just basic words, yet
the image of the woman was much clearer in her mind, as if she could almost see
her. “I need a name for my hero. A strong name.” She ran the feather of the
quill across her lips as she thought. “Alfredo.”


“No,” a voice whispered.


Laura glanced to her left and right. Her
mind must be playing tricks on her. “Gilberto.”


“Are ya mad?” 


She stiffened and looked around for the
source of the voice loud and clear in her head. “Perhaps I am going mad.” A
shiver ran down her spine and she rubbed the tops of her arms.  


A log hissed in the fireplace and Laura
stood to add more wood. The flames caught and burned brighter. “It is an old
house and makes odd noises, that is all.”


She settled once again in the chair
behind her desk. “What is a good Italian name?”


The bookshelf across the room drew her
attention. She walked over to read the different titles and author names. None
of them inspired her. Turning, she paced to the windows. “Bernardo.”


“Better.”


“Still not good enough,” she mumbled and
chewed on the end of her nail. “Ernesto.”


“Good God, no.”


Laura stiffened. She’d definitely heard
a voice that time. She studied the empty room. “Who is here?”


Flames crackled from the fireplace in
response. Could it be that the long dead earl was haunting the east wing? She
marched across the room and opened the door, peeking out into the hall. It was
vacant. Returning to her office, she opened the door to the adjoining
bedchamber. It was also dark and empty.  


She had a fanciful imagination, as her
brother always told her. Coupled with her passion for horrid novels, and the
history of this portion of the house, no wonder she was imagining a ghost. “It
is best to put it from my mind.  Silly, really.” Laura resumed her seat,
picked up the quill and wrote Patrizio Marcello.


“Perfect.”  


A smile pulled at her lips. Either she
was hearing voices that did not exist, or a ghost was in her presence. She
should be frightened but there was something oddly calming, and a bit thrilling
to think she might be able to communicate with someone beyond.


“What does his face look like?” she
asked to no one in particular but hoping the ghost would respond.


Silence followed.


Laura pursed her lips and waited.


Nothing.


“Fine.” 


She returned her attention to the parchment,
pulled forth the vision of a man and began to write. High cheekbones,
aquiline nose, strong jaw. His shoulders should be wide and body strong. Large
but no excess or softness. When he holds the heroine she should feel the
strength of his muscles on his chest and in his arms, tightly wound around her.
There, she is safe. There, she is not alone.


Tears sprung to her eyes. Where had that
come from? She didn’t think she was particularly lonely, but in truth, she was.
Her aunt and uncle were good people and would take care of her, but they didn’t
love her the same as her brother, nor did they share much in common. The only
way she would ever feel loved and cherished was if she ever married, and still
there was no guarantee affection would be returned in equal measure. Marriage
was like that. Unpredictable.  


“I am tired, that is all.” She pushed
away from the desk and stood. “I did not sleep well and rose far too early.”
She placed a grate before the fire to protect the room in the event a spark
escaped then she blew out the candle. “More rest is all I need.”


Her hand reached for the door.


“Don’t go.”














 





Patrick took a step forward.  


Laura stopped and straightened.


Had she actually heard him? She asked if
someone was with her, but he had been afraid to answer. Afraid she didn’t
actually hear him but something else.  


Laura turned and looked about the room.
“Who is here?”


She could hear him, and for a moment
Patrick didn’t know what to say. “I am.”


Her eyes narrowed, as if straining to
see, but he was invisible to her. “Who are you?”


“Patrick.”


A smile pulled at her lips. “No wonder
you approved of my hero’s name.”


Why wasn’t she screaming and running
down the hall? In her position, he wasn’t certain he wouldn’t be doing exactly
that.


“Are you the former—?”


He cut her off. “Why aren’t ya afraid?”


Her brow furrowed. “I don’t know. Should
I be?”


“You’re talkin’ to a ghost.”


She smoothed her gown, though he
suspected her palms were sweating and she wished to dry them. Maybe she wasn’t
as brave as he thought. “It is an unusual circumstance.” She turned and opened
the door further.


“Please, don’t leave.” He took a step
forward, wishing she could see him. “I promise not to hurt ya.”


“Have you lived here long, locked up in
the east wing?”


“No, just a short while.”


Laura tilted her head and frowned. “I thought
you had been here at least a hundred or more years.”


Patrick shook his head. “Just a few
days.”


Laura straightened and pursed her lips.
“That is very odd. Nobody has died here recently.”


“I don’t understand any more than ya, I
am afraid.”


She continued to search the room, as if
looking for something, or someone—him. If only she could see him as clearly as
he could her.  


“I am not sure I am exactly a ghost.”


Her blonde eyebrows shot up, and her
warm green eyes widened. “Then what are you, exactly?”


It was embarrassing to admit, but at
least she couldn’t see him. If he were real, the heat in his face would
indicate a blush. And he did not blush. Being invisible did have its
advantages. “I think I am your muse.”


“My muse?”


“Yes, your muse.” Did she not understand
what one was?


“Why would you assume such a thing?”


“Because, I didn’t wake up here until ya
started writin’.” He gestured to the desk, even though she couldn’t see him do
so. “Whatever kind of novel tis.”


“A horrid novel.”


“Ah, that explains the light female.”
Patrick chuckled.


“Pardon?” She titled her head; golden
curls fell over her shoulder, shielding the curve of her breast. 


“Ya wanted a small heroine, so she could
be carried.” He anchored his hands on his hips. “There is always a faintin’
female.” And they were annoying. It was always the man’s responsibility to haul
their unconscious forms hither and yon at the drop of a hat, never knowing what
would startle them into a faint. Why did women faint so much? Well, not so much
in real life, but often enough in novels. If this were a horrid novel, Laura
would have fainted dead away already.


She faced him, planted her feet and
crossed her arms over her chest. “Why do you know so much about horrid novels?”
She must have determined his location by the sound of his voice.


“I’ve read a few.”


She snorted. “Gentlemen do not read
horrid novels.”


Most gentlemen may not admit to reading
them, and while alive, Patrick would have never mentioned he enjoyed stories by
Carl Grosse, William Henry Ireland, Francis Lathom, and Mrs. Radcliffe. “Who
told ya such a thing?” he demanded.


Her chin rose in defiance. “My brother.”





Laura’s hands shook and the only way to
hide them was to bury them in her folded arms. Even though she could not see
Patrick, she was positive he watched her right now. She pulled the neck of her
robe tight against her throat. Was she really speaking with a ghost, or a muse,
or whatever he was? And why an Irish spirit in an English abbey? 


If she had any sense at all, she would
flee this wing and bolt the door behind her. 


“Blake hated readin’ anythin’ but the
mornin’ post,” the owner of the voice answered. His words had grown louder the
more she spoke with him. There was warmth to the lovely Irish lilt. 


His words registered in her confused
mind and she sucked in a breath. He knows Blake! Hope surged in her breast
along with her racing heart. “How do you know my brother?” 


“He has been me friend since Harrow.”


“Is he dead?” Laura mentally braced
herself for the words.


“I don’t know.”


She straightened and took a step toward where
the voice was coming from. “What do you mean you do not know?”


A faint image, not so much an outline,
but a haze that muted the objects behind formed on the other side of the desk.


“I can’t remember.”


She slammed a hand down on the desk. “I
insist you remember, now.”


“I would like nothin’ better than to
remember the circumstances that brought me here,” Patrick responded, his voice
heated with frustration.  


 “You don’t know how you died?” Did
anyone remember how they died, after they died? Laura had assumed so. But she
had also assumed souls went to Heaven or Hell, not linger about influencing
novelists. Until now, she believed ghosts were simply figments of one’s
imagination, or fanciful notions.


The haze shifted toward the fire. “All I
remember is that I was travelin’ here, to give ya a message.”


She grasped her throat and took a deep
breath. “What was the message?”


“I don’t know,” he bit out.


“Why don’t you know?” Laura demanded.


“Because I bloody well don’t,” the apparition
shouted back. He was becoming more of a fog than a mist.


Laura straightened. “Well, there is no
need to yell at me.” Of all the nerve. Didn’t he grasp the urgency of needing
to know what had become of her brother? Of course, Patrick was dead, and probably
had more pressing issues to deal with, though she couldn’t imagine what they
would be.


“You’re bein’ too demandin’,” Patrick
argued


“I am not.” She stomped her foot. “I
simply want to know what happened to my brother. Is it too much to ask?” 


“No,” he answered quietly. The fog
crossed the room toward the windows. “I know I was travelin’ with a message to
do with Blake.” He shifted back toward the center of the room. “I’ve tried to
recall what the message was and what happened, but me mind is blank of anythin’
else.”


She wasn’t certain she had ever heard
anyone sound so forlorn and her heart went out to him. It couldn’t be easy
being dead or be lacking of memory. Both were wretched circumstances and doubly
so when combined. She approached, wishing to offer comfort but it was difficult
when one was talking to a thick, white blanket of air. “Perhaps you aren’t my
muse after all,” she suggested. “Maybe you are lingering until you give me the
message and then you’ll move on.”


“It has occurred to me. But what if I
don’t ever remember?”


Laura wouldn’t even consider the
possibility. How could she face life never knowing what happened to Blake? “You
will remember. But in the meantime,” she grinned. “You can help me write my
novel.”


He laughed, a rich, deep sound that
warmed her to her toes.


“And perhaps, the memories will return,
and we will both have our answers.” Please let it be so. Patrick had to
remember, but demanding he do so would not make it happen sooner.


“Very well,” he sighed. “I have no
pressin’ engagements.”


How very sad not to have plans laid out,
a future to dream about, or a place to be.


“But does it have to be a horrid novel?”


“It is all I know.”


“Then we will write your horrid novel.”
The dense mist shifted and bent, as if bowing to her. When he rose, the image
became clearer. A man, a head taller than she, with wide shoulders, strong
arms, dressed in shirtsleeves and breeches. He may not be solid and he was
without color, but a man most definitely stood before her, and she had seen him
before. Her eyes widened and a chill ran through her body. “What is wrong?”


“I can see you,” she whispered. 














 





Patrick stared at Laura. She was looking
right at his face. He glanced down at his hands, but that was of no assistance.
They had always been visible to him.


“Lord Patrick Delaney?” She brought her
hand up and attempted to touch his cheek. Her fingers slipped through his nose.
“I can see you, I can’t touch you.”


He wanted to grasp her hand to him, to
feel the caress of another human. Pain stabbed through his heart knowing he
would never again experience the comfort of physical contact. She knows me? “We
have never met.”


A slight smile came to her lips. “I’ve
seen you with my brother. He would never introduce us.”


Patrick frowned, his eyebrows pulled
together over the bridge of his nose. “Why?”


“I was young and you wouldn’t want to be
bothered with an inquisitive girl back then.”


He chuckled. “When was this?” As he had
known Blake fifteen years, Laura would have been five when they had first
become friends.  


“Last year, before you sailed.”


Patrick pulled back, his eyes widening
in surprise. Why would Blake ever think he wouldn’t want to meet his sister?
Surely Blake didn’t consider this young woman, who would have been nineteen, a
girl, even if she was his sister. In fact, when Patrick thought upon it, his
friend had ample opportunity to introduce them. When Blake had wanted him to be
present during Laura’s first Season, had he also intended not to introduce
them? “Your brother was wrong, Miss Chetwey.”


“Please, call me Laura. It isn’t as if
we are in a drawing room or at a ball.”


As he had always thought of her by her
Christian name, Patrick was glad strictures of society hadn’t followed him into
the afterlife. “I’d be pleased if ya called me Patrick, as well.”


Her smile grew. Laura had a beautiful
smile. It went beyond her lips, encompassed her entire face, and her eyes
danced with merriment. “I would like that.”


“Do ya truly wish to write a horrid
novel?”


“There is nothing else to be done in
this old, drafty abbey.”


“Tolbright is not a small village. I am
sure there are gatherin’s to attend, shops to visit.” If he recalled, the
village on the other side of the forest had every merchant a young woman could
desire, and citizens of all ages. Surely she could strike up some friendships.


“I can’t. I am in mourning.”


Patrick straightened. “Who died?”


“Blake.” She looked at him as if he were
daft.


More memories niggled at the back of his
brain but he could not hold onto one of them. He was certain Blake was not
dead, unlike himself. “Ya know this for certain?” he asked slowly.


“No,” she shook her head and walked away
from him. “But what else am I to believe?”


Patrick followed her, moved to place
comforting hands on her shoulders, but he could offer nothing. To her he was a
wisp of air. “I think I started the journey with him and I made it back to
England.”


“You did.” Laura wheeled around, hope
shone in her eyes. “He could be on his way here, now?”


“No.” Yet, uncertainty plagued him. “We
did not return together.” That was the one fact he could grasp.


“You are no help.” Laura threw up her
hands and stomped away.


“I’d tell ya, if I could remember.”


She shook her head and dismissed him
with a wave of her hand. “I know.”


“Perhaps the ship I arrived on would
have word of your brother.”


Laura turned to him again. “You are
right. Maybe he was with you and had to stay in London on business and sent you
with his excuses.”


Patrick also knew this was not true.
Yes, Blake had sent him. That part rang true. But, Blake was not in London.
Where had he left him?


“Laura, dear, who are you talking to?”
Lady Torrington stepped into the room and looked around.


Laura looked back and her eyes locked
with Patrick’s. She gestured to him. 


Lady Torrington scanned the room again.
A frown formed on her brow. “Are you all right, dear?”


“Yes, of course.”


“Perhaps you are spending too much time
up here alone.” Again, Lady Torrington glanced to where Laura had gestured. “It
is not healthy to talk to oneself.”


Laura’s shoulders slumped. “I am simply
working on my story. . . and wondering what became of Blake.”


“I am sure someone will send word when
they know.” Lady Torrington patted Laura’s arm. 


“Could you send a note to London asking,
please?”


“We did that last week.” Lady Torrington
tilted her head in thought. “Or was it two weeks ago?”


“Please, could you once again?” Laura’s
voice wavered.


Lady Torrington smiled indulgently. “I
will ask your uncle.”


“Thank you.”


“Now, come along, breakfast will be served
shortly.” She looked Laura over from head to foot. “And you must get out of
those night clothes. It is no way to wander the house.”


“Yes, Aunt.”


Lady Torrington marched out of the room
and Laura glanced at Patrick. “I’ll be back,” she
whispered.            


He bowed. “Take your time, Laura. I have
nowhere to be.”


Laura shut the door behind her and
Patrick sank down onto the settee. “She could see me. Actually see me.” Though
touch was impossible, eye contact and conversation did much to calm him. But how
long would she be gone? There wasn’t much to do if she wasn’t here to talk to.





Laura hurried to her room, hoping she
didn’t encounter anyone given her state of dress. She clutched the robe tight
at her throat, her hands shaking. Had she really just spoken with the ghost of
Patrick Delaney, her brother’s best friend? He was more handsome close up than
he was from afar when she’d spied him with Blake in the courtyard. It was a
shame he was dead. Such a man could make anyone rethink spinsterhood. If there
had been more gentlemen like him in London, perhaps she would already be
married, with a child on the way. Instead, there were men like Prentice. And
though he was handsome and charming in his own right, he didn’t hold a candle
to Lord Patrick.


Janie, her maid, was waiting with a
dress laid out on the bed when Laura entered her room. “The bath is ready, Miss
Chetwey.”


“Thank you, Janie. I had no idea how
late it had become.”


“I was wondering where you were when I
brought the chocolate.”


A cup sat on the table beneath the
window. Laura lifted it to take a drink and spit out the contents. It was
already cold. 


“I was in the east wing, writing.” She
tossed her robe onto the bed. “I couldn’t sleep so I rose early.”


“Very good.” Janie bit her bottom lip
and took a step back.


“If you can’t find me again, you can
look for me there.”


The maid’s eyes grew round. “Oh, no,
Miss Chetwey. I will wait until you have returned.”


Laura wished to assure the maid that the
east wing was perfectly safe and wasn’t haunted, but could no longer do so.
Though there was no danger in the east wing, it was certainly haunted. Not that
Lady Torrington had noticed. Am I the only one who can see Patrick? She
reached for the hem of her nightgown and stopped.


Can I always see him or will he be
invisible some of the time? She dropped the material and
slowly turned, studying the room. He didn’t follow her here, did he?  


“Is something wrong, Miss
Chetwey?”  


Laura focused on the maid and a rush of
heat came to her cheeks. “No, I was just thinking about a part of my story.”


“Your water will start to cool,” Janie
prompted.


“Of course,” Laura laughed, and entered
the bathing chamber. Before she shut the door, she looked around the chamber
one more time. He wasn’t there. After shutting the door, she studied the room.
If Patrick were here she would know it, wouldn’t she? She strained to see any
misting, or anything that disrupted the clarity in the room but saw nothing
other than steam coming from the water in the hip bath. Certainly she would at
least feel his presence, even if he were invisible. She had felt it as she
wrote, before she heard him. 


Laura brought a hand to her neck. Had he
touched her? “I could have sworn I felt the cool press of lips.” She pulled the
nightdress over her head and let it drop to the floor. “Of course, I would know
if he were here.” 


“What did you say, Miss Chetwey?” Janie
called through the door.


“Nothing,” Laura answered back before
she sank into the warm water. “I met a ghost today,” she muttered, but not loud
enough for Janie to hear. “His name is Patrick Delaney, the most handsome man I
have ever encountered.” She hummed and picked up the bar of soap. “After I find
out what happened to Blake, I will learn what happened to Patrick. He needs to
know how he died.”














 





Patrick wandered about the room. There
was little of interest. Even if he were of a mind to read a book, he couldn’t
take one off the shelves. He let out a sigh. “What am I going to do until she
comes back? I am shut in this blasted room with nothin’ for entertainment.” He
turned and studied the closed door. “Or am I?”


He marched forward and attempted to grab
the handle.  His hand went through without allowing him to grip. “If my
hand can move through this, can I go through the door?”


Tentatively, he pushed his fist through
the thick wood. It disappeared, but there was no pain. He quickly yanked it
back. It was whole. Or at least as whole as it was before he pushed it through
the door. Next he slid his foot forward. It also disappeared before he brought
it back.  


“Is it possible that I can walk about
where I wish?” He leaned forward until he could see into the hall. He turned
his head in one direction and then the other before stepping through the door.
Excitement bubbled up at his newfound freedom.  


Patrick continued down the hall to exit
the east wing, noting cobwebs in the crease where the ceiling met the walls,
and at the corner of every door. A thick layer of dust covered the floor and
what must have been a blue runner, though it appeared more of a dirty gray,
with small footprints leading from the entry to Laura’s writing room and back.
Someone really did need to clean in here, especially if she was going to be
spending so much time in this part of the Abbey. It couldn’t be healthy to
breath in such foul air.


At the corner he turned and followed the
hall until he emerged from the doorway into a pristine section of the home. The
wood floors shone as if they had been polished only moments before. The same
could be said for the railing. He leaned forward and looked down toward the
entry. Marble reflected tables, flowers and chairs. With the exception of the
east wing, Lady Torrington managed an immaculate home.  


Instead of descending the stairs,
Patrick continued on into the west wing, where the family chambers were
located. Blake’s had been the first door to the left, and when Patrick stayed
here, he’d been given the room directly across. Between Blake’s former chamber
and the ones used by Lord and Lady Torrington at the end of the hall, there
were five more chambers. In which one did Laura reside?


Patrick strolled further, stopping at
each door to listen. Three doors down he heard voices and strained to make out
the words. He couldn’t understand anything so he stuck his head through the
door. A maid stood by the bed laying out stockings, chemise and a corset. A
drab gray gown already rested across the bed.  


“I need to hurry.” Laura emerged from
what Patrick assumed was a bathing chamber. Her hair was pinned haphazardly
above her head and moist tendrils curled about her face. Her rosy skin
glistened with the dampness of just having left the bath and she wore only a
towel, wrapped around her figure, concealing only the more delicate portions of
her body. Long, shapely legs carried her from the doorway toward her maid. If
the towel was a bit shorter, he would be able to glimpse her buttocks. Maybe if
she bent over.


It was wrong to watch her, yet Patrick
could not pull away. Given how uncomfortable his breeches had become, no doubt
he would suffer the consequences. He really should leave before she noticed
him.


Laura turned toward him and squeaked. He
raised his gaze from her delicate toes, up her body until he looked into her
face which possessed the loveliest rosy cheeks.  


“What is it, Miss Chetwey?” the maid
asked.  


Patrick grinned and winked before
covering his eyes with his hand.


“A rodent. I thought I saw a rodent.”


He laughed and returned to the
hallway.  


“I will dress in private,” she called,
loud enough for Patrick to hear through the thick wood.


“Of course, Miss Chetwey.” The maid
opened the door and left the room, shaking her head and mumbling to herself.
“Too much time by herself. Going daft, she is.”


Laura emerged a few moments later,
dressed for the day in that ugly gray gown. 


She looked one way and then the next
before focusing on him. “Don’t ever come into my chamber again without my explicit
permission.”


“I do apologize.”


 “I am sure you do.” Laura snorted
before she turned and marched down the hall toward the stairs. “I don’t mind
you visiting about the house, but I need my privacy.”


“Of course.”


“Good. We understand each other.”


Patrick smiled and followed her down the
hall, contemplating the many ways he would gain access to her bedchamber.





Patrick leaned against the window as the
carriage drove away. The ladies would be shopping. If he knew anything about
women and shopping excursions, he was doomed to an afternoon alone. 


He made his way to the stairs and walked
to the ground floor. Maids were dusting and sweeping, paying him no mind, of
course. He began whistling a tune he learned as a child and watched for a
reaction. None of them could hear him. Patrick shrugged and continued on. He
was getting used to being invisible. The butler was in the dining room
polishing silver and the housekeeper was lecturing a young maid.  


“This household is frightfully borin’.”


A knock sounded at the front door and
Patrick settled on the steps to see who had come to call. A footman opened the
door and allowed three gentlemen to enter. Patrick didn’t recognize them, but
why should he? When he visited with Blake, he rarely went into town and the two
kept to themselves as boys. As they grew older, friends from school would join
them.  


“Lord Torrington is awaiting your
arrival. I will take you to the library.”


Patrick perked up and stood. He followed
the gentlemen down the hall to Torrington’s library and reached the door just
in time to have it shut in his face. “Extremely rude of them.”


Undeterred, he passed through the door
and took a seat in an unoccupied chair.


Torrington handed each man a glass of
brandy. Patrick’s mouth watered. Oh, to taste brandy again. To taste anything,
for that matter. Why was he so bloody thirsty all of a sudden?


“Something must be done,” insisted the
older man with a shock of white hair.


“What, Barton?” Torrington countered.
“We’ve sent men into the forest time and time again, and cannot catch those
murdering—”


“Have you sent to London?” the youngest
man interrupted. He couldn’t have been much older than Laura and possessed a
slight build, watery blue eyes and blond hair cut in the latest fashion. Or, at
least the styling of the hair had been the fashion last spring, before he and
Blake set out on their journey. 


Where had they gone and why?


“Yes.” Torrington gave a dismissive wave
of his hand. “Three times, no response. If you have a better solution,
Franklin, I would like to hear it.”


“Maybe when a peer is murdered they
might become interested,” Barton grumbled.


“Murdered?” Patrick straightened with
alarm. 


“I pray that does not happen,” the
unnamed man sniffed. He couldn’t be above forty, and he had an air of authority
about him, as if he had been born to privilege and expected to be treated as
such. Patrick had met more gentlemen like him than he could count, and disliked
most of them. 


“Men have been murdered.”
Franklin shot to his feet. “They may not be peers, but they were men just the
same, who happened to be in that forest at the time.” He pointed out the
window for emphasis.


Patrick followed his line of vision. “I
had been in the forest. I am almost certain of it. Was I murdered?”


“Gentlemen stick to the roads,” the yet
to be identified man drawled. “They don’t take short cuts through the woods.” 


“I did.” Patrick specifically
remembered taking the turnoff right after the town, the one he and Blake always
traveled.


“Gentlemen do use the paths, if
they do not know any better, Dirksen,” Franklin insisted and Patrick had to
admire the young man for standing up to the highbrow.


The elitist sniffed and turned his nose
away.  


Patrick snorted. “The man probably
doesn’t sit on a horse either, but prefers the comfort of his carriage.”


“It does not matter if he is a peer or a
common servant, nobody deserves to be murdered. Something must be done.”
Franklin brought his fist down on the table with enough force to make the
glasses shake.


“I agree.” Torrington pushed his fingers
through his white hair. “I just don’t know what else we can do. Every time we
search we find nothing. Nothing!”


“Has your nephew returned?” Barton
gruffly demanded. “He could take care of the problem.”


Torrington sadly shook his head.


“How is Miss Chetwey holding up?”
Franklin asked, all anger from his earlier tone gone. 


Patrick narrowed his eyes at the young
gentleman.


“Well, though she insists on wearing
half-mourning.”


“I missed her at the assembly.” Franklin
settled back into his seat.


“I bet ya did.” Patrick snorted and
slouched in his chair before he folded his arms across his chest, never taking
his eyes from Franklin. He was young enough to be of interest to Laura, maybe.
He didn’t seem too foppish, but he wasn’t right for her. Though Patrick
couldn’t determine exactly what was wrong, the man would not do. Not for Laura.
Franklin would have to turn his interest elsewhere.


Lord Torrington leaned toward Franklin.
“Perhaps you should call on her. It might lift her spirits,”


Franklin straightened, his eyes lit with
anticipation. “It will be my pleasure.” 


Bloody hell.
Patrick rose and wandered to the opposite side of the room. He couldn’t stand
to sit there and watch Franklin endear himself to Torrington. In Blake’s
absence, Torrington was Laura’s guardian, and he had just given Franklin
permission to court her.  


This would not do at all.


Patrick stalked to the couch and settled
down. He now had a purpose. Lying back, he stretched out and closed his eyes.
There were so many ways he could discourage Franklin, but which one should he
try first? 


Would he be able to do any of them in
this state? 


“Damn and blast.”





Laura glanced at the small watch inside
her reticule. This short jaunt into town for a bit of shopping was going on three
hours. Aunt Ivy insisted Laura accompany her because she was spending too much
time cooped up in that room. Or course, her aunt would fear for
Laura’s sanity, given she had come across her talking to a ghost this morning. 


As the hours progressed, Laura couldn’t
help but wonder if she hadn’t slipped a bit into madness. As real as this
morning had seemed, had it all been her imagination? A dream?  


She put it from her mind before she was
overcome with the embarrassment following her bath again. She had been barely
covered and if Blake knew how much of her person Patrick had seen, he might
just call his friend out. Not that it would do any good, given Patrick was
already dead. A person could only die once, couldn’t they?  


She glanced back at Aunt Ivy, who was
still in deep discussion with Lady Carter. Gossip actually. Laura couldn’t
stand to be in the milliner’s shop one more moment, not on a day like today.
She stepped outside and took a big gulp of fresh air. The sky was a light blue
with a crisp bite in the air but far from uncomfortable and she was determined
to enjoy this fine weather while she could.  


Laura studied the walk of shops they had
already visited with no desire to revisit them. There was little she needed. In
the other direction, there were four more businesses. It would be hours before
she’d be able to drag her aunt from town, so she strolled along the walk to see
where else they had to visit. A mercantile, lending library and haberdashery.
Hopefully none of them would take too long. 


Retracing her steps, she ducked into the
mercantile to purchase what she needed most and selected a stack of paper,
which she placed on the counter with a new quill, tips, ink and pencils. If she
were going to finish her horrid novel, she needed plenty of supplies.


The clerk added up her purchases and
Laura counted out payment from her pin money. Once she exited onto the street
she turned back the way she had come only to find her aunt still gossiping with
Lady Carter. What could the two be talking about? Hadn’t they just seen each
other at the assembly?


Instead of waiting, Laura wandered to
the entrance of the lending library and peeked into the window. Should she
borrow a few books? No. If she were to write this novel, she couldn’t
spend time reading. Besides, there was Patrick to consider and since she was
the only one who apparently could see or talk to him, she shouldn’t spend her
spare time with her nose in a book. She’d rather spend it trying to help him
regain his memory.  


At the end of the small street stood her
uncle’s carriage and she strolled in that direction with the intention of
putting her new purchases inside but stopped when she reached the end of the
road. On the opposite side sat the quaint church where she attended services
with her aunt and uncle. Beside it was a cemetery where men gathered for a
funeral. Laura checked for oncoming carriages and horses before she crossed the
road to get a better view. Funerals had never interested her before, especially
since they were a man’s domain, but today she was pulled toward it. She stopped
and lingered behind the wrought iron fence. Several gentlemen stood around a
simple, pine box. Vicar Watson held his book open and spoke quietly. A moment
later the gentlemen bowed their heads. Laura did the same out of respect, not
that she could hear the prayers, but said her own for the poor soul being put
into the ground.


A moment later she glanced up. The
casket was being lowered and the mourners turned
from the grave and exited the cemetery. Some were on foot and others climbed
into carriages. Brian Urlich, an odd man of approximately thirty with light
brown hair and deep green eyes, stopped before her.


“Miss Chetwey, how are you this bright
day?”  


He didn’t seem overly upset having just
come from a funeral. “I am well, and you?”


“Well, thank you.” His grin was wide
given the circumstances. 


Laura glanced back at the cemetery. “Who
passed away?”


Mr. Urlich shrugged. “I have no idea.”


She pulled away. The man was a bit more
than odd. “Yet you attended his funeral?” 


“Oh, I don’t make a habit of attending
the services of strangers.” He chuckled.


She studied him. Was Mr. Ulrich so lacking in
humor that attending a funeral seemed a good idea as any? “Then why were you
there?” 


“We felt someone should be, given no one
knew him.”


Alarm shot through her. “What do you
mean?”


“He was found along the river, beaten.”
Ulrich rocked back on his heels. “There was nothing to identify him and when
our inquiries into anyone missing went unanswered, we thought to give the man a
proper burial.”


Laura clutched the fence. “What did he
look like?”


A wave of concern washed over Mr.
Urlich’s face.
“Are you missing someone?”


She nodded and swallowed. “Perhaps. Tell
me what he looked like.”


“About my height.” Mr. Urlich was not much
taller than Laura. “Blondish hair.”


Relief swept through her, and she sagged
against the fence. At least it wasn’t Patrick.


Mr. Urlich grasped her elbow and led her to a
bench. “Are you quite all right, Miss Chetwey? You look as pale as a ghost.”


An inappropriate giggle bubbled up
inside and Laura covered her mouth to stifle the sound. “I will be fine.” She
glanced toward the grave. Two young men were shoveling dirt into the hole. “It
is a shame.”


“Yes, it is.” Mr. Urlich settled next to
her. “That is the fifth body in as many months.”


She straightened and blinked. “Five?”


Mr. Urlich nodded. “Something must be
done about that forest. It’s been overrun with thieves and murderers. It isn’t
safe to leave the road, as I am sure you are aware. I just wish the king would
send troops to roust them before their numbers grow and someone else decides to
take one of the old paths and ends up like him.” He pointed to the grave upon
the hill.


Laura slanted a glance to where Mr.
Ulrich indicated. Is that what happened to Patrick? Had he taken the path and
was set upon? She hated to think that Patrick could be buried in an unmarked
grave, nobody knowing what had become of him. “Were all five strangers or just
the one buried today?” 


He shook his head. “Sadly, three are a
mystery.” A gentle smile came to his lips. “Don’t worry yourself, Miss Chetwey.
I am sure your uncle will see that you and your aunt are protected.”


“Yes, I am sure,” she answered absently,
studying the five graves again. Four had simple markings. Did one of them mark
Patrick’s grave?


“Your uncle is very careful. Not only do
you have the coachman and two footmen, but at least three outriders when anyone
travels to or from the Abbey.”


She returned her attention to Mr.
Urlich. “I’ve always wondered why.” It had all seemed so unnecessary to her,
especially when one was simply going into town to pick up a dress or attend
services.


“I hope I haven’t disturbed you. I
thought you knew. . .”


Her uncle had been keeping the dangers a
secret from her. “It is perfectly all right. I am sure he would have told me
had I asked.”


From up the street, Aunt Ivy bustled
toward them, and within a moment, she stood at Laura’s side. “I was wondering
where you had wandered off to.” She turned to Mr. Urlich. “Good afternoon.”


He tipped his hat and bowed. “Enjoy your
day, ladies.”


“Mr. Urlich?”  


The man tilted his head. “Yes, Miss
Chetwey.”


“What did the other men look like?” Just
because the one they buried today wasn’t Patrick didn’t mean he wasn’t amongst
the others already buried.


“I don’t know. But Dr. Leward made a
death mask of each, and Tommy Haskins drew their likenesses.”  


Dr. Leward was both the physician to
those in the village, as well as the coroner.  Tommy was a young man who
hoped to be an artist one day.


“Where are they kept?” If she could only
get a glimpse of the masks and drawings then she would know for certain if
Patrick lay in one of the graves.


“Why would you wish to look at something
so morbid, dear?” Aunt Ivy asked.


What could she say? If she told anyone
of Patrick they would surely lock her away. “The men haven’t been identified I
thought perhaps I may help.”


“It is impossible you would know any of
them.” Aunt Ivy glanced down the street. “The carriage will meet us here. I’m
exhausted and don’t wish to be delayed further.”


As much as Laura wanted to assure
herself by viewing the masks and drawings, she was also apprehensive to do so.
If Patrick’s likeness was among them, then she would have to tell him the
truth. What would he do once he knew? Of course, he had to know he was dead
since he was a ghost, yet knowing one was buried in the ground somehow made
matters all the more final.  


The carriage pulled up beside them and a
footman offered a hand to help them up. The conveyance lurched forward as Laura
settled back against the squabs. As the town disappeared and they moved into
the woods she peered out the window. Were there bandits out there now, watching
them?


Aunt Ivy reached forward and pulled the
shade on the window. “It is best not to add to temptation, dear.”


Laura looked at her. “You know about the
men in the woods?”


Her aunt sighed. “It has gotten worse, I
understand. Even though your uncle stopped hunting a few years back - his gout,
you know - he couldn’t now if he wished to because it is far too dangerous. So
far they haven’t bothered anyone traveling the roads, but your uncle doesn’t
wish to take chances.”


“Which is why we have outriders whenever
we travel?”


“Yes, dear.” She patted Laura’s arm, her
aunt’s habit whenever she felt the need to comfort someone. “Don’t you worry.
We are perfectly safe.”


“They haven’t come out of the forest?”
How could they survive, especially in the winter?  While they could hunt
for game, a man needed more than meat to survive. What about shelter? Was there
a small house hidden that nobody knew about? A cave?


Aunt Ivy bit her bottom lip.


“What is it? Do they leave the forest?”


She sighed. “There have been instances
of families being robbed.”


Fear raced up Laura’s spine. “Was anyone
hurt?”


“No,” her aunt insisted. “The homes were
usually on the outskirts of town with little or no protection.”


As is ours.


“The thieves always come in the dead of
night and they must be very quiet because nobody knows they’ve had been there
until they wake the following morning.”


Laura leaned forward again. “What do
they take?”


“Food and anything of value left in the
common rooms. As far as we know, they’ve left the bedchambers alone,” she
informed Laura. “The gentlemen assume the thieves don’t want the families
awakening to find them so they avoid where people would be.”


“What if someone did see them?” Laura
asked quietly.


Aunt Ivy swallowed. “They’ve already
killed in the forest and I fear it wouldn’t stop them from doing the same in a
home.”


Laura shivered and pulled her pelisse
tight. Certainly the thieves would not try to break into Torrington Abbey,
would they?


Upon arriving at the Abbey, she hurried
to her chambers and dispensed of her purchases with the exception of her
writing implements, and then rushed to her
office
in the east wing. “Patrick,” she called as she burst through the door.


Nothing.


“Are you here?”  


She searched the room.


“Where are you?”


There was nothing but
silence. Surely he hadn’t left her. Not now.














 





Why couldn’t he open his eyes? They were
so heavy, weighted down. And he was hot. So, so hot. He wanted to take off his
clothing, but he was unable to move. Why did he ache so? Every part of his
being was in pain. What was wrong? Why couldn’t he get up?


Laura should be back. Patrick needed to
be alert for her. All he meant to do was rest on the settee.


Why was it so blasted hot? And why was
he in such agony?


No.  I can’t be in Hell!


Murmurs surrounded him and he strained
to listen. Nothing was familiar. Not the voices, the language, or the smell.
The air should be musty from Laura’s writing room being empty for so long, tinged
with the aroma of burning wood, not with sweat and other repugnant odors he
could not define. Laura smelled of lilacs and he couldn’t pick out her scent.


What was happening to him? 


Patrick’s heart raced. He fought to
breathe and struggled against the weight pinned against him, trying to block
the searing pain every movement delivered. What was holding him back? Why
couldn’t he move?


Panic surged through him. He had to
break away. He couldn’t be moving on. Not now. Not yet. He had to get back to
Laura.  He had to get out of Hell.





Laura called his name over and over, but
Patrick was not in the cozy and quaint room where she wrote. “He could be in
another part of the house.” She checked each room in the east wing, but he was
not in any of them.  


“My room?” He hadn’t been there when she
left her packages on the bed to be put away, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t there
now.


She hurried toward her chamber. Pushing
the door open she stepped in, stopped and looked around. Janie was in the
process of folding her new chemise. 


“Did you need something, Miss Chetwey?”


Laura strained to see anything that
could indicate Patrick was in the room. Her heart sank. “No. I . . .” She
couldn’t tell Janie she was looking for a ghost. “It’s nothing.” She shook her
head and returned to the corridor. Where could he have gone?


“Laura, dear?”  


She turned at her aunt’s voice.  


“Dinner should be ready momentarily.
Shall we go to the parlor and have a bit of Madeira first?” Aunt Ivy never had
wine before dinner. Her aunt worried her hands together. “Traveling through
that forest always puts my nerves on edge.”


Laura followed her aunt down the steps.
Perhaps a glass of wine would bring clarity, or at least help her relax. Where
had Patrick gone?


“Ah, I am glad you are both here,” her
uncle said by way of greeting.


“Good evening, Uncle Edmond.” Laura
settled into a chair while her aunt poured a glass of wine. He looked more
strained than he had the day before.  


“I don’t want either of you to leave the
Abbey unaccompanied. Not even to go into the garden.” He flung his hand out,
gesturing to the doors leading to the garden sheltered by three sides of the
manor.


The wine bottle clattered against the
rim of the glass while her aunt poured. A footman rushed forward and took over.


“Why?” Laura eyed her aunt, whose hands
shook while she tried to bring the crystal to her lips.


“It is not safe.”


Aunt Ivy sank into a chair by her
husband. “Oh dear, I was afraid of this.”


“What?” Why weren’t they explaining
anything to her?


Her uncle turned to the footman. “Please
pour Miss Chetwey a glass of wine.”


As the footman did as he was bid, Uncle
Edmond turned to Laura. “I’ve tried to shield you, not wanting to frighten
you.” He took a sip from his glass. “Perhaps I should have left you at your
father’s estate and never brought you here.”


“I know all about the brigands in the
forest,” Laura announced.


He sighed. “I should have known you
would learn eventually.”


“Is that what this is about?” she asked.
“I promise to stay away from the forest.”


He shook his head. “It’s worse than
that.”


Alarm shot through Laura and she glanced
at her aunt. All color had drained from Aunt Ivy’s face, and she gulped the
last of her wine.


“For the last three days there have been
footprints around the Abbey.”


“The servants?” Laura suggested
hopefully.


“No.” He took another drink of brandy as
Laura accepted her glass of wine. “The footmen check the grounds every night
and every morning, and throughout the day. We know they don’t belong to anyone
here.”


Tears pooled in her aunt’s eyes. “What
if they try to get in?”   


Uncle Edmund grasped his wife’s hand.
“It is not possible. Every entrance and window is locked and double checked
throughout the day. Some of the footmen have offered to stay awake through the
night, patrolling the house.


This bit of news brought a small glimmer
of relief.


“Still, I don’t like it,” he added.


“Neither do I,” Aunt Ivy agreed.  


“You are not to leave the confines of
the Abbey unless heavily protected,” he warned both ladies.


The footman refilled his glass. “I hate
being a prisoner in my own home,” her uncle grumbled.





Patrick bolted upright. He was back in
the library, no longer in Hell. Maybe it was simply a bad dream. “More like a nightmare!” 



He swung his legs around and stood.
Though why a ghost slept and dreamed was confusing. He thought spirits just
floated about not needing to eat, sleep, or drink. Then again, a few days ago
he hadn’t believed in ghosts.


The room was black and silent. He
wandered into the hall and then the parlor. The clock chimed three in the
morning. That was more than twelve missing hours. Where had he been? Sleeping?
Or, had he actually been in Hell?  


Anxiety mounted and Patrick raced up the
stairs. He didn’t want to be alone. Not now. Not until he made sense of what
was happening to him. He couldn’t go back to wherever he had been. 


The east wing was empty. Laura’s writing
room was dark and silent like the rest of the house. He turned and rushed into
the west wing and stopped outside of her door. He had promised not to enter her
chamber without permission.  


But, would she know if he did?  


Certainly she was asleep and once he
assured himself she was fine, his own agitation would disappear. If she were
awake, he would simply explain.  


Patrick slowly stuck his head through
the door. The room was dark with the exception of a bit of light from the
glowing embers in the fireplace and the moon shining through the window. Laura
was asleep. Patrick entered and walked to the bed. She lay on her side, blonde
hair fanned out across the pillow. Long lashes caressed her pale cheeks. Full,
pink lips partially open. The moonlight shone on her delicate features and he
ached to touch her soft skin.  


Why couldn’t he have met her when he was
still alive? Why had Blake kept her from meeting him? It wasn’t as if his
reputation was questionable. He certainly would have treated Laura properly. 


His jaw clenched. Who was going to help
his older brother protect them? His father was still alive and hopefully the
man would continue to enjoy good health until Patrick’s sisters married. But
what if he didn’t? London was full of disreputable gentlemen. Their family was
more Irish than English and it could be difficult for his sisters once they did
attend the Season. Patrick had intended to be present for each and every one of
his three sisters to help them navigate their way through Society and make sure
they were not charmed by gentlemen unworthy of them.  


Did his family even know what happened
to him? Were they mourning him right now? 


The thought of not seeing his family
again was too painful and Patrick returned his focus to Laura. Her breathing
was even and deep. Did she dream? Did she dream of him?


“I won’t torture myself with impossibilities.”
He turned from her and wandered toward the window. The night was clear, without
a cloud in the sky. Beyond the Abbey was the forest, dark and foreboding. The
hair stood up on the back of his neck at the thought of being out there.


He had many fond memories of playing in
the forest with Blake in their younger days. A smile pulled his lips. For hours
they ran among the trees as pirates or knights. His childhood playground
offered nothing but danger and fear now.


Shadows shifted and he strained to see
into the darkness. It was a windless night so why were the trees moving? A man
stepped from the woods and slowly looked in all directions before he motioned
with his arm. Two more men stepped out. All three carried bags. They were full
of something but Patrick couldn’t begin to guess what.  


They crept further into the yard.
Patrick stiffened. Did they intend to break into the Abbey? He glanced at
Laura. Should he wake her so she could alert someone?  


When he turned back, the men were gone.
He debated on what he should do when two footmen stepped out into the yard.
They also looked around. Relief flooded Patrick. Torrington was not taking any
chances. His home was guarded. With that knowledge Patrick would worry less about
Laura, but his concern would not completely disappear. She was alone in her
room. What if someone did manage to break in and found her? She was far too
lovely to ignore, and he didn’t even want to think about what could become of
her if the brigands came upon her.


His spine stiffened. Torrington may have
the place guarded, but someone needed to watch over Laura. He returned to the
side of her bed. That was his job. Nobody said he had to be a muse only. He was
now Laura’s protector as well. Though he may not be able to defend her, he
could at least warn her so she could scream for help if necessary. It wasn’t
much, but it was the best he could do.


Patrick bent and placed a kiss on her
cheek, wishing he could feel her softness against his lips. “Sleep well,
Laura.”  


Straightening, he pulled away from the
bed. While she slept, he would keep watch. And, even though Torrington had
servants guarding the Abbey, another set of eyes would not be remiss. With a
last backward glance, he left Laura’s chamber to search the house to make sure
all was secure and then he would return to guard her. This is where he would
now spend his nights.














 





Laura woke and glanced around the room.
“Patrick?”  


She sat up. Was he here? The room was
silent and empty. “Only a dream.”


She pulled her knees up and hugged them
to her chest. Where had he gone? Would he be back? Had he moved on? Was he
watching from heaven right now?  


She glanced toward the ceiling. Silly,
of course. It wasn’t as if she could see into heaven.  Though he was in a
better place, she wished he would have remained a bit longer. Torrington Abbey
was lonely without him. Even only knowing him such a short time, Laura found
she missed him anyway. Emptiness remained, one she couldn’t explain. It hadn’t
been there before he came, but it certainly existed now.


It was only half past three and though
she should try to get more sleep, she could not. Her mind was far too alert and
she needed to stop thinking about Patrick before he drove her to Bedlam. His
short stay did almost that and thinking of him served no purpose.


If she couldn’t sleep, she might as well
write. She made her way to the east wing and stopped before her desk. The novel
didn’t hold near the same interest now. But, if she didn’t work on that, what
would she do to keep herself entertained in the following days, weeks and
months? She had started to become restless and bored before Patrick appeared.
It would be tenfold now as she waited for news of Blake or sequestered herself
for her period of full mourning.


Where was Blake? Where was
Patrick?  


Laura wandered to the window and glanced
down into the garden below bathed in moonlight. Beyond lay the forest. With the
exception of the road leading to the Abbey and the drive, trees surrounded the
estate. Movement below caught her eyes. She strained to see if it was Patrick
or one of the servants.  


It wasn’t either, but a strange man,
carrying a heavy sack, skulking around. Laura bit her lip. Should she alert her
uncle, a servant?


She leaned closer to the glass to get a
better look. He studied the building and then upward. His gaze bore into hers.
Cold and hard. A chill ran up her spine and a scream lodged in her
throat.  


“There ya are.”


Laura jumped and wheeled around, afraid
one of them had gotten into the house.  


Patrick rushed forward, his face taut
with concern. “What’s wrong?”


“There is a man in the garden.” She
pointed behind her, afraid to move closer to the window.


Patrick stalked toward the window.
“There is nobody there.”


Laura came up beside him. “I just saw
him. He had a beard and carried a sack.”


Patrick’s hands came up to gently grasp
her upper arms. She could see them, but only felt coolness where his hands
should be. “Did he see ya?”


“Yes.” She shivered. “He looked right at
me.”


“Bloody hell.”





“Stay away from the windows from now
on,” Patrick ordered.  


“I intend to.” Laura sank onto the chair
at her desk.  


Patrick continued to watch out the
window. A thief and potential murderer now knew a beautiful young lady lived in
this abbey. Were the miscreants’ activities limited, or were they not above
kidnapping? He didn’t even want to think about what could happen to Laura if
they got their hands on her. “I am not even sure ya should ever be alone. Not
now.”


“Uncle assured me they could not get
into the house.”


Patrick sank onto his haunches before her.
“They can’t.” He thought to tell her he had seen three leaving the woods
earlier but didn’t want to frighten her more than she already was. “I’ve been
wanderin’ the house, lookin’ for ways in which someone might break in.”


“There are supposed to be footmen awake
too.”


“There are. I saw a few outside and
others are positioned in different areas of the house.”


Laura sighed and looked up at him. “I
wish I would have stayed in my own home, where I know I’m safe.”


Patrick ached to comfort her. “But then
we would never have met.”


A smile pulled at her lips. “That would
have been a shame.” She brought her hand up and laid it against his cheek,
careful to let it rest and not sink into his form. 


Patrick closed his eyes and absorbed her
warmth.


“I only wish we could have met when you
were alive.”


He opened his eyes and looked deeply
into hers. “As do I.” A longing to kiss her gripped him. To have the
opportunity to mold her lips to his, hold her in his arms, was a wish never to
be granted. 


Laura parted her lips and her tongue
darted out, moistening them, as if anticipating his needs, or reading his mind.
Patrick leaned forward and brushed his lips against hers. Hers were warm, soft.
He may be able to move through doors and walls, and not be able to grasp simple
objects, but he could feel her softness. Laura gasped and then sighed. He took
her breath, drawing it in, wanting to fill his lungs so he could breathe again,
live again.


He pulled back. The ache in his chest
deepened with the knowledge that the one woman who may have completed his life
would be denied to him forever. She would leave him one day. Go off to London,
meet a gentleman, marry and have children while he was left to wander
Torrington Abbey for eternity.


“Your lips are cold.”


“Yours are soft and warm.”  


“I wish you could hold me.” She glanced
down as a blush rose to her cheeks.


“Ah, what I wouldn’t give to have ya in
my arms.”


A tear slid down her cheek. “You don’t
think I’m silly?”


“No.” 


Laura blinked up at him and Patrick
brought his mouth to hers again, molded them the best he could. If this was
their only physical contact, he would take advantage of it as often as
possible.


When he pulled back, Laura grinned. “I
never dreamed my first kiss would be from a ghost.”


Her words made his heart ache all the
more. “Ah, Laura, if I could, I would kiss ya much more thoroughly. So deeply
your toes would tingle.” 


She shivered and brought her wrapper
tight around her body. Unfortunately, instead of warmth, he could only give her
coldness. 


“Where did you go?” she asked. “I
searched for you and couldn’t find you anywhere.” She bit her bottom lip and
looked down. “I thought perhaps you had moved on.”


Patrick placed a finger under her chin,
but instead of it lifting her face as he intended, it passed through her
delicate jawline.  


Laura glanced up through thick lashes;
the question still lingered. Dare he tell her that he had been in Hell? He
wasn’t certain if that were the case or if it was only a nightmare. He didn’t
want to cause her to worry. “I was asleep, I believe. I was with your uncle one
moment, restin’ on the couch in the library, and the next thing I am wakin’
there, over twelve hours later.”


A small frown formed; she blew out a
sigh and relaxed her shoulders. Had she been so terribly worried about him?
Would she miss him as much as he would her once he was gone? Though he wished
he were alive, he would rather be with Laura as a ghost than be pulled away,
never to see her again.


Patrick settled back on his heels and
stared at her. He had enjoyed the company of women in the past, but never so
much that he didn’t wish to be parted from them. He couldn’t imagine not seeing
Laura every day.


A log rolled and thumped in the
fireplace, sending sparks flying, and pulled Patrick from his thoughts. Silence
engulfed them and Patrick realized how very alone they were in the east wing.
He stood. “I think ya should return to your room. It isn’t wise to be in an
empty part of the house in the middle of the night.”


Laura came to her feet and looked around
the room. “I am not alone.”


“I cannot protect ya.” It pained him to
say the words, but they were true. If the wretches broke into this room right
now, he would be helpless to defend her. She might as well have a newborn babe
guarding her for all the help he could be. “Durin’ the day there are enough
servants about. But at night, you are virtually alone and vulnerable. Nobody
could hear ya even if ya screamed.”


She swallowed. “I suppose you’re right.”
Laura bent to turn out the lamps before walking to the fireplace. She stirred
the embers and moved the grate back into place.


“I don’t think ya need to worry about
sparks.”


“No one can attend it.”


“I will check. If something happens I
will alert ya.”


Laura nodded and put the poker with the
fireplace tools. 


Patrick eyed it. “Keep it.”


She tightened her grip. “Pardon?”


“Keep that with ya. If someone should
break in and come after ya, you will have a weapon.”


Worry etched her brow. “Do you really
think they will break in?”


Patrick shrugged. “They shouldn’t be able
to get into the house, but I would rather not take any chances.” He also knew
that if someone wanted something badly enough, they would find a way to get to
it. One of the miscreants had seen her tonight. The man would have to be dead
not to want her. Yet even death didn’t bring a halt to the wanting.


Together they walked back to her suite
of rooms. When Patrick paused at the threshold, she turned. “Please, come in.”


He grinned and entered.


She narrowed her eyes and wagged at
finger at him. “This doesn’t mean you can come and go as you please.” She
leaned the poker against the small table beside her bed. “I do require privacy
upon occasion.”


“Of course.” The smile never left his
face. If he were alive, he would have never been allowed into her chambers. Being
dead did have a few benefits. Not that he could do all the things he wished
with Laura. Still, being in her presence did bring a peace he didn’t experience
when she wasn’t around.


Laura shrugged out of her robe and
kicked off her slippers before climbing into bed. She covered a yawn with her
left hand. “I suppose I am more tired than I realized.”


Patrick wanted nothing more than to
climb in beside Laura and pull her into his arms. “I shall leave ya.”


“Please don’t.” She bit her upper lip
for a moment before she spoke. “I don’t want to be alone.” She looked way. “I’m
afraid.”


Even though he offered little
protection, if any. At least she found security with him. “I will be right here
when ya wake.”


“Thank you.” Laura lay back down, turned
onto her side to face the poker and pulled the covers up to her chin. Patrick
wandered to the opposite side of the room where he had a view of her back, and
sank down into a cushioned chair. Watching her face while she slept would only
cause his ache for her to deepen.


What was it that drew him to her? They
only met a day or so ago, yet he knew, if he were alive, she would be the one.
Could it be because she was the only person who could see him? His only contact
with the living world? Had they met while he was alive, would he have noticed
her, courted her, married her?  


Yes! The word
screamed through his brain. Damn you, Blake, for not introducing me to your
sister so I could have known her in life.


His mother told him to hold out for the
right lady and that he would know when he met her. Patrick had scoffed at the
idea. His mother was a romantic and believed one should only marry for love,
that Society had it all wrong. Marriages contracted to unite two families,
build estates and make connections only delivered misery to the couple
joined.  


Patrick assumed one day he would meet a
lady he could like well enough to spend the rest of his life with, ignorant of
how short that life turned out to be. Perhaps in time deeper feelings would
even develop. However, one look into Laura’s eyes confirmed everything his
mother had told him. He knew that if he were alive, he would be using
everything in his power to convince her to marry him.


As it was, he never wanted her to leave
him. But to make such a request was extremely selfish. Laura was alive and
deserved to know the love of a gentleman. Deserved to be spoiled and bring
children into the world. To grow old and happy, just as his parents had done.


Mother and Father. “Do they know I’m
dead?  My brother and sisters?” His panic renewed. Patrick hadn’t seen
them in months. Not since before he sailed. Had he visited when his ship
landed?  


No. He had hired a horse and began his
journey to Laura immediately because of Blake.  


“I never got to say goodbye,” he whispered
into the room as sadness and pain squeezed his heart.














 





Laura awoke to sunlight streaming into
her chambers. She glanced to the other side of the room. Patrick was still
there, watching her. His arms were folded over his chest, long legs stretched
out before him, crossed at the ankles. “Good morning,” she greeted with a
smile.


He grinned back. A lock of black hair
fell across his brow. “Good mornin’.”


“Have you been sitting there the entire
time?”  


“I did leave momentarily to check on the
fire. All is well,” Patrick responded as he stood.


“Thank you, but you must have been very
bored.”


A mischievous smile formed as Patrick
sauntered forward. “Ya were entertainin’.”


Goodness, did she talk in her sleep? Did
she talk about him?


“Ya have the most delicate snore, more
of a sniffle, when ya sleep.”


Affronted, Laura straightened. “I do not
snore.”


His grin widened. “Oh, yes, ya do. But
not loud enough that it would keep a bed partner awake.” He winked. “Ya also
talked.”


Mortification set in. “Don’t tell me.”
She didn’t want to know what she said. Just knowing she did mutter something
was enough.


“But it was music to me ears.” He
stopped before her and knelt to one knee. “Had I known you felt so strongly. .
.”


Laura resisted the urge to fan her face,
or find a wet cloth to cool the burn. She bit her tongue to keep from asking
what she said.


He folded his hands across his heart and
fluttered his eyelashes. “Oh, Patrick, I love you. I do.”


Her eyes widened. “I didn’t. . .”


He laughed. “No.”


Laura threw a pillow at him. It sailed
through his body and landed against the wall before it slid to the floor.


Patrick laughed again and settled on the
edge of the bed. His face sobered as he reached for her hand. His was cold, but
she found comfort in his light touch, even if it wasn’t solid.  


“I want ya to tell your uncle what ya
saw early this mornin’.”


She had considered doing so herself but
changed her mind. “It will only worry him.”


“He needs to know how close these men
came to the house, and that one of them saw ya.”


A shiver ran down her spine. She would
never forget the dark, cold, almost evil eyes that looked up at her and that
grin. “Very well.”


There was a light tap at the door before
it opened and Janie entered, carrying a tray. “I’ve got your chocolate, Miss
Chetwey.”


“Thank you.”  


Janie set the cup on the table beside
the bed and eyed the poker. “Miss?”


Her face heated. “I got frightened in
the middle of the night.  Silly, I know.”


Her maid shook her head. “Not silly at
all, Miss Chetwey. We are all a bit on edge.” She walked to the wardrobe,
stopping before the pillow. She turned to Laura, a question in her eyes.


“Restless night.” Laura held up her
hands so Janie could toss it to her.


Patrick chuckled and Laura did her best
to ignore him.


Janie opened the armoire and Laura
picked up the cup. Patrick leaned forward to inhale the aroma and closed his
eyes. She couldn’t imagine what it would be like to smell but not taste.


“How about the blue today?” Janie held a
light blue morning gown, a hopeful look on her face. Aunt Ivy had probably put
the suggestion into Janie’s mind.


“I can’t. Not when my brother could be
dead.”


“He is not,” Patrick argued.


Laura jerked toward him. “Are you
certain?”


“Miss?” Janie inquired, her eyebrows
furrowed.


She focused back on her maid, her mind
clamoring to come up with a reason of why she was speaking to nothing.


“I can’t remember, but I know he is not
dead,” Patrick insisted.


Laura bit her lip, watching Janie while
trying not to react to Patrick’s voice. Her maid was already concerned about
her sanity and Laura didn’t want to give her further reason to be. If what Patrick
was saying was true, then she need not be mourning. Oh, she hoped with all of
her heart he was right. She sighed and answered. “Very well, I shall wear the
blue.”


“Very good, Miss Chetwey.” The maid
brightened and draped the dress across the foot of the bed before pulling out
undergarments from the dresser.


“The blue will look lovely on ya,”
Patrick whispered.


Laura’s face heated and she sipped the
chocolate. She should be scandalized to have a gentleman sitting on her bed
while she enjoyed her morning beverage, but there was something right and
perfect about having him here. Had they met in life, would they have married?
Would this have been a normal morning for them?


Sadness swept over her. She would never
know. She put the cup aside and got out of bed.  


“Let me help you dress.”


Patrick leaned back on the bed,
supporting his empty weight with his elbows.  “Yes, do get dressed for the
day, Miss Chetwey.”


“Not while you are in here.”


“Pardon?” Janie stepped back, hurt in her
eyes, a chemise clutched to her chest.


“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean you.” She
glanced back at Patrick. If she weren’t mad already, he would soon drive her to
Bedlam. Or at least the servants would be convinced she belonged there. “I have
many thoughts going on in my head.”


Janie relaxed and placed the chemise on
the bed beside the dress. When Janie busied herself at the dressing table,
Laura nodded toward the door and mouthed out.


Patrick sighed and stood. “Very well.”
He stopped when he reached the door, a hopeful pout on his lips.


“Now.”


“I am sorry, Miss Chetwey. I will
hurry.”


Patrick chuckled and disappeared.


Tension gripped her head. If this
continued, she would have a megrim before the day was done. “I wasn’t . . .
never mind. I had a long night.”


“Yes, miss.” Janie kept her head down
and hurried about her activities to ready Laura for the day.


Should she try to explain to her maid
there had been a ghost in here, and that was who she’d ordered out of her
chambers? No, Janie would either think she was insane, or believe her and run
screaming from the room. If the staff thought the ghost no longer confined to
the east wing, would they quit their positions? That wouldn’t do at all and
they’d probably blame her for letting him out. She would just have to do her
best to ignore Patrick when others were around.





Patrick waited for Laura in the
breakfast room where her aunt and uncle were already seated and enjoying their
morning meal. Upon her arrive, he pulled away from the wall where he had been
leaning and met her halfway into the room. He put a hand at the small of her
back and escorted her to the table. When they reached her seat, Patrick
attempted to pull out her chair, but his hand slipped through the wooden back.
With a sad smile she stepped aside for the footman already waiting to
assist.  


“Good morning, dear.” Aunt Ivy
brightened. “The blue looks lovely on you. I am so glad you have chosen to wear
a new color. Did you sleep well?”  


“Yes, thank you.” Aunt Ivy had regained
some of the color she lost yesterday and her hands no longer shook. Perhaps she
should wait and tell her uncle in private what she had seen.  


Uncle Edmond barely glanced at her over
his paper, and then he grunted before he went back to reading.  


The footman poured a cup of tea and
placed a plate of food before her. Patrick slid into the chair at her side. It
was odd eating in front of him, but it wasn’t as if he could partake.


“You need to say somethin’,” Patrick
reminded her.


“Shush,” she hissed back.


“Did you say something, Laura?”


“I am sorry, Aunt Ivy. I was just
thinking out loud.” She really wished Patrick would not talk to her while there
were other people in the room. She would need to discuss this with him. 
Surely, he would understand that answering him in the presence of others would
be disturbing to everyone present.


“Tell Torrington.”


“Fine,” Laura whispered and then smiled
at her aunt who watched her closely. A frown marred her brow.  


“Uncle Edmond?” She sipped her tea and
waited for his response. Her uncle enjoyed his morning post and it was not
unusual for him to finish reading whatever held his attention before he
acknowledged others. As a child she’d thought he simply ignored everyone. That
was not so, he simply put them off. Laura would wait. She turned her attention
to the food on her plate. It was the same meal she had been served each morning
since her arrival: herring, eggs, ham and toast. She really could do without
the herring and had asked that it not be added to her plate. Yet, there it was
on her plat every morning, regardless. Laura used her fork to move it off to
the side, away from the food she did enjoy.


“No herring?” Patrick leaned toward the
plate and sniffed. He grimaced and leaned back. “I understand.”


Laura schooled her features, as her aunt
still had a close eye on her, and took a bit of her ham.


As was their morning ritual, those gathered
ate in silence after the greeting. Her uncle preferred silence so he could read
while he enjoyed his meal. Neither Aunt Ivy nor Laura spoke a word until he
folded his paper and placed it on the table. By the time he did this, Laura had
eaten everything before her, with the exception of the herring, and patiently
waited. Thank goodness Patrick remained silent beside her.  


“What did you wish to speak with me
about, Laura?”


“I saw a man in the garden early this
morning.”  


Her uncle straightened. Aunt Ivy’s cup
rattled as she placed it on the saucer.


“When was this?” he asked. “How did you
see him?”


She explained how she couldn’t sleep,
had gone to write, and what she’d seen.


Aunt Ivy clutched her hands together,
her face pale.


Her uncle leaned forward. “Did he see
you?”


“Yes, I am afraid so.”


“Oh, dear. We will be murdered in our
sleep,” her aunt cried. 


“Oh, hush, Ivy. That will not happen.”
Her uncle muttered something under his breath then focused back on Laura.
“Perhaps I should send you back to your home.”


“No,” Laura argued without thought. As
much as she did want to be in comfortable surroundings, she didn’t want to
leave Patrick. He haunted Torrington Abbey and she was fairly certain he could
not leave. She would ask, but if he had to stay here, so would she. “I want to
be here.”


“And I should go with her,” Aunt Ivy
added as if Laura hadn’t spoken.


“Neither one of us are leaving.” She
needed to remain firm in this decision. At least until she knew if Patrick
could leave.


“I am afraid it is too dangerous,” her
uncle insisted.


“You’ve assured me nobody can get into
the house.”


“That is true, but can I really keep you
and Ivy safe?” He rubbed his temples and leaned back in the chair. “Tompkins!”
he bellowed.


The butler rushed into the room. “Yes,
Lord Torrington?”


“I want a footman at each door every
minute of every day.”


“Very good, sir.”


He turned and paused briefly to nod at
the two footmen standing in the room. They followed Tompkins out of the room,
leaving the family alone. “I don’t have enough servants to keep you safe. As it
is you can’t leave the house.”


Perhaps it would be better if she went
home. She glanced to Patrick. He studied her.


“Hire more,” he whispered.


Why hadn’t she thought of that? Laura focused
on her uncle. “Could you hire a few more men?”


“Not men,” Patrick whispered in her ear.
“Soldiers.”


“Soldiers.”


Uncle Edmond raised his eyebrows.
“Soldiers?”


Why? His eyes bore into hers. She didn’t
know the answer.


Patrick leaned close and she repeated,
verbatim what he said to her. “I’ve heard there are a number of soldiers out of
work. Now that Napoleon is no longer a threat, hundreds of soldiers have
returned to England, but there is not enough work for all of them.”  


“He may still be a threat,” her uncle
argued.


Laura straightened. “How can that be? He
is on Elba.”


Her uncle sighed and scrubbed a hand
across his face. “I know.” He sighed. “Even if we do not have to concern
ourselves with that emperor any longer, there are still other wars being
fought.”


“And soldiers returning home in need of
work,” Laura reminded him.   


Her uncle leaned back in his chair, his
hands folded on his stomach. “Go on.”


Patrick continued and she repeated. “You
could hire your own militia to guard the grounds and maybe go into the forest
to find the thieves.”


“Your suggestion has merit.” He nodded
as he spoke.


“And soldiers would be able to deal
better with the violence after being used to war, and such. More so than
servants who have rarely left the estate.”


“It is an excellent idea.” Her uncle
stood and called for the butler. “Unfortunately, it will take a bit of time
before they can be here and I am not sure how to go about hiring soldiers.”


Neither did she. This wasn’t even her
idea.


“Radburn.”


Laura turned to Patrick. “What?”


“Laura, who are you talking to?” The
concern was etched in her aunt’s face once again.


“Nothing. I just thought I heard
something.” She returned her gaze to Uncle Edmond. 


“Tell him to contact Radburn,” Patrick
said with more insistence.


 “Radburn would be able to direct
you, I am sure. He knew Blake well and served on the continent.”


“I remember something,” Patrick suddenly
said.


Laura clenched her teeth to keep from
responding and forced herself not to look at him. She wanted to ask, but didn’t
dare speak to Patrick again, not in front of her aunt in uncle.


“Meet me in your writin’ room,” he
ordered. Before she could respond, he stood and quit the room, a determined set
to his jaw.


“Yes, yes. Now I remember the young
man,” her uncle said. “He used to come here with Blake, and that other friend
of his, the Irish lad, um, Delaney. Yes, that’s right.” Her uncle stood and
tossed his napkin on the table. “I’ll have a message sent directly.” Her uncle
was walking toward the entry when Tompkins entered. “Laura has offered a
possible solution. I need someone to deliver a message to London immediately.”


Their voices faded down the hall and
Laura relaxed back in her chair.


“Oh, I do hope this works.” Her aunt
drained her cup of tea and stood. “Would you care to join me in the parlor?”


Though Laura knew she should spend time
with her aunt as the woman must be lonely in the Abbey by herself most of the
time, Laura wanted to be away to speak with Patrick. What had he remembered and
did it have anything to do with Blake? “I need to write the scene I’ve been
thinking about and then I will join you.”


Aunt Ivy offered a sad smile. “Very well
dear, but don’t stay cooped up in there all day.”














 





Patrick paced in the center of the room.
He had one fragment of memory, but could not grasp hold enough to remember
more. But what little he did know he had to share with Laura.


“What do you remember?” she asked anxiously,
stepping into the room and closing the door behind her.


“I know for certain Blake didn’t return
on the ship with me.”


“I know, but why?”


“Ya knew this?”


“I assumed. If you were here and he was
not, then he could not have been with you.”


Patrick sank into a chair. He should
have made the same supposition, yet he hadn’t.  


“Do you remember where you left him and
why?”


He closed his eyes and tried to remember
what he could of his trip. He was assaulted with memories of sickness, death,
sea and salt, mingled together, fires and burning, and a storm. What did it all
mean and how did Blake fit in? “No, I don’t, only that he remained and sent me
ahead.”


Laura blew out a breath. “But at least
you recalled something. Perhaps your memory is returning. And, he might not be
dead.”


At this rate, she would be an old woman
before he remembered the whole of the story. She reached toward the fire
utensils and stopped. “The poker is in my room.”


The fire did need stirring. “There is
one in the bedchamber.” Patrick gestured to the door adjoining this room to the
next. 


Laura smiled. “Of course.” She crossed
over and opened the door leading to the bedchamber and disappeared inside. A
moment later she returned, dusty poker in her hand and set about building the
low fire.  


He should be doing these things for her.
He should have been able to pull her chair out this morning and more
importantly, he should be the one protecting her, but he was impotent to do
anything but converse with her.  


The blue gown Laura agreed to wear today
pulled against her derriere as she bent and stirred the flames. Desire sparked
and Patrick swallowed a groan as he crossed his legs at his ankles before
folding his hands across his lap. Apparently, not all of him was
impotent.  


She straightened, placed the poker in
the stand and turned to him while she brushed her hands together. “I propose we
continue working on the novel.”


Patrick would like to propose they do
something much more enjoyable and would if he were whole. “Very well. How much
do ya have written?”


She bit the top of her lip. “Not much.”


He arched an eyebrow. “How much is not
much?”


Laura grimaced. “Nothing.”


Patrick uncrossed his legs and leaned
forward, balancing his elbows on his knees. “So, ya only have your main
character names.”


“Oh, no,” she brightened. “I have an
outline.” She withdrew a piece of parchment and held it for him to read.


He glanced through the notes. These he
had read before. “What is on the next page?” 


Laura removed the top sheet and Patrick
continued to read. Her outline read like every other horrid novel: dark gloomy
castle, secret passages, a villain, kidnapping, specters, and all the stuff
that makes a story horrid. It was the life he was living, minus the abduction,
and they were in an old abbey, but it was close enough.  


He glanced at her anxious face. He
couldn’t bring himself to discourage her efforts. Instead, he decided to
encourage her to try something new. “This should do well. These types of novels
are all the rage.”


Her grin widened. “I know. I can’t read
enough of them.”


“But, don’t ya wish to write somethin’
different?”


Laura grew serious and settled into her
chair.  


“There is nothin’ wrong with the story,
but don’t ya want to give the readers somethin’ original?”


She bit her lower lip and didn’t say
anything for a couple of moments. “How so?”


“Let the Abbey inspire ya. What stories
do ya know of Mad Marcus and the murder of your ancestor?”


Her eyes brightened. “Better yet, I will
write the story of my Uncle Edmond’s sister.”  Laura leaned forward with
excitement. “She had a terrible argument with her parents one night and the
next morning she was gone. Her bed had been slept in, but she couldn’t be found
anywhere and nobody ever saw her again.”


“Nobody?” Patrick found it hard to
believe not one person knew what happened.


“It was as if she vanished into thin
air.”


“Surely someone knows. A young,
unmarried lady does not simply disappear from her home without anyone knowing
about it.”


Laura bit the corner of her bottom lip
as her eyebrows furrowed in thought.


“Blake never mentioned it to me,” he
added.


“The family doesn’t like to speak of
it,” she explained.


“Surely, there was an investigation?”
Patrick questioned.


She shrugged. “I asked Uncle Edmond
once, when I was younger, and he said it wasn’t discussed.”


“You never asked again? Or anyone for
that matter?” If it had been his aunt, Patrick would have wanted to know every
last detail.


“I was too afraid to.”


“We can use this.” He nodded. “Your
heroine is desperately in love with a villain, except she doesn’t know he is a
villain.” He glanced at the desk. “Who’s your heroine, again?”


“Alonza.” Laura began writing on a fresh
sheet of paper.  


“Alonza doesn’t know how wicked he is
and is taken in by his charm.”


“He is handsome as well?” Laura asked.


“Of course.” Patrick leaned back and
folded his arms across his chest. “That is why he is such a successful
villain.”


“Now what happens?”


“Her guardian, who Alonza thinks is
evil, is against this suitor.”


Laura quirked her head and looked at
Patrick. “He is not evil?”


He chuckled thinking of his three
younger sisters who chafed at their father’s dictates. “He only seems so, but
it is because of the rules he insists she follow, and he is tryin’ to protect
her.” 


“Oh,” Laura nodded. “And the guardian
does not like…” She glanced through her papers. “I haven’t given the villain a
name yet.”


“Use one of the awful ones ya were
thinking for your hero,” Patrick suggested.


“If I can remember them.” She pursed her
lips and narrowed her eyes as if in thought. “Ernesto?”


“It doesn’t strike fear, but perhaps
that is why it would work.”


Laura grinned and started writing.
“Ernesto Scala.”


“Alonza is an heiress and Ernesto is
destitute and woos her away with the intention of marryin’ her for her
fortune.”


She wrote as Patrick spoke. “When does
Patrizio arrive?”


“When it is time to save her, of
course,” he said as he came to his feet.


“But what does he have to save Alonza
from?”


“We will have to think on that, but ya
will not have her faintin’ at every turn.”





Laura giggled and placed the quill aside
before she rose to stand beside Patrick. She looked up at him, studying the
intensity of his face. He was such a handsome gentleman, and kind. “Why am I
the only one able to see you?” she whispered.


A cool brush of air slid over her cheek.
“I think it must be because I have a message for ya.”


It was what she believed as well. “I
want to know what happened to Blake, more than anything, but now I fear that. .
.” She couldn’t finish the thought.


“That I will disappear when ya do?” he
asked gently.


“Yes,” she admitted. “Is that so wrong
of me to want to know the truth but not lose you as well? Am I simply being
silly like so many of those heroines in novels or the debutants in London each
Season?”


A smiled pulled at Patrick’s lips.
“There is nothin’ about ya that is silly. I would know. I have three younger
sisters. Silly ones.”


“I wish I would have known you when…”
She couldn’t say alive.


“When I was not dead.”


She cringed, but it was the truth.
“Would you have noticed me in a ballroom, or would the beautiful young ladies
have had your attention?”


“Laura, none are more beautiful than
you.”


Heat spread across her cheeks, but she
knew he was not telling her the truth. For two Seasons she had been painfully
aware she was not nearly as lovely as many of those presented.


Patrick quirked an eyebrow. “Ya don’t
believe me?”


“You are being kind.” She smiled.  


“No, I am not,” he said fiercely. “I
would have noticed ya and written my name by every waltz allowed without
tarnishin’ your reputation or givin’ Blake a reason to call me out.”


Laura stared up at him. He meant it. He
was not being kind or flattering. “I so wish we could have met then.”


“As do I.” Patrick lowered his mouth to
hers. His lips were cool, yet they still warmed her in ways she couldn’t
explain. His touch may be a mere whisper against her skin, but it was a blanket
to her soul. If only she could put her arms about him and hold him close, but
Laura feared if she grasped too tightly her hands would go through him and she
would only end up holding herself.


He pulled back and looked down at her.
“Dance with me.”


She blinked. “Pardon?”


“Dance with me.” He grinned. “We don’t
need music.”


He lifted a hand and she gently touched
hers to his so that she clasped it without breaking through his form. His hand
slid about her waist and Laura settled her left hand onto his shoulder. 
Patrick began to hum and started them off. She followed his lead and they began
dancing around the room. With each step, she drew closer and closer to him.
Laura would have thought he was pulling her close but knew he could not. Soon,
her head melded with his chest and her whole body heated despite the coolness
of his. Had they danced in this manner in London, they would have set every
tongue wagging with their scandalous display of affection. But, as they were
here, alone, and nobody could see them, Laura didn’t care.


“I wish I could truly hold ya,” Patrick
whispered.


“You are.” Laura tilted her head up to
look at him. Patrick lowered his mouth to hers once again. At a gentle swipe of
air, she parted her lips and more coolness invaded her mouth. She fought not to
grasp hold when all she wanted to do was pull him closer, to feel his body next
her hers and more than just coldness pressing upon her. She wanted to feel the
heat, his heart, his body. Tears sprang to her eyes, wishing for what could not
be and she finally gave herself up to what little passion they could share.


The longer they kissed the more solid he
became and Laura could almost feel the muscles flex beneath her palms. Fingers threaded
through her hair, but she wasn’t about to break the kiss. Patrick pressed his
hand against the small of her back. She grasped his other shoulder. The texture
of fine linen moved beneath her fingertips. Was it a dream? Was she only
imagining he was becoming real because she wanted it so badly?


Patrick slid a hand around her waist and
up until it clutched her breast. The movement cooled and heated her at once and
her nipples tightened. Laura groaned at the pleasure and he jerked away. “I am
sorry. I should not have taken advantage.”


She blinked up at him through her tears.
“You didn’t.”


Patrick studied her with concern. His
thumb brushed across the tear on her cheek. He pulled his hand away, looking at
the dampness with wonder. “How am I able to wipe away your tear?”  


“Could you be becoming more real?” Hope
bloomed. Was it possible that the more they interacted, the more real he would
become? Was it possible to make him whole again?  Her heart raced at the
possibility. Could she save Patrick?














 





“Laura, dear? Are you up here?”


Laura jumped away at Aunt Ivy’s call.
The woman had the worst timing. Why did she feel guilty almost being caught
doing something she shouldn’t? It wasn’t as if her aunt could see Patrick, or
could she? While he was more solid than before, Laura could still faintly see
the objects behind him.


“You have kept yourself up here for
hours,” her aunt said coming into the room.  


Patrick stood beside Laura, sliding his
hand up and down her back. Aunt Ivy never looked at anything, or anyone but
her. Surely if she could have seen Patrick there would have been some form of
reaction.


“I am sorry.” Laura stepped away from
him. Even if Aunt Ivy could not see Patrick, it was wrong to allow him to
caress her back while she stood in conversation with her aunt. It simply wasn’t
proper. “I was so involved in what I was doing, I must have lost track of
time.”


“Clearly,” her aunt sniffed. “It is
luncheon and we have a guest.”


Laura had no idea it had grown so late.


“Mr. Franklin has come to call and we
asked him to stay.”


“He didn’t waste any time,” Patrick grumbled
from behind.  


Laura fought not to turn around and
question him. What did he know that she didn’t and why did Patrick care who
called on her uncle? It took a moment before she remembered who Franklin was.
Oh, yes, he was a young man she had been introduced to following services soon
after she came to live at Torrington Abbey. If she recalled, he had light blue
eyes, blond hair and was not much older, or taller, than she. “Perhaps Uncle
would like to continue his visit in private. A tray can be brought here.”


Aunt Ivy chuckled. “Laura, he is not
here to see your uncle or me, but to call on you.”


Laura pulled back. “Me, why?”


Aunt Ivy smiled and her eyes twinkled.
“I think he might be smitten with you.”


If she didn’t know better, Laura
actually thought Patrick growled at her aunt’s proclamation. “What if I am not
smitten with him?” And how could she be? Not with Patrick in her life and
currently standing right next to her. 


“You have not given him a chance.” Her
aunt turned toward the door. “Now, come along.”


Laura glanced back at Patrick and
offered and apologetic shrug.


He simply winked and blew her a kiss.


Gracious, what was she going to do about
this situation?





Patrick waited until Laura had gone
before he grabbed for a small statue to throw against the wall – but his hand
went right through it, which only added to his frustration. “Damn and blast.” 


He had felt her. Every single inch of
her body pressed against his with the exception of the clothing between them.
She had felt him too, and had held onto his shoulders. When she grasped him and
was able to gain purchase, he’d almost crowed in delight, but didn’t dare lift
his lips from hers for fear the magic would disappear. Instead, he’d clung to
her, absorbing her heat, feeling her pulse and taking her breath. The physical
contact nearly brought him to his knees, but Patrick held strong, relishing in
the passion that sparked between them. Would he eventually be able to hold her
in truth, make her his?


She had been aware of his touch as well.
Her nipple pebbled beneath his fingertips. And yes, it could have been because
everything about him was cold, but he refused to believe that was all. She
responded to their passion as much as he had.


Patrick stomped across the room and
punched his fist into the wall. Unfortunately, it didn’t do any damage nor did
it cause him any pain, which left him further irritated. “Why didn’t Blake
introduce the two of us before? Why did I go wherever it was I went to avoid
the Season? If I had met Laura two years ago we may have married.”


He was certain they would have wed. It
didn’t matter the circumstances because he now knew in his heart his mother had
spoken the truth. As much as he didn’t want to marry at that time, Laura would
have changed his thinking, and his heart, if only Blake would have introduced
them.  


Perhaps they would have already had a
child. With Laura as his wife, he would have never sailed away and would have
had no reason to bring news of Blake back to her. They would have been happily
ensconced in their home, with each other.


He could offer her nothing now. Only
cold kisses, even colder caresses and waltzes.


Franklin could give her
everything Patrick could not, and Laura was with him now enjoying a bloody
luncheon.


He should stay away and allow her a
normal life. One where she could find a husband, who was warm, living and
breathing, but as much as he knew it was the right thing to do, he could not.
As much as he would hate standing by, watching her be courted by someone else,
Patrick couldn’t remain in here, waiting, and so he stalked out of the east
wing.


He found the family with Franklin in the
formal dining room partaking of the meal.  Laura’s eyes widened briefly at
his appearance but quickly turned her attention to the food on her plate. He
sauntered in and settled in the chair beside her.


“It is unseasonably bright weather we
have been having,” Franklin said after placing his fork on his plate.  


Most of the plates were near empty.
Patrick must have remained upstairs longer than he realized.


“Yes, it is,” Lady Torrington agreed.
“Don’t you think so, Laura?”


She blinked at her aunt. “I suppose.
I’ve spent little time in Cumbria, so I am not sure what to expect of the
weather.”


“For the most part it is dreary and
rainin’ this time of year. Not at all enjoyable,” Patrick whispered in her ear.



“Cumbria, especially here, has lovely
weather. And, the mountains are breathtaking,” Franklin offered.


“It isn’t true about the weather,”
Patrick insisted. “However, the mountains are nice,” he begrudgingly admitted.


Laura bit her bottom lip and remained
focused on Franklin.


He really shouldn’t try and talk with
Laura when others were about. It wasn’t fair to her, but he couldn’t let this
fop fill her mind with untruths.


“Have you traveled much, Mr. Franklin?”
Laura asked.


Patrick focused on the man and waited for
an answer.


“I’ve been to London, Bath and
Edinburgh,” he answered.


“That is travelin’?” Patrick asked in
disbelief. Of course, traveling to the Continent wouldn’t have been the wisest
choice. Now that Napoleon was on Elba perhaps it would be easier to visit
France or Italy or Spain. Patrick had always longed to visit those countries,
but it had been impossible. Now he would never be given the opportunity.


“I’ve always wished to travel to
Ireland,” Laura said.


Patrick looked at her. Was she only
saying this because she knew that was where he was from or did she truly wish
to go there?


“Why would you wish to do so?” Franklin
asked. “I can’t see a reason to visit such a place.”


“I’ve heard wondrous tales of
leprechauns and fairies.” 


Patrick barked out laughter and Laura
grinned mischievously. 


“Surely you jest, Miss Chetwey,” Frankly
said haughtily. “There are no such things as you are well aware.”


Laura eyed him askance. “Do you only
believe in what you can see? What of ghosts?” she asked with a grin.


Franklin chuckled. “Now I know you
tease. There is no such thing.”


“I am not so certain,” Laura mumbled as
she brought the cup of tea to her luscious lips.


“Really, Laura, you do go on.” Her aunt
giggled nervously, looking between Laura and Franklin. 


Did she fear the man may lose interest
in her niece because of her fanciful notions? Of course, a few weeks ago
Patrick would have considered them ridiculous as well. Given his current state,
he would almost believe that in addition to ghosts, perhaps leprechauns and
fairies do exist.


“Certainly there are other reasons you
wish to visit Ireland. Real reasons,” her aunt insisted.


Laura set her teacup aside. “Yes, there
are.” She smiled. “I hear the green of the island is as vibrant as an emerald
and breathtakingly beautiful.”


Franklin cleared his throat. “I do hear
it is lovely.”


“I plan on visiting in the spring,”
Laura announced.


“What?” Patrick asked in unison with her
aunt, uncle and Franklin.


“Why would you do that, dear?” Lady
Torrington asked.


“Because Lord Patrick Delaney was my
brother’s closest friend. The two traveled together and have not returned. If I
have received no word by spring, I will travel to Lord Patrick’s family to
learn if they know what became of the two of them.”


“I don’t think that is a good idea, Miss
Chetwey,” Franklin said with authority.


Laura stiffened her spine and Patrick
sat back. Apparently, Laura didn’t like being told what to do. It wasn’t so
much that Franklin was ordering her about, but his tone was rather condescending.



“Why not, Mr. Franklin?”


“You are a young miss and should not
travel about. At least not without a worthy chaperone,”


Her jaw tightened for a moment and
Patrick grinned. “I will be one and twenty, old enough to make my own
decisions,” she responded firmly.


“Think on this, Laura,” her aunt begged.


She eyed her aunt. “I have and I am
determined. I will travel to Ireland if no word of Blake has been received.”


Franklin gaped at her, and Patrick
crossed his arms over his chest. He had no fear of Laura succumbing to this
man’s charm. Even if she did, it would be Laura who ran that particular
household. What lady wanted a husband whom she could boss around and rule over?
Not that one should rule the other, but a wife deserved a strong husband, one
who supported and loved her without bullying her to do his will, and took
charge without lording over his wife. Laura wouldn’t be ordered about by anyone
and he rather liked that. She was no simpering miss, which made him want her
all the more.





Laura stood at the threshold, willing
herself to remain calm and rational. Franklin was a nice man, but he wasn’t for
her. Not only was he condescending and pompous, but he wasn’t Patrick.  


“I would like to call on you again, Miss
Chetwey.”


She simply nodded and bit her tongue
because her aunt seemed so happy with the prospect.


“Perhaps it will be warmer and we could
stroll through the garden,” Franklin suggested.


“My niece does not leave this house,”
her uncle ordered. “Not until those cutthroats are found.”


Franklin straightened and looked to
Uncle Edmond. “Have they been here?”


“Yes,” he grumbled. “Footprints have been
outside of the Abbey, but we have not caught anyone yet.”


Franklin pulled his coat close and
looked out the window.


“It will be dark soon, Mr. Franklin,”
Laura reminded him. “Perhaps you should return home.”


“Yes, an excellent idea.” The man
hastened to the door. “I will call on you in a few days.” He practically bolted
out of the house and Laura bit back a grin before returning to the parlor where
her aunt waited.


“He is such a delightful young man,”
Aunt Ivy said with a sigh.


“Please, do not think to match me with
him.”


Her aunt blinked. “Why ever not?”


“We would never suit,” Laura said
firmly. Even if Patrick had not come into her life, she would not be interested
in Mr. Franklin.  


Patrick lounged against the doorframe,
arms crossed over his chest and nodded in approval.


“Please, have another cup of tea with
me, Laura,” her aunt begged.


She glanced back at Patrick. As much as
she wished to be with him, Aunt Ivy was lonely. Anyone could see that. Now, she
couldn’t even go into town to visit her friends, and Laura doubted anyone would
chance venturing out here.


Patrick sauntered across the room. 



While Aunt Ivy poured more liquid into
her cup, he bent and kissed her neck. “I will leave the two of ya alone. I
suddenly feel the need to rest.”


His words startled her and she looked at
him. Patrick disappeared for hours last time he rested. His voice was weak,
almost distant. His form was also fading. He wasn’t leaving was he? Not again?
He’d come back before, but . . .


“What are you looking at, Laura?”


She blinked and paused to invent an
excuse. “I was just looking out the window to the weather. I hope it doesn’t
grow too dark before Mr. Franklin arrives home.”


Patrick wandered from the room and gave
Laura a quick nod before he ascended the stairs.


She remained with her aunt through
dinner. Uncle stayed in his library most of the time and spent very little time
with his wife. Though Laura enjoyed her peace and being alone, such an
existence might drive her mad over time. Then again she hadn’t really been
alone for the last few days, not that anyone else knew that, other than
Patrick.


She longed to tell her aunt of Patrick’s
ghost but knew the woman would not believe her. What if they locked her out of
the east wing and sent for a doctor? That would never do and Laura was fairly
certain she would not like living in Bedlam. Instead, she held her tongue and
made polite conversation as her aunt informed her of their plans for the coming
spring. It had been as she suspected. Her uncle was going to see that she
return to London and with any luck, find a husband.


Laura sighed as she climbed the stairs.
She hadn’t the heart to tell either her aunt or uncle that she had no intention
of going to London, at least not at the moment. Everything would depend on if
Patrick remained with her and what news she learned of Blake. As much as she
wanted Patrick to become more real, she also feared him disappearing if she
found her brother or if Patrick remembered what he was to tell her. She also
fully intended to travel to Ireland and not for the reasons she stated earlier.
She wanted to meet Patrick’s parents, brother and sisters. To hear their
stories and perhaps gaze upon a portrait. It may be all she was left with in
the end.


The writing room was empty. Instead of
working on her novel, Laura made her way to her chamber, covering a yawn behind
her hand. It had been a long day, and she had slept fitfully the night
before.  


She glanced about her chambers, but
Patrick was no here either. She had to trust he was resting, though why he
disappeared when he did, she did not understand. The last time he had been gone
for twelve hours and she could only pray he returned again.


A small part of her worried she might
never see him again, yet another part knew that when she woke in the morning he
would be there. She held onto that belief as she prepared for bed and slid
between the cool sheets.





Patrick struggled, pushed and twisted,
but he couldn’t get free. It was hotter than before. Flames licked at his skin.
His mouth was parched and he was finding it difficult to take a breath. 
Foul odors he could not identify surrounded him and he turned his face one way
and then the other, but there was no escape from the stench.


“Laura,” he screamed, but she did not
answer.


Voices surrounded him. Low and hissing,
and he couldn’t understand. They spoke a language unfamiliar. Were they demons?
Had he finally descended fully into Hell? Were they souls, trapped as he was?


He tried to open his eyes, but it was so
dark and smoky, they burned. Lights flickered off the walls and around him. Patrick
squeezed his eyelids tight. Did he really want to see where he was? Hearing,
smelling and feeling was bad enough.


“Laura,” he screamed again, not certain
if anyone could hear him.


He had to get away from this heat, break
free of the confines. He had to get back to Laura. His heart raced with panic
and with a yell he surged forward.


“Patrick.”


He jerked awake and turned to the soft
voice. He reached out to pull Laura close, to hold onto her, but his arms went
right through her. He fell back on the bed and scrubbed a hand over his face.
He had been in Hell and managed to escape twice. Would he manage it again if
pulled back? Panic surged through him and he tried to block out what he
remembered. If anything, he needed to make what time he had left on Earth
right. No more cursing, no more lusting after Laura, only thinking and doing
good, and pray. He needed to pray, a lot. He could not go back to Hell.


“Patrick, are you all right?”


He blinked up to find Laura hovering
over him, her golden hair falling about him in loose curls. What he wouldn’t do
to be able to feel their silkiness just once.  


No, stop thinking in that way.
Such thoughts led to lustful ones and he was not returning to Hell.


“Patrick?” she asked again. Concern marred
her brow and worry showed in her warm green eyes.


“I am fine.”


“You don’t seem fine,” she said slowly.
“What happened?”


Patrick stared at her. He couldn’t tell
her that he had been in Hell because once he was gone for good, she would worry
that he was spending eternity there. Even if he were lucky enough not to
return, he would never be able to assure her otherwise, and he was going to do
everything in his power not to go back to Hades. “I had a bad dream.”


She frowned. “Ghosts dream?”


“Apparently.” He tried to make light of
the situation.


“Do you remember anything about it?”


Everything, not that he would tell her.
“Why?”


“You called my name just as you came
back.” 


Laura is what kept him here. Without
her, he may not have returned. But what would happen when he had fulfilled
whatever was required of him? Would he leave for good? He shuddered at the
possibility. As much has he wanted her to know why he needed to be here, he
didn’t want to remember.


Patrick closed his eyes and sighed. Such
a selfish attitude would surely see him returned to Hell. He must try and
remember, no matter what it may cost him in the end. “I would rather not speak
of it.”


She nodded, though the concern did not
disappear from her features. “Did your dream at least help you remember
anything before you arrived here?”


“No.” She had to be deeply worried for
her brother. If one of his sisters had been missing for months he would be mad
with concern. He wouldn’t be holed up in an abbey, but searching to the ends of
the Earth. But, Laura was a lady and not offered the same opportunities as he
would have been. It must kill her not to know what had happened. He had to
remember, for her sake far more than his.


“Why are you in my bed?” she asked after
a moment, eyeing him suspiciously.


“It is more comfortable than that
too-short settee in your writin’ room.”


“It is also the bed of an innocent young
miss,” she reprimanded.


“Ya weren’t usin’ it and I assumed I
would rise before ya returned to your chamber.”


She giggled.  


“What do ya find so humorous?”


“I’ve not even known you a week, and we
are on far more intimate terms than would have ever been allowed had we met
before…”


“I died,” he finished since she could
not.


“Yes,” she bit her bottom lip and looked
down.


“The ton would be scandalized, but
I would do right by ya,” he said softly.


“How so?”


“If I were alive, I wouldn’t be waitin’
for Blake but demandin’ your hand.”


A small smile pulled at her lips. “I
know better, Lord Patrick Delaney.” She flounced from the bed, her nightdress
flowing behind her. “You and my brother had no intention of marrying for quite
some time.”


“It was easy to make such a claim when I
hadn’t yet met ya.”


Laura gasped and turned to him. “Do you
truly mean that?”


Patrick rose from the bed and slowly
walked toward her. He placed his hands over hers. “Miss Laura Chetwey, if it
were in my power, I would marry ya today.”


Tears sparkled in her eyes.  


He had never been one to speak from the
heart, and had never found himself in a position to do so before, but he needed
to at this very moment. “I know we believe I linger because of whatever message
I have for ya, but I think it is more.” He lifted his hand to caress the
softness of her cheek. “I believe we were destined to meet, but it happened too
late.”


She blinked and a lone tear trailed a
path down her cheek. 


“I love ya, Laura, and I wish I could
have met ya the moment ya stepped out of the schoolroom. I would have swept ya
up and never let another gentlemen know of your existence.” He leaned in and
bushed his lips across hers. “I would have known the moment I saw ya that ya
were meant to be mine.”


She sniffed and smiled sadly. “I love
you too.”


Her declaration should bring him joy,
but it only produced pain of what he would never know.














 





Laura jumped at the scratch at her
door.  


Patrick nodded and stepped back. “I will
leave ya to your morning toilette and await you in your writin’ room.”


Panic surged. It was too soon for him to
leave. Not after such a declaration. She wanted to pull him back and have him
hold her close, but that was impossible. What if he stepped out that door and
she never saw him again? 


“I promise to not leave.” He brought his
fingers to his lips and blew back a kiss, exiting the room as Laura’s maid
entered.


“What is amiss, Miss Chetwey?” Janie
asked with concern. “You’ve been crying.”


Laura swiped away her tears. “It is
nothing. I am simply worried.”  


“I know what you mean, with those
ruffians being so close to the Abbey and all.” Janie placed the chocolate on
the table beside the bed and added a few more pillows behind Laura once she
settled back on the bed. “Why, I barely slept a wink these past two nights,
certain they would break in and murder us in our beds.”


Laura stared at the young woman.
Goodness, she hadn’t believed the men could get inside after her uncle posting
so many guards. But, what if they did break into the Abbey? She peeked between
the bed and the table. The fire iron was still there. She sleep with it until
the bandits were caught.


 “Why don’t you enjoy your
chocolate while I gather your clothing?”


Laura settled back in the bed and
sipped. She and Patrick’s relationship was certainly odd, if not scandalous. If
he were alive, Patrick would have never been allowed to be alone with her,
especially in her chambers, or to take the liberties he had done. Yet, none of
it felt wrong. As a matter of fact, it felt entirely right. He belonged with
her as if he were a part of her.  


“Here you go, miss.” Janie placed a light
green woolen day dress on the bed. “This color always looks lovely on you.”


“Thank you.” She rose and began to
prepare for the day. After breaking her fast she would return to the east wing.
As much as she adored Aunt Ivy and felt sorry for her loneliness, Laura didn’t
want to be parted from Patrick longer than necessary. They may not have much
time and she didn’t want to waste one moment they could spend together.


She paused in the hall. What if they
were meant to be together for eternity? Was it possible Patrick would remain
with her until her time on earth came to an end? Was it a mistake that he died
too soon and that was why he lingered? What if it had nothing to do with
remembering what happened to Blake?


“Laura dear, are you coming?”


Her aunt waited at the foot of the
stairs. “Yes.” She shook the thoughts from her head and descended the
stairs.  


If Patrick remained as long as she,
would her aunt and uncle mind that she never moved from Torrington Abbey? 



When they entered the breakfast room, Uncle
Edmond was already seated, the paper folded beside his plate. Had he already
read it this morning?


“Good morning,” he greeted. “I have sent
to London for soldiers and word on Blake’s ship,” he announced. “I don’t expect
to receive news before the week is out, so until then, I still don’t want
anyone to leave the Abbey.”


“Were more footprints founds?” Laura
asked.


“Not this morning,” her uncle sighed.
“But we must remain diligent.”


Laura had no wish to leave anyway, and
no desire to come face to face with the man who had been prowling in the
garden. A chill ran down her spine. “I hope they catch those men soon.”


“Me too,” dear,” her aunt echoed the
sentiment.


A plate of food was placed before Laura
and she noted that for the first time there was no herring. Thank goodness
someone had finally listened to her. Not only could she not stand the taste,
the smell made dining unpleasant as well.


“Mr. Franklin has asked if he could
court you, Laura.”


She nearly choked on her eggs at her
uncle’s announcement.


“Of course I gave him permission. He is
a fine gentleman from a good family. He owns a small bit of land outside of
town where he plans to build a home.”


Laura swallowed past the lump in her
throat. Her uncle seemed so pleased she didn’t have the heart to tell him
Franklin was of no interest to her. “What does he do?”


“He is a goldsmith and jeweler, like his
father.”


“Mr. Franklin has some of the loveliest
pieces of jewelry in his cases.” Her aunt nodded excitedly as she spoke.


Apparently, her aunt and uncle weren’t
going to wait for the Season to marry her off.


“Of course, if it doesn’t work out with
Mr. Franklin, we will travel to London in the spring.”


Laura blew out a sigh. At least they
hadn’t already contracted the marriage.


“He will be by on the morrow,” her uncle
informed her as he rose from the table.


Not once did he inquire if she wished to
be courted by Franklin. He only assumed she was in agreement. Or, perhaps she
had no say and her uncle would decide for her. At least Blake had asked her
opinion when gentlemen asked. Her aunt and uncle were not going to give her the
same consideration.


She had to find a way to discourage
Franklin. She couldn’t marry him or anyone else. As long as Patrick remained
here, so would she, but she couldn’t explain that to anyone.


“I have such high hopes, Laura,” her
aunt said brightly. “If you and Mr. Franklin make a match then you will be
living close and we can visit often.”


She s nodded, not sure what to say.
Close was not here.





Patrick paced before the fireplace
waiting for Laura to arrive. If he could have, he would have built the fire so the
room would be warm, but it was impossible. He had even reached for the poker
before he realized that so much of what he had taken for granted was gone to
him.


Why had he professed his love? He could
offer her nothing except conversation and a cold touch. Laura deserved so much
more.  


He paced across the room. Perhaps he
should recant his declaration. Claim it was because of the lingering nightmare
and the confused state he found himself in. Surely Laura would understand. She
may be hurt, but it was better this way. Then she could move on and live a full
life, away from here. Married with children.


He groaned and stared out at the barren
gardens below. It was the right thing to do, to set her free, but it hurt so
much. And no matter what pain it caused to either of them, he had to let her go
and stop being selfish. To cling to her would make her life miserable and he
would end up in Hell. Was it worth it for a few precious moments they could
share?


“Uncle Edmond has given Franklin
permission to call on me.”


Patrick schooled his features and faced
Laura. He could not let her see how much it pained him to think of her with
another man. “He is wrong for ya.”


“Of course he is,” she smiled and walked
into the room, closing the door behind her. “He is not you.”


“There will be someone, however.”


The smile fell from her lips. “No, there
won’t.”


Patrick took a step forward. She had to
understand. “I am dead, you’re alive.”


Laura shook her head. “It doesn’t
matter.”


“Aye, it does,” he argued. “Ya deserve
to know love of someone who is warm, who can hold ya, give ya children.”


“But what if I don’t want those things?”


He pushed his fingers through his hair.
“Of course ya do.”


“What makes you so certain?” Laura
demanded.


Patrick blew out a breath and stomped
away. He could not look at her when he was trying to do what was right. “All
young ladies do.”


“I am not all ladies.”


He wheeled on her. “Don’t ya understand?
Ya can’t have me. I am dead.”


Laura stepped back at his harsh tone. He
regretting yelling, but she needed to understand there was no future for them,
even if he remained at Torrington Abbey for all eternity.


“But I love you.” Her voice was barely a
whisper and as painful as a dagger to his heart.


“Ya will find someone else to love. Go
to London in the spring and meet a gentleman worthy of ya.” It nearly tore him
apart to send her away, insist she look for someone else, but it was necessary.



“I won’t leave you,” she cried.


“What if I am no longer here?” He would disappear
if necessary. The Abbey was big enough that he could hide from her for weeks.
Eventually, she would give up, assume he’d moved on. Then she could return to
living her life as she should.  


“We have now.”


Patrick studied her. Yes, they did have
this moment, and perhaps only a day. Did he really wish to spend it arguing
with Laura? He took a step forward and held out his hand. “You’re right.” 


She reached out to him and gently
grasped his fingers. They were both learning how much pressure they could use
to hold without penetrating the fog of his form.


“But promise me that if I disappear for
good ya will not wait for my return.”


“Don’t say that.”


He placed a finger to her lips. “I could
be gone at any time, we both know that. I need ya to promise me that if I do,
ya will go to London and find someone who loves you as much as I.”


She bit her bottom lip and stared at
him. “If you promise not to make me go if you are still here.”


Patrick nodded. When spring came, if he
still lingered, he would hide. It was only fair and right that he do so. But
for the moment, they did have now.














 





As long as Patrick was here Laura would
remain at Torrington Abbey. When the Season came, she would simply explain to
him that she had no intention of ever leaving him, no matter how much he
insisted. She would rather have his love in this form, than be married to
someone she might be able to touch, but left her heart cold.  


She and Patrick could have an eternity
together, or he could be gone at any time. Neither of them knew why he lingered
and she didn’t want to spend the precious moments they had in argument.


Laura locked down the anxiety of losing
him and smiled. “What shall we do this morning?”


He took a seat on the chair beside the
desk and stared at where his arms rested. “Why can I sit in a chair or lay on a
bed without goin’ through, yet I can’t grasp the simplest object?”


“It is rather odd.” Laura pursed her
lips and studied him. She hadn’t realized the difference. One would think if he
couldn’t hold something, he couldn’t sit on anything either.  


“We shall determine a reason eventually,
or perhaps these oddities will remain a mystery.” Patrick leaned forward and
balanced his elbows on his knees, clasping his hands together. “Where does your
story take place?”


“In a dark castle, of course.”


“Of course.” He snorted good-naturedly
and shook his head. “I suppose it wouldn’t be much of a horrid novel if the
settin’ was in a field of daisies with the sun shining down.” He leaned back,
straightening his legs and crossing his ankles before folding his hands over
his stomach.  “Have ya ever been in a castle?


“No.” Laura’s shoulders slumped. “This
is the closest place to an old castle I have visited, but it is simply ancient.
There isn’t even a dungeon.”


Patrick straightened. “Ah, but there is.
Not as horrible as one might find in a horrid novel, but it could be scary
enough.”  


She perked up. Excitement bubbled
inside. Laura had no idea there was more to the Abbey. “You’ve been to it?”


He laughed “Blake and I explored the
east wing and below the Abbey many times when I visited.”


Laura could imagine her brother as a boy
sneaking into this section of the Abbey. He was always looking for an adventure
at home. Why should his visits to Torrington Abbey have been any different?
“Were you looking for the ghost of the former Lord Torrington?” The idea that a
ghost lurked would have intrigued Blake. He wouldn’t have been able to stay
away.


 “Yes, but we never found him.” He
smiled sheepishly. 


She slapped a hand down on her thigh. “Well,
perhaps you will have better luck in this state.” Laura jumped to her feet and
grinned. “Why not show me where this dungeon is?”


Patrick cocked his head to the side.
“Perhaps this isn’t wise.”


Why was he suddenly reluctant to
explore? “Don’t tell me you are afraid,” she teased.


He didn’t return her smile. “Ya will be
essentially alone. If it is in ill-repair or if you fall, or are injured,
nobody will find ya.”


He was simply being overly cautious.
What could possibly happen to her? “You will be with me.”


“I can’t help ya. Nobody else can see or
hear me,” Patrick reminded her.


The initial enthusiasm for exploring
dimmed. She hadn’t really considered that possibility, but she wasn’t about to
be deterred. “You go ahead and if you don’t think it is safe, I won’t enter.” 


Patrick’s brows furrowed, his lips
pressed together as he stared at her.


“Please?”


With a sigh he came to his feet. “Very
well.”


Laura lifted the lamp and stood back so she
could follow Patrick from the room. He led her to the end of the hall and
opened the door that lead down the stone steps. She held the lamp high so that
she could see where they were going. They stopped on the first level.  


“There used to be a door here,” Patrick
murmured.


She looked over his shoulder. There was
a stone outline of a rounded door but the center, where the opening should have
been, was bricked in. “I am assuming it led to the back parlor?”


He nodded and continued. It grew darker
and darker the further they went below ground. The musty smell assaulted her
and tickled her nose. Laura rubbed the bottom of it to keep from sneezing.


“Nobody has been down here in decades,
besides Blake and me.” Patrick stopped when they reached the cellar. She lifted
the lamp high, trying to see into the dark expanse. “At the opposite end is a
wine cellar. I would have taken ya that direction, but the door is bolted,” he
explained. “The other way inside is through the kitchens.”


Laura peered around him, almost merging
into his form. “I can’t see anything.”


“The kitchens are below the west wing,
on the opposite side of the Abbey. There is a smaller storage room directly
beneath it and then the wine cellar.” He stepped into the cellar. “This cellar
is in the same shape as the manor, so we would need to wind beneath the east
wing and the center of the house before we reached that area.”


“I had no idea,” Laura whispered. Above
her head were cobwebs and dust. How many mice had taken up residence down here?
She stifled the shudder, determined to be brave. She wasn’t about to let her
dislike for rodents keep her from exploring. 


“Stay here. Let me look around.”


“Do hurry.” She did hate to be left
alone. Blackness lay beyond the illumination of her lamp.


 “Do spiders bother you?”


“No,” she lied. In truth she hated them
as much as rats and mice, but wasn’t about to admit as much to Patrick.


He continued walking until she could no
longer see him. Laura looked about. Even though she was essentially alone, it
didn’t feel so when Patrick was with her. A chill ran up her spine as soon as
he left her, though, and she fought the desire to flee back up the stairs. Fear
crept in along with the surrounding darkness and instead of waiting as she was
told, Laura hurried after Patrick. He couldn’t be that far away. Once she was
by his side she wouldn’t be as frightened as she was now.


She held the light high so she could see
the ground and avoid tripping on anything. Goodness it was dark in here.  


Laura stopped and tried to determine her
direction. She strained to see into the blackness. She had lost all sense of
direction. Was she still moving toward Patrick or away?  She turned and
could barely make out the steps she had come down. She turned again to follow
him. 


The darkness engulfed her with each step
and she swallowed, trying to tamp down her fear. Thank goodness Patrick was
with her or she might get lost in here for good.  


A glimmer of light was further ahead and
she quickened her pace. Perhaps part of the cellar was above ground, or maybe
they were closer to the kitchens than she realized. It became a little brighter
with each step.


 “Patrick,” she called. 


The light ahead almost seemed to
dance.    


“Hush,” he hissed.


She stopped and took a step back when he
appeared out of the darkness, rushing toward her. His face no longer held the
teasing smile, but was rigid with determination if the hardness of his jaw was
any indication.


Fear and trepidation skidded up her
spine. 


 “You need to get out of here now,”
Patrick shouted. “Go!”


Laura’s heart raced. She grasped her
skirt and ran toward the stone stairs.


“Hurry,” he yelled.


Her toe caught a stone and she fell
forward. The lamp flew out of her hand and crashed against the floor. The flame
sputtered and she was left in complete darkness.  Her heart pounded and
her hands shook. What danger were they running from?


“Are you all right?”


“Yes,” she whispered.


“Don’t speak,” he bit out. “Just nod
your head.”


Laura bit her bottom lip and pulled herself
up from the floor to her knees


“Are ya injured?” The urgency of his
voice only increased her fear.


She shook her head. 


“Good, we have to get out of here now,”
he yelled with urgency.


She began to push herself up from the
floor when a light appeared from behind. Laura glanced back, hoping it was one
of her uncle’s servants. Standing above her was the man she had seen in the
garden. He grinned down at her, revealing his black, decaying teeth.


“Look what we have here.”





Laura let out a blood-curdling scream
while Patrick stood helpless, unable to come to her aid. Would anyone in the
Abbey be able to hear her? 


The man stood over her and laughed.
“Scream all you like.” 


Patrick lifted his fist, drew back and
hit the man squarely in the nose. The only reaction was a shudder. 


“Damn, it’s cold down here.”


“Who are you?” She demanded in a shaky
voice.


“Ben Skrewd at your service.” He tipped
a non-existent hat and dread filled Patrick. If the man had any intention of
letting Laura go he would have never given his name.


Panic welled. Patrick tried to strike
the man over and over, but his fists had no more impact than an irritating fly.


“Get up,” the man ordered.


Laura slowly came to her feet then
shifted from one side to the other.


“Good girl,” Patrick whispered. “Ya
didn’t turn your ankle or hurt your knee in the fall?”


She shook her head, never taking her
wide, fearful eyes off of the repugnant man before her. 


Patrick slipped his hand into hers and
hoped she remembered to keep hold without clasping too tight so as to break
their contact. Her fingers curled around his. “When I say go, we are goin’ to
run from here. Do not let go of me.”


She gave a quick nod.


“What ya got there, Ben?” someone called
from the area of the light.


Ben looked over his shoulder and licked
his lip, a sly grin on his face. “A sweet little visitor come to keep us
company.”


Patrick’s stomach churned. “Now,” he
shouted.


Laura hitched her skirt and followed. He
could hear her pants, but she didn’t let go. “It isn’t far,” he assured her.


“Patrick,” she screamed just has her
hand was yanked away from his. 


Patrick twisted to find Ben holding
Laura off the ground, a beefy arm about her waist. A younger man, as filthy and
bearded as Ben, stood just behind him, holding a torch.  


“Well, well, a nice little prize we’ve
discovered, ain’t it,” the younger man said.


Patrick’s stomach nearly revolted at the
gleam of lust in both men’s eyes.


“Ye ain’t going nowhere,” Ben said to
Laura as he strode away still holding her. 


Her eyes pleaded with Patrick to save
her. His throat tightened. He had never been more helpless in his life. Why had
he agreed to bring her down her?


Tears filled her eyes.


Patrick rushed forward. “I will get ya
out of this. If it is the last thing I do, I promise I will keep you safe.”


If only he could believe his own words.


He grasped her hand, offering what
comfort he could as Ben carried her to the makeshift chamber at the center of
the cellar. By his estimation, they were just outside what would be the entry
to the east wing. The firelight would not penetrate the darkness leading to the
west wing so anyone going to the kitchens or the wine cellar would never see
it. Besides, those rooms had been boarded up long ago, blocking them from the
rest of the cellar. How long had these bandits been living beneath Torrington
Abbey?


Ben tossed Laura onto a cot covered in
rumpled bedclothes. She pulled her knees up and hugged them to her chest. 



“Where did she come from?” a third man,
who sat stirring a pot over the fire, asked.


“Found her wandering around down here
and I thought we could use the company of a pretty little thing like her.”


“Do we get to keep her?” the man asked
anxiously.


Ben laughed. “For a bit, once I decide
what we are going to do with her.”


“Be strong, Laura. I will get ya out of
this,” Patrick insisted.


“I know you will,” she said with
determination. She blinked and the panic was gone from her eyes as her chin
notched up.  


“What did you say?” Ben demanded of her.


She simply quirked an eyebrow and
shrugged.


Patrick calmed at her show of bravery.
He wasn’t sure if she actually felt as confident as she displayed, but if one
pretended it long enough they may come to believe it. As long as neither of
them panicked, more than they already were, they would think of a way out of
this situation. He had to save her before it was too late.


“Do ya know how to hurt a man?” Patrick
asked as he settled beside her.


Laura turned to look at him. “What do
you mean?”


Ben narrowed his eyes and watched her
intently. 


Patrick ignored him. Instructing her was
more prudent then worrying what Ben thought of Laura talking to nothing. He
blew out a breath. “Did Blake ever show ya how to really hurt a man who wished
to do ya harm?”


A blush strained her cheeks.


“Then he told ya to kick in the
bollocks?”


“With my knee,” she grinned. 


Patrick suspected she was considering
taking that exact action and would relish bringing Ben to his knees.


“Who you talking to?” Ben demanded.


Laura blinked up at the man. “Patrick.”


The man glanced around, as did his two
partners. “Who the hell is Patrick?”


Surprise fell over her face. “You don’t
see him. He is sitting right beside me.”


Ben’s mouth fell open and he took a step
back. The other two shared a wary look. 


Patrick stood. “Allow me to introduce
myself. I am Lord Patrick Delaney. I suggest you let Miss Laura Chetwey free.”


She giggled.


“Is she daft?” one of the others asked.


Ben eyed her askance. “I ain’t sure.” He
backed further away. “Let her sit there a bit and see.”


Patrick chuckled as he returned to his
place beside her. “If they think you’re Bedlam-bound maybe they will keep their
distance and let ya go.”


“Do you think so?” At least she sounded
hopeful. It was better than disheartened.


“It is the only chance we have until I
think of somethin’ else.”


He glanced about the room. China, silver
and jewels were stacked in one corner and he assumed the items had been taken
from houses the three had robbed. Beside that were five saddles, one he
recognized as his own. Had these three killed him? 


Another stack held nothing but clothing.
Patrick recognized a coat he’d once worn. He tightened his fists so Laura
wouldn’t notice they nearly shook with fear. There was no proof the three were
murderers, but his belongings were against the wall and he was dead. What other
explanation could there be? Would they also kill Laura when she was no longer
of any use to them?


Patrick couldn’t think about the
possibility. To do so would lead to uncontrolled panic and fear. He had to
remain calm and find a way to save her.


The last stack was an accumulation of
purses with money beside them. The rest of this makeshift chamber held little
more than bedding for the three. “I don’t see any guns, but they could be
hidden.”


“I noticed that too.” Laura nodded to
the back wall. “Where does that go?”


He noted the door on the far wall. “It
leads outside, to the back of the Abbey. Blake and I could never get it open
because it had been sealed shut at one point in time.”


“Not sealed tightly enough,” she
grumbled.


He attempted to squeeze her hand to
offer assurance, but his fingers slipped right through because he used too much
pressure. “Damn and blast.” This was a damned inconvenient time to be dead.


Laura’s eyebrows shot up in surprise but
not censure.  


“I apologize.” His face heated and he
turned away to study the room further. There had to be a way for her to escape.
There were knives by the fire, but Patrick dismissed the possibility and
focused back on Laura. “I don’t like the idea of you using a knife because the
men are stronger than you are.”


She paled and swallowed.  


 “Did Blake teach you any other
ways in which ya could defend yourself?”


“No, he didn’t.”


“Do you think someone is really with
her?” the third man asked, concern marring his brow. All three of them
continued to watch Laura with apprehension. 


“No,” Ben grumbled. “She is playing a
game is all.”


Patrick ignored them. He had to make
sure she knew how to protect herself. He didn’t want to think about her being outnumbered
three to one, but at least she could inflict some damage. “Most men expect
women to aim for the groin.”


“Really?”


Actually, he wasn’t sure. If he found
himself in a skirmish with a woman, that is what he would be most concerned
about. Not that he would ever be in such a situation. “They don’t expect to be
struck in the face.”


Laura fisted her right hand.


Patrick placed a hand over it. “Not a
punch. That is too easily blocked.”


She relaxed her fingers.


“I am going to show ya exactly what to
do.”


Laura nodded.


“Do not mimic my actions because we
don’t want those miscreants to know about my instructions or anticipate what ya
might do.”


“Show me.”


“When ya lift your arm, tilt your hand
back, like this.” He instructed and she watched. “Then, with all of your
strength, lunge up and keep going.” Patrick demonstrated on Laura knowing in
his current form he would cause her no harm when the heel of his palm connected
with the bottom of her nose.


“Does that really work?”


“Sometimes better than a knee to the bollocks
because they won’t be expecting it.”


Laura grinned. “I’ll be sure and try it
if necessary.”


“After the blow to the nose, then ya
knee him in the groin, but be sure and lift your skirts out of the way for the
hardest impact.”


She nodded.


Patrick glanced back at the three men.
They continued to watch as she carried on her conversation. Ben’s eyes narrowed
on her, as if he didn’t trust her. The other two had a mixture of confusion and
fear. She would need to get rid of them first. Perhaps Laura could scare them
into fleeing and then she would only need to worry about Ben.


“Why can’t I make noise like other
ghosts?” Patrick asked in frustration.


“What do you mean?”


“Moanin’, groanin’, chains and all that
nonsense we’ve heard about. Why can’t I do any of that?” It was damned
irritating to be a ghost but not able to scare someone.


Laura shrugged. “Maybe it is a skill
that has to be developed over time.”


“Do ya think so?” He was rather new to
this. Maybe he just needed practice.


“Try picking up that club.” She gestured
to the piece of wood against the wall.


Patrick rose and walked over to it. He
bent and tried to grasp the handle. His fingers went right through it.


“Try again.”


“I am,” he bit out, frustration building
because each time he attempted to grab hold, it was impossible to get a grip.
How the hell was he going to protect Laura if they decided to do her harm? If
anyone else could hear him, he would already be upstairs yelling at Torrington
to come save his niece.


“Shut up,” Ben growled as he stalked toward
Laura.


Patrick stiffened at Ben’s words.


“Pardon?” she asked. “Are you speaking
to me?”


“Quit talking nonsense and sit there
quiet like until I decide what to do with you.”


She stood and notched her chin. “I was
speaking to Patrick.”


“You know there ain’t nobody here. Now
shut your mouth.”


Laura edged back from Ben. “But he is
right over there. I assure you.” She gestured to where Patrick stood. 


This was getting dangerous. “Don’t anger
him,” Patrick warned. “We are not playin’ a game.”


“I won’t,” Laura whispered.


“I said shut up,” Ben yelled before
back-handing her. Patrick tried again to pick up the club, but it was
impossible. He rushed forward. Laura lay on the bunk. A trickle of blood
trailed from the corner of her mouth. She was out cold.


Patrick turned, raised his hands and
went for Ben’s neck. “I’ll kill you for that.”














 





Patrick jerked awake in a dark room too
hot to stand. Not Hell again. “I have to get back to Laura,” he cried out.


“Hush,” a voice whispered.


A gentle hand pushed at his shoulder.
Patrick fought against it, his breaths coming in gasps as panic raged through
his veins. He would not be dragged further into the heat.


“Sir, you must calm down.”


Calm down?


He turned and looked into the pale green
eyes of an older woman with white hair and face deeply wrinkled. “Who? Where?”
Was his spirit somewhere else? Why here?


“I am Niamh,” she said slowly. “You are
in my family’s house.”


“Where?”


“Just outside of Tolbright.”


Tolbright? He was close to Torrington
Abbey. He had to get to Laura.


“You can see me?” He pushed the blankets
from his body. 


“Of course I can see you,” Niamh
chuckled. 


Patrick stared at her. “Am I alive?” How
could he be dead one moment and alive the next? Or, could she see him as well
as Laura? He glanced down at his hand. It appeared solid, unlike how he was at
Torrington Abbey.


Niamh looked at him carefully. “You are
alive,” she explained.


He didn’t know how he came to be here or
why he was alive again, but he must get to Laura. Those questions could be answered
later.


“Sir, please lie down.”


He pushed her bony hands away and stood.
The room tilted and Patrick closed his eyes hoping the room would settle.


Her gentle touch urged him to sit. “You
are much too weak to move about.”


“I have to get to Laura.”


“Who is this Laura?” the older woman
asked kindly. “You spoke of her in your dreams.”


“Dreams?” Had he not been dead? But that
didn’t make any sense. How could he have been here dreaming and be with Laura
at Torrington Abbey? He pushed his fingers through his hair. Had he dreamed all
of it? Had he not been with Laura, never at the Abbey? No, not possible. He had
been there and she was in danger. Patrick looked at Niamh. “I must get to
Torrington Abbey.”


“You may go in a few days, when you are
stronger.” Her voice cracked with age. How old was Niamh?  She was barely
tall enough to reach his chest and bent over as if her back had curved
downward.  


“Ya don’t understand,” Patrick yelled,
though his voice held little volume it was so dry. “She is in danger.”


“How do you know?” Niamh asked kindly.
“You have been with us for almost a week.”


Patrick blinked. “A week?”


“Yes, we found you by the river, nearly
dead.”


A week? His mind rushed with this
knowledge, but he couldn’t make anything fit.


He would later, when his brain cleared.
Right now he had to save Laura. Patrick pushed to his feet again and this time
fought against the dizziness. “Where is my clothing? Where are my boots?”


“I cannot let you go,” Niamh insisted
and yelled for someone called Cavan. A moment later a huge hulk of a man, near
the same age as Patrick, entered the room.


“Ah, you are awake, finally,” he said
with a grin.


“Where are my clothes?” Patrick
demanded. What strength he had was waning. His body ached as if he had been
thrown from a horse, but he couldn’t rest now. He had to get to the Abbey. 


“He is awake,” a female voice cried with
happiness. A petite woman with long black hair and light gray eyes stepped
around Cavan. “See, I told you, Grandmamma, he was not ready to leave the
world.”


Niamh said something to the young woman
and the two were soon bickering back and forth. It took a bit before Patrick
realized they were speaking Gaelic. He couldn’t understand the language, nor
did he speak it, but he recognized it. Was that the strange language he heard
when he thought he was in Hell?


“Stop!” he yelled. 


Everyone turned in surprise and looked
at him.


“I appreciate ya takin’ care of me, but
I need to get to Laura.”


The young woman came forward. “You need
to rest,” she said kindly and took his hand. She stiffened and stared at him
before turning back to Niamh. “The one he loves is in danger.”


“How do you know it wasn’t a dream?”
Niamh demanded.


“I know,” the young woman insisted.


“He can’t even ride a horse,” Cavan insisted.
“How is he going to get there?”


“How far is it?” Patrick said, no longer
able to stand. How could he free Laura if he couldn’t even remain upright for
five minutes?


“It is just a short path through the
forest,” the young woman answered.


“Is it dark yet?” Why did he not want to
be in the forest after nightfall?


The young woman scooped something into a
bowl and shoved it into Patrick’s hands before giving him a spoon. “Eat. You
need your strength.” 


He glanced down and determined it was some
form of porridge. His stomach rumbled and he dipped his spoon into it.  


“Eat slowly so it doesn’t come back up
on you,” the young woman gently ordered before rushing around the room,
gathering items.


As much as he wished to hurry, Patrick
did as the young woman insisted. He was as weak as a newborn babe and unless he
gathered some strength, he would be absolutely no help to Laura.


Cavan stood before him, feet braced
apart and arms crossed over his large chest. “What kind of danger is this Laura
in?”  


“Three men,” Patrick answered. “They
have been living in the cellars beneath Torrington Abbey. Laura went down to
explore and came upon them. They caught her.”


The young woman gasped.  “Are they
the ones—?”


“—what do they look like?” Cavan
demanded.  


“One is older, with a full beard and
rotten teeth. The other two are younger. I think the older one is the leader.
Ben Skrewd is his name.”


“How do you know this?” Cavan demanded.


Patrick looked up at the man. How could
he possibly explain? They might put him in Bedlam before delivering him to the
Abbey. “I was there.”


“See, Grandmamma, I told you.” The young
woman shook a finger at the older woman.  “When we could hardly find a
heartbeat and he lay so quiet and still, I knew he was not with us.”


The older woman snorted and dismissed
the young woman with a wave of her hand.  “Just like your mother.”


The young woman placed Patrick’s
clothing on the bed beside him and took the empty bowl. “Get dressed and I will
summon the others.”


She was out of the room before Patrick
could ask who the others were. Niamh followed, closing the door and leaving
Patrick alone with Cavan.


“Let me help you,” Cavan said.


Patrick moved to pull the oversized
shirt off and winced as pain sliced through his arm. He hadn’t even noticed his
arm was bandaged against his chest.


“Be careful, it ain’t healed yet.”


His entire body hurt and it was hard to
determine what was most painful at the moment.


Cavan helped him pull the shirt over his
head. It reeked of sweat and body odor. Patrick stood and Cavan assisted him
with his breeches. It was embarrassing to need help with such a simple matter
of dressing, but he might not have been able to do it himself with his arm in
this condition. His breeches and shirt were torn, nearly shredded, but what was
he to do? It wasn’t as if he had another set of clothes.


“My boots?”


“Didn’t have any,” Cavan shrugged. “This
is all you were wearing when we found you.”


The memory of being beaten as everything
was taken from him flashed in Patrick’s mind, along with being tossed into the
icy cold water of the river. “Do ya have a pair I can borrow?” He couldn’t
return to the Abbey in his bare feet.


Cavan nodded and led him from the small
dark room into a larger common area. Three other men, near the size of Cavan,
were shrugging on coats. 


The door flew open and a lad ran in.
“The horses are saddled.”


“He needs boots,” Cavan shouted.  


The men looked at Patrick’s bare feet
and from somewhere, a pair was produced.  Patrick sat on a worn settee as
another man pushed them on.


“You’ll ride with me,” Cavan ordered as
he marched out the door. 


Patrick followed. The cold air hit him
with a force, but he stood his ground. It wasn’t far to the Abbey. He would be
in the warmth again soon.


After Cavan mounted, another man gave him
a foot up and then got on his own horse. “To Torrington,” Cavan yelled, and the
horses took off through the forest.  


Each pound of the hooves sent stabs of
pain through his arm and other areas of his body. Patrick gritted his teeth
against the onslaught and concentrated on getting to Laura. They had to arrive
in time. What if Ben had struck her again? What if they killed her? How long
had he been gone from her this time? Did she awaken to find him gone? She must
be all the more frightened now than before.


Panic surged through him. What if…? No,
he couldn’t think of what might have happened to her at the hands of those
murderous thieves. 


Yes, they were the same damn miscreants
who had attacked him in the forest on his way to Torrington Abbey. He remembered
them now, as well as the message he was to deliver from Blake.  





Laura woke to a blinding headache. When
she cracked her eyes open, she had to turn away from the bright light of the
fire. The movement made her want to toss up her accounts.


“Ah, the lady is awake,”


It was Ben’s voice. “Make him go away,
Patrick,” Laura mumbled.


“There ain’t no Patrick here.”


She slowly opened her eyes and looked
about.  She couldn’t see him. “Patrick?” She pushed herself to a seated
position. “Patrick?” she called again. She wildly looked about the room. There
wasn’t a fog, a mist, a cloud, nothing. Her heart beat against her chest and
her breaths began coming in short pants. “He couldn’t have left me. He wouldn’t
have!”


“He wasn’t here to begin with,” one of
the younger men said.


“Yes, he was,” Laura bit back. Just
because they couldn’t see him, didn’t mean he hadn’t been here. He was trying
to grab the club. She closed her eyes and tried to remember, but her mind was
blank. “Oh, God, he’s gone again.”


The three men stared at her. Laura
scooted back to the edge of the bed, her back against the wall and eyed her
surroundings. Beyond them was blackness. If she could get away from them, she
could hide for hours. The cellar was huge. Surely she could elude them. She
just only needed to make her escape. There, she would wait for Patrick to
return, which he must do. He would lead her out of here and into safety.


She closed her eyes and leaned her head
back against the wall. As soon as her head stopped pounding and she didn’t
think she was going to be ill, she would find a way to slip away. It wouldn’t
do any good to run now when they would like find her by the sound of her
retching.


“We’ve been trying to decide what to do
with you,” Ben said.


“You could let me go,” Laura suggested
without opening her eyes.


“Ain’t she the funny one,” Ben laughed.
“We know you live in the manor. I seen ya. If we let you go, you’ll tell Ol’
Torrin’ton and he’ll be after us.”


“I swear, I won’t say a word,” she lied.


“She must think we’re the daft ones,”
one of the younger men said before he spit on the ground. 


“I wants to keep ya,” the other one
said.


“I wants to kill ya,” Ben said.


“I think we should enjoy ya and then
kill ya,” the one who spit added.


If she had a choice, Laura voted for the
killing. Bile rose to her throat. She would rather be dead than have any of
them touch or even try to kiss her. She gagged and covered her mouth.


“Don’t be getting’ sick on my blanket.”


Laura swallowed and took deep breaths.
In death she could be with Patrick. At least she hoped that was how these
things worked. Why hadn’t she ever asked him if he had encountered any other
ghosts? She had only asked about the former earl. If he had seen another,
wouldn’t he have told her?


Ben stood. “We’ll decide when we get
back.”


They were leaving? She could escape
while they were gone.


“Get the rope,” Ben barked.


Laura opened her eyes. “Rope?” Laura
squeaked. 


“You don’t think we would leave without
tying you up, do you?” He laughed as one of the younger ones came forward. He
wrapped a rope tightly around her ankles and another about her wrists.  


The one who wanted to keep her winked
and disappeared into the darkness.














 





Patrick leapt from the horse when they
arrived at Torrington’s door and his knees nearly buckled at the impact. He
grasped the saddle and pulled himself upright. After he saved Laura he could
rest, but not a moment before. He had to push through this pain and weakness,
no matter the consequences to his own health.


It was going to be dark soon and the
bandits could leave again. How long had he been gone? It had been so hard to
keep track of time in his death state. He had no idea what time it had been
when he and Laura had gone to the cellar.


He rushed to the entrance. Cavan and the
others followed, reaching him as he pounded on the door until it was opened by
Lord Torrington’s butler.


The staid older man stood back, disgust
on his features until recognition lit in his eyes. “Lord Patrick?”


“Aye, Colburn,” he said as he pushed
past the man. “Where is Torrington? I need footmen and we need to get to the
cellar.”


Lady Torrington came from the parlor, a
handkerchief clutched in her hand. “Lord Patrick, what happened to you?”


He didn’t have time to explain. “I’ll
tell ya later. Laura is in danger.”


“Laura?”


Patrick glanced up to find Blake
standing in the middle of the stairs. Where had he come from?


“What do you know of my sister? She has
been missing for hours.” Blake glanced past Patrick. His brow marred with
confusion. “Cavan? What are you and your brothers doing with Patrick?”


Happiness burst at seeing that Blake was
well and had returned, but he didn’t have time for a reunion just yet. “Laura
went to the cellars earlier today to explore. The three men who have been
terrorizin’ the area are livin’ down there.”


Blake frowned. “How did they get in
without anyone knowing?”


“I thought that door was sealed shut,”
Torrington roared as he came down the hall.


“Take men to the entrance,” Patrick
ordered to Torrington. “We will go down the stairs and trap them.”


“How do you know they have Laura?” Lady
Torrington cried.


Patrick wished he could explain but time
was of the essence. “I’ll tell ya when she’s safe.”


Blake started down the stairs as Patrick
moved forward. “The door at the back parlor is sealed.” He looked back to
Torrington. “We need weapons.”


“I’ve got my gun,” Cavan said.


“As do I,” answered Blake.


Colburn rushed down the hall to
Torrington’s study and returned a moment later with a pistol to him. 


“Thank ya.” He nodded.


Blake turned and headed back up the
stairs.  


Cavan ordered his two brothers to go
with Torrington before he pounded up the stairs behind him. Blake moved quickly
into the east wing and Cavan passed Patrick. Damn he was weak and it was
becoming difficult to take a deep breath. At least Blake and Cavan were here.
They would save Laura, even if he couldn’t.


Blake opened the door slowly and turned
to Patrick. “Where are they?”


“Toward the center, right beyond where
the east wing ends,” he said. “Once ya reach the bottom, walk straight ahead.”


Cavan reached for one of the lamps
hanging on the wall.


“No, we can’t light our way,” Patrick
insisted.


“It’s black as pitch down there,” Blake
insisted.


“And they will see the light and know we
are comin’.”  


Cavan replaced the lamp. “Then you lead
the way.”


Patrick went around the two and slowly
descended the curved stone steps, his fingers following along the wall until he
reached the bottom. He stared straight ahead and could barely make out a light
if he squinted. “Stay close so we don’t get separated,” he whispered. “And try
not to make a sound.” 


They edged toward the light, keeping
their steps light and quiet. Cavan and Blake moved away the nearer they came to
the area where Ben had set up his camp. 


Ben and his cohorts were moving toward
the door and Patrick looked for Laura, afraid of what he would find.


She was tied on the bed, leaning against
a wall, eyes wide and watching him. A smile spread on her beautiful mouth when
she saw Blake. 


Patrick quickly brought a finger to his
lips. He didn’t want Laura to alert Ben and the others to their presence. She
probably didn’t realize he wasn’t a ghost any longer. Blood flowed through his
veins. His heart beat for her and he was ready to exact revenge on Ben Skrewd.


“We’ll be back,” Ben barked as he turned
back to Laura. 


Ben’s eyes grew wide when he caught
sight of Patrick, and probably Blake and Cavan as well. He grasped a knife.
“Orlan and Royden, get back here.” 


Patrick’s heart ceased and he rushed
forward, fearing they couldn’t reach Ben before he harmed Laura. Scuffling,
grunts and then a gun shot came from behind Ben. 


The man jerked to a stop, his mouth
agape in shock. 


Patrick grinned at the look of panic on
Ben’s face and the way his eyes shifted in one direction and then the other,
looking for an escape. “There is nowhere to go.”


Ben growled and lifted a gun Patrick had
not noticed. Before the man could level it on Laura, Patrick raised his own
weapon and shot, striking Ben in the shoulder. The man crumpled to the ground
in a cry of pain.  


Cavan and Blake rushed past him. Patrick
didn’t care whether the man lived or died.  If he survived the wound, he
would eventually hang from the gallows. Laura was more important.





She couldn’t believe her eyes. Blake was
back and he had Cavan with him. Though Laura didn’t really know Cavan, she had
been introduced to him at church. The third man, with a thick dark beard, was a
stranger to her. It didn’t matter who he was if he was going to help her out of
this situation. 


At the report of the gun, Laura jerked
back and looked for her rescuers. The stranger with Blake rushed forward,
seated himself before her and reached for her hands.


Laura pulled back at his familiarity.


Confusion marred his brow. “Don’t ya
know me?” There was an edge of alarm in his tone. 


She studied him closely and her heart
nearly ceased when she looked into the blue-gray eyes of Patrick. She blinked
and looked again. He appeared whole, flesh and blood. Laura brought her hands
to his face; the unfamiliar dark beard along his jawline was rough against her
fingertips. How was this possible? She glanced to the movement beside him. Were
he and Blake both ghosts, here to help? Or were they alive? Why hadn’t Patrick
had a beard the last time she had seen him? It took a man several days to grow
a beard, didn’t it? “I don’t understand.”  


“It doesn’t matter right now,” Patrick
said, barely a moment before a strong, warm arm came around her and pulled her
close. 


Tears swam in Laura’s eyes and she choked
out a sob. “I can’t believe you are here.”


He pulled back. “I promise never to
leave ya again. I thought my heart stopped when Ben struck you. It was enough
to jerk me out of my state.”


“State?”


Patrick shook his head and looked down
as he tried to work the knot of the rope tied around her wrist. “Apparently, I
was never dead but unconscious in a house not far away.”


“I don’t understand,” she said again as
she shook out her hands when the rope fell away. Her fingers tingled with tiny
needles of pain as the feeling came back to them.


“I don’t either.” He moved to until the
rope around her ankles. “I do remember it was those three who attacked me in
the forest when I was on my way to see ya. They beat me and tossed me in the
river.”


Laura gasped. “Then you nearly did die.”


He nodded and then reached for her.


Laura needed no further encouragement.
In the blink of an eye she was in Patrick’s arms. Solid, warm and alive. She
closed her eyes and gave into the joy of being given what she thought would
never be possible. A moment later she tilted her head back and smiled at him.
“I love you,” she whispered.


Patrick lowered his mouth to hers and
Laura finally knew the feeling of his strong, warm, and very much alive, lips.
Thank goodness she was sitting because the contact made her nearly swoon. His
kisses before had warmed her, but now he ignited something in her she didn’t
recognize. She never wanted this moment to end.


“Explain to me exactly how and when you
met my sister,” Blake demanded.


Laura and Patrick jerked apart, but he
kept a hand anchored at her waist. She turned to look at her brother. Perhaps
she should be embarrassed by the way she had just carried on with Patrick, but
she was too happy to have him by her side to care what anyone thought of her.


“My aunt and uncle assured me that you
never arrived, Patrick. If that is true, I can’t believe you would take such
liberties at a first meeting. Or, were you hit over the head harder than anyone
realized.”


“I shall explain upstairs, as soon as we
get your sister out of here.” Patrick stood and offered his hand to Laura.


She reached for it as confusion masked
Patrick’s face. He stumbled to the side and swayed right before his eyes rolled
back in his head and he collapsed.














 





Laura paced at the foot of the bed where
Patrick had been placed after he passed out. That had been last night and he
still had not awakened. What if he remained unconscious for another week, as he
had at Cavan’s house? Was he leaving his body now and visiting another place?
Was this his destiny until his body did die?


She couldn’t bear to think it.


“Tell me the truth of how you met
Patrick,” Blake demanded once again.


Her brother wouldn’t believe her no
matter how many times she told him of their encounters. Maybe Blake would
believe Patrick, if he ever woke!


“Did you meet him in London? Did he
visit the estate when I was not present?” Blake stood and walked to the window.
“Tell me, Laura, because I certainly don’t believe the story you have woven and
I know the two of you better than to think either of you would share such a
kiss and embrace without ever having met.”


“I have told you the truth.” She wheeled
on him. “What you haven’t told me, however, was why you didn’t come back when
you said you would.”


Blake took a step back. “Patrick never
told you.”


“He was unconscious at Cavan’s house,”
she reminded him.  


“And he couldn’t tell you while he
haunted you?” Blake demanded skeptically. 


“He couldn’t remember,” she bit out. How
many times did she need to explain? “Why don’t you believe me?”


“Because it is a fanciful story, and I won’t
stop until I get the truth.” He took a step forward. “If he compromised you in
any way…”


Laura blew out a breath. “Ask Patrick
when he wakes.” She whirled away, too aggravated with him. Of course, it was an
unbelievable story and she would be just as skeptical had she not experienced
it. Still, her own brother should believe her. “In the meantime, tell me what
kept you so long.”


Blake lifted a cup of tea to his lips
and took a drink. “First, our departure was delayed a month.”


She arched an eyebrow. “You could have
written.”


“Not from a prison cell.”


Her eyes widened. “What happened?”


He grimaced. “A young lady, who also
happened to be a relation to the governor of Barbados, claimed her child was
mine.”


Laura eyed him. “Is she unmarried?”


He snorted. “She was at the time.” He
tilted the cup again and she waited for him to continue.  


“She kept showing up in places where I
was. Not places a young lady should venture, such as the room I had been given
at Mark Easton’s plantation. She wanted me to take her back to England.” 


“What does that have to do with you
being in a cell?”


Blake sighed. “When her family learned
she was in an interesting condition, she claimed me to be the father. When I
denied having anything to do with her disgrace, the governor trumped up charges
of theft against me and tossed me in prison. He would only release me if I
married the chit.”


Why would any woman want someone who
clearly didn’t want them? She sank into a chair and swallowed past the
discomfort of what her brother had endured. “You didn’t marry her, did you?”


“No, and I wasn’t about to.” He took
another drink. “Patrick saved me. He learned it was impossible for me to have
fathered the child because the condition came about at least a month before we
were ever in port.”


Laura sagged with relief. She would have
hated for her brother to be forced into marriage with such a conniver. “Why did
Patrick come back without you, if he managed to get you free?”


“I became sick after boarding the ship
for home.”


“What was wrong?”


“Malaria.” 


Her heart hitched. “You had Malaria? You
could have died!”


“I almost did.” Blake finished his tea
and set the cup aside. “Patrick refused to leave until he knew I would recover.
I insisted Patrick return home to tell you what had become of me and that I
would sail home as soon as the doctor considered me sufficiently recovered.” He
shook his head. “I didn’t want to write you because I didn’t want to worry
you.”


“Because having no word for months
wouldn’t have caused me any concern,” she said dryly. Then again, had he
written, she wouldn’t have left her family estate to come to Torrington Abbey.
She wouldn’t have been here when Patrick arrived. There would have been nobody
for him to talk to.


Laura turned toward the bed and watched
him sleep. Had Patrick gone to the estate in Cheshire first and not found her
there? She straightened. If she had remained home, he may have found her there
and then he wouldn’t have any need to go to Torrington, and would have never
been set upon by the bandits.


She sank down on the foot of the bed.
Her heart ached, wishing Patrick would awaken. He would not have been nearly
killed had she remained home. Good heavens, he could still perish.


She quickly turned her face before Blake
saw the tears swimming in her eyes. He didn’t understand how Patrick came to
mean so much to her. He was her heart.


Until she knew for certain where Patrick
had been before coming to Torrington, she would not think on it further. Laura
rubbed her forehead. There were too many possibilities of what might or might
not have happened had Blake not been imprisoned and then become ill.


She glanced at his slumbering face
again. Her uncle’s valet had shaved the nearly weeks’ growth of beard from his
face and Patrick now looked as he had appeared before he gained consciousness.
None of the reasons or possibilities of how they came to this moment mattered.
He was alive and he was going to survive. She would make sure of it.





Patrick opened his eyes, almost afraid
of what he might find. At least it wasn’t hot, just warm. The bed was
comfortable and there was a scent of lilacs in the air. “Laura?”


“I’m here.” Her beautiful face appeared
above his, golden curls falling about her. “How are you feeling?” she asked
with a smile.


“Tired, I think.” He stretched and
stopped at the pull in his arm. “Sore.”


“You mustn’t move too much,” she
chastised. “Your arm is broken and needs to heal.”


“How?”


“Probably when you were attacked.”


The memory flooded back. “Aye, the
attack.” He remembered everything. It all seemed so unreal and he wasn’t entirely
certain it hadn’t all been a dream. Patrick struggled to sit up. It was deuced
difficult with pain slicing through one arm.


Blake came around the opposite side of
the bed and assisted him, careful of his injury.  Laura piled pillows
behind him and Patrick lay against the softness with a sigh. “Might I have
something to drink?”


She moved away from him and he almost
called her back. Blake could get the bloody drink. He didn’t want Laura out of
his sight. She returned a moment later and offered him a glass of water. 


He drank, moistening his mouth and
throat. “What happened to the thieves?”


“All three have been taken into
Tolbright for the authorities to deal with,” Blake answered.


Patrick nodded. He no longer cared, as
long as they were away from here and eventually hanged for their crimes.  


“Now that you are awake, why don’t you
explain how you know my sister and why you thought it acceptable to take such
liberties?” Blake glared down at him and crossed his arms over his chest.


Patrick’s face heated as he looked to
Laura. It wasn’t that he was embarrassed by what he had done, but he
anticipated Blake’s reaction to the truth. The past days were so unreal and
Patrick wasn’t sure what was a dream and what truly did happen.


“Don’t bother him right now, Blake,”
Laura argued. “Patrick needs to eat. You can question him later.”


“I don’t think so, sister.” Blake shook
his head. “You told a rather fanciful story. I am not about to give you time to
tell Patrick so he can try to make me believe it is true to keep me from
calling him out.”


She gasped. “You wouldn’t.”


Blake arched an eyebrow. “Wouldn’t I? He
was holding and kissing you as if intimacy was something you had shared
before.”


“Ya don’t understand,” Patrick
insisted.  


“At least let him eat before you interrogate
him as you did me.” Laura strode across the room and yanked on the bell
pull.  


Brother and sister glared at each other
until there was a scratch at the door. Laura opened the door and allowed a maid
to enter. She place the tray on a small table beside the window. Laura
dismissed her and picked up a bowl and spoon then returned to the side of the
bed.


“I can feed myself,” Patrick grunted
when she dipped the spoon and lifted it to his lips.


“Very well.” She sighed and left him to
feed himself. The savory richness of gravy, meat, potatoes and carrots wafted
up to him and his stomach grumbled in anticipation.


“What took you so long to get here?”
Blake asked after he had taken his first bite. “You left Barbados in October.”


“We were plagued by storms that tossed
us about and got us off course twice,” he answered between spoonfuls of stew.
“That isn’t the best time to be sailin’ around the Caribbean, as ya know.” He
lifted a piece of bread and bit into it. He wasn’t going to let Blake’s
questions keep him from eating. Nothing had ever tasted this delicious before.
“The last storm caused a good deal of damage and we practically drifted into
Bermuda for repairs.” He shoveled another bit of stew into his mouth and tried
to keep from moaning over the delicious burst of spices on his tongue. “I
finally found another ship to bring me to England, but I didn’t leave the
island until the first of the year.” He ate the last bit of bread. He would
have saved it for wiping the gravy out of the bowl, but as Laura was beside
him, he didn’t want to appear an impolite beast. “I traveled to Liverpool and
once we arrived, I rented a horse and rode to Cheshire.”


“Why not London?” Laura asked.


“Liverpool is closer to your home. I had
already been delayed. I anticipated that Blake may have already arrived, but in
the event he hadn’t, I didn’t want to risk ya not knowin’ what had become of
your brother.” Patrick scooped the last of the stew from the bowl.  


Laura took the bowl and spoon from him and
returned with another glass of water. He gulped as if he had been stranded in
the dessert.


“Now that you have eaten, explain your
relationship to my sister.” Blake demanded. His voice tinged with animosity. 


Patrick sighed. “Ya will think me mad,”
he warned.


“Your version couldn’t be any more
ridiculous than what Laura told me.”


He chuckled and then told Blake how he
had been attacked in the forest, how he had come to Torrington Abbey, and in
what form, and everything up until they rescued Laura.  Blake’s expression
had gone from stern, to disbelief, to wariness and finally dumbfounded by the
time Patrick had finished. He did leave out the one pertinent detail of seeing
Laura in her towel, damp and fresh from her bath. He had been struck enough
this month.


“It is the same as what Laura said,”
Blake finally admitted.


“And you were assured by your aunt and
uncle that I was never here prior to that time?” Patrick questioned.


“Cavan said you had been in a bed in
their house for nearly a week,” Blake confirmed in disbelief. “I don’t
understand.”


“Neither do I.” Patrick shrugged with
his less painful arm.


They turned to Laura. 


She held up her hands. “I have no
explanation either.” Laura returned her attention to Patrick and grasped his
hand. “You could have died in the forest. There are five bodies buried in the
cemetery in town, three unknown, who had met a similar fate.” She squeezed his
hand. “I feared one of them might be you, but Aunt Ivy wouldn’t allow us to
remain in town so I could see the sketches and death masks that were made
before the men were buried.”


“Death masks?” Blake questioned.


“So hopefully the men could be
identified one day. It was all they could think to do.”


“I did think I had died, remember?”
Patrick chuckled as much of the anxiety of what he had recently experienced
melted away.


“I still don’t understand,” Blake said.
“If you were lying in bed being tended by Niamh, how could you meet Laura? It
isn’t as if you two even knew one another.” Blake pushed his fingers through
his hair. “If you were going to be seen by anyone, it would have been my aunt
or uncle. They know you.”


“I can explain.”


Patrick turned at the sound of a voice
at the door. It was the same young woman who had believed him after he first
woke. Niamh’s granddaughter. 


“Brighid?” Blake questioned.


A blush stole over her cheeks. “Good
afternoon, Blake.”


“I would like to know as well.” Laura
stood and glided over to her. “I am Laura, Blake’s younger sister.”


“It is nice to meet you.” The young
woman smiled. “I am Brighid Glace. My family has been taking care of Lord
Patrick since we found him along the banks of the river.” She glanced over at
Patrick and smiled. “We didn’t know who he was until today, of course, or we
would have contacted his family.”


“How was Patrick able to be with Laura?”
Blake demanded.


Brighid sighed and settled into a chair.
“I believe Lord Patrick was meant to pass on, but his spirit needed to deliver
the message to Miss Chetwey first.” She looked at Patrick. “You could not move
on until you met your one last obligation.”


Patrick looked at Laura. “We had thought
the same possibility.” 


“Everything changed when Lord Patrick
found his life mate. The spirit refused to let go and leave this world or leave
Miss Chetwey behind.” Brighid looked to Blake. “It was danger that broke the
limbo state. Had Miss Chetwey not needed him, they might have continued on,
hovering between life and death, long after Lord Patrick’s body died.”


“How do you know this?” Blake demanded.


She gave him a pointed looked.


Blake turned away and stomped toward the
fire. “I always knew you were a witch,” he mumbled.


Brighid rolled her eyes and dismissed
Blake with a wave of her hand. “It is what I believe, but I could be wrong.”
She grinned at Patrick. “I’m not a witch despite what Blake believes.”


Love shone in Laura’s eyes when she
looked at Patrick. “If you wouldn’t have come back, I may have been facing
years of coming up with excuses of why I couldn’t leave Torrington Abbey.” 


No she wouldn’t have. 
He would have disappeared and no matter how much it hurt to be without her, he
would have forced her to go on living. At least now he would never lose her.














 





Patrick offered his arm to Laura and
they climbed the stairs to the upper level, leaving the wedding celebration
behind. He would finally have her to himself. Blake had rarely left the two of
them alone, and only for a few moments at a time. Patrick hadn’t even been able
to steal near the amount of kisses he truly wished to, let alone hold and
caress Laura because of her watchdog of a brother.


He turned toward the west wing. Patrick
had assumed they would spend the evening in her room as he did not have an
estate close, nor did he want to travel to the inn in Tolbright though there
was no longer any danger in traveling the road through the forest at night.


Laura nudged him toward the east wing.


He glanced down at her in confusion.
That part of the house was only inhabitable for ghosts.


“I had chambers prepared.” Her cheeks
blossomed into a lovely shade of pink.


 “Who prepared them?” He knew as
well as anyone that the staff wasn’t going to enter this particular portion of
the house. They were still convinced the former earl haunted it, not that
Patrick had seen any sign of the old man walking the corridor. And, if anyone
would have truly seen a ghost, it would have been him.


“Your sisters, your mother and Aunt
Ivy.”


It warmed him to think that his family
had assisted Laura in preparing their wedding chamber. They had arrived from
Ireland a week ago, after Patrick had written advising them of his betrothal.
It had been almost two months since he had first arrived at Torrington Abbey as
a ghost. The recovery from his injuries had taken nearly a month before he felt
himself again. Instead of traveling to her family estate in Cheshire, he and
Laura had remained at the Abbey so her aunt could plan the wedding.


“I did learn the answer to one mystery,”
Laura announced.


“Which one?”


“What happened to my uncle’s sister.”
Her eyes danced with mischief.  “It wasn’t as mysterious as I imagined.”


Patrick chuckled and stood back,
allowing her to enter the chamber. It was right next to the room where she had
been penning her horrid novel, and where they had met. 


He was struck with transformation to
this room. Gone were the cobwebs and dust covers. The wood furniture gleamed as
if polished that day, a fire burned brightly in the grate, and he could see
that the poker had been returned. Fresh linens were on the bed and the two of
them were quite alone.


“She ran off with her lover to America.”
Laura giggled. “Her father had refused the man’s request for her hand, so he
would sneak into the Abbey through the cellar. The two of them would meet in
the east wing.”


Patrick pulled her into his arms.
“Apparently, the east wing is meant for lovers, not ghosts.”


“When her father didn’t give in, the two
ran away together, using the entrance in the cellar. That is why the door was
sealed shut because it was too easy to gain access to the Abbey.”


He tightened his arms around his wife. 


“She is quite happy, according to my
uncle, and the two correspond regularly.”


Patrick warmed at the feel of her body
pressed against his. He began plucking the pins from her hair and let them fall
to the floor. He had wanted to run his fingers through the silken tresses since
he first saw her bent over the desk writing. “I suppose ya can no longer use
her factual research for your novel.”


Laura grinned up at him as she caressed
his cheek. “Of course I can. She is simply an inspiration.” Merriment twinkled
in her eyes at his chuckle. “I also know how my horrid novel will be different than
any others.”


“How is that?” Patrick loosened the back
of her gown and slid it from her shoulders.


“By having the hero faint as soon as he
rescues the damsel in distress.” Laura shook with the laughter she was
attempting to suppress behind tightly closed lips.


He groaned in embarrassment. Some hero
he turned out to be in the end. Still, Laura had been rescued and that was
really all that mattered. “No more talk of horrid novels.”


The laughter died and love shone in her eyes.
The joy in his heart was nearly painful. She was his and would be for the rest
of their days. However, their future wasn’t entirely set and he had yet to
discuss what was expected of him. His father was a marquess and Patrick was his
second son, soon to take over management of the stud farm. “How do ya feel
about living in Ireland?”


“Will I be able to look for
leprechauns?” Laura teased.


“There are no such things.” He pushed
the gown down until her arms came free. From her waist up, Laura was clothed only
in her chemise. Was his wife even aware he was undressing her as they spoke? 


She narrowed her eyes. “Are you so
certain?” She hitched an eyebrow. “There are many things I didn’t believe a few
months ago. I am no longer certain that leprechauns and fairies don’t exist.”


“Aye, my dear, ya may be correct.” He
lowered her mouth and kissed her with all the pent up passion he had been
forced to deny until this moment.


Laura sighed and smiled up at him when
he pulled away.


He pushed the gown from her body until
it pooled at her feet. “I am certain there must be leprechauns and I will help
ya find one.” Patrick swept her up in his arms and carried her to the bed. “But
first we have much more important matters to attend to, wife.”
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