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Chapter One
1811 Western Africa
“I do not care, Josephine Adrys!” The shrill voice pierced the air with alarming precision. “We will be returning to Society soon and you cannot continue to carry on like this…such boorish behavior will not get you a husband. Get down from that tree this instant.”
High up in the thick mangrove two young women lounged on a gnarled branch. It was hot and humid; everything around them dripped with moisture. To some, it may appear dangerous, okay, to most it would. But these two relaxed quite comfortably up there, as if they belonged. The bright African sun struggled to penetrate the foliage of the rainforest and scattered bits of light across the young women. Screeching monkeys flew overhead on the vines which drooped. They hung, roots up and fronds down toward the floor of the forest, getting nourishment from somewhere above.
The females were different as night and day. The mulish and defiant spitfire, Josephine “Jo” Adrys, had a peaches and cream complexion, tanned by the sun and her many days outside. Numerous freckles lay scattered along the bridge of her nose, spanning to below her large, luminous blue eyes. Blue like the sky at the height of day when it’s at its most brilliant. Her hair a combination of browns, reds, and copper shone in the light.
Najja was a few years older than her and she was dark where Jo was light. Her skin the color of coffee with a splash of cream. Hair fell straight in waves of black silk. She had dark brown eyes that always seemed aware of everything around her. Her build was more muscular than Jo’s slighter one.
They were even dressed differently. Jo wore a light green dress of sprigged muslin to help combat the oppressive heat while Najja wore breeches and a sleeveless shirt, better for her job of keeping the young woman safe. It didn’t matter what one wore in this heat, everything sweated.
“I love it here!” Jo wailed. “The only reason to return is Mother is ready to pawn me off on some man.”
Najja almost smiled at the theatrical statement but the torment in Jo’s voice kept it contained. “You English sure are strange with your habits.”
Jo scowled. “I will thank you not to remind me. I could not possibly survive being married to some ancient, crotchety old man who wants to breed me.” She shuddered in disgust while her mother, Lady Adrys hollered up again.
One eyebrow rose. “Breed you? Your mother would faint if she heard you talk in such a way.”
An impish twinkle replaced the sadness and frustration there moments before. “Do you think so?”
The question was so hopeful she couldn’t help but laugh. “I have no doubt.” Lady Honoria Adrys was prone to theatrics. Ones which probably suited a drawing room in England far better than an African rainforest.
“Josephine Marguerite Adrys!”
They both winced at that.
“You should go,” Najja said.
“What about you?”
“I will ensure you both arrive safely then I must return to camp.”
Jo stood and hugged her. With a smile she returned the affection. Jo was a true friend. “See you later,” Jo whispered before scampering down the tree.
Jo’s mother’s horrified gasp made her chuckle. Najja was grateful she remained above ground and out of sight well aware how Lady Adrys would react to her attire. While Jo, her mother, and the servants who’d accompanied her maneuvered along the path, Najja kept her upward position.
As mother and daughter headed to the large home they had built for themselves, she remained on the outskirts until they vanished inside. She shook her head, the need for such opulence continued to be a mystery to her. Not that she didn’t appreciate sleeping there, but Lady Adrys seemed intent on bringing as much English society to the rainforest as she could.
Her beloved rainforest. Dangerous. Alluring. Unlike any place on earth. She’d traveled much in her life, to India, The Orient, and beyond. Sometimes with the men her father sent and sometimes alone.
She shook herself from her thoughts and hurried back to her Father’s camp. Never her home, no, the rainforest was her home. Father’s camp was just that. His. It bordered the rainforest and she opted to spend most of her time there, unless she was riding her horse.
All joviality she’d felt spending time with Jo had been wiped clear, her expression composed. With her friend she could enjoy being a person, her own and not the one Father had created her to be. Two very different sides to the same coin. She strode through the encampment headed straight for the largest tent and slipped inside. Three steps into the open area and she paused in wait. Head down, hands clasped loosely before her, she closed her eyes and breathed deep.
“You are late.” The voice was deep and graveled, full of the power he held.
“Apologies Father. Miss Jo had no desire to go home since they are to return to England soon.”
“I know.” He spoke their language, not English.
She knew he knew. He knew everything. There was no reason to argue so she stayed quiet and waited for him to continue.
“Look at me, Najja,” he said, his tone a bit odd.
She lifted her head and stared at her sire. He somehow seemed weaker. Not a lot but there were lines around his black eyes she didn’t recall seeing before. His dark skin stretched tight over taut muscles, riddled with scars. He cast his gaze about as if ensuring their privacy. She knew they were alone but his checking yet another testament to his advancing age.
“Come closer.”
She did as he bade, chin up and eyes focused on his. Instinctively she waited for an attack, all the while maintaining her composed façade. It was a struggle, knowing an assault could happen any moment and she was forbidden to retaliate in any way.
He licked his lips and ran a hand over his bald head. “You know of the attempts on the family?”
“Yes.”
“Lord Adrys wants protection for his daughter.”
A sinking feeling began to rise within her. Jo’s father was Viscount Adrys. “I see. Back in England, I suppose.”
“You will go with them.”
Of course. For the first time in a long time panic filled her chest and threatened to consume her. Swallowing back the bile, she dipped her head in silent acceptance of his order.
“No questions?”
Bitterness hung on the cusp of her tongue, warning to spill over. “No questions. I know what is required of me.”
Something which looked akin to painful regret flashed across his face. Before she could think about it, like a bolt of lightning, it vanished.
“I will take you there tomorrow. You will remain with them until the time to depart.”
Another tip of her head and she spun around leaving without a word. Across the camp she could feel gazes upon her. She altered her gaze neither left nor right, just stared straight ahead. She had a single area set up at the edge of camp and released a sigh as the cloth fell in place blocking out any and all potential stares. There wasn’t much for her to pack and it was soon finished. A single roll which contained everything she carried, her weapons safely inside it and a change of attire. The early evening settled around as she scampered along the thick branches of the trees with the ease of a leopard.
She put herself through her workout ensuring she remained sharp and quick. Exhausted she sat down along a river and waited. Night came, the area changed, and she made her way back with the undercurrent of danger pacing her every step of the way.
Sleep evaded her, making work to grab it. Regardless, she was ready the following morning when Father came to retrieve her. He stared at her then turned and walked off. She followed, her items in hand. They didn’t speak as they headed toward the Adrys’, even though his presence was a shock. Normally she travelled with a few of his warriors to the ship if she were going alone.
A sliver of warning skated up her spine. Without a word, she allowed the forest to swallow her up where she swiftly made her way to the branches she usually used to traverse back and forth. Then she began to run along the branches to get there quicker. She didn’t look down to see if Father was keeping up. All her attention focused on what had caused the unease.
The closer she got the stronger her unease. Upon the air there lingered the acrid stench of smoke. Then came the screams. She ran harder.
The house was aflame. Servants ran about in mass confusion. Immediately she saw Jo wasn’t in the group and she ran for the house. Najja broke through the window and choked almost immediately on the thick smoke. Calling upon her memory of the room’s layout, she made her way to the bed and felt for her friend. There. Dragging her unceremoniously back to the window she started lifting her out. A servant stood there and pulled Jo to safety.
Without a second’s hesitation, she took a deep breath and went back in to ensure the entire household had gotten out. The smoke and flames increased exponentially with the dry wood of the house and the morning breeze. A few hours later, she stood with Father and Lord Adrys by the smoldering and charred remains of the house. They left in silence and trekked down to the port. She could smell the smoke on her clothes but ignored it.
Jo and her mother waited surrounded by servants. Viscount Hayworth Adrys, was a man who still turned heads. His hair, mostly brown, was streaked with silver. His body in good shape, tanned from being outside so much. But where his expression was mostly composed, she could see the remaining fear from the fire. Her gaze moved from him to the waiting ship where Lady Adrys and Jo had just boarded and were probably headed to their rooms. Staring at the tallest mast, she fought a grin when she saw the crow’s nest and her own personal distress calmed. She also knew her own horse had been loaded.
“It is time.” Father spoke the obvious.
They were departing early. The ship had been readied only waiting for Adrys to finish. However, with the fire he’d abandoned his studies and agreed to leave earlier.
She nodded and walked after Lord Adrys. There was no hug, no tearful farewell. But she didn’t expect one. She had a purpose and it wasn’t to be an affectionate daughter. They cast off and she stood by the rail as the ship slowly picked up speed. She gazed back to watch as her beloved rainforest grew smaller and smaller, but Najja never looked back for Father.
Jo approached her, face alight with tears of joy. “I am so glad you are coming with us,” she said wrapping her up in a huge hug.
Najja smiled in return before stepping away.
“With you with me, England shall be most exciting. Imagine the fun we shall have.”
“I believe you will be getting ready for your Season.”
A scowl crossed Jo’s face. “I don’t care to be matched up with a stuffy member of peerage.”
“Perhaps it will not be that way.”
She didn’t believe what she’d said and from Jo’s expression, neither did she.
“Excuse me, Jo, I need a word with Najja. In private,” Lord Adrys interrupted.
Jo harrumphed but left. She doted on her father and the feeling was mutual. He spoiled her rotten. As she watched the daughter of Viscount Adrys leave and head to her waiting mother, she wondered how it would have been to have such an interaction with her own.
No point in dwelling on that.
“Yes, my lord?” she asked, facing him only to catch another glimpse of her fading homeland.
He gave her a charming smile. “No need to be so formal. You are practically my daughter as well.” The words touched her in ways he couldn’t possibly fathom. “I know this was not easy for you. To give everything up and come with us.” She remained silent throughout his proclamation, not willing to tell him she had no say in the matter, it had been purely Father’s decision. He cleared his throat and continued, “I am not sure what you were told.” He waited and she took his silence as her time to speak.
“He told me to protect Miss Josephine until the trouble has been ascertained and dealt with.”
“I will keep you updated on information as I learn it.”
“Very well.”
He seemed a bit uncertain but she merely waited for him to figure out what he longed to say and how to voice it. Past him she watched her homeland vanish, swallowed up by the ocean. Her heart hurt and she didn’t understand. She’d been away numerous times before with training, lessons, and…. She shook her head, stopping the thoughts. Regardless, this time felt different. Almost like her heart believed she would not be returning to Africa’s beautiful shores.
“I do not want Jo to know; or Honoria for that matter,” Adrys said.
“I will not say a word on it. I will tell Jo I am…her companion?”
He nodded. “Perfect.” The strain on his face faded awarding her a glimpse of the handsome man he was. “Thank you, Najja. You kept my daughter safe all the years we lived here and your father tells me there is no one else he would trust to keep my daughter safe than you. I hope your stay with us in England will not be horrible.”
Words escaped her for a moment. She was more than a bit unsure on how to handle that bit of news. Pride from Father? Unheard of.
Regaining her wits quickly, she said, “Do not worry about me, my lord. You have enough to focus on.”
“Let me show you to your room. And stop with the ‘my lord’ bit.” He paused. “At least when it is family around. If you are to be her companion I suppose in public it would be best,” he said a bit distractedly.
She dipped her head in acknowledgement. With a final peek to the crow’s nest she followed him to find her room, small but clean.
“I will come get you for dinner.”
His announcement startled her. She had assumed to dine alone. “As you require,” she replied.
He gave her a kind smile and slipped away. With a sigh, she sat in the hammock and pushed it slightly. Barely a minute later, a knock came to the door before it opened, admitting Jo. Without asking she hurried and joined her in the hammock.
“Does your mother know you are here?”
Jo huffed. “She instructed me to nap. I guess I am supposed to be tired. I have no clue why, it is not like the rowing of the ship falls on my shoulders.”
Najja chuckled and stared at the ceiling as they swayed back and forth with the rhythm of the ship. She would make her way above deck come nightfall and look around. One thing is certain, she thought listening to Jo continue to prattle on, it won’t be a dull trip.
 

October 1811, England
“I am sorry…care to repeat that?” Colin Faulkner swallowed the rest of his whisky and glared at the man who stood before him quaking in his boots.
“I…I…so sorry, Mr. Faulkner. It…it was hijacked and the two with it were killed. Sliced up.”
He released a round of curses which caused the man before him to blanch even more. Mr. Pickner worked for him and had for years. To look at him one would be hard pressed to tell. His gnarled hands clutched the worn wool cap at waist level and abundant fear overflowed in his eyes.
“Damn it!” He slammed a hand down on the desk, the precise moment thunder rocked the house. Struggling to calm himself he said, “You should get home before this weather gets any worse. We do not want Mrs. Pickner to worry.”
Relief crossed the older man’s face and he gave a slight bow and headed out. Alone in his study, Colin stared at the flames which danced in the fireplace sending flicks of gold throughout the room.
He was livid. This was the third shipment of his to have been stolen right out from under him. He poured another shot of whisky and took the glass with him to stare out the large window. Somehow, someone was ahead of him every step of the way. And now they had moved up to murder. He had to see to the family and make sure they were provided for. It was his fault the men had been on that trip.
It wasn’t long before the sky ripped open and released its fury in torrents. Rain thrashed the window with savage intent. Lightning slashed the sky with deadly promise. He was glad to be indoors.
Slowly he sipped the drink and mulled over what to do with this increasing problem. He was the third son who had since he’d acquired these estates built up more money than his estranged father, the Earl of Clifton. More than most members of peerage actually.
He’d purchased a commission for the Royal Navy as soon as he’d been old enough and when he’d sold it he’d come here and run his estate, which his capable butler had been doing while he served. He didn’t deal much with social differences. He worked hard and spent time around men of the same mind. That was important to him, not how far back one could trace their ‘supposed’ blue blood. Regardless of all the money he had, it was his and he despised being stolen from. So he stood there and watched as the rain came down harder and attempted to devise a way to stop the hijacking.
“Sir! Sir!” A feminine voice called out from behind him.
Turning in confusion of the noise and intrusion, he frowned. It was Molly, a maid. She looked near panicked and he slowly released the heavy drape he held in one hand. “What is it?” he demanded with a scowl.
Her breathing came faster and he watched her flinch from his tone. Lord, what a mouse.
“There be guests, sir. Abel sent me to get ye.”
He frowned and ignored the increased uncertainty in her expression. Who would be out on a night like this? It’s crazy out there. The thunder rolled as if to agree with him.
“Well, I cannot very well refuse them in this confounded weather. Make up some rooms,” he ordered, even though visitors were something he’d rather avoid.
Molly dipped a curtsey but didn’t leave.
He raised a brow.
“One of them’s been shot.”
That spurred him into action. He hurried to the door, leaving his drink on the desk as he went. Hastening to the entrance hall, he saw two women huddled together staring at a figure on the floor. Abel, his butler, seemed curiously rattled.
He noticed his housekeeper, Mrs. Hawkins, come up with towels for the women. There was another person bent over the pale man on the floor. He could see blood beginning to pool on his white floors.
“What is this?” He covered the remaining ground.
“Sir,” Abel said, seeming to compose himself. “Lord Adrys and his family were set upon by brigands.”
Viscount Hayworth Adrys. He knew the name. There had been some big talk about his returning after having been gone for about fifteen years. The man had been out of the country, mostly in Africa for those years and oddly enough had taken his family with him. He frowned, recalling only one child, a daughter. Although fifteen years would be more than enough for at least another child. Or a servant.
“Mrs. Hawkins, please see Lady Adrys and her daughter to rooms so they may dry off. We shall see to your husband, Lady Adrys.”
Two sets of blue eyes stared at him. He saw a mixture of fear and tears in them. Weak women didn’t sit well with him. The younger patted her mom’s hand and said, “You go on, Mama. I will stay with Papa.”
“You are soaked to the bone. You need to be dry.” Lady Adrys’ voice was taut with strain.
Ignoring the women, he crouched by the other soaked figure and frowned as a scent of something exotic teased his nose and stirred his loins. He was not attracted to men. “We need to get him to the morning room. See a fire is lit immediately,” he barked out the orders.
“What about Najja?”
He tore his gaze from the pasty pallor of the man to the daughter who paused at the foot of the stairs and issued the query.
“Who?” he asked as he ran the foreign name over in his mind.
“Go tend your mother,” a husky, sultry voice said from right beside him. “I will stay with your father until your return.”
His frown deepened. The voice was in no way belonged to a man. His shock increased when the girl followed her mother up the polished stairs pausing at the top to cast a glance back down. This woman gave orders, which they followed without question. Intriguing.
He touched her shoulder and stared at the gloved hand that held the bloodied cloth unflinchingly to the wound. In a second, he found himself staring into the face of a woman who, to be honest, he’d not been expecting to see. Her face was a stunning shade of brown, and her eyes were dark brown framed by doubly thick lashes. Was she a slave? The thought rankled, having worked some of his final years in the Royal Navy associated with the abolition of the slave trade.
She stared briefly at him before her attention returned to the man lying here. Colin gestured for them to move him; she stepped back and followed them. The moment Lord Adrys had been placed by the fire, she knelt back down.
“We got this,” he said. “You should change into something dry.” Another shudder went through him at the mental image of her naked body. What is wrong with me?
She backed away and he took over, ripping open the shirt. Abel, his butler, and his valet, Berry, joined him. Berry had been a medic in the Navy with him. Well aware of his ability, Colin focused on the woman again and felt that stirring deep within. She stood silent dripping on the floor before the fire. Protectiveness rose in him.
“You need to get dried off.” He issued the order expecting to be obeyed.
She barely looked at him. Her gaze stayed transfixed on Lord Adrys’ face. He wasn’t used to being ignored. Muttering a curse, he focused back on the task at hand, a curse which didn’t go unnoticed by either Berry or Abel for he noticed their shared look.
A while later the younger Adrys hurried in. He regarded her as she hurried to the side of the silent one.
“How is he?” she inquired.
Colin pushed to his feet and faced the women. One dry, peaches-n-cream complexion darkened by exposure to the sun. The other wet, dark-skinned, and aloof. Not to mention intriguing.
“Your father will be alright so long as he does not acquire a fever.” Her fearful expression made him regret his choice of wordage. “The wound will be fine, we will carry him upstairs to bed.” He glanced between them and saw the daughter grip the hand of the one called Najja. His gaze flicked back to Najja only to find her staring at him. Seeking, almost.
Seeking what though?
A low whisper moved between the women, a language he didn’t understand but the brown-haired miss did. Her eyes widened and she stepped forward, dropping into a slight curtsey.
“Forgive my manners. I am Josephine Adrys. We…we are grateful for your hospitality…” she trailed off obviously unaware of who he was.
“Mr. Faulkner, Miss Adrys,” he replied. “I am curious how this…incident came to pass.”
“Of course,” she said, before dismissing him and speaking with incredible ease to the woman beside her.
He glanced at the other woman and again realized she was soaked. What he didn’t need was another sick person.
“I can have a room readied for your servant and she can get dry.”
That head covered by brown hair snapped up and blue eyes blazed with fire and yet chilled him. How he’d ever assumed she was meek, he had no idea.
“Najja is not a servant, not mine nor anyone’s. She is part of our family. She can room with me if you do not have space for her.”
He’d just been dressed down by an impertinent chit. And all for a woman named Najja. Najja. It had a delightful exotic sound to it. Nawh-jah.
“My apologies.” He stepped back. “I will have more water heated and sent up. She will be placed in the room next to yours.” The women moved by him only to pause at the door. He watched Miss Adrys frown but turn back.
“Thank you, sir. Our horses?”
“In the stable, rubbed down and fed.”
Najja seemed to sigh slightly at that bit of news.
“Thank you.”
They vanished from sight and he groaned. He moved to lean against the mantle. He didn’t need this.
“Will that be all, sir?”
He rolled his eyes and rotated so he could glare at his butler. Lord Adrys had been taken upstairs. “Speak your mind, Abel.”
“I was merely going to check on things. If you did not need me.”
“Go on, Abel.” His butler bowed and vanished. As he left the drawing room, sidestepping a maid who came to clean the mess, he found himself wondering about the timing of this. Stolen shipments and this unexpected arrival.
Highly doubtful Lord Adrys would shoot himself though. Which brought his thoughts back to Najja. With a muted curse, he went to tell Mrs. Hawkins to prepare some food for the travelers who could now be labeled guests. Heading back to the study, he paused briefly to stare up the stairs.
Why do I feel something has just changed in my life?
An hour later, he heard voices on the stairs. Moving nearer to the study door, he eavesdropped.
“Do you think Papa will be alright?” Miss Josephine Adrys asked.
“Your father is a strong man. You need to help your mother through this.”
Najja’s voice toned low, skated along the edge of his skin, alighting with tiny pinpricks of fire.
“Mama. She is probably plotting a way to get me married off already.”
He almost laughed at the contempt in those words. There was, he also noted, a slight accent, similar to Najja’s.
“I think you are safe for the time being, Jo.”
“Maybe I should warn Mr. Faulkner so he is aware of my mother.”
He liked the chit even more.
“I am sure Mr. Faulkner is well aware of matchmaking mothers.”
“Damn it, Najja, I hate this bloody country. When can we go home?”
He crossed his arms and fought the encroaching laughter. Most well-bred women he was acquainted with wouldn’t know those words much less have the guts to speak them. He should be offended or shocked but he was neither. What he was was amused and even more intrigued about these females.
“Jo! You cannot speak like that.”
“You taught me,” Jo retorted.
“Kindly keep that to yourself. You must think before you speak as to not—”
“I know; would not want to give mama an excuse to swoon.”
“No. Think of your father, Jo. Your behavior also reflects upon him.”
Colin easily picked up on the reprimand.
“You are right, like always,” Jo said.
He could see them now and he almost started when his gaze was met by piercing brown eyes. Instead, he held her stare until she looked away. Yet he was the one who felt dismissed.
“You are staying, right, Najja?”
There existed a thread of vulnerability and uncertainty in Jo’s voice. He held his breath waiting for the response. For some reason he wanted it to be in the affirmative.
“I will be near until you are settled.”
Colin pushed away and made his way to where they continued to talk. Lady Adrys descended the stairs and joined them. He noticed how Jo seemed all the more withdrawn.
“Ladies,” he said with a bow. “There is some food if you would care to join me.”
“That would be lovely,” Lady Adrys said, with a smile one which was slightly strained.
The gleam in her eyes alerted him to what the young women had been discussing about matchmaking mamas. He should be fine for not being titled though. Shouldn’t he? He did have more wealth than a lot of titled men so perhaps he wasn’t as safe as he’d like to believe.
Over the course of the meal, Lady Adrys filled him in on the man who’d shot at the carriage. He was wondering about what to do when Jo spoke.
“It would have been worse if Najja hadn’t moved so fast.”
That caught his attention. He peered over his glass at Najja while Jo was reprimanded by her mother.
“I will just never talk again then,” Jo snapped.
While he knew Lady Adrys had some reply to her daughter, he never took his attention from Najja. She wore a simple blue gown, no adornments or frills. She ate with quiet grace and despite her being flawlessly polite, he could tell she wanted to be anywhere but here.
What a mystery you are, Najja. Her skin called to him, he wanted to touch and see if it was as soft as he believed. He shifted on the seat as his pants grew tight. He could scent the erotic potpourri he’d gotten when kneeling beside her and it drove him crazy. Spiced roses and vanilla.
Hell, if she smelled this good, imagine how perfect she would taste.
He pushed back and rose with a jerk. Three sets of eyes landed on him.
“Excuse me,” he forced out. “Please make yourselves at home.” Then he escaped to his study and slammed a glass of whisky before sitting at his desk.
Someone scratched at the door, startling him from where he stared at nothing. He realized he’d been brooding.
“Enter,” he barked.
Berry walked in and limped to a leather chair before sitting. The man had been a damn good medic but with his injury in the Navy could no longer serve, so he came with when Colin left. And had fallen into the role of valet.
“Why are you not abed?” he asked his valet.
Berry lifted one blond brow.
“Do not give me that crap of staying up to help me. I have managed miraculously to dress and undress myself.”
“I did not want to leave you defenseless.”
He cocked a brow. “Defenseless?”
“Three women.”
Casting a scowl at his friend and valet, he opted not to answer. Two are safe. Naught but one catches my attention. “Go on, Berry. Rest your leg. I am confident between myself and Abel we can handle three women.”
“Very good, sir. I trust you will not scare them with your scowling.”
“Get out of here,” he snapped playfully.
Berry flashed a grin and limped to the door, leaving without a word. Colin remained there for a while longer before leaving. Abel waited for him.
“Everything okay, Abel?”
“Yes, sir. The women have retired. Lord Adrys is resting quietly for now.”
“Very good. Thank you, Abel. Good night.” His staff had done wonders. Four rooms readied. One for a sick man and three for women who had been attacked. He should send for the constable but on a night like this…the man was probably already in his cups. Deep in them.
“Good night, sir.” The man disappeared without a sound.
With a groan, Colin made his way up the stairs to his room, pleased to find a fire burning and warding off the chill from the rainy night. Despite the comfort and warmth he found in his room it was barely ten minutes before he headed back downstairs and spent the night in his study. The rain still continued come morning when he cleaned, shaved, and went to grab some breakfast. Lady Adrys was there. Alone.
He was a bit shocked to see her up so early.
“Good morning, my lady,” he said sketching a bow.
“Mr. Faulkner. I must thank you again for handling our abrupt arrival on your doorstep last night.”
“How is Lord Adrys this morning?”
She frowned slightly. “He has caught a fever. We will be on our way and out--”
“Nonsense,” he interrupted. “I will send for the doctor. Your husband and his health are more important. He is safe and dry where he is, no point in moving him.” He sat down at the other end of the table. “I trust everything else is acceptable.”
“Oh, yes.” She wrung her napkin. He knew that move, his mother had done it many, many times. “Mr. Faulkner, I feel there is something I should tell you.”
He lifted a brow. “Everything okay? Something wrong with Miss Adrys or Miss…” he paused realizing he didn’t know Najja’s last name.
“Oh no, my daughter is with her father and Najja went to check on the horses.” She waved a hand. “I wished to apologize for my daughter. She has spent almost all of her life in Africa, so…despite my best intentions she tends to speak her mind.”
He almost chuckled recalling the harsh language from the previous night. It was apparent Lady Adrys had no wish to mention this but felt the need to explain any societal blunder which--from what he’d seen of Jo--would happen.
“This is the country, my lady, we do not stand too much on what London deems right or wrong. However if you could answer one thing for me.”
Her relief apparent, she gave him an encouraging nod.
“Your daughter’s…companion. What is her last name?”
Lady Adrys opened and closed her mouth a few times, her expression confused. He’d never met the woman before last night but he was certain she was rarely at a loss for words.
“I…I do not know.” Her brows furrowed and a look of honest distraught took over her normally composed face. “All I ever call her is Najja. It is all we ever call her.” She blushed and regained her composure. “Najja is fine.”
He merely nodded and sipped some coffee. “Very well. I will see that a doctor is summoned.”
“Thank you, Mr. Faulkner. Excuse me, I shall go sit with my husband.”
He stood when she did and watched her walk out. With a groan, he ate a few more bites then swallowed the rest of his coffee and headed for the door. He left a message for the doctor to be called to the house and headed for his study.
“Good morning, Mr. Faulkner.”
He glanced up and saw the youngest Adrys coming down the staircase. She wore a lavender day dress. He bowed.
“Miss Adrys.”
She came to the step which put them eye to eye. Her large blue gaze held some worry but this was no coquettish miss.
“Have you seen Najja?”
That pang which seemed to coincide with the name Najja came again to his midsection. Ignoring the stirring thoughts that Najja gave him, he shook his head. “No. I am sorry.” Recalling what Lady Adrys said, he opened his mouth to share the information but she was already talking.
“I bet she went to the stable.” Jo flashed a smile which quickly faded into a frown. “Drat. Mama will not like me going out in this.” She stepped around him and headed for the breakfast room, all the while muttering about how horrid England was and how she longed to return to Africa.
He found himself watching her with amusement. Seconds later, he had been helped into his great coat and dashed to the stables, waving off the footman who tried to hold an umbrella for him.
Shaking his head upon entering the stable he noticed that Tim, one of the lads who worked there, stared at him with confusion. He gave him a slight smile.
“Did you need your horse readied, sir?”
“No, I am actually--” He snapped his mouth shut when he saw his quarry step out then back into a stall. “I found her.”
“Yes, sir.” Tim vanished and Colin strode to the back, seemingly alone other than the snorting and stomping horses.
Najja was in the last stall on the left. He leaned against the half-door. She wore a dress, the same hue of blue she wore last night. It fit tight to her, showcasing a body he’d only dreamt she’d have. Her small waist he wanted to span with his hands. When she moved the fabric allowed him an amazing view of the curve of her ass. His thoughts immediately went to something carnal. He wanted to do things to her which polite society would deem uncivilized.
He didn’t care. Hell, right now he was imagining taking her in the stable, against a wall, upon the sweet smelling hay…
His shaft stiffened and he tore his hungry gaze from her to the equine beside her.
Holy hell the beast was magnificent. A coal black Arabian stallion. Where did they get such an animal?
“Good morning, Mr. Faulkner.”
Her voice glided along his skin like crushed velvet. His hair stood on end and it felt like lightning coursed through him. And that was just with four simple words.
“Miss Najja,” he said, loving the way her name slipped off his tongue. “Good morning.” Look at me.
She rubbed the stallion’s head beneath the shiny forelock and turned to stare at him. Her eyes roamed over him from top to bottom. He expected some kind of feminine approval; lowering of eyes, flushed skin, anything. What he got…nothing. Her hooded gaze remained remarkably impassive.
“He is a beautiful animal,” he commented, opting to keep to a safe subject.
Her entire countenance softened for a half second but it was enough to show him another layer. While all emotion faded away from her face, she continued to stroke the equine’s head.
“Yes, he is.” She murmured something to the animal and stepped to the door of the stall.
He inhaled sharply, her evocative scent filling him. After a pause he moved back and she exited the stall. Then she left without a single word. He leaned against the door and watched her. Grace yet strength embedded each step taken.
The urge to take a woman hadn’t been so strong since he’d first left the Royal Navy and had fancied himself in love. He frowned at the bitter--unwanted--memory of Francesca. She’d left him for a man much higher up the status ladder. A titled man.
He cast a final glance at the horse. Damn thing seemed to stare down his nose at him. Colin headed back out into the deluge and saw another carriage arrive at the house. The doctor.
Good. She’s taking up too much of my thoughts. It never registered until he stood in the entrance hall dripping on the marble floors that it had been only Najja who he’d been thinking of.
Striding to his study, he paused and changed direction at the last minute and headed for the library. There were some books on Africa he wanted to peruse. Once in he noticed a fire already burned and the air smelled like…like…
Turning his head he found her. Curled up on a chaise by the window, a book in her hand. Najja.
Their gazes met and his heart pounded. What was it about this woman? There was no simpering, no fluttering of lashes. No coy looks. And yet…he was drawn with a ferocity he’d never experienced before.
“I beg your pardon,” she said closing the book and began to rise.
He didn’t want her to leave. “Stay.” She hesitated before lowering herself back down. “There is plenty of room in here for both of us.” Especially if we are on top of one another.
The gown she wore teased him with barely any hints of her flesh. Her fingers were long and graceful where they curled around the book. He faced a far shelf and fought to regain his out of control reaction to her. The titles didn’t register for all he could see was laying her back on the chaise, sliding his hands beneath her skirts and…
He shook his head and grabbed a book from the shelf. One deep breath and he turned. She had her attention on the book before her, but he believed her to be as aware of him as he her. Settling into a chair which allowed him a direct view of her, he opened the tome. Najja looked comfortable there. The gray rain-filled morning behind her in the window. The muted light didn’t cast a pallor over her; she seemed to add her own glow.
“Did you find something interesting to read?” he asked wanting her eyes on him.
Ever so slowly those large, beautiful eyes she had rose to his. Not in a flirtatious way, more like she loathed to stop reading.
“I did, thank you.” She dropped her gaze back to the page.
He scowled but allowed the silence. The pages before him made as much sense to him as had they been written in ancient Greek. He couldn’t seem to keep his eyes from straying to Najja.
Her lips were full and luscious. How would she taste? How would her breasts feel in his hands? He squeezed his eyes shut with a groan. Her eyes were on him when he opened them.
“Are you alright, Mr. Faulkner?”
Colin! Damn it. I want my first name on your lips. And there is nothing wrong with me that you could not fix, luv.
“Fine. What are you reading?”
She held it up and he was more than a little amazed to see her reading one of his naval history books. It wasn’t one he’d bet any other of the women he knew would read. They tended toward Byron, if they would read at all.
Travelling from the book to her gaze, he held it. Seconds passed and the air charged with heightening intimacy. She dampened her lips and he felt the hit right in his groin. His own book wobbled in his hands and he began to rise, needing to touch her when…
“Najja, there you are!” Jo came barreling into the rom.
There was no jump, no flush of embarrassment from Najja. But it were as if he watched a door close around her emotions for any remnants of what he saw--and knew to be desire--vanished.
“Miss Adrys,” he said, gaining his feet.
Her smile encompassed them both. “I hope I am not interrupting.” She made her way to Najja’s side and sat next to her all the while chattering in a language he didn’t understand.
“Not at all.” He forced himself to speak those words all the while his libido railed against him. Pinning Najja with his gaze, he allowed her to see his hunger for her. It didn’t intimidate her for she looked at him then focused on Jo.



Chapter Two
Najja willed her heart to stop pounding. This man, Mr. Faulkner, made her imagine things which she wasn’t destined to have. With his green eyes--eyes that changed like the sea, longer dark brown hair and an impressive figure in his trousers, he brought to her a new level of awareness. She didn’t like it. Well, not entirely true. She did but it would only be a dream.
She listened half heartedly to Jo rambling on. Her focus was on the tight way his trousers fit him, showing impressive muscles. His sun-kissed skin and firm lips.
Like he knew she watched him, he lifted his head, a thick lock of hair fell forward and she wanted to swipe it back. He cast a brief glance to her left where Jo sat and back to her. Then he winked.
Her stomach tensed and her breathing accelerated again.
“Yes, Najja?” Jo asked.
She faced her friend and responsibility, determinedly ignoring the slight mocking grin on Mr. Faulkner’s face. “What Jo?”
“I said there is a music room. Will you play the piano?”
“I am not the one who needs to practice,” she replied in her native tongue.
Blue eyes narrowed. “Are you in league with mama?” Jo demanded in the same language.
“No. But think how it would ease your mother to hear you play.”
Jo’s gaze remained skeptical.
“And your father loves to hear you play.”
With a quiet sigh, Jo nodded. “You are right. But perhaps later. Play a game of cards with me?”
With a quiet sigh, she closed the book knowing she’d not get any more reading done. “Of course.” She rose and returned the book to the exact spot she’d gotten it, well aware of the intense green eyes observing her.
“Oh!” Jo’s stunned voice spun her around, alert for any danger. “What a beautiful chess set, Mr. Faulkner.”
“Thank you.” A small pause. “Feel free to play if you so desire.”
Jo practically cooed in pleasure as she lifted each piece. “Come, Najja. Chess instead.”
Najja moved towards the board, distinctly aware of how she would have to pass near the handsome Mr. Faulkner. Jo’s back to them didn’t make it easier. His eyes flashed with challenge even while they burned away her clothes and saw her beneath them. He tipped his head back, maintaining eye contact as she stepped by him.
Seated at the inlaid table she noticed he continued to watch her. His eyes darkened with…well the only word she could come up with was possessiveness. Stay focused.
And she did. She focused on Jo and the game and eventually relaxed. They played through the rest of the morning breaking for the midday meal. Mr. Faulkner was absent for both it and dinner. Lady Adrys didn’t seem to notice. She went back to her husband’s side as quickly as possible. Once Jo had gone to bed, Najja found herself heading back down to the library.
“Can I get you anything, miss?” the butler asked from the doorway.
“No, sir. Thank you. Just wished to read a bit more.”
“Very good, miss. Shall I bring more candles?”
“Oh, no, sir, the fire is more than adequate but thank you.”
“Good night then, miss.”
“Good night, sir.”
He backed out and closed the door behind him. Alone, she gazed around the library. She loved books. Hungered for the stories, adventures and lessons. Plucking the one from earlier off the shelf, she sank down on the thick Persian rug before the fire and flipped it open.
She didn’t know what alerted her but something told her to look up. She did so only to find she no longer solely inhabited the library. Her breath caught in her throat at the imposing visage of Mr. Faulkner. The firelight made him appear even larger--of course that could also be because she currently lay on the floor. Doubtful though.
His hair gleamed and his skin shone like burnished gold. A wave of longing hit her hard, her stomach tossed and turned. The door behind him sat closed. They were alone.
Moving her eyes over his decidedly well-muscled body she stared briefly at the gold hoop dangling from one earlobe. Was it possible for him to look any more attractive? He looked like a pirate prince, darkly savage and wild. Irresistible.
“Am I disturbing you?” he asked, his voice pitched deeper than before.
Oddly she didn’t seem threatened by him. Not in a physical way. Despite the gruff, uncivilized appearance, she sensed something else. Gentleness.
“This is your house, sir. Am I disturbing you?”
“Far be it for me to keep a lady from perusing stories of naval history.”
Did he jest? He must have seen something in her expression for he added, “Apologies, Miss Najja. It was a poor attempt at humor.”
“Najja.”
He moved closer preceded by the scent of pure, raw male, whisky, and outdoors. “Say again?”
She rolled to a sitting position knowing his gaze honed in on her legs as they flashed for a moment. “My name is Najja.”
“You dislike the Miss before? What, pray tell, is your last name?”
Another step closer, he reminded her of a leopard hunting its prey. Slow cautious steps. Nothing to startle the creature being stalked. And she observed him the same way, like she was prey.
“I have none. My name is Najja.”
He lowered his long frame to the floor near her with surprising ease and grace. One arm rested upon his up drawn knee, bringing powerful legs into closer view. Sweat beaded and trickled through her chemise. What power did he wield over her?
“You are a mystery, Najja,” he said continuing to stare at her. “Play chess with me.”
She blinked. “Now?”
“Were you leaving so soon after I just arrived?” His question envisaged a challenge.
What was the harm? Jo slept in her room and surely no one would be out on a night like this. Although…she would be. Precisely for the very reason that the weather gave wonderful cover. But this was England. She fixed her gaze out the window where the rains still pelted down with inexorable force. Occasional flashes of lightning severed the dark.
“I had no plans to go anywhere.”
The satisfactory gleam that filled his eyes made her wonder if it wasn’t a trap after all. A thought that increased when he smiled briefly, a predatory one.
He got up and repositioned the table with the inlaid board closer to the fire, so they’d have light. She joined him and sat before assisting in setting up the pieces.
“How long have you played chess?” he asked making the opening move.
“Most years I can recall,” she replied, her fingers resting on a pawn.
“And how long have you known Lord Adrys and his family?”
Immediately she became cautious. Mulling over the right words, she stared at his long fingers as they made his next move.
“Since they arrived in Africa.” His lashes couldn’t conceal the broodingly intense way he watched her. “Lord Adrys knows Father.”
“He knows your father?”
Had that not been what she said? “Yes.”
The play continued as did the questions. She answered with ease, now aware he sought answers about things in Africa.
“Did you clearly see the man who shot Lord Adrys?” he asked, putting all his attention on her.
“Men.”
He lifted a brow. “There was more than one?”
“At least two. I do not know the appearance of them since they wore masks, plus it was raining and dark.”
“How come Lady Adrys did not mention this?”
“She was pushed to the floor of the coach.” She took his queen. “As was Jo.”
“But you saw.”
“Why do you think I pushed them down? Unfortunately, I was to slow to do the same to Lord Adrys.”
“Remarkable.”
She studied the board. “What is, Mr. Faulkner?” There was no answer and she made a cursory peek at him. He stared unabashedly at her.
“Colin.”
She inhaled sharply.
“Call me Colin.”
“’Twould be improper.”
His eyes glittered dangerously and she realized he was a man who more often than not got what he wanted.
“So is being alone with me in a closed room,” he remarked wryly.
Their gazes melded, greenish-gray as tempestuous as the storm outside with dark brown, the color of rich chocolate.
“You are right.” She stood. “Thank you for the game, Mr. Faulkner.” Then she moved for the door.
He beat her there. His large hand landed over her head, pressing against the door, holding it shut. She stared at his arm. The white sleeve rolled up, exposing a powerful forearm covered with dark hair. His heat could be felt behind her.
“Look at me, Najja.” It was a rumbled order.
Slowly she turned and met his swirling gaze. “Yes, Mr. Faulkner?”
“Colin,” he breathed pressing closer.
It was a struggle not to react to the blatant sexuality that rolled off him. Her mouth was dry and her tongue dampened her lips. His eyes followed the movement, darkening further.
“Mr. Faulkner.”
“Colin,” he insisted again.
Her heart pounded out of control. The hand not on the door reached for the rawhide cord around her neck.
“What is this?”
“A necklace.”
He followed the cord until it dipped below her neckline without actually touching her and yet the heat never faded. A throb began between her legs and she longed to tighten them to see if that would stop it.
“Can I see it?”
Was it her imagination or had his head lowered even more?
“I need to go.”
A thick lock of hair fell forward over one amazing eyes. “Call me Colin or show me the necklace and I will let you go.” He came even closer. “One simple word or one touch, you make the choice.”
They weren’t touching? So much heat coursed through her she would swear he pressed against her. The hardness, the high temperature, she was losing it.
“Colin,” she murmured, making fists so she didn’t grab him.
He stared hard at her mouth. “You are a temptation unlike any other, Najja.” Colin swallowed harshly. “Leave, my luscious visitor, before I forget I should be a gentleman.” His eyes raked over her leaving no question what he meant. “Or how to be one.”
One final glimpse into eyes that seemed almost tortured, Najja did something she’d never done before. She fled.
Her dreams were filled with erotic exploits of her and Colin. Things she’d seen in India, Egypt, The Orient and beyond ran a continuous line through her mind. Sleep was sporadic at best yet she had risen, worked through her routine, cleaned and dressed to be seated on the bench at the foot of Jo’s bed when she woke.
“Good morning, Najja.”
“Morning, Jo,” she replied with a grin.
Jo sat up and patted the mattress beside her. Najja moved and sat there.
“I do not hear any rain.”
“Stopped late last night.”
“Maybe we could go riding.”
Her thoughts exactly. From the gleam in Jo’s eyes she understood. “I will get dressed.” Jo scrambled from the bed and began dressing, only when she heard the muttered cursing from her friend did Najja get off the thick bed.
“Cursed clothes. Englishwomen wear too many clothes.”
Helping her with the stays, Najja laughed. “You are an Englishwoman.”
“Blast it, Najja, do not say that.”
She laughed even more as Jo grumbled about her riding habit. Only doing it harder when the scowl came her way.
“Come on,” she said when Jo finally finished.
Giggling like school girls, they left the room and headed downstairs. The house was silent and yet, Abel appeared out of nowhere.
“Good morning, Miss Adrys, Miss Najja.”
“Good morning, Abel. Splendid day is it not,” Jo remarked.
“Indeed. Can I be of service to you two?”
“No, no. We are just going for a ride since the rain stopped.”
He looked at them obviously unsure of allowing them to proceed with their plans.
“Not a problem, Abel.” A deep voice broke in. Colin. “You ladies feel free; just make sure you take a groom along.”
“Oh, thank you, Mr. Faulkner,” Jo gushed. “Come on, Najja.”
Jo tugged on her hand and as she allowed herself to be pulled along, she glanced behind to see Colin striding into view. Mouthwatering as ever. How she managed, she had no clue, but she kept her eyes on him and nodded in thanks. Even so…she was hard-pressed to forget last night.
Colin Faulkner is the most dangerous man I know.
 

Colin sat in his study and thought about events over the past week. Ledgers for his estates sat open before him, ignored. Arrangements had been finalized for the men who’d died in his employ. He sighed.
A glass of whisky dangled from his fingertips as he stared out the window. The rain had indeed faded but upon its retreat brought up a prelude to winter. The leaves had changed colors covering his estate with an enchanting blanketed mix of autumn hues. Golds, browns, yellows, reds, oranges, and more.
Lord Adrys had beaten the fever; unfortunately it had taken its toll on the older man. To Colin’s own amazement he had assured the family it was no hardship for them to remain until Adrys was fit to travel. He actually didn’t mind their presence.
Jo was the source of never-ending laughs as her mother tried to instruct her on the ways deemed proper by the ton. Personally, he liked the carefree Jo better. Of course that could be because whenever he faced that side of her he also got to see Najja.
Ever since the night in his library, when her kissable lips formed and spoke his name, his body sung with a need he’d never experienced before. She was almost always near Jo. Truth be told he wasn’t sure when she slept. He’d noticed she always went to check on Lord Adrys since the fever broke.
Every night Colin waited for her in the library, hoping she’d show. Craving more interaction with her. She’d been affected as well, hadn’t she? But she never showed. He’d seen her leave the library on occasion but never had she come in at night after the others had gone to bed.
He knew the women rode daily and he longed to go with. He didn’t but it never ceased the longing. His estates took a lot of work and he focused on them, endeavoring to be calm and respectful toward the vixen of his dreams, regardless of the fact she created less than courteous visions in his head.
Laughter brought his attention back from its wanderings and he stared at the closed door. He set down his glass and raked a hand through his hair. The door opened to admit Berry. His valet nodded in greeting and limped his way to a seat, where he sat after placing a stack of papers on the desk.
“Do I dare ask what’s going on out there?”
Berry flashed him a grin, reminiscent of their days in the Royal Navy. “Probably not.”
“So you will tell me anyway.”
“Of course.” He leaned back. “The women are helping to pack gifts for the festival tomorrow.”
The Autumn Festival was a huge event for his tenants and the villagers to have a well earned day of rest. Dancing, food, tricks.
“And the laughter?”
“That was Najja telling a story of their time in Africa.”
Undeniable rage stormed through him for two reasons. One, Berry called her Najja--never mind she told him that very thing--and two, why the hell was she laughing and joking with others but not him?
“Miss Najja,” he growled.
Berry lifted his eyebrows at the tone. “Miss Najja,” he said with compliance. “Anyway, she and Miss Adrys have been entertaining the ones fixing the baskets.”
His hand resided on his leg and flexed into a fist a couple of times. “I see.” Holding Berry’s stare, he forced his hand to relax.
A twinkle appeared in Berry’s blue eyes. “If you will excuse me, I am going to assist them.” He got to his feet and headed to the door where he paused long enough to look back at Colin. Berry opened his mouth as if to speak then appeared to think better of it and left in silence.
With a groan, Colin turned his attention back to the stack of work before him. For not the first time since Najja had come to his house did he wish to turn it over to Berry or his man of affairs. Pinching the bridge of his nose, he forced himself to stay there.
Two hours later the numbers had all begun to stream into one. A scratch at the door brought his head up. “Come,” he said grateful for the reprieve. Abel entered and hesitated causing him to arch a brow. “Yes?”
“Sir, Lord Adrys asked to see you if you can spare a moment.”
“Thank you, Abel.” He replaced the quill and pushed to his feet.
Abel closed the door behind him and as he proceeded to the stairs he could hear more feminine laughter. He wanted to be there with Najja. This feeling, desire, to be near her was strange. They’d barely spoken but he could feel it on a deeper level--there existed a connection there. He just needed her to realize it. Almost intimate, this thing he felt for her.
He took the stairs two at a time and walked down the hall toward the room he’d had Lord Adrys placed in. Four rooms, he mused as he continued along. Not that he needed them but he had a small staff and despite his reputation of being a coldhearted man, he cared for them. They were more of a family than his own had ever been.
Good thing Najja was in her own room, although considering how close she and Jo were there was a good chance they shared.
He sighed and adjusted his breeches before knocking at the door. His breath caught in his throat when the door opened. Najja stood before him, dressed today in green. All he could focus on was the way it offset her smooth skin.
“Good afternoon, Mr. Faulkner,” she said meeting his gaze head on even as she dipped a small curtsey.
Fully aware of Lord Adrys’ gaze on him from where he lay in the bed, he ignored baser desires and gave her a brief nod, his nose assaulted by her engaging and irresistible scent. Vanilla and spiced roses. Need swelled within him.
“Miss Najja.”
He burned even hotter as her gaze moved down his face over his body to the toes of his shiny Hessians and back up. Unfortunately she never said a word, just slid by him, tantalizing close yet frustratingly apart. Then she was gone, leaving behind her scent and nothing more. Ignoring the urge to turn his head and follow her steps, he fully entered the room and gave a low bow.
“You wished to see me, my lord?”
Lord Hayworth Adrys still looked drawn and pale. “You have offered us hospitality and put up with my family without blinking. I think we can dispense with the formalities.”
He liked the man. “Very well, Adrys then. What can I do for you?”
As Adrys struggled into a sitting position, he cast an easy perusal about the room. They were alone. Why was Najja in here without anyone else present? Was there something between Najja and Adrys? The thought left a sour taste in his gut.
“I want to apologize for putting you in this predicament.”
He shook his head needing more clarification. “I have more than enough room.”
“No.” Adrys coughed. “There have been attempts on my life.” More coughing. “Part of why we came back to England early.”
Colin sat in a tall chair adjacent to the bed. He didn’t like how this sounded. “Why do you not have more travelling with you?”
“Thought it would attract less attention until we got to the country estate. Then we would head to London once the place had been set to rights.”
Logical but still it bothered him that there was Adrys and three women without protection.
“Where is your estate?”
Adrys smiled. “Not far actually. Kittle Manor.”
He knew his shock showed. Their properties bordered one another and he had mulled over offering for it at one point. “Are they expecting you?”
“Yes. Abel was good enough to send a missive.”
The thought of Najja leaving before…well, it didn’t sit well with him. “So you will depart soon?”
Emotions shifted Adrys’ eyes hardened momentarily showing Colin a man who had the ability to be extremely dangerous. “That is why I asked to speak to you. I received word, just this morning there was a fire there. I wonder if--”
“Stay as long as you need until your place is fixed and you feel better.”
“Are you sure? I know a young unattached man…well, I have no wish to intrude and force my family upon you.”
“The staff enjoys them and they are no disturbance to my daily business.” Except Najja. I cannot get her out of my head.
“You are very kind, Mr. Faulkner.”
“Colin please.”
“Colin.”
Najja did not give in and say my name that easy.
He got to his feet. “I will assign some extra men to keep an eye on your family.”
The man looked old and tired. “Thank you. They mean everything to me.”
“Forgive my asking but does Miss Najja have a last name?”
Adrys sighed heavily. “No. That is her only name. I hope her presence is not causing an issue.”
You have no idea. He swallowed and hoped to hell his voice remained level. “Not at all. I barely know she is even here.” Aside from the constant state of arousal she keeps me in, it is as if our lives have never intersected. Why would she only have one name?
“Good. She is a…part of our family.”
“I see her and your daughter are very close.”
Adrys grinned and appeared much younger. “They are. Been together off and on while we were there. Jo missed her so much when they were apart the times Najja was gone.”
“Where did she go?” The question slipped out unbidden.
Adrys hesitated. “She travelled for her father.”
More mystery. And Najja was a mystery he most definitely wanted to unveil. In more ways than one.
“I see.” He saw the reluctance on Adrys’ part to discuss Najja and had no wish to get the man to thinking he had any interest in her. “I shall leave you to rest.”
“Thank you, Colin.”
He inclined his head and slid past the door. As he made his way down the stairs he thought over the information he’d just learned. Someone was out to kill Lord Adrys. Why, he didn’t know. Najja had for some reason left her home and come to England with the Adryses. Add into this someone hijacking his own shipments.
Pausing on the stairs, he headed down with a new destination in mind. Abel waited for him, coat in hand. The man had this uncanny way to anticipate his decisions.
“Your horse is waiting.”
With a grateful nod, he put on the coat and hat. Heading out the door, he tugged on his gloves as he went. Sure enough a groom stood with his gelding, Salvage. He swung easily into the saddle and was off with a touch of his heels to the glossy chestnut sides.
The brisk air was even colder than he’d believed. Steam rose from Salvage’s sides and expelled from his nostrils as they thundered along the road toward The Brown Goose, a tavern where he was going to meet a man who had contacts he could only wish to have. A new one, not seen in this area before--at least for a long time, he was going to send along on the next shipment. But this meeting was also for something else now.
He dismounted even before Salvage slid to a halt. A boy caught the reins and he said, “Walk him around, I’ll be back in ten minutes.”
“Yessir.”
The interior of The Brown Goose was dark, noisy, and rank. Most tables full of men already deep in their cups. Women served them with necklines low in hopes of an extra bit of money for themselves. Shaking his head, he spotted the man he sought. Wilkes. He sat in the back corner, an eye on the door. Heavy beard, unkempt hair, every inch of him showcased a hard life. Not the man he recalled from years before. And there was no one else he would trust to undertake such a thing.
He joined him at the table and ordered a tankard of ale. “Wilkes,” he said by way of greeting.
“Faulkner.”
“I need you to do something for me.” The large man downed a swallow of the swill and remained silent. “I need to know if you hear anything in regards to Lord Adrys.”
“You have interest in the viscount?”
“Sort of. Just say how long he has been gone intrigues me.”
Disbelief filled Wilkes’ face. “I heard there was a fire at Kittle Manor. Luckily no one perished.”
“Anything you hear, no matter how small, send a message.”
“Thinking of increasing your estate?”
He gave a wane smile. “Anything is possible.”
“I will keep an ear to the ground.”
“Good man.” He slid Wilkes the ignored drink and put enough money down to cover them both. “I will be attending the fair tonight if you hear anything today.”
“Right.”
There was nothing else. Wilkes returned to staring gloomily across the tavern. So he left, barely pausing to toss the young lad who’d held his horse a coin.
“Thank ye, sir,” he said with a cheery wave.
Colin nodded then urged Salvage onward. He headed toward the property line between his and Adrys’ estate. He slowed nearing the end of the copse of trees he rode through. From here the land sloped down slightly into a meadow, a long area bordered by trees on three sides and a lake on the other. Voices brought him more alert.
Feminine voices.
Jo and Najja.
Different emotions waged within him. Lust and desire being near the top. He reined in Salvage at the edge, remaining hidden and observed. Two horses stood grazing and running around were Jo and Najja. They ran kicking a round ball like object. Each trying to get it from the other.
Both of them had their hair down and looked totally at ease. He frowned at the realization they had no protection. Where were the men he’d assigned to watch them?
Determined to confront them, he nudged Salvage only to draw him up again when movement from the black stallion’s saddle grabbed his notice. By the time he returned his gaze to the women they were putting themselves back to rights. Again he peeked at the saddle only to find it empty. I am losing it.
He watched the women mount with ease, again something that would set them apart from most he knew from the upper crust of society, and turn toward him. Before they got to him he emerged from the shadows.
“Good afternoon, ladies.”
Both were flushed from their exertions and the cold. He nodded first to Jo then Najja. Her brown eyes sparkled and that familiar clench in his gut returned and hit him with incredible force.
“Mr. Faulkner, what a pleasant surprise,” Jo said with a cheeky grin. “Are you out for a ride just because or do you have a destination in mind?”
“Just because,” he replied keeping his gaze on the young Miss Adrys. “Might I join you?”
“We would love it. You have such a beautiful estate. The colors of autumn make it magnificent. I am surprised Mama has not been after me in saying you would make a good--”
“Jo!” Najja interjected.
The chit blushed. Rather adorable when she did so. “Oh…blast it. I am so sorry, Mr. Faulkner. I never can control my mouth.”
He didn’t point out polite young women didn’t say “blast” either. Colin chuckled and maneuvered his horse along Jo. “No reason to apologize, Miss Adrys.”
“Jo please. Miss Adrys seems so dreadfully proper and I would like to think of us as friends.” She directed her mare so he rode between the women. “Besides, titled or not my mother knows you are a very wealthy man. And if no nobleman will have me, be forewarned, Mr. Faulkner, you may just find yourself in her sights.”
He couldn’t believe her audacity. Women didn’t speak so frankly, at least none he knew. Instead of her frankness exasperating him, he found it refreshing. “Am I to assume then that I am not the kind of man you wish to be married to?” He could hear Najja muttering something he couldn’t understand.
“Please do not take offense. I have no desire to marry. I will declare myself a widow and travel the world, seeking adventure where I find it.”
“Well, when you put it like that,” he teased, casting a glance to his right where Najja rode. She gave him a small smile then looked away. It wasn’t much but it was enough for the moment. As they continued on he got thoroughly entertained by Jo. Even Najja joined in the conversation. Never before had he been in the presence of two ladies and enjoyed himself more.
Once the stable was in view, he asked, “Are you two up for attending a festival?”
“Yes!” Jo said immediately.
“Very well, I will have the carriage readied. We can go together this night.”
Jo rattled off something across him to Najja while he just watched his brown vixen. Those fools who said brown skin was unattractive didn’t have a clue what they spoke about. Just staring at Najja made him want to touch and caress her. There was no mistaking her for a debutante who despised the outdoors and whose skin was paler than most sick persons. Amazing how he had never really noticed that before.
Najja never flinched from his sharp stare. “See you tonight, Najja,” he said on a husky whisper.
“Mr. Faulkner.”
He hid his displeasure and dismounted before going to Najja. Hands placed at her waist, he lifted her down. As her intoxicating body slid by his, he whispered, “I much prefer it when you call me, Colin.” A slim tremor coursed through her.
“Until later, ladies,” he said with a bow before leaving them and getting back on his horse. He had to ride and calm down. Najja’s supple body was proving to be one hell of a distraction and temptation.



Chapter Three
Najja sat in her room. Her heart still pounded with swift alacrity from when Colin…no, Mr. Faulkner assisted her off her horse. The warm breath along her cheek and ear went straight to her core so it throbbed with intensity.
She stared at her hands noticing with disgust how they shook. Even now. Why him? Why now? She had a mission to accomplish. But still she wondered what it would be like. A man like Colin was sure to be an amazing lover.
What little sleep she got had been invaded by wistful dreams of being able to let down her guard and allow him as her lover. How his fingers and hands would feel. The heavy weight of him covering her as he lay between her legs, sliding--
“Najja!” Jo burst into the room, her face alight with excitement.
She smiled at her friend with practiced patience and forced those renegade thoughts of Colin to the back of her mind. “Hi, Jo.”
Jo closed the door and frowned, a furrow appearing between her brows. Moments later she joined her on the bed taking one of her hands. “Are you okay?”
Feigning a cheerful expression, she nodded. “I am. I was just thinking.”
Blue eyes regarded her carefully. “You miss Africa?”
“Yes.” She did so much.
“Me too,” Jo said resting her head against her shoulder. “But I do like Colin. He is really nice. And cute.”
Cute wasn’t the word she would have picked. Dangerously handsome. Something grew in the pit of her belly. Ugly and angry. The idea Jo may want him made her feel physically sick. She fought it. Jo had more right than she to be with Mr. Colin Faulkner.
The one thing she hadn’t counted on was how well she’d taught Jo to observe.
“You like him.” The words were whispered and almost awe-like.
“Let it go, Jo.”
“No. I think it is wonderful. What can I do to help?”
She expelled a sharp breath. “There will be nothing to come of it.”
“Why not? I see how he watches you when he does not think anyone knows.”
Her belly fluttered at the knowledge. “He is not for me.”
Jo tugged on some of her hair. “Seems to me he can make up his own mind.” She scrambled off the bed. “Did you know you never once denied you liked him?” Jo vanished before a response could be formed.
With a groan, Najja flopped back on the feather mattress. Cheeky girl. And a truer friend she’d never had. But then, she’d never had a friend before she met Josephine Adrys. The girl hadn’t understood boundaries and had wormed her way past all defenses. No matter what she went through, Jo was there when she made it back. Never judging only welcoming her with friendship.
Najja dressed in what she would wear for the night and made her way downstairs. But instead of going for the meal she ducked into the library and curled up in a large chair near the blazing fire, book in hand.
“I missed you at dinner.” The voice, deep and seductive, wove around her like molten silk.
Peering over the top of the book, The Iliad by Homer, her heart gave a jump. Colin stood close, a tray in one hand, dressed in black breeches, blue coat and shiny Hessians. She’d never even heard the door open or him enter.
“You need to eat something,” he commented placing the tray near her on a foot stool. “There will be stuff at the festival but it will not begin for a while yet.”
She was at a loss; no one had brought her food before. His green eyes shone in the firelight. “Is the meal over?” She began to rise. “I should find Jo.” How much time had she lost delving beneath the pages of The Iliad?
“Sit.” It was softly spoken yet an ironclad command. “The meal is still going on.”
He repositioned the tray in front of her and removed the cover as she sank back down. She was pleasantly surprised at seeing baked eggs on toast. A bit bemused she glanced at him as she closed the book and tucked it beside her.
Colin shrugged and said, “Jo mentioned you loved the dish. Cook was more than happy to make it for you.”
Was it her imagination or did he just blush?
“Thank you,” she responded, reaching for one of the toast rounds and biting into it.
Without a word, Colin drew up another large wing backed chair and plunked down in it. His strong legs in tightly wrapped breeches settled upon either side of the footrest. Unbidden her gaze snuck to where those very legs met and gulped at the not so hidden proof of his endowment, with difficulty she focused on chewing and swallowing.
It was impossible to ignore him. So large. So virile. So male. So there. His coat discarded, the waistcoat lay open exposing the crisp white linen of his shirt, rolled up with the sleeves at his elbows. His attention remained riveted on her. Finished with the final bite of the toast she wiped her fingers and sat back, refusing to acknowledge the second piece of toast.
The book clutched in her hands she shifted so one leg dangled to the floor. She met his stare, which she’d felt upon her since he sat down. Her fingers tightened on the book’s edge.
“Finish it.”
Another order.
She began to shake her head only to have him interrupt.
“You do not eat enough to keep a bird alive. Finish this.”
“You should not even know how much I eat,” he lifted a brow, “or do not eat.” Regardless of impropriety on his behavior it warmed her to know he had noticed.
“You intrigue me, Najja.”
Memorizing her place for the second time, she shut the book and rested it along her thigh in the chair. Then she leaned to pluck the remaining baked egg on toast from the plate. He observed her as she ate. When she finished, he glanced pointedly at the cup of tea and back to her.
She lifted it and inhaled the fresh smell of mint before taking a cautious sip. Perfect. “Jo?”
He nodded. “Tell me about you.”
“Is this why you brought me food? To learn my secrets?”
“You dislike answering questions.”
“I dislike being the only one to do so.”
“So if I answer one, you will?”
She thought about it then agreed. His grin made her wonder a bit.
He leaned forward, placed elbows on his thighs and winked, the firelight glinting off the gold hoop in his ear. “Ask away.”
“Why do you live out here when your father is an earl?”
Those stunning verdant eyes darkened and hardened. Obviously a sore subject. “I was tired of wasting my life so I joined the Royal Navy. When I sold my commission I still had no desire to return to London. So I poured my attentions into my estates which my man of affairs had been looking after while I was at sea. They have prospered even more. Who told you I was the son of an earl?”
She sipped her tea. “Lord Adrys. Why do you--”
“Wait, I get a question.”
She smiled relaxing back into the chair. “You had yours.” At his dubious and skeptical glance she said, “You asked me who told me your father was an earl.”
His eyes twinkled. “So I did. Very well.”
She crossed her legs and tightened her fingers around the warm cup. “Why do you scowl so much?”
Colin frowned. “Do you really think I scowl?”
“I have yet to see you leave your study with anything other than one upon your face.”
He thought for a moment. “I would if you were in there with me.”
The words created more of that damnable longing within her. “Perhaps.” She allowed herself to say nothing more.
A devilish glint appeared and he grinned. One of wicked promises. “Shall we try?”
“No, Mr. Faulkner, we shall not.”
“Colin.” She opened her mouth but he waved her silent. “When it is just us or if Jo is around call me Colin. There are no nosy society harpies to give their unwanted opinion, so between us we are only Colin and Najja.”
She didn’t know what to say. “And sometimes Jo.” The urge to smack herself in the head was great. How stupid did she sound?
“Exactly.” His green eyes burned with concupiscence and she barely held the shiver at bay. “Now, my turn.”
“Actually, it is mine again.”
She could tell he wished to dispute but he merely leaned back. Well, there was no ‘merely’ about it, but he reclined waiting, reminding her of an animal on the hunt. Trying to appear harmless and lure the prey in close enough to attack.
Staring at him she experienced another pang of yearning, one she would do well to ignore for he was not the man for her. Regardless if he had a title or not, he was an earl’s son and she…well was less than a common-born in this country to most. Plus once done here she had to return to Father and whatever he had planned for her next. That knowledge sobered her.
“Could I ask you for a favor?”
“Of course you can ask.”
Meaning he may refuse to grant it. “I know you live next door to Lord Adrys’ property.” She swallowed and dug to find the strength to carry on. Asking favors wasn’t something she did. “I would ask you to check on Jo from time to time. Make sure she is okay.”
“Wo--” He never finished the question merely rotated his shoulders. “And if…when she marries?”
“So long as he is a good man it does not matter.”
“Such a favor will cost you.”
Najja sighed. “I figured as much.” She placed the cup down, folded her hands. “What do you wish in return? I have no money.”
“No, I have enough of that.” He leaned forward and skimmed her with his gaze. She fought the urge to shift in the seat. “Jo and her family mean a lot to you it seems.”
“Yes.”
His gaze sharpened. “Your horse, would you part with him?”
Her heart clenched painfully. “Fineas?”
“Is that his name?”
“It is.”
“Then yes, I mean Fineas, your black Arabian.”
She thought of Jo. Her freckled face and bright blue eyes which surely would dim with a husband who didn’t treat her as the jewel she was. There was no one else whom she considered a friend. Still, it was hard to imagine not having Fineas as well. “You…you would treat him well?”
He cocked a dark brow. “You do not ask if I will forget my promise to you but you ask if I will treat Fineas well?”
“I see you as a man who keeps his word once given. Is that not so?”
“I keep my word,” he said, his tone almost indignant.
She rolled her lower lip between her teeth for a moment. Fineas…she would miss him. “Yes, I will part with him.” The words struggled to make it past her lips. “Is that what you wish for in return?”
He stroked his chin and studied her. “No, I will do this but in return for a kiss.”
Her heart thundered out of control. “A kiss?” When did her mouth get so dry?
“Yes luv. A kiss. That is my price. Do you accept?”
“I do.” She planted both feet on the floor, closed her eyes, waiting.
A husky chuckle surrounded her and she peered at him. “What are you doing?” he asked in amusement.
“I thought you wanted a kiss.”
Darkened seafoam eyes held her prisoner. A seductive grin lifted kissable lips. He came closer, his hands settled upon the arms of the chair putting himself right in her personal space. “I do, but the kiss will be done by my choosing when and where.” So close was he, their noses almost touched. “Do you agree?” A silken challenge sat woven around the question.
“Yes,” she replied after regaining control of her facilities. He smelled so good, so rugged, and so masculine. So mouthwatering. Were men supposed to smell so distractingly good?
The door opened and he backed off, picking up the tray. “Glad to hear it.”
“There you are, Najja,” Jo said coming near. “Am I disturbing anything?”
“No,” Colin said, handing the tray to a passing maid.
“Darn,” Jo huffed and sat on the stool. “Ready to go to the festival?”
Beyond Jo’s mass of curls she met Colin’s gaze. Blasted man winked and left the room. “I’m ready, Jo.”
“Is everything okay, Najja?”
“Fine. Let’s go to the festival.”
Together they went to the door and put on coats and gloves. Jo said goodbye to her parents and they made their way to the waiting coach. The air was crisp and sharp.
When she sat beside Jo, her head jerked up when the closing door opened wide again. Colin climbed in.
“Figured we could all ride together,” he said by way of explanation.
She smothered her groan while Jo chatted away. Colin’s legs were long and constantly pressed against hers, sending her into her own private hell. Never before had she longed for a man’s touch. It seemed Colin knew it too, subtle touches of the leg and foot tormenteingher the entire trip.
 

The night was cold yet it in no way deterred from the festival. Fires burned brightly, people danced, food cooked and children ran unchecked. Colin spoke to his tenants all the while thinking about Najja and their upcoming kiss. His blood burned and spikes of lust shot through him.
The ladies moved a bit ahead of him and it didn’t escape his notice how protective Najja was of Jo. Not just protective, she seemed thoroughly aware of everything around them. Yet she accomplished it in an extremely subtle way. Not an obvious one. More mystery of the woman who had but one name. Najja.
Both women wore darker colors but like usual only Najja piqued his interest. While Kyle Easterly spoke about his thoughts on how well his harvest was, Colin continually found himself honed in on Najja.
The wind picked up and he noticed the bonfires gleamed off something on her ear. He had seen the earring bobs on her lobes but couldn’t recall seeing anything else. Of course her hair usually covered the tops of her ears.
“Well, what do you think, Mr. Faulkner?” Easterly asked his round face full of excitement at what he’d just proposed.
I think I have become enamored with an enchantress from Africa. “I think, Mr. Easterly, it is going to be a very good autumn and winter.”
Easterly beamed. “My thoughts exactly. Well…I see the missus, have a great time.”
“Likewise, Easterly.”
The man walked away and Colin fought a grin. He knew he wasn’t a man who put distance between himself and his tenants. After all they were the ones who made him not have to maintain and upkeep. These people didn’t put on airs like so many he’d grown up with in London. He liked them, they allowed him privacy and there was no matchmaking. For which he was eternally grateful.
With a sigh, he took in the festival while contemplating what to do about Najja. He would have her in his bed. Of that he had no doubt. Speaking of Najja, where was she? To his left he spotted Jo dancing with some of the young village girls. But no Najja. He searched harder near Jo, aware she rarely went far from the younger Miss Adrys.
His heart calmed when he spotted her crouched by a child, appearing deep in discussion. Her head tipped back and she laughed. He was rooted to the spot, captivated beyond words, when the sound of her laughter danced along the wind from her mouth to his ears.
Bloody hell! He’d never wanted anyone so much in his entire life.
“Breathing would be advisable,” a low voice said from beside him.
He glanced down to find Wilkes there. The man had a sparkle in his eyes even though his expression was impassive.
“I have news.”
Colin turned his eyes toward where Najja still spoke to the girl. “And?”
“They plan to hit the next shipment of yours. Not sure where yet though.”
“Damn it! I cannot afford to lose more men or whisky.”
“That is not all.”
His mood had soured. “What else?”
“There are two men who constantly hang around Kittle Manor. Rough looking, although they do claim to be friends of Adrys. So far no one has said a word about him staying with you.” Wilkes paused. “There is talk though of a dark skinned woman who travels with them.”
A wave of unease fell about him. “She is here, tonight. With Adrys’ daughter.”
“Where?”
“To the right of the fire, she is talking to a little girl.”
At that moment, Najja stood up and made a cursory scan in their direction.
“Bloody hell!” Wilkes uttered, shock blatantly apparent.
Colin frowned. In all the time he’d known Wilkes he’d never heard him this disconcerted. Scrutinizing the man, he saw him slowly gain his wits.
“What is wrong with you, Wilkes?”
“It…that…Najja.”
Her name was said on a soft sigh. Jealousy overtook him before he knew what happened. Eyes flickered between Wilkes and Najja. Her face gave nothing away; in fact she turned away back to the dancing. The image of Wilkes touching her...
“How do you know her?” he growled, struggling not to wrap his hands around Wilkes’ neck.
“I had heard…and seen…but assumed it to be naught but a rumor.” Disbelief and awe coated his words.
“What are you going on about?” Now he was holding onto his control by a mere thread.
“In India, I heard it, years ago. And again in a different place I saw her. She…is rumored to be an assassin.”
He choked on the incredulity of such a claim. “Do not be daft.”
“I swear, Colin. I have seen the end result of her work.”
There was only honesty in Wilkes’ voice.
“How so?” Colin didn’t want to believe it.
“She was in the court, at both places. Then someone turned up dead. She had vanished.” Wilkes scratched his head. “One night in India, after a party with a sultan, one of the guards got too deep in his cups and told how she had been sent there to learn things…of all sorts. Things involving death.”
It sounded too crazy to believe. And yet…
“Did you meet her?”
“I was introduced in…well it does not matter. She…she was so young then.”
His stomach rolled at the thought of her with Wilkes. Others gathered nearer to them and he forced a smile. “We need to finish this discussion.”
“I will be there tonight,” Wilkes stated. “Be cautious.” As he had arrived, Wilkes faded away with silence.
His mind whirled with the implications. Smothering a groan he sought out Najja. She no longer stood where he’d last seen her. He breathed a bit easier when he located Jo, she looked like a forest sprite, her hair coming loose gave her an air of sensuality. She would be breaking hearts in the ton. If she can curb her tongue. But he liked her bluntness.
Off to the side, almost hidden completely by shadows stood the woman he searched for. Following her line of sight, he found she watched Jo. In a swift and decisive manner he slid around to come up behind Najja.
He paused a short distance back from her, ogling what he could see in the shadowed light. His hands itched to caress the curves simmering below her understated attire. He’d seen flashes of a small ankle, despite her normally wearing boots, and on occasion her skirts were drawn tight over the curvature of her derriere.
With a gulp he wiped the beads of sweat which had popped upon his brow despite the algidity of the air temperature. More in control he stepped just shy of flush to her. The scent unique only to her circumnavigated him immediately, breathing new life into the emotional charge she provided him. Who knew spiced roses and vanilla could make a man entertain the notion of forever.
“Why are you hiding?” he asked in susurration.
She didn’t even start. “I am not hiding. I am observing.”
He closed the fractional distance and nearly groaned at the way she felt against him. Along her hips he rested his gloved hands, wishing with zeal there was naught between them aside from skin. Her waist wasn’t as tiny as fashion deemed preferable but he loved it. He held a woman, not a schoolroom chit.
Keeping an eye on the festivities and people before them, he moved his fingers in small circles. She shuddered beneath his touch.
She is not as immune to me as she would like me to believe.
“You have no desire to dance?”
“No.”
“I do,” he admitted. “But the type I want to do with you requires a lot fewer clothes.”
“Really?” Did he imagine it or was there a catch in her voice?
“Really,” he whispered in her ear before trailing his tongue along the lobe. He was so hard his vision flickered. She even tasted delectable. “I want to do all kinds of things to you, Najja. All kinds.”
Her breathing accelerated. “Wicked things?”
“Very wicked,” he promised, pulling her tighter to the hard ridge in his breeches.
She undulated her hips, verging on the rod he sported. This time he did groan.
“I want you, luv.” His hips responded instinctively to her motion.
“Hmm,” she uttered, totally noncommittal before she broke contact.
His growl of displeasure, seconds from escape, calmed at the knowledge Jo approached.
“What are you two doing here?” Jo asked, not so innocently.
“Mr. Faulkner and I were discussing that we should get back.” Jo sighed and Najja added, “He has an estate to run, Jo. He has other things to do than escort us about.”
“Of course,” Jo said immediately. “Thank you for allowing us to attend this.”
He stepped from behind Najja, one hand trailing familiarly along the tempting ass she had. “Colin,” he corrected offering Jo his arm, “and it was my pleasure.”
Najja seemed to retreat into herself as they made their way back to his home. She vanished up to her room quickly after they arrived. He wanted to follow her up there so much; unfortunately Abel told him he had a visitor.
Wilkes.
A few hours and much information later he left the study with Wilkes to walk him to the door. His mind whirled with what Wilkes had imparted to him. They both froze when they spotted Najja poised at the entrance to the library. As he had at the festival he glanced between them, that unpleasant wave of jealousy rising again.
Wilkes stepped toward her and bowed. The words he spoke, Colin didn’t understand. He knew Najja did when she also bowed and responded, her voice low, gaze straight forward. His mood sank even lower when they exchanged smiles.
She finally placed her eyes upon him. “Good night, Mr. Faulkner. Thank you for a lovely evening.” Without so much as another word she ascended the stairs and vanished from view without a single glance back.
“Stay away from her,” he growled, gaze still focused on the spot he’d seen Najja last.
“Stay away…bloody hell, Colin. Are you…do you…Najja?” Wilkes asked in astonishment.
He was fairly certain flames leapt from his eyes the way Wilkes stepped back. “What?”
“Did you even hear one thing I said in there?” Wilkes demanded.
“I heard.”
Wilkes sighed and shrugged his shoulders. “Who you pursue is your business, chap. Can I suggest you ask her about the hijacking? She may have some ideas from the places she has been.”
He filed that away. “Wilkes.”
“What Colin?”
“Have you ever…with Najja?”
“Lud, you have it bad. No. In fact I never saw her leave with a man in that vein. I watched her dance, she was damned good at it, but…look, just be careful.”
“You think I would let a woman get the upper hand?”
Wilkes met his gaze head on while he shoved his arms into an old tatty coat. “I think she already has. I have never seen you like this, Colin and I have known you since we both wore little britches. We have been friends since before my father wasted our fortune and turned us into fodder for amusement in the Beau Monde.” His tone cut sharp.
“You know you only--”
One hand waved in dismissal. “I know. This is not about me asking you for help, Colin. Besides, I am doing fine, the downfall of my family name works well with my cover. My point is I have never seen you watch a woman with such possessive hunger or heat before.”
Colin listened to his friend talk, but in truth his thoughts had again returned to Najja. He mentally went through her disrobing and getting ready for bed. Damn. He hardened.
“I can see this is a hopeless cause,” Wilkes stated. “Good night my friend.”
Wilkes left out the back where his horse waited. Colin sighed. He turned back to his study but changed his mind and hurried up the stairs. Berry waited in his chamber.
“Go to bed, Berry.”
“Anything you need before, sir?”
“No. Get some rest.”
“Very good sir.” Berry vanished.
Alone, Colin began to undress but paused when his shirt hung open and over his black breeches. Before he could reason with himself or talk himself out of it, he found himself standing in the dark hall outside Najja’s room.
Slowly, he turned the handle and slipped into the room. As it clicked softly, he waited for his eyes to adjust, the glowing embers of the banked fire offered only a little light. He was nervous, sneaking around brought back memories of being young and full of himself.
“Mr. Faulkner,” a slow drawl came from his right, even more pronounced was the accent and it slid along his skin, leaving him wanting. “What are you doing in here?”
She became visible in his peripheral and the fleeting glance was more than enough to shove all remaining air from his lungs. Bloody hell! All the blood rushed to his groin. She wore a white top which showed off her midsection courtesy of the way it was cut. The neckline dipped down to a point exposing the swells of her breasts and the bottom of the blouse rose to a point as well. Then she wore a pair of black long pantaloons. Her feet were bare. Along one side of her belly he saw what looked like to be scars.
Lust broadsided him so hard he nearly collapsed. Lord; had he known this was the body she kept hidden beneath those drab dresses…
“What are you wearing?” The question sounded more like a croak.
“Blouse and kurta. I prefer this to the dresses which are important in your society. You have yet to answer my question. What are you doing in here?” She stared at him with hunger in her eyes and yet he could see it was very contained. He wanted to break those walls and release it to be reveled in.
Her hair sat gathered in a loose twist down her back. He longed to free it, feel it tumble about his skin, wrap his hands in it while he plundered her mouth, feel it trail over his thighs as he... With difficulty he focused on her face. He longed to explore her body.
“Colin,” he said, voice silvered with want as he approached her.
“Very well. What are you doing here, Colin?”
He gripped her arms and backed her against the door. Lowering his head by hers so their lips were barely separated he allowed himself one more moment of bliss. Her satin-like skin rested beneath his fingers, her alluring scent poured around him. He hovered on the brink between heaven and hell.
In a guttural voice, he said, “I have come for my kiss, luv.”



Chapter Four
Najja gulped, her heart pounded harder than it did when she finished a training routine. Colin was so close to her, she could feel the heat from his body rolling over her. His shirt hung untucked and open, exposing his solid torso to her. She was more than used to seeing men go around without shirts on but none had made her long to touch them. His body was all roped muscle, with defined ridges and cuts. Amazingly it glowed with the same golden hue as the rest of him, a little hair dusted the taut skin. His breeches only amplified things her dreams had created.
“Then…then you ensure Jo is well taken care of when I am gone?”
He stiffened but nodded. “I will.”
“Very well then,” she murmured.
He touched her chin and lifted her gaze to his. The firelight gleamed off burning green eyes. Never had a man stared at her with such raw hunger before. Her body reacted in ways which were also new.
“This is not a death sentence, luv.”
Her belly clenched and her breasts tightened, craving to feel the heavy weight of his hands upon them. All over her for that matter.
“I never said that it was.”
His earring glinted in the light. Her eyes strayed to his lips before moving up to his eyes, which were no less heated as they stared at her. “Unbind your hair,” he rasped.
Licking her lips, she reached behind her and undid the tie holding it. His breathing grew harsh as he watched. There was almost no room between them so each movement she made brushed her breasts along his bared chest.
“You have a lot of earrings.” He trailed a finger along the outside of her left ear, touching each of the six holes she had silver in.
“Yes.”
“Do they mean something special?” He moved to the right ear and touched each of those. Five this time. “And why only five on this side?”
His touch drove her to distraction, she could hardly focus on the questions. “Father did them.” She gulped when his touch drifted back to touch the skin behind her ear. “I do not know why five on one side.”
“Is it common for the women of your tribe?”
His fingers moved down the side of her neck, skimming along the pulse there, and continuing to her bared shoulder. She wanted his touch everywhere. Pressing back against the door she laid her palms flat against the wood, desperately seeking some way of regaining her wits.
“I did not spend time with them.”
Over her shoulder and down the exposed arm, raising the hair on her skin in the process. He gathered one hand in his and brought it up to his lips where he pressed them to the inside of her wrist. Directly over the pulsating vein.
“You are a woman of mystery, Najja. And I have many, many questions for you.” He kissed each fingertip as he spoke until he finally placed one against her palm. “But not right now. There is something much more important to me right now.”
“Wh…what is that?”
“Finding out how good you taste.”
Her knees almost gave out. He released her hand, his head lowered as he trailed his tongue along the path his fingers had taken from her ear to her shoulder, his silken hair brushed against her making her long to sink her hands into it and hold him closer to her.
“You smell like spiced roses and vanilla, Najja. Do you know how much it affects me?” His voice pitched low, darkly sensual and full of the promise of endless passion.
“No,” she whispered digging her fingers into the wood behind her.
Without preamble, he captured the hand he’d previously kissed and brought it back between them, to rest against his breeches and the hardness contained in them. “How about now?”
Her fingers flexed around his shaft eliciting a guttural groan from him. “Yes luv, just like that.”
She felt feverish. All she could think about was stripping off his clothes and seeing how he looked in the flesh. Dropping to her knees and servicing him as she’d seen women do for the sultan and his men. She squeezed again and moved her hand slightly up and down. His moan empowered her.
Colin nibbled along her neck, one hand settled over her breast and he teased the tip into a hard point. Her fingers around him tightened and he expelled another harsh encouragement.
You are not allowed to have emotions. You have a job to do. Nothing else. Father’s words reverberated through her and she stiffened.
He backed off, confusion in his eyes, although his hand continued to massage her breast. “What is it?”
“You…you came for a kiss,” she said withdrawing her touch from him. “This is not a kiss.”
“It leads to kisses.”
She wavered.
He backed away from her and sat on the side of her bed, dominating the mattress with his size alone. His white shirt, black breeches, and golden skin all blended perfectly with the blue shades making up the room. It didn’t matter the room was almost completely shrouded in darkness, she could see him.
“Come here to me, luv.”
The silken command moved over her, creating even more of a maelstrom within.
“I thought you wanted your kiss.”
“I do.” He tilted his head to the side. “And I will be having it as soon as you come over here.”
“To the bed?” Lord, she sounded like a dupe.
He chuckled but the sound didn’t put her at ease. It was as if he enjoyed tormenting her. “To the bed.” He waggled the fingers on one strong hand. “Come, Najja. Our agreement was the time and place of my choosing. The time is now and the place I choose is here, the bed.”
So he had. Forcing movement into her legs, she trod over the thick Turkish carpet to pause before him. With him seated, they were almost eye to eye. Lord, he was large, the firm physique definite proof of his active life. And for the moment he was here, for her.
Colin gripped her hips and drew her between muscular legs until the bed prevented her from progressing further. She gulped, his heated touch seared her. Ever so slowly his hands left her hips and slid up her bare arms. The hair on her arms stood on end as his callused palms moved up, higher and higher.
She felt exposed. Vulnerable. Out of her depths. It wasn’t as if she’d not been in this type of situation before…well, she hadn’t. Bedchambers were one thing but being in them with a man like Mr. Faulkner, entirely different. All her training as a seductress vanished the moment he came in her thoughts. She felt untried. Virginal.
You are a virgin, her mind reminded her.
A fact Father never knew. Some days even she couldn’t recall that. But she had enough intimate knowledge of herbs and drugs to always ensure she never had to go through the actual mating with a male. And until this one before her now, she’d never wished to.
“What are you thinking so hard about, luv?” he asked in a sotto voice, his fingers moving in deliciously simple yet most distracting circles upon her upper arms.
“I am here as requested, Mr. Faulkner. Perhaps we should get this over with.”
The green of his eyes hardened with anger and she mentally cursed her wayward tongue. Men and their egos.
“Colin. In a rush?” he asked, words clipped with fury.
She longed to sink her hands into that hair upon his head and hold him to her while he did whatever he wished. “No.”
The storm in his gaze lessened slightly while his hands resumed their upward quest. His fingertips trailed along her shoulders and neck until they sank into the hair at the back of her head.
“Your hair is like silk,” he murmured drawing her closer still. He bypassed her lips and nibbled along her jaw and toward her ear. “How do you manage to smell so enticing?”
He liked how she smelled? “Th…this is not kissing.”
His chuckle was positively decadent. “This is my kiss, Najja.” Colin drew back to stare in her eyes. “You said my time and place, would you prefer a more intimate kiss?”
There was no mistaking his meaning. She felt wanton and wanted his fingers there, touching where she knew was slick with her wetness. Her mouth was drier than the deserts of the plains she’d spent time upon. Could he…he wouldn’t…would he? The challenge in his eyes told her he most assuredly would.
She held his gaze and lifted her brow in perfect imitation of him. “As you say, it is your kiss, Colin.”
The storm raged again and he growled low before jerking her head to his. His mouth slanted over hers similar in fury to the tempest which had showcased the night their lives intersected. He licked along her lips and when she moved, he tightened his hold then delved his tongue deep into her mouth.
Sensations flooded her. He tasted rich, masculine, and heady. She’d heard tales of kisses like this that could turn a person into a quivering mass but until this moment, she had never experienced one. Never had a man’s tongue in her mouth been pleasurable before now.
A groan slipped up and out only to be captured by his relentless mouth. His tongue slipped through her lips like he owned her. Dominating her, she gave in and let him. She sagged against his powerful chest and allowed him to support her. Their tongues slid along one another, him encouraging her with a deep throated moan.
This kiss was drenched with possessiveness, raw hunger, and intensity unlike anything she’d known existed.
“Touch me, luv,” he muttered before increasing their exchange again.
She sank her hands into the cool silken waves he called hair, it smoothed over her skin like water. Eyes closed she barely noticed when he lifted her with one hand to straddle his lower body. All she knew was he felt delicious between her spread legs. In and out his thick tongue plunged making her squirm as longing filled her. A longing for something more, to find some sort of completion.
His touch skimmed her breast and the tip hardened to a point, craving more of his scandalous caress. She whimpered and rubbed against him which in turn created a rumble from his chest. She rocked again. And again. Only when she felt his touch at her waist did she wrench her eyes open and end the kiss.
Dragging her mouth from his, she stared at him while her heart pounded out of control. He stared at her, his nose flaring with every deep breath he ingested. Colin moved his eyes from her face down to the blatant tell of her arousal. Her breasts remained pebbled and the blouse she wore couldn’t hide that fact. His gaze was wild when he returned it to hers.
Before he could say a word, she slithered off his lap and put a bit of distance between them. “I believe that seals the deal then, Mr. Faulkner.”
Eyes narrowing he growled, “Colin, damn it. Call me Colin.”
“Colin.”
He pushed up from the bed and stalked toward her. She refused to show fear or cower so she lifted her chin and held his gaze the entire way. Not that she feared he would physically harm her, more like she feared her own reaction to this man who made her think of nothing but nakedness, sex and lots of it.
“You want me to leave?” Honey dripped off his words enticing her to take a taste. Just one more. What harm could it do?
“It is not a matter of what I want or not. Your part of the deal was for a kiss. You got that.” For the life of her she wanted him to stay. Longed for him to lift her in strong arms and carry her to the bed. Undress her and…
He continued to approach until there was no space between them. “I will leave for now, Najja, for we both know what is about to happen if I stay. But we have a lot to figure out between us. I want that intimate kiss, more than you could possibly know.” Colin lowered his head and brushed his lips along hers, tenderly. “Good night, luv.”
She found herself alone and with shaking legs, sank to the thick blue and brown rug and dropped her head into quavering hands. By the gods, what had she done? This was not the way for her to act. She was here to do a job, nothing more.
At least the deal is sealed and I know Jo will be in good hands when I leave. Still trembling, she got to her feet and made her way to the bed where Colin Faulkner had shattered the bubble she’d erected around her heart and crawled in. His scent still present and she didn’t wish to acknowledge that it made her feel all the more comfortable having it in her nose as she drifted off to sleep.
She woke early unsure if she truly felt rested or not. Seated on her trunk at the end of her bed she barely looked up from where she strapped on her sais when the door opened and Jo stuck her head in.
“Morning, Najja.”
“Morning, Jo. I am almost ready.”
She didn’t try to hide the weapons, Jo knew she carried them with her all the time. As well as her other weapons. Tying the final rawhide strip, she glanced up to see her friend watching her with a mischievous sparkle in her brilliant blue eyes. Immediately she became suspicious.
“What?”
“Nothing.”
Narrowing her gaze, she slid the sai home and placed her booted feet upon the floor. “Since when do you lie to me?”
“When do you lie to me?”
Najja frowned. “I have done no such thing.”
Jo crossed her arms drawing the purple muslin tighter. “Then tell me,” she demanded with annoyingly smug satisfaction, “why I saw Colin sneak out of your room last night, looking all kinds of satisfied.”
Drat.
 

Colin woke up with his shaft as hard if not harder than it had been when he had finally made it into bed. He couldn’t get the memory of his kiss with Najja out of his mind. She’d tasted even better than he imagined she would. Her lips were soft and pliant beneath his and her response…
He groaned in defeat, wrapping his hand around his engorged length. The intoxicating aroma that covered her skin. The fire in her response to him. Hell, he’d never been so close to responding to raw lust as he had at that very moment with Najja. How he’d managed to walk away and leave her alone there…well, it was anyone’s guess because he sure as hell didn’t know how it had been accomplished.
Even now, alone in his huge bed, fingers tight around his cock, all he could call forth was Najja’s image. Pumping his fist up and down, he expelled an earthy lament and increased the speed of his strokes. To him it was Najja who gripped him so firmly. Najja whose hair trailed along his skin. Enticing him. Tantalizing him. Arousing him to the point of…
It rose from the soles of his feet to engulf him in a wave of mind numbing pleasure. He shuddered from the force of his release and melted back against the mattress, limbs weak and shaking, body dotted with beads of sweat. Still, he craved the real woman, not his mental image of her.
“Good morning, sir.”
His gaze jerked to the open door and glared at his valet. How long had the man been there? Had he seen him…
“What Berry?” he snapped embarrassed. “How long have you been there?”
Blue eyes barely blinked. “Just arrived. Did you ring for me?”
It amazed him how easily Berry had gone from being a medic in the Navy to his valet. There were times things were as they had been but there were times, like now, when he would have never known this man had done anything other than be a valet. His face had no expression on it.
Sitting up, he ignored the sheet which pooled around his waist as well as the chill the fire couldn’t quite banish. He got up and dressed in haste before moving to the windows and staring out. Frost sprinkled elegant spider webs all along the massive panes of glass. The wind whipped up whorls of fallen leaves and bent some smaller trees with its force. Damn it looked cold.
Soon he had made his way down the stairs oddly excited to find himself in Najja’s presence once again. He’d prefer to be alone with her but that would come later. I will see to it. He fought back the grin that threatened at the sound of Jo’s voice. For where there was Jo…there was Najja.
“Good morning, ladies,” he commented, heading for the sideboard and the large amounts of food there.
“Mr. Faulkner,” Jo said.
Lady Adrys added her greeting but it was the voice after hers which was a surprise. Lord Adrys’ not the timbre he’d expected.
He faced them. “Apologies, Adrys, I had no idea you were here.”
The man’s eyes sparkled with good health and humor. He looked much better, color had returned to his skin banishing the pallor. Still a bit slight, but he had the feeling Lord Adrys would be fine in no time.
“Well, I have been abed most of the time. I feel much better and thought being up and moving around would be good for me.”
Made sense. Colin joined them at the table, accepting the cup of coffee set before him. As he ate he listened to the family talk. He also noticed how Jo would begin to rise only to sink back down at a subtle glare from her father.
What was going on? Why wasn’t Najja at the table? Was she ill? Did she need him?
Where did that thought come from?
Before he could ask where she was, Lord Adrys spoke again. “I was going to ride to see the progress on Kittle Manor, do you have time to ride along, Colin?”
“Papa, might I come too?” Jo questioned immediately.
He nodded to Adrys then watched the man turn his attention to his daughter. Colin’s heart seized a bit at witnessing the interaction. He had no sisters but if he did, he couldn’t imagine his heartless sire doing it anyway. He’d not acted kindly toward him or his brothers. Then, his brothers hadn’t acted nice to him either so there you had it. Blue eyes met his and Jo winked at him. Adrys didn’t say anything and it appeared his wife never noticed. Cheeky chit.
When the three of them, Lady Adrys stayed behind, had dressed to ward off the cold and were mounted he struggled to yet again refrain from asking about Najja. The silence was broken up by the clopping of horses hooves. He noticed their mounts were nice but nothing like Najja’s stallion.
“Where did Najja acquire her horse?” The question slid out before he could stop it.
Adrys stared at him, his cheeks ruddy from the chill in the air. “Not able to say. She brought it back after a trip and he has been with her ever since.”
“She had Fineas upon her return from Egypt. About five years ago. Fineas loves her. And she him. He is so fast. I swear I have never seen another horse able to match him for speed.” Jo told him.
Colin believed it. He’d seen a pair of matched Arabians go for a hefty price at Tattersall’s. How did she get one? And why had she been in Egypt?
“Josephine.”
Colin watched her face compose in a polite mask. Okay, so Najja is a sensitive subject. And one the family intended to protect. Lord Adrys filled him in on how things had been living over in Western Africa. For his part, he made appropriate comments yet his thoughts continually streamed to Najja and her mysterious past.
Why she affected him so he hadn’t a clue. However, she did. When Kittle Manor came into view Jo’s gasp of surprise drew his attention. She stared about, eyes wide with wonder.
“Papa, it is beautiful.”
He had to agree, Kittle Manor was a very attractive house.
“So you think we can stay for a while and not head back to Africa immediately?” Adrys asked his daughter, his voice teasing.
Whatever Jo’s response, Colin didn’t hear it for from the back of the house strolled none other than the woman he’d kissed last night. The woman he craved in his bed, on top of him, beneath him, pressed against him in every manner possible. Najja.
Her mind apparently had been on something else for she seemed almost startled to see them. Or was it just him? She wore a simple, unadorned blue dress with a black tie around her waist, acting as a belt. One end hung down to at least her knees, the pull accentuated the curvature of her body. On the other hip three silver links dangled. A kerchief covered her hair, keeping it from her face.
He reined in Salvage while Jo dismounted and ran toward her friend. Apparently her action didn’t surprise her father for he leaned over with an indulgent chuckle and grabbed the reins while muttering something about Jo needing to learn a bit more decorum before her Season. Personally, he liked Jo just the way she was, her bluntness and natural charm made him smile. He would hate to see her subdued by some heavy-handed husband who didn’t approve of her, it would kill her spirit and heart.
The women laughed and his gaze was drawn to Najja. The smile on her face would have taken his legs out from under him had he not been seated already. A footman came to hold their horses while a groom headed up to take them to the stable.
Jo drug Najja with her over to them, they spoke in the language he couldn’t understand. Apparently Lord Adrys could for he responded. Then her brown eyes found him.
“Good morning, Miss Najja,” he said ignoring the pounding of his heart and the blood which pooled in his loins.
“Mr. Faulkner,” she replied with a small curtsey.
He stared into her eyes, and became more than a bit worked up, as there was nothing in her gaze aside from the emotionless look which had been there the night they met. Shouldn’t there be some sort of desire, lust, longing for another toe curling kiss like they’d shared? Something that showed him he wasn’t the only one who had been affected by it?
“Show me around, Papa.” Jo’s voice didn’t register until it occurred to him she had just managed to slip away and leave him alone with Najja.
Have I said how much I really like that chit?
“I missed you at breakfast, luv,” he said a smile tilting up the corners of his mouth when Jo and her father left them alone.
A slight twinkle filled her gaze before it faded into nothing. The tip of her tongue snuck out and skimmed her lips, his entire body seized with longing.
“Wilkes told me I may be of assistance to you.”
The man had said the same thing to him but it galled him beyond anything he imagined to hear the words from her mouth. Just another reminder that she and Wilkes had met prior.
“Did he now?” He couldn’t keep the bitterness from his tone.
He knew she could tell he wasn’t pleased but all she did was shrug. “You know where I am if you wish it.”
“I wish you in my bed,” he said.
Her smile while slight had hunger and sadness in it. He realized then she wanted him as well but was ignoring that fact.
“Excuse me, Mr. Faulkner. I have some things to attend to.”
“Colin,” he growled. “Damn you, call me Colin.”
But she said nothing, merely turned and walked away leaving him alone to stare at the seductive and mesmerizing sway of her hips. Swallowing his roar of anger he set off after her. He noticed things were falling into place. The workers hired had done an amazing job at the repairs. His belly knotted at the thought of her soon being out of his house.
Increasing his pace, he caught up to her and followed her into the back of the house. Servant’s entrance. A few women scrubbed the final residue of smoke from the walls, they barely looked up as they passed. He followed Najja up the stairs and spent the time memorizing her figure. The fall of her skirt as she moved was hard to look away from. One step however made him cock his head to the side and study her closer. When the fabric settled along leg an odd shape appeared.
Did she have something around her legs?
He tore his gaze away and shoved his lust to the back. At the top of the third floor, she made her way to the first room near them in the long hallway. She entered and he did as well. A large room, he took stock of the antechamber, empty but would be very nice once belongings were back in it.
Stepping around her, he made his way to the bedroom and saw the huge bed taking up the majority of the space. Six adult men could lay in it without touching easily. The room was done in shades of greens, browns, and blues. The rugs were thick and plush. It held a vibe of danger, of wildness.
“Ouch!”
Najja’s voice jerked his head around and he hurried back into the antechamber to see her shaking her hand, a scowl upon her face.
He hurried to her side and grabbed her wrist to inspect her hand. Blood welled up along a cut along her palm.
“What did you do, luv?” he asked reaching for his handkerchief and pressing it to the wound.
She tugged on her hand but he refused to release her.
“Najja. What did you do?”
“Cut myself,” she stated with bluntness.
He smiled at her candor. “I see that. How did you cut yourself?” Lifting the white linen he grunted and pressed the material back down.
“Hitting something sharp.”
His gaze snapped to hers and he saw her anger at her action in the depths of her eyes. She tried again to retrieve her hand and again, he refused.
“You enjoyed my touch enough last night, luv. Why are you pulling away now?” He moved his thumb along the back of her hand, reveling in the softness of her skin beneath his once again.
She ground her jaw and jerked her hand free. Before he could react, she’d wrapped the cloth around her hand and tied it off. “I have things to do, Mr.-- Colin.”
Pleased she’d used his Christian name he nodded. “Let me help.”
Their eyes met and he could see her deciding. When she dipped her head, he released a breath he’d been holding.
“Do you have a fear of small spaces?”
What an odd question. “No.”
“Scared of the dark?”
He narrowed his gaze. Did she take him for a little boy still needing a woman’s tit? “No.”
Her smile banished all other thoughts aside from how gorgeous she looked with an honest to goodness smile on her face. She winked and pushed him back toward the wall. Then darkness shrouded him. He couldn’t see anything, hell if not for the warmth of her hand on his chest, he would never know she was there with him.
“What the hell?”
“Secret passage. I have found a few in this place. Trying to find out where they all lead and connect.”
He captured her hand and intertwined their fingers, pleased when she allowed the contact to remain.
“Are you here to kill someone?” he asked as she led the way through the inky blackness. The air stale and musty made him want to sneeze.
“Only if it is necessary to keep the family safe.” The answer was detached and almost resigned.
“So, Wilkes spoke the truth about you?”
“What did he say?”
She stopped. A pop and a sliver of light permeated the dark. She peered through and he leaned over her head to do the same. Another antechamber like before, this one however sat fully furnished.
“That people died around you. You were an assassin.”
He glanced down at her in the faint light to find her still peering through the opening. She closed it, took his hand, and began to move again.
“I am many things.”
Colin stopped and pulled her back to him, trapping her between his body and the cold stone wall. He lowered his face to hers, led by instinct. His palms pressed hard into the stone, he wedged a leg between hers, rubbing it tight against her core. Where he wished to be buried so much it ached. He ached.
“Stop with the cryptic talk. I want a simple yes or no.”
Her hips rolled her along his thigh and he bit back a growl of pure pleasure. It was almost too much. The rich smell of her skin chased away the dankness which had surrounded him before. He knew how she tasted and Lord help him all he wanted to do was lift her skirts and…
“No. Lord Adrys asked for me to come along and protect his daughter.” Her breath hitched a bit when he pressed closer. “So Father sent me.”
Father. That was the second time she’d said it like that. He nuzzled behind her ear feeling empowered by the rush her scent gave him. “Why were you in Egypt and what did you do to get Fineas?”
Her head tilted to the side, an unconscious move he was sure, and gave him better access. His tongue swiped along the shell of her ear and she shuddered.
“A sheik gave him to me.”
He knew the Egyptians prized their horses more than their women, so what had she done in order to be given one? One hand moved to settle upon her waist, his fingers curling around the soft material of her dress.
“What did you do to earn that distinction?”
“I killed a rival of his.”
He should be disgusted. He should be a lot of things but all he was could be summed up in a single word. Aroused.
“Do you always kill when you go places?”
“Only if Father has instructed me to. Or the situation calls for it.”
His mind raced with all of what Wilkes had told him about this vixen in his arms. An houri he’d called her only to shake his head and say that wasn’t right, for she had been rumored to use sex to obtain her goals at times. The thought of another’s touch on her made him furious.
Najja was his.
And for the moment they were in a darkened secret passage. Why was he thinking of her past when he should be focused on the woman before him? The here and now.
“Kiss me, luv,” he uttered sliding his lips along hers.
“I have things to do, Colin.” Her words were more than a bit breathless.
“You sure do. Kiss me.” Another light pass of his lips.
“If I do, can we continue through the passage?”
“Anything, luv. Just kiss me.”
She did and his world shifted. Roughly. Najja didn’t give him an innocent’s kiss. No, she sank her hands into his hair, held him still and damn near ravished his mouth. Her tongue thrust deep, sliding along his, infusing their tastes together. She moaned with desire as she rode his leg. Instantly he was harder than the rock surrounding them. Before he could wrest control from her, she ended it and pushed him back.
“Come on,” she said.
His heart thudded and when her hand found his in the dark he jerked her back to him. The beast within him had been teased and unleashed. He wanted more. Needed more. Needed her.
Colin slammed his mouth over hers in a fierce, passionate kiss. She remained stiff beneath him for all of a second. Then her passion exploded up to meet and tangle with his.
Bloody hell.



Chapter Five
She was drowning. Willingly drowning in his embrace and his kiss. His arms banded about her like the iron she’d once worn but unlike then, his unyielding grip only heated her more. She wished there was time to allow him to sink between her thighs and show her what pleasure truly was about.
Do not fail me child.
Father’s voice in her head shoved the desire back under a rock where it lived. She knew Colin could tell something had changed for he slowly released her, not totally but the kiss ended and his grip loosened.
“Najja? Talk to me, luv. What happened?”
He didn’t back away, his arms still kept her banded to his solid chest. The fingers on her back swirled in small circles. Oh, it would be heaven to give in. Just once…
“Nothing,” she lied. “We need to keep going. I have to finish checking the passageways and find out which to seal up.”
He captured her hand and followed. “I know you are lying, Najja. Something happened and I want to know what. But that can be dealt with later. Why are you trusting me with news about this house?”
“Lord Adrys told me he mentioned to you what happened. And to trust you.”
“You would not tell me about this had he not told you that.” It was a statement.
“No.”
“Why?”
“It is not my habit, Colin, to say things to people I barely know.”
His hand tightened on her. “But kissing is?”
“Sex is often a way to gain information. Naught but a tool.”
She knew he would assume she’d done just that and hardened her heart against the stab of pain it caused her. Why did it matter if he thought her no better than a whore?
“Is that so?” he rumbled in her ear.
Ignoring the quivers of delight his breath along her skin created within her, she focused on the hand along the wall, searching for any sort of depression or crack. Logically she knew she should be checking the other side as well but she could do that later for having his hand secured around her own…was rather nice.
“You are a man, Colin. Do you expect me to believe you have never used sex to get what you wanted?”
“Perhaps,” he allowed, his words low in timbre yet they resonated powerfully through her. “What I want though is sex. With you.”
She tripped only to have him save her from planting her face upon the floor. “Wait,” she muttered, backing up to check where she tripped. Something raised resided there. She couldn’t make it out in the dark. “Do you have a match?”
He dropped her hand and moments later a small flame speared the darkness. She stepped back and drew him down with her toward the floor. The stone was higher than the others.
“Shite!” Colin swore seconds before darkness shrouded them again.
“You okay?”
“Yes. Need another one lit?”
“No. I can come back and check it out later with a torch. We should keep going. I do not want Jo to come looking for me.”
Their hands locked together then continued along, silence expect for breathing and steps. No more conversation passed up to the time she found the other side of the passageway. They’d sloped down and honestly Najja had no clue where they would end up.
“Do you know how to open this?” he asked in a whisper.
“No. Nor do I know where it will come out so be prepared for anything.”
They each took a side and not much later his soft tone reached her. “I think I found it.”
Najja approached him and felt along his arms to where his hands rested. However, in order to do so she had to duck under one and place herself between him and the door. His hardness rubbed enticingly against her backside. His hard length obvious as he pressed close.
“I like having you here, luv.”
Biting her lip, she ignored her heart palpations. “Focus, Colin,” she snapped only partially annoyed for she enjoyed it as well.
“Trust me, luv. I am focused.”
She sought his fingertips and located the small depression. “Not the time.”
“Are you sure?”
She gulped. “Yes. When you press it, do your best to keep it from swinging wide. I will do the same from the other side.”
He waited until she moved away. “Ready?”
“Yes.”
The door swung toward her and she pressed a hand on it, only allowing it to open a sliver.
“What do you see?” Colin asked.
There wasn’t much to see. “Looks like a cellar.” His presence materialized behind her. The door opened further. “Be careful.”
“I was just going to give you the same advice, luv,” he said, his hand smoothing across her butt with disturbing familiarity.
They stepped through and the door closed without a sound behind him. There was barely any light but some was better than none. In the dimness she could make out the large physique of Colin beside her. What little light there was glinted off the earring he wore making him appear even more pirate-like.
She really needed to concentrate on the task at hand.
Something was in the air that struck her as familiar. “Do you smell that?”
“No, what is it?”
“I am not sure. I know it but I cannot recall from where.”
They made their way slowly toward the light. Her body thrummed from merely being with this man and to have him at her side during a time like this…well, it made things go off the chart. The closer they got the more her instincts kicked up. They were not alone and she let him know that.
Silently they moved forward, all her senses attuned to what lay ahead. She could feel him near but she stayed focused, her fingers of her left hand curled about the stiff handle of the item which made up her belt. Male voices could be heard and in her blood pounded the rush she got in situations like these. Colin’s fingers dug into her right arm and she knew he wanted to protect her and yet she would bet anything he was recalling what Wilkes had told him.
She stopped and drew him down so she could murmur directly into his ear. “We should wait or go back.”
“Why?”
“That smell is opium.”
“Opium?”
“They will be out of it soon.”
“What about getting back for Jo?”
“If I do not find out who these men are they could kill her.”
“So we wait. Where?”
She headed off to a far corner, using his hold on her to bring him along. There were a few large barrels that she figured could be good cover. He put her closest to the barrels then sat beside her. She unfurled her left hand, knowing she would have to move in order to use the whip.
“Do we get to play while we wait?”
“Play what?” she asked deliberately being obtuse.
“Any game that allows touching.”
“No,” she said struggling to contain her laughter. She actually liked this man.
They sat in silence for a bit while the voices rose and fell. She didn’t struggle when his arm draped around her and tugged her closer to his solid wall of muscle.
“Tell me about you, Colin.”
Maybe if she kept him talking she wouldn’t continue to think about how good he felt against her. And maybe she would sprout wings and fly.
“What is it you wish to know?”
Everything. “Where did you get the earring?”
His chest moved in time with his silent laughter. There was something extremely intimate crouching with a man in a darkened corner whispering back and forth.
“When I was in the Royal Navy.”
The declaration had thrown her for a moment. Most aristocracy children who served bought a commission in the Army, feeling the Navy to be beneath them. Despite all that, she could picture him on a ship. The wind whipping through his dark brown hair, a cocky come-and-get-me smile on his face. The gold glinting in the sun while the rest of the rays continued to keep his skin a lovely and distractingly beautiful tan.
And yet, somehow…
“They allowed you, as an officer, to have one?”
His fingers stroked her upper arm shooting spikes of heat through her even with the material of her dress between them.
“How did you know I was an officer?”
“You are the son of an earl.” I cannot envision you as anything but.
He tensed. “So I am. They hated it but I refused to remove it. I had a bit of a hot head. Which is why I never made it higher than a commander. That and I put the lives of the men serving with me above some other things which would have ensured my promotion to Captain.”
Those words endeared him to her even more. A bit of news which more than rattled her. Surely she of all people couldn’t be falling for the son of a titled English peer. The facts were all laid out before her. She wasn’t falling for him for she already had fallen for Commander Colin Faulkner.
“So after you left the Navy you came here instead of London?”
He nuzzled her neck and she shivered. “I had enough of being a war hero. After the last battle, Trafalgar, I found I craved the peace the country brings. My tenants are good people, hard workers who want nothing more than to make a good life for their families. They do not bother me with endless prattle like I got in London.”
She could hear his dislike for London with each word he uttered. His other hand trailed down her arm and began touching her hand. Almost like he was memorizing the shape and feel of it. His fingers stroked her knuckles then dipped between each finger and back again. Over and over while his breath continued to fan along her neck and shoulder. The cold floor she sat upon, not important. The chill in the air didn’t matter. All that did was his touch.
“I have not spoken to my family since I left the service. They live their lives and I live mine.”
“Sounds like your life is perfect.”
Back and forth between her middle and third finger he rubbed. “I used to think so.”
Her stomach fluttered at the simple yet erotic touch. She had no idea of what to say. However, she knew what she longed to do. To him. With him. For him. It didn’t matter. Closing her eyes she gulped some stale air, which seemed to hum with sexual tension, and prayed for the strength to get through this.
His tongue snaked out and tracked the outer shell of her ear. She jumped. There was no way around it. He made her feel things she couldn’t understand.
“Najja,” he said on a deep throated purr.
“I…I…hear nothing.” Well, if one didn’t count the thunderous pounding of her heart.
“And?” He nipped the lobe, tugging lightly on the silver which hung there.
Forcing steel into her limbs she got up. “So we can leave.”
He rose beside her and backed her into the corner. “You can only run for so long, luv.”
Oh, she could run for a very long time. No point in giving him a head’s up on that though. “Come on, we should go.”
They walked in silence up toward where the voices had streamed from. All the while she mulled over what he had told her and what his friend Wilkes had said. Colin was having problems with hijackers. She offered to help him. It is his decision to take me up on it.
The room splintered with light from the outside and she saw three bodies lying there, unconscious. Pausing, she scanned for any sign there were some awake. Seeing nothing, they progressed further into the room and she moved to one man while Colin headed to another.
“Do you know them?” she asked, committing the man to memory.
He crouched beside her. “No.” Colin moved and she turned her head to track him toward the final slumped man. “None of them.”
She made certain to catalog the stats of the other two men before she headed for the door. Instinct told her to kill them but she doubted Colin would approve. But at least she could take their descriptions back to Lord Adrys and see if he recognized them. If he did, she could easily slip back through the passageway and eliminate them. From the looks of things, these men used this place often.
With a groan, she headed back to the other room, and made sure there were no distinct footprints in the dirt covered floor. Colin waited for her by the door, keeping an eye on the men.
Outside she breathed the fresh air with gratitude. She saw their horses but even they didn’t ring familiar to her from the night of the attack. Shite. She hated to be at a disadvantage. Head up, she stared at the tall thick trees around and back to the run down cottage.
“It looks like a crofters hut,” Colin said.
“Any idea how far from the main house?”
“None. Sorry.”
Swallowing her disappointment, she headed back to the entrance. “Come on.”
“Why back inside?”
“I have to get back to the house and fast. I know this route.” She stopped by a man and grabbed part of his dirty shirt before winding it around a stick she’d grabbed outside.
They searched and found a way to open the passageway. Once inside, Colin lit the cloth and the flame illuminated the area. She took the lead and set off at a good pace. At the place they entered she felt for a release catch and then rolled the torch on the dirty floor, submerging them into coal-black darkness one more time.
Activating the catch, she peered through the crack and found the antechamber blissfully empty. They snuck through and the section closed silently behind Colin. She glanced at him and gave him a slight smile.
His hand shot out and only curved around her wrist since she tamped down her instinctive reaction to move. She allowed him to tug her in closer until his green eyes stared down at her, smoky with desire and something else.
“Do not go back down there to deal with them by yourself, Najja.”
The words were said in a low tone, one covered in the iron will of a man who didn’t expect to be disobeyed. It was almost cute. But she didn’t take orders from anyone other than Father.
She stared back at him, silent. His gaze narrowed and he gripped her chin in two fingers.
“I mean it.”
Jo’s voice calling her name could be heard along with feet pounding on the stairs. She had to get him to let go.
“Promise me.”
She couldn’t lie to him. “I cannot.”
“Damn it, Najja.” She could feel his frustration.
“It is my job to protect them.”
His jaw tightened and his nose flared. “I thought it was to protect Jo.”
“Her family means the world to her. If they die, part of her will and I will do everything in my power to keep that from happening.” His eyes darkened and swirled. “In here, Jo,” she hollered before stepping out of Colin’s intoxicating touch.
 

Colin could think of nothing he’d like to do more than slam the door and lock it, keeping Jo out and him alone in here with Najja. What was wrong with him that he couldn’t get her out of his mind? Awake or asleep it didn’t matter, his thoughts stayed on Najja.
He took another step back ensuring there was proper distance between him and Najja when Jo barreled into the room. As she and Najja spoke to one another he allowed his gaze to linger over the woman he didn’t know how to handle.
He had never met a woman like her. She didn’t run from danger, she sought it out. Her own life not as important as Jo’s. She had this air about her he’d only seen from men he’d been allowed the honor of serving with. And at the same time she kept herself barricaded behind this veil of collectiveness. He’d seen a few glimpses of her true self but they were fleeting. Like she’d forgotten how not to be a shadow.
He wished for nothing more than to strip it from her. Along with her clothes and indulge in the fiery nymph he knew she was, the one she kept locked behind her carefully crafted mask.
“Go get it cleaned out,” Jo said.
He snapped to attention. Jo pushed Najja to the door. Drat. He’d totally forgotten about her hand.
“You have to come with, Jo. It is not proper for--”
“Stuff it, Najja,” she interrupted before launching into a torrent of words he didn’t understand.
He watched Najja blow an exaggerated breath and leave. Lord he wanted her in his bed. Maybe then his ache for her would be fed and lessened.
Jo pinned her gaze upon him. The eyes, normally full of vigor and happiness were shrewd and dare he say it, dangerous.
“I like you, Mr. Faulkner.”
“Colin,” he said, well aware of needing her in his corner.
She waved one hand. “Fine, Colin. I like you, but I love her like my sister.” She shook her head, hands fisted and rested on her hips. “She is my sister. If you hurt her—”
“I have no intention of hurting her.” He realized that was true. Many things came to mind when he thought about Najja, hurting her not one of them.
“Keep it that way. I know she seems tough, but…just do not hurt her.”
Jo preceded him from the room. “Jo?”
She paused and glanced over her shoulder at him. Her blue riding habit brought out the intensity of her eyes. “Yes?” Eyes which seemed still a bit leery.
“What…does she enjoy?”
The smile which she gave him made him realize she truly had the potential to take the ton by storm.
“Najja loves riding, falconry, and the outdoors.”
Falconry? He asked the question aloud.
“Yes. Falconry. She brought Indrani with her. Or the falcon followed her. One never knows with those two.”
He flashed to the day he believed he saw a bird on her horse’s saddle. Guess I did see it.
“Indrani?”
“A beautiful Gyrfalcon. Female.” A thoughtful expression crossed her elegant features. “You give your word there is no intent to harm her?”
Gyrfalcon? He had heard of them, seen a male once. Blinking, he focused on Jo. “You have my word.”
“Okay.” The vacillation vanished leaving him faced with the sparkling young woman. She practically skipped down the stairs. He followed at a more leisurely pace. Jo had iron beneath her delicate appearance. And apparently it showed when it came to Najja.
He had no further opportunity that afternoon to be alone with Najja. After dinner he retired to his study and focused on his work. Abel poured him some whisky then left him alone. His eyes burned with exhaustion when he finally finished. The whisky sat untouched at his left and he ignored it. On his way to bed he paused and detoured to Najja’s room, drawn there by an invisible thread.
In the dark he hesitated, hand on the handle. If he closed his eyes he could feel her curves against him, taste her…
He cursed and strode to his room. Berry waited and was dismissed with a wave of one hand. He sank in a chair only to rise and pace seconds later. His body strung tight seemed ready to explode.
“I need to get a woman.”
Even as the words slid from his mouth, he knew not just any would do. Only one would. And he needed her directly.
With a growl of disgust at himself and his lack of control, he headed for the door. There was no footman and no butler which was fine. He wasn’t a man who normally left at this time of night and they deserved to be asleep in their beds, not waiting on him because he had a fire in his blood he couldn’t quench. Shoving into his coat, he ran to the stable and headed for Salvage’s stall. Once his gelding had been bridled he swung up on his horse’s bare back and rode out as if Lucifer himself nipped at his heels.
Sliding off at The Brown Goose, he strode through the door, Salvage released into the care of a sleepy lad. He scanned the raucous crowd before striding to the back corner.
“Are you not usually sleeping now, Faulkner?” Wilkes questioned taking a draught of his ale. He growled and waved for his own drink. When he grabbed the entire bottle from the woman, Wilkes laughed. “She got to you,” he stated once they were again alone.
There was no point in denying that truth. “It is making me crazy, Wilkes.”
The man eyed him from beneath bushy brows. “I can tell.” Another drink. “What are you going to do about it?”
He had no clue. And from the smug indication on his face, Wilkes knew that very thing. Colin rubbed a hand over his eyes, his sleep had been lacking, most nights dreams of Najja wakened him with a stiff rod and the need to bring himself to release.
There was no talking for a short time.
“I heard the earl is sick.”
Colin shrugged. “I see.”
“Figured that would be your response.”
“There is no love between us.”
Silence hung between them until Wilkes cleared his throat. “It is time for another shipment to head to the coast. Do you have a plan?”
No. Damn it all. He had nothing figured out. “I will ride it. My men are scared and rightfully so. The last one left the riders dead. Sliced them with sabers like bloody savages.”
“Take Najja.”
His gaze flew to meet the remarkably sincere one Wilkes sported. “What?”
“The journey is three days. Think about it.”
His shaft swelled, well aware of what three days with Najja meant. Two nights alone with her. He shook his head. “I will not risk a woman.”
Of all the responses he expected, laughter was at the bottom of the list.
“She is unlike any woman you know, Faulkner.”
That phrase bespoke more than a passing cognition. It bordered upon an intimate acquaintance. Flames of jealousy and rage erupted within him. He longed to reach across the table and beat Wilkes until he lay in a bloody pulp.
“Explain,” he commanded, voice rough with the tenuous control on his fury.
Wilkes by all appearances saw the danger lingering within him. “I watched her.”
He growled low in his throat at the mental image of Wilkes enjoying Najja in her natural state.
“Not like that, Faulkner, although she did not wear very much. It was with a pasha in…well that is not important. Isra…he was not the most pleasant of individuals. Anyway Najja was his entertainment.”
Mindless bloodlust roared over him, tingeing the world red. He fought to calm down and it wasn’t a simple task.
“She was pitted against others,” Wilkes paused briefly, “for sport.”
Every nerve stretched taut, he forced himself to stay seated. “And?” The word more of a rasp than anything.
“I have never seen anyone, anyone, fight like that. She uses forms of combat I have never seen. She is unique, Colin.” Damn if Wilkes didn’t sound reverent.
“And you think she can help?” He was a bit thrown by the use of his first name. It had been years since it had passed those lips.
“Yes. One who would think you were moving your goods with a woman along and if they were foolish enough to attack,” he met his gaze square, “they would lose.”
He mulled over that for a moment. It could solve two issues. His unquenchable urge to have her and to stop from losing any more shipments. Somehow he doubted it would be that simple though.
“Go home, Faulkner.”
Exhaustion rained upon him full force. He gave a nod and tossed money enough to cover the drinks and left for home. Upon entering his stable, he shuddered from the cold while his horse was turned over to Tim.
At the last moment he made his way back to where Fineas was stabled and peered in half expecting him to be gone. The stallion was there, his snort full of arrogant fire. And yet intermingled in the scent of horse and hay, Colin swore lingered spiced roses and vanilla.
He expelled a groan. I obviously need rest. Why would she be out here on this bitterly cold night? Fineas snorted again, his hooves shuffling the straw. One final glance into the black stall he struggled to see anything.
With a mental chiding, Colin headed for his house and the warmth of his bed. So intent on his trek he never noticed the slender figure garbed in solid black at one with the night moving toward the back of his large house.
Colin had to force himself to pass by the room Najja had used since her arrival. All he could think of was how it would be once they were together.
Lord, what is the matter with me?
He fell across his bed and that was all he remembered. At least until he dragged his heavy lids open to see Berry moving around, setting out his attire for the day.
Colin pushed up and found he only wore trousers and his shirt.
“Good morning sir,” Berry said without preamble.
“How…did you?”
“Of course, sir. You have a bath waiting.”
That sounded divine. He groaned in pleasure as the hot water soothed him, banishing any remaining chill.
“When you are ready sir, Lord Adrys, would like to speak with you before you take the ladies for a ride.”
He pinched the bridge of his nose. He’d even forgotten about the ride. “Very well.”
Forty minutes later, he strolled into the library and found Lord Adrys leafing through a book.
“What can I do for you, Adrys?”
“Morning, Colin. Nothing, nothing. I just wished to expound upon my gratitude for what you have done for my family. We shall be leaving in two days. I insist on having you over for a meal once we are settled.”
Two days? Bile rose within him. He was nowhere near ready to let Najja go in two days.
“That would be wonderful. Now, I believe I have two ladies waiting for me. If you will excuse me.”
“Yes, Jo mentioned that yesterday.”
The men headed toward the door. His pulse accelerated at the sound of Najja’s accented voice.
“I just feel horrid, Najja. I so wanted to go.”
He narrowed his eyes slightly. Were they cancelling? “Ladies, are we ready?”
“Good morning, Mr. Faulkner,” Jo said and was echoed by Najja. “I was just telling Najja I feel a slight headache and believe it best I stay in out of the cold.”
“Are you okay, Jo?” her father asked, stepping close to his only child.
“Nothing some rest cannot cure, Papa. But tell Najja she should still go.” Blue eyes left her father to settle upon him. “Assuming Mr. Faulkner has no problem showing Najja around.”
A problem? Not in the slightest.
“I would be honored to escort, Miss Najja.” Right to my bed where I would keep her for a long time.
“I should stay with Jo,” Najja protested.
Lord Adrys frowned until Jo made another plea for Najja to go. “My daughter is right, Najja. I will stay with her, we can play chess and she will relax. You deserve a day.”
Colin wanted to grin like a fool. He watched Najja and Adrys stare at one another, some message passing between the two.
“Very well,” Najja said. “I am fine on my own if you have things to attend, Mr. Faulkner.”
I don’t think so, luv. “Not at all. I had this already planned. Shall we then? The horses await.”
“Yes.”
Lord Adrys and Najja conversed briefly in a different language while he cast a quick peek at Jo. She winked and shot him an impish grin.
He really liked her. She was as sick as much as he was Prinny, but she’d given up the ride so he could be alone with Najja.
“Do something for me, Najja,” Jo said in a voice low enough it didn’t reach her father who had headed for the library.
“What?”
“Have fun.”
Whatever answer Najja gave he didn’t understand. What he did understand was his body’s knee-jerk reaction to her sultry tone. It tugged and drew on his nerves like sipping on smooth whisky. Heightening his constant state of arousal.
Side by side they moved outside and down the steps to where three groomsmen held their mounts.
“Miss Adrys will not be joining us today,” he said, pausing by his gelding and vaulting into the saddle. He watched Najja hesitate slightly before using the mounting block. Once she’d adjusted her skirt, they headed off.
When it was just the two of them and he knew those left behind couldn’t overhear he asked, “You okay, luv?”
“Fine. Where are we going?”
He grinned. “It is a surprise.” She arched a brow. “Trust me, luv.”
“Stop calling me that.”
Hell no. “Say my name.” He maneuvered closer to her. Her horse snapped at his, eliciting a laugh from her. “Your horse is a menace.”
“No, he merely does not like postulating males.”
He grinned. “Say my name.”
“Where are we going?” she countered.
“Ahead.”
Najja tilted her head to look at him. “You beat me and I will. You lose, you give me something.”
Fire raced along his skin. “Anything luv. And I do mean anything.”
Her gaze scalded him then she was gone. He knew as he watched her stallion running out ahead of him he’d never catch her. Salvage gave chase, but honestly he didn’t care. He couldn’t wait to see what she asked for. ’Cause if it were him…he knew exactly what he’d be asking for.



Chapter Six
Najja actually felt like laughing. The cold sting of the wind whipping along her face as Fineas thundered along wiped away her tension. Her bonnet fell back, the ties the only reason it was still with her. While she wished to ride astride versus sidesaddle she would make do. Peering over her shoulder she grinned at the sight of her pursuer.
He would be nice to ride. The thought hit her out of nowhere and she lost her balance a bit. Thankfully Fineas felt it and adjusted. Eyes forward she urged her horse to greater speed and he complied. After a bit, she reined him in and held him to a slower pace until Colin on his lathered gelding reached her side.
The chill gave his skin a ruddy hue and his green eyes sparked with devilish energy. Side by side they slowed their mounts until they walked along the trail, steps muffled by the carpet of fallen pine needles. Their mounts’ breathing sent puffs of steam into the air along with that which rolled off their hides.
“This is all yours?” she asked.
“Yes. What do you think?”
“It is beautiful.” Her lips curled up.
“What are you thinking, luv?”
He refused to listen to her request to cease calling her that. And she was beginning to like hearing it. “I was thinking how nice it must be to have this majesty surrounding you without the threats some places bring.”
They came upon a stream and she dismounted to let Fineas drink. Colin stood near with Salvage on his other side.
“Like in Africa?”
She tipped her head in acknowledgement. Her searching gaze caught sight of another who made her smile. She watched in silence as the large falcon settled with timeless grace upon the leather of Fineas’ saddle.
“Wow.”
Colin’s singular word expressed it all. She understood for Indrani was a spectacular sight to behold. Dropping the reins, she moved to the bird and held out her arm. Instantly, the falcon stepped onto her outstretched appendage and made a familiar sound when she stroked the feathered chest.
Turning to Colin, she said, “This is Indrani, my gyrfalcon.”
“She is truly beautiful.” He furrowed his brows. “Should you hold her without thick leather on?”
Eyes back on the silvered plumage she sighed with content. “I wear leather bracers on my wrists beneath my sleeves. Besides, she would never intentionally cause me harm.” Indrani rotated her head while she stared at Colin, her feet shifted slightly. “She likes you.”
He gave a noncommittal sound which dragged her attention from the dark silver feathers to Colin’s glinting gaze. Correction, feverish. Her heart put her through that tug and lurch which had became all too familiar during the course of her acquaintance with him.
“Can I hold her?”
He asked something no other had done since she’d received Indrani. It lingered on the tip of her tongue to flat out refuse but deep down she realized she wished to please him.
“I am not sure…” she said. “ You have no protection and I do not want her tearing into your skin.”
Colin released Salvage’s reins and stepped closer. Indrani puffed briefly only to settle back down.
“She will not injure me.” His words seeped in confidence much like the man himself.
“How can you know this?”
“She likes me.” He flashed a grin, rakish and bone-melting.
Najja fought the urge to laugh at his exuberance. “Confidence will not protect your skin.”
He moved to his horse and rooted through a saddlebag before he came up with a square of leather. “Will this do?”
“It will help.” She knew it would do little to stop the razor sharp talons should Indrani clutch hard.
Colin wrapped it around his arm and tied it off with a strip of rawhide. Then he repositioned himself near again.
She sighed heavily. “Hold your arm out. No sudden moves, she does not wear jesses so it may not work.”
“Got it.”
His eyes brightened with eagerness, cloaking him with an almost boyish innocence. She would have liked to have known him as a boy. Licking her lips, she closed the rest of the distance between them. A slight series of chirps came but the falcon seemed remarkably calm. Amazing really since she’d been free for seven years now.
Arm to arm she halted and watched as Indrani stepped with ease from her to Colin. The falcon turned and after a brief flap of her wings settled, her talons barely curving into the leather.
Colin couldn’t keep his eyes off the bird he held. Najja watched the myriad of emotions race through his gaze while he continued to stare at Indrani.
“Her name,” he whispered. “What does it mean?”
“Goddess of the sky.”
He reached out and stroked the feathered chest. “An apt name for sure. It fits her.”
They stood in silence while he pet the bird. Indrani cocked her head and immediately powerful wings beat the air.
“What is going on?”
Alert she uttered, “Lower your arm and launch her up.” All instincts screamed and she wanted to know why. Colin did, albeit a bit awkwardly, but Indrani made up for his lack of ability. The falcon took to the air with grace and power. The cry which filtered down filled Najja with concern. It was Indrani’s alarm cry.
“Something approaches.” She didn’t know if it was human or animal.
Colin didn’t ask. “Follow me.”
He led them up the stream until they were safely ensconced by the trees. The leather had been removed and as they halted near one another she was all too aware of his overwhelming presence. Two men on horses came into view and she checked Colin to see if he recognized them. It didn’t appear so. Neither did she but she did recognize one of the horses. The man who had shot Lord Adrys had been on that horse. Despite the dark she knew the chance of two horses having that same white triangle on its left shoulder was slim. She calmed her horse with a touch.
“Do you know them?” she asked even though she was pretty sure he didn’t.
“No. Do you?”
“At least one shot Lord Adrys.”
“I thought you said they wore masks.”
“I recognize the horse.”
He sighed. “We have to be careful. All I have is a knife.”
Her heart pounded at the thought of hunting with the man beside her. “You are not telling me it is too dangerous?”
His hand captured her chin and brought her face around to meet his. “From what I am learning about you, Najja that would be naught but a waste of breath.” He leaned closer and covered her lips with his. The kiss was short, heated, and left her breathless. When he drew back his eyes were stormy and dangerous. “Call me Colin,” he murmured.
She could not refuse. “Colin.”
“Good girl.” His touch dropped away leaving her bereft. “We should go.” With that he struck out after the two riders. She followed.
Thankfully, Fineas responded to the touch of her heel to his side for her hands shook. Even after she brought herself back under control she allowed him to retain the lead. All the while she berated herself for allowing this male to mean anything to her.
But he had and it killed her a little more each second she spent with him. As she rode behind him, watching the natural seat he had, it dawned on her. Sometime over the past numerous days she’d fallen in love with Colin Faulkner.
Shite.
Colin stopped and waited for her. Eyes that saw too much gazed upon her. Looking past him she saw another small hut, similar to the one they’d been in on Lord Adrys’ land.
“Do you still own this?” she asked with a wide gesture that encompassed the hut.
“Yes.”
She frowned. This place was in a total other direction from Hayworth Adrys’ property.
“There has to be another involved,” she commented offhandedly, more to herself than anything.
“Why?”
She blinked. “Look at them. Old clothes, scruffy appearance. Hiding way out here.” She shook her head. “They are doing the dirty work.”
She wheeled Fineas around. Colin stared at her, an unknown expression on his face. With a slow blink she moved Fineas out.
“That it?” he asked, his large profile in her peripheral.
“What did you expect? Me to ride in and kill them?” His silence spoke volumes and caused a sliver of pain in her. “They are of no use to me dead. Whoever hired them would merely hire more, new ones. I know these men now and will be alert for them around the family.”
She could see him mulling over her explanation. “How would you deal with someone hijacking your stuff?”
The question threw her for a moment. This had nothing to do with the men they followed here.
“Where are the things being taken? Land? Sea?”
“Land.”
“I would have a shipment leave as expected and lay a trap.” His jaw flexed a sure sign of his agitation. “Are people being hurt?”
“Yes.” The force of the word made it a curse. “This last time killed two men. They both had families.”
His pain could be felt and it tore at her. This illogical need had grown inside her to do what it took to keep him safe. If this is what love is, I want no part of it. “Do you know how many people are in on it?”
“One of my men said he recalled three voices but there could be more.”
She thought as they rode along. “I would schedule the next run, you know the route. Have a rider with you that you trust. Perhaps even another hiding in the wagon, all armed and expectant of the attack.” She thought for a moment and slanted her eyes at him. “Do you think it is someone who works for you? Or someone who just wants to steal your things?”
“I do not know. All I know is I am livid it happens. I want it to stop.”
Ice lined his words and she fought a shiver. “No one likes to be stolen from.”
His gaze burned as it snared hers. “You think that is why? I am furious because they killed two family men. Leaving the children to grow up without their fathers.” He jerked Salvage to a halt and jumped off. Every ridge of his body taut with frustration.
His reason amazed her, given what she knew of his own dysfunctional relationship with his own father. She, too, dismounted and walked up behind him, one hand reached out only to pause before actual contact could be made.
“I am sorry I misunderstood your reason.”
He shrugged dismissively before pinning those verdant orbs upon her. “Logical given my own relationship, or lack of one, with my family.”
She wiped her hands off on the gray fabric of her dress and stepped so they were shoulder to shoulder. “It was still wrong of me to make such a statement.”
He grabbed her hand and pulled her with him to the base of a thick tree. At the simple touch, all chill from the day banished and she felt almost feverish. She thought about pulling away but the comfort his caress brought her negated that thought.
Colin sat with one leg propped up and his free arm draped over his knee. He kept hold of her hand and despite wearing gloves she could feel each sensuous sweep of his thumb across the back of her hand.
“My father is an ass,” he said without preamble and with the same tone one spoke of the weather. “My brothers are as well. All concerned with flashing money.”
She sat with her legs bent to one side. “And what did young Colin desire?”
“Adventure.” A wan smile graced his face. “So I told the old man I was going the military. He was almost proud until I said I wanted the Royal Navy as opposed to the army.
She pondered that for a bit. “And did you find your adventure?”
He pinned her with his changing eyes, staring at her from behind thick and curved lashes. Her throat dry, she swallowed a few times.
“I found adventure, yes. I also found that what makes the true measure of a man is not the circumstances of his birth but the character of his heart.” He shook his head and released her hand. “We were close. They were my men.” His tone betrayed the pain of his losses.
Najja wanted to reach for his hand and offer comfort but she folded her gloved hands in her lap. She didn’t quite understand what he’d gone through, losing men like he had. It was a foreign concept to her.
She realized she was an oddity. And a commodity. Sent in to do a job, no matter the cost. Josephine Adrys and her family were the first people who showed her what it was to be part of something greater than oneself. Family.
“I cannot begin to understand what loss like that does to a person, but I am sorry for your pain.”
Those devilishly thick lashes lifted and she once again found his magnetic and assessing gaze fixated upon her. “Surely you have lost people close to you.”
“No. Jo and her family are the first I have allowed myself to be emotional about.”
He frowned. “What about your family?”
“The Adryses are as close to family as I have.”
“Surely your father--”
He stopped when she shook her head. “Father is a man who decides if I live or die. There is no,” she searched for the appropriate word, “parental love there.”
Disbelief filled his expression. “Your mother?”
“Never met her.” Najja rolled her head on her neck and struggled to explain, for the first time in her life wishing to share. “I have but one function. To serve Father. Go where I am sent, do the job and if possible find my way back to do it all over again.”
He moved close on his knees and gathered a wayward section of her hair, letting it slide through the black leather of his gloves. His gaze had darkened and swirled with emotion. All she could do was sit there and enjoy the sensuality which he embodied.
Pirate. Gypsy. Corsair. Privateer.
All decadent and mysteriously sexy. He was all rolled into one with a slight hint of arrogance aristocrats had a wealth of.
“Tell me, luv,” he said. “How did you manage to survive without love?”
She blinked. “Hard to miss what one does not have.” It lingered on the tip of her tongue to ask him the exact thing, yet she refrained.
He stretched out his long body, rested on an elbow and still played with her hair. His hooded eyes stared at her. “And Jo?”
The smile flashed involuntarily. “She was a pain. Never understood I wanted to be left alone.”
“So she wore you down?”
He tugged on her hair until she looked down at him. The winter sun glinted off the hoop in his ear. She wanted to tug it with her teeth. Smooth her hands over the corded muscles in his back and…
“Najja?”
She blinked and inhaled sharply. “She did. Never gave up. Followed me one day into the forest.” A shudder passed through her at the memory of that day. “After that, I figured the least I could do was teach her how to survive.”
He reached for the leather throng around her neck and began lifting it from her dress. His eyes on her, she remained still while he completed his quest. Free, it sat against his palm. Bone white against black glove.
Colin sat up and moved closer. He rolled the object between his thumb and forefinger. His eyes flowed from her to the item and back again.
“This is a tooth.”
“Yes, it is.”
“What is it from?”
“A leopard.”
He cocked his head to the side. “Who gave it to you?”
“I earned it. When I was younger.”
A furrow appeared between his eyes. “What did you have to do in order to earn this?”
She touched the large canine tooth. “Survive.”
He dropped the tooth and gave her all his attention. “I do not like the sound of that.”
Unrepentant she shrugged. Her life was as it was and she offered no excuses.
“Are you telling me you fought a leopard?”
She nodded as her mind flashed back to that day. The magnificent male had breathed his last with her. Even in death the creature’s lethal beauty could be felt and demanded respect. So did the wounds the cat had inflicted upon her young body. Injures she ignored until she’d given the creature a proper burial. Taking his life had not been anything she’d wished and had made sure to ask for his forgiveness. Since that day she’d never killed another leopard. With a slight sigh she touched her side before Colin cleared his throat grabbing her attention.
“Where were you?” He didn’t speak of anything other than her trip through memories.
“Home,” she admitted.
“I thought you said your father’s camp was not home.”
“It is not. But Africa is.”
His gaze shuttered. “You will still leave Jo.” It wasn’t a question.
“Yes,” she said with regret.
“What about you, Najja?”
She frowned slightly. “I do not understand. What about me?”
He positioned his back against the tree and drew her to settle between his legs. She fought the urge to totally sink against him.
“When do you get to find happiness?”
Najja blinked at the question. No one, not even Jo, had ever asked her such a thing. She could not call forth any response.
You were put here for my whims. Never forget child, you live and breathe because I deign to allow it, not because you have the right. The things you have, I gave and I can take them away. Anytime. Father’s words flared in her memory.
Colin held her tight to him. She could feel his arousal pressing along her back. Desire rocked into her with the force of a squall tossing about a tiny raft.
“I am but a slave, Mr. Faulkner,” she said climbing away from his intoxicating touch and forcing all personal feelings away.
He rose with a dangerously smooth motion and stalked her. She backed against another tree mesmerized by the raw power he exuded. Awareness erupted within her and she longed to purr and rub against him. Najja couldn’t tear her eyes from him as he approached. The wind circled around them moving his dark hair and cloak. Colin only stopped when his large, hard body pressed into her. One thick thigh wedged between her legs. His hands cupped her face and he lowered his mouth until their lips barely touched.
“You may be a woman who follows orders, Najja, but you are no slave. Not to anyone.”
Light feathery touches on her lips followed his decree. She brought her hands up and placed them under his cloak upon the solid wall that made up his chest.
“Open for me, luv,” he whispered, his mouth still tasting and teasing her.
She surrendered on a sigh and did as he’d requested. His tongue dipped and swirled like the air around them. Her world narrowed until only two people existed in it. He dominated her mouth and she let him. She reveled in it. For a moment she forgot he was anything but hers and elated in his touch.
When he drew back, her lower lip was caught in his teeth. He tugged lightly on it until he released it with a pop. Her hands rested against the rigid planes of his torso and he still cupped her face.
“Najja,” he murmured taking one of her hands in his. “I want you, luv. In my bed.” Their joined hands settled upon his stiff erection. She squeezed him and he groaned in response, thrusting against her palm. “I want to show you how it can be, Najja. Let me love you.”
The dark velvet of his voice made her quiver. To be in bed with someone by choice, not for any other reason than it was what she longed to do. What harm could it do? Father already assumed she had lost her virginity.
Her virginity.
She licked her lips. “I…there is something I have to tell you.”
“No. Your past is your past, Najja. I do not want anyone else there besides the two of us. No ghosts, nothing but the two of us.”
“Yes.” She rubbed her hand along his length and he cursed.
“No, luv. Not here. It is too bloody cold out here. I want to enjoy taking my time with you.”
Sexual awareness spiked. Najja regretfully released his shaft and trailed her hand down his cloak. “Kiss me again.”
His responding smile as intimate as the kiss they’d just finished. “Colin,” he said twirling some of her hair in one hand.
“Kiss me again, Colin.”
He complied before the final syllable vanished from the surrounding air. Heaven. That’s what his kisses were like.
 

Colin couldn’t keep his eyes off the woman who rode beside him. His blood surged at the prospect of having her in his bed. He craved the ability to undress her and lay her back upon his massive bed and enjoy each and every inch of her.
He had no wish to know how many men she’d been with. I will make sure she forgets them all. Jealousy simmered at the thought of anyone else laying a hand on her. Ever again.
With a grunt he again looked to the woman, who’d since her arrival tossed his life into a spiral of lust and desire. On the return ride he told her about his estates and asked questions of her travels. There was no more talk over them making love but he did claim one more passionate kiss before they rode into view of the house.
Jo was there immediately and Colin didn’t get a chance to see Najja again until the evening meal. Like usual she ate with quiet grace, while around him the family chatted and showed him how unique of a family they were, with their unconventional meal etiquette. He loved it. Najja merely observed and answered when asked a direct question.
After the meal had finished and he had been in his study for a while a knock came. “Enter.”
Abel opened the door and admitted Lord Adrys before he approached the large desk.
“Adrys, I will be right with you. What is it Abel?”
“This arrived for you sir, by messenger.” The sealed item was handed over.
“Thank you, Abel.”
“Very good, sir.” The man left in silence.
He stared at the item and frowned. His father’s solicitor. With disgust churning in his belly he tossed it to the smooth desktop and got to his feet. Adrys stood by the fire staring at the whisky in his hand. Colin joined him moments later.
“What can I do for you, Adrys?”
“Actually, I think this is more what I can do for you.”
One brow rose. He waited intrigued.
Adrys swallowed the whisky and placed the crystal upon the mantle. “I hope you do not take offense by my offer. I have been trying to find a way to thank you for your kindness when we blustered into your life that stormy night.”
He opened his mouth only to close it when Adrys raked a hand through his hair then continued, “Najja said she would be honored if she could help you with your hijacking trouble. She,” the man took a ragged breath, “has volunteered to accompany you on this next trip.”
His first instinct was to shove his fist in the man’s throat for even offering her like that. Then he realized Adrys seemed put out by even making the suggestion.
“I need to hear it from her,” Colin said, his body alert, having honed in on the knowledge he could be alone with her sooner rather than later.
Adrys left and in a few short tics of time the man returned with Najja. She wore another drab gown and Colin longed to dress her in the finest silks, satins and velvets.
“You wished to see me, Mr. Faulkner?”
He bit back the demand to call him Colin. “Did you offer assistance?”
She unflinchingly met his gaze. “I did.”
“Why?” He had to know.
“You showed kindness to Lord Adrys and his family when they needed it. You need help, I am offering mine.”
It bothered him. Using her and how it was for the others.
“What about Miss Adrys?” he asked.
Adrys answered. “We will stay at Kittle Manor until your return. Then continue to London.”
“I accept Miss Najja’s help with one condition. Stay here while we are gone. My staff can keep you safe.” A click drew his attention from Adrys to discover Najja had slipped out. With a mental groan he resumed conversing with Adrys.
When that was over he strode from the room, the delivered missive laying forgotten on the desk. He sent footmen off to get things ready and one to find Wilkes.
The man arrived past midnight and they met in the kitchens. Colin sat on the counter and stared at his friend. His thick beard hiding a scar and only feeding the “mad” claim.
“Can you keep an eye out for me?” Colin asked.
Wilkes drank some coffee. “Here?”
“Najja and I are moving the whisky.”
Though it was hard to read, a knowing grin flashed across the normally stern face. “You think the daughter is in trouble without Najja?”
“The whole family is. You know that. They will stay here but…”
“No problem.” Wilkes rose and opened the doors before moving into the next room. Then the next. He stopped so quick, Colin almost slammed into his back. Before he could ask him what the problem was, he found it. Jo was tiptoeing towards the door. Her hair unbound and cascading around her cape.
Where is that chit sneaking off to? Colin stepped from behind his friend only to halt when Wilkes grabbed his arm.
“I want her when you tire of her, Faulkner.”
His brows nearly leaped off his head. “What?” he demanded in a choked whisper.
“The woman sneaking. Is she Adrys’ mistress then if not yours?”
“That is the viscount’s daughter, Josephine Adrys.”
“She’s a nymph.”
Colin almost snorted. Wilkes spouted nonsense. “Hands off her, Wilkes.” Steel edged his tone.
Wilkes stiffened before grinning. “Sure thing.”
For a moment the face was the carefree one of his childhood friend. The one before the scandal of his family losing everything. But it was gone in a flash. Colin doubted Wilkes would listen but for the moment he had to stop Jo from leaving. Two steps were all he took before a voice floated from the dark.
“Where do you think you are going, Jo?”
Colin watched Jo freeze on the spot before turning to her right. “What do you care?” The question while haughty dripped pain.
From the shadows stepped the woman of his dreams. His throat went dry and the blood rushed to his loins. Najja wore black. No that wasn’t right, she wore skintight black. In the gentle light he could see her amazing shape, all the dips and swells. What the hell is she wearing?
“Why are you acting like this, Jo?”
“You are leaving.”
“You are acting like a child,” Najja said, her tone unyielding.
“You said you would stay until I was settled.”
“I did not lie.”
His gaze moved up and down Najja, shaft swelling, almost painful with its need for release.
“Then why leave?” Jo demanded with a stomp of her foot.
Najja launched into a spiel which although he had no knowledge of the language, the meaning was perfectly clear.
“She even speaks the language,” Wilkes muttered.
“Get your head out of your breeches, Wilkes,” he snapped. Pissed that Wilkes knew what was being said and he didn’t.
Jo stared at Najja for a while before she turned and headed upstairs without another word. Colin watched Najja rub her eyes before she began up as well.
“Listen to me, Wilkes,” he said directing his friend back into the kitchen. “Keep the family safe and your hands off Jo.”
Once Wilkes had departed he finally made his way to bed. He undressed in the glow from the burning fire and slid below the warm thick covers. He wanted to go see Najja, hold her, and kiss her. With a groan built from sexual tension he closed his eyes and waited impatiently for sleep to claim him.
His home bustled with a flurry of activity by the time he made it to the breakfast room. He chose his food and sat, noting how withdrawn Jo seemed to be. His Najja was not even in the room.
He never saw her until it was time for them to leave. Their horses were saddled and waiting. The air seemed even colder when Najja stepped from the house, a serene expression on her face. No, not serene. Composed.
Lord Adrys shared some words with her then assisted her into the saddle after she secured an item to the back of it. He swung up on Salvage and they were on their way. She didn’t say anything and he continued to wonder about the wisdom of his decision. Had he become so desperate to stop this he would risk a woman’s life?
After a few hours of riding where he couldn’t engage her in conversation, he slowed upon entering a bustling village, Stony Creek. People called out greetings to him and waved, he returned the pleasantries, casting furtive glances to his silent companion.
If the open and almost suspicious looks from the villagers bother Najja it never showed on her face. Her head bowed he didn’t surmise anything other than she observed everything around them.
He stopped by the large stable. A tall lad came out front to meet him.
“Good afternoon, George.”
“Mr. Faulkner, good to see you.” Blue eyes flickered to the woman beside him. “Ma’am.”
“You will take good care of my horses?”
“Of course, sir. They will be just fine when you return.”
“Good.” He dismounted and moved to reach up for Najja. Colin did his damndest to appear merely a gentleman while he lowered her to the ground. Ignoring the feel of her sliding along him, the scent of crisp fresh air, horse, and her own culmination of vanilla and spiced roses.
“Keep others away from the stallion, he can be a bit testy.”
“I will see to him personally,” George said with all seriousness.
Colin believed him. The lad loved horses. His eyes, however, asked why a woman had been on a stallion, even if he never voiced the question.
“Very good.”
Najja stiffened slightly when her horse was led away. Colin watched an ear flick back toward them and he heard Najja say something in a low tone to the animal. Both ears swiveled forward and he carried on.
“Come, luv.”
She walked behind him, her items in hand. He wanted to slide an arm around her and have her at his side. Eventually he stopped and turned to her. She waited, again, head down. A low grumble filled his chest.
“Damn you,” he hissed, pleased when her head snapped up. “Walk beside me. I am escorting you. You are not my servant.”
Silent, she stepped up beside him. More than ready to growl in frustration he struck out for The Garble, the inn he used in the village. Najja beside him this time.
The inn fell silent at his entrance. Their entrance.
Mrs. Grand approached with a smile. “Mr. Faulkner, I have your room ready.” She frowned and looked at Najja.
“She stays with me,” he said in a tone which booked no room for discussion.
“Yes, sir.” She led the way to a private dining area. As a maid brought in food, Mrs. Grand touched his arm. “I am sorry, Mr. Faulkner, but the wagon is not ready yet. They had to fix a wheel.”
He struggled to contain the grin. “Not a problem. Let me know when all is ready.”
She bobbed a curtsey. “Very good, sir. Does your…does she require anything else?”
“Ask,” he said with impatience, shrugging out of his coat.
He watched as a hesitant Mrs. Grand went to Najja. The women spoke in tones too low for him to understand but when she left, Mrs. Grand had a slight smile on her face.
Colin remained by the small table until the door closed, leaving them blissfully alone. He blinked and with languid steps moved to stand before her. Najja tipped her head back and stared at him from pooling eyes.
He didn’t give her a choice, just swooped in and kissed her. Poured all the feelings he carried with him into it. Hands on her hips he pulled her tight to him, her strong yet feminine physique matched perfectly in his arms.
A longing for her exploded within him. He wanted nothing more than to lay her down, remove her clothes and…
She stopped kissing him. He frowned and stared at her. Large and luminous eyes, kiss swollen lips. Damn it all he wanted her.
“What?” he asked.
“People are coming.”
Her statement was said with conviction. One more kiss, a mere brush of lips and he had them seated when the door opened. They ate leisurely, glad to be out of the cold and waited in the room once finished. A few people passed in to talk to him. Najja sat in a corner chair, most of the time, eyes closed.
Now she looked serene. And damn if he didn’t want to change that. Make her look pleasured, sated and mussed. He wanted her hair unconfined so he could wrap it around his hand while he plundered her mouth.
“Mr. Faulkner,” a male voice snapped him back. Jerked him from where he and Najja were naked and in bed to the private dining parlor in the inn. One last glance to Najja who hadn’t moved at all and he gave Tucker, one of his men, his full attention.



Chapter Seven
Najja sat cross-legged in the chair and took deep, even breaths. Below the dress she had on her breeches as well as her sais. Around her flowed voices. Colin’s deep and resonating. But she catalogued the pitch of each he spoke to and the smell surrounding them.
She’d told Mrs. Grand that Mr. Faulkner was escorting her north as a personal favor for Viscount Adrys. The woman had accepted that. Najja had no wish to leave Fineas behind but she hoped he would be safe.
Her hand flexed and she stopped herself from reaching for a weapon. Eyes open, she gazed about the room while Colin closed the door behind his last visitor, and they were alone. Her instincts screamed otherwise.
Colin gave her a look that spurred her into action. She slid off the chair and bobbed a curtsey. “Thank you, Mr. Faulkner for sharing your meal with me.”
His eyes narrowed slightly. She retook the chair and spoke when he took another step in her direction.
“I wonder if this new house will have such rooms as Kittle Manor.” His brow lifted. “Done in blues, browns and greens. Beautiful rooms.”
Colin sat in a chair and stretched out his long legs before him. “Sounds like it.”
He asked nothing else and stayed away from her until someone came to inform them the wagon was ready. She on the other hand meandered slowly around the room searching for the person she could feel spying on them. All the while she could also tell Colin’s heavy stare fixated upon her.
At the wagon he helped her up and she thanked him. The cold air sliced through her clothing making her grateful for extra layers. The two heavy horses seemed ready and eager to begin.
“What was that about?” he asked as the village fell away behind the moving wagon.
“Someone hid behind the wall and watched.”
He cursed and she looked at him. Again the urge to comfort this man filled her.
“I believe it was more searching for gossip. They wanted to see if you had a thing with the maid you escorted. If you were after a dalliance.”
His chuckle was dark and decadent. “I wanted one. Still do.”
Heat unfurled in her belly. Forcing her attention to the reason she had accompanied him here, she cleared her throat. “The final man you spoke to, Mr. Leigh, he is angry.”
Colin sighed. “Explain.”
“His face filled with defiant anger every time you looked away. Have you known him long?”
“Yes. His brother…” his voice trailed off and she understood.
Didn’t make him any less suspect to her but she understood. Colin Faulkner had a fault which set him apart from the others with wealth.
He cared.
They stuck to normal procedure. However since they started later, it was that much later when they halted for a break to rest the horses and feed themselves. She took care of the fire while he saw to the horses.
“I should have left you at the house,” he said warming his hands before accepting the offered food.
“Why?”
“You are a woman. I must have been insane to listen to Wilkes and Adrys.”
“I know I am a woman.” She ate some dried fish. “Think about it this way. Those who attack will have the same view of me as a woman and a maid. Meek, scared, nonthreatening. That will be their mistake.”
“Do you fear anything?” His eyes glinted in the firelight.
My feelings for you. “I fear the day I leave Jo. I have never had a friend and I fear the pain that will come with losing her.”
His jaw clenched briefly. When he spoke, however, his tone didn’t reveal whether or not he like her explanation. A cry from above preceded the winds picking up and smashing them with biting force. Then the first flake fell.
Snow.
Their eyes met across the fire. “We should get going,” he stated. “We have another couple hours to the night stop.”
She gathered up their things while he readied the horses that’d benefitted from the rest. A lantern their only light in the night. Her skin prickled and she shifted on the wood seat.
“You okay, luv?”
“Did these attacks always happen in the same place?”
“No.” He was silent for a few seconds. “Why?”
“We are being watched.”
Colin stiffened a tiny bit but showed no other outward reaction. “How can you tell?” he asked, his tone pitched lower than the sound of the horses’ hooves.
“Years of experience.”
“Want to stop?”
“No, let them make the first move. We still have the advantage.”
“I will never forgive--”
“Stop,” she interrupted. “Remain focused.”
“How am I not supposed to think about the fact I am placing your life in danger? I want you safe.”
“Would you be this concerned were I a man?” She wrapped her hand around the handle of her whip before forcing herself to release it. “Of course you would not be,” she answered for him. “I am supposed to be a maid, you hovering protectively over me will not help in the deception.”
He didn’t speak just shifted his leg so it pressed intimately along hers. All instincts screamed she should maintain distance. As usual with Colin, she ignored common sense and stayed still, allowing the contact. The hard muscle spread added warmth throughout her, assisting in the battle against the chill which encompassed the night.
She closed her eyes and relied on her hearing to search the night. Blocking the familiar sounds, the creaking of the heavily loaded wagon, the horses’ steps, and Colin’s breathing, she sorted through the others. Nothing out of the ordinary could be ascertained.
Whomever watched them did so from a distance. Opening her eyes, she blinked away the snowflakes that resided upon her lashes. In the meager light she studied Colin surreptitiously from behind lowered lashes. Snowflakes dotted his beaver hat and lingered upon his hair, which wasn’t protected, as well as gracing his powerful shoulders. His face concentrated on directing the horses on the safest part of the road. He handled the ribbons with calm assurance.
“You are staring, luv,” he said without taking his attention from the task at hand.
“You make it hard not to,” she replied with candor.
He responded by pushing tighter against her leg. The rest of the way to their next resting place was accomplished in silence. Each of them ready for anything the dark night sought to throw at them.
Out from the blackness shone a welcoming light. She figured it was all normal for the trip. A small cottage could be made out the closer they drew. A small, wiry man abandoned the house and met them. His white hair stuck up in tufts around his head. Small glasses perched precariously upon his bulbous nose.
“God be praised,” he said, holding one of the horses. “I worried those brigands got ye, Mr. Faulkner.”
Colin jumped down with ease as he laughed. “Had a late start, Gentry. Thanks for keeping an eye out.”
The man he’d identified as Gentry puffed out his chest at the praise. “I always wait, sir.”
“Good man, I know you do. Can you see to the horses, we would like to get out of the cold for a spell before we carry on? Give them some oats. They have earned it.”
She dismounted and grabbed her bag before standing off to the side, allowing the dark to obscure her.
“Of course sir. There is some stew over the fire. The missus made it.” Gentry led the horses off to a lean-to which would at least offer them some shelter.
Items in hand, she followed Colin inside the small house. Very tiny. This worked well since the single fire in the hearth warmed the interior, banishing the cold which had seeped into her bones.
England in the winter…how I miss Africa.
A sharp knock came to the door while she was at the fire. Gentry entered at Colin’s bid.
“All set, Mr. Faulkner. You and--my goodness, a woman? You are travelling with a woman?” His words displayed his astonishment.
Najja watched the man’s eyes nearly jump from his head. Biting the inside of her cheek so she didn’t laugh at his shock, she dipped a curtsey. “Good eve, Mr. Gentry.”
The man flushed deeply, eyes dashing from her to Colin as he realized how his outburst must have seemed. Colin may not be a titled man, but he was the son of an earl.
“Miss,” he stuttered. It was obvious he longed to say something to Colin but there was this cold, haughty look on Colin’s face that expected no confrontation or questions.
“I bid you a good rest, Mr. Faulkner. I best be running along.” Gentry backed to the door gave her another nod before he scurried off into the coldness.
The air changed when only the two of the remained in the quaint building. It grew heavier. Thicker. Charged with sexual awareness and tension. Colin removed his hat and stared at her. Silent, she moved to the dishes and scooped him up some of the simmering stew and gave him his bowl along with a chunk of bread. Then she tended to her own.
“Why so pensive?” he asked in a low voice after they’d eaten in silence for a while.
She watched him finish off his bread, without comment, she put the rest of hers on his plate, ignoring how intimate that appeared. Najja searched for the right word and stirred her stew while she did.
“This seems odd to me.” One of his eyebrows rose. “Think about it. They have been following us, or at least keeping pace. They could steal the stuff right now, why you were in here. Every trip made there is a stopover here. This is not about getting the whisky, although I bet it is a bonus. This…these acts are personal. Someone wants to hurt you. And they are attacking your people to get you to take one of the trips.”
With a sigh she got up and began to pace, her body tingled the way it did before a fight or something similar. The rush of adrenaline which preceded it.
“I wish I had Fineas,” she commented offhandedly.
Glancing at Colin who seemed almost lost in thought as he ate, she smiled. Something about him…he was magnetic. She longed to run her fingers through his thick hair, press tiny kisses all over his shadowed jaw line. Undress him and go from there. His sea-like gaze stared into the fire and she knew he mulled over what she’d told him. Sliding the strap for her items over one shoulder, she slipped to the door and let herself out. Then she headed to the shelter where the horses and wagon waited.
Murmuring softly to the large animals, she ran her hands over their heavy coats. They were warm and responded to her light touch. Whispering softly to the both of them, she used their heat to stay warm. It didn’t take too long for her eyes to adjust to the inky darkness. She peered through the night keeping her eyes searching for anything which could be potentially dangerous.
Not much later, she heard the light footfalls of an approaching individual. Her breath caught for a moment until she identified it as Colin.
“Najja?” he called.
“Here,” she replied stepping from where she’d been between the horses.
She felt his tension before he made it to her. His hand bit into the flesh of her arm, even with the layers of clothing she wore. “What the hell were you thinking? Leaving the house without me?”
Her nose flared and she swallowed before responding. “As you so aptly pointed out, Mr. Faulkner, I am not a slave. I am doing what I am along on this trip to do.”
“Do you have any idea what went through my mind when I realized you were no longer in the cottage?” His voice demanded in a rasp.
“No.” She stepped closer to him. “I am sorry you were--”
His mouth slammed over hers, not asking for permission but taking what he wanted from her. Najja sank into him and gave all he demanded. Then more. He ripped his mouth off hers with a low growl.
“I know, Najja. You are capable of taking care of yourself. But damn it all, I am a man and I cannot just roll over and stop being concerned for your safety. Especially with this asinine plan. Do you realize these people take pleasure in killing things that mean something to me?” His words sounded almost tortured.
Licking her lips, she weighed her words cautiously. Did he realize what he said? “I am travelling as a maid, Colin,” she said softly. “You are an earl’s son and highly unlikely to give a whit about a servant.” She placed both hands on his chest. “Please trust that I know what I am doing. I am not some weak woman who will faint at the first sight of danger. This is what I do.”
He captured her hands in his, holding them tight against him. “Najja--”
“We should continue on, the snow is coming down faster.” With great reluctance she withdrew her hands from his heat, climbed up into the wagon, stashed her things and laid the heavy blanket over her legs.
He muttered to himself and led the horses out into the increasing snow before jumping up beside her. She handed him another blanket for his own legs and as he took it he said, “This would be so much better if you would share mine with me.”
She chuckled. “I was thinking it would be better if it was not snowing and so cold.”
“I guess this is a bit colder than you are used to,” he commented, getting the horses to move out.
“I have spent time in The Orient which was cold and the desert is not the warmest place at night, but lately, it is true, I have been in warmer climes.”
“Are you warm enough?” he asked.
“Fine, thank you. And you?”
“Cold. Care to slide closer and warm me?” His voice teased.
“I think not,” she said as a warning chill snaked up her spine. Grateful for the darkness, she slid her hand under the blanket and undid the buttons which held her wraparound skirt on, leaving her in her leather breeches.
“Are you sure? Think of all the fun we could have under these blankets.”
A wealth of mental images assaulted her at his words. “I’m sure,” she whispered leaning down simultaneously removing the blanket and gripping the handles of her sais. Her instincts hollered but she couldn’t make anything out in this darkness. The single lantern hindered more than it helped her vision. They continued on, the pace steady and monotonous.
“Halt!” a sharp voice splintered the snowy pre-dawn.
Six horses carrying men surrounded the wagon. In the partial light she couldn’t make out their features for they were concealed behind dark cloth. It wasn’t hard to make out the glint of steel in the light from the arriving morning. She hated that they’d gotten her unawares. The cold had lulled her into a sleepy state and she had let down her guard.
“What do you want?” Colin demanded as the reins were jerked from his hand. She knew he had a weapon beside him and thought to follow his lead.
“That should be obvious, guv,” the man nearest him said raising a pistol. “You really are travelling with a woman. I would think after the last ones were killed you would have brought more men with you.”
“Who says I did not do that?” Colin snapped.
“Get down,” the man growled.
“No,” Colin refused.
“Get that wench off, we can take turns with her after I carve this one up.”
“Touch her and I will kill you!” he thundered, reaching toward her.
A hand landed upon her shoulder and she just reacted.
 

Colin couldn’t even begin to explain the fear that swamped him when the men circled the wagon. All he could think about was how stupid it had been to involve Najja in this. Then came the words of them sharing Najja. Red seemed to settle over his eyes and he noticed the one beside her reach for her. Before he could think to figure out how best to keep her safe, she exploded into action.
The man closest to her had not been expecting her to jump at him but that is exactly what she did. Took him off his horse to the ground. The next second Colin’s own pistol had fired at the man closest to him, launching him backward off his own horse. That left four more. They drew sabers.
He lunged from the wagon and scrambled over the snow-covered road to the dead man whose blood soaked the white flakes. Wrenching the saber from the sheath it resided in, he rolled and came up parrying a strike from the nearest attacker. While he had been an ample swordsman at one time, he’d had very little recourse to maintain such a skill and was rusty.
His hat fell off and he ripped his cloak from his neck in order to give himself more maneuverability. He ignored the urge to look for Najja, praying she hadn’t lied about her abilities. The rake of a blade tore across his arm and he hissed in pain before putting all his attention on his opponent. The man was good, very good. And he was tired when he pulled the bloodstained blade from the man’s chest to spin and search for the next.
He found he couldn’t move. Najja was doing exactly what she and Wilkes both had said she could. Fight. And she moved with a lethal grace unlike anything he’d ever seen before. Each move effective. She fought two men and there were none remaining beyond them.
Her body was clothed in black breeches and top. Unbound her hair whipped around her face, only allowing glimpses of her expression. Upon her face this look of such fierceness made him glad she was on his side. From the corner of his eye, he noticed a man moving slowly toward his horse.
“I do not think so,” he said. Standing over him, he positioned the saber point at his throat. “I have some questions for you.” Securing him, Colin looked back up in time to see Najja dispatch her final opponent.
She stood there, surrounded by fallen bodies, blood dripping off her weapons, body heaving with each breath she took. Wearing all black with snow falling around her there was a primal and untamed look about her. Her eyes closed briefly before she wiped the blades off on the nearest man’s shirt and sheathed them within her calf-high boots in a singly smooth practiced move.
“Najja,” he said.
Her head snapped up and it took a second before recognition seemed to penetrate the haze surrounding her eyes. She moved to his side immediately and glanced down at the man bound and gagged at his feet.
“Would you like me to kill him for you?” she asked in an emotionless tone.
The man muttered from behind the cloth shoved in his mouth, eyes wide. “Let me see if he talks first,” Colin said.
“Very good, sir.” She walked away leaving him alone with the man.
Crouching down beside him, he ripped the gag away and demanded, “Who hired you?”
The man flashed a defiant look before he glanced back over toward Najja. All color drained from his face. He’d since removed the face covering but still didn’t recognize the man.
“One chance,” Colin warned.
“Viscount Chambers.”
You could have knocked him over with a feather. That was a distant cousin. Why would that man send people to kill him?
“Stephen?”
“In…in the pocket of the large one is the order written with the man’s seal.”
Anger pooled in his gut. Would he never be away from treachery and betrayal? “Get up,” he barked hauling the man to his feet.
Najja had gathered the horses and currently attached them to the back of the wagon. She barely glanced at him and he shoved the man in her direction before moving to check the dead. His rage grew when he found the missive as the man had said. Facing the two left he struggled for control. What the hell was he to do now? He caught Najja’s gaze and she walked toward him after leaning her head in close to the still bound man.
“Did you find the answers you needed?”
“Yes,” he rumbled.
“I think we should continue on. Put him in the wagon with you and I will ride alongside.”
He stared at her, sweat and blood mingled on her face and he wanted to reach out and pull her into his arms. “Are you okay?”
“You also need to let me see to your injury. Then we shall leave. Can you help me put the bodies on horses?”
He ignored the fact she never answered his question. They moved quickly. The sole survivor tied in the wagon, dead bodies slung over horses and one left for Najja to ride. He allowed her to see to his injury, both of them ignoring the other man and his. Then they set out for the final leg of the delivery.
Najja rode close to the other man, his own cloak covering her from the neck down. The remaining distance done in strained silence. When they finally made it into Ashford, he immediately hollered out for someone to get the constable. The man turned over, the dead as well, he headed to the place who’d ordered his whisky and delivered it.
The wagon empty, the horses in a stable, dry and eating, he finally turned his attention to the woman beside him. Steering her in the direction of an inn, he demanded a room. The proprietor raised a brow but he refused to say another word.
Once he got them up there, he ordered a hot bath. After it arrived he said, “I am going to get you some food. Enjoy the bath, I will be back when you are finished.” Just imagining her in the tub made his body stiffen and no amount of cold weather would eliminate that.
“Very well,” she said in a voice so soft he almost missed it.
“I will knock before I come back in,” he whispered leaving, before it couldn’t be done.
He ate downstairs and talked to the constable again about what happened, leaving out the part where Najja had anything to do with killing. When he was convinced a suitable amount of time had passed, he got up and headed for their room. He paused before knocking. No answer. He knocked again. Still nothing.
With a frown he pushed into the room. The tub was empty, food untouched, and she lay sleeping on the floor. Closing the door and locking it behind him, Colin made his way to the pallet she’d made for herself. She was sound asleep. Her face scrubbed clean, black hair spread out like a fan on the white pillow. The blankets were pulled up to her chin. She looked so innocent. So unlike the woman who had just killed four men to save their lives. He wanted to wake her and put her in the bed, but didn’t disturb her.
Colin made good use of the lukewarm water and put on his clothes. Then he called for them to remove the tub. Once again it was just the two of them. He knew the maids had seen her on the floor but he didn’t say anything to them about it, for it was none of their affair.
He made his way over to her side and crouched down, not touching her. “Najja,” he said.
She barely stirred. Colin frowned when he saw beads of sweat upon her forehead. He reached out to place a hand on her shoulder. He blinked and when he had his eyes open again, he found himself held immobile by her powerful gaze.
“Come on, Najja,” he said, putting as much authority in his words as he could. “Get to the bed.”
“Bed is yours.”
“We can share. I am exhausted and I know you are as well. As much as I would love to explore your body, this is not the night. But we can at least both be comfortable.”
He saw her indecision and took the choice from her. With a sigh, he slid his arms under her and lifted her off the floor and carried her to the narrow bed. It didn’t take long to get her under the covers. He ensured the lock had been engaged on the door and climbed into the bed with just his breeches on. Laying between Najja and the door and with only the fire offering light he gazed at her.
Her lashes settled upon her cheeks and by all appearances she had succumbed to sleep. He knew without a doubt short of having numerous men along with him it would have ended in another disaster for him. Najja…had been incredible. He didn’t doubt that those who had yet to fall under her weapons had been just as mesmerized as he’d been.
That reminds me, I want to take a better look at what she used.
Brushing his lips over her forehead, he gathered her close, grateful for the opportunity to at least hold her in his arms. The bouncing and jarring of the wagon, the cold, and the continued vigilance for and the actual attack had worn him out so he willingly went into the land of dreams.
He woke up with a throbbing erection. Lush curves pressed against him, a small hand resting just above the waistband of his breeches. Each inhalation swamped him with the evocative scent of vanilla and spiced roses.
Najja was in his arms and his bed. Turning his head, he sought out her lips, not wishing to wake from the dream. She was hot. So was he. Moving his hand he frowned as he came into contact with clothing. Cracking his eyes, he noticed she lay almost totally on top of him, her leg lay wedged between his, her head buried against his shoulder. She was still asleep.
She moaned slightly and shifted against him. Wide awake now, Colin bit the inside of his cheek so he didn’t answer in kind. Her leg rubbed against his stiff length and he swallowed his groan. He flexed the fingers of his right hand which rested upon the firmness of her ass. An act which made her expel another sexy sound, almost like a purr.
Why not? They were rested now. Morning’s dim light struggled to penetrate the curtains over the window not that he cared. He was in no rush to leave this bed. Having her stripped bare…that was what he was after.
He moved his left hand over her side, seeking the bottom of her shirt. Once it was in his grasp he drew it up slowly, reveling in the softness of her skin beneath his fingertips. Such was it that he could feel his release rushing upon him, just from such a simple and intimate act.
Under his fingertips he could feel the change when he encountered some scars. But what halted him was when he felt a bandage. With a frown and a cooled ardor, he removed his hand and brought it out from the blankets. There upon his skin was the telltale sign of blood. Fear slammed into him. He yanked the blanket away and lifted her shirt. Sure enough, a blood-soaked bandage was in view.
Anger hit him hard. The fact she’d neglected to inform him she had been injured…made him see red. A deep powerful red.
“Najja,” he said, touching her shoulder.
Her eyes opened. For a moment he saw desire in them before it faded into awareness and calculating sharpness. “Time to go?” she asked, her voice weaker than he was used to.
“You are bleeding.”
“Sorry, I thought it would have stopped overnight.”
Her apology made him blink a few times. “Sorry? Why the hell did you not tell me you were wounded?”
She rolled away from him and got out of bed on the other side, the shirt dropping hiding the injury. He could see her wobble a bit. She was weakened.
“I am not used to telling.”
She crouched by her things and withdrew a pouch. He watched in amazement as she poured something into her hand, transferred it to her mouth only to remove it when it was the consistency of paste and slap it over the open wound which she’d uncovered while she moistened the stuff with her saliva.
A shadow of a grimace flitted over her face otherwise he would have never known of her discomfort. He sat on the bed, the coverlet around his waist and stared at the woman who’d just vacated it. Her hair unconfined fell to rest upon the small of her back. He blinked and looked again, noting how she only wore a shirt.
His.
It fell almost to her knees and lust was like a bolt of lightning through him at the realization. His white linen a stunning offset to the darkened hue of her skin. Her legs were long, toned and mouthwatering. His shaft stiffened in the confines of his own breeches.
As if she could feel his gaze upon her, she turned her head and met his stare over her shoulder. “I am sorry I took your shirt.”
“It looks better on you, luv,” he said climbing out and moving to her side. One fingertip under her chin, he sank down until they were face to face. “Are you okay?”
“Yes. What about you? I should clean your injury.”
He’d forgotten all about his own. “Yes,” he whispered refusing to release her gaze.
“Get on the bed.”
“If only you meant those words how I wish you to mean them, Najja my love.”
He skimmed her full lush lips with his thumb before following her order. It didn’t take her long to dress. Without a smidge of hesitation, she removed his shirt and although her back was to him, the sight didn’t affect him any less. The morning light showed him her figure. The narrow tuck of her waist, full hips, and smooth back which was hidden mostly by her hair. Although when she shrugged into her shirt, he caught another glimpse of some scars.
His fingertips itched with the desire to touch her. Trail his tongue along her spine and take at least a fortnight to learn her secrets and then start all over. She faced him even as she continued to lace up the front of her blouse. No, correction not the front. The ties were on one side. When she finished, she scooped up her boots and her bag of medicine and made her way to him.
She sat beside him, silent and tied on her black boots. Her weapons between them, he picked one up. Black steel, the handle tightly wrapped in black leather, the weight surprised him, for some reason he’d thought it would be lighter.
“What are these?” he asked even as he touched the edge on the weapon. Razor sharp.
“Sais,” she said, sliding one home into the outer side of her boot. That foot went to the floor and she faced him. “Like this.”
Colin was a rapt pupil as she showed him the rudimentary movements with the weapon. He was awed by her attention to him. She was respectful yet fierce. And he felt oddly like an outsider when he asked her for a slow demonstration and she held the dark steel in her hands to give him just that. The weapons were one with her and she with them.
He couldn’t forget what he’d just witnessed. Not even after she’d seen to his wound, and braided her hair, draped a cloak down around her, making it look like she could be wearing a skirt beneath it, instead of the highly distracting breeches she did wear, could he forget the mesmerizing power she’d displayed. He got them food and met her outside where he discovered it was nasty cold out and still snowing.
A while later they were on horseback, the wagon and two draft horses staying until he could send another for them. He had matters which required his attention. There was the small issue of his cousin sending assassins after him. Their mounts were big and strong and they ate away at the ground with thunderous hooves.
While they rode, he kept an eye on her aware she too was hurt, even if she chose to ignore that fact. Every now and again he would see her casting an eye to the sky. When they stopped to give the horses a break and eat some of the packed food he asked her about it.
“I was searching for Indrani.” Her response fell.
He knew she was withdrawing into herself and he hated it but for the moment he couldn’t do anything about it. They rode hard, barely stopping except to rest the horses and relieve themselves. Even then, she never spoke up just did her thing when he did. It was late afternoon of the following day when Falcon House came into view. Their horses were exhausted and cold from having ridden through the night. The snow still fell heavily.
A coach waited by the house and he frowned as they drew up and dismounted, his footman holding the reins of the blowing beasts. Giving instructions to see to their wellbeing, he strode up the steps, Najja at his side while the equines were taken away. The door opened and together they stepped into much welcomed warmth.
Abel stood there. “Welcome home, sir. You have a visitor.”
All he wanted was a bath and bed. Well, Najja would be more than welcome. “Thank you, Abel. Who?”
“Mr. Quinn, sir.”
His rumble of discontent was unheard as a feminine voice reached him. “Najja!” Jo hurried down the stairs to reunite with her friend. He watched them climb up the polished stairs then Najja stopped and faced him. He held his breath as she stared at him wanting to lock her away from everything and have her to himself. Then she closed her eyes and gave him a slight nod before pivoting back around and accompanying Jo up the rest of the way.
“Tell Mr. Quinn I will see to him after I bathe and get some food.” He took his body up the stairs Najja had just taken.
Not much later he soaked in a hot bath allowing the heat to ease his sore muscles. Glancing at the wound on his arm, he thought about Najja and her injury. He needed to make sure someone looked at it.
Shaven, dry, and dressed, Colin made his way to his study. A maid, Molly actually, brought him a tray of food while Abel went to get the man who’d been waiting for him.
“Thank you, Molly,” he said. She bobbed a curtsey and headed off.
He’d just dipped his spoon into the soup bowl when the door opened again. Mr. Quinn entered and Abel closed the door without a word. Colin ran his eyes dispassionately over him. Thin with the most outrageous colors of attire. Tangerine and plum with some bright green as well.
“What can I do for you, Mr. Quinn?”
“My lord, I am sorry for bothering you but I have sent you numerous messages, none of which were responded to.”
He ate a bite and leaned back in the tall leather chair. “First, I am not a lord. Second, I have no wish to listen to anything my father may have to say. I am a busy man, Mr. Quinn so say what you need to say.”
The weasely man flushed. “Had you read the messages, my lord, you would understand.” There was more than a hint of censure in his tone.
“What would I understand?”
“You are the newest Earl of Clifton, Viscount Stonebridge.”
Colin was speechless. Then livid. “What game do you play?” He rose and stalked the skinny parti-colored man. “I am the third son.”
Mr. Quinn swallowed hard, his waxed moustache quivering with the action but never backed up. “That is what I told you in your messages. Your father and brothers are dead. You are the new earl.”
The room spun slightly and he made his way back to the desk. Heart pounding, he lowered himself into his chair and faced the man who’d been his father’s solicitor for a very long time. I am the Earl of Clifton.

“Tell me everything,” he barked.



Chapter Eight
Najja stood before Hayworth Adrys once again dressed in the understated clothing of a woman who companioned the daughter of an aristocrat. He sat in a chair studying her for a few moments then he got to his feet and approached.
“Thank you,” he said touching her shoulder.
“It was nothing.” With a slight smile she stared beyond him out the window to where even more snow fell. “I am all packed and ready to continue on to Kittle Manor.” Her injury had been cleaned and bandaged again, providing her with mild discomfort. Nothing she’d not had before.
“We will leave first thing in the morning. You should get some rest. I know you two rode through the night.”
Sleep sounded wonderful and she didn’t argue. “Until later.” She headed for the door only to stop when Lord Adrys called her name. Once again facing him, she waited for him to speak.
“You know you are family to me, right?”
“Thank you, my lord.”
He sighed. “One day, Najja. One day you will realize I mean it.” His expression softened. “Get some rest.”
She left the room conflicted about how his words made her feel. Jo waited for her outside her own door. In her hands she held a tray.
“I brought you some food.”
“Thank you.”
Inside her room, the women sat on the bed and shared the sandwiches and tea. “Are you okay, Najja?”
“Of course. I told you I would be back.”
Jo chewed her food in silence. “I am scared of what London will be like.”
“I am sure you will make many friends in no time. There are museums, art galleries, and other things to do. Walking at Vauxhall, shopping in the West End.”
Her friend frowned. “How do you know all of this?”
“Your mother.”
Jo grunted and took another bite. “I fear I will be nothing but a disappointment to her. And Papa.”
Najja wiped her hands and stared at her friend. “Jo, you will do fine. You have the manners, you merely need to decide to impart them. The moment you stop doing things to spite your mother, all will be well.”
“I am just tired of her constantly telling me I have to make a good match. I am more than the money Papa can offer. So much more. I want to travel, have adventure. Not spend my days in drawing rooms doing embroidery.” The frustration could be tasted it flowed from Jo in such powerful waves. “I cannot embroider to save my life.”
That was the truth. Jo had no skill in that area. But Najja had no words of encouragement to give. The fact remained Jo was looked upon as a commodity. To further someone’s position or to give an impression of good behavior.
“What am I going to do without you?”
“By the time I leave, Jo, you will be ready to face your future here.”
“No,” she said solemnly. “I do not think so.”
“Your father loves you, Jo. He will ensure a good match.”
Big blue eyes shimmered with tears. “A good match for him perhaps. I want a love match or none at all.” With that fervent statement, Jo bolted from the room.
Her heart went out to the young woman but it was time Jo learned that life wasn’t always fair. So she didn’t go after her, deciding to let her cry this out on her own. Najja ate the rest of her meal and carried the tray downstairs to the kitchen.
She detoured to the library and read a book for a while. Sleep called to her and yet she was restless. The house had fallen silent as the night progressed along. Slipping from the extensive library, she made her way to another room. With a final look around, she turned the handle and entered.
The room was warm and lit by a blazing fire in the hearth. She skimmed the room halting when she spied long legs sticking from a large chair near the heat source. The figure shifted and she saw one long arm holding a bottle flash briefly.
Another glance around to ensure they were alone and she padded silently along the thick oriental rugs that graced the floor. Pausing before the chair, she stood in silence waiting for him to notice her.
Colin’s shirt was rolled up to his elbows, he’d discarded his waistcoat and he looked rumpled. And more than slightly distraught.
“Go away, Abel,” he muttered without looking up. “Or Berry. Leave me.”
She reached for the bottle which dangled precariously from his fingertips. He snarled and glared up at her, his eyes blazing with loathing.
“I think not.”
“Najja,” he said struggling to push up from where he lounged slumped in the chair, anger giving way to shock.
Bottle beside the chair, she pushed back against his chest keeping him where he sat. “Colin,” she replied in a low tone.
“What are you doing here, luv?” His hand cupped the side of her face.
A million responses came to her but only one left. “Looking for you.”
His legs widened and she crept closer, his strong thighs on either side of her. “Why?” he asked in a low rasp.
“To see you again before we depart come morning.” She dragged her hands up his legs and over his crotch, feeling his shaft harden beneath the material of his trousers. “Unless you would like me to leave.”
The loathing in his eyes was engulfed by raging desire. The green darkened to a storm-tossed sea as he stood only to draw her up with him. Her breath caught when he lowered his head to hers and placed light feathery kisses along her cheek before finally swooping in and capturing her mouth.
He mastered her mouth, sweeping in, plunging, dancing with her tongue and encouraging her to respond in kind. Never before Colin did she enjoy kissing. Most of those she’d had to endure plastering their mouths to her had foul, nasty tasting breath. But not this man. His taste was addictive and unique, with a hint of the whisky he’d been drinking.
His body, hard and warm pressed against her, sending her pulse to a higher speed. Good heavens, if this is what people felt when they indulged it was no wonder so many did it. She ended the kiss and captured his face in her hands, holding his gaze. His eyes burned with an intensity that seared through her to the very center of her being. She wanted nothing more than to offer him comfort. Beneath the tough exterior he portrayed, she sensed pain.
Their eyes locked while their breathing slowed. Calmed. He turned his face and pressed a single kiss to her palm. He blinked slowly before linking her about the waist with strong hands. The next breath she fit flush against him. Not any light between them, all hardness, pressed along her and she loved it.
Unsure of how to say what her body demanded, she hesitated. Najja had never been in this situation before. Swallowing the last of her uncertainty, she moved her hands to his shirt. With deft moves she untied the loosely knotted cravat then set upon the buttons. One by one they slid from their holes, exposing his rock-hard golden tan chest. The heat from his body singed her fingertips.
His shirt hung open and she slid her hands back up to drag his cravat off then push the white linen from his broad shoulders. It fell unimpeded to the thick rug they stood upon. Her breath caught in her throat. With the fire as a backdrop he looked like a golden god.
Wide shoulders tapered to a lean waist. His lower half draped in tight black dinner breeches and shiny black-top boots. Colin’s hair gave him a rakish look, some dangling over one eye and she longed to brush it back away from his face. The flickering light glinted off his gold earring.
Father’s voice flared up but the intensity in the man’s gaze before her banished it. This was her moment. Not for anyone else but her. And she was going to enjoy it. She reached up and smoothed the unruly lock back away from his face. Without a word he lifted her, carried her over to a chaise, which faced the fire, and laid her upon the jacquard pattern.
His kisses sent her reeling. Slow and thorough, he explored her mouth, deep sweeping strokes that blended their tastes. She gasped when he moved down her body, removed her shirt and suckled her breasts. Her skin tingled from the soles of her feet to the top of her head.
He grazed the tips with his teeth and she gasped to the room. “Colin!”
“Easy, luv. There is no rush. Let me enjoy you.”
She knew nothing aside from his tactile communication. Her senses swam with each stroke and caress he bestowed upon her. His lips made love to her face and neck while one hand slid beneath the waist of her trousers, removed them and her undergarment then cupped her core.
The palpitation of his seeking fingers made her jump at the contact. He mumbled words of love while one finger stroked her cleft’s stiff nub, shooting liquid fire through her veins. Body aflame with passion, Najja smoothed her hands over hard, corded muscles and tugged him closer.
His caresses sent her spiraling into uncharted territory. The scream raced from her throat, unable to be restrained. His mouth caught it. Soon she trembled all over again as his tongue and finger moved in erotic tandem with one another.
Wave after wave of euphoric pleasure washed over her. But she needed more. Her fingers gripped harder and he broke the kiss.
“So sweet,” he murmured, pressing light tantalizing kisses down between the valley of her breasts.
She grabbed at his hair and he moved lower. His tongue replaced his fingers and her body jerked with shock and pleasure. Words escaped her and she shook with exhaustion from the expenditure of energy from the previous releases. He brought her to another fevered pitch and slid back up her body. He dragged his fingers back over the highly sensitive nub and teased it. The action pushed her over the edge and she arched up, her release swarming her relentlessly.
The head of his shaft slipped into her as she rode out the pulses flowing over her. Then he was embedded deep within her slickness. There had been a brief moment of pain but Colin had her so sensitive and desiring more of him she barely noticed.
Her eyes struggled to stay open and she noticed in the flickering firelight the beads sweat on his brow, the clenched jaw, and tendons in his neck. He moved slow at first, bringing her experiences she’d never imaged. Taut as a wire he plucked at her, seeking a response and her body answered.
The room filled with their pants, grunts and the crackling of the fire. He coaxed her with expert caresses to follow his lead. Whispered words accompanied her along the path. In and out he stroked, stretching her, filling her. Completing her.
Legs tight around his lean hips she gasped when his mouth covered hers and he increased his pace. He nipped her lower lip before soothing the sting with a swipe of his tongue. With a moan of blissful surrender she allowed herself to be swallowed up by the rush her completion afforded her. Seconds later, Colin stiffened, his shaft pulsed and released his seed deep inside her.
Boneless. Sweaty. Utterly spent.
She had no reason to move. Colin remained between her legs, his heated skin on hers, their bodies still joined intimately.
“Amazing,” he muttered, his whisky bathed breath fanning the side of her neck.
Najja allowed herself a small smile and threaded one hand through his hair, holding him close. Colin had fallen asleep, whatever had him stressed and drinking had been held at bay and now he rested with angels. Her touch remained gentle as she waited for him to go deeply under. Then she began to untangle their bodies with calculated caution.
The air cooled her immediately and she wasted no time in redressing. Her movements a bit stilted from what she’d just partook in but she didn’t care. The experience had been worth each ache and pain.
Once she’d been set to rights she stared down at the man lying on the blanket-covered chaise. He was magnificent, no question. A slight sigh escaped as she covered him with a blanket from another chair then left him alone. There was no reason to look back, they’d shared what they could. Now the time to part had arrived.
Still, Najja paused at the heavy door and stole one final glance. Memorized the chiseled features, softened by slumber, and hair the hue of rich chocolate. The rest followed, the blanket unable to keep her mind from recreating his likeness.
“Goodbye, Colin.”
With those two words spoken, she left.
 

Colin woke from the most sated slumber with the feeling something was wrong. And missing. He remained still and tried to ascertain what caused him to feel that way. Najja. His eyes flew open. He remembered sampling the delicacy of her body. He hardened at the memory. Where was she?
He sat up and searched for any sign of her in the room with him. There was none. Merely him, the almost extinguished fire, and the blankets covering his naked body.
Had he been bad? I fell asleep on her. Great job, Colin, he admonished himself. As he gathered up his clothes he couldn’t help but smile at the recollection of Najja in his arms. So responsive. Never had he had an experience like he’d had with her. It was…indescribable and he wanted to do it all over again. And again.
Back in his room, he rang for Berry knowing it was time to dress anyway. Once the tub had been filled with steaming water and he was alone he dropped the blanket and stepped in. Colin paused when he noticed blood on his leg and shaft. Brows converged as he sank into the water. Had she been a virgin? His heart thundered as he rushed through his bath. No, he didn’t sleep with virgins. Avoided them like the plague actually.
Was that why she left? He’d not been extremely gentle as he would have been had he known.
He dressed with haste and hustled to the blanket he’d worn upstairs. Before the fire, he frowned even more upon his discovery of blood on the material, which had been under them last night. He groaned and rubbed his eyes.
“Everything okay, my lord?” Berry asked from behind him.
Wadding up the blanket, he threw it to the side. What was he going to say, ‘I’m fine, just slept with a virgin?’ He ignored Berry’s query and asked his own.
“Who told you?”
“Hard to keep a secret in this house, my lord.” Berry gathered the blanket he’d just tossed.
“Make ready for London. I want to leave as soon as possible.”
“Right away, my lord.”
“Stop calling me that, Berry,” he snapped.
Silence met his demand and when he glanced up he found he was alone. Frustration welled up within him. He had other things to do, more pressing issues, yet all he wanted to do was find Najja. And discover the truth.
A virgin. He had been her first. He wanted to be her last as well.
The darkness hadn’t been chased away yet when he entered the breakfast room yet the sideboard sat laden with food. No Adryses though.
Lord Adrys and his family entered as he finished up his meal. He gave them a nod.
“Morning, Colin,” Adrys said on his way to the standing silver pot that held coffee.
“Morning.” He glanced over the women. “Ladies.”
“My deepest condolences on your losses,” Adrys said.
He didn’t even ask where or from whom they got the news. “Thank you.”
Colin moved his gaze back to Jo who sat at the other end of the table. Her expression confused him a bit. Where was Najja?
“My lord,” Abel said appearing at his side. “Your carriage is ready.”
“Thank you, Abel.” He downed the remainder of his coffee and pushed to his feet. “I regret I must leave. Stay as long as you need.”
Farewells over, he headed for the front door, dreading this trip to London. Jo’s voice halted him before he could leave.
“Lord Clifton,” she said.
He faced her, allowing his heavy overcoat to settle upon his shoulders. “Colin,” he corrected, accepting the offered gloves from Abel and pulled them on. He had been Colin to her before he came into the title and would continue to be so.
“I just wanted to thank you…for everything. Accepting Najja along with all of us.”
I accepted her all right, right into bed. But it hadn’t even been a bed, he’d taken her on a chaise. Correction, taken her virginity on one.
She wrung her hands together and shrugged her shoulders. “I hope to see you again, Colin.” Jo dipped a curtsey and slid back into the breakfast room.
There sat this huge urge to seek out Najja. No. He was now the Earl of Clifton and he had to get to London. Find out what happened and get the affairs in order. Then turn his attention to the fact one of his own relations hired men to kill him.
Information he’d not have gotten without Najja. The man had been terrified of her, flinching at her slightest touch. How she did it or what she’d said to him, Colin had no idea. He just got the results.
Smothering a groan, he trudged out into the frigid winter morning and climbed into the waiting carriage to be drawn by a matching pair of grays. Their arched necks, pricked ears, and pawing hooves made him smile despite the gravity of the current situation.
The door swung shut and he rapped on the ceiling, with a smooth motion they were underway. He stole a peek past the drawn curtain as they headed off and had to restrain himself from ordering a halt.
In front of the stable, he spied Najja upon Fineas. Her attention was on the stable hand and it bothered him. He wanted it on him. Alone. In the next breath she lifted her head and his gut clenched with need and something else. Something more. Then he could no longer see her. The rolling conveyance took him further from her and closer to the last place in the world he wished to be. London.
He dozed in between stops and had pulled his mask of control on when the carriage rocked to a stop before the family’s London seat. Cracking his neck, he alighted from the interior once the door had been opened, nodded his thanks and glanced up at the driver.
“Get warm, Tobias.”
“Aye, milord.” With a flick of the reins they moved on and he headed for the front door.
The large house looked less than inviting. He hated it here. Miserable childhood. Mentally ready, he barely slowed when the door opened silently. A footman appeared and he handed off his hat, coat and gloves.
His parents’--well, mother’s now--butler stood there watching him, a cold expression on his narrow face. Not a lot had changed since childhood. Except for the fact Colin was no longer intimidated by him.
He arched a brow and held the reed-thin man’s gaze. “My mother?” he asked in a tone that could rival the outdoors for its chill.
“In the receiving room, my lord. She has a visitor.”
Only this man could make “my lord” sound like a disease. His own tone cold, like winter. Colin didn’t respond just made his way to the door of the receiving room. Without knocking he entered. The look had changed since his last visit but it couldn’t take away the memories.
His mother, clad in black, glanced up at the intrusion. Her red-rimmed eyes widened at the sight of him. The person with her he didn’t recognize so he put his gaze back on his mother. She looked frail. Henrietta Faulkner, Countess Clifton.
“Colin,” she gasped, her hand, which clenched around a black lace handkerchief, hovered over her mouth.
The next moment she had him in a surprisingly strong embrace. A shock, for he couldn’t recall the last time she’d even hugged him. He returned the sign of affection, his heart tightening in an odd way.
When she stepped back, he expected her to make some cutting remark about his longer than fashionable hair, the earring, or how this entire fiasco was his fault. She did none of those things. Instead she took his hand and led him toward a loveseat.
“This is my son, Colin, Earl of Clifton. Colin, this is Lady Penelope Hurst.”
He bowed. “Madam.”
Lady Hurst was as wide as his mother thin. Blonde hair pinned up under a dark blue hat. Her eyes a softer hue of blue and gentle.
She got to her feet and said, “I will be by tomorrow, Henrietta. Send for me if you need me.” Her gaze swung to him. “My lord.” With agility her size belied, Lady Penelope Hurst swept from the room.
“Sit,” his mother said, tugging him down beside her.
“I am sorry, Mother.” He spoke in soft tones.
“As am I, son. For a great, great many things.” She sniffed. “I just do not know how…how…”
Her sobs tore out his heart. Without thought, he wrapped his arms around her and held her while she cried.
“We will figure it out,” he murmured. Even though he had a good idea of where--or rather who--it would lead back to.
After a few moments she pulled back and dabbed at her eyes. He could see the armor falling into place leaving him to face the woman who couldn’t be bothered with him as a boy. Cold. Calculating. Countess of Clifton. Dowager Countess now.
She rose to her feet and moved to the door where she paused. “A room has been prepared. I am glad you came, Colin.” She vanished.
Her final sentence had been so hushed for a second there he wondered if he hadn’t misheard. Colin cast a glance about the room. The bright colors that prevailed seemed out of place for the solemnity of the current situation.
By the window he peered out at the evening landscape. Even with the snow he couldn’t stop the lip curl at the thick black smoke in the distance. He missed home.
Leaving the room, he found the cold disapproving glare of the butler on him. Time to deal with this.
He stepped flush to the man, relishing in how the grayed head had to tip back to maintain eye contact. “Are we going to have a problem, Bolton?”
The man sniffed. “What problem would that be, my lord?”
“The fact you do not like me here and continue to stare at me like I am something from the bottom of your shoe.”
A faint flush tinged those pale cheeks.
“Well?” Colin demanded. “Because if we do it gets resolved now. Before the ceremonies.”
“No problem.”
“Good. Keep it that way or relinquish your position.”
Defiance sprang into Bolton’s gaze. “I am your mother’s butler.”
One brow arched. “I know. But now that I am the earl and am taking over all things, monetary included, I am the one who pays you. Or does not.” The warning fell clear. “The choice is completely up to you, Bolton. Just do not be foolish enough to assume I will tolerate shite from you because my old man treated me like it.” He strode to the stairs. “Send a bath to my room,” he ordered without looking back.
As he climbed, Colin took note of the condition of the household items. Upstairs wasn’t as nice as down. By all appearances, the old man had had money issues. He stopped a maid and got the room he had been given, ignoring the blatant offer in her eyes. It was warm, a fire burned in the hearth yet the rugs were worn thin in places.
He glanced up in surprise when the door opened and he heard Berry’s voice. Lines of strain were around his face as he directed the placing of Colin’s luggage.
“Trip okay, Berry?” he asked once they were alone.
“Yes, my lord.”
Biting back his instinctive response to that phrase he nodded. “Nothing else to be done tonight. Get some rest.”
“Aye commander.” Berry left as the tub and water came up.
Commander? He’d not been that in a very long time. Something must have been on Berry’s mind for that slip to occur. Another fact he filed away to deal with later.
He was exhausted. The past few days had been wearing to be sure. The trip, the news, the ride here and the time with Najja. He needed a bed.
Which he got to with rapid succession. Najja was the last thing he thought about and the first when Berry woke him the following morning.
The next couple of days kept him even busier causing him to fall into bed exhausted every night. Finally the day of the funerals arrived. Snow fell, dusting his black coat as he stood ramrod straight beside his mother.
Back at the house, he remained near his mother, accepting the condolences and ignoring the whispers his presence created. He had just buried two brothers and a father and yet some people still watched him, almost unsure of what he would do next.
“Lord Clifton,” a soft voice said from beside him.
He pleasantly found Lady Adrys there. “Lady Adrys. Thank you for coming.”
She took his hand and squeezed. “If I can be of any help.”
“Thank you.” He peered about the room, getting snatches of muted conversations before meeting her gaze again. He had no practice or patience for these kinds of things. Disappointment filled him when he didn’t see either Najja or Jo. Lord Adrys was across the room speaking with the Duke of Kelley.
“Jo sends her regards.”
What about Najja? “Thank you. Please excuse me, I should check on my mother.”
“Of course.” One final squeeze and she released his hand, heading off to seek her husband’s side.
He melted through the gathering to his mother, running his hands down his black waistcoat. As she rose, Bolton announced the meal was ready. Henrietta took his hand briefly before sliding hers to the crook of his arm. He escorted her to the table and waited until she’d been seated along with the other women before taking his own seat, at the head of the table.
As the clanking of silver combined with the din of conversation, he tried to pay attention. However, his mind streamed through the information he’d uncovered since arriving in London. And that was continued once the house was again silent and her occupants abed with the single expectation of him.
He went to the study and sat at the large teak desk his father had used, recalling how he’d felt standing before it as a frightened boy then a defiant young man. Colin stared at the number of bank notes that had been piling up. Creditors had pounced like vultures when they learned he had come to town.
The amount of debt had staggered him. How had his father let this happen? Not to mention his brothers. He had meetings with the two mistresses tomorrow where he would inform them their lines of credit were subsequently cut off. Even his mother spent like everything was fine.
He ran a hand over his mouth and sighed. This was a huge mess and would take a bit to get out of. Shoving back from the pile of unpaid bills, he stalked to the fire then to the window. The moonlight shone down across the backyard, shimmered upon the hard crust and made him, for once, admire the beauty of his surroundings.
As before his night was filled with dreams of him and Najja. When he woke he hungered for her even more. He missed his country life, the estate work. The estate itself. Correction, his previous estate for he had another now. And he missed his Najja.
His.



Chapter Nine
Najja wiped the blood from her sais and returned them to her boots. Her heart pounded and she stared at the scene before her. She ached. Ignoring her own injuries, she moved with deliberate steps to the man who had yet to perish. He had a stomach wound, which he futilely tried to stop the bleeding on.
Anger churned in her gut. This had been close. Too close. Whomever was after Lord Adrys and his family had decidedly upped their game. More disguised accidents toward Jo had really begun to infuriate her. They’d stepped up the ones on Jo’s parents as well. She was exhausted. It was hard keeping all three of them safe.
Surveying the man who tried to pull himself from her, she willed herself calm. He had small eyes, weasel-like. His mouth, which had held a sneer at the beginning, showed panic and true fear. She blinked away the blood that dripped into her eye.
“Who?” she demanded standing over him.
“He will kill me.”
“You are already dead,” she stated dispassionately. “The question is will you suffer out here, unsure if you will succumb first to blood loss, the cold or an animal. Or,” she paused, “do you get a merciful death?”
“I have a family,” he sputtered, skin paling even more.
She felt no sympathy. “So did the one you tried to kill.”
The blood began to congeal in the cold and the man shivered even more. She saw the look on his face and crouched down.
“Who?”
“Sod off,” he spit with a bit of spirit.
Her own vision flickered and she stood. A final dismissive perusal of his form and she presented him with her back. Once on Fineas she directed him back to Kittle Manor and rode off without a look back at the trio of men who lay dead or dying.
Najja was weak upon their return. She had her hood up and kept her head down doing her best to hide her injuries. Her wounded arm hidden beneath the cloak. She turned the reins over to a waiting stable lad and began the walk up to the house.
Lord Adrys met her before she reached the warmth of Kittle Manor. He appeared harried and concerned. “Najja!” He hurried to her side and glanced at her face. “Oh no,” he said before sweeping her up into his arms. She opened her mouth to argue and the darkness took over.
Lids heavy, she dragged them open and saw green silk swags that hung from the thick posts of the large four-poster bed. Slow and cautious, she rotated her head and found Jo sound asleep beside her, the expression on her face explained why they shared a bed. Jo was worried.
With a deep breath she sat up. The room shifted a bit and she waited it out. Once everything calmed to rights, she swung her legs over, grateful to find she wore clothes.
With a dry throat and gritty eyes, she edged her legs closer to the floor. The chilly air caused her to shiver. Feet on the carpet she pushed away from the bed and headed for the chair which had her sais on it.
“Where do you think you are going?” Jo’s question stopped her. “Get back in bed, Najja,” Jo ordered.
She squeezed her eyes shut and opened them to see Jo directly in front of her. Blue eyes emblazoned with a mixture of concern and anger.
“Bed.” The command fell like ice.
Najja wanted to argue but the room began to spin again. Casting a final glance past Jo’s shoulder to where her weapons lay, she returned to the bed. Jo propped up some pillows behind her then without a word went and retrieved the sais, placing them at her side. She breathed a bit easier when her fingers travelled over the familiar leathered hilts.
“Why did you keep it from me?” Jo demanded, her voice tinged with hurt.
There was no point in lying, Jo knew now. Readjusting her body against the pillows, Najja sighed. “Lord Adrys asked me not to tell. He had no wish to worry either of you.”
Eyes glittered with indignation as she snapped, “I thought we were friends.”
“We are, Jo,” she replied with kindness. “But your father employed me.” She closed her eyes briefly. “If Father had not agreed for me to come this way, would you still be saying such things?”
“No,” Jo admitted. “I just thought…” she trailed off.
Najja didn’t respond. There was no need. She knew what Jo meant but it would be best if the young woman never forgot who--or what--she truly was.
“I will go get a tray for you.” Jo sounded defeated as she made her way to the door. She disappeared before Najja could conjure up a response.
Alone in the room, Najja gripped one sai and blinked away furious tears. Crying was not her forte. It wasn’t for the pain and suffering she’d experienced, it was for the pain caused by hurting Jo. A friend. Her one true one.
With angry flicks at her eyes, she erased any evidence of tears. Calling upon the fortitude, which had gotten her through twenty-six years of her life, she calmed herself. She turned her head and stared out the window. More snow fell and she got swamped with the craving--need--to get to a place she called home. To relax on a thick branch while the heat of the day sank into her. Where there weren’t black skies from burning coal as she would encounter in London. Where the danger was from certain wildlife, not other humans.
A sharp knock preceded the entire trio of Adryses. Hayworth entered first followed by his wife and daughter. Jo with a tray in her hand that she carried to the bed and set beside her. Lady Adrys wrung her hands and her face displayed her vexation. No flicker of emotion allowed, Najja met the sharp blue eyes of Lord Adrys.
The women joined her on the bed but she refused to drop the gaze that saw so much. For a brief spot in time the eyes were businesslike, not unlike Father’s. Until they softened.
“How are you feeling?” Hayworth questioned, drawing a large chair close and seating himself in it.
“Fine, my lord. Thank you.”
“Oh for heaven’s sake, Najja,” Lady Adrys said, “you just saved my husband’s life and risked your own. And I am not wrong in assuming it was not the first time either. You are family, stop being so bloody formal.”
The words snapped her gaze from husband to wife. One, Lady Adrys said “bloody” and two, she’d never heard such ferocity from her before.
Blonde hair normally drawn back in an elegant coif had been loosely gathered at the base of her neck. Lady Adrys also had circles under her eyes. The viscountess crossed her arms and shot glares between her and Hayworth.
How long have I been asleep?
“No more secrets, Hayworth. Tell us what is going on. All of it.”
Najja had never known Lady Adrys to have such grit. As Hayworth adhered to his wife’s decree, Najja closed her eyes and allowed his deep voice to flow over her. A slender hand took the place of the sai handle. She knew it was Jo. The girl was extremely tactile. Regardless, the contact comforted her.
The conversation went on around her and while she wasn’t required to talk it was nice to be included. Sleep raced upon her and she finally succumbed as Lady Adrys continued to tell her husband just how upset she was for his high handed way of handling things.
She woke later to find Jo asleep beside her and Lady Adrys seated in the chair Lord Adrys had occupied previously. Her hair hung over her right shoulder in a thick braid. The room lit by firelight and candles felt comfortable.
Blue eyes stared unblinkingly at her. With another look at Jo, Najja faced the woman in the chair. The Viscountess, Lady Honoria Adrys.
“Are you hungry?” she asked with soft articulation. “Or thirsty? You fell back asleep before eating before.”
“No my lady, thank you though.”
“Najja,” she shifted on the seat, moving toward the edge. “What you did…what you sacrificed.”
Najja began to feel uncomfortable. “I did my job,” she insisted wanting there to be no gratitude. Those traitorous tears began threatening again.
Honoria compressed her lips into a thin line. “I know we are not that close but even I can see how important you are to our family. I have known you for years, Najja, and never once in all that time, have I ever expressed my gratitude for keeping my daughter safe. I am ashamed of that.”
Najja began to shake her head only to stop when Lady Adrys pinned a look on her that she knew to mean hush and listen. Adjoined to her uninjured side lay a still Jo. So Najja listened. Not that Lady A would have it any other way, she observed.
“You are a part of our family, Najja. Our second daughter. No matter what you say that is how it is. So thank you, for not letting them take my family from me,” a pointed glare at her, “any of them.” She got up and approached the bed. “Do not ever scare me like this again, or I will…well, not sure what but it will be something.”
Najja sat there speechless as Honoria Adrys pressed a kiss to her cheek and left the room.
“Told you Mama loved you,” Jo murmured her voice laced with sleepy humor.
“Go to sleep, brat,” she said with tired affection.
A hand squeeze was Jo’s only response. Najja fell back asleep soon after.
The sun had risen when she opened her eyes next. Jo still slept and she left the bed as quietly as possible. Dressed, she slipped from the room and asked a maid where Lord Adrys could be found. Each step she took she felt her confidence return. At the study door, she knocked.
“Enter.”
She did and closed the heavy door behind her.
“Najja.” He got up from his chair and approached her. “Should you be up and about?”
“I am of no use lying abed.”
His eyes hardened briefly before he led her to a large chair by the roaring fire. He settled into the seat next to her.
“Are you okay to travel?”
“Of course. I hope I have not been the cause of a delay.” His glare told her what he thought of her comment. “I shall go pack.”
“Wait,” Hayworth said.
She sank back against the smooth upholstery and waited. Hayworth Adrys mimicked her action, hooked an ankle over a knee and began talking.
“We are heading for London today. I know this entire situation is not easy for you, Najja. And I know you want to return home.”
Home. Africa. No Jo. No Colin. Suddenly returning didn’t quite hold the same draw anymore.
Colin is far from my reach. I should forget him. Despite the pep talk she knew it to be an impossible task. There was a part of her that one man had reached and would be closed off to anyone else. It belonged to Colin and him alone.
“Since he is now the Earl of Clifton.”
Her attention returned to Adrys with a snap. “Wait, Mister Faulkner is now the Earl of Clifton?” How had she missed that?
“He got the news the night before we left his place and came here. The missus and I went to pay our condolences when we went to London.”
An earl. Definitely out of her league. The pieces fell into place as to their night in his study. Why he’d been drinking, he had gotten the news of the deaths that led to him acquiring the title.
“That is right,” she muttered. “I must have forgotten.”
Adrys lifted a brow at that but he let it go. She knew she had to be more careful. It wasn’t like her to forget things but lately when Colin’s name got mentioned all she could see were the memories of her experience in his arms.
“Once we get to London…”
She listened with half an ear to what he had planned. But in truth she had focused on the fact she would be close to Colin again.
 

“You cannot be serious!” Angelique Shover whined, her blue eyes snapping with indignation.
Colin leaned forward in the chair and arched a brow. “I am,” he assured the irate woman.
Angelique had been Griffith’s, his eldest brother, mistress. She had arrived this morning full of false sympathy and unwanted platitudes. An attitude that had definitely changed to anger.
“I have a certain way of life.”
“Yes and as of this moment it has nothing to do with me or my family.”
He noticed the instant she switched from anger to seduction. She pushed up from the chair, her white ermine slithered to the floor, leaving her in a tight, low-cut day dress. Attire that left a direct view of her ample bosom.
“Perhaps we could come to our own agreement,” she said, her voice a throaty purr.
He didn’t even attempt to hide his condemnation. “Our arrangement is we have none and I am no longer paying for my brother’s whore to live off my money.”
Her creamy complexion became mottled, eyes flashed with rage. “The rumors of you were true, you truly are a cold bastard.”
“Bolton will see you out,” he remarked without emotion, flicking his hand in a dismissive gesture.
When the door closed he groaned before massaging his temples. The entire thing was a mess.
“Colin.”
He looked up to see his mother there, clad in bombazine, a black lace kerchief in one gloved hand. In a smooth motion he got to his feet.
“Mother.”
She approached the desk and perched on the edge of a chair. He sat back down. “You should not be entertaining guests so soon. We just buried your father and brothers.”
Biting back his irritation, he strove for a calm response. He replaced the quill and laced his fingers together.
“I am not entertaining, Mother. I am trying to pay off all this debt that Father, Griffith and Michael accrued. And yours. You have not a sixpence to scratch with, Mother. Neither did Griffith or Michael. And yet they each kept a mistress as well as running on tick to keep up the appearance of being a wealthy earl’s son.”
Her eyes widened then narrowed in disbelief. “No.”
“Yes,” he replied immediately. “Bottom line, you have no money. You are rolled up.”
She gasped like a fish but he had no sympathy. “I am trying to fix it all so if I do improper things, too bad.” He waved at the notes before him. “All of these are asking for their money. This is a small pile.”
“He never said a word, just that he did not want to upkeep the house for it would keep me from entertaining.”
That didn’t surprise him and he kept his comment to himself. But the weathered exhaustion on her face changed his mind.
“You need to think about where you want to reside. If you wish to remain here, fine, if not tell me where.”
She wadded up the lace and cocked her head. “After everything…why?”
A question he’d asked himself numerous times as he’d stared in silent horror at the surmounting issues he’d just inadvertently inherited. So, Colin, a man who’d never received true affection from his family, replied with candor.
“Because you are my mother.” He left it at that, opting to keep his emotional change private. Najja wasn’t something he was ready to share yet.
His mother stood and he picked up the pen. “I have a few more things to attend today but then I would like to talk to you about Cousin Chambers.”
Her thin brows converged briefly before her head bobbed in agreement. “Of course.” She retreated as silently as she’d entered.
The expression on her face betokened no fear just genuine curiosity as to his reasoning. Bolton knocked and at his command stepped inside with Michael’s mistress in accompaniment. Smothering a groan he waved the raven-haired woman to a chair as Bolton retired. A deep breath and he began.
At the end of the day he escaped back to the study and poured himself a drink. The house was filled with family who’d arrived for the funeral and had yet to depart. After his talk with his mother about Cousin Stephan Chambers he’d needed to be away from everyone. His head pounded like he stood near the firing cannons onboard his ship.
Drink in hand yet still untouched he migrated to the window. Outside another storm blew. Snowflakes gathered on the panes showcasing the fury of Mother Nature. It reminded him of the storm he and Najja ventured through.
Najja.
He wanted to see her. Somehow he knew she would understand his feelings. How was it possible to miss someone so much? A person whom by all rights shouldn’t even turn his head. But Najja had. More than that, she had taught him to care about someone. Taught him to let someone in.
And since Francesca that had ceased even being a slight option.
He sighed and drained his drink in one swallow. Najja. How great would it be to curl up next to her feminine body on these cold nights? His body reacted to the mere possibility and he turned from the window and moved to the fireplace, walking across the rug. A new one he’d purchased along with the other household items he’d had brought in.
The old and worn items had been replaced and the house looked as it should have. Tomorrow he was moving to his new home. Or what would be the new Earl of Clifton’s London residence, on Park Lane in Mayfair.
His mother had expressed her desire to remain here so he would pay for that as well as provide her with a generous stipend considering the jointure she should have had been awarded at her husband’s death had long since disappeared.
Berry had been hiring a staff for the Clifton place, one less thing for him to worry about. And despite it being winter and him just having buried family, there were invitations to parties.
He plunked down the empty glass and trod to the door. Most had retired for the night and he was of the mind to do so as well. His dreams were restless and when he woke in the morning he again found himself struck by how great his desire to return to the country.
By mid afternoon he sat at his brand new highly polished desk, made from cherry in his new home. A small curl of his lips the only indication his thoughts had taken a side road to the business at hand. He imagined laying Najja back and coming home between her thighs.
Thrusting hard.
Stroking deep.
His shaft pressed tight inside his trousers. Shaking his head, he focused back on Berry and what he currently spoke about.
A knock interrupted them.
“Enter.”
Archer, his new butler for the townhouse opened the door. Archer happened to be Abel’s son.
“My lord, a man is here to see you.” He stepped forward and held out the salver.
Upon the small silver tray sat not a visiting card but a note. Opening it he read the short message and flashed his eyes back to Archer. “Bring him in.”
“Very good, my lord.” He headed noiselessly to the door.
“Archer?”
“My lord?” The man faced him, already with the poise his father had.
“This man is always allowed in, even if I am not here. He is to be treated as family.”
No expression just a crisp nod. “Very good, my lord.” Then he was gone and moments later, Wilkes entered the room. Wilkes walked straight to the side table and poured himself a drink, downed it and poured another.
“Help yourself,” Colin said drolly.
“Thanks,” Wilkes stated without aplomb. “Berry, good to see you.”
“Mr. Wilkes. Good to see you, sir.” Berry glanced at him and stood.
“No, stay, Berry,” Wilkes instructed. “What I need involves you as well.”
Colin was intrigued. Wilkes was his best friend and after his father squandered all their money he’d never once accepted help. Wilkes had money but Colin would bet he hadn’t any clue just how much. Particularly since Colin had gone ahead and invested it for Wilkes..
“What do you need, Wilkes?” he asked as Berry retook his seat.
He strode close to the desk and placed large hands on it. “I need Berry here to clean me up. Like you my friend, the time has come for Trystan Wilkes to return to Society.”
Colin got up and poured himself a drink before leaning against the table and staring at his friend. Ankles hooked, he drank half the amber liquid.
“You look about as excited as I was.”
Wilkes shrugged. “Orders are orders.”
He nodded. Wilkes worked for the Crown. Berry knew all about it and had done some medical work on him a time or two.
“Whatever you need,” he stated with all honesty.
“Excellent. I have a townhouse in Belgrave Square.”
Colin pursed his lips and reclaimed his seat. “Do you like it there?”
“Why?”
“Live on Park Lane.”
Wilkes snorted. “How?”
“You have money, Wilkes. I have been investing what you give me.” He reclined and laced his fingers behind his head. “You make plenty.”
Wilkes sat in a chair beside Berry. “How much?”
Unlocking a drawer, he withdrew a small ledger and tossed it at Trystan. He watched his friend’s expression. Shock, awe, astonishment and amazement.
“Welcome back, Mr. Wilkes.”
Wilkes turned to Berry and rattled what he required and with no hesitation the man got up and left. Colin took no offense for Berry was invaluable like that. While Berry set off to settle that bit to rights, Archer sent for clothes.
For the rest of the day, Colin turned away callers and watched as his friend transformed from a man who fit at home in the rankest tavern to one who should be at White’s or Almack’s.
The beard and moustache had been removed, the hair cleaned and cut, although left slightly longer than fashion dictated but then he and Wilkes had always been ones who didn’t adhere to the rules. Along his jaw line sat a wicked scar which had been hidden by the beard, but it only added to the brooding aura Wilkes had.
Dinner was shared as they caught up. It had been a while since they’d been able to discuss something other than work. After they’d retired to the study and sat near the roaring fire, Wilkes posed a question.
“What about Najja?”
Colin stared past the dancing flames and mulled over his answer. The thought of lying flashed briefly in his mind but he’d never done so and wasn’t about to start.
“I slept with her.”
“That does not surprise me.”
“The night I learned I was the new earl.”
Wilkes’ blue eyes widened. “That does. And?”
He shrugged. “And what? She was gone come morning.” One hand fiddled with his gold hoop. “I think she was a virgin.”
“Shite.”
“Exactly.” He sighed. “I have not talked to her since.”
Of all the things, Colin expected what he got wasn’t even close. Wilkes began laughing. Colin scowled at his friend until he managed to get a hold of himself.
“Do you care to explain what is so funny?”
“You,” he managed between breaths. “You are acting like a love-struck chit. Your face screams of the desire to see her again.”
“Sod off, Wilkes.”
He held up his hands, laughter spilling from his eyes. “Go see her.”
“Not something I can manage right now, Wilkes. I happen to be a bit busy with things here then I am going after the one who tried to kill me.”
With those words the atmosphere changed. All joviality vanished.
“What did you find?” Wilkes asked.
The rest of the evening passed with him filling Wilkes in on it all and what he’d learned. His dreams that night were rough. They centered around Najja and his inability to save her. He awoke struggling not to cry out and found Berry over him.
“What?” he bit off.
“You have a visitor, my lord.”
Colin glanced at the clock and cursed. He’d overslept for it neared noon. Wiping the grit from still tired eyes, he sat up and left the bed. Cranky from lack of decent sleep, he pushed into the drawing room and froze at the sight before him.
Viscount Chambers and his family occupied the room.
“Hello cousin,” Stephan said, his small beady eyes staring at him from deep within his fleshy face.



Chapter Ten
Najja followed behind Jo and Lady Adrys as they navigated through the snowy sidewalks in Mayfair. They’d been in London for almost a week and Jo had been going crazy. But then, so had she.
The day’s weather bit at her exposed skin like pinpricks. She felt sorry for the old servant who had to wait with the carriage. Although the streets were mostly quiet she never let down her guard. She still had no clue who was after Hayworth and his family.
She trailed them into a modiste and watched Lady Adrys explain what they were after to a woman with a thick French accent. A fake accent.
“Look at all the fabrics, Najja,” Jo said halting beside her.
Her animated tone almost got a smile.
“There are certainly a lot. Are there colors you like more?”
Jo moved to a bolt of sapphire blue fustian. “This…is beautiful.”
“Josephine, come try some things on,” Lady Adrys ordered.
Najja went too and sat with Lady Adrys during Jo’s fittings. She did her best to stay unobtrusive but it wasn’t easy to do. The Adryses were a hot topic in Society at the moment. The main reason they were out shopping today. They’d received an invite to a winter party. So Lady Adrys decided new frocks were in order.
It was early evening when they returned to the Adrys house. Najja cried off and headed to her room. She pulled out the leather she had been given and got to work on finishing up her new shirt. She barely blinked when the door swung open and Jo bounded in.
“There you are! Why did you not join us for the meal?” Jo sank to the floor beside her.
“I had some other things to finish up. Put that down.” She glanced up and made sure Jo placed her sai back down. “Should you not be readying for bed?”
Jo ignored her and stretched out on the rug next to her. “What are you making?”
With an eye roll, she put her attention back to the leather in her hand and continued making nice even stitches. “A shirt.”
“You do such a good job, Najja. I could never do that.”
“Jo, you can do anything. It only takes practice.”
She scoffed. “I do not think any amount of practice will make me good at embroidery.”
Najja struggled not to laugh. Jo had a valid point. Her attempts garnered her bloodstained cloth and injured fingers.
“This is not embroidery.” She put down her shirt and picked up another smaller item. “Here. Sew this. Leave this much extra.” She showed Jo one stitch. “Keep it like that, there is no need for perfection. Just sew.”
So they did. Jo lay on her belly sewing a pouch while Najja sat cross-legged and worked on her new shirt. After Jo finally went to bed, Najja headed for the servants’ hall, the room where they took their meals.
Fowler, the butler, and Mrs. Tenwhyse, the housekeeper, were in there. They both fell silent at her approach. Their gazes weren’t friendly however neither were they hostile. She could care less if they liked her though, she’d been hated plenty.
“Good eve, Miss Najja,” Fowler said, stirring his tea.
“Good evening, Mr. Fowler. Mrs. Tenwhyse.” She faced the housekeeper. “Mrs. Tenwhyse, I was wondering if there happened to be an extra needle I might use.”
The woman sipped her drink before touching the lace cap on her head. She nodded. “I can get you one.” She paused. “Come morn.”
“Thank you,” she replied with a curtsey. “Good night to you both.”
Najja left and grabbed her cloak before slipping to the back door where she hesitated. It wasn’t snowing so her tracks would be visible. She frowned but snuck back up to her room, bypassing a maid enclosed in a passionate embrace with a footman.
Seemed everyone was finding love. Not that she begrudged them. No, more like she envied them. She experienced love and now she had lost it.
Colin. She slid into her bed and closed her eyes willingly entering a world where she and Colin had more than one single night.
In the morning, she accompanied Jo to the parlor where a dour-faced man waited to give her lesson on the piano. Silent she sat in a chair and pretended to be invisible.
Mr. Spindle was not a very pleasant man. Nothing Jo did seemed to please him.
“Sit up straight!” he snapped for what seemed to be the hundredth time, cracking a ruler in his palm directly by Jo’s ear.
“I am!” Jo thundered back obviously having reached her breaking point.
“This is wrong. All wrong.” He waved his hands around for emphasis. “You are slovenly and have no ear for--”
“Enough,” Jo interrupted him. She got off the bench and squared off with the man.
Najja left her chair and moved up from behind, just in case.
“You mannerless chit,” he bit off all trace of his French accent gone. “A proper woman learns to play by letting the teacher do his job.”
Jo propped her tightly fisted hands on her hips and glared. “And if the teacher is incompetent? Then what?”
“In…incompetent?” he sputtered. “I am highly sought after.”
“Not sure why,” she sneered. “You only yell and have deplorable French. Do you even speak the language?” Jo tapped her foot. “Do you know what an odious man you are? And how bad you smell?” she demanded in French.
Najja fought back her laughter. The man didn’t seem to get the questions. His face grew red with rage.
“I thought not,” Jo crowed. “We are finished. See yourself out.”
When the man reached for Jo, Najja spoke up.
“That would not be advisable.”
His calculating gaze swung to her and she knew he’d forgotten she had resided in the room. In less than a heartbeat his anger and embarrassment had refocused upon her. Derision flooded his gaze.
“This is of no concern for you, servant.”
“It will be if you try to lay a hand on Miss Adrys.” She maintained a composed tone.
His nose flared and he stepped toward her, she read the menace in his eyes. She blinked and copied his movement, effectively positioning herself in front of Jo.
“Are you threatening me?” he demanded, sounding all kinds of affronted.
“Not at all, Mr. Spindle,” she remarked. “I do not make threats.” The promise laced her tone and she knew he understood.
He huffed and glared behind her and said, “See what happens when you grow up in a place without civilization? You become a savage!” Mr. Spindle stomped out.
Jo hollered after him, “You could not teach a fish to swim you damn—”
“Jo!” Najja reprimanded cutting her off regardless of speaking French.
“What? Do not pretend to disagree with me, Najja. You know I am right.” She fumed. “He called me a savage!”
“Hardly the point, Jo. Now practice.”
Jo harrumphed but sat back down on the oak bench. Najja slid beside her and laid her hands against the keys. “You have a great ear for music, Jo. Why do you fight it so hard?”
Jo hit a few keys. “You play better.”
“Perhaps but you also play the harp and the viola.” Najja stared at her friend before nudging her with a shoulder. “Play with me.”
“Play what?”
“Who cares. Close your eyes and play.”
So they did. When the music stopped, clapping took its place. Najja opened her eyes to find Lord Adrys leaning against the end of the piano.
“Papa,” Jo said affectionately. “When did you arrive?”
He smiled at his only child. “Not long after Mr. Spindle stormed out.” Hayworth frowned even thought his eyes held traces of humor in them. “You cannot act like that, Jo.”
“He called me a savage!” she cried again.
Whatever her father was about to divulge was contained. He stroked his moustache. “Your mother wishes to see you, Jo.”
With a quick hug for her and a kiss for her father, Jo hastened out of the music room. Hayworth looked at her and she waited for him to speak. “He said you threatened him.”
She played a melody she’d learned years ago eyes on her fingers as they danced along the ivory keys. “I do not make threats.”
“You know what I mean.”
Without breaking off the music, she licked her lips and met his eyes. Eyes identical to his daughter’s. “I am here to keep Miss Adrys safe. I stopped him from reaching for her with anger in his expression and body language.” Ending her song she rose from the seat. “Would you like me to leave?”
He stared at her, an affronted expression on his face. For a few charged moments he stared at her before sliding closer, his hand skimmed across the polished top of the piano until it came to an edge.
She held his gaze, her head tipped back in order to do so. His expression confused her, she could sense his displeasure but she had no clear understanding if it was directed at her or himself. He reached out and captured her chin between his thumb and forefinger.
“You will always have a place in my house, Najja. We look upon you as family.”
Then he walked away without a look back. The door closed shutting her in the room. Family. A single word which struck fear into her. The idea so grand, so tempting.
So forbidden.
No matter what they said, she did not belong. With a deep sigh she stood and stepped away from the piano. Her fingers lingered lovingly upon the keys before she shook her head at such fanciful thoughts and strode briskly to the door. There were things to do. Not time for frivolous dreams.
A week later she sat back in the music room while Jo learned how to dance. She observed with half an eye since the teacher was an older gentleman who was very respectful. So she kept the majority of her attention upon the sewing in her hand.
Jo’s laughter made her smile. At least the child had become less reluctant to settle into life here in England. As she sewed, Jo learned the intricacies of the dances. When the session ended she and Jo relaxed before Jo’s night out. The women got ready for the winter ball and headed off in the carriage. Jo fidgeted during the ride and when they arrived she leaned forward and whispered words of encouragement to her friend. Then she focused on her job--keeping Jo safe. In the ballroom she skirted the edge until she got to a vantage point she preferred. Luckily, it was also where the other chaperones sat. Najja moved her chair a little further away and sat, alone with all senses alert.
For the first part of the night, things were pretty mundane. However nothing could have prepared her for when a tingle ran up her spine. The women near her gasped and tittered.
Eyes lifted and her breath caught in her throat. Across the room from her, the object of everyone’s attention stood the newest Earl of Clifton. Colin Faulkner.
 

The chatter seemed to quiet when he and Wilkes were announced. Sharing a look with his friend, the men separated and he headed toward their hostess, ignoring the numerous gasps that followed his progress.
Dowager Duchess Haversham was near to his mother in age. She spoke as she saw fit and none dared to contradict her. Forgiving her eccentric behavior because of wealth, age, or perhaps both. Her diminutive size mislead many into making the wrong assumption thinking she was a weak woman, or an easy mark. Nothing could be farther from the truth.
He paused before her and sketched a bow. “Your grace.”
She pinned him with her sharp blue eyes. They were full of calculating light. Her fingers flexed on the handle of her cane.
“Clifton,” she hesitated. “I think we should talk. Escort me to my seat.”
He did as she bade, not giving the mothers with her more than a nod. They sat down after passing some open chairs until she’d found the seat she desired.
“I see you cleaned up Wilkes.”
Colin stretched out his legs and flicked a disinterested glance over the young misses who had a hard time keeping their eyes off him. “He did that all on his own, Your Grace.”
Whack! She smacked him in the shin with her white cane.
“Do not be impertinent, boy.”
He struggled not to rub the stinging pain away.
“You know the mothers will be coming after you. Especially since they printed how much you are worth a year.”
Colin stared at her. Christ, had they really done that? He knew he was in real trouble, for although an earl he was worth more than some dukes.
“Well that was nice of them,” he remarked drily.
The duchess pinched the bridge of her nose and stared at him. “How is your mother doing?”
The abrupt change of topic almost threw him. “She is taking each day as it comes.”
“Hard it is, to go through what she did.”
He chose not to respond. For a few moments they sat in silence. While they sat there he mulled over his afternoon. It bothered him that Viscount Chambers had come to the house and brought his family. Like that would have stopped him from doing what he did. As it was, it had taken most of his control not to wrap his hands around Stephen’s fat neck. He hadn’t, opting instead to send for the authorities and having them take the man away. It had not been a pretty scene. Then there was the fact as Stephen was being taken away, Stephen had hollered to him it was far from over. He’d also had the man’s family removed from the house.
“Punch,” she said.
He blinked and focused back upon her. “Pardon, Your Grace?”
“I would like some punch.”
The hint not so subtle and he immediately rose to his feet. “I shall return with some.”
She waved him off with one gloved hand. He strode with ease to the table and retrieved the requested cup of punch. Turning, he found a blonde standing there staring at him. With deliberate slow perusal he allowed his gaze to trail over her body from the fillet in her hair and down her emerald green dress which exposed the tops of her creamy breasts.
Her skin had a flush to it when his eyes sought hers again. Colin almost winked but figured that may very well send her into a swoon, so he barely inclined his head at her before maneuvering around her and back to the duchess.
“Did you see her?” a feminine voice asked. The hushed question slowed him and he paused, hidden by a pillar. “Her skin is so ‘tan’ from living in that heathen country for so long.”
Jo. They were talking about Jo. Protective instincts rose fast and swift within him.
“I…I think she is beautiful,” another said timidly.
“Oh, do shut up, Clara. She has not even been asked to dance all night. They are probably scared she has no manners.”
“They want her married,” a third female said.
“No way.” The venom coating those words made him frown. “We grew up here, she is an outsider. Even if her father is a viscount, we get first pick. Well, except for you, Clara, you are dowdy.” The other girls laughed while one set of feet scurried away.
“Who are you wanting, Sara?”
“The richest of course. Mama said today that was the Earl of Clifton. He is worth four of the Duke of Wimpleton. And younger too. I am a good catch for him.”
Colin rolled his eyes and continued on. He handed the punch over and sat again.
“Did you get lost, Clifton?”
“No, ma’am. I figured I should not scare everyone in my path.”
“Waylaid by the chits who do not want to wait for the Season?”
Duchess Haversham had the right of it. He scanned the room and spied who he looked for. “If you will excuse me,” he said, getting to his feet.
“By all means.”
Eyes upon Jo, he made his way toward her. As he neared his ears identified the girls who’d been speaking badly about Jo. He knew he should wait for an introduction but he’d never been one for propriety. Plus, they’d already met.
Jo spoke to a young girl who was heavier than most near them. Clara, he reasoned. The other group of girls fell silent as he approached. The middle one, he pegged as Sara. Hers was a cold beauty. She vied for his attention, head tilted just so, coy look in place, and her breast more exposed than others, while not quite scandalous, it bordered upon it. Her eyes told him she expected him to make her acquaintance, proper or not. After all, he was a wealthy titled lord.
He ignored her, easily dismissing her with nothing more than a glance. The young one talking to Jo trailed off as he arrived, her eyes going wide.
“Hello, Jo,” he said, well aware it was a personal greeting.
She rotated toward him and her large blue eyes filled with joy, although he could see the sadness behind that.
“Colin,” she said before blushing and dipping a curtsey. “I mean, Lord Clifton.”
The other girls moved closer.
“Nonsense. Family friends need not fall on such formality. It is good to see you again.” In his peripheral vision he saw Sara glance between the two of them and he knew the game had begun for the chit.
Jo flashed him a grateful smile. “And you. This is Miss Clara Field.”
The chubby girl blushed and gave a curtsey as well. “Good to m…meet you, my lord.”
He took her hand and bowed over it. “Clara,” he remarked softly. “A beautiful name for a beautiful woman.” His lips brushed the back of her hand. Catching Jo’s eye, he winked. “Care to take a stroll around the room, Jo?” He took her arm and led her off not really giving her a chance to refuse.
“Thank you,” she said quietly.
“Not quite what you expected, is it?”
“I hate it.” Her fingers tightened on the crook of his arm. “Everyone is so mean.”
“Welcome to London, Jo.”
She sighed. “I want to go home.”
He inhaled deeply, well aware of his own wish to leave London behind. On the heavenly perfumed air he caught a whiff of a scent which could make him lose all control.
Spiced roses and vanilla.
“Where is she?” he demanded in a low tone.
“Over here,” Jo stated, leading him to an unpopulated area of the room.
His heart thundered behind his ribs with enough force he wondered would they break. He had absolutely no idea of how it would be to be face to face with her again. There were no words.
Najja sat perched on the edge of her chair and from the expression on her face, she’d seen them coming.
“Look who I found, Najja,” Jo said happily.
She rose and smoothed her hands down the blue cambric of her gown. “Hello, Lord Clifton.” Najja bobbed a curtsey.
His fingers itched to touch her supple skin. Kiss along her limbs and indulge in her responses.
“Miss Najja.”
Jo repositioned herself by Najja but he only had eyes for the enchantress from Africa. The object of his desire.
“We need to talk,” he said, nails digging into his palms so he would keep his hands to himself.
She barely blinked. “I hardly think this is the proper place for that,” she replied in a composed tone.
“Then when?” He recognized the shift in her gaze. “No games, Najja or I will make damn sure to compromise you.” His words were edged with steel and he meant each one of them.
“As happy as this makes me to hear,” Jo interjected in a dry tone, “now is not the time. Besides I am ready to leave.”
Colin bit back a curse but knew Jo had the right of it. Now was not the time. Here, not the place. “I’ll walk you out.”
Jo almost refuted him but said nothing. They headed for the door.
Duchess Haversham who had a few people around her, stepped in his path. “Leaving already, Clifton?”
“No, your grace. I am seeing Miss Adrys to her carriage.
The woman lifted her brows. “I was not aware you knew Lord Adrys or his family.”
Glancing over the young women who’d upset Jo, he replied, “I am. We have bordering estates in the country. Miss Adrys and her family are very good friends of mine.”
The duchess smiled briefly. “And a good friend to have you would be. Clifton. Miss Adrys.”
Jo curtsied. “Your grace. Thank you for inviting me.”
“You must come by sometime and tell me about growing up in Africa. I would love to hear of your adventures.” And just like that, Jo had another ally in her corner.
“It would be my pleasure, your grace.”
“Good night, your grace,” Colin said encouraging his group to continue on.
They got two steps away. “Clifton.”
He turned. “Your grace?”
“Lunch tomorrow.”
He nodded. “I will be on time.”
“See that you are.” She cast a glance over a silent Najja then continued on her way.
Colin called for his carriage to be brought around and climbed in after the women. The door was about closed when it ripped back open. He never saw Najja move but she was suddenly between Jo and the person who’d yanked open the door. Trystan’s face popped in.
“Heading out?” he asked.
“Seeing Miss Adrys home.”
“Excellent.” The man jumped in without an invitation and settled beside him. “I was bored in there.”
Colin muttered, “Behave.”
The door closed and the carriage moved out. Inside the warmth and dark made him mull over what he longed to do to Najja. With Najja. For Najja. And truth be told none of those things had the other two in the carriage around.
“How do you like London?” Trystan asked.
“It…it is very different than I thought,” Jo responded.
“Jo, the man talking to you is my good friend Mr. Trystan Wilkes.”
“Nice to meet you, sir.”
“Trystan please. Colin tells me you lived in Africa most of your life.”
“Yes.” Jo’s voice took on the warmth it had been lacking. “Have you been?”
“I have. A few times.”
“I miss it, this place…England is so…dreary.”
Wilkes chuckled. “Give it a chance, there are some very beautiful things here.”
“Oh, forgive me, I did not mean to say this country was ugly. I…I…,” she broke off in a language he didn’t know. Trystan did.
Soon she and Trystan were talking and the closer they drew to Jo’s the surlier Colin’s attitude became. He hated not knowing this language. The carriage halted and when the door opened, Najja alighted before he could say anything to her. While Trystan assisted Jo down, Colin rounded on Najja.
“We need to talk, luv.”
The glow from the light hanging from the carriage allowed him to see her eyes. Large, pooling, and…emotionless?
“There is nothing to discuss.”
Rage swarmed him. “The hell!” Oblivious to who may be watching, he grabbed her arm and propelled her back into the frame of his carriage. “Do not force my hand on this, luv. How could you not tell me you were a virgin?” he demanded in a harsh whisper.
Finally some emotion. Her eyes widened and filled with uncertainty.
“Did you think I would not know?”
Her expression told him that’s exactly what she’d thought. It was odd to see her so flustered and unsure. However as fast as it appeared the uncertainty vanished like a puff of air.
“Thank you for the ride home, Lord Clifton.” She removed his hand from her arm and slipped around him.
“Wait,” he said, spinning on his heel and reaching for her again. The muscles in her arm flexed beneath his fingers but she didn’t pull away. Nor did she look at him.
He shrugged with the raging emotions inside him. She was so close and yet at the same time, unreachable. Swallowing his muttered oath, he released her arm and allowed her to trail Jo up the front steps. Trystan at his side.
At the door, Jo turned back. “Thank you, Colin. For everything. Good night, Mr. Wilkes.”
The women vanished inside. He remained silent until they had returned to the coach and were on their way back to Haversham.
“I can feel the tension rolling off you, Colin. What is the problem? Are you thinking about Chambers?”
He nodded. “I wish I knew what he meant about it not being over.” Colin shifted against the seat. “My life was so much simpler in the Navy.”
Wilkes laughed. “You will be a great earl, my friend, but that is not it, is it? What else is bothering you?”
He flexed his fingers and stretched out his long legs. “Najja is content to ignore the fact she was a virgin. I told her we had to talk.”
Trystan snorted. “That all?”
“I also told her I would compromise her if she continued to ignore me.”
“You can do no such thing. She is a servant. It would be a dalliance at best. You do not compromise them.”
Najja was so much more than a servant.
The carriage stopped and they climbed out. The Haversham House for the second time that night sat before them, brilliantly lit and full of people. Colin could hear stands of music pouring from the ballroom. He didn’t want to be here. Colin removed his gloves and slapped them against his leg in an agitated action.
“I was her first and by God I will be her last,” he vowed then yanked open the door and reentered the ball.



Chapter Eleven
Najja woke to vivid nightmares for the first time in years. Her body sat drenched in sweat and she had her weapons held before her. One in a defensive position and the other ready to deliver a kill shot.
Her hands shook as she lowered the sais to the mattress beside her. She ran a hand over her mouth and bolted from the bed, barely making it before she lost the contents of her stomach. On shaky limbs she got cleaned up and splashed some clean water on her face. She stared at her flickering reflection in the small mirror over the wash stand, courtesy of the fire which still burned in the hearth.
Calm yourself. Deep breaths.
She continued to tell herself that as she stoked the fire and returned to the bed. She stood beside it and honed in on her sais. Flames licked at her skin, lowering her more into her own private hell. Without another breath, she fit them in her hands and began a workout. More sweat poured but this time she pressed harder. Muscles burned and lungs screamed for respite yet she continued on.
A whisper of feeling alerted her to the fact she was no longer alone. She finished and paused, ingesting large breaths of air, filling her lungs until they no longer burned. Folding her legs, she sank to the thick rug and allowed the black steel to leave her grasp.
“Why are you awake, Jo?” she asked without glancing in her direction.
“I heard you scream.” Footsteps drew near. “Are you all right?” Jo’s tone was laced with concern.
Shame at being heard ran over her and she struggled against her embarrassment. “I am fine. Go back to sleep.”
Najja could feel Jo’s hesitation but she continued to sit rigid on the floor. Eventually Jo’s steps retreated and the door opened.
“Jo?”
“Yes, Najja?”
“Thank you for checking on me.” She met her friend’s gaze.
A tremulant smile lifted Jo’s lips. “Good night, Najja.” Jo’s farewell was in her native tongue and she responded in kind.
The moment she was alone again, she scooped up her sais and got to her feet. She shuffled to the window and sat on the cushion in the sill. Frozen until the first shafts of morning light sliced through the dark, Najja saw the snow still fell outside. Deep inside she couldn’t shake the feeling of dread that filled her from head to feet. Something was out there. Something or someone wanted to hurt the Adrys family. She had no clue why, who, or how. Helpless was not a feeling she did well.
“It makes no sense,” she muttered, her breath condensing on the window.
Najja climbed upon the bed and lay back down, wishing she could get more sleep. Tugging the blanket up, she closed her eyes and tried. It didn’t matter, even with one hand wrapped around a sai she found no rest to be had.
Not much later, she sought out Lord Adrys in his study, well aware of his early morning habits.
“Good morning, Najja. It…good Lord, are you feeling okay?”
“A rough night ’tis all. Thank you for inquiring.”
He appeared skeptical but kept his thoughts to himself. “What, then, brings you here so early?”
She approached the edge of his desk and stood there assessing the man she saw. His morning suit perfectly pressed, cravat tied in a way Beau Brummell could be envious of. His face, tanned from the years of exposure to Africa’s clime, watched her with unerring directness.
“What did you withhold from me?”
His eyes shifted slightly to the right before they refocused on her.
“Why do you think I did?”
She altered her stance yet refused to allow him to drop his gaze. Najja barely moved even though she wanted to demand. Since the fire at their house in Africa she’d felt a bit on edge. An unpleasant feeling that grew on a daily basis.
Except when she was with Colin. During those few and precious times she’d had alone with him, her soul had found peace. Those memories she would call upon and remind herself she had experienced true happiness.
“Tell me,” she said tonelessly.
His face displayed his distress. Hayworth rose and sat immediately before shoving his hand through his hair. Wordlessly he gestured to a chair and she lowered herself to the end of it.
“Before I met Honoria I was involved with this other girl.” He paused. “Elizabeth, daughter of the late Marquis of Plantar. She was…beautiful. And I loved her. Her father did not approve of me for he had already promised her to another. An aging duke.”
Najja waited, understanding he had to tell this at his own speed and in his own way.
“We had plans to elope and go to Greta Green. Someone found out and my father arranged for me to miss it. When I made it back to town I was told Elizabeth had been sent to the Continent.”
He reached for the glass of scotch on his desk, his hand shook and she placed her gaze back upon him.
“I think she is behind these attacks.”
“Why?” she asked, breaking her silence.
“I gave Elizabeth a bracelet. The very same one I got from the post along with a letter filled with anger. Full of how I abandoned her and left her to be humiliated alone.”
“So now she wants you to suffer like she did.”
His face crumpled. “Yes. I had hoped it a hoax but when the second message came, I knew it was real.”
A vindictive woman.
“Anything else? I need a description of her.” Her mind whirled with the possibilities this new information presented. In her experience, women had the potential to be just as nasty if not more so than men. And to be honest she’d paid more attention to men near Jo versus women.
Hayworth gave her the description of how she looked last time he saw her. She didn’t point out the nostalgia in his voice. He loved his wife, she knew this, but the way he spoke about the one who got away…
She stopped that line of thought for it had nothing to do with her.
“Is there anything else?” she questioned again once he’d fallen silent.
“That is all.”
She pushed to her feet and strode to the door. Before she left, Najja paused and spun back. “It may be prudent to have Jo remain close to home.”
Hayworth ran a hand over his mouth. “Keep her safe, Najja. She is my world.” A brief hesitation. “My entire world.”
She nodded, understanding completely, before she vacated the room. With a quick peek in the breakfast room, she headed to the music room once she was sure Jo wasn’t present. Heart heavy and mind racing, Najja made her way to the pianoforte. She strolled around the polished black object, her fingers trailing over the wood.
Eventually she migrated to the window. One shoulder against the curtain-shrouded pane she stared out at the snowy London morning. No snow fell for the moment but the sun had a hard time penetrating the gray clouds and the thick black coal smoke that puffed endlessly into the sky.
She focused on the frost sprinkling the glass and allowed her mind to drift along carried by a light wind. It went to Colin. Seeing him last night had been--
“Najja?”
Jo’s voice snapped her line of thought. Blinking, she glanced over her shoulder to see Jo standing there in a lovely green dress. Her hair done up in ringlets gave her an innocent air.
“Good morning, Jo.”
“You are up early, did you sleep well?”
Not a bit. Najja smiled and lied. “I slept fine. What do you have planned for today?”
She pursed her lips briefly. “Papa said he thinks I should stay in, he says it is too dangerous for me out there.”
Najja was grateful it had come from her father. Jo tended to listen to him more than her mother. “Good advice,” she remarked offhandedly.
Jo walked to her side. “I have a caller so I will be in the parlor.” She touched her arm and added, “It is Miss Clara from last night.”
That made her feel better. “Have a good visit,” Najja said.
Jo fairly skipped from the room, leaving her alone once more. Left to her own devices, Najja spent the reminder of the morning in her room. She popped her head in the parlor and found the young women chatting like old friends with a pot of chocolate and sweets between them. There was an invitation for her to join them but she declined, needing to be alone still.
Najja made her way back to the quiet solitude of the music room. She sat on the padded bench before the pianoforte, closed her eyes, and began to play. This was the one instrument she excelled at and she allowed her soul to pick the piece. It came from within. Not anything written anywhere. Her own creation, something that no one could take from her, not even Father.
Her instincts screamed to her and she ended up dancing her fingers over the smooth bone keys.
“You are a woman of many talents, Najja.” Colin’s deep voice wrapped around her, warming her like he held her.
Opening her eyes, she kept her gaze riveted upon her fingers where they sat against the keys, not confident to look at him. “What are you doing here, Lord Clifton?”
He emitted a low rumble and his arms, clad in crisp white sleeves, settled upon the piano. One on each side of her. He’d boxed her in. She could feel his body heat even through the material of her dress. Her senses swarmed under the onslaught of his masculine scent. She grew wet and fought the urge to shift on the seat.
“Colin,” he murmured. “My father was Lord Clifton.”
She ignored that. “Why are you here?”
She shivered at the teasing swipe of his tongue along the shell of her ear. He lowered his body so he sat on the bench beside her. With two fingers he lifted her head so their eyes could meet. Her breath caught in her throat as his incredibly vibrant green eyes captured hers.
Neither spoke. A few charged tics of time passed before he moved. Not slow and unhurried, no, he pounced. Struck fast, covering her mouth with his and taking what he wanted. His hands held her head, keeping her still as he ravaged her mouth.
She couldn’t move, even had she wanted to. Boneless, she sat there and reveled in his touch one more time. His tongue thrust along hers, rubbing and stroking. Making her lightheaded. This was better than a memory any day. The kiss ended and she stared at him, heart pounding hard in her chest. His eyes burned with fervent fire.
“Do not ever walk away from me again, Najja,” he ordered.
Realization slapped her in the face. What was she doing? The room could be entered at any time. Moving with swift alacrity she got out of his reach and had the large object between them. He followed her escape, a frown upon his face.
“Or run.”
Ignoring the demands her body made in regards to Colin, she met his gaze remaining where she had some distance between them. He looked so handsome, so rakish, so…everything she desired.
“What do you want?” she asked, grateful her voice didn’t waver.
His gaze intensified and she knew. He wanted her. Unfortunately, it couldn’t be so.
“What do you think?” He rose and began circumventing the piano toward her.
Every fiber in her told her to run and she ignored them. Much like she always did when it came to Colin Faulkner. He was her one weakness. The chink in her otherwise impervious armor.
“I think you being in here with me, alone, is highly inappropriate.” She focused on her hands briefly before her walls were refortified enough to meet his gaze again.
He lifted one shoulder in a laconic shrug she took to mean he didn’t care about that. “We need to talk. Sit down so we can talk or you can continue to try and avoid me touching you. But know this. I will catch you and when I do, talking will not be on my mind. I do not give a damn what room this is. I will strip your--”
“Stop,” she interrupted on a beg. Her body responded to the visual he’d given and had done so with powerful waves of lust. To hear him speak those words…almost her undoing.
He did but his eyes told her he had no wish to. Colin gestured and she walked to a padded bench along the wall. Where she’d sat while Jo was practicing. Perching upon the edge, she forced herself to breathe calmly when Colin sat beside her. His strong thigh pressed intimately against hers.
She swallowed and ignored the memories of her and him with no clothing barriers between them. The feel of his skin, the smell of it. And how he made her feel. Her palms grew sweaty and she tried to calm down her heart.
Colin leaned forward and rested his arms on his thighs. “Why did you not tell me, Najja? I could have hurt you. Did I hurt you?”
“No,” she said embarrassed to be discussing this. “It was not important to say.” With a burst of nervous energy she walked across the smooth floor to sit back on the bench before the piano. One hand idly moved upon some keys.
She could feel him behind her even though there was no sound. He didn’t sit, instead he leaned against the sturdy object to her left where they could see one another. Colin put his fisted hands upon the smooth black top. “Are you carrying my child?”
Had she not been sitting she would have fallen over. Her hands shook and she blinked rapidly a few times. Positioning her second hand on the keys as well she played softly. “No.” That single word birthed pain in her chest. “I am well aware how it would ruin your life if I were. I have no desire to do that.”
Bam!
She jumped at the sound of his palm smacking the wood. Jerking her gaze to his, she witnessed raw fury storming there. He certainly could be imposing. Colin took several deep breaths, his nostrils flared and he had a tic in his jaw. However when he spoke his tone was modulated. Cold and authoritative but modulated.
“Do you really think I give a damn about a title I never expected to have or even wanted?”
She refused to hold onto any hope. With a calm she didn’t feel, Najja glanced back down at her hands and played some more.
“I can assure you, I did not think on it at all.”
He grunted and before she could blink, he’d plucked her from the bench and placed her on the back part lid of the piano, which had been closed earlier. Wedging himself between her legs, he framed her face and plundered her mouth. Taking what he wanted.
All rational thought fled. The only thing that mattered was Colin’s kisses. So with a soft whimper she surrendered her will and gave herself to this man. A man she’d fallen in love with.
His fingers massaged her scalp as the kiss intensified. She grew damp with desire and squirmed closer, wrapping her legs around his lean hips, drawing him tight to her. The evidence of his arousal pressed against her core, not even her dress could keep it hidden from her.
She purred when she felt the touch of his hand glide over her calf, the bracers holding her sais, and on up to the tuck behind her knee. His fingertips and palm were rough and elicited another groan to escape.
Unable to stop herself, Najja twined her arms around his neck, allowing her fingers to delve into his thick silken hair. He dropped his other hand from her face and slid it up her leg until both his hands were high upon her spread thighs. Beneath the dress.
Tugging on his hair, she mewled when his seeking digits teased her damp curls. Fingers and tongue invaded her and all she could do was hold on for the ride. In and out they thrust, catapulting her into a tormenting rush of lust and craving.
He ended the kiss, pulling on her lower lip with his teeth sending a brief spike of pleasure/pain through her. Colin continued to pump his thick fingers within her, making it nigh impossible to concentrate. Her head fell back and he placed nibbling kisses along the column of her throat. She arched her back and pulled on his hair as she crested around his pistoning digits.
“Mine,” he growled against her cheek. “Look at me, luv.”
She didn’t have it in her to say a word, much less argue. Heavy as her lids were it took a bit to lift them. He devoured her with his eyes, his verdant gaze shimmering with fiery possession. One so intense it made her toes curl all over again. Then his fingers were gone but before she could utter any disappointment she felt him pierce her. The broad head of his shaft slid into her wet, willing body.
“Watch me, luv,” he murmured as he filled her completely.
She did as commanded. “Colin,” she whispered biting back the scream with threatened to leap from her throat.
He gripped her hips and thrust in and out. The pressure built inside and grew like a fire with dry kindling on it. He felt so good inside her, she never wanted it to end. Their eyes burned into one another, each refusing to look away.
Sweat dotted his face and she clenched her muscles and watched how his gaze darkened like a stormy sea. She finally broke eye contact and shut hers, her head tilting back as she neared the edge of bliss. He followed, pressing into her more, burying his face in the curve where her shoulder and neck met. His teeth nipped her lightly before laving the sting away. A grunt and he released within her. She fell after him, holding him as close as possible while stars and light exploded around her.
He pulled back so they were again eye to eye. With one hand he tenderly brushed some hair back from her face. She felt safe and warm. Colin still connected to her and gazing at her if she meant so much to him.
“No more running, luv.”
“I do not run.” She removed her hands from his hair and skimmed over his shoulders and chest.
“From me you do.”
She didn’t want to acknowledge he was right. “I have a job to do.”
A spark of the iron will he possessed flickered in the depths of his green orbs. “Your word, Najja.”
She couldn’t lie to him. She was here to protect Jo. Being around him distracted her. Najja shook her head in silence.
Colin flexed his hips, driving himself deeper inside her. “I hear Jo coming, Najja. I will have your word or we will be found like this. Me deep inside you, my hands under your skirt,” he warned.
More of a promise perhaps.
Jo’s voice filtered through the door and Najja knew she had only a few seconds before this would be witnessed. “Move.”
His eyes glinted dangerously. “Like this?” He stroked deeply within her, touching places only he’d been and sending more tingles all over her body.
Fighting her own reaction she shoved against his solid torso. It was hopeless.
“Think of what Jo’s friend will say when she leaves about her companion.”
The implication slammed into her of what this situation would do to Jo and her emergence into Society. Slowly, ice encased her heart at the notion Colin would threaten that.
“Fine,” she bit off, her voice frosty.
His calculating smile cut deep but as he withdrew and fixed his own attire, she slid emotionless from the piano and returned to the bench. She couldn’t even dredge up anger at him for there was only pain. Pain he would stoop to such measures. Composing her features, she began to play and the door opened.
 

Colin knew he’d screwed up. Knew it. But he would do it all over again with no hesitation. Najja had become his obsession. No, more than that, she was his. And the thought of another sampling what she’d given him made all rational thought vanish in a heartbeat of time.
He glanced up from Najja’s dark head to Jo’s mixture of browns, reds, and copper from where he stood by the piano. The same place he’d taken Najja. He hardened at the fresh and vivid memory of being buried inside her.
Jo’s voice snapped him back to the moment at hand. A rakish grin on his face, he stared at the two younger women across the top of the piano. Clara hardly met his gaze before she ducked her head, cheeks aflame and gave him a curtsey.
Without hesitation he replied, “I stopped in to speak with Miss Najja about something after I saw your father.”
Jo raised a brow at him but didn’t question him further. “Wonderful. Najja, I came to ask you if you would go outside with us. To the backyard.”
“Of course,” Najja said rising from the bench. “Lord Clifton.” She gave him a nod and headed for the door.
“I will see you tomorrow then, Miss Najja.”
He knew his comment got to her, she stutter stepped before regaining her composure. His breath caught when she cast a glance back at him. There was a warning glint in her eyes before it melted away. She didn’t appreciate his high handed tactics and he knew she was angry. Yet, Najja also would never do anything to jeopardize Jo’s reputation.
“Very well, my lord,” she responded in a soft tone. Then she left Clara and Jo on her heels. A satisfied smirk on his face he made his own way to the door and left with a farewell to the butler and a jaunty whistle on his lips.
“Home,” he said to his coachman, climbing into the waiting convenience. It still amazed him to see his family crest emblazoned on the side. His crest now.
The movement of the carriage had him stretching out and resting his head back. He closed his eyes and spent the ride home reliving his time with Najja in the music room. At his townhome he tugged on his gloves and ignored the rod in his pants as he got out and headed up the cleared path to the door.
“Welcome home, my lord,” Archer said, retrieving his gloves, coat, and hat.
“Thank you, Archer. I will be in my study.”
“Very good, my lord.” The man disappeared silently.
Striding into the room, he went straight to the side table and poured himself a drink. He drained it in one quick swallow then poured another and carried it with him to the large desk. Another pile of notes sat there on the glossed surface.
“More notes, damn. Will this ever end?”
He sat with a groan and plunked the drink down, the amber liquid sloshed up the sides. The first note in his hand he frowned and read it. Hell no!
“Archer!” he bellowed.
“My lord?”
“Get my carriage. I have to go out again.”
“Right away, my lord.” The man retreated.
Colin flipped through the pile and his irritation grew so he just grabbed them all and strode out to the front door. Archer waited with his great coat draped over one arm and top hat with gloves in the other. His butler helped him into his clothes and he shoved the vowels in one pocket.
When his carriage arrived he gave directions to the driver and easily got seated inside. No snow currently fell but that hadn’t stopped the frigid temperatures. In fact, he couldn’t recall a year that had been so cold in a long time.
At the first stop he alighted and glanced up at the sign hanging over the modesties’ shop. Adjusting his hat, he opened the door and stepped through. Three females were in there and he barely glanced in their direction.
“A word,” he said to Madame LeBeouff when she approached him.
“Of course, Lord Clifton. I am honored to have you in my shop,” she touted, her thick accent grating on his last nerve. “This way please.” She snapped her fingers at another young girl who without saying a word, nodded and curtsied before heading back to the clientele.
He never asked how she knew who he was, he supposed it was in the papers about his longer than fashionable hair, the earring, and all that. Right there along with how much he was worth.
In the backroom with the door closed, he withdrew the notes from her shop.
“I had believed this to be solved, Madame LeBeouff. These women have no right to charge on my family name. My solicitor explained that to you and yet now I see new notes.”
Her eyes widened and they glanced around the small room.
“They said--”
“Does not matter. You were told by my man that no more credit existed for these women.” He placed all the notes on her desk. “I will not pay them.”
Her pale expression grew mottled with a mixture of disbelief and anger. “Those notes are worth hundreds of pounds.”
He had no sympathy. “Then I suggest you collect from them. Good day.” Colin left and continued on to the next stop. And the next.
His mood sour, he finally left the carriage for the last time before his home. Inside he tossed his outer coat to Archer and paused when his butler called his name. Spinning on his heel, he faced a man who’d quickly proven how valuable he was.
“Yes, Archer, what is it?”
“A message came for you, sir. The deliverer is…waiting for your reply.”
He frowned. “How long has he been here?”
“Three hours, my lord. He is in the kitchen. We gave him some food.”
Colin didn’t mind that, he just wasn’t in the mood to deal with more crap. Things were easier in the country.
“On my desk?” he asked, squeezing his eyes closed briefly.
“Yes, my lord.”
“Have something warm sent to me.” He changed his trajectory and entered his study. In the middle of his work area sat a new stack of envelopes. Topping that sat another, one which looked like it had travelled far. Seated he opened it and pulled out the paper. The first time he read it, he frowned. The second, he swore.
There have been some attacks. Should we hold the next shipment?
There was no signature but there didn’t need to be. He knew who sent it. Mitch Kerry. The man who he’d left in charge to run things.
More attacks.
Colin muttered under his breath as he headed out of the room, a specific destination in mind. The kitchen. He pushed into the warm room and ignored the looks from his staff. He spied the person who didn’t belong and moved to his side. It was a young boy. A dirty boy.
“You brought this?”
“Aye, my lord.” The boy spoke yet refused to lift his gaze.
“Look at me.”
The dirt-smudged face rose and Colin bit back a curse. The boy had a large bruise on one side of his face, even the dirt couldn’t disguise. Keeping his raging emotions in check, Colin crouched before him.
“What happened?”
“Some men tried to get me message. They did not.” There was pride in that statement.
“I know. What is your name?”
“Pug.”
One eyebrow rose and past the boy he saw Archer shrug as well. “Pug?” The boy nodded and Colin pushed to his feet again. “Mrs. Bunch get Pug a bath, all he can eat, and a bed.”
“A bath?!” Pug gasped grabbing his sleeve. “I--”
Pug clamped his mouth shut at the look Colin leveled at him. “You will not give Mrs. Bunch any problems.”
Pug shook his head in defeat. Colin gave him a sharp nod and spun on his heels. Out in the entryway he saw a footman. “Have Salvage readied for me.”
“Right away, my lord.” The man disappeared.
Not much later he had mounted his gelding and was on his way back to the country and Falcon Manor. Two days later he walked through his front door and had Abel send for Mitch. Then he took a hot bath and dressed in clean attire. By the time he had finished with that food had been prepared for him.
It was late when Mitch arrived and later still when the man left. Colin felt better about the situation and had told Mitch to do whatever necessary to protect the men and the shipments. If it took hiring more men, fine. Just stay safe and he’d be back as soon as he could.
He headed back to London that night. Salvage had been rested for a few hours and he declined a carriage. The weather turned even worse a few miles from his London house. Freezing rain slashed down with fury. Salvage no longer carried himself with the arrogance he normally did, his head hung low and he plodded along.
By the end of the journey, he’d begun to believe he would never again be warm. Ensuring first Salvage’s well-being, he trudged cold and exhausted to the house.
Berry met him at the door and soon had him soaking in a hot bath. He had no energy to eat so he crawled into bed and slipped into slumber.
In the morning when Berry woke him, he almost snapped at the man until he uttered five simple words. “Miss Najja requests an audience.”
That was all it took to spur him into immediate action.



Chapter Twelve
Najja sat in a green room while she waited for Colin to arrive. Normally, he would be all she thought of but at the present she observed a young boy who spied on her from behind a purple damask settee. He had dark brown hair, blue eyes, and a bruise on his pale face that was in the healing process.
Lowering her lids, she kept her eyes upon him while he inched closer. Who was this boy and who injured him? She smoothed her hands down her skirt and got to her feet. Moving to her left where she decried the curious oil painting on the wall, she approached for a closer inspection.
A beautiful seascape and she noticed three ships on the approach. The detail so intricate she could almost taste the salt from the sea. She reached for it only to pause when the door opened. The familiar tingle which skated up her spine told her who it was. She laced her fingers, turned, and saw Colin.
“Thank you for seeing me, my lord,” she said dropping for a quick curtsey.
The door closed behind him with a definite click and her belly tightened with the mere knowledge of what his touch could do. And did to her. He stood before her dressed in black with a white cravat, simply tied. His hair hung loose around his face and kept his earring hidden for the most part, but she caught glimpses of it when he began advance toward her.
She had to stop him before he got to her. “I appreciate the company as well,” she added.
He paused and lifted a brow. With an almost indiscernible nod of her head, she pointed out where the boy hid. His green eyes followed her indication and a brief smile lifted one side of his bow-shaped lips.
“What can I do for you, Miss Najja? Can I offer you some refreshments?”
“No, thank you. I shant be long.”
His brows furrowed and he gestured to a seat. When she sat he repeated his earlier question. Suddenly she didn’t know how to proceed. Her time here was coming to an end and for some reason, this man would not leave her thoughts. She had no willpower to even stay away from him.
When he’d not shown up the day after their interlude in the music room her mind exploded into scenarios in which he’d been hurt. Now finding him healthy brought out this urge from deep within to run to him and hold him close.
“Come out here, Pug,” Colin said, settling his hard body in a chair across from her.
Pug? She kept her curiosity off her face and waited for the boy to reveal himself. Small scuffling sounds preceded his imminent arrival. He stood near Colin, head bowed and a slight quaver in his thin frame.
“This is Miss Najja, Pug.”
The dark head lifted slowly and she met the mistrustful gaze on his sunken face. He needed food to get some weight on him. He sniffed and wiped the back of his hand under his nose then on his pants.
“Hello.”
“Good morning, Mr. Pug.”
Colin gave her the briefest of winks before placing his full attention on the boy. “What are you doing in here?”
“The guv, Berry, told me to stay until you returned. I have done no wrong, I ain’ stealed nothing.” Pug backed up a step and lifted his chin in defiance. She saw the fear in his eyes but the lad wouldn’t cower.
His sharp answer must have surprised Colin for he leaned back a bit. “I meant why were you hiding in this room?” he asked in a softer tone.
He sighed dejectedly. “I was lookin’ at yer chess set then the bloke…Archer led her in here. So I ’id.”
“You and I will play a game later then. Right now, I need a private word with Miss Najja.”
The boy scanned her again with his gaze. This time more assessing than before, almost like he’d found confidence since Colin hadn’t been angry with him. Or hit him.
“Okay.”
Another sniff and Pug scampered to the door and paused when Colin called his name.
“Make sure you apologize to Mrs. Bunch and Archer for giving them such problems with being bathed,” Colin ordered, settling back in his chair.
Pug’s mouth gaped like a fish before he sighed heavily and vacated the room in silence. Amused by their exchange she plucked at her gray skirt and said, “He is cute.”
A wry grin flashed along Colin’s chiseled features. “I suppose.”
“So he is not yours?”
He snapped his gaze to hers and his smile grew seductive. “No. Although I do need an heir.” His eyes singed her as he stared at her.
She ignored the primal response his words created in her belly. A child with Colin. What would he or she look like?
“I am sure you will have many,” she replied, not even wanting to think of him with another much less fathering a child with someone else. “Just like I am sure this is an inappropriate discussion.”
He stretched his legs out before him, drawing her attention to the powerfully corded legs wrapped in tight black breeches. Colin quirked a brow and laced his hands behind his head.
“Of course,” he said smoothly. “I am sure a woman who carries her own weapons would be offended by discussing me as a father.” He hooked his ankles. “What shall we discuss then? The feel of your skin on mine? How tight your body is?”
It took all her will to ignore his continual recitation of what they’d done together. However, it didn’t matter as her breasts grew heavy and ached for the touch of his work-roughened hands. Her fingers flexed in her gloves with the urge to touch his heated skin and trail over the defined muscles. Hold his heavy weight in her hand. While no stranger to such talk it was a world of difference when Colin spoke the words.
“I was thinking something totally different,” she remarked calmly, despite the furious beating of her heart.
With a groan he sat up and rested his forearms upon muscled thighs. “Very well, luv. But talk quick because all I can think about is that we are the only two in this room.”
Her body heated up even more as the meaning of his words sank in. “I must accompany Lord Adrys to Cornwall. Can you…would you check on Jo and her mother while we are away?”
His gaze became razor sharp. A furrow appeared between his eyes. “Why? I thought you were protecting Jo. How can you go as a woman with Adrys?”
He fired the question in rapid succession not allowing her to answer before launching the next. Regardless of the fact she loved his concern, she never let it show.
“Keep to the issue at hand, please.”
Colin held her stare and pushed up from the chair. All it took was two steps and he stood before her. Two predatory and authoritative steps. He gave the presence of strength personified. His gaze examined her and she remained frozen.
One hand settled upon each side of her and he got close so they were nose to nose, his black hair hung down around his angular face.
“I want one thing in return,” he murmured in a low timbre.
She had been sucked in by his verdant gaze. It swirled with tempestuous emotions but she couldn’t look away. Nor could she refuse him. The heat from his body surrounded and teased her.
“What?” Her question as hushed as his.
“One night.”
One night. She couldn’t find the words.
“One night, luv. Not on a chaise or a piano for a moment in time. I want,” he repositioned his head near her ear and nipped the shell, “I want all night with you in my bed. All night to explore your body.”
Her lids fluttered at the spikes of longing that speared her. One night. One more time in his arms.
“Yes.”
“Be careful, luv,” he said before brushing their lips together. His kiss tantalized her. “If you do not want to be naked in seconds, luv, you should go. I have no power in keeping any distance from you.” A slight pause. “Much less keeping you clothed.”
“I had better go then. Thank you.” She ducked around his man-made blockade and shook out her skirt so it fell smoothly around her legs. He rose tall and stared at her from beneath hooded eyes. Silent, she drifted to the door and opened it. Hanging near, she spied the boy, Pug. He leaned against a wall and did his best to appear uninterested in the door.
Peering back over her shoulder she caught Colin’s piercing gaze. “I am grateful for your time, Lord Clifton, thank you for seeing me on short notice. Good day, my lord.” Face to face with Pug she inclined her head at him and said, “And a good day to you as well, Mr. Pug.”
Najja strolled from the house and began the walk back to the Adrys house. The sun shone brilliantly down upon the snowy streets. Her breath could be seen in the frigid air. Despite her warm shoes and clothes she was thoroughly chilled when she entered the warmth of the house.
In her room she got ready for the trip. After a day of resting she grabbed her items and began to change her attire. She bound her breasts after which she stared at her reflection in the tall mirror. She wore leather pants which were tight against her skin. Calf high fur lined boots held her sais and would keep her feet very warm, no matter the weather.
The white cloth sliced her dark skin and she frowned over the numerous scars exposed on her upper body. She reached for her black shirt and continued dressing. Once the side laces were secure she added on another layer. One which hung to mid-thigh. Around her waist she secured her whip. Tucking her necklace under her layers, she reached for a harness and slid it on. Once it sat in place she attached the two weapons designed to fit it. The final item she withdrew was a dark brown, full length, hooded cloak.
Before the cloak went on she picked up her black cloth and wrapped her head and neck, allowing only her eyes to be seen. She held her own gaze as she fastened the cloak on and with a final flip of the hood the fact she was a woman had been eliminated. Drawing on the apex of the hood a bit, she flowed to the door and exited the room.
Hayworth met her at the bottom of the stairs and together they hurried outside to the waiting carriage. A feeling sliced up her spine and she paused with one foot on the step and peered up the street. The approaching night held at bay by the recently lit lampposts. Beside one such post she spied Colin. The fluttering in her chest prompted her into action. So with one final peek at him she entered the carriage. The move was difficult. She wanted to run to Colin and feel the banded strength of his arms around her.
Focus!
Najja sat back and buried the temptation presented by Colin Faulkner and put her attention on the job at hand. Protecting Hayworth Adrys so he could return to his family. It took a while but eventually she succeeded in that quest. Hayworth kept to himself and she had no problems with him doing so. This couldn’t be easy for him. So she respected that and settled in for the long ride.
 

It had been two weeks since he’d seen Najja. Colin visited the Adrys house daily feeling somehow connected to Najja by being near Jo. The women were uncertain of what exactly was going on and while it never showed in public, behind closed doors of their house, he knew then their masks could come down.
He stretched out his legs and swirled the drink in his hand as the noise from Almack’s fell around him. He’d met Trystan earlier and had been personally in no rush to head out in the icy rain which had begun to fall. So he sat alone in a corner and just observed. A few of the men he’d gone to school with had stopped by but, being as he hadn’t really socialized with them since he joined His Majesty’s Royal Navy, he had nothing to say to them. They got the hint eventually and he was gratefully left alone.
The dark liquid in his tumbler mesmerized him when a whiff of lemon reached him. A scent he’d not smelled in a long time.
“Hello, Colin.” The voice was cultured and soft.
Had he had any drink in his mouth he would have choked. As it was he had a hard time keeping his composure. He skimmed the woman standing before him. A silk dress, the hue of blue ice, covered a body he once knew well. Her flame-red hair piled high while some of the shiny locks curved over her left shoulder to rest upon the swell of her breast.
Francesca Kelly, Countess Valewood.
His ex-fiancée.
“Franny,” he said coolly.
Her light brown eyes narrowed slightly. I forgot she hates that name. He’d always thought he could never forget her beauty and yet, right here, right now, staring at her she was remarkably…unmemorable.
“You are looking good. I heard about your father and brothers. Sorry for your loss.”
He inclined his head by way of thanks.
“May I?” she asked waving a gloved hand before her.
“Sure.” He took a drink.
Francesca pulled out a chair and sat while removing her kid-leather gloves. She placed them on the table.
“You seem different,” she said pouring herself a drink from the bottle on the table.
Colin sat forward and braced his arms on the smooth wood. “People change when years pass. What do you want?”
She sipped slowly and cast a glance around the place. He knew people watched them, for her jilting him was a well known fact. If it showed up in a betting book at a gaming hell he wouldn’t be the least bit surprised.
When she deigned to look at him again he saw the slyness in her gaze and his guards solidified. “I made a mistake you know,” she commented offhandedly.
He had already grown bored with this exchange. “Really.” It wasn’t a question.
“I thought Vale would make me happy.” Her thin face showed distaste. “He is a vile man.”
“Why do you think I give a damn about your marriage, Franny? You made the choice. You left me for him, his name, and his money.”
He watched her expression and knew she was less than pleased with the direction of their encounter. There was no remorse in him for her or what her life had become.
“I miss you. How it felt to be in your arms.” She reached across the table and dragged her fingers down the back of his hand and rested one finger upon his.
Her touch used to excite him. Hell, everything about her did. Not anymore. He felt nothing but antipathy for her.
Colin broke their contact and peered at his timepiece. Time to go. “Then that is your problem.” He rose. “Good bye, Lady Valewood.” Coat on he left Almack’s without a glance back. He took his carriage to see his mother before he returned home to do some more work.
Another message waited for him when he got home.
Your time is coming.
He swore and shoved it into a lower drawer. Sending for Pug, he sat the boy across from him at the chessboard. It had become their ritual and he was really beginning to enjoy it. Pug had no one and had melded into the house with ease. Except for the occasional refusal to bathe.
“I have some questions for you, Pug, and I want the truth.”
The boy nodded and tugged on his starched collar. Pug wore the clothes a boy would wear if he were Colin’s son and not an urchin off the street. Colin didn’t care, he liked having Pug around.
“Who paid you to get me the message?”
“A man who works for Mr. Mitch. I took it to yer house but the stuffy man said you were here.”
Stuffy man. Had to be Abel. Colin moved his knight. “So you rode here. Did you recognize the man who attacked you?”
“No. He was a big bloke. Smelly. Had a beard wot covered up his face. Scar down one eye.” He drug a finger over his left eye as he moved a pawn.
“How did you get away?”
Pug grinned, a sparkle highlighting his eyes. “’E was big, not too fast.”
The boy was smart and quick on his feet. “What about your family?” he asked moving another piece.
A small shrug. “Got none.”
I must be getting soft. “You are welcome to stay here.”
Shrewd eyes met his. “I thought you not like that.”
Colin frowned. “What?”
“One of those men who likes little bo--”
“Oh, God no. No. No. No!” He held out his hands, appalled Pug would have even the knowledge of such things. “I meant no such thing as that. I mean you stay here and get some schooling.”
“Why?”
“You are a smart lad who is fearless.”
Pug cocked his head to the side. “We wagerin’, guv?”
Colin put all his attention on the boy. “No. No wager. No deals. Just the offer. If you want to live with me here and in the country, you can. If not, Berry will take you back to where you came from.”
“None o’ that funny business?”
The way Pug kept going back to that made him wonder if something hadn’t happened to him in the past. “My preference runs to women much older than you,” he stated bluntly.
Pug never missed a beat. “Like that Miss Najja? You stared at her like a hungry man after food.”
Colin slid his queen along the board. “Like her.”
Pug countered with his knight. The boy was quick. Extremely analytical. He’d picked up this game in no time. “Do I have to call you, my lord?”
Colin chuckled. “No. Colin is fine.” He repositioned his bishop to the square he wanted. “Checkmate. You are getting good at this game, Pug. If you remember anything else about the one who attacked you, let me know.” He got to his feet and smiled at the boy who frowned at the board before him. “I will see you later.”
He made it to the door before Pug’s question stopped him.
“So you will protect me?”
Lowering his hand from where it rested on the knob, Colin rotated slowly back to face Pug. Gone was the arrogant boy who pretended nothing could scare him. From the final remnants of the bruise to the uncertainty in his blue eyes, the boy screamed trepidation.
“No one will hurt you again,” he vowed. “They would first have to get through me.”
Pug brushed some hair back from his face and nodded in understanding. A nod that Colin returned before he departed the room. Berry met him in the entrance hall.
“My lord, the boy--”
“Stays. Have a more suitable room readied for him. And employ a tutor.”
A pleased grin lifted Berry’s lips. “The paperwork?”
“Yes. Take care of it for me, Berry.”
“Right away, my lord. Also, Captain Bottomley arrived.” Colin opened his mouth only to snap it shut when Berry continued, “I put him in your study with food and drink.”
He clapped Berry on the back. “What would I do without you?”
With a light step, he strode to his waiting friend. Captain Royce Bottomley and he had become friends during some battles. Royce was in the army and had been transported with his regiment on Colin’s ship. Their instant bond had only grown. He hadn’t seen Royce in a few years.
Opening the door, he said, “Royce!”
“Colin,” the response came, the voice more rasped than before. “It has been a while.”
“Too long.”
He walked briskly toward the man who rose from the chair and faced him. The change in the man so great he almost missed a step. Gone was the stalwart man who appeared capable of battling--and defeating--the devil himself. In his place stood one who had seen too much and lost even more. Sunken in brown eyes overflowed with pain, gaunt features, and a body that had been undernourished. Royce’s cloak hung off his frame, almost engulfing him.
Colin embraced his friend and felt one hand tentatively on his back in return before the men broke apart. Needing a moment, Colin went and poured himself a drink. Then he turned and proceeded to a chair by the fire where he sat. Royce followed suit.
“What is going on, Royce?” he asked concerned for his friend. “No offense, but you look like hell.”
“Not much use for an ex-Army officer with only one arm.” His remark fell with disturbing eeriness.
“Damn. When?”
“Africa. A few years ago. Look, I know you have your own things with your recent familial losses but you always said to come to you if…” He trailed off and hung his head. “I feel disgusted with myself for even thinking of asking.” Royce got to his feet. “I will see myself out.”
“Royce, sit down. I meant what I said and if you are looking for work I could use your help. It would not be here in London but in the country. Some of my shipments have been getting hijacked. You know strategy and could teach some men to better defend themselves.”
Hope sparked in those otherwise lost eyes. “I have three other men from my old regiment.” It was almost a question.
Colin didn’t even hesitate. “Of course. I will send a carriage for them. Once they arrive, we can discuss things in more detail.”
Gratitude filled Royce’s eyes and they shone with unshed tears. He never said a word just inclined his head.
Archer had Royce relaxing in a room while a coach went out to gather his other three men. While that happened, Colin sat in his study and thought about his business in Huntingdonshire. Royce and his men could be just the answer he sought.
Late that night, Berry tracked him down. Colin sat alone before the fire and glanced up when Berry sat opposite him. No words were spoken as Berry poured himself a drink and swallowed it quickly.
“Captain and his men are all settled in,” Berry said after a while.
“Excellent.”
Berry rolled his shoulders and shifted in the chair. “They had been living on the streets.” Berry shook his head and stretched out, his own eyes drifted closed. “I do not understand, Commander. These men fought for the Crown. How are they treated like this?”
Exactly what he’d been thinking. “I have no idea, Berry. But it makes me think there is a good chance there are more ex-soldiers and naval men who have fallen on difficult times. We might be able to help some.”
“Hard to see men in such a situation, especially ones you have fought alongside.”
Colin agreed. “Tomorrow we can see if there is more we can do.”
“Aye, Commander,” Berry said getting to his feet and leaving. His limp even more pronounced than usual.
Where would Berry be now had he not come with him? Would he be on the street not knowing where his next meal would come from? Or if it would come at all.
Colin stared into the flames, drifting off. He jumped when a hand touched his shoulder. He peered up to see Berry there.
“The men will be up soon, my lord. Thought you might like to bathe before you meet them over breakfast.”
He’d fallen asleep in front of the fire. With a groan, he got to his feet and stretched. “Lead the way.”
Time passed and he fell into bed exhausted each night only to rise and do it all over again the following day. Pug had settled and things were shaping up for Captain Royce and his men to head out to begin working for him. In fact they would be leaving at the latest in two days time. All was ready, he just kept putting it off. He wanted to go along but he needed to ensure he kept his promise to Najja and check on Jo daily. At the same time he wished to accompany the men and settle them in.
A knock at the door had him call out. “Enter.”
Archer approached with a sealed note on the silver platter. “Message for you, my lord.”
“Thank you, Archer.” He found himself hesitating a second before reaching for it. Breaking the wax seal he unfolded the paper and read.
Thank you for watching over them
Najja. She had returned. He almost rose to go see her, the need that strong. Forcing it down, he slid the note into a drawer and locked it then pocketed the key. Momentarily, he hesitated but knew he no longer had to put off leaving. Najja, delight that she was, would have to wait. He strode from the room calling out orders. Within an hour, he was in his carriage with Salvage tied to the back and another coach following that carried Royce and his men. His country estate their destination.



Chapter Thirteen
The smell of hay and horse permeated her nose as she stepped into the stall and wrapped her arms around a horse the color of polished ebony. His small, refined head dipped down and seemed to return her given affection.
“I have missed you, old friend,” Najja whispered. She would miss him even more when she left. He had to remain behind for Father knew how attached she was to him. It would break her heart to leave him here but at least he would remain alive.
Fineas whickered and she blinked away tears. His warm body warded off the bitter cold.
“Shall we?”
Jo’s query caused her to open her eyes. Her friend held the reins of her own mount. With a silent nod, Najja led Fineas out and swung up on her stallion. Jo did the same and soon after they were headed off into the early afternoon.
“Is everything okay, Najja?” Jo asked after they’d rode a while in companionable quietness. “You have been withdrawn ever since you and Papa returned. What happened?”
The trip to Cornwall had been a tense one. If possible she felt more on edge than before. They’d located his long lost love, Elizabeth. She had been cold and reserved but had sworn she hadn’t given Hayworth a thought in years. As for the bracelet, she’d claimed having sold it years past. Hayworth had been appeased.
Najja had not.
There had been madness in that woman’s gaze. Insanity. Oh, she had been good at masking it, but a few times her composure had slipped. When it did, Elizabeth exposed Najja to the real woman hidden behind the carefully constructed disguise.
“Najja?”
Blinking rapidly, Najja forced a smile. “Just a bit tired is all.”
Jo narrowed her eyes. “You look tired. Should we go back?”
“No. I have missed riding Fineas.” She stroked the stallion’s strong neck. “Lead the way.”
With a joyful tinkling laugh, Jo urged her mount to a faster gait, sending up puffs of the powdery snow as they progressed. Najja set Fineas after her and they just rode. She ignored her exhaustion and focused on keeping Jo safe.
“Oh look, Najja. Colin is home.”
Jo’s pronouncement sent her stomach into upheaval. Head up, she saw five horses and riders along with a stopped coach. She recognized Salvage even from the distance. Colin conversed with whoever rode in the carriage. The other four men she didn’t know.
“Jo,” she uttered, a warning leeched into the single word.
Thankfully, Jo knew her well and slowed enough so they moved side by side. Najja had never longed to run before. She did now. For some reason she didn’t feel strong enough to face Colin. She accepted that was not a viable option and so turned her attention to the other men with Colin. Well, honestly she couldn’t be sure they were with him. They all sat their horses well and presented the bearing of military men.
The distance between them lessened and suddenly Colin lifted his head and stared at them. At her. Najja felt tingly all over. A slight smile turned up one corner of his mouth. Immediately she wanted to kiss his lips, trail her tongue along the seam of his mouth and let him hold her.
He sat upright in the saddle and tipped his hat. “Good day, Miss Adrys. I had no idea you had returned to the country.” His gaze never left Najja’s face while he spoke.
“Hello, Colin,” Jo replied. “We arrived late last night.”
“Wonderful.” His eye color deepened and his stare roved over her, setting her aflame. “Miss Najja.”
Swallowing the lump in her throat, she dipped her head. “Lord Clifton.” She could read the displeasure in his gaze but he said nothing aloud.
“These are friends of mine. Captains Bottomley and Patterson.” He gestured to two of the men. “And Majors Slater and McCutcheon.” His finger pointed out the others.
“Lovely to meet you, gentlemen,” Jo said.
Najja noticed all of them were coiled tight as if expecting an imminent attack. Their intensity set her on edge. One lacked an arm and another an eye. Somehow, it made her believe these men were even more dangerous. Or could be. She bet a lot of people underestimated them.
“And this is Countess Valewood,” Colin said, bringing her attention back to him.
“My lady,” Jo commented.
Najja slid her gaze to the woman leaning out the window of the coach. Thin, aristocratic, and beautiful with her thick, red shiny hair and piercing pale brown eyes. It didn’t take a genius to pick up on the way the countess watched Colin. Proprietary. The knowledge soured her stomach and Najja drew upon years of being invisible and emotionless to keep her own personal hell off her face.
“Awfully young is she not, Colin?” The question was bitter and stung with a lash.
Najja saw the steel stiffen Jo’s spine and she sent a whispered word to Jo. The defiant tilt of Jo’s chin should have warned her it wouldn’t be that easy. Jo lifted her reins and said, in a haughty tone any royal would be proud of, “Good to see you again, Colin. If you have time I know my father would love to visit with you. Once you finish visiting with your mother…” everyone gasped, however it seemed only Countess Valewood was offended, “…I mean your friend. Come Najja.”
They rode away and Najja struggled not to laugh.
“Do not dare say a word, Najja,” Jo ordered on a low hiss of air.
She couldn’t even open her mouth for fear of laughing so hard she’d lose her seat. When they had made it out of earshot, Najja allowed herself to at least try. Doing her best to contain her laughter, she held up a hand. Jo reined her mount to a halt and met her gaze from beneath her riding hat.
“I know, I know,” Jo said with exasperation. “She just…argh! I hate England.”
“You have got to temper your mouth, Jo.”
Blue eyes flashed with fire. “How come I must and that…that…woman does not?”
“She has no manners.” When Jo began to encourage her horse to continue on, Najja used Fineas to block them. “Stop giving credibility to the rumors of you being a wild child.”
Jo lifted her chin and stared down her nose. “What do you know about it?” she snapped. “You do not have to try and fit in for you never will.”
It was like a knife spearing her in her heart. Najja took a breath before she responded. “My apologies, Miss Adrys. Of course, I have no understanding of what you would be going through. I am sure your parents will be relieved to know you will fit in just fine with the rest of Society.”
She backed Fineas up and waited for Jo to head on. Her jaw hurt from clenching it so hard and yet the pain in her heart and soul she relished. For it showed her she’d allowed herself to get too emotionally involved with the Adryses.
“Najja, I did not mean that. Not how it sounded.” Jo’s pleading voice almost cut through the rapidly erected wall around her emotions.
Meeting Jo’s gaze, Najja blinked and said tonelessly, “It will be dark soon. You should head back.”
“Can we talk about this, Najja?”
She didn’t answer, just touched her heels to Fineas. He moved out and Jo’s mount followed. Najja had totally withdrawn into herself by the time they entered the front of Kittle Manor. Lord Adrys waited and Jo ignored him for a moment.
“Najja, please.”
Directing her gaze to Hayworth, Najja said, “I will be in my room if you need me.”
Lord Adrys nodded but stopped her as she headed for the servant’s staircase. “Najja?”
“My lord?”
“Is everything okay?”
Beyond him, she could see Jo staring at her with beseeching eyes. “Fine, my lord.”
“Will you be joining us for supper?”
“I will have a tray in my room. Good night.” She walked away, ignoring Jo’s sharp gasp and her father’s subsequent query.
Najja forwent food altogether that night and instead slid into bed early. The knock came sooner than she’d expected and with slow steps she crawled out of bed and padded to the door where she cracked it open.
“Yes?”
Jo stood there, her hands bunching the front of her dress.
“Can I come in?”
“I am sorry. I do not feel the best. I will see you in the morning.” She closed the door in Jo’s face and headed back to bed.
The next week was busy. She saw Colin once when he had arrived for a meal and his branding stare seemed to melt through her icy reserve. Najja took her meal alone in her room that night as well. Jo was kept at a distance and while it hurt her to do so, Najja did not change her ways. Hayworth noticed and she was positive Honoria had as well, but neither said a word, despite the odd looks she received from them.
She was in the stable, grooming a horse, one afternoon when the skin on the back of her neck tingled, alerting her to the presence of one Colin Faulkner. She spun slowly on booted feet and drank in the vision he presented. He stood, leaning in the open stall staring at her with hunger in his gaze. His greatcoat amplified the broad width of his shoulders.
Neither spoke, merely scrutinized one another, eyes boring into each other. His gaze darkened with promise and desire. The effect on her instantaneous. She wanted him. Craved him with a passion she’d never had toward anything else. Toward anyone else.
He stepped inside the stall and paused. She read the command in his verdant eyes and she followed it, moving from the brown gelding to stand before him. Colin gathered her close in his embrace and buried his face into her hair. She allowed him to hold her, grateful for his strength.
Her nose assuaged with the heady masculine scent of him brought her the sense of calm she’d never known before him and lacked without him.
“Are you all right, luv?” His hushed question echoed in her ear.
Turning her head, the wool of his coat abraded her cheek. “Yes,” she whispered.
He pressed feather light kisses along her hairline. “I missed you.”
“Looked like it,” she said, her words containing the bite she wished she could have kept from him.
Colin pulled back and angled her face up toward his. “Could you be jealous?” he asked, one eyebrow lifted.
Yes! She blinked once and sighed. “I made a statement.”
“Those three words said way more than that.”
Her emotions hovered perilously close to the surface. This man had an innate way of breaking down her protective walls with a simple look or touch.
“If you say so,” she remarked without any hint of the emotion which raged within.
He cupped his hands along her face, thumbs trailing over her parted lips. His eyes smoldered with longing.
“Everything does not have to be a battle, Najja.”
“So I should agree with you?”
“Yes,” he said with smooth arrogance.
She took a deep breath, fought her reaction to his scent and stepped back. “Seems to me you would do better with a young chit or even Countess Valewood. I already have one person in my life with whom I must agree without question. I have no desire to have another like Father.” She ducked by him and strode from the building, not stopping even when he hollered after her.
Pressure built up and struggled to escape. Her heart pounded erratically and the world shifted. She needed to get away. Away from it all before she lost it. Everything went in and out of focus when it came back in she noticed Colin approaching from one way while Jo and her father closed in on her from another.
It was as if she had walls closing in on her. Her chest hurt with the fierce palpitations, blood pounded in her ears, cold sweat, the grip on her lungs made it hard to breathe and her eyes blurred as she tried to concentrate. The closer they got the worse she felt.
With her last bit of control she sent a call she knew would be answered. And it was. Fineas cleared the fence containing him and came to her. He barely stopped before she swung upon his back and rode him off into the woods, heedless of anything but the need to get away.
From it all.
 

Colin froze as he watched Najja ride Fineas away as if the hounds of hell were after her. He met both Lord Adrys and Jo’s blue gazes and found they were full of a mix of shock and concern. Crossing the rest of the space between himself and Lord Adrys, he paused before the man he’d come to respect greatly. Jo’s eyes shimmered with tears and he focused more on Adrys.
“Is everything okay?”
Hayworth shook his head. “I do…I have never seen her run. Ever.” He faced his daughter. “Jo?”
“This is my fault, Papa. I said something horrible and mean to Najja and that is why she has been so distant.”
Adrys frowned and said, “Go inside, I will talk to you later. Right now I have to find Najja.”
Colin observed Jo hang her head in shame and shuffle off toward the house. He waved with one hand to a stable lad and not much later Salvage had been brought to him.
“I will go find her,” Colin announced and swung up on his large gelding.
Adrys met his gaze before grabbing the bridle. “Despite her station as Jo’s companion, I consider Najja as one of my family. She has been a fixture in my house for a long time, Lord Clifton. Even had she not faced fire, wild animals and more to keep us safe, I would still feel the same. Take care you do not hurt her.”
Fire. Wild animals. And more. His heart seized at the mental stimulation of Najja having to do such things. “Unlike you, Lord Adrys, I do not wish her to protect me. I want to protect her.”
Hayworth released the bridle. “No matter what you think of me putting Najja in such a predicament, I did it for her.” Colin snorted in disbelief and Adrys continued, “She would be in Egypt or India right now, hell, maybe even further away. If I could steal her from her father, I would. I would free her if I had the power.”
Colin shifted in the saddle and gazed out in the direction Najja had gone before meeting Adrys’ eyes again. “Why does she just not go back? He would never know.”
The viscount tugged on his gloves. “Najja would. She never goes back on her word. It is all she has that is hers to give. So as long as there is breath in her body she will return to him at the end of each quest he sells her for.”
His brows shot up. “Sells?”
Disgust filled the blue eyes. “He hires her out. For a lot of money.”
“So you paid for her to give her life for Jo.” It wasn’t a question.
Hayworth nodded. “And I would do it again no matter the cost.”
Colin had a dozen more questions but darkness would be upon them soon. “I should go.”
“Bring her home safe.” Lord Adrys walked away.
Lifting the reins, Colin set out after her, grateful she didn’t appear to be hiding her trail or destination. Salvage moved easily through the deep snow.
Deeper and deeper he went, realizing he had no light with him other than the slight bit filtering through the tall trees. Suddenly he found himself at the edge of a clearing. In the middle was Najja. Her horse stood off to one side, out of the way and waiting patiently for his owner.
He focused on Najja again. She wore no coat. That was the first thing he noticed. The next was she worked with a whip and a sai. Slowly he moved closer, eyes fixated on her. As pure of motion as when she’d demonstrated her sais. The whip was an extension of her, lashing where she commanded with the barest of flicks. The air filled with the tinkle of metal.
Fineas snorted and her head lifted, eyes opened and met his gaze. They swirled with a myriad of emotions for two heartbeats. Then it vanished to be replaced by a blank stare.
She snapped her wrist and the whip had wrapped around her waist. He realized she’d always had a whip. It was her belt.
I never knew.
Najja trudged through the snow to grab her cloak and put it on. “What do you need?”
He frowned. Not because she didn’t call him Colin or even Lord Clifton. It had nothing to do with that and everything to do with the resignation in her tone. Colin buried his need to yell at her foolishness of running off as she had.
“I came to check on you.”
She harrumphed and swung up on Fineas. Hell, even that she did in a way that was smooth and evocative.
“I am fine.” Fineas began walking.
“I am a pretty good listener, Najja,” he said.
He smiled slightly when she stopped and rotated around to look at him. There was indecision in her gaze but no more animosity.
“Why do you care?” Her question was blunt.
“Ah, luv, do you really have to ask?”
She dropped her gaze. “It was dumb of me to run off. I have never…what they must think.”
He moved Salvage up beside her. “Adrys wants you back safe, that is all. Ride with me.”
Their horses began walking side by side. The wind whipped around them and he pulled his collar up more to protect his neck. When the small crofters hut came into view with a small stable for the horses, he led them in.
Once the horses were in and protected, he guided her inside the hut. Soon a fire snapped and popped in the hearth and the wintery chill began to be beaten back. From where he sat on his haunches before the flickering flames, he observed her. Najja’s face still remained flushed from both her workout and the cold. He honed in on the whip that acted as her belt, cinching around her waist. She stood ramrod straight and stared off into the distance at something only she could see.
“Talk to me, Najja,” he implored.
Her gaze snapped to him and he noticed how unfocused it was. Not long but he did see.
She sighed heavily and sank to the bed he’d pushed over before the fire, in lieu of no chairs. Najja perched on the absolute farthest spot from him. “My actions are inexcusable. I have never--”
“Stop it, Najja! Just stop.” He flexed his fingers inside his gloves and pushed up to settle on the other end of the bed from her, grateful for the protection his coat provided him, no matter how meager. The cold still lingered, almost defiantly.
Silence descended broken up by the crackling fire. She never moved, just seemed to withdraw into herself with each passing second. Her gaze transfixed upon the flames and he knew she was mesmerized by them.
“What’s going on?”
He purposefully kept his tone gentle, wanting her to share. A new concept for him but he’d come to realize when it came to Najja, he was exposed to a whole new realm of thinking and mannerisms. It mattered not his actions weren’t an accepted practice of men, especially one in his position. He didn’t care. All that mattered to him was Najja and making her happy.
She merely blinked, her expression revealing nothing. He ran a hand over his mouth and stared at her. He could see it. Beneath her composed façade sat evidence of her exhaustion. Tightness at the corners of her eyes, exhausted eyes.
Najja reminded him in that moment of Royce. As if moments away from one’s breaking point. Unlike Royce however, he knew this had been her entire life.
“What happened with Jo?”
Finally. She pulled her gaze from the fire and focused on him. And yet he wondered if she truly saw him or it went right through. He hated the bleakness her eyes held.
“I forgot my job and allowed myself to get close. Nothing more.”
“She loves you like a sister.”
A negligent shrug. “No matter. I am here to keep her safe.”
He forced himself to remain where he sat. “What about you, Najja? When will you allow yourself to be happy?”
Her jaw clenched briefly and he knew he’d hit the mark. She’d thought about it.
“Is that it?” he questioned. “You know what you want and just cannot allow yourself to take it?”
Najja plucked at her skirt and removed her sais, setting them beside her. “Why are you asking? What does it matter to you if I know what I want?”
It mattered because he wanted to be what made her happy. “I care,” he said simply.
“Do not bother. I will be gone soon enough.”
He frowned. “Do you want to leave?”
She looked taken aback for a moment before she recovered and her face composed into that damnable blank mask. A mild shake of her head.
“I hardly see how that is relevant. I am leaving.”
“Why? Your father is not here. Why go back to live under his rule?”
Najja picked up a sai and spun it in one hand. Something that calmed her, he figured.
“You became earl why?”
This time he had been caught off guard by her question. She stared at him, the sai point down on the floor as she twirled it.
“I was next in line,” he said. “I never had any desire to be the earl.”
“Yet here you are, Earl of Clifton. And why?” She held up a hand halting him from making a statement. “I will tell you. Because we both have obligations regardless of whether we wish for something else.” She shrugged with no emotion. “I owe Father my life.”
She made sense except for her final statement. “No, Najja. You do not.”
“I do.”
Her conviction made him want to shake her. Why couldn’t she see there were other options?
“And if you could do anything what would it be? If you could have anything, what would it be?”
“I would go home.”
The wistfulness in her voice struck a chord in him. “You would not want to stay in England?”
“No. I miss home.”
He didn’t know what to say. If he were to be honest with himself, it hurt to hear those words from her mouth. He wanted her to wish to remain here. With him.
“So you would return to your father?” Merely speaking the words created unease within him.
“Africa is much bigger than England. Returning there does not mean returning to Father.” Another shrug. “Had I the choice.”
He leaned closer desiring her to feel his truth in his words. “You have the choice, Najja.”
She gave him a wry smile. “No, Colin. I do not.” Sai back on the bed she rose up on her knees and shuffled closer to him. “Thank you though.”
Her evocative scent surrounded him and he bit the inside of his lip to keep himself put. “For what?”
Najja sat back on her heels. Her knees touched his thigh before she swiveled and put her feet upon the floor and faced the fire.
“No one has ever asked me what I wanted. Ever. In all my years. Until you,” she said softly with a quick glance to him. “You have asked me twice.”
The honest gratitude humbled him. He shoved to his feet and paced until grabbing the blanket that had been behind his saddle. Then he strode back to the bed and sat, turning her to face him. He knew his intent sat stamped across his face. She didn’t move. Her eyes held his as he eliminated the distance between them.
Without pause, he wrapped her up in his arms and covered her mouth with his. She responded instantly, her arms twined around his neck. He murmured his pleasure and lowered her back upon the bed and unfastened the tie holding the cloak to her. The kiss ended and he pulled back. Her lowered lids opened slowly, exposing him to passion-hazed orbs. No refusal. Desire. For him.
In their depths he saw what she could not--or wouldn’t allow herself to--say. In her eyes he saw love. An emotion he’d avoided even thinking about since Francesca. One which he would have expected to send him running in the opposite direction. Right now, running was the furthest thing from his thoughts.
Oblivious to the cold he lowered himself to her body. Their heat and the fire combined a warmth to ensure relative comfort. Brushing his thumbs along her lips, he moved in close for a kiss.
“Luv,” he breathed across her plump lips before their world condensed to the two of them and a crackling fire.
Colin explored her body, memorized her dips and swells. Traced lingering kisses over each scar marring her skin. Indulged in all she had to offer, the only noise came from them as they made long, slow love and the fire. Sated and exhausted he covered them and stared down at her, propped up on his arm. The firelight brought her skin to a glow and his heart lurched deep in the confines of his heart.
He had fallen in love.



Chapter Fourteen
Najja stirred and opened her eyes. It took her a couple seconds to process where she was. She lay facing a roaring fire, which warmed her. If that hadn’t however, at her back rested a large warm body. Colin. He pressed up along her, one powerful arm draped over her midsection, holding her close. Naked as she was, the cold was the furthest thing from her mind.
She blinked a few times, reluctant to move from the haven of his embrace. While it hadn’t been a full night she’d never felt so cherished in her life. A moment in time she would never forget.
He shifted and pressed a kiss to a spoke behind her ear. “Are you awake, luv?”
“Yes, I should get back.” She began to rise only to have him tug her back down along his hard body. His stiff length dug into her skin.
Silent, he rolled her toward him and staring deep into her eyes, adjusted and slid into her with a smooth flex of his hips. She submitted to him without hesitation. They moved in tandem and uncovered their explosive releases at the same time.
With his large body bearing her further into the thin mattress, she felt delicate and feminine. Not a woman who’d spilled the blood of many. Watching him from beneath lowered lids, Najja smoothed her hands over the muscular expanse of his back, his skin smooth and the wool of the blanket, rough and scratchy.
“Najja, I--”
She covered his mouth with her fingers. “No.” He kissed her fingers and she ignored the desire to forget about everything else. “I must get back.”
He sighed heavily but allowed separation. She remained close to the fire as she drew on her clothes. In leggings and shirt, she braced a foot on the bed and laced up a boot. After, she slid her sai home and glanced up to find Colin’s hungry gaze on her. She covered up her nervousness from his intensity by switching legs and focusing on the other foot.
A hard feat to do when he sat down and brushed her hands away before taking over. She stared at his hands while they tightened her boot. His fingers worked the leather laces nimbly as he tugged them and moved up to the top where it ended mid-calf. Their eyes were locked as he gave her the other sai and she--with years of experience under her belt--slid it home without looking away from his powerful stare.
“So beautiful,” he whispered before he broke eye contact.
Speechless, she watched him replace the bed to its original spot along a wall from where he’d brought it to the fire. Power. Grace. Raw strength. Only a few of the words she thought of when he found his way into her musings. She fastened on her skirt and studied him.
From his high quality riding breeches, shiny boots, and sharply pressed shirt, he screamed wealth. Tall and powerful, he carried himself in a way which people recognized as a leader. But right now his normally sharp green eyes were soft and languid. Dark hair, a tousled mess, dropped a thick lock over his forehead.
She loved his hair. Thick and silken. He glanced at her and a slow sensual smile unfurled on his face. With his greatcoat, hat, and gloves in hand he returned to her side. Unnerved by the probing quality of his gaze she lowered her eyes and attached her whip around her waist.
“Who made that for you?” he asked, touching the three chain links which hung.
“A weapons master in Japan. Master Kiyoshi.” She remembered him with fondness.
“How does this work like a whip?”
She heard his disbelief yet took no offense; it was not supposed to let people know it was a weapon. And although she’d just put it on, she removed it and held up the end where the three silver links hung.
“When snapped with the precise amount of force these open and will shred into whatever is in their way.” He frowned and touched one. She pointed to the nigh invisible break. “They open this way so there are two penetration points for each. And,” she paused to graze the short black handle, “like your canes that hide a sword this too has another secret.”
“What?” There was awe in his single-word question.
Najja removed his hands from the item and hit the switch. “Touch it carefully. Do not run your hands along it, merely lift it with care.”
“What is this?” he asked lifting his head to meet her gaze.
“Teeth.” She touched the coil and felt the familiar bite that waited for tissue or blood. “Master Kiyoshi added them.”
“This would…” he broke off.
“Rip flesh from bone.” The expression on his face told her he’d not been expecting her blunt reply.
She recalled her first look at this work of art. The lightning fast way the tiny serrated edges snapped free had mystified her. Master Kiyoshi truly was a master craftsman. How he’d created it, she had no idea nor how long it took him to craft. She did know it had saved her life numerous times.
Retracted the curved blades she slid the cool material off his hand to coil on the floor next to their feet. Wordlessly he stepped back and with a snap of her wrist the snake erupted to life, striking out with lethal speed and coming back to wrap around her waist.
He stared at her, wonderment in his eyes. No fear. Colin vanquished the distance and reached with one hand and dipped a finger in the collar of her shirt and drew her close.
“Najja,” he murmured, lowering his head and pressing a kiss to her still-swollen lips.
How she longed to sink into him and remain in his embrace. With a sad smile she drew back and sighed. “I must get back,” she reiterated with conviction. More for herself but she had to regain some control.
A flash of pain blinked across his chiseled features, but so quick she wondered if it were not her imagination. “I will meet you in the stable.”
She licked her lips and nodded before heading outside. The cold air bit into her skin and she shuddered, increasing her stride to reach the small shelter for the horses. Fat flakes fell from the sky, darkening the day further.
The horses snorted upon her entrance and she stepped to Fineas’s side. “Hey, boy,” she uttered in her language. “We will be back where it is warm soon.”
Salvage reached his head over and she rubbed his forehead. “Handsome man you are, too,” she crooned to him, still speaking in her native language. “I have fallen in love with your master.”
“Turning him against me?” Colin asked from behind her.
“No,” she replied in English. “Only telling him how beautiful he is.”
“Enamoring him.”
He appeared beside her and reached for Salvage’s reins and untied him. She moved the bar that kept Fineas contained and her stallion stepped out behind her. She had no desire to leave; there was something so special about being in such an intimate setting with Colin.
“Are you complaining?” she asked as they walked out into the late afternoon day with the snow falling around them.
“Maybe a bit,” he responded. “Perhaps I am jealous.”
She swung up on Fineas’s bare back without a word and adjusted her skirt. Once he had mounted they began the trek back to Kittle Manor. The entire ride executed with the sounds of nature as the music surrounding them. She fortified her walls vowing not to capitulate again when it came to Colin and his wondrous touch.
Mentally berating herself for her stupid behavior, she had to turn her attention to anything other than what had just transpired between them. She took in the brilliance of the snow, the sound of Fineas’ hooves as each one broke through the thin icy crust on top. There existed an otherworldly peacefulness here. A look of pristine pureness that belied the numerous views of death and destruction she’d been privy too.
When will you allow yourself to be happy? If you could have anything, what would it be? Colin’s words echoed in her head.
The bigger question. How come she’d never thought about it until encountering Colin? She could picture Father’s disapproving face and her heart sank. It mattered not what Colin said, she owed Father her life. But it was very nice to at least be asked what she wanted.
A powerful gust of wind bit at her face with fierce intent and she ducked her head to protect her face more. Some days she wondered if she would ever be warm again.
“Najja?”
She lifted her head and met his inquiring gaze. “Yes?”
Across his masculine features scamped a gamut of emotions. She maintained eye contact, allowing Fineas to pick his own way. What she expected Colin to divulge she had no clue, yet, whatever the words were, she longed to hear them.
His features no longer able to be made out with ease for their time together had progressed through the afternoon. The crepuscular light gave him a shadowed aura. A mysterious and dangerous air. Her stomach knotted and clenched at the memory of his touch.
“If you ever need anything…” he trailed off as if unsure of what to say to complete the sentence.
“Thank you.”
Those were the final words she spoke to him that day for they rode into view of Kittle Manor and she spent the remainder of the ride gathering her armor and preparing herself to remain solely focused on her job.
Jo and her father met them at the stable. Without speaking to Jo, Najja met Hayworth’s gaze and spoke to him in her native tongue.
“I humbly ask for your forgiveness of my actions.”
“We need to talk, Najja,” he replied.
“Of course, my lord.”
She swung down immediately and walked Fineas to his stall, her hand in his mane, since he had cleared the fence to get to her. A stable boy appeared to rub him down and give him something to eat. Content he was well cared for, she followed Lord Adrys without a word, or a look back at Colin.
The door to the study clicked behind her and she moved to stand before Hayworth’s desk, awaiting any punishment he deemed necessary. Hands clasped before her and head bowed she never stirred, even when the door opening behind her sounded like a faint whisper.
“Not now, Jo,” Adrys said, seating himself against the edge of his desk.
“But Papa.”
“Josephine Marguerite Adrys, leave,” he ordered in a firm tone.
A few moments later the sound reached her again and she knew they were alone. The silence carried on until Adrys cleared his throat.
“Want to tell me what that was about?” His voice again the epitome of calm.
“I failed you,” she said simply, offering up no excuse. For there was none, she had no explanation other than she abandoned her post.
“Najja.”
She undid her cloak and draped it over the nearest chair. Her whip followed, her fingers absently caressed the deadly coils and smooth trio of links. The she bent and withdrew her sais, with a deft move she flipped them and offered them to him handles first.
“What are you doing?”
“Handing over my weapons while you decide what a fitting punishment is.”
“What?!” She looked up at him and noticed the mix of concern and astonishment in his expression. “Punishment?”
“Yes, my lord. I offer my weapons and will not fight back whatever the punishment decided. My life is in your hands.” She offered the sais again.
The door opened and Jo burst into the room. “You cannot lay a hand on her!”
Najja watched Jo position herself between her and her father. She’d never seen Jo so adamant. Lowering the sais so they didn’t accidently hurt Jo, Najja waited.
“Jo,” Lord Adrys began, “you--”
“No!” The young woman interrupted. “You have always told me, Najja is family. Like my sister. You never punished me and I will not let you do so to her. Punish me instead.” Jo’s voice quavered but she stood strong. “Mother!”
Najja felt tears sting her eyes. Never had anyone stood up for her in this capacity. No, not true. No one had ever defended her like this. And she didn’t know how to handle the surge of emotions that swarmed her. Lord Adrys crossed his arms and glanced between the two of them. She wanted to interrupt but wasn’t sure if that wouldn’t make it harder on Jo.
Hayworth held up a hand as Honoria burst into the room. “What is going on?” she demanded.
“Papa said something about punishing Najja.”
Honoria glared at her husband while Najja longed to disappear.
“You will not lay a hand on her,” Honoria informed them.
Lord Adrys ran his hand through his hair. “Can I at least speak? Najja put your sais away. Honoria and Jo, I am not punishing her. Jo, you should not have been eavesdropping. Now, leave us.”
Both women stared at her briefly before returning to the door. She barely had time to blink before Jo stood before her again. This time she wrapped her arms around her and gripped her tight.
“I am so sorry, Najja. I love you.” Another squeeze and a kiss on the cheek and Jo was gone.
Unsure of what just occurred, Najja merely sighed a few times before staring back at Lord Adrys.
“This was not your fault, Najja,” he said rising and skirting his desk to reclaim his chair.
“But it was. I left my post.”
He nodded and leaned back in the tall leather chair. “You did. It still is not your fault.”
She wanted to frown and argue but kept quiet instead. All senses screamed to try and discern where the danger lay.
Hayworth sighed and sat forward, resting his arms upon the flat surface of his desk. “There is no trap, Najja,” he said gently.
She stared at him.
“Look at you, expecting the worst. You want to believe me but your history will not allow for it. Sit down, Najja.”
She perched on the end of the chair and returned her sais to her boots, waiting.
Adrys’ blue eyes were kind and tender. “I have known you for more than ten years, Najja. I have watched you grow and become more and more proficient with your skills, all the while wishing I could rescue you from that lifestyle. And it breaks my heart to imagine you thinking me capable of raising a hand to you. If I thought for one second you would find your own happiness and not continue this life of servitude I would release you from protecting Jo.” A sad shake of his head. “But I know you and you would secure passage back to him immediately.”
There was no point in commenting for he spoke the truth. His words did give her pause for they were very similar to Colin’s. They must have spoken about her to one another. It took a moment but she realized she was so exhausted she couldn’t even sum up energy enough to be affronted. Still, life lessons had taught her never to let down her vigilance. And she trusted Lord Adrys…as much as she was able.
“You are tired, Najja. I know this. Not only have you been there for Jo but also myself and Honoria. So, I will let you go, but Najja, come to me if you need time to yourself. We can work with that. If you are overstressed you may miss--”
“Stress or not, I will not lower my guard,” she interrupted, fighting the urge to jump up and demand he recognize her talents.
“I know, Najja and my family is very lucky to have you with us. I just do not want you to burn out.”
She already had. Hers was a hard life. She gave herself a mental shake, no time to dwell on that fact.
“This will not be an issue ever again,” she vowed, forcing her hands to remain relaxed.
Hayworth got up and strode to stand before her. He cupped her face with his hands and pressed a kiss to her forehead. “Keep yourself safe,” he murmured in her native tongue before he released her and left the room.
In shock, she reached with slow and nigh hesitant movements to touch the place he had kissed her. A paternal gesture. One unknown to her until this moment. Given to her by a man she had long admired for the way he cared about his family. He had done to her what she’d witnessed between him and his own flesh and blood daughter numerous times.
More of those traitorous tears made their presence known. She ignored them and stood. A deep inhalation before she swiftly reassembled her whip and cloak.
No more weakness. No more fanciful thoughts or dreams. There was a job to do and she had never failed Father. Not about to start, either.
That in mind she glided to the door and left, all emotion wiped form her face. Any and all weakness was secured behind their walls, leaving nothing but the woman who had but one thing to do. Keep Jo and her family safe. And alive.
 

Colin rubbed his palm over his face wishing the simple act would wipe away his exhaustion. Seven entire days had gone by. In fact today was Christmas and he had thought about holing up and drinking the day away. Awake or asleep, his thoughts were consumed by memories of Najja. Her dulcet accented voice. Her amazing compilation of scents, spiced roses and vanilla.
“You look glum,” Trystan’s voice snapped him from his musings.
He grunted his hello as his friend made himself at home in a chair at the table. Then loaded a plate and began to eat.
“What do you want, Wilkes?” He glanced up and spotted Pug at the other end of the table, happily eating his food. Then he turned his attention to his best friend.
Trystan looked good. Really seemed to be okay settling back in as a viscount’s son. Gesturing with a fork, he said, “Came for a visit, you know what with it being Christmas and all.”
Colin shook his head and looked back at his paper only to lower it when Abel reentered the breakfast room. On his heels were Royce and the men under him.
Silence descended upon the room and Royce cleared his throat. “Sorry to intrude.”
“No intrusion, Royce. Come in and help yourselves.”
Wilkes was given introductions including Pug and the men soon sat around the table with their own full plates. Content all was fine there, Colin turned his attention to Abel who still waited at his side.
“Message for you, my lord.” He handed the note from the silver salver with his pristine white gloved hand.
“Thank you, Abel.” He wiped his mouth and took the folded paper. Flipping it over, he withheld his smile as he broke the familiar seal.
Colin.
If you are free today, our family would love the pleasure of your company for the Christmas day at Kittle Manor. Come anytime.
Lady A.
All he knew was what he held was an offer to see Najja. That was all that mattered. He peered down the table at the five men and one young lad who sat there with him.
“Abel,” he said in a hushed tone.
“My lord?” the butler stepped closer.
“Tell the staff to go spend the day with their families. You too. I am taking this group to Lord Adrys’ house.”
“Very good, my lord.” Abel bowed and slipped away in silence.
Amused he watched the interactions around the table. Trystan and Royce spoke while the other three ate more than anything and Pug had this partially intrigued, partially unsure by all the large men in the room look on his face. Colin had to give him credit; he never let his fear show.
“Eat up,” he announced.
Six heads swiveled in his direction.
“Why?” Trystan queried.
“We have an invite for Christmas at Kittle Manor.” He hoped Adrys wouldn’t mind the extra mouths. “So we will head over after we are all finished eating.” He spoke in a way that brooked no room for discussion on the matter.
His place wasn’t decorated for the season and he realized he wished he had, if only so Pug had a good time.
“All of us?” Royce asked only to be echoed by Pug.
Colin nodded firmly. “All of us.”
Breakfast was finished in haste and as Pug headed upstairs to dress in more suitable attire, he found himself face to face with Royce and his three men.
“Are you sure about this, Commander?” Royce questioned.
“I am, Captain. Lord Adrys and his family are good friends.”
He hated the ever-present haunted mien on Royce’s face. It had faded greatly since they were first reunited but he still caught glimpses. He wondered what Royce had been subjected to for his once cheerful disposition to have altered so dramatically.
While war and the loss of an eye were horrific on their own, this was more. He, himself, had changed after he left the military. He had, anonymously, set up a new place for wounded soldiers and sailors who could no longer serve. This place fed and housed them as well as assisted them in locating and acquiring employment.
Royce nodded and shoved a hand through his hair. “Very well.”
Colin clapped him on the shoulder and sent for his coach. They took two carriages to Kittle Manor. Wilkes rode with the other three men while Royce accompanied himself and Pug. Drawing up at the front of the large stone home, Colin peered out the window. The massive pillars were draped with greenery, evergreen boughs, and holly. Red bows also graced the two pillars immediately edging the cleared steps.
Everyone disembarked and followed him up to where a silent footman waited by the door. For a brief interval he ruminated over whether not telling about the Adryses relaxed and unconventional ways had been a wise choice. Then the door opened and it no longer mattered.
“Good day, my lord,” the butler said as he reached out to take his outer garments, simultaneously snapping his fingers and summoning forward more staff to assist the others.
Lord Adrys strode into view; his blue eyes alight with joy. “Happy Christmas, Colin. Glad you could make it.”
“Adrys. I hope you do not mind, I brought some friends.”
Hayworth never even hesitated. “Not at all. Come on in, there is plenty to eat. It is a spot warmer in the other room.”
Colin introduced everyone and after pleasantries had been exchanged they all headed for the designated room. Their ballroom. He held back and allowed the other men to precede him, using his height to scout the room. There she sat. Najja. Engrossed in a game of chess with Jo.
The women all stood upon their entrance and he heard Lord Adrys make introductions yet he could find no recourse to remove his gaze from Najja’s form. What eventually made him focus on something else was pressure against his leg. He glanced down to see Pug tight to him.
“Happy Christmas, Colin,” Jo said, pausing before him.
He took her hand and touched his lips to the back even while his gaze feasted upon Najja. She wasn’t even looking at him. Then Jo giggled and he snapped his eyes to hers only to be met by mirth in her blue gaze. With a slight grin he released her hand.
“And to you, Jo.”
She dampened her lips and looked to his left before regarding Pug. “And who might you be?”
Colin witnessed a faint flush go up the boy’s pale skin. He knew that look. Enamoration. He nudged the lad slightly and apparently it was enough for he, too, reached for her hand.
“Pug.”
Jo barely blinked just allowed him to kiss the back of her hand as well.
“Lovely to meet you, Pug. Happy Christmas to you as well.” Jo bestowed a smile on them both before she moved on to speak to the other men. Pug expelled a heavy breath.
“Gor, she’s beautiful.”
The lad appeared to have stars in his eyes. Colin stole a quick peek at Jo and admitted she was rather fetching in her dark red dress with green accents. Her hair was up in an unusual style, accentuated by a thick braid around her hairline.
“Impolite to stare, Pug.”
“Sorry.”
Pug was introduced to Hayworth and Honoria Adrys as well. Then the sideboard, full of food, caught his eyes and he ran for it. Colin chuckled. Pug seemed to have a never-ending appetite.
Alone at last he made his way over to Najja who stood off by herself, playing the role of companion to a tee. She wore a dress of gray-green with a simple square neckline that tempted him beyond belief. The bare hint of the top of her breasts were exposed and such a simple thing made him randier than any number of courtesans or doxies he’d seen. Her only jewelry the rawhide thong which held the tooth around her neck.
Shoving his lust under control he stopped by her side. His heart just felt better being in her presence. I have it bad.
“Happy Christmas, luv,” he said in a tone for only the two of them.
She stood, bobbed, and sat again after responding in kind. Ignoring her attempt to remain aloof he sat beside her in the next chair.
“How have you been, luv?”
Najja sighed and flattened her skirt. “Why do you persist?”
He chuckled quietly, perfectly content merely to be beside her. “Are you going to ask me what I want for Christmas?”
“No.”
Her response supervened instantly making his smile grow wider.
“No? You have no curiosity about it?”
“No, my lord.” She stood and walked toward Jo who had been joined by Pug again.
He kept his eyes glued to the graceful and purely natural sway of her hips. His shaft stiffened and he longed to rub it and ease the ache she created within him. It would be better to be between her legs. He almost took to his feet when Royce sat in the chair she’d just vacated.
“That woman, who is she?” Royce queried.
Colin knew who he meant. Najja. And it bothered him, Royce noticed her. “Najja. Companion to Lord Adrys’ daughter, Jo.” He didn’t give any more than what Royce got when he was introduced to her.
“Is she not an odd choice for a companion?”
“They were in Africa for fifteen years.”
“I see.” He rubbed his face. “Thank you for allowing my men this.”
While happy Royce no longer focused on Najja, he was a bit unsettled at the notion the man may want something with her.
“It is Christmas,” he replied, casting a sidelong glance at the man beside him.
Lady Adrys whispered something in Najja’s ear and as Colin sat there his love nodded prior to slipping from the room. They nibbled on the trays of finger-foods and eventually sat down to a huge dinner. Everyone ate hardy on the tureens of soups, meats, sauces, vegetables, and more. Yet through it all no Najja. He longed to ask but somehow managed to refrain.
Full and again back in the decorated ballroom with the tree and a drink in his hand, Colin scanned the room, a light smile on his lips. It was dark out now and the room even more intimate.
A tingle skated up his spine and he rotated his head slowly. By the tree and a window sat Najja. She lifted her head and their gazes met. His gut clenched with need. Raw and possessive.
How did she arrive without me knowing?
Najja slowly and unhurriedly dismissed him to focus on what she had in her lap. It bothered him to see her trying to blend into the background. He wanted her beside him, laughing, eating, and mingling.
Every now and then her head would raise and he knew she checked on Jo. As he regarded her, he beheld a look from Jo to Najja after Lady Adrys suggested her daughter play some music. Najja rose with no diffidence and made her way to Jo’s side.
As a maid refilled everyone’s glasses, Najja sat at the piano and Jo before the harp. Conversation halted as the women’s playing filled the air. What shocked him even more than their ability was the deep baritone of Major McCutcheon joining the chords.
He’d had absolutely no idea the man could sing much less as well as he did. As it continued, McCutcheon with his baritone repositioned himself near the piano. The trio completed three songs in total. And as they received the applause Colin stared at Matt whose face finally seemed at peace.
Matt was the youngest of Royce’s men and had joined up with romantic ideals of what serving in His Majesty’s Army would be like. His innocence had been shattered swiftly upon the battlefield as the men him around began dying.
To see him this carefree, his demons banished--at least for the moment, did him good. Matt smiled and bowed to the women before walking back to his seat. Najja returned to her out-of-the-way chair only to be dragged by Jo back into the thick of it all. Colin could read her predilection to be where she had been.
Lord Adrys stood with his hand on his seated wife’s shoulder. “Captains and Majors, we are thrilled to have more friends here this Christmas. I apologize for such small gifts but please accept them.” He sent a look to Najja who immediately got to her feet. She retrieved four wrapped packaged and took them, giving one to each man.
Colin caught Najja by the elbow as she passed him, halting her. “Thank you, luv.”
Her eyes rose to his and he was lost instantly. There existed only the two of them.
“Excuse me, Lord Clifton. I have things to attend.”
Her words and voice sounded foreign to him. Like someone had taken over her body, leaving just the shell. He didn’t like it.
“Here, Colin, this is for you.” Jo’s voice snapped him back.
The smiling woman stood before him, another wrapped gift in her hands. Beside him, Trystan opened something also. Regretfully Colin released Najja and took the offered item.
“Thank you, Jo.”
He opened the box before him and found a small clock set in a beautiful piece of wood. He didn’t know the type but it was amazing. Lifting his head he saw Trystan and the other men had received similar items as well. Pug had some candies and a chess set before him. The boy was excited as he spoke to those around him.
Colin surveyed the room and saw Lord and Lady Adrys holding hands as they oversaw the activities in the room. They looked like proud parents observing their children. It was oddly touching. He experienced more love in that room right now than he’d ever had growing up with his parents or brothers.
He thought about his mother and wondered how she faired this first Christmas after losing a husband and two sons. Ignoring the stab of guilt, he scanned the room again. The fire burned bright. Pug chatted with Jo, the chess set between them. Najja conversed with Major McCutcheon and Captain Patterson, while Royce, Trystan, and Major Slater held one of their own. He met Adrys’ gaze and they shared a smile.
Najja lifted her eyes and stared at him. Her expression softened and he headed toward her. Trailing his hand intimately and possessively along her shoulder, he joined into the conversation. He spied Jo watching him where she sat and he knew she saw his touch on Najja. Ignoring her assessing stare, he allowed himself to be drawn in, understanding he had to remain okay with just being beside Najja.



Chapter Fifteen
Najja stood in the barn grooming Fineas. She’d not seen Colin since he and his friends came for Christmas a few weeks ago. Today Jo was abed with a fever and with Lady Adrys watching over her, so she stepped out for some air.
There was a commotion up the aisle which grabbed her attention.
“Hey now! Who are you? Get back here!”
Alert, she left the stall and saw a small figure dashing up the aisle. The hurrying person barreled into her. Reflexes sharp, she grabbed him and halted his progress. The tweed cap was knocked askew and she recognized the wide eyes of Pug staring up at her. Immediately his expression changed and he scampered behind her, holding tight to her skirt.
“Don’ let them ‘urt me. I was jus’ looking around.” His tone was high pitched and fearful.
The two chasing him had pitchforks in their hands and skidded to a stop before her.
“You okay, Miss Najja?” Roy asked, brandishing the tool like a weapon.
“Yes, Roy. I am. Thank you.” The boy’s fingers flexed in the gray material. “This is Mr. Pug. I will see he makes it back to Lord Clifton’s estate.”
Roy stared at her, ascertaining the wisdom of leaving the boy there. “By your leave, Miss Najja.” Roy nodded and left with the other stable hand.
Alone with Pug, she watched him back away and gaze at her mistrustingly. She cast her gaze over his slight figure. He stood there defiantly as if waiting for something, she wasn’t sure what. But she had a hunch.
“Are you here to see Lord Adrys, Mr. Pug?” she asked.
He shook his head and scuffed his feet along the floor.
“I will take you to him if you are.”
“No.”
“Did you run from Lord Clifton?” Another shrug and he refused to meet her gaze. She licked her lips and tried again. “I will escort you back as soon as I finish brushing my horse.”
She stepped back into Fineas’ stall. Picking up the curry comb she began again, brushing the black hide.
“Gor, ’e is a beaut ’e is.”
Guess he is over his fear. “Yes, he is. He was gift from a sheik in Egypt.”
“Where is that?” Pug asked from her side. One hand reached out to touch the warm side of her stallion.
“Across the sea. A vast land of sand and heat. Hot during the day and cold at night.”
“And the people?”
“Same as everywhere. Young boys get into trouble from impulsive actions.” She handed him the brush and showed him how to do it so Fineas could enjoy it. “Some are wealthy, some are not.”
“Did you live there?”
She smiled briefly. “For a time.”
“Where did you live then?”
“I have lived many places. The Orient for one, other places in Africa, and India to name a few others.” She put the blanket on Fineas then saddled him.
“Do you come back here quickly?”
“No. England is very small. The world is huge. I have spent most of life travelling one way or another.”
“Must be nice to see it all.” His comment was wistful.
She tightened the bridle and gave the reins to Pug in exchange for the brush. Then she nudged him toward the door, when he slowed she merely said, “Keep going.” outside she continued the walk to the main house. Pug dutifully on her heels and Fineas on his. At the house, she hurried to the door and left a message with the footman of her intent to escort Mr. Pug back to Falcon House. As she descended the steps she took in how Pug stood next to the right shoulder of her horse. Leather reins in one hand and his other upon the equine’s neck.
Najja mounted and arranged her skirt then reached a hand out to him. His pale thin fingers slowly met her palm and she held his gaze. When he replied to her nod with one of his own, she lifted him up so he could sit behind her.
“Hold on to my waist,” she ordered.
He did and Lord Adrys stepped out the door. Hayworth gave her an odd smile before retreating back into the warmth of the home.
“Ready?” she questioned.
“Yes.” His voice held a tremor of excitement. Fineas moved out at an easy canter. For a short while they rode in silence until Pug spoke. “Can we go faster?”
She chuckled. “Hang on.” His grip tightened and she leaned forward asking her mount for more speed. Fineas plunged ahead, his hooves cutting through the snowy trail much like the sand he once thundered across in Egypt. She drew him up when they neared the large stone manor belonging to one Colin Faulkner, Lord Clifton.
“’e is a right fast ’orse, ’e is.”
“None faster,” she replied with an affectionate pat for her horse. “Be careful, Mr. Pug, it is dangerous alone in winter.”
At the base of the steps she reined Fineas to a halt. She carefully lowered Pug as a footman hastened up to hold the bridle.
“Goodbye, Miss Najja,” Pug said before heading up the steps. Colin met him at the top.
She could tell he’d been worried. He leaned down and said something to the lad before Pug vanished inside. Colin hastened to her side sending the footman on his way.
Colin looked so good. His hair drawn back, the earring glinted in the wintery sun. He wore black which like usual made him seem even more dangerous. More handsome.
“Najja,” he said, securing the reins tightly in his fist.
“Hello, Lord Clifton.” She shifted in the saddle and when Fineas snorted, she knew he was anxious to be on his way, her stallion never was one for standing still.
“You can come in,” he began.
She ignored the offer for she knew what was to come if she took him up on it. Would that be so bad? Having him inside you again? She tugged on one leather glove and shifted again, the smooth leather not hampering her movement.
“I merely dropped off young Mr. Pug. If you will excuse me, I have duties that I must return for.”
His gaze singed her. Lord help her, she wanted nothing more than to take him up on his proposition. She watched him swallow and nod. He released the hold he had on the bridle and took a step back.
“It is not safe for you to be riding without an escort.”
She kept her retort behind clenched teeth. “No different than it was when I rode here.” Najja inhaled sharply and enjoyed the bite the cold air delivered pulling her thoughts from where they hovered on Colin. “Good day, Lord Clifton.”
He didn’t speak just stared at her. His jaw flexed and she knew he tried to control himself. Not wanting to make things any harder, she moved Fineas out and rode back to Kittle Manor. As she rode she expected him to come thundering up behind her on Salvage. He never did and she had to fight back her disappointment.
Back in the house, Najja went up to Jo’s room and checked on her. She lay back covered to her chin on the large bed.
“Hey.” Jo watched her near the bed.
“How are you feeling?”
“Throat is really sore and I have no energy. I am glad to see you. How has your day been?”
“I rode Fineas so that was lovely.”
Blue eyes sparkled. “Did you see your handsome earl?”
Najja blushed. “He is not my earl.”
Jo laughed until she coughed. Waving away the water, she struggled to sit up. “Najja, I have known you most of my life. That man is yours.” She sobered. “What does he think of you leaving? I bet he is of the same mind as I am that you should not go.”
“Jo, this is not--”
Her eyes got wider and she spoke in a rush. “It would be perfect, Najja. You could stay here with Colin and we would always be near one another. Your father would never know and you would not have to go back and…and…” Jo trailed off at her shaking of her head.
“I have to go back, Jo. You know this. I know this. This is my life.”
“It is not fair, Najja.”
“That may be but it is how it is.” She reached out and grasped her friend’s hand. “I will miss you.”
Tears glistened in Jo’s eyes. “When you leave. I…we…will never see each other again.”
Not very likely. “I will miss you, Jo.”
Her only friend in the world scrambled out from the blankets and wrapped her arms around her. “I hope the attacks against us never stop.”
Trailing a hand down Jo’s multihued hair, Najja closed her eyes. “Do not say that, Jo. You and your family deserve to be able to live without watching over your shoulders.”
“But if it does not stop, you will stay.” Her voice was drenched in sorrow.
There were no words that would help the current situation. Resting her chin along the top of Jo’s head, Najja held her. No words were exchanged, she just sat there holding her friend until the tears stopped flowing.
The nightmares returned that night. Only this time it wasn’t Jo she couldn’t save, it was Colin. He was lashed within an inch of his life right before her eyes and there wasn’t a single thing she could do about it. After as he lay there bleeding and dying, the faceless man turned his attentions on her. It didn’t matter how hard she fought, how tricky she was, her own defeat was imminent.
She woke drenched in sweat, her weapons drawn before her, again, one ready to attack and one in a defensive position. On wobbly legs, she made it to the pitcher of water on a low table in her room. After splashing some of the cold liquid on her face, she felt marginally better. By no means would she say she felt good, just better.
Knowing sleep was no longer an option, she shrugged into the clothes she worked out in and made her way downstairs to the ballroom. The room was cold and she fought off a shiver while she walked to the middle of the spacious area.
Standing still, she lowered her head as the coils of her whip settled at her feet. With a deep breath, she exploded into action. Whirling, spinning, and dancing, she utilized the entire floor space her whip cracking through the air in time with her movements. Unable to see in the darkness, she shut her eyes and allowed her body to become one with the whip.
The hiss of the coil as it passed close to her body told her how near it was and she hit the switch, exposing the deadly teeth. Increasing the speed, she pushed her body to its limit. When the sound in the room faded to nothing aside from her deep inhalations, Najja stood still, head hanging, until she regained control of her breathing. She slowly opened her eyes and lifted her head. Through the large windows she could see the beginning streaks of dawn shooting across the sky.
She swallowed and strode to the door, moments before she reached it, she flicked her wrist and the whip roped around her waist and again became a belt. Without pausing in her stride, she continued on and headed back up to her room.
 

Colin sat tall and still in the saddle overlooking the frozen lake. Beneath him, Salvage, stomped a foot and tossed his head.
“Easy boy,” he murmured, dropping his gaze and stroking the muscled neck. The equine settled at his touch and he returned his sight to the ice.
It wasn’t on his property and it wasn’t on Adrys’, but bordered the both of them. Not that it mattered, he was more interested in the people on the ice, not where it was located. He smiled over the activities going on down there before touching his heels to Salvage’s flanks and approaching.
Jo spotted him first and she waved enthusiastically before falling on her butt. He bit back his laughter and merely raised his hand in acknowledgement.
“Hi, Colin!” she hollered.
Reining Salvage in, he leaned forward and stared at her. “I thought skating meant with your feet, Jo. Sitting is for sledding.”
She didn’t move just sat there and continued to laugh. “We do not have ice like this where I grew up.”
He allowed his gaze to trail along the snowy bank and locate Najja. She was just as beautiful as always. Unlike Jo, she didn’t play on the ice, instead she remained on the side, watching over her charge.
“Good afternoon, Najja.”
She met his gaze and gave him a brief nod in return. He felt like howling in anger. This woman before him looked like Najja but was different. She was cold and withdrawn. He hated it.
“Care to join me and show me how it is to be done?” Jo asked.
He swung a leg over the saddle and dismounted. The reins dangled to rest upon the unbroken crust of the snow and he made his way to the edge of the lake unconcerned that Salvage would leave. It had been a good many years since he’d been on ice and he took it nice and slow. Eventually he made it to where Jo still remained on her derriere.
“Well, first, it helps to be on your feet.”
She took his offered hand and together they made their way around the cleared area. The smoothness on his boots made him glide along and soon Jo had it pretty well figured out. Each time they passed where he could see Najja, he made a point to stare at her. She never moved. Her expression remained composed and blank.
The sound of tinkling bells reached them and he lifted his head and saw a two horse-drawn sleigh on the approach. Salvage and the two horses on Jo’s transport snorted before turning their attention away. He gripped Jo’s elbow and led her toward the shoreline, not wanting to be out there with these unknown person or people nearing.
He flicked his gaze back to Najja. She had shifted a bit but for the most part seemed to be doing her best to blend in the background. The sled turned and Colin got to see who it was. His heart sank. Francesca Kelly, Countess Valewood.
She was bundled up in white fur trimmed cloak, the thick red braid of her hair, which hung free from the hood, sliced through the alabaster like blood on snow. Her pale skin and her piercing eyes focused on him.
The smile that turned up her thin lips never reached her eyes. Immediately, he found himself comparing her to Najja. Pale skin to a beautiful brown, thin lips to full, entirely kissable ones, brilliant red hair to sable locks.
The differences were more than just physical descriptions. They were night to day and fire to ice. One, he wanted to hold and one he could care less if he ever saw again. Unfortunately, the one staring at him with hunger in her gaze was not the one he longed for.
“I went to your house, Colin,” Franny said, rising to her feet and carefully dismounting from the sleigh. “Your man said you were out. I am so glad I caught you.”
Jo stiffened beneath his touch and he stared down at her. Her normally cheerful expression was colder than the ice they stood upon. Feeling out of his depth, Colin flicked a glance to Najja. No help there, she wouldn’t even look at him.
“Countess Valewood,” Jo said in a frigid tone. She removed his touch and made her way to the shore. “Lord Clifton.” Then she and Najja climbed in the sled and headed off. Leaving him alone with Francesca.
Swallowing both frustration and disappointment, he left the ice and trudged up to where Franny stood, one hand clasping her fur cloak around her with matching gloves. Her eyes watched him with warmth and blatant invitation.
“Why are you here? We have nothing to discuss.” He whistled for is horse and mounted. “It is improper for you to be alone with me. You are a married woman.”
Her driver did an amazing job of pretending not to see or hear anything. Readjusting in the saddle, he stared down at her.
“Do not be harsh, Colin,” she said. “He is not the man I dream of every night. Nor the one I long for in my bed.”
“If that was to be an impassioned plea, Franny, it did not work. You made your choice.”
She moved closer, settling her hand on his thigh. The white of her glove a stark contrast to his black breeches. With two fingers, he lifted her hand from where it touched him and removed it. Lifting his gaze to hers, he held it, unmoved. “It would not be wise for you to seek me out ever again.”
“Colin,” she murmured with a pout, one hand reaching back toward him.
He maneuvered out of her grasp. “Do not play games, Franny. I have no wish for it.” He paused. “Or you.”
Fire snapped in her eyes making them burn eerily. “I would not make a good enemy.”
The hair on the back of his neck rose and he fought down a retaliatory growl. Leaning forward, he honed in on her face, which was still very nondescript. For a moment he wondered what attracted him to her in the beginning.
“Do not presume to threaten me, madam. You left me. Since then I have shown absolutely no interest in you, whereas since I have gained my titles you have sought me out thrice.”
“She is to young for you.”
“She who? Miss Adrys?”
“The young chit hanging on you. The one who just left here with her dark-skinned servant.”
He had to draw upon all his control to keep from responding to that as he would have liked. “My relationship with Miss Adrys is none of your concern.” Colin lifted the reins and moved Salvage out, only to stop and glance back. “If anything happens to her physically or even her name, you will wish I still sailed in His Majesty’s Royal Navy and was far from you. Do I make myself clear?”
Her deeply rouged lips moved but no sound emerged. Eventually, she nodded and he continued on his way, content his warning had been heard and understood. Back up by the road, he wavered between following it to Kittle Manor. Instead, he turned Salvage toward home and allowed the gelding to stretch out and run across the snow covered landscape.
He stayed out until he could no longer bear the cold. Still, it was with great reluctance that he turned for the warmth of Falcon House. He waved away the groomsman who arrived to take his horse and tended to him personally.
Darkness had fallen when he made it inside. Gloves and hat off, he passed them to Abel followed by his cloak. Without a word he strode to his study and shut himself in. Drink in hand, he stood before the roaring fire and rested one hand upon the mantle.
Even in the depths of the flames only one image came to him. Najja. His fingers flexed around his glass and he scrunched his eyes briefly. There was no refuge from her, no place he could be without her rushing to the forefront of his mind. His enchantress, she flowed through him as did his blood.
A knock at the door pulled him from the blaze. He drained his drink with an easy flick of his wrist then called out, “Enter.” Colin returned to his desk.
Abel stepped in and approached. “You have a visitor, my lord.”
He fought a groan of dismay. “Who is it?”
“Countess Clifton.”
He couldn’t quite stop his shock from flashing along his features. A visit from his mother had been the furthest thing from his mind. Pushing to his feet, he strode around the desk to the door.
“Prepare the red room,” he ordered, opening and stepping through the door.
“Yes, my lord.”
“Drawing room?” he asked over his shoulder without slowing.
“Yes, my lord.”
At the door between him and his mother he paused before he pushed through. His mother sat near the fire, her head bowed. The flickering light showcased the increased lines in her face.
“Mother.” He spoke softly, having no wish to scare her.
She glanced at him but didn’t get to her feet. Her gloved hands were tightly clasped.
“Colin.”
“Is everything all right?” he sat across from her in a plush chair.
“You stayed away for Christmas.”
Guilt assaulted him, he had done just that. Avoided his mother and spent time in the presence of the woman who owned his heart. The one he desired.
“I spent time here over at Kittle Manor.”
“I have heard you have been spending a great deal of time with the young Miss Adrys.”
He fought his knowing smile. It was bound to come up. “I enjoy Lord Adrys and his family, they were in Africa for fifteen years.”
“I know. Should I expect to hear wedding banns?”
“No, Mother. Jo is like a sister.”
One brow lifted. “Jo?”
Colin sighed and filled his mother in on the circumstances which led to his meeting Lord Adrys and his family. Through it all, his mother listened and made noncommittal responses. Finished, he leaned back and found her watching him intently.
“Yes?”
“I also heard there is a…boy staying with you.”
“Pug?”
Her nose wrinkled as she frowned. “Pug? His name is Pug?”
“So he tells me,” Colin replied, completely amused by how distraught she appeared.
She took a moment to compose herself. “Why is he here?”
“Because he had no wish to continue living on the streets and being beaten.”
“This boy cannot be your heir.”
His amusement fled. “Who I choose as my heir is my business, Mother. Is this why you came? To tell me I need an heir?”
“Considering what just happened to your brothers and father, do you not think it pragmatic?”
“The ones responsible for that have been caught and dealt with.” His cousin had been handled and would never see the light of day. Not anything he needed to share with his mother. She’d had a hard enough time recently no sense in adding to it by telling her the one responsible for the death of her husband and eldest boys was her own relation.
“You are getting on in years.”
“I am hardly on the cusp of death, Mother.”
She huffed and removed her gloves. “It would be pertinent.”
“So you just wish me to father an heir.” He imagined Najja pregnant with their child and almost smiled.
“Yes,” a pause, “as long as she comes from an acceptable family.”
There was the rub. “I have no desire to wed a chit who debuts her first Season, Mother. And the others I have seen at parties hold nothing for me as well.”
“No woman has caught your eye?” At his hesitation, her eyes lit with expectation. “Who is she?”
This was new for him. Having his mother asking him such personal questions. Hell, she’d find out soon enough.
“Who, Colin?”
“Her name is Najja. She came to England as the companion to Miss Adrys.”
She gasped, fingers clenching around her kid leather gloves. “A companion? You have been hanging around this family to get closer to the companion?”
Nonplussed by her incredulity, he flicked a hand along the black material of his breeches. “While not the entire reason, yes, it is part.” The Dowager Countess Clifton looked positively stricken. “I would be more than happy to marry her and start creating heirs.” He shrugged. “Unfortunately, she has no wish to remain in England. So that places us back to no prospects, Mother.”
Colin got to his feet. “If you will excuse me, Mother, I have a few more matters to attend before the meal. A room has been prepared, the red one. I remember you saying how much you like the color.” He sketched a bow and took his leave.
Two days later he called Abel into his study.
“Yes, my lord?”
Shuffling some papers, he barely removed his attention from the work before him. “Could you tell my mother I wish to speak with her?”
“Of course, my lord. I will inform her the moment she returns.”
“Thank you.” He lowered his hands to the desk, this time focusing on the pale face belonging to his butler. “Wait. When she returns? Where did she go?”
Colin knew Abel had very little change in facial expressions but the one he saw now bespoke nervousness.
“Countess Clifton headed over to Kittle Manor.”
Hell. Unease swarmed him. His mother was checking out Najja. He longed to ride over there but made himself stay. “See to it then,” he muttered, refusing to allow any emotion in his voice.
“Yes, my lord.”
When the door closed behind Abel, Colin leaned to pour himself a drink. He wondered if he would be allowed back to Kittle Manor after this.
His mother versus Najja. That was a volatile combination. And as scared as he’d been of his mother as a boy he couldn’t decide whom he felt more concern for.



Chapter Sixteen
“Najja.”
She lifted her head to find Lord Adrys standing there. “Yes sir?”
“There is someone here to see you.”
Najja had to physically stop herself from reaching for her weapons. No one should be looking for her.
“Najja?”
“Begging your pardon, my lord.” She got to her feet and returned the book before trailing after Hayworth to the door. He led her to the receiving room and left her alone at the door. Unsure, she hesitated for a moment and raised a hand to knock preceding her entrance.
An unknown woman sat on a chaise, a cup and saucer in one hand, while with her other she stirred with a small silver spoon. Stopping at the edge of the thick Persian rug, Najja clasped her hands and waited. The woman had dark hair and thin features. Exhaustion prevalent along with cunning. In a split second, Najja became even more alert.
“You wished to see me, my lady?”
Blue eyes centered in on her face. Disappointment shone brilliantly and narrow brows raised slightly. The woman stopped stirring and took a sip before returning cup, saucer, and spoon to the serving tray.
“Why are you here?”
The question gave Najja pause. Perhaps this was not the room she should have entered. It was possible Adrys took her to the wrong one. “I apologize, my lady. I had been told someone wished to speak to me.”
Shrewd eyes narrowed. “I am waiting for Najja.”
She hid the wince over the slaughter of her name’s pronunciation and waited with patience. It didn’t take long before the reality of it sank in and the woman’s eyes widened with a mix of disbelief and dare Najja say it, horror.
“This is preposterous.” The words were lined with ice. “You…well, you are not even English.”
Najja didn’t move, merely watched the woman she would any potential threat. With caution.
“Have you nothing to say?”
“You asked no question, my lady.”
“Do you know who I am?” The pinch-faced lady took another sip of her tea.
“No, my lady.”
“Countess Clifton.”
Colin’s mother. Calling upon her years of remaining expressionless, Najja gave no outward action the name meant anything to her. All she did was dip a slight curtsey.
“You know my son, I am informed.”
“Yes ma’am. Lord Clifton is known to me.”
The gray-coifed head shook. “Even a commoner would be better.” A deep breath before she continued, “How well do you know my son?”
Really well. “I am the companion to Miss Adrys. I have seen him on several occasions when he comes here.”
The countess waved her to a seat. “That is a very roundabout way of telling me absolutely nothing. Perhaps then, you could share with me why my son has said he would be more than happy to marry you and begin creating heirs.”
Her heart pounded almost out of control. Marriage to Colin would be…impossible. Father’s face frowned upon her and she stopped the fantasy. She perched on the edge of a chair.
“I cannot speak for Lord Clifton, ma’am.”
“So you have no intentions of claiming a child with him?”
Lifting a brow at the forward question, Najja answered, her own voice cold. “I am here for Lord Adrys and his family. I would never do anything to shame them. If there is nothing else, I have things to do.”
“I have no need for you any longer, I have what I came for.”
Najja stood and bobbed before walking to the door.
“One more thing.” The Dowager’s voice rang sharp and clear.
Gritting her teeth, Najja smoothed out her expression then rotated back. “Ma’am?”
“Did you know my son was in love once?”
Francesca. Countess Valewood. She knew. “No, I did not know.”
The guest picked up her cup and closed her eyes briefly as she inhaled. “I wonder. He never once had the gentleness in his eyes with her as he did when he spoke your name.”
Najja ignored the flutter in her belly. “Perhaps you should speak with your son on these matters, ma’am.”
“How long has it been since you have seen him?”
With a sigh, Najja returned to the vacant seat across from Colin’s mother. Seated, she loosely clasped her hands upon her knees. “I saw Lord Clifton two days ago. Miss Adrys was at the lake and he rode by. He stopped to talk with her for a short bit.”
“Just to her?”
Najja shook her head. “No ma’am. Countess Valewood stopped by as well.”
“I see.” She sipped more tea. “Do you not find this interesting? My son, an earl, ignores women who are good matches for him and tells me he would marry you.”
Ignoring the shaft of pain that lanced through her heart, she weighed her response. “I am but a companion, ma’am. I could not deign to assume what your son meant.” The woman didn’t speak, merely stared at her, seeming to see even more than Najja wished discovered. “If that is all, ma’am?”
“Yes, yes.”
Najja stood and gave another bob before exiting the room to find Jo waiting. The moment she spotted her, Jo hurried to her side.
“What happened? Is everything okay?” Jo asked. “Who wanted to see you?”
“Colin’s mother.”
Jo’s eyes widened before she slid an arm through hers. “She wanted to meet the woman her son loves.”
Those words were continually more difficult to ignore each time she heard them. Did he love her?
“I am not a woman for him, Jo.”
Her friend squeezed her arm. “Of course not. You are the woman for him.”
Najja smiled, disguising the pain in her heart the best she could. “You believe in love.”
“Of course I do. Now come on, I want to play chess.”
“She does not act like a companion.”
Both women froze at the sound of Countess Clifton’s voice. They turned and faced her. Her cane, gripped in one hand, tapped as she moved closer. There was no similarity to Colin in this woman. She never would have figured her to be his mother.
“She is my friend.” Jo’s tone fell crisp and absolute.
“Her words have no bearing on me, Jo. Let her say what she will.” Najja spoke low and in her native language.
“No, Najja. You are a part of our family and I refuse to allow anyone to speak ill of you,” Jo replied in English. “Was there something you needed, madam?”
The countess continued to approach and Najja instinctively adjusted her stance to best protect Jo. The pale face was drawn tight and thin brows converged expressing her displeasure.
“I know not what my son sees in you.”
Najja kept her mouth shut and her expression blank. Just once, she would love to be able to speak up for herself. Unfortunately, that wasn’t a luxury she had.
Jo, on the other hand, had no such problem. “Najja is an amazing person who always puts others ahead--”
“Jo, do not do this. You need to keep clear of all impropriety.”
Her blue eyes flashed with anger. “Hang that. I will not let anyone slander you, especially when there is no basis for it.” Jo snapped her fingers and a footman appeared. “Countess Clifton is leaving, see her carriage is brought around.”
Heels snapped together and the man hurried off to do as bade. Jo sent a pointed glare to their guest. “You may wait in the receiving room and someone will get you when your carriage is here. Come, Najja.”
A bit shocked by this assertive side of Jo, Najja went without a word. They moved out the countess’ view and halted.
“I am sorry you had to deal with that, Najja.” Jo spoke with soft urgency.
“Words I have heard many times before and ones I am sure to hear again.”
Jo’s eyes darkened with fury. “People are stupid. You are a wonderful person and Colin would be lucky to have you.”
Grateful no one was near, she shook her head. “There is nothing between Colin and me, Jo. He is an earl and far from the reaches of someone such as I.”
The sly grin on Jo’s face surprised her and she narrowed her own eyes suspiciously in return.
“Good luck convincing him.” She spun on her heels and walked off, a jaunty whistle on her lips.
She shook her head at both Jo’s comment and the whistling. Glancing out one of the tall windows, Najja noticed the sun beginning to set. After allowing herself on more tempting thought about Colin, she made her way to the front door. Cloak on she headed outside. The air had an ominous bite to it, sending all her senses on high alert. Out of habit, she checked the sky for Indrani before starting her walk.
Darkness had almost completely cloaked the countryside when she made her way back up the steps. The door opened spilling welcoming light around her. The butler stood there.
“They are holding dinner for you, miss.”
“Thank you.” She hurried past him after he removed her cloak and made her way to the table. “Forgive my tardiness.”
“Stop apologizing, Najja, come sit and eat,” Hayworth ordered.
The meal was wonderful and the Adrys family kept the talk lively and yet Najja couldn’t shake the feeling of foreboding. She accompanied them to the library and read one of Adrys’ botany books. They were beautifully done and while not many knew, Honoria was the one who did all the drawings.
Each flower down to the last intricate detail she drew. Najja continually raised her gaze to observe the trio who meant the world to her. I will miss them. The only other person she recalled with any fondness was Master Kiyoshi. She would miss them all when she left.
After the house succumbed to silence, Najja continued to wander the halls. She even slipped into the secret passageway and reassured herself it remained secure. Sleep, deep sleep, eluded her and she spent a good portion in Jo’s room, watching over her.
By the end of the week, she had almost completely withdrawn into herself. Luckily, Jo and her mother were talking about dresses for Jo’s upcoming Season, so that combined with Lord Adrys working on another book, wasn’t a huge deal.
 

Colin brushed Salvage, hoping for some solace from the recent thoughts that plagued him. His gelding didn’t seem bothered by his dilemma at all.
“What would you do, Salvage?” The chestnut whickered and tossed his head, eliciting a laugh from Colin. “Of course you would.”
Tonight was the night before the New Year, the village was having a celebration and he paused in the brushing as he thought about Najja. I wonder if she will be there.
There would be fireworks; he provided them. But he only wanted to be around Najja. No matter the entertainment, she was who he wanted.
“What the blazes are you doing out here, Colin? You do know you have a perfectly good house which is warm. Not to mention, men in your employ who are paid to groom your flea-bitten nag.”
Colin snorted. “Salvage is the best out of the lot of us, Tryst.”
“Sad truth that.”
The men shared a handshake and Colin continued the mindless action while Tryst stood at Salvage’s head.
“What brings you to Falcon House?” Colin queried.
“London was boring.”
Colin stopped and glanced up at his friend, his best friend, with suspicion. Eyes narrowing in warning he said, “She’s not a plaything, Tryst.”
An arrogant smirk turned up his lips as Trystan shrugged without shame. “You are jumping to conclusions.”
“I doubt it.” He flung the stiff bristled brush at his friend. Salvage snorted and tossed his head in displeasure as it careened by his ear. Trystan snatched it out of the air with ease and gave him a pointed look. “I mean it, Tryst. You hurt her and I will help Najja tear you into tiny pieces.”
An exaggerated sigh left him. “Fine. I will leave her alone until she comes to me.”
Colin wasn’t moved. “I do not care who goes to whom, you treat her like a conquest and I will break you.”
Trystan held up his hands in surrender. “Okay, I get it. Jo is off limits.”
“Completely.”
“You used to be more fun, you do know that, right?”
“We are not boys at Eton anymore, Tryst. I know you are a rake and proud of it. I do not care so long as you understand Jo is the sister I never had.”
“I heard your warning, Colin.”
“Good, now come in and warm up.”
“About damn time,” Trystan groused.
They left the stable and trudged through the snowy cold to the house. “Mother’s here,” Colin informed him seconds before they stepped through. The resulting expression on Trystan’s face made him laugh.
His mother grilled Trystan over the meal or else there was little to no talking. Colin didn’t mind in the least. As the dinner progressed, he found himself comparing the meal here to the one with the Adrys family. He much preferred the relaxed and fun ambiance there. Colin thought about Pug and how it would be nice to eat with him and hear about his day. Like a father would. How Lord Adrys did with Jo.
“They are having fireworks in the village, Mother. Would you like to join us?”
Her gaze was sharp for a moment before it softened. “Are they good?”
“Yes, Mother. I have a big shipment of them every year for my tenants.”
The look on her face made him wonder if she would refuse. Then she gave a small smile. “I suppose.”
He shared a grin with Trystan before waving a footman forward. “See to it Mr. Pug dresses warm, we will be going to the village for the party,” he ordered when the man dipped close to hear.
Leaning back, he thought about Berry and how he was faring. He’d gone to London before Christmas to help out more with the home for the wounded sailors and soldiers. I will send him a post tomorrow.
Moments later Pug ran into the room, feet pounding across the floor and a sparkle in his eyes.
“Are we really going to see fireworks?” he asked, nigh out of breath.
Colin smiled at the lad. “Absolutely. Countess Clifton and Mr. Wilkes will accompany us.”
He flicked his gaze over the other two briefly. Pug tugged on his shirt and rolled his lower lip in his teeth. “Do you think Jo will be there?”
I am betting on it. “I believe so.”
The resulting smile from Pug bespoke the beginnings of a rake. “Wonderful.” He left the room with the same enthusiasm he’d entered.
“He runs wild,” his mother commented.
Colin glanced at her in time to watch her daintily wipe her mouth with the linen and push her plate away. “Luckily, he does so in my house,” he replied with clear warning.
Her nostrils flared but her mouth remained blissfully closed.
His home turned into a bustle of chaos as everyone got ready. The ride in the coach was filled with Pug’s excited chatter. As it had been for the Autumn Festival, the village was packed and busy. Countess Clifton held his arm after she alighted from the conveyance. He couldn’t explain his relief when Trystan stepped up.
“May I escort you around, my lady?” She stared suspiciously at Trystan. “I am sure your son has tenants to see before the show starts. We could get a front row seat and perhaps something hot to drink.”
“Perfect,” she agreed.
Colin sent an appreciative glance to Trystan before his friend and his mother disappeared leaving him alone to seek out his heart’s desire. It took him a while but eventually he spied her, pacing behind Jo and Honoria Adrys. His heart seemed to trip over itself before once again settling into rhythm.
Najja wore black and even from a distance he could see some strain on her face. Not much but a bit. As he observed his mother, Trystan and Pug approached and talked. Trystan spoke briefly to Najja otherwise she remained silent.
He smiled when Trystan convinced Lady Adrys to accompany them as well. Pug took a bit more persuading before he left Jo’s side. Finally the women were alone. Swinging wide, he kept them in sight as he closed the gap. Jo spied him first and waved. Najja didn’t seem all that surprised to see him.
“Hi, Colin,” Jo said, peering at him with large blue eyes.
“Miss Adrys,” he replied, taking her hand and bowing low over it. “Good to see you here.”
His gaze found Najja’s and just like that everything else faded into the background. Her eyes were dark and unfathomable, almost like staring into a stranger’s eyes.
He released Jo and stood tall before inclining his head in her direction. “Miss Najja.”
“Good eve, Lord Clifton.” Her voice, composed and matter-of-fact, accompanied the slight dip she gave.
The lackluster response tore at him. He longed to remove her ankle length cloak, free her hair so he could brush it behind her ears, exposing the silver that hung there. It ate at his gut, the need for her to watch him with passion-glazed eyes, in his bed. His life. Forever.
“Can I escort you to your mother?” he asked Jo.
Jo’s smile held some sympathy for him. “Please.” Offering his arm, they strolled through the crowd, Najja trailing behind.
“If it helps, this is hard for her too,” Jo said on a whisper.
Did it help? No, not really. He didn’t want her to suffer either. He just wanted her.
“Not easy to tell that,” he remarked offhandedly while acknowledging this was another first for him. Discussing such things with another woman.
“She is a master at disguising her true emotions.”
Ignoring the urge to glance back at the woman shadowing them, he put his other hand in his pocket. “Have you ever seen her truly happy?”
“Yes.” Jo’s fingers tightened on his arm briefly. “Back home, she would--when she was there--she would take me up into the trees. Branches so wide you can walk them with ease. She would take me deep into the forest to these amazing places. Away from her father, she would sometimes allow herself to relax. Being with Fineas and Indrani make her happy also.”
“Have you met her father?” he questioned.
“A few times. He is a very…intense man. Scary.”
He had so many more questions, however, they’d reached the seats. As the sky filled with the brilliant colors he took the opportunity to scan for Najja. He spied her and slipped from his seat. Approaching her from the back he didn’t wait, didn’t even ask for permission, just wrapped his arms around her and tugged her back to rest against him. She didn’t resist and his heart soared. Lowering his head, he pressed a kiss to her temple. The fresh scent of cold winter mixed beautifully with the warmer scent of her. Spiced roses and vanilla.
“It feels so good to hold you again, luv. I have missed you.”
“I am sure Countess Valewood is more than willing to have you hold her.”
The blandness in her tone didn’t fool him, he knew jealousy when he heard it.
“Like I told you before, luv. I desire only you.”
Her body sank deeper into his touch and he relished the contact all the while longing for more. Fewer clothes and more bodily contact.
“So you did.”
“Why are you standing over here instead of sitting with Jo?”
“I can see more of the crowd this way.”
“You still think someone is out to hurt him?”
“Yes.” Her affirmative hit the air with barely any passage of time.
Nuzzling the side of her neck, he wished they were somewhere private and warm. “Do you have any ideas who?” She stiffened and he sighed. “Let me help you Najja, as you did me.” Still nothing. “I know you are used to doing it all yourself but you no longer have to. Allow me to assist you.”
The sky exploded in a wide array of colors and Najja covered his arms with hers. “Can we not speak of this and enjoy the fireworks?”
“Have you seen them before?” he asked near her ear.
“Yes, over in The Orient. They are amazing.”
Colin responded by brushing a kiss along her face. He didn’t want to talk fireworks. He wanted her to agree to stay with him. Knowing she would refuse to talk about it, he simply enjoyed the time they had together, tucked away off to one side. Alone and with their combined body heat surrounding them, they observed the rest of the display in silence.
The moment it ended and with the smell of the burning powder lingered in the air, she stepped from his grasp and made to rejoin her party. Colin grabbed her wrist and spun her back to him. He could see her large eyes staring up at him from the nearly full moon, which slid free of the clouds it had been hiding behind. They shone in the light and he watched them soften with longing.
He slid his hands up to cup the sides of her face, his thumbs stroked the smooth skin of her cheeks.
“Najja…”
“Goodbye, Colin,” she whispered.
His fingers sank into her hair. He held her there when she tried to step back. I will never let you go. The words wouldn’t come and he felt like he was about to lose her. Closing the rest of the distance between them, Colin covered her mouth with his.
She opened beneath him like a flower bud did to the sun’s rays. His tongue thrust into her mouth and he groaned at her familiar taste. Her hands slid under his greatcoat and settled upon his waist, fingers clutching his sides.
He lost all sense of time, focusing solely on the woman in his arms. Biting back his growl of frustration when she ended the kiss, Colin watched her lick her lips and give him a sad smile.
For the life of him he didn’t want to release her but he knew he must. With great reluctance he stepped back, his fingers lingered as long as they could before his hands fell away. He followed and watched them approach their carriage. Honoria and Jo climbed in and his heart skipped a few beats when he saw Najja sitting tall and proud on the back of her coal black stallion.
Why isn’t she inside out of the elements?
The Adryses headed off and he watched until they were swallowed up by the night. His heart wasn’t in the rest of the festivities and had no problems agreeing to leave when his mother informed him over an hour later she was ready.
At the carriage, Colin paused after assisting his mother in. “Where’s Pug?” he asked, glancing to Trystan.
“I thought he was with you.” His friend frowned. “He said he was coming to find you.”
“I have not seen him.”
Disconcerted, he swung around and scoured the remnants of the festival. People headed to their homes and warm beds, but no Pug. Fear rose up and he put Trystan in with his mother and sent them home. Once they were on their way, he hurried to Frank Ashcroft’s home and pounded on the door. It opened exposing him to Frank’s grizzled face framed by the tallow candles light.
“My lord? Is something wrong?”
“I am sorry for disturbing you, but I need a horse.”
“Of course, any one you want. Do you need me to come with you?”
“No, please go to bed. I will return him come morning.”
“Very good, my lord.”
Colin hurried to the stable and lit a lantern. Drawing a large gray from his stall, he bridled him and swung on. He blew out the light and hung it on the nail by the door before digging in his heels and heading the large equine off toward where he bet Pug had gone.
Kittle Manor.



Chapter Seventeen
Najja rode beside the carriage, her mind lingering over her shared kiss with Colin. She wanted to stay with him, hold him, and let him make her feel safe. Focus Najja!
She shifted in the saddle and flexed her fingers. It was cold out, the wind had increased and she fought off a shudder. The moonlight offered a clear view for which she was grateful. The carriage slowed to head down a slope and she urged Fineas on after. They were about half way across the opening when the prickle went up the back of her neck.
Men exploded from the surrounding woods, the moonlight not hiding their intent.
“Ride!” she hollered to the driver as she set her heels to Fineas’ side and sent him toward the ones blocking the path into the woods. Shots rang out and she hugged tight to the muscled neck of her horse. As he thundered along she used one hand to release her cloak and allowed it to flutter away to the ground.
She drew hard on the reins, jerking Fineas hard to the left. The momentum of his abrupt stop allowed her the opportunity to use her whip on those two and send her mount back to intercept the approaching carriage as she replaced it around her waist.
Eyes flickering between the ever-approaching horde of faceless men and the carriage, Najja knew she had one chance. The driver jerked to a stop before her and she hurried to the door away from the nearing riders. She dismounted and yanked the door open, one swipe of her sai and the leather saddle fell from Fineas’ back to the ground.
“Get on,” she commanded Jo and her mother. The women didn’t argue, their faces tight with fear. She had to help them but it didn’t take long.
“They are almost here!” the driver said, his voice nervous.
Grabbing Jo’s arm, she met her friend’s gaze. “Listen to me. Ride on this side to the forest then give him his head. Go home, get your father and hide in the passageway.”
“What about you?” Jo’s voice shook. “We cannot leave you.”
“Jo, ride hard. Do not stop for anything. No matter what you hear. Keep going. No horse can catch him. Ride up to the house and get inside. Fineas will be fine, hang on tight, Lady Adrys.”
“No! I will not leave you!” Jo cried.
“You do not have a choice.” She kept her voice cold as she switched places with the driver, so she was between him and the men as well. Reins in hand she snapped them hard and the team bolted on. Thankfully Jo stayed with her, on the side as she’d ordered. At the edge of the forest she knew there would be no outrunning them.
“Go!” she hissed.
“No!”
“Damn it, Jo. Go. Protect your mother. Get home and do not stop for anything!”
Jo gave her one glance before kicking Fineas. Her horse responded immediately, springing away and vanishing into the darkness of the wooded trail. The driver jumped and headed into the woods as well. She sawed on the right rein and the horses answered, veering sharply in that direction. The conveyance began to tip and at the last second, she leaped free to land on the ground.
Sais in hand, she sliced through the leathers, liberating the equines. As they ran off somewhere, she moved to position herself before the overturned carriage. One of the lanterns that had been burning low on the post ignited the lacquered wood, creating a massive ball of fire. One that blocked the road.
The seven riders halted before her. “Get after them!” one hollered.
“How, the road is blocked?”
“Find another way around, damn you. We cannot let them get away.
Two men headed off in an attempt, she assumed, to get after Jo and her mother. She breathed easier, confident they would not be able to catch up with them. Besides, there was nothing she could do now. She made her decision based on the options and knowledge at the time. The five men dismounted and faced her in a semi-circle. She was good and trapped. Not that she cared, all that mattered was these men wouldn’t be on Jo or Lady Adrys.
“This one is a female.” One man pulled the kerchief off his face and she bit back her snarl of rage. This was one of the men from Cornwall. “She has already taken out Robby and Jack.” Dark eyes, full of malevolence, glared at her. “Jack was my brother, you bitch!”
Najja merely tightened her grip and waited for one of them to make their move. Five sabers were drawn free of their sheaths. Then as one they attacked. Moving with practiced ease, she deflected their blows and worked her way in close to where their sabers were to clumsy to use. With a deft move, she lanced the sai along her nearest opponents throat, the dark blade coated in his blood but she never slowed, only focused on the remaining men.
They seemed to redouble their efforts. A feint from one to her left hit its mark, slicing through her leather shirt and her skin. She ignored the pain and thrust her other sai deep into the chest of the closest man. He fell soundlessly to the ground, his blood soaking into the snow.
Two down and three to go. They spread out, keeping her between them. Her arms burned and she dodged the frontal attack only to feel another slash across her back.
“Ahhh!” she screamed, stumbling to her knees. Reflex sent a sai soaring to another. She regained her feet and used her remaining sai to deflect a blow before she kicked out with her leg and sent the burly man back. Locking away the pain, she bent and grabbed the blade from the dead man’s chest. Breathing a bit easier with them both in her hands again, she held one to guard and the other, to attack.
“I am going to kill you!” Jack’s brother growled.
“Do your worst.” She knew he sought to goad her. In her peripheral she saw the final man approach. Moving in a blur of speed, she spun and delivered a powerful kick to his chest. As he fell, she flipped her guard sai to attack position and took his life in the space of a heartbeat. He hit the ground dead.
“Two against one,” she rasped, the blood from her own wounds staining the snow.
The anger-infused roar preceded the attack and she countered at the last minute possible, flinging up an arm and deflecting his strike. Steel ground against steel, the noise extremely ominous. Flicking her wrist, she used the prongs to capture the enemy’s blade. Wrenching hard, she jerked the weapon from his hand and sent it through the air.
Pain poured through her as he punched her in the jaw knocking her back. Instinct had her roll and come up. Her side throbbed and she noticed the man now held a dagger in his hand.
The afflictions on her person made her nauseous. Her blood loss increased with every beat of her heart. Pain is good, you know you are alive if there is pain.
She knew she should keep the other in sight but her gaze had honed in on the one approaching. A childish scream rent the air and yanked her attention from the large man. The sight before her made her anger increase through to the bottom of her soul.
Pug was being dragged toward the fire, his eyes wide with fear. Bastards! Where the hell did he come from? It didn’t matter. She sent the black steel toward the man who’d punched her. He dropped and she ignored him, focusing all on the man holding Pug.
“Drop your weapon,” he ordered.
She complied immediately, her remaining sai sinking through the snow. Eyes on Pug, she gave him as much of a reassuring smile as she could muster. His lip trembled and there was a trickle of blood making its way down his thin, dirty face.
“Who the hell are you?” the captor demanded.
“No one.” She took a shuddering breath, feeling herself weaken with each tic of time. “Let the boy go.”
“Step away from the weapon.”
Najja did. She couldn’t bring herself to be callous toward Pug’s life, not knowing how important he was to Colin. Accepting she was most likely dead, she was pleased to be able to save Pug. A choice of her own, not a job. She closed the distance between them, ignoring the boy and centering on the one holding him. Her hand lowered to rest on the handle of her disguised whip. Gathering her waning strength, she waited for the right moment.
His grin, a lewd mixture of hatred and rage took on even more of a grotesque look from the fire and fading moonlight. She acted, her wrist flashing with the precise speed learned from years of practice and experience. The whip became an extension of her, bending to her will. It coiled around his neck, the six points from the silver loops embedded deep into his skin.
“Argh!” he cried eyes wide with surprise and pain.
Not giving him a chance to hurt Pug, she pressed the switch, releasing the sharp metal hooks, and jerked hard. The exposed teeth shredded with ease into his flesh. Rage lent strength to her weakened limbs and the man’s head separated from his body.
The knife at Pug’s throat fell harmless to the snow as the body behind collapsed to the ground. Pug’s face had been splattered with blood and the second his eyes began to drift toward the severed head, she spoke.
“Look at me, Pug. Come to me.” He took a few shaky steps only to begin to look again. “No. Eyes on me.”
She stumbled a bit and when she regained her balance she saw her sai right beside her foot. Scooping it up, she hurried toward Pug. He ran the rest of the way and wrapped his arms around her. The pressure against her wounds made stars flicker before her eyes. However, she wouldn’t have traded the feeling for anything in the world. He was safe.
“What are you doing here, Pug? How did you get here?”
“I…I ’id in da boot. I wanted to see Miss Jo again.”
Breaths coming shallower and faster, she glanced around for a horse needing to find a way back to Kittle Manor. None in sight. Must save the boy.
“Are you hurt?”
He shook his head and she winced. She set him away from her and brushed the blood soaked hair back. The tremulous smile on his face made her eyes prick with tears and the urge to hold him overwhelmed her. Then his face contorted with fear.
“Najja!’
She pushed him back unceremoniously and spun to meet whatever the threat. The pain spiraled through her even before she recognized the man as the one she’d foolishly thought dead.
“Die bitch!”
With the last of her energy, she stabbed her sai through his large neck, right up to the hilt. He stared at her with shock and disbelief as together they sank to the ground. When he collapsed on his side, eyes starring sightlessly at her, she expelled her breath, spitting up blood simultaneously.
Pug. Where is he? Is he okay? With shaking hands, she removed the blade from her belly. Her blood streamed over her hands and she turned to look over her shoulder. Pug stood there, frightened and small.
One hand and arm pressing against her wounds, she staggered to her feet. “Pug, go to the fire.” She barely made it there before her limbs gave out.
“Are you okay?” he questioned.
Her back screamed with pain as well as the rest of her. “Yes,” she lied without opening her eyes. The heat of the fire felt good no matter how slight. Hopefully it will keep him warm for the night.
“I found this,” he said.
Najja struggled to open her eyes and saw him there with her cloak. “Good. Sit here and wrap up in it.”
“What about you?”
“Do it, Pug.” There was no room for argument in her tone. When he did, she pulled him close and lay him between her and the fire. “Stay wrapped up, Pug. Promise until someone comes you stay protected.”
“Yes.”
“Promise,” she reiterated with the last bit of her strength.
“I promise.”
I am sorry, Jo. I tried.
That was the last thing she knew before the darkness breeched her attempts to keep it at bay and overtook her.
 

Colin slowed his mount as he left the wooded road and entered the open valley between the properties. The moon, which had been playing hide and seek all night, again hid. Unease slithered up his spine when his gaze landed on the glowing embers spread across the road near the other side of the clearing.
“What the--?”
The nearer he came, the worse his uncertainty. There were dead bodies scattered around and splashes of blood. What happened? He dismounted and walked slowly, hands on the reins of the unhappy horse. Stopping by the first man, he felt sick at the sight of what stuck out from his throat. Black steel sai.
Najja! He dropped to one knee and removed it from where it sat embedded. Where was she? He hurried to each body and only when he had been assured she didn’t reside among the dead did he breathe any easier.
Not that it was much for the smoldering remains of the carriage increased his unease all over again. He stared at it before swinging back up on the horse. The animal wasn’t built for speed but he demanded all he could from the gray.
Lights shone through the numerous windows of Kittle Manor when he rode up. He’d leaped from the laboring equine’s back before the horse stopped. Two footmen stood outside the door.
“See to this horse,” he demanded taking the wide steps three at a time.
The men looked almost like they wanted to argue but he bounded past them and shouldered his way into the house. Inside teemed with tense quiet. Maids and footmen hustled, their faces somber.
“Colin!” Pug’s voice yanked him from his reverie.
Spinning, Colin dropped to his knees and opened his arms. The young lad never hesitated, just ran headlong into his embrace, skinny arms winding tight around his neck.
“Sorry. I is so sorry. I only wanted to see Jo again. I ’id in da boot, it wrecked and I got throwed. When I woke,” he shuddered and tightened his grip, “she…she was there, fighting them. Then, the big bloke saw me and dragged me near with a knife to…to…”
“Shhh.” He closed his eyes and held Pug close, grateful he was safe. “Are you hurt?”
“No. She saved me. This is my fault.”
“What is?”
“She got stabbed and made me wrap up in her cloak by the fire.”
Colin’s heart seized and he longed to run to her. “This is not your fault, Pug.”
“Colin.” Lord Adrys’ voice penetrated their world.
“Adrys.” He swallowed the lump in his throat. “How is she?”
The silence spoke volumes. Gaining his feet, Colin retained a hold on Pug. The boy didn’t argue, merely burrowed closer. One arm supporting Pug, Colin reached out to touch Adrys. “Let me see her.”
“Of course.” Hayworth ran a shaky hand through his hair. “He should not see her like this. His trauma will be enough without reliving it. There is a room readied for him.”
Dread increasing with each step he took up the stairs, Colin carried Pug to a warm room. He placed him on the bed and pried his arms off. The eyes that met his overflowed with trepidation.
“I am not leaving, Pug. I am going to see Najja. You wait here, all right?”
There was no verbal response but the boy nodded and so he gave him a gentle smile then followed Adrys down the hall to another room.
Sobs were the first thing he heard when he stepped in the well-lit room. Lady Adrys was on one side of the bed and Jo the other. The cries came from Jo. Colin looked at the person lying there and his heart clenched with immeasurable fear. Najja lay as still as death.
Her beautiful face was pale, cut, and bruised. Her arm had bandages on it and the sheet covering her didn’t hide the presence of more dressings. Lady Adrys noticed him staring and drew the blankets up over her immobile body.
His feet wouldn’t work. “What happened?” he asked, his voice low and gruff.
Jo lifted her head, exposing a red-eyed, tear-stained, and puffy face. Her big blue eyes, which he was so used to seeing sparkle with joy, were full of hopelessness. She didn’t speak just put her head back by Najja’s arm while her hand touched Najja’s.
“Jo,” Lord Adrys said. “Go see how Pug is doing. Colin wants a moment.”
There was no argument from the young woman, she just murmured something to Najja and left her side. Colin could see her reluctance to do so. She barely glanced at him before she slipped out the door.
Lady Adrys wiped her hands down her skirts as she approached. Her eyes were also full of sorrow as she laid a hand on his arm. Then she, too, vanished from the room in silence.
Slow, painstaking steps took him to the bed. He sank to the chair beside her and reached out a hand to her face. Clammy skin met his touch and she never opened her eyes. Colin noticed they had some unique kind of setup for her to lay on.
“She saved the life of my wife and daughter,” Adrys said, tapping a cloth gently along her forehead. “And the driver, as well as Pug.”
Colin dragged his knuckles down her cheek, willing her to live. “How bad is it?” He couldn’t remove his gaze from her. All he wanted to do was take her away and hold her, tell her how much he loved her and how he couldn’t live without her.
“Bad.” Colin’s heart sank then Hayworth continued. “When I got to her, she had Pug wrapped in her cloak between her and the fire. She was unconscious, has not woken since. Many cuts and a serious back and belly wound.”
Which explained the odd thing she lay upon, it looked like boards, but he realized they were so it didn’t hinder the back injury. You cannot die, Najja. I need you.
He sat there touching her face as Hayworth recanted the story as much as he knew, including the two men who followed them to the house.
“So you know who is behind this?”
A pained expression crossed Hayworth’s features. “Yes. They are locked in the cellar under guard.”
Part of him wanted to storm down there and rip them apart with his bare hands. However, he also had no desire to leave Najja’s side. That desire was the stronger of the two.
“You are welcome to stay the night, Colin.” He nodded his thanks, his eyes lingering on his heart’s desire. “You should go see Pug. He needs you.”
“Najja,” he said still staring at her stone like face.
“Will always have someone with her. Pug has been through a terrible ordeal. Najja will not know if you are here or not, Pug will.”
He wanted to snap at the reprimand yet understood. Rising, he placed a feather light kiss on her lips. “Stay with me, Najja,” he whispered. Then he walked to Pug’s room and entered after a light knock.
Jo sat by the fire and Pug huddled under the blankets. Still silent, Jo walked from the room and he sat on the bed.
“Pug,” he said.
“You came back.”
“Of course.” He settled against the headboard and smiled slightly as the boy curled up against him. “Sleep now, Pug.”
“Could…could you stay until I sleep?”
“I will be right here.” He stayed even longer, after a much needed slumber overtook Pug. Only when he caught himself beginning to doze, did he leave the room.
“Lord Adrys said to give you a room next to Miss Najja. It is the door right after hers. A fire is burning, if you need anything just pull the rope.”
“Thank you,” he said to the maid. She curtsied and left.
On the way to his room, he entered Najja’s one more time. Jo lay on the bed, as close as she could get without touching. She held one sai in a death grip. His initial thought that she slept disappeared when her gaze slid to his.
“Any change?” he asked, unconcerned with propriety and sitting in the chair beside Najja. He stroked her cheek and glanced across her supine form.
“No.” Jo shifted closer. “I never should have left her.”
More anger churned in his gut. He was sick and tired of this. They used her talents but acted shocked when Najja got injured. If only you would let me, Najja, I would protect you forever.
“She never should have been in that situation,” he bit off, his rage boiling perilously close to the surface.
“No, she should not have.” Jo’s immediate agreement amazed him. “She is my sister, I love her so much…if…if she dies--”
“Enough,” he growled, unwilling to have that talk around Najja.
Teeth clamped on his lower lip, he reached out to the exposed arm and hand lying on the outside of the thick blankets. The white bandages cut through the continuity of dark skin. Sliding his hand beneath hers he tried to will her to come back. Hell, he’d settle for any movement.
He remained there until Jo finally succumbed to an exhausted sleep. Standing, he removed the sai from her hand, set it on the dresser, and covered her with another blanket. Loud voices reached him as he exited the room and he ignored the fact this wasn’t his home and went to investigate. The constable had arrived and Colin got to see the only two left alive. A large man and a younger one.
“Are you sure, Lord Adrys?” the constable asked.
Hayworth stood with his wife looking positively nauseous. “Yes, he may be her son but he tried to kill my family. I want her arrested as well.”
“And the one who killed his men?”
Adrys wrapped an arm around his wife. “Dead.”
The man stroked his moustache. “Anyone else to corroborate the claim?”
“Me,” Colin said, making his presence known. “Earl of Clifton. My boy was saved as well.”
“My lord,” the man replied. Colin acknowledged him with a brief nod. “Is there anything else I can do for you Lord Adrys? Lord Clifton?”
“Just pray my daughter survives.”
The man hesitated. “Forgive me, my lord. I thought your daughter was safe.”
“One was. One was injured. Get these men out of my house.”
The condemned were led out and as the butler closed the door behind them, Hayworth glanced back at him and Colin felt like part of the family.
“Jo still with her?” Honoria asked.
“Yes, my lady. They are sleeping. Pug included.”
Her smile shook but she gave him one. “I think we are past you being so formal with me. Honoria is fine.” She gave him a hug and whispered, “Do not give up.”
“Get some rest, Colin,” Adrys said.
He nodded and followed them up the stairs, even though he didn’t believe there would be any rest for him this night. Najja was his final thought before sleep claimed him and the first when his eyes popped open the next morning.
Going to Pug’s room, he found the bed empty. A spear of panic hit him before he calmed. Making his way to Najja’s room, he slowly opened the door and peered in.
Pug and Jo both were there. Jo stood over a basin rinsing a cloth and Pug…well, he’d moved the chair flush to the bed and sat on his knees in it. The boy whispered in her ear and Colin felt as if he were an intruder.
Colin entered and closed the door behind him. They glanced briefly at him before attentions reverted back to Najja. Jo met him as he neared the bed. Beyond her, he saw Najja’s belt whip on the top of the dresser, residing beside the sais.
“How is she?” he asked.
“No change.”
“Have you eaten?” She shook her head. “Go eat. I will stay with her.” Refusal seeped into her baby blues and he reiterated his order. “You do her no good ill yourself, Jo. Take Pug and eat.”
“Come along, Pug. We need to eat.”
“Najja will be alone then.”
“I will stay with her,” he assured the lad, having zero intentions of leaving her side.
“Wipe her ’ead and talk to ’er. She can ’ear us.”
He cracked a small smile at the protectiveness in Pug’s voice. “Got it. Go eat.”
He sighed heavily when they left and the door closed behind them. Readjusting the chair Pug had been in, he sank down.
“Good morning, luv,” he said, stroking a hand down her face. “Time for you to wake up.”
Nothing. Her chest barely rose and fell with her shallow breaths. Scooting closer to her head, he leaned down and whispered in her ear, “I love you, Najja. Please come back.”
Those words were true. He knew that now. However, there was still no response. By the time Jo and Pug made it back he was pacing the room just so he didn’t crawl in the bed with her.
“Everything okay?”
He paused by the window and stared over the snowy landscape. “Yes. No change. Come on, Pug. We need to get home.”
Immediately, he noticed the refusal in his posture. Crossing to him, he waited until the boy looked up. “We will come back but we have things which require our attention.”
Pug worried his lip before he seemed to realize there was no negotiating this. “Very well.”
Jo walked to his side and wrapped her arms around him. Colin returned the gesture, understanding they both needed the quiet reassurance. When they parted, Jo headed to Pug and Colin returned to Najja’s side. Over and over, he replayed the final kiss they’d shared in his mind. Under the open sky, the cold air around them, breathing in her addictive sensual scent and the feel of her lips on his.
“I will be back, luv. I expect you here and awake when I do.” He ran his thumb along her lower lip and spun on his heel before leaving the room.
Lord Adrys met him at the door. “I called up a carriage for you.”
“Thank you.”
Adrys’ smile was strained. “I will have that room made up for you, should you want to return.”
Not even hellfire would keep him away. “See you upon my return.”
They headed to the door. The horse he’d ridden here upon was tied to the back. Once in the carriage, he ran a hand over his face and found it shook.
“Najja is real good at killing.” Pug stated, staring out the window.
His eyes jerked open at that statement. “Yes, she is.” He looked at Pug but the boy remained with his eyes watching the passing scenery.
“Aside from you, no one has ever protected me ’afore.” Pug settled on the seat beside him. “I want her better.”
“Me too, son, me too.”
“Can she stay with us?”
Yes! Propping his feet up on the other seat, he weighed his words. “Stay with us?”
“Yes. When she gets better. You have lots of room and…I know you like her. I saw you two kissing at the fireworks.”
“You saw that, did you?”
“Yes. You are ’appy with ’er.”
Not words to dispute. “We should focus on her getting better first.”
Back at his home, he filled in his mother and Trystan on what had occurred, then he took a bath and headed to the study. An hour later, he realized his concentration was worthless.
The wind howled as he headed to the stable, the acrid bite no matter. As he saddled Salvage, all he heard was his heart. And each beat said, “Naj-ja. Naj-ja. Naj-ja.”



Chapter Eighteen
The darkness slowly retreated. Every inch of her felt aflame. From the light she heard a comforting and soothing sound. But she was tired, she was so tired.
Must protect Jo! The warning exploded through her head and she fought to react, only she could do nothing. Where are my weapons? Fingers flexed but didn’t encounter leather wrapped steel. No, it was cloth. I do not understand.
She opened her eyes to find herself lying in a bed. The room slowly came into focus and seemed familiar. Kittle Manor. Sliding her glance as far as she could to the left without moving her head, she located the sound that filled her with calmness.
Seated near her head sat Colin. The noise she’d heard was his deep, sensual voice as he read aloud. She stared at his lips until her eyes burned and she just allowed them to drift shut. A feeling of contentment and safety covered her, warming her more than the blankets she lay under.
The next time she woke, she heard hushed voices. Colin and Jo. She still felt so tired and again the pain remained but she accepted it. The familiar voices lulled her back under.
A prickle of warning snaked along her spine and she reacted. Her hand was clasped in a strong grip, one which gentled immediately.
“Welcome back, luv. I can say I am glad you did not have a weapon in reach.”
Colin stared at her, his eyes burning a fierce green. His hair fell unconfined around his angular face and she noticed the gold hoop hanging from one lobe.
It took her several attempts to force words past her dry mouth. Panic seared through her when he began to shake his head no. Had hearing Jo only been a figment of her imagination?
“I do not speak that language, luv. Say it again in English.”
She thought she’d been speaking English. She tried again. “How are the Adryses? Are they all safe? And Pug?”
He pressed his lips to the back of the hand he held. His gaze softened as he continued to hold her prisoner with both hand and eyes.
“Everyone is safe.” Colin leaned closer, his mouth so tempting. “You scared me, luv.” A feathery light brush of his lips along the corner of her mouth. “I never want to be that frightened again.”
It didn’t matter how touching his words were. Nor did it matter that she had so much to tell him, for the door opened and Jo’s scream shattered the world they’d shared.
She experienced the loss of his touch immediately. Jo’s face replaced Colin’s only to be joined by her parents. Glancing at the three hovering faces, it tore deep to realize the one she longed to see wasn’t there. Movement by the door drew her attention. Colin stood there, already part way out.
Stay! She wanted his hand holding hers, his touch along her skin.
His ever-changing eyes smoldered and this time it wasn’t loneliness she felt deep in her gut. She felt marked by a predator. When the door closed behind him, she knew he would be back. Knowledge that relieved her stress.
Jo helped her to the chamber pot considering she was too weak to stand without assistance. Feeling better and dressed in fresh bandages along with a clean nightdress, she was propped back up in bed, care of her back injury taken into consideration.
Jo sat next to her father, while Lady Adrys made a concoction for her to drink. She didn’t argue, knowing it would hasten her healing. “How is Fineas?” she asked when the cup had been drained.
“Fine,” Jo informed her.
“How long…” Najja trailed off.
“You have been out for a fortnight,” Lord Adrys said. He sent a look to his wife and daughter. One that sent them from the room without a word, although Jo did glance back before slipping out.
Hayworth dragged the chair near and sat again. “I know the words are not enough but, thank you.” She reached for his hand and squeezed it gently. There was nothing to be gained by making him feel worse.
Over the next few weeks, Najja got herself up and moving, refusing to let her body remain weak any longer than necessary. Both Colin and Pug stopped by on occasion to see her, days she enjoyed very much. One morning, she stood in front of her mirror and stared at her new scars. The one on her back reached to the faded scar from the leopard attack. Each day she grew stronger and it was with a heavy heart she sought out Lord Adrys in his study.
“Najja,” he said.
Lord Adrys stood as she entered the room and retook his seat after gesturing her to one. Only she didn’t sit. She remained on her feet before the desk, hands clasped before her.
“Everything okay?” A knock interrupted them. “Enter,” Adrys barked.
The butler entered and said, “Excuse me, my lord. A Lord Wilkes is inquiring if Miss Najja is home.”
That got her attention. She remembered Trystan Wilkes, Colin’s friend. And a man she’d seen before in a different place and time. A lifetime ago. She glanced from Adrys to Fowler and back, waiting for permission.
“Go talk, we can continue this later.”
“Yes, my lord. Thank you.” Rotating around, she followed Fowler from the study where he closed the door behind them and guided her to the receiving room. Last time I was here, Colin’s mother waited for me.
The butler gave her a slight smile before opening the door for her. Trystan took to his feet when she entered from where he’d been sitting near the blazing fire. He offered a bow and as she curtsied she took in his appearance. Trystan was a handsome man, much more so since he cleaned up from the scruffed man he’d been the time she’d been reacquainted with him at Falcon House.
Today he looked like a well-off son of a viscount. Handsome enough with his brown hair and aristocratic features. There was this look about him that belied the rakish air surrounding him.
“Something I can do for you, Mr. Wilkes?”
“I hope so.”
He drew nearer and despite her wish to remain further apart she held her ground. Trystan halted and stared down at her. She barely glanced at the facial scar which traversed one side of his jaw line. It added an air of danger to his aura. Scars were badges of honor to her. Marks of having lived. She waited, eyes upon his blue ones. When he paused she detected slight hesitation.
“We know what you do.”
There was no reason to contradict him, they both knew what she did. “Can I be of assistance?”
“I am heading to Africa and could use you as a guide.”
Her heart fluttered. Travelling with him would offer added protection. Being still in recovery, she could use it.
“Where are you going?” Her voice was modulated despite the pounding of her heart.
“We would hit port where you left. I need to find a man a few days away from there.”
“Of course,” she said. “I will just need to know more of where you need to go.”
A hard glint sharpened his eyes, briefly before it was masked under a bit of indifference. She wasn’t fooled. This was personal for him.
“When do you believe you will be ready to travel?”
Despite his calm stance, there was sense of urgency underlining his words. She hesitated. There was nothing for her to linger here over. The issue about the Adryses’ safety had been resolved and Jo was no longer in danger.
“How soon do you need to leave?” she asked.
“The next ship departs in a week. I will secure passage for us. You are okay sharing a room with me?”
“Not a problem.”
His eyes lingered over her face. “I do not want you in a cramped area, not if you are still recovering. In my room you will be safe.”
She tipped her head. “Very well.”
“Will you be bringing your stallion?”
Pain struck her deep. “No. I am returning alone.”
He sobered and reached out toward her shoulder but never touched her. “I will be by in two days to pick you up then.”
“Yes, Mr. Wilkes. I will see you then.”
Trystan left and she remained alone until she felt strong enough to face Lord Adrys. After talking to Hayworth she sought out and found Jo. With a strained smile asked her to walk with her to the stables.
“How are you feeling Najja?” Jo asked, her arm linked through hers.
“Good. Almost back to normal.” They entered the warm building and the familiar scent of hay and horses brought tears to her eyes.
“Mama said my lessons are coming along well and I am ready for my Season. You know I am doing something right if she’s telling me I am ready.”
Blinking hard, she forced the tears back. “I am sure your Season will be a lot of fun.” It did her well to see Jo not fighting being here so hard.
“I cannot wait to tell you about the first night. I hope we will learn to like it here.”
They paused before Fineas’ stall. Najja swallowed back the intrusive lump in her throat and opened the stall door. Her stallion stepped close and lowered his head to her chest.
I will miss you, my friend. She moved and Jo took her place, rubbing his broad head. From where Najja stood, her hand upon Fineas’ neck, she scratched him and watched the horse with Jo.
“He will be a great horse for you. He has always liked you. I know he will take care of you.” She couldn’t look at Jo. It hurt too much.
“Najja?” Jo’s voice a mix of strain and disbelief, was higher pitched than normal. “Najja, this means…”
Finally, she summoned up enough courage to look at her friend. Blue eyes waited for her and they glistened with tears. Some of which leaked free and trailed down her face.
“When?” Jo asked.
“Two days.”
“How?”
“Mr. Wilkes is offering me transport. The ship leaves within the week.”
“I do not want you to go.”
She didn’t really want to either. “We knew this day would come.”
Anger sparked in Jo’s eyes. “You know you do not have to go. Your father would never know! I thought you cared about me!” She bolted from the stall and ran from sight.
Najja wrapped her arms around Fineas’ neck and let the tears flow. She would miss her so much. Eventually she took Fineas out for a ride, their last one. The crisp air invigorating and his smooth gait easy on her still sore wounds.
When she returned from her ride, Honoria tracked her down. “My lady,” she said, rising from where she sharpened her sais.
“Is there any way we can convince you to stay?” Najja merely held the kind gaze. “You have given us so much, is there nothing, we can do for you?”
“There is one thing.”
“Anything.”
Najja strode to the table and lifted a square of leather. In moments, she’d wrapped something up in it and tied it off with a leather thong. Back by Lady Adrys she offered the bound item.
“If you could see Lord Clifton receives this I would be grateful.”
An understanding look filled her expression. “After you leave, I would assume?”
“Please.”
“I will deliver it personally.”
Najja nodded her thanks. “I am leaving Fineas for Jo. I have told her but…”
“He will be well cared for.” She had no doubt of that. Lady Adrys smoothed out her skirts. “I will see you at dinner.” There lingered a not-so-subtle order in her statement and she didn’t wait for affirmation before she left the room.
Najja remained standing for a while before she sat back on the bed and resumed the job she’d been doing.
 

Colin smiled as he watched Pug bound up the steps to Kittle Manor from the carriage. The setting sun, having broken free of the clouds, cast a golden glow about the estate. A beautiful end to the day. What better way to end it than by being with Najja?
He nodded at Fowler when the man took his hat, coat, and gloves.
“Good evening, my lord.”
“Fowler. It is a good eve, is it not?”
“Of course, my lord. Everyone is in the parlor.”
Another nod and he headed in that direction perfectly comfortable in this house. A footman opened the door and Colin walked in to discover everyone sitting around talking.
“Good evening, Colin.” Adrys welcomed him. the others followed suit but in truth he only had eyes and attention for Najja. She sat across from Jo with a chessboard between them. They stood and she bobbed a curtsey. Najja wore a dark green dress which complemented her smooth complexion flawlessly.
All he wanted to do was take her somewhere private and ravish her. Kiss every inch of her smooth skin and hold her close, allowing the powerful scent which was her, flow over him. A compilation no other would be able to duplicate.
“Everything all right?”
Colin blinked and discovered Adrys right before him. Humor lingered in the overly knowledgeable gaze. “Fine, sir.”
Adrys cracked a grin. “I bet you are, son. I just bet you are.”
The man clapped him on the shoulder then walked away. His view to Najja once again unobstructed. She looked so much better. Her skin no longer drawn and pale. Nor was she marred by bandages.
Her face again smooth and without bruises. His fingers itched to touch her, feel the silkiness, relearn her curvatures. Pull her close and just let her touch calm his restless soul.
She wasn’t looking at him, instead concentrating on the board before her. Jo, however, looked at him. She got to her feet and gestured to the chair with a tip of her head. An offer he accepted gratefully.
“Hello, luv,” he murmured as he sat in Jo’s vacated chair.
“Lord Clifton.”
“Colin,” he corrected automatically.
She lifted her head, her gaze soft. “Colin.” The sound of his name flowing from her lips made him hard as the stone which created the house.
“I have missed you.”
“I have been here the entire time.”
“I know. Trust me, I know.” He moved a knight. “Take a walk with me.”
“A walk?”
“Yes. I want to be alone with you.”
A slight lift of her lips hit him low in his gut. “We are alone.”
He jerked his head around and found she spoke true. They were the only two in the room, thankfully behind a closed door. He’d never heard them leave. The knowledge spurred him into action. He maneuvered around the inlaid table and swooped in to cover her mouth with his.
A contented groan slid from him as her taste seeped into him. He thrust his tongue throughout the cavern of her mouth. She sank into him, arms winding around his neck. He was so hard, he ached.
Standing, Colin lifted her without breaking the passionate kiss. Cupping his hands on her ass, he kept her pressed against the rod of steel in his breeches. He backed her against the wall between the draped windows and the blazing fire.
She gasped and he broke the kiss. “Najja?”
“My back is still a little sore.”
Damn, how did I forget that? “Chaise?” He would move wherever but he had to have her.
“No,” she said, voice tight with passion. “Here.”
He didn’t wait any longer. Unfastening his breeches, he freed himself and found Najja raising her skirts. Slanting his mouth again, he devoured her. Using one arm, he lifted her only to lower her back upon his thick shaft.
A moan of raw pleasure burst from his throat. The heated velvet of her core gripped him. Home. Beneath him, she shuddered and wriggled her hips. Breaking the kiss, he buried his face in the crook of her neck. The rapid beat of her pulse pounded against him. He placed one hand against the wall and thrust harder.
Her mewls and pants spurred him on. Harder and deeper he stroked unaware of anything but her, and how it felt to be again buried to the hilt within her. Mine! The roar of possessiveness tore up from his chest and he barely stopped its escape.
She threaded one hand through his hair and pressed him tight to her. Eyes closed, he bit back his groan when she came around him. Her explosive response triggered his own and he shook with the force of his own release.
His legs shook and he kissed his way along her neck and jaw until he reached her mouth. “Najja,” he uttered.
Her sated brown eyes met him. “Colin.” Her voice as low and intimate as his.
“Are you okay? Your wounds?”
“They are fine.” She brushed back a wayward lock of his hair. “I am fine. We should go, they will be holding dinner for us.”
He captured her hand and kissed each fingertip. “I want you, Najja. Again and again. Come home with me.”
Sorrow flashed so briefly he thought he imagined it. She shook her head. With reluctance, he removed himself from her body.
“I am sorry, but I cannot.” They cleaned up and put themselves to rights.
Pain speared him. What did he have to do to keep her? “Still thinking about protecting Jo and her family?”
“Always,” she replied.
“They left us alone, do you think they care if you stay with me?”
“That matters not.”
Anger flared and he had to forcibly relax. “It does to me.”
She slid around to stand before him, hands clasped before her. “Colin,” she whispered.
He met her gaze. “Yes, luv?”
“I would love nothing more than to spend the night with you. I cannot. Please understand.”
Her please hit him, hard. He knew it wasn’t like her to say such words. “I do, luv. I may not like it--I do not like it--but I understand.”
He stared at her, she was still soft from the passion they’d shared. Eyes dark and pooling, lips slightly swollen from his kisses. She looked delectable.
“Come, luv.”
She touched along his chest and gave him a tender kiss. Without a word, she turned and headed from the room, leaving him to follow.
The dinner was light and fun. Yet, there was this undercurrent of sadness. It baffled him a bit. Najja was fine…wasn’t she?
He sat with Adrys in the study after the meal and shared some brandy. The men faced one another near the fire. Silence reigned but he didn’t mind. Colin stared at the flames while Adrys drank. His own drink dangled from two fingers.
“We will be heading to London within the week. Whenever you get there, please visit,” Adrys requested.
“Of course.”
Nothing for a few more moments, but unlike how he’d felt with his own father and brothers, this quiet wasn’t strained or tense. He swirled and downed the drink. Sitting forward, he rested his elbows upon his knees.
“Something on your mind, son?”
This was not an earl and a viscount discussion. He had great respect for Viscount Adrys. The man had a wonderful family and hadn’t allowed his title to keep him from following his passion. He’d taken his family with him and exposed them to an entire other life.
Could I do that?
“Was it hard to move from England and raise your family?”
Hayworth stared at his drink before setting it on the wide arm. “Honoria was less than pleased when I said I was going.” He paused. “She informed me at that moment she and Jo were accompanying me. It is an adjustment, but you see how Jo is. Full of life, she loves life, which had she grown up here, I am not sure would have happened. I will tell you this,” he said, rising. “I would not change it for anything.” Lord Adrys walked to the door. “The hardest choices we face are the ones that show us who we truly are.”
The door clicked and Colin knew he was alone. Hardest choice? There was no hard choice now. The danger had passed and he could make Najja his own. A grin tipped up his lips as he envisioned his life with her. Never a dull moment. His mother had been right, perhaps it was time for him to think about an heir.
Pug burst into the room and announced Jo and Najja were playing. Heart light he followed his little ward to enjoy the women’s combined music. He didn’t want the night to end but he understood Najja would not leave with him, her sense of honor wouldn’t allow her to do so.
During farewells, he bowed over her hand, eyes upon hers. “Sleep well, luv,” he whispered.
Her smile was slight. “Goodbye, Lord Clifton.”
He kissed the back of her hand before releasing her. “Good night,” he corrected.
Pug before him, he led his young charge out the door toward the waiting carriage. Casting a glance over his shoulder, Colin saw Najja staring after them. He drank his fill before turning away and moving to the well sprung conveyance.
When he returned from London, he would talk to Lord Adrys about marriage to Najja. It would be the beginning of a wonderful life.



Chapter Nineteen
Thunder boomed and lightning split the sky. Najja stood in her room and peered out the window at the fury raging beyond the pane of glass. Her heart mimicked the overall feel of the day. Heavy. Dreary.
She sighed and released the heavy drape from bunched fingers and turned away from the view. No need to watch it, she’d be in it soon enough. Forcing back all personal emotion, she grabbed her one bag from where it sat on the bed and strode to the door. Facial features composed she left the room for the last time and moved down the hall toward the stairs. Voices slowed her. Angry voices.
“You self-centered bastard!” Jo hissed. Najja frowned and hastened to where she could peer down. Jo stood toe to toe with Trystan. “This is your fault. You are taking her from me!”
Trystan gave an unfeeling shrug. “I need her skills.”
Crack!
Jo smacked him across the face and Najja barely stopped herself from interfering. Trystan’s eyes widened with surprise then narrowed.
“Take care you do not do that again.” His hand clasped around her wrist.
“You do not scare me and if you get Najja killed you can be sure a slap is the least I will do to you.”
“The little kitten is not as docile as she wants people to believe.” He tugged her closer. “I like my women feisty.”
“I am not your woman and if you do not release me, I will give you a matching scar on the other side of your face.”
Najja waited although she was ready if Trystan looked to harm her friend. She didn’t get that from him, but one never knew.
“You need a man to curb that tongue,” he paused, “or give it something else to do.” His words were cold and detached and yet, Najja couldn’t help but wonder.
“I am no milksop. Perhaps you need to visit a nursery to cultivate a woman for you from birth. Have her with no will.”
A sardonic grin filled his face. “Already told you I liked feisty, my little hellcat.”
“I will never be yours,” she spat in Najja’s native tongue.
Trystan kissed her hard and fast. “Never say never,” he replied arrogantly in the same language.
His smug grin vanished the second Jo’s knee connected with his groin. Najja bit the inside of her cheek to keep from laughing aloud. Trystan Wilkes had met his match in Josephine Adrys. A weak-willed woman she was not.
“Do not ever presume you have the right to force your attentions on me or next time it will be a blade as opposed to my knee.” She tugged on her hand but Trystan refused to release her.
“We are far from finished, little hellcat.”
Even from her higher vantage point she could pick up on the smoldering stare he leveled on Jo. After sharing a heated look, he dropped her wrist and put some space between them. Jo stomped away without a look back. Trystan lifted his head and gazed at her. Najja began her descent. His eyes were a bit shiny and she knew it had taken him a great deal of fortitude not to cry out at Jo’s attack.
“She meant what she said, Mr. Wilkes. Jo will not hesitate to use a knife next time.”
He groaned. “I will be on my guard then. Are you ready?”
Was she? Not really but she had to return. “Yes, sir.”
“No sir, Najja. Call me Trystan. We are sharing a room.”
“As you wish.”
She declined his offer to carry her bag and walked beside him. Hayworth and Honoria waited by the door. Jo was nowhere to be seen.
Honoria stepped close first. “Thank you for everything, Najja. Everything. I will miss you.”
With a curtsey, she replied, “It has been my honor to serve your family.”
Honoria wrung her hands and took a step back only to be replaced by her husband.
“There are no words I can give, Najja, that adequately represent my gratitude.” He closed the distance between them and wrapped his arms around her. “You are my daughter. If you want to stay you are always welcome.”
She longed to accept. Curl her arms around him like Jo had done so many times before. She couldn’t. This was not her life.
“Thank you, Lord Adrys.”
His fingers flexed on her clothes briefly before he pressed a kiss to her cheek and moved back. “We love you, Najja. Be safe.”
Words wouldn’t leave her throat; they stuck, refusing to move. She loved them, too. All of them. Unused to tears threatening this close, she gave him a perfunctory nod and spun on her heels. Fowler had the door open and the rain poured from the heavens like a raging river.
Trystan dashed down the steps and opened the door. She followed him out and to the carriage. Tossing her bag in, she had one foot on the step when she looked back at the house. Still no Jo. Heart heavy she climbed in, Trystan on her heels and then they were on their way.
“Najja!”
She glanced across the interior at Trystan who had paused in wiping off his face. Was she hearing things?
“Najja wait!” The scream came again, barely heard over the pounding of rain and thunder.
“Stop,” she ordered.
“What?”
Her hand was already on the latch. “Stop the carriage.”
He pounded on the roof but she’d already jumped out. Staring past the end of the carriage She saw Jo running after her, soaking wet. A footman holding an umbrella chased after her.
“Najja!” Jo said, sliding to a stop before her, the mud sucking at the hem of her dress.
“Jo, what are you doing out here?” The question barely left her before Jo threw her arms around her neck.
“I am going to miss you so much,” she cried.
This time, Najja responded to the hug and wrapped her arms around her friend. “I will never forget you, my friend.” She no longer tried to contain her tears and so they mixed with the rain and were washed away. They stood like that for a while until she felt a shudder overtake Jo.
“You need to get inside and dried off.”
“I do not want you to go! I do not want you to forget me.”
Drawing back, she stared at Jo. “I will never forget you, Jo. We are sisters of the heart. Always.” She touched her heart. “You are here with me, forever.”
Gesturing the waiting footman forward, she gave Jo a final smile. “Good bye, little sister. I love you.” She spoke in her native language so it was just between them.
As soon as Jo was headed back to the house, Najja returned to the carriage and climbed in. Trystan closed the door and with another pound to the roof they were again on their way.
“You need to get dry,” he said.
Silent, Najja shrugged out of her cloak and slid over to the dry part of the seat. “I will be fine. I hope I did not hold us up.”
“You needed to say goodbye to a friend. I understand that.”
They rode in silence, stopping only to change horses. When darkness fell they pulled into a roadside inn to grab a meal. She stood gratefully by the fire in the private dining room. Soon I will be away from this dreary weather. I cannot wait to be warm again. A totally different feel than when she had been with Colin, but still comfortable. Food arrived and she joined Trystan around the small table.
He broke apart the steaming bread and gave her half. “Eat well.”
“You too.”
“Do you mind if we drive through the night?”
She swallowed the bite in her mouth. “No, although I will need to know more about who you are searching for.”
“We will discuss it on the ship.”
“Very good.”
After the meal, they continued on their way. Conversation stayed to a minimum which suited her fine. Her mind on other things. Namely one person. Colin.
Her final recollection of him was when he was leaving Kittle Manor with Pug. How it had felt to be in his arms one last time. Forever may not be an option for her with the Earl of Clifton but the memory could never be taken from her.
When they reached the dock, the day was still cold and gray. The sharp smell of the ocean filled her and she felt hope. Soon, she would be home. Trystan climbed out first and offered a hand to her. Many eyes were upon her as he escorted her to the gangplank. Men moved all around them, yelling and shouting to one another. Birds screamed. The hustle and bustle a far cry from the country estate of Kittle Manor. Or Falcon House.
At the top, a large commanding man stood. Muscled arms crossed over his barrel-like chest. “Mr. Wilkes?”
Trystan nodded, twirling his cane in one hand. “Yes. You have my room ready?”
“I am Captain Furtz. Your room is ready, however, this…woman.”
Trystan looked down his nose. “She is staying with me. Like hell I am spending this long of a voyage without her in my bed.” He slid a hand around her back and over her ass where it stayed. “I trust that will be no trouble.”
The man’s light blue eyes moved leisurely over her and she held still for his perusal. Those eyes grew hungry and Trystan’s fingers flexed on the top of his cane.
“She is mine. I will not tolerate another touching her.”
The man swallowed and nodded. “Understood.” He dropped his gaze and acted like he hadn’t a care in the world. “Room be over here. Keep her hid away, some of the other passengers may not like her here.”
“She will be too tired to leave the room.” Trystan pinched her ass and said in a loud voice, “Come on, darlin’, our bed awaits.”
She had to give him credit, he was very adept at portraying a womanizer. Their room, upon entering, could be considered quaint. A single bed had been bolted to the wall. She sighed, it will be a long trip.
Trystan gave her a smile when it was the two of them in the closed cabin. “Bed is yours. I have a hammock.” He tossed his cane and knelt to dig into one of the four bags one of the men had delivered.
“I can sleep in the hammock,” she offered.
His blue eyes sparkled as he shook his head and laughed. “Are you kidding me? Colin would kill me if I made you sleep in the hammock all the way there. Although, death would be welcomed considering what hell he will put me through if he ever finds out we shared a bed. Me touching your ass is going to cost me as it is, sorry about that by the way.”
She assisted him in hanging the hammock. “Lord Clifton is your friend.”
He nodded. “My best friend. However, you, Miss Najja, are the woman he loves.”
Love. There went that word again. It made her belly flip and flop.
“Mr. Wilkes, how the earl believes he feels about me is moot. I am not the woman for him.”
Trystan shot her a disbelieving look. “You are the only one for him, and if you think he is going to accept your leaving so simply…” he shrugged and turned back to his bags.
His words gave her a moment’s pause. Then she squashed the budding hope. Colin Faulkner, Earl of Clifton was her past. Her life was back in Africa, with Father.
She sighed. “Mr. Wilkes.”
“Call me Trystan.” He faced her. “What?”
“If you hurt Jo, I will find my way back to England and flay the flesh from your bones.”
He stared at her with wide eyes. “Very descriptive.”
She didn’t respond, her warning had been understood. A few hours later the ship began to move and with Trystan by her side, Najja watched England’s coast begin to fade into the bleak gray skies. Her heart screamed for Jo, Colin, Fineas, and Indrani. She was grateful for Trystan’s arm, which slipped around her waist in offer of quiet comfort. The final leg of her journey had begun.
 

Colin strode into Falcon House, a jaunty whistle on his lips. He waved to Pug as the lad scampered by and out the door. He’d missed him. The boy looked better each day. Colin had been in London for a little over a fortnight checking on Berry for one and some other things. Now that those issues were set it was time for him to go after the sole thing he desired.
“Abel, I will take a tray in my study.”
“Very well, my lord.”
He entered the room and sat at his desk eyeing the stack of unanswered correspondence waiting for him. A small square shaped object resided on the top. Interesting. He set it aside and got to work going through the rest. Abel brought him some food then left him alone.
After eating, he replaced the pen in its holder and rolled his shoulders. Paperwork is not very exciting. He placed the leather square before him and untied the bow. Once that was done he opened it. The object staring back at him froze his heartbeat. A bone white tooth lay there, a rawhide thong turned it into a necklace.
“A leopard.”
“Who gave it to you?”
“I earned it. When I was younger.”
“What did you have to do in order to earn this?”
“Survive.”
He remembered their conversation like they’d had it yesterday. This was Najja’s.
He reached out and placed it in the palm of his hand. Cool to the touch unlike when he’d lifted it from her skin. Then it had retained some warmth from resting against her skin.
If this is here… He couldn’t bring himself to finish the thought.
No note accompanied the item and he curved his fingers around the leopard’s canine and dashed to the door. “Abel! I need Salvage!”
Colin stepped to a window and paused at his reflection. He appeared harried. Without thought he slid the necklace over his head and settled it along his skin.
Najja.
“My lord,” Abel said. “Your horse is here.”
He blinked, aware he’d spaced out for a moment there. “Thank you. See to Pug.”
Coat on, he turned on his heel and strode to the door. He vaulted into the saddle with ease and Salvage moved out even before he’d settled. Giving the gelding his hand, he tried to ignore the deepening dread which closed about him.
Finally, Kittle Manor came into view and Salvage thundered up the road only to stop before the steps. A footman hurried up and took the reins. Colin had just lifted his hand to knock when the door opened, leaving him facing Fowler.
“Good day, my lord.”
“Where is she?” he demanded, his anger hitting full force.
“Let him in, Fowler.” Jo’s voice came from the left. “Bring us some refreshments.” She barely looked at him, at either of them, before she walked away. He followed.
Once in the receiving room, she sat on a blue damask sofa, her hands clasped on her lap. He sat opposite her and stared. Jo seemed half of how he recalled her. No sparkle in her big blue eyes and there were dark circles under them. Her face was pinched.
“Mama and Papa are still in London. I do not know when they will return. If you wish to leave a message I will pass it along.”
A light knock preceded a maid carrying in a tray of tea and sandwiches.
“I have it, Lily, thank you.” Jo smiled at the maid who bobbed and left. Silent, Jo fixed him a cup of tea and placed a few sandwiches on a plate. Then she took some for herself.
He smelled the strong mint eat and flashed back to when he’d brought some to Najja. “Where is she, Jo?”
“On her way back to Africa.”
His heart clenched. “Why?”
Jo shrugged. “She had to go back to her father. She always does.”
“When did she leave?” He ate a sandwich in one bite.
“The day after you and Pug had dinner here. Mr. Wilkes came for her.”
He froze for a moment before white-hot rage poured through him. “Tryst came for her?” The question was more of a deadly growl than anything.
“Said he needed her expertise over there, so he took her.”
A red haze clouded his vision. All he could see was Tryst’s hands on Najja. I will kill him. A touch on his arm snapped him free of the single minded desire to kill Trystan.
“Bring her home.” Jo’s eyes implored. “Please, I will do anything.”
He exchanged cup for her hand and squeezed it gently. “I will find her, Jo.” I promise. How or where he had no clue but he did have a place to start. His blood thrummed with the excitement of being back out to sea and he released Jo’s hand then stood. At the door she called his name and he glanced back. “Yes?”
“Najja is different over there. If she does not wish to be found you will not be successful. If you go to the port where we departed from someone will be able to send you in the direction of where we used to live.”
“As opposed to finding her father.”
“She obeys him without question. Go to our old house. When you get there,” she stood and approached, “do what is on this paper.”
He read it and frowned. “And this will…?”
She gripped his hand. “Are you willing to fight for her?”
“Of course,” he replied immediately.
“Then trust me. Do what’s on the paper. If she is in the area, she will find you.”
“Thank you, Jo.”
“She is my sister. I know she loves you, she just would not ever do anything about it.”
Najja loved him. That soothed some of the fury about Trystan, not all, but some.
“Because of her father?”
“Yes. She will never defy him.” A slight pause. “Not for herself anyway.”
He shared a look with Jo before he exited the room and went back to Salvage. There was a lot to do and he had to get going now. Back at his house, he was throwing things in a bag when someone cleared their throat behind him.
Pug.
“Something you needed?” Colin asked. He placed his sword by the pack.
“I want to go.” Determination was stamped all over his features.
He looked at the boy. “Go where?”
“Find Najja.” Pug moved closer. “You are going after ’er, right?”
“I am.”
“Me too.”
“Ship life is not easy.” The boy didn’t blink. “Months at sea, storms. This what you want?”
Pug stood straight. “They say you were in ’is Majesty’s Royal Navy. I can do it. She should be here. Besides, she saved me, and she needs us to save ’er now.”
Pride smacked him dead center. “Africa’s not like England.”
“I know, Najja told me.”
“Did she now.” A firm nod from Pug. “Alright. You can go. You have to listen to me though, Pug. I do not want you getting hurt. Go grab some clothes.”
The lad’s grin split his face from ear to ear. Pulling on the rope, he gave orders for his carriage to be readied. He had a talk with Abel and before dark Colin and Pug sat in the coach taking them to his ship. Everything else here had been attended to.
When they arrived, he hopped out and waited for Pug. The boy stayed right with him as they strode down the docks. His boots clipped with each step.
“Commander!”
He paused and searched for the person belonging to the voice. “Trackston!” The willowy man neared and they shook hands. Samuel Trackston had been his lieutenant. “Good to see you.”
“And you. The men are ready. Happy to be serving under you again.”
“We should go.” He’d arranged for some of his old crew to be part of this voyage, needing men he trusted. Gesturing to Pug, he made introductions. As they boarded the swift clipper, a sharp cry caught his attention. Above the gulls fighting for scraps soared a larger bird.
Indrani. She’d left both bird and horse behind. He watched the gyrfalcon settle up near the top of the main mast. They got their things stowed and he stood on deck with Pug as they begin their journey.



Chapter Twenty
Africa
Najja sat on the thick branch while she waited for Trystan. They had arrived a week ago. Trystan had some contacts to make, so while he did that she’d spent her time away from the bustling port city. Trystan had agreed to meet her on the outskirts of the town, despite him wanting her to stay with him as she had the previous days. She needed to be alone.
The heat sank deep into her bones chasing away the lingering remnants of the cold English winter. She reclined on a branch which kept her hidden from below and exposed her to the sun’s welcoming rays. One leg dangled over the branch. Eyes closed, she just allowed the familiar sounds of Africa to embrace her. One moment the forest buzzed with noise and the next silence descended. Najja opened her eyes and readjusted to a crouched position.
Danger approaches! The forest screamed.
Moving stealthily, she made her way to where she could see the road and any who may approach. Trystan on horseback with another in tow. She dropped the rest of the way to the ground and stepped from the trees. Far enough back so she didn’t scare his horse.
The man nearing looked nothing like the dandy he’d portrayed on the voyage. His skin gleamed bronze and he had a tightly clipped beard. Then there was this air about him, one that screamed danger. He raised a brow as he neared and gave her a wink.
“This what you normally wear?”
“Skirts are not favorable for running in the trees, Mr. Wilkes.”
She wore her leathers, sais, and had her whip coiled at her side. He tossed her the reins and she swung up on the riderless horse.
“Looks fine to me,” he said. His rakish smile evident.
There was no offense to be taken. She had grown close to Trystan over the months at sea. A tease and a flirt, sure, but she had nothing to fear. As he told her their first night in the cabin on board, “You are Colin’s woman and therefore off limits to me.” A statement which had been followed by, “Such a shame though.”
They’d spent every night in the same room, switching bed and hammock but never sharing. She liked him. More than that, she respected him.
“We have a few days’ ride to get to that camp,” she announced after he said where they needed to go.
Najja was no one’s fool. She knew her “talents” weren’t needed for Trystan. He could have easily hired a local guide to take him but he chose her. She hadn’t a clue why. Since it offered her a few more days before returning to Father, she didn’t question it.
“Can I ask you a question, Najja?” He spoke after they’d ridden in companionable quiet for a while.
“Of course.” She observed him from lowered lids.
“Why did you not stay in England with Colin?”
“It is not my place. Lord Clifton--”
“Colin.”
She sighed. “Colin is an earl.”
“He is. But that does not change how he feels about you. Nor you about him I would wager.”
“There are some things that are not meant to be.”
“True.” He rotated his head and speared her with his blue eyes. “Yet there are some that are meant to be.”
“Why do you care?” She broke the hold of his gaze taking in their surroundings, using the sounds of the surrounding forest to tell her what was going on.
“Colin is my best friend. I want him happy.”
With a noncommittal grunt, she returned her attention to the road. Even so, her mind weighed Trystan’s words. And Colin’s. She could no longer lie to herself, she loved him more than she believed possible. But he would be better off without her. Wouldn’t he?
Doesn’t matter! She reprimanded herself. Love is not a luxury I am afforded.
They rode until late afternoon and set up a camp. Her mind lingered upon memories of Colin even while she gathered wood for the fire.
The following days progressed in a similar fashion. At least once a day he brought up Colin, making another chink in her armor. They paused a short distance from the village and she dismounted before handing him the reins.
“I assume you have no need of me further so I will thank you for the escort home, Mr. Wilkes.”
He tossed her a pouch and she snatched it out of the air. “Be safe, Najja. Until we meet again.” With a touch of his heels, he continued on.
“Good bye, Trystan,” she murmured before spinning around and heading toward the edge of the forest. There she paused and took one more look back. Then she allowed the trees and vines to swallow her up.
Days later, she slipped from the shadows and made her way into Father’s camp. Unerringly, she strode across the encampment to the main hut. Father’s hut.
She knocked and waited to be admitted entrance.
“Come.”
The voice sounded tired and rough. She didn’t refuse, entered, and approached. Her eyes reacted to the low light and it took her a moment to see clearly. Father sat on his raised dais, covered waist down by a robe of furs. One man stood on each side of him and a woman knelt before the trio.
Without speaking, she walked to the center and halted. Then she waited, head bowed and hands at her sides.
“Daughter. You have again returned to me.”
She untied the bag Trystan had given her from her waist and reached out her hand. One man took it and returned it to him. Father looked inside and back to her.
“Lord Adrys gave this to you?”
“No, Father. After I finished, a friend of theirs needed a guide. That is from him.”
He grunted. “Leave us.”
The men hastened to obey, the kneeling, naked woman jerked roughly to her feet and out of the hut. Najja knew what had transpired, and kept her face impassive.
“Come.”
She obeyed, moving to the base of his chair and lowering her head in a sign of submission and subservience.
“It may be time for you to take a mate. You are strong and would give me strong warriors.”
Bile rushed up in her throat, yet she managed not to react. Father continued on, telling her the candidates he debated between. Her belly heaved and rolled at the simple thought of another man’s touch on her. She didn’t want another’s child.
“Go rest. We will discuss this more come morning.”
She retreated immediately and headed for her waiting hut. As usual, stares followed her progress. In her hut, she stared around at the bleak walls then slipped out and made her way to the surrounding woods. With an agile leap, she climbed up onto familiar thick branches and used them to head to her destination.
The crystalline pool sparkled in the sunlight, inviting her to dive in. Although pretty sure she was safe, she still scouted the area. This was an oasis in the middle of the jungle. Quicksand traps were all around, branches were the way to arrive. Content with her aloneness, she swung down and made her way to the edge where she stripped and dove in.
The cold water poured over her and she pushed up, brushing loose hair back. Moments later, it was all free and she set to the task of scrubbing herself clean, removing all the grime from the trip.
Bath done, she redressed and made her way back into the trees. Hair braided, she plucked a wide branch and lay in the sun. Contentment coursed through her. She was home. Except, in the back of her mind, something…or someone was missing. With a groan she did her best to ignore those thoughts. Tomorrow would be time enough for her to deal with Father and her thoughts about Colin.
 

The moment Colin saw him, rage hit him so hard he shook from the force of it. His fingers gripped the handle of his sword until he wondered if it would break or not. Trystan sat surrounded by three whores all of whom doted on him like their lives depended on it.
He stalked over there and growled, “Leave.” Trystan barely risen from his seat before Colin punched him in the jaw.
“Shite!” Trystan hollered, falling back.
Colin pursued, the only thing on his mind was ripping Tryst apart. A low roar of anger exploded from his chest as he continued to pummel Trystan.
“Stop it, Colin!” Trystan cried as he blocked another blow to the face. “Damn it man, stop!”
He didn’t want to but did. His fists hurt but Colin didn’t mind. Blood streamed from Trystan’s mouth and nose.
“Where. Is. She.”
“We parted ways.” Colin took a menacing step and his beaten friend held up his hands in defeat. “Calm down, Colin. You are drawing a crowd.”
Like he gave a damn.
“Where?!” The word was guttural and dangerous.
Trystan wiped his hand across the back of his mouth and placed a cloth under his nose. “Damn it man, you may very well have broken my nose.”
Colin longed to do it again. All he could see was Tryst touching Najja. “Do not make me ask you again.”
“Good to see you, too,” Trystan said sarcastically. “Hello, Pug.”
Another step brought his hand up again. “I never touched…never slept with her.”
Rage swamped him and he snapped, grabbing Trystan up by the collar, and shoved him toward the door. Once they were outside, he directed him to a bench. “Talk fast,” he barked.
Readjusting his bloodied cloth, Trystan glared up at him. “We shared a room.” Colin growled and clenched his fists. “A room only. We alternated between the hammock and bed. I never touched her, not like that. You know me.”
“Yes. I am well aware of how you go through women.”
“And I have known since the first time I saw you with her she was yours.”
That calmed him a bit and he looked, really looked at his friend. Tryst had the beginnings of a black eye, bloodied nose, and a split lip. “Where is she?”
Trystan shook his head and lifted a shoulder. “We parted ways a while ago. I suspect she went home.”
“Come on.”
Out of his good eye, Trystan watched him with caution. “If it is all the same to you, I would rather be where there are witnesses.”
“I am sure some husband has hit you harder. You need to get cleaned up.”
“Something that would not be an issue had you more damn control over your temper.”
Colin had no remorse and just shrugged. As they walked he kept an eye on Pug. The boy seemed enamored by everything. Soaked it up like a sponge. Soon they were in their room and Trystan had a cold cloth on his eyes and the other two places. Pug sat on the balcony and stared down at the street.
“How long ago did you leave her?”
“A few days. How did you get here so quick?”
Colin arched a brow and Trystan laughed. “Never mind. I forgot who I was talking to, Commander Faulkner.”
“I will not let her go.”
“I told her that.”
His heart sped up. “I need you to keep Pug with you.”
“I am not here for fun, Colin.”
“He needs to be safe.”
“Safest place is back in England. What were you thinking, bringing him along?”
“He refused to stay.” Colin glanced in Pug’s direction, the boy still awestruck over the hustle of the African port city.
Trystan gave a disbelieving snort then moaned in pain. “Damn you hit hard.”
“Consider yourself lucky I stopped. I wanted to kill you.”
“I know. Look, I am sorry but I thought she would be safest in my room with me as her protector versus with everyone else.”
He knew Trystan was right but it still pissed him off that she had been in a room with him the entire trip. There’d be no way he would have been able to keep his hands off her and he was suspicious of Trystan.
“Touch her again, Trystan, and I will kill you.”
“Understood.” He leaned back against the wall. “You need to keep Pug with you.”
He nodded. “I know, I just want him safe. And I have no idea what is out there.”
“I have a feeling he would slip off after you so he would be better off with you from the start.”
“Probably right.”
“Of course I am. Your son thinks the world of you and he will follow you anywhere.”
“My son?”
Trystan smiled. “Oh yeah, he is yours. He acts like you. Watch him sometime, he is picking up your behaviors.”
Colin rubbed his eyes, he was exhausted and yet desperate to find her. “You here for a while?”
“Yes, sleep. I will keep an eye on your boy. I have to heal before I go back out in public.”
He wanted to go but darkness approached swiftly. Tomorrow morning he would begin. And he did. Bright and early he’d woken Pug and gotten them on the road to the house the Adryses had lived in during their stay.
As they traveled he couldn’t help but be impressed--continually--by the beauty of this untamed land. Not that he lowered his guard for they were near what was known as the “Slave Coast” he knew there could be trouble.
Early afternoon, they broke from surrounding forest to a sprawling lush green meadow with a large one storey stone home on it. A servant swept the front but stopped when she spotted them. Moments later four large men--who’s skin tone ranged from light brown to black--approached.
Beside him, Pug took a sharp breath and he was tempted to do so as well. Reining in his horse, he leaned forward and did his best to appear unthreatening. The four men paused and one spoke in a language he didn’t know.
“Sorry. I do not understand I am looking for Mr. Snee. I am a friend of Lord Adrys.”
Their countenances softened after that.
“Come to the house. You can rest while we send for Mr. Snee.”
With a nod of thanks and a grin of reassurance to Pug they headed in. While Pug ate some food, Colin walked around and did what Jo told him to do. He only had to wait now and that was never his strong suit.
Mr. Snee was a short rotund man with a bald head and a thick moustache. They spent the evening with him and he left some things to return to Lord Adrys. The night air was cool and felt good countering against the sweat lingering on his skin. He peeked in the room Pug had been given and smiled at the sight of him sleeping there. Pug no longer had pale skin and sunken eyes. This was a boy fit and tired from his day of play and adventure, not malnutrition and beatings.
He realized Tryst had been right, he was viewing Pug as his son. And it didn’t bother him at all. Leaving the boy to his rest, Colin backed out and closed the door. Heading to his room, he made sure to douse all the lights and sat in a corner hidden by shadows. Waiting.
Time passed and he’d begun to doze when a soft voice woke him in more than one way.
“Jo?” Najja’s voice was barely over a whisper and yet hit him stronger than one of his ship cannons. “Why are you here?”
“Because you left without saying goodbye,” Colin said never moving.
The filtered moonlight gave him a chance to see her. Beautiful. He’d missed her fiercely since she’d left. She wore a sleeveless shirt which confirmed tight to her body, highlighting her full breasts and emphasizing her small waist. And she wore breeches, which made him think of having her long legs around his hips as he thrust home between her thighs. Lust broadsided him and he clutched the arms of the seat he occupied.
Her entire body went rigid. “Colin?”
His name rolled from her tongue and he bit back a groan. “Why luv? Why leave without a word?”
The darkness swallowed her then he blinked and she was right there in front of him. Close enough to touch.
“Where is Jo?” The whispered words raked like talons over his skin.
“She is in England.”
A relieved sigh. “Why are you here and how did you know--”
Her question ceased beneath his lips. It had been so long since her mouth had been under his. He grabbed the back of her head refusing to relinquish her, not now. Not after all this time and just finding her again. Najja was his.
Her taste exploded through him and he used his other hand to bring her closer. She didn’t fight him, in fact she sank into him, climbed on and wedged her knees on either side of his thighs. Her hands sank into his hair and nails scraped his skin. She rocked on him, their tongues rolled along one another, stroking and dancing. It was too much and yet not enough.
Najja broke the kiss and nibbled on his lower lip. Her breaths came in short pants. “You should not be here.”
Tightening his hand in her hair he growled, “The hell I should not.”
She struggled but he refused to release her. “I have to go.”
“I cannot let you go, Najja.”
“You have to.”
“Never,” he vowed, covering her mouth again.
This time he wanted her submission and when he got it, he moved them from the chair to the bed where he spent the rest of the night making love to her. When morning’s first light filtered through the window and balcony door, he stirred before reaching for the woman he’d actually been able to fall asleep holding. There was an empty spot where Najja should have been.
Had it been a dream? He bolted up, the sheet sliding down his bare chest to gather around his waist.
“Najja?”
“Here.” The word was hushed.
She sat in the chair in the corner, her legs drawn up and arms laced across the front of them. The handles of her sais stuck up past her bared arms.
Shoving one hand through his hair, he raked it back from his eyes. “Come back to bed.”
“I must go. And so must you and Pug.” He lifted a brow. “I checked on him, he is still asleep.”
“He wanted to come with,” he explained.
For a moment, she said nothing, just stared at him. He was there, pressing her against the wall, when she rose from the chair. It didn’t matter she wore clothes and he had none on. Her curves along his body almost derailed his thoughts from asking her where she was going. As it was his cock responded.
“Colin,” she said on a sigh.
He could get lost in her eyes, so big, so inviting, so…Najja. She brought her hand between them and touched the necklace he wore.
“You--” The feel of her lips on his, stopped his sentence.
“I have to go, Colin. I have tarried too long as it is.”
“Why such a rush to leave? Pug would love to see you. He will be sorry his missed you.”
Yes…it may be a low blow to use Pug like that but damn it all, Najja was his. She belonged to him. With him.
“Father is expecting me.”
He wanted to gnash his teeth together. This father of hers was really pissing him off.
“What does he have to do with this?”
Her expression fell. “Do not ask questions you know the answer to.”
“Najja,” he said staring into her eyes. “I can give you anything you need, you do not have to let him run your life.”
He could see the war waging in her eyes. For a second, he had a glimmer of hope, then it faded. Her gaze shuttered. “I have to go.”
His fingers tightened on her upper arms. “Najja.”
“I am sorry, Colin. Father is picking a man to give me a child. I have to go.”
Red rage settled over him. Immobilizing him. The hell he is. “No!”
She blinked. “No?”
“Hell, no.” He shook his head, trying to clear his mind. “Hell. No.” Colin released her and stepped back. When she moved he pinned her with a glare. “Do not move.” He scrambled to pull on his breeches and once they hung on his hips, he focused on her again. She’d listened and hadn’t budged.
“Mine, Najja. Mine!” His words flowed on a low growl and he stepped flush to her. “You are mine. I took your virginity and I will kill any man, any, who touches you.”
Her eyes grew wide and he would swear tears shimmered in their depths. She whispered a few words in the language he didn’t understand, but desperately wished he did. The agony was on her face and it tore him up inside.
“You once asked me what I would want if I was allowed to have anything for myself,” Najja said solemnly. She reached out and stroked her fingers along his face. They paused on his lips before she skimmed them back and forth on the bottom one. “Had I a choice, Colin Faulkner, it would be you. It has always been you, since the day we met.”
You do have one. He closed his eyes only to reopen them when her touch vanished. Correction, she’d disappeared, completely. There had been no sound just one moment there, the next, gone.
Deep in his chest pain radiated up and out. It hit so hard it staggered him. Yes, he’d survived without her. That wasn’t the question. The question was, did he plan on letting the only woman he’d truly ever loved get away? And have another man’s baby? Just because her twisted father decreed it?
Hell no.
Shoving into the rest of his clothes, he strode to Pug’s room and burst in. The boy came awake immediately.
“What?”
“Get dressed,” he ordered strapping on his sword and some guns.
“What ’appened?”
“Nothing yet. We are going to get Najja back.”
The gap-toothed grin told him all he needed to know. Pug agreed. Determination pumped through him and he left to get the things he needed ready. One of the servants pointed him in the right direction only to promptly tell him he shouldn’t go.
Nothing would keep him from her. Nothing.
As soon as he had what he needed, he and Pug rode off uncertain of what they faced. But he was confident he would get what he wanted. One way or another.



Chapter Twenty-One
Najja listened to Father talk to some of his strongest warriors but in all truth her mind was on Colin. He’d come all this way for her. She shifted on the fur as the memory of last night resurfaced. She’d finally spent an entire night in his arms and it had been nothing short of heaven.
His touches. The tender caresses. Kisses and more. How it felt to be held by him. He made her feel so protected, not something she expected to ever experience with another.
Colin.
His name alone made her feel a wealth of things no other’s touch could compare to. And Pug. The little urchin had found his way into her heart.
“Daughter.” The tone rang sharp with disapproval.
She had no idea what or where the conversation had gone. “I am sorry, Father. I lost track for a moment.”
Crack!
Her head rocked back with the force of his blow. Fingers flexed and reached for her sais before she controlled the urge. Instead she lowered her head and ignored the line of blood trickling from the corner of her mouth.
“Those four will fight and you will submit to the winner.”
Najja lifted her gaze enough to see the men. Her stomach recoiled at the thought. Turning her head, she took in those who watched. People who were strangers to her despite being from the same village. They shouldn’t be, yet they were. Not one friendly face toward her. Exactly how Father had wanted it. One of those women could be her mother. She had no clue. And now he wanted to take her baby and raise it how she had been raised. Without knowing kindness, love, or her mother.
“Why?” The question slipped out.
“Why what?” Father demanded, glaring at her with a fierce frown.
“Why force me to have a child?”
“You are the best. The best and the strongest have children.”
She couldn’t do it. Couldn’t agree to bring a child in to face what she had. “No.”
His eyes widened only to narrow. “No?”
“No. I will not give you a child to raise as you did me.”
Thunder darkened his expression. “You dare refuse my command? I own your life!”
She lifted her chin and stared him back, directly in the eye. “Mine yes. Not that of my child. You would have to have me guarded every single hour for the second someone’s guard slipped, I would be gone.”
His foot connected with her chest and sent her rolling back to lie on the hard packed ground. Getting up, she stood tall and refused to show weakness.
Some other warriors began to move in and she instinctively withdrew her sais.
“You dare draw weapons against me?”
“Not you, Father. But I will fight everyone you send to breed me. I will not give up my child.”
There was a flurry of activity and the crowd parted. Two men led Colin and Pug forward.
“They were heading in this direction,” one man said, shoving Colin.
Her heart jumped to her throat. Colin and Pug didn’t look injured but it had ceased to matter. Those holding the spears on them would die. Her need to protect those she considered hers flowed powerfully.
Pug had a fearful yet dogged expression on his face. Colin seemed rather calm until he lowered his gaze from hers to where the blood had ran from her mouth. Then those eyes, the color of the sea, darkened with dangerous and deadly intent.
“Who the fuck hit you?” he demanded, struggling to get to her.
“Silence!” Father yelled in English. He stepped down and walked toward Colin, each stride powerful and commanding. “Who are you?”
Colin didn’t flinch. In fact he ignored him and peered back at her. “Are you okay, Najja?”
“How do you know my daughter?”
Still no response from Colin. His fiery gaze remained on her. “Najja?” he asked again.
She gave him a slight nod. His expression softened before hardening again. Then he looked to Father.
“I have come to take her home.” He tipped his head to Pug. “We have come to take her home.”
“She is home. Did you perhaps wish to buy her services?”
“I will gladly pay a dowry for her if you wish one.”
Her heart thudded. Father’s black eyes flickered between them. “Dowry? You wish to marry her?”
Colin turned his head and met her stare. “Yes.”
Najja didn’t know what to do or say.
“No. She is to give me her child to raise, as I did her.”
“I will kill any man who touches her,” Colin growled, his eyes green fire.
“I could kill you now. And your boy then do what I wish.”
Najja’s fury rumbled low in her chest and she stepped forward. “No harm comes to the boy.”
“No concern for this man?” Father questioned.
“He is a warrior and the boy will be one himself one day.” She gestured for Pug to come to her. The one holding him, released him and he ran directly to her. Skinny arms wrapped around her waist. The simple act filled her with a feeling of completion.
Father contemplated this. “Very well, English. You want to live and leave you fight and win.”
“When I win, the boy and Najja come with.”
“The boy,” Father agreed.
Colin looked at her and she wanted to hold him. Scream for him to run. Her heart didn’t know which to stay with. Loyalty to Father or love for Colin and Pug.
The clan spread out into a large circle with Colin and the four warriors in the middle. Najja felt sick. What have I done? Colin moved to her side and bent down to whisper something in Pug’s ear.
When he faced her, he unbuttoned his shirt and shrugged out of it. Despite the seriousness of the situation, she couldn’t help but stare at his powerful chest.
“Hold this for me, luv,” he whispered.
“Colin?” There were so many things she wanted to say to him.
His eyes were full of love and understanding as they held hers for several charged moments. “I know,” he said finally. One strong hand cupped the side of her face and his thumb stroked her lower lip. He blinked once, his thick lashes moving slowly to hide and expose his eyes. “I know.”
“Come English. Come meet your death.”
When he faced them, she watched Father’s eyes move to Colin’s chest where the necklace lay.
“He wears your first trophy?” Father said, his voice a bit rattled.
“He saved me, Father, and he earned it.”
“Perhaps, but now he will die.” Father waved to the men.
Colin! Every instinct she had told her to fight at his side.
She turned Pug into her. “Do not watch this.”
He held tight but obeyed. She on the other hand, couldn’t look away. All four men had weapons and Colin didn’t. If he was concerned by that fact it never showed. He feinted and dodged before striking out with a flurry of moves that left her amazed, Colin armed, and the first warrior dead.
Colin fought dirty, striking quick and often, drawing blood. Still it wasn’t a fair fight and these men fought daily whereas Colin ran an estate. She glanced to Father and spied Colin’s sword in his lap.
“Give him his sword,” she demanded.
“Worried, Daughter?”
Words she’d never admit. “He is already fighting your best warriors and has killed one. Are you?”
With a narrowed gaze that promised retribution, he snarled at her but tossed the sword in. Rolling to avoid a blow, Colin saw it and made his way to it. He held it in one hand and the knife in the other. She would’ve sworn there was arrogance in his expression.
The other warriors were good, very good. Colin was just better. She watched him move with a lethal grace and she could imagine him on his ship battling for England. Even as a pirate. The sun glinted off his earring making him even more dashing.
Cut and bleeding he stood still with his sword point at the final man’s throat. “I beat them all. Let us leave and I will leave you one warrior alive.” His chest rose and fell with each breath, his golden skin gleamed with sweat but his hand and voice never wavered.
“Take your boy and go,” Father growled. “If you ever return you will be killed.” A gesture brought the horses close.
“Najja comes with me, also.”
A chuckle that didn’t reassure her. “You have to kill my best for that.”
The blade at the man’s throat pierced the skin, blood welled around it and the man’s eyes grew wide. “Thought these were your best.”
Najja put Pug on a horse and smoothed a hand down his cheek. “Goodbye, Pug.”
His eyes were sad. “But we came to bring you ’ome.”
She touched her heart. “A greater gift I could never receive.”
“Get on the horse, Najja,” Colin ordered. Father rose and made his way to Colin. She headed an intercept, Pug’s horse beside her. “I told you to get on the horse, Najja.”
She ignored him and focused on the angry expression Father had. “I will not fight him, Father.”
“You will fight whomever I say!”
“Not him.”
“You defy me again?” He roared his question.
“Let them leave.”
“I will not leave without you, Najja.” Colin’s voice was hard and absolute.
“Think of Pug.” She tried to reason with him.
“We want you home. You belong with us.” Pug’s agreement came seconds after Colin’s statement.
Father hollered out a command that had her dragging Pug back off the horse and placing him between her and Colin.
“Leave, Colin. Please, I do not want your blood on my hands.”
“What if you are carrying my baby? I am not letting you raise him across the world from me.”
Last night flashed through her mind and she wondered. The other times they slept together she’d taken an herb to combat pregnancy. Her fingers tightened on her weapons and she ran her tongue along her lips. Him? What if she did carry his child? A boy? A girl?
“I told you, Najja. I cannot, will not, let you go.” He glanced to Father. “I am not willing to risk her being injured. Colin readjusted and forced the man to his knees and held the sword to his throat. “We all go.”
Father shook his head. “Najja is mine.”
“No!” Colin snapped. “She is part of our family. My woman. His mother. She is mine.”
Colin’s voice was low and drenched in fury and something that reminded her of a leopard in his prime defending what was his. And that was her. His woman, Pug’s mother. She finally knew where she belonged.
“We are leaving, all of us. Any attempt to get her back and you will find that person in parts.”
“You will never make it.” Father was smug.
“I will; I have no intention of losing Najja now.”
“You are outnumbered.”
Colin’s laugh surprised her. It wasn’t expected nor was it humorous. “You are under the impression I came alone.” He released a piercing whistle.
The response was immediate, gunshots rang out and it seemed like in the time it took her to blink, the village people surrounding them had been circled by men. Battle-scarred men. Each of them held guns in each hands or had swords to archer’s throats.
She couldn’t help but be impressed. Toward the front were men she recognized. Including Trystan, although his face looked a bit beat up.
One came through and took his prisoner from him. Colin immediately sheathed his sword and strode before Father.
“Any resistance and my men will start killing. I see you again or you send someone after her and I will kill every last person here. Including you, regardless of the fact you are her father. She is yours to order around no more. And this is for daring to strike her.” Colin hit Father in the jaw and sent him sprawling to the ground.
“Kill him!” Father issued the order in their language.
Colin turned and faced her. His bare chest and tight breeches emphasizing the powerful man he was. The bloody cuts didn’t seem to bother him. His eyes were clear of pain as he held her gaze.
She took a step only to stop when Pug slid his hand into hers. His lopsided smile broke her heart. But she now had the courage to do what she had never had before.
“Goodbye, Father,” she said in her language. “I cannot, will not, kill for you anymore. I love him.”
Fury mottled his face and he sat forward only to pause when the guns zeroed in on him. Najja approached him, striding forward only to stop at Colin’s side.
“You live because I allow it,” Father growled.
“That was true, Father. Until Colin. He taught me how to live. How to love. I chose him.” She licked her lips and continued, “If anything happens to these men, I will come for you.”
She’d never threatened him before and Najja saw it get to him.
“Go you ungrateful child,” he said, voice taut with anger.
Colin touched her on the small of her back and glanced at him. “Come, Najja.” He used his thumb to wipe the blood from her face before gesturing her to go.
The men with Colin closed ranks around them as they left. A large group, they made their way from Father’s camp and once they stopped for a short break, Colin reappeared from where he’d vanished. He had put his shirt on and looked even more a corsair now. His hair was pulled back, an act that exposed his gold hoop. The open V on the shirt distracted her as did the two swords hanging around his hips.
“Najja?”
She stepped toward him only to freeze when he backed away. “What?”
“Luv, I cannot touch you right now, I have to get us to the ship safely.” His gaze burned with dark promise. “Then…then…”
Najja nodded, her skin prickled with anticipation. Colin left and the group got underway again. The men were vigilant but then so was she, Pug remained at her side. The pace was fast and it was near dark when they reached a ship.
A beautiful clipper. Across the stern the word “Reliance” was carved.
“Onboard!” Colin’s voice carried over the noise.
She and Pug followed the men up to the deck. They dispersed to attend other duties and alone, she stared down the gangplank at Trystan and Colin. The men embraced before Trystan waved at her and went a different way. Colin bounded up the ramp, shouting orders.
“Aye, Captain!” were the responses he received.
The men were efficient for soon they were heading into the ocean. She stood by the rail and again watched Africa vanish. The moon was blotted out by a man’s shape.
Colin.
“Najja,” he said softly, cupping her face in his hands.
Tears pricked her eyes as she looked up. “You came for me with an army.” An entire army of men, for her.
His lips moved over hers with feather light caresses. “I meant never, Najja. Are you okay?”
Was she? For the first time in her life she knew she was.
“I am now.” She wrapped her arms around his waist, heated skin burning her through the clothes.
“Forever mine, Najja.”
His strong arms lifted her and she swallowed her squeak of surprise. She allowed him to carry her and they halted before a door. Without releasing her, he opened the door and entered the cabin. This was his room, she knew it instinctively.
In one corner on a perch sat Indrani, the sight brought more tears to her eyes. The bird chirped a welcome.
He set her on her feet and closed the door. Her vision was filled by Colin, his eyes smoldered as they roved over her. Handsome. Powerful. Muscular. Smooth, predatory steps brought him before her.
With one hand settled along the side of her face, he whispered, “I love you, Najja. There is nowhere I will not follow you.”
“How did you--”
“My ship. My men.” His thumb skimmed her lower lip. “My woman.” His gaze burned into hers as he spoke those last two words.
She smiled at his possessive words. They didn’t bother her in the least.
“Where is Pug?”
“In his own cabin.” He couldn’t stop touching her. His fingers moved from her face to her hair and back again, continually. “Marry me, Najja. We can go anywhere, live anywhere. All I desire is you.”
“You are titled.”
His lips lifted at one corner. “Marry me and you will be as well. Countess Clifton. Najja Falkner. My wife. The mother of my children, Pug and others.”
“I…I…”
“Are my everything.”
He kissed her. A move that effectively silenced any more protests. His kiss mastered her and she willingly submitted. When he broke it, his shirt had been pushed to the floor, her hands allowed full contact to his bare skin. Her limbs shook and an arrogant, knowing, smirk filled his face.
“Yes,” she said on a quiet breath.
“Yes?”
Her nod was her response. The future may very well be uncertain and bumpy. All she knew was she was the one being protected now, for Colin wouldn’t let anything harm her. He’d proved that.
“We should work on getting a sibling for Pug.” He winked. “Or two.”
“Your injuries.”
He watched her from lowered lids. “Later.”
As he carried her to the bed, lay her on it and began to undress her, she watched him. Pirate. Gypsy. Corsair. Words which still described him. As well as earl. And most important. Hers.
She had been wrong about Africa being home. Colin was home. He was her love, her rock, her earl and her everything. And she, a woman who had been known as an assassin, disposable and immaterial had something much more. She was what the earl desired.
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