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PROLOGUE
September, 1876 - Lynwood Manor — England

“Dominic, a word if you please.”

Dominic Westcroft gave a mental groanNot, Zaltasar?” he asked,
impatience adding a sharper edge to his queryhibantended.

“Yes. | promise not to keep you and your blusHinigle apart too long,
but there are things | must say before you go g’ like elderly wizard
advised. His voice, though little louder than aispler, expressed a grim
direness.

Giving a reluctant nod, Dominic followed his blacbed mentor down
the darkly lit stone corridor to a small antechambEhough Dominic wasn't
untutored in the ways of men and women, at severteecouldn’t claim a
great deal of experience either. Even so, he yareéded a lecture on the
birds and the bees on his wedding night.

And so, he was a bit taken aback when Zaltasaettagainst the edge
of a table and said, “l counsel you, not as yotorflbut as your father would,
were he still alive. Passion between a husbandnafiedis both glorious and
sacred, but you, my eager, young student, areusbany groom and tonight’s
not just a wedding night for you. Though you may Ine innocent in ways of
the flesh, this union will be unlike any you hawperienced before. Because
that is so, | must caution you to be judicious antploy the utmost care not
to let your passions rule over your head or heldmave taught you things I've
taught no one else to protect you against the liergaof those who would do
you harm. But my teachings carry a price. Angoidi do not wish tonight to
turn into a disaster you’'ll regret for the restyolur days, | beseech you to
heed me now. Your young bride’s life may well deghen it.”

* %k % %

Washed, powdered, and gowned in the finest wihlikelLsndon had to

offer, Felicity Westcroft, nee Cunningham, lay & as she could on the large



four poster bed while her heart pounded with mdidanticipation for her
groom to claim her. Holding up her hand, she gamgain at the gold band
he’'d placed on her finger a few mere hours agoe I8ked Dominic and
trusted him completely, although she’d long susgbtihere was a darker side
to the man she now called husband. A more sinsstier that even he didn't
fully understand. Even so, she had a gift forrsganto the hearts and minds
of others, and she knew his essence was pure.sddiscarried a few scars,
but none were of his making. Others had woundeddaeply causing him to
be wary. She’d been the one who'd reached outito hAnd despite his
initial surliness, she’d managed to gain his irdeend attention until he was
the one who pursued. She let him think he’'d cabgint but she’d wanted to
be caught since the day they'd first met. She kshe would be good for
him, and he would be good for her as well.

Deep into her thoughts, Felicity did not see tbherdo the bedchamber
being nudged open, but she sensed movement arnehpees Despite all that
she suspected, she still let out a small gasp vehevhite leopard slipped
through the crack in the door. Then it turned stailed at her through deep-
green eyes that were aware, intelligent and rav&nou

Several miles away in a darkened nursery a Igile screamed. Her
nursemaid ran to her side, but the child refusduktquieted. In her terror, the
little girl's words appeared to be little more thanoherent garbling.

“Licity, no!” the little girl cried grabbing at &r nursemaid. “Help
‘Licity.”

The nursemaid could tell the little girl was téed, but having no idea
what had caused the upset, she attempted to pheifshild with adult logic.

“Your sister is fine,” she reassured a little hefsly. “She is with her
husband now, and he will protect her.”

“No!” the little girl insisted. “White leopard ening to hurt ‘Licity. She
need help now.”

“Now, Serena, you know your parents do not liketiien you spin tales.
Your sister is fine, and there aren’t any leopand&ngland. It's time for you
to be asleep. Now settle, child.”

Serena Cunningham kept shaking her head in déniakhe had neither
the words nor the power to protect her sister angenthan she could halt the



terrifying images unfolding in her mind.

Naked and on his knees, Dominic drew his dyingduglose then threw
his head back and screamed like a wounded animé Wood seeped from
his virginal young wife’s torn and ravaged bod\elikvulets of ruby wine.

Boots clattered through the hallway as the malddivey guests rushed
in answer to Dominic’s gut-wrenching cries. Whispef concern, horror and
disbelief pierced through him like a thousand heedies. Only one remained
silent in the ensuing chaos. Dominic’s elder begtfierrence. Standing but a
few feet away, Terrence held his mauled and blabdien close to his chest as
he gazed at Dominic with an expression both pate farrified. No words
were spoken between the brothers, but the messagielear. Had Terrence
wed Felicity instead of Dominic, she would still &leve.



CHAPTER ONE
September, 1888 - Ravenswood Manor — England

As she stepped out of the shiny, black broughasrerta Cunningham’s
buttoned-leather shoe had barely touched the cdbdsrement when she
instinctively glanced upwards. The stone gargoyesched high on the
turrets of the immense manor house appeared te glawn at her, their
mouths stretched open in demonic grins.

She suspected her perception of evilness was anfigenent of her own
imaginings than the sculptor’s intent, but the aadilization gave her little
comfort given the task she’'d set for herself. 8bé&ced the other women
seemed more impressed by the size of the manorithgothic architecture,
but then she suspected their girlish romanticidias protected them from the
realities they now faced. Serena had no suchaligs She’d lost them on the
night her parents died, ten years ago.

Her older sister had preceded their demise by years, but Serena
remembered that particular night most clearly sislee relived it nightly in
her dreams. Her parents had been devastated ibyl#ughter’s tragic death,
as was she, but at seven even simple things ofiek on exaggerated
proportions.

Serena’s parents did what they could to shield\nbkile they lived, but
when they died her sheltered existence abrupthedndHer mother’s sister
consented to take Serena in, but as she alreadg kdadghter near Serena’s
age, she wasn't all that eager to take on the adegubnsibility. However,
for a substantial portion of Serena’s inheritarste would do her filial duty.

But money, like all things material, did not ldstrever. And with
Serena’s aunt and uncle, the money lasted onlifla inore than five years.
Three years after that, her aunt and uncle werdyngestitute. And that was
why Serena and her cousin Allison found themselaks)g with seven other
young women, entering the manor of the man Seradacbme to loathe. The



man, whom society feared too much to ever openhglemn or confront, yet
did not hesitate to insult behind his back. The mdrose name her own
parents had refused to speak aloud without crogsiamselves. The man
who now offered a thousand pounds for a new bodg; twelve years after
he'd brutally murdered his first. Dominic Westdrof

* k * %

A regal-looking young woman gowned in a black nmiog dress
stepped forward to greet them. “Welcome, ladiefiope your journey was
not too tiring. Your rooms have all been assigaed prepared. Mrs. Sloan
will show you the way and Bentley will follow wityour luggage. | trust you
will consider this your home for as long as youad®to remain with us.”

Several of the young women thanked her, but Sedibted the
woman would have been so welcoming if she knew megdon why Serena
had chosen to accept their unusual invitation. sg@feg her cousin Allison’s
hand, to keep them from being separated, Seretawtm along with the
others.

Mrs. Sloan unlocked the door to the first room antth a glance down
at the list in her hand, she called out, “Susark&athis will be your room.”

Serena had spoken briefly with Susan, who'd aeckfte invitation to
Ravenswood because her family needed the moneyer&eof the women
she had spoken to faced a similar dire situatioh 3erena suspected Susan’s
family was among the most desperate. Distantbtedlto a peer of the realm,
they were relegated to the societal purgatory efpibor genteel. Too noble to
work, and too poor not to, their only escape wasugh a wealthy marriage.
Susan’s family was basically selling her to thehlest bidder. Of course,
Serena’s aunt and uncle weren’t much better in tbsppect, but their desire
for more money wasn't the primary reason Seren&eajito come to the
devil's manor.

The next young lady Mrs. Sloan called for was DoyoBennett.
Dorothy wasnotone of Serena’s favorites. She was a little tawdescending
to be friendly, and the slightest inconveniencehsetoff on an hour-long rant.
Definitely not an individual you'd want to spend afternoon with let alone a
week or longer.

Next, Allison Blanford was called. Serena confitlie followed her
cousin, when Mrs. Sloan stopped her. “Not so duiakiss. What is your



name, please?”

“Serena. Serena Blanford,” Serena informed heilygahe deception
altogether necessary in her opinion. “I am Alli'sarousin, and, if you check
your notes, | believe you'll see that we are tommaomgether,” Serena advised
politely but firmly, certain her aunt had heeded ¢t@ncerns in this respect, at
least.

“No,” Mrs. Sloan corrected. “My instructions welie give each girl her
own room. You are being placed across the hall.”

“That is not an acceptable arrangement. | amheot as an applicant,
but as Allison’s companion. We must room togethEam certain my aunt
made that quite clear in her acceptance letter.”

“We received no such stipulations from your auMliss Blanford.
According to our records, yaare an applicant along with your cousin. The
rooms have all been specifically assigned to eaqugliGant, and | am not
permitted to change the arrangements. You shalk ha address your
concerns with the master of Ravenswood directly.”

“Very well, then. Take me to him,” Serena demahdeelieving her
moment of truth had finally arrived.

“Unfortunately, he’s not here at the moment,” titmisekeeper advised
quietly. “However, | shall make certain he recsiweord that you wish to
speak with him when he returns. In the meantifygu would be so kind as
to step into here,” Mrs. Sloan requested, her gmeg notice that she’'d not
tolerate further argument.

Though Serena thoroughly disliked the situatidre stepped into the
room as directed, then turned back, but Mrs. Sklar the door in her face.
With an acute sense of alarm slithering up heresfike a scaled serpent,
Serena promptly tested the knob. It was unlock€thiding herself for her
overreaction, she waited a moment, allowing MreaBlto progress further
down the hall. Once she felt certain that the bkasper was no longer a
concern, Serena stepped across the hall to hem&usom and rapped their
special code. Allison promptly opened her dodetd&serena in.

“Why do you think they insisted upon separating”udlison squeaked,
her voice high as it always was when somethingescher.

“I don’t know,” Serena answered truthfully whiledping her voice a lot
more confident than she felt. “However, since they separating all of us



and aren’t locking our doors, | don’t believe treyspect anything. It would
seem, though, that your dear mother didn’t wishigk having her invitation
rescinded. | wonder what else she may have agoeed

“Oh, Serena, I'm scared. What if ...?”

Serena quickly stepped forward and clasped hesitsuhands. ‘I
won't let anything happen to you, Allie. You hawgy word,” she promised
solemnly.

Taking a deep breath, Allison nodded. “All thenga | don't like the
fact they've chosen to separate us.”

“Neither do I. Your bed is large enough. We dosimply ignore the
stupid rule and see what happens.”

“I don’t know. | wouldn’t want to start off badlyWe could anger Mr.
Westcroft by not obeying his edict, and | am texdfby the thought of what
he might do.”

Serena briefly closed her eyes against the imadgerosister’s torn and
bleeding body. Dominic Westcroft would pay foriE#y’s murder, but not at
the expense of her cousin’s life.

“You're right,” Serena answered, giving Allisont®ld fingers another
light press before releasing them. Then closing éyes again, Serena
mentally scanned the bedchamber for hidden enclemsm Assured the
room was safe, she said, “Perhaps it is best ih@tadraw any more attention
to ourselves than is absolutely necessary. DaoattAllison. After | prove
Westcroft's guilt, we’ll have nothing more to worapout. In the meantime,
let’s do our best to pretend we actually want tdveee, then before you know
it we’ll be going home again.”

This time Allison’s nod was a little less confiden

That night at dinner, with their hostess conspiciypabsent, Serena got
to know the other nine women a little better. Sheckly decided that
Katherine Shaw, a recently impoverished sociahtg supplanted Dorothy
Bennett as her least favorite. Though in a wayerse admired Katherine’s
honesty. She was there for the money, and didi€h eattempt to hide her
greed. Strolling about Westcroft's formal dinir@pm as if she already owned
the place, she placed a price tag on everything ssive from the linen
tablecloth to the gilded wall sconces. Though &#réound Katherine's
assessments more than a little mercenary, she Wagwo overlook the flaw



until Katherine began predicting how long it woudd before each of them
turned tail and ran.

Believing none of them had the fortitude to fakbe thallenges a man
like the Westcroft presented, Katherine regardedtitiittle Susan Barker with
a haughty look of disdain and predicted the countouse would be the first
to tuck in her skirts and scurry away, and thatdiloy Bennett would not be
far behind her. After giving Allison and Serena tbnce over, Katherine
pronounced, “And | would say that neither of yosgess the nerve required
to remain in the same room as Westcroft for an,Hetialone a day.”

Serena fully suspected that Katherine Shaw hde idea herself of the
nerve that would be required to face Westcroftadiye To get a better idea of
what the other women thought of the master of Rewend, she asked. "And
just what is it about Westcroft that makes youdwispending time with him
will require nerve?"

Katherine smiled as she delicately patted hervipls the satin brocade
napkin, but her smile was neither friendly, noriabte. "If you need to ask
that, I'm certain you won't last. It is common hedge to those who possess
even a modicum of social standing, that in addittonhis vast wealth,
Westcroft possesses even greater and more tepowers. It's rumored that
he may have even killed his first wife, though theguld never prove it.
That's why they call him the Wizard of the West!"

A little surprised by Katherine’s forthrightnesSerena glanced at the
others and noticed varying levels of trepidatidto doubt they had heard the
rumors themselves and were unsettled by Westcrafither unsavory
reputation.

"He terrifies me," Susan Barker admitted with dedessness that made
her seem all that more vulnerable.

"That doesn't surprise me, dear," Katherine rdpliger smile still in
place. "l suspect your own shadow terrifies you."

When Susan’s mouth started to quiver, Serena spokeer defense.
“Despite your vast social knowledge, Katherinanterely doubt you possess
an ability to predict the future, and furthermoas, far as nerve goes, Il
predict that Susan, Allison and | will all outlagiu,” Serena finished, giving
Susan an encouraging smile.

Katherine arched an elegant eyebrow and murmufBdje alone



should provide the answer to that, Miss Blanford.”

Serena had no idea why she'd let Katherine's wgodsl her so, since
neither she nor Allison were remaining at Ravensivany longer than was
absolutely necessary for them to obtain their gdathe certainly didn’t want
her cousin wedded to a man like Dominic, and shaldv@refer never to
speak to the man herself. But she did have a plgfan that would expose
Dominic Westcroft as the black-hearted, murderiegqdb she’'d envisioned
mauling her sister, and she meant to see it through

Of the other women, Serena’s favorite was Georijiichaels, who had
a carefree laugh that Serena found infectious. 18hg have had family
troubles as well, but she made no mention of themstead she turned
Katherine’s pricing fixation into a game and sudgdsveryone take a guess
at the cost of the item before Katherine announted appraiser’s value.
Serena suspected Georgina had given little credentte rumors and had no
knowledge at all of their host's true nature, Ingrt she doubted few, if any, of
the other women fully grasped the peril they falogdbeing here.

Melissa Douglas was there to flirt and be flirteidh. She was a man’s
lady, not a lady’s lady. She appeared to deligatatk at her meal while she
blushed and simpered--a lot. If Melissa had beeated as a flower, she
would have been an orchid.

Melissa was almost completely opposite to Caitl@iReilly, who
Serena likened more to a thistle. Down to eartth sporty. A no-nonsense
woman, she had little time for games and thougket tlotion of pricing
everything in the dining room was a waste of tinghe was there to marry a
rich man, and if any of the others had an issub w&r intentions, they could
take it up with her privately. Serena had no ddDhitlyn could challenge
Katherine in an argument and win.

The last woman Serena became acquainted with veasés Houghton.
Frances had not been blessed with delicate feat®ks had a long nose and
a long neck and eyes that were just a little tocafzart. She was there, like
most of the others, for the money, but she heldlmsions that the Wizard of
the West, as he’d been referred to more than omoald ever choose her.
She had a pure heart, and held no ill feelings tdveayone, and for that
alone Serena would have liked her. She lovedke &nd play tennis and she
fully intended to enjoy any and all benefits Rawemsd provided for



whatever time she remained.

Serena envied Frances for her come-what-may @etithile at the same
time she suspected Frances would not be nearhyjase labout her stay if
she’d experienced the same dreams Serena had.

Over the next three days there was no sign ofviaster of the Manor,
so the ten women were basically left to their oesources. The others didn't
seem to mind the fact that their host had choséricnmake an appearance,
while Serena struggled not to pace the floor andixthe walls. In addition
to finding herself at a standstill, she was growingreasingly suspicious
when their hostess began speaking about the paaliyation trial that each of
the women had agreed to undergo.

Since the household seemed to do everything adpically, Susan
Barker was the first to be escorted out of the roowhen Susan returned,
Serena took one look at her friend’s tear-staipedlid complexion and her
suspicions grew into an uneasy foreboding. Suséused to speak about
what happened, but Serena was able to ascertdinvhizdever it was, it had
marked Susan’s soul.

Dorothy Bennett was next in line to be selectédtknowledging that
Dorothy possessed a stronger mettle than Susagnaearatched for Dorothy
to return. Less than an hour later, Dorothy didmreto them, and though her
eyes were dry, her complexion was even paler thaar8s had been.

Certain Allison would be called next, Serena waspared with her
argument when the household broke their usualmeuty selecting Melissa
Douglas next. Serena felt deflated and relievethatsame time. Then her
uneasiness turned into outright worry when theyedaFrances Houghton
before Melissa had returned.

However, when even the prickly, pragmatic Caitly@'Reilly
accompanied their hostess and returned with reddeges and a look of
horror etched on her face, Serena was more thavino@d that neither she
nor Allison would undergo this purity trial they meinsisting upon. Though
a refusal to comply would bring unwanted attentipon them, acquiescing to
their demands could potentially expose her deceptiBut more important
than either of those issues, she refused to leb tihe anything to Allison that
might hurt or harm her.

When Mrs. Sloan finally called for Allison, Seres#éood and said,



“Allison Blanford will not be participating, Mrs.l&n.”

“I'm afraid refusal is not an option, Miss Blanfbr Your agreement to
undergo this trial is clearly stated as a requisitehe papers your family
signed.”

“It may be stated, but since Mr. Westcroft has tgetlecide whom he
wishes to marry, and we have yet to decide if wehvio accept him, | would
say the issue is moot. At least until Mr. Westchomself chooses to make an
appearance.”

Though Mrs. Sloan was clearly not pleased, shendichrgue the matter
further. Serena suspected the other woman wowld imsisted upon it if she
didn’t think it would create unrest among the oshewhich both the
housekeeper and their hostess apparently wishaebid at all costs.

On the third day, the women were seated in théaupssitting room
playing board games when they heard the servantsysty about the manor
like a flurry of rodents frightened out of the wawaark. Voices were both
urgent and hushed as Ravenswood seemed to takéferohits own. Then
all sound suddenly ceased in the manor so that mavhisper nor a breath
was heard.

Serena and the others strained to listen whemasi@mmed shut with a
force just short of being violent. Allison jerkadd let out a little squeal.

“Do you think it's the Wizard?” Susan asked, hee wf Westcroft's
unflattering nickname revealing more of her unedisan her worried
expression.

“I'm sure we’ll find out soon enough if it is,” $mna predicted softly
from her sentinel position near the door, while @Gew, who remained
blatantly unperturbed by all the commotion, triuraptly jumped one of her
black pieces over Allison’s red.

* k % %

Dominic pressed his palms against the gleamingdwaiohis desk and
glared at his sister. “You did what?” he askedetjyi Almost too quietly.

“l invited ten women here for you to choose youdé from,” Regina
admitted, taking a seat before him,

Dominic’s expression turned grim. “Have you takleave of your
senses? Should | send Frederick to attend you?”

“I have no need of a physician, Dominic, and | ahsaner mind than



you. You need to marry,” she stated, her tone With resolve.

“I had thought we were finally past this argumeRégina. Have you
forgotten what happened to Felicity? Do you poss&sme deep-seated
longing to send another woman screaming to heh@&at

Regina held his gaze, but gripped her fingerstligglbgether. “No, and
though | think it was most noble of you to remaarttiful to Felicity, it's been
nearly twelve years now. It's time you let go bétpast and moved into the
future.”

“And what future would that be, my dear?” he inrgdi, his voice a soft
purr of menace. “Have you turned psychic all shdden?”

“You know | haven't,” she replied with a slightigrace at his barb, “but
it appears that | have a better memory than your.’owshe leaned forward
slightly. “Weren’t you the one who said that yoeeded a virgin wife by your
thirtieth birthday to complete your powers? Acdogd to my rather
rudimentary math skills, that leaves you less thaear to find a suitable lady
and marry her. Since you did not seem so incliwedo this for yourself, |
simply made the arrangements for you.”

“I but told you what Zaltasar informed me, | ditlsay | believed it.”

“Oh? You don't believe your mentor’'s predictioegarding your
powers, but you have no difficulty believing thatuymay have killed your
wife in a fit of passion and anger when you fouerd énd Terrence together in
your wedding chamber?”

Dominic’s anger slithered out of him in a deadbt-thendril of green
smoke. Briefly closing his eyes, he directed thetient tentacle toward the
window and away from his sister. “l didn’t saythaut it's possible, yes. It's
not what | want to believe, but the evidence cleadems to indicate | was
responsible.”

“Really? And isn’t it due to that very same ewvide that you were
found innocent of the crime?” she countered, baaeknowledging the snake-
like trail of green rage that sought a conveniemgét to unleash its wrath
upon.

“Innocent and not guilty are not at all the safmmed, sister dear. The
council concluded there was not enough evidenaotwict me of Felicity’s
murder, but they did not find me innocent. In lut rather suspected they
thought I did commit the crime, but felt it was @amcontrollable act of passion



rather than a deliberate killing.”

“So, which is it?” she inquired with a lift of hehin. When he didn’t
answer, she prompted, “You've been trying to coo@ime for years that our
brother possesses a nature so evil that it is laeyoyp comprehension to
accept it, going so far as to suggest he was resierfor the death of my
husband. Do you mean to say now that he is whoilpcent of the crimes
which you’'ve accused him?”

Dominic clenched his fingers into a fist, thenvdipopened them to lay
them flat on the desk again. “The blackness ofefae’s soul is not what's at
issue here,” he replied through gritted teeth.

“Then what, precisely, is at issue here?”

He regarded her with open astonishment. “Thetfaattyou invited ten
women to my home on the pretext | would choosefonmy wife is what's at
issue here.” Afraid of what he might do, he tookleep breath and leaned
back slightly. “Your memory may not be quite a®da@s you believe, Mrs.
Sinclair, or you'd recall the night | held my toemd bleeding bride in my
arms that | made a vow. And whether or not | viiessane who ripped Felicity
to pieces, | was definitely the one ultimately @sgible. | don't know what
happened that night, becauseant-remembel he reminded her as the
physical manifestation of his fury wound its way the velvet curtains to the
ceiling where it seeped through as if no barriestex.

“However, since they found me naked, Felicity nedubnd Terrence
bleeding, | fully accept the premise that my bedask control of me that
night. So, | hardly think that bringing ten womenthe lair of a potential
murderer was a very intelligent thing to do. There, for the sake of their
innocent lives, and your own, | insist you sendnihback. Today” he
emphasized through his tightly clenched jaw.

Undaunted by his growl or his very obvious andggina stood and
leaned toward him. “No,” she replied simply.

He rose and bent forward until their noses pratlyianet. “You really
don't want to battle me over this, Regina Elizabeth| have to send them
back, | won't be nearly as charitable about it @s.ySo, | advise you to do as
| say before | tend to the matter myself.”

* k% * %

Serena was the first to see the meandering trgieen smoke snaking



up from the floorboards, but she said nothing assgnit was another
manifestation of her fertile imagination and if sigmored it, it would go
away. However, Susan saw it next, and she scream&tie smoke
immediately ceased its serpent-like meandering lasatled directly for the
frightened woman like a purposeful, slithering st of green fog.

Susan screamed again, but fear kept her rootedewkiee stood.
Though Serena stood furthest away from Susan amdtéadily advancing
trail, when she noticed the others remained froadear of the phenomenon,
she took a step toward it and called, “Stop.”

The green tentacle turned again. This time toward

It had almost reached her when Allison let outvals cry of despair.
The tentacle started to turn, but acting instiredyivSerena plunged her hand
into the coalescing trail, only to draw back frai® intense heat with a gasp.
The brief encounter caused Serena’s flesh to grickkeaction. The smoke-
like tentacle had been filled with an angry maswiipresence, which Serena
recognized and recoiled from at the same time.h\Wdr touch, the smoke
immediately turned from green to blue and took onegen more vaporous
appearance.

Afraid and uncertain, Serena took a step back, that bluish mist
followed. When she took another step back, thé¢ hasered for a moment,
and then rushed forward to wrap itself around hngyelrs and wrist. This time
the snake-like mist felt warm and tingly, like thissing sparks of a doused
flame. Not enough to burn, but enough to set ittme ¢urls at the nape of
Serena’s neck on end. When the mist starteditaprdner arm, she could feel
its essence trying to meld with hers in an attetmptrobe her mind. Afraid of
its intent, she instinctively closed her eyes anddtto close her mind.
Uncertain of her success, and leery of the consegseof failure, she quickly
drew back. Temporarily thwarted, the vaporous tdatdissipated briefly then
reformed again to lightly encircle her wrist. $jgling not to show her fear,
she pulled back again, and this time it dissipatzdpletely.

* k % %

Feeling as if he’'d been punched in his solar @ekominic dragged in
a lungful of air and regarded his half-sister wathook of suspicion. “Who
did you say you invited here?”

Her expression immediately turned to one of camcetl told you, |



invited ten women all from good, but impoverishadhflies.”

“Really,” he replied, then sucked in another déepath through his
teeth as he fought to regain control over his tunmus mix of emotions.
“Well, you may need to rethink the ‘goodness’ o¢ ttamilies you selected,
sister dear, since one of your fine, upstandingetads not at all what she
claims to be,” he admitted coolly despite the faet his heart still pounded in
his chest. He had often released his anger inntlaisner, but he had never
before encountered any thing or one who could matoth counter it so
effectively. The presence, though powerful, wasained, definitely female
and overflowing with distrust. Even so, she hadagged to diffuse his rage
with a single touch.

“What do you mean she’s not what she claims t§ Begina asked, her
uncertainty reflected in her face and posture.

His equilibrium restored, Dominic regarded Regimdh a practiced
look of detachment. “I mean that one of your gsiggissesses powers that
she is taking great pains to hide from you andothers. In short we have a
visitor under our roof who is here for reasons singosely doesn’t want us to
know.”



CHAPTER TWO

“That is not possible,” Regina contradicted withiran shake of her
head.

“| fear it's not only possible, but a fact. |fehe woman’s powers just
now, and she’s quite strong, both in mind and spiAnd the moment she
realized | had connected with her, she jerked lfiamk my presence quicker
than a rabbit escaping a fox.”

“Do you know which one it is?”

Dominic merely arched a brow. “Since | have net ad the pleasure
of meeting any of these paragons of virtue, thatild/dwe rather difficult for
me to ascertain, would it not?”

“Do you believe she’s here to cause trouble?”

“That’s exactly what | intend to find out. Invitdl the young ladies to
join me for dinner, and I'll create a test to séave can expose our wolf
hiding among the sheep.”

* %k % %

The summons to dinner was neither unexpectedesiratl. Serena told
the women that whatever they did, they should tmmwstheir fear. She
worried about Susan and Allison the most. Neities particularly strong nor
adept at hiding their feelings. She coached thermnest she could, then each
left to get changed. Dinner, they were informeds\a formal affair, and they
were expected to dress accordingly.

They descended the stairs in single file andphabetical order, as they
had been instructed. Serena wanted to changesplate Allison to protect
her, but Allison was afraid they'd be discovered &uared what might happen
as a result. Serena worried more for Allison tharself, but if following the
rules kept her cousin from fretting, she wouldniist.

The Master of Ravenswood, dressed in formal eggaitire, stood from
his seat at the head of the table as they entdrdmay have manners and
style, but that didn’t make him any less of a demoiserena’s mind. Mrs.



Sloan asked them to remain in alphabetical orddrséand behind the chairs
beginning at Mr. Westcroft’s left. Once they wangosition and Mrs. Sloan
had taken her leave, Dominic Westcroft gave a matitheir chairs drew back
from the table as if unseen servants had politeljeg them back for the
ladies to sit. Several of the women gasped, buineomoved. Serena’s heart
sank as she realized he had sensed her abilities their essences melded,
and now he intended to use his magic as a meafsanfig her to disclose
herself.

Katherine Shaw was the first to regain her composuGracefully
drawing back her wine red velvet skirt, she took $eat and actually smiled
at the man and thanked him.

Dominic Westcroft's eyes took on a predatory glessrhe regarded her.
Following Katherine’s lead, Serena took her seatvah. She wasn't sure
what order the others followed since all her cotregion was focused on
holding her flighty napkin still on her lap. Glang up she noticed Dorothy
struggling to keep her silverware flat on the tablances tugging to keep her
napkin from covering her face and Melissa gripptightly to hers to keep it
from tucking into her lace-frilled bosom. Only @nsand Allison appeared to
be untouched by their host’s pranks, and both entfooked as if they'd faint
if anything moved on them.

From the slight curve of his lips, Serena suspkttestcroft was only
dallying with them, and she dreaded what would leapwhen his efforts
turned earnest.

The table linens promptly ceased misbehaving whenservants filed
back into the room carrying the first course. Ao The master of
Ravenswood directed the servants to place an ebhgqwty before each guest,
set the tureen on the table, then leave. Seremha sanking feeling she knew
why he gave that order and prayed she was mistaken.

“It's mock turtle soup, ladies. | hope you enjoy the Wizard of the
West murmured in his rich baritone voice.

The tureen, designed to look like a deeply setenyshell, rose up on its
large turtle-like, stubby china legs and “walkedbbat the table, serving out a
ladle of soup to each of them. A few of the wordeew back in alarm while
Caitlyn, Katherine and Georgina appeared to bencimgly amused by the
china’s antics. Serena could see Allison struggtonmaster her own fear, so



she wasn't the least bit amused by their host'segplaying. However, if he
continued grandstanding in this manner, it mighteas difficult to expose
him as she’d originally thought. He was certaimigking no effort to disguise
his magical talents, so all she had to do was kéept and wait.

When everyone had been served, Serena observedaheAllison,
Susan and Melissa stared at their bowls with gsasgpicion. Not wanting to
draw attention to herself by being the first, Saremited to see who would be
brave enough to take the first sip. Katherine titklead again by picking up
her spoon and taking a delicate taste of the ste#mok broth. With a
delighted smile directed specifically at their hosthe proclaimed the soup
quite delicious. When the bowl didn't spit the thidiquid back into
Katherine's face, Serena, taking her cue from thers, picked up her spoon
and followed suit.

As they ate, the master of Ravenswood turnedéovbman who sat at
his right. Grateful Westcroft’s attention was feed on someone other than
she or Allison, Serena was relieved that Allisonaddeast a few places down
from their host, although she would rather have Iidcousin sit where she
did, all the way at the end of the table, insteadi@ctly on her right. Being
first in their alphabetical lineup, Susan Baker ka&l misfortune of sitting on
Westcroft's left. Susan was shaking so badly ®ertena was surprised the
silver spoon wasn't clattering against her teetet Westcroft appeared to
practically ignore Susan for the tasty morsel om fght, who regarded him
with undisguised interest.

“And what is your name, my dear?” he inquired vatemile. From that
small turn of his upper lip, Serena had no douat Bominic Westcroft could
be a devastating charmer if he chose to be. Haweven from her distance
she could see the man was merely toying with themavobeside him, much
as a cat played with a mouse just before it pounced

Katherine smiled and leaned even closer to hira biatant display of
showing off her two most prominent assets. Shéevwed the man was
infatuated with her. He wasn’t. He was no doulbériested in discovering if
she was the one he’d connected with, but he cleaabn’t smitten.

“Katherine Shaw, sir. | was most impressed byrydisplay this
evening, Mr. Westcroft.”

“Were you, my dear?” He leaned forward slights/taough intrigued



by the woman and her conversation. “And what irepee you most,
Katherine?” he inquired, deliberately making higumy more intimate with
the use of her first name.

“Oh, the soup, most definitely. What a clever iagerve a meal. You
must be very powerful indeed, sir, to perform sacdative magic so easily,”
she suggested, leaning even closer to him.

“Ah, a fellow admirer of the magical arts. Telepmy dear, have you
any talents of your own that you’'d like to tell mleout?”

Katherine actually blushed. “None that could équars, sir, though
they do say | have an uncanny way of reading cttievaghts.”

“Really?” His interest appeared to fade slightly if he knew the
woman spoke falsely in the hopes of capturing ttisrest. He leaned back in
his chair. “Can you tell me what | am thinking nawy dear?” he inquired
evenly.

Serena didn’t find that too difficult. He beliel/&atherine Shaw to be a
liar and a flirt.

A small furrow appeared on Katherine’'s brow as shgarded him
closely. *“l would say that you are wondering wiodher talents | might
possess, sir,” she offered suggestively.

It took all of Serena’s control to keep from chakion her soup at the
woman'’s delusions of her allure.

When Westcroft's piercing gaze suddenly shiftethéq Serena quickly
bent her head and coughed delicately into her napktover her slip.

Katherine sent a quick scowl of displeasure Sé&eway before she
turned back to Westcroft with a honey-sweet smdst@d on her lips. “In
truth, sir, | have little abilities of my own, buam most fascinated by yours.”

Dismissing her with a bland smile, he glanced altioel table at each of
the women before he replied, “I'm pleased to heaklVait until you see what
| have planned for the main course.”

As if on command the servants entered and remine=doup tureen and
the bowls. Next, they carried in a large silverrda platter. Closing her
eyes, Serena mentally groaned in dread of whatdxsfeat of sorcery would
bring. Once again, after the servants had placselasetting before each of
the women, Westcroft dismissed them with a wavehisf hand. Serena
opened her eyes just in time to see the domed dibvaself off the platter



and float over to a sideboard. Getting used to displays of magical
grandstanding, a few of the women sighed a collectoh” at the succulent,
well-basted and delicately seasoned goose seatedimqmantly on a bed of
roasted potatoes and carrots.

Next the knife and fork rose up from the table armbsed each other in
a sort of salute. Then they turned and lowereit thell-honed edges toward
the bird, but the golden-brown goose got up omstiisdy hind legs and began
to flap its crispy little wings as it attempted éscape being carved into
serving bits.

The women’s delight quickly turned to dismay ae #nife and fork
began hacking at the bird despite its valiant &ffor flee without flying.
Allison and Susan both covered their heads witir th@d-rimmed plates and
ducked under the table, Melissa and Serena bothand took a step back.
Dorothy fainted, Georgina screamed while Frances@aitlyn actually tried
to catch the “running” bird. The fork stabbed atitfyn’s fingers while the
knife took swipes at Frances’s hand. Then therhotted peas began flinging
themselves at Katherine. When she screamed, hiidbrAand Susan started
to cry.

Unable to ignore her cousin’s distress any lon§erena glared at the
man who watched them all like a hungry cat. “Thanough! You've made
your point quite clearly. Now leave them alonéhé ommanded, knowing
full well she was giving him exactly what he wantdulit her conscience
wouldn’t permit her to do otherwise.

The chaos came to an abrupt end. The bird redutoets serving
platter, the cutlery fell harmlessly to the tablelahe vegetables lay inert as
normal vegetables were wont to do.

Dominic Westcroft rose. “So, our little sorceresseals herself at last.
| wondered what it would take to get you to stepvhrd.”

“You’re mad,” Serena countered, knowing it wasa'$e to rile a person
who'd lost all semblance of reason, but unabldntakt of anything else to say
In response to his accusation.

“Not quite yet, my dear. Though I've been assubed the journey isn’t
a long one for me.” Then he raised his hands aotl & bolt of energy that
knocked Serena back into her chair and momentestped her of breath.
The sensation was similar to a hard shove. Natfplaexactly, but by no



means gentle either.

The women, who had remained conscious, includirgh&rine, all
scrambled to get away from him. They collectiveg to the doors leading to
the hallway only to discover the wooden portalseveccked. Like Serena,
they were trapped in the room with the Wizard ef Wiest.

“What, no response?” he queried Serena mockirn§wrely you can do
better than hiss at me like an enraged kitten.”

“I'm not a sorceress,” she murmured between griteeth. “Though
you clearly are a bastard.”

“Tut, tut,” he muttered. “My father might nevelave married my
mother, but that’s no cause to begin flinging pakmsults now, is it?”

Serena didn’t answer. She’d meant the insultréguely, not literally,
but she felt slightly ashamed of herself. It wadike her to swear, and
resorting to name-calling really was beneath her.

He moved his hands in a gesture that appearedstlgraceful, and
Serena was lifted above her chair, still in a skatesition. It was as if she sat
on an invisible shelf. She felt securely held uhio there was nothing but air
beneath her. She kept her hands in her lap anelylesron him. If he dropped
her from a height greater than where she was newolld hurt her. When
she said nothing, he raised her up another foot.

“Still no response? Somehow, | expected more fyaua, my dear.
After all, we have so much in common, do we not?”

All of Serena’s blood ran to her feet. How cotukl know? Surely he
hadn't discovered her true identity when he'd byigfrobed her mind. No
one here, outside of her cousin, should have knetvm she really was, and
her real name wasn’t on any of the paperwork.

“Ah, | see that finally got your attention,” heoaved, raising her up
another foot.

“I have no idea what you mean,” she replied with ianocent an
expression as she could muster sitting at leasteteinoff the floor. Another
ten feet and her head would be brushing the ceiling

“Ah, but | think you do,” he replied, raising hep another foot. “Your
pallor gives you away.”

“If my color is drained, sir, it is most likely éuto the heights in which
you have placed me, not because | have garneredeamngt meaning to your



words.”

“So you say,” he murmured thoughtfully, as she Wied one more
foot. “But | felt your powers when you reached ¢witmine. Thus | know
what you are, and no protests of innocence frorseHovely lips will sway
me otherwise.”

Her fear of discovery eased slightly with his aslsion, but she kept her
expression neutrally blank. “Then | have nothiefg o say to you, sir. If you
intend to raise me to the ceiling then dash mééofloor, | pray you get on
with it quickly. I'm beginning to feel quite lightaded up here and the
screams from below aren’t helping to ease my hdsalac

He regarded her intently for a moment, and thareted her back to her
seat. He bowed to her. “It would appear that stnwield this round to you,
my lady. You called my bluff, and won. But dottink this means we are
through, for we are not.”

He turned to the other women, and yelled, “Ceas d@desist! Your
caterwauling is most unpleasant, and as you camcaeme was harmed, so
there is no cause for it to continue.”

The women became silent almost immediately, exiepd few sniffles.
Assuming the lead, Caitlyn stepped forward. “Rieas, we'd like to leave.”

Giving his hand a distracted wave, he releasechbid on the doors.
“Then by all means scurry off to your rooms, ddettme hold you back.”

Caitlyn shook her head. “No, sir. | mean we wiolike to leave the
manor.”

“You would, would you? Do all of you feel that w& Allison, Susan
and Dorothy, who'd finally regained consciousne$teraher swoon, all
nodded, but the others seemed more uncertain.is ‘fate,” he concurred
almost gently. “l suggest you all retire for thight, and if you still feel so
inclined in the morning, we will make arrangemeotsee you safely returned
to your loving families.”

Amazingly, all the women except Serena noddederdfwasn’t even a
moment’s hesitation from any of them. The dooremgul. “Ah, Mrs. Sloan,
prompt as always. Please escort our guests tortdmens and make sure none
gets lost on her way, will you? Pleasant dreaaties.”

En masse, they followed Mrs. Sloan into the hallmping into one
another with shuffling steps like sleepy lambs peled to their slaughter.



When Serena rose to follow, Westcroft stepped clasd put a hand on her
arm to stop her.

“What did you do to them?” she demanded, pulliegdrm free.

“Nothing. | but eased their fear a bit.”

“You mesmerized them!”

“Not exactly, but they will remember this night mmaas a dream than a
reality.”

“Until they wake up hungry, that is. You didniten give them supper.”

“No, | didn’t, did I? How remiss of me. Are ydungry, Miss ...?”

“Blanford,” Serena supplied without hesitationtalty reassured now
that her disguise remained intact.

“Are you hungry, Miss Blanford?”

“No, thank you. | should like to leave now as wablill you cloud my
mind as you did theirs?”

“Do you want me to?”

Surprising even herself, she shook her head. ddedone his best to
intimidate her, but he hadn’t really hurt her. lISti was unconscionable for
him to terrorize the others like that. And sheltiolm so, directly.

“I didn’t invite any of you here,” he informed heurtly. “You are quite
welcome to leave on the morrow if you wish.”

She arched a skeptical eyebrow. “Really? Are ygung to say that
someone else arranged for us all to arrive herestheg without your
knowledge?”

“That is precisely what | am saying, Miss Blanfdrd

“What about the money?”

His left eyebrow arched slightly. “What money?”

“Do you mean to say that you don’t know anythirtgu@t the thousand
pounds either?”

“A consolation fee, perhaps?”

“That would depend upon your perspective, | suppss. The woman
you select will become your wife with a promiseduband pound dowry.
The others, if they agree to certain conditions atay a minimum of one
week, will each get fifty pounds in addition to tbeginal fifty pounds sent
once the contracts were signed and received. &ajr @éay a woman elects to
stay after the first week, she is to receive another ten geunif you make



them leave tomorrow, they get nothing more thanfithetheir families have
already received.”

Dominic briefly closed his eyes. “I'll kill her.Sister or no, I'll wring
her neck.”

Acting instinctively, Serena reached out and plaber hand on his
sleeve. The moment she realized what she was ,dsiegdrew her hand back
uncertain what had ever possessed her to touch him.

He regarded her through eyes deep and dark, ikdip$ curved into a
wry smile. “I did not speak literally, so you needt fear for my sister’s life.
Unfortunately, | happen to care for her a great,deamurder is out of the
guestion.”

Serena’s chin lifted a notch. The beast was #gtteasing her. After
nearly raising her to the ceiling and dashing hexins out, he actually
believed she would chat with him as if they weregldost chums sharing
stories over tea.

“If you intend to send us away tomorrow, what was purpose of all
those tricks tonight?” she inquired coolly, thouginfident she already knew
the answer, her question was prompted out of muae just idle curiosity.
She wanted to know if he would tell her the truth.

He clasped his hands behind his back and regdrdedhoughtfully.
“Purely to cull you out of the flock, my dear.”

“For what purpose?” she queried, wondering justv hmuch he'd
garnered about her through their brief encounter.

“| felt your strength, your powers, when mine Hyidouched yours. |
also felt your concern for the others. When thepsdid not provide the
desired effect, | upped the stakes, in effect, mpyou would eventually step
forward to stop me. Which you did. Quite bravédg, | must say.”

“You are mistaken about me. | possess no sppoiaérs or magic,” she
insisted.

“You may not fully realize them yourself, but yalo have powers,
Serena Blanford, whether you acknowledge them dr nbhey are quite
strong, actually, though a trifle unrefined. Bat four sake, my dear, let us
hope that your protests of innocence are genuine.”

His threat, though gently spoken, was clear. Hmild/ not tolerate
deceit of any sort. Serena did not mistake hibtylbo do her and her cousin



great physical harm, but she refused to let himwkrimmw much he had
frightened her. Instead, she regarded him witlaaghty bravado and said,
“Well you, sir, are nothing more than a bully.”

“I can be much worse than that, sweet Serenaydraed softly, “so |
suggest you take care not to try my forbearandhéduif you do not wish to
incur the wrath of my darker half.”

Her emotions in turmoil, Serena couldn’t suppiessiver from the cold
fingers of dread that crawled up her spine. Realizshe may have taken one
step too far, she raised her chin and said, “Thshall bid a good night to
you, sir, else | may regret what words pass thrauglhips next.”

Unclasping his hands, he gave her a short bowootiGnight, then.
Should | have Mrs. Sloan escort you up also, oyaoknow the way?”

“l assure you that | can find my way unaided, tignk you anyway.”
That said, she swept in front of him and went ugpdtairs.

Needing to check on her cousin first, Serena kedakn Allison’s door.
Allison opened it very slowly and peeked aroundemwlshe saw Serena, she
ran forward and hugged her.

“l was so concerned about you, | didn’t know wtwatlo.”

“l am quite unharmed,” Serena reassured as stilison’s door.

“What did he do to you?”

“Nothing. We just talked.”

“Does he know who you really are?”

“No, but he suspects something, and | think hdebes | might
represent some sort of threat to him.”

“What sort of threat? Is it your visions and ititns? Does he know
you've seen him in your dreams?”

“I'm not sure what he knows, but he could havet me, and he didn’t.”

“Maybe not, but he wasn'’t very gentlemanly, either

“No, he wasn't,” she admitted softly. “All the ma, | sense a deep
chasm in his soul. He’s changed a lot, Allie. emember him as being
handsome, tall and charming. He even took timplay with me, though |
was only seven years old at the time and he wadynemhteen. Yet the
vision | had of him holding my dying sister in hasms returns nightly to
haunt me. | have to know if he killed her.”

“Well, 1 don't like the way his eyes seem to penight through me.



They're so cold and mean. He scares me.”

“I can’t say that | blame you. | was chilled big lpenetrating gaze more
than once myself tonight also. Even so, he didgelly hurt anyone, and a
part of me almost feels assured that he doesehdhto.”

“You're defending him!” Allison accused.

“No, I'm not. I'm just saying that you needn’tdie he’ll attempt to
enchant or enthrall you. Despite his rather unsaxeputation, | don't think
he means to physically hurt any one of us, arid ....

Serena wasn’t sure she wanted to admit that henbakhowledge of
their invitations. She suspected he would honsrslster’s agreement, even
though it might gall him to do so, and telling tbthers that he did it not
because he wanted to, but because he had no chmcéin’'t ease their
minds any. In fact, it might make them feel leatued than they already felt.
So instead, she finished, “and, he regrets whabtdragx this evening.” It was
a small lie. In truth, she didn’t think he regeetta moment of his actions,
since it brought him exactly what he wanted. Bbawpuzzled her most were
her own feelings of ambiguity towards him. She@me here convinced he
was the cold-blooded murderer of her sister, bwt, reven after his softly
spoken threats, she was beginning to have dotusof his ability, but of his
intent.

“Perhaps,” Allison conceded after a long momenheditation. “Even
so, | don't think | want to stay here any longer.”

“I won't ask you to stay if you really don't waid, Allie, but think of
what your mother will say if you return without thee hundred extra pounds
she expects.”

Allison shook her head. Like Serena, she knew viidll what her
mercenary parent would say, and it wouldn’t be comgntary. “I'm tired,”
Allison admitted. “Perhaps | should go to sleed aee how | feel tomorrow.”

“A wise decision,” Serena concurred as she gavetesin a kiss then
turned and headed to her own room. Allison woelthember the night as a
fuzzy dream, and she alone would know the trutivlodt happened. Serena
didn’t sense any evil in Westcroft, but he wasxaaly house-trained either.
There was a chance that the white leopard thatedeandr sister in her dreams
could be just that--a figment of a terrified litt@l’'s nightmares. He wasn't at
all what she expected him to be. In truth, sha&'dichow how she felt about



the man now that she’d met him again. And thaetilesl her even more.

After his meeting with Serena, Dominic strode dilseto his library and
sent for his sister. Regina had much to answeiafoat he intended to see that
she did, though what he’'d told her about his thirtibirthday had not been
entirely correct. When he was sixteen years addtagar had warned him that
to complete his powers he would need to mate wittoman pure of spirit
and body prior to his thirtieth birthday. If haléa to do that, he would slip
into a steady decline that would result in him aoly losing his powers, but
cause him to lose his mind as well. In short, lo@ld slowly go insane until
he would eventually need to be locked up for hisromelfare and that of
others.

The same would have held true for Terrence, buteiee had fulfilled
this particular obligation many years ago. Marmiagas not a requirement,
just the taking of an innocent virgin was. Domihigd had the opportunity,
but he had never felt the inclination until he rReticity. He had only been
seventeen years old then, and though the thoughta&ing love to Felicity
before he’d married her had appealed to his raitagd, he felt it would be
disrespectful to her.

So, he’d waited, and his only opportunity had bdenied him. Even
so, he hadn’t been entirely convinced that Zaltasdire prophecy wasn't
merely an attempt to get Dominic and Terrence tdesdown by a certain
age. However, during the past few years Dominid bagun to wonder if
Zaltasar’s timeline wasn't just a bit overstatddis black moods, as he called
them, seemed to be increasing in both frequencydaration the older he got.

Since he’'d told Regina none of this, her actiongrew still
unconscionable in his opinion, and he meant to renshe fully understood
the depth of his displeasure over the matter.

When Regina finally answered his summons, sheeldd&ss confident
than she had before, which appeased him somewltatpbentirely.

Sitting back in his chair, he templed his fingbeneath his chin. “
believe there were a few points you neglected totime about these
transactions you've made.” Lowering his hands éenéd forward in his
chair. “Such as the hundred pounds you offereghtth woman who remains
with me for a week.”



“Well, you aren’t the easiest of men to be aroahdimes, so | had to
give them some incentive. Besides, it's only aditmhal fifty pounds to
what you've already paid.”

“That’s still a hundred pounds aiy money! Most of our villagers pay
no more than seventy-five pounds a year in refople you didn’t expect me
to conjure up the funds through magic. | doubt Majesty would appreciate
enchanted currency floating about her realm.”

“I believe you have sufficient funds to supportstiventure without
resorting to magic, Dominic.”

“Not for long if you keep trying to give it away.”

“You'’re as rich as Croesus even without the tidle,stop complaining.
Did you unmask your vixen?”

He counted to ten under his breath, then sighedresignation.
“Eventually. Have all the women undergone purgjidation?”

“All except the Blanford women, they refused tdsut to the trial.”

“Why?” he inquired, his suspicions roused anew.

“Serena didn't see the point in either herselfi@r cousin, Allison, being
validated since they had yet to decide if they wtbto accept you.”

Dominic’s brow rose at that and he grinned. “Sbowve that seems
fitting. Make arrangements to test the cousin toow ['ll see to Serena
Blanford myself.”

This time Regina raised an eyebrow. “Have you engdur choice
already?”

“No, and | shan’t be, despite your grand machamati The thought of
marriage is not why | chose not to send them alkipg tomorrow. | get the
feeling that Miss Blanford is hiding something. rH®wers are strong, yet
she claims not to have any. | wouldn’t put it paat brother to plant an
informant in our midst.”

“What?” Regina asked, her pallor revealing hentig more eloquently
than her words. “You can't seriously believe tBatrena Blanford is here as
some sort of agent for Terrence?”

“l only say that it's a possibility, not a certtn | suspect | shall be able
to get to the truth one way or another very quitklile settled back in his
chair. “Now tell me all you know about these Blamaf women.”



CHAPTER THREE

Serena awoke the next morning with a feeling afpacified dread. The
day was bright and clear, and she’d slept well,syet couldn’'t seem to put
aside her premonition that something very bad vimsitato happen. Serena
didn’t particular care for these unpleasant intmig, since they usually were
right.

Preferring not to appear conspicuous, she selectemhservative navy
blue silk skirt with a pleated panel and its matghjacket complete with a
high standing collar and a stiff leather belt. ekftdressing quickly, she
crossed the hall and knocked at Allison’s dooilisAh opened it with a bright
smile that complimented her sunny yellow day dreSe, whatever bothered
Serena clearly hadn’t affected Allison.

Not wanting to upset her cousin, Serena said ngthabout her
premonition as they headed down to breakfast. aBthe top of the stairs she
could see Westcroft and his sister waiting for tredrthe bottom. She wanted
to tug Allison back upstairs, but feared it wouldpaar both cowardly and
suspicious. Rather than alert her hosts that s$gested anything was amiss,
she continued down the stairs without a pause.

When she reached the foot, Westcroft extendednd bhad caught her
arm. “l need to talk to you,” he advised firmly.

“But my cousin and | were just about to go to kfaat.”

“Your cousin can go with my sister. You will comé&h me.”

“But ....”

“Allison will come to no harm, Serena,” he promdsea a tone that was
both firm and gentle. “You have my word.”

Then, before Serena could argue further, he estdrer into a large
room where every wall was lined with books. Sumgsshe was in
Westcroft’s library, she asked, “Why did you insigton separating me from
my cousin?”

“I'll answer your query shortly, but first | woultlke you to answer a



guestion of mine. Why do you think your aunt sgoti and your cousin
here?”

Though Serena didn’t particularly care for hisco#dting expression,
she considered the question fair given the circant&ts. “Like many of the
other girls’ families, my aunt and uncle are in ched¢ money. My uncle fell
seriously ill recently and now they are having idiffty paying off their
creditors.”

“Do you not care for your aunt and uncle?”

“That is a rather odd question to ask.”

“Perhaps, but from your actions of late, | gatlgeu wouldn’t mind
seeing them locked away in debtor’s prison.”

Serena hesitated only slightly, but she fearedntla@ beside her had
gathered quite a bit from her hesitation. “Of caul would mind.”

“I don’t see how that’s possible.”

“Why not?” she asked, feeling just the tiniestdefensive.

“Because if you'd truly cared, you would’'ve seeauy part of the
contract filled.”

Serena regarded him through narrowed eyes. “Uf y&fer to that
barbaric custom your sister is masquerading as somef purity validation,
you would be right. How can you insist upon putimnocent women
through a trial that causes them to suffer so?”

“What is it you think transpires?”

She hesitated again. “I'm not sure exactly,” abmitted truthfully, “but
no woman who submitted to it appeared better oftHe experience.”

“They weren’t harmed,” he insisted.

“Maybe not, but they certainly weren’'t enhanced faving gone
through the ordeal either. So why are you inggstipon it?”

“It is a requirement that must be met if I'm to myd’

“I don’t understand.”

“The woman | marry must be pure in both spirit &ady. She may not
have known, in the biblical sense, any man befaeé m

“I hesitate to ask, but what would happen if yoarned only to discover
your wife did not meet those qualifications?”

“It would mean a forfeiture of my powers, amonbestthings.”

“You would no longer be a wizard, or sorcerenviatever it is that you



are?”

“I would still be what | am, but my capacity woulde greatly
diminished. However, if my wife had powers of loevn, her abilities would
Increase my own, assuming she met all the necegaailifications.”

Serena shook her head. “l fear | must declineerd is no point.”

Dominic held still for a moment, and then gavarayle nod. “l regret
you feel this way, but | understand and appregiate position.”

Serena was surprised and pleased that he didnnao tgive her an
argument. He merely walked her to the door andedah servant over.
“Henry, please assist Miss Blanford to pack. Shé ke leaving this
morning.”

Serena gazed at him in disbelief. “Why are yoinglthis?”

“There is little point in your remaining if youfrese to fulfill the terms
of your contract.”

“I originally came here to serve as my cousin’'mpanion. Why can't |
remain with her as such?”

“We have an abundance of servants to see to yousiws needs,
Serena. There is no need for you to remain oman ¢apacity, and as your
cousin appears to listen to you, your interferecmald jeopardize all we are
trying to accomplish here. It would be best fdrifayou were to take your
leave as quickly as possible. Henry here will merthan happy to assist you
in this endeavor.”

Trapped by her own strategy, Serena realized lkdeob& maneuvered
her. She couldn't protect Allison from the dan@éstcroft represented if she
was sent away, and unless she remained, she wewdd learn the truth about
Felicity’s death. She owed both her sister anddoaisin that much at least.
Blinking back angry tears of frustration, Sereffi@di her chin and confronted
the man who certainly had the ability if not theside to murder all of them.
“It would seem that | have little choice but to qagnwith your wishes in this
matter. What is it you would have me do?”

* k % %

Excusing Henry with a nod, Dominic was carefukéep his expression
neutral as he extended his arm to Serena. Wheaaiepted his escort, he
led her down the hall toward the same room whergirRRetook Allison.
Seeing Serena’s uneasy expression, he murmuredan‘lassure you it is a



most simple procedure. A trifle unpleasant perhbpsnot what | would call
painful.”

“Your assurances offer little comfort, sir.”

“And would my word offer more?”

She regarded him carefully. “Since you have nedrmitted to this
validation trial yourself, it would seem doubtfudwy or your word could speak
from personal experience.”

He grinned despite himself. Serena was feistg, samart, and he rather
enjoyed bantering with her. As they neared themoloe could hear Allison
crying. He almost turned Serena around, but slaedhg too, and rushed
through the unlocked door before he could stop her.

* k * %

Holding Allison in her arms, Serena turned an aouy glare toward
Westcroft.

“I thought you said the validation process waginful,” she countered
as Allison clutched at Serena’s arms as if sheeteavery letting go.

“It was terrible,” Allison confessed with a watesgb as she pointed to a
man standing in the corner. A man Serena hadeft before. Fe forced me
to drink this foul concoction, and then he thrust hand beneath my skirts
and pressed his fingers into me.”

The man in question stepped forward. “lt was dimger,” he
contradicted firmly, “and | didn’t hurt you.”

Allison sniffed and regarded him with accusingebkeyes. “Yes, you
did.”

He appeared a little nonplussed for a moment, dma short bow he
apologized and stepped toward the door. As heegdd3sminic, he murmured
in a low voice, “Brother-in-law or not, nothingusorth this.”

Serena heard him, though she doubted he spokieefoears. As she
scowled at Westcroft, she almost wished her gazsgssed the power to Kill
or at least cause great discomfort. “What washat tdrink you forced on
her?”

“Unicorn’s blood,” he answered blandly.

Serena gaped at him in horror. “You made herlswahnimal blood?”

He lifted a brow. “As the unicorn is a mythicadst, that would be
rather difficult, don’t you think?”



Serena frowned, her confusion battling with hestrast. “Then what
was it?” she inquired suspiciously.

“An herb, similar to a truth overitaspotion, but this one validates the
truth of one’s essence or spirit rather than theirds.”

Serena wasn't sure she wanted an answer to hémgnesgtion, but she
had to ask it anyway. “And what happens if a p@ssessence does not meet
the necessary requirements for this unicorn heddislation process?”

“Failure would mean the individual possessed anmeateeped in evil or
deceit. And if that were true, after drinking thation, the person would get
violently ill,” he replied evenly.

Serena looked back at her cousin with concerrow/ldo you feel?” she
inquired carefully.

“Sore,” Allison replied with a sniffle.

Afraid, but unwilling to show her fear, Serenargthat him with a look
of pure disdain. “So, do you always have your leotin-law do your dirty
work for you?” she demanded.

Dominic Westcroft regarded her with an arched bro®@nly when a
physician is required,” he answered civilly, bublty

“How convenient,” she snapped back, wanting tp kian for smugness.

From the look on his face, she fully expected hintell her that the
reason for Dr. Sinclair's presence was none of dwrcern, but for some
reason he changed his mind. “Jonathan Sinclair Reggna’s husband and
the good doctor’s brother,” he replied, keeping Wsce low and calm.
“When Jonathan died unexpectedly, Regina moved ith we and Dr.
Sinclair came to offer her his support. Then, wlenathan’s death left us
with more questions than answers, Frederick rerdaoreas our physician.
So, I'd hardly say his appearance here is a m@ngeniencé

A part of Serena felt small for her pettiness, $lut refused to show it.
Frederick Sinclair may not have hurt Allison, betdhupset her, and that was
enough.

Placing a comforting arm around Allison, Serenpée her cousin to
her feet, but when she stepped forward, Dominick#d her. “I'd like to see
my cousin to her room,” Serena insisted, her baifkasd straight and her
chin high.

“I'm not sure that's wise. Regina can see Alligorher room. You and



|, however, have some unfinished business to atteid

Serena felt the blood drain from her face. Skle’tiexpect him to insist
upon conducting her validation personally.

Dominic seemed to sense her unease. “Would yefepl send for Dr.
Sinclair instead?” he inquired politely.

Serena hesitated, then shook her head. She dikin'the thought of
having to undergo this trial at all, but having smme she’d never met before
perform such a personal examination of her heldh dgss appeal. And yet
the notion that she would prefer to have her innoeevalidated by a man
she’'d suspected was guilty of murder over a cedifphysician made her
question her sanity. Not a moment ago, she beliéwme capable of ripping
her sister’s body to shreds, yet here she was distelling him she would
prefer to be alone with him than have someone\glfidate the purity of her
body and soul. The plain truth was that Serena afesd of what might
happen. Never one to give into her fears, shd toeconvince herself, along
with Mr. Westcroft, that the true reason she didnh to remain alone with
him was because it would mean she’d be abandoriiisg@ again.

However, the matter was firmly settled when Regitepped forward
and put her arm about Allison’s shoulders. “Corumg, dear. We’'ll have a
nice, hot cup of tea together, and by tomorrow thils all be a forgotten
memory."

Dominic kept his gaze fixed on Serena while Regigpoke
encouragingly to the cousin and led her from thero He had no idea what
he would have done if Serena had asked him to f@nierederick. Though
he had made the offer, a part of him firmly rejectiee notion of another man
touching her so intimately. The strength of hiacten thoroughly puzzled
him. Frederick was a doctor, and a good one &t thea that knowledge did
nothing to ease the knot that had formed in Donsrstomach.

Needing to distance himself from Serena for a nmintee stepped over
to a basin and washed his hands. “Why don’t yaline back on the divan
and try to relax,” he suggested without facing her.

Serena wanted to ask him if he'd be able to rélad their positions
been reversed, but her lips and tongue were tootarijorm the words.
Instead, she sat on the sofa-like chair Allison lbadupied just moments
before, and asked, “Which trial do you perform tfirs The drink or the



physical examination?”

He turned back to look at her. “Does that mattee?inquired evenly.

“I suppose not,” she answered in a small voicetaage she would fall
one if not the other.

Grabbing a towel from a nearby rack, he regarded d¢arefully.
“Though Dr. Sinclair is one of the best physiciansEngland, he has no
magical talents.”

Serena stared down at her tightly clasped hant&hat difference
would that make to your validation process?”

“Not much, | suppose,” he replied, rubbing hisdwdry. “Except that |
do not need an herb to see into a person’s soul.”

“Oh,” she answered, not sure if that revelaticassseired or unsettled her
even more.

“I do not intend to hurt you, Serena,” he vowedetly as he put the
towel back on the rack. When she didn’t reply, finmed his tone and
commanded, “Look at me.”

She hesitated, then slowly lifted her chin untile sevenly met his
unblinking stare. His blue eyes examined her tanify that his spirit seemed
to traverse the space that separated them and idéiveer mind through her
eyes. She wanted to draw back and hide, but slsepivaed in place by
nothing more than the strength of his gaze. Shérégpped and comforted at
the same time. Jittery and calm. Scared anduestks Then he closed his
eyes, releasing her from his thrall.

When Serena felt like she could breathe againasked, “What did you
see? Did | pass?”

He looked at her then, but his eyes held littleahaf gentleness they'd
shown before. “Lie down, please,” he ordered dyiet

Disconcerted by the sudden coldness in his toeeen@ lay back as he
directed and pressed her hands to her stomacimdeetiry much like the
virgin sacrifice she likened herself to.

Once she was settled, Westcroft stepped overetditan and sat down
beside her. She closed her eyes, telling hensatfhie didn't intend to hurt
her, he was simply doing what was required to fyatise terms of his
contract. Yet a part of her wondered what happaheshe did fail this
validation. Would he insist she leave anyway?



When he started to reach for her skirts, shesat‘Blease. Before you
begin this part of it, could you tell me what hapgd | don’t pass?”

His blue eyes impaled her like twin icicles. “Hayou some reason to
suspect that you won't, Miss Blanford?”

The formality of his address unnerved Serena geépl she did her
best to hide it. “No, not exactly, but | have ocsicaally ridden astride. My
aunt caught me once and warned me that | could myself for marriage
through such folly.”

“And is that the only reason you fear failing?”ihquired silkily.

She hesitated for just a moment, then nodded.

“If you speak the truth, you have nothing to fe&r. any case, we shall
discuss it further if | determine such a convemsats warranted.”

Serena nodded, then laying back again she tighiling her eyes and
said, “You may proceed, if you wish. I'm ready nbw

With her eyes closed she couldn’t see his expresbiut she could feel
his fingers brush along the edge of her cheeks wigesilently wiped away
her tears. Then after a moment, he spoke. “latepgy promise to you,
Serena Blanford. Nothing | do now is being dondhwtent to harm you,” he
vowed, his voice quietly reassuring.

“And | ....” Unsure what she wanted to say, but idfrehe’d say too
much, she lamely finished, “Thank you for that.”

His hand moved from her face to her hip wheresgtad lightly for a
moment before it began to gather up the folds ofdkat. Unable to help
herself, she gave a small gasp but said nothing motil she felt him reach
beneath her skirts for the tie on her split blo@ner

Without thinking, she laid her hand over his amdngptly opened her
eyes. “Is that really necessary? Can't you dotwias to be done with my
undergarments in place?”

“I could, but | would prefer not to,” he admittedgth a small tug.

Swallowing nervously, Serena put her hand badileatvaist and closed
her eyes again. She was definitely out of her eldrhere. She felt his warm
hand brush a caress across her bare stomach, ataihmuscles quivered at
the sensation. His fingers were warm and surbe@sdased the flimsy cotton
barrier to her knees, and then traveled back updsst her thighs.

She could feel herself growing moist, and suspecs@mething was



wrong. Surely, the tight heat centered betweerldysrcouldn’t be natural. It
was as if a part of her secretly longed for hiscklguwhile her rational self
most assuredly did not.

When his fingers lightly grazed the hairs thattpcted her femininity,
her legs parted almost against her will. Frightebg her own reaction, she
blindly reached for the hand she felt resting riearwaist. His strong fingers
wrapped around hers with reassuring squeeze, \hlsleother hand glided
smoothly toward his target. Despite her everyrefto relax, she couldn’t
help tensing when she felt his finger ease betwlemolds of her femininity.

“Easy,” he murmured gently as his finger stariedttoke her in a way
that caused her to jerk and gasp with intense pteasShe gripped his other
hand harder, uncertain if she wished him to stopootinue.

As his stroking grew more purposeful, she felt uartertain tension
building inside her while her hips gave an invoariy upward thrust in
reaction. Her nails dug into the back of his haader knees rose to give her
hips more leverage. This was not at all what stpee&ed. She whimpered
deep in her throat as his finger slipped inside them she jerked again at the
small twinge of pain she felt.

“Sorry,” he murmured, easing the pressure slightjut rather than
withdraw as she’'d expected, he began to slowly nimsdinger in and out of
her in a way that had her moaning like a cat irt.hea

He bent forward until his lips practically touchleer ear. “Give into the
feeling, Serena. | want you to take pleasure fnrayrtouch in the same way |
take pleasure in touching you.”

Unable to stop, even if she’d wanted to, Serecheal her back while
her body sapped every inch of will from her congsimind. Her hips met his
deep, intimate stroking with an instinctive, wantdrythm. “Please,” she
begged, uncertain what it was she wanted, butinestae would die if he
stopped.

“I'm here, Serena,” he reassured, as his finggredly teased and
coaxed her body into a feverish dance with everyenand cell within her
centered on one small spot. When the pleasurenbighuild to an almost
pain-like point, her body tensed in a breathlespension as it reached for
something beyond her understanding. Then the ibgilohtensity burst and
shattered into tiny shocks of pure bliss. Pulsepure ecstasy spread out



from the very center of her being to her extrersigaed she involuntarily cried
out with her release.

Dominic continued to hold and soothe her until begathing finally
calmed. Then with the ease of long practice, hedeher bloomers and
helped her into a sitting position.

Serena felt utterly mortified.

She couldn’t believe she’d allowed him to touch inghat way. What's
worse was the knowledge that she’'d actually bedgednot to stop. She
didn’'t even know him. Not only that, she had vgood reason to believe he
had clawed her sister to death.

She wanted to run upstairs and hide in her roarhwben she attempted
to move, he firmed his grip.

“I believe | have satisfied the terms of your cibieth, and | should like
to leave now,” she managed, barely holding backdas of humiliation.

Instead of releasing her, he drew her onto his TEpen holding her face
between his palms, he bent his head and kissed Hee moment his lips
touched hers, she was filled with a reassuring esafscalm. Wrapped
securely within his arms, she felt treasured andcc#or as if he considered
her to be something precious. Desire curled upiwiher like a sleeping,
sated beast. She suspected it wouldn’t take mocdlouse the beast into
demanding another feeding, but Dominic eased tke Until she stopped
shivering and finally quieted in his arms. Theawing back slightly, he ran a
finger over her tender lips and gazed at her, Bsrd for her burning in his
gaze. Pressing down lightly on her chin to keeplips parted, he bent his
head toward her again, and she eagerly tilted ufalse to meet his kiss when
a knock at the door sent her surging from his delper feet.



