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Prologue
 

 
Bridlewood Manor
Clifton, England
December 2, 1829
 
“The babe’s deformed,” the midwife gasped, nearly dropping the slippery newborn.
“What do ye mean?” Martha Haverson rounded the bed in alarm.
“Look at ‘is arm. ‘Tis no more than a stump.”
The housekeeper stared at Mrs. Telford’s moon-shaped face before letting her gaze slide down to the squalling child. Just as the midwife had said, one tiny limb flapped about, ending just above the elbow, as though a surgeon had amputated the rest.
“What?” The mother of the newborn craned her neck to see the child. A moment earlier she had seemed oblivious as she moved listlessly on the bed, all color gone from her fine-boned face, her lips a pallid gray. Now her eyes sprang open with a look of panic in their violet depths. “Deformed did you say? My son’s deformed?”
Martha watched anxiously as Her Grace’s eyes sought the child in the midwife’s hands. After five years and as many miscarriages, the duchess had finally produced an heir. And what a long, difficult birth it had been! Martha thought her mistress deserved a moment of triumph before further worries beset her, but Her Grace spotted the baby’s club-like limb before the midwife could shield it from her view.
“No! No!” she moaned. “My husband hates me already. What will he do?”
Martha took the baby into her strong arms, and she and Mrs. Telford exchanged a meaningful look, sharing the lady’s trepidation.
“‘E won’t do anythin’ but be glad the wee babe’s a sweet, healthy boy,” Martha assured her, reaching down to squeeze her mistress’s hand.
The baby let out a piercing howl that seemed to contradict her words.
“You don’t know him,” the duchess whispered. The revelation of the baby’s flaw seemed to sap what little strength she had left. She let her head fall back and her eyes close as a tear rolled back into her thick, dark hair.
“Don’t fret so, Yer Grace,” Mrs. Telford advised. “Yer in a bad way an’ need yer rest. ‘Tis not good for ye to stew so.”
But Martha knew that the duchess no longer heard, much less understood, either of them. She remained somewhere inside herself. Her lips moved without making a sound, as if in prayerful supplication, and she tossed restlessly on her pillow.
“Don’t just stand there. Help me.” The midwife scowled at Martha, making her realize she’d been standing motionless, staring at the duchess. Her mistress did not look well. The housekeeper doubted she would last the night.
“Will she live?” Martha whispered.
Mrs. Telford sent an appraising glance at the duchess’s face, the harsh lines around her own mouth deepening into grooves. “I don’t know. But ‘tis not doin’ ‘er a bit of good, ye standin’ there like that. ‘Tis time to clean the whelp up.”
Sternly reminded of her duty, Martha pulled away from her mistress’s bedside and headed off to bathe the new arrival. His small weight felt good in her arms. She had been unable to bear children herself, at least any that lived beyond their first month, and had been looking forward to having a little one in the house. But when she reached the small antechamber where a bowl of tepid water waited and began to sponge the child off, she couldn’t escape a heavy sense of loss. Poor Duchess. Heaven only knew that her life had not been easy since her marriage to the Duke of Grey stone.
“Mrs. ‘Averson?” It was the tweenie, the least among the least of the maids.
“Yes, Jane?” The housekeeper paused from her ministrations to look up at the gangly young girl. Only twelve, Jane was all arms and legs and as shy as she was young.
“The master would like to see ‘is son,” she said, slightly out of breath.
Martha could tell by the uncertainty in Jane’s eyes that all was not well. So the duke already knows, she thought, wishing Mrs. Telford had kept her voice down. The walls had ears. Evidently someone had already carried tale of the baby’s arm to the master.
“An’ where is ‘e?” she asked. “I’ve barely begun to bathe the babe. An’ ‘e should be allowed to suckle before—”
“I’m beggin’ yer pardon, Mrs. ‘Averson,” the jittery girl interrupted. “‘Is Grace demands we bring the child right away, lest we both lose our positions. ‘E’s waitin’ in the library. Mrs. Telford is on ‘er way there.”
Martha bit her lip and glanced over her shoulder in the direction of the duchess’s room. “Very well. Fetch a blanket. It won’t do for the babe to catch a chill, poor little love.”
 
* * *
 
Albert Kimbolten, Duke of Greystone, was pacing across an exquisite gold and blue Turkish rug when Martha entered. Massive mahogany bookshelves crowded with leather-bound volumes lined three walls. They were dusted once a week, though rarely used. A fire crackled comfortably in the fireplace. The midwife sat in a Chippendale chair near a long, rectangular table, the fingertips of both hands pressed together, her lips pursed.
At Martha’s entry, the duke turned to face her. His brows knitted together, a solid black line atop flashing blue eyes, making Martha shiver as though a cold draft suddenly swept the room. The heir had been born, and she was to present him to his father. But this was nothing like the moment she had long anticipated. There were no smiles of delight, no proud glances—only anger, seething from the man before her with all the force of a tidal wave.
Martha drew a shaky breath. “Yer son, Yer Grace.”
“Lay it on the table.” Greystone did not bother to watch as Martha reluctantly deposited her charge as directed. Instead, he stared into the black night beyond the window that mirrored his savage-looking visage. “That will be all.”
Martha backed away. Only the fear of making matters worse forced her to take one step and then another until she passed into the hall. After closing the door she paused on the other side to listen to the words floating to her ears from within the library.
“What are you telling me?”
Martha could hear the tremor in the duke’s voice even through the door.
“As I said before, yer son is deformed,” the midwife explained. “‘Tis not uncommon. Such things happen now an’ again. From the look of it, the babe will never ‘ave the use of ‘is right arm.”
“And his mind? Is it similarly… defective?”
An interminable pause.
“I cannot tell, Yer Grace. ‘Twas such a difficult birth…”
“I see. Will he ride? Hunt?”
“‘E may do neither. I ‘ave no way of knowin’ ‘ow the child will develop. In all ‘onesty, Yer Grace, I am far more concerned with yer lady—”
“My lady? After five years, this is what she gives me. A cripple. A laughingstock!”
The sound of shattering glass made Martha jump. The baby began to wail, and she fought the urge to march in and fetch him.
“But Yer Grace, the duchess ‘ad no—”
“Leave me!” he shouted above the cries of his son.
Something—his fist?—crashed down onto a table. A startled yelp escaped the midwife, followed by the thud of other articles being hurled against the walls or fireplace. Then the midwife scuttled from the room, slamming the door behind her.
Martha acted as though she were just approaching. “Mrs. Telford, is somethin’ wrong?”
“‘E’s gone mad, I tell ye. Simply mad.” The midwife threw up her hands. “Ye’d best leave ‘im for a time. I’ve got my work cut out for me with the duchess.”
Martha wavered as Mrs. Telford fled down the hall. She longed to enter the room and rescue the crying infant, but was loath to further fuel His Grace’s anger, for the baby’s sake as much as her own.
Silence jolted Martha out of her quandary. One minute the baby had been wailing uncontrollably; the next, nothing. She pressed closer to the door, holding her breath. Not a single sound reached her ears.
Panic propelled her forward. She burst into the room and her eyes took in the tall, immaculately dressed duke leaning over his son. One large hand covered both nose and mouth of the newborn infant.
He’s killing the lad. He’s killing him! her mind shrieked as she flew at her master. Scratching and clawing at Greystone’s manicured hand, she tried to provide the child with air.
“Get away!” he snarled.
But Martha fought for the child’s life with the same desperate longing she felt for her own dead sons, and finally the infant let out a howl.
The duke backed away, his face red, the veins in his neck bulging above a white collar. “I’ll kill you for this!”
“Please,” Martha gasped. “‘E’s yer son.”
Greystone gave a derisive snort. “I could not have fathered this… this deformity. I will not have him. Do you hear? He will never be my heir.”
Martha gulped air into her lungs as the duke’s words registered in her mind. How could a man be so cruel? Finally she asked softly, “May I take ‘im, then?”
Crimson suffused the duke’s face. “Without me, without my reference, you will be unable to find work. How will you provide for a sick husband and a deformed babe?”
“I don’t know.”
“Fool! I’m tempted to let you starve the child for me, let you watch him die a slow death, but I cannot take that chance. Should you manage it somehow, as soon as he grew old enough, the two of you would be on my doorstep crying ‘Inheritance!’ ‘Heir!’“ He lunged at her. “Never!”
The air stirred near her ear as Martha whirled away. She fully expected to feel the duke’s long fingers close about her neck, pinching off her own breath, when suddenly she heard an odd gasp and turned in time to see him trip on the plush rug. His head struck the corner of the table as he toppled over like a felled tree.
Martha stared at the limp body lying unnaturally at her feet. Blood oozed from a wound at his temple. What now? she thought as panic rose like bile in her throat.
Bending to search for a pulse, she felt a faint beat at his throat and slowly let out her breath. But the fact that he yet lived posed another problem. Suppose when he awoke, he blamed her for his fall—blamed her and the baby.
Martha’s gaze left, the duke’s ashen face and moved to the squirming bundle atop the table. Its cries registered in her mind. Greystone had tried to kill the baby. The duchess was likely dead already.
Without further deliberation, Martha pulled the infant into her arms and fled the room. She ran through the long halls of Bridlewood Manor, past bedrooms and sitting rooms and libraries, to the back stairs and down, and finally through the kitchen and beyond into the cold winter’s night.


 
 
Chapter 1
 

 
Manchester, England
March 5, 1854
 
“Let me out! Please, Willy, let me out!”
Alexandra’s voice rose to an unnatural, high-pitched scream. The walls and lid of the trunk pressed in upon her like a coffin, the heavy darkness crushing her chest like a thousand pounds of sand. Stifling. Suffocating. Terror gripped her as she struggled for breath, pounding her fists on the locked lid of the old steamer trunk.
In her panic, she almost failed to notice the sliver of light that penetrated the blackness. When she did see it, her gaze clung to it as tightly as a drowning man might clasp a life preserver to his breast. Age and use had left the dome-shaped lid slightly warped. Surely air could pass as well as light. Still, Alexandra had to force herself to breathe slowly, to resist the hysteria that threatened to overwhelm her.
She ceased her pounding.
“Papa?” she wept. She hadn’t called Willy “Papa” for years, but she felt like a child again, like the little girl who used to love him, trust him. “Are you still there?”
Silence. Alexandra concentrated on the beam of light. The tiny slit didn’t provide much air. She could hardly breathe. Where was he? There had been no sound for several minutes. Had he left her?
“Oh no, please,” she whispered. Certainly even Willy wouldn’t abandon her this way. Her stepfather never hurt her when sober, rarely spoke to her, in fact, but his love of gin exposed another side of his nature. The beatings that had begun shortly after her mother’s death five years ago had become increasingly common and more violent as Willy’s dependence upon alcohol grew. Now drunkenness was his way of life.
Alexandra tried to shift her weight, but the trunk was too small to hold a nineteen-year-old. She was crammed into it with her long legs tucked under her chin, her arms squeezed tightly against her sides. Her right hip supported the whole of her weight, causing pain to shoot down her leg until, mercifully, the restricted blood flow made it go numb. Still, her head throbbed; whether from the punishing blow Willy landed when he had first set upon her, or from the fit of weeping that had overtaken her when he had forced her inside her mother’s steamer trunk, she did not know.
A shuffling sound alerted her to the fact that she was not alone after all. She tried to hold her breath so she could hear from whence the movement came, but her involuntary gasps continued.
“Willy? Please, open the lock.” Alexandra hoped a calm appeal would evoke some response, but she received no answer. She felt as though she were walking a tightrope of sanity. One wrong word could turn her stepfather away and send her plummeting into panic once again.
“Are you still there? Don’t leave. Please. If you don’t let me out, how will I work? You know we have a half dozen shirts to finish today.” She paused. “Don’t you want to get paid?”
“Shut your trap, wench,” Willy growled. “I can’t stand the sight of you.”
“But I’ll go directly upstairs. I promise. You won’t so much as see me.” Her body ran with sweat, but Alexandra fought to control her fear. At least Willy was there. At least he was talking to her. So far, she was managing to keep her precarious balance.
“We’ve got only until noon to finish the shirts. The skirts for Madame Fobart’s are due right after. You said so yourself,” Alexandra pleaded. “I’m the quickest seamstress you’ve got, aren’t I? I’ll work hard, you’ll see.”
Willy cursed, but Alexandra could tell his anger had lost its edge. Her approach was working, it seemed. “Madame Fobart gives us the bulk of our work. We certainly don’t want to lose her.”
“To hell with bloody Madame Fobart!”
Willy kicked the trunk, causing Alexandra to yelp in surprise as he bellowed in pain. “To hell with it all!” he croaked.
“You don’t mean that.” Alexandra forced the words out above the heavy thumping of her heart. “We’ve got a lot of business now, and soon we’ll be making good money. But I can’t finish our orders if you don’t let me go.”
For the briefest moment, she wondered if they could finish their work on time in any event. The order Willy had brought from Madame Fobart’s was double the usual, and with the work came the demand that the skirts be made up and delivered in less than two days. Though Alexandra and the other needlewomen had sewn well into the night, they still had much to do. But how would Willy know that? He had left for the tavern while the candles yet burned in the garret above, and she and the other women worked tenaciously on. Could he even begin to comprehend the mounting pressure of each new deadline when his time was spent sleeping off the effects of the previous night’s bottle? Willy never appeared until late in the day, and then only to criticize, grumble, and complain. That he procured any clients at all was indeed a great wonder.
Silence again.
“Willy?” Rational thought bled slowly from Alexandra’s mind as her head began to spin. There was so little air. Work. She had been talking about work. But why? She no longer remembered, except that her life was one monotonous round of stitch, stitch, stitch. Even now her mind called her fingers to sew—but it was so dark.
The lamp is out, she thought. I must relight it.
“Someday,” Willy said, his voice grating low and cutting through her fuzzy thoughts, “someday I’ll snuff out the light in those eyes that are so much like your mother’s.”
Alexandra had long since given up trying to understand the unrelenting anger that poured out of Willy when he was in his cups. What had she done to deserve such punishment? And Willy had loved Elizabeth. More than loved her. He had worshiped her. On her deathbed, her mother had asked Alexandra to look after him.
A roaring, like the sound of the sea, filled Alexandra’s head, and she felt as though her body were being gently buffeted by the water’s currents.
I don’t care what he says… I only want to sleep.
Then another thought surfaced. The others will be here soon. Of course! That’s what she had been trying to remember: The six women who climbed the rickety stairs to the workroom garret each day before dawn.
They would soon arrive to begin the long day’s work of sewing trousers, linen shirts, and skirts. The pittance they received for their labor, along with the demands placed upon them by Willy and his impatient buyers, required that they work sometimes eighteen or more hours in a day. Alexandra knew she could depend on them to help her if she could only last a few minutes more. But a peaceful, black abyss beckoned, and she began to move toward it.
The lock clicked. Alexandra heard it above the crashing of the waves in her ears, though the sound had no meaning until the battered lid was thrown open. Then the cool morning air rushed upon her like a good, strong slap in the face.
Her chest heaving as she sucked air into her lungs, Alexandra glanced wildly about until she saw Willy.
He stood not three feet away, the imprint of a hat still matting his gray hair above a heavily lined face. Bloodshot eyes, yellowed with age and bad living, peered at her with loathing. He seemed to stare into her very soul, then he staggered away toward his own room, a string of epithets spewing from his alcohol-numbed tongue.
It was over, for now. Alexandra closed her eyes and breathed deeply, her nails curling into her palms. No, she promised herself. Not for now. For always.
 
* * *
 
By the time Miss Harper arrived, Alexandra had composed herself. Though the others knew about the beatings, she did her best to conceal what she could for fear her fellow seamstresses would jeopardize themselves on her behalf. After all, they were powerless to offer any real help. They needed every penny they earned for the most basic wants—food, clothing, shelter. And it was a fortunate needlewoman indeed whose income provided enough for all three.
As the aging spinster entered the small attic with its peaked ceiling, sloping walls, and single window, Alexandra was already hard at work on a full-dress shirt with a pleated front. Shirts required some of the most exacting needlework, forcing her to bend toward the tallow candle to better see each intricate stitch.
“Good day.” Alexandra glanced up to smile at the woman with a cheer she did not feel. She was in charge of the small shop, and felt obligated to greet each needlewoman in a welcoming manner, though today that simple duty contended with a strong desire for comforting. Those with whom she worked were her only friends. Had anyone but Myrtle Harper been the first to arrive, Alexandra might have blurted out the whole terrifying experience. But the sight of her feeble comrade, whose steady decline she witnessed day by day, stemmed the tide of her self-pity.
Miss Harper tilted her head in acknowledgment, but did not speak.
Noticing how drawn she looked, Alexandra halted her work despite the pressing deadlines. “You’re ailing again?”
The spinster nodded as she crossed the room to hang her bonnet and shawl on a hook before settling down at the large deal table that stood in the center of the floor, surrounded by seven chairs. The only other furnishings were an old clock, a coal stove, and two tallow candles.
“What we got?” Miss Harper flexed her fingers before taking up her thimble and needle.
“Skirts.” Alexandra pointed to a pile of burgundy velvet in the corner. Skirts were comparatively quick and easy, so Alexandra had set aside her share for the ill woman.
“Morning,” several soft female voices called as the other seamstresses entered the room in a knot, and the room shrank instantly to the stuffy quarters to which they were all well accustomed. It was barely large enough for its scant furnishings, let alone the women who had to work in it. But they jostled about and managed to slip into their seats and position their few belongings in a relatively short time.
Alexandra worked quietly as the other women chatted and laughed, her own thoughts returning to the morning’s episode with Willy. He was getting worse, she realized as anger and humiliation flooded her senses. Through her early years, she could have accused her stepfather of nothing beyond indifference. But he was becoming truly vindictive. She had hoped that his antipathy would go away. She’d blamed his behavior on the bottle, his bad knee, his unhappiness since her mother had died. After this morning, however, she knew such hopes were childish fantasy. He hated her.
“Another beatin’, Alexandra?”
Alexandra glanced up to see Libby, a frail-looking widow with five children, focus her all-knowing eyes her way.
She shook her head.
“Then what?”
The others paused in their stitching to gaze expectantly at them both.
“Come on, dear, spit it out,” Libby prodded. “Ye can’t ‘ide it from us. There might not be any telltale scrapes or bruises this time, but that devil of a man’s done somethin’.”
Alexandra swallowed against the lump that swelled in her throat. “I have to get away from him, that’s all.”
“An’ we’ve been tellin’ ye that for months. ‘E’s not goin’ to get any better, livin’ on the bottle the way ‘e is,” Libby agreed.
Miss Harper made a tsking sound. “I knew Elizabeth. Yer mother would never ‘old ye to a promise to care for ‘im if ‘e wasn’t returnin’ the favor. ‘E uses ye to earn ‘is bread, that’s all. An’ abuses ye in the bargain.”
Any mention of her mother evoked a poignant longing in Alexandra. Everything had been so different when Elizabeth was alive. Alexandra’s mother had been kind and beautiful. She’d taught her only child to read and write and speak like a lady. And when Willy had finally intervened, insisting Alexandra leave books to the lads, Elizabeth had taught her to sew. Though they stitched endless hours together, those times had been nothing like the drudgery of the present. Her mother only picked up piecework when Willy fell from a ladder at work, badly injuring his right knee. When he couldn’t stand for any length of time, the mill let him go, and finding new employment was difficult. But the worst was yet to come. On the heels of his accident, Elizabeth succumbed to scarlet fever and died, turning Alexandra’s life upside down. Without her mother, the pillar of strength who had kept the family together and reasonably happy, her stepfather was not the same man.
“He thinks he earns our living by lining up our accounts,” Alexandra said.
“Any God-fearin’ man wouldn’t be able to justify takin’ the lion’s share of our meager profits for an ‘our’s work ‘ere an’ there,” Miss Harper replied.
The others nodded as Libby jammed her needle into the shirt she was sewing. “‘E ‘eld back ‘alf my pay last week because Mary Jane got sick an’ I came in a few minutes late, remember? Someday, I’d like to—”
“We’d all like to take a stick to Willy,” interrupted Sarah, a young woman trying to earn enough with her needle to provide for three younger siblings. “But we can ‘andle ‘is miserly ways because ‘e keeps ‘is distance from everythin’ but our money. That’s not true for Alexandra.”
“Don’t ye ‘ave any relatives who can ‘elp?” asked Merna, a new hire.
Alexandra bowed closer to her work. “Not many I know,” she said, not wanting to announce that her mother had been banished from her wealthy family when she’d found herself pregnant, at fifteen, by the village baker’s son. Elizabeth had gone to her young lover, hoping he’d run away with her, but her father had gotten to him first. For a few pounds and the promise of his own bakeshop someday, the boy turned his back on Elizabeth. So she left on her own, made her way to Liverpool, and went to work in a cloth mill, where she met Willy.
“Willy has family here, but they keep to themselves. They didn’t like my mother, accused her of thinking herself above them.”
“If they’re anythin’ like Willy, she was above them,” Miss Harper snapped.
Alexandra smiled at the spinster’s matter-of-fact tone. “I do have an aunt on my mother’s side.”
“The one Willy chased away when she came to visit?” Libby asked.
With a nod, Alexandra continued, “I hear from her every once in a while, but not often.”
“Where does she live?” asked Eliza, the young mother.
“In London right now. I received a letter not long ago saying her husband, who’s a military man, just received a post in India. The entire family is moving there—”
“When?” Libby pounced on the question so quickly, Alexandra paused from her work to look up in surprise.
She did a quick mental computation. “In less than a week.”
A sparkle entered the widow’s eyes at the same time a smile curved her cracked lips, and Alexandra began to shake her head. “No. I know what you’re thinking. I can’t go with them. I’ve thought of it, and thought, and thought, and I wouldn’t dare burden Aunt Pauline by foisting myself upon her. Besides, it’s probably the first place Willy would look—”
“They’re leavin’ the country. Ye just said so yerself,” Sarah put in.
“And ye could always work,” Miss Harper added. “Ye could be their servant, or the children’s governess, or just stay with them for a short while until ye found a post elsewhere—”
Alexandra held up her hand, trying to get them to stop because she feared the hope their excitement fostered in her soul. “And how would I pay for my passage to India? I’ll not expect my aunt to carry the cost!”
Libby and Miss Harper looked at each other, then at the others, and soon smiles curled everyone’s lips. “‘Tis almost noon,” Libby announced as Alexandra became the center of attention again. “The shirts for Mr. Cophagen are to be delivered after lunch, less than an ‘our away. Madame Fobart’s skirts are due shortly after. Payment on such an order would be significant, if ye get my meanin’.” The widow fell silent, letting the suggestion of her words hang in the air.
Alexandra’s heart doubled its pace, even though her head still insisted she could never run to Aunt Pauline. “I only deliver our completed orders. Willy collects the money. You all know that.”
“Convince Fobart’s manager that Willy sent ye to collect for ‘im,” Miss Harper said. “That mother of yers trained ye well. Ye could pass yerself off as a real lady if ye wanted to.”
“But Fobart’s manager has seen me dozens of times. He knows who I am. And I have no time to arrange anything with my aunt,” Alexandra argued. “She’s leaving in less than a week. It could easily take a letter longer than that to reach her.”
“Then ye’ll simply ‘ave to convince Fobart’s manager that Willy’s ill an’ needs the money. An’ ye’ll ‘ave to travel directly to London, and catch yer aunt an’ ‘er ‘usband before they set sail,” Libby replied.
“What better chance ‘ave ye got?” asked Miss Harper.
A lump of fear congealed in Alexandra’s stomach because she knew Miss Harper and the others were right. Aunt Pauline might be her only hope. But what if the manager at Fobart’s refused her and told Willy what she had done? What if she didn’t make it to London in time?
She shuddered at the memory of the beating she’d received the last time she’d gotten the crazy idea to escape her stepfather, but slowly, she nodded and gave the others a shaky smile. Though the risks of their plan were great, it offered her a chance at freedom. A very slim chance. “All right,” she said at last. “I’ll try it.”
 
* * *
 
Nathaniel Kent strode boldly to the bow, his good arm gripping a rope cable to help him keep his balance on the heaving deck, the other arm hanging useless at his side. The thrill of the chase surged through his body, heightening his senses and causing his heart to pound within his chest. His quarry was close to surrendering. It had to be. The merchant brig had tried to run, but there was no escaping the sleek, fast-cutting Royal Vengeance, not on a day like this, when the sun was high in the sky, the water as smooth as satin, and the wind as steady as a camel plodding through the desert.
Still, Nathaniel wondered why the Nightingale didn’t return their fire; he knew she carried at least four thirty-two-pound cannons.
“What’s going on?” Mystified, he turned to Trenton, his lanky first mate.
Trenton shrugged. “Damned if I can say. I know we come as quite a surprise, but even the first ship we took offered up a better fight than this.”
“Still, I don’t see a white flag.”
“Should we blast ‘em again?”
Nathaniel thought for a moment. “Aye, maybe a direct hit will convince them.”
The deafening roar of cannon clamored above the shouts of his men as four twenty-five-pound steel balls plunged into the sea somewhere near the stern of the Nightingale, sending large, drenching sprays of seawater across her decks. Smoke obscured Nathaniel’s view but soon cleared, rising like the ascension of a million ghosts.
“We got ‘er!” someone cried.
A chorus of cheers resounded.
Nathaniel glanced back over his shoulder. His men were busy cleaning cannon muzzles so they could reload. He doubted such action would be necessary. Since the invention of the steam engine, pirates were a thing of the past, but the tales of their bygone era were not forgotten. Any good sailor could recount, and usually did, at least a dozen hair-raising stories supposedly experienced by someone in his ancestral tree.
Banking on the fear those tales engendered, Nathaniel knew it would only be a matter of time before the Nightingale surrendered. He smiled, enjoying the feel of the deck moving beneath his feet, the wind rushing through his hair, even the smell of battle—especially the smell of battle, for it brought him that much closer to his goal.
“There’s the flag,” Richard shouted, pointing toward the other ship. As unpredictable as a wild boar and twice as mad, Richard had been a member of Nathaniel’s crew for less than a year. “We got the bloody bastards!”
Nathaniel turned to look. Sure enough, a white flag rippled wildly in the afternoon wind, hoisted high on the brig’s main mast. “Good girl,” he murmured to himself. “Now for your cargo.”
Moving quickly, he headed to the side of the ship where his men lowered a boat. He heard it splash in the water only seconds before he climbed over the side and jumped in. Trenton stayed behind to take charge of the Vengeance, but Richard and Tiny, a man the size of a bear, came with him.
Nathaniel listened to the rhythmic slap of the oars hitting the water as Tiny pulled for the other ship. The whine of voices from the Nightingale shifted on the wind. He couldn’t determine the words, but he could guess that expressions of surprise and dismay were chief among them.
When they reached her hull, Nathaniel turned to his men. “Are you ready?”
“I’m as eager as a sailor with his first woman,” Richard exclaimed. The barrel-chested Tiny merely nodded.
“Let’s go.”
Nathaniel scaled the rope that dangled to the water, climbing with the ease and grace that came only from experience, despite his bad arm. He was the first to stretch his long legs on deck. Richard and Tiny came behind.
An older man with iron-gray hair and long sideburns, evidently the captain of the Nightingale, separated himself from his crew almost immediately. He wore a new frock coat, but his face and hands were as crusty and battered as an old sea chest. “What in damnation do you think you’re doing, firing on this ship?” he asked.
Nathaniel hesitated before making his reply, letting silence establish his dominance better than any amount of talking could ever do.
Evidently the Nightingale carried passengers. Trunks, stacked in front of the artillery in great rows several feet deep, rendered the cannon useless in an emergency, making it little wonder that the other ship hadn’t returned the Vengeance’s fire.
“I’ll have an answer.”
Turning back, Nathaniel focused on the man who addressed him. “You’re hardly in a position to make demands,” he said smoothly, motioning toward the plethora of baggage stowed in front of the cannons and allowing his lips to curl into a smile.
The captain’s face reddened. “You’re a fool if you’re doing what I think you’re doing. There haven’t been pirates in these waters for nearly thirty years, and for damn good reason.”
Nathaniel’s smile turned cold as he let the hostility that smoldered inside him show in his eyes. “Considering your vulnerable situation, I’d certainly be careful who I called a fool, Captain—”
“Merriweather. Captain Thaddaeus C. Merriweather, and I’ve likely been sailing since before you were born.” The old gentleman opened his mouth to say more, then clamped it shut again, obviously struggling to contain the emotions that occasioned this unwelcome boarding.
“I am Dragonslayer,” Nathaniel replied. He was tempted to chuckle at the name, but he could hardly identify himself. Sobering, he scanned the faces of the Nightingale’s crew once again. He didn’t want any surprises. Captain Merriweather behaved like a proud old tar, and his men, collectively a hodgepodge of whiskers, tattoos, and handmade clothing, looked almost as tough. Nathaniel wondered how they would have reacted had passengers and their attendant baggage not been a consideration.
“I’m glad you were sensible enough to surrender before there was any loss of life or limb,” Nathaniel said. “Especially because I mean no harm to your passengers or your crew. That is to say, we will harm no one as long as you cooperate,” he clarified, liking the old man in spite of himself. Obviously a relic from the old school, Merriweather cared about duty and honor. Men like him were entirely too rare.
Captain Merriweather’s chest expanded as if to draw one last breath before hearing the worst of it. “Providing your requests are within reason, we’ll cooperate,” he said reluctantly.
“Your destination is?”
“Liverpool.”
“As I thought. Your men will stand aside and keep all passengers out of the way. Some of my crew will board and unload what we can carry of your cargo. When we have what we want, we will leave. Peacefully.” Nathaniel gave the man a benign smile. “You will then be free to repair your ship and continue on your way. And of course, to carry the tale of our visit to your benefactor, the most fearsome and noble Duke of Greystone.”
Surprise lighted the old man’s pale blue eyes. “How did you know who owned—”
“I make it my business to know,” Nathaniel interrupted. He turned to Richard. “Send the signal.”
 
* * *
 
On the deck of the pirate ship, Nathaniel braced against the roll and pitch of the waves, listening to the hoots and hollers of his crew as they celebrated their victory. Rum flowed freely among them as first Richard, then his brother John, toasted everything from the speed of the Vengeance to Nathaniel’s estranged father, the very nobleman they had just confounded.
Nathaniel shook his head when Trenton brought him a mug. “Nay, I’ll not ask for a throbbing head come morning,” he laughed. “I’m sure the rest of you will drink enough for me.”
“Come on. ‘Tis only our third ship. Certainly you’ve got a bit of celebrating left in you.”
Nathaniel smiled and relented, taking the proffered cup. “To future successes,” he said, and another cheer burst from those who heard him.
“To Mary. We owe what success we’ve had to her,” Richard added.
Lifting his cup high, Nathaniel took a long sip of the warm brew, then reached out to stop Richard before he could volunteer yet another toast. “Speaking of Mary,” he said to the burly, redheaded Scotsman, “when do we learn the position of our next target?”
Richard’s freckled face took on a mournful pout. “Ah, Mary. I’m afraid the lass is being a wee bit stubborn.”
“What do you mean?” Nathaniel asked in alarm. “You said she’d do anything for money.”
“Och, well.” Richard looked longingly into his drink, as though reluctant to be sidetracked at this particular juncture. “Now she claims the money does her little good. She can’t spend it, or her father will know she’s up to something and give her a thrashing.”
“Why did you not mention this before?”
“Because I think she’ll still help us. She just wants something more than money, ye ken?”
“Like what?”
Richard exchanged a look with his brother John, who had come to stand beside them, before turning back to Nathaniel. “She wants to meet you.”
“What, does she think I can simply ring the front bell at Bridlewood and introduce myself?” Nathaniel asked.
Richard shook his head, apparently taking Nathaniel’s words at face value. “I’d not ask you to do that. Just come with me once. That’s all it would take.”
“But why does she want to meet me?”
“She’s heard rumblings among the older servants about your mother, and you, and she says she wants to know that you’re real.”
“No doubt she wants to have something to gossip about,” John put in. “She ain’t but seventeen or eighteen. Her days get long in that big house with nothing to break them up but a spot of tea and a juicy tidbit. What else could she want with you? She’s in this as deep as we are. If the duke ever discovers that she’s been stealing his controller’s books and schedules, and letting us take a look, he’ll send her to Newgate right along with us.” He grimaced at the reminder of prison. “Still I, for one, understand if you think it’s an unnecessary risk.”
Richard glanced at his brother. “I’d say Mary’s made it necessary enough. Unless we find another way to get the information we need, we’re out of a job. And nothing could be more simple than what we got going—”
“Of course Richard doesn’t want to lose Mary. He likes what she gives him along with the information,” John exclaimed.
Richard laughed, but Nathaniel didn’t find anything to do with his father amusing. “So what do you suggest?” he asked Richard. He had visited the duke’s lavish Clifton estate only once, when he was seven, but that day held enough painful memories to last him a lifetime. He had no wish to probe the wound.
“Mary always meets me in the woods near the pond. She can’t read so she brings the books with her. It takes me a few minutes to find out what we need to know, then I pay her and send her on her way… or I would if you were with me,” Richard added with a devilish grin.
Nathaniel thought for a moment. It wouldn’t be easy to replace Mary. As one of the housemaids, she had access to every room in Bridlewood Manor. And being uneducated, she remained above suspicion. “Very well, when we put in at Bristol, send her a message telling her I’ll come.”
Turning and finding Trenton gone, Nathaniel left Tiny and John to their revelry and went below, where his first mate was already scratching numbers in a large black book.
“Not bad,” Trenton said as Nathaniel entered the captain’s cabin. “Eighty crates of tobacco. Should bring a good price.”
Nathaniel didn’t answer. He was still thinking about Mary and Bridlewood and, as always, his father. “What?” he asked, glancing up.
“I said, according to the ledgers, we’re doing well. If every ship goes like the Nightingale and the one we took a few days ago, it won’t be long before we’re both rich.”
Nathaniel smiled. Rich had a pleasant ring to it. Not that he knew from experience. Before Martha was killed, he had grown up in a small shack with her sister, Beatrice, and Bee’s eight children. Bee’s husband had run off after the birth of their last son—Nathaniel had never known why—but the formula of so many living off so few, namely Martha, destined all to a life of poverty. Though he loathed thinking of it, Nathaniel would never forget the hard, stale bread, the cold winter days without any coal, and the dark nights when they’d been too poor to buy candles.
Yes, Nathaniel thought, if one couldn’t be loved, one could at least be warm, comfortable, and full, always. “But it won’t be this easy for long,” he replied. “These ships were no challenge because their crews hadn’t any prior warning. They were at sea before we took our first ship. But word will have gone out now, and things will begin to change.”
Trenton grunted. “Nothing ever stays easy for long.”
“Like Mary, for instance.” Nathaniel stretched out on his bed, propping his arm behind his head.
“What’s that supposed to mean?” Trenton’s face showed concern.
“She wants to meet me.”
His first mate’s chair scraped the floor as he shoved the ledgers away and stood up. “Don’t tell me you’re going to go along with that. If your father catches you at Bridlewood—”
“I know, but we can’t lose her. Our whole operation depends on the information she gives us.”
“To hell with the operation. You go to Bridlewood, and your life will depend on her, too.”
Nathaniel shrugged and gave Trenton a grin. “You, my friend, have a problem with trust.”
 
* * *
 
The hilltop village of Clifton, famous for its pure air and picturesque vistas of the Severn estuary and the Welsh hills, sat one mile to the west of Bristol, high above the River Frome. Nathaniel had long admired its beauty, and he was not alone. Some of Bristol’s wealthiest residents, most of them Quakers, owned homes in Clifton.
Nathaniel and Richard made their way through Bristol, up to Clifton, and then to the duke’s country estate where they waited by the pond to meet Mary. They stood in silence, patting the noses of their hired mounts to keep them quiet, as the moon’s light peeked through the crooked branches of the many oak trees surrounding the water. Mary was supposed to arrive at midnight, but it was well past that, and Nathaniel was becoming uneasy.
“Does she usually come on time?” He tried to see through the trunks and limbs and leaves that completely blocked his view of the house.
“She’s not the most punctual girl I’ve ever met,” Richard responded. “But then, she’s never in much of a hurry to get back, either, ye ken?”
Nathaniel saw the gleam of Richard’s teeth as his mouth spread into a smile. “I’d find another maid to dally with, if I were you,” he replied. “There’s no telling what my father would do if he found you here. He’s certainly not a man of conscience.”
“You worry too much,” Richard said. “How could he prove my connection to you?”
“Entirely too easily. You’re not nameless and faceless when you board his ships, you know—”
The snap of a twig made Nathaniel fall silent. Someone was coming. His eyes bored into the darkness, but still he jumped when Mary popped out of the trees behind them.
“‘Ere I am,” she laughed. “Did I scare ye?”
Nathaniel didn’t answer. Mary was a wiry young girl with medium-brown hair and a heart-shaped face. She had sharp little teeth and a flat, shapeless figure, nothing much to recommend her, but Richard gave her a hug.
“Did you miss me?”
“No, an’ I know better than to believe ye missed me.” She laughed again, her eyes turning to Nathaniel with apparent interest. “Oooo, ye did bring ‘im. But ye never told me ‘e was so ‘andsome.”
“That’s because he’s an ugly bloke in the light,” Richard responded. “His hair’s as black as one of those American savages everyone talks about, not the flaming red of me own, and while I admit his eyes are blue, they sometimes look as pale as ice. You should see him when he gets angry, which I must admit, he does, and entirely too often.”
Nathaniel couldn’t resist a smile at this quick accounting of his attributes, or lack of them, but he hadn’t come to be inspected like a horse. He was ready to get hold of the heavy book Mary hugged to her breast, and doubly eager to be away from Bridlewood.
“Well, ‘e wouldn’t be ‘is father’s son if ‘e didn’t ‘ave a temper,” Mary responded. “The duke’s been a miserable soul ever since the two of ye took that first ship. I can scarcely keep a straight face when ‘e starts rantin’. I swear, the mention of ye makes ‘im apo—apo… what’s the word?”
“Apoplectic,” Nathaniel replied dryly, deriving a small bit of pleasure from picturing his arrogant father out of his mind with rage.
“That’s it. ‘E’s apoplectic near ‘alf the time.”
Nathaniel felt the maid’s hand on his forearm.
“But ‘ow did ye get so tall?” she asked. “Yer a full ‘ead taller than yer father.”
“Perhaps I’ve my mother to thank,” Nathaniel responded. “May I?” He put his hand out for the book she still held to her flat chest, and finally she shrugged and relinquished it.
“‘E’s in an awful ‘urry,” she remarked to Richard, a grimace claiming her plain face.
Nathaniel quickly lit one of the candles he had brought in his pack and laid the book open, searching for the information he needed. The pages were filled with the names of ships, the dates, times, and locations of their departures, their destinations, even a list of their anticipated cargo.
Nathaniel smiled as he memorized the schedule for the following two weeks, but the smile froze on his face when he heard voices, men’s voices, coming through the trees.
“There’s someone at the pond,” a stranger shouted, “Come on!”
Running feet pounded the ground, making apprehension prickle down Nathaniel’s spine. Whoever it was, they were close. And they were coming closer still.
He glanced up to see a look of shock, then fear cross Mary’s face. Snapping the book closed, he shoved it into her arms and pushed her back into the cover of the trees. “Run,” he whispered. “Go back another way and return this. The sound of our horses will draw them after us and keep you safe for a bit, but you must hurry.”
Nathaniel leaped onto his horse as Richard did the same, then he glanced around, wondering which direction to go. The water was on one side, their pursuers were on the other, and he had no idea what he might encounter in front or behind him.
“How do we get out of here?” he asked Richard.
Richard shrugged and pointed. “I’ll go this way, you go that way. We’ll meet back at the tavern, where Trenton is waiting for us.” Then he dashed away, leaving Nathaniel to charge ahead in the direction specified and to pray they could both escape.


 
 
Chapter 2
 

 
Tree branches clawed at Nathaniel’s face and clothing as he goaded his horse through the thickest part of the forest. Whoever he had heard back at the lake sounded as though they were on foot, but there was no way to know for sure. God willing, even if they had mounts, he could outdistance them.
After climbing a rocky hill and descending an embankment on the other side, Nathaniel came to a stream. He couldn’t hear anyone behind him, but he wasn’t about to wait to see if he was being followed. Nudging his horse with his heels, he spurred it into the stream, then gasped as the icy water soaked him almost to his thighs.
Heading up a small dale and around the outskirts of the village, Nathaniel hoped to find Richard as he circled back to the east. But except for a few rambling carriages heading home from some dinner party or play, the road remained empty. Perhaps Richard was ahead of him.
Known for its hot wells and the medicinal spring rising out of Saint Vincent’s Rocks, Bristol drew tourists by the droves, and Nathaniel encountered more carriages as he came into the city. He passed Queen’s Square, then turned left, heading to Farley’s Tavern.
Trenton was waiting there, as planned, when he arrived.
“Where’s Richard?” Nathaniel asked, still breathless with excitement.
Trenton looked up from the table in surprise. “What do you mean? He was with you.”
Nathaniel glanced around, still wary, then slipped into the booth. “Someone surprised us, and we had to split up.”
“Then he’ll come.” Trenton stared at Nathaniel for a few moments, his fingers drumming agitatedly on the table, then added, “Maybe you should head back to the ship and get ready to sail. With that arm of yours, you’ll hardly go unnoticed. I’ll wait for Richard.”
Trenton’s logic made sense. Nathaniel’s arm would only increase the chances of getting them all caught if he stayed. Nodding, he stood and tried to imbue his next words with a conviction he didn’t feel. “If he hasn’t come by three o’clock, we’ll have to sail without him.”
“God willing, he’ll be here by then.”
“God willing,” Nathaniel repeated, and headed out.
 
* * *
 
Nathaniel encountered nothing more exciting than a drunk beggar lying amid the garbage in the gutters as he wound through the back alleys of the city toward the wharf.
The ships waiting at the docks tugged and swayed against their ropes, groaning loudly, as if protesting their captivity, while the familiar scents of salt, guano, and rotting wood rose to Nathaniel’s nostrils. He easily spotted the Vengeance and hurried aboard, but the wait proved agonizing.
When Trenton finally arrived at the ship, it was after four in the morning. Unfortunately, he was alone.
“What happened?” Nathaniel asked as soon as his first mate climbed aboard.
“Let’s get out of here. Mary sent a note to the tavern. The duke’s got Richard.”
Nathaniel groaned and dropped his head in his hand. “Did they catch her, too?” he asked, looking up.
“Evidently not. With over fifty servants in the house and on the grounds, it could be some time before your father figures out who you were there to meet. With any luck, he never will.”
“We can’t leave Richard,” Nathaniel said, watching Richard’s brother John make his way over to them. “I’ve changed my mind.”
“Well change it back. There’s nothing we can do for him now,” Trenton argued. “The duke has hired some men, and they’re scouring the city looking for us.”
Nathaniel glanced back at the lights of Bristol and cursed. What now? He hadn’t known Richard long, but the man had already proven himself a loyal friend. Still, getting them all caught served no purpose. “Raise anchor,” he said at last.
“Wait! We have to go back,” John exclaimed.
“No, Trenton’s right,” Nathaniel told him. “No doubt my father hopes we’ll do just that. We’ve got to outsmart him somehow, get Richard back another way.”
“And how are we supposed to do that?” John asked incredulously.
“By using our heads.” Nathaniel pinched the bridge of his nose, hoping some brilliant idea would occur to him. “Anything is possible with a little bit of leverage,” he said at last. “What if we took something the duke wanted badly enough that he’d be willing, even eager, to trade—”
“Yes!” Trenton slammed a fist into his hand and looked excitedly at Nathaniel. “That could work. What about the cargo from his last ship?”
Nathaniel shook his head. “He’s too rich and too angry to give Richard up for money. It has to be something else… something he simply can’t refuse.”
“Wait.” A gleam entered Trenton’s eye. “Your father has a daughter, doesn’t he?”
“Aye.” Nathaniel watched Trenton’s face split into a smile as his friend’s thoughts became obvious. Then a grin tempted the corners of his own mouth. “Aye,” he repeated softly, “that he does.”
 
* * *
 
Manchester was famous for its spinning mills. More than seventy sprawled off its wide streets, kingpins amid the pubs, pawnbrokers, rambling warehouses, and surrounding slums. Some were four or even five stories high and housed as many as a thousand workers. All were ugly, irregularly shaped giants that hummed and whirred and belched soot into the air through long snouts that turned everything a dismal gray.
Alexandra hardly noticed. She was too accustomed to the factories and the soot they produced to condemn their existence. And she could think of little besides her goal. Would Fobart’s manager give her the money? What could she say to convince him?
She cast a furtive glance over her shoulder. Willy had been deeply asleep on the couch when she left, his stubble-covered jaw slack, snores and grunts resounding. But her fear of her stepfather was strong enough to make her believe he would catch her no matter what, and only by taking a firm hold of such emotion was she able to remain committed to her plan.
Readjusting the small bundle of belongings she had quickly gathered and hidden beneath her skirts, she swung Madame Fobart’s skirts over her shoulder and strode from the muddy little court where she lived and worked past Piccadilly Street and into the heart of the city. As she entered the crush of the noon hour, mill workers elbowed past, eager to use the brief respite from work to meet a comrade or get a bite to eat. Merchants hustled about as well, soliciting what business they could. Even a few masters, those who owned or ran the factories, could be seen on the street that day. Their carriages rumbled through town, pulled by fine horses and driven by liveried servants.
Hurrying west, Alexandra forced a smile at the many tired faces she passed as grimy buildings and crowded streets finally gave way to patches of green grass here and there. Small, neatly manicured gardens lay beneath patches of snow, adorning houses that grew steadily larger until Alexandra spotted Madame Fobart’s.
The dressmaker’s was painted in shades of pink and green and trimmed in white. A rosebush, devoid of blooms, scaled the turned posts of a wide verandah. Stairs led to a massive oak door with a heavy brass knocker. Nothing indicated that the building was anything more than the mansion of an aristocrat or merchant, except for a lace vest hanging on a brass rod outside one of its three plate-glass windows. Anything more obvious would seem vulgar to the genteel class. Madame Fobart’s catered to Manchester’s elite. The women of the ton came to her for their most exquisite gowns of rich silk or velvet.
And the bonnets! Madame’s milliners were some of the most skilled Alexandra had ever seen.
Though Madame Fobart employed a veritable army of seamstresses, skirts were hired out. Alexandra highly doubted Madame’s patrons ever faced the fact that impoverished hands stitched part of their gowns. The rich certainly paid enough for their apparel. Alexandra guessed that many of that noble class would faint if they acknowledged the truth, and she cringed at the memory of the tales that had recently circulated. One story told of the death of a great lady made ill by some poor needlewoman who had used the garments she sewed as coverings for her sick child.
Considering the circumstances of many in her profession, Alexandra believed the report. Yet she was so anxious for work, as most were, that she guiltily hoped such stories would not affect her livelihood. Especially now that she would be on her own. It was likely they would not. Hiring out was an excellent way to garner big profits and was by no means exclusive to Madame Fobart’s. Skirts could be made without fitting and were easy to sew, with primarily straight seams. Production was the key to success, after all, and spring, the busiest of all seasons, was well on its way.
Alexandra knew better than to call at the front door. She hefted the heavy skirts to her other shoulder and headed to the servants’ entrance in back, but today it took several knocks to rouse anyone from inside.
Finally the door opened and a willowy servant stuck her head out. “Yes?”
“I’ve come to make a delivery,” Alexandra said, her voice sounding abnormally loud in the quiet of the afternoon. No doubt Willy would be eager to collect such a large amount once she’d delivered the skirts.
She only hoped she would be well on her way by then. “I hope I’m not too late.”
The girl dried dripping hands on her apron. She appeared to be one of the kitchen help, possibly a scullery maid.
“Time doesn’t matter much today,” she replied. “Almost everybody’s at a picnic in the country with Madame ‘erself. Even most of the servants, except those of us who ‘ad to stay an’ prepare the evenin’ meal.”
“Oh.” Alexandra’s spirits fell as she realized that her plans to meet Aunt Pauline might be foiled from the onset. “Is there no one here to receive the order, then? I’ve come all this way.”
The girl looked doubtful. “Mr. Calvert is ‘ere, but I don’t think ‘e’ll see you. Busy with a client, ‘e is.”
“But he told me to come today,” she said, keeping her voice level. She dared not complain too loudly. Madame Fobart’s manager was difficult to deal with on a good day.
“I’m sorry—”
“I’ll come tomorrow.” Alexandra could hardly stifle her disappointment as she started back through the yard. She would never have enough for the train to London now.
“Wait.” Eyeing her heavy load again, the servant called her back. “I could ask ‘im, but if ‘e sends me packin’ for interruptin’ ‘im, I guess we’ll both know it wasn’t such a good idea.” She flashed an impish smile before retreating into the house.
Alexandra waited on the step for several minutes, tapping her foot. What could be taking so long? The train to London departed at three o’clock, and she knew, time constraints being what they were, she should be on it.
Just when she was about to knock again, the door opened, but it wasn’t the willowy maid who poked a head out. It was Mr. Calvert, wearing his usual tight-fitting broadcloth waistcoat and dark, tapered trousers. Surprisingly, his face creased into a smile. “Miss Cobwell, isn’t it? Please, do come inside.”
He held the door as she passed into a large room just off the kitchen where pegs, normally draped with shawls, lined the walls.
“It’s Cogsworth. Alexandra Cogsworth,” she corrected, dipping into a brief curtsey.
“Of course.” He lifted the skirts from her aching arms and set them on a table.
“I’m sorry to disturb you today, Mr. Calvert—”
“Don’t apologize.” He waved her words away, baffling her with his uncharacteristic kindness. Madame’s manager was always curt, and frugal beyond belief. Alexandra didn’t like him. He cared not at all that his hammer-tough negotiations resulted in human beings slaving all day for next to nothing.
“Actually, my dear, your visit is timely,” he exclaimed, dabbing at the perspiration on his hairless brow. “Would you believe the daughter of the Duke of Greystone is standing in the drawing room this very minute with a nasty tear in her skirts? And alas! I have no seamstresses. They have all taken the day off. I’d almost forgotten that the skirts were due back until Sonya persisted in making me aware. Then I thought to myself, God has not left me bereft after all. Certainly any needlewoman with half a”—he cleared his throat—”I mean, after all the work we’ve given to your shop, certainly you could assist me rather than disappoint Lady Anne. Of course, you won’t mention that you haven’t formerly worked among the finer establishments.”
Alexandra hesitated. She was certainly capable of fixing the gown, but time was short. And being invited into the same room as a titled lady was incredible enough, without pretending to be one of Madame Fobart’s own girls. Why, every one of them paid a hefty price to apprentice, and for a good number of years before they made a salary as seamstress. Only the best ever became show women, taking measurements, helping to select fabrics and accoutrements, then passing the orders on to others who worked behind the scenes.
Still, Mr. Calvert had presented her with an opportunity. Perhaps it was the opportunity she’d been looking for.
“Actually, my stepfather asked me to collect for the skirts,” she said, holding her breath as she looked into Mr. Calvert’s watery eyes. “Once I’ve received payment, I’m sure it would be a small matter to fix the lady’s dress.”
His eyes narrowed, evidence that he understood her suggestion to be the demand that it was. “Willy usually takes care of such business.”
“I know, but he’s not well today, and we… I mean he… he needs the money, you see.”
Calvert glanced over his shoulder. “I haven’t time to deal with such issues now. After—”
“It shouldn’t take but a moment.”
He scowled. “Fine. Here.” Reaching into his pocket, he shoved several notes toward Alexandra, obviously more worried about the noblewoman awaiting his return than anything else. “Here’s at least half, but you’ll receive no more until you’ve finished with my client. You are competent, are you not?”
“Of course.” Alexandra’s heart pounded as she took the money from Calvert’s outstretched hand.
“I’ve sewed since I was small. But what about my clothes?” She was sure her dress constituted nothing better than a rag by Mr. Calvert’s standards.
“Sonya will fetch something that’s appropriate. We’ve a girl who looks to be about your size, though you’re quite thin. Come, we mustn’t keep Lady Anne waiting.”
Alexandra felt gratified by her small victory over Calvert, but still she hesitated. She had never served the rich, her mother’s world. The very thought made her jumpy. What if her fingers shook?
Reminded of her hands, Alexandra groaned inwardly. Her mother had been a lady, and she could act the part easily enough. But her hands were working hands. Callused and pinpricked, they were the most obvious sign of her low station.
Before Alexandra could voice her concern, Calvert moved away, obviously eager to return to his influential client. She stared at his broad back as he disappeared down the hall toward the front of the house, then swallowed hard.
Money or not, it was too late to refuse.
 
* * *
 
Spouting directions in a high, spirited voice, Sonya dropped a silk dress over Alexandra’s head. As Mr. Calvert had predicted, it was a bit large. “Do ye know ‘ow ter carry yerself?” she asked.
Alexandra nodded, but her answer didn’t stop Sonya from offering her own advice on the matter.
“I’ve seen ‘ow they carry on.” The maid fixed a small lace cap onto Alexandra’s head, one with long streamers of ribbon that fell over her shoulders down to her feet. “As ye know, the best show women are French. Monique meets with the finest clients. She glides when she walks and smiles sweetly. Of course, she curtseys upon enterin’ the room… but not such a ‘umble curtsey,” she corrected when Alexandra attempted the same. “Now, ‘old still while I pin yer ‘air. Let’s see. She laces ‘er talk with ‘m’lady’ this and that, an’ speaks nothin’ but flatterin’ words, lies mostly, but they all seem to like ‘er. At any rate, she’s the golden calf around ‘ere, an’ even sups with Mr. Calvert in the evenin’.” Sonya drove the last hairpin into place, muttering, “That’s the best I can do. I’m no ladies’ maid, any more than ye’re a real show woman.”
“It’s fine. How do I look?” Alexandra turned on her toes so Sonya could view her from all sides.
“Beautiful. I wouldn’t ‘ave guessed it would be so easy, but ye look as good as any show woman I’ve ever seen, if ye are a mite underfed. Just remember, work quickly and don’t say anythin’ unless ye ‘ave to.”
Alexandra nodded again. Physically she stood ready for the charade, but her insides quaked. “Give me a moment to prepare my mind,” she pleaded when Sonya hurried her to the door.
“That would only make it ‘arder for ye. Come on”—she motioned—”I’m sure Lady Anne is not used to waitin’.”
When Sonya ushered her into the vast rectangular drawing room where Mr. Calvert sat with his guest, Alexandra couldn’t stop herself from staring. The furnishings were luxurious. Despite her nerves and her self-consciousness, she admired all she saw. Large gilded mirrors alternated with panels of richly textured green wallpaper; and a thick burgundy, green, and beige rug stretched across the floor. Three elaborate chandeliers hung from the ceiling, their cut glass twinkling overhead, and heavy, burgundy-colored draperies with gold tassels encased the windows.
Alexandra’s heels tapped on the shiny wood floor, then sank into the deep pile of the rug as she walked toward the far wall, where a fire burned brightly and two women sat opposite Mr. Calvert. Engrossed in conversation as they sipped tea, they did not bother to look up until Mr. Calvert’s eyes darted in her direction.
“My lady, let me introduce Miss Alexandra,” he said, finally drawing their attention to her. “She is our new show woman and will mend your gown so you can be on your way. You must be eager to reach your mother. Scotland is so far, after all.”
Alexandra’s stomach fluttered, and she wished she had eaten. Nourishment of some kind might have steadied her nerves.
Stopping several feet in front of the small group, she curtseyed as the women glanced at her before continuing their conversation with Mr. Calvert.
“Yes, poor Mother has been ill over a year and does not seem to improve,” Lady Anne complained while Alexandra studied her face. She was a beautiful woman, with coloring not much different than Alexandra’s own. Blond hair, coiled into two buns dripping with ringlets above each ear, framed an oval face that held wide green eyes, high cheekbones, full lips, and an upturned nose. The maid was rather plain and looked at least ten years older, closer to thirty than twenty.
“I’m sorry to hear such distressing news,” Calvert said. “Alexandra will be quick about her work then. She’s an excellent seamstress. We just brought her from Londontown where she apprenticed at Lady Sutherby’s.” He turned his small eyes upon Alexandra, looking as if he believed his own mistruth.
The falsity of Calvert’s words made Alexandra want to duck her head, but she quickly realized that such poor acting on her part would surely give them away. With an effort, she forced her shoulders back and her head up.
Lady Anne’s brow rose slightly as she turned to Alexandra.
Calvert nodded. “Well, I’ll leave you ladies to your business.” Though the words poured easily from his mouth, Alexandra understood the pointed smile that rested on his face. Do it now and make it fast, he urged.
Alexandra was grateful that her speech, at least, indicated her own good breeding. “It shouldn’t take but a few moments,” she promised.
Calvert gave Lady Anne and her maid a sweeping bow before leaving the room, then Alexandra eyed the torn gown with a discerning eye. An elegant day dress made of blue barege, it had a high, plain body that buttoned up the front to the throat. Full bishop sleeves ended in a deep cuff at the wrist, and the skirt had several flounces, each bordered with quilled ribbons.
“My lady, if you will stand before the mirror, I’ll have a look at the problem,” Alexandra said.
“The tear is here.” Lady Anne indicated a spot that looked as though she’d caught her skirt on a nail or some such. “I was tempted to wait until I reached my mother’s, but this gown was a gift from her. I’m afraid if I don’t have it fixed right away, the damage will become irreparable.”
“I see.” Alexandra bent to examine the offending flounce. “This shouldn’t be too difficult to mend. When I’m finished you won’t even know it was there.”
After helping the duke’s daughter to remove her dress, Alexandra carried it from the room in search of a needle. She did not yet know where she was to find the color of thread she needed, but with twenty seamstresses staying under the same roof, sewing supplies could not be far off.
“How is everything?” Calvert asked. He had been hovering near the portal and nearly pounced on her when she emerged.
“So far, all is well. I need some blue thread and a needle, however, and I have no idea where to find them.”
“I’ll show ye.” Sonya appeared from nowhere, it seemed, and led her upstairs to a large, well-equipped room.
Alexandra found thread in a rainbow of colors and chose the one that best matched Lady Anne’s dress. Then the doorbell sounded, and Sonya left to answer it.
It took only a few minutes for Alexandra to stitch the tear. But when she left the sewing room and reached the landing, she stopped short. Her stepfather’s voice echoed through the hall below; Willy wasn’t more than ten feet away.
Panic raised the hair on Alexandra’s arms. She had a good inkling what Willy would do if he found her here and learned she had already collected some of the money for the skirts. She had experienced such retribution before.
Sonya told him Mr. Calvert would be with him shortly and ushered him into a room straight off the bottom of the stair as Alexandra’s thoughts flew in a thousand different directions. In a matter of minutes—as soon as Calvert saw her stepfather—Willy would learn the truth. She had to hide!
No, she had to escape! If Willy caught her now, she’d never make the train. Worse, she’d probably be unable to leave the house for several days. She’d miss Aunt Pauline for sure, and lose the opportunity to be free of her stepfather.
Feeling the weight of the money already in her pouch, Alexandra hesitated a mere fraction of a second before racing back the way she had come. She quickly donned Lady Anne’s dress, praying that Willy would never recognize her so elegantly garbed, and snatched a bonnet of blue satin and dangling black lace from the workbench of some unknown milliner.
Ducking her head so the lace that cascaded down her back would fall about her face, she crept to the top of the stairs. Calvert was nowhere to be seen, but Willy hovered near the entrance to the room where Sonya had asked him to wait.
How could he have such terrible timing? Alexandra wondered, writhing in the misery of her own bad luck. She had been so close!
Her fingers curled into the palms of her hands as she started down the stairs. It was now or never. She had to escape before Calvert appeared.
Willy glanced up, his attention drawn by the swish of her skirts. His gaze passed over Alexandra like a cold breeze, but she steeled her nerves against it. Keeping her chin tucked resolutely into her chest, she allowed him a clear view only of the black tulle of her cap.
He cleared his throat as Alexandra brushed past, so close she could have reached out and touched him. The fear that seized her at that moment nearly caused her to collapse in a puddle at his feet. She knew he probably expected her to glance up, but she kept her face averted, forcing one foot to step in front of the other as she moved purposefully toward the front door.
The sound of heels clicking on the floor behind her alerted Alexandra to Calvert’s approach. His voice confirmed his identity when he called out in confusion.
“My lady! Where are you going? Pray, give me a moment to bid you farewell.”
Alexandra didn’t so much as pause. The front door was now only a few feet away and she fled through it, nearly tripping on the hem of Lady Anne’s gown as she ran down the porch steps.
The footmen waiting with the Kimbolten coach out front jumped to attention. One even moved to open the door before realizing Alexandra was not his mistress.
But before he could speak, five gruff-looking men dressed in sailor’s garb rushed the liveried servants, seeming to come from nowhere, as if the shrubs in the yard had suddenly grown arms and legs.
The footmen were knocked senseless with a few bone-crunching blows, and the next thing Alexandra knew, someone was forcing a bag over her head.
She tried to scream, but managed only a squeak unworthy of a mouse as a strong hand coiled around her neck, nearly cutting off her air. Flailing in panic, she began, despite her heavy skirts, to kick at everything and anything she could reach. She hit what felt like a sturdy shin here, perhaps a knee there, but the recipient of her blows seemed impervious. He—Alexandra could tell it was most definitely a he—didn’t so much as grunt or stumble, only pulled her hard against a solid chest.
“Tie her up and make it quick,” he muttered, letting go of her neck.
Once the bag was in place, he crushed her face into the hollow beneath his shoulder. Alexandra caught the scent of leather, horses, and soap through the cloth. Then she heard a strange whimper rise in her own throat as her hands were twisted painfully behind her back and bound with a thick, tarry rope.
“And her feet?”
“Not now.”
Whoever held her hefted her easily over a broad shoulder. Then a deep, resonant voice, dripping with resentment, whispered, “Hello, dear sister. So we meet at last.”


 
 
Chapter 3
 

 
Alexandra struggled against the hands that held her fast, but there was little she could do as she landed hard on the floor of Lady Anne’s carriage. Her assailants climbed in around her. She could hear their urgent whispers, feel them jostle about. Then a voice said, “Let’s go,” and the conveyance lurched into motion.
The blackness inside the bag sparked Alexandra’s memory of the trunk incident with Willy, causing the same panic to return. Once again caught in a tight, dark place, she writhed in misery. “Help! Let me out,” she wailed.
“What’s wrong with her?” someone asked. “She’s frantic.”
“Nothing. She’s been pampered and petted all of her life. That’s all. She’ll be fine,” responded the same man who had spoken to her before, calling her “sister.”
Alexandra desperately wanted to believe the words spoken by that bitter voice. She would be fine, she told herself, over and over again. There was enough air to breathe. But something much deeper contradicted anything so rational, and tears began to stream down her face.
“Please. Let me out. I can’t be in the dark. I can’t breathe!”
Suddenly the hood was yanked off her head. “That’s enough!” A man with shocking blue eyes and long black hair pulled back into a queue at his nape, a man Alexandra had never seen before, glared at her. “Tears might work with other men, but they have little effect upon me.”
Alexandra gulped as she tried to stifle her tears and suck air into her lungs at the same time. “Who are you? What do you want with me?”
Her blue-eyed captor gave her a glacial smile. “I’m afraid we have never had the pleasure of being formally introduced. I am Nathaniel Kent, your older brother.”
“My what?” Alexandra shook her head in confusion. “I have no brother.” She struggled to right herself, but with her hands bound behind her back, she could only wiggle helplessly until one of the other men grasped her by the elbow and pulled her into an upright: position. She almost thanked him before she caught herself.
Nathaniel chuckled without mirth. “Evidently our dear father has neglected to mention a few minor details regarding his past. But what’s a marriage, or a child, for that matter, to a man like him? Nonetheless, I am who I say.”
Alexandra studied the men surrounding her. They looked like desperate fellows. Dressed in tattered, homemade breeches and shirts, many wore thick beards and sported jagged, irregular scars on various parts of their bodies. Tattoos decorated bulging biceps: swords, dragons, or hearts with the name of some lady love.
Nathaniel, obviously their leader, was different.
Black tapered trousers revealed a lean, lithe build, and his white, blousey shirt was clean and well made. He possessed handsome, aristocratic features that could have been chiseled from stone: high cheekbones, a strong jaw, a cleft chin. Even while he sneered at her, Alexandra could see that Mr. Kent would be quite appealing to the ladies, if his lips ever curled into a sincere smile. His only physical flaw appeared to be the absence of part of one arm. A wound? A birth defect? Alexandra couldn’t tell.
“You haven’t answered my other question,” she said, recovering her composure. Her circumstances were still forbidding, but at least she was free of the blasted hood. “What do you want with me?”
“Are you truly as oblivious as you would have me believe?” Nathaniel scoffed.
Alexandra lifted her chin and tried to shift into a more comfortable position. Lady Anne’s dress was twisted about her legs, hampering what little movement she could manage, but it offered her the only clue to this surprising occurrence. Nathaniel had to have something to do with the duke’s daughter. If so, Alexandra need only convince him of her identity, and perhaps he would let her go.
“What if I’m not who you think I am—” She gasped as his hand shot out and long fingers grasped her chin, turning it up toward his face.
“Don’t play games with me,” he said through gritted teeth. “I watched you go in, and I watched you come out. I know exactly who you are.”
Alexandra tried to wrench away, but his fingers dug deeper into her flesh. “You’re hurting me,” she complained.
“Not half as badly as I’d like to,” he replied, then released her from his bruising grip.
“What are you? Some kind of animal?”
Nathaniel grinned, an evil leer, promising in its portent. “Save your compliments for when you know me better.”
“I have no intention of knowing you better. I’m not Lady Anne. I swear I’m not.” She looked at the circle of faces around her as if searching for verification, but the men were obviously skeptical. “My name is Alexandra Cogsworth. I’m a needlewoman,” she continued, hoping to elicit a shred of doubt. “I’m only wearing this dress to escape my stepfather. You have to let me go. I have to catch a train to London—”
“Is Trenton sure about ‘er?” the mammoth of a man sitting next to her asked, interrupting the flow of her panicky chatter.
Alexandra’s eyes darted to Nathaniel’s face.
“Of course he’s sure. Pay her no mind. What else can she be expected to say?” He cocked one eyebrow at her as if in challenge, making Alexandra clench her teeth. She wanted to rake her nails across Nathaniel’s face. She had suffered enough at Willy’s hands to last her a lifetime. She had no intention of allowing another man to take his place. Nor did she intend to let this band of cutthroats make her miss her train to London and Aunt Pauline—her train to freedom.
“Please. You must listen to me.” She lowered her voice, keeping a tight rein on her temper. “I’m not who you think I am. Ask anyone. Stop. Let me out.”
“Gag her,” Nathaniel responded, and a stout, muscular man withdrew a long strip of white cloth from a satchel.
“No! Please! You must believe me. If I don’t make it to London soon, I’ll miss—” The gag reduced Alexandra to squeals, but she refused to fall silent.
Wild with fright and more than a little angry, she continued to grunt and kick, banging about until she slipped from her seat and landed, hard, on the floor.
“Damn hellion.” Instead of moving her back to the seat, Nathaniel held her ankles while the man called Trenton tied them together. Then he leaned back and crossed his feet on top of her, as if it were the most natural thing in the world to do, and all but the huge man followed suit.
Alexandra couldn’t move anymore. The weight of their legs made her sag in exhaustion, and she lay, covered in a sheen of sweat, trying to draw enough air through the thick cloth to recover her breathing. She had indeed escaped Willy—and now she was heading straight for the fiery furnaces of hell.
Nathaniel’s gaze came to rest on her face, but he said nothing to her. Instead, he rapped on the roof. “How much longer?”
A voice issued from the driver’s seat: “Only a few minutes more.”
“Hurry,” Nathaniel responded. “The constabulary will be nipping at our heels at this rate.”
After another four or five miles, the carriage began to slow. Alexandra wondered where they were. She was disoriented, and she couldn’t see anything through the window except a round spot of blue sky. Only the smell of hay and manure and green things growing led her to believe they were in the country somewhere, far from the filthy confines of Manchester.
“Sit her up and take off the gag,” Nathaniel said as he opened the door and jumped to the ground. “I think she might be willing to behave herself now.”
The same man who had gagged her removed the cloth, leaving Alexandra’s lips feeling swollen. She stretched her jaw to make sure it still worked and took a deep breath, grateful to fill her lungs with air again. “Where are we?” she asked.
The large burly fellow, who took up twice his share of room, began to respond. “On our way to Liv—Oop,” he gasped as the short, stocky man sitting next to him elbowed him in the ribs.
“Don’t tell her anything, Tiny.” The stocky man turned narrow eyes on Alexandra before hopping to the ground himself. Then the others, three in all, filed out after him. Tiny was the last to go.
“I know ye ain’t used to bein’ treated so rough and such, miss, I mean, m’lady,” he explained. “An’ Nathaniel ain’t a bad bloke. He wouldn’t ‘ave bothered ye if yer father ‘adn’t gone an’ nabbed—”
“Tiny, get out here.” Nathaniel scowled at them both through the door. “She’s not hurt.”
“No, sir. She ain’t. But she ain’t used to bein’ treated like this, an’ I was only tryin’ to explain that we didn’t want to do this. ‘Twas the only way.”
Nathaniel rolled his eyes. “I’m sure she feels much better now. If you’re finished apologizing, we’re ready.”
“Aye, sir.” Tiny’s small brown eyes, mere slits in his fleshy face, looked back at Alexandra. “Excuse me, m’lady,” he said and heaved his large bulk outside.
Nathaniel waited for Tiny to clear the door before leaning in again. “Come on, Miss High and Mighty, this is where we part with your carriage.” Grabbing Alexandra’s ankles, he slid her across the floor toward him. Then he wrapped his arm around her waist. “I can’t promise you a better seat, but I must insist you join us.”
“You’re making a big mistake,” Alexandra told him as he brought her up against his chest.
He gave her a devilish grin. “I’m sure it wouldn’t be my first.”
He carried her to a less conspicuous conveyance hidden in a copse of trees, a rented vehicle that looked more like an old stagecoach, and dumped Alexandra on the floor once again.
“Trenton, let Tiny drive,” he called, and the carriage swayed dramatically as Tiny hefted himself up top.
A tall, stringy man Alexandra hadn’t seen before climbed inside. Fair-complexioned, with strawberry-blond hair and brown eyes, he looked almost as out of place amid the other ruffians as Nathaniel did.
“Do you think we can make it before nightfall?” Nathaniel asked him.
“Not by a long shot. These old nags aren’t quite the animals your sister had pulling her around”—Trenton cast Alexandra a sideways glance—”but hers are lathered and need to rest. I’m not sure it would be wise to wait.”
“They’re not my horses. And that’s not my carriage.” Alexandra took a deep breath, hoping a simple, rational explanation might finally convince them. “I told you, my name is Alexandra Cogsworth. I’m simply a seamstress who put on this dress to escape my stepfather. And I have to make it to London in four days, or I’ll miss my boat to India.”
Nathaniel looked quizzically at her while Trenton stifled a laugh. “Perhaps we’re doing the Indians a favor, then.”
Alexandra shook her head in exasperation. “If I could, I’d show you my hands. I’ll wager that you’ve not seen a lady born to the nobility with calluses like mine. They come from hard work, not the kind of idle stitchery performed in drawing rooms after an eight-course meal.”
Nathaniel reached behind Alexandra and turned up her palms. He studied them for a moment, then looked to Trenton.
“I don’t know how she got those,” Trenton admitted, “but I told you, she’s Anne all right.”
Alexandra groaned. It didn’t help that she and the duke’s daughter had similar builds and coloring. “When was the last time any of you saw Lady Anne?”
“What was it, four or five years ago?” Nathaniel asked.
“It had to have been at least four. I saw her with your father in London,” Trenton said. “Remember?” He turned to Alexandra. “But I’ll never forget your face.”
Alexandra rolled her eyes. “Do you realize what you’re saying? You’ve kidnapped a woman based on someone you saw four years ago.”
“And I suppose Greystone’s carriage sitting outside that dressmaker’s doesn’t count for anything?” Trenton replied. “We saw you go in, remember?”
“I can explain that,” Alexandra said, and she tried to do so. But they purposefully ignored her. Talking amongst themselves, they left her to stew in her frustration.
“Let’s try and make it to Liverpool tonight,” Nathaniel said. “If the horses need a break, we can stop at a posting station.”
Alexandra finally fell silent and listened to every word that followed, trying to learn why she had been captured and what Nathaniel and his men had planned for her. If they wouldn’t let her go, she’d have to escape somehow.
But they said little to illuminate the mystery. Besides a few references to a ship docked at Liverpool, they spoke only of cargo and auctions and supplies. Still, the farther they took her from Manchester, the more frightened she became. If she missed Aunt Pauline, she’d be on her own.
What would they do when they eventually learned her true identity? she wondered. What would they do if they didn’t? Alexandra worried and fumed until, finally, the incessant rocking of the carriage made her too tired to keep up her vigil, and she slept.
 
* * *
 
Alexandra woke suddenly. She had been dreaming. Willy was beating her again. She had to get away. But as her eyes blinked open, moonlight filtering through the small window above her head illuminated the five gruff men who had abducted her. Willy was nowhere around. Only the pain was real. Her hands and feet were numb below the ropes that held them fast. They were beginning to swell, and her back ached terribly, as if she’d been sitting on the same hard floor for a week.
“Untie me.”
Nathaniel glanced up at the sound of her voice. The others had nodded off. A few were even snoring. He had been sleeping, too, but came instantly awake when she spoke, making Alexandra wonder if he ever lowered his guard.
“No.” He closed his eyes again.
“Please. I can’t feel my hands. Or do you think I might actually overpower the five of you if given my freedom?”
“I don’t fear you in any way.” He didn’t bother to look up.
“Then you’re simply being cruel.”
Blue eyes regarded her beneath half-open lids. “You’ve no idea of the meaning of the word, although your father is certainly a master of the discipline.”
“So he’s my father now? I don’t even know the man. But a few hours ago, he was our father, if I remember correctly.”
“Sometimes I’m loath to make the connection.” Nathaniel sighed and shifted in his seat.
“If he’s anything like you, that’s understandable,” Alexandra muttered. Struggling against her bonds, she tried to relieve the swelling in her hands. “What is it you want from me?”
“I want nothing from you. You are only a pawn.”
“So you don’t hate me personally. Only my father. Or rather, this duke of, what is it, Greystone?”
“You’re more astute than I would have guessed.”
“If you have nothing against me, then untie me.”
A lazy smile told her he wasn’t even tempted. “If I unloose your claws, I’d not get any sleep. I can hardly believe the hellcat we carried away from Manchester would sit, docile.”
“A brougham is coming up from behind,” Tiny called from the driver’s seat.
Nathaniel tensed and sat up. “At this pace?”
“What is it?” Trenton asked, yawning.
“Someone is about to overtake us,” Nathaniel explained. “Pull off the road on the down slope of the next hill as soon as you can find sufficient cover,” he called back to Tiny. “We can’t outdistance anyone with these nags.”
“Who do you suppose it is?” asked a man with the shadow of two or three days’ beard growth.
“I don’t think it’s anything to do with us. But we can’t be too sure.” Nathaniel leaned over and opened the door, sticking his head out to peer behind them.
A biting, cold wind smelling of heather and gorse rushed into the carriage, making Alexandra shiver. While the day had been warm, the night promised to be chilly, and she had fled Madame Fobart’s without so much as a cloak.
“They’re too far back for me to see,” Nathanial reported.
Alexandra pictured an approaching vehicle, its corner lanterns cutting through the night, and wondered who it could be. Nathaniel, no doubt, feared it was the duke, or someone who served his interests, coming after Lady Anne. But Alexandra doubted Greystone had reason to pursue them beyond retrieving his carriage. Why would he care about the abduction of a mere needlewoman?
Alexandra thought it might be Willy. While he owned no carriage, he could have rented one. Rushing to her rescue was definitely out of character, but trying to retrieve something that belonged to him was not. She had half the money for the skirts, and she made his living. He’d be loath to lose her, for all of his abuse.
Suddenly the carriage ground to a halt, and the three men sitting on Alexandra’s right nearly landed on the floor on top of her. She was thrown against Nathaniel’s and another man’s knees. Then they were all jarred back and forth as Tiny headed off the road, presumably toward some kind of cover. When they finally stopped, everyone except Nathaniel jumped out, each pulling a knife from his boot or a pistol from his belt.
“Conceal yourselves well,” Nathaniel cautioned in a low voice. “We don’t want a fight unless we’re forced to it.”
“I’ll take a fight whenever I can get one,” someone whispered back with a coarse laugh.
“Not tonight. We’ve better things to do with our time,” Nathaniel told him.
The door slammed shut as the sound of horses galloping down the road grew loud. Alexandra hated the thought of seeing Willy again, yet she prayed for some kind of rescue. The manner in which her kidnappers had drawn their weapons left little doubt that they knew how to use them, or that they would hesitate should the need arise.
Nathaniel bent down to grab Alexandra by the arm and pull her up against him. “Just in case you have any idea of screaming,” he said, “I wouldn’t.” Producing a gleaming six-or seven-inch stiletto, he held it to her neck.
The brougham was close now. The rumbling of horses, iron wheels, and creaking wood vibrated the ground. Alexandra could scarcely breathe, but she could feel the razor-sharp edge of the knife pressed to her skin, could almost taste its metallic blade.
Nathaniel thought she was Lady Anne. By his own admittance, she was a pawn he planned to use against the Duke of Greystone. Certainly, he wouldn’t be foolish enough to kill her and lose his advantage. Or would he?
The glimmer of a lantern appeared outside whilst the horses beat their quick tattoo in the dirt. Whoever traveled the lonely road wasn’t slowing down. In a few seconds, her only hope of rescue might be gone.
Twisting slightly, Alexandra sank her teeth deep into the hand that held the knife, then she screamed with an abandon she had never known.
Nathaniel cursed and lunged on top of her. She fully expected the blade to slice her throat. Instead, he threw it away, letting it clatter to the floor as he shifted his grip on her. Scarcely had her voice risen on the night air than Nathaniel used the only thing available to him to silence her: his mouth. The salty taste of his blood, still on her lips, filled her mind as his tongue forced its way between her teeth, stifling her cry for help.
Somehow reluctant to bite again, Alexandra writhed, attempting to free herself, to gasp for air, to scream again. But without the use of her hands or feet, she could do little. Nathaniel was too strong, too big. He stretched out, lying on top of her, until she couldn’t move at all.
Spent, she listened to the receding sounds of the passing carriage until only an echo remained.
She was helpless.
Nathaniel’s breath warmed Alexandra’s ear. His heart thumped, almost audibly, above her own, but he didn’t move for what seemed like a long time. When finally he rolled off, she gasped at the anger in his face.
“You’re lucky you didn’t do this to Garth,” he told her, looking at her teeth marks in his hand. “Some of my men are not so long-suffering as I. Next time, you’ll wear a gag and a hood.” He ripped a piece of silk from the hem of her dress with his teeth, then wound it around his wound.
Alexandra swallowed hard, knowing he meant every word. She had gambled on the brougham, but her wager hadn’t paid off.
And now Nathaniel held all the cards.
 
* * *
 
They reached Liverpool late in the night. Alexandra was exhausted. The ropes around her hands cut deep into her wrists, but she dared not complain, not while the bandage around Nathaniel’s hand was stained red with his blood.
“Get me a room,” Nathaniel told Tiny when they stopped outside an inn called the Turnbull Tavern. “I’ll stay here with our fair captive while the rest of you head back to the ship. If I haven’t heard anything from my father in three days, I’ll meet you on board.”
“An’ what will ye do with ‘er in that case? Turn ‘er loose?” Tiny asked hopefully.
“I’ll turn her loose when Greystone releases Richard, and no sooner,” Nathaniel replied as the rest of them climbed out, “just like our message said.”
“But—”
“Tiny, now isn’t the time to develop a conscience,” Trenton piped up. “None of us likes capturing defenseless females any more than you do, least of all Nathaniel. Just follow orders and everything will work out all right.”
“Aye, sir.” Tiny glanced at Alexandra. “But she may be nothin’ like the duke.”
“And she might be a lot like him.” Nathaniel saluted Alexandra where she sat, still on the floor of the carriage, with his injured hand. “She’s certainly not as defenseless as one might suppose.”
Alexandra didn’t respond. She felt as though she’d been dragged for miles, and she couldn’t wait to sleep on something softer than the floor of the old carriage. The last thing she wanted right now was an argument.
She watched Tiny’s broad back disappear into the inn, a Tudor-style building on one of the wider streets in town, before it occurred to her that her situation might not have improved. Where was she going to sleep? Nathaniel had told Tiny to rent only one room, and she doubted whether he’d be kind enough to give her the bed. The only thing in her favor was their supposed close relation. It precluded the possibility of her being raped as well as kidnapped, especially now that the others were returning to their ship.
“What if Greystone wants to exchange? Will you send for us first?” Trenton asked.
“I’ll not arrange a meeting with him, if that’s what you mean. It would be a trap. When I have proof that Richard is free, I’ll leave Anne with money enough to get home, and we’ll be far away by the time she makes it.”
Alexandra sighed in despair at this revelation. She could languish as their captive for an eternity before the Duke of Greystone released Nathaniel’s man. He’d surely not act on her account, not when his own daughter was safe and sound in Manchester, or Scotland, or wherever it was Lady Anne’s mother lived.
“Good enough,” Trenton said. “We’ll be ready to sail when you arrive.”
Tiny returned with a key for Nathaniel. “The steward will bring ye some food,” he said. “Yer room is up the stairs, first door on the right.”
Nathaniel turned to Alexandra. “Are you ready, m’lady?” he mocked.
“Aren’t you going to cut me loose?” she asked. “You can’t very well carry me in there like this.”
“You’ve got a point.” Turning to Garth, Nathaniel said, “I’ll need the gag, and the hood, I believe.”
“No! I won’t make a sound. I promise.” Alexandra pressed back as far away from him as she could. “I can’t bear the thought of that hood. Please, don’t put it back on.”
“Why does it bother you so?” Trenton asked curiously, but Alexandra didn’t answer, knowing they wouldn’t believe her anyway.
She kept her eyes trained on Nathaniel. “I won’t so much as murmur, I swear.”
“Forgive me if I tend to be doubtful of someone who would like nothing more than to bring the whole place down around me.”
Climbing back inside, he took Alexandra by the shoulders. “Tie it on while I hold her, will you Trenton?”
Trenton paused. “She has such an aversion to that bag. Isn’t there another way? What if I carried her up the back stairs?”
Nathaniel hesitated. “We can’t risk it. We might encounter someone. Just tie it on. She’ll survive.”
Alexandra thrashed about, resisting them until they were grunting and breathing heavily with the effort. “She’s certainly got spirit,” she heard one of them exclaim when both the gag and the hood were finally in place.
“I hate to see her abused too badly,” Trenton replied.
“She’s just spoiled,” Nathaniel scoffed. “Don’t you go soft on me like Tiny.”
“But look at her.”
Alexandra couldn’t stop the spasms that began to rack her body as soon as the hood was knotted securely about her neck. She had to breathe through the bag and the wadded strip of cloth as well, and it felt for all the world as though she’d suffocate.
“We’ve got to take it off,” Trenton exclaimed. “She’s having a fit.”
“Or she’d like us to think so. Just throw my cloak over her so it will look like I’m carrying my sleeping wife up to our room. Quickly,” Nathaniel demanded. “The hood will come off soon enough.”
Nathaniel scooped Alexandra up while Trenton covered her with his cloak. “It’ll only be a minute,” he assured her. Then she felt herself being carried swiftly into the stifling hot inn. A piano played in the background, originating from what sounded like a crowded tavern, but the pungent smell of tobacco smoke was the last thing she remembered.
 
* * *
 
Nathaniel felt Anne go limp in his arms. Was this some kind of trick? His sister was more of a fighter than he ever dreamed she would be, especially after having been raised with everything she could ever want. He had expected Anne to prove herself a simpering female, duly frightened of him and his men. But this woman was strong and resourceful. Or she was used to manipulating others to achieve her own ends. He couldn’t decide which.
He shook her, attempting to elicit some response.
Anne’s head lolled on his shoulder.
Nathaniel began to worry that something might really be wrong. Scaling the stairs as quickly as possible, he flung back the door to their room and laid her on the bed. Then he removed the hood and the gag.
She was unconscious. Nathaniel stared down at her, feeling a twinge of guilt at having abducted a completely innocent woman. His half sister was not to blame for the way his father had treated him, but Nathaniel could figure no better way to obtain Richard’s release. And his friend had to come first.
With his stiletto, Nathaniel cut the ropes that bound her wrists and ankles. Then he began to massage her hands and feet, trying to improve the blood flow. He had heard much about his sister’s beauty. Looking at her now, he had to admit that the reports fell far short of reality. Silky strands of long golden hair, loosened from her coiffure, gleamed around a delicate oval face. Thick lashes rested on her cheeks. She had a small, pert nose and a full, sensual mouth. Nathaniel couldn’t help but remember the feel of her soft lips beneath his own. That he’d actually enjoyed the sensation greatly bothered him.
He had to be careful, or he would become as weak willed as Trenton and Tiny. Though he had never seen Anne before, she was his half sister. She and a son had been born to the duke and his second wife after the death of Nathaniel’s own mother, and anything so closely connected to Greystone was—had to be—anathema to him.
Nathaniel dropped Anne’s hand when her eyes fluttered open.
“Where am I?” she asked, then groaned when she saw him. “I hoped you were just another bad dream. But dreams don’t taste like blood, do they?”
“No.” Nathaniel turned as a knock resounded at the door. “That’s our supper. You’re hungry, no doubt.”
Anne rubbed her temples as though trying to relieve a headache. “Among other things,” she said dryly. “Providing meals must be one of the problems associated with abducting people.”
Nathaniel paused to look back at her. “Keeping them sane is another. That hood makes you a little crazy.”
“I wasn’t afraid of the dark before…”
“Before what?”
“Before Willy.”
The knock came again. Nathaniel crossed the room to answer it. “Who’s Willy?” he asked, his hand on the knob.
Anne sighed. “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.”
 
* * *
 
Supper consisted of poached salmon, jacket potatoes, cut greens, leg of mutton, and several dishes Alexandra didn’t recognize. She ate ravenously. She had seldom experienced such sumptuous fare and had no intention of letting any of it go to waste, despite her circumstances.
The food seemed to appeal to Nathaniel less. He sat back and watched her, occasionally tipping a glass of wine to his lips.
“Do you always eat so voraciously?” he asked in amazement when Alexandra ladled seconds onto her plate. “Or is it your strategy to break me before your father can send for you?”
She glanced up to see a smile play at the corners of his mouth.
“I haven’t had a bite to eat all day,” she complained. “Besides, food takes my mind off the pain in my hands and feet. They ache terribly, you know.”
His brows lifted. “Yes, you look as though you’re in a great deal of pain.”
“I am,” Alexandra cried indignantly. “You and your men are brutes to keep me tied up all day.”
“I’m holding you for ransom. Isn’t that what I’m supposed to do?”
He was teasing her. Alexandra ignored him, savoring her last bite of a delicious pudding she had never tasted before and could not now identify. The hotel room wasn’t large, but it was clean. Decorated in ivory and green and furnished with a tester bed, an elaborate washstand with a tiled back, a large wardrobe, and a thick pile rug to cover the wood floor, it lacked only a fireplace. Had Alexandra been staying at the inn for any other reason, she might have found it quite comfortable.
“If you consume so much when you’re hurt and upset, I’d hate to see what you require when you’re not. I pray you don’t forgive me,” he chuckled, intruding upon her thoughts.
“There’s not much danger in that.” Alexandra tried to put some fire into her words, but it was difficult to sound angry when she was so full and sleepy. Besides, she had been right about Nathaniel. He was exceptionally handsome when he smiled. She let her gaze slide over his face, feeling a blush rise to her cheeks as she remembered the feel of his tongue parting her lips.
“I’m glad to see that you’re at least as tired as I am,” he commented, oblivious to the course of her thoughts. “Otherwise, it would be difficult to sleep on the floor.”
She grimaced, wondering how she could have thought him appealing only a moment before. He was a black-hearted scoundrel, nothing more. “I expected as much. You’d think you’d treat your sister with at least a little kindness and respect.” Alexandra knew she was foolish to play on Nathaniel’s belief that she was Lady Anne, but his haughtiness goaded her. “Do I at least get a blanket or a pillow?”
“You’ll get what you earn.”
Alexandra set her fork on the table with a thunk. “What does that mean?”
“I could use a good massage.”
“Hire a maid.”
“Why should I, when I’ve got you? Besides, I can’t exactly bind and gag you and sit you in the corner. And I can’t invite anyone to my room with you on the loose.”
Alexandra picked her fork back up and twirled it thoughtfully. “Only if I can earn the bed,” she said at last. “An hour’s massage for one night of sound sleep.”
“A massage from a woman unused to giving that sort of thing—of giving anything—isn’t worth the bed. My best offer is a pillow and a blanket.”
“I have strong hands.” Alexandra stood, rounded the table, and began to knead his shoulders.
He moaned. “Very well. You can earn the bed.”
Alexandra smiled to herself. Mayhap she could cause Nathaniel to lower his guard after all.
When Nathaniel had set their dishes outside the door, he removed his shirt, exposing broad shoulders that tapered to a lean waist. A matting of dark hair covered his chest, trailing down his flat stomach to a mysterious end somewhere below his belt.
Alexandra had to fight the impulse to stare. This man was a criminal. He had abducted her. Yet she could not explain the tremor that went through her at the sight of his naked torso.
With effort, she pulled her gaze away and had him lie across the bed. She was not experienced with massage to any great extent, though sometimes her fellow needlewomen relieved the aches and pains caused from long hours of sitting by rubbing one another’s backs. Alexandra felt somewhat confident she could improvise from there. Of course, Nathaniel expected her to have received many massages over her lifetime. Such luxury was a favorite pastime of the aristocracy.
Nathaniel’s back was smooth and tanned to a honey brown. Though Alexandra couldn’t help noticing his narrow hips, firm buttocks and long legs, it was his deformed arm that held her interest the longest. It was misshapen, to be sure, but it wasn’t a hideous appendage. The same golden skin covered it as the other.
“What’s wrong?” Nathaniel’s eyes seemed to measure Alexandra carefully. “Are you going to give me a massage, or do you share our father’s distaste for my deformity?”
Alexandra glanced away, embarrassed to have been caught gaping at him. “I was just wondering how I was going to get you off the bed should you fall asleep on it,” she lied.
“You wouldn’t get me off. You’d run away. That’s why I won’t fall asleep.”
Alexandra smiled in spite of herself. He thought he had guessed her plan. Perhaps she could surprise him.
Climbing onto the bed, she positioned herself on her knees for maximum strength, then began to smooth out the corded muscles in Nathaniel’s back and neck. An occasional sigh told her she was successful in her desire to relax him, and to her surprise, she soon found herself enjoying her work. Nathaniel’s physical attributes were exceptional, from his thick black hair to his cleft chin. And there was something sensual about the way he smelled—all dust and sweat, leather and horses.
As Alexandra’s hands glided over his warm skin, she wondered about the vendetta between Nathaniel and the Duke of Greystone. Why did Nathaniel hate his father so badly? Why would he risk a hangman’s noose to capture his sister? And what would he do when he finally learned that she was not Lady Anne?
Alexandra dismissed the last question as irrelevant. She wouldn’t be around to find out. She’d be well on her way to London and to the safety of her aunt.
Nathaniel’s eyes closed, and Alexandra felt the tension leave his body. She doubted he was asleep, but she only needed to dull his reaction by a fraction of a second. Keeping one hand working the muscles on each side of his spine, she reached back for the stiletto he kept in his right boot.
Groaning softly when her fingers touched a particularly tender spot, Nathaniel shifted as if to make himself more comfortable. Alexandra almost had the knife. Gently lifting the leg of his pant, she quickly grasped the handle and pulled. The stiletto slid easily from its place, but Nathaniel’s reflexes were quicker than her own. He had her on her back, pinned beneath him, before she could threaten him in any way.
“It would seem my massage is being cut short, so to speak.” He grinned, squeezing her hand until she dropped the knife. “Too bad. It felt good while it lasted, perhaps proving that even you have a few redeeming talents. Now I shall enjoy a good night’s rest while you languish on the floor.”
“You had no intention of giving me the bed. You were only using it to bait me.”
“Let’s just say that I have now learned what I needed to know. At least I won’t feel guilty while you sit on the floor, tied like a dog to the post.”
Alexandra tried to free her hands from his punishing grip. She wanted to wipe that enraging smirk off his face. “I’ll scream if you bring that rope near me.”
“Then I’ll gag you. For someone who hates a hood, you’re willing to risk much.”
“You’re a cad.”
“Which is far better than a fool, and a fool I’d be to let you get the better of me.”
His eyes glittered like sun glinting off a blue sea, and Alexandra realized that Nathaniel might be many things, but a fool he was not. He had the senses of a cat, and the athletic prowess to match.
“Let me up,” she said. “You’re hurting me.”
“Certainly.” Kicking the knife far away from her reach, Nathaniel let her go. “No doubt you’re ready to retire, now that sleeping arrangements have been made.”
Almost before Alexandra knew her own mind, her hand lashed out and slapped Nathaniel’s jeering face. They both rocked back, surprised when her palm hit its target with such force. A red welt appeared almost instantly.
“I’m glad you’re so eager to deserve whatever treatment you receive,” he said, grabbing her by the arm and dragging her to the foot of the bed. “I was going to leave you enough rope to lie down, but with your peculiar brand of wisdom, you’d only hang yourself with it.”
“No!” Unwilling to suffer the pain and degradation of being tied up all night, Alexandra began to struggle again. But it was only a matter of minutes before her hands were bound in front of her and then tied to the bed. As Nathaniel had promised, she didn’t have enough rope to lie down.
“You’d better hope I don’t get free,” she threatened. “ You have to sleep sometime.”
“I’ll take my chances,” he replied. “Perhaps I’m giving you too much credit, but if you do manage to get loose, it wouldn’t be a good idea to bother with me. The door is that way.”
“Oh… you! You’re insufferable!” Bringing her knees up between her arms, Alexandra laid her head down and tried to block Nathaniel from her consciousness. She soon realized, however, that she would have to address him again.
“You’ve got to untie me. I’ve got to…” she stopped, wondering how to tell him what she needed. “A lady needs a little privacy occasionally.”
He crossed the room and retrieved the chamber pot from its place behind a cloth curtain in one corner of the room.
“You’re not going to untie me?” Alexandra asked in surprise.
“You don’t deserve it.”
“But how will I—”
“You’ll figure it out.”
“I deserve to take care of natural bodily functions without you watching my every move.”
“Don’t flatter yourself. I have no interest in watching you.” He stretched out on the bed, lying on his stomach, his face buried in the crook of his arm.
Alexandra made no move until she thought Nathaniel was asleep. “Boar… ogre,” she muttered to herself. “I hope your father catches you and hangs you from the tallest tree.”
He didn’t respond.
She pulled and twisted on the rope, but the knot proved tight and well made. She only managed to jerk the bed a few inches from the wall.
“Hold still,” Nathaniel snapped, rolling onto his back and covering his eyes with his arm.
Alexandra glared at him. “There will come a time, when I will even the score.”
“Plan your revenge tomorrow,” he told her. “Get some sleep. You might need it.”
With a sigh of defeat, Alexandra waited as long as she could before relieving herself. Then she eyed the screen dubiously, wondering how to return the pot to where it belonged. She certainly had no desire to sleep with it.
Suddenly a wicked thought made her lips curl into a smile. Grabbing the enamel pot around the base, she prepared to launch it right on top of Nathaniel, smelly contents and all, when a cutting voice gave her pause.
“You can’t imagine the terror of what I will do to you if you don’t put that thing down immediately.”
So he was awake. Alexandra’s smile withered. He didn’t move to stop her, didn’t so much as remove his arm from across his eyes, but she got the feeling he was almost daring her to incur his full wrath.
She clung to the pot for a long time, so sorely tempted that she had a difficult time letting wisdom overtake desire. When she finally set it down, she did so carefully, to ensure it wouldn’t splash on her, then pushed it as far under the bed as she could. If she made Nathaniel too angry, she’d start a fight she could only lose. And she didn’t want to incite his imagination as to the possibilities of what a strong man could do to a captive woman. He was a scoundrel if ever she’d met one. But he was right about one thing. Tomorrow was another day, and she’d do her best to make it as miserable for him as possible.


 
 
Chapter 4
 

 
Nathaniel feigned sleep until Anne finally nodded off. He couldn’t rest while she sat on the floor without so much as a blanket. That he admired her despite himself enraged him. She was certainly unlike the women of her class, most of whom were priggish and without an enlightened thought in their heads.
Anne was quick-witted, courageous, and demonstrative. Nathaniel glanced with chagrin at his bandaged hand. Not many women he knew, or men for that matter, would have risked what she did to attract the attention of that brougham. It was a smart move. She knew he couldn’t harm her if he wanted to trade her for Richard. She had taken a calculated risk, and Nathaniel considered himself lucky that it hadn’t panned out for her.
He frowned, glancing down at the foot of the bed where Anne’s head kept nodding off its perch upon her knees. She was indeed a brave girl. Every victory he obtained at her expense was hard-won. Perhaps he could be a little easier on her.
Nathaniel untied the rope around the post, cursing himself for being a softhearted fool. Using his good arm for strength and his stump for balance, he gently lifted Anne and laid her on the other side of the bed. She stirred but didn’t come fully awake. Then he fastened the rope to the post above her head and covered her with blankets.
Lying back down, Nathaniel moved carefully so he wouldn’t wake her. It had been a long day. He watched his captive curl into a ball, giving the appearance of almost childlike innocence, and felt a flicker of desire at the sight of her more feminine curves.
Shocked by his body’s effrontery, he quickly diverted his thoughts. Anne was his sister. Beyond that, she had been raised with everything he had been denied—the money, the power, the family. He should hate her.
And he did, Nathaniel told himself. It was just that any woman so fair of face and form would make his pulse quicken. But when he fell asleep he dreamed of long blond hair spilling down onto his naked chest. And the woman above him was Anne.
He woke suddenly, disgusted that his subconscious would betray him with such incestuous fantasy. It had been too long since he had enjoyed the company of the fairer sex, he decided. Planning to remedy that as soon as he could and thereby put a quick end to the madness of his mind, he shifted in the bed to ease a cramped muscle and felt Anne’s womanly softness pressed to his backside. She had migrated the full length of the rope toward him, instinctively searching for the warmth his body radiated.
Nathaniel swallowed hard as the flicker of desire he had experienced earlier flared again, fanned by his dream and the wonderful feel of her. Anne had no idea where she was, he knew, and he smiled to think of how she might react if she were to awaken at this moment.
No doubt she’d try to hit him again. He touched his cheek where she had slapped him earlier and decided he was glad her hands were tied.
Anne murmured something unintelligible, then snuggled more closely against him. He decided not to disturb her. Though he dared not allow himself to touch the flesh that molded so comfortably to his side, the light scent of perfume that clung to her clothes was a treat in itself.
 
* * *
 
Alexandra woke by degrees. Sun filtered into the room through a large gap in the draperies, which had been drawn across the window. For a moment she imagined herself in her own bed. She burrowed deeper into the quilts, luxuriating in their warmth, until something, or rather someone, moved. Then the events of the previous day came back to her in a flood of remembering. Nathaniel! What was he up to now?
Her eyelids flew open, but she couldn’t see him. He was behind her, his chest to her back, his legs curving beneath her buttocks. The last thing she recalled was the cold, hard floor. How did she come to be in his bed?
Lying very still, Alexandra listened as Nathaniel’s slow, regular breathing tickled the hair above her ear. His body was relaxed, formed comfortably to her own. She was certain he was asleep. But he was more like a black panther than a man. Sleek, well muscled, always wary, he could pounce anytime. She’d have to be very careful.
Cautiously inching away, Alexandra wondered again how she came to be in that cozy spot. She had never been so close to a man. Willy had kept her closeted away, toiling in the house or garret. The pleasures typically associated with intimacy remained a complete mystery, but the feelings she’d experienced in those first moments of wakefulness had spoken volumes. She had felt more content, more complete, than ever before. In a way, that revelation frightened her almost as much as Nathaniel did. If all men were like her stepfather, they weren’t to be trusted.
At the edge of the bed, Alexandra let her feet slide silently to the floor. A backward glance confirmed that Nathaniel’s sooty lashes still rested on his cheeks. His chest, broad and golden, continued to rise and fall gently. He didn’t so much as stir.
She let her breath out and began, once again, to work the rope that bound her hands. She had to escape. Nothing she said convinced him or any of the others that she wasn’t who they thought she was.
Her wrists were chafed and bleeding by the time Alexandra managed to loosen the tarry bands enough to reach the knot with her fingers. Still, she was making little progress. The rope was too well tied.
Frustration threatened to bring her temper to a boil. Drawing in a deep breath, Alexandra tried to calm herself. She needed to think. There had to be some quicker way to escape. Nathaniel wouldn’t sleep forever.
Glancing around the room, Alexandra’s gaze lighted on the dagger he had thrown away from her the night before. If only she could reach it. She crept forward, straining as the rope became taut, but it was no use. The knife remained several feet beyond her farthest reach.
Damn Nathaniel. Damn the bloody luck that landed her in his hands on the very day she planned to escape from Willy. Would she never be free? She’d been Willy’s slave, his whipping post, his convenient victim. But something inside her had received its full measure, and regardless of the consequences, she could take no more abuse.
Flouncing back onto the bed, Alexandra used her feet to deliver the blows she wished her fists could land.
“You!” she accused, venting her rage at last, “I hate you!”
Nathaniel yelped in surprise. Coming instantly awake, he tried to ward Alexandra off, barely managing to save himself from a hard fall to the ground.
“So this is my reward for sharing my bed?” he asked in astonishment.
“Am I supposed to be grateful to you? When I shouldn’t be here in the first place?”
She launched a heel into his muscular inner thigh, and Nathaniel sprang to his feet. He was wearing only his trousers, and his stomach looked flat and hard, nothing like Willy’s rounded paunch, though Alexandra tried not to notice. Determined to land a powerful blow, she aimed for his groin, but Nathaniel whirled away, making her miss him completely.
He caught her foot with his hand, tripping her, and together they tumbled back onto the bed.
Alexandra winced in pain as he landed on top of her, then she tried to twist away from his grasp by rolling to her right. But Nathaniel had ahold of her dress. She gasped in surprise when she heard the fabric rip.
Nathaniel froze, and she went limp. His gaze dipped to the top of her décolletage, which now revealed a bounty of soft, rounded breasts bulging above her corset.
His mouth quirked into a grin. “As much as I feel rewarded for this little tussle, might I suggest that propriety would be better served by a more ladylike demeanor? I might be your half brother, but I’m no eunuch.”
“Let me go,” Alexandra pleaded, frightened by his look of open admiration. The blue of his eyes had deepened to inky black, and he was brazen enough not to look away.
Again, Alexandra felt grateful that Nathaniel believed her to be his sister, for it might be the only thing to keep her safe from him. At the moment, even that seemed a thin thread on which to hang her well-being.
“Let me go,” she repeated. “I’ve never done anything to you. I don’t even know you.”
His smile disappeared. “This isn’t between you and me.”
“Then let me go.”
“I can’t.”
Alexandra recognized determination in the set of his jaw, the rigid line of his shoulders. Nathaniel was a much more formidable foe than Willy ever was, and would not be easy to outwit. He was strong, and cunning, with a fierceness that frightened her. Something told Alexandra that nothing would sway him from his purpose.
“Let me up,” she said, feeling all too vulnerable. She wanted to cover what the tear revealed, stop his unwanted appraisal.
Nathaniel rolled off her slowly, as though he anticipated another sharp heel to a potentially vulnerable part of his anatomy.
Alexandra worked her way to the side of the bed, where she stood and turned away.
“Look what you’re doing to yourself,” Nathaniel said in a softer tone. “Come here.”
Her hair had come loose from its pins and tumbled down her back in disarray. Tucking what she could behind her ear, she glanced back over her shoulder to see blood from her wounded wrists, red on the sheets. “No.”
“Come here, you little fool,” he insisted. “I’m going to untie you. Though you haven’t earned your freedom, you’re not smart enough to quit straining against the rope.”
A sharp knock and Trenton’s voice through the panel turned Nathaniel’s attention to the door. He strode across the floor, and when he unbolted the lock, Trenton nearly fell inside.
“There’s a man searching the docks for you,” he explained, wiping the sweat from his brow with his sleeve. Then he caught sight of Alexandra’s disheveled appearance and the bed.
“Oh hell, Nathaniel. How could you? She’s your sister. The duke will never let something like this go unpunished.” He began to pace the floor. “I should have stayed with you last night. I knew you wanted revenge, but I never dreamed you’d take it this way.”
Nathaniel appeared puzzled until the line of his vision followed Trenton’s to the sheets. Then his eyes went wide as he realized what his friend believed.
“Wait.” He lifted a hand in protest. Crossing to Alexandra, he indicated her wrists. “‘Tis this you see, nothing more.”
Trenton raised his brows as Nathaniel threw his cloak over Alexandra’s shoulders, inadvertently making the tear in her bodice more obvious as well.
“I tell you, I was more abused last night than she. I vow she bears my father’s ill-humor,” Nathaniel told him.
Pausing as though weighing the proof in the room against his trust, Trenton said, “She tore her own gown, I suppose?”
“It’s a long story.” Nathaniel waved him off. “But I’m sure you didn’t come here to rescue the virtuous maid. So what is it?”
“We’ve got problems.”
“What?”
Alexandra trained her eyes on Trenton’s face, wondering if their problems were also her problems. Could things get any worse?
“There’s someone visiting the taverns along the wharf asking for you. I’m not sure who he is, but he claims to carry a message from your father.”
Nathaniel stroked the black stubble that had begun to grow on his chin. “Why is that a problem? That’s just what we’ve been hoping for.”
Trenton frowned, causing his brows to pucker. “I’m not so sure. If you’d seen this fellow, you might agree. He calls himself Rat, and he doesn’t look like anyone your father would normally deal with. I told him you’d meet him at noon today, just in case, but I’m not sure you should go.”
“Of course I’ll go. The duke wouldn’t be stupid enough to kill me before he secures the safety of his daughter. As long as you’re here to watch Anne, I’ll retrieve Fury from the stables and see what this messenger has to say.”
Trenton grunted, obviously unconvinced that Nathaniel’s decision was a wise one.
Though her reasons differed, Alexandra had to agree. If the Duke of Greystone was anything like the man her captors thought he was, he would have no compunction about killing Nathaniel, knowing Anne to be safe with her mother. Should that happen, Nathaniel’s mates could very well try to avenge his death with her own.
 
* * *
 
Nathaniel Kent strode through the crowded streets of Liverpool with Fury, his giant black stallion, prancing at his heels. His mood was darker than reason would suggest. They had managed to kidnap Anne without any significant problems. By rights he should be feeling differently. But holding his half sister against her will didn’t sit right on his conscience, despite Richard. He had thought it would be easy to hate her. Now he knew he was wrong. He wasn’t sure what he felt—grudging respect, perhaps, a small amount of admiration—but certainly not hate.
As he walked toward the docks, ridge-capped waves rose and fell as a restless sea bucked against the ships at harbor like a horse resisting its rider. Nathaniel reflected upon the fickle nature of that sea. How deceptively gentle she could be. How enraged and unforgiving. Still, she was his first love and had been a part of his life for almost fourteen years.
Rubbing his temples to relieve the sudden pounding of a headache, he scanned the docks for the man he was to meet. The salty air smelled of fish, and the throaty coo of pigeons resounded as the gray and white birds made a nuisance of themselves, flapping and hopping among the crates being loaded into the bellies of various ships.
Finally Nathaniel spotted a small, slender figure who appeared uncertain amid the sailors, merchants, clerks, and bawdy women. He glanced at the sun. Good, the man was on time.
From a distance, the stranger appeared no older than twenty, but closer inspection revealed the shadow of two or three days’ beard growth and lines that creased a leather-like face. Nathaniel guessed he was at least forty.
“Are you Rat?” he asked, checking to make sure no one seemed to be taking particular notice of either of them.
“That’s what they call me.” Shabbily dressed in drab breeches and gaiters, a ragged, oversized coat, and a top hat smashed accordion-style, Rat looked as though he hadn’t bathed in weeks. And he smelled no better.
“What do you want?” Nathaniel came quickly to the point. Meeting a stranger, especially one associated with his father, made him nervous, even on such a busy quay.
“Don’t worry, I’m a friend.”
“I trust friends less than anyone. At least my enemies never surprise me.”
Rat’s whisker-peppered cheeks broke into a smile. “Ye’ll change yer mind when ye ‘ear what I’ve got to say. What I know might save yer bacon.”
“I’m waiting.” A burly sailor hefted the crate closest to them, and Rat hesitated, making Nathaniel scowl. “Pray, make your point. My patience wears thin!”
“Not so fast.” Rat picked something green from his teeth with a long, dirty fingernail. “I’m wonderin’ what it’s worth to ye.”
“So you’re after money. Now we’re getting somewhere—”
“That’s not all. I want ye to take me to sea with ye.” He rubbed his hands together before continuing. “I got myself in a bit of trouble, an’ I got nowhere else to go.”
Nathaniel studied the other man’s muddy boots and the tears in his baggy clothes. There was something about Rat he didn’t like, but the bloke had definitely raised Nathaniel’s curiosity.
“What kind of trouble?”
Rat scratched his greasy head, smiling. “‘Is Grace is lookin’ for me. I worked in the stables at Bridlewood for a time, until a pair of fancy candelabras went missin’ from the ‘ouse. Unfortunately, the ‘ousekeeper claimed I took ‘em.”
Nathaniel winced as sunlight glared off the mirror-like sea, making his head feel as if it would explode. “Did you take them?”
Rat revealed his diseased gums with a grin. “Why would I do a thing like that? I could go to gaol, ye know.”
Nathaniel shook his head, irritation making his nerves raw. This man was a common thief and didn’t even have the good sense to hide it. “I’m in no mood for games,” he bit out. “I’ll pay you what your information is worth, but our association ends there.”
A look of surprise claimed Rat’s features. “Yer not cross about the candelabras, are ye? A man’s got to eat. Kimbolten ‘as the money of a king, but ‘e’s bloody mean. ‘E feeds ‘is servants nothin’ but ‘ardtack biscuits an’ gruel. I was starvin’, that I was.”
Nathaniel let the contempt he felt show in his face, and Rat’s voice trailed off. “You expect me to believe that you lived in a household as rich as my father’s and had to resort to stealing in order to get full? Any servant worth his salt can manage enough to eat in a household such as Greystone’s, from the family’s table scraps if nowhere else.”
Rat sighed. “Yer awful uppity for bein’ a glorified thief yerself,” he grumbled under his breath, but his eyes nearly bulged out of their sockets when Nathaniel gripped him by the lapels of his jacket and lifted him several inches into the air.
“I am nothing like you or any other thief,” he ground out, his face so close to Rat’s that he could smell the stench of alcohol on the man’s breath. “I take only what should be mine by rights.”
“Aye.” The smaller man tried to shrink away. “I didn’t mean nothin’ by it. I know ye claim to be the duke’s son an’ all, an’ of course that makes us different. The truth of it is, I took the silver to sell for a bit of grog. But there never was a bigger miser of food than Greystone’s ‘ousekeeper. I wasn’t lyin’ about that.”
Nathaniel set the man back on his feet, none too gently. “As I thought. What do you have to tell me?”
“Ye ‘ave to take me with ye.” Rat’s voice took on a pleading quality. “‘Is Grace will kill me if ‘e finds out I’ve met with ye, whether I tell ye anythin’ or not. Ye’ve got ‘im actin’ like a mad dog, ye do, what with troublin’ ‘is ships an’ all.”
Nathaniel ran his fingers through the hair that had worked itself free of the black ribbon holding the rest back. His small band was a loyal, well-trusted group, only a few of them true criminals. But what Rat said was true. He had risked his life in coming to Nathaniel. “You don’t look like a sailor. Do you know the sea?”
“A bit.”
“Do you have any idea what you’re getting into? What: could happen if we’re caught?”
Flat shrugged. “I’m already a wanted man. I’d go to Newgate regardless. An’ a man’s got to eat—”
“Save your breath.” Nathaniel frowned. “What can you tell me about my father? Is he going to trade Richard for Lady Anne?”
“Lady Anne?” Rat squinted up at him.
“Aye. Is he going to let Richard go?”
“Nay. Mary wanted me to tell ye that ‘e’s on to ‘er. She ‘ad to tell him where ye were. ‘E’s on ‘is way ‘ere.”
Nathaniel’s heart began to pound in his ears, keeping rhythm with his headache. “How did the duke catch her?”
Rat shook his head. “That I can’t say. But she told me to find ye and warn ye.”
“What about Lady Anne?”
The small man looked puzzled. “I don’t know about ‘er. But Mary told me to tell ye somethin’ else. She ‘eard the duke’s controller tellin’ someone that three ships are leavin’ Bristol a week from Wednesday, the Frederica, the Honest George, and the Eastern Horizon. The Frederica an’ Honest George are ‘eadin’ to China by the regular route, but the other is ‘eadin’ to Russia.”
Nathaniel stiffened in surprise. To send a ship into the Black Sea given the current political climate in that area was unusual indeed. England was nearly at war with Russia. What did it mean?
Rat grinned, a greedy glint entering his eye. “Mary said that bit of news should be worth a fair amount of coin.”
Nathaniel pulled a wad of notes from his pocket, not even bothering to count the amount he handed over. That the duke was coming after him meant his father had no plans to trade Richard for Lady Anne. What would Nathaniel do with his half sister now? And how would he rescue Richard when he had to flee himself?
“Mary wanted me to tell ye one other thing, but as far as I can figure, it’s of no account. She said she wouldn’t ‘ave ‘elped ye if ye weren’t so bloody ‘and-some.” Rat spat at the ground, barely missing his own foot. “Women.”
Nathaniel ignored the remark. Whatever the reason Mary had risked herself to warn him, he was grateful. “We have to leave today. I’ll meet you here tonight, late. But be forewarned. Working for me is not easy. Gaol is the least of your fears. A man could get himself killed. Understand?”
“Ye provide three meals a day an’ a bit of grog, don’t ye?”
Nathaniel nodded.
“I’ll be ‘ere, Cap’n.”
“Then get yourself a bath as well,” Nathaniel added, tossing the man another coin.
 
* * *
 
Alexandra sat still while Trenton bandaged her chafed wrists. Nathaniel had been gone for over an hour, and in the strained silence of their waiting, Trenton had applied ointment to Alexandra’s wounds. Though she wasn’t sure what the unguent was, by its smell she suspected it was intended for animals, not humans. Still, she wasn’t about to complain. At least Trenton had cut her loose, and the pain in her hands and feet had finally ebbed.
“What happens if Nathaniel doesn’t come back?” she asked when the minutes began to drag like days. Though both Trenton and Tiny seemed like decent men compared to the dangerous Nathaniel, they were all pirates, plain and simple. Alexandra had overheard enough about their business to know that much. And the man called Garth was less kind. The others could be even worse.
Nathaniel was obviously their leader. Should something happen to him, she had no idea who would gain control. Or what they might do with her. After all, they thought her to be the daughter of their nemesis.
Trenton shrugged. “He’ll come back,” he said, but Alexandra could feel his anxiety as he turned about the room like a caged animal.
“If he doesn’t, will you let me go?” Her voice sounded small and frightened, even to her own ears. She cleared her throat and spoke more surely. “I mean, if Greystone kidnaps Nathaniel, or… or something, what will happen to me?”
“Nathaniel will be back,” Trenton nearly shouted, making Alexandra cringe. “You’re the duke’s daughter, for heaven’s sake. Surely you mean enough to him that he wouldn’t be so foolish.”
“But you can’t be sure what Greystone will do,” she said, taking a line of reasoning he would understand.
Trenton ran his fingers through his hair and sighed. “I’m sorry. I know you’re scared. I just don’t have any answers right now. We wait. That’s all. We just wait.”
Alexandra stood and walked to the window. One story below, the street was jumbled with women selling flowers, gypsies recaning chairs, peddlers plying their wares. Horses and carriages plowed through the melee amidst singsong voices—”Who’ll buy my sweet lavender?”—and she longed to walk freely among them.
“Why does Nathaniel hate the duke so badly?” she asked.
Trenton spoke from behind her. “When Nathaniel’s mother bore your father a deformed son, he—”
“Deformed?” Alexandra glanced over her shoulder. In her mind, Nathaniel was anything but deformed.
“His arm, of course. Greystone refused to have an imperfect heir. He tried to smother him, and would have succeeded if his housekeeper hadn’t stopped him. Martha Haverson rescued Nathaniel and ran away with him, raised him as her own.”
“The duke tried to kill Nathaniel?”
Trenton nodded. “Aye. Your father’s a dark man.”
Alexandra didn’t reply. She couldn’t imagine a man attempting to murder an innocent newborn, much less one of his own flesh. But then, she didn’t know Greystone.
Still, Nathaniel’s past didn’t justify his actions now. She was as innocent as he had been as a baby, and she could be in just as much danger. “How did you meet Nathaniel?”
“We served in the same frigate during the Opium War. Nathaniel was only eleven then.” Trenton’s voice softened as he warmed to the tale, no doubt as eager as she to keep their minds off their present anxiety. “He was a powder monkey, and the quickest one I’ve ever seen. At first, the other men teased him about his arm. They liked to rile his temper, and Nathaniel’s got a good one.” He chuckled. “But through the years he stood toe-to-toe with every last one of them until no one dared say anything about his arm or anything else, especially as he became stronger and quicker with only one than they were with two. He certainly earned my respect. I was a bit older than he when we met, closer to seventeen or eighteen—”
“You don’t know?”
Trenton shook his head. “I grew up as an orphan. My mother abandoned me when I was young, and I was raised in a workhouse. That place was hell,” he murmured, his words holding no self-pity. “I ran away to join the navy early on, and believe me, I’ve never looked back. Nathaniel’s all the family I’ve got.”
Alexandra couldn’t help but feel a twinge of empathy for the tall, brown-eyed man in front of her. When he fell silent, she tried to draw him into conversation again. “How long did you serve together?”
“Nearly five years, until our ship was decommissioned. Then we struck out on our own. We worked for a Swedish merchant for a while who took quite a liking to Nathaniel. Said he was the son he never had. When Sven died, he left his ship to us.”
“So why would you risk your lives and your ship stealing other people’s cargo?”
Alexandra’s words caused Trenton to glower. “I don’t expect you to understand. You were raised with all the money you could ever dream of, with finery and plenty to eat. Nathaniel and I had nothing, some days less than nothing.” He paced in front of the door, brooding. “Even still, for Nathaniel, it’s not the money.”
“What about the housekeeper who rescued Nathaniel? You said she raised him as her own. Certainly he knew love.”
“Martha did her best, but servants don’t make much, and she had to live with her employers. Nathaniel stayed with her sister, Beatrice, and Beatrice’s eight children. I guess Bee was none too kind… or generous.”
“I see.” Alexandra tucked a loose strand of hair behind her ear, understanding to a small degree what might have formed Nathaniel into the bitter man he was. “Is Martha still alive?”
“No.” Trenton spat into the empty chamber pot and arched a brow at her. “Your father staged an accident. Nathaniel was nearly killed, too. It happened just after Martha took him to meet the duke—”
“Meet him?” Alexandra repeated in surprise.
“Aye. He was only seven or so, and she thought Greystone might change his mind when he saw how capable and clever Nathaniel was. Evidently he didn’t.”
Alexandra shivered. “How did the, er, accident happen?”
“They were traveling post. Someone ran their carriage off the road, and it overturned. Martha was pinned beneath it. Another fellow was killed, too. A stranger. But Nathaniel managed to crawl out.”
“Did he go back to Martha’s sister’s then?”
“For a while. But without Martha’s income, times got even harder, and Beatrice became more resentful of his presence. He ran away several times. Lived on the streets for almost a year. Then he joined the navy.”
“By the law, Nathaniel is the duke’s rightful heir. There is nothing Greystone can do about that,” she pointed out.
“There is if no one can prove the duke is lying.” Trenton gave her an aggravated look that told Alexandra he didn’t believe she hadn’t heard any of this before, but he continued with the story anyway. “Your father claims the son his first wife bore him died the day of its birth, only minutes after his mother. Martha was the only person who knew otherwise, besides the midwife, who was old at the time and died shortly after.”
“But why didn’t Martha try to establish the truth while Nathaniel was still a baby? It would have been far simpler back then.”
“I don’t know. She was probably afraid of the duke at first, afraid for Nathaniel. And she wanted him as her own. She went to London and lived in hiding for several years. Then she heard about your birth and decided, since you were a girl, that the duke might welcome Nathaniel back after all, especially when he saw that the boy’s arm was no handicap. She knew she could never give Nathaniel all the duke could, so she risked her life to take him home—and she paid the price.”
“Could the duke be so evil?”
Trenton’s eyes became as hard as flint. “You have no idea.”
“Listen,” she said, hoping an honest appeal to Trenton might help her case. He seemed like a decent man. “I’ve not heard any of this before. I’m not Lady Anne. I don’t even know her or the duke. Can’t you see that? If you don’t let me go, I’ll miss my boat to India and then—”
Frantic banging at the door made them both jump as Nathaniel’s voice came through the panel.
“Trenton! Let me in.”
Trenton appeared relieved by the sound of his captain’s voice, but Alexandra suspected he was equally glad to be saved from having to respond to her entreaty. He crossed the room and threw back the bolt, and the pirate captain pushed inside.
“We must go. Now,” Nathaniel told him, a determined look on his face.
“What happened?” Trenton followed his friend around the room as Nathaniel stuffed into a bag what few belongings he had brought with him the night before.
“Mary’s been found out. My father’s on his way here.”
“But what about Richard? And her?” Trenton indicated Alexandra with a nod of his head.
Nathaniel lowered his voice, but Alexandra could still hear his words and the anger that infused them. “He’s coming after us, so he must have no plans to release Richard, even for her.”
“What do we do now?”
“She goes with us.”
“Why? What good would that do?”
“What other choice do we have?”
“She’s no good to us if the duke won’t trade for her. I say we let her go.”
“Not on your life.”
“But the Royal Vengeance is no place for a woman!”
“That’s the way things are for now.” Nathaniel held his bag next to his body so he could tie it shut with his hand. “We’ll simply have to do the best we can.”
“It’s too dangerous. Even if we could keep our own men from molesting her, the Vengeance could take a ball and sink, or we could lose our lives in the middle of a boarding. Then what would happen to her?”
Alexandra held her breath as she awaited Nathaniel’s response. Besides the dangers Trenton had already enumerated, she knew Aunt Pauline would be long gone if she didn’t get away from Nathaniel and his men soon. Please listen to him, she prayed. Let me go. Let me go.
“Then her life shall rest on my father’s conscience. He had the chance to rescue her, and he didn’t take it,” Nathaniel responded.
Alexandra felt her heart plunge to her knees.
“Nathaniel—” Trenton began.
“Look,” the pirate captain interrupted, “when my father’s played his ace and comes here only to find us gone, maybe he’ll see that we’re serious and agree to the trade. If we let Anne go, there’s no telling what he might do to Richard. Things are too precarious to go after our own right now. My father’s been counting upon our taking the bait all along.”
Trenton nodded, and Alexandra could have guessed his next words before he spoke them. Concession, pure and simple.
“Then we have no choice.”
“None.”
“But how can we go?” Trenton asked. “We don’t have much by way of supplies. We weren’t planning on leaving for another three days.”
“Get what you can,” Nathaniel told him. “Regardless, we sail tonight.”
Trenton crossed to the door, then turned back, his hand still on the knob. “Where to?”
“To the Black Sea. One of my father’s ships is heading there, and I want to intercept her.”
“To Russia?” Trenton’s brows drew together.
“I’ll explain later.” Nathaniel motioned him away. “There’s no time now. I’ve got to take care of a few details before we go. I’ll meet you at the dock at midnight. And one more thing. That man I met today, Rat, will be joining us.”
“Why—”
“Later. For now, get back and stock the ship. We’re going to need all the provisions we can get if we’re sailing to the Crimea.”
Trenton nodded. Glancing almost apologetically back at Alexandra, he saluted his captain and was gone. And with him went every hope Alexandra had of being released.


 
 
Chapter 5
 

 
“Don’t say a word.” Nathaniel spoke from behind her. Alexandra could feel him, tall and rigid, his hand on her arm like a vise. She wanted to jerk away or cry out for help, but she dared not. He had been in a vile mood the entire day. After Trenton had left, he had gagged her again and tied her to the bed while he went out.
When he returned a few hours later, he had stalked the room, silent and brooding, his rage worrying Alexandra. The Duke of Greystone was no easy mark. What did His Grace have in store for these pirates? Would she be able to escape before calamity fell?
Alexandra walked through the inn, not daring to turn her head to the right or to the left. She had promised Nathaniel she wouldn’t scream or try to get away, if only he would forgo the hood and his blasted ropes; and his dire threats should she break her word echoed in her head.
Still, she was tempted to bolt. It wasn’t too late to head to London, if she could only get away.
Voices clamored about her, but the people behind them remained a blur. They ate, drank, laughed, and toasted the Queen, all in complete oblivion to her plight.
“Did you enjoy your stay, sir?”
The hotel steward intercepted them, and Alexandra gave the man a pleading look. He nodded and turned a solicitous smile on Nathaniel, no doubt intent on the vails he expected to receive.
“Everything was satisfactory.” Nathaniel tossed the man a coin and prodded Alexandra on, but the steward was not so easily put off.
“And the fare, sir? Did you find that to your liking as well?”
“Indeed.” Nathaniel flipped him another coin, his quick movements evidence of his impatience.
The steward beamed. “Thank you, sir. Come again, sir.”
The pirate captain didn’t bother to answer. He shouldered the door open while guiding Alexandra out into the dark night.
Once they were clear of the inn, he picked up his pace, all but dragging her behind him.
“I can’t go that fast,” Alexandra complained when she tripped on the hem of Lady Anne’s gown for the fifth time. “Slow down.”
Nathaniel whirled and glared at her but didn’t speak. Grabbing a handful of her skirt, he lifted it to her knees and insisted she take hold of it. “There,” he said. “Let’s go.”
Alexandra’s own temper began to simmer like a tea kettle on the hob. She had just finished mending the tear he had made in her bodice. Now an immodest display of ankles and calves showed as she hurried along behind him.
“How far is it?” she managed breathlessly when he didn’t slacken his pace.
“We’re almost there.”
He was true to his word. Upon rounding the next block, Alexandra saw hundreds of tall, needle-like masts stabbing the black velvet belly of the sky. Another few minutes and she could hear the creaking of the hulls that rocked in the harbor and the slip-slap of the waves. While the port was full of ships, the docks seemed deserted except for the crowded taverns. A loud din poured from these establishments each time a door opened, luring everyone within miles to the welcome of their fire and their flowing ale.
Distracted by some small movement on a clipper anchored between a couple of larger packets, Alexandra realized that men were aboard the ship. Their shadowy figures took on more definite shape, moving silently, almost phantom-like, as she and Nathaniel reached the water’s edge.
“There ye be.”
Alexandra jumped as a man separated himself from the side of a wooden shed and stepped into the moonlight.
“I see you spent my money on something other than a bath,” Nathaniel remarked without so much as a greeting.
“I ‘ad a bit of bad luck at the tables. There was a cheat in the group, I swear.” He scratched his crotch. “‘Tis just as well, though. I’d ‘ate to catch me death.”
This must be Rat, Alexandra realized, the man Nathaniel had told Trenton to expect. She wrinkled her nose. The alcohol on his breath was only slightly stronger than his body odor.
“Who’s the lady?” he asked.
“You don’t know the duke’s daughter?” Nathaniel’s gaze darted from Rat to Alexandra, and a flicker of hope made Alexandra’s heart beat faster.
“You see?” she said. “He doesn’t know me because I’m not Lady Anne. I’m a seamstress from Manchester. And I have to get to London without further delay—”
Nathaniel’s fingers tightened painfully on her arm.
“I’ve never seen Lady Anne,” Rat said. “Spends most ‘er time in London at the family town ‘ouse. But I’ve ‘eard she’s a beauty, an’ I’d ‘ave to agree.” He whistled as he looked Alexandra over. “She’s a fancy piece, eh?”
A lighter had been lowered from the clipper, and two men rowed toward them. Alexandra knew in a matter of minutes she’d be taken aboard Nathaniel’s ship, where she’d be unable to escape.
“Listen to me.” She laid her hand on Nathaniel’s arm.
He rounded on her. “No, you listen to me. One moment you don’t know my father, the next you admit to being his daughter, depending upon your whims. But I’ll tell you something. For better or for worse, it no longer matters. I can’t risk letting you go. The life of my friend might depend upon it. So whether or not your outlandish story is true, you’re along for the voyage. Do you understand?”
Alexandra glared at him as the boat drew up at the water’s edge and two men climbed out. “I hope my father destroys you,” she said at last, knowing that, whether she liked it or not, being Lady Anne was now the safest alternative available to her. As long as Nathaniel believed he had something to gain by taking care of her and protecting her from the others, not to mention the perils of life at sea, she would be relatively safe on the ship. But the moment her captor discovered her true identity, she had no guarantee.
“Our father may do just that, little sister. But mark my words, I’ll topple him from his lofty perch before I go, so you’d do well to accustom yourself to wearing that dress. It might be the last fancy gown you own.”
Alexandra jerked away and headed toward the boat on her own.
Rat, chuckling, followed behind her. “Greystone and his family are a spirited bunch,” she heard him tell Nathaniel. “I’d not turn my back on ‘er if I was ye.”
Nathaniel didn’t respond. He caught up with her easily enough, then waved the rowers back into the boat. Wrapping his arm around Alexandra’s waist, he lifted her in, and once Rat had climbed aboard, they set out for the ship.
Alexandra turned to watch the near-empty dock as they moved away. It was too late now, she realized in despair. She’d miss her aunt for sure.
Trenton was waiting for them when they arrived. He helped Alexandra into a ship with the words Royal Vengeance painted on its side.
Nathaniel began barking orders to the crew, most of whom appeared to be mesmerized by the appearance of a woman on their ship. “Trenton, take her to my cabin so that I can get something done up here,” he told his friend, and Trenton took Alexandra by the elbow.
“I’ll not spend another night with him.” She looked pointedly at Nathaniel.
“Perhaps you’d rather spend the night with them.” Nathaniel indicated the rest of the crew. “There’s plenty of room below. I’m sure Trenton can locate a hammock for you, though I doubt you’ll need one of your own.”
Alexandra shivered as her eyes scanned the eager faces of the pirates. “N-n-no,” she stammered. “Your cabin will be fine.”
“As I thought.” Nathaniel gave her a mocking bow, then turned to his work.
Trenton took her to a large cabin that reflected the masculine tastes of the ship’s owner. An outsized bed was flush against one wall with a large sea chest at its foot. A desk, strewn with maps and other documents, sat below a round window; a small washstand stood opposite it; and a table and four chairs rested on a rug in the middle of the floor.
“Make yourself comfortable,” Trenton said. “I shan’t tie you up, but for your own sake, stay put. No one will dare bother you here.”
“But you don’t think—”
“There are thirty men aboard this ship, my lady. I can’t give you any guarantees. Just stay close to Nathaniel, and you’ll be all right.”
The door slammed, and Trenton was gone, but his words still rang in her ears. For your own sake… stay close to Nathaniel.
The last thing Alexandra wanted was to stay close to Nathaniel. He was to blame for everything.
But some fates were far worse than others.
 
* * *
 
Alexandra woke abruptly as the cabin door banged against the inside wall and Nathaniel strode in, looking exhausted. The sun’s rays bathed the cabin in a mellow light, testifying to the passage of many hours. The rocking of the ship indicated that they were well on their way.
Alexandra sat up, still tired, but suddenly wary.
“Sleep well, little sister?” he asked, crossing to the desk and lowering his tall frame into the chair.
“I wish you wouldn’t call me that,” Alexandra responded.
“You loathe our familial connection as much as our father does, eh?”
“More so, if that’s possible. You’re a pirate, a thief, and a brigand. No longer a mere babe.”
He laughed. “At least your reasons are more valid than his.” He dug through the papers on his desk, pulling a creased map from the stack and spreading it out before him.
“What happens if—”
Nathaniel raised a hand to silence her, his attention on his work. “No questions.”
Alexandra watched him from beneath her lashes. Despite his arrogance, and his frightening temper, Nathaniel was handsome, she had to give him that. She wondered what the duke looked like. Surely he was attractive, if Nathaniel resembled him in the least.
“Is there a reason for such intense scrutiny?” he asked, leaning back in his chair and crossing his long legs out in front of him. “Perhaps I can be of some help. Should you manage to gain possession of my dagger again, it would best be placed here, between these two ribs. Otherwise, you might only wound me.” He gave her a sudden disarming smile, proving that his mood had finally improved now that they were safely away.
Alexandra couldn’t help but wonder what she would have thought of Nathaniel Kent had she met him under different circumstances. As it was, his frightening intensity and criminal activities kept her from admiring him too greatly.
“What do you expect the duke, er, my father will do?” she asked.
He quirked an eyebrow at her. “I said, no questions. As long as you stay here with me, you’ll be safe.”
“That’s rather like telling the rabbit not to worry about the wolf,” Alexandra muttered, and Nathaniel laughed out loud.
“Perhaps.” Standing, he pulled the queue from the back of his neck, letting the full thickness of his hair fall to his shoulders. Alexandra thought of the pale-faced nobles she had seen about the streets of Man-Chester. Nathaniel looked nothing like them. His skin was too dark, the planes of his face too hard. He might wish to take his place amongst the aristocracy, but he didn’t belong where a plethora of rules and other minutiae would govern his behavior. Somehow the role of pirate suited him better.
“I need some rest,” he said. “Mind you don’t bother me while I sleep.”
Alexandra paced around the room, keeping her distance as he stretched out facedown on the bed. “I’m hungry,” she told him, wondering how long she’d have to wait to be fed if she let him settle in for a good long nap.
“I’d forgotten about the size of your appetite.” His voice was muffled by the bedding. “The galley is below. Help yourself.”
“Dare I leave here? Trenton made running about the ship sound unsafe.”
“It is.”
“But you just told me to go to the galley if I wanted to.”
No response.
“Should I go or not? Surely you don’t expect me to wait until you’ve had your rest.”
Nothing.
“Ohhhh, you’re contemptible!” Alexandra grabbed a brass-rimmed compass and hurled it across the room, narrowly missing Nathaniel’s head. She reached for something else to throw, anything that would make a good projectile, but when Nathaniel sprang to his feet, she backed away.
“I-I-I’m sorry,” she managed, forcing her eyes to meet his icy blue stare.
“I’ll not be threatened in my own cabin.” He loomed above her, advancing until he stood less than an arm’s length away.
Alexandra felt the wall at her back and realized she could retreat no farther. She shook her head. “No, of course not.”
“Right now, my need for sleep is greater than your need for food.” She could feel his breath on her face, smelling faintly of citrus.
“Of course it is.”
“I’m glad we finally agree.” Taking her by her upper arm, he dragged her across the room.
“What are you doing?” Alexandra tried to free herself, but his grip was like iron. “I’m not tired.”
Tossing her on the bed, Nathaniel lay down beside her and wrapped his legs and arm around her to hold her still. “Now you can’t get into any trouble.”
Alexandra writhed and squirmed until he held her so tightly she could scarcely breathe.
“Go to sleep,” he commanded. “Or I’ll tie you up and take your clothes from you.”
“You wouldn’t.” Her gaze lifted to Nathaniel’s face, only inches away from her own, and what she saw there convinced her that he would. She immediately stopped fighting.
“That’s better,” he said, and though he was too close to tell for sure, Alexandra could have sworn a grin tugged at the corners of his mouth.
She lay stiff as a board in his arms as his breath brushed her temple. His heart thumped beneath her arm, and his sinewy leg rested heavily upon her while the smell of the sea, which clung to him, filled her nostrils. She hated him, she thought vehemently. Yet her skin tingled beneath his touch long after his body relaxed. She would have escaped him then, except the warmth and comfort of being where she was somehow overcame her, and she slept.
 
* * *
 
When Alexandra opened her eyes again, Nathaniel was gone. She was relieved to find herself alone, yet strangely disappointed as well. She climbed off the bed and crossed to the porthole. The sun was high in the sky. Nathaniel couldn’t have slept more than a few hours.
Turning back, she allowed herself a small sigh. What was she to do throughout the day? The cabin was barely twelve feet wide and only slightly deeper, and contained few items with which to amuse oneself.
She went to the washstand where she spied a hairbrush. Next to it lay tooth powder and a new toothbrush. Evidently Nathaniel had anticipated her needs.
Using the small, diamond-shaped mirror hanging above, Alexandra tarried over her hair, brushing the long tresses until they shone. After she washed her face and hands and cleaned her teeth, she felt enormously better, except that the rest of the afternoon yawned before her with absolutely nothing in store. And she was hungry.
She moved restlessly about, examining the maps and papers on Nathaniel’s desk, straightening the covers on the bed. It was her first day at sea, and she was already bored. She wished she could go topside and see, firsthand, a sailor’s world. But the thought of the unsavory men who worked for Nathaniel made her reject that possibility, just as it made her reluctant to search out the galley, as Nathaniel had suggested earlier.
Alexandra’s eyes lighted on Nathaniel’s trunk. What would a man such as he treasure? Gold or silver? Objects stolen from the duke? She crossed the room and knelt down next to his chest.
Surprised to find it unlocked, Alexandra sent a glance toward the door. There was no lock to bar Nathaniel’s entry. She would have little warning if he returned. Still, the pirate captain was so different from other men that she wondered what drove him—beyond an unhealthy hatred for his father.
Despite a prick of conscience, she lifted the lid. It was Nathaniel, after all, who had brought her here, he who was to blame for her boredom. The least he could do was to share what little entertainment the cabin afforded.
A beautiful sword, possibly an antique, rested atop a suit of clothes any man could wear to court and not be found wanting. Alexandra fingered the rich fabric, noting the precise stitches. Whoever had constructed the expensive clothing was a talented seamstress. But then, Nathaniel would look good in anything. He was a tailor’s dream, with a physique that easily lent itself to rich garb.
If only his character were as flawless.
Below the formal clothing, Alexandra was delighted to find several books ranging in subject matter from the philosophy of Marcus Aurelius to herbal medicine. She scanned the titles, hoping for something to interest her, and was pleased to discover a compilation of Lord Byron’s poems. She thumbed through the well-worn pages, then set the volume on the bed.
Digging deeper, Alexandra pulled out other articles of men’s clothing similar to those she had seen Nathaniel wear, along with a length of white cotton fabric. Her fingers itched to sew, something she never dreamed they’d do after the long hours she’d put in since her mother’s death. Still, there had been a time when she had loved her needle.
She pulled the fabric out to ascertain its size, and as she did so, a small miniature of a woman fell to the floor.
Who is this? Alexandra wondered as she retrieved the picture. Nathaniel’s sweetheart? The woman’s thick, long hair began at a widow’s peak and was pulled back and piled on top of her head. Her wide eyes gazed unblinkingly back at Alexandra, holding a touch of… what? Sorrow? Tenderness? Alexandra couldn’t say. But she had to admit that the woman was exceptionally beautiful.
A knock at the door startled Alexandra. Dropping the miniature back into the chest, she quickly folded the fabric on top of it and replaced the other articles, including the poetry.
“Who is it?” she called when all appeared as it should.
“M’lady? Don’t be frightened. ‘Tis only me, Tiny.”
Alexandra breathed a sigh of relief. Of all the pirates, Tiny seemed the most kind.
“I brought ye somethin’ to eat,” he said.
Alexandra opened the door. “I’m starving. Thank you.”
He ducked into the room. The low ceiling made it impossible for him, like Nathaniel, to stand at his full height. “The cap’n sent me.”
“I see. I thank you anyway.” Alexandra took the tray from Tiny’s huge hands.
“Is there anythin’ else ye be needin’?”
She shook her head, eager to start on the meal, then called the big man back when he turned to go. “Tiny, do you think it’s safe for me to go topside?”
He appeared surprised. “‘Course it is, m’lady. Ain’t a man ‘ere that wouldn’t rather die than find ‘imself on the cap’n’s bad side. No one will ‘arm ye. If they even look like they might, I’ll give ‘em a good thump myself.”
Alexandra couldn’t resist a smile. “Thank you, Tiny. You’re very kind.”
“‘Tis the least I can do.” He looked uncomfortable as he added, “Under the circumstances.”
After Tiny left, Alexandra ate with relish, surprised that the meal, which consisted of boiled mutton, suet pudding, and steamed rice and vegetables, was as tasty as it was. Evidently Nathaniel didn’t lack for much now, she thought bitterly, remembering the expensive clothes and the sword in his trunk—not to mention the cost of his books.
Setting her dishes aside, Alexandra retrieved the volume of poetry and settled herself to read. But it wasn’t long before she was bored again, and the lure of the upper deck finally overcame any hesitancy she felt about going there. She had never been on a ship, though she had heard much about sailing from some of the old tars with whom Willy drank. Even they waxed eloquent when speaking of the beauty of the open sea, and she longed to view it for herself.
Banking on Tiny’s words and the loyalty of Nathaniel’s crew to their captain, Alexandra left the cabin and made her way forward until she stood beneath the open hatch. A patch of clear blue sky could be seen beyond, nothing more, though Alexandra could hear the movement of men above her, their voices rising and falling with the wind.
She gathered her nerve and climbed the ladder, unprepared for the boisterous gale that hit her full in the face as she emerged. It snatched her breath away and nearly blew her back down the hatch.
Alexandra gasped and steadied herself with one of the cables that moored the main mast to the deck. The ship was a world of rope and canvas and wood. Rope raised and lowered the sails, created ladders and footholds for the men, even caulked between the planks to keep the ship watertight. The white of the sails was the only relief from the brown of everything else, except for the small spot of color at the stern where the British flag waved.
The air was colder than Alexandra had expected, but her heart thrilled to the feel of the ship heaving beneath her feet. Saltwater sprayed her face as they plowed through the waves, the sails above cracking as loudly as guns.
“M’lady, ye should ‘ave a cloak or somethin’.” Tiny had spotted her and lumbered toward her as he spoke. “‘Ere, take my coat.”
Shrugging out of his massive, well-worn coat, Tiny generously offered it, and Alexandra gratefully accepted. She wanted to spend more time above decks and knew she’d be chilled through within minutes if she didn’t put something on.
“Thank you,” she called above the wind, smiling. “What a spectacular view.”
Tiny grunted, glancing around him. Then something, or someone, caught his eye, and he turned to go, mumbling, “Best get back to work—”
Alexandra stopped him with a hand on his arm. “Your tailor isn’t quite as gifted as your fierce captain’s, I’m afraid.” She indicated a tear in his sleeve that had been hastily mended, most likely by Tiny himself. “Why don’t you bring your shirt to me tonight and let me do that justice? I’m rather handy with a needle.”
Tiny flushed, looking as embarrassed as he was surprised. “I wouldn’t want to trouble ye none.”
“It will only take a moment. Surely your captain wouldn’t mind if I put myself to some good task.”
Alexandra turned to look behind her, searching for Nathaniel. He wasn’t hard to find. He stood at the wheel, the wind flowing through his hair, his legs planted firmly apart on the rolling deck. He watched the two of them with a speculative eye, and Alexandra guessed it was he who caused Tiny’s discomfiture.
“I’d better get back,” the big man said, and hurried away.
Alexandra smiled as she watched him go. She’d told Nathaniel that she was a seamstress by trade, but there was hardly a lady in England who couldn’t sew. Mending Tiny’s shirt certainly wouldn’t give her away. And she could use a few friends in her strange new world.
She turned to make her way over to the side, but Rat intercepted her before she reached it.
“Ye look fresh an’ lovely, m’lady. Even a bit flushed.” His foul breath washed over Alexandra, making her take a step back. “Seems last night agreed with ye.”
“I slept well,” Alexandra replied, unable to miss his more subtle meaning. “Too bad your daring captain didn’t rest as easily. The floor of his cabin makes a rather unsatisfactory bed, I’m afraid.”
Rat snickered. “If ‘e spent the night on the floor, than ‘e’s a bigger fool than most men.”
“Or you are.” Alexandra stood ramrod straight. “Regardless of where Mr. Kent and I stand in each other’s esteem, we are related. If I remember the sharpness of your captain’s sword with any degree of accuracy, you’d be wise to remember that.”
“What? Ye think ‘e’d test the point of ‘is sword for ye?” Rat scoffed. “‘E ‘as no love nor loyalty in ‘im. An’ you can remember this: when ‘e’s done with ye, I’ll be waitin’—”
Unwilling to hear more, Alexandra whirled and stalked over to the railing. Below, the waves fanned out in neat furrows, but she barely noticed. Her hands were shaking, her knees weak. How could she protect herself from Rat? If—when, Alexandra corrected herself—the pirates found out she wasn’t Lady Anne, Nathaniel might no longer provide the buffer between herself and his men that he did now.
Nathaniel’s voice at her elbow made her turn. “What’s wrong?” he asked. “The smell of a servant too repulsive for your refined senses?”
Alexandra gave him as scornful a look as she could muster under the circumstances. “Indeed. And it seems the air is not about to clear. I think I shall go below.” With that, she stumbled back to the hatch, feeling more than ever that she must find some way to escape.
 
* * *
 
Nathaniel watched Anne go, wondering what Rat said to upset her. She’d looked happy, almost exuberant one minute, and the next, her entire countenance had changed. But he was in no mood to coax anything out of a spoiled young woman. She had provided them little protection from the duke thus far, and he feared for Richard. Was Anne enough to keep his friend safe? How could he swing the odds back into his favor?
His half sister had finally quit denying her identity, but Nathaniel could only wonder at her story. The calluses on her hands were a mystery. Though Trenton adamantly denied the possibility, if Anne was indeed Alexandra, a seamstress, then Richard was as good as dead. The duke was the kind of man to mete out his own justice, quickly and efficiently. Nathaniel doubted Greystone would bother to give him a fair trial first.
“Captain?”
Nathaniel glanced up to see Trenton standing beside him.
“How’s our little charge?”
“She’s not the docile lady I expected her to be.”
Trenton chuckled. “No. The duke is probably grateful we’ve taken her off his hands.”
Nathaniel scowled, succumbing to the foulness of his mood. “I don’t know what he’s up to.”
“You want to tell me why we’re going to the Crimea?”
“Rat says that three ships will be leaving Bristol on Wednesday. Two are headed for China, no doubt opium runs, but the Eastern Horizon will be sailing for Russia.”
Trenton rubbed his chin. “Haven’t we intercepted the Eastern Horizon once already?”
“She was the second ship we took.”
“Why Russia?”
“That’s what I want to know. Maybe it’s a decoy, the message a plant, and my father’s trying to protect the other two. Or he’s hoping we’ll get ourselves killed over there.” Nathaniel chuckled without mirth. “It could even be something else.”
Trenton’s eyebrows shot up. “Such as?”
Nathaniel shook his head. “I don’t know. But it can’t bode well that a ship of my father’s would be sailing to a port he’s never sailed to before—”
“We don’t know that for sure,” Trenton interrupted.
“Well, he hasn’t sailed there in recent years, anyway. So why now? I’m sure you’ve heard about the Ultimatissimum. England has officially given Russia until April thirtieth to vacate the Baltic states, or we go to war. You don’t really expect the czar to lose face with his own people by complying with our demands, do you? War is inevitable.”
“But the Crown is giving great latitude to merchants. The Queen is intent upon keeping the effects of the coming war at a minimum. Maybe your father has decided to trade in timber or hemp.”
“I can’t imagine that. My father has specialized in opium, textiles, sugar, and tobacco for so long, trading with either the United States or China, that it seems out of character.”
“So we’re going to intercept the Eastern Horizon and find out what’s going on?”
“Exactly.”
Trenton spat over the railing. “The Horizon’s captain’s not going to like a second go-round. He was furious the last time.”
“Frenchmen are always passionate about something.”
“What about the ships destined for China?”
“They won’t be carrying much until they stop at Calcutta. Which reminds me, what about the opium from last week’s take? Did you make sure that every last crate was dumped into the sea?”
Trenton nodded. “Aye, but I hated to do it. Opium is worth quadruple the value of any other cargo we’ve taken.”
“Just remember the war, my friend. You agreed with me then.”
“I still do. The opium habit is a cursed thing. I’m just getting greedy in my old age.” He waved a hand. “It all seems so futile. Even if we dump it, there’s tons more reaching the shores of China every day.”
“I don’t want any part of it, regardless,” Nathaniel insisted. “England may have won the right through brute strength to import opium into China, and I may have helped her do it. But I’m out of service now, and I refuse to make money from the trade.” He grinned. “Raiding my father’s ships is definitely more to my liking. That way, only he gets hurt, not thousands who live each day for another pipe.”
“We might not think it’s so much to our liking if we ever get caught,” Trenton muttered. “This last escape was a little too narrow for my comfort. What if Mary hadn’t sent Rat to warn us? Newgate isn’t a pleasant place to spend the rest of one’s life, you know.”
Nathaniel measured Trenton with his eyes. “My father is an impatient man. I don’t think he would bother with Newgate.”
 
* * *
 
Alexandra glanced up as Nathaniel walked into the cabin, then finished biting off the thread she had used to mend Tiny’s shirt. She had been relaxed, almost enjoying the solitude of her work, until the pirate captain appeared. His presence always unnerved her.
She tried to ignore him as she leaned toward the candle to better examine her handiwork.
“What are you doing?” he asked.
“Tiny needed some help.” Alexandra neatly folded in her lap the shirt she had mended. “You don’t expect me to sit idle the entire voyage, do you?”
Nathaniel watched her dubiously. “Forgive my skepticism, but such selfless service on behalf of a poor sailor hardly seems compatible with your station and upbringing. Not to mention your character. I feel it only fair to warn you that he wouldn’t betray me or his mates. Not for all the shirts in Bond Street. Or even a beautiful woman.”
Alexandra’s spine stiffened. “A pirate counsels me on character?”
“Hardly a pirate.” Nathaniel crossed to the bed and shrugged out of his shirt. “But since you’ve taken it upon yourself to do some mending, perhaps you’ll see to this. I just tore the seam.” He tossed his shirt into her lap.
Alexandra tried to hold her gaze away from Nathaniel’s tanned chest, but it seemed to wander there almost of its own volition. He stood facing her, his shoulders square, the muscles of his arm chiseled as if hewn in stone. A blush rose to her cheeks as the memory of that chest, solid against her back, flashed unbidden in her mind.
“No.” She stood and placed the garment on the desk. The shirt was still warm and smelled of Nathaniel, heating her blood in a way she had never experienced before. She dared not touch it.
She turned away so she would no longer be tempted to stare at the handsome spectacle he made. What was there about this man that titillated her every nerve? “I’ll sew when and for whom I want. I’m not one of your men. You’ll not command me.”
Alexandra heard his tread on the floor behind her, but she held her ground until Nathaniel reached over her shoulder to run a thumb lightly over her jawline and slowly down her neck. Then she couldn’t restrain a shiver.
“What’s wrong?” he murmured. “Must you list to ensnare Tiny’s humble heart? I am the only one who can set you free. Am I too much of a beast?”
“I have no desire to ensnare your heart or any other. Tiny was simply kind, and I—I—” Alexandra forgot what she was about to say as Nathaniel’s lips replaced his thumb at her nape.
“I’m your sister,” she gasped, trying to whirl away. But her words sounded unconvincing, even to herself, and he easily restrained her.
Turning her to face him, he asked, “Are you?” His eyes glimmered with a light Alexandra had never seen there before as he moved closer, so close that his sweet-smelling breath fanned her cheek. “Would my sister let me touch her like a lover? Kiss the slim column of her throat?”
His head bent to follow the suggestion of his words, and for Alexandra, the world stopped revolving. Swaying toward him, she could think of little besides the yearning to feel his mouth on hers.
She hated this man. Why was she doing this? she wondered, as his arm curved behind her back, pulling her against him. His mouth was only a fraction of an inch away when her befuddled brain finally produced the answer that had momentarily eluded her: He’s testing me. He wants to know if I’m Anne or the seamstress I claim to be.
Suddenly the terrifying picture of Rat’s leering face conjured in Alexandra’s mind, and she remembered how essential it was that Nathaniel believe her to be his sister. Rat was waiting for when she was no longer valuable to Nathaniel, for when he discarded her, as he would if he learned the truth.
Denying herself the very sweetness she longed to taste, she shoved Nathaniel away with a strength born of panic. “How dare you?” She attempted to put as much loathing into her words as she could muster. “I’m your sister.”
Nathaniel’s breathing was ragged as he continued to stare into her eyes. He wet his lips, as if he would kiss her still; then with a heavy sigh, pulled back.
“Aye. You’re a heartless wench,” he said, and with that he turned on his heel and left.


 
 
Chapter 6
 

 
It was dusk, and difficult to see very far, even with a glass. After patrolling the Mediterranean Sea for more than a week, Nathaniel was ready to give up. No Greystone ships were to be found. The message Rat had delivered must have been garbled, or the schedule of shipments altered. Either scenario was entirely possible.
Nathaniel strode to the wheel. “Tack to the east and make another pass. If we don’t find anything, we’ll head back come morning,” he told the ship’s navigator.
The boat shifted as his instructions were carried out, and the Vengeance’s course was set for another sweeping circle. They moved at a moderate speed, sails billowing like huge pillows in the sky, while Nathaniel watched the sun melt into the water.
The color of the ocean darkened to inky black, mirroring the stars that began to shine overhead, and he thought he would never leave the sea. It was the mother he never knew, his teacher, his healer, his friend.
“Are we going to head back?” Trenton came to stand beside his captain, and Nathaniel’s eyes shifted to his friend’s face.
“Aye. I thought it strange that a ship of my father’s would put in at a Russian port. Although England has yet to declare war, it is only a matter of time. Soon English ships will no longer be allowed in Russian ports like those of neutrals.”
“Ever since the Russians destroyed the Turkish squadron at Sinope last November, war has been inevitable,” Trenton agreed, propping himself against the railing. “England can hardly allow her ally to sustain such aggression without some kind of support. If Czar Nicholas takes Constantinople, he’ll control the overland route to India.”
“Regardless of our allies, England could never stand for that.” Nathaniel sighed, watching the dim shadow of Garth climb about the rigging, trimming and adjusting the sails. “My father has eluded us, this time. But there will be other opportunities.”
“Do you think he purposely leaked faulty information?”
“Perhaps.”
“Is Rat in league with Greystone?”
“No, he wouldn’t have placed his life in our hands if he were. I think the schedule was altered after we received our information. If my father was wise, he would make more last-minute changes.”
Trenton grunted, then moved away as Nathaniel looked heavenward.
If only life could be so peaceful, Nathaniel thought, his mind once again returning to his half sister. After the day he had almost kissed her, he had ordered a hammock strung in his cabin. He slept there himself, giving Anne the bed. He’d offered no explanation, nor could he think of a good one. Nathaniel only knew that he avoided any contact with her because the test he had given her had backfired. He had meant to finally put his mind to rest concerning her identity. But that was hardly the outcome of their brief encounter. Now touching her was what he craved most.
He pictured her long blond tresses curling down around her face, her large green eyes gazing up at him with their thick, sooty lashes, and couldn’t help but smile. She was beautiful. And stubborn. And courageous. And so damn tempting that sometimes he couldn’t sleep for listening to her every movement in the bed.
Nathaniel swore. How could a man desire his own sister? It wasn’t natural. But there were times when he wanted to caress her tenderly, to protect her from the world, and to his utter mortification, feel her soft flesh beneath him.
He had to think of a way to rescue Richard, he decided, and rid himself of Anne at the earliest opportunity.
 
* * *
 
At dawn Alexandra braved the sailors and the chill air to visit the deck. She stood near the bulwarks, gazing out to sea, enjoying a rare moment of tranquility.
Though the sun peeked over the horizon, the water was still dark and glassy, with occasional white foaming waves that splashed high into the air. The sight captivated her. She had not seen its equal for beauty. But even the prospect of such a spectacular view had not been the reason Alexandra had left the cabin and risked running into Rat again. Nathaniel was. He had washed, shaved, and brushed his teeth before leaving their cabin only moments before, and she had followed him.
What was it about him, she thought irritably, that made her listen for his step at the door, hear his voice amid the hum of many others? He was a blackguard.
He looked dangerous, stealthy, full of grace and power. Yet he was not like the usual ruffian. No common slang marred his speech, and an air of authority, even magnetism, flowed from him. Alexandra could hardly keep her eyes on the splendor before her, knowing that he stood nearby.
“…we’ll stop there next trip…”
She enjoyed the rich timbre of his voice as she listened to him talk to Garth somewhere behind her, and she thought about the fabric she had found in his trunk. She longed to create something with it, but the garment that kept coming to mind was none other than a full dress shirt for the pirate captain himself, which made no sense at all. Why would she want to please him? Or was it simply that his physique so easily lent itself to the creation of beauty?
Alexandra allowed herself a sidelong glance at Nathaniel, then felt the blood rise in her cheeks when she found him watching her. She looked quickly back to the east, trying to ignore him, but a moment later he came to stand beside her.
“Have you ever seen anything more beautiful?” she asked, growing uncomfortable when he didn’t speak.
“Only you,” he said.
Startled, Alexandra looked up into his face. She expected him to turn his words into some kind of a taunt, but he looked in earnest.
“I’ve done everything I can do to improve this dress with my needle,” she said, unsure how to respond to the compliment. “Washing it in seawater has all but ruined it and makes me itch like mad.”
“I could lend you something else, but I doubt my clothes would do justice to your form.”
Alexandra raised an eyebrow, remembering her part as Lady Anne. “Wear men’s clothing? Never.”
“Perhaps I shouldn’t give you a choice. It’s foolish to be so uncomfortable.”
John interrupted them then, and Nathaniel excused himself. Striding off to settle some issue between the cook and the purser, he left Alexandra to puzzle over his unpredictable behavior. She never knew what to expect from him.
She lingered on the deck until the sun grew bright and full, then went below to find a hip bath sitting in the middle of the floor.
“Oh!” she exclaimed, rushing over to feel the water. It was fresh, and warm as well. She longed to rid her body of the salt that made her skin miserably dry, but a knock interrupted her before she could remove her clothes.
“Come in,” Alexandra called, afraid to turn her head away from the bath for fear it would disappear.
Charlie, the ship’s cook, entered. He carried a pail of water, his frown so deep it reminded Alexandra of the lines on the face of a wooden puppet.
“As if the captain doesn’t bathe enough already,” he grumbled, eyeing her resentfully. “Now we got to be haulin’ water for the enemy’s kin. But I ain’t never ‘ad to heat it before.”
The buxom woman tattooed on Charlie’s arm danced as he poured the water out of his pail, and Alexandra suppressed a giggle of delight, unaffected by the cook’s displeasure. She couldn’t imagine what had motivated Nathaniel to provide her with such a rare treat, but at that moment she could have kissed his feet.
“That’s the last of it,” Charlie muttered as he left.
“Thank you.” Alexandra twirled in circles once the door closed behind him. She’d had nothing but sponge baths for a week and was anxious to enjoy the real thing—until she remembered that the cabin door had no lock. Nathaniel had had it removed before she ever boarded the Vengeance, refusing her the option of locking it against him. Now Alexandra feared he, or someone else, might interrupt her.
Letting her fingers dangle, she felt the water quickly losing its precious heat.
She couldn’t waste such a luxury, she reasoned. Charlie had gone to a great deal of trouble, and fresh water was too precious aboard a ship.
Retrieving the cake of soap from the washstand and setting it within easy reach of the bath, she undid the myriad of tiny buttons that descended from her collar to her waist. The gown fell past her hips to the floor. She laid it across the bed, then hurriedly removed her undergarments and stepped in.
“Ohhhh,” she groaned, hunching down until the water rose up to her neck. Sinking beneath it, she scrubbed her head, then lathered her body.
Once clean, Alexandra lingered, unwilling to get out until the water’s heat had completely dissipated—or she turned into a prune, which happened sooner than she would have liked. Rising, she felt the chill of the drafty cabin as she began to dry off.
No sooner had she wrapped the towel around herself than Nathaniel opened the door.
“I’m sorry. I thought I had given you ample time—” He stopped as his gaze traveled from the top of Alexandra’s wet head to her cleavage, over the round curve of her hips and down to her bare calves and feet. Instead of turning away with a mumbled apology as a gentleman surely would have, he stared at her with such hunger that she wondered if she might be his next meal.
Instinctively she raised her hands to shield her breasts from his view, then realized they were covered already.
“I—I—” Her words died at the passion in his eyes. Tearing her own gaze from Nathaniel’s face, she turned away, and when she looked back over her shoulder, he was gone.
That night Nathaniel came in late. Alexandra heard him strip in the dark and get into the cold bath and scrub his hair. Silently she rolled over in the bed to see if she could catch a glimpse of his muscular torso, but the moonlight filtering in through the porthole was too dim. She could only hear his movements and smell the soap he lathered over his body.
In her imagination, it was her fingers that moved over his skin, not his own. She felt every ripple of muscle, the thickness of his hair, the straightness of his back, the broadness of his shoulders…
Alexandra squeezed her eyes shut and swallowed hard. What was wrong with her? Dreaming of Nathaniel was madness. He was a criminal. She was his captive. Yet the moment he stepped from the bath, she pictured the water running off his wide chest and down over his long legs.
She knew when he finally dressed and got into his hammock. And she continued to hear every move he made for hours afterward.
 
* * *
 
At dawn, when the first rays of the sun streaked across the sky like long, purple fingers, Nathaniel was already on deck. He had left Anne sleeping, curled into a tight ball. She had stirred often in the night, and once had even whimpered. He knew because he hadn’t slept himself. He’d tossed and turned, unable to get the vision of her wrapped in that towel out of his mind, especially considering she was little more than an arm’s distance away. She was going to drive him mad if he didn’t get rid of her soon.
Charlie gave him a mug of tea. Nathaniel wrapped his hand around the warm cup, then called to his navigator to see how they were progressing on their return to London. Some of his crew moved sluggishly about the rigging, adjusting the sails and checking the rope as he took a sip of the hot brew.
“Ahoy, Captain,” John called. He had the early watch and sat on the fore-topgallant yard, looking out. “Vessel on the windward side.”
Nathaniel handed his unfinished tea back to Charlie. “Can you see the flag?”
Charlie took the cup as a toothless grin split his face. “You think that be the one?”
Nathaniel didn’t answer. He had expected to find his father’s ship closer to the Crimea, but perhaps it had been delayed. He began shouting orders, getting the crew ready just in case.
“The flag! Can you make out the flag?” Nathaniel prompted as John continued to squint through the glass without responding.
“Aye. She’s English all right.”
“And?”
Those crew members who had been lingering in their bunks now flooded the deck.
“‘Tis the Eastern Horizon.”
A chorus of approval broke from the men as Nathaniel sought out his first mate. Trenton stood on the quarterdeck, where he had been testing the wind and searching the skies for any sign of a storm.
“We’re in luck,” Trenton called, making his way toward Nathaniel. “If the weather holds. But Captain Montague was no pushover when we met him last. I wonder how he’ll react in a second go-round.”
Nathaniel shrugged. “You’d think that with as many ships as my father owns, we wouldn’t have to take the same one twice, at least not so soon. But Montague won’t put up much of a fight, not with Anne on board.”
“Do think your father realizes that we’ve taken her to sea with us?”
“Where else would we take her? Besides, doubt alone should be enough to forestall him, and if not, Montague understands the rules of the game. He knows we won’t harm his crew. Maybe he’ll be more cooperative this time.”
“I wouldn’t bet my life on it,” Trenton retorted.
Facing the black speck he now knew to be one of his father’s ships, Nathaniel shouted, “Full press sail. Chase her down. But be careful,” he added. “There’s no telling what new defense they might manage. We will come as no surprise to Montague.”
 
* * *
 
When the Eastern Horizon spotted the pirate ship, her captain turned her around and tried to run. It was not a wise decision, Nathaniel thought. She was so laden with cargo that she moved like a tugboat in the choppy water while his sleek, fast-cutting clipper fairly flew toward her. By the time the merchant brig was positioned for a fight, the Vengeance was little more than half a mile away.
Taking his own glass, Nathaniel climbed the mast. He was amazed to see almost forty men crawling about the deck of the Horizon, preparing shot for the ship’s four short carronades, a smaller and lighter version of regular cannons. “Take cover!” he barked. “They mean to fight.”
Seconds later the sound of cannon fire erupted, followed by the splash of shot plunging into the sea less than five feet off their bow. The Vengeance keeled slightly to leeward as it rode the resulting swell before answering with a burst of her own guns. Then both ships tried to position and reload for another round.
“Quickly, quickly,” Nathaniel prodded, sliding down to the deck. If they could get off a round before the Horizon, it might intimidate the brig’s crew, he thought. By no means did he want a prolonged fight.
“And… fire!” Nathaniel yelled the words only seconds before a second blast told him the Horizon had done the same. He braced for possible impact, knowing the small size of his ship was in his favor. He hoped it would be enough. No heavy cargo impaired the Vengeance’s movements, but Nathaniel was fighting four guns with only three—one long, thirty-two-pound swivel cannon amidships, and two brass guns.
“What’s happening?” Anne stumbled out onto the deck, struggling to keep her feet amid the violent rocking of the ship. Her eyes grew wide when she saw the Eastern Horizon and its guns, still smoking from its last volley. “They’re going to sink us!”
“Not if we get them first,” Garth grumbled from where he worked to clean a cannon muzzle of any remaining powder so he could reload.
“Go back to the cabin,” Nathaniel called, intercepting her before she could stray too far from the hatch. “It’s not safe up here.”
“Is it any safer below?”
Nathaniel could tell Anne was terrified. She glanced around as though in disbelief, but he had no time to calm her. “Go! Hurry!”
Another blast of shot sent the ship reeling, and Anne nearly fell back through the hatch. Only Nathaniel’s sure legs and quick reaction saved her. He reached out, holding her upright until she regained her balance. “Now go,” he insisted, “before you get hurt.”
Anne coughed on the acrid smoke that now concealed most of the deck, and turned back. To reassure himself of her safety, Nathaniel watched her go, wondering about the captain of the Eastern Horizon. The son of a passionate Frenchman and a cool English mother, Montague had fought better than expected the first time they had met. But he was proving more stubborn now, despite Anne’s presence.
What could possibly be so valuable that Greystone would risk her life to save it? Pride sometimes made a man do foolish things, but Nathaniel couldn’t fathom the duke firing upon his own daughter. For any reason. By all accounts, he doted on the offspring of his second marriage.
The same doubt that had flickered in Nathaniel’s mind since he had seen the calluses on Anne’s hands made him scowl. What if they had the wrong girl? What if Trenton was mistaken, the story Anne told them about being a needlewoman, true? Too many things didn’t make sense. The duke never responded to their offer to trade for Richard. Of course, his father had thought he had them regardless. But now one of Greystone’s ships fired upon them with seemingly no regard for Anne’s safety.
Fresh anger boiled within Nathaniel, making him more determined than ever to win the private war that raged between him and his father. If it was Anne with whom he’d shared his cabin these ten days past, his father was more despicable than Nathaniel had ever dreamed. And if it wasn’t, if Anne had somehow escaped unscathed, Nathaniel vowed that the Eastern Horizon would not be so lucky. He would take her for Richard.
Trenton approached, shaking his head. “They’re digging in, Captain. I think we can win the fight eventually, but we might end up sinking her in the process. How badly do you want this ship? It could get bloody.”
Staring at the Horizon, Nathaniel mulled over Trenton’s statement. He wanted the ship, more to discover his father’s purpose in sailing her than for any other reason. But he had no desire to kill innocent men or to sink a perfectly good brig.
“There’s no need to waste lives.” He squinted across the distance. “We’ll make as though we’re hit and pull away. Then we’ll follow at a safe distance and surprise Montague and his crew again before dark.”
Trenton whistled. “That kind of thinking is why you’re captain and I’m not.”
“Trenton?”
Nathaniel’s first mate turned back.
“How sure are you about Anne?”
Trenton shook his head, then spat. “If you would have asked me yesterday, I would have bet my life that we had our girl. I still think she could be none other. She looks like the woman I saw four years ago. And we all watched her go into Madame Fobart’s.”
“Still, I have a feeling—”
“Are you sure it’s not just wishful thinking?” Trenton cocked an eyebrow at his captain. “I’ve seen the way your gaze trails after her, and I don’t mind telling you that it’s got me a little nervous. She can be nothing but trouble for you, Nathaniel.”
“You’ve no need to warn me. I’m not some love-smitten boy, unfamiliar with the realities of life.”
Trenton stared at him for a moment. “Whatever you say,” he replied, and went to deliver the necessary orders.
 
* * *
 
Alexandra paced Nathaniel’s cabin, out of her mind with fear long after the explosions had ceased. The duke would stop at nothing to kill Nathaniel and his men. As pirates, their fate would not be undeserved. But what about her? Nathaniel assumed she brought them some kind of insurance she did not. And he was risking their lives based on that assumption. She had to convince him of the truth, for his own sake as well as hers.
Nathaniel’s step outside the cabin made Alexandra bite her lip. He was coming. Now was her chance. She rushed to the portal and flung the door wide, but it was not Nathaniel who approached. It was Rat.
“There’s the fair maiden,” he mocked, putting up a hand to block the door when she tried to shut it. “I guess yer father cares more for the money in ‘is pocket than ‘e does about protectin’ ye. Mayhap the cap’n will let us ‘ave a crack at ye now. Yer not worth much to ‘im anymore.” He forced his way into the room, closing the door behind him.
Alexandra backed away, stopping only when she bumped into Nathaniel’s desk. “He’s still my half brother and your captain,” she pointed out.
“‘E won’t mind if I ‘ave a little kiss.”
“He’ll not stand for you handling me like some common doxy.”
“I don’t see ‘im ‘ere to protect ye.” Rat bit off one long, jagged nail and spat it at the wall. “Besides, what can ‘e do after it’s all over? ‘E’s not goin’ to kill a man simply for sampling the sweetness of those virgin curves. Ye’ll be no worse for the wear.”
“Don’t come near me.” Alexandra’s heart raced in panic as dread filled her soul. The others were preoccupied with the ship they fought; she doubted anyone would hear her scream. And the cabin contained nothing she could use as a weapon. Nathaniel had seen to that the day they set sail.
Her eyes flicked to the door as her only hope. Perhaps she could make it into the passage before Rat set upon her.
“If yer father cares naught about ye, there’s no need to keep ye so safe anymore. Perhaps even the cap’n will take ‘is turn. Or is that where it lies? ‘As all yer seemin’ disdain been a cover for the two of ye keepin’ each other busy at night?”
The lustful gleam in Rat’s eyes nearly turned Alexandra’s stomach, and his words frightened her more than a little. She darted toward the door, feeling the air near her arm stir as Rat’s hand shot out to stop her.
He missed. She grasped the knob and started to turn it, then screamed as she felt his arms snake about her waist, pulling her back.
Alexandra twisted as they fell and used her nails to claw at Rat’s face, hoping to gouge his eyes or any other vulnerable part of his anatomy. But he kept his face turned away. She felt only the rough stubble of his beard beneath her hands. Still, a loud curse indicated a small victory as her nails raked his cheek.
“Ye little bitch,” he swore. “Ye think ye can stop me?”
He grunted as they rolled together. Alexandra kicked and flailed, but her blows only seemed to prolong the inevitable. Finally, panting with exertion, she lay immobile beneath the weight of Rat’s body while he undid his pants.
“Ye like it rough, eh?” he cackled, slapping Alexandra hard across the face.
Alexandra’s ears rang from the blow that left her face numb, but she revived to some degree and began to fight again, this time more desperately than before as Rat tried to wrench up her skirts.
Then the door swung open. Nathaniel filled the portal, a look of stunned surprise claiming his features right before rage descended and his fist sent Rat flying across the room.
“How dare you?” he snarled, crossing to pick the smaller man up by his disheveled clothes.
Rat cowered in the corner, the pallor of his skin white beneath the dark stubble that covered his cheeks, his lip bleeding. “It’s not what ye think, Cap’n. I was just givin’ ‘er a good scare, is all. I didn’t mean nothin’ by it. Look. She’s not ‘urt.”
Nathaniel threw a glance over his shoulder, surprising Alexandra with the murderous intent etched into the lines of his face. “I’ll hang you from the yardarm if I so much as see you look at her again. This is my cabin, and what’s inside belongs to me. Do you understand?”
The biceps of Nathaniel’s good arm bulged as he slammed Rat against the wall again to punctuate his words.
The small man nodded, swallowing audibly. “Aye, sir.”
“You deserve a good flogging. Fortunately for you, as well as her, I got here in time. Still, you’ll be confined below with nothing but bread and water for five days.” Nathaniel dragged him across the floor and threw him out into the hall with the promise that he would deal with him later.
Alexandra was still shaking when Nathaniel turned to help her up.
“Are you all right?”
“Yes,” she replied, but she felt far from fine. Her heart still hammered against her ribs, and her legs were too rubbery to stand.
Bending, Nathaniel picked her up, bearing the brunt of her weight with his good arm. He carried her to the bed where he laid her down and smoothed the hair out of her eyes. “I’m sorry,” he said. “Rat’s not one of my men. I can’t trust him like I can the others.”
Alexandra nodded, afraid her voice might crack if she tried to speak.
Nathaniel knelt next to the bed and lightly caressed the welt on her cheek. “I need to know something,” he said when silence stretched between them. “Are you the duke’s daughter?”
Alexandra stared back, willing herself not to glance away from the intense blue eyes that probed her face. Only moments before, she had felt it paramount that Nathaniel know the truth. But Rat had changed that. The memory of him attempting to force his sweaty body upon her made her shudder. Nothing was worse than leaving herself vulnerable to animals like him—nothing.
“Yes,” she whispered.
Nathaniel’s fingers tightened almost painfully on her chin. “Are you my sister?” he asked again, anger flashing across his face.
Alexandra licked her lips and swallowed. She could lose herself in his eyes, forget any earlier existence, forget everything beyond the moment. Rat’s attack had left her frightened and confused, yet Nathaniel provided an anchor with which to ground herself. He was so confident, so capable. She couldn’t lie to him any longer. The mere force of his will brought the truth to her lips.
“No,” she admitted. “I’m not.”
Alexandra wasn’t sure what she expected at that moment. She felt as though she hung suspended, waiting to fall.
“Alexandra.” She heard him use her name for the first time as his arm circled beneath her, half lifting her to him. He crushed her mouth with his lips, and she drank passion from his kiss until it filled all her senses. The rocking of the ship fell away, the cabin’s four walls fell away. There was only Nathaniel.
His tongue gently parted her lips, and she opened herself to him like a flower yawning before the sun. The heat of his body warmed her skin, yet burned within her. The thickness of his hair filled her hands.
Soon she began to crave something she could not identify. She wanted to press her body to him, to unite with him in some ancient yet indescribable way, as natural as when the snow melts on the mountains to run down into the sea.
Nathaniel’s breathing was rapid as he moved away from her lips to trail kisses down her throat. She pulled the tail of his shirt from his trousers and reached beneath to feel the muscles of his back, as she had longed to do. They rippled smoothly beneath her touch, thickening as her hands climbed to the full width of his shoulders.
“Alexandra. Beautiful Alexandra,” he murmured, making her shiver at the butterfly touch of his mouth on her skin. “How I have wanted to hold you.”
Alexandra closed her eyes at the sound of his voice. It was thick with desire, deep, throaty. She felt his mouth upon the swell of her cleavage, the heat of his breath. Then his hand closed around one breast, gently teasing the nipple through the fabric of her dress, until she pulled away.
His eyes were the color of the sea after sunset. He didn’t speak, but his gaze fastened to her face like that of a hungry wolf who watches the movements of a darting hare.
“I must not do this.” She shook her head, trying to rein in her emotions. She felt giddy, eager, deprived all in the same moment.
“Why? You want me as badly as I do you. Do you think I am so naive that I can’t recognize a woman’s desire?”
“What I want has nothing to do with it.”
“Desire has everything to do with it.” His brows lowered darkly, and he looked as though he would reach out and pull her to him despite her objections.
“Not if you’d known the sadness my mother carried with her all her days; the life she was forced to live.” Alexandra kept her distance, scooting across the bed as that part of her brain responsible for rational thought rallied from the blow her dazed senses had dealt it. “I’ll not make the same mistake. I won’t settle for anything less than a husband, a home, and children. And you can’t give me that.”
She saw Nathaniel’s Adam’s apple bob as he swallowed. He stared at her for a long time as though trying to master his own emotions. Slowly, he stood. “No,” he said. “I can’t give you that.” Then he turned and left.
 
* * *
 
It was midafternoon when Nathaniel ordered his crew to open fire once again on the Eastern Horizon. The brig turned to fight with seemingly more determination than before, but she was no match for the Vengeance. Obviously unprepared for further hostilities, the Horizon’s carronades managed only two shots for their every five. Still, she lasted longer than Nathaniel had expected, and he was relieved when a white flag finally ascended her main mast.
“What do you think?” Trenton came to stand beside him.
“I think we might be in trouble,” Nathaniel admitted.
His friend looked up at him in surprise. “You think it’s a trap?”
Nathaniel shrugged. “It doesn’t smell right. Something’s wrong.”
“What do you mean? Ships are like women. If they give up too easily, you’d be a fool to trust them.” Trenton grinned, then sobered. “Although I’ll be the first to admit that it’s strange the duke would fire upon his own daughter.”
“She’s not his daughter,” Nathaniel said.
“What?” Trenton rounded on him in alarm.
“She’s a seamstress from Manchester, like she said.”
“But how could she be?”
Nathaniel shook his head, then ran a hand through his hair. “I don’t know. But she isn’t Lady Anne.”
Trenton looked sheepish. “I’m responsible for the mistake. Perhaps if we’d detected it sooner… I just couldn’t imagine another woman emerging from that dress shop wearing the same clothes, with the same height and build. It’s uncanny.”
Nathaniel nodded. He didn’t blame Trenton. How could he, when he’d suspected their mistake for some time? Maybe, on some level, even from the beginning.
“You stay here,” he said, staring across the water toward the Eastern Horizon. Regardless of Alexandra and the poignant emotions any thought of her evoked, it was time to find out why his father had sent a ship to the Black Sea. “If I don’t come back, blow that damned boat out of the water.”
Trenton nodded. “That’s a bloody promise.”
Nathaniel’s long legs carried him quickly to the side, where his men lowered a boat. He checked the seven-inch knife he kept in his boot and primed the pistol at his belt, then climbed down, dropping into the lighter.
Tiny did likewise, nearly making the small boat keel over.
“Take it easy,” Nathaniel muttered crossly.
“Sorry, Cap’n.”
“Garth, you too,” Nathaniel directed.
Garth was smart in a fight and loyal to a fault. Nathaniel watched as he lowered his short, muscular frame into the boat, then the rowers hopped in behind him.
The boat moved across the chasm between the two ships in short, jerky strokes until the vast hull of the Eastern Horizon loomed before them, straight up. A rope ladder dangled to the water.
Nathaniel paused for a moment to listen. He had to be ready for anything. He had no idea what he might find, but there was only one way to find out.
Hoisting himself up, he climbed aboard.
The men of the Eastern Horizon stepped back, their weapons still in their belts. They remained docile but speculative as they cleared an open path to their captain.
“So we meet again.” Nathaniel bowed after crossing the deck to Montague. “I’ll not take much of your time. My demands have not changed since the last time we met.”
“You obviously care little for your own neck,” Montague ground out, his black mustache twitching as he spoke. “Eventually His Grace will win this little war you have started, and then I wouldn’t give three pence for your hide.”
“It is I who have won this day,” Nathaniel returned, eyeing the short, dark Frenchman. “And I have no desire to spar with you. If you and your crew will kindly step aside, we’ll take what we want and leave your ship intact. Otherwise, I’m afraid my jittery first mate will fear for my safety and begin firing at will.”
“Then let him fire.” A short, stocky man fought his way to the forefront, a boy who was barely a man, judging by his lack of facial hair. “If we go down, you go with us.”
The boy had removed his shirt, revealing a hairless, muscular chest. He clasped a knife tightly in his right hand. “I’ll not let you take this ship while I’m alive to protect it.”
Nathaniel laughed with calculated insult. “It would seem a bit late for that.”
The crew began to gather into an expectant circle, murmuring amongst themselves.
“‘E’s got but one arm,” Nathaniel heard a gruff voice announce as they began to place wagers. “An’ Jake’s the best among us,” someone else agreed.
“Jake is young and reckless. Ignore his childish bravado,” Montague said, waving for the men to quiet down.
“And you are a fool,” Jake hissed. “You are playing right into the hands of these thieves.”
“You, young man, are a danger to all those present,” Nathaniel told him, letting his voice drop to a menacing level. “You would do well to take lessons from an older and wiser sort, like your good captain, before you lose something you value. Like your life.”
“He is a coward! And you are a pig!” Jake made a lightning jab for the heart. His blade grazed Nathaniel’s shirt, leaving a tear that exposed the skin over his ribs as he whirled away.
Dropping to one knee, Nathaniel retrieved the knife from his boot, and the men who surrounded them hooted in gratification as the fight erupted.
Jake lunged again, and Nathaniel sprang to his feet. The boy was not so inexperienced as Nathaniel had expected. He fought with practiced skill, but he was overly aggressive. Nathaniel had seen eagerness cause a man’s downfall too many times. He dodged and jabbed and dodged again, but remained mostly on the defensive, patiently conserving his energy until Jake began to tire.
The cool wind reached inside Nathaniel’s shirt like fingers, pulling the fabric away from his perspiring torso as he began his own series of thrusts and jabs. His knife caught Jake’s forearm, opening a small cut that spurted blood, but Jake’s eyes barely glanced at the nick. Red-faced with fury, the boy lost all discipline and began a feverish onslaught, repeatedly aiming at Nathaniel’s heart.
Nathaniel managed to avoid the point of Jake’s knife, pressing his advantage when the momentum of the boy’s own blows knocked him off-balance. Making a stab at Jake’s chest, he quickly changed direction, aiming instead for the hand that held the weapon.
A split second later, Nathaniel’s blade sliced deep into his opponent’s wrist.
The crew hissed as Jake’s knife clattered to the deck when he could no longer grasp it. The boy’s fingers dangled limply, the tendons in his wrist severed, as blood washed over his hand and dripped onto the wood planking.
Nathaniel lowered his knife, but the noise and motion of those around them acted like a douse of cold water to Jake. With a wild growl, he launched himself at Nathaniel’s feet.
Taken by surprise, Nathaniel felt himself hefted into the air, then slammed into the deck. The jolt forced the air from his lungs as Jake’s good hand landed a blow to his stomach.
Twisting away and gasping for breath, Nathaniel pushed Jake off. His own knife skittered across the deck toward Garth as he tossed it away, then sprang to his feet to deliver a punishing blow to Jake’s nose.
The boy’s head snapped back as blood spattered those closest to the fight, but Jake only shook his head as if to clear his vision. Then, with a curse, he threw a swift kick to Nathaniel’s groin.
Nathaniel intercepted the blow with his hand, toppling Jake to the ground. “Bloody hell, Montague, call this cockfighter off. Are you trying to get him killed?” he shouted.
The crew had been silent for several seconds. They were no doubt waiting for someone, likely Montague, to intercede. It was obvious that Nathaniel had won the fight. But the captain of the Horizon said nothing, only watched with hooded eyes as Jake staggered to his feet.
The boy tried to land a blow with his injured right hand, then looked about himself in obvious confusion, and finally Captain Montague stepped in. Turning to two men hovering just on the edge of the circle, he said, “Take him below and clean him up. And see about that hand.”
Nathaniel watched Jake struggle against those who would help him, and came to a decision. “Wait, I’ll take the boy Jake with me.”
Silence fell over those who heard his words. Even Tiny and Garth gaped at him.
Montague’s eyes nearly bulged from their sockets. “Mon Dieu! I could never allow it. It is simply out of the question.”
“Nothing is out of the question,” Nathaniel replied. “You are hardly in a position to refuse.”
Captain Montague stubbornly protested, but Nathaniel was in no mood to mince words. He turned to Garth, who handed him his knife, and the circle around them instantly widened.
“Would a taste of my blade convince you more readily? You were eager enough for Jake to try it.”
The Frenchman paused, his tongue continually wetting his lips. “No. I am no fighter. He is yours.”
Nathaniel bowed stiffly, his blood still pounding in his ears. “I am glad you are a man of reason,” he said, forcing back the desire to challenge the cocky Frenchman anyway.
A few minutes later, several men hoisted a bound but struggling Jake over the side. They lowered him into the boat beside Garth, who immediately began pulling for the Vengeance. Nathaniel and Tiny stayed to oversee the exchange of cargo.
As the first crates appeared on deck, brought up from the hold below, Nathaniel halted the procession, too eager to discover what had drawn his father’s attention to the Black Sea to wait any longer. The boxes were long and flat, yet curiously heavy—certainly not sugar or tobacco. Neither were they typical of opium.
Using his knife to pry one of the boards away, Nathaniel dug through the packing to reveal six clean, shiny rifles—the newly invented Minie rifle currently being issued to the English infantry.
“Bloody hell!” he exclaimed. “Why on earth would my father be shipping rifles to Russia?” His eyes sought Montague’s, but even as he asked, he knew, and the answer turned his stomach. In war, what commanded a better price than arms?
“It’s treason,” Nathaniel said, disgust sticking like tar to his voice. “And you are as guilty as he.”
“I had no idea what we carried. His Grace chose not to reveal that to me.” Montague’s voice was strained. He glanced worriedly toward his crew. “None of us knew.”
“Guns!” The word rippled through the men like a wave. They appeared as startled as Nathaniel. More than a few became angry. “We were told we carried provisions for the poor Turks,” they shouted.
Instinct told Nathaniel that the Horizon’s captain, at the very least, knew exactly what lay inside the boxes of his hold, which was why he had fought so tenaciously to keep them. “If I were you, I’d be worried about my own hide,” Nathaniel told Montague. “Treason can play havoc with one’s neck.”
“You will test the rope long before I do,” Montague hissed. “You are making a big mistake taking that boy. You have enemies in very high places.”
“It is you who has cause to worry—because you consider them your friends.” Though Nathaniel affected a calm demeanor, the discovery of his father’s treachery had sent him reeling. Why would the duke betray his own country? Why would he risk his life, his good name, his fortune, and his title? It didn’t make sense. But then, there was much about his father that Nathaniel had never understood. He was only grateful that he had something, at last, that would make the Duke of Greystone sit up and take notice. And if it wasn’t too late, release Richard.
Turning his back on Montague, Nathaniel said, “Tiny, you oversee the transfer of the rest of the cargo. I’m going back.”


 
 
Chapter 7
 

 
“Who is he? What’s wrong with him?” Alexandra stood at Nathaniel’s elbow, watching as Garth and Trenton entered the cabin carrying a wounded young man.
“Lay him on the bed,” Nathaniel instructed, ignoring her. “Get Nanchu.”
Alexandra couldn’t miss the blood that ran from the stranger’s wrist down his flat stomach like sheets of rain against glass. The sight made her own blood curdle in her veins. “He’s bleeding,” she gasped.
Nathaniel stared down at the man, his face a mask. “‘Twould seem that way.”
“But why?”
“I had to convince him to give up the cargo he carried.”
“You did this?” The morning’s battle had frightened Alexandra, but the uneasiness she had felt since the pirate captain and his small party had departed for the conquered Horizon had been worse. The silence had seemed unnatural, as though the ears of the entire crew strained to catch the slightest sound.
“I asked him nicely first.”
The sarcasm in Nathaniel’s voice made Alexandra’s stomach knot with renewed anxiety. How could he injure a man so badly—and that man an innocent, like herself, a mere sailor on one of his father’s ships? She shrank from Rat, but who was to say which man was more dangerous, he or Nathaniel?
She crossed numbly to the bed. The long days at sea had somehow dulled Alexandra’s fear of the pirate captain. He had treated her decently, if not kindly. But now she witnessed, firsthand, the fate of anyone who stood in his way, and it was a rude awakening.
The injured man writhed in pain. He looked young, not much older than her own nineteen years. With blood smeared across one cheek and a small trickle still running from a rather large Roman nose, he shook with reaction. Perspiration rolled off his wide forehead into sandy-colored hair, wetting his temples as he hugged a wounded wrist close to his chest.
A commotion behind Alexandra made her turn. Garth, Trenton, and the small Oriental doctor she had seen once or twice about the ship hurried into the room.
“Nanchu, this is Jake. I’m afraid he needs your expertise,” Nathaniel said as the doctor crossed to the bed. The pirate captain moved back to allow him space, and Alexandra did likewise.
An old but wise-looking man with a flat face and silver hair, Nanchu inspected the pupils of the boy’s eyes while Trenton tied a strip of fabric just below Jake’s elbow to slow the bleeding.
“Is he going to be all right?” Nathaniel asked.
The doctor turned his attention to the wound. “Don’t look good—”
“Get yer filthy hands away. I don’t want no yellow bastard pokin’ at me,” Jake cried, but he was in too much pain to put any fire into his words.
Trenton and Garth moved to restrain him.
“What are the chances of saving his hand?” Nathaniel asked.
“Hard to say,” Nanchu replied. “If rot stay away, there is chance.”
The pirate captain sighed. “Do what you can. You’ve worked miracles before.”
“I need more blankets, must keep him warm. And please, move boy to my quarters,” the doctor suggested. “I stitch hand.”
Nathaniel nodded as Nanchu secured Jake’s arm to his body with some clean linen. Then Garth and Trenton moved the boy out of the cabin, followed closely by the doctor.
An awkward silence ensued as Nathaniel strode to the window and peered out, leaving Alexandra to study his back while she tried to find some sense in what had just happened. Who was Nathaniel? A man sorely wronged, his actions justified, or a vengeful, bloodthirsty pirate?
Trenton returned only minutes later. “So? Are we any wiser about your father than we were before?” he asked, ignoring Alexandra’s presence altogether.
“Indeed.” Nathaniel spoke without turning. “My father is selling guns to the Russians.”
“What?” Trenton was obviously surprised, but not half so much as Alexandra. She almost fell from her perch on the edge of Nathaniel’s trunk. England was at war with Russia, or very nearly.
“You’ve seen the new Minie rifle,” Nathaniel continued. “The Eastern Horizon’s hold was full of them.”
“Bloody hell! That explains everything: why Montague risked his life, his crew, the duke’s ship.” Trenton shook his head in disbelief. Then his long face broke into a smile. “But that’s good. Perhaps now the duke will release Richard. He could hang for what we know. His title and all his lands could be confiscated. We have the proof.”
Nathaniel didn’t return his first mate’s smile. Alexandra could see his somber profile from where she sat.
“Aye. It bodes well for Richard as long as my father didn’t do anything rash when he thought he had us back in Liverpool.”
“He’s going to be awfully sorry if he’s hurt Richard,” Trenton exclaimed. “Except that we wouldn’t want him to force our hand. If the crown takes his title and lands, you’ll be as poor as the rest of us, and rightfully so.”
A look of determination crossed Nathaniel’s features. “He’s already forced our hand by shipping the guns in the first place.”
Trenton’s brows rose. “But even if you manage to establish your identity, there’ll be nothing left to inherit.”
Nathaniel leveled his gaze at Trenton, and Alexandra felt the full weight of his commitment. “That doesn’t matter. I’ll not let him get away with treason.”
Trenton didn’t speak for several minutes. “Your father must be mad to risk so much,” he said at last. “But what could you possibly be thinking, taking that boy from the Horizon?”
Before Nathaniel could answer, quick footfalls thudded down the hall outside and a frantic voice called through the door.
“Captain, come quick. There’s someone chasing us.”
“What?” Nathaniel darted across the room as Trenton opened the door.
Garth’s alarmed face appeared in the dim rectangle of light that spilled through the portal. “It came out of nowhere, sir, at a full press sail. Looks like a schooner of some sort, but we can’t make out the flag.”
Nathaniel’s gaze locked with Trenton’s. “Bloody hell,” he swore. Then they dashed topside, leaving Alexandra alone in the cabin with the door swinging ajar.
The ship that pursued them was indeed a schooner. Nathaniel could tell from his perch in the rigging as soon as he lifted the glass to his eye. With only two masts instead of three, it was smaller than a brig, more maneuverable—and faster. It cut the water cleanly as it swooped toward them, closing the distance at an alarming rate.
Who was it? Nathaniel’s heart hammered as he tried to see the colors of the flag that rippled from its stern. But it was; almost dusk. Wisps of fog rose from the sea to meet low-lying clouds, shrouding the schooner as if in smoke and making the details of the ship too difficult to discern. As much as Nathaniel wanted to know his pursuer, he was grateful that he had some time, however little, to try to effect an escape. He had no friends at sea, of that he was certain. And with a cargo hold full of stolen merchandise, he had no desire to meet anyone who might be set on capturing him.
Shimmying down to the deck, he crossed to Trenton, who had taken the wheel. “She’s about five miles off our weather quarter, standing on the wind on the same tack as we are,” he told his first mate.
“Could you make her out?” Trenton squinted in the direction Nathaniel indicated, though with so much ocean curving between them, Nathaniel knew he wouldn’t see anything but water.
“No. I can’t even guess who she might be. But the timing of her visit is highly suspect. She likely came upon the Horizon and has taken it upon herself to pursue us.”
“If that’s the case, we’re in trouble. With so much in our hold, we’re too heavy to outrun her.”
“Our only hope is to lose her in this fog. All sail,” Nathaniel shouted, watching one of his men loose the main-royal and sit on the yard while the others hoisted him up so he could get a better look.
“She’s gaining,” the man called down. “I think she has a drag out.”
“Hell.” Nathaniel ordered the Vengeance to tack to the west, keeping a little off from the wind to make good way through the water. Somehow he had to get clear of her.
The schooner seemed to skim over the waves as it devoured the distance between them. Though Nathaniel tried every trick he knew to escape, she gained steadily until she was less than half a mile to the windward.
Nathaniel could see her clearly despite the sinking sun. She was a long, low, straight topsail schooner, a Baltimore clipper painted black with a narrow white streak, and looked to be about one hundred and fifty tons burthen. Her masts were raked aft with a large main topsail, and she carried a long thirty-two-pound swivel cannon amidships as well as smaller guns on each side.
She raised British colors as Nathaniel did the same, then fired a shot for the Vengeance to heave to.
“The guns are ready,” Trenton told Nathaniel. “Looks like we’re going to have to use them.”
“If it comes to that,” Nathaniel replied as a hail came in English from the schooner.
“Where are ye from an’ where ye bound?”
Nathaniel peered across the water, trying to make out the man whose voice he heard. What motivated him? Outrage? Honor? Was he experienced? Wise? Overzealous? He could only hope his opponent was not so smart as his dogged pursuit had been determined.
“My arm marks me,” he whispered to Trenton. “If they came upon the Eastern Horizon, they’re probably looking for the one-armed pirate. Chances are, they haven’t been able to see us with any more clarity than we’ve seen them, so if we can convince this Captain Do-good that he’s got the wrong ship, perhaps we’ve got a chance to avoid a broadside from his cannons.”
Trenton nodded. “Shall I act as captain then?”
“Aye.” Nathaniel moved subtly back among his men as the question came again.
“I’m Captain Errington of the Voyager. Who are ye an’ where do ye hail from?”
“I’m Captain Taylor,” Trenton yelled. A few snickers resounded from the crew at his creative title, but Trenton ignored them. “What purpose do you have in chasing us? There are pirates in the area, and as the captain of this vessel, I’ll not be catering to the whims of such as those.”
A pause followed as Trenton’s words seemed to hover over the sea.
“Aye. I’ll not be blamin’ ye, that I’ll not,” Captain Errington called back. “We came upon the Eastern Horizon some three ‘ours ago, an’ she a victim of the pirate bastards who beset ‘er. We thought ye might be the very scoundrels.”
Trenton squinted across the distance. “On that you’re mistaken, sir. Another vessel, the Westwind Riser, was likewise attacked not more than two days ago. Her captain decried a cunning, bloodthirsty group of cutthroats.”
“Indeed.” Another interminable pause. “Just the same, I’ll ask ye to lower a boat an’ come alongside. An’ bring yer papers.”
Trenton cursed under his breath. “What now?” he whispered, glancing back at Nathaniel.
“Tell him no. You don’t know who he is any more than he does you.”
“I’m sorry, friend,” Trenton called back. “I’ll go to my guns before I’ll leave my crew or my ship vulnerable to a hostile boarding. I’ve nothing but your word that you’re not the very ones you claim to be looking for. We’re not pirates, but we stand ready to fight, if need be.”
Nathaniel’s muscles began to ache with the prolonged anxiety. Would Captain Errington resort to his guns? And if he did, could the Royal Vengeance best him?
“I’ll see yer papers,” Captain Errington yelled, “or ‘ear a satisfactory explanation for the strange signal comin’ from yer ship. If a message it be, it makes no sense whatever.”
Signal? Nathaniel blinked in surprise. What signal? He glanced around at his men. All were accounted for, even Rat, who still languished in a small cubical below.
Then his blood ran cold. Alexandra! It could only be her. Jake was with Tiny and Nanchu, and in his condition, he could scarce overpower the both of them.
“What do I say?” Trenton asked.
“Tell him we’ve a man sick with yellow fever who’s not in his right mind—that it must be him. The possibility of disease should make them less motivated to try and board us. I’ll go throttle the culprit now.”
Nathaniel heard Trenton repeat his words as he disappeared down the hatch. But he knew if Captain Errington didn’t believe them, Alexandra might prove their undoing at last.
 
* * *
 
Alexandra heard footsteps pounding down the hall and nearly dropped the mirror she was using to signal the other ship. Only rigid self-control enabled her to keep her tenuous grasp on its hard, slippery surface. This could be her only opportunity to escape Nathaniel and the others, adrift as she was and completely at their mercy.
Gritting her teeth, she continued to reflect what little sunlight remained, watching the flashes streak across the water. But they were random and probably meaningless. She had no knowledge of any official system of signals and could only hope that her cry for help would be interpreted as such—or cause enough of a stir to make the other ship take a closer look.
Alexandra heard the door to Nathaniel’s cabin bang open at the other end of the corridor, and repressed a shiver. She had taken Nathaniel’s diamond-shaped mirror to the purser’s small quarters, just in case. Now she thanked whatever providence had guided her to do so. Whoever searched for her would have no trouble finding her eventually, but her new location would buy her a few more seconds at least. And that might be all she needed.
“Please respond, please respond,” she whispered without really knowing what she expected the schooner to do. Would they signal back? Try to board? At that particular moment, Alexandra didn’t care, just so long as they helped her.
“Where are you, dammit?”
Alexandra heard Nathaniel’s voice as he moved closer, doors crashing open as he made his way forward. So it was the pirate captain himself who came after her, she realized with mild surprise, wondering what was happening on deck without him. She wished the voices that called above were more than a low rumble, but they were barely audible above the creaking of the berths and the slapping of the waves against the ship.
She stared across the water. Do they see me? Will they help?
The door to the purser’s quarters banged against the inside wall, and Alexandra screamed and dropped the mirror.
Nathaniel filled the portal, his face thunderous. “There you are,” he growled. “What are you trying to do, kill the entire lot of us, yourself included? Or would you have us kill them?”
Alexandra threw a glance toward the schooner she had been trying to signal. There was no visible evidence that they had seen her. They kept the same position they had from the beginning, though the voices from above continued.
“I’m not trying to kill anybody.” She pressed her back against the wall as two long strides brought Nathaniel so close she could reach out and touch him. “I’m trying to save myself, and possibly that boy you injured, before anyone else gets hurt.”
“The best chance that boy’s got at saving his hand is with Nanchu. The Horizon’s own surgeon would have hacked it off directly. And that’s what will happen to him still, if he returns now. Why do you think I brought him here in the first place?”
Alexandra shook her head. “I have no idea, but perhaps you’ll forgive me if I didn’t see it as an act of charity.” She let sarcasm enter her own voice, using it to conceal her fear as Nathaniel’s face twisted into an angry grimace.
“Don’t make judgments on matters you know nothing about,” he snapped. “That boy asked for everything he got. And as for you and your safety, I’m taking you home directly.”
“You’re what?” Alexandra dropped her shield of outrage as surprise took its place.
“You heard me.”
“So what now?” She stared at the shards of glass at her feet. They reflected Nathaniel’s dark image, contorting his handsome face into something more akin to a monster.
“That depends on what the Voyager makes of your little mirror trick.” He grabbed her by the wrist and pulled her from the room. “If they open fire, there’s no telling.”
Alexandra shivered, remembering the morning’s battle against the Eastern Horizon. The Vengeance had rocked violently, making her stomach churn with seasickness. Smoke had burned her throat and brought tears to her eyes, and her ears still rang with the blast of cannon. The worst of it was the fear: not knowing whether they’d take a ball and sink into a watery grave, or be captured, or come off victorious, which, for Alexandra, might prove just as bad.
If they open fire… she heard Nathaniel’s words again in her mind. The schooner had seemed like a lifeline. She was desperate to get away from Nathaniel before… before what? Before he refused to shield her from Rat? Before she witnessed any more proof that he was the blackguard she had originally thought he was?
She remembered the powerful response his touch evoked in her, and felt a deep-seated panic nearly overwhelm her. She craved the kiss of a criminal, a thief, a pirate. Somehow she had to protect herself from that alone.
But the Vengeance couldn’t surrender. Nathaniel and his crew had to fight, or they would probably hang. And how many might be killed in the process?
Nathaniel retrieved a bit of rope when they reached his cabin, but Alexandra raised a hand to forestall him.
“That won’t be necessary,” she said in resignation. “I’ll stay put.”
The pirate captain quirked an eyebrow at her, obviously skeptical, but shrugged. “It’s probably too late anyway,” he said, throwing the rope back into the corner. “The damage has already been done. Besides, if something should happen to me, I wouldn’t want you trapped below.”
He moved to go, but Alexandra reached out, catching him by the arm. “I’m sorry,” she said when he turned back. “I—I suppose I panicked.”
Cupping her chin in his hand, Nathaniel tilted her face up. He studied her for a moment as she gazed into his eyes, blue eyes of almost unfathomable depth. Then he dropped his hand and disappeared down the corridor without another word.
 
* * *
 
Alexandra almost screamed when the sound of cannon fire shattered the still night air. Peering through the porthole, she saw a series of small orange flashes in the vicinity of the other ship, and nearly swooned. It was happening. The schooner was attacking.
The Royal Vengeance shuddered as Nathaniel and his crew returned fire, causing Alexandra’s stomach to turn queasy again. The ship already swayed drunkenly against a strong breeze, rising and falling on great troughs of water like a horse jumping hedges, and the weather promised only to make matters worse. Dark clouds obscured the stars, revealing only a faint slice of moon, and the wind whistled through the rigging above. Its keening wail, though barely audible in the cabin, sent a chill of foreboding down Alexandra’s spine all the same.
A second round of shot barked from the big guns, and Alexandra threw herself on the bed. What fate would befall her? What fate would befall them all? How could she have been so thoughtless? She had wanted only to escape and to save the injured Jake before matters grew even worse, but she had probably signed the boy’s death warrant along with her own.
Somehow, the thought of Nathaniel floating in the briny water gave her little solace. She might have practiced a thousand forms of revenge upon the pirate captain in her dreams, but his slow, sardonic smile always taunted her in the end.
She groaned aloud and covered her ears, attempting to block out the din of battle. Grabbing one of the pillows, she buried her head beneath it until the sound of feet running down the companionway made her sit up and take notice. What was happening?
Crossing to the portal, Alexandra poked her head out just as a thin young man she didn’t know came charging down the hallway.
“What is it?” she asked in alarm.
“Just goin’ for more powder, miss. Can’t store powder near the big guns, ye know. Might explode the whole ship. With the storm it’d only get wet anyway.”
He hurried on as Alexandra closed the door. So they were preparing for a serious fight. Returning to the window, she clung to the bedpost for support, straining her eyes to see beyond the darkness.
Lanterns dimly lit the opponent’s ship between the brief, fiery flashes of cannon fire. The schooner wasn’t more than a quarter of a mile away.
Vaguely Alexandra wondered about the Vengeance’s chance of survival. How many men vied for their destruction? What kind of firepower did the schooner have? She knew next to nothing about cannons or gunfire or sailing, but the danger of battle after nightfall and in the middle of a storm seemed obvious enough.
The ship lurched to one side, and Alexandra yelped as she landed hard on her backside. She could scarcely rise for the ship’s movements, but when water began to creep beneath the door, covering the floor like a thin layer of ice, she sprang to her feet.
They were sinking! Why else would water be rising so quickly?
Alexandra’s fear of closed places once again reared its head, and she sloshed toward the door. The water reached her ankles now, making the polished wood slick. But she wasn’t about to be caught in the cabin, buried by water, pressed somewhere to the ceiling.
The door opened easily against the pressure of the water coming down the corridor, but Alexandra had to fight that same current as she made her way forward. Were they taking on water from above because of the storm, or below due to a ball, or both?
A man came up from behind, startling Alexandra as she waded through the icy coldness. He shoved her aside in his haste, carrying more powder, no doubt. The sound of cannon still reverberated above all else, despite the water, despite the storm, despite everything.
This time Nathaniel was not at the wheel when Alexandra emerged on deck. She was almost completely drenched, doused by the water pouring down upon her head as she climbed up the slippery ladder, but it didn’t matter because the storm finished the job, quickly wetting her to the skin. Rain slanted into her face, stinging droplets that pelted them all, though the men, who yelled and cursed and rushed about cleaning cannon muzzles and trimming sails, seemed oblivious.
Alexandra instinctively searched for Nathaniel. She had to see that he was in control to give herself some small scrap of hope and perhaps relieve her fear. But she couldn’t identify one man from another. A palpable urgency ran like a current through all on board as they ducked against the elements and fought to control the ship while getting off another round of shot.
Alexandra hugged the mast to help keep her balance. Then she saw him. Nathaniel stood near the binnacle, muscles taut as he kept his footing on the rollicking deck. His shirt gaped open to the waist and billowed in the wind as spray from the frothy ocean mingled with rain to course down his bare torso in rivulets. His black hair dripped water onto his chiseled face; his teeth gleamed as he shouted instructions to his crew.
“Nathaniel,” she cried, shoving away from the mast to force her way toward him. Her voice was drowned out by pistols that popped like toy guns as the crews of both ships drew firearms and began to pick men off from the opposing deck.
Alexandra took a deep breath and called Nathaniel again. She didn’t know what she wanted to tell the pirate captain. No doubt he already knew about the water filling the ship; his men slogged through it to retrieve the gunpowder stored below. But Nathaniel was always so self-assured. Surely his confidence would comfort her now.
“There’s water down below. Are we sinking?” she cried above the cacophony of storm and bullets when she reached him.
He turned, apparently noticing her for the first time, and scowled. “What are you doing up here?”
“I can’t stay below.”
Lightning flashed across the sky, momentarily illuminating the entire scene and freezing it in Alexandra’s mind’s eye like the painting of some famous naval battle. The other ship approached just off the bow, so close she could nearly jump from one deck to the other. It looked for all the world as though they would collide.
In the same moment she saw a man high in the schooner’s rigging. He held a pistol trained on Nathaniel. She knew its ball was meant for the captain just as she could feel its owner’s concentration, sense his struggle to keep his aim steady despite the wildly bobbing ship. And she knew the instant he pulled the trigger.
Nathaniel motioned her to go back, distracted by her presence and obviously preoccupied by the menace of collision. He yelled something to Trenton at the wheel that Alexandra neither heard nor understood. Time seemed to stand still as the crack of the pistol resounded, singularly loud in Alexandra’s ears but probably negligible amid the general tumult.
“No.” Alexandra mouthed the word and launched her body toward the pirate captain. She noticed the look of stunned surprise that claimed his features right before something hit her shoulder, knocking her down with such force that she wondered if he had struck her. Certainly a bullet didn’t feel this way. There was no sting.
In the next instant her shoulder was on fire, sending white-hot, searing pain radiating throughout her chest and back.
Her hand rose to examine the wound. Something warm and sticky burned her fingers like hot water tingling frosty toes. She found a hole, how big she had no idea, nor did she trouble herself to feel further as she lay on her back, staring into the black expanse of sky overhead.
“She’s been shot.” Nathaniel’s anxious voice came to her as though from a distance. She understood his words; she knew by then, too, that she had taken the bullet intended for him. But strangely enough, she didn’t regret her actions. His well-sculpted features appeared above her, worry etched into the crease of his brow, just as the Vengeance suddenly keeled and nearly upended in the mountainous waves.
Alexandra felt herself slide across the deck, carried by the icy cold tongue of the ocean, and began to flail in panic, despite the pain in her shoulder. She was being swept overboard. She felt Nathaniel try to grab her, felt her arm tear away from his fingers, then screamed as her body plunged into the freezing water.


 
 
Chapter 8
 

 
Nathaniel slid across the deck, struggling to reach Alexandra, until he smacked into something rock hard. He reached out, instinctively grasping the mizzenmast with his good arm as the same hungry waves that had swept her overboard licked at his feet.
“Alexandra!” Fear born of something worse than battle shocked Nathaniel’s system. Where was she? She had disappeared into the churning, angry sea. He knew it would not be easy to spot her amid the wind and the waves and the darkness.
The ship righted itself, and Nathaniel staggered to his feet. He dashed to the bulwarks, frantically searching the white-foaming waves.
“Alexandra!” he cried again, praying for a glimpse of her blond head. Deep down he knew the chances of rescuing her, of rescuing anyone under the circumstances, were remote. Alexandra would die. The cold would seep into her muscles and slow her movements until she simply went to sleep. If she couldn’t swim, water was probably already filling her lungs.
“Nathaniel, no! It’s too dangerous,” Trenton called from behind, but Nathaniel ignored him. Alexandra had saved his life. Though he couldn’t begin to understand why she would risk herself on his behalf, the fact remained that she had taken a bullet meant for him. And she could survive in the water only a few minutes at most.
The thought of her death wrapped itself around his heart and squeezed until he thought he’d die himself. The battle ceased to exist. The storm ceased to exist. There were only the two of them and the greatest of all enemies in such situations—time.
Trenton’s hand clamped down on his shoulder. “Let me. I’ve got two good arms.”
Nathaniel shook his head, singularly intent as his eyes caught sight of something in the water.
It was her! Alexandra bobbed up and down in the swirling blackness like a piece of driftwood.
“Hang on,” Nathaniel murmured. He quickly tied a length of rope around his waist, secured the other end to the mast, and dived overboard.
The jolt of the cold water stole Nathaniel’s breath away. He struggled to fill his lungs with air as he fought the turbulent waves and swam with all his strength toward the place he had last seen Alexandra.
Trying to remain calm, he counted his strokes to provide some measure of time and distance, but the churning water pushed him back again and again, making progress difficult. He would never reach her in time. Maybe he would never find her. Some nether region of his brain wondered if he would be able to fight their way back even if he did.
Nathaniel’s chest soon felt as though it would burst. His lungs burned; he tasted blood at the back of his throat. Still he pressed on. Alexandra had to be close now. He lifted his head to try to catch a glimpse of her, and instantly swallowed a mouthful of water as a wave crashed down on his head.
When Nathaniel finally surfaced, he turned back toward the Vengeance, hoping for some direction. The cold was sapping his strength, and he could no longer see Alexandra. Nothing but great mountains of water rose before him, churning and plunging and plunging again.
On deck, Garth yelled, waved, and pointed, but Nathaniel could barely make him out. Just a little farther, he thought, just a little farther. Making one last Herculean effort, he lunged forward and his hand thumped against something solid. Alexandra!
Her struggle to save herself had thrown her into a frenzy, and she was stronger than Nathaniel had anticipated. She almost drowned them both before he managed to encircle her waist with his rope and begin the long haul back.
Seconds later Nathaniel felt the rope become taut as Trenton and the others tried to reel them in. He helped by continuing to swim, though his muscles screamed with the effort and his body was numb with cold. Alexandra wasn’t struggling anymore, but with his one arm, towing her behind him was awkward and difficult.
At least he had her. At least she wasn’t going to drown. Those thoughts alone gave him the strength to continue. But when Trenton and Tiny and several other members of the crew succeeded in hauling them back aboard, Alexandra lay white-faced and still, her eyes closed.
Nathaniel wanted to pound the deck and scream at the injustice of it all—except that he couldn’t get enough air in his lungs or enough strength in his limbs. His own body shook almost as violently as the storm-battered ship, and darkness fringed his mind, threatening to overcome him. “Is she alive?” he croaked.
The chalky whiteness of Alexandra’s skin gleamed in the pale moonlight as Nathaniel waited for Tiny to press two fingers to her slim throat. The wind whipped at her wet hair and clothing. He wanted to shelter her from that icy blast, alive or not. But he couldn’t move.
Without speaking, Tiny pulled Nathaniel’s hand across Alexandra’s body and held it to the indentation above her collarbone. An almost imperceptible heartbeat drummed softly beneath his touch.
She was alive.
Nathaniel began to laugh as relief surged through his body, causing a type of euphoria. “Get Nanchu,” he coughed. Only then did the silence of the guns register in his mind. What had happened to the schooner?
Straining to lift his head, Nathaniel peered toward the bow just as Garth arrived with blankets and covered Alexandra, then himself. Trenton, still trying to recover from hoisting the two of them back onto the ship, gasped for enough air to speak.
“They’ve turned away,” he said, answering Nathaniel’s unspoken question. “I guess the storm was more than they bargained for. When we nearly collided, I think Captain Errington realized that he risked more for our capture than he was willing to lose. If the storm passes soon, we should be all right, though we’ve taken on a good deal of water.”
“The pumps?”
“Still going.” Trenton fell silent as Nanchu approached.
Nathaniel nodded, then looked to the Chinese doctor. “She’s alive,” he said.
Nanchu’s face was somber as he examined the gunshot wound in Alexandra’s shoulder. “Perhaps not for long.”
 
* * *
 
The pain in her shoulder brought dreams of Willy. Fragments floated piecemeal through Alexandra’s consciousness, memories mostly, none of which were very pleasant: her stepfather’s drunken voice bellowing from the doorway, his clothes reeking with alcohol and tobacco smoke, his shoulders shaking as he vomited into a chamber pot.
Alexandra flinched, causing the dream to shatter, and blinked. Her eyes felt gritty and would not focus, as though they resented the intrusion of light into their quiet, dark domain. And her body seemed unnaturally heavy. She was tired and sore in a way she had never experienced. What had happened?
Her gaze traveled around the room, taking in her surroundings. She was relieved to find Willy nowhere in sight. Instead of the neglected wattle-and-daub cottage where she had grown up, Nathaniel’s cabin materialized. The pirate captain himself sat on a chair next to her bed, his head falling forward in sleep.
She studied him, her eyes beginning to work more smoothly, like two squeaky wheels after getting a bit of grease. His hair was disheveled, his face covered with dark whiskers. Tiny lines around his eyes and mouth made him look tired, or worried. His sleeves were rolled up and his shirt only half-buttoned, as though he’d scrubbed his face and hand but hadn’t bothered to straighten his clothes.
Was she going to die? Evidently the ship and Nathaniel had survived the storm. All was quiet now. But if the pirate captain’s ragged condition served as any indication, she was not so well off.
She reached up to touch the shoulder that pained her. A linen bandage covered the wound, thwarting any real investigation, but her movement made Nathaniel’s head snap up. His blue eyes regarded her searchingly.
“Thank God,” he said. “How do you feel?”
“Like I’ve been shot.” Alexandra tried to smile, but even that small expense of energy exceeded her strength. “I hope I look better than you do,” she managed weakly.
A ghost of a grin flickered on Nathaniel’s face, deepening the cleft in his chin. “You still look good enough to eat. Isn’t that what you accused me of once? Of being a wolf?”
Alexandra felt a blush rise to her cheeks. “Aye, and it appears you haven’t had a good meal for some time.”
“Shall we remedy that, then?” He licked his lips as he moved closer, and Alexandra’s breath caught in her throat. She thought he might kiss her. Though her head cried out for her to spurn such an advance, her heart raced with anticipation.
He hovered only inches away. “I only want to know one thing,” he murmured. “Why? Why did you step in front of that bullet?”
“I don’t know.” Alexandra forced the words out, knowing that even if she were strong and well she could never explain the emotions that had converged upon her senses when she had spotted that sniper. Admiration was perhaps most dominant. Despite the illegal methods Nathaniel used to obtain his ends, he was a born leader. He was strong, resourceful, and courageous. His men respected him. Her own opinion of him had changed drastically since their first encounter outside Madame Fobart’s. Watching him die would have been like witnessing someone shoot a wild black stallion, like seeing something of great strength and beauty brought low.
Nathaniel took her hand, and she realized that just the vibrancy of his touch was enough to lend her strength.
“Go ahead and rest,” he said. “I won’t let anything happen to you.”
Alexandra gave him a tired smile and let herself drift away, knowing, for the first time in a long while, that she was completely safe.
 
* * *
 
The next morning Nathaniel nearly bumped into Trenton as he entered the companionway. “How are the repairs coming?” he asked.
“The repairs aren’t as much of a problem as that boy you brought from the Horizon. I moved him below with the rest of the men like you said, but he still won’t let Nanchu treat his wrist. He’s raising hell down there.”
Nathaniel ran a hand through his hair. For the most part, he had turned the running of the ship over to Trenton, too concerned about Alexandra to perform his usual duties as captain. But his absence from command was beginning to show. He knew Trenton disagreed with his bringing Jake on board, and most of the crew thought likewise. Still, Nathaniel felt obligated to do what he could to save the young man’s hand. Jake was a fool, but he was barely nineteen if he was a day. “What’s he doing?”
“He’s constantly trying to pick a fight. I’m having a hard time keeping the men focused on their work. Most of them would give a week’s pay for only one shot at the little bastard, injured or no. And I’m tempted myself. He’s caused nothing but problems since the day he set foot on deck.”
“We’ll be rid of him soon enough. How much longer before we can head home?”
“Another day, maybe two. But we’re running low on supplies. You’ve eaten so little that you probably haven’t noticed the fare, but the rest of us have not been so preoccupied.”
“We’ll make it,” Nathaniel said, feeling the weight of responsibility settle back onto his shoulders. “We always do.”
“I only hope our luck doesn’t run out.”
Nathaniel gave his friend a tired smile. “Will you tell Nanchu that Alexandra’s awake? Have him come take another look at her while I have a talk with our friend Jake.”
Trenton nodded, and Nathaniel moved to go.
“Nathaniel?”
“Aye?”
“What ever possessed you to bring Jake along in the first place?”
Nathaniel shook his head. “I don’t know. I guess I’m just hoping Nanchu can save his hand.”
Trenton scowled. “He was eager enough to shed your blood. From what Garth says, he wanted to kill you.”
“Of course he wanted to kill me. We were in the process of raiding his ship, remember?”
“Still, he’s not as helpless and innocent as you seem to think. You were capable enough at his age.”
Nathaniel paused, unsure how to answer. He’d been in more knife fights by the time he was nineteen than he could remember, but not everyone grew up as quickly as he had. “There’s no need to let him lose his hand if Nanchu can save it,” he responded simply.
“And what if he can’t? What then?”
“Then there’s nothing more we can do. We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it.”
“But what are we going to do even if Nanchu does save it? Let him go back to England with a list of all our names?”
Nathaniel scowled as irritation welled up inside him. Only because Trenton was a lifelong friend did he steel himself against it. “Once his wrist has had a chance to heal, we’ll drop him at the nearest port and be done with him. He knows nothing that can threaten us. We’ll just have to keep it that way.”
Before Trenton could respond, Nathaniel turned on his heel and strode down the corridor. His mind was relieved about Alexandra, but he was still tired and certainly in no mood for an argument. Trenton, on the other hand, seemed eager to vent the frustrations of taking over the captain’s post.
His friend was right about one thing, though, Nathaniel realized as his stomach began to complain of its neglect. He’d eaten little over the past twenty-four hours, and now he was starved. As he descended to where most of his men slept, he wondered what Charlie might be able to whip together from their dwindling stores.
Negotiating row upon row of hammocks slung from the ceiling like giant cocoons, Nathaniel passed Tiny. The big man must have had the night watch to be sleeping at this time of day, but the hand that suddenly reached out, impeding his progress, told Nathaniel Tiny was wide awake.
“Can I ‘ave a word with ye, Cap’n?”
Nathaniel paused. “What is it?”
“That lad ye brought from the Eastern ‘Orizon…”
“What about him?” The same feeling of annoyance he had experienced with Trenton swelled in Nathaniel again.
“There’s something unusual about the bloke. ‘E—”
“I know,” Nathaniel interrupted. “I’m going to take care of everything right now.”
He strode past Tiny to where Jake lay glowering at him. “I hear you’re a pleasant sort to live with.”
Jake leaned up on his elbows. “You haven’t seen anything yet.”
“I suggest that you behave yourself while aboard my ship. Otherwise, I might be persuaded by one of many offers to rid us of your presence before we reach port. A swim in the sea might not improve your health, but your absence would do wonders for my peace of mind.”
“How do you expect me to behave when you closet me away with filthy men crawling with vermin?” Jake snarled. “The stench of unwashed bodies nearly suffocates me, and the itching is sending me mad.”
“Sounds as though you’ve finally found something that enjoys your company.”
“‘Tis you who brought me here.”
“I must have had a mental lapse.”
“Which you will live to regret, I assure you.”
Jake certainly had spirit, but Nathaniel was not amused. “Let’s forgo the threats for the time being. I had no idea that we have a problem with lice. It is a rule aboard this ship that my men keep themselves bathed, for the comfort of all. If they are neglecting that duty, it is well you brought it to my attention.”
“Are you daft, man? How do you miss thirty men itching like dogs?”
By keeping vigil over a beautiful woman who has lingered just this side of death for nearly two days, Nathaniel thought. He could have missed the Second Coming, immersed as he was in watching Alexandra whimper and moan and turn in his bed.
“If things are as bad as you say, there’s one way to solve the problem quickly enough,” Nathaniel said. “I’ll see that you and my men have your heads shaved and a good bath. Immediately.”
“You bloody won’t touch a hair on my head,” Jake shouted as Nathaniel returned to the ladder.
Ignoring the colorful epithets the boy hurled at his back, Nathaniel chuckled. Jake could outdo them all for swearing.
“I couldn’t ‘elp but over’ear, Cap’n,” Tiny said before Nathaniel could ascend the ladder. “Surely ye don’t truly intend to—”
“Yes, I do.” Nathaniel spoke with conviction. “Any man found with lice will be shaved. I’ll not have vermin aboard this ship. All the hammocks will be washed as well.”
“But those critters are aboard every ship,” Tiny complained, twisting his thick, stubby fingers through a full beard. “The men will not be ‘appy—”
“Then they should have followed my instructions from the beginning. They’ve been warned before.”
 
* * *
 
By midafternoon, nearly half of the crew milled about the deck, temporarily bald. Acting as self-conscious as shorn dogs, they slunk back into the corners of the ship whenever they could, grumbling to themselves about feeling naked.
Jake was the only one to put up a fight. But Nathaniel was on hand to see that his orders were carried through to the letter.
“The itching can’t be too bad if you’re not willing to be rid of the cause,” he told Jake as Tiny tried to hold the young man still for Garth, who was acting as barber. “Could it be that you’re the one who brought lice aboard in the first place?”
Jake tore away from Tiny’s grip and charged Nathaniel, his good arm swinging, but three other men interceded in time to haul him back. “I’ll not suffer this,” he yelled as the first thatch of sandy-colored hair hit the deck.
“And I’ll not tolerate the spread of lice,” Nathaniel returned calmly. “I hope everyone understands that now.”
“Aye, Cap’n,” the men murmured, and Nathaniel doubted they would soon forget.
“I’ll make you pay for this.” Jake twisted and turned to avoid the razor, but with his injured hand still bandaged and hanging in a sling, he was easily overpowered. “You don’t know who you’re dealing with.”
Forgetting their own humiliation long enough to enjoy Jake’s misery, a ripple of laughter went through the men.
“Look! The high and mighty first mate of the Eastern Horizon is as bald as a baby’s butt,” someone chortled as the locks fell away.
Trenton laughed. “I’m just counting my lucky stars that I don’t bunk with the lot of them,” he told Nathaniel. “I have no doubt you’d do the same to me.”
“I’d have my own head shaved if I had lice—” Nathaniel’s words suddenly fell away. Jake was now as hairless as those who had undergone the blade before him, but a purplish birthmark, shaped like a boot, marked the top of his head.
The sight of it made Nathaniel sick. Tiny was right. This boy was no ordinary sailor.
Jake opened his mouth as if to shout yet another curse, but no sound came out. Something akin to fear entered his eyes as his gaze met and locked with Nathaniel’s, and a sudden awareness passed between them as surely as though they had spoken the words aloud.
“Take him back to his bunk,” Nathaniel ordered, feeling as though the wind had been knocked out of his lungs. “Everyone back to your posts.”
Trenton watched Nathaniel curiously. “Do you feel all right?”
Nathaniel didn’t answer. He’d never felt worse. He motioned for his first mate to follow him as he pivoted on the heel of one boot, then headed below.


 
 
Chapter 9
 

 
Alexandra was still recuperating in Nathaniel’s cabin, so Nathaniel led the way to Trenton’s, where they could afford themselves some privacy.
“What is it?” Trenton asked as soon as he closed the door behind them. “What just happened up there?”
Nathaniel didn’t speak. He paced the short expanse of floor while Trenton leaned against the wall, arms folded, waiting.
“Does the name Albert Jacob Kimbolten mean anything to you?” he asked at length. He stopped moving to stare out the porthole, where a meager amount of afternoon sunlight streamed in.
“The Kimbolten name always means something to me,” Trenton replied. “It’s the duke’s name. Why do you ask?”
“Because Jake is Albert Jacob Kimbolten, the duke’s son.”
A look of stunned surprise struck Trenton like a thunderbolt. “He can’t be.”
“He can, and he is. Think about it.” Nathaniel watched his friend’s face as Trenton tried to reconcile the boy Jake to his image of Nathaniel’s half brother.
Nathaniel knew it was hard to imagine. He could scarcely believe it himself.
“He’s the duke’s son? The Marquess of Clifton? Jake talks like a sailor, not some high-born aristocrat.”
“Aye, and under the circumstances, he’d be an idiot not to.”
“He’s a belligerent fool—”
“But who could my father trust to oversee the delivery of the guns more than his own son?”
“Still…” Trenton shook his head.
“He has a birthmark. Maybe you saw it. It’s in the shape of Italy.”
His first mate nodded.
“You remember when I was young, and Martha took me to see my father?”
“Aye. He called her a liar and insisted that his first child died at birth.”
Nathaniel nodded. “He also had the nursemaid bring his new son in to show us his heir. It was his moment of triumph. The baby had the same birthmark. “
Trenton rubbed his chin. “That was eighteen years ago.”
“Aye, and I’ll never forget it if I live to be a hundred. Do you think the day Martha died could ever fade from my memory?” Nathaniel flinched at the bitterness in his own voice.
“Nathaniel, you were only seven. Martha made the decision to go back to Bridlewood, not you. How could anyone have expected the duke to send his men after the two of you—”
“But I wanted to go,” Nathaniel replied softly, closing his eyes. “I was so hopeful that my father would—” Afraid his voice might crack, he fell silent.
“You hoped what every other young boy would have hoped in your situation. That your father would finally accept you. I’m not sure that’s the kind of thing a child ever outgrows.”
“Well, I’m not a child anymore, and I’m not a powerless woman, either, a mere servant who loved a deformed boy to distraction. I can fight back. Greystone killed Martha. I know that as surely as I’m standing here.”
Nathaniel pictured Martha’s broken body trapped beneath the carriage, remembered tugging on her arm with all the strength his seven-year-old body could muster. The agony that had gripped him as the one person who loved him, had always loved him, slowly died was the worst hell he could ever endure. He’d been careful not to love so deeply since, for fear of suffering the same kind of loss again. He owed the ugly scar that experience had left on his heart, as well as all the years of loneliness afterward, to his father. “How I long to punish him for that,” he whispered.
Trenton shifted away from the wall and crossed to sit at his small desk. “Did Martha really plan to go to a barrister and fight for your birthright?”
Nathaniel shrugged. “I can’t be certain. She talked about it a great deal. She knew by law I would inherit everything if she could prove who I was. But she was the only person who could testify to what happened on the day I was born.”
“That Greystone tried to kill you.”
“Aye, but fate doesn’t always follow a man’s will, even a duke’s.”
“It takes a great deal of money to run an empire like your father’s,” Trenton mused. “So he starts smuggling rifles to Russia, and here we are.”
Nathaniel closed his eyes, kneading his forehead with his fingertips. “Aye, here we are, with a beautiful, innocent woman lying in my bed, fighting for her life. And a bitter, injured half brother.” So many thoughts assailed his brain that he could scarcely sort them out, let alone deal with the emotions they provoked.
“What happened to Alexandra is my fault, not yours,” Trenton said, as though reading his mind. “I was certain she was the woman I had seen four years ago.”
Nathaniel shook his head. “It’s been my plan from the start. I’m responsible for Richard’s capture, for Alexandra, and now Jake, or rather Lord Clifton.”
“But your father deserves—”
“Therein lies the problem,” Nathaniel interrupted. Damn if he didn’t want to shout. “I know what my father deserves, and I bloody well want nothing more than to give it to him. But shouldn’t the lives of others—of innocents—mean more to me than destroying him? The marquess is young. He’s bitter and misguided perhaps, but he’s not to blame for Greystone’s actions any more than Alexandra deserves what has happened to her.” He sighed. “I know what I should do. I should salvage what I can of my future, forget my father, and move on.”
Trenton paused, as if trying to put sufficient thought into his next words. “Nathaniel, a couple of years spent picking the pockets of the unwary just to get a bite to eat numbed my conscience years ago. I have felt no guilt about stealing from the duke. And I’m not overly worried about Newgate or whatever our final punishment will be if we’re caught. I figure I’ll deserve it by then; I’ve always expected such an end anyway. What I’m trying to say is that I don’t know if I’m the best person to offer advice, but if living a pirate’s life is troubling you, there’s no reason you can’t change.”
“Aye. I wish it were so easy.” Nathaniel stared into space. “I can’t explain it or even understand it, but there’s a part of me that has ahold of this thing, and I can’t let it go.”
“What does that say for Alexandra?”
Nathaniel steeled himself against the pang of sadness that the thought of life without Alexandra provoked. “It says nothing. I’m taking her back, just like I planned.”
 
* * *
 
Nanchu was spooning clear broth into Alexandra’s mouth when Nathaniel entered. She glanced up as he shut the door, her eyes like saucers in her pale face, and Nathaniel felt a twinge of guilt. Despite Nanchu’s assurances that the bullet had passed cleanly through her shoulder without causing any major damage, Nathaniel worried that the wound would not heal well.
And he knew it should be he convalescing in that bed from a bullet wound, not some poor girl.
“This patient know what good for her,” Nanchu said as Alexandra continued to obediently sip soup from the spoon he held out to her. “Unlike young man.”
“The marquess still won’t allow the poultices?” Nathaniel asked in surprise.
Nanchu shook his head. “I cannot force a fool from his foolishness.”
Nathaniel frowned. He’d moved his half brother into the purser’s cabin where the boy could be more closely watched, but the knowledge of who Jake was didn’t help his popularity among the crew. The boy had as much pride and arrogance as their father, but very little wisdom. “Then there’s nothing we can do. Perhaps mettle alone will save his hand. It’s saved me on occasion.”
Nanchu gave a snort that let Nathaniel know he disagreed about the Marquess of Clifton possessing any such redeeming trait. “Come.” He motioned Nathaniel toward the bed. “If you please, finish here? Henry waiting in sick bay. Need to check arm before his watch.”
Henry was a member of the crew who had fallen from the rigging several days earlier and broken his arm. Nathaniel didn’t doubt that the man needed attention, but he hesitated to perform the task of feeding Alexandra. It was easier to keep up a shield of indifference when he wasn’t so close to her.
He glanced toward the bed, frowned, considered making some excuse, then chided himself for being weak-willed. Taking the bowl Nanchu held out to him, he moved irritably into the doctor’s place.
“See she eats to last drop.” Nanchu clasped his hands in a prayer-like attitude and bowed his head in Alexandra’s direction.
Alexandra gave the doctor a smile, and Nathaniel noticed how it made her face light up. The dark rings around her eyes became less conspicuous. Her cheeks bloomed with a bit of their usual color, and her hair, cascading onto the pillows in wild disarray, looked as soft as silk and more tempting to his hand than spun gold.
Nathaniel wondered what it would feel like to entwine his fingers in those golden tresses and pull, forcing her head back to receive his kiss. Then he wished he could pass the bowl back to Nanchu and head to the deck or to Trenton’s cabin—anywhere his heart was safe from melting. But the little doctor had already left the room.
Alexandra glanced up at him expectantly, long dark lashes making a perfect frame for her big green eyes.
Nathaniel let his scowl darken, hoping to discourage her from smiling again, or looking at him, or doing anything else that might make him want to touch her. She had complicated his life enough already. The revelations of the day had burdened him alternately with guilt, anger, and chagrin.
He filled the spoon and held it to her lips, but it was difficult to concentrate on the soup. She wore one of his own shirts, her dress no longer serviceable after the rigors it had been through, and the swell of her breasts beneath the cloth lured him to distraction. The thought of her naked beneath his clothes made the blood pound in his ears until suddenly he laughed, his voice ringing loud in the silence.
“What is it?” Alexandra asked.
Nathaniel didn’t answer; he just grinned, remembering how he had thought himself a pervert, a deviant, to be so attracted to his sister. Now he reveled in the knowledge that he was completely normal after all—and decided to seek a little revenge for the sleepless nights her impersonation of Anne had put him through.
“What is it?” Alexandra repeated, smiling with the contagion of his mirth.
“I was only thinking that you must feel very strongly about me, to have taken that bullet the way that you did.”
“I must?” Alexandra laughed herself. “I don’t know why I was foolish enough to jump in front of you, but I doubt it stemmed from anything more than impulse.”
Her color deepened, contradicting her words, and Nathaniel warmed to his game. Placing the soup on the table, he sat on the edge of the bed and took her hand in his. “You wouldn’t have saved my life if you didn’t care for me.”
Alexandra snatched her hand away, looking uncomfortable, as though she didn’t know what to do at this odd turn in his behavior. “What I feel doesn’t matter.” She glanced at the bowl of soup. “Aren’t you going to feed me any more? Nanchu said I should eat it all—”
“You can try to change the subject,” Nathaniel replied, gently caressing her arm with his knuckles, “but I have a way of learning the truth.”
He admired the delicate arch of her brows as she raised them. “I think you must be well into your cups.”
Nathaniel had enjoyed more than his usual mug of rum for dinner. Everyone had. There was precious little to eat, and drink filled the belly. But he doubted the alcohol had half as much effect upon him as the softness of Alexandra’s skin. “I’m drunk only on desire,” he admitted.
Alexandra’s eyes flew wide, like those of a startled child, as he retrieved her hand and kissed the tip of each finger.
“What are you doing? I’m not well,” she said breathlessly.
Nathaniel smiled, enjoying her discomfiture. He let her go, but only to shift his position on the bed so he could hover over her.
“You’re beautiful.” He let his hand delve into her thick curls as he had longed to do. Twisting the shining tresses around each finger, he pulled gently until Alexandra’s head tilted back and her breath fanned his face.
Nathaniel expected her to object, but she didn’t. She merely closed her eyes, like someone savoring the feel of the sun on her cheeks.
He bowed closer. Alexandra wore no cologne—she had none—but her skin smelled slightly of soap. After the heavy perfumes many women wore to camouflage the reek of everyday perspiration and dirt, the mere absence of such appealed to him. He nuzzled her neck and ear, taking in the clean, sweet scent of her.
“I want you,” he said, longing to kiss her.
Alexandra’s lids fluttered opened. “Don’t,” she whispered, but the word held no conviction, and she didn’t resist or pull away. She waited, her mouth slightly parted, watching him beneath her lashes.
Nathaniel bent his head until his lips lightly touched hers. Velvety soft, full and promising, her mouth moved beneath his own until he could control himself no longer. His grip tightened on her hair as he parted her lips, then he groaned in pleasure when she allowed his tongue access to her own.
Alexandra’s hand climbed up his arm to circle his neck, and Nathaniel had to struggle to keep his passion in check. She was injured; he didn’t want to hurt her. Forcing himself to use some restraint, he left her lips to travel kisses across her cheek and nibble at her earlobe with his teeth.
“Wait…” She gasped as his tongue darted into her ear. He blew gently on the wetness it left behind, feeling a degree of satisfaction when her body quivered against him.
“Alexandra, sweet Alexandra, how you have plagued my dreams,” he whispered, alternating between sucking her earlobe and slipping his tongue into her ear again.
“Nathaniel—” Her hands reached for his hair and tugged him back for another kiss. As he drank from the wetness of her mouth, he feared he’d lose himself and simply drown. His body was making commitments his mind could not keep, yet he felt as powerless to resist as a leaf tossed against the wind.
It took all of his focus to pull away. When he did, Alexandra’s face was flushed, and he could hear the soft pant of her breathing.
Suddenly Nathaniel was angry—angry with Alexandra for complicating his life when he least needed it, angry with his father for filling his heart with hatred until he had no chance at love, but mostly angry with himself for walking too close to the flame of his attraction. He wanted Alexandra, so much that it rankled to deny himself. Yet he couldn’t take advantage of her innocence, especially after all she’d been through because of him. She wanted things he could not give her: a husband and a family. There was no place in his life for a woman. There was room only in his bed.
Quickly putting the distance of several feet between them, he moved away. “You’re a witch, fair maiden,” he murmured, admiring Alexandra’s stormy eyes and her hair, tousled by his own hand. Then, afraid her beauty would weaken his resolve, he turned and left.
Slamming the door behind him, Nathaniel strode briskly down the companionway, heading up on deck. He needed the chill night air to cool his body and his mind, but movement in the hall behind him made him turn. Rat approached, carrying a lantern and singing some bawdy song about a sailor and his woman as he hurried toward the hatch, no doubt intent upon gathering with some of the others to do more drinking.
The little man froze when he recognized Nathaniel. “Cap’n? Is somethin’ wrong?”
Even from several feet away, Nathaniel could smell alcohol on Rat’s breath and guessed he’d already had a great deal more than his daily share of rum. “Where are you coming from?”
“I just took my turn standin’ watch over the marquess. This voyage ‘as certainly turned into a family affair, eh?” Rat’s grin led Nathaniel to believe he knew, or at least suspected, Alexandra was not Anne. It looked more like a leer in the shifting light of the lantern.
Instantly alarmed, Nathaniel asked, “Who put you on the schedule?” He wanted to keep Rat as far away from Jake—from Clifton—as possible, and he’d thought he’d made that sufficiently clear to Trenton already.
“Daniel took sick, so I told ‘im I’d take ‘is watch.”
“He took sick, or he drank himself into a stupor?” Nathaniel asked.
Rat laughed. “Well, ‘tis not far from the same thing, aye?”
The knowledge that his orders had been undermined stoked Nathaniel’s wrath like a fresh log on a roaring fire. “Why didn’t you get Trenton’s approval first?”
“I was only doin’ the bloke a favor. Didn’t think it’d be necessary.”
“You were wrong. It’s very necessary. If someone can’t take their turn, I want you to come find me. Do you understand?”
“Aye, but—”
“Just follow orders,” Nathaniel ground out. “You got that?” Unable to abide Rat ever since the incident with Alexandra in his cabin, Nathaniel pounded his finger into the smaller man’s chest.
“What’d I say? What’d I do?” Rat cried in alarm, stepping back.
When he heard the defensiveness in Rat’s voice, Nathaniel dropped his hand. He was overwrought and probably just looking for a target, but it goaded him that Rat had been left in charge of his half brother. Nathaniel didn’t trust the little thief. Trenton and the others had to be more careful.
“Go below and get some sleep,” he admonished, and Rat fled.


 
 
Chapter 10
 

 
“Sorry, Captain, there is nothing more to do. Hand must come off or boy will lose more of arm,” Nanchu said quietly.
Alexandra was sitting in Nathaniel’s bed, propped up by pillows. She was feeling stronger, the wound in her shoulder healing without any hint of infection, but the doctor’s news made her look worriedly to the pirate captain. Naked to the waist, he’d just left his hammock and was standing at the washbasin, using a cloth to bathe before starting his day. The doctor stood at the door.
“It’s beginning to rot?” Nathaniel’s face was inscrutable as he set the rag on the edge of the bowl and turned toward the Chinese man.
“I’m afraid so. Boy has been so… uncooperative.” Only because Alexandra had come to know Nanchu over the days of her convalescence was she able to detect his dislike for Jake, or rather, Lord Clifton. “Otherwise, maybe outcome different.”
Nathaniel sighed and looked at Alexandra, then turned and finished tying his hair back. Finally his eyes found the doctor in the mirror. “Do what you must for his ultimate well-being. I’ll be there momentarily.”
Nanchu bowed and backed out of the room while Alexandra sat, picturing the face of the man she had seen carried aboard the Vengeance. The tragedy of losing a limb while fighting for some noble cause, as in war, was bad enough. But this was infinitely worse. The marquess would lose his hand because of Nathaniel—and he’d be lucky if the stump didn’t fester and cause him to lose his life.
Nathaniel brushed his teeth and drew on his shirt while Alexandra watched.
“Do you have something to say, or have you taken new interest in my attire?” He turned his back to her as he strapped on his pistol and put his knife in his boot, a ritual he performed every day.
“Trenton told me who Jake is,” she said, ignoring the sarcasm in his voice. “Surely you know the duke will hate you more after this. He’ll probably kill you for it.”
“I think you need to decide which role you mean to play”—he turned and raised a mocking brow—”my sister Anne or an unconcerned needlewoman from Manchester. Advisor and confidante are not among your options.”
Alexandra winced beneath the sting of his words. She hadn’t seen Nathaniel for more than a brief moment over the past two days since he’d kissed her. It seemed that he was as eager as she to keep plenty of distance between them. “I didn’t ask to be here,” she retorted. “Besides, someone needs to talk some sense into you. Not all of life’s problems can be handled with a knife or a gun.”
“Now you’re a philosopher?”
“I’ve done my share of living by my wits.”
“Then perhaps you know when to keep your opinions to yourself.”
Alexandra swallowed hard, once again at the receiving end of Nathaniel’s angry glare. Unwilling to let him have the last word, she lifted her chin. “Now that I know you don’t have the good sense to appreciate my wisdom, I will.”
“Next time I’m lost in indecision, I’ll remember to ask for your help.”
“I won’t be around. You promised to take me home, remember?”
Nathaniel gave her a slight bow. “Indeed. And it won’t be long now. Soon you’ll be back in your safe existence, just as if nothing had ever changed.”
With that he stalked from the room, leaving Alexandra to wonder why she cared if the duke killed him or not. She should have let the sniper have a clean shot and saved them all a great deal of trouble.
Judging from his behavior, he felt worse about his half brother’s hand than she did, but he couldn’t open up and say so. Nothing about Nathaniel was simple. She hated his autocratic manner, his cynicism, his sharp temper, and… Alexandra thought for a moment. What else did she hate about the pirate captain? She couldn’t put her finger on everything just then, but when her temper began to cool, she knew. She hated the risks he took, the enemies he made, the hurt he had suffered as a child. Worse than anything, she hated the fact that soon she might never see him again.
 
* * *
 
Nathaniel cringed as his eye caught sight of the doctor’s instruments: two sharp knives for slicing through skin, muscle, and tendons, a bone saw, a piece of rope to clamp between Clifton’s teeth, and a bucket of boiling pitch to sear the flesh and stop the bleeding.
For all Nanchu’s advancement in the field of medicine, cutting off a limb was still cutting off a limb. He did it the same way any other doctor would—with a little bit of rum and a saw, and in less than a minute. Much longer, and the patient would bleed to death, if the shock and pain didn’t kill him first.
“Are you sure we have to do this?” Nathaniel asked as Tiny, Trenton, Garth, and John used ropes to strap the frantic Clifton to the table.
Nanchu didn’t answer. He removed the bandage from the marquess’s wrist and let the putrid smell and grayish-green flesh speak for themselves.
“No! Don’t! Please!” Lord Clifton thrashed wildly as they tried to tie him down. Managing to free a leg, he kicked John and sent him sprawling, but Nathaniel stepped in.
“You did this,” the marquess snarled, his eyes glassy. “ You want me to be no more whole than you are.”
Nathaniel stared down at his half brother while Nanchu applied a tourniquet just below Clifton’s elbow. He thought he’d feel hate, maybe even the morbid sense of satisfaction that his half brother accused him of feeling, but he was wholly unprepared for the poignant remorse that flooded his heart. The boy thought he had done this on purpose? Regardless of who Lord Clifton was, at that moment he was simply a man about to lose his hand, and after struggling to live a normal life with such a handicap, Nathaniel would have given anything to save it.
“Nanchu, is there any chance? Any chance at all?” he asked. The marquess’s body quivered as everyone looked hopefully at the Chinese doctor.
“So sorry. Too late.” The ropes were secure, the tourniquet in place. Waving them all back, he asked Tiny to hold Clifton’s arm still, but Nathaniel volunteered for the odious task himself.
“I’ll do it,” he said. “The four of you can go.”
Tiny, Garth, and John glanced at each other in obvious relief, then beat a quick retreat.
“Let me do that, Nathaniel,” Trenton said, staying on.
Nathaniel shook his head, unable to explain why he had to see the amputation through. For him, escape at that moment seemed a cowardly thing. Holding tightly to the marquess’s arm, he forced his mind away from what was taking place and pictured Alexandra the way she had looked when he had kissed her, imagined her caressing him softly, saw her smile invitingly…
Clifton let out a gut-wrenching scream and the vision instantly dissipated. The doctor had made his first cut several inches above the original wound. Blood splattered everywhere as he continued to slice through the muscles and tendons. Then he began to saw through the bone.
Nathaniel turned his face away, feeling sick. His half brother’s arm twisted back and forth with the friction, then there was a soft thud as the cankerous hand fell to the floor.
Silence. The marquess had fainted, but no such oblivion eased Nathaniel’s pain. When he closed his eyes, he could still hear Clifton’s screams echoing in his head.
“Are you all right?” Trenton watched Nathaniel with a look of concern.
“I’m fine. I think Nanchu can finish now. Let’s get out of here.”
The putrid smell of burning flesh combined with hot tar followed them all the way to the galley.
“Charlie, give me that bottle of Blue Ruin I had you tuck away,” Nathaniel said.
Charlie raised his tufted eyebrows. “That bad, eh?”
“That bad,” Trenton breathed, but it was Nathaniel who grabbed the bottle from the cook’s hand when Charlie retrieved it, and together they headed to Trenton’s cabin.
 
* * *
 
Alexandra knew something was wrong the moment Nathaniel opened the door. Normally quiet and as surefooted as a cat’s, his step was loud and uneven, and he groaned as he clipped the wall with his shoulder.
She tried not to smile at his clumsiness. He’d obviously had too much to drink. The headache he’d own in the morning would be a just revenge.
“Bloody hell!”
Hearing the mumbled curse, Alexandra wondered what other mishap Nathaniel had managed. It was too dark to see anything except the soft glow of his teeth and the whites of his eyes, but she thought he’d hit his shin on the chair as he stumbled to the window.
He was close enough for her to smell the alcohol on him, and she wrinkled her nose in distaste. She hated that smell. She associated it with everything she had suffered at her stepfather’s hands. But she’d seen little evidence that Nathaniel drank much. His men downed rum like water—the slimy ship water tasted so bad that half the time she didn’t blame them—but rarely had she smelled an excess of alcohol on Nathaniel.
So he has one redeeming feature, she thought grudgingly.
Evidently he still had a bottle in his hand. Alexandra heard the soft pop as he tipped it up and took a long drink. Then he sank down on the floor in the small circle of light made by the moon and gazed up through the porthole.
What’s he thinking? Alexandra wondered, noticing how much softer the hard planes of his face looked in the mellow light. His hair, loose from its tie, fell tousled about his shoulders; his clothes were uncharacteristically disheveled. He looked like a forlorn lad sitting there, like the lonely little boy he must once have been.
Alexandra wrestled with herself, trying to remain indifferent. After a few moments, she rose and padded over to him.
He didn’t so much as turn at the muted sound of her movements. He just continued to stare out the window at the stars.
“Let’s get you to bed.” She tugged gently on his arm, and he stood, letting her pull the tails of his shirt from his trousers and undo its buttons. As she slipped the garment over his shoulders, she tried not to notice how her hands burned when they brushed his skin.
“That’s good,” she said. “Now sit.”
“You don’t know what good is.” He remained standing, just inches away from her, and she could feel his eyes cutting through the darkness. “But I could teach you.”
His gentle invitation made Alexandra giddy. How many nights had she watched him disrobe for bed, heard the sounds he made as he settled himself, and wished he’d come to her? But did she want him like this? He was only searching for a way to stop the pain. He wanted to lose himself in her arms for the same reason he had tried to drown himself in the bottle.
“You’re not up to teaching anyone anything tonight,” she chided.
She saw the glint of his teeth as his mouth stretched into a lascivious grin. “Try me,” he said, pulling her hand to the physical proof.
Alexandra let her fingers linger as the most delicious sensation assailed her. She could spend this one night with him and hold the memory of it forever, except that her terms demanded more than one brief encounter. She couldn’t give her body without giving her heart. Pulling away, she pressed him back, and he sank onto the bed.
She knelt between his legs to take off his boots. He was in shadow now; she could no longer see the silhouette of his face, but she could feel his gaze on the top of her head. She nearly changed her mind about joining him—until one moment’s imagination showed her what it would be like tomorrow, knowing she could never have him for good. Willy had shown her pain enough; she wasn’t going to ask for more, especially of such an exquisite type.
Rising, Alexandra tried to press Nathaniel back so she could cover him with blankets, but he resisted her attempt. He sat rigid for a moment, then his arm went slowly around her waist. Pulling her to him, he laid his head on her breast.
Alexandra’s hands lifted instinctively to caress him as she would a hurt child. Running her fingers through his hair, she used her nails to gently scratch his scalp until his breathing slowed, and he relaxed against her, falling asleep.
Still weak from her injury, Alexandra couldn’t hold him long. Smiling, she kissed the top of his head, then laid him back, and this time he relaxed into the covers.
Marveling at the many facets of the pirate captain, Alexandra climbed into his hammock, her bare legs chilly beneath his long shirt. He could have the bed for the night, she decided. But her arms felt cold and empty without him, and it was a long time before she slept.
 
* * *
 
Alexandra woke to find the sun streaming in at the porthole and Nathaniel staring at her from the bed.
“Tell me about your stepfather,” he said softly.
Alexandra blinked in surprise. To convince Nathaniel of her true identity when he thought she was Lady Anne, she had told the pirate captain as much as she wanted him to know about Willy. It wasn’t a subject she enjoyed talking about. “Why do you ask?”
“I know you wanted to leave him badly enough to steal a dress and flee. There had to be a reason.”
Alexandra lowered her gaze to the scarred, wooden floor, avoiding the intensity in Nathaniel’s eyes. She wished she could just as easily avoid a recounting of the miserable years with Willy. “Willy turned to gin when my mother died nearly five years ago, and drinking makes him… violent.”
Nathaniel flinched, but whether in response to her words or what had to be a terrible headache after last night, Alexandra didn’t know. “He hurt you?”
She nodded.
“Often?”
“Whenever he got drunk, which was often enough. Only, I learned to avoid him when he was like that… most of the time.” She forced a smile to her lips to cover the ache in her heart. Willy was the only father she had ever known. His betrayal was not an easy thing to understand or accept. Neither was the fact that his actions had forced her to break the promise she had given her mother that she would look after him.
Shoving the pillows behind his back, Nathaniel sat up. He still wore the pants she’d left on him the night before, but as he moved, the blankets slid down to his waist, revealing his powerful torso.
Alexandra hoped her face did not show the longing she felt to touch him. Now that he had broached the subject of her background, she found she wanted to talk about it after all. She needed someone to hold her and to tell her that she wasn’t to blame for Willy’s hatred. That she hadn’t earned his derision. That under the circumstances, she couldn’t be expected to make good on her promise to stay and care for him.
As if reading her mind, Nathaniel motioned her to him.
Alexandra paused only a moment before moving closer, her need for solace overriding her usual wariness.
He held back the covers, welcoming her into the warmth of the bed and sharing the heat of his body by wrapping his arm around her and holding her close. “What now, sweet Alexandra?” he murmured against the hair at her temple.
She breathed in the scent that was uniquely his own. “Now I find work in London,” she said, finding his embrace and the slight motion as he rocked her comforting in a very basic way. She’d had no one to ease her fears or calm her troubled thoughts for so long. She felt like a starving man sitting down to a sumptuous feast, though she thought it strange that it would be the insolent pirate captain who knew what she needed—and just how much of it to give.
“Why London?” he asked.
“Why not?” She pressed her cheek to his chest and tried to absorb every texture that was Nathaniel Kent. Never had she imagined a man so virile and appealing to the senses.
“Because you said your aunt is on her way to India. Do you know anyone else there?”
She shook her head, wishing he wouldn’t talk, wanting him to simply hold her forever.
For several minutes, she had her wish. Then he broke the silence. “We’ll reach Bristol today. I have to make arrangements to trade Lord Clifton for Richard, but then I’ll take you wherever you want to go.”
Alexandra opened her mouth to argue. The tenderness she felt for Nathaniel at that moment, and the night before, had destroyed a good measure of her reserve, and she thought it best if they parted sooner rather than later. But she didn’t say so. Her words might cause him to let go of her and get out of bed, and she wasn’t ready for that. Not yet.
Part of her wondered if she ever would be.
 
* * *
 
Nanchu had just finished taking a final look at the marquess’s arm when Nathaniel entered the sick bay.
“I want to send a message to your father,” he told his half brother, keeping his eyes carefully averted from the boy’s right arm, which now ended in a white bandage where his hand should have been.
“My arrival in this condition will be message enough.” Clifton sent him a scornful glance. “You will pay for this. Mark my words.”
Nathaniel ignored the threat. The boy had brought the injury on himself through his own stupidity. “There will be no arrival unless your father releases Richard,” he replied. “So you’ll only help yourself by cooperating. Where do you think we can find the duke? At Bridlewood or at Greystone House in London?”
“He’s not at Bridlewood.”
“So he’s in London. Buying another shipment of rifles to send to Russia, perhaps?”
“You don’t know what you’re talking about.”
Lord Clifton’s voice grew passionate. “My father would never do anything to hurt England.”
“Treason is by its very nature injurious. But he will pay the price. You see, I’m a bit of a patriot at heart.”
“My father is a powerful man with friends in very high places. You can do nothing to hurt him.”
Nathaniel gave a sardonic laugh. “Then you have nothing to worry about.”
 
* * *
 
When the Vengeance finally arrived in Bristol, Alexandra was eager to stretch her legs on land and to eat some decent food. And she couldn’t wait to wear something more attractive than the baggy men’s garb she’d had on since the storm. She decided to visit a bakery on her way to buy fabric—and then she frowned. A dress was no small expense. She certainly hadn’t anticipated such a need when she planned to strike out on her own from Madame Fobart’s.
She quickly plaited her hair into one long braid that fell down her back, and cinched up Nathaniel’s belt for what she hoped was the last time. She was just about to head up on deck when Nathaniel entered the cabin.
“I’m ready,” she announced, overcompensating for the twinge of shyness that the memory of their time together in his bed, though completely innocent, evoked. In a way, his kindness had forged a bond between them as strong or stronger than if they had become physically intimate, and she no longer knew how to treat the pirate captain. “I can already taste a fresh bun. And oh, for some butter and clear water—”
Nathaniel scowled. “How soon are you expecting such fare?”
“As soon as possible.” She smiled at him. “Can I take the first lighter to the dock?”
Shrugging out of a damp coat, he threw back the lid to his sea chest and withdrew a fresh one. “I’m afraid not. You’ll need to stay here with Trenton.”
She blinked at him in surprise. “But why?”
“I have to take care of some things.”
“Which has nothing to do with me. I’m not your prisoner anymore. You’ve said so yourself, remember? You said you were going to release me.”
“I didn’t say when.”
Despite his answer, Alexandra had to struggle to keep her gaze from drifting over the cotton shirt that stretched taut as he moved. How well she remembered the feel of his muscles moving beneath her hands when he held her earlier.
“You’re just being difficult,” she said. “Surely there is some way to convince you…” She stepped closer and offered him a sultry smile. She felt a little deprived that he hadn’t tried to kiss her while she was in his bed. He had never been indifferent to her before. Had his interest waned while her desire for him only grew stronger?
He cocked a dark eyebrow at her and dropped the coat on the bed. “That depends on what you’re offering.”
Alexandra felt her pulse quicken. She’d caught his attention all right, but wasn’t it foolish to tempt fate? “What is it you want?”
His gaze roved over her, leaving little doubt as to his answer, but at last his eyes focused on her lips. “I’ll settle for a kiss.”
“For a kiss you’ll take me to shore?” she asked, his ready acceptance of her offer making her suspicious.
“Not such a hard bargain, eh?” He spread out his arm, the planes of his face softening with a smile. “I’m waiting.”
Alexandra twisted her hands, suddenly wishing she hadn’t started this bold little game. “Could you at least close your eyes and pucker up or something?”
He laughed softly and closed his eyes. “Your wish is my command.”
Butterflies fluttered in Alexandra’s stomach as she gazed at his handsome face. He had the look of a rogue, with his long hair falling from the thong in back and a small scar near the cleft in his chin. And he could play the role of a rogue better than any man she had ever met, which only made her more nervous. “This is ridiculous—”
“Don’t you want that bun you mentioned?” The corner of his mouth quirked up, but his eyes remained shut. “And some clear water?”
“Fine. Just kiss me,” she said, stepping closer.
“No, you set the price yourself. You’re going to do the kissing.”
Alexandra took a deep breath. It was only a kiss. How difficult could it be? Placing her hands on his chest, she stood on tiptoe and pressed her lips to his. Planning to deliver a quick, pristine peck, just enough to satisfy her end of the bargain, she gasped when his arm pulled her roughly against his hard frame.
He parted her lips with his tongue, kissing her thoroughly, until her lips burned from the warmth and the movement, then set her away from him. “That’s one of the better bargains I’ve made,” he said, looking as though he’d kiss her again if she so much as leaned toward him. “Consider me convinced—”
“Wonderful!”
“—to take you to town in the morning.”
“In the morning?” Alexandra’s mouth gaped open as his words sank in. He didn’t plan to take her ashore now any more than he had when he’d told her no in the first place. “You deceived me,” she accused.
He winked. “Aye, and it was well worth the damage to my character.” Smiling as smugly as the cat who swallowed the canary, he turned to rummage through his desk and retrieved a roll of bills from a drawer where they’d been cast inside as carelessly as trash. “This is a quick stop,” he explained, counting the money. “I can’t afford any complications.”
Alexandra’s hands clenched into fists. Truth be told, she had enjoyed the kiss as much as Nathaniel, but a bargain was a bargain, and getting cheated did not sit well with her. Especially when it meant another night of drinking slimy, brackish water. “Do you think I would turn you in?”
He pulled on his fresh coat and shoved the money into his pocket. “How do I know what you might try in some misguided attempt to help the marquess? You nearly got us all killed with that schooner. My father is a very powerful man. In most regards, he owns this town, and I’ve done little to endear myself to you.” He grinned. “One kiss hardly guarantees your loyalty. But I’m willing to let you try again, if you think you can convince me otherwise.” He closed his eyes and puckered up.
Ignoring the mocking gesture, Alexandra crossed her arms over her chest. “I want to get off this boat,” she said. “And only if you refuse me will you have reason to worry.”
He opened his eyes to consider her threat, then infuriated her further by giving her a careless shrug. “I’m capable of providing my own insurance, thank you.” He dipped his head in parting.
“Why are you being so stubborn?” she asked, her voice rising with her temper. “Are you doing something with Lord Clifton I might not agree with?”
Nathaniel paused at the door. “I’m taking him to London with us. We’ll go by carriage while Trenton gets the Vengeance ready to sail again. So now you know. Are you satisfied?”
“No, what are you going to do with him in London?”
“Eat him for supper—right after I finish with you.” Laughing, he walked out.
“I hope you get caught,” Alexandra shouted after him, but the closing of the door was her only response.
By midnight the guns were safely deposited in a warehouse not too far from shore. Nathaniel thought it a perfect location, given the constraints of time.
After Tiny and the rest of the small party he had brought from the ship had left, he sat on the last of the crates, exhausted, thinking about Alexandra. The vision of her face made him long to return to his cabin and kiss away her anger, to take her to his bed and become one with her before he lost her forever. Part of him argued that a single night wouldn’t matter. But deep down he knew if he went that far, he would never be able to let her go. He was already feeling protective and too possessive for his own good.
“Cap’n?”
Nathaniel turned to find Tiny standing just inside the door of the vast, hollow-sounding building. The moon silhouetted his large bulk. “What are you doing back here, my friend? I thought you’d be enjoying a good booze up by now.”
Tiny ran a hand over the prickly new growth on his head, which was now barely a quarter of an inch long. “I was ‘opin’ to catch ye before ye went back to the ship. I ‘eard somethin’ at the Yard’s Arm I thought ye might want to know about.”
The tone of Tiny’s words caused Nathaniel’s stomach to tense. “What’s that?”
“England’s gone to war. The infantry embarked to Malta March twenty-eighth, but the first shots weren’t fired until April twenty-second, when our warships attacked the port of Odessa. Everyone’s talkin’ about it.”
That England and France had finally, or rather, officially, backed Turkey in the fight against Russia came as a shock, even though Nathaniel had been expecting it for some time. Now that English blood was being spilt, his father’s intentions to sell arms to the enemy became that much more distasteful to him, especially because the Minie rifle was more accurate and far-carrying than the smooth-bore firelock, which was still the regulation weapon in line regiments.
Fleetingly, Nathaniel wondered why a man with so much would commit treason, but then, he had never understood his father. His desire to do so had been the bane of his existence.
“That raises the stakes a bit, doesn’t it?” Nathaniel asked.
Tiny nodded. “Aye.”
Allowing himself no more time to rest, Nathaniel got to his feet. He had to stop his father from shipping any more guns to Russia, which meant he had to get back to the Vengeance so they could leave for London at dawn.


 
 
Chapter 11
 

 
The carriage Nathaniel rented was an ordinary black conveyance that seated eight people. Alexandra was squished between Tiny and the pirate captain himself; Garth was on the other side of Tiny. John, Samuel, an average-looking fellow with a thick head of hair, and Shorty, a tall, heavyset man with a tattoo on the bald pate of his head, sat with the marquess on the other side.
They started out shortly after dawn, traveling in silence as they passed the elegant squares and graceful crescents of Bristol. Alexandra had never visited the city before. She loved the Georgian architecture, complete with its colonnades and terraces.
“That’s Royal York Crescent, the longest crescent in Europe,” Nathaniel pointed out as they passed a long building of flats that curved like a half-moon. “It was started before the turn of the century, but wasn’t finished until 1820 or so.”
“Isn’t Blaise Castle around here somewhere?” Alexandra asked. “My mother once mentioned having seen it.”
“It’s in Clifton,” the marquess said, speaking for the first time. “So is Bridlewood, my father’s home.”
Nathaniel glanced at his half brother without responding.
“Then you’re familiar with this area,” Alexandra said.
“The air and the water of Clifton are unsurpassed.”
“So I’ve heard. So are the beautiful hills and dales.” Alexandra smiled, wondering what the marquess was really like. He was not unhandsome with his short, sandy-colored hair and green eyes. His nose was rather wide, and his stocky build was enough to suggest a preponderance of weight as he grew older, but he had sensual lips and straight, nice teeth. She marveled that, other than the lips, there was so little resemblance between Nathaniel and his younger brother.
“Is the Clifton Suspension Bridge as spectacular as they say?” she asked.
“Yes, though it’s not finished yet. The Severn is one of the most beautiful rivers in the world.”
Nathaniel had brought Alexandra a basket of fresh buns that morning, together with a small crock of butter, and she took two out now, offering one to Lord Clifton. She was sure the marquess had eaten nothing but hard-tack biscuits and salt pork since coming aboard the Vengeance. They’d had nothing else.
Clifton smiled and accepted the bread from her outstretched hand. “I can see why these miscreants mistook you for my sister. You’re not only beautiful, but generous as well.”
Alexandra gave him a dimpled smile. The last thing she expected was a compliment as she sat there in Nathaniel’s clothes. But she would have felt even more self-conscious wearing the now ruined, expensive blue dress she had taken from Lady Anne.
“Sometimes it’s wise for prisoners to pull together.” Just as the marquess had emphasized miscreants, she emphasized the word prisoners for Nathaniel’s benefit, still goaded by his refusal to trust her enough to take her into Bristol the night before.
Nathaniel ignored them, but as Alexandra’s conversation with Lord Clifton warmed, touching a variety of subjects from the Royal Strand Theater in London to the hot wells of Bath, his gaze repeatedly flicked her way. Evidently her friendliness with his half brother struck a nerve, so she remembered to laugh gaily at whatever Clifton said.
Suddenly a large crack resounded, like the snap of a whip, and the carriage tilted dramatically. Nathaniel’s hard body slammed into Alexandra, but the reassuring strength of his arm instantly encircled her waist and held her steady.
“What happened?” she asked as their carriage skidded to a halt. Dust rose all around, clogging her nostrils and making her cough.
“We’ve probably lost a wheel,” Nathaniel said. “Are you all right?”
Alexandra nodded, and he disappeared through the door into the cloud of dust.
A moment later he poked his head inside the carriage and spoke to Tiny. “It’s a wheel, all right. Damned if this won’t cost us a day.”
Tiny heaved himself toward the door. “Can we fix it ourselves?”
Nathaniel stepped back to let the big man out. “No.” He squinted against the sun. “Someone will have to ride to the next town and get a blacksmith.”
“What about Clifton? If someone stops to see if they can help, it might not bode well to find a captive,” Samuel interjected.
“Don’t worry about the marquess,” Nathaniel said, helping Alexandra down. “I’m sure the point of my knife will convince him to act like one of us.” He grinned at his half brother. “He’s so close to home, he’d be stupid to raise an alarm now, anyway.”
“I’ll go for the blacksmith,” Garth volunteered, seemingly eager to accept the task at hand rather than sit in the heat and wait.
“No. You stay here with me. Sam can handle it,” Nathaniel told him.
Garth frowned but nodded, then moved with the captain and the other men to the shade of a large oak tree, leaving the marquess to get out on his own and hover about the carriage as Samuel rode away.
Alexandra climbed a small hill not far from the road and sat at the top to survey the countryside. She’d never been away from Manchester, but the verdant grass and purple and yellow wildflowers around her couldn’t hold her attention. Her gaze was drawn back to Nathaniel again and again. Now that she was finally on her way to London, her anger at him had softened, despite her best efforts to shore it up. And though she had flirted with the marquess, Lord Clifton held no attraction for her. Only the pirate captain could make her heart pound with the simplest look or gesture.
She sighed heavily. Fate had dealt her an unlucky hand. Perhaps she would never know another who drew her as Nathaniel did, another who was so strong and cunning and virile.
But it wouldn’t be hard to find a man who wasn’t a criminal, she reminded herself. Even if she and Nathaniel had a chance together, the duke would never let them live in peace. She’d be forced to watch Nathaniel die or go to prison, and she couldn’t endure that.
Neither had he asked her to remain with him, in any capacity.
She lowered her lashes when Nathaniel’s glance flicked her way. There was something between them. She could feel it even from a distance. But whatever the seed that had been sown, neither she nor Nathaniel would give it room to grow. They couldn’t afford to.
 
* * *
 
Samuel brought back a rotund man who set himself immediately to the task of fixing the carriage.
Alexandra watched him work from her perch at the top of the hill, enjoying the slow-moving day. The time when she would be separated from Nathaniel was looming too close already. She liked listening to his deep voice as he spoke to Tiny, and she tried to catch every syllable that floated to her on the wind.
He seemed equally aware of her. Every few moments his eyes lingered on her almost like a caress, as if he needed to reassure himself of her presence. Once he smiled, and Alexandra’s heart swelled to see the uncharacteristic abandon on his face. She wanted to make him smile like that more often.
But she wouldn’t be around to do it. Some other woman would have to soothe his hurts. And it was for the best, she told herself as she watched Lord Clifton make his way toward her.
Before speaking, Nathaniel’s half brother jammed his good hand into the pocket of the sailor’s breeches he wore. He commented on the weather and the countryside, then cleared his throat and lowered his voice.
“Nathaniel’s guard cannot be raised against us both all of the time. Perhaps if one of us were to create a diversion, the other could gain access to a weapon, or escape and bring help.”
Alexandra didn’t have to ask which role the marquess expected her to play. No doubt she was to be the diversion. But she couldn’t do anything that would get Nathaniel hurt, or worse, killed.
“He has the senses of a cat,” she replied honestly. “I doubt it would be wise to try and thwart him now. Besides, there’s no point in it. He’s already agreed to release the both of us.”
“When it suits him,” Lord Clifton responded bitterly. “I’ll not have him hold me as ransom for that thief Richard.”
Alexandra studied Lord Clifton’s injured arm. The marquess was brave, she had to admit, but pride seemed to motivate most of his actions. “You could be harmed if you don’t cooperate. Haven’t you paid too heavy a price already?”
Hate contorted Clifton’s features. “I’ll have that blackguard’s head mounted on the gate at Bridlewood someday,” he vowed.
Alexandra’s stomach clenched at the thought. “I don’t doubt that you will.” Or rather, that your father will, she added silently. “But today is not the day. We’re too close to freedom to risk further loss of life or limb. We’d be foolish not to go along with him until he releases us.”
She noticed Nathaniel scowling at them and stood, brushing bits of twig and dirt from the trousers she wore. “I think it’s time to go. It looks as though the wheel is fixed.”
 
* * *
 
Fortunately, the marquess seemed to take her advice. The journey to the next small town was uneventful. Lord Clifton didn’t speak again, to her or anyone else. He stared out the window, his face an emotionless mask.
Nathaniel, on the other hand, studied her every move. Alexandra felt his gaze upon her like the sun beating through a window and wondered if he, too, dreaded the moment when they would part. Had the desire for revenge captured the whole of his heart, or had she managed to achieve some small purchase there?
They rolled into Farringdon long after dark. Alexandra had expected to continue through the night, so she was surprised when Nathaniel called to Garth, whose turn it was to drive, to stop at the first inn.
“Why are we stoppin’?” Tiny posed the question, but the rest of Nathaniel’s men stretched and looked to him for the answer as well.
“I’m going to send a message to Greystone. We’ll arrive in London tomorrow afternoon, several hours after our message has been delivered.”
Tiny shrugged. “Whether we wait in London or ‘ere is all the same to me. But I am longin’ for a bed, that I am.”
“Aye,” a tired, dusty Garth agreed.
Alexandra didn’t say anything, but she was glad for the delay. They’d arrive in London soon enough. She took a deep breath as the stranglehold of emotion that had squeezed her heart all day lessened just a bit. A few more hours, she thought. A few more hours were better than nothing.
 
* * *
 
The inn was on the outskirts of town, just beyond a series of small farms. A string of squat buildings with thatch roofs, it was old, but the proprietor and his wife kept the place clean and in good repair.
Nathaniel rented several rooms for the eight of them, and made Garth guard the marquess. He knew Garth was tired, but Clifton was easier to control when Nathaniel wasn’t near him. Nathaniel didn’t want to end up killing the boy during the night, which was, at times, no small temptation.
Besides, he had enough to worry about. The closer he came to freeing Alexandra, the more reluctant he was to do so.
Using one of the keys the steward had given him, he opened a door at the end of a dimly lit corridor and motioned Alexandra inside. “You’ll sleep here tonight,” he said. He was tempted to follow her in, but forced his feet to continue on to the next room.
She stepped back into the hall long enough to watch him open his own door. “You’re going to trust me?” she asked.
“You have no reason to go anywhere. I’m already taking you to London.”
“Don’t you think I’ll implement some desperate plot to save the marquess? Isn’t that what you were afraid I’d do in Bristol?”
“My father doesn’t live in this town,” he countered. “Besides, I don’t think you’re foolish enough to risk Lord Clifton’s life. Garth is tired and bad-tempered. A stupid move would only get my half brother shot, and possibly yourself as well.”
Nathaniel knew that he was the one who sounded tired and bad-tempered, but it provided a safe facade behind which to hide his true feelings. “Good night.”
Alexandra smiled and nodded before entering her own room. She closed the door, and he wondered if she was pleased with her newfound privacy. His own room seemed cold and empty without her. After spending the past few weeks in such close proximity, he’d become accustomed to Alexandra’s presence—the small sounds she made in her sleep, the way she arranged his few personal belongings on the wash-stand, the womanly smell of her.
But he dared not place temptation in his path tonight. He was too close to releasing her. Besides the fact that he had made her miss her aunt’s ship, she wasn’t much worse off than she’d been when he’d snatched her, now that her injury was almost healed. If he allowed the desire that curled around his heart and tightened his groin to take control, however…
Nathaniel tried to direct his thoughts away from Alexandra. Dwelling on her would only undermine his resolve, which felt amazingly weak already. Stripping off his clothes, he crossed to the washstand and busied himself washing up. As he did so, his mind’s eye presented him with a picture of Alexandra doing the same, and he felt the familiar pull that threatened to be his undoing.
Plunging his head beneath the water, he scrubbed his hair. After toweling off, he forced himself to lie down, even though he could hear Alexandra moving about next door, and knew he’d never be able to sleep.
 
* * *
 
Alexandra paced the floor of her room. She was grateful for the reprieve from the bone-jarring carriage ride, but the large featherbed shoved against one wall held no appeal for her. She could think only of Nathaniel.
The memory of their last kiss played in her mind, causing something deep inside her to stir. She longed to feel his touch again, if only for a brief moment.
She poured herself a glass of water from the pitcher on the washstand. He couldn’t burn for her the way she burned for him if he could set her free so easily, she thought, irritated at her own foolish craving. No doubt she had misinterpreted the many times his hand had brushed her arm throughout the day, the looks he’d given her. He felt responsible for her current precarious situation, nothing more, and he was doing what he could to make it right.
A soft knock at the door interrupted Alexandra’s musings. Casting a quick glance in the mirror, she hurried across the floor. Her brushed and gleaming hair fell to her waist, framing a flushed face, and she wore what she had worn throughout her convalescence—Nathaniel’s shirt.
At the door she paused, knowing better than to open it. It could be anyone, though deep down, she knew it was him. “Who is it?”
“Nathaniel.”
Alexandra unbolted the door and opened it a crack to see the pirate captain standing in the hall, wearing only his trousers and boots. His broad chest gleamed in the light of the lamps that lit the hallway, though his eyes were as dark as pits. She couldn’t see what emotion smoldered inside them. She could only feel the current that ran between them like a physical force, pulling them together.
She resisted whatever compelled her to rush into his arms, knowing that to succumb to such desire would be foolhardy. Her heart was already in jeopardy; she didn’t want Nathaniel to own her soul as well. Still, to her own mortification, she stepped back so he could enter.
Nathaniel’s hair was wet, and Alexandra could smell the scent of freshly washed skin as he stepped across the threshold. She wanted to reach out and touch him, to knead his thick muscles, but she knew the slightest contact would ignite a flame so intense it would be difficult to extinguish.
Perhaps he had come for a reason. Perhaps he needed to tell her something.
When Nathaniel turned to face her, Alexandra knew he hadn’t come to talk. He reached out and captured one of her hands with his own, then kissed each fingertip.
Before his touch left her completely senseless, she pulled away, eager to have the advantage over him, since she so rarely possessed it.
“Is there a problem with your room?” she asked, trying to sound flippant.
His eyes narrowed and his voice lowered almost to a growl. “Don’t tease me tonight, Alexandra. Your lips may say one thing, but your eyes tell an entirely different story.”
“Which is better than my lying to you outright, like you did to me at Bristol.”
“I had good reason for leaving you on the Vengeance.’“
“And you’re not to be questioned, is that it?”
“You can ask, but I might not answer.” He smiled and moved toward her, his eyes smoldering as he again took her hand and kissed her palm. “Besides, you had your revenge in the carriage today, and you know it.”
Alexandra couldn’t help but smile. She’d been right about her interest in the marquess bothering the pirate captain. “Still, you made a bargain you didn’t keep,” she reminded him.
“If it’s honesty you want, I’m ready to tell you anything you want to hear.”
Alexandra easily detected the mirth in his words as his lips started moving up her arm. “Isn’t there something contradictory about that statement?”
He chuckled. “Everything about us is contradictory, except this.” He nuzzled the curve of her neck below her left ear as his fingers found the baby hairs at her nape.
“And this is honest?” she asked, scarcely able to breathe as his mouth moved toward her lips.
“Can you think of anything more so?”
Alexandra had no answer for that. Her mind might prevaricate, and insist she had no interest in him, but her body refused to lie.
She groaned and swayed toward him as his mouth found hers. His tongue parted her lips and flicked against her teeth before making deep thrusts that mimicked the complete possession to come.
Alexandra wondered if Nathaniel did indeed mean to extract her very soul. She felt the strength of the arm that encircled her, the rapid but sure beat of his heart beneath her hand on his chest, and her own resistance began to slip away.
But scarcely had her hands found their way up Nathaniel’s back and into the thickness of his hair than a loud thud came from Garth’s room next door.
Clifton!
Nathaniel pulled back, a look of panic seizing his features as he darted back into the hall.
 
* * *
 
Nathaniel crashed through the door to see the marquess grappling with Garth on the ground. The two were fighting for control of Garth’s pistol, and first one then the other gained advantage. Grabbing the knife from his boot, Nathaniel leaped over the bed to reach them just as Clifton managed to roll on top. His half brother had got ahold of the gun, but Nathaniel wrapped his arm around Clifton’s neck and lay the blade against his throat.
“That’s enough,” Nathaniel said through gritted teeth.
Lord Clifton froze.
“Drop the gun.”
Sensing the marquess’s hesitancy, Nathaniel pressed the knife deeper into his skin, until a drop of blood rolled down over his thumb. “I’m not playing games.”
The marquess dropped the gun as Samuel, John, and the others congregated just inside the open doorway.
“What happened?” John asked.
Garth was breathing heavily as Clifton got off him. “I don’t know. I tied him up, then turned around to close the shutters. The next thing I knew, he attacked me.” He sat up and swiped at a small stream of blood that trickled from his mouth. “I don’t know how he managed to get out of the ropes, but he hit me with something, then went for my gun.”
Nathaniel cursed. It had already been a long journey, and it wasn’t getting any easier. “Tie him up again,” he told Samuel.
“I’ll do it,” John volunteered. “He might not be able to feel the hand he’s got left, or his feet, but he’ll not get free again.”
 
* * *
 
When Alexandra knew that Nathaniel was safe and all was once again in order, she left her vigil in the hall and went back into her room, closing the door behind her. She knew Nathaniel would not be back. Together they had stood at the edge of a yawning emotional precipice and nearly tossed themselves over the side. But she wasn’t willing to risk so much again. She had no future with Nathaniel. She couldn’t give her heart to a criminal, not if she wanted a house, and a family, and some degree of assurance that her husband would come safely home each night. And she knew the pirate captain’s plans didn’t include her, either.
Alexandra listened as footsteps approached the door and paused on the other side. Leaning against the panel, she squeezed her eyes shut and held her breath, hoping all in the same moment that Nathaniel wouldn’t knock again—and that he would.
An eternity passed, it seemed, but finally she heard the floor creak as he moved away. She had been right. He would not return.
Feeling empty and deprived, Alexandra moved to the bed and lay down. Her lips tingled from his kiss, and her arms ached with the need to hold him again, but she wasn’t a fool. He could never marry her, and she knew it.
She only wished she could stop her traitorous heart from wanting him.
 
* * *
 
Nathaniel and Alexandra spoke little when they started out again at dawn. Lord Clifton’s swollen lip and a bruise showing just below one eye told her Nathaniel’s men had exacted their revenge for his attempted escape. But they seemed in no better humor for having beat him.
The marquess was sullen as well, and the ride passed almost in complete silence. The few attempts Tiny made to draw Nathaniel out were met with terse responses, until the big man gave up and lapsed into watching the countryside pass by his window.
By the time their coach reached the fields of strawberries outside London, darkness had fallen. A paper moon hung low in the sky, cloaked in the same mist that encompassed the sprawling metropolis ahead.
Alexandra felt a measure of relief as they passed fresh gravel pits and new brick kilns, knowing the tiresome journey would soon be over. Her right shoulder was beginning to pain her again, and she longed to rest. Evidently she had not recovered from the gunshot wound as well as she had thought.
“Are you all right?” Nathaniel asked when she allowed herself to sag against him.
She nodded. Lord Clifton had fallen asleep, but Nathaniel remained watchful and pensive.
“London is a big place,” she murmured. Despite all she had heard, Alexandra was surprised to see how crowded the city was. Buildings appeared to be stacked one on top of the other, creating tall brick walls that turned the avenues into canyons.
The streets were rivers of filth. A combination of rotting garbage, horse excrement, and urine ran in the gutters, creating a terrible stench, but the homeless men, women, and children huddled in doorways or crouched on the ground held Alexandra’s attention the longest. Whether old, new, rich, poor, pleasant, or vile, everything seemed more extreme in London.
“Where are we going?” she asked. Now that she knew her aunt had left the city, the capital no longer seemed a haven, though it was certainly big enough to get lost in. With any luck, Willy would never find her here. But she would be alone in a strange place. Would she find work? A place to live? Friends?
“It’s not much farther.” Nathaniel shifted as if making himself more comfortable, but Alexandra couldn’t help noticing the brace his body gave hers when he settled back again. She was grateful, for it softened the jarring of the carriage.
“Do you think the duke will trade Richard for Lord Clifton?” she whispered, eyeing the sleeping marquess.
Nathaniel cocked an eyebrow at her. “I’m sure he’ll be more motivated to trade for his son than some impostor from Manchester.” Alexandra caught the gleam of Nathaniel’s teeth as he flashed her a grin.
“Still, I’m… I’m afraid of what might happen,” she admitted, focusing the brunt of her worries on Nathaniel and his situation instead of her own. “How can you keep yourself and your men safe? Even if Greystone releases Richard, he’ll hunt you to the ends of the earth once he sees Lord Clifton’s stump.”
“I know.”
“But what will you do?”
“Whatever seems expedient at the time.”
Alexandra let the subject drop, too tired to push at the moment.
“Does your shoulder trouble you a great deal?” he asked when she didn’t speak again.
She nodded. “I’ll be glad when we get there.”
Nathaniel tipped her head onto his shoulder. “Perhaps you should try to rest. I’m afraid the ride has been too much for you.” He gently stroked her cheek, then paused in midmotion, his gaze cutting through the darkness.
The marquess was awake and was watching them, Alexandra realized.
“Do all your captives receive such tender treatment?” he asked.
Nathaniel gave him a scornful glare, but dropped his hand and turned to the window.
After a few minutes more, the carriage came to a stop. Alexandra felt the conveyance sway as Samuel descended from the driver’s box and opened the door. “Broad Street,” he announced as she sat up.
Nathaniel helped Alexandra down. A sign hung off the road a few feet in front of them. Alexandra squinted to see through the fog that curled around it, expecting the name of some small inn. She was surprised to read the words DR. WATT’S SURGERY AND REMEDIES.
Glancing over her shoulder, she realized that the others weren’t getting out. “Aren’t they coming?” she asked.
“No. You need a doctor. I’m going to leave you here.”
The impact of Nathaniel’s words hit Alexandra like a fist. She hadn’t prepared herself to be left quite so soon. To be separated from him. How could he drop her off so casually?
Pride came to Alexandra’s rescue, imbuing her with the strength to pull away and stand on her own power. “I see.”
The pirate captain stared at her with an inscrutable expression on his face. “Staying with us is too dangerous,” he explained.
“Of course. I thank you for bringing me.” Alexandra couldn’t help slipping into a more formal tone. Whirling around, she poked her head inside the carriage and said good-bye to the others before preceding Nathaniel through a wrought iron gate that swung inward to a small yard.
A brick path led to a three-story building that was obviously part business and part residence. A dim light escaped from beneath the door and gleamed around the windows, indicating someone was still awake despite the late hour.
“You’d better kiss me good-bye here,” he told her when they reached the door.
Alexandra swallowed the lump that had swelled in her throat. “And why would I want to do that?” she asked, standing stiffly at his side.
“Because I don’t plan on giving you a choice.” Pulling her into his arm, he kissed her almost as thoroughly as he had at the inn, despite her efforts to escape his hold.
“Aren’t you in a hurry?” she asked when he finally let her go.
Nathaniel laughed. “Aye, but knowing how much you like me, I couldn’t leave without a token of your esteem.”
She glared up at him, and he sobered.
“This is for your own good,” he said, speaking softly. “Just remember that.”
When Alexandra didn’t answer, Nathaniel sounded the brass knocker. Moments later a short woman with plump arms opened the door.
“Is Dr. Watts available?” he asked.
“Yes, sir. The doctor’s just now returned from a house call. Is there an emergency?”
“Not an emergency, but I think a doctor is in order.”
“Come inside and have a seat. I’ll get him directly.” She showed the two of them into a comfortable-looking parlor where a large leather chair and cloth settee sat opposite a coal fire. Alexandra sat down, but Nathaniel remained standing.
When Dr. Watts appeared, Alexandra thought he looked like the male counterpart of the woman who had answered the door. Short, with a halo of white hair circling his otherwise bald head, he had a ruddy face and a jovial voice.
“Caught me, you did,” he exclaimed. “And this time before I donned my nightclothes.”
“Then our timing is good after all. My name is Nathaniel Kent and this is my sister Alexandra, er, Kent. We appreciate your willingness to see patients at this hour.”
“Mr. Kent, I see patients at any hour. It’s all part of the territory, you know. What seems to be the problem?”
Alexandra tried to memorize Nathaniel’s face as he explained her injury to the doctor. The square jaw, the cleft chin—the blue eyes she could never forget—the hollows of his cheeks, the broad brow. She felt an inexplicable sense of panic at the thought of his leaving her, and wanted to be able to conjure up his face at any moment. She would go on and meet and marry another, she told herself, but she would never forget Nathaniel.
She heard the pirate captain say that he would cover all expenses. He negotiated a price with the doctor, and Alexandra watched the money change hands. Then Nathaniel hunkered down and pressed a roll of notes into her own palm.
“This will buy you some new dresses and other necessities.” He spoke briskly, as though eager to be on his way.
“And what shall I do with your clothes?” Alexandra asked numbly. Nathaniel had told Dr. Watts that he’d check back with him in a few days, but she knew it wasn’t true. Worse, she had told Nathaniel that this was what she wanted.
It was what she wanted, wasn’t it?
“It doesn’t matter.” He glanced over his shoulder through the window. “I’d better get going.”
“Of course.” Alexandra managed a brave smile, wondering what Dr. Watts thought of the two of them and their strange, unemotional parting. No doubt he wondered about her wearing men’s clothing and having a gunshot wound besides.
“Good-bye.” Nathaniel bent and kissed the top of her head, then strode briskly to the door.
“Nathaniel?” Alexandra now wished she hadn’t wasted her opportunity at the door to give him a proper good-bye.
He turned back, his dark hair shining in the glow from the kerosene lamp on the table beside him.
“Be careful,” she said.
He nodded as he stepped out, and the housekeeper closed the door behind him.


 
 
Chapter 12
 

 
Nathaniel refused to look back. He climbed into the carriage, hurrying to leave before he changed his mind. This was what Alexandra had asked him to do —to take her to London—and it was for the best. She’d nearly died once because of him. He wasn’t about to risk her again. He wouldn’t lose her as he had Martha.
But if their parting was predestined, if it was for the best, why did he feel as though his heart was being torn from his chest?
“Take us to the Golden Crown,” he called out to Samuel.
Clifton’s gaze immediately fastened to him, and Nathaniel resisted the urge to punch his half brother in the face. The marquess had talked and flirted with Alexandra the whole of the previous day, just to goad him. And it had worked far better than Nathaniel wanted to admit.
The carriage stopped again a few minutes later, and Samuel announced Charing Cross. Nathaniel motioned the others out, then drew his knife and waved Clifton to the door. “Don’t make a sound in the lobby,” he breathed, “Or the spectacle that others see will be your murder.”
Nathaniel didn’t have to force the sincerity that rang in his voice. At that moment he was looking for an opportunity, and he hoped Clifton knew it.
Garth rented several rooms in the large coaching inn, where one could get lost in a crowd.
Nathaniel followed behind the marquess as Garth led the way past a plethora of pictures, porcelains, and knickknacks arranged on polished mahogany tables. Heavy wood settees and chairs were clustered in groups on a thick pile rug, and blue silk draperies puddled on the floor.
The halls were long and dimly lit, with a water closet at the end of each one. Garth stopped at a room that corresponded to the number on his key and opened the door as Nathaniel motioned Clifton inside.
“Keep a close eye on him,” Nathaniel said, his eyes burning with the need for sleep. “If there’s another incident like last night, he won’t survive to tell about it.”
The marquess jerked his arm away from Nathaniel’s hand and entered the room with Garth. “Sleep well while you can, Dragonslayer,” he taunted over his shoulder. “It won’t be long before our roles are reversed.”
Garth gave Nathaniel a pointed look. “Are you sure he’s safe with me?”
“After the beating you gave him last night, I’m not,” Nathaniel responded. “But at this point, I’d just as soon put him out of his misery.” He tossed Tiny a key. “Tiny, you tie him up. You’ll stay across the hall with John.”
 
* * *
 
“But the doctor said you’re not strong enough to go anywhere,” the doctor’s housekeeper protested when Alexandra tried to get up. “You need to rest.”
“I need to purchase some fabric so I can make a dress, and I need to find work,” Alexandra argued from one of four beds that lined the wall of the dormitory-style room.
The housekeeper, whose name was Mrs. Tuttle, clucked her tongue. “What if I brought you some cloth? Then you could work right here. The doctor is gone, and I don’t know when he’ll return, but I’m sure Mr. Kent has already paid for you to stay for several days yet.”
Alexandra fell back on the pillows. She’d been up most of the night trying to understand why she felt so despondent. She was finally in London, and though she wasn’t with her aunt as she had planned, she was still away from Willy. Nathaniel had kept his word and let her go. She had enough money to get a start. Yet she had never felt so abandoned and alone in her life.
She was just overly concerned about the future, she decided. Anyone would be frightened when faced with the prospect of suddenly earning one’s keep as a stranger in such a big city. Alexandra knew she wouldn’t be able to relax until she had a few basics settled in her life, such as a more permanent place to stay, and employment.
Thinking about the seamstresses who were most likely sewing in the garret of her old home at that very moment, Alexandra felt a sharp sense of loss. But she dared not dwell on her friends for fear the temptation to cry would overwhelm her.
Forcing her attention back to the concerned Mrs. Tuttle, she decided the housekeeper was right. She was in no shape to venture forth today. Tomorrow would be soon enough. “If you could bring me a large piece of broadcloth, then,” she said, “I’ll work from my bed.”
The woman’s ruddy face broke into a smile.
“That’s a good lass. I’ll get you a cup of good strong tea first. That’ll help you get your strength back. Then I’ll pick up the fabric when I go to market.” She smoothed her white apron with her hands. “The tea will take just a moment, dear.”
Tutty, as Alexandra had heard the doctor call her, shuttled between the doctor’s office and his residence upstairs with amazing agility for a woman of her age and weight. Only minutes later, Alexandra heard her banging around the kitchen in an effort to produce the promised tea.
The doctor returned just as Tutty descended the stairs, tray in hand. He joined his housekeeper at Alexandra’s bedside, a kind smile on his bespectacled face.
“Feeling any better?” he asked.
Alexandra nodded. She didn’t, but she knew they would never let her leave if she told them the truth.
“Tutty said you wanted to do some sewing today. I think that should be fine, providing you don’t overdo. You need several days of bed rest, you know.”
Alexandra sipped her tea, thinking she’d go mad staying in bed that long. Memories of Nathaniel haunted her constantly. She had to occupy her time more completely to make herself forget the tall, dark pirate, and she had to get her life in order. The doctor and his housekeeper were kind, but she couldn’t stay forever in the freshly painted room with its three other wrinkle-free beds. The fear of the unknown would quickly undermine her determination to get a start.
But might Nathaniel come back?
Alexandra tried to bury the hope that wiggled at the back of her mind. He wasn’t coming back. His good-bye the night he left was final, and she needed it to stay that way. She didn’t want to be around when the duke finally caught up with him—and she had no doubt Greystone eventually would.
The doctor was speaking to her. Alexandra looked up, attempting to catch enough of his words to provide a coherent answer.
“…is not common I treat a woman for a gunshot wound. How did it happen?”
Alexandra remembered the eyes of the sharpshooter aiming for Nathaniel as vividly as she’d seen them the day of the battle with the Voyager. “My brother was cleaning his gun,” she said, “and it went off.”
 
* * *
 
“Did you find a messenger?” Nathaniel asked. He, Garth, and the others were waiting at the hotel with Lord Clifton. Tiny had just returned.
“Aye. I gave ‘im the letter, an’ ‘e’s on ‘is way to deliver it to the duke now.”
Nathaniel stroked his chin. He hadn’t shaved yet and could feel the prickly growth of his beard beneath his fingertips. “Now all we have to do is wait,” he told Garth. “If Richard shows up at the Tower, we let Lord Clifton go.”
Garth nodded, and Nathaniel leaned back in his chair. The hotel steward had brought them a breakfast of fried eggs, bacon, a cold joint of meat, and rolls with preserves, but he had eaten little. Too preoccupied to enjoy the food, he sipped a cup of tea instead, watching his men devour everything in a matter of minutes.
From that point, time passed on lead feet. Nathaniel paced in front of the window, staring out at the day; the others played cards. Still bound, the marquess remained on the floor where he had spent the night.
Rain drizzled out of a gray sky, lacking any real commitment. Nathaniel wished it would pour. Frequent rains were the only thing that kept London habitable during the hot summer months, and it was already a warm spring. The water cleaned the air and the streets, helping to relieve the terrible stench that rose from the gutters.
“Untie me, I can’t stand lying here any longer,” Clifton said.
Nathaniel ignored him. He had no plans to wrestle with the marquess again today, nor was he willing to endure any of his half brother’s verbal abuse. He inclined his head toward the table where he had put a strip of cloth, just in case they needed a gag, and Clifton got the message.
At noon Nathaniel sent John and Garth to the Tower of London for Richard.
They returned nearly two hours later. Nathaniel could hear their voices as they came down the hall. At first he thought he heard Richard’s as well, but when they burst into the room, they were without him.
“He wasn’t there,” Garth announced. “We waited almost an hour, but there was no sign of him.”
The marquess closed his eyes and dropped his head in disappointment. Nathaniel wanted to do the same, except his men were watching him, waiting.
“What should we do?” Garth asked.
“We wait until tomorrow and send the same message,” Nathaniel replied. “Maybe Greystone didn’t get word in time.”
John stiffened in his chair. His eyes locked with Nathaniel’s, then turned to stare his hatred at the marquess. “If the duke has killed my brother, I’m going to kill his son.”
“And I wouldn’t blame you,” Nathaniel admitted, watching his half brother shrink away from John’s intense regard.
The next morning Nathaniel sent another messenger to Greystone House on Berkeley Square, and the wait began anew. Only, this time they untied young Lord Clifton. He sat in a corner, silent and morose, while the rest of them talked among themselves or gambled.
At noon John and Garth went back to the Tower. When they returned this time, Richard was with them. He had a number of bruises, a black eye, and possibly a broken nose, but he laughed and threw his arms around Nathaniel the moment he saw him.
“You did it. I’m free from the bloody bastard,” he exclaimed.
Nathaniel pounded his friend on the back. “We’re just glad you’re alive.”
Richard shook his head. “The duke was furious. He had his men beat me one last time, just for good measure, but you had him by the bullocks, and he knew it.”
Richard’s carrot-colored hair was matted with blood from a cut just above his temple, and he favored his left side, but otherwise, he seemed to be the same boisterous soul he’d always been.
“What did he do to you?” Nathaniel asked.
“Nothing more than what I’d get in a good brawl at the corner tavern.” Richard laughed, but Nathaniel suspected he’d received a great deal more than that. “Your father wanted me to tell him where he could find you, and when I wouldn’t say, he let his men rough me up a bit. Damn near broke a few ribs, I think.” He gingerly pressed the offended side. “But I’ll heal.”
Nathaniel glanced at Clifton. His half brother watched them with obvious relief, knowing Richard to be his ticket home.
“Tiny, you go rent a carriage and two extra horses. Bring them down the alley in back, then come get me,” Nathaniel told him. “Garth, help me tie Lord Clifton up again.”
“Wait,” the marquess cried. “What are you doing? You told my father you’d let me go.”
Nathaniel laughed. “Did you think I was going to let you walk out of here and go straight to the constabulary?”
“But you said—”
“I said I’d trade you. I didn’t say when or how.”
By the time Tiny returned, Clifton was bound and gagged and lying in his place on the floor.
“The rest of you be ready to leave as soon as I get back,” Nathaniel admonished, motioning for Tiny to help him. Together they lifted the marquess and carried him out the back way, where they put him in the carriage.
“You drive,” Nathaniel said. “Take us out toward Bristol, beyond the city.”
“Aye, Cap’n.” Tiny hefted himself up to the driver’s box, and Nathaniel climbed inside with Clifton. It had not stopped drizzling since the day before, but Nathaniel gave it no heed. He was relieved on two accounts: a portion of his plan had fallen into place, and he would soon be rid of his half brother.
The ride took a little over an hour. Finally Tiny pulled to the side of the road and stopped in the shade of an elm tree. “This good enough?” he called.
Nathaniel jumped to the ground. “Perfect. Untie the horses.” Turning back to the marquess, he said, “This is where we say good-bye. I hope forever.”
Lord Clifton squirmed and groaned, but the gag in his mouth prevented him from formulating his various grunts into words.
“I’ll take that as a fond farewell.” Nathaniel laughed and slammed the door. Then he and Tiny climbed astride the horses and headed back into town.
“Are you goin’ to let the duke know where the marquess is at?” Tiny asked at length.
“No. I’m going to let the stables know where they can retrieve their carriage. They’ll notify the duke when they find Clifton.”
“That’s a good idea.” Tiny sounded genuinely impressed.
“We need to rent some horses from another stable first,” Nathaniel explained.
“We’re leaving town?”
“Of course.”
“What about the guns?”
“They can be handled at a much safer distance, for the time being.”
They rode in silence the rest of the way. By the time they rented more horses and reached the Golden Crown, Garth and the others were waiting in the alley. They each took a mount and climbed on.
“Is it done?” Richard asked.
“Greenwalt Stables is on their way to retrieve their property,” Nathaniel informed him. “It’ll happen soon enough.”
“Then let’s get the hell out of here,” he whooped. “I hope Trenton’s got the Vengeance ready, because that duke’s hopping mad. I’d say we should head to America, but I’m not sure it’s far enough away.”
“Trenton will pick us up in Newcastle,” Nathaniel said. “We’ll deal with the rifles there, before my father sends any more guns to Russia.”
He nudged his horse into a gallop and the others followed suit. They cleared the cart-and vendor-laden streets of the capital and emerged on the rolling green hills of the surrounding countryside.
Suddenly Nathaniel reined in.
“What is it?” Garth asked, slowing along with him.
Nathaniel paused in indecision. “Nothing. Never mind. Let’s go.” He shook the reins and started out again, but it wasn’t five minutes before he wheeled around a second time.
“Is something wrong, Captain?” Garth’s face revealed his puzzlement.
“There’s something I need to do.” Nathaniel squinted back the way they had come, knowing in that moment that he couldn’t leave Alexandra. She drew him back as surely as a river flowed to the sea.
The entire group slowed to a stop and came back to meet him. “What’s going on?” Richard called.
“I’m going back.”
“But why?” Alarm rang through Richard’s Scottish lilt.
“There’s something I have to do. I’ll catch up with you tomorrow.”
“You don’t want to go back there,” Richard insisted. “Believe me, Nathaniel, Greystone will be turning that town upside down to find you as soon as he gets Clifton back.”
“If it has anything to do with a beautiful blonde with big green eyes, now is not the time, my friend,” John added.
Then when was the time? Nathaniel wondered. Once Alexandra recovered enough to leave Dr. Watts’s, he might never find her again. “I’ll catch up with you tomorrow. If not, go on to Newcastle without me.”
“I don’t think we should leave you.” Richard trotted after him. “We’ll come, too.”
Nathaniel scrutinized his friend’s battered face—the swollen lip, the black eye, the congealed blood from the cut at his temple. He was grateful to have Richard back in one piece, knew he was extremely lucky, in fact, and wanted him and the others well away from the city. “No. You stay with John. I’ll catch up.”
Richard lowered his voice. “You’re foolish to take any more chances, Nathaniel. Being a one-armed man makes you an easy mark.”
“I’ve always managed to look out for myself before,” Nathaniel told him, but he didn’t say what was equally true: though he feared the duke, somehow the thought of never seeing Alexandra again was worse.
“Nathaniel, don’t.” Tiny added his voice to those of the others, but Nathaniel waved them all off as he kicked his horse into a gallop.
“I have to,” Nathaniel told them, but he didn’t know what he was going to say or do once he reached Dr. Watts’s. Nothing had changed. He couldn’t take Alexandra away with him because it wasn’t safe. He had nothing to offer her, but he had to see her one last time. Surely he could allow his heart that one small concession.
 
* * *
 
The Duke of Greystone paced angrily behind the huge mahogany desk, inlaid with ebony and ivory, that stood in the center of his study. The man from Greenwalt Stables, who had found Jake and brought him home, had left only a few hours before. But Nathaniel and his men were already long gone from the Golden Crown, just as Jake had said they would be.
“On my own life I will avenge you,” the duke swore, crossing to the window that overlooked the fenced gardens and the street below, his emotions too powerful for him to remain in one place for long.
Jake sat on the other side of the desk. He was unshaven, his eyes bloodshot, and the sight of the white bandage that covered the end of his right arm made Greystone want to slaughter the world.
“I should never have sent you to the Crimea. But I thought you’d be safe with Captain Montague.”
“There was little Montague could do, or anyone else for that matter,” Jake said. “Dragonslayer—”
“His name is Nathaniel,” the duke broke in. “I will not have him called by that ludicrous name.”
“Nathaniel, then. He tricked us. We managed to hold him off in the morning, but he followed us and attacked again when we least expected it. Though we fought as best we could, most of the men were drunk by then and there was nothing to do but surrender. And he took full advantage of the situation, as you can see.”
Greystone faced the window, turning away from the sight of Jake’s stump. On the grounds below, a formal garden bloomed in the gentle sunshine—sweet peas, heliotrope, phlox, larkspur, and love-in-the-mist.
He watched as his gardeners worked among the plants, trimming and clipping. The serenity of the view mocked his inner turmoil. Red roses, yellow roses, and green shrubbery, all perfectly manicured, blurred before his vision.
It was time he put an end to Nathaniel once and for all. If not for his firstborn, Jake would still have his hand. The marquess would be whole and healthy, and there would be no threat to Greystone shipping, an asset the duke loved almost as much as he loved his second son.
“He wanted to get to you through me,” Jake said. “I’m your heir. He wanted to leave me no more whole than he is himself.”
The marquess’s words acted like kerosene on the flames of the duke’s fury. Nathaniel mocked him? “I’ll rot in hell before I let him escape me now,” he swore.
“He’ll pay for his crimes, Father. I have all the information we need to put an end to Dragonslayer—that is, Nathaniel.”
The duke whirled around. “What information?”
“I met a man who is willing to help us.” Jake leaned forward, his eyes alive for the first time since he’d returned. “He’s a member of Nathaniel’s crew, and for a price, he’s promised to provide all the information we need to capture Nathaniel. He said he will send us word as soon as he can meet with us. It shouldn’t be more than a few days at the most.”
Greystone felt a tremor of anticipation run through him. “Excellent,” he said. “Then it is only a matter of time after all.”
 
* * *
 
Nathaniel’s horse was lathered by the time he let it slow to a walk. As he listened to its labored breathing, he called himself a fool for returning to London. Alexandra would be better off if he left things as they stood, but he couldn’t help himself. His feelings for her had grown too strong. Had circumstances been different…
No, he chided himself. It wasn’t wise to think like that. Love was too dangerous an emotion.
Fog flowed in from the Thames, settling over the streets like some biblical plague as he headed to Oxford and then on to Broad. It was getting late, probably too late to make a social call, but Nathaniel tied his horse to the ring outside Dr. Watts’s small garden anyway. He dared not delay his visit till morning. Trenton and the others would be waiting for him in Newcastle as it was.
Nathaniel knocked at the door, wondering what he was going to say to Alexandra when he saw her. He couldn’t make any promises. Neither could he let her disappear from his life.
The housekeeper answered his knock, but before he could so much as greet her, she beckoned him in. “Oh, Mr. Kent. Thank goodness you’re here. We’ve never been properly introduced, but my name is Mrs. Tuttle.”
Stepping inside the cozy house, Nathaniel let the housekeeper take his frock coat as dread turned the blood in his veins to ice. “It’s a pleasure to know you, Mrs. Tuttle. Is something wrong? Has Alexandra taken a turn for the worse?”
Dr. Watts descended the stairs. “Tutty, did I hear Mr. Kent arrive? Ah, yes, it is you. What a relief. We were getting quite beside ourselves, really.”
Nathaniel turned to the doctor. “What is it?”
“Can’t say for sure—”
“Where’s Alexandra?” Nathaniel glanced through the door that led to the adjoining examination room and the dormitory beyond, but all was quiet. They seemed quite alone in the house.
“That’s the problem, my good fellow,” Dr. Watts explained. “She’s gone. She left this morning with a picnic lunch and a list of dressmakers she intended to visit. And she’s not come back.”
“What?”
Dr. Watts sighed. “She’s a stubborn lass, your sister. I told her she wasn’t well enough to be up and about, but she kept insisting she felt fine. She was so eager to search for gainful employment, you know.”
“She promised to be gone only a few hours at most, just long enough to make a few inquiries,” Tutty cut in. “But she hasn’t returned, and we don’t know what to make of it.”
Nathaniel stood looking at the pair in astonishment. He had expected Alexandra to move on eventually. She needed to establish a new life in London. But he never dreamed she’d disappear so soon. “She didn’t arrange for other lodgings?”
“None we know of,” the doctor replied. “She made herself a dress, managed it in a single day, mind you. And she’s got the fabric to begin another still here—”
“I know she planned to return,” Tutty interrupted, wringing her hands. “She took only enough food for one small meal.”


 
 
Chapter 13
 

 
The burned-out warehouse was cold and drafty. Great gusts of wind whistled through the broken windows along the top, blowing rain inside until the wet nearly reached the circle of seamstresses pressed against the back wall.
Alexandra sat in a dim corner, bent over her work, struggling to see the tiny stitches in the wavering light of several candles. Her gaze flicked toward the windows as she acknowledged the storm gathering outside, but her mind was preoccupied with thoughts of Dr. Watts and Mrs. Tuttle.
“What’s the problem, missy?” asked the woman next to her. Her long dark hair, streaked with gray, was pulled severely off her face. “Are ye too cold?”
Though her fingers and toes were nearly frozen, Alexandra shook her head. “No. Someone’s expecting me tonight, is all, and I’m far from being finished.” She jammed her needle back into the wool of the livery she sewed.
“Ye’d best stay till morning now anyway. The streets aren’t safe along the docks after dark, an’ ye won’t last long around ‘ere if ye miss yer deadline.”
Alexandra nodded. She’d walked a long way from the doctor’s residence, deep into the rabbit warrens of London, and was reluctant to start back so late. But she wished she could notify the doctor and Tutty somehow. She knew the pair would be worried about her.
Allowing herself a small sigh, she tried to concentrate on her work despite an audible growling in her stomach. Tutty had packed her a few slices of cold meat and a biscuit, but she’d eaten it long ago while she was still visiting dressmakers on the housekeeper’s list.
“I’m Mariah,” the woman volunteered. “How did ye come to be ‘ere? I mean, forgive my boldness, but ye seem, well, different from the rest of us.”
Alexandra glanced around the circle of drawn, pinched faces. The others were obviously tired, and judging from their clothes, poor. But then, the same thing could be said for most needlewomen.
“Another shop I visited, looking for work, told me Mr. Gunther is always hiring.”
Mariah nodded. “That’s true enough. Are ye new to London, then?”
“Yes.”
“Ah… that explains it.”
“Explains what?”
Mariah’s eyes darted across the room. She fell silent as Gunther, a short man with heavy whiskers who was almost as wide as he was tall, came to stand beside the circle of working women.
“I need to get these orders out of here,” he barked. “Come on, ladies, we’ve got deadlines.”
Mariah muttered something under her breath, making Alexandra glance up at her.
“What did you say?”
“I ‘ate Gunther,” she whispered. “An’ Gould is almost as bad.”
Gunther had hired her, but Alexandra could only assume Gould to be the stringy, fair-complexioned man who stood at her boss’s side.
“Are we all working, ladies?” Gunther’s words acted like the crack of a whip, making the seamstresses bow closer to their needles.
One, more bold than the rest, said, “Whippin’ a dead ‘orse won’t make ‘im run any faster.”
“If a horse don’t run as fast as I like, I get me another horse,” he bellowed back. “Anyone who goes home before they get their order done shouldn’t bother to come back.”
Alexandra frowned, wondering how she’d make it through the night. When she’d taken the job, she’d planned to return to Dr. Watts’s and begin the following morning. But Gunther had pressed her to start immediately, saying he had an order that needed filling right away. Now she realized just how ill-prepared she was to meet his demands. She was hungry and cold, with only a thin shawl to warm her, and she wasn’t as strong as she should be.
Silence reigned as the hour grew late. Even Mariah grew reticent, and Alexandra was glad. She scarcely had the energy to continue sewing, let alone provide any kind of interesting conversation. She was tempted to give up and leave, but the discouragement she had faced earlier in the day when dress shop after dress shop had turned her away had frightened her. What if she couldn’t find anything better?
Thunder cracked in the sky, louder than any cannon. A boisterous wind began to fling the rain ever farther into the room, blowing out several candles, and those women along the outer edge of the circle began to complain about the wet.
The other seamstresses seemed reluctant to move, but they could hardly continue to work without light. They rose, grumbling beneath their breath. Some held the remaining candles while others shoved the tables and chairs back even closer to the far wall. This done, they sat wordlessly and went back to work.
Eventually some of the seamstresses made pillows out of their aprons or shawls and found an empty place on the floor to grab a few minutes’ rest. Alexandra longed to do the same. Her tired, sore body ached for a bed, but she was determined to continue. She needed a job to provide some sort of stability in her life, and she welcomed anything with the potential to divert her thoughts from the one person who remained center stage: Nathaniel. Frustrating though it was, his face forever appeared in her mind’s eye. Even with work to distract her, she caught herself remembering him, the things he’d said, his smile, his touch, his pain.
“‘Ave ye ‘ad anythin’ to eat?” Mariah asked.
Alexandra shook her head.
“Then ‘ere.” Cold hands pressed a portion of a roll into her lap. It was a hard, crusty remnant of an earlier supper, but Alexandra was hungry enough to eat anything.
“Take a few ticks to rest,” the woman suggested.
“Thank you, but if I do, I’ll never get done.” Alexandra stuffed the entire roll into her mouth so her hands could remain free.
“Listen. I just finished my own work. I’ll stitch for ye if ye’ll take fifteen minutes or so an’ sleep.”
Surprised by the kindness of Mariah’s offer, Alexandra looked questioningly into her face. “But you could go home now.”
“I don’t mind ‘elpin’ ye for a while. Now pop along an’ do as I say.”
Carefully avoiding the small puddles caused by the rain, Alexandra lay down, wondering if she’d ever be able to get up again. Her back and arms ached, her head throbbed, and the cold, unyielding cement provided little comfort.
Still, she drifted into a dreamless sleep almost as soon as she lay down.
In what seemed like seconds, a gentle hand woke her. “I ‘ave to go now,” Mariah said. “Ye’ve been sleepin’ for an ‘our. That ought to ‘elp. I’m sorry I can’t do more.”
“An hour!” Alexandra scrambled to her feet even though her body still felt like she’d been thrown from a horse. “You let me sleep an hour? And you’ve been working that entire time?”
“Aye, but I ‘ave to go now. I’ll be back in the mornin’.”
“Wait.” Alexandra clutched the other woman’s arm. “I’ll do the same for you sometime. I promise.”
“I’m sure ye will.” Mariah studied her, then lowered her voice. “Ye know, ye seem like a good lass. I ‘ate to see ye get into trouble, so let me give ye a piece of advice. Stay away from Gunther, if ye can.”
“Why?” she asked in surprise. But Mariah pulled away, leaving Alexandra to stare after her as she walked out onto the rain-spattered docks.
 
* * *
 
A man with a wet newspaper under his arm hurried down the street several blocks from Dr. Watts’s residence. The hour was so late and the weather so poor that he was the only person Nathaniel had seen in two hours of searching for Alexandra.
“Excuse me, sir.” Nathaniel nudged his horse forward.
The man turned, obviously surprised at being stopped in the middle of a downpour.
“Have you seen a lone young woman with blond hair and green eyes around these parts tonight?”
The man scowled as the wind blew rain into his face. “No,” he shouted above the inclement weather, then ducked his head and rushed away.
Nathaniel sighed. He was wasting his time. He’d never find Alexandra by rambling about without some clue to tell him where to look. Unfortunately, the dress shops on Tutty’s list were long closed, and he had no way of determining the identities of the owner or manager of each one, though he wouldn’t have hesitated to raise them from their beds if he could.
He sat in the downpour, blinking rain out of his eyes, a solitary figure. As much as he hated to give up, there was nothing he could do except return to the doctor’s and pray for better luck in the morning.
 
* * *
 
Alexandra was exhausted. She’d worked for nearly thirty-six hours with little sleep, and now she could only lay her head back on the cushioned seat of the pony-chaise as a chill wind whipped at the strands of hair straying from her bonnet. Occasionally drops of rain fell onto her cheeks from the black night overhead, but she didn’t bother to wipe them away. She was oblivious to the weather, and almost everything else, until a coughing spell seized her. Then she sat up, her eyes blinking in bewilderment. It was so cold, and she’d had nothing to eat but the spot of tea Gunther had pressed on her earlier.
“Where are we?” she asked.
Her new boss sat at her side, driving. “You’re not well,” he told her. “I’m taking you home, where there is someone to care for you. Don’t worry, it’s only another street or two.”
It seemed as though they’d been traveling for hours. “But you said you’d take me back to Dr. Watts’s,” Alexandra protested, pulling her shawl more tightly about herself. She shivered. Her fingers were like ice, yet her face felt flushed.
“A hot bowl of soup, and you’ll be good as new. Believe me, I’ve got just the thing,” he said.
 
* * *
 
The rain began to fall more heavily, disturbing Alexandra’s sleep. Soaked to the skin, she wished for a heavy wool cloak to replace Mrs. Turtle’s knitted shawl. Then she realized that the chaise was no longer moving. Where was she?
Raising her head to look about, she saw that she was alone in a filthy street outside a tall, rickety building made of wood. It leaned sadly to one side as tattered drapes escaped from an open window on the second story to slap against the pane overhead. A light silhouetted the figures of a man and a woman in the same room. The male form clasped the woman from behind and tossed her onto a bed, and their laughter rippled down with the rain.
Climbing unsteadily to the ground, Alexandra clung to the side of the pony-chaise, feeling as though she might faint. All the strength was gone from her legs, but she forced herself to move. She had to find her way to Dr. Watts’s.
“Wait!”
Before she’d traveled more than three steps, the door to the teetering house opened. A girl came bounding down the front steps, despite wearing a full skirt, and skidded to a halt in front of her. “Going somewhere?” she asked, her eyes gleaming.
The most remarkable thing about this stranger, besides a broken front tooth, was a lovely feather boa that rested above a revealing bodice.
“I’m afraid I’m lost,” Alexandra admitted, wondering just what kind of woman dressed as this girl did. “Could you perhaps direct me to a constable?”
The girl whistled through her teeth, proving that she could put the broken one to good use. “I doubt there’s a constable who dares to walk these parts. I’ve never seen one, anyhow.”
Gunther came out of the house and descended the steps, his face dark with the shadow of night and his usual thick, black whiskers. “Maggie, go inside. Her room is ready now. I’ll handle it from here.”
“Can’t I help her settle in?” Maggie pleaded. “We’re friends already.”
Gunther scowled but acquiesced. “Very well. You can take her up.” He turned to Alexandra. “I’m going to see a friend of mine while you get some sleep. We’ll talk later.”
“I’m afraid there’s been some kind of misunderstanding,” Alexandra said. “I can’t stay here. My friends are expecting me.” She glanced from Gunther to the girl he had called Maggie. “I don’t know what you were thinking, but—”
“Nonsense.” Gunther took her by the elbow and began to pull her toward the house. “You’re only exhausted. I know the place don’t look like much, but Maggie’s happy here. Right, Mag?”
Medium brown curls bounced as Maggie nodded.
“You just need some rest. There’s a lot to be done come morning. I have a big order to get out, and I need you to be ready.”
Something told Alexandra Gunther was lying about: the order, but she was too ill to figure out why. She felt her legs give way and saw the ground rushing up to meet her only seconds before Gunther caught her in an iron grip.
“Watch out,” she heard him say to Maggie. “I’ll have to carry her in.”
She felt him swing her up into his arms, then heard him grunt while climbing the stairs. His breath came in heavy gasps by the time they entered the decrepit house.
Alexandra opened her eyes just long enough to see several female faces gaping at her. She heard the creak of a stair, smelled rotten food and sweat and bodies, and soon found herself lying on a large, rumpled bed in the middle of a room containing a washbasin and an overstuffed bureau. The walls, covered with purple lilac paper, were smudged with dirt and dulled by the years. A heavy shade covered one small window.
Time seemed to pass in an erratic fashion. Alexandra didn’t know if it had been minutes since the ride in the pony-chaise or hours, but she was grateful for the fire that raged at one end of the room.
Managing to climb off the bed, she crawled toward its warmth, anxious to dispel the terrible chill in her bones. She was so cold, not just on the outside, but deep within as well.
Glancing back, she cringed to see the bed she had been sleeping in and guessed it had been months since the linens were changed. Even in the flickering firelight she could see the brown stains of God knew what.
But she couldn’t worry about that. Not now. She stretched her fingers toward the flames.
“There’s our new lass.” A large woman with carrot-colored hair burst into the room, carrying a lamp. Freckles covered her face and arms and the good deal of bosom revealed by her low décolletage.
“I’m Caroline,” she announced. “I’m sorry I wasn’t here to welcome you sooner, but I was rather… indisposed.” She laughed gaily as she set the lamp on the dresser. “I suppose Maggie took care of you all right. But now we must get those wet clothes off before you catch a chill.”
Alexandra wanted to tell her that it was far too late for that; she was already freezing. But her tongue was too thick and heavy to obey her will.
Caroline rummaged through the chest, withdrew a flimsy red nightdress and wrapper, and began to dress Alexandra as though she were a doll.
“You don’t look well, love,” she commented, chafing Alexandra’s hands to warm them as a nanny might do for her ward. “We’d better get something hot down you. Gunther tells me you’ve had nothing but a cup of tea all day, and that will certainly never do. You’ll lose what precious few curves you have in no time.”
Alexandra was too weary to understand why Caroline, or whatever her name was, should be talking about curves. The woman’s voice was gentle, and at that moment, kindness was all that mattered. Alexandra needed a friend, someone to care for her, as she felt so incapable of caring for herself.
“Perhaps Drake will have to wait until morning to take a look at you,” she commented. “You couldn’t cross the channel like this.”
“What?”
“Just get in bed. I’ll bring you something to eat.”
The feel of the place was all wrong, the smells revolting. Gunther had led her to believe he was doing her a favor, but she was beginning to suspect him of putting something in the tea he had given her earlier. She had to leave, find her way back, except that she didn’t have the strength to stand, let alone propel herself to the door. Her eyelids soon grew so heavy, she couldn’t lift them any longer, and she let them close, welcoming the oblivion of sleep.
 
* * *
 
“Wake up. There’s someone who wants to see you.”
An insistent hand jiggled Alexandra awake. She blinked several times before a face came into focus. It was Caroline, the woman she had met before.
“Alexandra, lass, can you hear me? You’ve got your first bite.”
“Bite?” She had dyspepsia, maybe. She didn’t know anything about a bite. “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she said, her words sounding as slurred and unnatural as she felt.
“You don’t want Gunther to come after you. Come on, we have to get you ready.”
Slowly Alexandra’s faculties began to return. She still felt terribly ill-equipped to do anything difficult, like stand or walk, but she could think two coherent thoughts in a row. And she had recognized Caroline.
“Caroline?”
The woman smiled. “Aye, it’s me.”
“What is it I’m supposed to do?”
Caroline turned away and began to ransack the drawers of the bureau. She tossed a burgundy corset on the floor, mumbling to herself, “I’ve never seen a man who could refuse that.”
“What are you talking about?” With no more strength to hold herself up, Alexandra slumped back onto the floor where she’d been lying in a heap. She wouldn’t have gotten back in the bed, even if she could have dragged herself across the room. “It’s still dark yet. Gunther said I could sleep here until morning. Surely any sewing can wait that long.”
Caroline chuckled and turned to face her, hands on her hips. “Sewing! My, you are an innocent. No one sleeps here at night, my precious, or any other time they have a paying customer. And you just got your first.”
Lifting her head off her arms, Alexandra gazed at the sheer lacy corset Caroline shoved toward her. “My first what?”
“Paying customer. Put this on. There’s a gentleman downstairs who’s had too much to drink, and he grows impatient. Believe me, things will go much smoother if you simply hurry and be done with it. The drunk ones can get violent.”
The things Alexandra had heard and seen since coming to Gunther’s house had swirled in her mind like dreams, weaving themselves in and out of her consciousness. She hadn’t known what was real and what imagined, but finally they coalesced into something that made some sense—only, the picture they painted was frightening indeed.
“You expect me to sell myself?” she gasped, shoving herself back into a sitting position. The question was more of an accusation, but instead of getting defensive, Caroline rolled her eyes.
“I don’t expect nothing. I’m just telling you how to survive here. It’s Gunther who does the expecting—and the collecting. Now, unless you want him to give you a few bruises and maybe a split lip to go with the coming sting to your bottom, I suggest you get dressed. I don’t know how to tell you any plainer.”
“You’re saying he’ll beat me if I refuse? But I never agreed to come here in the first place!”
Caroline shrugged. “He doesn’t always ask permission. And you’re here now, aren’t you? Drake’s coming to take you across the channel in the morning. You’ll never escape once that happens. You won’t even want to. For all the rough riding, a brothel is still better than the gutter, which is where you end up if you leave.”
She paused long enough to study Alexandra’s face, and softened, “Maybe if you act eager to earn a few coins on your back, Gunther will let you stay in England. He only sells the ones he nabs. If he can make a good profit off you here, there’ll be no reason to sell you. That’s your only chance of avoiding France, but that’s the best advice I can give.”
“How can you help him do this?” Alexandra felt panic surge through her veins, weakening limbs that were already too weak to perform their usual functions. “You know I’m ill. He drugged me, didn’t he? That has to be what happened. And I was weak already.”
Caroline shrugged again. “It’s a living. Like I said, a woman will do a lot of things before she lets herself be tossed in the gutter. And I’m not young anymore. We all do what we can.”
She swallowed, as though trying to rid herself of her guilt as easily as she did the spittle in her mouth. “Now, I’m going to change your clothes, and you’re going to let me because I don’t want a beating, even if you do.”
Alexandra tried to fight, but she was far too ill to make any impact on the sturdy Caroline. Soon Caroline had Alexandra dressed in the lacy corset she’d taken from the bureau.
The redhead went out, briefly, and came back again with some sheer silk stockings that looked as though they’d seen better days. After sliding them up Alexandra’s legs, Caroline combed Alexandra’s hair until it shone in the lamplight. When she finished, she stood Alexandra in front of the mirror.
“You have to admit, you look a fetching sight,” she breathed, obviously impressed. “There ain’t a man alive who wouldn’t pay a fortune for a girl like you.”
Alexandra stared at herself, now a stranger, as Caroline dabbed perfume below her ears. “This can’t be happening,” she murmured, feeling tears prick the back of her eyes. She could never allow a strange man to grope and fondle her, to…
She turned beseeching eyes on Caroline. “Please. Please let me go. Give me a few moments to sneak out the back. Lead me to the door. Tell them I was gone when you came up. Anything!”
Pity flickered in Caroline’s eyes, but only momentarily. “Nay, I’m sorry, love. I hate to force you into this kind of life, but Gunther’s my bread and butter. For all his wicked ways, it’s my place to do what he tells me.”
“But I have no chance of defending myself!”
Caroline sighed. “It will hurt the first time. If you need something to bite so you don’t cry out, there’s this.” She reached into the top drawer of the bureau and pulled out a foot of rope, knotted at both ends.
My God, what were they going to do to her that she’d need something like that?
Caroline pulled a chair across the floor and positioned it in front of the fire, then motioned Alexandra into it.
Alexandra obeyed because her head was spinning, and she feared she’d fall if she didn’t sit soon.
“You don’t have to worry about smiling or acting like you’re enjoying yourself, at least,” Caroline said, heading to the door. “This gent knows you’re untouched. A virgin is exactly what he’s asked for, so give him his money’s worth, and maybe I can talk Gunther into keeping you.” With that, she left, locking the door behind her.
Alexandra felt faint. Squeezing her eyes shut, she bowed her head and shoved the blackness away. She had to remain lucid. She had to think, since she could never strong-arm her way out of what was coming.
After a moment she lifted her head, determined to view her surroundings with fresh purpose. Was there anything she could use as a weapon?
Her eyes scanned the dilapidated furniture, the rumpled bed, the trinkets on the dresser. She found a hat-pin holder, but no pins, a single boot, cosmetics, a dirty toothbrush. She even got down on her hands and knees to look under the bed, but found nothing more dangerous than dust and cobwebs and dirty pantaloons.
Coughing, she forced herself to her feet, pausing when she swayed and nearly lost her balance. Then she made her way to the dresser and delved into its drawers.
Feather boas, bits of lace, wrinkled gowns, a single glove, and a wadded up sheet. Nothing there, either. She managed to don a thin wrapper to cover the vulgar apparel Caroline had put on her, but soon found herself at the limit of her strength. With sweat beading on her upper lip, her hand closed around the brush Caroline had left on top of the dresser.
It was all Alexandra had. It would never be enough.


 
 
Chapter 14
 

 
Booted feet sounded in the hall, drawing closer. Whoever her customer was, he sounded large and every bit as drunk as Caroline had said. Gunther was with him. Alexandra heard the whoremaster curse and tell his companion to watch his step. Then the key turned in the lock.
Instinctively Alexandra drew the wrapper tightly closed. Setting the brush on the dresser, she pulled the chair within easy reach of it and sat, trying to conserve her energy. She felt every bit as though a hungry lion paced beyond the door, fangs bared. How would she live through the coming nightmare?
No, how would she stop it? Saying a silent prayer, she forced her arms to remain at her sides instead of hugging herself as she was tempted to do. She had to convince Gunther she was compliant so he would leave. Never could she take on two men. Not in her current condition. One would be difficult enough, but Alexandra had already decided she’d die before she’d be a victim again.
The door creaked on its hinges and Gunther appeared, wearing a grin on his swarthy face. The tall bulk of a man moved behind him, but Alexandra refused to look at him. She kept her eyes on the floor, where the reflection of the fire leaped and danced.
“You have company, lassee,” Gunther said. “Now stand up and show this gent what you’ve got for him tonight.”
Alexandra couldn’t stop the tremors that shook her from head to foot. Closing her eyes, she used the chair to stand, then slipped her wrapper off and slowly turned full circle.
Gunther whistled. “What sweet promise. I’ve half a mind to take you for myself, but this man’s determined to have first crack. And if I’m right about the lust in his eye and the bulge in his pants, he’s ready for you. He’ll make a woman of you, all right, and there’ll be plenty left over for me later, eh?”
An animal-like grunt told Alexandra that Gunther’s client admired her as much as Gunther said. The sound left her sick with dread.
“Fair enough?” Gunther said to the man, who hung back in the shadows behind him.
Alexandra sank into her seat while the money changed hands, trying to will herself the strength she lacked. She could hardly stand. What good would her feeble weapon do her? She had no power to strike with the brush. What she needed was a gun.
“Ride her easy, she’s worth a lot to me,” Gunther said, “and just knock when you’re finished. Caroline will let you out.”
The door shut, a key rattled the lock, and Alexandra forced herself to finally look at the man who had come to prey on her flesh. Primed to defend herself against the threat he posed, it took a moment for her to realize that there was something familiar about him. And not until he stepped out of the shadows and doffed his hat did she recognize who he was.
“Nathaniel!”
He came forward and dropped to one knee, taking in the sight of her with one long, hungry perusal. “Aye, it’s me, but don’t give me that look of relief. I’m more than half tempted to take what I’ve paid for.”
Nathaniel’s eyes devoured her, making Alexandra wonder if she’d mind if he did. She had already shared her body with him in her dreams. Just the thought of making those fantasies a reality was enough to warm her as the fire never could. “How much did you pay?” she asked, giving him a temptress’s smile.
“Gunther was a fool to sell you so cheaply. I’d have given him everything I own.”
Alexandra fought the weakness that weighted her limbs and even her smile. “An unnecessary sacrifice, considering I wouldn’t charge you a farthing.”
His mouth descended on hers, claiming it in a passionate kiss that spoke of desire long suppressed. Alexandra wanted to respond, to abandon herself to the joy of seeing him again. She knew he’d make her safe. She wanted him to teach her pleasure. But she was too weak even to clasp her hands around his neck.
“You’re ill,” he said, worry entering his voice as he pressed a hand to her flushed cheeks. “Has this to do with your gunshot wound?”
She shook her head. “Gunther… drugged me, but I can’t seem to recover.” She let her head loll on the back of the chair because it was too much effort to hold it up.
“I’m going to get you out of here,” he said, his voice fading in her ears. “Where are your clothes?”
Alexandra heard the question. Her mind struggled to communicate that Caroline had taken them, but her mouth refused to form the words, and finally she slipped into the void.
 
* * *
 
After depositing Alexandra on the bed, Nathaniel crossed to the dresser. He moved it against the door, and then pulled the flimsy garments from its drawers. None of them looked like something he’d want Alexandra to be seen wearing in public, so he settled on the thin wrapper she had used herself. He put it on her over the revealing corset that nearly drove him mad with longing, and strode to the window to try and jimmy it open. He had to get Alexandra out, and he had to do it now. God had granted him the small miracle of finding her; he was going to make the most of the opportunity.
The window gave way after a moment, and he looked out. It was a long drop, but short of breaking down the door and fighting his way through Gunther and who knew who else, it was the only way.
As if to confirm this, voices rose in the hall outside.
“I tell you, a man with one arm came to the Purple Cow asking about you and the girl not more than two hours ago. Ed would not lie.”
“You’d better be right, Gould. I’ll have your hide if you’re not,” Gunther swore.
Nathaniel scowled. He’d visited the seedy tavern called the Purple Cow in his search for Alexandra. The bartender had evidently given him up.
Gunther tried to open the door, and cursed when he could not. “He’s blocked the entrance.”
The sound of something smashing against the panel reverberated as Gunther made several attempts to break the door open. After the third hit, the dresser began to slide away.
Nathaniel crossed to the bed. “Alexandra.” He added a gentle shake to rouse her.
She blinked up at him, but he could tell by her eyes that she was still dazed. “Alexandra, listen to me. I need your help. I need you to keep yourself from getting scratched and bruised on the way down.”
“The way down?” She gripped his hand in her small, cold ones. “I’m not going anywhere without you.”
Nathaniel raised her fingers to his mouth, giving them a brief kiss. “Don’t worry. I’ll follow you.”
She nodded hesitantly and maneuvered her weight so Nathaniel could strip the sheets from the bed. He tied them together and then around her waist, but she could offer him little help as he carried her to the window and lowered her to the street.
Her feet had scarcely touched the ground when Gunther forced his way into the room. Nathaniel threw the sheet-rope down after her, hoping Alexandra had the strength to make it away from the house where someone might help her. But he couldn’t wait to see. Gunther and the man he had called Gould entered the room, and they both had knives.
Nathaniel pulled the stiletto from his boot and turned to defend himself.
“She’s gone,” Gunther shouted. “Caroline, find the girl!”
Movement in the hall outside told Nathaniel Caroline was heading down the stairs. He had to move quickly.
Dodging a jab from the gangly Gould, Nathaniel made Gunther his goal, but the shorter man blocked the thrust of his knife. Nathaniel felt a sharp sting as Gunther cut his chest. Fortunately, it was little more than a scratch, because he was immediately forced to fend off Gould for a second time.
Ignoring the pain, Nathaniel spun back around and slashed at his attackers, trying to keep them both off-balance. At times he came dangerously close to his targets, causing them to rally and circle around him. Though Gunther was slow and ponderous in his movements, he was powerful. Gould, on the other hand, was less skilled, but in Nathaniel’s opinion, more dangerous. It was difficult to anticipate the action of his knife.
They eyed each other, looking for a vulnerable moment, then Nathaniel dodged left and made a lightening jab at Gunther, who was too slow to escape. Plunging his knife deep into the shorter man’s shoulder, Nathaniel pulled it out again, expecting to defend himself against Gould. But the tall man did not advance. He stood, staring in horror, as blood poured from Gunther’s wound.
Gunther collapsed to his knees, covering the hole in his shoulder with his hands. “He’s killed me. The bloody devil’s killed me!”
“He’ll live,” Nathaniel told Gould, “but only if you spend your time fetching a surgeon instead of troubling me further. Otherwise, you’ll soon find yourself similarly afflicted.”
“Get a doctor,” Gunther groaned.
Gould dropped his blade and ran out of the room while Nathaniel retrieved his money from Gunther’s pockets, along with a tidy sum he considered the whoremaster owed Alexandra.
Nathaniel wiped his knife on Gunther’s trousers, and slid it back into his boot before heading through the hall and down the stairs. Caroline had ahold of Alexandra out front, but she let her go when she realized Gunther had been hurt.
Scooping Alexandra up, Nathaniel placed her on the saddle of his horse and climbed up behind her. She settled against him, stirring a pleasant sensation in his loins, especially when he remembered what little she wore under the wrapper.
What was it about this girl that made her different from all others? he wondered. She was beautiful, but he’d known beautiful women before, none of whom had held his interest for more than a short while. Alexandra was impetuous, stubborn, high-spirited, and so incredibly innocent. Was that what beguiled him? He wasn’t sure. He only knew that he was drawn to her by something he couldn’t identify. He wanted to protect her, caress her, feel her lips beneath his own—and he wanted to possess her body. But what about her heart?
Nothing has changed, he reminded himself firmly. There’s no room in my life for a woman, especially now. Newcastle awaits.
 
* * *
 
The room was hot and stuffy. Flushed faces hovered over mugs, talking incessantly, and loud guffaws rang out from a group of men seated in the corner. Normally, Rat would have felt quite at home in the small, cheerful pub. Tonight, nervous tension kept him from enjoying the atmosphere or his ale. He expected the Duke of Greystone at any moment.
Swirling the amber liquid in his cup, Rat tried to concentrate on what he would say when the duke arrived. He decided upon the amount he planned to demand for his information, then quickly tossed it out as too low. He could deliver Dragonslayer on a silver platter. That had to be worth a great deal, and Greystone was as rich as a king.
A fresh gust of air made Rat’s eyes flick toward the narrow portal that separated the cool, soggy outdoors from the smoke and confusion within. It was only a sailor reeling drunkenly into the street. The door jingled shut and the room became as stifling as it had been before.
Checking the pocket watch he had managed to lift from an unwary gentleman as they passed in the street, Rat frowned. The duke was late. Would he show?
Rat tapped his foot, wondering if perhaps he was at the wrong place. But the sign above the door read GREENTREE TAVERN, just like Lord Clifton’s note had said. Rat had asked three different gentlemen, just to be sure.
Just when he was about to give up, the door opened again, and the duke stepped in. Greystone’s dark hair was tinged with gray at the temples, and he was elegantly garbed in a greatcoat of the finest wool. One bejeweled hand clenched the ivory crook of a cane. A footman, dressed in livery, stood at his heels.
Rat let his breath go in relief. The next few minutes would make him a very rich man.
He waved to get the duke’s attention.
Greystone nodded to his servant, who immediately turned and headed back outside, evidently to wait with the coach. Then he made his way toward the table.
“Yer Grace.” Rat stood and offered the duke a deep bow. “‘Ow good of ye to come.”
Greystone’s eyes narrowed. “Let’s dispense with the formalities, shall we? You have something I want.”
“Aye, Yer Grace. But, please, won’t ye sit down?”
Rat motioned to one side of the tall booth, realizing that the power he had felt earlier must have been an illusion. This man paid homage to no one, for any reason.
“Please,” Rat said again when a serving maid hurried to their table to ask the duke his pleasure.
The nobleman grudgingly relinquished his coat and cane to the maid, but refused refreshment. “Do you have the information I need or not?” he asked as soon as the girl left.
“Aye, Yer Grace. There is the small matter of price—”
“Considering you’re the thief my housekeeper ran off, and were among the pirates who have raided my ships, you’re hardly in a position to dictate terms,” he interrupted.
Sweat beaded on Rat’s upper lip. “But Yer Grace! ‘Twas never proved that I took those candelabras, an’ I was only the ship’s servant. I took no part in the plunderin’. I offered my assistance to yer son, certainly that proves my intentions were honorable from the start.”
“Honorable?” the duke scoffed. “I’m no fool. You’re motivated only by greed.” His fingers drummed on the table. “What is your price? Perhaps the knowledge that I am aware of your past will keep you honest.”
A pretty young woman with a low décolletage sidled up to the table and smiled at the duke. When Greystone glanced up, she curtseyed. “I’ve been worried, Yer Grace. I ‘eard ye was ill.”
“As you can see, I have recovered,” he told her.
“And it’s glad I am. It’s been a long time.” She lowered her lashes. “Too long.”
“Later,” the duke replied tersely. “Wait for me.” He waved his hand, and the woman moved away to hover in a corner.
Rat was too preoccupied with the large emerald glittering from one of Greystone’s many rings to be distracted for long. He quickly forgot the woman as he wrestled with his greed, lost his nerve somewhat, and backed off the five-thousand-pound figure he had hoped to achieve. “One thousand pounds,” he ventured.
“I’ll give you ten pounds,” the duke replied. “And I won’t report you to the authorities.”
“But Yer Grace, I came ‘ere to be of service to ye at great risk to myself—”
“You look whole enough to me. Make no mistake. I will capture Nathaniel Kent with or without your help. It is only a matter of sooner or later.”
Rat felt the blood rise to his face. “Twenty pounds or I tell ye nothin’,” he said, seething. His information had to be worth at least that much. The marquess had been far too eager to receive it.
“Perhaps you misunderstood me.” The fire raging in the pub’s hearth reflected in the duke’s eyes. “My terms are not negotiable, and trust me, you do not wish to have me as your enemy.” He raised a hand to summon the proprietor.
The maid who had taken his coat came immediately to the table and dipped into a deep curtsey. “Can I get ye somethin’, Yer Grace?”
“Yes. You can contact a constable—”
“All right!” Rat almost choked on his words. “Certainly there’s no need for that.”
“Indeed.” A grin curled Greystone’s lips as he waved the girl away, mumbling something about changing his mind. “Now then, where is the troublesome one who calls himself Dragonslayer?”
Rat hated to sell his information so cheaply, but he could figure no way to wheedle any more money out of the duke. He remembered the days he’d spent locked up in the ship’s hold. At least Nathaniel deserved it. “Right ‘ere in London,” he said.
Greystone’s eyebrows shot up. “Here? Where?”
“I’m not sure exactly. ‘Is men returned from London only ‘ours before I slipped away, but I over ‘eard one of ‘em say ‘e’s seein’ a woman who’s stayin’ with a doctor. I think the man’s name is Dr. Watts. Lives somewhere on Broad Street, just off Oxford Road.”
“Yes. That makes sense.” The duke rubbed his chin. “The Golden Crown isn’t far from Broad Street. And his ship?”
“‘Is ship, Yer Grace?”
“His ship! Where is his ship?”
“In Newcastle. The crew is awaitin’ its captain there.”
“Excellent.” Greystone smiled, then shot a glance at the young woman who was waiting for him.
Rat followed his gaze, more than a little disgruntled by the nagging feeling that he was losing the duke’s interest. “ An’ my money, Yer Grace?”
“Not so quickly. Once a thief, always a thief—and a liar. That’s God’s own truth. If you would betray Nathaniel, you would betray me. Dogs like you will do anything for money. What proof do I have that what you have told me is the truth?”
“I ‘ave no reason to lie—”
“You have ten pounds as reason and had a hope of one thousand. I’ll not pay the likes of you ten pence. Now get out of here before I call the authorities. You’re lucky to escape with your skin.”
The woman across the room blew the duke a kiss, and Greystone stood up.
“But Yer Grace. We ‘ad a bargain. Ten pounds is nothin’ to ye,” Rat cried.
“Not turning you in was part of that bargain. That is the part I will keep if you leave immediately. I’ll not have the likes of you dunning me for money.”
Rat wanted to call the duke a thief and a liar, but he was now convinced that the nobleman was more dangerous than he had ever imagined.
“Be gone.” Greystone waved Rat off with obvious distaste.
Knowing it would be futile to plead, Rat left his ale and hurried out into the rainy night. He glanced back just in time to see the duke signal the young woman to approach him.
 
* * *
 
“Where did you find her?” Dr. Watts whispered so he wouldn’t wake Alexandra.
“St. Giles Street.” Nathaniel ran his fingers along Alexandra’s arm. “A man she sewed for was planning to sell her into prostitution. Fortunately, I got there first.”
Tutty’s eyes grew round. “Poor child. I shudder to think what might have happened.”
“I tried to tell her London was no place for a young girl to gallivant around in.” Dr. Watts peered over glasses that rested halfway down his nose. “Perhaps now she will listen.”
Nathaniel grunted. Such sentiments came easily to someone with a comfortable home and the means to survive. Alexandra didn’t possess those luxuries. He knew she’d done only what she felt she had to.
He sighed. Now he had to do the same. As dangerous as the city could be, Alexandra was better off in London than accompanying him. He was out of time. He had to leave for Newcastle—without her.
“If you’ll excuse me for a moment,” the doctor said. “I’ve a colleague coming in just a few minutes. When the laudanum wears off, your sister will be good as new, thanks to you.”
“Don’t let me keep you.” Nathaniel stood, but couldn’t relinquish his contact with Alexandra so soon. “I was just leaving myself.”
Dr. Watts turned back. “Leaving, you say?”
“Aye.” Nathaniel reluctantly pulled away from Alexandra and followed him to the door. “I’d like to keep our arrangement as before, if possible. I have pressing business.”
“That’s fine, if that’s what you want. And don’t worry about your sister. We won’t let her out of our sight again, at least not until she has secured a position with a reputable shop.”
“I can’t tell you how much that relieves my mind.” Nathaniel hated to manipulate Dr. Watts and Tutty, but if anyone needed someone to keep her out of trouble, Alexandra did, whether she acknowledged it or not. Or perhaps he needed their reassurances to make a difficult parting easier.
He was just about to pass outside when a backward glance told him Alexandra was awake.
“Nathaniel?”
“I’m here,” he said, moving back to her bed.
“Are you well?”
“I’m faring better than you are.”
She tried to laugh. “I thought I’d found employment.”
“You got more than you bargained for.”
She cringed. “How did you find me?”
“I traced your steps from dress shop to dress shop, but there were several times your trail went cold. If it hadn’t been for Mariah, I probably never would have found you.”
“She told you where I was?”
“She told me what she thought had happened to you. She didn’t know exactly where Gunther’s brothel was, but between her help and a bit of money in other places, I extracted the information I needed. I’m just glad I found you in time.” He smoothed the hair back out of her face, and their eyes met and held for a moment. Nathaniel was tempted to kiss her; but he doubted he could temper his desire into an expression of affection appropriate to brother and sister. Tutty was still in the room, fussing about. He put his hand on Alexandra’s cheek instead and rubbed her bottom lip with his thumb.
“Richard is back,” he told her.
She smiled. “Good. Tell him he owes me. If it weren’t for him I’d never have”—she glanced at Tutty’s back—”gone to sea.”
He nodded. “The two of you will have to meet someday.”
“Will we?” Alexandra studied him.
“I hope so.”
“Is Jake home?” she asked, using Clifton’s given name so Tutty wouldn’t know who she was talking about.
“He should be by now.”
“Have you heard anything from… his father?”
“No news is good news, as they say.” He gave her a weak grin.
“Or it’s the calm before the storm.” Alexandra’s hand found his.
“I have to go.”
“I’m coming with you this time.” She tried to get up, but Nathaniel pressed her back.
“You know I can’t take you.”
“Then why did you return?”
Her eyes challenged him, and Nathaniel felt a moment of helplessness. Why indeed? It had been a foolish concession to his heart, but he wasn’t willing to explain that. “I don’t know. I’m just glad I did.”
“But I’m feeling better already.” With a glint of determination sparkling in her eye, she spoke louder, causing Tutty to turn toward them. “And you promised Mother you’d never leave me.”
Nathaniel dropped his voice to a threatening level. “Alexandra, don’t play games. There is no better place for you right now.”
A sympathetic look crossed Tutty’s face as the housekeeper went about her business.
“I can’t take her, Tutty,” Nathaniel explained, stepping away from the bed. “I wish I could, but I can’t.”
“Of course, Mr. Kent,” she said, but her expression held a hint of accusation.
Nathaniel turned back to Alexandra. “If things were different, perhaps…” He shook his head. “Never mind. I’ll not make empty promises. I have to go.”
Alexandra’s lids lowered in defeat, then fluttered open again. “Be careful,” she whispered.
He nodded, wishing he’d left before she’d awakened. It was more difficult this way. Bending, he dropped a kiss on her forehead. “Leave word with the good doctor as to your whereabouts, will you?”
She nodded.
After saying good-bye to Mrs. Tuttle, Nathaniel headed out the door. The rain was gone but the fog persisted, making him damp within minutes. He frowned at the bothersome weather as he mounted his horse, then tried to turn his mind to what lay ahead instead of the lovely woman he was leaving behind.
Soon he would be on the sea again, where the heavens were clearly visible, stretching forever above him; where the stars were so bright they looked as though he could pluck them from the sky. Closing his eyes, he pictured the serenity of a calm night on the ocean. He could even feel the gentle rocking of the ship—until his head exploded in pain as something hit him from behind, and the ground rushed up to meet him.


 
 
Chapter 15
 

 
When Nathaniel awoke, he could barely open his eyes for the pounding in his head. He squinted at first, trying to take in his surroundings.
“I think he’s waking up.”
The voice, though muted, had a quality Nathaniel recognized.
“He’s beginning to stir. Go get my father.”
Where was he? The blurry images surrounding Nathaniel were unfamiliar. Everything was strange except for that voice.
“Where am I?” he croaked, tasting dried blood. He tried to lift himself from the bed on which he lay, but fell back as a wave of nausea overcame him.
“You’ re where you’ve always wanted to be, big brother,” Lord Clifton responded. “With your family. Do you find it to your liking?”
A flood of memory engulfed Nathaniel, and he closed his eyes against it. His half brother had been there, as well as the duke. He had been surrounded, attacked from all sides. Though he had fought as best he could without a weapon—and had taken down more than a few men—he had been too befuddled from their initial blow to last very long, or to escape. There had been too many of them.
Nathaniel opened his eyes again to survey the room. While expensively decorated, it was too lavish for his tastes and rather impersonal. A hotel perhaps?
“Back with us, eh?” The voice had changed. This time Nathaniel was sure of the speaker: it was his father.
“For now,” he managed, licking his swollen upper lip.
“We were beginning to wonder if perhaps we had been a little overzealous in apprehending the thief who has plagued my ships these past months.”
“Zealous is a good word.” Nathaniel blinked as the man leaning above him came more clearly into focus. It was indeed Greystone, his handsome face twisted in a sneer.
“You gave us little choice, Mr. Kent. Believe me, a few of my men are not as well-off as you seem to be.”
Nathaniel struggled to voice some response, but his eyes closed of their own accord, causing the duke to speak sharply to someone who stood at the periphery of the room.
“Fetch a glass of water. I don’t want him lapsing into unconsciousness again.”
It seemed as though an eternity passed before someone raised Nathaniel’s head and pressed a glass of water to his lips.
“Drink.” The word came as a command, but it did not need to be repeated. Nathaniel was parched. He greedily gulped the cool water while trying to determine how many men were in the room. At some point, he had to get away.
He counted at least five, including his father and Clifton. Unfortunately, he was in too much pain to handle even one.
“How did you find me?” he asked, becoming lucid again.
The duke laughed. “A little money in the right places usually provides what I want. Your crew is not so loyal as you may think.”
Nathaniel knew differently. He’d trust any one of his men with his life—any one except… He groaned. “Rat.”
“There’s always a weak link.” Greystone gave him a dramatic sigh. “Unfortunately, you found one in my world, as well. Mary. Wasn’t that her name?”
“What have you done with her?”
“Thanks to your man, Richard, she escaped. But I believe he received his just due for that one.”
Nathaniel nodded, remembering Richard’s bruised face. So that was the crux of it. Leave it to him to make light of his bravery.
“Where is my cargo?” the duke asked.
The marquess’s hate-contorted face came into view as the two of them waited anxiously for Nathaniel’s answer.
“I don’t know,” Nathaniel said with a smile.
“Come now. I’ll find out eventually, you know. You’re in no condition to refuse me.”
“You’ll rot in hell before I tell you anything.”
Nathaniel was unprepared for the vicious blow Clifton struck him from the other side of the bed. His head swam. He groaned and struggled against the darkness that threatened to overtake him again.
“Jake!” the duke bellowed. “I’ll not have you knock him senseless before I find out what I want to know. Are you as big a fool as he?”
“But father—” Clifton protested.
“Leave!”
The marquess shuffled reluctantly from the room.
When the door closed behind him, Greystone turned back to Nathaniel.
“You are a stubborn man,” he said, “but then, so am I. Perhaps you don’t understand the depth of my power. I am a peer, a cousin to royalty. I help to control the electoral system, fill the benches in both houses of Parliament, command the militia, and monopolize the magistracy.”
“Who gives a damn? You don’t control me.” Nathaniel’s words were soft, but he had never meant anything more in his life.
The duke’s jaw clenched. “My servants would say you have a good deal of pluck, but do you truly think you can withhold anything from me?”
“If you don’t release me, my first mate will send a message to Chief Commissioner Mayne informing him about the rifles you tried to sell to the czar. I think we both know the punishment for treason.”
“You’re joking, of course.” The duke stared daggers at Nathaniel. “You have no idea what you’re talking about. How dare you threaten me with such nonsense.”
“Call it what you will. I’ve seen the guns with my own eyes, and so will Commissioner Mayne.”
“There is nothing you can do to hurt me, you arrogant bastard,” Greystone bellowed, his nostrils flaring. “I can crush you, put you away until you rot, until you beg for a morsel of worm-eaten bread. Who do you think you are?”
“I’m your son.” Nathaniel said it through clenched teeth, struggling to sit up despite the two burly fellows who came forward to shove him back. “You deny it to the world, but we two know the truth.”
Greystone’s face flushed red. “You have no idea what I have in store for you.”
“Another carriage accident perhaps?”
“Nothing so short and sweet. You’ll pay for your insolence. I’ll see to that.” The veins in the duke’s neck throbbed for a pregnant moment, then he whirled and left the room.
 
* * *
 
A hand covered Alexandra’s mouth. Coming out of the depths of sleep, she struggled against it, trying to pry it away so she could scream.
“Alexandra!” Her name came as a harsh whisper, but she stopped fighting as soon as she recognized the voice. It was Trenton. He stood above her, his face shrouded in darkness.
Tentatively pulling away, he said, “It’s only me.”
“What’s wrong?”
“Where’s Nathaniel?”
Fear tightened Alexandra’s chest. Nathaniel had left the day before to meet Trenton and the others. Why wasn’t he with them?
She started to answer, then froze as she heard shuffling from above. Tutty’s voice called down the stairs. “Alexandra, dear? Are you all right?”
“I’m fine, Mrs. Tuttle. Just a little restless. I hope I’m not disturbing you.”
“No, no, don’t worry.” Alexandra could hear the sleep in her voice. “Just checking.”
The ceiling creaked as Mrs. Tuttle made her way back to her bed. Trenton and Alexandra didn’t speak again until the house fell silent.
“He left yesterday to find you,” she whispered at last.
“He never arrived.” Trenton moved away from the side of her bed and crossed to the window. Moonlight poured into the room as he pulled the drapes back to gaze outside.
“Where could he be?” Alexandra heard the tremor in her own voice, and swallowed.
“Rat disappeared a few days ago as well,” Trenton explained. “He must have gone to see the duke.”
Alexandra gasped as her mind briefly conjured Rat’s face. She remembered Nathaniel’s anger when the dirty little man had attacked her, and the punishment that had followed. “What does that mean?”
Trenton glanced back at her, his profile outlined in silver. “If Nathaniel’s father has captured him, there’s no telling.”
“Why didn’t Nathaniel stay with you in the first place?” she asked. “You would all be at sea by now.”
Trenton didn’t reply, but Alexandra could feel the accusation in his stance.
“He came back here to see me,” she said, answering her own question. “And when he arrived, I was gone.” Alexandra shuddered to think what might have happened to her had Nathaniel not come back for her. But she also realized that the time he spent searching for her might very well have cost him his life.
“We must go to Bow Street,” she exclaimed. “We have to take a constable to see the duke—” She started to get out of bed, but Trenton’s bitter laugh robbed her of the energy.
“The constabulary won’t believe us. They’d never question a man like Greystone on our word alone. The guns are our only hope, and we have to deal with them the right way, or the authorities will think we stole them from somewhere else in order to entrap a powerful peer of the realm.” He jammed his hands into his pockets. “Nathaniel said he was going to write to the Lord High Admiral at Doctor’s Commons. I think we should do the same.”
“But that will take time.”
“I know. Meanwhile, we’ve got to figure out where the duke is keeping Nathaniel and see if we can help him.” Trenton didn’t add, “If he’s still alive,” but he didn’t have to. The words hung in the air between them, too heavy to be spoken and too real to be ignored.
“There must be some way of finding out what Greystone has done with him,” Alexandra whispered. She had to believe Nathaniel was alive. She couldn’t bear the alternative. “The duke might have attempted to smother an infant on the day of his birth, and he might have hired some men to run a carriage off the road. But even Greystone couldn’t get away with capturing a man and having him killed, could he?”
Trenton shrugged. “The question isn’t what His Grace could get away with. It’s what he thinks he could get away with that matters.”
 
* * *
 
Nathaniel stared into the somber face of his father’s friend and political ally, Sir John Ballard. The duke had called the magistrate from his bed, and now, despite the late hour, Nathaniel, Greystone, Clifton, and two of the duke’s men stood in Ballard’s study while Sir John sat behind his oversized desk and rubbed the sleep from his eyes.
“What are the charges?” Sir John asked the duke. Evidently, the judge hadn’t taken the time to put in his teeth. A distinctive lisp slurred his words, and his mouth looked oddly sunken.
“Piracy.”
The magistrate’s brows raised beneath the gray stubble of his hair that had probably been covered by a white-powdered wig earlier in the day. “A serious charge,” he commented. Taking up his quill, he began to scratch something on the papers before him. “Do you have any evidence against him?”
“Just sign it, John,” Greystone insisted. “The details don’t matter.”
“I’ve got my own arse to consider,” the magistrate cried.
“Then invent whatever is necessary. Just sign the order and let’s be done here.”
Sir John’s frown deepened. “I’ll take care of the details in the morning,” he relented. “Now, what is it you want done with Mr. Kent? I doubt we could get away with having him executed on my signature alone, if that’s what you’re hoping.”
“Why not?” the duke asked.
“Because it will incite a great deal of interest—”
“We can’t kill him yet,” Clifton interrupted. “He’s got an entire shipload of our cargo, and it’s worth several thousand pounds. Send him to the hulks. Perhaps a good long stay in such a place will make him more cooperative.”
Nathaniel threw a smoldering glance at his younger brother, but couldn’t move for the two thugs who held him fast on either side. He pictured the decaying line-of-battle ships moored on the banks of the Thames near the royal arsenal at Woolwich. Essentially prison barges, notorious for their poor living conditions, the hulks housed hundreds of hardened criminals and were probably the place most like hell on earth.
“He’ll be secure enough there, for the time being,” Greystone added, sounding amused.
Sir John snickered. “Capital idea! We’ve had few escapes from Woolwich.” His quill went back to work on the documents before him. “Most of the men there are too sick to attempt any such thing, and the shackles are a convincing deterrent.” He paused. “The only problem is that most of the convicts aboard those rotting ships are awaiting deportation. Where do you want Mr. Kent to go? Australia? Tasmania?”
“Nowhere,” the duke returned coolly. “He might someday find his way back, and such a surprise would be unfortunate. Sentence him to remain forever in England, yet laying foot on English soil only to work in a heavily guarded gang.”
Nathaniel began to struggle, even though he felt barely strong enough to stand. He could not allow his father to send him to the hulks. Such a sentence was far worse than spending the rest of his life at Newgate. Prison barges were even more rife with disease, violence, and corruption; it was a miracle anyone survived them.
Greystone scoffed at Nathaniel’s feeble efforts. “I’m afraid you’re in no condition to object.”
Sir John rose from his chair. “Take him over to the gaol. I know the gaoler. There will be no questions asked.”
“Excellent.” The duke smiled. “I won’t forget this little favor.”
“What are friends for?” Sir John clapped Greystone on the back as the duke’s men dragged Nathaniel out of the room.
When they reached the main entry hall, Nathaniel began to shout. He hoped to rouse a servant or a family member who might help him, but a meaty fist thudded against his skull, and once again he saw only darkness.
 
* * *
 
At dawn Alexandra stood outside the ornate iron gate that circled Greystone House, dressed as a maid and carrying a tin box that contained everything she owned in the world. She couldn’t see anything beyond the plethora of windows that winked at her in the early sunshine, reflecting the trees in the yard, the small lawn in front, and the fashionable square across the street with its flowers and cherry trees, but she hoped to find something that would lead her to Nathaniel.
After taking a moment to gather her nerve, she lifted the latch and forced her feet to move along the flagstone path that approached the house, then veered off to circle behind. Not knowing whether the marquess would deem her friend or foe, should he see her, left her frightened and more than a little nervous. He knew she had been captured against her will. Had he discerned the softening of her heart toward the pirate captain?
At the back door, she met two tradesmen carrying daily supplies. The butcher drove a high dogcart and was busily engaged with a woman Alexandra assumed, from her dress and manner, to be Greystone’s housekeeper. The baker was just leaving. Carrying bread in a large basket covered with a white cloth, he called, “See you Monday week, Mrs. Wright.”
Alexandra remained silent until they had concluded their business, then stepped forward when the butcher drove away.
“Who are you?” A hardy woman with shoulders the width of a man’s, and hands that were almost as callused, the housekeeper regarded her with frank appraisal.
“I’ve come to see Lady Anne,” Alexandra told her. “Has she returned from Scotland?”
The housekeeper’s brows rose as shrewd eyes swept over Alexandra’s plain dress and apron. “Aye, she’s back. But what business would she have with the likes of you?”
Alexandra cleared her throat. “It’s personal,” she said, trying to ignore the anxiety churning in her stomach. Afraid the housekeeper would dismiss her if she didn’t explain, she added, “I’ve come to replace something I took. Tell your mistress I’m the seamstress who was supposed to fix the dress her mother gave her. We met in Manchester. I’ll wait here until she wakes.”
Alexandra set her tin box on the ground and sat on top of it.
The look of skepticism didn’t change on Mrs. Wright’s face, but she said, “It’ll only be a minute. Lady Anne’s up already.”
She went inside, leaving Alexandra to chew her lip in agitation. How would Nathaniel’s half sister receive her? In light of their last meeting, Lady Anne could just as easily have her thrown into gaol as hire her as a maid. But Alexandra knew of no better way to find Nathaniel. She could only hope her and Trenton’s plan would work.
A moment later, Mrs. Wright poked her head through the door. “Come inside. Lady Anne will see you in the sitting room.”
Alexandra followed the housekeeper through the anteroom of a large kitchen and into the kitchen itself. A stove sat in one corner, flanked by a huge brick hearth. Utensils hung from pegs along the wall. Copper pots dangled above a large deal table. Several baskets littered the floor. One was filled with fresh eggs, another with carrots just out of the ground.
A green baize door separated the kitchen from the rest of the house. Mrs. Wright charged through it, and Alexandra hurried behind, amazed at the opulence that suddenly surrounded her: drawing rooms, parlors, sitting rooms, music rooms, and libraries furnished with silk and cashmere draperies that puddled on the floor; doors carved from exotic hardwoods; carpets from Smyrna and Madras. An impressive wide stairway wound its way up to the second floor, where several Aubusson tapestries hung on the wall.
They stopped at a set of double doors off a large, vaulted entry. Mrs. Wright knocked, then motioned for Alexandra to follow her inside.
Lady Anne sat at a desk, wearing a pale blue Louis XV-style dress with a jacket-bodice and tabbed skirt. A Bible was open in front of her. She looked up as they entered—and frowned.
“There you are,” she said, her voice indignant. “Where is my gown?”
Alexandra stared at her shoes. “I’m sorry, my lady. The dress is ruined.”
“Ruined! I should have guessed as much. Is that why you’re here? To tell me you ruined the gown my mother gave me?”
“No.” Alexandra glanced up. “I came to see if I could make up for its loss. You see, I never meant to steal it—”
Lady Anne waved her words away, the look on her face softening. “The fact that you’re here tells me that. Besides, I heard the fuss your stepfather made after you ran off. I can hardly blame you for leaving. Sometimes I wish I had as much nerve.” She glanced pensively back at the fire before a hesitant smile claimed her lips. “You caused quite an uproar. Mr. Calvert was beside himself. Really, between him and that father of yours, the entertainment was almost worth the loss of my dress.”
Alexandra nearly chuckled at the picture Lady Anne’s words created in her mind—a flustered Mr. Calvert, a duke’s daughter standing in her shift, her dress gone, and Willy raging about his money—only she feared Lady Anne might interpret her mirth as insincerity. “I’d like to repay you, my lady. I have no money, but I’ll work off whatever figure you deem fair.”
“As a housemaid?” Lady Anne’s voice rose in surprise as her eyes marked Alexandra’s attire. “But you’re a seamstress.”
“I realize I have no experience as a servant, but I’d like the chance to learn.” Alexandra swallowed, feeling a twinge of guilt at her duplicity. She had chosen the role of maid only because, should Lady Anne take her on, it would allow her access to the house and its staff, and bring her into frequent contact with the duke.
“How difficult can it be?” Lady Anne shrugged, glancing at Mrs. Wright. “Surely you can teach her.”
The housekeeper nodded. “If you’d like, m’lady.”
Nathaniel’s half sister glanced back at her Bible. “Yes, I’d like that. A woman with so much pluck would be an asset to any house, and the Good Book says we’re to forgive, doesn’t it? You’d have to work several years to pay for such a dress on a maid’s wages, but I’ll be content with one. Are you agreeable?”
Alexandra curtseyed. “Yes, my lady.”
“Good.” She turned to the housekeeper. “Make room for her in the attic.”
Mrs. Wright led Alexandra back to the kitchen and from there up a tall, narrow staircase to a small attic.
“You’ll sleep here,” the housekeeper informed her. “Put your trunk on that bed. You’ll have to unpack later.”
Alexandra deposited her box on a worn quilt thrown over the top of an iron bedstead. Hers was one of three beds that lined the wall; a fourth was next to the only window on the opposite side. A spotted mirror hung above each cot, and a chest of drawers sat between them on bare floorboards. A chipped washbasin occupied the end of the room; next to it sat a chamber pot.
“The position of housemaid normally pays eighteen pounds a year,” Mrs. Wright said as she turned back to the stairs and motioned for Alexandra to follow her. “Time off will consist of one full day each month and one afternoon a week, beginning at three p.m. You might be working for nothing, but at least you’ll have a roof over your head and food in your stomach.”
Alexandra nodded as Mrs. Wright glanced her way before continuing, “You’ll rise at five o’clock every morning and begin by lighting the fires. Then you’ll carry water up for the family’s baths. After your breakfast, you’ll sweep the carpets downstairs and dust the main entry hall.”
Mrs. Wright spoke quickly, sounding as though she were attempting to fit an hour’s worth of instruction into the time it took to reach the kitchen, and she seemed to remember more and more things as they went along.
Alexandra struggled to absorb the onslaught of information, listening to every word with rapt attention. Now that she had established herself in the duke’s household, the last thing she wanted was to lose her position before she found out what she had come to learn. Trenton and the others were counting on her. And no one wanted to find Nathaniel more than she did.
As they reached the bottom of the stairs, another servant approached, looking more than a little distraught. “Mrs. Wright, the tweenie has run off. I guess Cook had a few harsh words for her yesterday, and she popped off in the middle of the night.”
The housekeeper groaned. “The girl was so homesick, she was no good to us anyway. Very well, Janet. Alexandra is here now. She can help out in the kitchen until we find someone to replace Ruth.”
“The stove has yet to be lit,” Janet complained. “And it needs to be black-leaded. At this rate, we won’t have hot water by the time Cook wakes.”
“Then get it done. Alexandra will help you in a moment.”
Janet frowned but went to work, and Mrs. Wright turned to face Alexandra. “His Grace demands a great deal from his servants,” she warned, lowering her voice, “so until you’re properly trained, try to remain as inconspicuous as possible. Lower your eyes and step out of the way if he should come upon you while you’re performing your duties.”
She raised her brows, as if questioning whether or not Alexandra understood her, and Alexandra nodded. “Your cleaning is to be done by noon each day,” she went on. “The afternoons are spent darning socks, mending clothes, or helping Cook. Now get along. Janet needs you. A good French cook is hard to come by, and Madame Plume is a fussy individual. I’d rather avoid a tirade this morning.”
So would I, Alexandra thought. The last thing she wanted was to have someone in authority angry with her on her first day.
“Come to my quarters at bedtime for further instructions. Any of the other maids can tell you where to find me,” the housekeeper said as she moved away.
The kitchen was already a beehive of activity. Everyone had a purpose and knew exactly what it was and how to do it, except Alexandra. She looked for the girl Mrs. Wright had instructed her to join, and found Janet kneeling in front of a coal-fired range, busily polishing its steel bars with emery paper.
A pail of cinders at her feet indicated she had already swept out the inside.
Alexandra knelt next to her, overwhelmed by the myriad instructions Mrs. Wright had rattled off. She remembered well enough that the duke was someone to be feared, but she didn’t need the housekeeper to tell her that—she thought him dangerous already.
The morning meal was a brief affair of bread and milk, shared only with the other maids. They gathered around the large table in the kitchen shortly after eight o’clock and ate in silence, then scurried off to finish their work by noon.
The rest of the day revolved around work, work, and more work, interspersed with meals. Dinner lasted a mere twenty minutes, after which Alexandra spent the afternoon mending shirts and socks. Supper consisted of cold meat, bread, and cheese. Beer was served all around, and for the first time that day, Alexandra saw the other maids, fifteen of them total, talk and laugh.
At bedtime Alexandra visited Mrs. Wright’s room just off the large kitchen, as she had been told. It was after nine o’clock, but some emergency with Cook, over pan drippings no less, had kept the housekeeper late. When Mrs. Wright finally arrived, she sent Alexandra off to bed with the promise that they would talk the following evening.
Carrying a single tallow candle, Alexandra stumbled up the long flight of stairs to the attic. Fortunately, the girl with whom she shared a bed was already asleep and didn’t stir when Alexandra unpacked her box. She put her belongings in the two drawers allotted for her use in the chest next to the bed, and snuffed out the candle.
Six other girls shared the same small attic, but Alexandra gave them no mind. She slid into bed in her clothes and lay, tense and expectant and too preoccupied to worry about the lumps in the thin mattress or the chill of the unheated room.
For she was only biding her time, waiting until the entire house fell quiet.


 
 
Chapter 16
 

 
The boat jerked along as the oarsmen guided it toward a dozen mastless vessels sitting like huge ducks with heads buried in the shallow water. The hulks loomed before Nathaniel as he glanced wistfully back at the docks, envying the men who were busily engaged there, free to do as they wished.
A lavish carriage drew to a halt at the edge of the wharf, causing Nathaniel to clench his jaw. He had no doubt as to the owner of that conveyance. Though he could not make out the golden crest emblazoned on each door, he knew that the duke and Clifton had come to watch the final nail being driven into the coffin they had prepared for him.
“Is this yer first time in such a place?” asked another prisoner, a man with a black patch over one eye. Five convicts crowded the small boat, along with an armed guard and two oarsmen. The prisoners could overpower the three guards easily enough, Nathaniel knew, except they were double-ironed and unlikely to do anything to cause their own drowning.
When Nathaniel nodded, the stranger laughed. “If yer like most newcomers, ye’ll fall sick inside a year.”
Nathaniel was not impressed. He shrugged, but offered no retort.
“See this eye? I lost it in a fight aboard the Warrior. That’s ‘er, five hulls down. The fightin’ gets pretty rough.” He grinned. “A one-armed man would ‘ave reason ter fear.”
“Not if you were me.” Nathaniel gave him a scorching stare, refusing to be intimidated, and eventually the man turned to the prisoner on his other side.
“Ye ‘ave reason to fear, too. Ye look no older than a lad. Once it’s dark, the big men who’ve been around awhile prefer lads like you with fair ‘air and blue eyes.”
Nathaniel nearly laughed aloud at One-eye’s bully tactics, except that they weren’t funny. He was entering a whole new world, one less than a mile from the life he knew, yet oceans apart. No one escaped from the hulks, except through death. Whether that was because of the chains they wore, or the despair that weakened both mind and body, Nathaniel did not know.
He’d have to reserve his strength and be alert for any opportunity. Greystone and Clifton had not seen the last of him. Somehow he would survive.
Squinting up at the prison barges, Nathaniel grimaced. The place smelled worse than a common lodging house. The tide was out, leaving the hulks sitting in mud for ten hours out of every twenty-four. With the marshes nearby and a pond the tide reached only during winter, there was no flux to carry away the stagnant water. The smell of dead animals combined with the stench of the waste dumped off the ships to create a cesspool that reeked for miles around.
The ships were rotting, that much he could tell, but what really concerned him was that the prisoners inside them probably fared no better.
Swatting at a fly buzzing near his neck, Nathaniel watched one of the rowers jam his oar into the muddy water to steer the boat toward one of three large vessels clustered together.
The name Retribution was painted in faded red letters on the side of the first hull. Nathaniel knew the moment he saw it that he had arrived at his new home.
The men with the oars laid them down, and together with the guard, steadied a rope ladder that dangled before them. Then the shackled prisoners climbed slowly aboard.
The Retribution had originally been a thirty-two-gun ship captured from the Spanish, Nathaniel heard One-eye boast. But it was a hellish place now. Only splintered stubs remained where masts had towered into the sky. The wheel was gone, and the deck, once polished and clean, lay beneath grime at least an inch thick. Vermin droppings filled every nook and cranny, evidence that the prisoners had ample company.
Instinctively Nathaniel raised his eyes to the sky. Thick clouds covered the descending sun, but gold, purple, and magenta hues shimmered through. He was relieved to see horizon. That, at least, remained unchanged.
A man who referred to himself as the overseer, and another named Sampson, who held the designation of clerk, met the new prisoners. The overseer was obviously the man with supreme authority; Nathaniel soon learned he did not live on the ship, but came at sunrise and left at sunset each day. The clerk appeared to be a fellow prisoner who enjoyed a certain measure of power and greater freedom on the ship than his companions.
While the prisoners were temporarily unshackled, Sampson demanded they strip and bathe in a tub, which had been delivered by other convicts. By the time it was Nathaniel’s turn to step into the cold water, it was black from the grease and dirt of the previous four bathers. He desperately longed to scrub the grime from his body, but he could hardly force himself to step into the filthy water.
Except that he knew he had no choice.
Once Nathaniel had bathed, no matter how profitless the ritual, the clerk provided him with a coarse gray jacket and breeches. Fortunately, they were clean. Two other prisoners were given used garments that looked as though they hadn’t been washed since their last wearing. When one man dared to object, Sampson grabbed a pistol from the nearest guard and shoved it in his mouth.
“Dead men don’t know if their clothes are clean or dirty,” he warned. “Given a day or two, they’ll look no different anyhow.”
The glitter in the clerk’s eyes betrayed his eagerness to enforce his words. The prisoner pulled on the garments without another word while Nathaniel wondered who or what gave Sampson his power.
When leg irons were once again fastened about their ankles, the overseer spoke. “If you obey without question, work hard, and keep to yourselves, you will be left alone. Anyone who attempts to escape, or cause insurrection, will be eliminated immediately. Life here is just that simple.” Turning to Sampson, he added, “Have them join the others. I’ll be in my cabin. I’m starving.”
Though Nathaniel had expected the worst, he was still surprised by the appearance of the three hundred and fifty men who already lived aboard the Retribution. They were a lean, sickly lot, with scraggly beards itching with lice, and many wore only rags. Some had no shirt, shoes, or stockings.
They stood at attention for a brief ceremony, which consisted of Sampson reading the rules and the punishment affixed to each infraction. The rules were long and varied, but the punishment was always the same: flogging, flogging, and more flogging. Then the prisoners filed below for their evening meal.
The dining room contained nothing but wooden tables and benches. No cleaner than the deck, it was dank and smelled strongly of mildew. Four portholes shed just enough light to lend a hazy glow to the room, much like smoke in a tavern. The lanterns that hung overhead cast dim circles on the floor that moved as the hull rocked.
With only ten tables, the men had to eat in shifts. The bulk of the prisoners were herded beyond the dining room into the sleeping areas. Nathaniel and the other new convicts were allowed to join the first shift.
Nathaniel was famished and more than eager to receive his meal—until he saw what it was. A detestable souplike substance called “smiggings,” it was made from boiled beef thickened with barley and was served in a tine bowl. The smell alone nauseated him. The others ate ravenously, but Nathaniel’s soup went untouched, and again he felt the clerk’s eyes upon him.
“If you got any brains, you’ll eat,” Sampson said, moving closer to Nathaniel from where he had stood along the periphery with the guards. “There’s nothing else coming till morning. As you can see, the others have figured it out. They’re bloody smart, eh?”
While Nathaniel was momentarily distracted from his rancid dinner, the prisoner next to him grabbed for his bowl and slurped up his soup, letting the juice dribble down his chin.
Watching him made Nathaniel’s skin crawl. He was locked up with animals, no longer of a sound state of mind.
Before his lump of bread could be stolen as well, he closed his mind to the taste of mold and forced himself to both chew and swallow. Sampson was right about one thing: he had to eat to keep up his strength, or he would end up no different than the rest of them.
From dark until ten, the men were left to pass the time as they would. Split between three decks and six wards, they were allowed free range only in their own small areas, and many loitered about, visiting or causing trouble.
Nathaniel stretched out on the hammock that had been assigned to him, struggling to block out the constant rattle of chains and hum of voices. What now? Had the duke captured Trenton and the Vengeance as well? Or was his first mate free to collect the guns and take them to the Lord High Admiral?
If only he knew. If only he could communicate with Trenton.
“My son.”
Nathaniel raised his eyes at the soft-spoken voice to see a chaplain standing above him.
“I am Reverend Hartman. I offer classes each night that might provide you with some solace. It would please me to have you join us. It could make the transition here easier for you.”
Shaking his head, Nathaniel almost rejected the invitation, then thought better of it. Here was someone who was neither prisoner nor guard. Clergymen were privy to a wealth of information, and it could only help him to understand how things were run in this strange new world—and by whom. Coming to his feet, Nathaniel said, “Anything is better than sitting here, Father.”
Pleased at recruiting another member to his flock, the Reverend Hartman led Nathaniel to a corner of the ward where a handful of men waited with open Bibles. Though most couldn’t read, the reverend performed that service aloud, and Nathaniel was glad he had joined the group if for no other reason than to enjoy the peace it provided against the bawdy songs and activities of the others.
When the chaplain finally closed his book and the group dissipated, Nathaniel took the opportunity to strike up a conversation with him. “I was hoping you could enlighten me on a few subjects.”
The chaplain started stacking the Bibles on a corner shelf. “Of course. What would you like to know?”
“The clerk is dressed like a prisoner, but he doesn’t act like one. Who is he?”
Reverend Hartman’s manner changed instantly. He glanced about before answering, “It’s best to steer clear of him. He’s a prisoner, but he works for the overseer.”
“Why is it he has no chains, and fares so much better than the rest of us?”
“He is a cruel and dangerous man. I suggest you stay well away.” The reverend changed the subject: “You don’t speak like a prisoner; I would guess you are an educated man.”
“Self-educated, mostly.”
“What did you do to arrive here?”
“I’m not sure what the final charge was.” Nathaniel shrugged off the question. He wasn’t here to talk about himself.
“I’d be curious to learn the details sometime,” the reverend answered. “But they’re setting the watch now. You’d better get back to your bunk.”
The watch consisted of several seasoned prisoners who sat up through the night with a light burning. They relieved each other every two hours and were supposed to ensure that no one spoke or moved about, but bribes and favors rendered the watch ineffective. And Nathaniel heard many suspicious moans and groans and other things that kept him on his guard, making sleep impossible.
 
* * *
 
Like some mythical dragon that snorts and shifts as it descends into a comfortable sleep, the Greystone residence took some time to settle in for the night. Alexandra waited, listening to the movements of those servants who still worked in the nether regions of the house, banking fires, polishing silver, or putting away the plate. Tomorrow morning would come all too soon, and with it her tiresome responsibilities as maid. She had to take advantage of every opportunity to seek information on Nathaniel.
As those around her snored softly, she climbed from her bed and tiptoed to the stairs, grateful when no one stirred, not even her bedmate. The stairs creaked as she made her way down though, and Alexandra was certain the racket could be heard all over the house. She feared Mrs. Wright would be waiting for her by the time she reached the bottom, but when she entered the kitchen, it was dark save for the moonlight streaming in at the windows.
The duke and his two children were out for the evening. Alexandra knew Lady Anne had gone to a dinner party somewhere—the other servants had mentioned it—but she had no idea what had called Lord Clifton and his father away, or when they’d come home. She only hoped it wouldn’t be now.
Heading through the green baize door that separated the servants’ domain from that of Greystone’s family, she checked to make sure the front of the house was equally quiet.
Evidently Lady Anne had already returned and retired, as no one waited up for her. Perhaps the duke and Lord Clifton had returned as well. A footman sat in a room off the entry playing solitaire, but Alexandra knew he’d be there all night, just as he was every night, to guard against thieves and the like.
The glow from the footman’s candle spilled out of the room he occupied, giving her just enough light to slip by without banging into anything.
As she started up the winding staircase, the plush carpet muffled her movements, allowing her to make quick progress. But when she reached the second floor, she had to travel more slowly. The darkness in the long halls on either side was now complete, and she feared she’d bump into a table or a what-not shelf and knock some priceless porcelain to the ground.
Greystone’s study overlooked the front gardens, but the heavy draperies blocked most of the moon’s light. As soon as Alexandra entered, she shut the door and began to fumble through the room, looking for a candleholder.
A moment later she found a lamp on the desk. Sulfur matches sat beside it in a cold, smooth container.
The match Alexandra struck flared with a blue light, then faded to yellow as she held it to the wick of the lamp before replacing the cover.
The duke’s study held a large mahogany desk, a high-backed leather chair, a card table, and several smaller chairs. A picture hung on the wall above the desk. A man astride a horse. Likely the duke in his younger years, Alexandra decided. She recognized the slight flare to his nostrils, the chiseled planes of his face. These features were very much like Nathaniel’s, but the resemblance ended there. Greystone’s eyes were more green than blue, and his hair was brown, not the ebony color of his firstborn son’s.
Various documents cluttered the duke’s desk. Alexandra rounded it to stand between desk and chair as she dug through the pile, examining every item. Most of what she saw related to business: bills of lading, bills for household expenses, letters from associates or friends, a few legal documents—nothing that had any obvious connection to Nathaniel.
She sighed and glanced about the room again. How could she find out what had happened to him? There had to be some way, short of visiting every gaol and—Alexandra shivered—undertaker.
The sound of a cough coming from the hall outside made Alexandra freeze. Someone was coming. Quickly raising the glass of the lamp, she blew out the light. Her mind searched frantically for what she should do, but there was no time to do anything. The floor creaked and the doorknob turned as she ducked beneath the duke’s desk.
The light of a candle flame glowed in the darkness as footsteps crossed the room toward her.
Alexandra squeezed her eyes shut, praying she wouldn’t be discovered, and pressed back as far as she could against the smooth underside of her wooden haven.
The footsteps stopped on the other side of the desk. She heard the rattle of paper above her, then a loud belch.
“Damn cook.”
It was the duke. It had to be. Alexandra would have recognized Clifton’s voice immediately.
More rummaging, and a bit of cursing. Then Greystone seemed to discover whatever it was he was looking for and fell silent for a while, as though reading.
“Good,” he mumbled, grunting in satisfaction, and the steps and the light began to recede.
Alexandra held her breath until the duke was gone. She hadn’t realized she was shaking, but she could hardly stand as the acrid scent of Greystone’s candle lingered, covering the smell of her own lamp and reminding her of just how close she’d come to making herself his new target.
Waiting until her eyes adjusted to the meager moonlight, Alexandra looked around the study a final time. She sorted more carefully through the duke’s correspondence, squinting to make out who had written him, then rifled through his drawers until she encountered a locked metal box.
Judging from its weight, the box held nothing more valuable than a few legal documents, but the fact that it was locked intrigued her. She padded quietly to the door, which the duke had left standing wide, and closed it. Then she returned to the desk and picked up a marble paperweight to smash the lock.
She stood close to the window to afford herself what light she could, and glanced through what appeared to be love letters. Fierce protestations of undying devotion and lewd invitations written in torrents of misspelled words and incorrect grammar covered sheet after sheet of cheap foolscap. Only one was written on expensive stationary by a woman who appeared to be educated. It came all the way from Scotland and was signed “Ellyne.” Alexandra soon realized she was reading the words of Lord Clifton and Lady Anne’s mother.
 
My children beg me to come back to England and yet I have never received a single letter from you. Not even the apology I so deserve or a thank you for holding my tongue. In my more generous moments, I think guilt keeps you so remote. But that must be the beginning of my dementia speaking. I have lost all of my hair and too much weight, but the sores have gone for now. When I am strong enough to be honest with myself I know you do not care that you brought such a fate home to me. You had to have your doxies, and they had to be of the most common variety, didn’t they?
Yet I gave you the son you wanted and, for my children’s sake, say nothing of your trips to the Greentree Tavern and others like it. I bet you thought I didn’t know where you went at night. More’s the pity… I didn’t know until it was too late. Still, I want to tell you this: my revenge is knowing that you will soon follow me. We can’t live forever; Your Grace, and so, I hope someday to see you burning in the fiery furnaces of hell. Just as you deserve.
 
Alexandra blinked as she absorbed the meaning of the flowing script. Was it syphilis? Had the duke given his wife syphilis? Anger and pity nearly brought tears to her eyes for the women who had been destroyed by Nathaniel’s father, and for Lady Anne and Lord Clifton, and much more poignantly, for Nathaniel.
Daring to light the lamp again, Alexandra used a sheet of the duke’s own stationary to pen a letter to Trenton. Perhaps it was time Greystone received a measure of his own medicine.
 
* * *
 
The guards woke Nathaniel at dawn for a breakfast of boiled barley. Though the meal would not have been considered edible anywhere else, Nathaniel hungrily swallowed the tasteless gruel, noting as he did the absence of so much as a crust of bread. Evidently rations aboard the hulks were scantier than he had anticipated. He wondered at the possibility of receiving a second serving, but as he glanced at the empty bowls of the other men, he saw that no one asked.
“Can we have more?” he asked the prisoner seated next to him.
Small-boned, with a gray, wispy beard and sunken eyes, the man looked almost like a sage, except for the long scar that disfigured his cheek. He studied Nathaniel dubiously. “You can ask, if you want to go without for the rest of the day. Bloody Sampson spends the government’s money on pig slop—and gives us less than a child’s ration at that—so he can pocket the difference.”
“Now, that’s a serious charge,” the clerk interrupted, suddenly bearing down on them. “Haven’t you learned to control your tongue yet, Joseph? After five years in this stinkin’ place?”
Joseph cowered in Sampson’s presence. “I didn’t mean nothin’ by it! I swear.”
“Perhaps it’s time to show our one-armed man what happens to those who make trouble. Come on, Old Joe. You first.”
“But you know me, sir,” Joseph cried. “I’m harmless enough. Just an old man, minding his business.”
“Didn’t sound as though you were minding your business to me.” Sampson motioned to a guard, who grabbed Joseph by the shirt front and hauled him up. “It’s time for a flogging, boys!”
Everyone poured out of the mess hall behind Nathaniel, Joseph, and those who pulled them both along. Unable to keep up with the quick pace of the guards because of the shackles on his feet, Joseph fell and received a kick in the ribs for his folly.
“Get up, coward!” Sampson raged, drawing back for a blow to the head.
Nathaniel grasped Sampson’s fist in his hand. “Give him a minute.”
The other prisoners stared at them, mouths agape, as silence fell over the room like a blanket.
“Touch me again and you’re a dead man,” Sampson threatened, spittle wetting his lips.
Nathaniel’s eyes met those of the clerk, and he refused to look away. Finally Sampson pulled his hand back and turned to the guards. “Give Joseph double the usual for this man’s interference. And give One-arm double as well. He’ll soon learn what I will tolerate and what I won’t.”
The flogging triangle was connected to what used to be the main mast. Though not particularly large or threatening in looks, it waited ominously while the other prisoners formed a tight circle around Nathaniel, Joseph, Sampson, and a single guard.
The guard removed Joseph’s shirt and tied his hands and feet to the triangle, then made ready with the cat-o’-nine.
“No, please!” Joseph jerked as the first lash struck his bare skin, causing several welts to appear.
Nathaniel cringed at the sight, trying to block the other man’s cries from his mind, but they seemed to echo off the sky.
Most of the prisoners watched with disinterest, as though a flogging were such a common occurrence as to warrant little or no attention, but others seemed to enjoy the spectacle. Some even encouraged the guard to continue when he finally stopped.
Only the chaplain showed any empathy for Joseph’s suffering. He stood with a pained expression on his face throughout the ordeal.
When it was over, Sampson took hold of the whip to administer Nathaniel’s blows himself. “This will teach you some respect, Cripple,” he said. “You think I haven’t noticed your haughty attitude? It certainly won’t last long around here.”
A guard began to remove Nathaniel’s shirt, but Nathaniel jerked away and took it off himself. A bewhiskered man tied his arm and both feet to the triangle as Sampson shook out the nine thongs of the whip.
Pain exploded across Nathaniel’s back as the clerk dealt him a hearty blow. But he was ready. He gritted his teeth and focused his thoughts on other things, imagining Alexandra standing beside him, looking on. He would not want her to see them break him. For her, he would not cry out… or beg for mercy. He would endure his punishment like a man, and when it was all over, she would comfort him by kissing his eyelids closed and pressing her small, cool hands to his burning cheeks. Alexandra could ease the pain. Oh God, where was she?
Soon something trickled down Nathaniel’s back, and he knew it must be blood. Only the thought of Alexandra watching gave him the strength to stand, the will to endure until silence replaced the roar of the crowd. Finally Sampson stopped and threw down the whip, and Nathaniel slumped, letting himself dangle, at last, from the ropes that held him.
“It’s time for work,” Sampson announced. “Get these animals ashore and stacking shot at the arsenal before they think this man’s some kind of hero. And put One-Arm here in solitary confinement.”
The clerk stomped away, and Nathaniel felt a small sense of victory. Alexandra would have been proud of him. The flogging hadn’t given Sampson the satisfaction he’d been looking for—and he and the clerk both knew it.
 
* * *
 
On the surface, Alexandra’s second day went very much the same as her first, except that the duke was about the house. Fear that he would soon discover the broken lock on his metal box left Alexandra edgy. So did her apprehension that the milkman would not deliver her message to Trenton, as he had agreed. What if Mr. Donaldson read her words, or didn’t bother to keep his bargain? Worse, what if he betrayed her to the duke?
She hauled water, beat rugs, blackened the stove, and cut vegetables for Cook before sitting down to a light dinner, but her thoughts were always on Greystone—and Nathaniel. She remembered the pirate captain standing on the deck of his ship, the wind whipping his hair, the smell of his clothes, the warmth of him sleeping beside her, the rich sound of his voice… and feared she’d go mad with worry and longing if she didn’t find him soon. She’d had to break the lock, and she’d had to trust the milkman. For Nathaniel, she’d take the same risks again.
After dinner Alexandra began to scrub the kitchen floor, only to be interrupted by the robust form of Mrs. Wright.
“His Grace and Lord Clifton would like to see you,” the housekeeper said, a slight frown on her face. “They’re in the study.”
Alexandra’s heart felt as though it came to a sudden, skidding stop. The box! Had he discovered her tampering? “Lady Anne mentioned me to them?” she asked hopefully.
“Must have. A new hire doesn’t warrant much of their attention. They usually leave that sort of thing to me.”
Alexandra rushed up to the attic to improve her appearance as best she could, then headed to the second floor. The memory of snooping in the duke’s study made her cheeks burn, but she paused to collect herself before knocking timidly at the door.
“Come in.” The voice belonged to the duke, but it was Lord Clifton who stood and came toward her when she entered.
“Alexandra.” He gave her a congenial smile.
“You’re looking fit, my lord,” she replied.
Greystone sat at his desk, scratching something into a thick black book. He looked up at their exchange, put his pen in its well, and leaned back in his chair. His eyes traveled slowly from her feet to her white mobcap.
“What are you doing here?” he asked.
Alexandra blinked in surprise. “You sent for me, Your Grace.”
“I mean, what are you doing in my house?”
“I—I’m working off the dress I took from your daughter, Your Grace.”
His eyes narrowed. “My son tells me you have some connection to Nathaniel.”
“No connection, Your Grace. I was abducted against my will. The pirate mistook me for your daughter, Lady Anne.”
Now that they were face-to-face, the duke’s gaze proved more unsettling than Alexandra had anticipated. His eyes were shaped like Nathaniel’s, but where the pirate captain’s were vibrant, filled with unspeakable passion, Greystone’s were devoid of any warmth. Still, the flesh and blood version of the man resembled Nathaniel much more than his picture had. The square cut of his chin, the high cheekbones, even the arch of his brows were all familiar, except that the duke was a much smaller man.
Alexandra shivered. Greystone had tried to murder his own son. He had succeeded in killing the housekeeper who had saved Nathaniel. And he’d brought syphilis home to his wife. Alexandra’s intuition backed everything she had ever heard about him, and she knew then that the duke’s heart had to be as hard as the flinty look in his eyes.
He pressed his fingertips together. “What brought you here?”
“Once Nathaniel released me, I tried to find work as a seamstress. But I had no luck. I had nowhere else to go, and I thought”—she paused and glanced at Lord Clifton—”I thought perhaps I could work off the dress I took from Lady Anne. At least I’d have a roof over my head.”
The duke stood and positioned his hands on the desk as he leaned forward. “I see. And, of course, you have no contact with Nathaniel Kent or his cohorts now.”
Alexandra had the uncanny feeling that Greystone could see right through her. “No. But I know where they are,” she said, hoping to improve her credibility.
Lord Clifton spoke impetuously. “We already have Nath—”
“Jake!” The duke slammed his fist on the desk and gave his son a silencing glare. Then he turned his attention back to her. “Where?”
“I overheard them talking. They were going to Newcastle.”
“See, Father? After everything he did to her, why would she sympathize with him? Though I daresay, I think he was a bit taken with her.”
“A mere needlewoman? How quaint.” Greystone sat back in his chair and picked up a clean quill, twirling the nib in his mouth. “You can go back to your work,” he told her, “but remember one thing: you’ll be sorry if you’re lying. I shall be watching every move you make. And you do not want to make an enemy of me.”


 
 
Chapter 17
 

 
Trenton patted the pocket that contained Alexandra’s message as he waited for the duke outside the Greentree Tavern. The note had indicated that the duke might come to the tavern alone. After Trenton had spent three nights in the shadow of the pub, only to be disappointed, his luck had finally improved. Tonight the duke had arrived without so much as a valet or a footman to interfere. And Trenton had already made quick work of the coachman. The poor man lay in his underwear, bound and gagged, behind bushes not more than ten feet away.
It was a cool night for late May, with fog as thin as a watery gruel swirling in the streets. Trenton would have preferred the fog to be thicker, but one couldn’t have everything. At least Greystone was alone.
As the hour grew late, the tavern began to empty, but there was no sign of the duke. Uncomfortably clad in the ill-fitting blue livery of the duke’s driver, Trenton grew impatient. Now that Greystone had actually come to the tavern, Trenton was eager to put an end to the waiting.
When the duke finally stepped outside, he was no longer alone. A young woman, dressed like a prostitute, hung on his arm.
Trenton coughed to hide his surprise, but Greystone and his companion paid him no attention. The woman played with the fur on the collar of the duke’s cloak and giggled when he whispered something in her ear.
Stepping up to the driver’s box, Trenton pulled the team to the curb, keeping his head averted. Greystone gave the woman’s behind a meaningful grab as he handed her up, then laughed and climbed in.
“Hurry,” the duke ordered, rapping on the roof.
Trenton merged the carriage into the street, heading north, away from the city’s lights and people. Silence reigned inside the conveyance, making him wonder what was happening, but he was grateful for whatever kept Nathaniel’s father from noticing where they were going.
By the time Greystone finally realized they were heading in the wrong direction, only cattle and a few lonely farmhouses dotted the countryside.
“Bloody idiot!” he cursed, rapping on the roof. “Where are you taking us?”
Trenton pulled to the side of the road. They’d come far enough. “Get out,” he cried.
The command proved unnecessary. The duke barreled through the door, still bellowing at Trenton, who he assumed to be his coachman.
Trenton pulled his knife from his sleeve and jumped to the ground.
“What’s this?” Greystone’s rage-reddened face gaped in astonishment. “Who are you? What do you think you’re doing?”
“Never mind me. It’s what you do that counts, if you want to come out of this alive,” Trenton said.
“See here, if this is some sort of robbery attempt, I carry very little on my person—”
“I’m not after your money, just a bit of information.”
The sun’s rays were just creeping over the horizon, and Trenton let the light reflect off the blade of his knife.
“What do you want?” the duke repeated.
“I’m going to ask you a few simple questions, and you’re going to answer them. Understood? Now, where’s Nathaniel Kent?”
Greystone’s face hardened. “I don’t know.”
Trenton stepped forward, the point of his knife less than a foot away from the older man’s midsection, which was still leaner than most men of his years. “I’ll ask you once more. Where is Nathaniel?”
The woman poked her head out of the coach and gave a startled cry, but Greystone waved her back inside and she quickly complied.
The duke’s gaze flicked to the knife, then back to Trenton’s face. “He’s in Liverpool. I had him taken out of London because I have a friend, a magistrate, who agreed to put him in a gaol there for a while.”
“So Nathaniel is alive.” Trenton tried not to show his relief. His friend was in gaol, but he was alive. “That’s all I needed to know. Now, move over to that tree.”
Suspicion entered Greystone’s eyes. “What are you going to do now?”
“Less than you deserve, to be sure. Now move!”
The duke backed up to the tree and Trenton tied him to it.
“I’ll take the carriage for now,” Trenton said, “and drop your lady friend near the edge of town. I’m sure she’ll bring help, though it might take a day or two to find you.”
He gave Nathaniel’s father a mocking salute, then stowed his knife and climbed into the driver’s seat, laughing as he drove away.
 
* * *
 
Alexandra groaned silently as she dusted yet another small table in the drawing room near the main entrance of Greystone House, a room she hated for its excessive conglomeration of furniture and bric-a-brac. It had been several days since she had sent her message to Trenton, but she’d received no response. Had the milkman not delivered her letter as he had agreed?
“There you are.” Lord Clifton filled the doorway.
“Good morning, my lord.” She smiled congenially, pushing her fears for Trenton and Nathaniel to the back of her mind. “Are you finished with breakfast so soon?”
“Yes. Breakfast was a brief affair. We’ve had some unfortunate business to attend to this morning.”
Alexandra kept her voice as neutral as possible. “I’m sorry to hear that, my lord. Everything is going to be all right, I hope?”
He nodded, studying her. “You’ll never believe what happened, though.”
She finished wiping off the whatnot shelf in the corner and began to replace the extensive collection of porcelain thimbles and birds she had removed. “What’s that?”
“Evidently Nathaniel has disappeared, and his men are looking for him. They held my father at knifepoint at dawn.” He picked up an ivory elephant that graced the table next to the window and examined it thoughtfully.
Alexandra paused from her work. “Nathaniel has disappeared? From Newcastle, you mean?”
“From everywhere. Like I said, his men are looking for him. You wouldn’t happen to know anything about it, would you?” He set the elephant back where he had found it and turned to look at her with such intensity that Alexandra almost dropped the vase she cradled in her lap.
“How would I?”
“I was just wondering how they knew where to find my father.”
Alexandra set the vase down. “I’m sure I don’t know. Perhaps they followed him.”
The marquess smiled and crossed the floor, coming to stand behind her. “You’re probably right. I’ve always liked you, you know. You have a certain… appeal.”
He touched the nape of her neck, but Alexandra didn’t move. She felt the pressure of his hand on her shoulder, turning her toward him, and risked a glance at his face. The look in Lord Clifton’s eyes reminded her of Rat and the way he had looked at her in Nathaniel’s cabin.
The marquess’s hand traveled over her shoulder and traced her collarbone, then started down toward her breast. His gaze followed his hand as it moved inexorably lower until Alexandra could stand his touch no longer. She pulled away, attempting to hide her distaste by averting her face.
“What’s wrong?” he asked. “You didn’t react that way when Nathaniel touched you.”
She remembered how her pulse had raced at the slightest contact with the pirate captain. Clifton’s fondling brought nothing but revulsion. “I had no choice when Nathaniel touched me.”
“I can give you much. I have never taken a mistress before, but I would be generous. I could get you out of here”—he glanced around them—”and into a place of your own. You would have clothes and jewelry, nearly everything you want.”
Alexandra shook her head. “You have no idea of what I want.”
“I know what every woman wants. Are you so different?”
“I want a family of my own,” she countered.
“I didn’t say children were out of the question.”
Alexandra moved back, putting a few feet between them. “I didn’t say I want children. I said I want a family—and that means a husband.”
A look of irritation descended on Clifton’s face, and his next words sounded incredulous. “Certainly you’re not so naive. You can’t expect me to marry you. Someday I’ll bear the title in my father’s place. The son of a duke can’t marry a maid.”
“No, of course not.” Alexandra let bitterness ooze through her voice. By demanding the one thing Lord Clifton could never give her, she hoped to keep him at arm’s distance until she was able to help Nathaniel. Depending on what Trenton had learned at the Greentree Tavern, that could be sooner rather than later.
“I’ve got to finish my work,” she said. “If you will excuse me.” Setting the porcelain birds back on their shelf with a clink, she skirted past the marquess and darted through the door.
 
* * *
 
That night Alexandra found a small gift lying on her pillow. She worked later than the other maids, so they were usually asleep by the time she climbed to the attic. Tonight was no different. She glanced around the room, wishing she could ask one of them where the package had come from, then contented herself with opening it.
Soon the answer was obvious. A pair of diamond ear-bobs sparkled in the mellow light of her candle, simple yet elegant, and obviously expensive. A note fluttered to the ground from the open box. She retrieved it, then bent toward the light so she could read the sloppy writing of Lord Clifton’s left hand.
 
Dear Alexandra,
Please accept these as a token of my esteem.
There are many good things in life, besides marriage.
 
Fondest wishes,
Jake
 
Stunned, Alexandra sat numbly on her cot, staring at the teardrop earrings. Her refusal of Clifton was producing the opposite effect to what she had hoped. Instead of keeping him at bay, it created a challenge, causing him to pursue her, evidently without compunction.
Abbey stirred, prompting Alexandra to replace the lid. The marquess could give her many things, anything money could buy, but she wanted only one, and that was to know what had happened to Nathaniel.
Rising, she decided to return Lord Clifton’s gift immediately. She didn’t want her fellow maids to learn of his interest, nor did she want him to think a pair of earrings could change her mind.
She quickly descended the back stairs and used the servants’ door to enter the second floor. The marquess’s bedroom was just down the hall. If he was at home and the door was closed, she’d leave the small box on the ground, where he’d nearly step on it come morning. If he happened to be away, she’d put the earrings on his bed so he couldn’t miss them when he returned.
Before she’d gone halfway down the hall, however, she heard voices coming from the library. Someone was still up. Who? The duke? Lord Clifton? Lady Anne?
Alexandra paused to listen.
“Why would you buy such a costly gift for a maid?”
Recognizing Lady Anne’s voice, Alexandra crept closer.
“She probably would have been just as happy with a shawl or other trinket. She’s lucky a man of your status has decided to take an interest in her.”
“Not this maid. Alexandra is different.”
The marquess’s sister laughed. “Are you sure Nathaniel didn’t do something to that head of yours as well as your hand? I just took your bishop.”
Alexandra heard the clink of crystal.
“Pour me one, too,” Clifton said.
There was a moment of silence, and Alexandra pictured the two of them puzzling over a chessboard.
“Nathaniel’s getting his just due for what he’s done to me,” the marquess said.
“Holding Father at knifepoint is scarcely getting one’s just due.”
“That wasn’t Nathaniel. It was one of his men. Nathaniel is languishing in prison. He’ll never get out.”
“He’s at Newgate?”
Alexandra could barely hear the surprise in Lady Anne’s voice above the beating of her own heart. Nathaniel is alive, it thumped. Nathaniel is alive! She closed her eyes in relief and strained to hear Clifton’s next words.
“No, he’s in the hulks at Woolwich. Not a pleasant place, I assure you. It’s your move.”
In the hulks? Alexandra’s eyes flew open. That place was a living hell. Did Trenton already know? Was that why she hadn’t heard from him?
Or had Greystone captured Trenton as well? Her heart raced at this last thought. She didn’t want to be alone in her efforts to help them both.
“Do you ever wonder if Nathaniel is telling the truth?” Lady Anne surprised Alexandra with the sudden sincerity in her voice. “I mean, if he is our older brother, then he has been sorely wronged.”
“I am the one who has been sorely wronged. Nathaniel’s nothing but a liar and a thief,” the marquess retorted. “Besides, Father has chosen between us. Otherwise, Nathaniel would inherit everything, and you and I would find ourselves dependent upon that scoundrel’s charity. Is that what you want?”
“Of course not. I was just—”
“Don’t.”
“But I was only asking.”
“It doesn’t matter. Some things are better left alone.”
Alexandra didn’t hear Lady Anne’s response. The sound of footsteps came from the hall below, and she fled, seized by a mixture of emotions. Relief that Nathaniel was alive surged through her, along with a certain satisfaction in knowing, at long last, his situation. But the hulks… She covered her mouth, remembering the bits and pieces she had heard about the prison barges.
At least he was in London—and still alive. Her mind returned to that one small ray of hope as she made her way to the attic. Only when she reached her bed did she realize that she’d forgotten to return Lord Clifton’s earrings.
 
* * *
 
Alexandra received word from Trenton the following day, but his message said that Nathaniel was in gaol at Liverpool. Confused, she wondered how that could be. If Nathaniel was in Liverpool, why had Lord Clifton said he was imprisoned at Woolwich?
Biting her lip in consternation, Alexandra considered sending Trenton another message. She had to let him know what she had learned, but she hesitated to trust the milkman with yet another letter. He delivered their correspondence only while traveling his normal route, so it would be delayed another day. She was certain Trenton would be on his way to Liverpool by then.
Instead, she approached Mrs. Wright in the kitchen, arranging her face into a worried frown. “Mrs. Wright?”
The busy housekeeper looked up. She was going over something with Cook, but Alexandra’s tone succeeded in gaining her attention.
“I’m afraid I’ve had some bad news.” Alexandra clutched Trenton’s letter to her breast. “It’s my mother.”
“What’s wrong?”
“She’s very ill. My sister says she’s on her last breath. I was wondering if I might have the afternoon off to visit her—just this once.”
“Oh dear, child. I didn’t know you had family close by. Of course we can manage here. Do you need some money for a cab?”
Alexandra squirmed at having to lie. “No. I’ll walk or beg a ride with someone who’s going that way.”
Cook, who stood next to Mrs. Wright, clucked her tongue in sympathy. “I hope your maman pulls through, mademoiselle.”
“I’ll use this as my afternoon off and won’t take another,” Alexandra offered, to appease her own conscience.
“Don’t worry about that now.” Mrs. Wright waved her away. “You’d best hurry along.”
Alexandra grabbed her shawl and headed out the door. At least her eagerness to escape the house was a reality. She fumbled in the pouch tied beneath her dress for the coin she would need to hire a cab, then ran around front. Woolwich was much too far to walk.
 
* * *
 
It took Alexandra well over an hour to get to Woolwich, and her palms sweated the entire way.
When she saw the outline of the prison barges in the distance, her breath caught in her throat. Could she do this? She had heard awful things about the hulks, but she had to know if Nathaniel was there or not.
The cab finally stopped near the royal arsenal, and Alexandra bade the driver to wait. She would only be a minute, just long enough to catch a glimpse of him.
It was a hot, dreary day, the onset of summer. Alexandra left her shawl in the carriage before descending.
A quick glance at the darkening sky told her a storm was on its way. She’d spent most of her time indoors and had all but missed spring. Now she felt deprived. The summer months were hot and miserable. And they had to be doubly so for the inmates, she thought, watching a gang of men stacking shot.
Unmistakably prisoners, they were sixteen to a group with a club-carrying guard to keep them in line. Most were shackled; those who were not seemed too weak to move, let alone work, but work they did.
Alexandra scanned the group, trying to see the face of each convict. Six prisoners were being led through the throng toward the water, evidently heading back to the ships, but Nathaniel was not among them.
She turned her gaze to those who were stacking shot. Please, just let me know where he is and that he’s alive, she prayed, her eyes frantically searching among the filthy, emaciated bodies.
When Alexandra finally saw Nathaniel, she wondered how she had ever missed him. He stood, working with the others, not more than thirty feet away. Dirt and sweat streaked his face. He wore rags like the other prisoners, but his arm gave him away—that, and an undeniably confident air.
Nathaniel seemed to feel her stare, as if it were something physical that spanned the distance between them. He paused from his work and rose to his full height, gazing back at her as though she were some sort of vision.
Alexandra gasped, and her nails curled into her palms. She wanted to acknowledge him in some way, but the ache in her heart made it difficult to move.
She forced her hand open to wave. “Nathaniel,” she whispered as her throat constricted with unshed tears.
Nathaniel’s face looked hewn from stone. He did not react, but Alexandra was positive that he recognized her.
Then a guard appeared next to him. “Ogling the ladies, are we, cripple? Get back to work.”
Nathaniel glared at the guard, then looked back at Alexandra. She could almost see the clarity of his blue eyes—until the guard struck him with a large, ponderous stick.
“I said, back to work,” the guard shouted, hitting him again.
“No!” Alexandra cried, clinging to the fence. “Please, let him be!”
The blows continued as another guard approached her. “Miss! Miss! Who are you, miss?” he asked, and Alexandra knew she had to get away from the pitiful scene before she caused Nathaniel any more harm.
Turning, she stumbled blindly toward the carriage, tears streaming down her face. She tripped on her hem and fell once, then scrambled to her feet, biting her lip to hold back the sobs that racked her frame. Finally she climbed inside the waiting conveyance, and the driver pulled away.


 
 
Chapter 18
 

 
Something snapped inside Nathaniel as Alexandra disappeared from the wharf. He had bided his time and paced himself for ultimate endurance, but the sight of her horrified expression broke the tenuous grip he had on his patience. He exploded with a ferocity that stunned the guard who beat him. Wrapping his arm around the stick, he jerked it away in one fluid motion that left those around him gaping in surprise. Then he used it to knock the guard to the ground.
The chaos that erupted after that seemed to last forever, but Nathaniel knew it could have been no more than a few seconds. He fought with the energy of a wild man while the shouts and cries of the other prisoners and guards rang in his ears. Some of the prisoners took his lead and began to fight as well, while others cowered in fright.
Ultimately the prisoners didn’t have a chance. Nathaniel had known it before he landed his first blow. The chains were too much of a hindrance, the clubs too devastating with so many guards to wield them.
After some initial fear and confusion, the guards rallied with a vengeance. Nathaniel felt the pain of their attack, but he didn’t care. He kept going when most men would have stopped. Nothing mattered except his need to fight back, to answer their cruelty. But he knew he would pay. Even as the blow that knocked him senseless landed on the back of his head, he knew.
 
* * *
 
Alexandra had the cab driver drop her at the end of Berkeley Street. She wasn’t quite ready to face Mrs. Wright and the others. She was still shaking despite the long ride back, and needed a few minutes more to compose herself after the horrifying sight of watching Nathaniel being beaten like a dog.
She had to let Trenton know. The duke had misled him, had sent him off to Liverpool when Nathaniel was right here all the time, in London. Worse was the thought that Trenton might not be able to help Nathaniel. How could they, or anyone else, get him out of that terrible place?
Perhaps she should head to Liverpool in search of Trenton, she thought, anxious to do something. But she instantly knew the folly of that idea. How would they find each other? Besides, her sudden disappearance would arouse the duke’s suspicion, and until they had Nathaniel safely away from the hulks, she didn’t dare provoke Greystone.
If they could get him safely away…
The wrought iron gate of Greystone House loomed before her, and Alexandra took a deep breath. She didn’t want to go back, but she had to face the other servants and Lord Clifton and the duke and pretend she mourned for an ill mother. Otherwise, Trenton wouldn’t know where to find her. For caution’s sake, she knew he couldn’t return to the inn where he had stayed before.
“Where have you been?”
Alexandra jumped as the marquess stepped out from beneath an elm tree. “You frightened me,” she said, pressing a hand to her chest as if she could stop the racing of her heart.
“You haven’t answered my question. Where have you been?”
“If you needed me, you had only to ask Mrs. Wright, and she would have sent another maid.” Alexandra kept her voice calm, trying not to reveal how much his attitude irritated her.
“Mrs. Wright said you went to see your ailing mother. You told me when we were with Nathaniel that you have no family.”
Alexandra’s knees went weak as her mind groped for something that Lord Clifton might believe. “Actually, I—I wanted to show the earrings you gave me to a friend,” she said.
The marquess smiled, making Alexandra grateful that his vanity was sufficient for him to accept the lie. “Of course. Do you like them?” He took her hand and drew her back under the tree with him.
“Not every maid receives such a gift from the son of a duke,” she said, playing her part.
“You’re not every maid. I’ve never seen another so lovely.” Taking her by the chin, Clifton tilted Alexandra’s head back so he could kiss her. She knew what was coming, and for Nathaniel’s sake, she steeled her nerves to accept it. But when the marquess’s ardor mounted and his hand moved down over her hips, she pulled away.
“Perhaps I misunderstood,” she said. “I thought the earrings were a gift, not a form of payment.” And she ran back inside the house.
 
* * *
 
Alexandra sat in Greystone’s study, her ears trained for the slightest sound. It was late in the night. The grandfather clock down the hall chimed the hour of three as she hurried to finish.
Dipping the duke’s quill back into his ink pot, she signed her name, then quickly read over her letter. She had no idea if Nathaniel would ever receive it, but word from her was the only thing she could give him at the moment.
The milkman came before dawn every morning and left a can of milk by the back door. Alexandra met him outside today, her letter in hand.
She stepped from the shadows as Mr. Donaldson pulled his wagon to a stop. He got down, and with work-roughened hands lugged a huge can of milk to the ground, its thump as familiar as the rooster’s crow in the morning. Then he turned to Alexandra and silently accepted the letter. She pressed a few shillings in his palm besides, and he nodded his head in acknowledgment.
Alexandra started back through the door, but he caught her by the elbow. She watched as he reached into his other pocket and withdrew a wrinkled piece of paper that had been folded several times.
She smiled her thanks and waited until he left to read Trenton’s words:
 
Alexandra,
Nathaniel must not be in Liverpool. I would think perhaps he was transferred to Newgate, but I can find no record of it. I’m back in London now and hope you have better news. Meet me beyond the stables at midnight Wednesday next.
Trenton
 
Tucking his letter into the folds of her skirt, Alexandra hurried inside lest the new tweenie, who rose earlier than everyone else, find her. Wednesday next, Trenton had said. Why, tomorrow was Wednesday.
Tomorrow night, then, she thought, and prayed the hope of Trenton’s impending visit would be enough to block from her mind the recurring vision of Nathaniel being struck by the guard.
 
* * *
 
The following night Alexandra sat in the kitchen, sewing. She had volunteered to make fresh aprons for some of the maids. Servants bore the cost of their own uniforms, and their low salaries often made such purchases a hardship, so she had agreed to do the work for free. Mrs. Wright was grateful for her help, and it gave Alexandra something to occupy her mind and to calm her nerves while she waited for Trenton.
“You’ve put in a long day, lass. Why don’t you go off to bed?” Mrs. Wright asked as she carried jars of fresh preserves to the pantry.
“I’ll go up soon. I’m not tired yet.” In truth, Alexandra was exhausted, but she didn’t dare lie down for fear she’d fall asleep and miss Trenton.
“You’re a hard worker. I’m glad Lady Anne knew enough to hire you, though your story had me worried at first.”
The housekeeper disappeared into the pantry and returned for another load. “You wouldn’t mind retrieving the tray I took up to His Grace in the study, would you? He’s up late tonight.”
Alexandra hesitated, wishing she could beg off. She avoided the duke at every turn, afraid her hatred of him would be too difficult to hide. She also feared his discovery of the broken lock on his metal box, knowing her connection to Nathaniel could easily make him suspicious of her. But Alexandra could think of no good excuse to avoid the task Mrs. Wright requested.
“Is Lord Clifton with his father?” She hoped the answer would be no. She’d made several attempts to return the marquess’s earrings, but he had refused them outright. And instead of losing interest in her as she hoped he would, he seemed to be more and more obsessed with winning her affection, or at least her acquiescence.
Mrs. Wright headed back for another load. “I’m not sure.”
Alexandra set her work on the table and left the kitchen to climb the back stairs. The other servants were asleep in their quarters, so she ran into no one on her way. Much to her chagrin, however, Clifton was in the study with his father.
Alexandra entered as unobtrusively as possible, but the two still glanced up. As she removed the tray, Greystone pulled off his glasses and spoke to her.
“Tell Harry to get the carriage ready. I’m going out tonight.”
Alexandra schooled her features to show no surprise, though it was late to be going anywhere, unless it was to his favorite tavern. “Yes, Your Grace.”
She curtseyed, balancing the tray in one hand, then turned toward the door. Lord Clifton said nothing, but she felt his gaze follow her out.
She breathed a sigh of relief as she made her way back, knowing the duke would be gone when Trenton came.
By the time Alexandra arrived in the kitchen, Mrs. Wright had finished moving the preserves and was taking off her apron.
“I’m going to bed,” she announced.
“His Grace wants Harry to get the carriage ready. Shall I go out and tell him?” Alexandra asked. Harry slept over the stables along with his son, who worked for the duke as a stable boy.
“If you would. My poor feet can hardly walk another step.”
Alexandra smiled. Mrs. Wright worked hard, and she was a fair, honest woman. “I’ll be right back.”
Harry was already in bed, but his son answered her knock on the stable door. “Hello, Rory. His Grace would like your father to get the carriage ready,” she told him. “And I brought something for you.”
A boy of only nine, Rory smiled eagerly, still young enough to enjoy the occasional treats Alexandra saved for him, yet old enough not to clamor about her skirts.
“What is it?”
“A whole handful of scones with fresh strawberry jam inside.” Throwing back her shawl, she revealed the handkerchief that held these treats.
The boy’s eyes went wide with pleasure. “Yer the best, Alexandra.”
Alexandra smiled. “Just don’t tell Mrs. Wright I gave them to you, or she’ll blame me if we come up short tomorrow.”
“I wouldn’t tell that old bag anythin’.”
“Rory!”
Alexandra’s chastening tone provoked a scowl. “Well, she made me scrub behind my ears this mornin’.”
“No doubt they needed a good scrubbing.” She laughed and ruffled his hair before returning to the house.
Mrs. Wright was gone when Alexandra entered the kitchen. She sat down to her sewing, but was interrupted again when Harry came in.
“The carriage is ready. I’m taking it around front now,” he told her.
Alexandra started up to the study to tell the duke, but by the time she arrived, he’d already gone. She heard his voice in the entry below, just before the door closed behind him. Had Lord Clifton gone, too? She passed through to the balustrade to see for herself, but when she looked down at the front door, she found the marquess standing there, staring up at her.
She gave him an uncomfortable smile before hurrying back the way she had come, praying he would retire soon. Trenton was coming in less than two hours.
Alexandra entered the kitchen just as Clifton came through the green baize doors. “My lord, is there something I can get you?” she asked, more than a little surprised that the marquess would venture into the servants’ domain.
Taking a seat at the table, he asked, “Why do you avoid me at every turn? Abbey or any of the others would love to trade places with you.”
Alexandra sat across from him and took up her sewing as she fished for an appropriate response. She wasn’t Abbey or any of the others. She didn’t care about the marquess’s position in society, or his money. She was already in love.
Alexandra gulped at this admission. Was she in love?
How could she deny it when the mere thought of Nathaniel left her breathless?
“My lord, we are not well suited,” she said. “You’ve mentioned before the difference in our social status. That is reason alone.”
“But I am willing to overlook that. Such things only matter in a wife.”
“And I will be nothing less than a wife.” She tried to return to her work, but being alone with Nathaniel’s half brother made her nervous.
“A mistress is treated better than a wife,” he insisted. “You have none of the demands placed upon a wife, only the benefits. If you weren’t interested in me, why did you come here?”
“I told you. I needed a job. Unlike you, I must work for my living.”
“You could have worked elsewhere.”
“I was having difficulty. I’d met you before, and I hoped Lady Anne would let me work off the dress I took from her. How many times must I explain? Why do you persist in making it more complicated than it is?”
“What about the earrings?”
“What about them, my lord? I’ve tried to give them back to you, and you won’t accept them. What am I to do?”
“Are you hoping for words of love? Would that soften your virtuous heart?”
Alexandra stood at the sarcasm in Clifton’s voice. “I’m sorry, my lord. Gifts can’t buy my affection. Not for anyone. Not even for you. Now, if you will excuse me, I’m going to bed.”
She tried to brush past him, but he blocked her path to the stairs. Pulling her to him, he bent his head to kiss her, but she twisted in his arms so that his lips brushed her cheek instead.
“My lord, what are you doing?” She squirmed out of his grasp.
“Call me Jake. I want to hear my name on your lips. I want to convince you.”
“Convince me of what?”
“That you want me as badly as I want you.”
Alexandra couldn’t hold back the laughter that burst from her. “I have no feelings for you whatsoever, my lord.”
The look that suddenly descended on his face frightened her, making her wish she could reclaim her hastily spoken words.
“There will come a time when you will beg for a crumb of my attention,” he vowed, and he struck her across the face.
Alexandra stumbled back, surprised and momentarily dazed. “My lord, I never meant to offend you.” She reached out to put her hand on his arm, but he jerked away, and she fell silent.
Giving her one last smoldering glare, he turned and stalked out, leaving Alexandra rubbing her cheek in astonishment.
 
* * *
 
Alexandra reached up to touch him. Her fingers skimmed through his hair, making his blood stir and his heart pound. Mesmerized, he reached out and hooked the small of her waist, pulling her to him. Her arms encircled his neck, and her lips parted in invitation as her eyes fluttered shut. Nathaniel quivered to feel her breath on his face, but just as his lips were about to drink from hers, Alexandra’s sigh became nothing more than the fetid exhalation of the man sleeping next to him, her fingers, the cockroaches that slithered about the place after dark.
Nathaniel shivered, leaving the dream unfinished as his mind returned by degrees to full awareness. He was sharing a narrow bunk with another man aboard the creaking, stinking hospital ship—one of the hulks reserved for those too ill to work, where dying men were sent but from which they rarely returned, receiving too little medical help, too late. Still, it was an improvement. There were no chains, and the fare, though mainly broth, was better than the slop served on the other hulks. The doctors were unfeeling, perhaps numbed by the great number of patients they lost, but apathy was preferable to antipathy.
At least they weren’t like Sampson. Because of him, Nathaniel had already spent more time in solitary confinement than any other man in the history of the Retribution, but it was the last few days that had nearly broken him. Riddled from the flogging they had given him when he attacked the guard, his back refused to heal, and a raging infection had taken hold. Finally the chaplain had intervened and had the guards move him to the hospital.
Since then, he had tossed miserably about in his bunk, breathing the stale air so common to the hulks. Mold and mildew combined with the pungent body odors of the other sick men, who were never bathed, until he would have traded his last meal for one breath of fresh air.
The voices of the doctors hovered above him during their three routine visits each day. Though the sores on Nathaniel’s back oozed pus and blood, he had hardly felt them until today, which was why he imagined himself to be getting better. At least he knew that he hurt, and he knew where.
Squeezing his eyes shut, Nathaniel fought his awakening and tried to recall the dream, but it was gone. He could remember those things Alexandra did or said, but he could not conjure up the feel of her, not like it was. So he channeled his thoughts to her letter. At least that was real.
Prisoners’ mail was unreliable and heavily censored; it was not uncommon to receive only a portion of one paragraph, or half a page at most. In fact, Nathaniel had received just a few lines from Alexandra:
 
… am living in Berkeley Square with your beloved father… found you as Trenton and I planned and am doing all I can… it shouldn’t be long now… Trenton is coming soon… stay alive and well…
Alexandra
 
Nathaniel groaned. As if he didn’t have enough on his mind, Alexandra was now living on Berkeley Street with the duke and his half brother—which was like sticking her head into a lion’s mouth. Still, she might not have found him otherwise, and he was infinitely grateful that someone knew of his whereabouts. That was the only thing that helped him to hang on, to fight Sampson’s cruelty a little longer.
His thoughts having made a complete circle, Nathaniel sighed in frustration and shifted to his side. He was damp with sweat, his back pained him no small amount, and a constant hunger gnawed at his gut, which the watery broth did little to relieve. Sleep was ever more appealing than consciousness, for only then was his misery forgotten—if not completely, then at least it was merely represented in some strange or fantastical way in his dreams.
Today, however, something more concrete disturbed him and kept him from returning to that blissful labyrinth of sleep. Though sickness and fever dulled his senses, danger signals penetrated his brain: hushed whispering, a number of men moving as a group, and finally, the voice of Sampson, the clerk.
“Watch that, you fool…”
In the next instant, three men rushed him. One carried a black bag, another, a strong, thick rope, and the third, what could only be a knife. Nathaniel caught the gleam of its blade a split second before someone forced his head into the bag and bound his arm to his body.
The sharp prick of metal at his back confirmed his first impression. They had a knife.
“Take it easy now. Struggling will only get you killed,” Sampson warned.
“Isn’t that the idea?” Nathaniel asked, but he didn’t fight. His limbs felt as though they were made of wood, and the knife at his back provided a convincing deterrent.
“If you so choose, I wouldn’t mind,” the clerk whispered, “but you’re too smart for that, eh? Now move.”
Half pushing, half dragging Nathaniel from his bed, the three men hauled him through the corridor and up the companionway. It was cool and soggy outdoors, and Nathaniel pictured a delicate, low-lying fog moving on top of the water like shiny white satin. He’d seen it a million times before, but he couldn’t see much now. Only vague shapes and deeper shadows. He stumbled again and again until a familiar voice halted their progress.
“What goes here?”
It was the chaplain, Reverend Hartman. Nathaniel was sure of the soft, almost effeminate voice.
“Father, what are you doing about at this ungodly hour?” Sampson demanded.
Nathaniel nearly fell as the clerk’s beefy arm shoved him back behind the others, but he knew he was much too large to escape notice. No doubt Sampson was betting on the reverend’s mild manner, and more than that, fear. Chaplains generally held considerable power in the hulks, second only to the overseer’s, but not on the Retribution. Here the pecking order was clear. Reverend Hartman was allowed to go about his business of saving souls only so long as he did not interrupt with discipline or any other weighty matter. No one dared thwart Sampson.
“There’s a man who’s dying. I promised I would sit with him,” the chaplain explained.
“‘Tis a rare man indeed who takes his job so seriously, Reverend,” the clerk mocked.
“It’s no more than you would do. I see you have already begun the vigil of caring for another brother who is similarly afflicted.”
“Mind your own business,” Sampson snapped. “Things that go on here are best left as they stand—for your own good.”
“So I’ve heard,” Hartman replied calmly.
Then Nathaniel heard the sound of his retreating steps.
No help there, he thought in despair.
The prick of the knife at his back prodded him into motion once more. He blindly struggled to keep his footing on the grimy deck, despite the ropes and other obstacles that lay in his path, until Sampson stopped him at what had to be the ship’s side. Someone bent to lift him over a shoulder, grunting with the effort, then began to carry him down into what Nathaniel could only assume to be a dinghy.
After lowering him partway, whoever struggled beneath his weight dropped him. He fell about eight feet to land on his shoulder, and winced in pain as the clerk cursed his companions.
“Would you capsize us, you idiots?”
“He’s a heavy bugger,” a voice grumbled from above.
Nathaniel managed to right himself as the others climbed aboard.
“How much time have we got?” someone asked.
“When is he coming?”
“Midnight.”
“Then we’re fine.”
“Good. Let’s get us out of here before the doctors make a stink.”
The others took their places, and the slap of the oars on water resounded as the boat began to move. Nathaniel, tense with worry and anticipation, wondered what was happening and why. He knew Sampson’s voice, and recognized one other as the guard who had clubbed him at the Warren on the day he had seen Alexandra, but he couldn’t identify the third.
Three. He considered the meager possibility of self-defense. He was sick and weak and outnumbered.
The boat reached the shore, and two men hauled Nathaniel out. They pulled the lighter out of the water, half dragging him through the soft sand to the pavement where he could walk more easily. Straining his eyes, Nathaniel tried to see beyond the black fabric that covered his head, but the dark night kept all except a few pale shapes from his perception.
He stifled a groan of frustration. When would they remove the blasted hood? He could do nothing without his eyes.
Sampson and the others stopped, and a key turned in a lock. Nathaniel guessed they were entering the building in which the prisoners picked oakum by day.
As they shoved him inside, the smell confirmed it. Since the prisoners rotated between stacking shot and picking oakum, he had spent many days in the shed already.
“Shut the door.” Sampson’s voice echoed through the cool, damp room. “Now we wait till he comes.”
Someone lit a candle.
“Until who comes?” The guard Nathaniel recognized as James voiced the question clamoring in his own mind.
“The Duke of Greystone, no less.” Sampson kicked Nathaniel viciously. “That name mean anything to you?”
Unable to mask a groan, Nathaniel teetered for a moment before regaining his balance. His leg throbbed where Sampson’s boot had landed. He attempted to ignore the pain and concentrate instead on what he could do to escape before his father arrived—before they added any more strength to their numbers.
“Why? What’s happening?” Nathaniel demanded, when he could speak.
Sampson pulled the hood from Nathaniel’s head and jeered into his face. “How should I know? His Grace has paid for the opportunity to speak to you, and we’re accommodating him. Simple as that. But if you try anything, or refuse to cooperate, it won’t be so simple anymore.”
“He’s a strong man despite that funny arm,” James warned. “He almost killed me the other day.”
“I can handle him easily.” As if to prove his words, Sampson pointed the knife he carried toward Nathaniel’s heart and gave him a menacing glare. “And the temptation might yet prove too great.”
“I don’t want this to get bloody,” the third man complained. Judging by his clothes, he was also a guard, but he must have come from one of the other hulks; Nathaniel had never seen him before.
“You’ve killed prisoners with your club easily enough. What’s the difference?” the clerk scoffed. “So I use a knife instead.”
“Cut me loose, and we’ll test your prowess.” Nathaniel focused on Sampson, hoping he could goad the clerk into a fight before the duke arrived. In a way, this little meeting boded well. It meant that Greystone hadn’t yet found the guns, and it got Nathaniel on shore, without chains, for the first time since his arrival.
“I could cut you to ribbons.” Sampson’s eyes blazed with the desire to do so.
“Words mean nothing, right lads?” Nathaniel looked to the two guards. “Let’s put your fearless leader to the test.”
“Do you think I’m a fool?” The clerk lashed out, quick as lightning, and sliced Nathaniel across the chest.
He laughed when Nathaniel’s jaw clenched in pain. “What? You’re not going to scream?” Sampson’s mouth hung open in a wicked grin as he laid the blade above the flickering flame that danced at the end of a single candle. “Oh, I forgot. You never show any sign of weakness. Perhaps we should see just how far you can be tortured before you do.”
Despite the evil glint in Sampson’s eyes and the blood pouring down the front of his coarse gray shirt, Nathaniel tried to keep calm. The wound was not mortal, though the pain was severe. He needed to buy some time. His hand worked frantically, straining against the rope that held it fast as he tried to reach the knot. The bands were weakening, but Nathaniel doubted they would give way soon enough.
“How much is the duke paying you? A few guineas perhaps? I’m worth much more to him than that.” Nathaniel’s long fingers continued to work nimbly. For once, having only one arm worked to his advantage. The guards had been sloppy when they tied him, at a loss to know how to secure his hand without another to anchor it to.
Sampson scowled. “He’ll give us what we ask. He’s getting a bit eager to be done with you. Seems someone held him at knifepoint last week, looking for you.”
Worry for Alexandra living with his father lanced through Nathaniel as effectively as Sampson’s knife, strengthening his resolve. He had to get her away from Berkeley Square. Her letter had promised him help, but if Greystone ever suspected a connection between them, she would not be safe.
“Why bother with him when you’re already making a fortune by cheating starving men out of their rations?” Nathaniel asked. “Tell me, how big of a cut do you give the overseer when you use the government’s money to buy inferior meat and clothes for us and pocket the difference?”
Sampson coughed, nearly choking on his surprise.
“Do you think I don’t know how you have gained such a hold on the overseer’s heart?” Nathaniel raised a mocking brow. “You line his pockets with gold, and he gives you whatever you want.”
“Hold him.” The clerk lifted the knife from the flame. “The blade’s ready.”
The guards glanced uncertainly at each other, and their hesitation gave Nathaniel the extra second he needed. He tugged one last time on the knot that bound his arm, and the rope miraculously loosened. Then he exploded with all the force left in his body, shoving James back at the same time he kicked Sampson in the groin.
James landed on his backside. Sampson crumbled to his knees. The last guard’s face met Nathaniel’s fist. Jarred from the impact, the man crashed onto his back as Nathaniel sprinted for the door.
“Get him,” Sampson yelled as they scrambled to their feet.
Nathaniel stopped just long enough to throw the bolt and swing the door open, but the few seconds it cost him were too much. James pulled him back by the collar before he could escape, forcing him to turn and fight.
Swinging with a strength born of panic, Nathaniel sent the guard skidding across the floor into Sampson, then leveled another blow at the unknown man’s chin. But he was exhausted in mere seconds, and he knew it was only a matter of time before they overwhelmed him. He had to make a run for it.
Following one last blow with a high kick to James’s gut, Nathaniel turned to flee, but Sampson managed to grab his arm and pull him back onto the point of the knife. Nathaniel felt the blade slice through the skin of his back, as smoothly as through bread pudding, just before he fell to the ground.
It’s over, he thought, as something warm seeped beneath him and Sampson’s blood-covered knife came into view.
“You’re dead,” the clerk jeered, bringing his hand back for the final thrust.
“That’s enough. If you value your own life, you will spare his.” Reverend Hartman stood at the entrance, his robes wet from a hasty passage. In one hand he held a gun.
Sampson gaped at the chaplain before a self-satisfied smile split his face. “He won’t do it, boys.” He waved them forward. “A man of the cloth could never commit cold-blooded murder.”
Neither Hartman’s hand nor his eyes wavered from their target. “I would consider it an act of humanity. I’ve never killed a man before, but then, I don’t consider you much of a man. Now, tell them to get back and let that prisoner up.”
“You don’t know what you’re doing. You’re not thinking,” Sampson insisted, waving the guards back.
“Now drop the knife.”
The blade clattered to the floor as Nathaniel tried to stand. The people around him seemed out of focus and a buzzing filled his ears, but he managed to find his feet. He stood, swaying unsteadily as he surveyed the situation.
“Look at him. He probably won’t last the night. You did this for a dead man,” Sampson shouted.
The chaplain glanced Nathaniel’s way. “No, I did this for me. It was the only moral thing I could do. I’m taking him back to the hospital where he belongs—”
Nathaniel’s mind cleared a bit as Reverend Hartman’s words sunk in. The chaplain was taking him back to the hulks. He would die there. He had to do something.
Lunging forward, he took the reverend off guard. Slamming him into a heavy table, he easily retrieved the gun, and turning, he squeezed the trigger before Sampson landed on top of him.
The blast deafened him as the clerk cried out in pain, the ball penetrating his gut.
The reverend gaped in astonishment. “They’ll hang you for this,” he whispered as the guards backed away.
“They’ll have to catch me first.” Nathaniel waved the priest toward Sampson and the guards. “I’ll have the key to this place, please.”
One of the guards quickly handed him a metal ring on which hung a single key.
Nathaniel felt the cool metal and took as big a breath as the pain in his torso would allow. “I’m sorry, Reverend, but my life wouldn’t be worth a farthing if I let you take me back.”
Forcing his body to move despite the pain, he trained the pistol on the group that huddled around the bleeding clerk and backed outside. Then he locked the door behind him and hurried away. He had to make it to safety, and to a doctor, before it was too late.
 
* * *
 
Alexandra blew out the lamp and sat on the last step of the stairs in total darkness. She couldn’t stitch anymore. Lord Clifton’s visit had destroyed her peace. All she could do was wait—wait and think about Nathaniel. Did he long for her as she longed for him? Did he close his eyes and picture her face as automatically as his apparition blocked out the darkness behind her own lids? Did she haunt his thoughts and dreams as persistently as he paraded through her own?
What was he doing right now? And the biggest question of all, how could she help him?
The kitchen clock chimed eleven and then each quarter hour until midnight finally approached. Alexandra stretched her neck and rolled her shoulders, thinking her nerves had never been so taut. At least the duke was out, and Clifton, it seemed, had gone to bed. If she moved quietly enough, no one would be the wiser about Trenton’s visit. At least she hoped not, for all their sakes.
Alexandra carefully lifted the latch of the back door a little ahead of the clock. She couldn’t wait a minute longer.
Moving as silently as possible, she headed through the gardens and sheds, past the stables and beyond, into the mews with only the moon to guide her.
When she arrived, Trenton wasn’t there.
Standing on one foot and then the other, Alexandra waited against the back wall of the stable. She could hear the horses inside, whinnying, but Harry was gone. The footmen slept in the basement of the house. Only Rory was anywhere around, and he was probably fast asleep.
Footsteps on gravel made Alexandra turn. A man approached, leaving his horse several houses down.
“Trenton.” Alexandra whispered his name as she flew to meet him. Throwing her arms around his neck, she nearly bowled him over.
He laughed softly and hugged her back. “This is quite a reception, considering you’re the girl I helped to kidnap.”
Alexandra gave him a fleeting smile, but couldn’t wait to share her news. “I know where Nathaniel is.”
Trenton sobered. “Where?”
“He’s in the hulks at Woolwich.”
“How do you know?”
“I saw him there. I watched a guard beat him.” She winced, the memory too painful to relive. “How do we get him out?”
Trenton shook his head. “I don’t know. Perhaps a bribe or two might motivate the right people to turn their heads.”
“What about the guns? Have you done anything with them?”
“I sent the duke a letter offering to trade them for Nathaniel, but he scoffed at me. I’ve never met a more arrogant bastard. He doesn’t think we can hurt him, no matter what. I’ve since written to the Lord High Admiral. Now I’m waiting for him to respond.”
“I’d better stay here until Nathaniel is free,” Alexandra said. “I’m afraid Greystone will catch on to my reason for coming in the first place, and cause something even worse to happen to Nathaniel. But I don’t like it here. Lord Clifton is—” She stopped.
What was the use of explaining the marquess’s behavior when Trenton could do nothing to stop it? “Never mind. I’ll be fine, for the time being. Just hurry and do something, and let me know what that something is.”
“I’m going to Whitehall in the morning to see if I can meet with the police commissioner. Mayne might listen to us if we threaten to take our story to The Times.”
A sound near the house made Alexandra jump. They fell silent, waiting, but heard nothing besides the horses in the stable. “I’d better get back,” she said, uneasy. “Send me word.”
“I’ll be staying at Marley House if you need me,” he whispered.
Nodding, Alexandra headed back. The house was dark and silent, and despite her nervousness, all seemed as it should be as she made her way to her bedroom. She snuggled beneath her covers, anxious for the rest her body craved, and sleep came in an instant.
But she was awakened long before dawn.
“Alexandra.” Someone tapped timidly on her shoulder. As the sleep cleared from her eyes, she blinked to see Rory, the stable boy, standing above her.
“Rory, what is it?”
He motioned for her to be silent and beckoned her to come with him.
Puzzled, Alexandra rose quietly from her bed and followed the boy back down the stairs. “What is it?” she whispered again when they reached the back door.
He shook his head, refusing to answer until they were outside and well away from the house.
“Tell me, Rory,” she pleaded, mystified.
He turned and took her hand, pulling her toward the stables. “There’s a man out ‘ere. ‘E’s bleedin’ awful bad, an’ ‘e keeps callin’ yer name. ‘E asked me to get ye an’ to tell no one else—”
“A man?”
The boy nodded rigorously. “‘E’s been stabbed, I think.”
“Did he say who he was?”
“Aye. ‘Is name is Nathaniel Kent.”


 
 
Chapter 19
 

 
Alexandra found Nathaniel crouching in the straw of an empty stall, shivering. In the dim light of the lantern that swung slowly overhead, she could see a dark, sticky substance on the back of his shirt. Blood? Her pulse began to race as she bent to touch it. Sure enough. It was fresh, and it was warm.
His eyes fluttered open. “Alexandra—”
“What happened to you?” She started to lift his sopping shirt, but he moved his arm to stop her.
“I think my father feared the hulks were too pleasant a home for me.”
“Greystone did this? That’s where he went tonight?”
“Not him.” Nathaniel swallowed. “Someone he hired.”
Alexandra could see the sweat popping out on his forehead and tried to suppress the panic that made her hands shake. “Why did you come here? They’ll kill you if—”
“This was the last place they’d expect me.” He closed his eyes and shook his head. “And the only place where I’d find you.”
“But Lord Clifton didn’t go with his father.” Alexandra looked anxiously behind her, through the open stable door toward the house. She glanced at Rory, who was watching them in awe. “Never mind. Don’t try to talk anymore. We must get you out of here.”
“What ‘appened to ‘im?” Rory whispered.
“This man is a friend of mine, Rory, and you were right. He’s hurt very badly. I need your help. We must get him away from here before your father returns with the duke.”
Nathaniel’s head fell forward, and Alexandra bent worriedly over him. “Nathaniel!”
“I’m here,” he mumbled, his voice thick and slurred.
Alexandra turned to the stable boy. “Rory, can you get me a mount? We need to get him on a horse and take him to a doctor.”
Rory gave him a skeptical look. “Don’t look like ‘e can stand.”
Alexandra steeled her nerves so she wouldn’t snap at the boy. “We don’t have any other choice. Will you get the horse?”
While Rory went to do her bidding, Alexandra clung to Nathaniel’s hand. “Hold on, Nathaniel. Please.”
To her surprise, a wry grin twisted his lips as the blue of his eyes lifted to her face. “I thought you hated me.”
“If you die, I will hate you. I’ll hate you forever,” she told him.
His eyes closed again and the smile disappeared as he leaned his head on the wooden planking.
“Hold on,” she whispered, smoothing his dark hair off his forehead.
Rory had a bridle on a horse in a matter of minutes but didn’t bother with a saddle. He led the chestnut gelding out of its stall, stopping a few feet away.
“Thank you. I owe you all the scones you can eat,” Alexandra said. “Now we must get Mr. Kent up and onto the horse.”
The boy’s brows rose as he looked at the huge man huddled at their feet. “‘Ow do ye suppose we do that?”
Alexandra stooped and pulled Nathaniel’s good arm around her shoulder. “Like this: Nathaniel!” She made her voice low and sharp, trying to cut through the cloud of his delirium.
Nathaniel lifted his head, but it fell back again almost immediately.
“Nathaniel!”
A groan was his only response.
“On the count of three, we’re going to help you up. You need to stand, do you hear? You’re too heavy for us to carry.”
“After what I’ve eaten, I should be as light as a woman,” he mumbled, and Alexandra had to smile. He was still there. He was still fighting.
“One, two, three—”
“Going somewhere?”
Alexandra nearly collapsed under Nathaniel’s weight as Lord Clifton strode into the light. She felt Nathaniel’s muscles tense and realized that he, too, recognized his half brother.
“My lord, please.” She set Nathaniel gently back down. “He’ll die if I don’t get him some help.”
The marquess laughed, pulling a gun from his belt. “And that’s supposed to move me? Throw that pistol away.” He motioned toward the gun tucked into Nathaniel’s breeches. “Over there,” he said, waving at the far wall.
“A dying man would garner sympathy from anyone who had a heart,” Alexandra replied as she took the pistol and tossed it a few feet. “Look at him. Haven’t you done enough already?”
Clifton kicked the weapon farther from the two of them. “What about me? What about this?” He waved his handless arm in her face. “I can scarcely ride or shoot. I’m no more accomplished than a three-year-old with a sword. And you’ve seen my writing. It’s hardly legible. But you don’t care about that, do you? You only care about him.”
“Jake—”
“It’s ‘my lord’ to you, remember?” He pointed the gun at her.
“No,” Rory cried, rushing forward.
Nathaniel tried to stand, but fell weakly back. “Leave her out of it. This is between us, remember?”
The marquess ignored him. Turning to Rory, he indicated the stable door. “Go. Get out of here. This man is a thief.”
Rory hesitated. “Shall I wake Mrs. Wright and have her send for a constable, then?”
“No. Go back to bed. I’ll handle this myself.”
The boy shuffled toward the door, hanging back.
“It’s all right, Rory. You go up to bed. Everything will be fine,” Alexandra said encouragingly, afraid of what Lord Clifton might do if the boy disobeyed.
Rory threw Alexandra one last furtive glance as he shut the door, his face revealing confusion. Alexandra hoped he would go for help, but deep inside she knew that Rory would never defy the marquess’s authority to that extent.
When the boy was gone, Clifton turned to Nathaniel. “Now, where are the rifles?”
Nathaniel staggered to his feet but swayed dangerously as though he might fall. He shook his head, his eyes on Clifton’s pistol. “I’ll never tell you.”
“Then I’ll find them on my own. Bristol is not so large a place.” Setting the barrel of the gun on his forearm, the marquess awkwardly attempted to aim it. By his own admittance, he couldn’t shoot well, but at such close range, Alexandra didn’t see how he could miss Nathaniel.
“My lord.” She stepped cautiously toward him.
“Stay back. I’m going to kill the bastard, like we should have in the first place.”
“No, my lord, listen. I’ll give you anything you want if you’ll spare him. Anything. Do you understand? He’ll likely die anyway, from his injuries.”
Lord Clifton glanced at Alexandra, a lascivious smile curling his lips. “So this is what it takes to melt the ice maiden. Did you hear that, big brother? Your little doxy has just offered me a sample of her charms.”
Nathaniel tried to move toward him, but he succeeded only in pitching forward. “Stay away from her,” he groaned as he hit the dirt floor.
Clifton laughed. “I think not.” He waved the pistol at Alexandra. “Perhaps a little torture is in order for your lover. Take off your clothes.”
Alexandra swallowed and glanced at Nathaniel, sensing his awareness despite his semiconscious condition. She unbuttoned her white cotton nightdress until the curve of her breasts gleamed beneath the lamp.
“Now, that’s a beautiful sight,” the marquess breathed. He reached for her, bent her backward, and licked her face. “Damn, she tastes good. Nathaniel, you don’t know what you’re missing.” He grinned devilishly at his half brother. “Or perhaps you do.” His mouth moved down her neck, spreading sloppy, wet kisses along its path.
Alexandra bit her lip so she wouldn’t scream. Rory’s sleeping loft was just above them. Surely her cries would frighten the boy. She didn’t want Nathaniel to know how badly Clifton hurt her, either.
“Oh, this is nice,” he said, burying his head in her cleavage.
Alexandra’s mind raced as she tried to decide what to do. She’d only managed to buy them a little time, nothing more; she had no illusions that the marquess would spare Nathaniel because of her.
She glanced over Clifton’s head to see Nathaniel inching his way toward the rack of Harry’s whips, directly behind him.
Moaning as though she enjoyed Clifton’s caress, she pulled the marquess down to the ground with her, running her fingers though his hair and clinging to him so he couldn’t look up.
“Jake,” she breathed. “Jake.”
Clifton’s ardor increased at her response, but by then, Nathaniel had the whip. Alexandra watched as the pirate captain strained to reach his pistol with it, then slowly began pushing the gun toward her.
She moaned again and arched her back, reaching through the hay. The marquess covered her mouth with his, and stuck his tongue so deeply into her throat she nearly gagged.
One last circle with the handle of the whip brought the weapon within Alexandra’s reach. She could feel Clifton’s gun pressing into the flesh of her backside. He couldn’t angle it to shoot anyone now if he wanted to—but then, neither was she far enough away to fire Nathaniel’s pistol at him.
Instead she turned the smooth, ivory handle of Nathaniel’s gun and grasped the steel muzzle. Raising it behind Clifton, she used all of her strength to bring it crashing down upon his head.
Nathaniel’s half brother jerked. For a moment, Alexandra feared the blow hadn’t done its job. But then his eyes rolled back, and he collapsed on top of her.
“Are you all right?” Nathaniel’s voice sounded raspy to her ears.
“I’m fine.” She shuddered as she struggled to escape from beneath the marquess’s heavy body.
“Give me the gun.” Nathaniel motioned weakly to her. He’d used the wall of the stable to help himself rise, and leaned heavily against it now. But his voice was steadier than it had been since Alexandra found him.
Eager to be rid of the weapon in her hand, Alexandra did as she was told, but her breath caught in her throat when Nathaniel raised the gun and leveled it at Lord Clifton’s prostrate form.
She stared at Nathaniel’s face. It was intense, focused. Horrified, she clasped her hands over her ears, expecting the blast to make them ring.
But the gun never exploded. Alexandra opened her eyes to see Nathaniel tucking it into his pants as he shuffled toward her.
“Let’s get out of here before I change my mind,” he said.
 
* * *
 
Nathaniel knew he wasn’t in the hospital ship. The air was too clean, and there were no groans from the other men. Perhaps he was at sea on the Vengeance then, his stay in the hulks only a terrible nightmare. But the ground was stable beneath him; it didn’t rock as a ship would. And the pain was most definitely real.
He opened his eyes. Sunlight filtered through a crack in the draperies of a long dormitory like room, but his mind was too fuzzy and slow-moving to place his semi-familiar surroundings.
Someone’s head lay next to him on the bed—a woman, from what he could tell. No one else was in the room.
“Alexandra?”
Alexandra’s head snapped up. She was wearing a simple calico dress that looked a bit large around the neck. Her hair was disheveled and her face marked from lying on her arms, but her voice was filled with relief. “Nathaniel!”
He had never thought her more beautiful. The fantasies that had entertained him in the hulks rose unbidden to his mind, causing a physical reaction in his body, despite the throbbing of his head. “I can’t believe I found you. That you’re here, with me. Part of me thinks it must be a dream. Have I lost my mind after all?”
She smiled, took his hand, and kissed his palm. “No, but I thought I’d die when I saw the prison guard hit you with that club. It felt as though he was striking me.” Her voice broke. Swallowing, she glanced away.
Nathaniel turned her face back toward him, so he could see her eyes again. “My brave Alexandra. Why did you go to the duke’s? Don’t you know what he is capable of doing?”
“What else could I do? We had to find you.” She nuzzled against his hand, and he longed to pull her to him. If only he were stronger.
“Thank God you did.” His gaze fell to her lips.
She must have known what he wanted because she leaned toward him until their mouths met. Her lips were as soft as he remembered, and tasted better than he’d dreamed. “Where are we?” he asked, surveying the room again when she pulled away.
“We’re at Dr. Watts’s—”
“Oh hell!” He sobered instantly. “We’ve got to get out of here.”
“What?” Alexandra jumped to her feet. “We can’t leave. You need to rest—”
Nathaniel’s head swam when he tried to sit up, but he dared not lie back. “My father knows of this place.”
“How?”
“Rat—” He leaned over, hoping the dizziness would soon pass.
“But you’re in no condition to go anywhere.”
“My father will come here.” He managed to find his feet while Alexandra hurried around the bed to support him. “This time he’ll take you, too. We’ll not get a second chance to escape.”
Alexandra looked up into his face and saw something there that convinced her. “You sit here, then,” she said. “I’ll check the back and make sure it’s clear. At least your wound has been cleaned and bandaged, and we’ve got some decent clothes.”
Decent clothes! Nathaniel looked down at the pants he wore. They had obviously belonged to someone several inches shorter than he, and the shirt must have been a castoff from someone much wider. Only the shoulders fit. At least he was rid of his prison garb, though.
“Where’s the gun?” he asked before she could leave.
Alexandra shook her head. “I don’t know. Dr. Watts took it somewhere before he left.”
“Where did he go?”
She shrugged. “Probably out on a call.”
“How did you explain all this?”
“I didn’t. When he saw your back, he thought it might be better if he didn’t know.”
Nathaniel considered this. “And the horse?”
“I let it go. I didn’t want to be caught with it.”
He nodded. “Go, then, but be careful… and hurry,” he admonished as she darted away.
Supporting himself by leaning on the furniture in the room—the bed, the washstand, the wardrobe—Nathaniel moved into the doctor’s office next to the dormitory. He could hear someone upstairs banging around in the kitchen as the enticing smell of bacon wafted through the house. So it was morning yet, he thought, grateful that not too much time had passed.
Digging through the drawers of the doctor’s desk, Nathaniel searched for the gun. Where would Watts have put it?
When his search yielded nothing, he moved to the examination room.
The front door opened, and Nathaniel heard the doctor speaking to someone he brought in with him. “I didn’t know what to make of it, but I thought it should be brought to the attention of the constabulary.”
“The Duke of Greystone came to Whitehall just this morning with a description of the same man,” a voice replied. “He said Mr. Kent hit his son on the head and stole a horse from his stables.”
Nathaniel’s heart began to pound as he peered out of the room. A constable followed Dr. Watts back toward the dormitory. Dressed in duck trousers, a blue swallowtail coat, and a top hat, the man carried a pistol, which meant he was more than a mere constable. Only inspectors carried guns.
“You will investigate the entire story before pressing charges against this man, am I right?” Watts asked. “He certainly doesn’t seem like a criminal. And it appears that he’s been quite abused—”
“If this is the man I think he is, he deserves more than a mere flogging. He deserves a noose around his neck.”
The doctor stopped and turned back. “Certainly there are two sides to every story.”
“Dr. Watts, a man escaped from the hulks last night, a very dangerous man. And the duke has witnesses to say that this same person tried to kill his son, and stole one of his horses. If Mr. Kent is the one, we’re going to string him up from the gallows. Now, where is he?”
The doctor frowned and moved ahead, but more slowly. “They’re both back here. He and the girl he said was his sister.”
Nathaniel prayed Alexandra would not return at that moment. He needed her to stay in the alley until he could manage to get out of the house himself.
“They’re gone,” Dr. Watts said, his voice a mixture of relief and surprise.
A creak on the stair and Tutty’s voice interrupted. “Doctor? Is that you? Oh… I didn’t realize we had a visitor.”
“Tutty, this is Inspector Striker. Do you know where Mr. Kent and his sister went?”
“No. They’re not here?” As the housekeeper spoke, Nathaniel’s strength nearly gave out on him. He had to shift his position so he could lean up against the wall, and his movement drew Tutty’s gaze through the doorway. Her eyes widened and her mouth opened to speak, but Nathaniel pressed a finger to his lips in a wordless appeal.
She looked back at Dr. Watts and the inspector. “Have they done something wrong?”
“Well, I’m not sure, not sure at all,” Dr. Watts admitted. “I was a little unsettled by the terrible marks on Mr. Kent’s back… thought they should be reported, you know. And Inspector Striker here seems to think that he’s a dangerous criminal who tried to murder the Marquess of Clifton.”
Tutty blinked in surprise. “Oh, I’m sure you’ve got the wrong fellow, sir. Mr. Kent would never do a thing like that.”
“He hardly seems the sort,” Dr. Watts agreed.
Inspector Striker’s voice held disdain. “And you are a professional in criminal matters, Doctor?” Without waiting for an answer, he continued, “Mind if I have a look around?”
“Perhaps they went out the back,” Tutty suggested, moving forward to herd the two men into the dormitory.
Nathaniel would have been grateful for her attempt to cover for him, except that Alexandra had gone out the back, and he was afraid they would find her. He coughed to gain their attention.
“What was that?” the inspector asked.
“What?” Tutty’s voice held a nervous edge.
Dr. Watts cleared his throat. “The fog always seems to give me a tickle—”
“No, the sound came from out there.”
Nathaniel heard them come toward the examination room. Reaching for the only weapon he could find, his hand closed on the handle of a surgical knife. He had no idea where the doctor had put his pistol, but now he knew why it had disappeared.
Before the inspector could take more than two steps into the room, Nathaniel grabbed him from behind and laid the knife against his throat. “Looking for me?” he asked.
The inspector didn’t move. “Please… I’m only doing my job.”
“Forgive me if letting you do your job isn’t in my best interest. Please set your pistol on the table.”
Tutty and Dr. Watts followed the inspector in, the doctor wearing a heavy frown. “I’m sorry, Mr. Kent,” he said. “I’m still not sure I was wrong for doing what I did, but I consider myself a pretty good judge of character. I can’t believe half the things this man claims you’ve done.”
“I appreciate you giving me the benefit of the doubt,” Nathaniel responded. “I don’t have the time to explain now, but I am innocent, I assure you, at least of these charges.”
“Nathaniel.” Alexandra’s voice came from the back, softly calling his name.
“We’re in the examination room,” Nathaniel called back.
She entered behind the doctor and his housekeeper, then gasped at the sight of Nathaniel holding a knife to the constable’s throat.
“Hand me that gun. And get some rope,” he told her. “We need to tie them up.”
Alexandra hesitated only a moment. Nathaniel looked as though he might swoon, and something deeper than reason or thought compelled her to move. She gave the gun to him as he asked, and waited for the doctor to pull some thick cord out of a cabinet by the window.
“I’m sorry,” she murmured to Dr. Watts and his housekeeper as she took the cord.
“Don’t worry, dear,” Tutty said as Alexandra reluctantly began to tie her up. “My niece is expected for dinner. No doubt she’ll be along shortly.”
To free them. Alexandra understood her meaning. She glanced at Nathaniel to see if he had caught it as well, but his mouth was drawn into a thin line that revealed his pain, and she began to fear he would lose consciousness again. They had to hurry.
“Looks as though you’ve had experience with such things before,” he told her, after she’d finished tying the inspector. He attempted a weak smile as he checked to make sure the knots she’d tied were secure.
Alexandra shot him a look of mock exasperation. “Since I’ve met you, I’ve gained a great deal of experience, indeed.”
“Not the kind I’d like to give you.” He spared her a lascivious grin, then saluted Dr. Watts and his housekeeper.
Alexandra smiled ruefully, her way of saying good-bye, and followed Nathaniel out the back way.
 
* * *
 
Alexandra helped Nathaniel down the alley, but progress was slow. Sweat stood out on his forehead and ran down his back as he limped along. She feared the jostling and the exertion would start him bleeding again.
“This isn’t going to work,” she said after they had traversed several blocks. “You can’t walk much farther, and we’re not moving fast enough. We have to get to an inn or someplace where I can take proper care of you.”
Nathaniel grinned as he stared at the top of Alexandra’s bodice, which kept gaping open in front. “I like traveling this way. I’ve never had a better view.”
Alexandra clamped a hand over the fabric of her dress. “You’re every bit the scoundrel I thought you were.”
“If you invite a starving man to supper, you can hardly blame him for salivating at the food.”
“You’ve been issued no invitations.” Alexandra bit her lip against a smile. “But I’ll take your interest along those lines as a good sign. I thought you were close to your last breath.” She glanced around at the rotting refuse that spilled from the gutters on both sides, and wrinkled her nose as they passed an outdoor privy. “I’ve certainly visited better places. Are you sure we’re traveling in the right direction?”
Nathaniel grimaced as a rut in the road caused him to stumble. “We’ll blend in far better here in the East End. My father is not so familiar with these climes, I assure you.”
“You mean you’ll blend in,” she said, stepping over the feet of a drunk sprawled across their path.
“Are you saying I look no better than yon gentleman?” He quirked an eyebrow at her.
“Let’s just say that your clothes fit you about as well as mine do me.” She laughed. “Your trousers are equally revealing, but I can’t say as I’m thrilled about seeing your ankles.”
Nathaniel grinned. “Well, I’ll be happy to show you my more exciting parts—”
Alexandra gently elbowed him in the ribs.
“Ow!”
She smiled up at him. “Sorry, did I hurt you?”
He scowled at her, but Alexandra noticed that he didn’t bother averting his gaze from her bosom.
“You’re incorrigible,” she told him.
“So they say.”
“Who says? The ladies?”
His grin widened, tempting Alexandra to kick him in the shins.
“Really, you’d think a man on the verge of death would care about more important things—”
“Are there more important things? After a month in the hulks, I’m beginning to wonder.”
Alexandra heard the serious note that had crept into Nathaniel’s voice, but when she glanced up at him, he looked away. After a moment of silence, he said, “Let’s get a room at the first inn we find. I think we’ve gone far enough.”
“Do you not expect me to draw a connection between that statement and several others you’ve just made?” she asked.
She could feel Nathaniel’s ribs shake as he chuckled. “If only I had the strength.”
“And how do you propose we pay for this room?”
“Trenton will pay for it. You’ll simply have to talk the innkeeper into giving us a room until our friend joins us.”
“And why would an innkeeper trust me, especially one in these parts?”
“With a face like yours?” Nathaniel winked. “I have faith in you, my love.”
The inn they selected was a small, ramshackle building that sat back off the main streets. The lobby was sparsely furnished with threadbare rugs and dingy draperies. The innkeeper sat behind a tall counter, chewing a soggy cigar butt between rotting teeth. He glanced up from his newspaper as Alexandra entered.
“Good afternoon,” she said, blinking as her eyes adjusted to the darkness of the room. She had left Nathaniel outside, hoping a lone woman would elicit a more positive response from the innkeeper. But she doubted anything could influence the hard-looking man she saw before her. With a bulk easily approaching three hundred and fifty pounds, he wore a grease-stained shirt that showed rings of perspiration under his armpits.
He grunted, setting his paper aside and somehow managing to stand despite his incredible weight. “Would ye like a room?”
“Yes… however, I have one small problem.” Alexandra swallowed hard and gave him her sweetest smile. “You see, I don’t have any money—”
“Then ye don’t ‘ave a room.” He heaved his hulking mass back onto his stool and took up his paper.
“I’m supposed to meet a man here. He’ll pay you when he comes. He’ll be here before nightfall.”
The innkeeper kept reading.
“Sir?”
He removed the cigar from his mouth and let it smolder in a crystal ashtray, the only delicate-looking object in the room. “There’ll be a premium then, providin’ yer man shows up.” He looked up. “I don’t run no almshouse ‘ere. An’ if ye don’t pay, I’ll boot ye out onto the street long before mornin’, understand?” His gaze searched her face.
“Perfectly,” she said. “I’m sure he’ll come.”
“That’s what they all say.” He stuffed the cigar back into his mouth and clamped down on it while he gave Alexandra a gaping leer. With her ill-fitting dress and bedraggled appearance, she knew she probably looked like a girl of dubious character, and his next words confirmed his opinion of her.
“If yer man don’t show, I might be able to replace ‘im with another uh… client, if ye like. Providin’ ye work, I’ll cover yer room an’ board for as long as ye want to stay.”
“No, thank you. I’m not what you may think, but I’ll take that room you promised.”
The innkeeper paused, obviously doubtful, then handed her a key from the wall of pigeonholes behind him. “‘Tis just down the hall to yer left. An’ don’t forget—ye might not like the method of payment I require if yer man don’t come through,” he said, and his raspy laugh followed her out.
 
* * *
 
“That wasn’t half as easy as you made it sound,” Alexandra complained as soon as she reached Nathaniel.
Sitting against the outside of the building, he squinted up at her when her shadow fell across him. “I just hope you got a room,” he said, his voice weaker than before.
Alexandra felt a prickle of fear crawl up her spine. Had his wound begun to bleed again? “I got the room. Let me help you up. Do you think you can make it past the innkeeper while I distract him? Otherwise he’ll demand payment right away.”
Nathaniel nodded.
When they reached the door, Alexandra entered first. She approached the counter and smiled when the innkeeper finally looked up from his newspaper. “I just wanted to be sure you would tell my friend, when he comes, which room I’m in.”
His eyebrows drew together, but he nodded, the smelly cigar moving in his mouth as he spoke. “I’ll tell ‘im—right after ‘e gives me my money.”
Alexandra moved to the right, drawing the innkeeper’s eye with her so he wouldn’t see Nathaniel. “That’s very kind of you.” She lowered her voice. “You know, there are not many men in your position who would have treated me so generously.”
He grunted, the kindness of her words obviously throwing him off-balance. “Don’t think ye’ll change my mind,” he rallied. “Yer fellow pays or ye don’t stay.”
“Of course. Oh, and I was wondering, do you happen to have a porter or someone with whom I could send a message?”
“Not without money, I don’t.”
“Fine.” Alexandra could see that Nathaniel had already made his way down the darkened hallway so she smiled again, then followed him.
Nathaniel sagged onto the bed as soon as she opened the door. Propping a pillow behind his head, Alexandra swung his feet up and rolled him onto his side to examine the bandage. There was little fresh blood. He just needed to rest.
Breathing a sigh of relief, she turned her attention to the room, which was almost as sparse as the lobby. A washbasin containing gray, tepid water stood near the window, and a chest and a chair were placed on either side of the iron bed. One small rug covered the filthy wood floor. None of the mismatched furniture was in good condition, but it was the smell of the place that offended Alexandra most. Old sweat and camphor balls combined to create a musty odor that prompted her to open the window straightaway. The stench of the open sewer that ran through the gutter outside, made worse by the warmth of the afternoon sun, motivated her to hurry and close it again.
Taking the pitcher from the washstand, she left the room in search of fresh water.
“Pump’s at the end of the street,” the innkeeper told her when he saw what she carried.
Alexandra scowled at him, wondering why she’d been left with dirty water in the first place. “And some clean linens?” she pressed.
“Yer a picky sort for not ‘avin’ paid a farthin’ as yet.” He entered a small room behind him and returned with two towels and a set of sheets.
When Alexandra returned, Nathaniel felt hot to the touch. She took a clean rag, dipped it into the cool water, and dabbed it across his forehead. He didn’t move, but he seemed to be resting comfortably.
“You’re going to be all right, my pirate captain,” she whispered. Then, exhausted herself, she curled up next to him as a vision of the house and children she had always wanted flashed across her mind—the one that came with a husband who was kind and stable.
She had craved such peace and comfort since her mother had died. But when she looked at Nathaniel and felt the warmth of his body next to hers, she was tempted to trade it all away for whatever the pirate captain could provide… if only he would ask her.
 
* * *
 
Alexandra was awakened by a gentle hand stroking her arm. The sun was setting and its rays filled the room with a golden light as she glanced up to see Nathaniel watching her.
“Are you all right?” she murmured.
“You could make me better,” he replied, giving her a crooked grin.
She batted her eyelids coyly. “Meaning…”
“Meaning it’s about time you made good on that offer you made me at Gunther’s place. Didn’t you say you wouldn’t charge me a farthing for an hour or so with your glorious body?” He reached over to cup her chin in his palm and began kissing her neck.
The feather-light touch of his lips made Alexandra shiver. “I was speaking hypothetically,” she reminded him.
“Well, the hypothetical is here.” He lowered his mouth to where her dress gaped away from her chest and tickled the swell of each breast with his tongue. “I never pegged you as the type to go back on a bargain.”
She tried to bat him away, but the attempt was halfhearted at best. “Unlike someone else I know,” she replied, lowering her eyelids as desire pooled, warm in her belly. “What was it last time? A trip to shore for a kiss? “
His smile broadened. “Don’t worry, I don’t plan to cheat you this time. I plan to take my time and give you all you want and more.” He slowly undid the buttons of her dress and pushed it off her shoulders to below her bust. Admiration filled his eyes as his gaze lowered. “You’re beautiful,” he whispered. “Even more beautiful than I imagined.”
Alexandra could see his outline in the dwindling light, the aristocratic features, the strong chin, the square jaw. She’d removed his shirt before checking his wound, and the muscles of his torso rippled smoothly beneath his bronze skin as he moved. Nathaniel was thinner, but his body was no less defined for all his ill treatment. In repose, his face could look boyish, especially when his dark hair fell across his brow. But when he was filled with hate or anger—or passion, like now—the planes of his face looked chiseled from stone.
Luxuriating in the heat their bodies generated, Alexandra let her fingers travel up his bare arm. He closed his eyes as her hand moved onto his chest, where she spread both palms against him, feeling the softly curling hair that grew there.
“See? I don’t bite,” he whispered hoarsely. Nipping at her ear, he added, “Not hard, anyway. Do you remember that time I walked in on you after your bath on the Vengeance?”
Alexandra nodded. “How could I forget? You looked as though you might eat me for dinner.”
He chuckled. “A promise I still intend to fulfill.”
“We can talk about the past,” she said, “but please, don’t let me think about tomorrow.”
Nathaniel pulled back to look at her with shocking intensity. “You can’t go into this blind, Alexandra. I don’t know what my future holds, or when, if ever—”
She raised a finger to his lips. She didn’t want to think. She wanted only to relish the way his hand moving over her body made her quiver like the most delicate note of a harp vibrating on the air. Nathaniel was not the one she had always pictured in her dreams. In fact, he was almost the opposite. He was headstrong, sometimes arrogant, definitely dangerous. His emotions were palpable and often tempestuous. She couldn’t see him in the role she had assigned to her calm, steady, imaginary husband.
But she could picture no one else as her lover. No one else could possess her body—and her soul—like she knew he could.
She pressed her ear to his chest to hear the steady thump of his heart until Nathaniel once again lifted her chin and found her mouth with his own. His lips were soft but firm as they moved with mounting pressure. The warm, velvety softness of his tongue slid into her mouth. Yielding, Alexandra let herself be carried away by the passion that swirled about them like a river’s strong current, pulling her away from safety to some unknown destination.
Nathaniel left her lips to trail kisses down her throat, stopping only when her hands delved into the thickness of his hair to pull him back for more. The unforgiving muscle of his body, the unique smell of the sweat glistening on his torso, and the budding desire to know him in a way she had never known a man created a heady mixture that put sanity safely out of reach. How long had she imagined this moment? No matter how many times she had tried to force away any thought of Nathaniel making love to her, such visions had encroached on her dreams, slowly ensuring her heart won the battle with her head.
His large hand cupped her breast, circling below it and lifting it for his examination as though he saw some magnificent work of art. He traced its swell from her collarbone to its very tip, then his mouth lowered to take her nipple between his lips and to tease it with his tongue.
Alexandra’s stomach did a somersault, and she arched toward him as he moved from one nipple to the other.
Pulling her dress down to her waist, Nathaniel’s eyes followed his hand along the flat planes of her stomach.
Alexandra felt a moment of self-consciousness and was tempted to cover herself, but something more powerful wanted no barriers between them. Reaching out, she fiddled with the buttons of his breeches, and his hand quickly moved to help her.
He slid his pants off his lean hips, and Alexandra gasped at the sight of his maleness. Never had she seen a man without his clothes; the sight nearly melted her bones.
“I don’t know what to do,” she whispered, hearing the wobble in her voice as his hand began to seek out the most private parts of her body. “You’ll have to guide me.”
“Everything will come naturally,” he said, but her words seemed to give him pause. After a moment he lay without moving, as though trying to rein in his desire.
Finally he rolled away, his face set. “We can’t do this.”
Alexandra stared at him, willing herself to feel something besides a longing so powerful she almost reached out to pull him back to her. The quiet, safe existence she had always wanted seemed less important than having Nathaniel fulfill the promise his body had already given hers. “I want to feel you inside me,” she whispered. “Don’t stop.”
He closed his eyes, breathing deeply through his nose, but didn’t speak.
“What’s wrong? Don’t you want this?” she asked.
Moving beyond touching distance, as though he feared the slightest contact, he sat on the edge of the bed with his head bowed. “I’m wanted by the authorities. It’s bad enough that I must leave you in London on your own. I won’t deflower you as well. What if I leave you with child?”
Alexandra tried to slow the pounding of her heart by taking several carefully measured breaths. She almost said that she didn’t care, that she’d welcome a child of his. But she knew he was right. How would she care for a baby? She had no job, no home. And would she want to bear a child that would never know its father? It was only a matter of time before the duke—or the constabulary—caught up with Nathaniel to take him away forever.
She watched him scrub the whiskers on his face with his hand and nearly drew him back to her, in spite of everything, when a knock sounded on their door.
“Where’s my money, wench?” the innkeeper shouted through the panel.


 
 
Chapter 20
 

 
“Open up!”
Nathaniel reached for the pistol he’d left at the side of the bed, but Alexandra motioned for him to lie back and be silent. Coming to her feet, she threw the covers over him and quickly repaired her clothing before crossing to the door and cracking it open.
“I don’t know why my, er, friend isn’t here yet,” she said, hearing the breathless quality to her own voice. “I’ll send a messenger to fetch him right away.”
The innkeeper scratched his crotch. “Ye got an ‘our.” He tried to peer around her. “I thought I ‘eard voices.”
“I’m alone now, but I won’t be for long. My friend should arrive any moment.”
“That’s what ye said before.” He sniffed, apparently reluctant to go. Only when Alexandra shut the door in his face did he finally lumber away.
She turned to face Nathaniel, suddenly embarrassed and uncomfortable in light of what had just transpired between them. “I’ve got to find Trenton. Do you know where Marley House is?”
Nathaniel threw the blankets back, and Alexandra looked away as he set his gun on the table and began pulling on his clothes. The blackness of his mood showed in the scowl on his face. “That man needs to learn some respect.”
“But you are not the one to teach him. We definitely don’t need you shooting someone right now,” she said.
He fumbled with his trousers. Guessing how difficult buttons would be with only one arm, Alexandra nearly moved to help him, but she dared not get so close again.
“The next time he speaks to you in that tone, I’ll shoot him for good measure,” he grumbled, but he gave her the directions she needed.
Alexandra smoothed her hair before the mirror. She could see Nathaniel in the glass and felt a sudden impulse to go to him and kiss his brow. Instead, she crossed to the door. “Just be good, for once, all right? I’ll be back as soon as I can.”
With that she headed out, but Nathaniel called her back. “Perhaps you should take this.” He groaned as he reached for the gun. “I don’t want you out on the streets alone. It’ll be dark soon.”
“I wouldn’t know how to use it anyway.” Alexandra waved the pistol away. “I’ll be fine,” she insisted, and closed the door behind her, grateful that the obese innkeeper was absent from his post behind the counter when she passed through the lobby.
 
* * *
 
Nearly two hours passed before Alexandra returned to the inn with Trenton. The trip to Marley House had been quick and uneventful, but Trenton had been gone when she first arrived and she’d had to wait.
“So there ye are,” the innkeeper said when he saw her.
“Yes, I’m back. And I’ve got your money.” She stepped aside so Trenton could pay for the room.
“Ye got yerself quite a business goin’.” He watched Alexandra closely. “The bloke in yer room can scarcely move, ‘e’s so tired.”
Trenton shot Alexandra a questioning glance.
“You didn’t disturb him, did you?” she asked, fear knotting her stomach once again.
The man dangled a key in front of her face, and Alexandra assumed it was the master key to her room. “Took a peek, is all. I knew ye ‘ad someone in there.”
Evidently reading the concern on her face, he added, “But don’t worry, I didn’t bother ‘im. ‘E’s sleepin’ like a babe, ‘e is. I’ll tell ye somethin’, though. I’ll not stand for ye to entertain one gentleman after another under my roof”—he thumped his huge chest between breasts nearly the size of Alexandra’s—”without some kind of compensation.” He eyed Trenton as if expecting an objection from that quarter, but Nathaniel’s first mate only scowled.
“How much?” Trenton pulled a wad of notes from his pocket, obviously eager to dispense with the man so they could get to Nathaniel.
Alexandra hurried to the room ahead of Trenton. Throwing the door back, she rushed inside, calling Nathaniel’s name.
He stirred. “Hmm?”
Alexandra let out a sigh of relief. “Trenton’s here, but first let me check your bandages.” She maneuvered Nathaniel gently to his side to check his wounds, which looked fine, then let him roll back as Trenton entered.
“Nathaniel.” Trenton strode across the room to clasp Nathaniel’s hand.
Nathaniel smiled. “Am I glad to see you. How’s my crew?”
“They’re a sad lot without their captain. They all blame themselves for letting Rat escape, but it was my fault. I was in charge. I should have kept a closer eye on him. I’m sorry, my friend.”
“You had no way of knowing what he’d do.”
Trenton smiled sheepishly. “Or that you’d stay in London so long.”
“Something here caught my fancy.” Nathaniel shot a glance at Alexandra. “Where’s the Royal Vengeance?”
“Waiting in Calais. I thought she’d be safer in France.”
“Good. And what about the guns?”
Trenton shrugged. “I’ve kept up with the rent on the warehouse. We just have to go pick them up. I heard from the Lord High Admiral just yesterday. He wants to see the rifles for himself.”
“When?”
“Next week. But without witnesses of some kind, besides ourselves, I doubt we can convince him.”
“We’ll find witnesses. I doubt we discovered the only shipment, which means there are probably others who know about the guns. If we can get the Lord High Admiral to start an investigation the whole thing should unravel.”
Nathaniel smiled. “And if that happens, my father had better enjoy his days as a free man, because he won’t have many of them remaining.”
 
* * *
 
That night Alexandra slept on the bed beside Nathaniel while Trenton snored in the chair by the window, but she got little sleep. She was too aware of the pirate captain, and she knew he wrestled with the same desire she did.
Once, as she lay facing the wall, she felt him touch her hair. She squeezed her eyes shut and lay perfectly still until he shifted in the bed and turned away. She longed to feel his arm around her, but at the same time, she knew they’d never be satisfied with that alone.
When morning came Alexandra’s eyelids felt as heavy as lead weights, but she forced herself to rise early. She didn’t know how long Nathaniel would give himself to heal, and she wanted to take advantage of the time they had together.
She crossed to the washbasin and splashed her face with water.
“Will you take me to a drapers?” she asked Trenton, who was beginning to wake as well. “Nathaniel and I both need clothes.”
“That will take a long time,” he objected. “We should be leaving in a few days, as soon as Nathaniel is strong enough.”
“I’m a seamstress, remember? I’ll sew us something in no time.”
Alexandra paused near the bed to see that Nathaniel had finally fallen asleep. But he stirred restlessly the moment she moved away.
“Trenton and I are leaving,” she told him. “You try and get some more rest. We’ll be back in a couple of hours.”
“Where are you going?”
“To get some fabric. I don’t know about you, but I’d dearly love some clothes that fit properly. So far since I met you, I’ve worn your stepsister’s gown, your own clothes, a maid’s uniform, and Mrs. Tuttle’s niece’s castoff.”
Nathaniel grunted and rolled over, and Alexandra wondered about the pain his wound must be causing him. At least the stripes from the lash were beginning to heal, she thought as Trenton followed her out.
When they returned, both Alexandra and Trenton had their arms full of small bundles: white cotton for a full dress shirt for Nathaniel, serge for Nathaniel’s trousers, brocade for a waistcoat, and a pretty blue and white calico print for Alexandra’s dress. Her undergarments were not new, but they were still serviceable, and under the circumstances, she knew she’d be lucky to finish the projects she already had planned.
Nathaniel roused again when they entered, and cocked his eyebrow at the paper-wrapped fabric. “How long do you plan on staying here? Through the winter?”
“I’ll be finished before you’re ready to go anywhere,” she retorted, pulling the chair closer to the light that streamed in at the window.
Alexandra worked the entire day and late into the night. She felt Nathaniel’s gaze on her whenever he was awake, but he slept most of the time, and she was glad he was allowing his body time to heal. Trenton remained with them, serving as an unlikely chaperone.
Alexandra took frequent breaks to spoon broth into Nathaniel’s mouth. After the food he had been fed in the hulks, he couldn’t tolerate much at first. By the evening of the second day, however, he was beginning to want something more satisfying.
“You’re recovering quickly,” Alexandra told him, stropping the razor Trenton had acquired for her. Nathaniel’s stubble was quickly turning into a full-blown beard, and she had immediate plans to shave him.
“Have you ever done this before?” he asked, obviously more concerned with the blade she wielded than with chronicling his recovery.
“I used to shave Willy sometimes, when he was too drunk to do so himself.”
“Which means he was too drunk to feel whether or not you did a good job.” He smiled ruefully.
“And drunk enough to get mean.” Alexandra didn’t know why she added that. She had purposely not thought of Willy since the day Nathaniel had asked her about him.
She felt Nathaniel’s hand on her arm and glanced up. He didn’t say anything, but the look in his eyes was somehow gratifying, as though he empathized with her pain without pitying or blaming.
She offered him a smile. “I don’t think about it very often. Neither do I miss him.”
Nathaniel brought her hand to his lips. “I’d like to pay him a visit—”
“No.” Alexandra shook her head. “He’s just a miserable old man. What good could you do? It’s enough that I’m away from him. Promise me you’ll leave him alone.”
Nathaniel watched her thoughtfully. “That’s a promise I can’t make. The thought of him hurting you…”
Alexandra pressed her mouth to his lips. “I’m all right,” she said, then lathered the shaving cream onto the lower half of his face and guided the blade around the contours of his jaw. The cleft in his chin proved a bit difficult. At one point, he tried to talk and received a small nick for his efforts.
“Hold still,” she told him, “before we have to remove the bandages on your back and use them on your face.”
“How am I supposed to stay still when you’re so close?” he murmured.
Alexandra glanced toward Trenton, who tactfully pretended not to hear. “You’re a rogue, my pirate captain,” she said, letting her voice drop to a whisper. “I think my first impression of you was more correct than ever I realized.”
“Where you are concerned, I cannot pretend to think only chaste thoughts.” His gaze lowered to her breasts while the quirk of a smile turned up his lips.
“Promises, promises,” she murmured, teasing him. “You have yet to keep a bargain with me on any count.”
His eyes narrowed dangerously. “Don’t tempt me too far, Alexandra. I’ve never been known for my scruples. “
Trenton cleared his throat, probably hoping to end their lovers’ repartee while in his presence, and Alexandra smiled.
“There,” she said, speaking louder as she toweled his chin dry. “With that face you could capture the heart of every woman in London.”
“But I want only one,” Nathaniel said softly.
 
* * *
 
The Marquess of Clifton sat in the noisy tavern across the table from Captain Rene Montague of the Eastern Horizon. A glass of brandy stood in front of him; the captain had preferred a pint of gin. Clifton swirled the amber liquid, raising it against the light before turning his attention back to Montague.
“The other shipment reached Russia?” he asked.
“Of course. Without one single problem.”
“Good. Then why did you want to meet me?”
Montague played with his glass. “We’ve found the guns.”
“You’re sure?”
“Mais oui.”
“How?”
“I have had my men searching Bristol ever since you told me Nathaniel’s ship put in there. We could find nothing at first. I was about to give up when I heard tale of an old couple who were attempting to sell a warehouse full of guns. Their son was recently killed in the infantry. They wanted to move to the country and had no response to the notices they sent their lessor. When I confirmed the details, I knew we had found the rifles at last.”
Clifton took a sip of his drink. “And the details are?”
Montague, looking irritated, waved a hand. “They are inconsequential. The important thing is that the guns are in a warehouse just off the docks at Bristol, and Mr. Kent will undoubtedly try to use them against your father, if he can.”
“It sounds as though you think Nathaniel’s alive despite the knife wound he received when he escaped.”
“He has never struck me as an easy man to kill. But I am only going by what you told me—that he did indeed escape. We want the guns regardless, no?”
Clifton swallowed the brandy he had been holding in his mouth, savoring the gentle burn as it descended to his stomach. Alcohol was his only balm against the pain he felt in a hand that no longer existed. He found himself craving more and more of his favorite spirits. “Of course. And we must move quickly, before anything else can go wrong.”
Montague nodded. “I’m heading to Bristol at first light. Are you coming?”
The marquess considered the question. If the guns were in Bristol, chances were good that Nathaniel would go there to retrieve them. And Clifton wanted nothing more than a second chance at his half brother.
“I’ll go,” he said, “for several reasons. First and foremost, I need to make sure Nathaniel is as dead as we hope.”
 
* * *
 
“They fit.” Nathaniel teetered near the bed, on his feet for the first time in a week, trying on the trousers Alexandra had sewn for him. His pale face still looked drawn, but his strength seemed greatly replenished.
Alexandra handed him the shirt she was making so he could try it on, too, admiring the way the trousers hugged his long legs and narrow hips. She remembered the fabric she had found in his chest aboard the Vengeance. How her fingers had itched to sew for him almost from the beginning. She knew even then that she’d need no pattern. With very few measurements, she had created clothes that fit him perfectly.
Thoughts of Nathaniel’s sea chest reminded her of the small picture she had found hidden in the folds of the fabric. She frowned. The lady in that picture had haunted her dreams more than a few times. At odd moments, she worried that he was holding out for that woman, and now that Alexandra knew her time with Nathaniel was coming to a close, she ventured the question she had always wanted to ask.
“You know that portrait you keep in your trunk?”
He glanced up at her and grinned. “You mean I had more than rats going through my things aboard the Vengeance?”
Alexandra felt herself flush. She was tempted to explain, except that she had been going through his belongings. “Who is she?”
Nathaniel chuckled and arched one brow. “Jealous?”
Alexandra started to deny that she felt anything so base, then shrugged in acknowledgement. “She’s beautiful.”
“I’ve always thought so.” A far-off look claimed Nathaniel’s features. “When I was a child, I used to pretend that smile was meant specifically for me, though I’ve never seen it, except in the picture. Somehow it made life easier to believe she would have loved me, had she been given the chance.”
“She was your mother?” Alexandra asked softly.
He nodded. “Martha managed to acquire the picture from a friend who worked for my father long after we left. The duke hated her, you know.”
“Who?”
“My mother.”
“It seems he had no more affinity for his next wife.” Alexandra hesitated, wondering if Nathaniel already knew of his father’s sexual exploits, and whether or not the knowledge would bother him. “Your father prefers prostitutes and easy women to highborn ladies. At Greystone House, I found a locked metal box that I hoped might contain information on what the duke had done with you. Instead it held a letter from Lord Clifton and Lady Anne’s mother, claiming he gave her syphilis, though he didn’t seem ill when I was there.”
Nathaniel shook his head. “Selfish bastard,” he said. “For all his arrogance, he chases barroom wenches about the taverns of London by night, eh? God, my poor mother.”
He chuckled, and Alexandra laughed with him, but her mirth didn’t reach her heart, which was filled with sadness. The beautiful woman in the portrait could have changed so much for Nathaniel. If only she had lived.
 
* * *
 
By the time Alexandra woke the following morning, Nathaniel and Trenton had gone out. Where, she didn’t know, but that Nathaniel was strong enough to venture beyond the room left her with a feeling of dread. Their time together was dwindling, falling by the wayside like the shavings of a whittler. And like the whittler’s wood, Alexandra felt helplessly acted upon, unable to control the paths their separate lives would take.
While grateful for the fact that Nathaniel was getting better, she knew it was only a matter of time before he left to take care of the guns at Bristol. The Lord High Admiral expected to see the rifles in a few days—and she knew Nathaniel would retrieve them without her. He had to. His patriotism demanded that he stop his father, and with the duke shadowing his every move, Nathaniel believed she wasn’t safe with him. He thought she might never be.
Alexandra buried her head beneath her pillow, longing for the situation to be different.
A tear squeezed out from the corner of her clamped eyelids. God help her, she loved him. The mere sight of his tall, muscular body, the briefest glance from his blue eyes, the honey-rich sound of his voice in her ear, made her tingle with a response that was as immediate and natural as the pealing of a bell follows a pull of its ropes. Deep down, she wondered if she could ever feel such an intensity of emotion for anyone else—no matter how steady, no matter how safe, no matter what.
Cursing the vicissitudes of life, Alexandra flung her pillow to the floor and rose from the bed to finish sewing her dress. Could she bear for him to kiss her and leave, without so much as a promise?
Her heart twisted at the thought. She couldn’t endure good-bye. She couldn’t stand idly by and wave as he and Trenton started off. She had to leave on her own. She had to dredge up the strength to make things easier for both of them. But how, when the very core of her being rebelled at the thought?
Alexandra jammed her needle back into the hem of her dress. A breeze whispered through the open window, carrying sounds from the street outside: the voices of children as they ran about, the cackling of hens, the grate of cart and wagon wheels. It was a humid day, though otherwise mellow—a perfect day to look for work, Alexandra decided as she tied off the final stitch to her dress. Though her experience with Gunther had frightened her, she was wiser now. And she was definitely stronger.
Determined to take control of her mutinous emotions at last, Alexandra paid the obese innkeeper to locate some lackeys to haul water for a bath. Then she hired a small boy, who stood selling flowers on the sidewalk with his mother, to retrieve the clothes she’d sent to the laundress down the street. She’d been wearing the shirt and pants Mrs. Tuttle had loaned to Nathaniel since the day before, and was eager to have her underclothes back.
By midmorning, Alexandra had her hair twisted into an attractive style with ringlets framing her face. Her new dress had a basquine body that was open to the waist, worn over a chemisette, with pagoda sleeves. The perfect fit of her costume made her feel absolutely luxurious as she twirled around in the matching slippers she’d found when she’d purchased the fabric.
She wondered if Nathaniel would appreciate the transformation in her appearance, then attempted to rein in such errant thoughts. She couldn’t think about him now. She’d never leave if she did. And she wanted to go before he returned. She had delayed too long already.
 
* * *
 
Nathaniel was feeling tired and weak by the time he and Trenton returned to the inn. He turned the key in the lock and swung the door open while speaking to Trenton over his shoulder.
“The newspapers make no mention of my escape from the Retribution?” he asked, crossing the threshold.
“No.” Trenton followed him inside, where they both stopped and turned around in surprise. The room was empty.
“Where’s Alexandra?” Nathaniel asked.
Trenton shrugged. “She’s probably just picking up our clothes from the laundress.”
Nathaniel strode across the room to the bed, where the laundry Trenton had mentioned waited, neatly folded and stacked.
“Our clothes are here,” he said, foreboding raising the hackles on his neck.
“Perhaps she was hungry.” Trenton’s words sounded hollow, as though even he didn’t believe them, and Nathaniel strove to keep his face a mask. He was hesitant to show the emotion coursing through his body, to reveal his fear of the truth. Even if Alexandra had left him, there was no need to let his friend know how much she meant to him. He couldn’t have her regardless. His father had taken her away from him just as effectively as he had taken Martha. Succumbing to his selfish desires to keep her with him would risk her life. He had no right to do that. And while he was finally willing to give up the personal battle he had waged against his father if it meant a life with Alexandra, the duke’s traitorous actions made even that impossible. The welfare of England was more important than the desires of one man—the lives of thousands of English troops worth more than his own. But what would happen to her?
Nathaniel remembered Gunther and his filthy brothel, and felt sick. Alexandra was so beautiful, so innocent. He loved her as he had never loved another woman, and he wanted more than her body; he knew that now. He had refused the temptation of taking her, though she had slept next to him for almost a week. Why? It certainly wasn’t a lack of desire. The mere brush of her hand on his arm was enough to excite him. The truth was that he cared more about her welfare: her heart and her mind.
Could he live without her? Did he want to?
Duty. Nathaniel measured the word in his mind. He had served in his country’s navy. He had fought in her wars. He had a duty to England and to his fellow countrymen. But if life had ever offered him a crumb of happiness, it was Alexandra.
Suddenly Nathaniel spun on his heel and left the room, leaving Trenton gaping after him. He had to find her. He had to find Alexandra now before he lost her forever.
 
* * *
 
Alexandra walked quickly, ignoring the men who stopped to gape at her. She didn’t care for their whistles or murmurs of approval. She knew only that her heart was breaking.
Biting her trembling lip, she forced back the tears despite the painful lump that had lodged itself, permanently it seemed, in her throat.
I won’t cry… I won’t cry… at least, not now.
She had thought of leaving Nathaniel a note, but in the end, had left without doing so. She hadn’t been able to think of anything to say. That he was the most incredible man she had ever known was certain, but she doubted the pirate captain would take such a statement seriously. That she loved him was undeniable. Again, a truth that couldn’t change anything. Besides, he already knew. She could tell by the way he looked at her, as though he would take her inside himself and hold her there and protect her forever, if he could.
Tears streamed down Alexandra’s face despite her best efforts to avoid them. I won’t cry, she sobbed. I won’t cry.
“Mum, why’s that lady cryin’?” she heard a young boy ask.
“Perhaps she’s lost something important,” his mother said.
Alexandra wiped at her wet cheeks. She had lost something important—the most important thing in her life.
She didn’t hear the horse approach her from behind. She was too immersed in her own pain. She stared at the ground in front of her as she walked, until she heard a voice that stopped her cold.
“I know I promised to let you go when we reached London, but I’m not quite through with you yet.”
Alexandra’s heart leaped. She stopped and turned to see Nathaniel bearing down on her on a large bay gelding, wearing a wry grin.
She tried to keep the joy she felt at seeing him from her face, but allowed herself a shy smile.
“You shouldn’t be on a horse, not with your injury.”
His expression grew intent. “It’s my heart that won’t mend. Not if you leave me.”
Alexandra swallowed hard. “But what about—”
“Marry me, Alexandra. Marry me and come away with me to the States. We’ll be safe in Virginia. It’s beautiful country. I visited there three years ago. We could buy a tract of land, have a house full of children….”
“You’d become a farmer?” she scoffed playfully.
“No. Trenton would captain the Royal Vengeance for me, and together we’d build a shipping enterprise to rival my father’s.”
Alexandra’s heart took flight as she listened. Marry him, he said. Marry him! To have and to hold… till death do us part. She’d live in a hovel if it meant she could have Nathaniel.
“Could you ever leave England?” he asked hesitantly.
“Much easier than I could leave you,” she admitted, and he swung down to hold her close.
“I love you,” she whispered as the band of his arm closed around her.
“Aye. And we’ll survive, my love. I just have to turn the guns over to the authorities. Then it’s up to them to get to the truth of it. We’ll sail to Virginia as soon as we can.”
Alexandra’s heart reached for the hope he offered her, but she knew turning the guns over to the authorities would not be so easy. Nathaniel could be caught and imprisoned. He could be hanged or shot. Or his father could always surprise them with something else entirely.
She winced. “I’m going with you. I can’t bear the thought of you there without me, knowing that you might never come back.”
“No, you must stay here—” Alexandra silenced him with a kiss. “I go where you go, now and forever,” she vowed.
“Now and forever,” he murmured, and the kiss he gave her sealed his promise.


 
 
Chapter 21
 

 
They traveled to Bristol by train. Alexandra had never taken the train before. She was enthralled with the scenery that flew past her window and the crowds of people who waited on the platform of each new station along the way.
An older woman and her young daughter shared their car, and Alexandra couldn’t help but take exception to the way the daughter’s eyes darted back to Nathaniel every few moments. The mother, a Mrs. Haws, glanced sharply at the girl each time she giggled in response to something Nathaniel said, but the daughter seemed oblivious to her mother’s censure.
If Nathaniel noticed Bessie Haws’s interest, he did not give himself away as he talked to Trenton about the Clifton Suspension Bridge currently being built across the Severn.
“Oh, we’ve seen it, haven’t we, Mother?” the girl interrupted, blushing to the roots of her hair when Nathaniel looked up.
He smiled politely. “It’ll take a while to finish yet.”
“Bessie, perhaps you should rest,” her mother suggested, tapping her daughter on the knee with her fan. “You’re looking a bit peaked.”
Flushed would be a better word, Alexandra thought irritably.
Bessie opened her mouth to refute this charge when the train stopped in Farringdon and several new passengers boarded. A man near Nathaniel’s age joined them in the compartment.
“The train’s nearly full.” He showed white teeth beneath a brown mustache as he smiled. “I hope you don’t mind me joining you.”
“Not at all.” Nathaniel and Trenton moved their legs to make more room as the man took a seat on the other side of Bessie Haws.
“I’m Thomas Madsen,” he said, nodding as they each introduced themselves in turn. Alexandra thought him rather handsome with his brown eyes, brown hair, long sideburns, and mustache. Smile lines around his eyes indicated he laughed often, and he had an air about him that was pleasantly appealing.
He struck up a conversation with Alexandra while Nathaniel responded to a question put to him by Bessie about the hot springs at Bath.
“Do you live in Bristol?”
“No, I was born in London, but we moved to Manchester when I was so small that I don’t remember it.”
“I see.”
“And you? Are you returning from holiday, by chance?”
Madsen shook his head. “No. My work brings me to Bristol. I’m an inspector with Scotland Yard.”
“But you got on at Farringdon.”
He smiled sheepishly. “The motion of the train makes me sick. I had to get off the last one.”
“I’m sorry. I hope you’re feeling better.”
“I’m fine as long as I keep myself well enough occupied and don’t make the mistake of trying to read.”
“Ah,” Alexandra nodded knowingly, but never having suffered from motion sickness herself, she didn’t truly understand. “Do you enjoy your work?” She caught a subtle glance from Nathaniel and noted a wry smile on Trenton’s face. Bessie continued to ply them both with questions, but it was Trenton who elaborated. Nathaniel was too busy keeping her and Mr. Madsen under close regard.
“Sometimes. Other times I find it can get quite drab, usually when I’m filling out the reports.” Madsen laughed. “Are you and your husband on holiday?”
“No.” Alexandra shook her head, taking the opportunity to avenge herself for Bessie’s fawning interest by adding, “We’re not married.”
“Yet,” Nathaniel inserted, staring pointedly at Mr. Madsen. “We’re on our way.”
“To be married?” This time Bessie spoke, and the disappointment that rang in her voice brought Mrs. Haws’s brows into thundercloud position.
“‘Tis none of your business, my dear.”
Evidently, Bessie heard the steel edge in her mother’s voice, because her gaze dropped to her lap. “I was simply asking,” she mumbled.
Mr. Madsen smiled genially. “You are very lucky to have found such a lovely bride,” he told Nathaniel. Turning back to Alexandra, he continued, “There is no better place than Bristol in which to be married. I was born there and sorely miss it. I wish you both all the happiness in the world.”
“Thank you.” Alexandra felt Nathaniel take her hand in his own and smiled sweetly at Bessie Haws.
 
* * *
 
They arrived in Bristol in a little more than two hours. Alexandra, Nathaniel, and Trenton bid good-bye to the now silent Bessie and her mother, and waved to Mr. Madsen.
With Nathaniel’s help, Alexandra descended from the platform while Trenton rented a cab. They had no bags, and were therefore able to move quickly. They wove through the throng, loaded up, and started down the paved road ahead of the other passengers.
Bristol was more crowded than when Alexandra had seen it last. As July approached and the heat of London became unbearable, many of the capital’s citizens fled to Bath or Bristol for a reprieve. Alexandra watched the assorted carriages, carts, and wagons that clogged the street as they moved, snail-like, through the melee.
“I wrote back to the Lord High Admiral and told him I am bringing the guns to London,” Trenton told Nathaniel. “He’s expecting me Monday week. I think it best if I handle it, just in case they believe the duke and the magistrate who sentenced you to the hulks and send you back—or hang you.”
Nathaniel frowned. “What about your own neck?”
“I haven’t gained sufficient notoriety to be too concerned. Even if they charge me with piracy, it’s unlikely they’ll hang me.”
Nathaniel considered his words. “Newgate is not a pleasant fate.”
“So you are the only patriot among us?”
Nathaniel shook his head. “Evidently not.”
“Besides, the guns will take center stage.”
“I think you’re right there.” Nathaniel’s voice was decidedly neutral, but Alexandra knew he worried still the same, and she couldn’t help saying a silent prayer for them all.
 
* * *
 
It was raining by the time they reached the docks, large drops that splattered when they hit the ground. Nathaniel peered out of the carriage at the darkening sky and cursed the weather. They’d be soaked to the skin by the time they finished unloading the entire warehouse, even if they hired help.
“Perhaps you should wait in the carriage, my love,” he said to Alexandra as he descended. “You can watch us from here.”
She nodded and kissed him briefly. Nathaniel would have lingered in her embrace, but now that they’d arrived, he felt the need to deal with the guns and be done with them.
“It might be a while,” he called, “but we’ll hurry.”
Alexandra’s drooping ringlets gave a slight bob as she nodded her head, and he envisioned having a daughter with the same yellow hair. His fiancée was beautiful, he thought, the only one who could make him whole. Strangely enough, he felt whole already, for the first time since he could remember.
Turning away, he rounded the warehouse and made his way to the alley behind. He easily found the rock beneath which he had buried the key, and dug it up.
“Would you have been able to find it if need be?” he asked Trenton.
His friend nodded. “Aye. The directions you gave were good ones. Shall I hire a wagon?”
“In a moment.”
They headed back to the front entrance together amid the crush of people along the wharves. Nathaniel glanced about, hoping to hail a few burly chaps to help, and thought he saw a face he recognized. When he looked again the man had gone, but something about him stirred a memory.
He was likely one of the blokes he’d hired to help him the last time, Nathaniel thought. Turning the key in the lock, he pressed in on the door.
It groaned on its hinges, then swung wide.
Nathaniel stood staring, his jaw agape. The warehouse was empty.
“They’ve found them.” He turned back to push Trenton away. “Let’s get out of here.”
The two of them began to sprint to the carriage when the familiar-looking man appeared again, a sturdy bloke with bulging biceps. He grabbed Nathaniel by the arm and began to haul him back, as four others separated themselves from the crowd and stripped him of his pistol. They shoved him and Trenton back inside the empty warehouse, and Lord Clifton moved into the light that streamed in through the high windows, one of which was open.
Sailors called to each other outside as his half brother’s voice echoed within. “Looking for something?” the marquess asked.
“Clifton, this won’t do you any good,” Nathaniel said. “The Lord High Admiral already knows about the guns.”
The marquess shrugged. “No one will believe my father guilty of treason. But the guns are quite valuable. I must say, I’m relieved to have them back.”
The door opened and a gush of fresh air swept into the room as Captain Montague entered with a struggling Alexandra.
“Alexandra, how wonderful to see you.” Lord Clifton bowed in mock courtesy. “I feared our paths would never cross again, but fate has been kinder to me than I deserve.”
Nathaniel’s heart began to race. He glanced beyond the marquess, trying to sense any movement in the shadows. How many men accompanied his half brother?
As if six, including Clifton, weren’t enough.
“You’re right. The only thing you deserve is to swing at the end of a rope,” Alexandra said breathlessly.
The marquess chuckled and glanced above them, where a large metal hook was attached to a pulley system designed to help move cargo around. “Funny you should mention a rope.” He gave Nathaniel a meaningful smile, motioning with his head to one of his men. “Charles, I do believe it would be wise to be quick about this.”
The man named Charles stepped forward and pulled the hook closer while two others grabbed Nathaniel by his clothes.
“And now we see that my prophecy comes true,” Montague said, giving Nathaniel a mocking salute. “You will test the rope long before me, no?”
“Then I’ll see you in hell,” Nathaniel told him.
Lord Clifton smiled at the exchange. “I saved a few rifles for you.” He indicated one of the familiar long, flat crates. “They can provide the stool—a bit of irony I could not resist.”
The marquess’s men dragged the box forward as Nathaniel’s mind flailed for something, anything with which to gain an advantage. He could think of nothing until a thought surfaced—a memory, really—of Alexandra telling him that his father had syphilis and had given the disease to Clifton’s mother. Did his half brother know? If not, would it upset him enough to buy some desperately needed time?
“It’s a miracle you were ever born, you know,” Nathaniel said, staring defiantly at Clifton as another man started to force him onto the box of rifles. “Syphilis is no small thing. With your father carrying it home from his whores, I wonder that your mother didn’t leave him sooner.”
His words acted on Lord Clifton like a douse of cold water. The marquess blinked in surprise, and the men who held Nathaniel paused uncertainly. Clifton’s brows drew close, and he bared his teeth. “I’ll not tolerate such rubbish from the likes of you. My mother might be sick, but she’s not gone mad. Her illness has nothing to do with syphilis. And my father has been well for over a year.”
“So you didn’t know.” Nathaniel shrugged, feigning a haughtiness he did not feel. “Evidently it hasn’t made itself apparent enough in either parent yet. But it will. It always does.”
The marquess’s men glanced at one another, and Nathaniel felt the hands that held him lose a bit of their tension.
At his full height Clifton was several inches shorter than Nathaniel. He had to tilt his head back to stare him in the eye, but he did so as he advanced, coming within inches. Nathaniel saw how the marquess’s nostrils flared with rage and knew he had hit his target. His half brother had been caught completely unaware.
“That’s a lie!”
“Certainly even you can see it’s the truth, now that you know.” Nathaniel watched Clifton’s hand ball into a fist, and prepared himself for the blow. The others stood still, out of surprise or perverse interest, Nathaniel didn’t know. “Evidently, he cared little about whose thighs he parted before sharing your mother’s bed—”
The marquess’s fist slammed into his stomach and Nathaniel doubled over. For the tiniest moment the men’s grip on him slackened. Using that moment to twist violently away, he wrenched himself out of their hold.
Nathaniel wasn’t as strong as he used to be. He was still recovering from his knife wound, but he preferred to take his chances against a pistol than to swing from a rope.
Two of Clifton’s men scrambled to catch him, but with a blow to the chin and a quick kick to the groin, he sent them flailing onto their backs. He lunged for the marquess while Trenton used the sudden distraction to wrest free as well. But they both froze when the man who held Alexandra put a gun to her head.
“Such impetuous actions will surely cost you,” Lord Clifton gritted out. “Now you will watch her hang first.” He nodded to one of his thugs, who was still gasping for breath.
The surly, muscular man with a rounded paunch began to drag Alexandra toward the rope. Nathaniel’s muscles tensed. He remembered the numerous floggings on the Retribution, the hunger, the chafing on his ankles from the chains. He recalled the hospital ship with its sick, desperate men, the dampness, the putrid smell of vomit and sweat, and the itch of lice. The memories converged upon his mind, all mingling with each other in the same fraction of a second. The marquess was to blame for it all. And now he threatened Alexandra. “If you harm her, I’ll kill you before I die,” he vowed. “The only way to ensure that I won’t is to hang me now.”
Something akin to fear flickered in Clifton’s eyes. He ordered his men to grab Nathaniel, but Nathaniel had his long fingers about his half brother’s neck before anyone could move.
“Let her go,” he whispered harshly, squeezing until Clifton’s mouth opened and closed like that of a fish and his eyes bulged from their sockets.
Nathaniel felt a surge of strength course through his body, enabling him to squeeze tighter and tighter until the marquess’s face turned bright red. “Now! Tell them to let her go!”
The thugs backed away from Alexandra while the one who held the gun leveled it at Nathaniel’s back.
“Kill him,” Clifton wheezed, trying to wrench Nathaniel’s hand away from his throat.
The report of the gun almost deafened them all, but the bullet missed its target by a wide margin. Trenton had lunged at the man, knocking him off his feet, and the two of them were grappling with each other on the ground.
Someone shouted from outside, “They’re in here!”
Suddenly Inspector Madsen, the man from Scotland Yard who had ridden the train with them, charged into the warehouse with four constables following in his wake.
“Hold everything,” he said, drawing his pistol and pausing long enough to take in the scene.
Nathaniel slowly released the marquess. Trenton stopped fighting, and Alexandra raised her tearstained face in stunned disbelief.
“Well done, Captain Montague,” Inspector Madsen said. “You’re free to go.”
“I don’t know where you’ll have me go, monsieur,” Montague replied, his voice clipped. “My life is safe no more.”
“You made that choice, not I,” Madsen replied, gathering Clifton and his men-into one group.
The marquess turned to Montague. “You did this?”
Montague looked away. “I had no choice.”
Madsen quirked an eyebrow at Lord Clifton. “Captain Montague was arrested at a pub in London a few weeks ago. It seems he took a liking to a certain actress with a jealous husband. The two were involved in a scuffle, and your friend killed the man. He offered us evidence on the gun runs in exchange for leniency.”
Madsen glanced at Montague. “Perhaps it’s time to return to your homeland, Captain,” he said. Though his words were polite on the surface, Nathaniel got the distinct impression Inspector Madsen didn’t like the Frenchman.
“You’re a dead man,” the marquess whispered to Montague. “Do you hear me? No one betrays me. You can’t go far enough. When I get out of this, I’ll find you.”
“I don’t believe you’re in a position to be making threats,” Madsen said, waving Clifton and his small band toward the door.
“Wait.” Clifton pointed at Nathaniel. “What about him? He’s the pirate who’s been plaguing my father’s ships.”
Inspector Madsen glanced over his shoulder at Nathaniel. “Sir John told us all about him. Your father’s magistrate friend was afraid he’d be implicated in the gun runs as well, so it didn’t take much prodding to get to the truth. From what I’ve heard, Mr. Kent has paid for his crimes.”
He stopped as the constables continued to herd the others out. “He does, however, need evidence to prove his identity as the Duke of Greystone’s son, I believe.” He looked to Nathaniel. “And now you have it. With a bit of persuasion Sir John agreed to testify to what he knows of you and your, er, father, too.”
He grinned, then winked at Alexandra. “Oh, and congratulations again on your upcoming marriage, miss.”
 
* * *
 
Hangings always drew a large crowd, but today’s throng was bigger than most. The punishment of one so high in society, combined with the heinousness of his sin, made this execution of particular interest to layman and nobility alike.
Shops closed at midday so their owners and employees could attend. Nearly fifty thousand people clogged the streets. They climbed any tree with a limb strong enough to support the weight, leaned out windows, and sat on rooftops all the way to Ludgate Hill along the Old Bailey, north to Cock Lane, Giltspur Street, and Smithfield, and back to the end of Fleet Lane. Wagons and carts teemed with people who had paid to stand on them for a glimpse of the action. And more than a few carriages belonging to notable public officials and members of the aristocracy waited at the fore.
The gallows stood ready in the Old Bailey outside Newgate Prison. A temporary roof enclosed the east part of the stage and offered shade to two sheriffs, who sat on either side of the stairs leading to the scaffold. Around the north, west, and east sides were galleries for the reception of officers and attendants, and a short distance away, the constables waited inside a fixed, strong railing. In the middle, where the convict would stand, the floor was raised a bit higher than the rest of the platform.
Nathaniel stood watching with his arm around Alexandra as two men shouted to each other, checking and double-checking the apparatus to make certain that everything was in working order. One tested the lever that dropped the trapdoor from under the victim’s feet, while the other proved the rope. Originally a notorious murderer was to be hanged today—a man who had killed his wife and cut her into four pieces, each of which had been discovered in a different section of London—but Nathaniel had heard that the prison officials had decided to wait. The execution of a nobleman was already creating quite a stir. Important people were going to be watching, and Nathaniel didn’t doubt that those in charge wanted everything to go as smoothly as possible. In degree of seriousness, treason topped the list, after all, creating the common sentiment that the perpetrator of such deviltry deserved to die alone, center stage. It would appease the anger of many, though it must cause the sadness of some, Nathaniel thought, thinking of Lady Anne.
It was a cold day in late September, and snow had fallen through the night, leaving a thin white blanket on the ground that had quickly turned to slush. Nathaniel and Alexandra shivered with the others as they waited for the prisoner to appear, but despite the chill weather, no one left.
Nathaniel’s mood was nervous, somber. He did not want to be here, yet he couldn’t stay away. He had spent many years hating his father and brother. Now he felt empty. He could scarcely believe what the papers had reported—a wild fervor had surrounded this hanging above all others—though he knew the truth had finally been revealed.
Alexandra gave him a reassuring smile. “Are you sure you want to see this?”
Nathaniel nodded. “But you don’t have to stay, my love. I’d rather you not have to witness–”
“We’ll see it through together,” she insisted.
He could feel her love flowing through him at the slightest touch, supporting him like the wind at his back. How he admired her inherent strength and beauty. He hugged her closer to him. He had thought he didn’t know what love was, but he had proven himself wrong. He loved Alexandra with a ferocity that surprised him.
She smiled at him again, and he turned his attention away, focusing on the comments of those around him.
“He deserves what he’s getting, that he does,” a heavyset country woman said to her friend. “If it was one of us, they’d string us up in two shakes.”
The man behind her said, “But why did he do it? There was no call to take such a risk.”
Nathaniel had spent many long nights wondering the same thing. But he thought he finally understood—as well as he ever would, anyway.
Scanning the crowd, he searched for Lady Anne. She stood near the front, weeping uncontrollably, alone except for her maid. He couldn’t help but feel a twinge of remorse at her pain.
Finally two servants forced their way through the mass of people and escorted the duke’s daughter back to her carriage. Evidently she could not bear to watch.
Alexandra nudged him. “You didn’t do this to her,” she murmured.
Nathaniel nodded slowly. Lady Anne was gone now. There was nothing left to see but the gallows.
 
* * *
 
Inside a small rectangular cell, the Duke of Greystone paced back and forth. He couldn’t imagine more outrage than he felt, and wondered if he could bear it. All his life he had been able to take what he wanted, change the rules if need be, break them if they wouldn’t bend. And there had been no punishments. He had gotten away with murder, literally. Yet he could do nothing now, nothing to save his son—the one person in life whom he truly loved—despite his money, despite his power, despite it all.
“Just tell me why, Jake. Why did you do it?” he asked, trying to keep his voice from trembling.
The marquess sat in the corner of his cell, slumped against the bars, staring at the floor. His eyes, when they lifted, were filled with contempt. “You still don’t understand, do you? You probably never will. You gave me control of Greystone Shipping and assumed I’d run it expertly, like you always did. But I’m not like you. Or Nathaniel. I couldn’t do it any other way.” The bitterness in his voice deepened. “And I wanted you to be proud of me. Can you believe that? You, who cared no more for my mother than to bring her syphilis from your whores—strong and true, and she had a mind that knew what mattered”
The duke’s hand struck almost of its own accord. “How dare you—”
“What? Face you with the truth?” Jake touched his cheek where the blow had left a red mark. “Nathaniel, of all people, had to tell me. Yet I lived with you, nursed you when you were ill not two years past, and all the while my mother grew sicker, alone, in Scotland. That’s how gullible and trusting I was. Will you deny that it’s true?”
Greystone thought he heard a trace of hope in his son’s last question. For a moment he considered telling the boy what he wanted to hear. They couldn’t part this way forever.
But he knew Jake’s eyes had been opened. The boy could not ignore the steady decline of his mother’s health as if he didn’t finally understand the cause. Nor could he deny the cursed reason for Greystone’s own illness before the disease went into its latent stage.
Nathaniel had truly robbed them at last. “I don’t expect you to understand,” the duke said.
Jake’s lips twisted in a sneer. “There’s never been anything to understand but your own selfishness.” He laughed—a cold, humorless sound that reverberated in the cold cell. “I thought if I rebuilt Greystone Shipping into the giant it once was, you’d have to acknowledge me as a son worthy of your legacy. Montague claimed he knew how, and you provided the opportunity for the first shipment with the load of supplies you wanted to send to the Turks. It took a bit of doing, but it wasn’t a difficult matter to sell the stuff and use the money to purchase guns, from which we planned to achieve a high profit. An investor had to be brought in when Nathaniel interfered, but our banker made a healthy return, like Montague and myself. Perhaps you would have figured it all out, had you not been so busy bringing shame upon my mother and our family.”
As Jake’s words poured out, Greystone felt as though a knife turned in his gut. Nathaniel was to blame for this, and ironically enough, his own damn patriotism. If he’d never planned to send blankets, clothing, and medical supplies to the Turks, his son couldn’t have…
The duke cut off his thoughts, knowing they did little good now, and closed his eyes to shut out the vision of his son’s derision. Jake had been imprisoned twenty-four days since being sentenced to death. By law three Sundays had to pass between sentence and execution to give him time to repent, and every day had been an agony for them both.
But nothing like this. When he had thought Jake still respected him, he could be the doting, blameless father, and could believe, to an extent, the part he was playing. Now he felt utterly exposed, as if his son had peeled back the husks of an ear of corn to reveal nothing but crawling worms.
“Haven’t I given you everything?” he asked.
The marquess looked up. “Everything? You’ve abused my mother’s trust, cost her her life. You’ve ignored my sister, and for years I could garner only the smallest crumb of your attention. In a way, even Nathaniel had more of your respect and admiration than I.”
Greystone covered his face with his hands. The fact that he had somehow brought this calamity on himself, and Jake, seared him to his soul.
“It’s time.” The guard outside the cell moved closer. The duke knew the man had allowed them time together only because he had been ordered to do so from somewhere much higher in the chain of command. The Greystone title still held some weight, but it was getting late, and even a duke could stall the wheels of justice only so long.
“I’m sorry, Your Grace, but I’m going to have to ask you to leave now,” the guard told him.
Greystone could hardly believe that this horror was reality. Leave so they could kill Jake? His son? His heir? He hesitated. They couldn’t part like this.
“Your Grace?”
The duke tried to swallow the lump that threatened to choke him. He wanted one kind word from Jake, who had stood at the guard’s request and waited to be led out onto the gallows, one small sign of forgiveness.
“I’m sorry,” he said to his son, uttering the words so softly that at first he wasn’t sure if Jake had heard him.
The marquess’s gaze rose. “Not sorry enough.”
As the guard led Jake out of his cell, Greystone tried to do something he had never done before: he tried to take his son in his arms and hold him tightly for an instant. But Jake’s body was stiff and unresponsive.
“Don’t touch me,” he said, and the duke turned away. He wouldn’t have a mere guard witness his humiliation. Besides, he couldn’t bear to watch his son pass through the door and enter the blinding light of day.
 
* * *
 
When the trapdoor dropped away, Nathaniel had to avert his gaze. He was sick at the sight of Lord Clifton’s body writhing as the life was wrung from it. His half brother had had everything—the money, the power, the family. And he had thrown it all away. For what?
Nathaniel stared at those privileged members of the aristocracy who watched at the fore. Somber and downcast, they murmured to each other. That one of their own could swing from a rope like any common man struck at the very heart of England’s social order. From what Nathaniel saw and read in the papers, they felt sorrier for themselves than they did Clifton.
He would have been one of them, had his life taken a different path. There had been a time when he had wanted to take his place among the gentry, but now they seemed more like the living dead. Worried over a crease in their clothes, or a pudding that lacked a little spice, they were not alive in the same way Alexandra was. Her heart beat.
Nathaniel’s gaze came to rest on the woman he loved. Her head was bent; he couldn’t see her enormous green eyes, but he knew what he would find in them. Pity. Despite everything Clifton had tried to do to them both, she knew what the marquess did not: that he had never truly lived.
As Nathaniel led Alexandra away, she instinctively buried her face into his coat. They had both seen enough.
Though the crowd resisted his efforts to get through, so enthralled were they in watching Lord Clifton’s body swing, Nathaniel insisted. He physically removed those from their path who would not bend to his words until they were finally free and hurrying toward their rented carriage.
Before Nathaniel handed Alexandra inside, he put his arms around her and held her close. She was crying. “How brave you are, my love,” he soothed. “It’s over now.”
They clung to each other until the pounding of his heart slowed with the spasms of her tears. Now that his father’s title and lands were not forfeit, Nathaniel knew he would inherit them someday. And his sons after him. But they wouldn’t do so in England. No, he would take Alexandra to America and have a family there. And he would teach his sons what it truly meant to be of noble birth.


 
 
Epilogue
 

 
Three years later a letter arrived at Bridlewood Manor. Addressed simply to the Duke of Greystone, it had come all the way from Virginia. The duke studied the return address as he sat alone at his desk, but he knew who the letter was from.
Finally, with a sigh of defeat, he broke the seal. The delicate script of a woman’s hand covered a single page, wrapped around the portrait of a chubby baby.
Greystone set the picture gently to the side as he read.
 
Your Grace,
It goes against my better judgment to write. Nathaniel would tell me that some things never change, but I cannot help but hope they can and sometimes do. Nathaniel and I were married shortly before we left England. He has been heavily involved in shipping since then, and while his empire may never rival your own, he has been very successful. He is a son to be proud of. I have enclosed a portrait of our first child, a boy named Theodore Nathaniel, born nearly a year ago. I felt it only right that you should know.
Sincerely,
Alexandra Kent
 
Setting down the letter, Greystone lifted the photograph he had placed to one side. He donned his glasses and held the picture close, though he’d grown sick and his hand shook with the effort of doing so. There was no denying that his first grandchild was a beautiful baby, with a ghostly resemblance to his first wife through the eyes, and a strong Kimbolten nose and chin.
His grandson. The heir of his heir.
At that moment, the duke wasn’t sure if Alexandra meant to be kind or cruel, but he stared at little Teddy for a long time.
And then he wept.
 
The End
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Chapter 1
 

 
Cornwall, England
February, 1794
 
The Baron St. Ives was an ugly little man.
Jeannette Boucher could hardly pull her gaze away. Standing next to her, perched on skinny shapeless legs, arms behind his back, abdomen swelling in front of him, he reminded her of a pelican. Three reddish chins hung low over the top of his collar while powder from a ringletted wig dusted the shoulders of his lavish gold-embroidered coat. Despite Jeannette’s own diminutive size, he barely cleared the top of her head.
“…into which holy state these two persons present come now to be joined…”
God, help me, Jeannette prayed as beads of nervous sweat trickled down her back. Her wedding dress was laced too tight. Dizziness almost overwhelmed her as she eyed her future husband again.
At least forty years beyond her own eighteen, Lord St. Ives looked back at her through heavy-lidded, lashless eyes. White flakes congealed in the creases of his face, contrasting with the purplish veins that burst like blossoms on his cheeks. Something occasionally twisted his lips into what a less perceptive soul might have interpreted as a smile. But not Jeannette. She was too young to be so fooled, too acquainted with happiness. She could not mistake Percival Borden for anything other than what he was: a sick old man, as unfamiliar with gaiety as she was with its opposite.
Until the Revolution, of course. The Revolution had changed everything.
Wetting her lips, Jeannette tried to draw air into her lungs. She didn’t want to swoon, dared not give away her desperation. She and her family had barely escaped war-torn France with their lives. Her parents and younger brother deserved a reprieve from the terrible hardships they had suffered. Jeannette was determined to give them that.
But she had never expected her heart to fight so tenaciously against the tether of her will. Even now, hemmed in by innumerable bodies, she was tempted to flee, to part the nuptial witnesses like the Red Sea and run for her life.
“Wilt thou have this man to be thy wedded husband…”
The words of the ceremony slipped in and out of her consciousness. It wasn’t until a hush fell over the church as those crowded inside strained to hear her response that she knew the vicar had asked the question that would make her the wife of a man she did not love.
For an awkward moment she could not speak. Throat dry, voice gone, she glanced at the twinkling prism created by an errant ray of sunshine that had penetrated the cloudy sky outside to filter through the stained-glass window. Dust motes danced like fairies in that light, twirling, shimmering in vibrant array. To be so free …
Lord St. Ives’s hand tightened on hers, and Jeannette forced her gaze back to the tall, gaunt vicar. But it wasn’t until she pictured her parents’ worried expressions that she managed a weak, “I will.”
Minutes later, it was over. The baron kissed her with slack lips, clasped her fingers in his small, manicured hand, and, turning her to face the rows of pews behind them, presented his new bride to the congregation.
Faces beamed at Jeannette—strangers all, except her parents and brother, who nodded their approval while standing to watch the new couple parade down the aisle.
Jeannette heard many murmur of her youth and beauty as she passed, but more spoke of the ball awaiting them that evening at Hawthorne House. Her new husband was no small man among those in the county, his wedding no obscure event in Cornwall.
“What a joy to see you properly wed!” her mother gushed as soon as St. Ives turned away to accept the felicitations of his friends.
Jeannette was glad to stand in the warmth of the sun. At least it felt familiar, despite the intermittent rain. The church interior, beautiful in its way with an abundance of marble and stained glass, had been so cold.
Unable to think of an appropriate response to her mother’s fabricated brightness, Jeannette turned to her father.
“I am proud of you,” he whispered in their native French. “You have chosen well. Lord St. Ives may not look the handsome gallant, but he comes from some of the finest blood in all of England. Our cousin Lord Darby has assured me of that, no? And he is rich as a king. You will always be well cared for.”
Jeannette struggled to swallow the lump that swelled in her throat. “Yes, Papa.”
Her thirteen-year-old brother Henri stood watching them with a gentle, pained expression. She managed a smile when she caught his eye, but before she could speak to him, her new husband drew her toward a fancy, gilt-edged coach waiting at the head of a line of lesser conveyances. A team of four huge horses pranced while their driver, dressed in burgundy livery, held the matched beasts in check and several footmen stood at attention.
“Thank God that is over with,” St. Ives muttered.
As one of the footmen helped her inside, Jeannette wondered if her husband expected some kind of response, but she had no idea what to say to such a rude remark.
The baron climbed in behind her and took the opposite seat. “But a man must marry, eh?” He reached out and squeezed her knee, his grin a picture of eager anticipation.
Trying not to notice how his dull-gray eyes measured every detail of her body, Jeannette quelled the urge to shrink from his touch and stared out at the many guests who would soon be joining them again.
“Will you miss France overmuch?” he asked.
The carriage lurched forward, forcing her to brace herself with a hand on one side. Rain over the past several days had left the streets full of ruts and mud, making the coach sway dramatically as they began their journey.
For politeness’s sake, she wanted to say that she wouldn’t, but knew her husband would interpret it for the lie that it was. “Oui,” she admitted at last.
“France’s loss is my gain.” His lips curved into another of his odd smiles, revealing teeth yellowed with age and tobacco.
Jeannette’s stomach tightened into a hard knot. For a moment she wished her governess had not taught her such excellent English-she understood him only too well. Fearing she might disgrace her family yet, she made no reply.
Thankfully, her new husband said nothing more, and they rode in silence the three miles to Hawthorne House.
 
* * *
 
Lieutenant Crawford Treynor stiffened as his mother welcomed him with a kiss. Her smile looked contrived amid the elegant features of her face, an expression Treynor didn’t recognize. But then, he’d seen little of Lady Bedford over his lifetime—and wished to see even less.
Her slender fingers plucked at the braid on his uniform. “You grow more handsome every year.” Reseating herself, she picked up a gold-handled letter opener and an ivory envelope from a pile of correspondence on the table next to her. “Come, sit down.”
The drawing room where his mother received him was only half as luxurious as her husband’s home in Devonshire. Even so, it lacked little by way of creature comforts. Compared to the poverty Treynor had known as a child, this cottage, with its ornate cornices, carved mantel, and fine furniture, looked like a castle.
He followed her to the settee but remained standing, his hands clasped behind his back. He planned to stay no more than a quarter of an hour, just long enough to fulfill his duty toward the woman who had given him birth.
“How did you know I was in Plymouth?” he asked, using polite conversation to fill the abyss between them.
“Certainly not from your infrequent letters.” She placed the letter opener on top of her papers and arranged her expensive, stylish gown before looking up at him. “You send me little more than the weather or general war information. Nothing I can’t learn from reading The Times.”
“My apologies. Perhaps I shall do better in future,” he said, but his sense of obligation did not extend that far. Although he sometimes wished he could put the past aside, he knew he could not. The ill treatment he had received at the hands of the brawny farmer she’d paid to raise him had left too many scars.
His mother grimaced. “Forever the gentleman, aren’t you? Tell me, has anyone the power to penetrate that cool reserve?”
“You already know the answer to that.”
Her eyes narrowed. “So you still blame me. Tell me, what else could a woman in my position have done with a bastard son? Have you forgotten that my first duty is to my husband?”
Treynor shrugged. She’d managed to take excellent care of herself along the way, but he wasn’t willing to argue. “Certainly you didn’t ask me here to dredge up the past.”
“No.” Her pale blue eyes held a cynical gleam that seemed to pierce right through him. “But that is why you finally came, is it not? Hoping I would do just that?”
Tensing, Treynor studied the delicate clutter that surrounded them. He wanted to appear aloof and unconcerned, as if his manner could deny the hammering of his heart. “You’ve kept your secret for twenty-eight years. I would not expect you to part with it now.”
“How thoughtful.”
He ignored the icy undercurrent, refused to let her to bait him as she had in years past. “What brings you to Plymouth?” he asked, idly stroking the wing of a porcelain bird sitting on a table nearby.
The verbal feint made her laugh. “A wedding.” She stood and glided to the bell pull. “Lord Percival Borden, the Baron St. Ives, married this afternoon.”
“Did he now?”
“He did. Will you at least sit? And have tea?” She arched an eyebrow at him, making her invitation a challenge.
Treynor decided a few more minutes in her company couldn’t hurt. He strode to the chair across from her and paused before taking a seat. “Are the wedding festivities over? I hope I’m not keeping you.”
Chuckling without mirth, she moved back to her own seat. “Sit down. My headache would detain me even if you didn’t. Besides, I have decided to tell you.”
The bald statement plucked Treynor’s breath away. “About my father? I’m waiting.”
She waved the question aside and, still smiling, changed the subject. “At the wedding I met the family of another officer who serves on your ship. They mentioned that their son was in port and would be attending the ball tonight. That’s how I knew you were in Plymouth.”
The hope that she might actually provide him with the information he’d craved since his youth held Treynor prisoner, as she knew it would. “And who were they?”
“The Viscount Lounsbury and his wife, Eleanor.”
“Ah. Cunnington’s parents.” He didn’t bother to conceal his dislike for the lieutenant he served under, but neither did he elaborate on it. Miles Cunnington was a sadistic bastard. Not that his mother would care. Titles and privileges meant far more to her than character.
“You don’t like him?”
She’d heard the underlying disdain in his response. But before he could answer, a sallow-faced butler knocked and entered the room pushing a cart bearing an elaborate tea service. He stopped at his lady’s side and, at her gesture, poured two cups.
“You can go now, Godfrey. See that you close the door tightly on your way out.”
Although Godfrey had been with the family for years, even traveled with his mother on this and every other trip, he bowed with brittle formality, scarcely acknowledging Treynor’s presence, and withdrew without a sound.
“Back to Cunnington,” she said. “What is it you hold against him?”
“Besides his arrogance? And the fact that his father’s title is the only reason he is where he is today?”
“Do I detect a bit of jealousy? Surely you don’t hate the entire aristocracy.”
“I pride myself on hating only those who merit such emotion,” he responded. “The rest inspire little more than contempt.”
This time her laughter sounded genuine. “My son is a champion of the common man, then? Sugar? Milk?”
“Neither.” Although he longed to head back to Plymouth and the pub where his mates awaited him, Treynor accepted the cup she offered. That he felt obligated to take tea when he had no desire to remain in the room tested his patience. But he had to allow his mother time to show her hand. Perhaps, at last …
“How long are you in town?” she asked.
“Weather permitting, we sail tomorrow.” He drank his tea in almost one gulp and leaned forward to put his cup on the tray. “Where is the marquess?”
She shrugged. “I’m sure he will be along presently.”
“Does he know I am here?”
“I told him you might come.”
“And he doesn’t mind? How odd. Now that I am an adult, he becomes generous.”
“He’s getting old. Sometimes power shifts in a marriage, something you might learn for yourself someday.”
“I doubt it. I don’t plan to marry.”
His mother blinked in surprise. “Ever?”
Again, he shrugged, but the tinge of bitterness he heard in his own voice betrayed the depth of his conviction. “I think I have learned enough about the fairer sex to prefer my bachelorhood.”
“Don’t tell me Mrs. Abbott beat you as often as her husband did.”
Treynor flinched at his mother’s casual acceptance of the abuse he had suffered as a boy. She cared no more now than she had then. “Since you have asked, Mrs. Abbott was more than kind. She was so desperate for any crumb of masculine attention, I was terrified to be left alone with her.” He fixed her with an unswerving gaze. “And her daughter Millicent became singularly determined to seduce me. When I refused her, she told her father I tried to rape her.” He tacked a smile to his lips. “Of course Cayle had something to say about that. He got good and drunk and came after me. And I believe you know the rest of the story.”
“Yes. You were fourteen when you broke his jaw and left the Abbott farm for good …to join the navy.” She sipped her tea, watching him over the rim. “Then there’s me, of course. You already alluded to the fact that you think me less than a credit to womankind.”
“Evidently you feel you had good reason for doing what you did. Whether or not I agree makes little difference now.” He tucked the strand of hair that had fallen from the cord holding the rest back behind his ear. “Why not tell me about my father and be done with it?”
Her movements calm and fluid, she took another sip of tea. “Would you like something else?” She motioned to the tray that held scones, clotted cream, and gooseberry preserves.
“No. I believe it’s time to go.” Coming to his feet, Treynor sketched a formal bow. “Keep your secret, Mother. The possession of it seems to agree with you.”
He was nearly clear of the portal when her voice rose behind him. “If you must know, he was the stable master. William was in America for nearly two years, and I enjoyed the attentions of our stable master. He had a fine physique, he was kind, and he was loyal to a fault, even if he wasn’t always right in the head.”
He whipped around to face her. “You’re lying.”
“Am I? William didn’t return when he said he would, not soon enough to claim you were legitimate. I had no choice but to give you up. Certainly even you can see that. Are you happy now, my dear?”
Treynor felt as though someone had opened a trap door beneath him. He’d waited his whole life to learn that he was the spawn of a man who’d started having fits and eventually lost his mind?
Once again, his mother had drawn blood. Whether she spoke the truth or a lie didn’t matter. Her mocking words proved how little she cared about him.
His hands curled into fists as he fought to tamp down the pain he couldn’t believe he still felt. “Good night,” he managed through clenched teeth.
A shrill laugh answered him, one that echoed off the walls as he closed the door.


 
 
Chapter 2
 

 
The ball was every bit as lavish as Jeannette had expected. A tantalizing display of elaborate fare rested on dark, walnut tables. Servants shuttled to and from the kitchen, carrying empty platters or returning with full ones. A fountain held court in the center of the room, spewing champagne from the heads of silver gargoyles. And sprays of fresh-cut flowers adorned every open space and the center of each table, overwhelming the perfume and perspiration of the bodies packed inside until the air smelled more like a funeral than a wedding.
Although Jeannette cared little for such a show of pomp and grandeur, her parents seemed to enjoy it. It was no more than what they’d been accustomed to. For her own part, she could only wait nervously for the hour of doom: the moment, fast approaching, when her husband would lead her away to their bridal chamber.
Maman had attempted to explain all that was expected of a wife. But the few ambiguous kernels of knowledge she had imparted did nothing to quell Jeannette’s fear. Duty, patience, and long-suffering had much to do with her mother’s message, rather than what, specifically, a bride was supposed to do. Jeannette had never experienced so much as a passion-filled kiss. The idea of allowing Percival Borden complete access to her body was beyond repulsive. Just the thought of what he might look like without his clothes made her ill.
Yet tolerate him she must. Think of what it will mean for my family….
It was growing late and the guests were starting to leave. Those who remained seemed singularly determined to make the revelry last as long as possible, and for that Jeannette was grateful. Drunken voices tripped over words, creating a steady chorus punctuated by an occasional staccato laugh. Men gorged themselves on what was left of the food and wiped their mouths with their sleeves while those who danced wobbled beneath the effects of the champagne.
Lord St. Ives had brought Jeannette a glass when they first arrived, then spent the remainder of his time with his friends—political allies, her father attempted to explain when it began to appear strange that his son-in-law would abandon her so easily. But Jeannette didn’t mind. She had no more desire for St. Ives’s company than for a cobra in her bed.
The English gentry and lords and ladies that had surrounded her for most of the evening appeared more formal than their French counterparts, but in Jeannette’s eyes they were not so different. As the daughter of a count, she had grown up in aristocratic circles. The bloodlines of France and England were so intertwined that one could scarcely stand without the other. But English sympathy for the plight of titled yet homeless Parisian refugees probably had more to do with fear than with loyalty. The seeds of revolution had been sown so close to home, no one really knew what might be reaped—or when such harvest would come.
“Have you been enjoying yourself, ma petite?”
She looked up to see her mother studying her with worry-filled eyes.
“You look pale. Es-tu malade?”
Jeannette glanced around the room, searching for her husband in his brass-buttoned coat, shiny blue-and-gold breeches, light blue stockings, and black, buckled shoes. Despite his lack of height, he was easy to spot because of his conspicuous apparel. “Just a headache,” she admitted with her best imitation of a smile. “It must be nerves. A girl does not marry every day.”
“A girl does not marry so well every day,” her mother reminded her, going along with Jeannette’s attempt to be cheerful. “But if it is your wifely duties you fear, do not worry. It will all be over quickly enough. The baron is a childless widower. No doubt he will leave you to yourself once you conceive, eh?”
Inwardly alarmed by her mother’s words, Jeannette nodded. Of course the baron would want an heir, but the thought of bearing his babe was as abhorrent as the notion of lying with him in the first place.
“Give him sons, and he will be generous with you your whole life.”
“I can only pray that I am so favored by God,” Jeannette whispered.
A man wearing a dark green waistcoat, white ruff shirt, and black coat approached. “Allow me to introduce myself,” he said. “I am Sir Thomas Villard, a close personal friend of your husband.”
“Enchantée de faire votre connaissance.” Jeannette allowed him to take and kiss her hand.
“My pleasure, I assure you.” His warm fingers clasped hers a moment longer than necessary as calculating eyes, eyes that very nearly matched his coat, probed hers. “May I bring you another drink? Your hands are cold.”
Jeannette pasted a fresh smile on her face. Thomas Villard was no young man. He had to be approaching forty, but he possessed interesting features. Thick, dark eyebrows arched above deep-set eyes in a thin face that would have been mildly attractive if not for his hawkish nose. “Merci, no. Perhaps I am not yet accustomed to the weather here. And this hall bears such a draft.”
He glanced at the enormous room with its high ceilings and great, dangling chandeliers. “So it does.” Turning to her mother, he bowed over her hand. “May I compliment you on the beauty of your daughter? And her impeccable English?”
Rose Marie beamed. “Merci, monsieur. And may I ask how you know the baron?”
“I am a frequent visitor at Hawthorne House. You might say I am like family.”
Before he could elaborate, another gentleman approached, holding a brandy in one hand. “I should have known I would find you flirting with the bride, Thomas,” he boomed with a boisterous laugh. “Take pity on your poor brother and introduce me.”
Thomas Villard sniffed, dabbed a handkerchief to his great nose, and complied—but with obvious reluctance. “Lady Lumfere, Lady St. Ives, may I present Richard Manville, my younger brother.”
“Sired by different fathers,” Richard clarified, which explained more than the difference in their names. While Thomas was tall, angular, and cleanshaven, Richard was husky with a barrel chest, bearlike hands, and a full beard.
“You are both from Cornwall, yes?” Jeannette sensed a certain tension between the two brothers.
“Richard lives in Liskeard. I prefer London, for the most part.” Sir Thomas seemed to forget his irritation as his gaze lingered on her once again. “I find country life a bit dull at times, although the baron occasionally entertains, which goes far toward breaking the monotony.”
“The way the baron entertains would certainly do that,” Richard added and finished his drink. “Myself, I prefer a more …conventional existence.” He winked at Jeannette and set his glass on the tray of a passing servant.
“Isn’t your wife waiting to leave?” Thomas asked.
This pointed question met with another booming laugh. “Don’t worry,” Richard told him. “I’ll not give away your little surprise.” Lifting an unlit pipe to his lips, he tilted his head in acknowledgment of the women. “Sleep well tonight, ladies,” he said and swaggered off, presumably to find his impatient wife.
Sir Thomas watched his brother go. “Bit of a lout, isn’t he?”
Jeannette said nothing. Richard did seem coarse, but she was more concerned with his words than his manner. What had he meant by I’ll not give away your little surprise?
“I see you have met Sir Thomas, my dear.”
St. Ives’s voice at her elbow caused Jeannette to turn in surprise—and to cringe when she found him standing so close. “Oui, and his brother Richard.”
The baron chuckled. “Ah, yes, Richard. He is gone now, I believe.”
“And none too soon,” Thomas added dryly.
“Did he have much to say?” the baron asked.
“Non, milord.” Her mother answered before she could. “He was anxious to see to the comfort of his wife.”
“He forgets himself too easily.” Sir Thomas scanned the room once again. “Has our friend Desmond arrived? He is so late now he has all but missed the festivities.”
“He is by the door—and looking splendid, I must say,” St. Ives responded.
Jeannette followed the line of her husband’s gaze to a tall blond man speaking to a group of older gentlemen. Wearing clothes that were almost as extravagant as St. Ives’s—a dark red suitcoat with gold stitching over a shiny, gold waistcoast—he wasn’t difficult to spot.
As if he could sense their attention, he looked up and met Jeannette’s gaze.
“Handsome devil, is he not?” the baron prompted.
“It is difficult to tell at this distance,” Jeannette replied when she realized her husband was talking to her. But the way the other man carried himself reminded her of a strutting peacock, fanning its feathers for all to admire.
St. Ives laughed. “Perhaps you will agree after you have had the chance to get to know him.”
The confusion caused by Richards’s strange words cut deeper, but the baron’s expression revealed nothing of his thoughts and his next question distracted her. “You must be exhausted. Are you ready to retire?”
Jeannette grappled with her failing nerve. “If you will please allow me a moment, my lord,” she replied. “I must bid my parents farewell.”
“Agatha waits to take you upstairs to your chamber.” He indicated a prune-faced maid standing patiently at the bottom of a grand stairway. “I will be up after you have had time to change. Come, Thomas. Shall we greet Desmond?”
Blood rushed into Jeannette’s cheeks as Thomas Villard’s gaze raked over her once more. By the salacious glint in his eye, she suspected he imagined all that would happen between her and the baron in the next hour. She could tell that it aroused him.
She reached for the comfort of her mother’s hand as St. Ives pulled Villard away.
“The time has come, ma mère.” She struggled to mask the nervousness in her voice as she watched the baron move through the remaining dancers.
Rose Marie patted her arm. “He does not rush you. He is a kind man, no?”
Jeannette couldn’t bring herself to formulate an answer that would have no scrap of truth or enthusiasm, so she changed the subject. “Tell me, what did you think of Villard’s brother?”
“Richard Manville?” Doubt clouded her mother’s expression. “He seems strange…. But he was deep in his cups.”
Her mother was right, of course. What did she expect from a drunken, ill-mannered Englishman? She was simply grasping at anything with the power to divert her mind from the very near future. “Of course.”
Rose Marie leaned in. “Are you too frightened to go through with this, ma petite?”
“No!” The word came out overly loud; Jeannette feared her mother noted it.
“Alors,” her mother sighed. “The baron is far too old for you. I told you when he offered for your hand that I would rather see you with—”
“A young handsome man? Maman, a woman with no dowry cannot pick and choose. We could not afford to turn the baron away. And Papa’s own cousin, Lord Darby, found him to be a worthy suitor, n’est-ce pas? Darby is a powerful man here in England. We can trust him.”
“But you are our only daughter. I could not bear it if—”
“Maman,” she interrupted again. “‘Tis too late. I belong to the baron.”
“Of course.” Forgetting her earlier display of optimism, her mother fell silent for several seconds. Then, she said, “I pray for your happiness, my child.”
Jeannette nodded. “I know. Where is Papa? I must hurry.”
“Je ne sais pas. I have not seen him for half the night. This has been a difficult thing for him, ma petite, to see his only daughter wed to a foreigner.”
“Tell him to think of it as an end to our uncertainty over the future,” Jeannette told her. “We could have fared much worse in our predicament.” She eyed the crowd again, but her father was nowhere to be seen. Even Henri had disappeared, which was just as well. She never could have fooled her brother into thinking she was satisfied with her situation and knew her unhappiness would pain him.
“Give my love to Papa—”
Rose Marie’s hand latched onto her arm. “Stay. Another few minutes won’t make any difference.”
Jeannette noticed Lord St. Ives watching her. “I must go. I do not wish to appear reluctant.”
“Of course.” Her mother released her as the heavy doors of the house banged shut on the heels of some departing guests. The tomblike sound filled Jeannette with dread. Yet, forcing herself to turn away, she moved toward the waiting maid and mounted the curving staircase, saying a silent good-bye to her youth.
 
* * *
 
Agatha had a bath waiting. Jeannette allowed the maid to assist her with undressing, then sank into the warm water. Even the thought of what lay ahead couldn’t silence the contented sigh that issued from her lips as she stretched out. The bath was unusually large, a welcome luxury. She nodded to the maid, who picked up a cake of perfumed soap to wash her as Jeannette extended a dripping leg out of the water.
That, at least, was fair and white. Despite being an only daughter, or possibly because of it, Jeannette had spent much of her time at her family’s country estate, riding or roaming the hillsides. Outdoor exercise had left her body a little too lean, perhaps, and the sun had made her complexion slightly darker than the pallor so sought after by most females, but she wasn’t one to worry about such details.
The maid’s touch eased her headache, but did little to stop her troubled thoughts from returning to the ball.
Richard Manville was a strange one. Drunk or no, his words made her uneasy. And there was something mysterious about Sir Thomas Villard. Possibly that Desmond fellow, as well. With their knowing glances and sly smiles, her husband and his friends behaved as though they shared a great secret, or a joke of some sort.
“Does Sir Thomas visit Hawthorne House very often?” she asked the maid.
Agatha’s hands stilled on her shoulders. “No, milady. The master brought ‘im ‘ome for the first time only a week ago.”
“What?” Jeannette nearly sloshed water over the sides of the tub as she twisted around. “But I thought Sir Thomas and my husband have been close friends for some time. He said he is like family!” She knew her husband’s servant might hesitate to comment, but Sir Thomas had left her unsettled enough she couldn’t help pressing for what information she could get.
The maid began to wring her hands. “Well, per’aps so. I am just a lowly servant, after all. I don’t rightly know the master’s business—”
“But you do know who visits here, no?” Jeannette reached out to still the woman’s agitated movements. “What is it? Is something wrong?”
“No, milady.” The maid’s round eyes did nothing to convince Jeannette, but there was little she could do to persuade her to speak against her will.
“Tell me something. How long have you been at Hawthorne House?” Jeannette hoped another tack might get Agatha to open up.
The maid readjusted a bone hairpin to keep Jeannette’s hair from falling into the water. “Twenty years next month, milady.”
“Do you like it here?”
Several drops of water ran off her hands and plinked in the bath before she answered. “It keeps a roof over me ‘ead,” she said at last.
“And my husband, he is kind?”
From the corner of her eye, Jeannette saw Agatha throw a glance at the door.
“Per’aps we should dry ye off now.”
Not really an answer. The maid’s lack of a response did not bode well.
Agatha waited with a large towel. Jeannette rose, letting the water run off her body in rivulets. Her husband would arrive any minute; she didn’t want him to catch her in the bath. Perhaps if she’d finished her toilette, he’d put out the lamps before he took her virginity.
She shuddered.
“Are ye cold, milady?”
The room was so hot that the maid’s face flushed to a bright red while she toweled Jeannette off. A giant fire roared beneath a baroque mantel along one wall, eliminating any hint of the cold drizzle that had begun to fall outside. Still, Jeannette could hardly admit the true reason for her quaking limbs. “A bit,” she lied. “I will be warm enough when dressed.”
“Aye, and there’s a warmin’ pan in yer bed.”
“Merci.”
Jeannette allowed Agatha to help her don the filmy negligee that had been a gift from her mother, then stared, disconcerted, at the high, heavily carved bed, with its rich gold trappings.
Unfortunately, her headache was back and rising to new dimensions by the time her hair fell, brushed and gleaming, to her waist. Gazing into a cheval glass, she almost didn’t recognize the pale face staring back at her.
“Shall I let Lord St. Ives know that you are ready?” Agatha’s solemn eyes met Jeannette’s reflection.
Jeannette nodded. She had no choice. She felt like a fox cornered by baying hounds. It didn’t help that those hounds were the urging of her own conscience.
The maid closed the door as she left, leaving Jeannette to wait and to pace, her mouth so dry she could scarcely swallow. Tears burned behind her eyes and, despite the fire, her hands remained as stiff and cold as a cadaver’s. At least her family’s future was now secure, she told herself. Everything was decided, done. The trade had been made when she and the baron exchanged vows. She had only to finish her part of the bargain.
A heavy hand pounded on the door, nearly causing Jeannette to collapse in a heap on the floor. She’d heard no tread and felt completely unprepared to meet her husband, regardless of Agatha’s ministrations.
How could she be such a coward? she wondered, feeling ashamed. Would she shrink from her duty to those she loved?
“Entrez,” she said, steadying her voice.
The word had scarcely left her mouth when the door burst open, but it wasn’t St. Ives. It was Henri, and his narrow face was as pale as her own.
Jeannette dragged the heavy counterpane from the baron’s bed and used it to cover herself. “What are you doing here? What is the meaning of this?”
Henri didn’t seem to notice what she was or wasn’t wearing. “Jeannette, thank God I have arrived in time. Come with me. We must leave at once.”
“But I cannot—”
“Hush! They were talking about you. The baron is not the man we thought he was. He—he has plans to dishonor you.” His dark eyebrows, thick like their father’s, drew together as he made an effort to compose himself, but he couldn’t quite manage it. “Never mind.” He gestured as if he could sweep the confusion away that easily. “The details are too ugly. Come away!”
Jeannette stiffened in surprise. “I understand that you are worried about me, Henri, but Maman and Papa were strangers when they married and—”
“This is different.” His lip trembled as he pushed her toward the door. Although he as tall as she already, he was reed-thin.
“But I am not dressed!”
For the first time, Henri seemed to realize she was dragging the counterpane. His face grew red, but he remained steadfast in his purpose. “There is no time to delay. I heard them …outside …placing wagers….”
“On what? Henri, do not frighten me.”
His chin jutted out in defiance. “You have no need to worry. I am your brother. I will not let anything happen to you.”
Grabbing his slender shoulders, Jeannette gazed into his big brown eyes and gave him a gentle shake. “Stop this. I am a married woman now. I have no choice but to stay here. You know that as well as I do.”
“Listen to me!” His fingers bit into her elbow as though he’d drag her away if he had to. “I have learned the baron cannot father a child, Jeannette.” His whispered words came in a torrent. “He is bringing others to your bed, to acquire an heir any way he can. And the men he has chosen are eager for the opportunity, even placing wagers on whose seed will take in your belly!”
At this announcement, all the strength threatened to leave Jeannette’s limbs. She gripped Henri’s arm for support. Was that what Richard Manville had meant? Why Sir Thomas had fairly salivated at the touch of her? Were they anticipating a turn in her bed? She knew the baron had been married before, that the late baroness had borne him no children….
“Come, vite!” Henry tugged harder, but she wrenched away.
“No! You must go back down and act as if nothing has happened. Detain St. Ives, if possible, while I leave on my own.”
“But Maman and Papa …we should all go!”
Jeannette’s heart sank. How she wished that were possible. She wanted nothing more than for her whole family to be miles and miles away. But St. Ives would never sit idly by and allow her parents to take her from Hawthorne House. His standing and reputation would be ruined. And, if alerted, he could easily stop them. He had power here in England, knew everyone. “Think, Henri! I belong to the baron. And we are refugees, paupers! All he has to do is deny our accusations and follow through with his plan. Who would stop him, except Papa? And I will not have Papa dueling over me.”
“But you cannot go alone! Who will protect you? A woman on her own is not safe.”
“I can take care of myself. You know I can. But you must promise me something, Henri.”
Agitated and still eager to grab her and leave, he shifted on his feet. “Yes, anything!”
“Do not breathe a word of this to anyone, even Papa, until I am well away.”
Warring emotions twisted his face into an agonizing grimace, but he finally sighed and nodded. “Where will you go?”
“To London, of course. Our cousin Darby will help me, I am sure, if only I can get to him. After I am off, tell Mama and Papa where I have gone. The three of you can meet me at Lord Darby’s in two weeks.”
“But how will you travel so far? You have no money!”
“I will manage. Just do as I say!”
“What choice do I have?” he asked, his bravado crumbling.
“Exactly. Now go, so I can change.” She hugged him, a close, poignant embrace, then half-shoved him out the door, frantic now lest the baron appear.
“Au revoir,” he murmured softly, his somber expression looking years older than his age.
Jeannette couldn’t answer for the lump in her throat. She managed a quick wave and closed the door, then dropped the counterpane and flew to the armoire. The maids had placed her gowns and other belongings in the clothes cupboard just that morning, but nothing fancy would do. She needed plain clothing, like the peasant’s blouse and skirt she had worn when her father smuggled her out of France. She’d kept them, but would she be able to find them?
A tread outside in the hall made Jeannette freeze at the very moment her hands laid hold of the thick wool skirt she sought. She turned frightened eyes toward the door when she heard the baron’s voice. He was seconds away from striding into the room to find her nightgown at her feet, along with almost every other garment she possessed.
“Who wants a word?” he asked someone else whose voice Jeannette couldn’t quite make out.
She stood, transfixed, expecting the door to swing inward at any moment. But the baron’s voice receded along with his steps, leaving Jeannette shaking like one with a palsy.
Another few moments, then. She had been spared another few moments.
Tearing the skirt from the wardrobe, she launched into a new search of the armoire for her blouse—and spotted a corner of white lying on top of her shoes. In her frenzy, she’d knocked the garment down.
Jeannette’s fingers flew over the laces and buttons as she dressed. The night they had escaped France, she’d had her family about her. Now she had only herself and a strident inner voice that urged her to move. Now. Fast.
Scooping up the slippers she’d worn with her wedding dress, she flew to the door. Her nerves could not tolerate another moment in the room.
She pressed her ear to the hard wood of the door, trying to hear above the heavy tramp of her heart, but only a few distant voices filtered up to her. She had no idea whether or not it was Henri who had taken St. Ives away, which direction her husband had traveled, or when he’d be back. She could only hope that her younger brother would waylay the baron if he hadn’t already, while God directed her feet to safety.
Cracking the door, she peeked into the long, dark hall before slipping outside. Shadows alerted her to heavy furniture arranged along the left wall, but she couldn’t carry a candle, and without one, she feared she’d become lost.
Laughter tinkled on the air, rising from the ballroom below as Jeannette tried to decide the best way to get out. She’d visited Hawthorne House for the first time only that morning. She knew nothing of its mazelike corridors. But heading down the stairs she had climbed with Agatha wasn’t a possibility. She had to find another way out.
And she could. In a grand house such as this, double entrances into almost every room facilitated the servants’ movements; she was bound to find an exit. Besides that, the lateness of the hour boded well. St. Ives employed many servants and had hired more to help with the ball. Most of the belowstairs help would be too preoccupied with cleaning up or seeing to the remaining guests to notice a plainly dressed woman who could easily be one of their own.
Stuffing her hair up under the crushed bonnet that had been crammed into the pocket of her skirt, she moved cautiously through the darkness. The floor beneath her creaked, the noise stretching her nerves taut, but she didn’t slow. Seconds mattered, fractions of seconds …
If only she could slip outside, the thick trees surrounding the baron’s mansion would hide her. But not for long. She had to get to London and to Lord Darby before her new husband found her.
The corridors of Hawthorne House twisted and turned past so many rooms, Jeannette lost count. Eventually she found the back stairs and headed down into a large, hot kitchen. Pans clanged as a tired-looking slavey washed dishes. A tall man dressed in livery flung orders at several young women busy stacking plates in a cupboard he waited to lock. The pungent smell of onions and roast duck permeated everything, along with the gentler aroma of the baked goods lining a deal table.
Jeannette blended with the bustle as she passed through the pantry, pushing aside baskets of turnips, potatoes, and sacks of wheat to find the back door.
Freedom hit her with the first icy blast of the wind. Then silence engulfed her, along with a thick, cloaking mist that didn’t permit so much as the moon’s light to penetrate. She half-expected someone to cry out her name, for the entire house to descend upon her. But there was only the fog. And though its fingers were as cool and impersonal as the baron’s own, she gladly accepted its embrace as she ran quietly into the night.


 
 
Chapter 3
 

 
By the time Jeannette stumbled into Plymouth, the fog had turned into thin wispy tentacles mixed with rain. The five- or six-mile walk in the damp, chilly night had been grueling. Every carriage that had rumbled by on the road to town had sent her fleeing into the brush for cover, leaving her scratched and bruised by thorny branches, and her slippers ruined, worn through and caked with mud.
Concentrating on the sound of the rain splashing into puddles, she tried to ignore the scurrying of unseen animals, the presence of which set her teeth on edge. Even when her lungs began to burn and her skirts became sodden and heavy, she pressed on, wondering where to go now that the village rose like a dark giant climbing out of the sea.
Several minutes later, Jeannette wiped drops of rain from her face with her sleeve as she passed through the narrow, cobbled streets. Would she have to spend the entire night without shelter? Plymouth was one of His Majesty’s great naval bases and often in the news, but she’d never visited the city before. She’d stayed in London until she met Lord St. Ives. Then he’d brought her, along with her parents and brother, to a quaint but expensive inn outside Liskeard.
A drunk man lying amid the garbage in the gutter sat up as she passed by. “Ahoy thar, pretty maid,” he cried out.
Startled into a run, she flew around the next corner, hoping to find light and people near the water. Sailors were reputed to be an unsavory lot known for carousing the night away, but their company was better than no company at all.
The street sloped down to meet the wharves and the rest of the fog cleared, giving Jeannette her first glimpse of the night’s moon. A mere sliver of light that appeared to curve into a jeering smile, it mocked her fear and her flight. It touched the harbor with a silvery glow that caused the black, inky sea to glisten like a field of crushed diamonds. Large merchant brigs, smaller clippers, and a frigate farther out rocked upon the waves. The lanterns attached to their masts looked, from a distance, like so many yellow eyes staring back at her.
Two men approached on a street intersecting her own. Before they could see her, she darted into the shadows to wait for them to pass.
The stench of wet wool and sweat trailed after them. They had to be heading toward the noisy taverns along the harbor. That was the only section of town that had any life at this hour. The light and music tempted Jeannette, as well. She hesitated to visit such disreputable establishments, but she hardly felt any safer on the streets.
In the end, the miserable weather became the deciding factor. She followed them before she could lose sight of their stocky forms, telling herself she’d let them lead her through the streets. She longed for the warmth of a fire and a safe place to rest, if only for a few minutes.
A chorus of music, laughter, and male voices swelled as her guides stepped into a pub named, by a crudely lettered sign, The Stag.
A moment later, Jeannette followed.
Glad to escape the rain that was dripping into her face despite her beleaguered bonnet, Jeannette hovered near the entrance, feeling rather conspicuous in her peasant garb. Surely only women of ill-repute frequented these taverns. But she would have crawled into a beast’s lair if it meant a reprieve from the dark, the wet, and the cold.
Although the Stag wasn’t crowded, it smelled strongly of ale, wood smoke, and foul cheroots. The barmaids were haranguing a few snoring stragglers, trying to get them to remove their slumbering bulks to the rooms upstairs. But judging by the empty glasses cluttering the vacant tables, most had already moved on.
A huge fireplace took up one whole wall. Eager for its warmth, Jeannette sank down on its hearth and rubbed her freezing fingers before the crackling flames. Her hair lay plastered against her face and neck. And her skirt clung to her shivering body. Ah, for a warm bed, or a change of clothes …But she had no coin to purchase either.
Content that she was safe for the moment, she stared into the flames and tried to think. She couldn’t stay long, would have to press on come morning. Otherwise, St. Ives stood a good chance of finding her before she reached Lord Darby. And, as her husband, the baron could legally drag her back to his home, beat her, do almost anything he pleased.
Jeannette thought of Henri and her parents and hoped they fared well. No doubt they were worried about her.
How she wished she were back in France, safe in her home. She longed for the life she’d known before the Revolution. But every morning when she opened her eyes to England, she knew those days were gone, probably forever.
Leaning wearily against the stones, she forced back the tears that threatened to spill down her cheeks. Her nose was beginning to run. She reached into her pocket for a handkerchief, but, realizing she didn’t have one, shrugged and wiped her nose on her sleeve, too dejected to care.
A clatter brought Jeannette’s head up. Guffaws rang out from a group in the corner as a barmaid tried to keep the tankards she hadn’t dropped from joining the one she had.
“That ought ter cool yer ardor,” she said, swinging her hips as she moved around the table.
Jeannette pushed the straying tendrils of hair out of her eyes. Five sailors, roughly dressed, sat at a table with three others, dressed in the formal blue-and-white uniform of officers in the Royal Navy. Ignoring the overturned cup and spilled ale at their feet, they laughed as mugs of the same brew were placed in front of them.
The girl who delivered their drinks giggled as the man she’d doused pulled her onto his lap. “Not ‘ardly,” he vowed.
Another barmaid, taking an interest in the revelry, sauntered toward them and leaned so low over the table that Jeannette expected her to knock over more drink.
The sailors didn’t notice—the ale, anyway. Their eyes were riveted to what Jeannette could only assume was a spectacular display of cleavage. All except one particular officer, who wore the single epaulette of a lieutenant. Tilting his chair back against the wall, he watched the maid with a scowl.
“What’s wrong? Don’t ye like what ye sees?” she teased, singling him out.
Another young man with short-cropped hair spoke up. “Ah, don’t mind Lieutenant Treynor, Molly. He’s been dour all night. Besides, he’s not all he’s cracked up to be.” He shot the officer in question a quick smile, as if to soften his quip, but the man called Treynor merely shrugged.
“Well, I’m not askin’ ‘im ter marry me,” Molly retorted.
The others hooted with laughter.
“‘E’s in love then? Got a jealous wife?”
“No,” the young sailor replied. “He’s just too concerned with his duty to enjoy a good romp. At least one he’ll tell about.” He winked. “A lieutenant’s got a lot on his mind, you know.”
The man called Treynor set his chair back on all fours with a bang. “Indeed. I must make sure you gentlemen make it back to the ship come morning, along with the beef we were sent for.”
“You know you can trust us, Trey,” the younger man said. “Anyway, the Tempest puts in at London before we head back out to sea. If I was going to desert, I’d do it there, where I have family.” He stood and took the barmaid’s hand. “Come on, Mol. My coin’s as good as his, and I’ll keep you warmer.”
Molly paused, her reason obvious, at least to Jeannette, who had never seen a more handsome man than the lieutenant. White, straight teeth gleamed between full lips. A slight cleft in his chin and a strong, square jaw complemented a rather crooked smile. Brows a shade darker than his sandy-colored hair arched above light eyes. Although Jeannette couldn’t determine the exact color of those eyes, they seemed intelligent and expressive, even from across the room.
“That’s the way of it, then?” the maid asked with obvious disappointment.
“I’m not worthy of your charms, Molly love,” Treynor answered with an unexpected grin. “Go and enjoy yourself with Dade. He’s a much younger man and will no doubt be quicker, if not more to your liking.”
The sailors chortled at Treynor’s insult, and someone close enough to Dade nudged him in the ribs.
“I wish ye’d let me be the judge o’ that,” the girl sulked, but when Dade appeared wounded, she curved her lips into a grudging smile. “Oh, all right. ‘Tis gettin’ late, and I’m not one ter plead fer a man in my bed. Most o’ the time, the likes of ye are beggin’ me!”
“No doubt.” The lieutenant agreed amiably enough, but Jeannette couldn’t help wondering if he was merely being kind.
Molly and Dade moved away from the table with the other maid and the man who’d captured her. The four of them headed to the stairs as Treynor got up. Impressive by any standard, he stood a head taller than his comrades.
After throwing a few coins on the table, he turned to the officers who remained. “I’ll expect you up at first light.”
“I’ll be there. But will they?” Another of the officers hitched a thumb at the departing sailors. “Why you’d let ‘em go a-whorin’ on their last night of shore leave is beyond me.”
Treynor chuckled. “If only for the chance, I have no doubt you’d be trailing a skirt as well. Anyway, I’d rather they have their fun here. The Tempest looks like a bawdy house whenever we put in.” Tossing back the remainder of his ale, he left the room with only a slight sway in his step to reveal that he, too, had indulged in his share of drink.
As Jeannette watched him go, a plan formed in her head. The sailors were leaving early in the morning and, according to the man called Dade, they were heading straight to London, which would probably take about two days.
Any other form of transportation would take at least a week.
 
* * *
 
Rain thrummed on the windows of the baron’s drawing room, slapping the glass and cascading down in sheets. The wind howled through the eaves as well, bending the trees against the house and drawing Percy’s attention to the dark night beyond.
His bride had gone missing more than three hours ago. But she was out there …somewhere.
“Will you not answer to these charges?” the count demanded when he didn’t speak.
Percy turned from the window and once again faced his bride’s family. “It’s rubbish, of course. No more than the wild imaginings of your boy here, I suspect. What other answer could there be?”
Henri stood in the middle of the floor, his face flushed. “I imagined nothing, monsieur. Those men talked of my sister. I heard them say ‘Jeannette’ and make”—his eyes darted back to his parents—”certain disrespectful remarks regarding her beauty and …’ripeness.’”
“Mon Dieu!” The count jumped to his feet while his wife remained on the sofa, crying. “I demand an explanation!”
“The charges are ridiculous.” St. Ives ignored Henri and directed his comments to Jeannette’s father instead. “Whoever the boy heard—and he gives no names—could have been drunk and talking about their own lustful fantasies. Surely you can see that.”
“I see nothing, monsieur, only that my daughter is missing. My son—” the Comte de Lumfere motioned to Henry “—seems to offer the only clue.”
Percy drew himself up to his full height, however lacking he knew that to be. “I beg your pardon, sir. Does my reputation not count for anything in France? Does the blessing your own cousin, Lord Darby, gave this wedding not stand as a witness in my favor?”
“Until I get my daughter back safely, I care little for a man’s reputation, or another’s recommendation.”
The baron strove to keep a tight rein on his temper. It had been a humiliating, disastrous evening. But at least the Bouchers had come to him with their accusations instead of adding to his problems by simply disappearing as their daughter had.
“I realize how difficult this must be for you.” Percy kept his voice as level as possible. “But please try to understand my own dismay. This unfortunate misunderstanding has poisoned my wife against me. Do you not see? We are both victims.”
The Comte de Lumfere grunted. “Jeannette would not have offended you without good reason.”
Percy eased himself into a chair, trying not to wince at the pain such movement caused his gouty foot. He was so tired; they were all tired. It was getting late. The guests who had traveled long distances slept in the east wing. The others had departed. Even most of the servants had retired for the night. Except for the steady rain outside, the crackle of the fire to his right, and the echo of their own conversation, the house was quiet.
“She was misled. It is as simple as that,” Percy insisted when he felt capable of sounding calm. “And I am as concerned as you. We must find my wife before something terrible happens.”
“We will find her, monsieur, and when we do, we will surely get to the bottom of this matter—”
A brisk knock interrupted. At Percy’s command, Sir Thomas and Desmond entered, pulling a sopping Richard Manville along with them.
The baron came to his feet as quickly as he could. “Sir Thomas? What have you here? You’re supposed to be searching for my wife.”
“That’s him,” Henri exclaimed, pointing a finger at Richard. “That is the man I heard talking about Jeannette.”
“Mr. Manville?” Percy asked.
“Oui. ‘Tis him. I swear it is.”
Sir Thomas nodded. “I am afraid the boy is right. My brother has a confession to make.”
Percy looked to Manville. “Spit it out, man. What went on here this night? I have never been accused of such heinous crimes and would dearly love to hear the truth of it. What have you to say?”
Manville doffed his hat and twisted it in his hands. The effects of the drink he’d imbibed earlier had worn off, or Thomas had sobered him up. Percy didn’t know which. At this point, neither did he care.
“I didn’t mean any harm,” the big man mumbled. “I was only havin’ some fun, tryin’ to get the fellows’ blood up, you know.”
Percy made a sound of incredulity. “Having fun? Do you know what damage your ‘fun’ has caused me?”
Richard’s gaze darted to Henri before returning to Percy. “I am afraid so. It is my words that caused your new wife to run off, is it not?”
“You maligned my honor and spoke of my bride with disrespect!”
Manville nodded, his eyes now focused on the carpet. “I am terribly sorry, milord. I will help search for her, do anything I can to make amends—”
“But he wasn’t alone in it,” Henri piped up. “There were others placing wagers as if …well …as if what Mr. Manville said about Jeannette was not shocking at all.”
“I take full responsibility,” Richard said without argument. “It was all my doing, my own strange sense of humor. And look at the grief I have caused.”
Jeannette’s father opened and closed his hands in an obvious effort to keep himself from throttling Richard. After a moment, he gained control and offered Percy a stiff bow. “I apologize as well, Lord St. Ives, for our momentary lack of faith. But now that we have learned the truth, I hope you will not fault our daughter for reacting as any other virtuous woman would in the same circumstance. I assure you, she is a good girl, just as a young bride should be.”
Hallelujah. Percy breathed a sigh of relief and returned the bow. “No need to worry. Once we have found my lady, we simply need to convince her of her mistake and all will be well, eh?”
Tapping his cane on the floor like a gavel, the baron turned to Thomas, Desmond, and Richard. “I want the three of you back out there searching, all night if necessary. There is no telling the dangers that might befall a woman alone. My young bride could be set upon by highwaymen or brigands or worse—”
“My lord?”
It was Henri who interrupted. Percy paused long enough to give the boy a chance to speak, but he’d heard just about all he wanted to hear from him already.
Henri looked hesitant, but at his father’s nod, he finally said, “My sister is on her way to London, monsieur. We were to meet her there in two weeks’ time.”
Percival Borden smiled. “Why, thank you, Henri. We will certainly find her more quickly now that our search has some direction. Sir Thomas? If you, Desmond, and Richard will follow me, I have a map in my study. We will mark out all possible routes to London, and thereby save ourselves considerable time.”
“I will go, too,” the Comte de Lumfere volunteered, but Percy shook his head.
“Thank you, but no. Your good wife is considerably distressed. She should not be denied the comfort of your company. I will ring for a maid to show you to your rooms. Try and rest—and do not fear. Your daughter will be back with us, where she belongs, come morning.”
Forcing his creaking joints to move, Percy left Jeannette’s family behind and followed his friends into the hall, closing the door with a soft thud behind him.
Then he reached out to clutch Thomas’s arm. “What took you so bloody long?” he snarled.


 
 
Chapter 4
 

 
Jeannette waited until the sailors had left the tavern’s main room before creeping up the stairs. Silently traversing the long hall that branched off into a dozen bedrooms or more, she paused outside each portal to hear the sounds coming from within. Her hair had dried, but her clothes were still damp enough to make her shiver. She couldn’t wait to rid herself of the wet, muddy garments. How she would filch Dade’s tattered white breeches and striped shirt, or the clothes of another sailor, was quite another question.
In the last room on the left, she heard nothing but snoring and moved on. In the next, the movement of someone preparing for bed. Where were Molly and Dade?
A giggle two doors down answered Jeannette’s question. Whether it was Molly or the maid who had accompanied the other seaman didn’t matter.
She peered nervously behind her. No one was coming.
As she turned the latch and pushed, the door squealed on its hinges, making her fear a loud protest from those inside. But, as she’d hoped, the couple remained too preoccupied to notice. Heart ticking triple time, Jeannette slipped inside.
“Give me some blankets.” It was a female voice—Molly’s.
Trying to ignore what was going on in the bed only a few feet away, Jeannette scanned the room. The moonlight streaming in at the window lent just enough of a glow for her to see the outline of various shapes. Male and female garments littered the floor, but she couldn’t tell Dade’s from Molly’s, so she snatched up the lot, including a pair of boots, and crept back toward the hall.
“That’s it, my girl, there you go,” Dade whispered as the sound of kissing, then giggling, came from the direction of the bed.
Jeannette’s cheeks flushed hot. She had to get out of the room and find somewhere to change, somewhere she could take the time to feel each garment and determine between them. But where?
Molly began to moan, and Jeannette no longer cared. She slipped into the hall, closed the door and considered herself lucky to be away. Lovemaking wasn’t anything like what she had pictured. It wasn’t quick or pristine or polite. What she’d witnessed was intimate and personal …far too personal.
Shaking her head to clear it of the images that remained, Jeannette searched for a place to change. She couldn’t go back to the common room. Neither could she strip in the alley. Some of the rooms might be vacant, but which ones?
The quiet settling of the inn emboldened her. She stole into the darkest corner of the hall and began to sort Dade’s clothes from Molly’s. She was likely to catch her death if she didn’t make haste.
Once she had her own wet garments on the floor, she grasped the young tar’s breeches and pulled them up over her hips. But before she could don his shirt and boots, she heard a tread on the stair. Panicked, she darted into the closest room. She’d hoped to find it empty or its occupant fast asleep, but the second she entered, the bed creaked and something sprang at her out of the darkness, slamming her to the ground.
“What are you doing sneaking about in the dark? Who are you?” the man who’d just tackled her demanded.
Jeannette couldn’t speak. The air had been knocked from her lungs, but she recognized that voice. She was partially undressed beneath the lieutenant she’d seen downstairs, who was similarly without a shirt.
Of all rooms, she thought.
Treynor grasped her shoulders. “Molly? My, you are a lusty wench.” His voice revealed irritation, impatience. “What are you doing creeping into my room? How did you lose Dade? Don’t tell me he’s finished with you already.”
“He …he …passed out,” Jeannette croaked with what little breath she could summon. Her safety depended upon this man not seeing her face or learning she was a stranger, but her accent could also give her away.
“You’re freezing,” he said on a sigh. “Did I hurt you?”
Grateful for the spirits she could smell on his breath, Jeannette shook her head. She could only hope his wits were dulled enough to conceal the more obvious differences between herself and the barmaid.
“Come on, then, if you’re so eager,” he said gruffly, rolling off her. “Perhaps I could use a diversion after all.”
Rising, he reached down to help her up.
Jeannette’s eyes cut to the door. She wanted to flee, but feared she wouldn’t make the hall before the lieutenant caught her. Judging by his lithe movements, he could intercept her in a second, if he tried. Yet she dared not protest or speak again because of her accent.
She allowed him to help her up and reluctantly followed when he pulled her to the bed.
“What? You have nothing to say?” He chuckled as Jeannette tried to jerk away, then turned and dropped back onto the bed, pulling her down on top of him.
The sensation caused by the renewed contact of their bodies made Jeannette gasp. His warm, sinewy flesh felt even better than she had imagined, watching him downstairs. She tried to ignore the strange yet evocative sensation of skin on skin—not at all easy the moment a much more private body part stirred to life against her leg.
“Don’t be frightened,” he said when she nearly bolted again. “You have nothing to do with my foul mood, and I think you’re right. A few moments with your warm, generous body, and I will be good as new.” His mouth slanted across hers, roughly insistent. Then, reining in whatever had prompted the harshness of his kiss, he rolled her onto her back and added, “Be calm. I won’t hurt you.”
Jeannette swallowed hard as he ran a finger along the line of her jaw. He stopped at her chin, and she could taste the slight tang of his skin as he rubbed her bottom lip with his thumb. Struggling to control her fear, and the flow of a strange emotion she couldn’t name, she wondered if he could feel how hard her heart was slamming against her chest.
“You taste like honey,” he said. “And your hair smells like rain.” He buried his face in her neck, breathing deep while Jeannette lay frozen beneath him. The sensations assailing her body seemed to paralyze her mind.
“I may have underestimated your charms. You’re cleaner than any barmaid I’ve ever met.” He kissed the tip of her nose as his hands began to knead her back, slowly lowering to the curve of her hips. When he reached her bottom, Jeannette nearly screeched and jumped out of the bed. Only the hope that she’d have the opportunity to escape without incident, if she exercised patience, kept her where she was.
Treynor’s hands wandered back up to cup her breasts as his mouth moved on hers once again. This time his kiss was deep, but not harsh. His lips moved over hers, gently compelling her to respond, and she found this coaxing technique highly effective. She began to feel as if she was on fire—as if something in her body had taken over that no longer accepted orders from her brain.
Who would have guessed a man could make a woman feel so …eager, Jeannette thought in surprise. Her father would surely abhor the thought of her being pawed by a sailor, even an officer, but she was almost glad to find she wasn’t incapable of desire.
As Lieutenant Treynor pressed her lips apart and flicked her tongue with his own, letting her taste him as he tasted her, Jeannette’s thoughts became fractured, disjointed. Her parents …she had to remember her parents. But the sweet, velvety softness of his mouth invaded her senses. Unresisting, she quivered at his touch.
“Are you still cold?” He’d misunderstood her reaction. After reaching back with one hand to throw a blanket over them both, he wrapped himself more tightly around her.
Oddly, Jeannette had no desire to break away. She could feel the ripple of muscle as he moved on top of her, feel his lean, hard stomach on her own as he nibbled her neck and then her ear.
“Let’s get rid of these, shall we?” he mumbled, tugging at her breeches. “Why are you wearing them, anyway?”
Again, she didn’t answer, and, fortunately, he didn’t follow up on the question. He was too preoccupied with arousing her.
This is madness. It can’t be happening. The lieutenant was no one to her, lowborn—but Jeannette’s body didn’t care about his station in life, especially when one hand slid down her breeches to cup her bare bottom and his tongue dipped into her ear.
Just a few more minutes. She nearly said the words aloud as the fingers of his other hand delved into her hair and his mouth began to travel down the sensitive skin of her throat.
If only she could pretend, for a moment, that this handsome stranger was her husband. Her arms ached to hold him, to caress his vibrant flesh until he fulfilled the strange new craving that clutched at her belly.
Tentatively putting her arms around his neck, she tested her power by pulling him back to her mouth.
“Nice,” he said against her lips and his hand closed over her breast, teasing the tip, fanning the longing he’d already sparked. She was being carried away on a tide of desire by a man she didn’t know, a man she couldn’t give herself to for a million reasons.
“I must have been crazy to turn you away,” he whispered.
Don’t listen. The warning seemed to echo in her head, somehow reminding her of her duty. Placing her palms on the broad expanse of his chest, she pushed in hopes of rolling him off. She had to escape the lieutenant’s tongue and hands before it was too late. But her movements succeeded only in confusing him.
“What’s wrong?” he asked, raising his head.
“Let me go.”
Had he heard the French in her voice?
“Do you want your coin in advance?” he asked. “You’ll get it. You have my word.”
Thank God, he seemed oblivious to her accent. Or maybe her gruff whisper had masked it well enough. Regardless, she dared not speak again. He was drunk or he might’ve realized she wasn’t Molly, wasn’t even English. And if St. Ives’s men came searching for a French girl before dawn…
Get out! Now! She shoved at him again, but he resisted. Panicked, she resorted to the only thing she could do: She brought her knee up between his legs.
When he gasped, then doubled over, she flung herself out of the bed and dashed to the door, scooping up Dade’s shirt and shoes as she went.
With the lieutenant writhing behind her, she slipped through the door, but she didn’t get away before she heard his furious oath. “You teasing little bitch! I’ll kill you for this!”
 
* * *
 
Treynor lay awake in the dark hours of early morning, the blankets thrown off his naked torso despite the chill air. His head still ached, but at least his testicles hadn’t fallen off.
What a night, he thought wryly, cursing himself for trusting a woman, any woman. First he’d suffered through the encounter with his mother. Then the woman who’d appeared in his room nearly claimed his manhood.
A strange doxy, that one. Whoever it was, it wasn’t Molly. Now that he’d finally sobered up, he realized that much. The body he’d held was too slim, too firm, too small. He had begun to realize that dimly, as her physical features became known to him in the dark room through touch alone. But by then, he hadn’t cared. She’d come to him and awakened a raging desire, promised him a desperately-needed release.
Bliss.
Until his groin had exploded in pain.
Once he could both breathe and move, he’d nearly torn the inn apart looking for her. He’d barged in on the real Molly, with Dade, had roused the other servants to question them, and had awakened most of the inn’s sleeping patrons—until the owner had insisted he stop or be thrown out.
Only then had he returned to his own bed, wondering what he would have done with his mystery woman even if he’d found her. She was the focus of his fury, but she was the least of his problems. The greater injury had been caused earlier, by his mother. But whether his mother was telling the truth or simply twisting the knife she’d buried in his back long ago, he could not let the knowledge of his father cause him to lose sight of his goal. He’d come too far, worked too hard. He would one day captain his own frigate, and he’d do it without benefit of money or connection. He’d beat the odds stacked against him in favor of men like Lieutenant Cunnington, whose titled father had exerted great influence on behalf of his son, and climb the ladder on his own.
Ability would be enough. It had to be.
But he’d still like to throttle the woman who’d kneed him in the goods.


 
 
Chapter 5
 

 
Something cold and wet awakened Jeannette just before dawn. She huddled deeper into what she imagined to be her bed until the smell of urine, rising from the gutter at her feet, reminded her that she was far from home. Then movement and a high-pitched whine made her gasp.
She sat up. A small black dog with curly hair nosed about the refuse surrounding her, apparently hoping for something to eat more appetizing than rotting vegetable peels and animal droppings. But Jeannette doubted he’d find much for breakfast here, at least anything that didn’t stink.
“Hungry, are you?” she asked with a yawn. Her own stomach growled at the thought of food, but the filthy alley behind the Stag made her wrinkle her nose in disgust.
At her words, the dog cowered away, then ventured closer, sniffing at the oversized boots on her feet.
“I won’t hurt you,” she coaxed. “Come here.” Reaching out to pet his shaggy coat, Jeannette wondered about the time. After her unnerving episode with Lieutenant Treynor, she had dressed and hidden in the alley, in case he came searching for her. But no one had disturbed the miserable hours that followed.
Jeannette grimaced. Dade’s clothes were stiff with seawater and old sweat. And she was so cold! In the panic of her escape, she hadn’t thought to steal a more substantial coat than Dade’s threadbare jacket, though she knew several better ones hung, temptingly close, on the rack inside the inn.
The dog wagged his tail as Jeannette ran her hand slowly down its back. “Poor thing, you’re nothing but bones.”
She stood on cramped legs and wrapped her arms around herself to ward off the chill. She had to do something about her hair. It hardly looked boyish hanging down her back almost to her waist.
The kitchen of the Stag backed up to the alley, but it had been closed and locked by the time Jeannette sought refuge among the weeds and garbage that thrived in the narrow, muddy roadway. Now the door stood open, teasing her and the hungry dog with the smell of frying bacon.
Mouth watering, Jeannette crept closer. That the black dog watched with his tail between his legs and didn’t venture to follow gave her no confidence, but she had to do something.
Hugging the inn’s outer wall, she peered in the opening. A short man with a thick neck was cracking eggs into a skillet, humming to himself as he worked. Next to him, on a long deal table covered with flour, stood a butcher’s block of wood from which protruded the handles of several knives.
Scissors would have been preferable, but Jeannette dared not take the time to search for something she wasn’t likely to find, at least very close at hand. Stealing a knife out from under the nose of the Stag’s cook would be challenging enough.
Selecting a stone from the muddy ooze created by numerous feet tramping in and out the back door, Jeannette threw the pebble inside, down the hall leading to the front of the tavern.
“Damn dog, I’ll kill ye one day,” the inn’s chef muttered, and thundered after the noise as though he meant it.
Jeannette darted inside, grabbed a knife, and hurried back to hide behind the pile of refuse where she’d spent the night. She felt as if the whole world could hear her heart beating at its frantic pace. Footsteps sounded from within, then the cook stomped into the alley, still cursing the dog, which wisely kept himself at a safe distance.
“One of these days, ye’ll go in me soup!” he promised, stooping to seize a rock and throw it. The dog whined and skittered away and the man returned to the food cooking in the kitchen.
When he was gone, Jeannette took a deep breath and eyed the knife she’d managed to steal. Eyes shut, she grabbed a tuft of hair in one hand and began to whack at it with the other. Unfortunately, she had no time to take special care. She’d stayed close to the Stag so she could follow the sailors when they left. Now she feared she’d miss them if she didn’t hurry.
Trying not to think about the shiny black hair that fell about her, Jeannette kept at her task. It will grow back, she chanted, over and over. But those words hardly consoled her when she stopped to run a hand over the short, jagged locks that remained.
Ignoring the remorse that suddenly engulfed her, she finished the job and stuck the knife into the mud at her side. Then she covered her shorn head with Dade’s cap, wondering what kind of a sailor she made. She knew she must look like a ragamuffin at best. But could she pass for an unkempt boy of thirteen or fourteen?
The sailor’s baggy clothes hung on her thin frame. Once she’d strapped her bosom down with strips of cloth torn from her ragged skirt, she felt more confident. Especially after she rubbed dirt on her face to hide the softness of her cheeks and on Dade’s clothes to make them less recognizable. Unfortunately, nothing could be done to disguise her eyes. Their unusual violet color and the thick black lashes that framed them were anything but masculine.
She could only hope that no one would look too closely. And why would they? England was at war. With press gangs snatching any seaworthy man they could find, and the government emptying its jails into its ships, the navy would have little reason to question who or what she was. Nor would they want to. She had a pulse, and she was willing to go to sea and serve His Majesty, the king.
Voices rose, coming from the street. The dog, now ambling about the garbage at her feet, froze and cocked its head to listen. Jeannette did the same. The tars…
Fog swirled in from the sea, concealing the street that ran along the harbor. She moved toward it, anyway, squinting through the mist, but as she rounded the corner, she stopped in her tracks. Seven or eight men were clustered outside the entrance to the Stag, and they were, as she’d guessed, definitely sailors.
The unmistakable voice of Lieutenant Treynor floated on the air as Jeannette listened. “Where’s Dade?”
“Still in Molly’s arms. The idiot claims he wants to marry her,” someone said with a chuckle.
“I’ll have his hide,” Treynor snapped. “If I have to drag him from his bed, he’ll wish he’d never met the wench.”
Jeannette winced at the guilty memory of her final moment with Treynor. She didn’t wonder at the lieutenant’s sour mood.
“Forgiveness is a great virtue, sir. We need every able-bodied sailor we have,” the same man pointed out.
The dog that had followed her barked and ran into the street, causing the sailors to glance up. They saw her, but the fog and darkness kept her from full view.
Now or never. Summoning her courage, she stepped forward. “I would like to sign on, s’il vous plait.” She considered the dog. With such an unfriendly cook at the Stag, she didn’t see how the little stray could last much longer. “Me and my dog.”
A cross expression settled on Treynor’s face as he left the group to stride toward her. “You look young.”
“I am thirteen.”
“But you are French, and French is not an easy thing to be in His Majesty’s navy at the moment.”
“I am a royalist, m’sieu, and I will make as good a tar as any of you.”
Treynor looked over his shoulder to the others, who watched them curiously, and lowered his voice. “You are eager, I will give you that. But have you ever even been to sea?”
He took her silence for a reply.
“Go back to your family, lad, until you’re older and stronger. By my own blood, you look as though a good gale would blow you into the sea.”
Jeannette lifted her chin. Everyone knew His Majesty’s navy was hard-pressed around the globe. What with Vice-Admiral Sir John Jervis trying to capture the French colonies in the West Indies, Admiral Lord Hood and his squadron in the Mediterranean hoping to seize Toulon, and the French blockade intercepting ships carrying grain to the revolutionaries, frigate captains could hardly keep a crew. Her father spoke of it often. In the face of such need, she hadn’t expected Lieutenant Treynor to have a conscience about using a boy to do a man’s work. The possibility of refusal frightened her.
“I have no family,” she said. “The ship provides food and drink, does it not? That is more than I have here.” She kept her eyes lowered, afraid he might recognize her somehow, even though he’d never glimpsed her in the light.
“Take him on, Trey,” one of the men called, turning away from the innkeeper who had just emerged from the building. “Dade’s run off.”
“What?” Lieutenant Treynor swung around as though tempted to start a brawl.
“You heard me. He’s gone.”
“Bloody hell!”
Treynor’s curse caused the men to clear their throats and shuffle their feet. “The rest of us are here,” someone said.
“I’m not going back without Dade,” Treynor vowed. “Spread out and look for him.” But, cursing again, he promptly reversed his order. “No, Bill and Luke, you go. The captain is expecting his beef. The rest of us will see it aboard. If you have no luck and we’ve the time, I’ll come back later and see what I can find.” His gaze rested on Jeannette. “What is your name?”
Jeannette began to stutter before her mind could lay hold of the name she had decided to use. “J-J-Jean. Jean Vicard.”
“Where’s your dunnage?”
“I-I-I have none, sir.”
He looked down at the scrawny mongrel at her ankles. “Can that dog catch rats?”
“Of course,” she answered swiftly. She would teach it how if she had to catch a few herself.
“Then you can bring him,” he said. “We sail on the outgoing tide if the wind is favorable.”
Jeannette only half-heard him. A simple, black carriage had emerged from the fog a few yards away. It stopped on the other side of the street, and a tall, gangly man descended. He ducked into one establishment after another until fear prickled the back of Jeannette’s neck.
Was he looking for her? She bit her lip as something began to nag at her memory. She had seen him somewhere before—perhaps, she thought with apprehension, at her own wedding.
Jeannette watched as he made his way down the street, finally crossing to the Stag. He was probably asking about her even now, she thought.
Her identity would not remain a secret for long if the inquisitive stranger had met her as the baron’s intended.
Treynor and the others headed to the wharves. Not wanting to be left behind, Jeannette scooped up the dog and followed, but once they reached the dock they had to wait. The frigate rode at anchor almost half a mile out of the harbor, while skiffs and other small craft came and went—all spoken for.
Jeannette struggled to keep watch on the entrance to the Stag, but the wives, well-wishers, ragged children, and vendors mobbing the dock often obstructed her view. She put the dog down and fidgeted nervously, glancing seaward to survey the huge ship that was to carry her to London. What was taking so long?
The delay wasn’t caused by any lack of skiffs, she saw. Evidently, even fishing boats were converted into ferries when a frigate docked. Unfortunately, nearly all the smaller craft were at the ship, waiting to bring the many women crowding its decks back to shore.
The sun progressed in its daily ascent, burning away the fog and making Jeannette feel all the more conspicuous for being viewed in full daylight. She folded her arms across her body and tried to keep from tapping her toe, hoping to appear as at ease as those around her.
Please don’t let me be caught now, she thought while fighting the urge to look over her shoulder. But the skiff owners seemed determined to thwart her. They refused to shove off until they had filled their crafts and collected the usual fare from each passenger.
Jeannette wished Lieutenant Treynor had the power to speed their departure, but there was nothing he could do. Seemingly as impatient as she was, he paced in front of their small group, motioning to those at sea until finally a boat headed back toward the dock. It was overloaded and sailing so low that water sloshed over the sides, but the women aboard didn’t care. They laughed and shouted and waved at those they left behind.
The going was slow. Twice the small vessel nearly capsized: once when a woman stood and bent over, lifting her skirts to the lot of cheering men on the frigate behind her, and once again when they all turned to wave and chant a farewell.
The prostitutes who serviced His Majesty’s Royal Navy were a motley lot. Buxom wenches jostled against thin ones; the middle-aged vied with the young. Some were barely twelve if they were a day. With filthy, torn dresses and faces more heavily painted than that of any actress, they made Jeannette sad, even though their bawdy talk and laughter told her that many of them were drunk.
The small boat bumped against the wharf and was made fast. Then the chattering women climbed out. The sailors who were with Jeannette patted a round rump here or there, seemingly pleased with what they saw. But, in Jeannette’s opinion, the prostitutes looked no better up close. One woman, who appeared a good bit older, though not quite so bedraggled as the rest, winked at Lieutenant Treynor and managed to brush up against him as she passed.
“In a ‘urry, sir?” she asked.
Even a couple of paces behind, Jeannette could smell cheap brandy on her breath and clothes. But it was preferable to the stench it covered up, she decided, catching a whiff of unwashed skin and heaven knew what else.
Treynor raised his hand to wave her away, then thought better of it. Finding a coin, he flipped it to her before bending to hold the lighter while the others climbed in.
“My place isn’t far,” she said, a hopeful gleam in her eye. “A man ‘andsome as yerself deserves somethin’ for ‘is money.”
“Some other time.”
The woman began to saunter up the dock. “Send for Patricia when yer in, love!” she called back.
With a noncommittal smile, Treynor stepped back so Jeannette could get into the boat. She handed the little dog to one of the oarsmen, but before she could climb inside herself, the man who had entered the tavern reappeared.
He stood on the pier at her elbow.


 
 
Chapter 6
 

 
The man stepped forward. Jeannette noted his odd attire— knit pantaloons and red silk waistcoat, which emphasized his narrow shoulders and ponderous hips. He did not deign to tip his tall hat, but cocked his head.
“I am Ralston Moore, solicitor for Lord Percival Borden, the Baron St. Ives,” he told Treynor.
His soft, insinuating tone curdled the blood in Jeannette’s veins.
“I am looking for a young woman who disappeared from Hawthorne House late last night. Perhaps you have seen her.”
Jeannette couldn’t help it. She caught her breath and bit her lip, waiting for the moment Ralston Moore would turn his attention on her.
Treynor glanced up. “Who is she?”
“The baron’s new wife. The barkeep at the Stag thought he saw an unfamiliar woman by the hearth last night. He said you men were there at the time.”
A fresh jolt of panic shot through Jeannette when one of Treynor’s fellow officers spoke up.
“Treynor saw someone, too, a certain woman he took to his bed last night. He says she had the body of a goddess. Unfortunately, she also had the makings of a good pugilist.”
The others burst into laughter, and Jeannette let her breath go. They were teasing Treynor; they had no real information to give.
Treynor scowled at them, but the solicitor cut off whatever he was about to say.
“I am not searching for a harlot.” Peeved that the sailors had failed to take him more seriously, Moore sniffed. “She is gently born and bred!”
Treynor nodded at another lighter filled with prostitutes. “Then you are looking in the wrong place. They call this Damnation Alley for a reason.” He stepped into the boat as a passing wave made it rock and had to fight to keep his balance. The boat tipped wildly and Jeannette nearly went overboard. Reaching back, he grabbed her by the collar and pulled her down next to him.
The hard muscles of his thigh rubbed against her leg as she landed with a plop on the timbers of the sternsheets, but the solicitor scarcely looked at her.
“Still, I must search. The baron will not rest until he finds her. Should you have any information that could lead to her eventual recovery, please contact me.” Moore handed Treynor his calling card.
Treynor glanced at it, shoved it in his pocket, and signaled the oarsmen. One rose and hauled on the line to pull the boat close to the dock and cast off.
“The baron is offering a hefty reward,” Moore added, calling this information out over the slap of oars.
Jeannette turned her face to the sea. So St. Ives was offering a reward. She had expected him to go to great lengths. It looked as though he wasn’t going to disappoint her. But none of that mattered. She would be in London soon. With Lord Darby’s help, certainly she could find a way to avoid St. Ives for good.
If only for a quick, uneventful voyage.
Twenty minutes later, Jeannette looked up to see the ship rising from the water. Much larger than it had appeared on shore, it looked to have eyes all around. As they drew closer, Jeannette realized they were portholes for the long barrels of cannons.
Until that moment, she hadn’t really thought of the Tempest as a fighting machine. Now the full realization hit her. She was about to board a ship that had been purpose-built for battle. Men fought upon her decks, were wounded and maimed. Some suffered terrible deaths. The ship could be blown to bits, burst into flame, or sink into a watery grave.
But not before they reached London, she reminded herself.
Gazing worriedly over her shoulder, she could just see Mr. Moore on the pier, his back to her, stopping passersby. She’d slipped right past him and would soon be safe with Lord Darby. Her family would, no doubt, join her there soon.
If St. Ives only knew how close he’d come…
Too close, Jeannette decided, but she was free. She had only to bide her time. With a silent and very mocking good-bye to Moore, she faced front again.
“The Tempest was built by your countrymen.”
Jeannette started at Treynor’s voice and turned to see him watching her. “Oh?”
“Yes, captured by the English Flora in 1780.” The wind ruffled the lieutenant’s thick, sandy hair as he spoke, and his eyes reflected the blue water surrounding them. He made a pleasant sight, but she forced her attention to the frigate. As they closed the distance, it loomed nearly straight up out of the water.
“C’est tres grand.”
“Not as big as some. She’s fair sized at almost one thousand tons, but she carries only fifty guns.” He pointed to the portholes Jeannette had noticed earlier and continued with unmistakable pride, “Thirty-six long twelve-pound cannon on the main deck, twelve twenty-four pound carronades on the quarterdeck and forecastle, and two long-sixes in the bows, along with a crew of more than five hundred men.”
They were so close Jeannette could nearly reach out and touch the top of the greenish copper plating that covered the lower portion of the Tempest’s hull.
“Why is the bottom covered with metal?” she asked.
“To keep worms from burrowing holes into the wood.”
Above the copper, a wide black band separated the gun deck from the others. Above the gun deck sat the main deck, cradled between the raised forecastle at the bow and the quarterdeck at the stern.
Jeannette shaded her eyes. Though she could see only their tips, three slender masts rose into the sky, looking like giant needles threaded with rope.
“The one in the bow is called the foremast,” Treynor explained, following her gaze. “The one in the middle is the mainmast, and the one in the stern is the mizzenmast. The large, horizontal poles that cross them are called yards and bear the sails, but because we’re in port, the sails are lashed down.”
“You will see them unfurled soon enough when we set sail,” one of the officers she’d seen at the Stag volunteered.
The skiff bumped another small boat, and Lieutenant Treynor and the others turned their attention to jostling for position at one of several ropes that dangled into the water. While they worked, choppy waves buffeted their small vessel and the wind whipped at Jeannette’s clothing. She was going to freeze without a better coat.
“Frenchie?” Treynor was waiting for her.
Jeannette hesitated as she watched sailors use the ropes to walk nimbly up the sides of the ship. How would she manage with a dog? She wasn’t strong enough to haul herself up, even without a squirming bundle under one arm.
His mouth quirked with impatience, the lieutenant laughed. “Put your dog down. I’ll bring it.”
She exchanged the dog for the rope he handed her and began lifting her own weight, only to feel his hands on her bottom as he shoved her halfway up the ship’s side.
Once Jeannette gained her footing, she copied the others and struggled the rest of the way on her own, eventually heaving herself over the gunwale.
To her embarrassment, Lieutenant Treynor easily carried her dog, pinned between his arm and body, up behind her. When they were both on board, he handed the animal back to her. “What’s your dog’s name?” he asked, scratching behind its furry ears.
Jeannette’s mind froze. “Name?”
“Yes, surely it has one. You seem so devoted to it.” The lieutenant smiled at her, waiting.
“B-b-bull.” She couldn’t think of anything better.
Eager to be set down, the dog twisted and turned in her arms, revealing her belly.
Treynor glanced at it, then gave Jeannette a quizzical look. “Bull? Did you know she’s female?”
“Oui …ah…” Jeannette tried to force her sluggish brain to provide some good reason her dog would be named Bull, female or no, but her wits had completely deserted her.
Fortunately, a heavyset man in an officer’s uniform called for Treynor, and he turned, saving her from whatever inanity hovered on her lips.
The other man drew the lieutenant away, and Jeannette promptly lost herself in the crush of bodies that surrounded her.
“Bull?” she repeated, rolling her eyes. Something about the lieutenant turned her into a fool, and Jeannette felt fairly certain she could guess what it was. The memory of those few minutes in his bed came to mind every time she looked at him, and sometimes for less reason than that. Knowing how he behaved in such intimate circumstances, how his body felt against hers, how he smelled like soap and wool and man made her weak in the knees. Having held him almost naked in her arms made it too easy to undress him again in her mind.
The heat of a blush crept up Jeannette’s neck, and she squeezed her eyes shut, wishing she could shut off her thoughts as easily as her sight.
Forcing herself to forget the lieutenant, she lowered the dog to the deck and searched for something to keep the animal from running off.
When she found a bit of rope, she improvised as best she could. “Be good,” she said as the dog strained at the new leash. Then she looked around in earnest, this time concentrating on what she saw—which was purposeful action and chaos all at once. Sailors prepared the frigate to set sail. Their wives garnered a parting gift or hug against an uncertain future. And bumboat men and women sold merchandise to the crew.
The bumboat people fascinated Jeannette. From temporary stalls, they hawked their wares, just as they would in a marketplace on land. According to their bleating voices, they sold, on credit until payday, fresh fruit, clothes, trinkets, and any other items that a sailor might fancy.
Ragamuffin children darted through the melee, along with numerous dogs, cats, parrots, and other pets.
She might be safe from Lord St. Ives, but what would she face here? The hundreds of ropes that controlled the sails and supported the yardarms looked extremely complex….
But she would never have to learn them. She wouldn’t be around long enough.
The thought of London cheered her as she watched barefooted sailors check the rigging high above.
“Vicard!”
Lieutenant Treynor had to call her three times before she realized he was speaking to her. Recognizing her blunder, she finally turned—but knew she’d never survive in this new world if she couldn’t keep her own name, and her dog’s, straight.
“Come along, Bull.” She started forward, but wasn’t particularly eager to meet the square, ruddy captain who’d been conversing with Treynor and a handful of other officers for several minutes already.
“Yes, sir?”
Treynor waved her to his side. Not wanting to get close enough to him to rouse any more thoughts of the Stag, she reluctantly obeyed.
“You need to accompany Captain Cruikshank to his cabin so his clerk can enter you in the muster book. Otherwise, you’ll not get paid,” he told her.
With all the news of the war, Jeannette had some understanding of the subject. Boys received a pittance, if that.
“Oui, monsieur.” Pay was the least of her worries. She wouldn’t be part of the navy long enough to collect it.
“Has the lad any experience?” The captain turned bloodshot, watery eyes upon her.
Another officer, who wore his impeccable uniform like a badge of honor, reached out to grab her hands. He turned her palms up and rubbed the soft flesh with his thumbs. “Not a callus in sight. With such delicate hands, I would say he has not done a stitch of work in his life. Isn’t that just like the lazy French?”
Jeannette was glad she’d scrubbed dirt onto her face, for it had left plenty beneath her nails as well. She refrained from making a response to the officer’s demeaning comment while hoping that the others wouldn’t look too closely.
The captain waved off the other man. “It takes no calluses to be a bosun’s servant, Mr. Cunnington. Those will come with the job. And a French lad can learn as easily as an English one.”
“I didn’t know a frog could do anything quite as well as an Englishman.” Cunnington and another man laughed, but the captain cut them a glare that wiped the smiles from their faces.
“Regardless, the bosun needs a lad, and this one will do.”
The officer named Cunnington eyed her again. “Actually, I have been in need of a steward for some time now. I could use the boy myself, Captain, if you could see your way clear to indulge me.”
A prickle of fear skipped down Jeannette’s spine. She already knew two or three days spent in the company of this man would be too many.
Fortunately Treynor spoke up. “Too late, Lieutenant Cunnington.”
The captain hesitated, then affirmed his agreement with a nod.
“But I hardly think Hawker deserves more consideration than I.” Indignance oozed through Cunnington’s voice and his gaze lingered on Treynor before returning to the captain.
Treynor tensed. It was a subtle change in his demeanor but one Jeannette caught right away—along with the gleam of extreme dislike in his eye. “My apologies, Lieutenant Cunnington. Perhaps next time I go ashore I will be lucky enough to find you a good lad, a good English lad, if you can’t manage to do that for yourself.”
“You are pleased about this, are you not, Mr. Treynor?” Cunnington said.
The captain scowled. “We will have none of that, Mr. Cunnington. I have promised a servant to Mr. Hawker, and he shall have this boy.”
Cunnington’s lips thinned and his nostrils flared, but he did not speak again until the captain motioned to the confusion surrounding them.
“Get these people off this ship, Mr. Cunnington.”
“Aye, aye sir. I am working on it as we speak.”
Cruikshank stared at Cunnington for a moment, as if weighing his arrogant tone against his actual words. “That will do.” Motioning to Jeannette, he lumbered toward the quarterdeck where she assumed they’d find his cabin.
Grateful for Treynor’s reassuring presence at her side, Jeannette followed. As uncomfortable as the memory of their time together made her, he was the only thing remotely familiar in this strange world. Fleetingly she wondered what the lieutenant would do if he discovered her to be the wench who had left him rolling in agony.
With a sideways glance at his tall, muscular frame, she hoped he would never find out.
“Mr. Cunnington is first lieutenant and my second-in-command, Mr. Treynor,” the captain said as they walked, with Bull still fighting his rope leash.
“I am aware of his rank, sir,” Treynor replied, his hands behind his back.
“Then perhaps you have forgotten your own.”
“No, sir.”
Captain Cruikshank stopped and turned to face him. “Let me be more direct: Mr. Cunnington doesn’t like you.”
Treynor’s eyebrows rose. “Does Cunnington like anyone, sir? With his excessive fondness for discipline, I sometimes wonder if we should fear mutiny more than the French.”
The captain shook his head. “The two of you are very different. I know that. Do you think I cannot see how the men admire you? You are one of them. You rose to your present rank from a mere cabin boy. They would follow you anywhere.”
“Thank you, sir.”
“That’s not all.” He glanced in the direction of his first lieutenant. “Devil take him, Cunnington will advance to captain someday because of who his father is, regardless of his record, while you have less chance. That is how the system works, and there isn’t a bloody thing any of us can do about it.”
His weathered face lost in concentration, Cruikshank looked at Jeannette, but she could tell he wasn’t really seeing her. He was thinking, selecting his next words carefully. “He is your superior,” he said at last. “I will not intercede again.”
A muscle twitched in Treynor’s cheek, the only outward sign of emotion Jeannette could detect. He nodded once. “Yes, sir. I understand.”
“Good. Wait here. When my clerk is done you may bring the lad to the bosun.”
 
* * *
 
Mr. Hawker looked much younger than his wife. Jeannette studied him from beneath her lashes, wondering what it was, exactly, that had drawn the two of them together.
Lieutenant Treynor, who was still with her, greeted them both before taking a seat in their small cabin on the orlop deck, which was one level above the hold, or so he’d said when he brought her here. “This fine, strong lad is Jean Vicard,” he said. “Captain Cruikshank has agreed to let him be your new servant. And this is his dog—” he shot a glance and a half-smile at Jeannette “—Bull.”
Jeannette greeted the Hawkers in the deepest voice she could summon, and tried to look taller.
The stocky bosun was balding, but his thick reddish eyebrows and mutton-chop sideburns gave him the appearance of a hairy man. “Strong, ye say?” he scoffed, reading the lieutenant’s grin the same way Jeannette had. “A weaklin’s better’n nothin’, I suppose. And ‘avin’ another dog might be nice. Rusty died last spring.” The bosun scratched his hairless head. “But the wife ‘ere looks a mite stronger’n yon lad.”
Jeannette nearly burst into laughter. Mrs. Hawker stood behind her husband, a great hulk of a woman with shoulders almost as broad as Treynor’s.
A kindred thought must have occurred to the lieutenant because he cleared his throat as if to conceal a chuckle. “He is young yet. He will grow.”
Mrs. Hawker moved forward and poked Jeannette in the ribs as though looking for a good piece of meat. “Skin an’ bones,” she concurred.
Jeannette stuck her chin out, trying to look belligerent. “I am strong enough, monsieur, madame.”
“Ye’ll do,” the bosun replied with a shrug.
“We thank ye kindly, Lieutenant.” Turning to the chest behind her, Mrs. Hawker withdrew two wrinkle-free shirts. “I finished yer laundry. They’re clean an’ pressed to perfection, that they are.”
“Thank you.” As Treynor reached into the pocket of his knee breeches to hand the older woman a few coins, Jeannette couldn’t help admiring the long lines of his legs.
“When do we sail?” Mr. Hawker asked.
“I can’t say for sure. The captain was just telling Lieutenant Cunnington and me that he’s received orders to wait until tomorrow. There may be a change of plans.”
A change of plans? Jeannette’s breath caught. Certainly that did not bode well.
“We will see London a day later, then,” Hawker said.
“Evidently.” Treynor turned to Jeannette. “You will be all right here, Frenchie.” He flashed her a ready smile. “If you need anything, I am not hard to find.”
“Merci beaucoup, m’sieu,” she murmured. “You have been most kind.”
Jeannette quelled the urge to beg him not to leave her as he strode through the door and closed it behind him. As Jean Vicard, she’d experienced a very likeable side to the lieutenant. Gone was the cool, unyielding man she had seen in the tavern with the serving wenches, the one she’d met before passion had transformed his reserve into something else entirely. Now that he thought her a boy, he treated her with nothing but frank kindness.
She hoped the Hawkers would do the same.
 
* * *
 
“Are you listening to me, lad?”
Jeannette looked into Mrs. Hawker’s narrowed eyes and swallowed. For more than an hour, the woman had been drilling her with information and instructions, most of which Jeannette had been unable to absorb. Her breasts ached in their bindings to the point of distraction; she longed to tear the strips of cloth from her chest. How would she survive another two days of such misery? She must have been mad to think she could play the part of a boy for so long. But, of course, she hadn’t known their trip would be postponed.
“Where will I sleep?” she asked and received a scowl for the interruption.
“Mr. ‘Awker will sling yer ‘ammock over there.” She pointed to a corner of the small room.
“You mean I will stay in here with the two of you?” Jeannette sputtered. For three days?
Mrs. Hawker shook her head and chuckled, revealing a scant allotment of teeth. “Aye. Did ye think the captain might give ye ‘is cabin?”
Jeannette’s gaze circled the room, noting the small, confined space that contained the Hawkers’ hammocks, a shabby wardrobe, a cumbersome sea trunk, and the small desk where the bosun sat, absorbed in a ledger. A chamberpot sat at the base of a washstand, further proof of the complete lack of privacy in the cabin.
Panic plucked at Jeannette’s nerves. She’d never be able to remove her bindings. She’d be under the Hawkers’ watchful gaze every minute until they reached London.
Mrs. Hawker cleared her throat, her voice growing sharper. “Are ye listening, lad? I said yer not exactly a servant. Yer more like an apprentice, of sorts.”
“Oui.” Jeannette nodded to placate the woman. Somehow she’d assumed she’d have her own small quarters in a dark nook or cranny. In all honesty, she hadn’t thought beyond the immediate and desperate need to reach London. Had she been able to imagine life onboard the frigate, she might have realized the folly of her plan.
Mrs. Hawker pinched her arm. “Did you ‘ear me, lad?”
Jeannette flinched, and Bull growled softly at her feet. “Y-yes!”
“Then what, exactly, did I say?” The robust woman propped her hands on her hips, waiting for Jeannette’s response, and easily glaring the dog to silence.
So much for loyalty, Jeannette thought, glaring at Bull herself.
She searched her recent memory for an answer. “You said your husband is a petty officer and one of the best seamen,” she began, shooting a glance at the bosun, who didn’t seem to be paying them any attention. “His responsibilities include inspecting the ship’s sails and rigging every morning and …and reporting their state to the officer of the watch.”
She almost smiled when she managed to recount this much, but the bosun’s wife simply raised an eyebrow, wanting more.
“If new ropes or …or other repairs are needed,” Jeannette fumbled on, “he informs the first lieutenant. And the bosun is also in charge of…” She wracked her brain but couldn’t remember anything else. “ …of repairs,” she finished lamely.
Mrs. Hawker sighed in exasperation and held out a small, silver pipe. “What about this?”
“Oh! He uses that to issue his orders.”
“Right. An’ ‘e’s in charge of all deck activities, like raisin’ and droppin’ anchor. What else?”
Jeannette barely heard the question. She had made a grave mistake by joining the navy. As cramped as their quarters were, the Hawkers would find her out in no time. An uproar would break out at the discovery of a woman dressed as a boy, and the Tempest’s captain would have her escorted to Plymouth. There, St. Ives’s solicitor would return her to the baron, if Treynor or another of the men didn’t take her to Hawthorne House and collect the promised reward first.
She should have struck out for London on foot. No one would have guessed a French boy begging a ride to the capitol to be the Baroness St. Ives. Certainly such a journey was less risky than shipboard life.
“Lad?” Mrs. Hawker prompted.
Before Jeannette could respond, the bosun frowned at them. “‘Is name’s Jean.”
“I don’t care what ‘is name is. ‘E’d better listen to what I’m tellin’ ‘im, or ‘e’ll wish ‘e ‘ad. Bloody arrogant French.” She turned to her husband. “I don’t know ‘ow ye’re goin’ to teach someone who won’t pay attention. Maybe ‘e’s daft.”
“We ‘aven’t even sailed yet, Geraldine. Give the lad a chance to get ‘is legs afore ye start ‘arpin’ at ‘im. There’s nothin’ to replace experience. ‘E’ll learn, right enough.”
Sensing an opportunity to beg leave of the cabin, Jeannette cleared her throat. “Speaking of sea legs, I have never been on a frigate before. Do you suppose I could take a turn around the ship?” She appealed to the bosun, knowing better than to ask Mrs. Hawker. His rotund wife was irritated enough to keep Jeannette under her thumb indefinitely.
“There’s no need to go gettin’ in the way—” the woman began, but her husband interrupted without the slightest acknowledgment of her words.
“There’s a good idea,” he said to Jeannette. “Off with ye.”
Jeannette smiled. “Merci, m’sieu.”
Passing immediately through the door, she planned to “find” a skiff. She had to get off the frigate, and she had to do it while there was still enough confusion to cloak the departure of a young boy.
 
* * *
 
Jeannette wandered about the upper deck with Bull at her heels, trying to devise a plan. To her untrained eye, it looked like mass confusion reigned, which could only help her. Amid so many, she felt anonymous.
Those in charge were easy to identify because of their immaculate uniforms. Fortunately, they were absorbed in their work. Even Lieutenant Cunnington, who stood in the midst of the fray, seemed preoccupied with giving instructions.
The bumboat men and women were still plentiful, although the prostitutes, or at least the more obvious ones, were nearly all gone. Jeannette didn’t see Lieutenant Treynor, but with so large a crew, chances were small that he would stumble upon her at the wrong moment.
She had nothing to worry about. She hoped.
Lingering along the gunwales, Jeannette watched skiffs and other small craft load up and shove off. Suppose she climbed down and dropped into one?
She could pay the fare.
Her hand dipped into the pocket of her stolen breeches to feel the few shillings Dade had stored there. How much would it cost? If she managed to return to shore, she’d soon need coin to purchase food; she was hungry already.
She whistled to coax her dog to cooperate with his leash and moved back amid the vendors.
“Watch yourself!” A small man with a peg leg shooed her out of his way as he began to pack up his stall.
Jeannette watched him for a few moments before realizing that she’d seen him when she first came on board, selling liquor to a seaman.
She glanced around to be sure there were no officers in the immediate vicinity. “Can I help, m’sieu?” she asked, keeping her voice low.
He eyed her dubiously before turning back to his work. “Out of the kindness of your heart, I suppose?”
“No. But I do not ask for money.”
His head snapped up. “Then what? A draught of grog? You know selling liquor is against regulations. I have none.”
“You have none left, perhaps. I saw you with a pig’s bladder earlier.”
Sweat rolled down the sides of his face as he hefted a crate to the ground. “If it’s a drink you’re after, I could possibly arrange it, if you’ve got the coin.”
“I want neither rum nor gin, and I am not out to cause you any trouble.” She scanned the area again and lowered her voice still further. “I simply want you to take me with you. For my part, I’ll help carry and load everything.”
“You’re asking me to help you desert?” A half smile twisted his lips as he shrugged. “Suit yourself. It’s your bloody backside you’re riskin’.”
He was alluding to being flogged, of course. Tales of flogging in the navy were notorious. But she wasn’t too worried. She’d joined up only a few hours ago. She’d simply unjoin and go on her way.
“Fair enough,” she agreed.
Together they loaded several more crates, using old clothes to conceal the now empty bladders. While Jeannette dismantled the stall, her new benefactor went to coordinate their departure with a boatman.
Finished before he could return, she sat on top of the last crate until she heard the tap of his pegleg and saw his dirty blue coat. Then she hopped up.
“Let’s get these to the side,” he said, motioning to the crates.
They traipsed back and forth across the deck and used a rope and pulley to lower the merchandise into a waiting boat. Then the man waved Jeannette ahead of him. “After you.”
Jeannette wanted to snatch up her little dog, but knew she’d fall into the ocean if she tried to scale the rope without full use of both arms. Reluctantly, she dropped the leash and left Bull behind in hopes the bosun would take good care of him. Then, without so much as a backward glance, she scrambled over the side, vowing she’d never come so close to one of His Majesty’s vile-smelling frigates again.
The little boat shifted as she released the rope and took a seat. She looked up, expecting to see the bumboat man lowering himself down, but no one was coming.
Her dog yapped from somewhere far above.
Lifting her gaze even higher, she spotted her benefactor peering over the gunwale.
Nausea washed over her when she recognized the person standing at his side.
“Aren’t you forgetting something, Jean Vicard?” Lieutenant Cunnington called down. He was holding her dog in his arms.


 
 
Chapter 7
 

 
Jeannette’s stomach convulsed as the oarsman beside her grinned, revealing a handful of yellow, rotting teeth. The air seemed suddenly colder, saltier; the water that swirled between the frigate and the small, brown boat, darker.
She glanced at the dock where she had been so eager to come out only a few hours before. Land had seemed close when she thought she was going back. Now it looked miles away.
Lieutenant Cunnington jiggled the rope. “Well, Vicard? Are you coming?”
His light brown hair was neatly combed and held back in a short queue. His face, though rather long, was otherwise unremarkable, except that his skin looked a good deal paler than the average seaman’s. She found nothing objectionable in his appearance, but his calm, almost pleased expression unnerved her.
Forcing herself to move on rubbery legs, she took hold of the rope and began to struggle through the climb.
The moment she reached the top, her dog jumped out of the lieutenant’s arms and began to wag its tail and bark. But Bull’s warm reception contrasted sharply with Cunnington’s icy glare.
“I warned the lad what running away might cost him.” The bumboat man’s pegleg thumped on the wooden deck as he crowded closer. “There is no need to wrestle with your conscience on that point, Lieutenant.”
Abruptly, Cunnington stepped aside and dusted his sleeve where the man had brushed against him. “You have no more business here, Will. Pack up your bladders and go, or next time I will not turn the same blind eye to your gin-selling.”
Will blinked. “Aye, sir. Immediately, sir,” he said and scraped away.
The lieutenant turned his attention on Jeannette. “Wait until the captain learns of this. You know what will happen, don’t you? I can hardly think of anything less pleasant than seeing someone take a whip to virgin skin. The scars last a lifetime, you know.”
His body language indicated eagerness, not regret. Jeannette swallowed hard. “Please …I—I made a mistake joining up. You said it yourself, I am not cut out for this type of work.”
His eyebrows rose over eyes that held less warmth than the sea. “That is no longer your decision, young Vicard. It is my job to teach you what it means to serve in His Majesty’s navy. And that means I will ask the captain to order a full dozen stripes for you.”
“But …I am sorry,” she protested. “Surely you can forgive this one indiscretion—”
“I am afraid this lesson is best learned early on. It is my solemn duty to report it to the captain.”
“Please, m’sieu—”
“You give me no reason to show mercy. I despise the French. All frogs are cowards.”
Forgetting her fear, Jeannette bridled. Who was this man to feel so superior and act with such cruelty? She wanted to spit in his face. “And you are so courageous, m’sieu? A brave man does not order the flogging of a boy,” she bit out. But she regretted her hasty words when his hand clamped down hard on her arm.
“Evidently you know little about the navy.” Cunnington’s breath bathed her face. “The whip will teach you readily enough. The bosun’s mate wields it with uncommon skill. I daresay you will keep a civil tongue in your head and stay where you belong in future. So will everyone else when I am finished making an example of you.”
They were drawing more than a few curious stares. Jeannette glanced at the seamen around her in silent appeal, but they remained impassive. No one would risk worse punishment of his own by interfering. “Let me go,” she said, trying to wriggle away.
Cunnington tightened his grip and dragged her toward the captain’s cabin. Bull snarled, but he gave the dog a kick that sent it howling.
“Do not hurt her!” Jeannette cried as her dog cowered several feet away, creeping forward and then back with its tail between its legs.
“Your mongrel is the least of your worries, Vicard,” he promised.
A flogging. Even if it didn’t proceed to actual blows, she couldn’t withstand the kind of scrutiny that would result from disciplinary action. And being found out frightened her more than the cat-o-nine. Captain Cruikshank would realize the truth. Then, as soon as Treynor and the others put her appearance on the ship together with what they had learned from the baron’s solicitor, he’d return her to St. Ives.
Think, she ordered herself.
Lifting her chin, Jeannette stopped fighting for her freedom. “I can walk on my own, m’sieu, if you please.”
Cunnington didn’t release her, but her cooperation caused him to relax his grip. They strode past the mainmast, then Jeannette jerked away and plunged into the milling crowd.
She heard Cunnington curse as she darted between bodies that reeked of perspiration and unwashed clothing. Dodging coils of rope, the last of the bumboat stalls and crates, and several of the goats that roamed freely on deck, she charged forward, where the crowd was thicker. With any luck, she could disappear from sight.
Depending on the weather, London might be less than a two-day trip by sea. Two days was not so long to stow away on a frigate.
“Stop that lad! Grab him!” Cunnington shouted as the startled cries of those he shoved out of his way resounded behind her.
Jeannette’s blood turned to fire, heating her body until sweat ran freely. She was losing him. Her nimble feet and small size gave her the advantage, and she was using both to weave in and out, widening the distance between them. The sound of his voice grew faint, blending with the general tumult and giving her hope—until her foot landed in something soft and wet and slid out from beneath her.
The stench of dung rose to Jeannette’s nostrils as she landed hard on her backside.
The jolt befuddled her brain. She shook her head to clear it and tried to scramble to her feet, but a wall of people cut her off, finally moved to action by the lieutenant’s cries.
Cunnington came to stand over her, his nostrils flaring. The chase had loosened his queue, but he smoothed his hair back into place and brushed off his uniform. “You will pay for that,” he growled.
She stared up at him with all the defiance she could muster. She cursed him in French, but she had little doubt that he understood.
He lowered his voice to a promising whisper. “You will take your lashes like a man, little frog, tied over a barrel, nice and tight. The bosun’s mate knows how.”
Jeannette almost blurted that she wasn’t a man and would take no lashes at all, but she managed to hold her tongue. Surely the captain would come and put a stop to this madness. Cruikshank had seemed both fair and kind.
Carefully avoiding any contact with the dung in which she’d landed, Cunnington pulled Jeannette to her feet and began dragging her to the closest grate. But Bosun Hawker stepped out from among the crowd and placed a hand on her arm, forcing Cunnington to stop long enough to address him.
“What’s ‘appened? What’s the boy done?”
The lieutenant’s eyelids lowered halfway in a look of haughty contempt. “He tried to desert.”
“I don’t understand—”
“Then I will state it simply, Bosun Hawker. Evidently you care less for your new servant than I was led to believe, or you would have done your duty and stopped this piece of French scum from running off in the first place.”
Cunnington glanced meaningfully at the hold Hawker had on Jeannette’s arm. The bosun released her, but kept pace with them despite the buffeting crowd.
“‘E wanted to come aboard,” he pointed out. “Why would I feel the need to watch such a one?”
Cunnington relinquished Jeannette into the hands of a brawny, stubble-faced sailor. “Nonetheless, he cannot disappear whenever he likes. He is in His Majesty’s service now.”
“But—” The bosun looked at Jeannette, and the pity in his eyes made her yearn for the relative safety of his cabin. “Mrs. Hawker was a mite hard on ye, lad, but she meant ye no ‘arm. What led ye to the devil’s mischief?”
Jeannette could only shake her head as the crowd closed around her like a fist. She couldn’t explain; there was no time, anyway.
“Make his lash, Hawker. If you want to help. I am going to speak to the captain.”
Mention of the lash caused panic to rise in Jeannette’s throat like bile. Surely the captain would not approve. “Please! I am not who you think—”
Her captor’s thick fingers jerked her so hard her teeth clacked together. “Enough. Ye want more trouble? Do ye?”
They weren’t listening. The crowd was too loud, Cunnington’s hurry too great. As the first lieutenant turned away, she opened her mouth to—
“What is going on here?”
Her scream still stuck in her throat, Jeannette almost fell as she was released. Then the crowd parted, and Lieutenant Treynor came to stand at the forefront, a flush to his face revealing some strong emotion simmering beneath his calm demeanor.
“Do I understand this correctly, Lieutenant Cunnington?” He caught the first lieutenant before he could leave. “Do you mean to have this boy flogged before we so much as leave port?”
Lieutenant Cunnington’s lips lifted in a snarl. “Do not interfere.”
Jeannette felt Treynor’s blue eyes flick over her and blinked hard to hold back the tears that threatened. Could he help her? Would he?
Treynor lowered his voice so that only those closest to them could hear. “Is this really necessary? I think the boy has learned his lesson.”
Jeannette saw the same tic in Treynor’s cheek she had witnessed earlier, when he and the captain spoke of Cunnington, and felt the deep-seated enmity between the two men.
“Everyone knows there is no discipline in the navy without the lash,” Cunnington replied. “I think it is time to remind the entire crew.”
“What have we here?”
The crowd shifted again. This time Captain Cruikshank emerged, his white eyebrows drawn into a single, furry line. “Cunnington, what are you about?”
Cunnington’s attention shifted reluctantly from Treynor to the captain. “I witnessed this boy trying to flee, sir. At a time when we need every able body we can get, I feel it imperative that he be brought to quick justice. The appropriate punishment is outlined in the Articles of War—”
“I know the Articles, Mr. Cunnington,” the captain said.
“This is a young boy, only thirteen,” Treynor chimed in, appealing to the captain now, too. “And he is new to the navy. With that in mind, surely there must be some other more fitting punishment.”
“This from a man who takes a party to shore and comes back with less than the number he started with,” Cunnington added derisively.
The captain raised a hand to silence them both, but Jeannette could tell by his expression that he’d already decided against Treynor. Whether her fate had been determined more by Cruikshank’s desire to prove his point—that he would not interfere between his lieutenants again—or by the appropriateness of her punishment, she didn’t know.
“After Dade’s disappearance, I think it time to remind the men of the consequences of such actions,” he said. “We cannot have them running off every time we put in.” To Treynor, and loud enough for the others, he added, “Discipline is inherent in the smooth functioning of any ship. Vicard might be a boy, but the rules apply to all.”
“Twelve lashes, then?” Cunnington asked.
“Ten,” the captain replied. “And for God’s sake, use some discretion.”
“Indeed, Captain.” Cunnington gave Treynor a gloating smile. “Let’s clear the deck.”
“Captain,” Treynor said, but they both moved away as he spoke and Jeannette could no longer hear what was said. The captain shook his head, listened some more, shook his head a second time. As they disappeared from view the deck erupted once again in chaos.
An hour crawled by and not a soul dared talk to her. Following that initial eruption of energy, a strange hush had fallen over the ship. Jeannette needed nothing to bind her in place-her fear was more than enough-but the burly sailor stayed with her. Every once in a while, she shot him a glance. Could she survive a lashing without giving away her gender? She didn’t see how…
“I have prevailed.” Carrying a baize bag, Cunnington returned with another sailor. “Meet the bosun’s mate. He will deliver your punishment. But because of your young age, we shall use a light cat. And I just happen to have one.”
The bosun’s mate hesitated when Cunnington shoved the bag holding the whip at him.
“Do as I say!” Cunnington snapped. “Or you will be next. This is captain’s order.”
“Aye, sir.” The mate glanced at Jeannette with sorrow in his eyes, but took the whip.
“That’s it,” Cunnington said in approval, then chucked Jeannette under the chin. “You will be fine. Only ten lashes. ‘Tis nothing.”
Fighting tears, Jeannette looked around for Treynor. He’d joined the group, but he wasn’t saying or doing anything to help her. She couldn’t even tell what he was thinking. His expression was an inscrutable mask.
Cunnington tossed him a gloating smile. “Lieutenant, you may record the proceedings and read the relevant section of law aloud for the edification of all. Bosun—” he turned to single Hawker out of the crowd that was forming “—pipe the men to the deck and maintain order. The rules must be observed.”
Jeannette heard a small, fearful sound and realized it was her own voice. She tried to shrink away, but it did her no good. The burly sailor had too tight a hold.
“Remove her breeches,” Cunnington said.
God, no! She turned beseeching eyes on Treynor. “Sir?”
The man grabbed hold of her trousers, but he didn’t get any farther than that before the second lieutenant stepped forward. He didn’t drag her away from the man who held her tight, as Jeannette wished, but Cunnington didn’t appreciate the interruption even still.
“What are you doing?” he asked.
Treynor began unbuttoning his own coat. “Dade’s disappearance was my fault, not the lad’s,” he said, his words terse, his movements quick and decided. “I will take the lashes.”
Cunnington’s jaw sagged. He turned to the captain, who was just now lumbering up from behind, as did everyone within hearing distance.
“I suggest you let the boy take his due,” Cruikshank said. “You will have twice as many if you don’t.” Resolute, he squinted at Treynor, waiting for his response. Despite his words, Jeannette could tell the captain hoped the lieutenant would listen and back down.
But if Treynor understood Cruikshank’s wishes, he did not heed them. Instead, he untied his stock and removed it along with his shirt before stepping up to the grate. “Then I will have twice as many,” he said.
Cruikshank shook his head. “You are a stubborn man, Lieutenant Treynor, but so am I.” With a nod to Cunnington, he turned and left.
A satisfied smile spread over Cunnington’s face as he motioned to the bosun’s mate to do what was needed.
A gasp went through those who watched as Cunnington sent someone to his cabin for a sturdier cat-o-nine, one intended for a man, not a boy. Meanwhile, the bosun’s mate tied Treynor to the grate.
“No!” Jeannette had been as quickly forgotten as she was released—but she had to speak up before it was too late. “You cannot flog him!”
Treynor looked heavenward. His broad back already showed an abundance of scars—previous lashings, swordfights. It looked as though he’d even taken a ball. Jeannette had no doubt he knew what to expect. His muscles bulged beneath his skin, rigid with tension, and he clenched his teeth.
“Listen to me! Please!” Lunging forward, she grasped the bosun’s mate before he could finish securing the lieutenant. “I can stop this if only—”
Cunnington yanked her away. “You can stop nothing. Stand aside, or I will ask the captain to double his lashes.”
Treynor scowled back at her and before she could utter another syllable, a rough hand clamped down over her mouth. Twisting, she tried to pry it away, but whoever held her pulled her back through the crowd.
“Will ye get ‘im double, ye little fool?” Mrs. Hawker snarled.
Jeannette continued to squirm, trying to fight off the much heavier and stronger bosun’s wife. She had to gain sufficient air to cry out the truth. She had to stop the beating before it began. Except she couldn’t so much as breathe. Kicking and flailing, she fought madly as the courier returned with the whip. Then the sound of the rope thongs cracked on the air and Jeannette froze, waiting in agony for Lieutenant Treynor to cry out. But the only sound she heard was the cat singing through air again, striking flesh.
Bosun Hawker came to assist his wife. Between the two of them, Jeannette could no longer move or speak. They held her still, ignoring the tears that coursed down her cheeks.
Treynor’s sandy-colored head fell lower with each bite of the whip. Finally, it dipped below the height of the silent crowd, and she could see him no more.
“Look at that,” Mrs. Hawker whispered to her husband.
Jeannette cringed inside.
“I told ye this lad was up to no good, but ye ‘ad to let ‘im go.”
The bosun didn’t respond, at least to his wife. He stood, still restraining Jeannette and shaking his head in apparent disgust. “I ‘ope you’re ‘appy, lad,” he said at last. “That’s a fine man ye earned a beatin’.” With a nod to Mrs. Hawker, they dragged her below.
 
* * *
 
His back was on fire. Lieutenant Treynor lay on his side in his dark cabin nearly eight hours after his whipping, trying to ignore the pain by counting the number of years it had been since his last personal encounter with the whip. As a boy one year older than the slight Jean Vicard, he had been sailing under Captain Edward Hamilton, a man known for his brutality.
A man not unlike Lieutenant Cunnington. Treynor’s muscles tensed as his mind’s eye conjured his superior officer’s face. The first lieutenant was a cruel man, and the money and connections that provided him his rank gave him the opportunity to abuse others without reproach.
With a groan, Treynor shifted in his hammock. Twenty lashes was mild punishment compared with the eighty to one hundred most men received. Those who were flogged around the fleet received as many as three hundred, but they usually died.
Still, twenty lashes left an impression. The trick was to give the pain no audience.
A knock at the door made Treynor frown. Who might want him at this time of night and in his current state? The doctor had already rubbed salve on his back. The cook had brought him a bowl of broth for his supper. He wasn’t due on deck until morning….
“Come in.” Momentarily distracted by the promise of a visitor, he would have rolled onto his back had his wounds not prevented the slight movement of raising his head.
A large woman entered, judging by the outline of her bulk. Mrs. Hawker, he realized, blinking against the light that poured into the room from a lamp in the corridor. Only she wasn’t alone. She had a boy in tow—Jean Vicard, by Treynor’s guess.
“Mrs. Hawker? What—”
The bosun’s wife plunged them into darkness by shutting the door behind her. “I hate ter disturb ye,” she whispered. “But Mr. Hawker sent me.”
In all of his and the Hawkers’ acquaintance, never had Treynor known the bosun to send his wife anywhere. She acted only on her own initiative, but she was generally levelheaded, if forthright to a fault. He knew if she stood in his cabin in the middle of the night, she had good reason to be there.
“What is it?”
“Ye might want ter light a lamp.” She proffered a small stick of punk, glowing at the tip.
Treynor was as surprised by this request as he was by her unexpected appearance. For what would they need a lamp? Was it truly necessary to make him move?
Biting back a groan, he stood. “You do it,” he growled.
“What’s going on?” he asked as soon as the lamp’s wick caught.
“This.” Mrs. Hawker turned flinty eyes on Jean Vicard. “Tell ‘im.”
The boy glanced at the bosun’s wife, then at the floor.
Giving a snort of impatience, Mrs. Hawker reached out and grabbed hold of Vicard’s shirt. Treynor heard the fabric tear right before he saw a pair of tightly bound breasts, their soft white flesh swelling above bands that looked tight enough to asphyxiate.
His jaw dropped. The woman—for it was definitely a woman, though she was young, perhaps eighteen—gasped and tried to shield herself from his view.
“Bloody hell!” He stared, swallowed, then glanced back to Mrs. Hawker for some sort of explanation.
The bosun’s wife nodded smugly. “Name’s Jeannette. She told me just as the mate finished with ye. Couldn’t stomach the violence of it. Never seen the likes, I expect.”
The young woman hung her head in shame.
“I would ‘ave brought ‘er right away, but she insisted on cleanin’ up first. An’ the way she smelled, I had ter agree. Then I began to wonder if it wouldn’t be better ter wait until dark. I mean, ye brought ‘er aboard an’ all. I’d ‘ate ter see what Cunnington would try to make of it….”
Refusing to gawk any longer, even though he was surely tempted to do so, Treynor clamped his teeth together. Jean Vicard was feminine in the extreme. He’d noticed before, but he’d never suspected …damn! The truth now crystallized with amazing rapidity. How could he have been so easily duped?
He knocked her hat to the floor with one hand and grabbed her with the other, dragging her closer to the light. Jagged locks of thick black hair stuck out in an unruly mess above a fine-boned, delicately sculpted face with arched eyebrows, a small nose, and a rather sharp chin. A blind man could have seen what he’d missed. Not only was this a woman, she was a beautiful one.
“Hell!” His movements had caused the pain of his stripes to crescendo like some great symphony. He never should have brought Jean Vicard aboard. Had he paid more attention, had the others not been standing within earshot, had Dade not disappeared … 
 
“Why?” he demanded.
“She won’t say—” Mrs. Hawker started, but Treynor put up a hand to silence her. He needed answers, but the bosun’s wife was not the one who could best provide them.
“You can go back and get some sleep, Mrs. Hawker. I will handle this from here. She will tell me what I want to know if I have to beat it out of her.”
“But you’re in no condition—”
“Which is fortunate for her.”
The bosun’s wife nodded. “Yes, sir. I am sorry ter disturb ye. I didn’t know what else to do—”
Treynor softened his voice. “You did the right thing. Thank you. And please, don’t tell anyone about this until I have made a decision.”
“Aye, sir. Ye’ve been right good ter me and Mr. Hawker. I’ll leave the matter up to ye an’ not speak a word of it to anyone. Not a word.”
“Very well.” Treynor held himself rigid until after she left. Then he moved to the only chair in his crowded cabin and carefully sat down. The change in position did little to relieve his misery.
“So. Do you volunteer the information, or must I drag it out of you?” he asked. “I should think, after everything you have put me through today, that you would cooperate to that extent.”
He studied the abject girl before him. There was something vaguely familiar about her. Had he met Jeannette before? What could have motivated her to dress like a boy?
Suddenly, her petite size, and the fact that she was wearing trousers, connected with a memory—a very vivid and recent memory.
He sprang to his feet. “Dear God! You’re the woman! The one in my bed!”
She backed up until she bumped against the far wall. “No. I do not know what you are talking about.” A blush stained her cheeks, revealing her words for the lie that they were.
“Let me refresh your memory,” he said. “We were nearly naked, the two of us. In my bed. You were warm and responsive—” He advanced upon her. “—as eager as any barmaid I have ever met, until you had me so full of lust I would have done anything for the pleasure of five more minutes with your glorious body. Then you—”
“Enough.” She clapped her hands over her ears—an infantile gesture, but proof in itself.
“You don’t deny it?”
“No.”
“Then why?”
“Why what?”
“Why are you wearing these clothes? Why did you come to my room last night and damn near do me in? Why did you join His Majesty’s navy and then try to desert, managing to get me flogged in the process?” Treynor realized that he was almost shouting and struggled to keep his voice down. “I will have those answers, for a start.”
She bit her lip and did what she could to avoid his gaze. “I had to steal Dade’s clothes to join the navy. Appearing in your room was an accident that I could remedy only by—” her voice faltered “—by the action I took.”
“You could have said something.”
“I was frightened. I did not know what you would do.”
He glowered at her. “And you are here now because…”
Her words started slow, then came in a rush. “I lost my post as a governess and had no other way to provide for myself.”
“Like hell!” Treynor pounded his desk, then winced at the pain it caused him. “That man on the docks was looking for you. That is why you couldn’t say anything last night. You didn’t want me to know who you were.”
Her eyes widened. “No!”
“You have to be the baron’s wife. There is no other explanation for all of this. Had your husband’s solicitor mentioned that the woman he sought was French, perhaps I would have realized sooner that you were no boy.” He scrubbed his face with his hand. “But I stupidly fell for your ruse, to the point of taking twenty stripes. You must be very proud of yourself. Perhaps you should take up the stage instead of navy life.”
“Please stop shouting. Others will hear.” She squared her shoulders and lowered her voice. “You volunteered for the flogging. I did not mean for it to happen, to either of us.”
“You did nothing to stop it.” Treynor grabbed her by both arms, noting with satisfaction the fear that flickered behind her eyes, fear she struggled to mask as she glared up at him.
“Do not touch me! You are going too far.”
“Whatever I do will be less than what you deserve. Did you ever stop to think how your actions might affect those around you—like me, for instance?”
“You were the last person on my mind.”
“That, I believe. You are not the first lady I have met who could not see beyond her own wants and desires.”
“I couldn’t say anything—”
“Because you were too busy trying to escape your new husband, who happens to be a friend of my own mother’s.”
Jeannette reached up to remove his hand from her arm. Her fingers were as cold as ice, but her voice remained surprisingly steady. “You know him?”
“I know of him.”
“He is not what he appears.”
“Many people aren’t. You have proven that quite nicely.” The light scent of soap on her skin brought back the feel of her, nearly naked, in his arms, and with that came the memory of her painful blow to his groin and a fresh desire for revenge. He smiled. His mystery woman hadn’t escaped him after all; he would take great pleasure in making her pay. “Take off Dade’s clothes. The ripped shirt—the trousers—everything.”
“What?” Her bottom lip quivered but he saw no tears.
“You heard me.”
“But I …I have nothing on beneath them.”
Treynor’s grin widened. “I know.”
“I will not let you force yourself on me.” She spoke imperiously but with a slight tremble to her voice.
He laughed. “I am interested in a more subtle form of revenge. And the thought of getting some sleep appeals to me. If you do not have any clothes, you cannot go anywhere.”
She squeezed her arms more tightly over her chest, a protective gesture that did little to soften Treynor’s heart. This woman could have stopped him from being beaten had she only revealed herself soon enough.
“If you do not want to cooperate, I will help you.” After pulling his dirk from its scabbard on his desk, he sliced the fabric of Dade’s shirt in half in a completely new place than the one Jeannette held closed already.
She screamed and tried to whirl away, but he tossed the dirk on the floor before she could cut herself on it and shoved her up against the wall.
“You little idiot. You will bring the captain down on us if you are not careful, and I am not sure I want that just yet. Give me Dade’s clothes and be done with it.”
The sting of her nails across his chest made Treynor begin to strip her in earnest. He ripped off Dade’s shirt. “This is for the knee to my groin,” he told her as he tore the shirt into strips. “And this—” he grinned as he pulled the baggy breeches down over her hips “—is for my stripes.”
“You fool! Now what will I do?” Her chest heaved above the white bands that bound her breasts, as if she couldn’t draw a deep breath.
“We are not finished yet, my sweet.” He retrieved his dirk. “Hold still.”
Covering her head with her arms, she hunched into her shoulders as though she expected him to slit her throat. When he simply cut away the strips of fabric she’d knotted around her chest, Jeannette used her hands to shield herself. But Treynor wasn’t about to let her hide or huddle in a corner. Her wrists clamped tightly in one of his hands, he hauled her forward, though the effort agonized him, and tied her to the brass handles of his sea trunk, using the same strips of fabric he’d just cut off her.
“I cannot believe I felt badly about seeing you flogged,” she seethed when he stood back to admire his handiwork. “I hope your back pains you greatly.”
Treynor’s eyes traveled the length of her firm, supple body. He had to admit he’d seen few women more beautiful. She had round, full breasts despite her small size—making him marvel that she’d been able to pull off the boy masquerade at all—a flat belly, and slender limbs.
The sudden tightening in his groin annoyed him. “That ought to keep me safe from your mischief for awhile.”
She glared at him. “You will be sorry. My father is the Comte de Lumfere. He will not allow you to get away with this!”
Treynor chuckled and fixed his gaze on her chest. “You and your father should be grateful.”
“Grateful?” she repeated incredulously.
“You are getting off easily. If I wanted to, I could take what you so foolishly promised me at the Stag.” He ran a finger over her collarbone. “What would your father think of that?”
She shrugged his hand away, but Treynor marked the goose pimples that dotted her flesh. “He would see you hanged.”
He swiped at some blood that had seeped through his bandages to trickle down his lower back. “Lucky for both of us that I am in no condition to tumble you about my hammock.”
Giving her a mocking bow, he headed to bed, although he doubted he could sleep. His back pained him, but what bothered him more was that he was perfectly capable of finishing what they had begun at the Stag.
And, count’s daughter or no, he still wanted to.


 
 
Chapter 8
 

 
Under her breath, Jeannette called Treynor every name she could imagine and wished she knew a few worse ones to use. She didn’t care that a lady never spoke in such a way. Never had she felt more desperate, more humiliated, or more vulnerable.
She sat on the cold, hard floor, hugging her knees to her chest and rocked back and forth to keep herself from crying. Much to her relief, the lieutenant had locked the door, blown out the light and was settling into his hammock. She was rid of him for the moment, but morning would come, and she’d still be naked and tied to his blasted trunk.
“I hope you bleed to death in your sleep,” she mumbled, only half-expecting a response.
He laughed. “I doubt you want that. The men who would find you in such a compromising position would not treat you half so well as I have. Do you think most sailors would care if you are a baron’s wife or a count’s daughter when the promise of your sweet flesh awaits them?”
Jeannette shuddered at the thought of what might happen should she be discovered. Most of the men on the ship hadn’t had a bath in months. Then there was Cunnington, of course. His manner and dress bespoke a man of gentle birth, someone, perhaps, of her own class. But she knew Lieutenant Cunnington was no gentleman at heart.
“What are you going to do with me in the morning?” she asked.
“Don’t know. Probably take you to the captain.”
Jeannette’s heart sank. “But he will have me escorted back to Plymouth, to the baron.”
“Exactly.”
“I will not go.”
“May I remind you that you are sitting naked on my floor? You are in no position to tell me what you will or will not do.”
At first Jeannette didn’t respond. When she did, she made her words as beseeching as possible. “You have had your revenge, no? If it makes you feel any better—” she fought the slight wobble in her voice “—I am terribly sorry. Do you hear? I had no intention of getting you flogged, or of having such an …intimate encounter at the tavern.”
Treynor sighed. “Evidently you have no idea what it feels like to be flogged if you think a pretty apology is enough. Can we please get some sleep?”
“Will you leave me at the dock and say nothing of my identity at least?”
“I cannot. The flogging drew too much attention to you. I will need to gain the captain’s sanction before I take you home, which means revealing why you must go back.”
“No!”
When the lieutenant’s voice grew louder, Jeannette guessed he had turned to face her. “Yes. The moment news of your femininity gets out, Cunnington, at the very least, will not rest until he knows who you are and why you were here. Like my mother, his parents are friends of your husband’s, so I doubt he will give you much sympathy.”
“I will be gone by the time they figure everything out.”
“You might be gone, but I won’t. I am the first person Cunnington would suspect of helping you, since I stepped in on your behalf once already. And I will not have your husband call in favors to strip me of my post.”
Jeannette squeezed her eyes closed. She wouldn’t cry. She wouldn’t …
One rebellious tear fell.
“Have I answered all your questions?” he asked. “Can we go to sleep now?”
Jeannette didn’t respond. She swiped at her cheek, vowing to get even with Lieutenant Treynor. She’d not go back to St. Ives, even if she had to gnaw through the bands on her wrists with her teeth.
The room fell silent, except for the creaking of the ship, which soon worked better than a lullaby on Jeannette’s weary body. Well into her second sleepless night, she felt exhaustion pressing down on her like an invisible hand. Arms sagging, eyelids growing heavy, she caught her head several times when it threatened to fall from its precarious perch on her knees. Then she heard Treynor get up and her spine went rigid as he rustled about. What was he doing?
After a moment, he came close and she tensed further, but she had nothing to fear. He was only draping a blanket around her shoulders.
Jeannette didn’t speak as he walked away. She hoped he’d think her asleep. When she dared move, she pulled the blanket as tight as she could with the slack he’d allowed her, and felt an almost overwhelming sense of relief for the chance to cover her nakedness. The blanket he’d given her still held the warmth of his body and did much to relieve the chill in the drafty room.
“Was your marriage arranged?” he asked out of the darkness.
“Do you think I would choose a man older than my father?” Jeannette replied, burying her face in the blanket and trying to ignore the subtle scent that clung to it—Treynor’s scent—as she warmed her nose.
“The Baron St. Ives is rich and powerful. He has an impressive pedigree. Isn’t that what a woman wants?”
Now that the rain had stopped, moonlight filtered through the circle of a single porthole. Jeannette squinted at the lieutenant even though she could see little more than the hazy silhouette of his body and the quilt he’d kicked to the bottom of the hammock.
“Oui,” she responded on a sigh. “We are all shallow, uncaring creatures.”
When Treynor spoke again, it was on an entirely different subject. “Aren’t you going to thank me for cutting those bands away? Or have you too much pride to take it as the kindness it was meant to be?”
Jeannette pressed her forearms to her breasts. They still ached. Her body could not have withstood the pressure of the bindings much longer. “How did you know?”
He chuckled. “I am intimately familiar with certain parts of a woman’s anatomy—and yours in particular, remember?”
She cursed herself for being stupid enough to ask. “You could not have been thinking honorable thoughts to have realized it.”
“I never said I was thinking honorable thoughts.”
“You are no gentleman, monsieur.”
“I won’t argue with you there. If it makes you feel any better, you are not the only one who thinks so.”
Jeannette didn’t know how long it was before Treynor’s breathing evened out, but she guessed, with his back in the condition it was, he could not be sleeping soundly. The deep cuts crisscrossing his flesh still oozed blood. She winced to imagine how it must have felt to be Cunnington’s pawn and had to admit that Treynor was right to hate her. But she had too much at stake to allow him to take her to the captain. She had to escape, and long before morning.
Using her feet as leverage, she yanked against her bonds, hoping they’d give way, but the fabric cut into her wrists without loosening. She bit her lip against the pain and started to work the knots, quickly growing too nervous to take the time to do it right. In just a few hours, the entire ship would know about her, and she’d have no chance of reaching London.
Not that she had much of a chance now. Gasping from her efforts, she leaned her forehead on the wood, trying to think of another way. Perhaps she could find something on the desk to help her. She’d already tried searching for the lieutenant’s dirk and hadn’t been able to find it.
The trunk was heavy, but she managed to drag it by inches. The scraping sound seemed to reverberate through the cabin, but there was nothing she could do about it. The creaking of the ship’s timbers was nearly loud enough to mask it. It certainly seemed as if he was oblivious—until he grunted. Then she froze.
The blanket he had given her was somewhere on the floor behind her. She’d been unable to hang on to it and drag the trunk at the same time. She had only the darkness to cloak her—and felt the scantiness of that covering all too poignantly.
Had she awakened him? She thought so. But then his breathing grew steady again. He seemed to be dreaming, or reacting to the wounds on his back. She had no idea what the lieutenant would do if he caught her, but she’d seen enough to know he had a temper. 
 
Sweat rolled down Jeannette’s back as she pressed on and, eventually, she reached her goal. The light filtering in from beneath the door and through that one porthole coaxed her to wrench free, find something to wear, and slip out into the hallway. Stowaways were common enough in the navy. Perhaps she could hide until they reached London. It was a chance, however small. If she did nothing, she’d be returned to St. Ives at dawn.
Rising to her knees, she pulled as far from the trunk as her bonds would allow so she could examine what Treynor had on his desk. His dirk had to be somewhere. He’d used it to remove the bindings. But precisely where had he put it?
Papers and shadowy objects covered that horizontal space. Jeannette squinted, wished for more light, and tried to get closer. Finally, she rolled onto her back and used her feet to scoop all she could reach onto the floor, turning her face away when an avalanche of paper and other articles came showering down on top of her.
The noise seemed earthshattering, but Treynor didn’t stir, so Jeannette struggled into a crouched position and studied the objects on the floor. A quill pen—thank God she hadn’t knocked herself senseless with its heavy holder or splattered herself with ink—a few coins, maps, various papers, letters …and a letter opener!
Dragging the trunk a few inches closer, Jeannette retrieved the sharp instrument with her teeth, put it into her right hand and stabbed at the fabric, ignoring the pain such an unnatural position caused her wrists.
After what seemed like forever, she cut far enough into the fabric that she could tear the rest away, and finally, finally, she was free.
Now to get out of the room before Treynor awoke. She started working the latch on the trunk so she could steal a shirt to go with Dade’s breeches when footsteps thundered down the hall outside and a heavy fist, judging from the racket it made, thudded on the cabin door.
“Lieutenant!”
Jeannette stifled a squeal and ducked beneath the desk.
Treynor shot up and lunged toward the sound. “What is it?” he asked, his voice muddled by sleep as he unlocked the door and peered out through a narrow crack.
“The captain wants you in his cabin right away, sir.”
With a groan, Treynor scrubbed the sleep from his face. “What’s going on?”
Jeannette’s pulse raced as they talked. What now? As soon as his visitor left, he’d turn and see the trunk out of its place and realize she was free.
She’d never escape without a weapon. Her eyes and hands sought Treynor’s jacket, slung over the chair in front of her. She felt its heavy wool, the thick, gold braid, the round brass buttons, and the leather strap beneath it before her fingers located his pistol.
The heaviness of the gun felt foreign in her hands—cold, alien, frightening—but she had to do something.
Careful to stay out of the line of sight of the person who’d come to fetch him, she crept out from beneath the desk and slid around behind Treynor. Gripping the pistol by its iron muzzle, she rose silently, lifting it above her head with both hands. Timing would be everything….
The stranger finished telling Treynor he had no idea why the captain wanted to see him. Then Treynor shut the door and she brought the gun down with all her strength, aiming for his crown.
Jeannette expected the lieutenant to crumble at her feet. She didn’t anticipate the lightning quick move that caused the blow to glance off his shoulder.
“What the devil!” He spun and slammed her back against the desk, seeking control of the weapon.
Jeannette clung to the muzzle with all the tenacity she could muster. If Treynor gained possession of the gun, she’d have nothing to stop him from doing whatever he pleased.
The lieutenant was bigger and stronger by far, but she’d taken him by surprise. For a moment, Jeannette thought that small advantage might be enough to preserve her weapon, but then he twisted, gained a better grip, and together they crashed to the floor.
Fortunately the lieutenant took the brunt of the fall. Jeannette knew by the curse he muttered how badly it had cost him and felt a fleeting concern for the wounds on his back. Surely they’d start bleeding again. But she couldn’t give up the fight. If he’d been angry before, he’d show her no mercy now.
“What are you trying to do? Kill me?” He rolled on top of her and pinned her hands above her head.
Jeannette still grasped the pistol, but the pistol did her little good while he held her wrists in the vise of his hands.
He was stretched out on top of her, so damnably heavy she could scarcely move. Laboring to suck some air into her lungs, she gasped, “If I had wanted to kill you, I would have shot you dead.”
He shook his head in disbelief. “Your husband should be glad to be rid of you. You’re too wild to make anyone a good wife.”
“I won’t go back!” Infinitely aware of her nakedness, Jeannette began to squirm again. She managed to raise a knee halfway to the lieutenant’s groin, but he shifted before she could reach her intended target.
“Oh, no you don’t! Not again!” He squeezed her sore wrists until tears trickled from the corners of her eyes. Then he shook her hands, banging the gun on the floor like a hammer, but she gritted her teeth and held fast.
“Let go, you little hellion.” Finally, he wrenched the gun from her grasp and slid it away from her. “What in the name of God is wrong with you?” he demanded, straddling her middle and keeping her arms pinned above her head.
Jeannette blinked several times, trying to still the quiver of her chin. He was too heavy, her hands hurt, and now she had nothing to stop him from returning her to St. Ives, who would no doubt exact a costly revenge for her escape.
“Don’t start crying, dammit. I’m not so easily swayed.”
The mere mention of tears weakened the tenuous grasp Jeannette had on her emotions. The more she tried to hold back, the greater her need to cry. Fat teardrops blurred her vision and dampened her temples as they rolled back into her hair.
“Get off me. There is nothing I can do to you now.”
“No? Well, there is still plenty I would like to do to you. A good spanking would not be undeserved, I think. You might tweak your husband’s nose and get away with it, but your little escapades have cost me a pound of flesh in the most literal sense. Tell me, how merciful should I be?”
“I expect no mercy from a low-born sailor, and neither will I ask for it.”
His grip tightened. “Feeling superior, are we?”
Jeannette detected a harder edge to his voice than she’d heard him use before and couldn’t help needling him further. She was so angry and miserable and desperate. “You are a pig.”
“If I am to be classed with swine, perhaps I shall act the part. We sailors are a rough lot, forever hungering for a woman after going weeks, even months, without the comforts of the flesh. And I am no different.”
The sparkle in his eye made Jeannette wonder what she had provoked in him.
“Except that I am more familiar with your kind than you might think,” he continued, “titled ladies who are all show and manners on the surface while holding their virginity like a prize to be awarded to the highest bidder.”
Jeannette stiffened at his cutting words. “How dare you—”
“No, how foolish of you, my pretty friend, to risk yourself by coming among such men. Or were you hoping for something a little more stirring than polite?” He bent his head and claimed her lips in a harsh, demanding kiss.
She squirmed and tried to twist away, but he held her fast, forcing her to capitulate, dominating her will as effectively as her body.
“What’s the matter?” he murmured against her mouth. “You didn’t seem to mind at the Stag.”
Jeannette felt the warmth of his breath on her face and longed to inhale it in spite of his hateful words. She didn’t know when she quit fighting him, or when Treynor let go of her wrists, but every sense brimmed with his sinewy flesh and the musky smell of his body.
Letting her arms circle his neck, she returned his kiss with all the feverish intensity that swelled within her. She wanted something from him she couldn’t quite understand, and needed to vent her own anger and passion as freely as he had.
His hand grasped her breast almost painfully, that single action more erotic than anything Jeannette had ever imagined as his tongue invaded her mouth.
Frustrated by something she could not name, Jeannette tried to push him away, but he was too strong and too angry. Her efforts had no effect—until she sank her teeth deep in his lip. Then Treynor recoiled, breathing hard.
“I have to go,” he said tersely, wiping blood from the corner of his mouth with the back of his hand.
The tattered strips of fabric lay on the floor. Recovering them, he tied Jeannette to his trunk again. “That ought to keep you here until I get back.” He tested the knots to be sure they’d hold, then gazed down at her with an unfathomable expression. Finally, he took the letter opener, dirk, and pistol, dressed, and left, slamming the door behind him.
 
* * *
 
Treynor stalked down the corridor, tasting the blood on his lip and chafing from the feel of his heavy uniform on his lacerated back—all thanks to the she-devil in his cabin. But his stripes didn’t bother him half so much as what had transpired in the past ten minutes. He’d never forced his attentions on a woman before; he’d never even wanted to. Jeannette drove him wild.
How could a slip of a girl with chopped-off hair and sailor’s garb inadvertently trigger such desire? She was rich and spoiled—a lady of his mother’s ilk and French to boot. The pretentiousness, the haughtiness, the lies: He despised it all.
A muscle began to twitch in his cheek as Treynor tried to distance himself from the pain associated with any reminder of his mother. Captain Cruikshank wanted him. He had to keep his eye on his duty if he was ever to prove to himself that he needed nothing, and wanted even less, from Lady Bedford.
As he emerged on deck, Treynor felt the sprinkle of a light rain on his face. The sea was calm, a steady wind rocked the ship as gently as a cradle, and only a few lamps competed with the stars that glimmered through the thin clouds overhead. Such mellow weather was rare this time of year and offered hope that the morning would be clear and bright: a perfect day to set sail.
“Evening, Lieutenant.”
Treynor nodded as one of the ship’s carpenters saluted.
He needn’t worry about Jeannette, he thought, moving on. He’d return her in a matter of hours, possibly search for Dade, since the party he had sent out for him earlier hadn’t been able to find him, then be on his way. The hope of prize money should they capture a French or other merchant ship would keep him occupied until he eventually achieved his long-coveted promotion to the rank of post-captain. His career had always been enough before.
Cruikshank glanced up when Treynor entered the cabin. Along with Cunnington, two other lieutenants, and a couple of midshipmen, the captain sat at a table in the center of the room. Two cannons, a rolltop desk, several cushioned bench seats with plenty of storage beneath, and a bed filled the rest of the space. The rear of the ship rarely came under fire, so this cabin had windows as well, to give the captain a good view and to let in as much natural light as possible, although dawn had not yet arrived.
“Lieutenant Treynor.” Cruikshank hefted himself to his feet, clasped his hands behind his back, and began to pace between the two cannons on opposite sides of his cabin.
“Captain, sir.” Treynor saluted and nodded to the others.
Toddy Pratt and Richard Knuthson, the third and fourth lieutenants, greeted him, along with the midshipmen, making an effort to treat him as though the flogging had never occurred. Cunnington, on the other hand, relished the memory. The first lieutenant sat erect, watching him with a hawk’s eye, so well groomed there was no way to tell he’d been summoned from his bed in the middle of the night.
Fleetingly, Treynor considered his own appearance. No doubt he looked like he’d been dragged behind a horse. He certainly felt like it.
“You sent for me?” he asked, curious as to the significance of this late-night gathering.
The captain pivoted to face him, pursing his lips until the lines around his mouth deepened into grooves. He motioned toward the table, where Treynor spied a folded piece of foolscap. “A courier has delivered a letter via boat. It is from the Baron St. Ives.”
Treynor took this information in, but kept his expression impassive.
“Mayhap you are familiar with the name,” the captain continued. “His estate is not far from Plymouth.”
“I am sure the lieutenant would have no opportunity to associate with a nobleman,” Cunnington interjected.
Pratt and Knuthson and the midshipmen looked slightly uncomfortable as Cruikshank sent his first lieutenant an irritated glance. “St. Ives is a Tory. The government being what it is today, he wields significant power in Parliament and, hence, the navy.”
“I know of him,” Treynor admitted. Although the captain had just presented him with the perfect opportunity to divulge Jeannette’s identity, Cunnington’s manner, as always, incited Treynor’s temper. He wanted to hear the captain out before he did anything. “The baron married last night, I hear,” he added, smiling at Cunnington as he took the seat opposite him. “My mother was in attendance.”
“Maybe your father was there, too,” Cunnington said. “But who can say? Even you don’t know who he is.”
“That’s enough,” Cruikshank barked. “It seems that his young wife disappeared after the wedding feast. Lord St. Ives has traced her movements to Plymouth, and because we were slated to put in at London, where she has family or friends or somesuch, he thinks she might have boarded the Tempest.”
“A baroness stowed away on a frigate?” Lieutenant Pratt exclaimed.
“Ludicrous,” Cunnington said and the midshipmen seemed to agree.
“She must be insane to run away in the first place,” Cruikshank countered. “When her husband gets a hold of her, no doubt she will have the devil to pay. But here is my dilemma: We have received new orders. We no longer need to pick up that diplomat in London. It seems the Phoenix can take him in our stead.”
“Which means what?” Pratt asked. “We head straight out to sea?”
“Aye.” The captain took up a pipe from his bureau and added tobacco from a pouch in his pocket. Although smoking was banned as a fire hazard, no one was going to remind Cruikshank of that. “Admiral MacBride wants us to join the Western Squadron south of Brest. There is an American convoy on its way to France, and the blockade is stretching thin.”
“A blockade that extends all the way from the North Sea into the Bay of Biscay needs every ship it can get,” Treynor said. “But what of the baron?”
“He wants us to allow his men access to the ship come morning to search for her. But I do not take kindly to the thought, I will tell you. We must stop that grain convoy. And if we are forced to wait here, we will probably miss it.”
“Our duty to king and country is far more important than a baron’s silly wife,” one of the midshipmen agreed.
“Indeed.” The captain stroked his chin.
“Does he think the war will wait until he solves his domestic problems?” Pratt asked.
“The war might not wait for the Baron St. Ives, but we had better,” Cunnington said.
The captain shook his head. “I have no sympathy for a man who cannot keep track of his wife for one full day.”
“While we were in town yesterday, I heard he was to marry a woman less than half his age,” Knuthson said. “He’s probably furious that she robbed him of his wedding night.”
“He has every right to drag her back, kicking and screaming,” Cunnington pointed out. “Legally, she belongs to him.”
Cruikshank drained the glass of brandy that awaited him on the sideboard. “True. So do we stay?”
“I say yes.” Cunnington flicked a spec of lint off his uniform. “If she is here and we do not allow the baron his search, then we have made a powerful enemy.”
Every time Cunnington spoke, Treynor found his support shifting more firmly in Jeannette’s favor. But he was already naturally inclined to sympathize with the underdog, especially when it sounded as though the Baron St. Ives expected the world to stop spinning if he only asked. “What if we formed our own search party?” he asked. “The tide should be in our favor for seven hours. We could spend a short time looking and then, if the wind holds and we don’t find the lady, we set sail as scheduled.”
“That just might mollify the baron without causing us any delay,” Pratt said.
Cruikshank nodded slowly. “Perhaps that is best.”
“Or I could search for her myself,” Treynor said. “I am not up to much else in my current condition.”
When Cunnington smiled at the reference to his stripes, Treynor smiled, too, but only on the inside. With any luck, he’d just distracted the first lieutenant from what he really hoped to accomplish-and that was to obtain the search detail. He wasn’t completely sure he would keep Jeannette’s secret in the long term, but he found he wasn’t quite ready to reveal her, either.
Cruikshank lit his pipe before sitting heavily in his chair. “Why don’t the seven of you see what you can find? If we discover any evidence to indicate the baroness might have joined us, we will go from there. If not, we are clear to sail. But we haven’t much time, so you had better be about it.”
“Aye, aye, sir.” Lieutenant Cunnington stood, saluted, and moved toward the door. Knuthson, Pratt, and the midshipmen did the same.
“Is there something else?” Cruikshank asked Treynor when he made no move to follow them.
Treynor hesitated. He didn’t want to get more involved in Jeannette’s problems than he already was, but the thought of her with a man like the baron bothered him. St. Ives was ancient; he’d dabbled in politics far longer than Treynor had been alive. Marriage to such a man seemed like a travesty, considering Jeannette’s youth and vivacity.
“What if the baron’s wife is here, and she doesn’t want to go back?” he asked.
“We have no choice but to return her,” Cruikshank replied. “You heard Cunnington. She belongs to St. Ives, just as surely as his house and his lands belong to him.”
“We could put her off the ship discreetly.”
“Why, when we could collect the reward?” Cunnington had paused at the door.
“What about Dade?” Treynor asked, stalling for time to think.
Cruikshank scowled. “If we took the time to search for every man who ran off, we would never leave England. Forget about Dade. Sometimes you take your duty too seriously, Lieutenant, if that’s possible. Is there anything else?” A look of impatience etched itself into the creases of the captain’s face. Treynor glanced over his shoulder to see that Cunnington still watched him, as well.
“No, sir. I will start looking immediately.”
Silently calling himself a fool, Treynor’s tongue played with the small cut Jeannette’s teeth had left in his lip as he brushed past the first lieutenant. He was making a mistake, but for some reason he couldn’t give her away. Not yet.
Before returning to his cabin, Treynor visited the bosun and his wife to ask Mrs. Hawker to keep her silence and to alter a set of clothes to fit Jeannette. Then he headed back, wondering at the reception he’d receive when he told the baron’s wife she’d be a passenger on the Tempest for a while longer.
He smiled to think of Cunnington searching for the very woman who was safely ensconced in his cabin, but that smile froze on his face when he opened the door. The cloth strips he’d used to tie Jeannette up were once again piled on the floor.
She was gone.


 
 
Chapter 9
 

 
Hunching her shoulders and keeping her head down, Jeannette hurried along the companionway. There’d been no time to bind her breasts, and she was only too aware of her bosom bouncing as she walked.
Fortunately Treynor’s shirt was even baggier than Dade’s. Despite having rolled the sleeves back several times, the cuffs fell to the tips of her fingers. But at least the lieutenant had had plain clothes in his trunk.
The predawn light was dim below the gun deck, despite the open gun ports. Only a few whale-oil lamps illuminated several sailors as they began the daily ritual of scrubbing the decks. Immersed in their work, they scarcely glanced up when she passed.
Jeannette was grateful for their preoccupation and this bit of housekeeping. Maybe it would alleviate some of the more pungent smells. Except that the constant washing never allowed the lower decks to dry, despite the use of portable stoves.
Her stomach growled as she went below and wearily searched for some place to hide. She’d been loath to venture into the unfamiliar ship amid five hundred strangers, but Treynor had left her no choice. She couldn’t sit and wait in his cabin, tied to his trunk like a cow, until the captain sent her back to St. Ives. She had to reach London and have her marriage annulled. And the only way she was going to do that was by disappearing until they reached port.
An increase in activity, evidenced by the tramping of numerous feet and the hum of voices, sent fear prickling down Jeannette’s spine. Treynor had to have told the captain about her by now. Were they searching for her? Would they postpone their departure on her account?
Surely a runaway wife was insignificant when compared to the mission of a frigate, especially during war.
But her husband was a very powerful man….
She turned a corner and discovered the steward’s store. A glimpse at the shelves and floor revealed marked barrels of dried peas, hardtack, and slabs of salt pork and preserved beef. A man with his back to her took stock of these commodities while Jeannette stared with longing at stacked rounds of cheese and the fresh bread, dainties reserved for the officers. She would have traded a fortune in gold for just one slice of cheese or even a crust of bread. But, afraid of drawing the man’s attention, she forced herself to move on.
Not far from the steward’s larder, she eased past several carpenters storing their planking and fittings. Staying in the shadows, she hoped to go unnoticed amid the constant motion around her.
A few minutes later, grunting sounds drew her attention to a manger filled with pigs. Two men stood on the far side of the pen, pouring slop into a trough. They were nearly finished—soon they would leave.
Making it a good place to hide.
She hung back until the men took their buckets and left, then sallied forth. Certainly on their first day out of port the animals would require little attention. And this early in the voyage the pens were relatively clean.
Or so she hoped.
After scrambling over the wall, she burrowed beneath the straw along the edge farthest from the trough and cradled her head in her arms. By turning her face into the fabric of Treynor’s shirt, she did what she could to block out the stench and tried not to think about the manure the straw was meant to sweeten.
The hogs grunted as they ate. They were sure to smell her and come rooting around her hiding place, perhaps even step on her. But for the moment she was alone, and even the fear of being trampled by pigs couldn’t keep her from falling asleep.
 
* * *
 
Treynor was furious, at himself and Jeannette. He’d taken a risk to help her, and she’d ruined their odds by disappearing from his cabin. Now Cunnington or any of the others could find her as easily as he could.
Perhaps he had one small advantage: They were looking for a woman.
He headed around the carpenter’s walk, hoping Jeannette had somehow managed to hide herself in the narrow passageway just below the waterline. Used mostly by the carpenters to check for leaks, it was deserted now, which would make getting her back to his cabin easier. But what were the chances of finding her in the first place he looked?
None, evidently. There was no trace of her.
Treynor completed his search and headed out, startled to see Cunnington blocking his way.
“No fair maidens?” the first lieutenant asked, evidently coming to inspect the carpenter’s walk himself.
Treynor shook his head, now glad he hadn’t found Jeannette. Towing Jean Vicard behind him might have looked curious. Treynor wanted nothing to connect Jeannette with Vicard, for once such a thought passed through Cunnington’s head, the truth would be obvious. “Not yet.”
“Have you checked the hold?”
“Aye, briefly.” He lied to discourage the first lieutenant from taking any interest in the belly of the ship, just in case. “I doubt a baroness could survive the smell of the place.”
A flicker of distaste passed over Cunnington’s features before his face twisted into a taunting jeer. “Did you descend to the bilge?”
“Of course.”
“I admire your strength. Your back cannot have healed so soon.”
Treynor smiled. “My injuries are nothing to concern yourself with. A woman could have caused more damage,” he replied and walked away.
“Lieutenant Treynor!” Mrs. Hawker called after him, hustling down the companionway to meet him.
From behind, Cunnington hissed something about Treynor’s low birth. Treynor heard the word bastard but, refusing to let Cunnington bait him, he focused on the bosun’s wife. “What is it?”
She waited until Cunnington had stalked away before speaking, then glanced around as though she was still afraid they would be overheard. “I ‘ave the clothes ye need.”
“Thank you. Put them in my cabin, please.”
He turned to continue his search, but stopped when he felt her hand on his arm. “I ‘ope ye know what yer doin’, sir. When ye came to my cabin ter ask for the clothes, ye said nothin’ about the lass bein’ a baron’s wife.”
With the number of officers searching the ship, Treynor wasn’t surprised Mrs. Hawker had already learned Jeannette’s true identity. Nothing escaped the bosun—and the minute Mr. Hawker knew something, Mrs. Hawker knew it better.
“Makes no difference.”
“Aye, it does! Now that the captain an’ Cunnington know about ‘er, you ‘ave to give ‘er up.”
“Why?”
“Because ye can’t ‘ide her forever. Think what it would do to yer career if ye was to be caught doin’ what yer doin’! Cunnington would finally ‘ave a serious complaint against ye!”
Treynor had long known that Mrs. Hawker felt motherly toward him, but he didn’t have time to be waylaid now. “I am not planning to hide her forever. Soon the Tempest will be too far from Plymouth to turn back when the captain realizes she’s on board. That could buy her a month, maybe more, depending on the war. She might even be able to get off at another port.”
Mrs. Hawker propped fisted hands on her hips. “An’ if yer caught?”
“We only need a few days. We can manage that easily enough, but not if Knuthson or Cunnington or someone else gets to her before I do.”
Lines appeared in Mrs. Hawker’s forehead. “It makes no sense for ye ter take the risk.”
And Treynor couldn’t explain it. He had a weakness for a pretty face, that was all. He knew he should wash his hands of her, put an end to the trouble she’d caused him. But he hated to send her back to a man who would crush her fiery spirit.
“For some reason, she’s afraid of the baron.”
“And ye feel obliged to play the gallant?” The older woman regarded him shrewdly. “But it’s none of yer affair.”
“It is now.”
Mrs. Hawker heaved a sigh and released him. “Most stowaways try ter get as far below as possible,” she said grudgingly.
“I shall begin at the front hold,” he said, but he doubted the delicate Jeannette would go below—or stay there if she found it. Everything drained into the ballast. On some French vessels, dead men were buried there. Even without human decay, the ballast reeked, awash in bilge. Although the Tempest had been fumigated while they were in port, the fumes caused by sprinkling vinegar and brimstone over braziers of hot coals often made one sicker than the original stench.
But the baroness had to be somewhere. Could be anywhere. Which meant he had to look everywhere.
With a conspiratorial wink at the bosun’s wife, he hurried away, shifting in his jacket to keep his shirt from sticking to his back. Part of him was stubborn enough to let Jeannette face the consequences of her actions alone, as Mrs. Hawker evidently thought he should, but another part—a stronger part—urged him to continue looking.
The beat of a sea chantey rose like the pounding of distant drums. All hands were gathered around the capstan, hauling in the anchor so they could set sail. The chanteyman’s verses changed according to his whim, often making good-natured fun of the officers. Treynor smiled to himself when the men joined in for the chorus. He wondered whether his fellow officers would now give up the search and if Knuthson and Pratt had found anything.
Ignoring the lure of the song that beckoned him back to his duty, he headed to a narrow room at the heart of the ship where the spare sails were folded and piled high. But a thorough search of the area left Treynor as empty-handed and even more irritable than before. When he got hold of Jeannette, he’d turn her over his knee and warm her backside as she deserved.
The anchor cable was stored next door to the sails—another good hiding place if they were at sea. For now, Treynor doubted Jeannette would go where men would be coiling the wet, heavy hemp cable on the slatted floor. So he passed the cable room and headed to the gangway that would take him down to the hold.
Before long, Lieutenant Cunnington would surely give up the search to supervise the deck, he thought. The bosun’s mate would pipe, “All hands, up hammocks,” at promptly seven-thirty, and the rest of the crew would go topside. After they stowed the last of the hammocks, the captain would appear at eight bells. Then Bosun Hawker would pipe breakfast for the crew, after which they’d return to their duty as the new watch came up, bringing bags and chests with them from the lower decks to allow for cleaning.
They’d not get much farther into the day before Cunnington or someone else missed Jean Vicard. The “boy” had to make an appearance on deck today, and possibly tomorrow as well. Then the truth could be discovered.
As the baron’s wife, Jeannette would be protected from the rank and file. Cunnington would look the fool and repent having tried to flog her, Cruikshank would treat her like a highly-favored guest, despite the inconvenience, and Treynor’s own career would no longer hang in the balance.
Until then, however, anything could happen.
 
* * *
 
The straw made Jeannette itch miserably. She burrowed deeper, trying to fall asleep again, but the scratchy manger and her complaining stomach allowed her no respite. Somehow, she had to find something to eat and drink.
Shifting carefully, she listened for voices or footfalls before poking her head out of her hiding place.
The sun was up. Its rays poured into the ship’s portholes, bright enough to float dust motes. The pigs had settled beside the trough, but her movements gained their attention. One stood on its short legs and grunted, then came to investigate.
Jeannette wasn’t particularly fearful of animals, but coming eye to eye with a pig made her nervous. She nearly burst from her hiding place—but the sound of someone approaching made her sink back into the shelter of the straw.
The pig came closer, rooting around her head and sniffing the air. Hungry for more slop, no doubt. Or her. She bit back a scream as its snout wet her cheek.
Queasy, she tried to twist away without making any noise.
The footfalls passed and receded without pause. Cautiously easing out of her hiding place, she sent the pig scurrying.
Bits of straw clung to her hair, Treynor’s shirt and Dade’s breeches. She brushed herself off, climbed over the wall and headed in the direction of the steward’s cabin. She knew nowhere else to find food. According to Mrs. Hawker, the men ate in small groups, each taking a turn to be mess cook. But she dared not go among them.
The steward’s cabin was locked. Jeannette shoved against the door to see if it would give way.
Unfortunately, her puny efforts netted nothing more than a thump loud enough to wake the dead and a possible bruise on her hip.
Voices rang down the corridor, causing her to jump into the shadow of an adjoining hallway as some sailors trudged past. When they were gone, she tried forcing the steward’s door again, but to no avail. She was just about to give up when she caught sight of a dead fish lying across a sack of biscuits not far away.
Bread of sorts. Probably old bread but old bread was better than nothing.
Blessing the hand of providence and being careful to avoid the carcass of the fish, she stuffed her pockets with the hard, round disks and hurried off to find a place where she could enjoy them.
After descending another deck, she found herself in an arsenal, among containers of priming-irons, wads, shot, and various pieces of hardware used in the rigging and sails. Too bad she hadn’t found the reserves of beef, pork, and other food—although how she’d get into such barrels she didn’t know.
A couple of sailors worked in the dark, cavernous hold, hammering wedges between barrels to keep them from rolling.
Jeannette hovered just outside the light shed by their lantern. Their presence gave her a modicum of peace. This would have been a frightening place to be alone.
Several crates were stacked nearby. She climbed up and set about eating.
Her stomach rebelled at the taste; she’d never tried the likes of the hard old biscuits before. But they were food. Determined not to starve, she chewed and swallowed—and nearly screamed when someone at her elbow murmured, “Do ye ‘ave any more?”
“What?” Jeannette whispered, turning toward the voice that had come out of the darkness. “Who are you?”
“Don’t matter, does it? I’m ‘idin’ down ‘ere, same as ye. Only I’m ‘ungry. I could ‘ave sworn ye were eatin’ somethin’ a minute ago.”
Judging from the voice, it was a woman. “I have got a little bread.”
Whoever it was moved beside her. Then a distinctive odor filled Jeannette’s nostrils—a combination of sweat, dirt, and cheap perfume. She recognized the stench as one she had smelled on the docks at Plymouth. Was this woman a prostitute?
A hand reached out and touched her, and Jeannette steeled herself against pulling away from the faceless stranger. Whoever it was was hungry. She handed over what remained of her supper as the sailors finished their work and moved away.
When their light was gone, the blackness became complete. Jeannette imagined herself as Jonah, lost inside the whale. She hugged her knees to her chest, wondering if she could tolerate the cold, damp darkness.
“Where’d ye find these?” her new friend asked. “I wish I ‘ad a dozen, at least.”
Jeannette grimaced, thinking she’d rather go hungry than eat another. “They were in a sack next to the steward’s room, with a dead fish on top. I am sure there are more, if you want them.”
A low chuckle sounded. “I thought I tasted bargemen.”
“Bargemen?” Jeannette echoed.
“Aye. Ye know, little white worms. Surely ye’ve seen ‘em.”
Jeannette’s stomach lurched. She fought to keep her supper down, but the thought of “bargemen” was too much for her.
The person at her elbow pulled her away from the mess and led her to some barrels farther back. “That smells worse than the damn bilge,” she complained.
Jeannette said nothing. She sat beside her new companion, utterly miserable.
The thought of Henri and her parents caused a sharp pang of loneliness. Two days, she reminded herself. She only had to survive on the frigate for two more days. “How did you know?” she asked. “About the …maggots, I mean. Can you really taste them?”
“When I concentrate I can. But it’s the fish what was the clue. Ye said yerself ye found a fish on top of the sack. It’s supposed to draw ‘em out, though if the steward’s left the whole lot for anyone to take, ‘e’s not much concerned with savin’ ‘em, eh?”
 
“I don’t suppose so.” Jeannette shivered. In an effort to block the maggots from her mind, she said, “It’s so cold down here.”
“Aye. And dreadful damp. But ye get used to it.”
Jeannette felt an arm go around her as the stranger briskly rubbed her limbs. She didn’t know who this woman was, or what she looked like, but she didn’t move away. She was far too desperate for any crumb of human kindness.
“That oughter ‘elp, oi? Now …what’s this? Yer soft as a—” The woman’s hand encountered the swell of one breast, then dropped away before Jeannette could react. “I thought ye were a lad. Ye’re a woman?”
“Yes.”
“Then why are ye wearin’ trousers?”
“For the same reason you are hiding in this hellhole.”
“Ye got a lover on board?”
Jeannette thought fleetingly of Treynor. Why, she couldn’t say, didn’t want to contemplate. “No. You?”
“Yeah. ‘E’s gonna marry me when the war’s over.”
“Doesn’t he bring you any food?”
“When ‘e can. We’re just out of port, so for now, I’ve got to lay low.”
“I see.”
Silence fell between them. They were two of a kind, in some ways. “Do you stay down here all the time?”
“For the most part. This is as good a place as any. The men work ‘ere once in a while. They ‘ave to make the stores secure in case of bad weather or battle. But the smell from below keeps everyone away, if they ‘ave a choice.”
“What’s your name?”
“Amelia.”
Jeannette gave her name in turn and listened as Amelia boasted about the many virtues of her beau. He was a regular seaman, she said, but she was as proud of him as most women would be to catch an officer.
“What’s his name?” Jeannette asked.
Amelia paused. “That I’ll not say. I don’t know ye, after all. An’ I’ll not do anythin’ what could bring ‘im a floggin’.”
Jeannette didn’t press her. Considering the circumstances, she had no desire to become embroiled in someone else’s intimate affairs.
Still, they sat huddled together as if they’d known each other for years.
“Do you like life at sea?” Jeannette asked.
“Aye. It keeps food in me belly, for the most part.”
Jeannette pictured a gap-toothed smile. None of the prostitutes she’d seen on the pier had possessed all of their teeth. “Not today, evidently.”
“I’ll live till tomorrow. My man will bring me a bite or two. He’ll be wantin’ somethin’ ‘imself by then.”
Jeannette thought of Treynor—the memory of his smooth skin, the latent strength of his well-muscled body, the tingle of his lips moving against hers. They were all sensations connected with desire, a desire she would never feel again if she couldn’t free herself from her hateful marriage.
The ship rocked to the side, knocking Jeannette against her new companion. When she encountered a hard, well-rounded belly, she pulled away as quickly as she could gain her balance.
“Don’t worry, ye didn’t ‘urt me,” Amelia said.
Jeannette didn’t know how to respond. That Amelia was pregnant was obvious. That she would stow away on a frigate while in such a condition was alarming. “When do you expect your baby?” she asked, hoping that what felt like a melon-sized middle wasn’t quite melon-sized at all.
“In another month. P’raps two.”
Jeannette’s nails curled into her palm. Two of her mother’s four babies had not survived their first year, and Maman had hinted about the pains of childbirth when she deemed her daughter old enough to know such things. Jeannette could not imagine braving such an ordeal at sea.
What if the baby came early? And why didn’t Amelia know with more certainty when the baby was due to arrive? A month was a long time. It could mean the difference of being in port.
Of course, considering the woman’s probable profession …
“Does your, um, man know?”
“‘Ow could ‘e miss it?” She laughed. “‘E wants a brat of ‘is own. ‘E’s goin’ ter marry me after the war.”
She’d said that already. Doubt nipped at Jeannette, but she hoped, for Amelia’s sake, that her beau was truly as devoted as she said. That he’d not brought her anything to eat while she was in such a delicate condition certainly gave Jeannette reason to wonder.
“I am sure he will.” She hoped she sounded more convinced than she felt.
“Shhhh!” Amelia stiffened next to her. “We must ‘ide,” she whispered and scrambled away.
Dumbfounded, Jeannette blinked after her until she heard what Amelia had already detected. Someone was coming. Boots ground on the wood floor, then a light appeared.
Ducking behind the barrel on which she’d sat, Jeannette crouched in the darkness. Whoever it was was alone, but it took only one man to drag her back to the main deck.
“Jean, are you down here?”
The rich timbre of Lieutenant Treynor’s voice echoed against the walls, causing Jeannette’s heart to pound.
“Jean?”
Hunching lower, Jeannette held perfectly still. It would be next to impossible to find her amid the barrels. The halo of Treynor’s light extended only so far; she could circle around him indefinitely. Unless he went back up and brought others to canvass the hold with him, she was safe if she could only move quietly enough. The steady creaking of the ship would help.
“Jean, if you’re down here, you must come to me immediately. We have left port. We are not going back.”
Was he lying? He called her by her boy name, but she would be a fool to let him to trick her so easily.
“There are others who are looking for you. It would be wise to let me help you.” Treynor walked to the other side of the room, flushing Amelia out of whatever hiding place she’d chosen. She voiced a short cry of pain as she stumbled over something in her rush to avoid him.
The light bobbed as Treynor weaved between the barrels, homing in on the sound. With Amelia so far along in pregnancy, Jeannette knew her movements would be slow and awkward. Chances were good that Treynor would catch her. Jeannette didn’t know exactly what that would mean, but she knew by Amelia’s reaction that she was afraid.
Jeannette didn’t want to get her in any trouble. She thumped the barrel next to her, hoping to draw the lieutenant away, and he stopped and cocked his head.
“So you want a game of chase, do you?” he said.
The subtle threat in his voice made Jeannette swallow hard as she ducked behind a hogshead and waited. Only this time, the light didn’t move. When she braved a peek over the rounded slats of her hiding place, she spied Treynor’s lantern sitting alone on the floor. The lieutenant was nowhere to be seen. He’d relinquished the one thing that gave him away and was pursuing her stealthily.
She held her breath again, straining to hear his movements. Was the rustling she detected the lieutenant or Amelia?
Afraid to move for fear she’d run straight into him, she crouched down and kept still. She hoped Amelia would do the same. But when a rat scampered over her hand, Jeannette squealed and fell back.
Footsteps pounded in her direction. She scrambled away, scaled a stack of crates, and tried to see Treynor come at her through the dark. But outside the edge of the light, shadows and darker shadows created the illusion of the lieutenant to her right, then to her left. The noise of his movement was gone; she could hear nothing until he laughed behind her.
“Are you afraid, my sweet?”
He sounded close enough to grab her by the shirt. Jeannette jumped to the floor and tried to run, but she careened into something angled that nearly sent her sprawling. Crying out before she could stifle the sound, she teetered on her feet as a moment of dizziness combined with the darkness to disorient her. Terrified to move, yet unable to stay where she was because of Treynor’s predatory closeness, she began to turn in circles.
Then he was there, directly behind her. His hand snaked around her, inadvertently catching her breast as he slammed her back against his chest.


 
 
Chapter 10
 

 
As soon as Treynor realized what part of Jeannette’s anatomy he’d laid hold of, he wondered again how he could ever have thought her a boy. Her bosom was full, especially for her small size, and the weight of it in his palm threatened to change his anger into something else entirely. For the briefest moment, he felt the impulse to turn her in his arms. Instead, he shifted his hold to preserve her modesty, then cursed himself for trying to be the noble gallant when she thanked him with a hearty kick in the shins.
“Let me go!”
“The game’s over,” he told her, crushing her resistance. He didn’t care about being noble or gallant, he told himself. If Jeannette wasn’t careful, he’d coax her into satisfying the hunger she inspired in him.
Remembering how her body had once quivered like the string of a violin at his touch, he felt his pulse quicken. She wouldn’t be hard to press beyond denial. Here. Now. Seek his revenge in the only kind of pleasure a woman could give him.
But he’d never had a highborn lady and refused to risk his career—at least any more than he’d already done—on this one.
Taking hold of one wrist, he pulled her after him. This time she didn’t resist. She followed so meekly he couldn’t help casting a glance at her face as he retrieved the lamp.
“Were you lying when you said we wouldn’t turn back?” she asked.
“I didn’t tell the captain about you.”
“Why?”
Treynor searched for an answer. How could he explain his actions to her when he scarcely understood them himself? “You’re along for the ride,” he said simply, wiping away a trickle of blood where she’d gouged her temple.
“I am?”
“You are. But from now on, you shall play by my rules.”
 
* * *
 
When they reached Treynor’s cabin, he opened a package wrapped in brown paper that was sitting on his desk and shoved it at her. “Mrs. Hawker has sent you something to wear—something that might actually fit,” he added, eyeing her dishabille.
Jeannette’s stay in the manger and the hold had made her filthy. She longed for a bath, couldn’t wait to peel her boy’s clothes off her body.
She eyed the man who had taken the lash for her and wondered why he hadn’t revealed her identity to the captain as he’d promised he would. He had no reason to help her, unless he expected something in return, something she wasn’t willing to give.
She shook out the fresh pants and boy’s shirt he tossed in her lap. They were crudely made but nearly small enough to fit, and they were surprisingly soft, as though they’d been washed in fresh water. “Whose were these?”
He cocked his head to a jaunty angle. “You weren’t so concerned with ownership when you took Dade’s clothes or mine. Just put them on. You’re going out on deck.”
Jeannette pictured Lieutenant Cunnington and Captain Cruikshank pacing above them and felt reluctant to return to their presence. “Why?”
“Because I said so.” He picked up the strips of cloth that had once been Dade’s shirt and began to make better bindings. “First, conceal your breasts. Right now, any man with eyes in his head can see you’re no boy.”
“Why are you helping me?”
He didn’t respond.
“Lieutenant?”
“Maybe I don’t like your husband.” He shrugged, but then a smile deepened the cleft in his chin. “Or perhaps I simply enjoy your company.”
“I’d hate to see how you’d treat a woman whose company you do not enjoy,” she said. “First you strip me of my clothes, then you tie me to your trunk to wait out the night.”
His grin grew more meaningful. “I usually tie up only those who ask me nicely. Women who can’t kiss me without drawing blood or striking me in my more vulnerable parts generally don’t fare so well.”
Jeannette rolled her eyes. “I see you have a healthy opinion of yourself, Lieutenant Treynor. A gentleman would never speak the way you do—”
“I think we have established that I am no gentleman, which brings me to my next point. If you want my help, you had better be prepared to compensate me.” He moved toward her, a purposeful glint in his midnight-blue eyes.
Jeannette swallowed hard. So there was a price. She’d thought so. “I will not be your paramour—”
“Not what I had in mind, I assure you. You don’t appeal to me beyond your ability to wash and mend.” He chuckled as he pulled a basket of dirty clothes out of the wardrobe. “All my laundry will become your responsibility. And I will expect you to attend me at my bath when I require it.”
Jeannette blinked in surprise. He wanted her to be his maid? His personal servant? She felt her spine stiffen. No matter how desperate her circumstances were, her pride rebelled at allowing this particular man to exploit her weakness.
“You will enjoy making a count’s daughter fetch and stitch and do your bidding, won’t you,” she said.
“I can’t think of anything I would enjoy more …except having that same count’s daughter perform—” He grinned. “—other, more personal, services.”
“I thought I didn’t appeal to you.”
“Perhaps you could convince me that I am wrong.”
Jeannette felt a flush rise to her cheeks. “I doubt that’s an argument I will ever make.”
“Don’t speak too soon,” he said with a chuckle. “I certainly wouldn’t want pride to stand in your way.” His gaze roved over her. “So, are you willing to accept my terms of employment?”
“Do I have any other choice?”
“Not if you want to stay on board.”
“Do I have your word that you won’t ever force me to satisfy your sexual appetites?”
He gave her a disbelieving look. “Certainly. You have my word, madame,” he said with a bow.
She lifted her chin. “Then you have yourself a servant.”
“Wonderful. Now, put on these bindings and change. We’re going topside.”
Jeannette glanced at the strips of fabric he threw at her feet. “There is only one more thing,” she said. “I will be your personal servant as long as I don’t have to wear those miserable things, and only if you allow me to remain in the privacy of your cabin.”
He whirled to face her. “You are hardly in a position to dictate terms, my lady. Now get dressed.”
“I am not going out on deck.” Unable to abandon her pride completely, Jeannette glared at him. “The captain is there and that Cunnington fellow, and…”
Her words died as his eyes narrowed. “If I may …what exactly do you want me to call you, anyway?”
Jeannette thought for a moment before settling on the name most likely to irritate him. “Baroness,” she replied with as much disdain as she could muster.
“Oh, baroness, is it?” Treynor walked around her, circling her like a hawk.
She squared her shoulders. “That is correct.”
He stopped only inches in front of her face. “First you want to hide from your husband. Then you want to hide behind him. I think you need to decide how you want to play this game.” He braced himself against the wall, one arm over her shoulder. “After you leave me writhing in my bed, and get me flayed alive, I still come to your rescue. I’d say you owe me your utmost cooperation, Baroness St. Ives, which means we are going topside.”
Jeannette began to slide away, but he gripped her arm and held her where she was while bending to retrieve the strips of cloth he’d dropped on the floor. “Put these on, or I will put them on you myself. Is that clear?”
She tried to jerk out of his grasp. “You are hurting me.”
His eyes dipped to her bustline. “Conceal your curves or the sailors on this ship will eat you for supper. Then you will know what it means to be hurt by a man.”
“I am a baroness. They would not dare.”
“Do you think they would believe anything you said?” He let go of her.
“Every sailor cannot be as lecherous as you say.” She toyed with the fraying sections of fabric in her hands to conceal her doubt. That many sailors had been taken directly from prison, or been pressed, was a well-known fact and made her less than sure of her hastily uttered statement.
“And what about the reward?” she continued. “As soon as I tell them there is a purse of gold offered for my safe return, I doubt they would dare touch me. Do you think my husband would pay anything after I have been pawed by men like you?” She’d said it to prop up her crumbling bravado, but she regretted her words the instant she saw their effect.
“I am afraid you misunderstand.” He moved even closer, leaning down until his nose nearly touched hers. “You wouldn’t be pawed by men like me. You would be used by sailors. Filthy men. Crawling with lice.”
Jeannette tried to wiggle away, but he stopped her. “They would ride you long and hard, and they would take turns doing it.” His eyes swept over her, feeling every bit as personal as his touch. “Besides, if I remember correctly, the night we first met, I heard not a single protest to my pawing.”
Jeannette’s hand came up to push him away, but he caught her wrist. Taking hold of her chin with his other hand, he tilted it up until she could look nowhere but into his eyes, eyes that were as velvety blue as a moonlit night.
“Most of my men care for little besides their daily ration of rum and tobacco, living to see another battle, and taking their pleasure with a woman—any woman. The promise of reward at some undetermined point in the future would not deter them while the pleasure of your flesh awaits.”
He was right. Jeannette knew it and feared nothing more, except perhaps the pounding of her heart whenever Treynor touched her—and the knowledge that she wanted him to go on touching her. “You are the only man I have ever known who speaks so vulgarly to a lady.” It was a weak defense, but playing the injured aristocrat was the only card she had.
“You mean I am the only man you have ever met who is unwilling to put up with the silly pretenses of you and others like you.” Treynor laughed as he put her away from him. “At least you know to keep your distance. I promise to hold my appetites in check so long as you cooperate with my every command.”
Jeannette threw back her shoulders. In the past twenty-four hours, she had gone hungry and cold, felt abandoned, and thrown up maggots. Before that, she had lost her homeland, left her parents, and broken her vows. She was afloat on the sea with more than five hundred men and not a single friend among them, but she still had her dignity. “I will not bow and scrape, not for you or anyone,” she said and threw the strips of cloth in his face.
“Then you will accept the consequences.” Grabbing her by the waist, he began to haul her over to a chair. “Evidently, I saved you from a flogging that might have done you some good.”
She twisted and turned, trying to rake her nails across his face or grab a tuft of his thick hair. She wanted, needed to find a release for her misery, but he held her fast.
“Damn hellcat,” he cursed, taking the seat next to his cluttered desk and turning her over his knee.
“Don’t you dare strike me!”
His hand landed on her backside with a resounding thwack. The power behind the blow stunned Jeannette. She tried to twist around, but couldn’t escape his iron grip.
“Oh,” she cried in outrage. “Stop this instant! Stop!”
Thwack.
Tears sprang to her eyes, but she gritted her teeth and blinked them back. She would not give Treynor the pleasure of seeing how much he hurt her, no matter how hard he spanked her.
“Have you lost your mind? Unhand me!”
Thwack.
She clutched at his shirt, every blow stinging more than the one before. Soon, she had no more energy with which to fight him.
He didn’t stop until she lay without moving, focusing all her willpower on enduring the ordeal without succumbing to tears or breaking down and begging him to stop. She couldn’t escape; trying only made the spanking last longer.
When he finally set her from him, she moved as far away as the narrow room would allow and glared her hatred. To think she had actually admired this man! “You had better take more care with your pistol in future, Lieutenant,” she said, fighting to keep her lip from trembling. “Because if I ever come by it, I will not use the wrong end of it again.”
He stared at her for a moment, but he seemed almost crestfallen, more disgusted by his own behavior than triumphant. “I am no better than Cayle.”
“Who is Cayle?”
“Never mind.” With a rattled sigh, he jammed a hand through his hair. “I consider myself forewarned. Now conceal your breasts and put on those clothes.”
 
* * *
 
“Why must I be Jean Vicard again?” Jeannette grumbled once she was completely dressed.
Treynor adjusted the hat on her head to hang lower over her brow and wiped a smudge from her cheek. “Because, after yesterday’s flogging, the new boy who caused such an uproar will be missed if he doesn’t appear.”
“So? They won’t be able to find him. What can they do?”
“Plenty, if they decide on it. In any case, I can’t leave you to run about the ship and try to hide on your own. Anything could happen to you. And I will not risk leaving you in my cabin for Cunnington or one of the other lieutenants, or even Cruikshank, to discover. If Jean Vicard doesn’t mysteriously disappear, the next few days will pass without footnote—”
“Next few days! But it cannot take so long to reach London.”
“We are not going to London.”
Jeannette felt her knees wobble. “What? What do you mean?”
“We have received new orders. We are joining the blockade. We could be at sea for months.”
“Tell me it isn’t true! You are teasing me, getting back at me for the flogging—”
“No.” Treynor studied her closely. “But it’s not too late. You can go back, if you want. But you must tell me now.”
“Go back? To St. Ives?”
He nodded.
She felt behind her for the chair. “I can’t.”
“Why not?”
Forgetting the sting of her spanking along with her bruised pride, Jeannette sank down and buried her face in her hands. What to do? She was aboard a frigate that was part of the war effort against the revolutionaries of France, and she could be here indefinitely.
Peeking out from behind her hands, she whispered, “I cannot be Jean Vicard for long. The bindings hurt too badly, and with the lack of privacy aboard ship, sooner or later I will be found out.”
“Eventually, but I plan to give you away. Once the captain knows of your presence, he will look after you until we reach the next port.”
What had seemed like a brilliant plan only a day or so earlier—to escape to London on a frigate—now seemed like utter foolishness. What had she done? Her family would think something terrible had happened to her. “What might the next port be and when will we reach it?”
“That depends. I cannot say with certainty.”
“And the Hawkers? Will they go along with this?”
“They will keep our secret, yes.”
“So I will be your servant—”
“Until I pretend to find out something that tells me you are female, at which time I will go to the captain.”
“And he won’t turn back?”
“Not if we are well underway.”
Jeannette regarded the lieutenant warily. “Where will I sleep until then?”
He grinned as he eyed his hammock. “I am not completely heartless. You can sleep with me if you wish.”
Jeannette groaned. “It seems as though you have thought of everything, Lieutenant.”
He bowed. “Ever glad to help a lady in distress.”
“Except for one thing. I am not your doxy and never will be. I shall sleep on the floor.”
Treynor laughed and motioned her through the door. “Suit yourself.”
 
* * *
 
Jeannette followed Treynor past a line of doors to various cabins—those of the other lieutenants, she guessed—to the companionway and out onto the main deck. Now that he knew her true identity, she felt doubly conspicuous and worried that others would recognize her for the woman she was, if not the baroness who had escaped from Hawthorne House. But the men continued with their work, seemingly oblivious to her presence, and she let go of her fear long enough to enjoy the sea-tossed roll of the deck.
Huge, rectangular sails billowed out above her head, cracking loudly in the same strong breeze that sent an icy spray up over the bow and made Jeannette’s face tingle.
Treynor turned. She guessed her excitement showed on her face when he gave her a genuine smile instead of one of his taunting grins. “There is nothing like it, is there?”
“Nothing,” she agreed. The horizon seemed endless. In every direction, water. That their lives depended upon so little amidst the immensity that surrounded them was frightening.
A strong voice rose on the air behind her. “Steady as she goes.”
Others shouted the same words in a relay toward the bow. That everyone worked in such a cooperative manner awed Jeannette. It resulted in a smoothly running frigate despite the complexities and difficulties involved.
She studied the plethora of ropes that crisscrossed above her head. At first they appeared to be little more than a mass of tangles, but a closer look revealed how carefully they were organized. The lines that controlled the position of the sails were tied around belaying pins, which passed through holes in the rail behind the mainmast. Pulling out the pin would instantly release the entire line, enabling the frigate to change the position of her sails quickly and easily.
A man in a spotless blue coat, like Treynor’s, made his way toward them. Jeannette didn’t recognize the officer, but she had no desire to draw attention to herself by hanging about Treynor’s coattails. No doubt he had work to do—and she had a small problem herself.
“Jean, please gather eggs for the cook and take them down to the galley.” Treynor’s eyes rested on the man coming toward them as he spoke. Jeannette knew he wanted her gone, but she had no idea where to find the chickens, the eggs, or the galley.
“Where?” she whispered.
He nodded toward two boats tied to the deck just ahead, covered with canvas to keep out the rain.
As Jeannette drew close to them, she could hear the clucking of chickens. She looked for something to put the eggs in and found a wicker basket hung to one side. Pulling the handle over her arm, she peeled back the canvas cover to reach tentatively into the warm straw, nervous despite the simplicity of her task. This was servant’s work. She had no idea how anyone gathered eggs.
Her efforts met with a squawk and a fluster that caused her to withdraw her hand several times, but she persevered until she realized she was wasting her time. The nests were empty.
She pretended to be busy until the man conversing with Treynor left. Then she said a silent prayer of thanks as she could wait no longer to find a privy.
Approaching the lieutenant from behind, she said, “Lieutenant Treynor, I need to …I need to …you know…”
Treynor twisted around, a familiar, wry grin on his lips. “You need to what?”
“To use the necessary,” she whispered angrily. “Where do I go?”
“Most of the men use a bucket and pitch it over the side.” He laughed at her horrified expression; she would be discovered if she had to rely on such a practice.
“There are private lavatories for the officers farther aft,” he continued. “But stay out of those. Use the heads in the bows, one deck below. The roundhouse offers the privacy you desire, but be careful even there. It is for junior officers.”
She nodded, hoping she would know a roundhouse when she saw it, or the heads, for that matter, and set off.
The eyes of those she passed slipped to her occasionally. Were they wondering if Treynor had exacted any retribution from her for his flogging? Or were they thinking that she looked more like a girl?
Except for the officer’s lavatories Treynor had mentioned, there were only six heads for the entire crew, assuming what she saw was all they had. The walls of this part of the ship were ornately painted in blue and gold with cornices and other decorative woodwork, and a female figurehead thrust proudly out over the water at the bow. Unfortunately, the heads were located out in the open where a gale or wave could carry their users overboard.
No wonder most men used a bucket.
Jeannette came to an abrupt halt as a sailor on the far end, whom she hadn’t noticed before, stood and pulled up his breeches.
So that’s what it looks like. She tried not to appear as startled as she felt. Somehow she’d imagined the male anatomy to be more …she wasn’t sure exactly. More threatening than droopy, perhaps.
Quickly averting her gaze, she tried not to show her embarrassment. But it was difficult to reconcile the shriveled, rather unattractive bit of flesh with what she remembered about Treynor.
The stranger belched and adjusted his privates as Jeannette began to recognize some of the smells she’d noticed while in the hold and so close to the bilge. The slatted floor on which she stood allowed whatever went into the raised wooden seats to drain into the bottom of the ship.
She shuddered and glanced around, searching for the roundhouse. Treynor had said it would offer her a modicum of privacy. She wanted to finish her business and be away before being treated to another view of a man’s penis.
With a nod, the sailor left. She shook her head to rid her mind of what she had just seen, then spotted a round cubicle. Evidently the roundhouse was aptly named. What else could it be?
As she knocked gingerly on the door, Jeannette prayed she’d find it empty. Treynor had said the roundhouse served junior officers; she would be upbraided for using it.
When no sound issued from within, she tried the knob and swung the door open to find two seats inside. Both, to Jeannette’s profound relief, were currently vacant, but the door had no lock. She stood inside, listening for approaching footsteps, too afraid to make her move until necessity forced her to act.
As soon as Jeannette fastened her breeches again, the door flew open and a young, stocky man with raven hair and a pockmarked face blinked at her.
“What’s this? Our little froggy?” he cried. “Get the hell out of here before you get the lashes you deserved yesterday.”
Jeannette ducked her head, hoping to appear as cowed as possible. “Oui, m’sieu.”
“French pig,” he muttered, cuffing her as she passed.
He delivered the blow out of irritation, not true anger, but it clipped Jeannette on the chin just hard enough to upset her balance. She knocked into the door, then staggered back, falling into him.
Snarling a curse, he kicked her leg.
Tears sprang to Jeannette’s eyes as pain exploded just below her knee. “Excusez moi.” She groaned the words, trying to forestall his fist, which drew back to strike her while she was down.
“Next time you’ll know your place, by God,” he swore, and Jeannette cringed as his fist hit her square in the stomach.
The blow made her nauseous. She rolled into a ball and didn’t move or speak again. Her accent provoked him more than finding her in the roundhouse, where she didn’t belong. Vaguely, she wondered how many times he’d hit her before exhausting his desire to hurt.
She covered her head to protect her face, but he didn’t strike again. With a harsh laugh, he shoved her out of his way with one foot. Then he dropped his pants and sat down to relieve himself.
Jeannette heard him above the buzzing in her head. He seemed to take forever.
“That’ll teach ye.” He fastened his pants and straightened his jacket before he strode out, leaving the door hanging ajar.
Gulping the fresh air that came in puffs as the door flapped with the movement of the ship, she tried to drag herself toward the opening. She didn’t think the petty officer had caused any major damage. It was more of a combination—pain, lack of food, and too little sleep—that left her unable to stand.
The pain and dizziness would pass, she assured herself. But the world outside the roundhouse suddenly seemed so hostile and foreign that she let herself curl back into a ball. She would move in a few minutes. She just needed to rest.
How odd that the smell didn’t bother her anymore …


 
 
Chapter 11
 

 
Treynor’s eyes flicked once again over the deck, searching for Jeannette. She should be back by now. Had she gotten lost?
He forced himself to wait a few more minutes, hoping she’d appear. Following after her might draw unwanted attention. Cunnington watched everything he did, always looking for the slightest indiscretion.
He sauntered to the stern where the log-line was being towed in the water behind them. The ship’s master counted while sand ran out of the log-glass. He compared the time passed to the number of knots released, calculated the ship’s speed in nautical miles per hour, then recorded it in his daily log book. It was all routine, and Treynor paid little attention. His mind was on Jeannette.
Succumbing to the worry that gnawed at his gut, he pivoted and found the hatch. Something had to have happened. Had she defied him again? Stolen back below? Certainly she wasn’t that foolish. She was stubborn, though. He’d expected her to cry, or show weakness in some way, when he spanked her. But she hadn’t. Perhaps this was part of her revenge.
Two seamen were using the heads when Treynor stepped through the door. As soon as they finished, they saluted, turning their palms toward their faces to hide the black tar-stains on their hands. If they were surprised to see him, they didn’t show it. Officers generally preferred the lavatories, but sometimes convenience dictated a visit to the heads.
Treynor waited until the men left before moving to one of the two roundhouses located on either side of him. The first he found to be empty. For a moment, he thought the second one was, too. But then he heard a moan.
His breath caught as his eyes adjusted to the dim interior and he saw Jeannette crouched against the wall. “What the—”
She sagged to the floor. “I was afraid …you were him.”
“What happened?” he asked, kneeling beside her.
“It seems that some of your friends take—” she swallowed “—more of a proprietary interest in the roundhouse than you thought.” She tried to chuckle but groaned instead.
“Who did this?” He ran his fingers through her thick, dark hair and over her scalp, finding a small knot just above her temple near the cut she’d sustained in the hold, but no fresh blood. And she seemed to have no broken bones.
“I was not in a position to ask his name.”
Her eyes slid shut, and Treynor cursed himself for letting this happen. If he had told the captain about her as he was obliged to do, she would be safely back with her husband by now.
Gently lifting her into his arms, he said, “Don’t worry, you’re going to be all right.”
 
* * *
 
Jeannette snuggled deeper into the soft quilts that covered her, dreaming of her childhood. Her mother rocked her and sang softly. The sun streamed in through the window, warming her face. She was full and content. Until the chair seemed to dip, sending her sprawling. Then she jerked awake.
“How do you feel?”
Lieutenant Treynor sat beside her, his lower jaw shadowed with stubble. His shirt was off, revealing a light matting of hair that swirled over a dark, muscular chest, contrasting the white dressings that covered the healing wounds of the lash. The sun in her dream was a lamp on the desk not far away, and her mother’s rocking chair, the lieutenant’s hammock, which swung back and forth with the movements of the frigate.
“Have I been asleep long?” She squinted against the pounding of her head.
Treynor retrieved a bowl from the desk. “All day and most of the night. You started to stir an hour or so ago, so I had Cook prepare something for you to eat. Here, get this down.”
He offered her a bite of a thick, gelatinous substance that tasted like meat.
“What is it?”
“Portable soup. It’s made by boiling down broth so it’s easier to transport.”
She nodded, letting him spoon several bites into her mouth before realizing she was naked beneath the covers of his bed. Pulling the blankets up to her chin, she turned accusing eyes on him. “Where are my clothes?”
“They were filthy. I wasn’t about to put you in my bed with them on.”
“You could have given me others!”
“I still would have had to remove the ones you wore.” He challenged her with a look.
“You were eager for just such an opportunity.”
“I cannot deny I enjoyed it.” His smile slanted toward the wicked. “But I prefer my women to be a bit more responsive when I touch them.”
Jeannette felt a blush rise from her neck. “You touched me?”
He chuckled. “It would have been difficult to undress and bathe you without doing so.”
“You bathed me?” She saw no tub.
An enigmatic smile curved his lips as he picked up a damp cloth and waved it at her.
“Did you touch me more than you had to?”
He leaned closer, his long fingers playing with her hair. “Unfortunately, I was too worried to take advantage of the situation.”
“I don’t believe you.” Jeannette knocked his hand away, and he laughed.
“Then I can’t put your mind at ease. So finish eating, like a good girl.”
“I am not a girl.”
“How well I know.”
“What do you mean by that?”
He pressed a hand to his chest in a gesture of innocence, the movement drawing Jeannette’s gaze back to the smooth skin that covered the bulging sinew. She’d been trying not to notice the way the light played against the firm contours of his body, but her eyes had flicked over him repeatedly. “Can’t I make a simple statement?” he asked.
“Nothing is simple with you.” She shifted, trying to get more comfortable by telling herself that the rapid pace of her heart had nothing to do with the sight of Treynor, half-clad, only an arm’s distance away. She remembered the feel of his hands on her body so vividly only because she had never experienced anything like it before.
“You are wrong about that.” He picked up her hand and kissed the tip of each finger. “With me, some things are as simple as they get.”
Treynor’s lips were warm and soft. He made Jeannette gasp when he took her thumb into his mouth and tickled the sensitive pad with his tongue.
She pulled away. “Don’t do that.”
“Why? You like it.”
She gave him a look of impatience. “How do you know?”
“It’s obvious.”
“And do you think I liked the spanking, too?” She struggled to sit up. “Here, give me that. I can feed myself.”
Treynor’s eyes went to her cleavage but he made no move to restrain her until she reached for the spoon. Then he batted her hand away. “Tell me what happened at the roundhouse,” he said, sobering.
Jeannette explained, briefly. She didn’t want to remember the incident. Her head throbbed, and her stomach still felt tender where she’d been hit.
Treynor’s jaw tightened as she related the experience. “Sounds like John Grover. I will see to him.”
Jeannette wondered exactly what he meant by that, but she didn’t question him. He might feel the need to protect her from others, but who was going to protect her from him?
Seemingly preoccupied, he fed her in silence. When she had finished the entire bowl, he set it aside.
“Why did you marry the baron?” he asked suddenly, focusing his blue eyes on her face.
“I had no choice,” she replied.
“You made one when you ran away.”
She blanched. “I don’t want to talk about it.”
“I do.”
Jeannette drew the blankets more tightly around her. “My family needed the benefit of whatever alliance I could make. And the baron didn’t mind that I had a mere pittance of a dowry.”
A look of contempt claimed his features. “So I was right. Your parents sold you to the highest bidder.”
“Do not judge them too harshly,” Jeannette said with a grimace. “My family has been through more than you can ever imagine.”
He seemed unconvinced of the necessity of their actions.
“As you well know, the French are not particularly popular in England at present,” she went on. “I could not expect to catch one of London’s most eligible bachelors.”
“No, but someone within a decade of your own age might not have been asking too much. Your parents should not have given their consent.” He stood and prowled around the cabin. “Damned aristocrats think everything revolves around blood and money.”
“Why do you hate us?” she demanded. “You lead a good life. You have the things you need.” She waved her hand at the expensive furnishings in his cabin. “Most of the women in England would consider themselves lucky to be on your arm.”
He gave her a bitter smile. “But not someone like you. A noblewoman would never settle for a bastard.”
Jeannette stared at him without speaking. She hadn’t realized he was illegitimate. What could she say? He was right.
He chuckled. “Never mind. I have no plans to marry, noblewoman or not.”
“You have made that clear. But if you ever change your mind, you might want to let me teach you how to treat a lady.”
Ignoring her remark, Treynor watched her with hooded eyes. “If you wanted the marriage so badly, why did you run from your new husband?”
She stared at the tiny stitches on Treynor’s quilt. “He had a rather creative plan for obtaining an heir.”
His eyes narrowed. “What do you mean?”
“Nothing.” Jeannette waved his question away. “Only that I won’t go back, ever.”
Treynor sighed. “It’s late. You had better get more sleep.” Retrieving the shirt he’d slung over the back of the chair, he winced as he shrugged into it.
“Where are you going?” she asked.
“I am the officer of the next watch.”
“What time is it?”
“Nearly four in the morning.”
A knock on the door made Jeannette cower beneath the covers, but Treynor cried, “I’m on my way,” without bothering to answer it.
“That was the quartermaster,” he explained. “There is more food here, if you get hungry.” He nodded toward a tray covered by a linen napkin. “Lock the door behind me and whatever you do, don’t go anywhere.”
“Wait,” she said.
Treynor turned back when he reached the door.
“What happened to my dog?”
“You mean Bull?” he said. “The Hawkers have her, and even she’s happy that they’ve changed her name to Bonnie. Is it really your dog?”
Jeannette shrugged. “I found her.”
“Do you want her back?”
“Not if the Hawkers are taking good care of her.”
“They are good people. I am sure she’s fine,” Treynor said and left.
Wondering if he’d had any sleep beyond an occasional doze at her bedside, Jeannette locked the door behind him, blew out the lamp, and climbed back into his hammock.
“All hands!” The bosun’s voice rang down the companionway. “Larboard watch, ahoy. Rouse out there, you sleepers. Hey! Out or down here.”
With her stomach full for the first time in two days, Jeannette’s eyes grew heavy again. The warm bedding smelled of Treynor, and his hammock swung as steadily as a pendulum, lulling her to sleep. She had all but succumbed to its blessed oblivion when she heard the doorknob rattle.
Sitting up, she tried to see through the darkness. How much time had passed since Treynor left? Could he be returning? Did he need something?
She managed to wrap the blankets around her naked body and climb out of the hammock, which, encumbered as she was, proved no easy feat. Then she padded to the door, expecting the lieutenant’s voice to tell her to open it.
A soft knock came instead. “Jean Vicard? You in there, froggy?”
Cunnington! Jeannette jumped back as though burned.
“You might have escaped without a scratch the other day, but I am willing to bet it is just matter of time before you earn another whipping.” His voice was laced with the promise of violence. “And I shall watch with pleasure.”
Jeannette bit her tongue against a stinging rejoinder. Cunnington hated her enough already. The last thing she needed was to provoke him to act on his words. “I will see to my duty in future, m’sieu.”
His laugh sounded like a high whine through the door. “I will keep my eye on you, just to be sure.”
The knob rattled again. “Do you hear me, froggy bastard?”
Afraid he’d keep banging or force his way in if she didn’t, Jeannette responded. “Oui.”
Silence fell, then she heard the tread of boots on the wood planking as he moved away. But she couldn’t relax after that. She lit a lamp and began to search for her clothes. Being naked left her feeling especially vulnerable, not only to Cunnington, should he demand she open up to him, but to Treynor when he returned.
Her breeches and shirt were in a heap against the wall. Jeannette donned them before taking a seat on the floor in the corner. She didn’t want to soil Treynor’s linens with her dirty clothes any more than he wanted her to.
Hugging her knees to her chest, she waited several minutes before creeping across the room. She wanted to make sure Cunnington had truly left, but even after pressing her cheek to the floor she couldn’t see anything through the narrow crack beneath the door. For all she knew, he hovered about the corridor, waiting for her to peek outside.
She returned to where she had been sitting and tried to doze off, but the itchy stiffness of her clothes prevented her. Preoccupied with thoughts of Cunnington, she fidgeted for an interminable time. But eventually she remembered Amelia, the woman she had met in the hold. Had Amelia’s beau brought her something to eat? Was she warm enough?
Treynor had left food for her, which provided an opportunity. Each watch lasted four hours. She didn’t know how much of that time remained, but she hoped it would be enough to visit Amelia. It seemed unlikely that whoever had impregnated her was taking good care of her.
After strapping down her breasts so she could venture from the cabin, she wrapped some bread and cheese and a few slices of cold meat in the napkin that had covered the food and placed the small bundle under her hat. Then she stole the wool blanket from on top of the lieutenant’s feather comforter and rolled it up, tucking it beneath her arm.
Despite a firm belief that Cunnington had returned to his own cabin, Jeannette’s fingers shook as she unlocked the door. She waited several seconds before swinging it open, half-expecting a hand on the opposite side to force it the rest of the way.
When she finally stuck her head out, she found the corridor empty.
Taking a small lamp, she sallied forth before she could lose her nerve and headed to the companionway that would lead to the lower decks.
Almost directly below the lieutenant’s cabin, she stumbled upon the galley. The ship’s cook was there, a one-legged, balding man with long sideburns. He had already lit the range and was busy preparing what looked to be an oatmeal gruel for breakfast.
“Morning,” Jeannette murmured as she passed.
He nodded, and she hurried on.
The decks were being scrubbed again, with sand and holystone, then mop and bucket. Other men polished brass fittings until they gleamed in the predawn light that was just beginning to filter through the portholes.
She descended another steep flight of stairs lined with cannonballs set into wooden planks and found several locked rooms, which she guessed were gunpowder stores, maybe even a handling chamber or two.
In the very cradle of the ship’s hull, the hold was cool, damp, and pitch-black beyond the circle of Jeannette’s light. No seamen hefted barrels through the door and up the stairs. Neither did any voices break the silence until Jeannette raised her own in a whisper.
“Amelia? Are you here?”
Nothing. Only creaking timbers and an occasional scratching broke the tomblike stillness. This last noise caused the hair on Jeannette’s arms to stand on end despite her efforts to ignore it. Rats. From the sound of their movements, they hovered just beyond the ring of her light, but she tried to convince herself that only her fear made them seem so bold.
Wrinkling her nose against the noxious air, she lifted her lantern high and called louder. “Amelia! It is me, Jeannette.”
The halo of her lamp revealed only barrels and crates. The outer reaches of the hold were draped in blackness; waves outside brushed against the hull, seeming to order all within not to break the silence.
Shhh …shhh …shhh …
Jeannette opened her mouth to call again when an angry voice finally snapped, “Go away!”
“Amelia?” She paused, unable to remember with any certainty the sound of her friend’s voice. “Is it you?”
“Aye, ‘tis me. Who’d ye expect? But I don’t need the likes of ye thunderin’ about down ‘ere, callin’ after me. Ye’ll cause me nothin’ but grief, that ye will. Ye almost got me caught last time.”
“I have brought something for you to eat.” Gingerly, because of her sore stomach and aching head, Jeannette walked closer to the voice. “Are you hungry?”
Momentary silence answered her, as if Amelia’s hunger warred with her desire to be left alone.
“A bit,” she admitted at last.
“Hasn’t anyone brought you some food?”
Another silence, then, “Ye can take yer grub an’ go. My man will be ‘ere any minute. ‘E’s just busy, ye know. ‘Tis ‘ard ter get away.”
So the situation was as she’d feared…. “Come and eat. I got the food from Lieutenant Treynor’s cabin so it’s fresh. And there is meat.”
“Why don’t ye eat it yerself then?”
It wasn’t difficult to hear her skepticism. “I am full.”
Amelia crept out from a narrow alley between the ship’s stores and entered the light, giving Jeannette her first glimpse of the pregnant stowaway. Her heart-shaped face was plain, but not wholly unattractive, and she certainly wasn’t as old as Jeannette had hoped—probably no more than fifteen. She possessed a rather pointy chin, a quick, furtive gaze, and long, stringy dark hair that fell down her back, matted with the same dirt and grime that stained her dress. As for the pregnancy, her stomach was every bit as swollen as Jeannette had feared.
Amelia squinted against the lamp’s brightness as Jeannette retrieved the food from under her hat and placed it in the girl’s outstretched hands.
“What’s the lieutenant to ye?” she asked, swallowing an entire mouthful almost before she had begun to chew.
“The lieutenant?”
“The man what came after ye. Ye daft?” She stopped eating long enough to shoot Jeannette an irritated glance.
“He is nothing to me, of course. He is an officer—”
“I know who ‘e is. What I can’t figure is where ye fit in.” Her gaze slid over Jeannette’s boy’s clothing.
“I do not fit in,” Jeannette admitted. “I stole aboard like you, which is why I am wearing these clothes.”
“Then ‘ow’d the lieutenant find out about ye? An’ if ‘e caught ye—which I saw that ‘e did—what ye doin’ runnin’ about an’ carryin’ off ‘is food?”
Jeannette almost explained that the food she’d brought had been given to her, not stolen, except that she had, indeed, taken the blanket. “I brought something to keep you warm,” she said, ignoring the question.
“Ye’ll get yerself flogged, woman or no.” Amelia glanced askance at the covering Jeannette held out. “The navy don’t take kindly ter thieves.”
Jeannette’s gazed move to Amelia’s swollen belly. “At the moment, you need it more than the lieutenant. Here.”
Amelia shook her head. “Oh, no ye don’t. I’ll not be caught with an officer’s blanket.”
“Take it.” Jeannette wondered how a child born to this stubborn girl would ever survive. “You can always tell them you found it.”
Amelia made a noise of incredulity. “They’d never believe me!”
“Then say I gave it to you. I will not deny it.”
“An’ why would ye do that for me?”
Jeannette sat the blanket on the closest barrel. “Not for you. For the baby. How is it, by the way?”
She shrugged. “It’s still there.”
“You have been feeling well then?”
“Better now.” She cracked a smile. “Thanks for the food. I’m sorry I was …well, ye know…”
“I understand. Have you had anything to drink?”
“Aye. There’s a leaky barrel. Rum,” she announced as if it was liquid gold.
“Why not come out of here?” Jeannette asked. “This dank place cannot be good for you. The smell alone would kill me. And what about the rats?”
“They don’t bother ye so long as ye can move.” The suspicious look returned to Amelia’s face. “Who are ye, anyway?”
“I told you. I am no different than you—”
“Oh, yer different all right, with yer fancy French accent and fine speech. But I’m not one ter nose in what don’t concern me. An’ if ye really want ter ‘elp me, ye’ll keep yer bloody trap shut an’ not come back ‘ere.”
But how could she? “What about your baby?”
“My baby is just that—my baby! Ye worry about yerself before ye get us both in trouble.”
Jeannette silently cursed the sailor who had gotten Amelia with child and then, by all indications, abandoned her. “Can I give your man a message for you?” she asked, hoping to deliver him a good tongue-lashing as well. “If you will give me his name, I could—”
“No!” The protective note in Amelia’s voice warned Jeannette not to press the issue. She’d only undermine Amelia’s trust and ultimately get nowhere.
“All right. I am staying in Lieutenant Treynor’s cabin for the next couple of days if …if you need anything. Otherwise—”
“Are ye Treynor’s girl, then?” Wistful admiration overrode Amelia’s gruff manner. “That man’s ‘andsome as the devil, that ‘e is.”
Jeannette flushed. Treynor was virile enough to tempt the most virtuous maid, to say nothing of the hussies. Even she had to admit that. “No. He is …he is merely helping me a bit.”
Amelia let out a soft snicker. “A man such as ‘e likes to use what ‘e’s got in ‘is breeches. If ye don’t know that yet, ye’ll be learnin’ it soon enough.”
“I’d better go.” Unwilling to examine Treynor’s motives in front of the other woman, or to even consider them herself, Jeannette stepped away.
A backward glance revealed Amelia draping Treynor’s blanket around her shoulders. With that small reassurance, Jeannette let herself out of the dark hold, but voices on the landing near the companionway caused her to pause in the shadows. A knot of sailors huddled near a lantern that swung there. Fortunately, none of them wore an officer’s uniform.
Ducking her head, she proceeded toward the stairs only to be yanked back by the collar and relieved of her lamp.
“‘Ey, lookee ‘ere!” The man who grasped her by the coat raised the light to her face. “This lad’s the one what got Lieutenant Treynor flogged.”
The dirt-streaked faces of the others turned her way, all except three who crouched near a lamp of their own, busy with something Jeannette couldn’t quite see. At their feet lay several bottles of colored liquid and a rag.
“Wanted ter run off, did ye? Changed yer mind about a life of rum, buggery, and the lash?”
An aging tar, wearing a greasy bandanna, ripped off a thick, yellow fingernail with his teeth and spat it on the floor. “‘Is tender flesh ‘as never seen the likes of the whip, I’ll bet.”
Having learned her lesson from that incident with the petty officer, Jeannette kept silent. These sailors hated anything or anyone French. She didn’t want to give them further reason to bother with her.
“Did the lieutenant give ye the beatin’ ye deserved?” It was the man who held her that spoke. “‘Tis only right ye get somethin’. I’ve always taken me own stripes.”
That he probably never had a choice left little room for pride, but Jeannette was not of a mind to point that out. She nodded, wincing against the pounding of her head and the fear that was making it difficult to breathe. The slightest provocation could cause them to take to their fists, as the petty officer had done.
The man holding the light glanced up. Without his curly, dark head in the way, Jeannette could see what they were doing. A bare-chested sailor was having his arm tattooed by a tall, gaunt-looking man.
“Jack, ‘e’s just a lad. Let ‘im go,” said the tattoo recipient.
“Go back ter admirin’ Smedley’s work there, Beaner. It’s all in good sport. This snot-nosed French brat could use a lesson on ‘ow to get along in the navy.” He jammed his face in front of Jeannette’s. “Ye see, lad, tattoos are manly things. They might ‘urt some, but notice ‘ow Beaner acts as though it merely tickles.”
“He’s even paying for the pleasure,” Smedley pointed out with a self-satisfied grin.
“I’ll not give ye a farthin’ unless ye make this bloody ship into a man-of-war. Looks like a stoved-in skiff so far,” Beaner said with a chuckle.
“You couldn’t settle for hearts and anchors, like everyone else,” the tattooer grumbled.
“Like ye said, I’m payin’ for it. I should get what I like, eh?”
The light swayed as the men guffawed, evoking a curse from the one bent over Beaner’s arm.
“Hold bloody still!”
“I got an idea.” Jack pulled Jeannette closer to Smedley and Beaner. “A tattoo might ‘elp rid this lad of ‘is French cowardice. Make ‘im a real sailor.”
“Aye,” one of his companions agreed. “Let’s make ‘im look like a gen-yoo-ine tar. Toughen ‘im up.”
Hoping to break Jack’s grip and run up the stairs, Jeannette struggled in earnest. She doubted the sailors were interested enough to follow her very far. They’d been drinking—the water on the ship tasted so bad that most sailors consumed little liquid besides ale and as much rum as they could get their hands on. They were just having a bit of fun.
But she couldn’t risk them having that fun at her expense.
“What do ye say, lad?” Jack took firmer hold of the front of her coat and lifted her off her feet with one brawny arm.
Jeannette cleared her throat. “I have no coin.”
“Thomas Smedley’s not a greedy man, eh, Smed?” Jack glanced at the artist.
Smedley cocked an eyebrow at them. “I might find it in my heart to do the wee lad a favor, should the rest of you make generous with your rum rations this evening.”
The group’s enthusiasm dimmed at the prospect of sharing their rum until Jack shored it up again. “We’ll slake yer thirst well enough, eh, boys? What’s a wee draught to us, after all?”
He pulled Jeannette closer, and her trepidation escalated. She couldn’t allow them to mark her skin like a common sailor. And what part of her body would they choose to mar? Her boy’s costume couldn’t withstand much scrutiny, even by drunkards.
“Please.” She twisted in her coat, trying to pry Jack’s fingers away, but flailed helplessly, suspended in air. “I don’t want a tattoo. I have work to do, no? You will get me another beating if I do not get on my way.”
“Ye deserve a taste o’ pain for the lieutenant’s floggin’,” Jack said, her coat still firmly in his grasp.
Thomas Smedley used an ink-stained rag to wipe the arm of his current patron. “What should I put on the boy? Beaner’s done.”
Beaner flexed so all could admire the improved frigate tattooed on his upper arm. Then he stood and moved out of the way.
“French bastard,” someone volunteered.
The laughter swelled as another cried, “Son of a French whore.”
“Bloody coward, is more like it,” Smedley responded. “Set him down here, Jack.”
The sight of the needle made Jeannette frantic. “No! Mon Dieu, let me go!” Managing to break Jack’s hold, she tried to dash up the stairs, but one of his mates grabbed her arm and hauled her back.
Beaner counted out his coin and tossed it at Smedley.
“Mr. Beaner, please, do not let them do this,” she pleaded, appealing to the one who had seemed most sympathetic to her.
Beaner seemed mildly surprised. “It’s not so bad. I just paid good money for the privilege.” Again, he displayed the result of Smedley’s work, then gave her hat a friendly jerk. “Don’t worry, lad, I’ll make sure they don’t give ye anythin’ too vulgar.” With that he turned to Smedley. “Put an anchor on ‘is arm or some such.”
“‘E’ll ‘ave nothin’ so plain,” Jack argued. “Do a ‘eart on his pecker. That’ll give ‘im somethin’ to show the ladies.”
Smedley scowled. “I’m not touching his pecker. What do you think I am, a bloody sodomite?”
Jack’s face reddened. “All right. A naked lady, then, on ‘is chest.”
That Smedley rubbed his chin as though considering this latest proposition caused Jeannette to redouble her efforts. Regardless of the hands that held her back, she had to break free.
“Let me go, bloody swine.” She cringed to hear herself, but she had to be Jean and not Jeannette to survive.
“Hold him fast,” Smedley said.


 
 
Chapter 12
 

 
Jeannette cried out as four tar-blackened hands pinned her against the wall.
Smedley hunched over to examine the corked bottles that contained the colored inks and tapped his needle thoughtfully on the blue.
“So what’s it going to be?” the others asked, their rum-soured breath bathing Jeannette’s face as they crowded closer.
“Hold him steady, I said, or it won’t look like anything at all,” Smedley replied with more than a little self-importance.
“A naked woman,” one man insisted.
Smedley shook his head. “I’m thinking an English flag might be nice, you know, to remind Frenchy here where his loyalties lie, just in case he ever wonders.”
“Then make it as big as life,” Jack said with a snicker. “So no one else can mistake ‘is loyalties either. We’ll be doin’ ‘im a bloody favor, makin’ him one of our own.”
“Aye,” Smedley said. “But something as big as all that would take hours. And I’m working for free, remember? I’ll do a small flag on his arm.”
Gripped tight, Jeannette winced as the first prick of the needle drew a bright red drop of blood, which Smedley wiped away with his stained rag. The pain grew worse with each jab, but the tattoer worked quickly, only bothering to glance up when Jeannette’s struggles caused him to miss his mark.
“He’s wriggling,” he snapped to the men restraining her. Then he bowed back over her tender flesh.
Staring at the bottles of ink that would soon permanently mark her body, Jeannette refused to lie meekly beneath their hands. She could not return to her parents with a tattoo on her arm, be it an English flag or a French one.
Booted feet moved on the deck above and Jeannette cried out; she could never gain her freedom on her own. “Help me! Please!”
A callused hand clamped over her mouth, but the sailor who silenced her was too late. Someone had heard, and they were coming. Jeannette’s heart raced faster in hope, then skidded and bumped when she realized who had answered her plea.
Lieutenant Cunnington’s heels tapped on each step as he descended the stairs. Dressed impeccably, as always, he stood tall, his cologne reaching Jeannette long before he came level with her.
When the others pulled back and saluted, Jeannette wanted to run. But she could not. She was encircled by half-drunken sailors, and Cunnington blocked her escape up the stairs. She could only attempt an awkward salute of her own.
“Having fun, lads?”
“Aye, Lieutenant. Didn’t mean no harm, though.” Smedley’s glance flicked toward his mates.
The others averted their eyes.
“Beaner? Don’t you have this watch?” the lieutenant asked.
“No, sir. I ‘ave the next one.”
“Which begins in a matter of minutes.”
“Aye, sir.”
“Carpenters have much to do in a day.”
“Aye, sir.”
“Perhaps you are not taking your work seriously enough. At this rate you will all miss muster.”
Jeannette felt no relief at Cunnington’s words. If he sent the sailors scurrying to their respective duties, she might avoid a tattoo, but she wasn’t sure she’d be able to escape the first lieutenant. Would he manufacture a charge against her? Take his hatred out on her another way?
“I was just leavin’ when the boys decided to rile this lad,” Beaner explained. “I lingered ter watch.”
There was a quiver in Beaner’s voice. Jeannette could almost hear him wonder if he would soon find himself at the receiving end of the mate’s whip.
“Indeed.” The first lieutenant’s gaze switched back to Jeannette. His glacial smile and the memory of his voice through Treynor’s door made her wish she could sink into the deck.
She’d escaped his wrath once; she doubted she could do so again.
“Am I to understand the lad opposes such an initiation into your ranks?” He spoke to Beaner, but his eyes never left Jeannette.
“Aye, sir.”
“There is nothing quite so annoying as a boy who resists those in authority. Wouldn’t you say, Mr. Beaner?”
“Aye, sir.”
Jeannette stared beyond Cunnington. How far would she get if she made a dash for it?
Her chances didn’t look good….
“I was just going about my duty, m’sieu,” she said. “Lieutenant Treynor is expecting me in his cabin. He will not be pleased if—”
“Do I care if Lieutenant Treynor is pleased?”
The others made no sound.
“I would not know, sir,” Jeannette replied. “I am only trying to do as I have been told.”
“So eager to please,” Cunnington mused. “Where is the lad who tried to run away? Working for Lieutenant Treynor must suit you better than working for the Hawkers, eh?”
Jeannette wasn’t sure how to respond. “Well enough, m’sieu.”
“Well, now.” The way he considered those around her caused the sailors to stir uncomfortably. “I doubt Lieutenant Treynor will miss a few minutes more of your time. Smedley here is quick with his needle, I hear.”
The tattoo artist blinked, and the others shifted, their change in posture revealing both surprise and relief.
“I will hurry, sir,” Smedley promised.
“Hurry to do what, Mr. Smedley?”
Treynor’s voice descended from above. When Jeannette saw him coming down the stairs, she nearly collapsed in relief. The chiseled planes of his face were hard, his eyes alight with an inner glow. But she knew he wouldn’t let them hurt her. At least she hoped he wouldn’t.
“I heard my name,” he explained when Cunnington scowled up at him. “Did you need me?”
“Hardly.”
Only a slight flaring of Treynor’s nostrils revealed his surprise, or his impatience, at finding her outside his cabin. “I thought you were polishing my boots, lad?”
Jeannette wondered if he had already been back to his room and had come looking for her, or whether he’d truly happened upon them as he made it appear.
Smedley, Beaner, and the others looked uneasy in the face of yet another officer’s anger. They eyed the companionway as if they’d lost all taste for tattooing the new French boy and desired only to flee the presence of their two senior officers.
Cunnington, however, seemed reluctant to let them change course. “You arrived at an opportune time. Your new servant’s about to receive his first tattoo. Perhaps you would like to watch.”
“Unfortunately, I have work to do.” Treynor’s voice was soft and even, not overtly disrespectful, yet ripe with censure. “As does Jean.”
“When we are finished, Lieutenant.” Cunnington stepped between them. “I see no harm in letting the men have some fun now and then, which, I believe, is something I have heard you say upon occasion.”
Treynor bowed slightly. “Indeed, sir, but not at the expense of duty. If I am not mistaken, many of these men should be making ready to appear on deck for the next watch. Perhaps another time would be better for this?”
Cunnington’s face beamed scarlet, making Jeannette fear Treynor had pushed him too far. She sent a worried glance to where he was standing a step or two above Cunnington, but he simply motioned for her to precede him up the companionway.
Reclaiming her lamp and straightening her clothes, Jeannette started to obey, but Cunnington raised a hand to bar her passage. “How dare you,” he said to Treynor. “I am in charge here.”
“I apologize if I have offended you, sir,” Treynor said. “I merely meant to suggest a course of action more compatible with the orders I have received from the captain.”
Cunnington’s colorless lips pressed tightly to his teeth. “Which are?”
“To see to the smooth running of the ship, of course. It is still my watch, for the next few minutes. However, should you wish to discuss my actions or my orders—” his eyes darted pointedly to the men who watched “—it might be wise to do so in the privacy of my cabin. Or yours.”
Reminded of the spectacle they were making in front of the others, Cunnington seemed to waver. He obviously wanted to pull rank on Treynor, but he didn’t want to risk looking like a fool for playing out such a weak hand. The men should be about their work, not tormenting the newest lad on board. Treynor had the right of it, and from the look on Cunnington’s face, he knew it.
Still, for a moment, Jeannette expected pride to push him beyond wisdom or care.
“Attend to your tasks,” he said to the sailors. “Now. And if any of you are so much as a minute late for muster, you will pay with your hides.”
Jeannette breathed a mental sigh of relief as Beaner, Jack, and the others mumbled an “Aye, aye, sir,” and scattered. She tried to circumvent the first lieutenant and disappear herself, but Cunnington caught her arm.
“Watch yourself, Jean Vicard.” He regarded Treynor as though daring him to intervene, but Treynor said nothing. “Someday you will get what you deserve.”
“A tattoo?” Jeannette asked innocently.
Treynor coughed into his hand, and Cunnington’s eyes narrowed into slits. “A tattoo will be the least of your worries.”
 
* * *
 
Struggling to keep a tight leash on his temper, Treynor led Jeannette up the companionway without speaking. He wanted to shake her until her teeth rattled, but he doubted it would teach her anything.
“What are we doing?” she asked when they passed his cabin without stopping.
He gave her a withering glare. “Keeping you out of trouble. Since you won’t stay put, I have decided to keep track of you another way.”
“Which means…”
“You will work—something I doubt you have tried in your short, pampered life.”
“I was about to thank you for coming to my aid, but—”
“If you had listened to me, my interference would not have been necessary. What do you do, sit and plot ways to get one of us flogged? Or are you looking for another turn over my knee?”
“Certainly not—”
Treynor whirled to face her. “Then why didn’t you do as you were told and stay in my cabin?”
Her eyebrows drew down over her startling eyes. “I …I …had something to take care of.”
They were almost out on deck in the cold, winter air where one had to shout to be heard. The singsong voices of the crew rose to Treynor’s ears, relaying messages from stern to bow and back again as the wind whined through the rigging far above, so much a part of his life he scarcely noticed it.
“Such as?”
She propped her hands on her hips. “I am not at liberty to say.”
He studied her for a moment, waiting for her reasoning, knowing he probably wouldn’t agree with it, anyway. “Suit yourself,” he said when she glared back at him, her chin set at a defiant angle.
With a slight nod, he strode across the deck, pausing only long enough to tap the shoulder of a man who was busy hammering oakum into the cracks of the deck. “Teach this lad how to caulk and then put him to good use, Simon,” he said, indicating Jeannette.
 
“Aye, aye, sir.”
A stout man with a paunch that rolled well over his belt, Simon was a quiet sort who kept to his own business. Treynor had known him for years. The man didn’t gamble or drink too much, and he religiously sent his wages home to his wife and children, something most sailors were not wont to do. Jeannette would be safe with him. Better yet, she’d be busy until dark and then too tired to cause him any more headaches.
Jeannette stayed next to Simon, but Treynor could feel her gaze trailing after him as he continued on to the wheel. He felt guilty for abandoning her to rub elbows with the crew. They were a crude lot, and hammering oakum was a tedious, grueling task. But she was the one who refused to listen, and he was determined to teach her a lesson.
The sooner she learned to obey him, the safer they both would be.
 
* * *
 
“That lad, Jean Vicard. Something isn’t right about him.” Lieutenant Cunnington stood with the captain at the helm, watching the boy clumsily wield a hammer as he pounded oakum into the deck.
Captain Cruikshank eyed him before looking out over the sailors moving about the forecastle. “Could the problem be that he is Treynor’s servant and not yours, Mr. Cunnington?”
Cunnington hid the flare of anger sparked by the captain’s pointed question. Keeping his voice neutral, he marked Treynor’s presence across the deck, where the other lieutenant was talking to a marine sentry. “Vicard was supposed to go to Bosun Hawker, if I remember correctly.”
The captain’s bushy eyebrows rose. “Are you questioning my decision, Lieutenant?”
Cunnington squinted out to sea. “No, sir.”
“Mr. Treynor earned the lad’s services when he took his stripes. Hawker agreed.”
“Yes, sir. But why did Mr. Treynor sacrifice himself for a French deserter?”
The captain chuckled. “After serving with Treynor for more than four years, you don’t know? Vicard might be French, but he is only a boy, and Treynor is an unusual man. He refuses to patronize the rich and often sacrifices himself for the weak. As strange as that may seem to you, Treynor has done such things ever since I have known him.”
“Perhaps being a bastard has taught him more empathy than is good for an officer.”
“Some might fault him there.” The captain clasped his hands behind his back and rocked up on the balls of his feet. “But it seems to work for him. The men go to great lengths to obey him. An officer could do worse.”
Cunnington stiffened, wondering if the captain’s words held hidden censure.
A glance at the older man’s weathered face revealed nothing. Still, a fresh wave of hatred for Treynor washed over him. How could Cunnington, the son of a viscount, born to the nobility, distinguish himself in the shadow of such a paragon? The captain’s voice never held the same respect for him as it did for Treynor.
“He seems to be particularly protective of his new servant. More so than the situation warrants,” Cunnington pressed.
“How so, Mr. Cunnington? Treynor could have the lad in his cabin darning his socks, if he wanted. Yet it looks to me as though Vicard is helping with tasks that benefit us all. Is that not the lad there?”
“Aye.”
The master approached and the captain turned away to discuss their navigation plans. When finished, he looked back. “Are we done?”
Cunnington remembered how Treynor had interfered in the tattooing incident and taken his servant with him. But he hardly wanted to share the details of that encounter with the captain. Any recounting would paint Treynor as properly justified and mindful of his duty. Yet Cunnington sensed something more in the second lieutenant’s behavior—a marked attention to Vicard that went so far as to interrupt the man’s usual focus.
“I suppose,” Cunnington said.
Cruikshank chuckled. “I suggest you spend your time on more worthy pursuits than pondering Mr. Treynor’s actions. He is not the enemy, you know. I will be in my cabin,” he said and lumbered away.
As Simon chastened the young Vicard, Cunnington wondered again what it was that bothered him about the French lad. Something in the way the boy moved. And there was a subtle difference in Treynor’s manner when he approached his new servant …
Cunnington couldn’t put a finger on it now.
But he would figure it out eventually.
 
* * *
 
Large blisters on Jeannette’s hands made it impossible to grip the handle of the hammer with any real conviction. She’d been pounding oakum into the cracks of the deck for hours, breaking only long enough to eat a breakfast of what Simon called “burgoo.” As far as Jeannette could tell, it was simply a concoction of poor oatmeal and bad ship’s water, but she’d been hungry and eager for anything to fortify her strength.
She saw Lieutenant Treynor occasionally, walking past her with the captain, calling to the men aloft, or checking the ship’s compass. His watch was over, but he didn’t seem inclined to go below where she’d no longer be plagued by the sight of him.
Cunnington had met with the captain at six bells, or eleven o’clock, part of his daily routine from what Jeannette could gather from the taciturn Simon. The first lieutenant was so preoccupied she doubted he’d take further notice of her, for the morning. Had Treynor been less angry, he could have let her return to his cabin. Instead, she was bloodying her hands by trying to swing a hammer.
Remembering the spanking Treynor had given her made her resentment grow. He was such a contradiction. He behaved like a gentleman sometimes and a rake at others. He was hard and unyielding, yet he would take the stripes for a lad and help a runaway woman he didn’t even like. Jeannette didn’t know whether she wanted to slap him …or kiss him.
Slap him, she decided. His arrogance irked her.
“Don’t give out on me.” Simon watched her with a wary eye. “The bosun’s mates will start ye right enough.”
Jeannette had collapsed in an exhausted heap while Simon’s hammer rang loudly in her ears. Renewing her efforts to help him with the caulking, before the bosun’s mates lashed her with one of the short, hard ropes they carried for just that purpose, she cursed Treynor under her breath for his roughness with her, for abandoning her to Simon, and for confusing everything she once thought she admired in a man.
“I hate him,” she grumbled to herself.
“Who?” Simon asked, overhearing.
Jeannette hesitated. “Treynor,” she admitted at last, enjoying the vitriolic bent of her own words.
“What ye got against the lieutenant, lad? E’s not a bad bloke, far as officers go. ‘E’s done pretty well for himself.”
Jeannette made no reply.
“And he’s done right by you. A boy in yer position ‘ought ter be grateful fer that,” he went on. “The navy’ll teach ye fast enough.”
“So I hear.” A blister burst, leaving raw skin exposed to the hammer’s handle. Shaking the pain away, she tried using her left hand, but her awkward wielding of the tool only earned her another sharp look from Simon.
“I’ve known girls what can ‘ammer better than the likes o’ ye.”
Jeannette was so cold, sore, and tired that, in utter resignation, she almost told him she was a girl—and that his beloved and revered Lieutenant Treynor knew it. Rather than do that, she pulled her shirtsleeve down to protect the sores as best she could and transferred the hammer to her right hand.
Many of the crew performed maintenance chores such as Simon’s caulking. Some retarred the rigging, sewed worn-out sails, or repaired a damaged cannon. Others worked in messes, preparing the main meal of the day to be served at noon.
Jeannette kept one eye on her work and one on the hatchway to the galley as the sour smell of cheese rose to her nostrils. She never dreamed she’d be so eager for such simple fare, but her stomach’s growl gave evidence that the bad-tasting “burgoo” of breakfast had long since passed through her system.
Catching sight of the petty officer who’d beat her in the roundhouse, Jeannette ducked her head. She had no desire to gain his attention, but the sight of him carrying a bucket tied around his neck piqued her curiosity.
She studied him from beneath her lashes. “What is that man wearing around his neck?”
When Simon glanced up, she gestured to indicate who she meant.
“‘Tis a spitkid.”
“A spitkid?”
“Aye. Lieutenant Treynor caught ‘im spittin’ on the deck. Now ‘e’s target practice for the rest of us.”
Jeannette couldn’t resist the smile that spread across her chilled face. Because they couldn’t smoke, most of the crew chewed tobacco. She had witnessed the telltale bulge in many a sailor’s cheek and had viewed, with great disgust, the steady stream of brown juice they spat from between dried, cracked lips. It was a pleasure to imagine them trying to hit the petty officer’s bucket and missing, as they often did.
Lieutenant Treynor stood at the wheel, deep in conversation with a fellow officer. Jeannette glanced covertly at his broad shoulders, noting how his uniform accentuated his lean hips and long legs. Was she the reason the petty officer wore the bucket? Had Treynor punished the man who’d harmed her?
Probably not, but if so, Treynor’s retribution represented yet another contradiction. He hated her. Why would he bother to punish one of his crew for hurting her?
Just before noon, Jeannette watched the master and the master’s mates measuring the angle of the sun as it reached its highest point off the horizon. Prodded by her many questions, Simon explained that they were calculating how far north or south the ship was by using quadrants, which also established the correct time.
A gangly youth changed the date and day of the week on the log-board, eight strokes clanged on the ship’s bell, and Bosun Hawker piped them to dinner.
Jeannette gladly relinquished her hammer as Lieutenant Treynor approached. Anticipating a tray of food to equal the one he had brought her the night before, she stood, even forced a smile to her lips, only to learn that he expected her to mess with Simon while he visited the wardroom to eat with the captain.
Remembering the eggs she’d tried to gather, the goats that roamed freely over the deck, and the pens of both cattle and pigs stabled below, all reserved upon slaughter for the captain and his officers, Jeannette jealously watched him disappear. Regular seamen’s rations paled in comparison to the sumptuous fare that graced Cruikshank’s table.
But there was nothing to be done to better her lot. Her disappearance from Treynor’s cabin had angered him such that he offered her no reprieve. She had to descend to the mess, like the rest of the rank and file, and take a seat on one of the sea chests the men used as benches while eating.
As they began to serve the meal, Jeannette pictured Treynor enjoying his food while thinking with silent pleasure how he had made the Baroness St. Ives work like a common sailor. She vowed she’d get even. But it was difficult to stay angry with him when she saw the petty officer who’d struck her in the roundhouse attempting to eat while encumbered by his leather bucket.
Jeannette finished her salty beef and boiled peas just as a man with baggy clothes and a jagged scar across his cheek began to play a flute. She listened in a tired stupor until the others filed out, then she followed them to the main deck where she received her liquor ration from a barrel.
Although Jeannette doubted she’d require so much, she accepted the tankard the purser’s mate shoved toward her. The ship’s water tasted brackish already; she could hardly gag it down. And the beef had heightened her thirst. But Jeannette had never sampled anything stronger than wine.
The rum burned her stomach and warmed her body, boosting her flagging spirits. Grateful for this one moment of reprieve and relative enjoyment, she drank what was in her mug and returned for more.
Lulled by the lively notes of the flute that carried up from below and the first pleasant sensations she’d experienced since picking up that hammer, Jeannette drank far more than she had intended. She gave the last few swallows of her second tankard to one of the greedy fellows who had been hoping she’d do just that, then stumbled back to her detested task.
Simon was already at work, humming along with the notes of the flute. Jeannette added her voice to his as she plopped onto the deck and began pounding the fibers between the planks.
“This ship will be watertight thanks to us, no?” Her tongue slid and stumbled over the words as she tried to focus on Simon, who had suddenly grown fuzzy. Jeannette squinted to see his face more clearly, but could pinpoint only his bandanna, the one bright spot on his plain clothing.
He didn’t answer.
She shrugged and swung her hammer with more abandon. Her hands didn’t hurt so badly anymore, and she enjoyed greater warmth than at any moment since leaving Treynor’s bed.
Treynor …Jeannette giggled at the thought of him. He knew how to taunt a woman, but he certainly knew how to please one, too. She remembered his arms around her at the Stag, the soft furring of his chest against her breasts …
She closed her eyes, then opened them again when she swooned and almost toppled over. The deck seemed to be shifting more than before. She could scarcely keep her balance even though she was sitting down.
What had changed?
When she glanced skyward, she saw nothing but blue—blue all around, which only increased her dizziness. The whole world seemed to be rocking. She felt as if she’d be swept away if she stood, but she couldn’t find any handholds on the smoothly polished deck.
“Simon?” Jeannette studied the blurring shapes around her, but could not identify him. “Simon?”
“Be quiet, you’re drunk.” The voice didn’t belong to Simon. The words were harshly uttered and carried a note of warning, but Jeannette recognized their warm timbre and smiled at the sensual memories that voice evoked.
“Lieutenant?” She blinked up at him, confirming his identity by the shiny brass on his uniform. “I am doin’ a good job. Just ask Simon. I am doin’ a good job, am I not, Simon?”
She slammed the hammer into the deck again, but she couldn’t remember whether she’d stuffed a bit of oakum in the crack. She bent to better examine her work when long fingers removed the handle from her grasp.
“Ow,” she complained at the jolt of pain it caused. “My blisters.”
Treynor took her hand and ran his thumb over the skin of her palm. “I will take care of him, Simon,” he said. “The lad’s new and does not know any better.”
“Aye, sir.” Simon’s voice floated to her as if from a far distance, right before Treynor’s acrimonious whisper sounded in her ear. “Walk, damn it. I dare not carry you.”
Jeannette laughed. “Do not be angry, m’sieu. You are far too handsome to be angry.”
“Hush.” Lifting her to her feet by one arm, he nearly dragged her along beside him as she tried to use her rubbery legs. Then, when they were out of eyesight of the others, he swept her into his arms and strode hastily to his cabin.
“You little fool,” he whispered. “You will get yourself caught yet. And me with you.”
Jeannette didn’t care what he said. He was holding her. That was all that mattered because it kept her from spinning away. She was becoming sleepy, so sleepy that she could hardly keep her eyelids open. Wrapping her arms around his neck, she nuzzled her face into the hollow of his throat, breathing in the sharp, clean scent of him, the same scent she had recognized on his bedclothes.
“You smell good enough to eat,” she announced.
He chuckled, his breath tickling her ear. “Are you admitting, my lady, that you are hungry for a man?”


 
 
Chapter 13
 

 
Jeannette began to wiggle in his arms as soon as they reached his cabin. “I must get these bindings off,” she complained. “I cannot breathe.”
As soon as Treynor deposited her in his hammock, she unbuttoned her shirt and began to worry the knots.
“Give me your knife. I cannot wait a moment longer.”
“No.” He brushed her hands aside. “Do not cut them. We will need them again.” His fingers worked to loosen the bands until they fell away, rewarding him with a full view of her bosom. He couldn’t help but smile at the glorious vision, his earlier consternation easily forgotten.
Jeannette didn’t bother to cover herself. She rubbed the welts that marked her flesh, propriety and embarrassment lost in drink and her marked relief. “Ah, that feels better.”
Treynor’s gaze fell to the pulse above her delicate collarbone. The soft flesh between that bone and the swell of a woman’s breast was his favorite part of the female anatomy.
He allowed his eyes to fall lower. Well, besides the breast itself, perhaps.
Following the direction of his gaze, Jeannette bit her lip and smiled uncertainly, but whether or not she blushed was hard to determine. Her face was already tinged with red from the rum.
“Do you want to touch me, Lieutenant?” she asked softly.
Treynor guessed his desires were as obvious as those of a dog who sits near the dinner table, wagging his tail and begging with his eyes. He cleared his throat and tried to turn away, but she reached out to stop him.
“Don’t go.” Her lovely eyes pleaded with him.
He raised his hand to her breast and felt his breath catch in his throat. He’d promised he’d not force her. Taking her while she was drunk was probably just as bad. He knew better than to stay, but the soft mound of flesh felt so good in his palm … 
 
“I will be happy to oblige you in the morning, if you still desire my company.” Hearing the thickness of his own voice, he forced his hand to let go of its prize while he still had the power to do so. “Before anything happens, I want to know you are in full agreement.”
“I don’t think I want to be a virgin when I meet my next decrepit husband.” She giggled and went for his buttons. “Will that do?”
“What about your family?”
She couldn’t seem to concentrate on anything other than ridding him of his clothes. “After stowing away on a frigate, my reputation will be ruined. Besides—” she paused long enough to wave a distracted hand “—my husband wanted to send his male friends and relatives to my bed. What is so wrong with me choosing the first one?”
“What?” Treynor stilled her hands and forced her to look up at him. “Is that why you ran away?”
She nodded and went back to his buttons.
“He told you this?”
“No. My brother overheard some men at the wedding placing wagers on whose seed would take in my belly.” She frowned. “I think I even met some of the candidates.”
“What about your parents? Would they not protect you?”
“What could they do? We are powerless, even pitied in this country. But …do we have to talk about this now?” Slipping her arms inside his shirt, she pressed her cheek to his chest.
They had to talk about something or he’d be swept away by the lust leaping and burning through his veins. “You’re drunk,” he said.
Jeannette lifted her head. “And you are beautiful!”
Warmed by a smile that was as frank as her words, he laughed. Dear God but she was a difficult woman to refuse. Despite his anger at her and the difficulties she’d caused him, there was something about Jeannette that would not let him forget her. “I think that’s my line.”
He took in her curly hair, her small, pert nose and sensuous mouth, then lowered his gaze to feast on her firm young breasts and narrow waist. He’d undressed her before. He knew what treasures lay beneath her clothes, but he never dreamed he’d be invited to sample them, touch them, taste them.
With a groan, he tried to pull away, but her fingers roved over his chest, turning his will to mush. Perhaps if he made love to her, finished what they’d started at the Stag, they’d both be satisfied. She’d stop invading his thoughts at the most inopportune moments, and he’d be able to concentrate on his work.
Bending, he took the tip of one breast into his mouth.
Jeannette started in surprise, then arched toward him. Her head fell back on his pillow and her eyes slid closed as he began to trail tiny kisses up her neck. She felt as greedy as he did; he could see it, sense it in the tension of her body.
But she was drunk. And she was young and probably untouched. As much as he wished to justify taking what he wanted by telling himself his lovemaking would give her a positive experience for her first time, he could not.
Letting go of her, Treynor raked a hand through his hair, but he didn’t move far enough away that she couldn’t guide his hands back to her body. Sweet torture, what was she doing to him? Was she trying to amuse herself by discovering how the other half lived? Or was she merely trying to prove that she could make him want her, take her, and beg her for more when he was done?
Her skin was warm and smooth to his touch, her lips wet, parted. He longed to tear their clothes away and enter her warmth, to push past the barrier of her virginity and feel her close tightly around him. He wanted to carry her with him like the wind buffets a leaf, higher and higher until, together, they plunged off the tallest pinnacle to fall freely through space, suspending both time and reality until, eventually, they swirled gently back to earth.
But Jeannette was uninitiated in the ways of love. And he had been born on the wrong side of the blanket. She needed a nobleman and a wedding.
“Show me what it is like to make love with you,” she said. “Let me feel you inside me before it is too late, and I am doomed to never know.”
The enticement echoed in Treynor’s ears, challenging everything he believed himself to be. “Perhaps another day,” he managed, but it felt like he might burst if he didn’t take her. “When you know your own mind.”
“But I do,” she protested. “This is exactly what I wanted the first night I met you.”
He grimaced at the thought of how that night had gone and tried to move back. He wanted to slow the rapid pounding of his heart, but the temptation of her body shackled him to the bed.
“I did not mean to hurt you that night,” she whispered.
“Then you know very little about the anatomy of a man.”
“Show me.” She touched his hardness through the fabric of his uniform, and he gasped at the sensation.
“I don’t think you want to do that.” He meant to move her hand away but ended up covering it with his own. “I may not be able to stop myself.”
“Do not worry, I will stop you.”
There wasn’t a shred of commitment in her words, but they were enough to make Treynor teeter on the edge of indecision. The feeling of her naked breasts against his chest would be worth the cost of drawing closer to the flame—worth almost any cost.
He pulled her against him, marveling at the pleasure of such a simple thing.
Jeannette seemed to like the contact as much as he did. She gave him a sultry smile, wound her arms around his neck, and turned her face up to receive his kiss.
Treynor took his time with her lips, then gently explored her small, straight teeth and velvety tongue.
She responded tentatively at first, until she grew confident in what she was doing. Then her lovemaking took on a wild abandon that stole his breath. When he felt her quiver against him, his hands moved to finish with their clothing. But this last barrier was all that stopped him from possessing her completely. Were he to remove it, he knew he’d be powerless against the animal inside him.
“Damn it!” he groaned.
“What?” She gazed up at him as if thoroughly confused as to why he might be unhappy.
Staring at Jeannette’s wide eyes and her lips, swollen from his kisses, Treynor knew he couldn’t win. His conscience wouldn’t allow him to proceed; his need wouldn’t allow him to stop.
Finally, he extricated himself from her arms and stepped away.
She blinked at him in surprise. “Where are you going?”
“Anywhere but here.”
“You’re not leaving….”
“Yes.” He quickly buttoned his jacket. “But I must be the stupidest bastard in the world.”
The war between his mind and his body was making him angrier by the minute. Why did his damned conscience have to intervene at a moment like this? At the very peak of sexual desire? How long had it been since he’d wanted a woman as badly as he wanted Jeannette?
Never came the answer. And that terrified him. God, he prayed, not her. Anyone but her.
Silently, he railed at himself and cursed Jeannette, too. But, considering the situation, only one thing could set his world right again—besides another fifteen minutes with the count’s daughter.
He needed a good brawl.
Fortunately, he knew several members of the crew who’d be happy to oblige.
 
* * *
 
Helen crumpled the letter in one hand and tossed it into the wastepaper basket below the mahogany secretary where she sat in her study. She’d spent all evening composing the lines that had covered the perfumed sheet. Yet there seemed to be no good way to express what she had wanted, for many years now, to tell her son.
She stared out the second-story window near her desk at the moonlit, snow-covered box hedges and Greek statues in the gardens below and thought back to their last interview at the cottage near Liskeard. Treynor had been livid with rage. She’d made him that way. But she’d only been striking out at herself. By behaving as he expected her to—by being what he thought she was—she ensured his continued rejection and no longer needed to fear it.
Dipping her quill into the inkwell, she pulled her gaze away from the glistening snow and shadowy, leafless trees to start again. She’d never spoken of Treynor’s true father. His name wasn’t recorded in any journal or previous letters—none that she hadn’t destroyed. Even her husband, the marquess, did not know the truth.
She’d had a short affair with their stable master, but that had come at least a month after the pregnancy, as a purposeful cover. The marquess had not returned from the colonies as planned, and she’d been forced to do something.
When her husband finally did arrive, her condition was quite obvious. He was so embarrassed that she would take a servant into her bed he’d hushed it up as carefully as she’d guarded her own secret, until no one knew, really, where Treynor had come from. 
 
“Ah, ‘ere ye are. Busy tormentin’ yerself again, I see.”
The voice of her housekeeper broke the silence. Surprised that Mrs. Peters was still up, Helen lifted her head. “It’s late, Elizabeth. What are you doing looking over my shoulder?”
“I don’t need to look over yer shoulder to know what you’re doin’. It hasn’t changed for years.” Her jowls wagged as she shook her head. “Ye closet yerself away up ‘ere an’ write an’ write as though ye might actually send a letter or two. But precious few make it out in the post. Writing them is just yer penance.”
Helen sighed. “Perhaps someday I will send all the ones I haven’t destroyed.”
“Ye need to forget the past.” The harsh expression on Elizabeth’s round face softened with love and pity. “Ye’ve punished yerself long enough. It’s been nearly thirty years.”
The sting of tears burned behind Helen’s eyes, but she’d become adept at keeping her composure. She knew her tears would never fall, not while she had a witness. “You may retire,” she said, using her most imperious voice. “I can take care of myself from here.”
But mere dismissal wasn’t enough to get Elizabeth to leave her in peace, not this night. “M’lady, per’aps I should ‘ave said these things before—”
“You didn’t need to,” Helen broke in “I can always tell what you think.”
“Then why not pay ‘eed? I might be an old, fat crone, but no one knows ye better. No one’s cared for ye longer.”
“I know.” Helen set her quill aside and pinched the bridge of her nose. Elizabeth had been her mother’s housekeeper when Helen was just a girl—and her only comfort for years.
The housekeeper moved beside her, her hand, chafed from so many years of work, resting on Helen’s arm. “One mistake didn’t warrant another. That’s why ye let the babe go. Are ye forgettin’ ye had to provide yer ‘usband with an ‘eir an’ protect ‘im from all the waggin’ tongues? Ye be’aved as befitted a marquess’s wife an’ ye gave no name to yer pain. Lord knows it wasn’t an easy sacrifice.” She paused as if waiting for a response, but Helen had nothing to say.
“An’ what of the boy’s father?” she went on. “Ye loved ‘im.” She frowned to stop Helen when she would have denied it. “But ye gave ‘im up, too.”
“He had a wife. What we did was wrong.”
“Ye think I don’t know that, m’lady? ‘Twas a sad business all around, but whether ye can justify yer actions now or no, don’t matter. ‘Tis over and done with.”
Wishing she could banish the regret as easily as Elizabeth relegated the whole incident to the past, Helen closed her eyes. “But you should see Treynor now,” she whispered. “He is so handsome and tall, in command of himself and others, always the perfect gentleman.”
“I can imagine, my lady.” Her voice filled with affection. “I knew there was somethin’ special about ‘im the first time I saw ‘im.”
Helen rubbed her eyes, eyes that were as tired as her heart. “Yet he carries the filthy label of bastard while the marquess’s heir, my second son, is drinking and gambling his life away.”
“‘Tis a disappointment, to be sure,” she pronounced.
“Tell me something, Elizabeth.” Helen fiddled absently with the corner of a fresh sheet of paper. “How could one small indiscretion affect my whole life and the lives of so many others?”
“That’s fate, m’lady. Ain’t no explainin’ it or understandin’ it.”
“You’re right, of course.”
“At least ye’ve been in contact with Mr. Treynor for the past several years, m’lady. Ye had to stand up to the marquess to do that. Give yerself credit.”
Helen shook her head. “I deserve none. I should have stood up to him long ago. He has never cared about me. His only concern is for our two sons and daughter, and making his mistress and the children they have created happy.”
“Now there’s a woman I’d like ter see suffer the consequences of ‘er actions.” Elizabeth’s lip curled as she crossed her arms over her considerable bosom. “She’s waxin’ bold, that one.”
“At least my husband leaves me to live as I choose,” Helen responded. “And I choose to reveal to Treynor, at last, the truth. He—” She broke off as her husband walked in without knocking.
“Ah. Thought I might find you here,” he said.
Helen experienced a sharp pang of irritation. He had his own quarters and insisted on complete privacy, a courtesy he rarely returned. But she was determined to treat him civilly.
“Good evening, William.”
Mrs. Peters—Elizabeth—slanted a knowing glance at her, said good night and bustled out. She always made herself scarce when the marquess appeared. She was too loyal to Helen for William to trust, and she had no interest in gaining his confidence.
“Milady. What keeps you busy on this cold night?”
She tapped her quill inside the inkwell so she could rid it of ink and set it aside. Out of habit, she also folded the letter to shield it from her husband’s view, although she didn’t care overmuch if he saw that it was addressed to Treynor. “I was just answering some correspondence.”
“And what do you hear from Georgie?” He moved closer, until Helen could smell the scent of the expensive tobacco he smoked. “Is he well at Oxford?”
Georgie, their youngest son, was by far Helen’s favorite, but she couldn’t avoid the truth. “I have received no word this week. But I am comforted by that. It means he is not in some sort of scrape that requires extraordinary amounts of money to fix.”
The marquess chuckled. “He will be a force to reckon with, our Georgie.”
“If he ever grows up. Is there something you require, William?”
The marquess eyed her shrewdly. “Brooding over the stable master’s brat again, are you? You spend all your evenings the same way. And it only serves to shorten your temper. A wife should not speak so to her husband.”
If he only knew how constrained she had behaved thus far…. “I prefer to think of it as getting to the point. You want something or you wouldn’t be here. Supper is the only time we see each other anymore, besides social outings. You normally sleep in Exeter with …what’s her name?”
“Clarissa.” The clock in the hall outside struck the hour of midnight as he studied her. “You were the one who set the boundaries on our relationship, not I.”
He referred, of course, to her infamous betrayal, but he’d dabbled with other women long before she’d become involved with Treynor’s father. In his mind, there was a great difference between their taking of lovers, but Helen had never conceded that point and never would. She’d agreed to her marriage, and done her best to honor it. Except for how she had neglected Treynor, she had few regrets.
“I will not argue with you, William, if that’s what you’re looking for. It has been a war of words for years on end.”
After setting her pen in its silver and marble holder, she put away the rest of her writing implements. She wouldn’t get a letter off to Treynor tonight. She’d sit and compose until the wee hours of the morning, as she did so often, and never find the right words to convey her feelings. Words weren’t enough to excuse what she had done.
“Clarissa is going to have another baby,” her husband announced without warning.
Helen closed and locked her secretary, then deposited the key in the pocket of her silk dressing gown. So that was it. “Oh?”
She looked up to search his face, but there wasn’t a single trace of sensitivity for what she might feel.
“I wish her well,” she said. Barely twenty-five, her husband’s mistress was still capable of bearing him many children. It wasn’t as if his infidelity would become less obvious any time soon. “Now, if you will leave me in peace.”
Instead of heading for the door, he fidgeted with the miniature portrait of Mary, their daughter, which sat on the table by the window. “You don’t care?”
Helen shook her head. She felt ancient. “I ceased to care long ago.”
 
* * *
 
When Jeannette awoke, she found herself swinging in the lieutenant’s hammock, half-naked and burrowed deep into his feather tick. The sun’s rays floated dust motes through the porthole above the bed, letting her know that night had long since passed.
With a groan, she squeezed her eyes shut and pressed a hand to her aching head. Her tongue felt thick, her mouth dry. And even with supreme effort, she couldn’t stop the memories of her behavior the night before from tumbling back to her.
Fortunately the lieutenant wasn’t in his cabin. She opened one eye and glanced around, grateful for that small blessing. Then she sat up and tried to get out of his bed.
The skin had peeled away from many of her blisters, leaving open sores. They made it difficult to dress. She managed as best she could, then looked around, hoping to find salve to ease the sting.
The lieutenant’s cabin was rather spartan. Besides the bed, a wardrobe, and the large trunk Jeannette had ransacked when she’d stolen away that first night, only a desk and chair competed for the limited floor space.
She rolled back the desk’s dark walnut cover to reveal multiple cubbyholes, none of which contained anything of medicinal value. A brass and marble inkstand and the letter opener she’d used before sat on a leather blotter. Various maps and a few coins were strewn about, and several letters were jammed into a slot. The corner of one revealed a woman’s flowing script.
Curiosity tugged Jeannette’s hand toward it. Treynor had never mentioned any of the details surrounding his personal life. She couldn’t help but wonder who the letters were from.
She sifted through the pile, surprised to find that most were signed by the Marchioness of Bedford, an older woman she had met in London once, a year ago. How had someone so high in society come to write him—and so often?
Shooting a guilty glance toward the door, Jeannette played with the perfumed sheets. She wanted to read what the marchioness had written, but her conscience wouldn’t allow her to invade Treynor’s privacy any more than she already had.
She was about to stuff them back into their slot when the door banged open. Before it could slam shut, she dropped the correspondence like a handful of hot coals. But when she whirled to greet Lieutenant Treynor, she faced a sardonic glare. He’d seen what she held.
“Doing what women do best, my dear?” He shrugged out of his rumpled coat. A wince indicated injuries beyond the cut lip and purple bruise on one cheek she’d already noted.
“I wasn’t reading them,” she said, trying to appear composed. “I was looking for something to put on my hands.”
“Of course. My mail looks a great deal like salve.”
Jeannette grimaced as he hung his coat in the small wardrobe in the corner. “The letters caught my eye. That is all.”
He offered her a half-hearted grin. “Fortunately, spying is only one of a woman’s many talents.”
“And you like the others even less.”
He chuckled. “All except one.”
“I am sure I could never guess what that might be.”
“You already did—last night.”
She studied him. How badly was he hurt? “Thank you for reminding me. I should have known you would gloat.”
“You are just angry that you didn’t get what you wanted. But I am willing to remedy the situation, should you feel so inclined.” He sauntered closer, until she could smell the liquor on his breath.
“No, I do not feel so inclined,” she responded with a glower. “Judging by the damage to your face, you have been doing what men do best.”
“You do not know what I do best, my sweet.”
“Drinking and brawling would be a good guess, no?”
“Aye, but such activities fall a good measure behind—”
Jeannette put up a hand to stop his words. “I do not want to discuss it.”
His eyes ranged over her as he laughed. “May I say, then, that you look lovely this morning?”
Feeling anything but lovely, she moved cautiously away from him. Her head seemed entirely too large for her body, and the blisters on her hands complained of the slightest movement.
“Remind me to thank you for saving my virtue,” she said. “I seem to remember that I behaved like a common tavern doxy.”
Treynor’s gaze followed her. “There was nothing common about you. But I take great pride in having preserved your virtue. It was probably the most gallant thing I have ever done. And it cost me in more ways than one.”
“So I see.” She eyed his injuries once again.
He motioned toward the hammock. “By the way, we are short a blanket. You wouldn’t happen to know where it went, would you?”
She swallowed hard. “No-o-o.”
“You have no idea?”
His look of disbelief completely undermined her desire to lie. “Actually, I might.”
“Let me guess. Down in the hold?”
She shook her head. “No, of course not.”
Again, she met that sardonic gaze. “I was there, too, Jeannette. I heard the movement, know you could not have been in two places at once.”
“But you have not gone back….”
“No. I am not sure I want to know who or what is down there.”
She breathed a little easier. “Good. Then just rest assured that I put your blanket to good use.”
He considered her answer as if he wanted to be harsh but honestly didn’t care enough about the missing article. “Fine. So long as you are finished stealing from me.”
The warning in his voice was unmistakable. “Yes.”
“Good. Come here.”
“Why?”
He pulled a tin from the pocket of his coat. “Because I brought something for your hands.”
Jeannette inched closer. When she stood next to him, he turned her palms up and sighed at the sight of her blistered flesh.
“I see you are used to swinging a hammer.” His words were sarcastic, but he surprised Jeannette by raising her hand to his mouth and gently kissing her palm.
Jeannette jerked away to avoid a repeat performance of last night’s wanton behavior. What was it about this man? He taunted her, hated her, infuriated her, yet he made her pulse leap at his touch—at less, even the mere thought of his touch.
“That hurts,” she complained, to hide the real reason she’d withdrawn. “And you knew I had no experience with such work.”
“I had to do something to keep you out of trouble. Besides, I was merely perpetuating the lie you created when you enlisted in the first place. You signed on as a boy. Were you not planning to work?”
“I could have stayed in the hold until we reached London.”
“A long stay since we are not going there anymore. And what of the rats?”
Jeannette couldn’t stifle the shudder that made her a liar even as she spoke. “I would take a rat over a rake any day.”
His sonorous laugh filled the cabin. “Truly, madam, I am wounded. I behaved most admirably last night, at no small discomfort to myself, and now you are calling me a rake.”
“Are you denying it?”
“Not necessarily. But I must warn you that the long hours of the night have done little to cool my ardor.” He pulled her to him and tried to kiss her, but Jeannette wiggled away. “I will not succumb to your charms again. I don’t know what got into me last night.”
Jeannette thought she saw a flash of disappointment in his eyes, but his voice remained light.
“Quite a bit of rum, if I had to guess.”
“Of course. Or I never would have …you know.”
“Are you saying you didn’t enjoy our little encounter?”
His words dared her to contradict him, but the way he watched her seemed to indicate that he was looking for the truth.
“Maybe I didn’t. Is that completely out of the realm of possibility, sir?” she asked, determined not to commit herself on the subject.
“No. Just directly at odds with what I observed myself.”
“Is there a point to this, Lieutenant?”
“If you won’t allow me to make up for what we missed last night, then no. Come back here and let me salve your hands.”
“Do not trouble yourself. I can see to it.” Jeannette took the jar, but regretted it when doing so freed his hands so that they could strip off his shirt. His chest was the most magnificent sight Jeannette had ever seen—golden, square shoulders, a well-toned chest, and a lean, flat stomach.
“I have a surprise coming,” he announced. “Something I believe you will relish.”
“If you are planning to treat me to a view of the rest of you, don’t bother.” Jeannette scowled, trying to feign disinterest when she really hoped he’d do exactly that.
“My, you have a waspish tongue this morning.”
Unable to wipe the glower from her face, she said, “Have some modesty, please.”
“But I am a rake.” He stopped disrobing after pulling off his boots, but his breeches fit snugly enough to outline his narrow hips and firm, well-rounded buttocks. The manly bulge that swelled in front left little to Jeannette’s imagination, especially when linked with her vivid recollection of the night before.
Someone knocked and Jeannette climbed into the wardrobe where she could watch what went on through the crack in the door but couldn’t be seen.
Treynor strode to the portal and motioned whomever waited outside to come in.
A lad not much beyond fourteen hauled a large empty barrel that had been cut in half across the floor. Other servants followed, carrying buckets of water to fill it.
When they were gone, Treynor shut and locked the door, and Jeannette stepped out, allowing herself a sigh of intense longing. “Is this your surprise?”
“It is.”
“Is it seawater?”
“No. Sweet and fresh.”
She knew those caskets were inaccessible to most. “Whom did you bribe?”
“Everyone,” Treynor said simply.
“I must say you were right. I would do anything for a bath.”
“Anything?” He cocked an eyebrow at her.
“Almost anything.”
“Then a kiss should not be too much to ask. A kiss for first bathing rights.”
A kiss? Dared she accept? No, he was too dangerous to her peace of mind. “I cannot.”
“Then you don’t want to go first badly enough.” He clucked his tongue and pulled off his breeches, causing Jeannette to flush and turn her face to the wall. She focused on the letters she’d found to keep her mind off what was going on behind her.
“I am curious,” she said. “Who might the marchioness be to you?”
She heard Treynor step into the water, heard him moan as he folded his long legs and sank in. “I thought you weren’t reading my letters.”
Her fingers knotted in the tails of her shirt. “I didn’t read them. I just …happened to see the return address.”
“Hmmm.”
“Are you going to tell me?”
“Does it matter?”
“No, I was only curious.”
“Well, we can’t have that.”
She heard a smile in his voice. “So?”
“Would you believe she is my mother?”
Jeannette cast a surprised glance over her shoulder, then immediately turned back. “Really? The one who attended my wedding?”
“Yes, but don’t get excited, sweet. I scarcely know her. You will gain no ties to the English aristocracy through me.”
There was that arrogance again…. “Must you make it all so …mercenary?”
“I am certainly not the one who made it that way.”
“What about your father?” She changed the subject before they could argue.
“I know nothing about him.”
The gruffness of Treynor’s voice was a warning, but she persevered. She wanted to know who he was, what had shaped him, where he came from—for memory’s sake, she told herself. Someday her adventure on the frigate would be over, and she would have to go back to living the life she once knew, which did not include the company of handsome lieutenants. As much as she hated to admit it, she would miss him.
“Who raised you?” she asked.
“I was pawned off, so to speak, to a farmer by the name of Cayle Abbott.”
“Do you keep in contact with him?”
“No.”
More bitterness. “You have no love for him.”
Silence.
“Lieutenant?” For a moment, Jeannette thought he’d gone to sleep on her mid-conversation, but when she turned, she found him staring off into the distance, the muscles of his jaw clenched.
“No, I have no love for him,” he said at last. “I was beaten. Often. He showed me no mercy. No kindness.”
Jeannette remembered the scars on Treynor’s back. “I’m sorry.”
He met her gaze and opened his mouth to say something. Jeannette was sure it would be flippant, to mask the hurt in his eyes, but he wound up saying nothing at all. There was simply a moment when something passed between them, when her pain for his wounds somehow registered and he accepted her sympathy.
“How long were you there?” she asked when the silence stretched.
“I ran away at fourteen.”
Fourteen? Had he suffered the whole of that time? Jeannette couldn’t stomach the thought of it. “Those scars on your back, the old ones, they’re not—”
His voice, when he broke in, was ragged. “A couple are burns. Cayle amused himself by touching a hot coal to my back more than once. And he thought it entertaining to beat me with a shovel. The rest are from his belt buckle, most likely. Ugly, aren’t they?”
There was nothing ugly about Lieutenant Treynor except what had happened to him. Jeannette winced at the thought of a young boy being treated so cruelly. “And your mother didn’t know?”
“I once sent word through a country parson, begging her to come and get me. She never did.”
Tears filled Jeannette’s eyes, but she struggled to blink them back. Treynor was a proud man. He wouldn’t respond well to her pity. But at last she understood. She had been raised in luxury and, until the Revolution, had never heard an unkind word. She represented all he could have had but was denied by his mother. Or perhaps it was even simpler than that. Perhaps he viewed all women as uncaring creatures little different from the marchioness.
Treynor closed his eyes and leaned back in the tub, but he looked far from relaxed. Jeannette imagined he was remembering the past and longed to make him forget.
After crossing to stand behind him, she rolled up her sleeves, retrieved the cake of soap, and began to wash his back, careful not to scrape the scabs left over from his flogging.
At first, the soap stung the blisters on her hands but the pain eased quickly.
He tensed as if he might refuse her ministrations, but gave himself over to the pleasure of her fingers when she left off with the washing and began to rub his shoulders where the skin was unmarred.
“What are you doing to me, Jeannette?” he murmured after several minutes.
He wasn’t talking about her massage. Jeannette knew that instinctively. She smiled. The implacable lieutenant didn’t know what to think of her.
“What could I do to you?” she said. “You are immune to women like me. You hate us, remember?”
“I wish to God I could hate you,” he muttered, but moaned as her hands rubbed slower, more sensuously.
Jeannette closed her eyes, reveling in the solid feel of Treynor’s body beneath her hands. Surely this was heaven. Surely the world could end right now and she would be content….
“Jeannette?”
She opened her eyes to see that he’d twisted his head to look up at her. “What?” She was wondering what he would do if she kissed him. He’d asked her to, not very long ago.
Her gaze dropped to his mouth, only inches away, and she remembered how wonderful his lips felt pressed to her own.
He drew a ragged breath. “What is it you want from me? What are you hoping to gain?”
His doubt and bitterness stabbed her to the heart. Did he think she was using him, trying to manipulate him? Regardless, he didn’t trust her, couldn’t trust her. And deep down, Jeannette knew he had no reason to. His mother had wronged him terribly, and he viewed her in the same light.
Summoning her pride, she pulled back out of reach. “I just wanted to make you forget,” she said.
He watched her warily. “Forget what?”
“The past. The future. Who and what I am, too, I suppose. But that could never happen. You know me too well.”
 
* * *
 
Treynor regretted his cutting words, especially when he witnessed the hurt they caused. Damn, Jeannette confused him. One minute she was defiant and the next she did something so sweet that he longed to pull her into his arms and hold her forever. He was angry at her for leaving him wanting, angry at himself for not being able to resist her effect on him, and frustrated by the whole situation. He never should have helped her. He should have turned her in to the captain posthaste.
Except he didn’t really feel that way. Not after learning what St. Ives had in store for her. He applauded her courage and determination and vowed to see her safely away from her powerful husband, but to do that meant he had to keep her safe from him. She’d never get an annulment if he took her virginity. It was the only weapon she possessed.
“I’m sorry,” he said.
She didn’t answer.
He dunked his head and washed his hair. Then he warned her that he was getting out and stepped over the edge of the tub to towel himself off. “The bath is yours.”
He promptly dressed. He wanted to take Jeannette into his arms and kiss away the damage he’d done, but he told himself things were better this way. She would be safer if she kept him at a distance.
The way he was feeling, she couldn’t get far enough away.
 
* * *
 
Jeannette waited for Treynor to dress and turn his back before she removed her clothes. It wasn’t easy to ignore his presence, or his unkind words, but she concentrated on the water that would wash the grime from her body and give her a reprieve from her dirty boy’s costume.
Treynor stood in the corner, feet spread wide, as he finished buttoning his shirt. His thick, wet hair fell partway down a back that was straight and true. He’d asked what she was doing to him, but Jeannette could have demanded the same of him. This so-called bastard had turned her whole world upside down. He invaded her thoughts, her dreams, and sometimes even …her hopes.
She swallowed against the lump that had lodged itself in her throat and sank into the barrel. The water was tepid, as if some attempt had been made to warm it. Better than that, it was as fresh as he’d indicated.
“Did you really bribe everyone?” Hoping to establish a truce between them, she leaned back and closed her eyes. “Everyone else bathes and washes their clothes and hammocks in seawater, yes?”
Several seconds passed before he answered. “Not most of the officers. Mrs. Hawker collects rainwater for me. She uses it for my laundry, and I use it to bathe in.” He sounded distant, composed.
For a moment, Jeannette resented his indifference, especially when her heart still raced at the memory of holding him in her arms. But it had been kind of him to share the luxury of his rainwater bath. She opened her eyes to thank him and caught him watching her in the mirror.
A slow smile curled his lips when their gazes met and locked in the glass. Evidently he wasn’t so unaffected after all.
“At least have the decency to look away now that I have caught you.” She gave her words plenty of starch, but the way she’d worshipped his body only minutes earlier stole any basis she had for real indignation—that and the relief that she wasn’t the only one feeling what she was feeling.
“I have been quite the gentleman so far, despite my low birth. You certainly can’t begrudge me a view of your loveliness in return for my bath.”
Jeannette smiled. She was growing weary of Treynor’s damned restraint and, perverse though it was, she somehow wanted to punish him for it. “As you wish.” Standing, she lathered her body, purposefully ignoring him as she worked her hands around her breasts.
Treynor didn’t say a word, but Jeannette caught him staring at her with slack-jawed appreciation.
“Do you not have work to do, Lieutenant?”
His eyes narrowed. “You are playing with fire, Jeannette. I am not one of your drooling beaux. I am used to getting what I want.”
“I didn’t ask you to stand there and ogle me.”
“And yet you tempt me to do far more.”
Finally embarrassed by her own behavior, she ducked down. He had her acting like a common whore one minute and a nun the next. She hardly knew herself anymore. But, when she pictured herself with child and returning to her parents, unable to hide her shame, she had sense enough left to know that she wouldn’t thank him for taking advantage of the situation.
Something had to be done, before it was too late. “I am going to the captain,” she said, her newfound resolution giving her strength. “Certainly we are far enough from England now.”
A frown settled on Treynor’s face. He looked as though he would argue with her, but he didn’t. “Perhaps that is best for both of us,” he said at last.
When Jeannette got out of the bath and dried off, she quickly pulled on her clothes and fled.


 
 
Chapter 14
 

 
A fire raged in the hearth of the drawing room at the baron’s London townhouse. Percy sat before it with Thomas Villard, staring pensively into the flames. Jeannette had been gone for nearly four days. He had men scouring the teeming city and every route into it, but to no avail. They had given him a report as soon as he arrived an hour ago.
Something must have happened to her. Or had she outsmarted him after all?
Sir Thomas cleared his throat. “Providing your lady is alive and well, why not proceed with an annulment so you can seek a new wife? Hard as an annulment is to obtain, you might be better off,” he said, lifting his glass of brandy to the light of the fire where he could better examine the golden liquid.
Percy turned a scowl on his friend. “And admit to being impotent? We both know that is likely what it would require, and I will do no such thing. How would I ever get an heir?” He shook his head. “No, I am committed to this path. Jeannette is ideal for my purposes. I knew it the moment Lord Darby contacted me about her.”
“He contacted you?”
“Indeed. He was so eager to be rid of his poor French relations that he wrote to say he thought she would make me a perfect wife. He all but begged me to marry the chit.” He watched Sir Thomas drain his glass. “And what we arranged is no less than fair. You have to give me that.”
“I agree, of course.”
“I ask Jeannette’s forbearance for one night,” Percy went on. “What is one night? In return she and her family are provided with financial security. Her sons will inherit all I have.” He shifted to ease the pain in his foot. “She could never do better. She had no dowry besides a nominal amount from Darby.”
Thomas reached for the brandy decanter on the table next to him. “I remember.”
“And she is beautiful, which makes your job easier, does it not?” Percy imagined his wife’s young, supple body lying naked on the sheets as Villard drove into her.
“The ‘job,’as you call it, would be easy enough were you not going to be there watching every move.” Thomas grimaced. “I have never had another man in the room before. I am not sure I will like it at all.”
“Whether you like it or not is of no matter to me. I have to make sure I get what I am paying for.” Percy admired Thomas’s tall, thin build and the other physical characteristics he would like his son to have. “You were more than willing when I first approached you—eager enough to offer your brother a chance to participate. That foolish decision is at the root of all our problems.”
Letting his gaze drop to the carpet, Sir Thomas loosened his cravat. “How was I to know he would refuse? You said you were looking for a number of men. I tried to help you find likely candidates, those with acceptable bloodlines.”
“You should have known Richard better than that!”
“The money tempted him. I have no idea what went wrong. I think he refused just to spite me. Anyway, I did what I could to remedy the situation.” Thomas’s words had fallen to a mumble. “Her parents believed us, at least.”
“That is what I am paying you for, is it not? Quick thinking and discretion? Unfortunately for me, those commodities do not come cheaply.”
Sir Thomas smiled ruefully. “They come cheaply enough. The money goes too fast.”
“Just remember that there is more where that came from when the deed is done.”
“Then I shall do my part the moment you retrieve the sacrificial virgin.” Thomas smiled and leaned his head back against the soft leather of his seat. “And what of Desmond?”
“He is with us still.”
“I am not surprised. He is the type to enjoy you sitting next to the bed, urging him on when he lifts your wife’s skirts. Putting on a show is his forte, not mine.”
Just the mention of the spectacle he had anticipated ever since he’d met Jeannette caused a spark of arousal to leap through Percy’s veins. Impotency was becoming a problem for him, but not when he pictured watching Sir Thomas with Jeannette. Perhaps he would be able to take a turn after all.
Thomas smiled at his silence. “Does the thought of having other men rock your marriage bed excite you, my lord?”
“Begetting an heir excites me,” Percy snapped, irritated that he had been so transparent. “Do you think I will let Hawthorne House and all I own go to a distant cousin? And one I loathe at that?”
Sir Thomas covered his mouth against a belch. “Evidently not. But your new wife has certainly complicated our plans. I doubt her parents will give you the unbridled freedom they would have before.”
Percy’s desire turned to a dull ache in his joints, reminding him of his age and making him angrier still. “It won’t be difficult to discredit her or her parents. When Lord Darby hears Jeannette’s accusations, he might pay me a cursory visit, but he would hardly allow himself to lose face by trying to wrench her back. And by the time he does, it will all be over anyway. She will be with child, a child she will relinquish to me the moment it is born.”
“Providing, of course, that we find her.”
Percy rose from his chair and moved to where Sir Thomas sat, farther away from the fire. He grasped the man’s arm, curling his nails, clawlike, into Villard’s flesh. “No girl makes a fool of me. I will find her,” he promised. “And when I do, she will cooperate. Then you will give me everything I have paid for, too.”
Sir Thomas looked uneasy. “I have already given you my word. There is no need for any …unpleasantness.”
“Very well.” With a grunt, Percy pulled away and turned to pace—stiffly—on the expensive rug.
“Just because your first wife bore you no children does not mean you were at fault,” Villard said. “Perhaps she was barren.”
Percy faced his friend. He’d once thought the same thing, had blamed Elsie for everything—until years of bedding young servants, peasant women, prostitutes, and the wives of several friends hadn’t yielded him a single illegitimate child either. “It wasn’t Elsie.”
“But if this goes on much longer, our plan might not work. I mean—”
Percy swiped the glass from Thomas’s hand, sending it crashing into the hearth. “It will work! The babe shall have the finest blood in all of England! And,” he added, looking at it from a practical perspective, “no one will know who the father is, even the sires, which will protect my property from any future claims—”
A rap at the door halted Percy’s tirade. “Damn you,” he muttered, afraid Harripen, his butler, might have overheard. “What is it?” he called out.
Harripen entered, followed closely by Ralston Moore, the baron’s solicitor.
“Moore, you were to meet us when we arrived,” Percy growled. “Where have you been?”
“I came as soon as I could.” Noticing the broken glass on the floor, he raised a questioning eyebrow, but Percy ignored it.
“Tell me you had good reason to be detained.”
A smile crinkled the corners of the solicitor’s eyes. “I believe I know where your wife is hiding, sir.”
Percy’s heart skipped a beat. “Where?”
Moore reached into his pocket and withdrew a small leather pouch. Wearing the same self-satisfied smile, he handed it to Percy.
Percy loosened the drawstrings and gazed inside, only to find a few long tresses of dark hair. “What is this?”
“Your lady’s hair, I believe.”
“What?” Percy felt a moment’s confusion. “Where is the rest of her?”
“She may be aboard the Tempest, after all. One of my men found this in an alley behind a tavern where the sailors slept—” he paused for what Percy suspected was dramatic effect “—along with your wife’s torn garments.”
“What are you saying? That Jeannette has been ravished by sailors?”
“Let us hope not,” Sir Thomas said, “or any brat she bears will certainly not have the finest blood in all of England.”
Moore continued before Percy could respond to the snide comment. “I believe your wife stole aboard the Tempest, milord, just as we originally suspected. Only she did it dressed as a boy. I have spoken to a sailor who claims his clothes were stolen that night.”
“But I sent a letter to the frigate! They searched for her and found nothing.”
“That does not mean she wasn’t there.”
St. Ives fingered the silky tresses of his wife’s hair. “The Tempest was bound for London, was it not?”
“It was, yes—until it received orders to join the blockade along the French coast,” Moore explained.
“Which would explain why my wife never showed up to meet her family.”
He gave a decisive nod. “Indeed.”
Percy felt hope rise inside him. “Well, we are not without recourse. There are those at the Admiralty who owe me a favor or two.”
“Yes, sir.” Ralston Moore bowed deeply, and Percy turned to Sir Thomas.
“It is only a matter of time now,” he promised.
 
* * *
 
Not wanting to explain her bath in Treynor’s quarters, Jeannette skulked in the corridor outside the captain’s cabin until her hair dried. Though the air was so cold she could see her breath, she doubted the weather was entirely to blame for the shivering that beset her. She had no idea how the taciturn old captain would receive the revelation of her identity. But she had to inform him. She dared not spend another night with Treynor.
Gathering her nerve, she knocked, and Captain Cruikshank bellowed for her to come in.
Jeannette’s trepidation grew as she turned the knob and stepped inside.
The windows behind the captain glowed with the orange hue of sunset as he glanced up from where he sat at a wide, wooden table. A journal lay open before him, a pair of spectacles rested low on his nose, and he held a quill pen in his left hand. A look of expectation claimed his features as he recognized her, but he didn’t immediately stand.
“What is it?” His gaze ranged over her short hair before systematically working its way down her body. Then his eyes jerked up to her face.
In her haste, she had left her hat and coat in Treynor’s cabin, and the swell of her breasts was clearly visible beneath the white cotton of her shirt.
“God’s teeth!” He came to his feet. “You are a woman!”
Jeannette cringed at the explosion. “Yes, sir.”
His jaw worked several times before any sound emerged. When he finally spoke, his voice deepened almost to a roar. “Dammit! For once in his life, Cunnington was right. Who are you?”
Outside the drummer was beating to quarters. The rush of feet as all hands reported to their various stations for the officers’ inspections wound Jeannette’s nerves tighter with every thump. She swallowed hard. “I am the Baroness St. Ives. And I am afraid I have made a terrible erreur.” She smiled sweetly in hopes of softening his heart. “I thought to escape my unwanted marriage by stealing aboard your vessel and only now do I realize how foolish that decision was.”
“Indeed, madam.” He dropped his pen, then toppled the ink when he tried to keep the quill from marking the page covered by his crooked script. Grumbling another curse, he quickly righted the jar, but had only his hands to dam the black puddle he’d created as he sent another disbelieving glance her way.
Jeannette crossed the room to offer him the use of her shirtsleeve. “Certainly a little ink can do no damage to this.”
He jerked his head toward the cabinets that ran the length of the wall beneath the windows. “Under that bench is a towel.”
Jeannette found it and mopped up the ink. While she worked, the captain watched her, glowering from beneath the ledge of his prominent brow and mumbling a string of expletives while shaking his head.
“Excuse my language, madam. I assure you it is a product of my intense surprise.”
“You have every right to be angry, sir.” Jeannette held the stained cloth away from her body until he took it, wiped his hands, and dropped it onto the ruined pages of the journal. The sorrow in his countenance made her unsure which distressed him more: the loss of his journal or the appearance of a baroness on board his frigate.
“What now?” he asked. “If we turn back it could compromise the blockade. If we stay, your husband will be after my head for endangering your life. I cannot imagine whatever possessed you, but you have placed me in a very difficult position, madam!”
“Indeed, Captain.” Head bowed, Jeannette kept her gaze fastened to the floor. “I can only apologize for my impulsive act—and beg your forbearance.”
With a scowl, he began to pace. “You came aboard with Lieutenant Treynor. Did he assist you in this ruse?”
She shook her head. “Oh, no, monsieur. I misled your lieutenant and the others with my charade. I am dreadfully sorry.”
He considered her reply. “It is not often Treynor is fooled by anyone. How long has he known?”
“He does not know even now, sir.” She lied, hoping to protect Treynor as he had protected her. “I thought it best to come directly to you.”
“A wise decision, but one I wish you would have made long ago.” He scratched his head and paced some more. “Why were you so desperate to flee?”
Unwilling to reveal the embarrassing truth, Jeannette told him something closer to what he might believe. “It was an arranged marriage. I was in love with another.” She was thinking of an old beau, Lèfevre Campaigne, as she spoke, but she realized that, in reality, she had never felt anything beyond friendship for the kind, serious Lèfevre.
“I see.” He rubbed his chin. “And how do you view your situation now?”
“I suppose you could say I have come to my senses, monsieur.” Until we reach another port—any port—and I am able to disappear again…
“A taste of the world has taught you much, no doubt.”
“Oui, monsieur.”
“Well, then. I have invited my officers to join me in a late supper. We will address this issue more fully then. For now, I will have one of my servants prepare a bath for you and get you some decent clothes. My daughters have come aboard upon occasion. I believe we can find you a gown that fits as well as a private cabin. It might take some shifting around but we’ll manage.”
Trying to appear properly cowed, Jeannette nodded. This man held her future in his hands. If he chose to keep his position in the blockade, days, weeks, even months could pass, possibly giving her the opportunity to disembark at a port far from Plymouth.
But if Cruikshank took her back to St. Ives, she would know no more of freedom.
 
* * *
 
The wardroom was rather elegantly appointed with a black- and-white checked floor, rich paneling, and a long solid dining table. Seats for ten surrounded the table. Two small chests, providing a flat top for games, waited to the side, along with several more chairs.
Jeannette had plenty of time to study the furnishings as she walked the floor in her newly acquired slippers, waiting for the captain and his officers to arrive.
Already a handful of servants were busy bringing a variety of dishes to the table. Jeannette was hungry, but could take no interest in the food, despite the tantalizing aromas that drifted from the covered plates. She was thinking about Amelia, wondering how the girl fared.
She would find a way to visit her as soon as supper ended….
Self-consciously smoothing the green watered silk of her gown, Jeannette turned toward the silvered mirror that hung on one wall. She was finally dressed as befitted a lady, but she scarcely recognized herself. With a pair of scissors and a much smaller mirror, she’d managed to improve the state of her hair until it curled softly to her head, making her eyes look larger and more violet than ever. But the sun had tanned her face. Fortunately she’d been used to being outdoors already or she would have burnt.
She considered her lips, and for a moment, remembered the velvety feel of Treynor’s mouth against them. Closing her eyes, she experienced again his sinewy arms as they encircled her—
“The captain says ‘e’ll be with ye right away, milady.”
Startled out of her thoughts, she found a boy, no older than ten or eleven, standing behind her. “Merci.”
He hesitated, then bobbed forward in a little bow. His awkward gallantry made her smile, but as soon as he ran off she glanced back toward the mirror, the last vestiges of Treynor’s embrace still hanging on the fringes of her mind. Would the lieutenant find her attractive in her borrowed finery?
Jeannette shrugged and turned away. She normally wasn’t one to worry about her appearance. What Treynor thought didn’t matter anyway, she told herself, and tried hard to believe it. Her family had probably reached London by now. Or they soon would. She had to figure out a way to get there herself—if Cruikshank didn’t take her back to the baron first.
“Lady St. Ives.” The captain had entered the room, freshly shaved and garbed for supper. He bowed to kiss her hand, then the long sword that dangled from his hip swung in its scabbard as he stood to one side and introduced the officers who came behind him. “I believe you know Lieutenant Cunnington.”
Except for the enigmatic smile on his face, Cunnington behaved as though they were being introduced for the first time. He bowed deeply, kissing her hand just as the captain had done.
“A pleasure, my lady,” he said, all traces of harshness replaced by a humble, solicitous manner. “My parents attended your wedding, I believe.”
“Did they?” Jeannette’s skin crawled beneath his touch.
“You might remember them. My father is the Viscount Lounsbury, my mother Lady Eleanor. They are very good friends of your husband’s.”
Jeannette marked his emphasis, but smiled for the sake of propriety. “Then they are friends of mine,” she lied, but pulled her hand away. She had no wish to abuse the captain’s hospitality, but wanted to dispense with Cunnington as soon as possible. Treynor had entered the room, and she couldn’t keep her gaze from gliding over the handsome spectacle he made.
Dressed like the other officers, in a blue-and-gold uniform, white waistcoat, and knee-length breeches, Treynor wore his clothes with an ease that most men lacked. His coat tapered in from his broad shoulders to hug his narrow waist and lean hips. His stockings revealed the muscular cut of his calves. His tanned face and honey-colored hair contrasted nicely with the blue of his eyes, making Jeannette wonder if she would ever meet another man who appealed to her half as much.
Following her gaze, the captain drew Treynor to her side, chuckling as he slapped him on the back. “Did you ever dream we would find such a jewel lurking beneath your servant’s rags?” he asked, his eyes sparkling with appreciation. “Come, let me introduce the two of you.”
Jeannette’s breath caught as Treynor took her hand. The warmth of his fingers traveled up her arm with lightning speed, quickening her pulse.
“Treynor, this is Lady St. Ives. My lady, Lieutenant Crawford Treynor.”
Their eyes met and held, then Treynor’s gaze dipped to her low decolletage, which revealed much of the soft, curving flesh of her breasts. Jeannette’s nipples hardened in response, tingling beneath his regard almost as though his hands, and not his gaze, caressed them.
“You are a vision, my lady.” He gave her a roué’s smile, as if he was aware of the immediate change in her body. Then, with a bow, he pressed his lips to the back of her hand. “I could go days without a meal if only I were allowed to feast upon your beauty.”
“Merci, Lieutenant.” Supremely self-conscious, she noted the close regard of Cunnington, who still looked on. “You are most kind, considering that I have put you and the rest of the crew in a most difficult position.”
“Lieutenant Treynor is not a man to hold a grudge.” Cunnington’s tone was smooth, but edged with a subtle hint of malice.
His smile never wavering, Treynor’s eyes flicked to the first lieutenant. “Not if I can get even instead.” He looked back at Jeannette. “My charge for being duped is no less than a dance or two this evening.”
A fifer had entered the room. Seating himself in the corner, he began to play.
Jeannette enjoyed music and felt a momentary thrill at the prospect of being swept across the floor in Treynor’s arms. She acquiesced with a slight nod. Certainly she couldn’t be tempted beyond the bounds of propriety inside a room full of people.
“Avec plaisir, Lieutenant,” she said and turned her attention to the officer awaiting an introduction behind him.
The captain introduced the third and fourth lieutenants and the warrant officers, beginning with the master, John Borrows, whom Jeannette had seen upon occasion.
She greeted Mr. Borrows, then Bosun Hawker, who winked before bowing over her hand. “Not many ‘ighborn ladies would brave goin’ ter sea on a frigate,” he said. “Ye ‘ave pluck, I’ll give ye that.”
At the moment, Jeannette felt anything but courageous. Her knees knocked at the thought of facing St. Ives again, but she prayed she wouldn’t have to. “I must thank you for all your kindness to me. And please, give my regards to Mrs. Hawker.”
“Indeed I will. An’ I still think ye’d make a right smart bosun.”
“Perhaps you will lend me your pipe sometime.”
He chuckled and turned away, allowing Cruikshank to finish the introductions. After Jeannette exchanged a few words with the carpenter, surgeon, and purser, the captain escorted her to the seat on his right.
The others gathered around the long table, which was now laden with food. Lieutenant Cunnington sat directly across from Jeannette, Lieutenant Treynor next to him, and the others in order of descending rank until the purser, Roddie Gillman, took his place on her other side.
The captain sampled the wine, then nodded, ordering the servants to fill the goblets.
Remembering her earlier experience with the rum, Jeannette was careful to drink sparingly. The light, fruity flavor of the wine was certainly not the same quality that had once stocked her parents’ cellars, but at least it didn’t taste slimy and brackish, like the ship’s water.
“My lady, I was hoping you might regale us with the happier occurrences at home these days,” Cruikshank said. “We get little news, as I am sure you can imagine. When we are in port, we hear mostly of the war.”
The servants removed the covers from the hot dishes in the center of the table, and the aroma of lamb, veal, and various meat pies wafted to Jeannette’s nostrils in a small puff of steam.
While one of the captain’s lads ladled food onto her plate, she said, “I am afraid I can tell you little. I was in Liskeard for the past several weeks, and nothing amusing happened there.”
“Which leads me to the subject that has been uppermost in my mind. Perhaps we should address it now and be done with it.”
The hubbub died down when he clinked his crystal glass with his knife and raised his voice so that those at the opposite end of the table could better hear him. “I have been hard-pressed, gentlemen, trying to decide whether or not we should immediately return the baroness to Plymouth. I am mindful of our duty, and the coming grain convoy from America, but a frigate is an unsafe place for a woman. Not only that but the baron is, no doubt, eager to see his wife return home.”
Jeannette’s heart sank. She’d been expecting such a conversation but certainly wasn’t looking forward to it.
The captain’s gaze circled the table. “I would hear your opinions on the matter, if you please.”
Cunnington spoke first. “As a friend of the baron’s, I feel it my duty to try and persuade you to return her immediately, sir. Lady St. Ives made our decision for us when she stole aboard this ship, especially when we consider that the baron tried to reclaim her before we left port.”
Cruikshank grunted. “Yes, I have thought of that. It certainly does not reflect well on us that she escaped notice for so long. The baron has friends in high places who will no doubt wonder what kind of ship we are running here.”
“Indeed,” Cunnington agreed. “The only way to avoid further embarrassment is by returning her posthaste.”
Jeannette tried to swallow the food in her mouth, but her throat seemed to have closed off.
Several of the others nodded their approval.
“Shall we return on the morrow then?” the captain asked.
Jeannette’s gaze lifted to find Cunnington smiling at her as if he knew she’d rather be dragged behind horses than return to Plymouth. And his smile widened when Treynor spoke.
“At the risk of being the only dissenting voice, I feel it is imperative that we keep our position along the coast until after the grain convoy tries to break through to France. Our squadron is counting on us to help hold a line that is already too thin.”
 
“Hear, hear,” someone muttered, but Treynor continued with scarcely a pause.
“Although I share everyone’s concern for the baroness—” he nodded his head politely in her direction “—I should hate to sacrifice the integrity of the blockade. We are, after all, at war.”
Jeannette lowered her lashes, refusing to study the lieutenant as she longed to do. Was he trying to help her yet again? Or did he care only for the blockade, as he made it sound?
Regardless, his words garnered immediate support from the master, the purser, and Toddy Pratt. For that, Jeannette was grateful.
“How noble of you, Lieutenant, to be so mindful of your duty,” Cunnington said. “Somehow I thought you might disagree. You have made a habit of looking out for the lady’s interests since you brought her aboard.”
“Meaning what, Lieutenant Cunnington?” the captain asked.
“Meaning that the two of them are playing us for fools, sir. Can you not see it? They are lovers.”
Forks stilled around the table. Even the captain looked as though he had to force down his last bite with a swallow of wine. “Excuse me,” he sputtered after a hacking cough, but his attention never left Cunnington. “On what grounds do you make such an accusation?”
The first lieutenant shrugged and picked up his glass. “I have observed both of them quite closely, sir. I would wager Lieutenant Treynor knew Jean Vicard’s true identity from the start.”
The captain’s bloodshot eyes widened and shifted, first toward Jeannette and then his second lieutenant.
Cunnington continued, “You all saw him step in and allow himself to be tied to the grate. He wanted to save her from more than a whipping. Her honor and her modesty were both at grave risk—”
Treynor interrupted him, but calmly. “You are forgetting one thing, Mr. Cunnington. As you are so fond of pointing out, I am a mere bastard. How could I convince a baron’s wife to run away with me when I can offer her nothing more than boy’s rags, a small cabin, and my nominal navy pay? What is more, why would I do it? Not only would it ruin her life and my career, but the legal implications are enormous. A marriage contract is no small thing.”
The others at the table were listening with rapt attention. Jeannette could feel their attention rest on her as if they were weighing the two arguments and did her best not to show her fear.
“Regardless,” Cunnington responded. “You are infatuated with her. I have seen how your gaze trails after her, how you protect her at any cost—”
“That is all very romantic, Mr. Cunnington, but I am afraid you overrate my powers of seduction.” Treynor smiled indulgently, as though Cunnington’s words entertained him rather than upset him. “If the two of us are lovers, why would Lady St. Ives suddenly give herself up to the captain?”
“That is the question, is it not?” Cunnington raised his glass in silent acknowledgment of the shocked faces around the table. “Perhaps you knew discovery was not far away. I would have figured it out eventually. The fact remains that the lady spent three nights in your cabin, and I am sure the baron will not be pleased to learn that.”
“The lieutenant had no idea the boy he sheltered was a woman, let alone the baron’s wife,” Jeannette argued.
“Forgive me if I find that difficult to believe, my lady.” Cunnington saluted her with his glass.
She attempted to stare him down. “The truth is not judged by its plausibility, sir. The truth is simply the truth.”
“Then, pray, tell us the truth for once,” he scoffed.
“Cunnington, that is enough,” the captain said. “We will get to the bottom of this when we have a bit of privacy, I assure you. But I will not have my supper ruined.”
Her appetite lost, Jeannette pushed her plate away. If Cunnington discredited her by spreading his lies to his parents and their friends, she would never get her annulment.
Strictly speaking, perhaps she didn’t deserve one. She hadn’t physically succumbed to Treynor, but she had him to thank for that fact more than herself.
“I apologize, Lady St. Ives.” A wry smile twisted Treynor’s lips. “Lieutenant Cunnington is suspicious by nature. He seems to consider you compromised merely by my reputation as a rake.”
“Which reputation is not completely undeserved,” Toddy Pratt volunteered.
Pratt’s jest seemed to ease the tension, and the conversation moved on to the possibility of a storm, but Jeannette could feel the men watching her when they thought she wasn’t looking. Even the captain became morose, saying nothing while drinking plenty.
 
As the servants cleared away the dishes, the fife player struck up another tune. The light, airy notes contrasted sharply with Jeannette’s mood. She wanted to excuse herself, to escape the vile Cunnington as soon as possible, yet she awaited the captain’s word. She had no idea where she was to spend the night, or what his final decision regarding their return to Plymouth would be.
The purser intruded upon her thoughts as he pushed away from the table. “I think a game of whist is in order. Can I entice anyone to join me?”
Toddy Pratt, Cunnington, and Bosun Hawker accepted his invitation and the four moved to a small table along the canvas wall that separated the wardroom from the cabins beyond it. Those who remained enjoyed the last of their wine. Once Captain Cruikshank emptied his glass, he slid his chair back and stood, then bowed to Jeannette.
“Will you do me the honor of a dance, my lady? It is not often we have the pleasure of feminine companionship.”
Jeannette accepted the captain’s hand. She wanted to glance Treynor’s way, but settled for singling out the deep timbre of his voice as he spoke with the ship’s master across the table, discussing matters of navigation.
As Jeannette wondered what type of dance the captain might choose, he slid his arm around her back and gripped her right hand high. So it was to be a waltz, she realized, surprised that the unpolished captain would know how to execute a dance that most of the English considered quite scandalous. Not only that, but there was only the fife to provide music. The player began with a run of notes that gave Jeannette a burst of energy—but slowed to a stately pace when the captain began to tire and glared his way.
Fast or slow, the steps she followed were far from a waltz, or any other dance Jeannette knew. They were more of a modified version of several that left her constantly wondering what the next move might be.
“You dance well, my lady,” he told her.
“Merci, monsieur.”
They turned about the floor for a few moments before he lowered his voice. “Tell me, is there anything to what Cunnington has said?”
Willing him to believe her, Jeannette forced her gaze to his face. “None, sir. I can assure you that Lieutenant Treynor was as ignorant of my identity when he brought me aboard as you were yourself.”
“Indeed.”
“As a matter of fact, I had never met him before signing on. I lived in London for only a year after arriving from France, and as I said, I was in Liskeard for the past month while awaiting my wedding. I doubt the lieutenant has had occasion to visit London, at least in a capacity that would bring the two of us together.”
This seemed to bolster the captain’s confidence, and his steps quickened again. He even began to smile. “As I thought. Treynor’s conduct has always been exemplary.”
Mention of Treynor drew Jeannette’s attention to where he stood, leaning idly against one wall. As she and the captain moved, his gaze followed them, but he remained engaged in conversation with the fourth lieutenant and the ship’s master.
“Lieutenant Cunnington must bear some sort of grudge against Mr. Treynor, sir,” she said. “Why else would he spew such thoughtless slander?”
“They have always been at odds,” he answered simply. “But now that the accusation has been publicly stated I feel, for the welfare of all involved, we should return to Plymouth with all due haste. I hope you understand.”
He seemed intent on her reaction despite his earlier words in support of Treynor.
Jeannette prayed her smile looked far less brittle than it felt. “Certainly, monsieur.”
Winded, the captain stopped and released her. “I apologize for my first lieutenant, madam, but you can rest assured that you will soon be safely ensconced in your husband’s home.”
“Merci,” Jeannette replied, but silently cursed Cunnington. At Hawthorne House, there would be no one to stop St. Ives from doing whatever he wanted with her. By the time she could get help from Lord Darby in London, it would be too late. But she swallowed her panic and curtsied politely, knowing that arguing with Cruikshank would only make him doubt her credibility.
With a responding bow, the captain thanked Jeannette for the dance and told her he would have one of the midshipmen show her to a cabin when she was ready to retire. But before he had so much as straightened to his full height, which was several inches shorter than most of the other men in the room, the ship’s master approached and asked Jeannette for the next dance.
She turned about the floor with the master twice and the fourth lieutenant once before Treynor approached. Bowing, an enigmatic smile on his face, he extended his hand. “I believe the next dance is mine.”
And although Cunnington stared at them from the whist table by the wall, Jeannette could not bring herself to deny him.


 
 
Chapter 15
 

 
As Treynor took her into his arms, Jeannette couldn’t help noticing the difference between his erect posture and firm, confident embrace and the other men’s nearly apologetic stances. He moved about the floor with purpose, leading her with skill, his energy seeming to flow into her body at every point of contact.
“Do you think this is wise?” she murmured under cover of Pratt and Hawker’s raised voices as they wrangled over their card game.
He cocked an eyebrow at her. “I always claim what is mine.”
Staring at the buttons of his waistcoat so that their conversation would not be readily detected by the others, Jeannette lowered her voice. “I am not yours!” she protested hotly.
A fleeting glance revealed a sardonic smile on his full lips. “Easy, my lady. I meant the dance. You owed me a dance, remember?”
Jeannette felt her cheeks flame with embarrassment. She was too aware of Treynor, especially now, with his fingers threaded through her own, his palm on her back. She knew those hands could stir a deep longing, the memory of which would always plague her.
“What of Cunnington?” she asked. “I doubt he will let his accusations lie.”
“It is not you he is after, my dear. It is me he wants to destroy.”
“But his parents know my husband. If Cunnington discredits me, my cousin, Lord Darby, may not assist me. My hopes for an annulment will be lost.”
“We can prove we are not lovers. You are yet a virgin—although how we have managed that, I cannot say. I have been entertaining the idea of dispensing with your maidenhead ever since I met you.”
Afraid he might have been overheard, Jeannette glanced toward the others. “You risk much, monsieur.”
“I would risk more if I thought we could get away with it.” He grinned.
The melody continued and they fell silent, but Jeannette couldn’t help worrying her lip. “Cunnington frightens me,” she admitted. “He hates us both.”
“My beautiful Jeannette, there is a solution to every problem.”
“And you found one for the man who beat me.” It was not quite a question.
Treynor squeezed her hand. “He deserved more than a bucket around his neck.”
It was as she had suspected then. Treynor had punished the petty officer for what he had done to her. “How did you know it was he?”
“I have ways of getting what I want.”
“Are you ever denied?”
“Not if I am determined.”
Exhausted, the fifer came to the end of his tune and ceased to play, saving Jeannette from having to make a reply. She didn’t know what to say anyway; she was glad she had left Treynor’s cabin and turned herself in to the captain. The way he looked at her made her knees buckle and brought visions of his hard, naked chest. She wanted to trail kisses over the entire expanse of it, pausing only to feel the strong beat of his heart at the hollow of his throat.
The room suddenly felt far too warm. “Thank you, Lieutenant.”
The captain approached, and Treynor released her with a simple, “My lady.”
Cruikshank and the others bid her good night, but Jeannette barely heard their words. Instead Treynor’s voice echoed in her ears. Not if I am determined.
She would have to be as well, she decided. Or she would become his next conquest—and any hope of an annulment would slip away.
 
* * *
 
Jeannette tossed and turned in the narrow cabin the captain had reserved for her use. Besides the dress, he’d had his steward bring over a nightgown fit for a lady and some smaller items, no doubt also left behind by his daughters. She was grateful for his kindness, and for the privacy afforded by the lock on her door. Cunnington’s smug look as she’d bid the officers farewell haunted her still.
Unwilling to put out the lamp just yet, she stared miserably at the cannon below and to the right of her hammock. With its cold, dark muzzle pointed at the closed gunport, the wooden apparatus that cradled it tied securely into place, it became a symbol of how far she had come since leaving France only a year ago.
How had she gotten herself into such a terrible mess? She’d wanted only to help her family, to restore their happiness. But instead of being a dutiful daughter, she was letting Lieutenant Treynor consume more and more of her thoughts and dreams, torturing herself by wanting something she could never have.
“All’s well.” The sentry’s cry echoed more and more faintly from the various stations on the deck above.
Jeannette gave up trying to sleep and climbed out of her hammock. Rather than feel sorry for herself, she would see to Amelia. She hated to venture out alone so late at night, but she was under the captain’s protection now. No one would dare harm her.
She dressed, making sure to take a shawl against the cold and a handkerchief. As she headed out with her lamp, she listened carefully for footsteps that would indicate she had company. She knew the master-at-arms made a series of nightly rounds. She cared not if she saw him, but captain’s protection or no, she had no desire to run into Cunnington.
Everything was quiet and dark. Most of the lanterns were extinguished at night so the ship could not be seen from a distance. She walked as quickly as possible to the galley, where she filched a bit of cooked salt pork saved from someone’s dinner. Managing to garner a chunk of bread, as well, she wrapped it in her handkerchief.
Anyone else risked the cat-o-nine for the theft of food—the theft of anything—but she knew she had no reason to fear the lash. Not anymore.
After descending two decks, she arrived at the hold, where the smell was no less pungent for being expected. Jeannette nearly gagged as she hesitated at the entrance, but managed to swallow her revulsion long enough to call Amelia’s name.
No answer. Thinking herself alone in the hollow-sounding hull, she was about to give up. She hoped Amelia’s beau had taken her elsewhere, found her a better place to hide. But she knew that wasn’t the case when she heard a soft moan.
“Amelia? Is that you?” Fear caused a shiver that had nothing to do with the cold, dank air.
“Over ‘ere,” someone croaked.
Jeannette lifted her lamp high, using it to help search between the towering barrels.
“‘Elp me. Please.”
The voice was weak. What was wrong? Fear raced through Jeannette’s veins like wildfire. “I am coming, my friend.”
“Here…”
Jeannette wove her way through the maze to find Amelia lying on the floor, curled up on one side. She had Treynor’s blanket bunched beneath her head, but her face looked ashen in the yellow glow of the lamplight.
“What is wrong? What has happened?” Jeannette knelt to feel the girl’s forehead. It was hot and glistening with moisture.
“The baby …the baby’s comin’.”
“Now?” Jeannette set the food aside. “How long have you been like this?”
“Hours. I ‘eard the bells.”
Jeannette swallowed hard. “This is it, then.”
Amelia nodded, a short feeble movement.
“We have to get you out of here. Who is your man? Where can I find him?”
Breathing shallowly through parted lips, Amelia closed her eyes.
“Amelia!”
The girl’s eyelids fluttered open.
“You must tell me who he is.” Jeannette felt certain Amelia would die if she didn’t get her to a warm, dry place.
Amelia’s breathing quickened as she struggled to speak. “Jones. Rulon Jones.”
Jeannette smoothed the hair out of her young friend’s face. “I will find him and return immediately.”
Unable to speak, Amelia gave a slight nod and Jeannette raced away. Where could she find the man named Rulon Jones? And how would they spirit Amelia out of the hold?
By the time Jeannette climbed the companionway to the deck above, however, she knew she wasn’t going in search of Rulon Jones. She was traveling as quickly as her feet could carry her to Treynor’s cabin.
He answered her brisk knock almost as soon as her hand hit the panel. She might have thought he’d been awake, except his hair was tousled, and most of his clothes were removed. He wore only a pair of breeches that weren’t entirely fastened.
Poking his head outside, he glanced down the hall before pulling her inside and closing the door.
“What are you doing here?” he snapped. “As much as I want you, it is far too dangerous for you to come to me. Cunnington is waiting and watching for just such an event, and he will ruin you along with me, if he can.”
“I know, but …I had no choice.”
He seemed to realize this wasn’t about them. “What is it?” he asked.
“There is a girl in the hold. I met her when I hid there myself. A man named Jones—Rulon Jones—has been keeping her, but she is very sick. We must help her!”
Understanding dawned. “So that is where my blanket went.”
“Yes.”
Treynor whirled around to find his shirt, coat, and boots, which he threw on, reaching for the buttons as he headed for the door. “Stay here and wait for me. I will be back.”
“No!” Jeannette restrained him with a hand on his arm. “I know where she is. It will be much quicker for me to take you to her.”
“We cannot be seen together.”
“Be that as it may, we cannot let this girl die!”
Confusion and surprise evident in his face, he studied her for a moment. Then he tenderly touched her cheek. “You are willing to take such a risk?”
“Oui.”
“Then let’s go.”
He grabbed hold of her lantern and headed out, and Jeannette had to hurry to catch up.
 
* * *
 
Treynor used the lamp he held to search every dark corner as they reached the orlop deck and started down into the hold. Even if Cunnington was asleep in his cabin, Treynor knew there were men in the crew who would gladly share news of his and Jeannette’s late-night venture if they thought it would buy them leniency at some critical point in the future. Cunnington and his whip had put the fear of God into the entire crew—and the enmity between the first and second lieutenants was no secret.
Jeannette panted softly behind him, so he slowed his steps for her benefit. Her skirts hampered her movement. Although she raised them high, revealing small feet and a shapely bit of calf, she had to take two steps for every one of his.
“How often do you go down to this girl?” he asked as they walked.
“I have only done it once, on the day I was almost tattooed.”
“No wonder you wouldn’t tell me what you were up to.”
They’d arrived at the hold. “I had to take her some food. Her man promised to care for her, but he has not.”
“Then I shall deal with him later.”
A step behind him, she touched his shoulder and turned to the right. “This way.”
“Amelia?” she called out. “Do not worry. I have brought help.”
“Rulon?” The voice sounded exhausted yet hopeful.
“No. It is Lieutenant Treynor.”
Taking his hand, Jeannette led him around the barrels. Her soft skin and small, delicate fingers made him want to lift her palm to his lips. But then they rounded a corner and the light lapped over a female form lying on the floor and all such thoughts fled his mind. The young woman’s filthy state and tattered dress marked her as another of the many prostitutes Treynor had seen before, carousing with the men while they were in port. But her extended abdomen was obvious, made more so by the way she gripped it and moaned, rolling miserably from side to side.
He shot Jeannette an astonished glance. “She is having a baby?”
“I-I cannot say, for sure.” She passed a hand over her worried brow. “I think she is malade—ill, and, perhaps it is time for the bébé. I mean, how does one know?”
“This is a good indication.” He nodded toward the girl writhing in pain. “We have to get her to the surgeon.”
Amelia, for the most part, seemed oblivious to their presence, until Treynor bent to pick her up. Then she let out a piercing wail and tried to shove him away. “No,” she panted. “The baby. There is no time.”
Jeannette stared at him with wide eyes. “Shall I fetch the surgeon then?”
Amelia’s hand shot out and clamped onto Jeannette’s arm. “Don’t leave me again. Please. The baby is—”
A gut-wrenching sob tore out of the girl’s throat and she began to bear down, making Treynor’s decision a simple but harrowing one.
“Here, hold this.” He handed Jeannette the lamp while he pushed barrels back to give them more room. Creating a ledge on which he could set the light, he removed his coat. Then he spread out the blanket and lifted her onto it. “My God, she is little more than a child herself,” he muttered.
Jeannette held Amelia’s hand and coaxed her to cooperate. “It will all be over with soon,” she crooned and looked up at him as if expecting him to confirm her words.
Treynor drew Amelia’s skirts up above her waist, completely baring her bottom. The sight, along with a trickle of blood, drew a small gasp from Jeannette.
“This is unseemly,” she said, flustered. “I mean …you are a man. What are you doing?” Her eyes darted from him to Amelia and back again. “She—”
“She is having a baby and, despite your delicate sensibilities, this is where it comes out. I am afraid I see no midwife, though I would trade my weight in gold for one right now. Unless, of course, you would like to try your hand at birthing…” He backed away, motioning her to replace him between Amelia’s knees, which Amelia had instinctively raised and parted.
The spasm wracking Amelia’s belly subsided, leaving the girl gasping for air but able to utter a response of her own. “I’ve ‘ad worse than ‘im see it all.”
She attempted to laugh, but the pain returned, and she had to force the rest through her teeth. “An’ I assure ye, I don’t rightly care at this bloody moment. I’d let ‘im cut me ‘ead off if I thought it’d heeeeeeelp.”
The last word extended into another keening wail, and Jeannette shoved Treynor back in place. “Do whatever you can. Just help her.”
Treynor knelt at the ready. He intended for his nonchalance to calm Jeannette, to calm them both, but inside, he felt as nervous as they appeared to be. He had never witnessed a human birth. He could only draw from what he had witnessed on the Abbott farm. Once, he’d assisted a mare in delivering her foal.
He hoped it would make him of some use. “Relax, everything will be fine.” He regretted that his words sounded far less convincing than he meant them to be.
“What can I do?” Jeannette rolled back her sleeves as far as they would go. Now that propriety ranked somewhere below necessity and practicality, she seemed eager to take any instructions he was willing to give.
Treynor admired her courage—and her kindness. Jeannette had endangered herself more than once to help Amelia.
“I am not exactly sure,” he admitted. “We will just have to hope it becomes apparent.”
No sooner had he said that than Amelia bore down in earnest. A glimpse of what looked like a bald head made his heart thud until he could feel its vibration in his fingertips. He was about to help a new life enter the world.
He looked at Jeannette, who was holding Amelia’s hand and whispering encouragement. I would like to see her give birth to my son. The idea came unbidden, out of nowhere, and he squelched it as quickly as it dawned on his consciousness. What foolishness was that?
Amelia’s next push produced a fresh gush of water and blood. He could see the baby, but it wasn’t the head, as he had thought. It was a set of pink buttocks.
Fear coursed through him. He knew little about birthing babies, but it wasn’t hard to guess that this was unusual—and not in the least desirable. Again, he considered sending Jeannette for the surgeon. It might all be over by the time Sivern arrived, but then it might not. Mother and child could easily lose their lives….
His uncertainty drew Jeannette’s attention. She searched his face, then mirrored his worry. “What is it?”
Amelia’s eyes flew open. “Is somethin’ wrong?”
“No.” Treynor masked his concern with a calm smile. “Nothing. I was just thinking that Jeannette should go for Surgeon Sivern. He can only be a help to us.”
“Not ‘im!” Amelia tried to sit up, but Jeannette held her down. “That sawbones is not goin’ ter lay a ‘and on me or me baby! I’ve seen ‘is work before. Ain’t worth nothin’ to the ‘ealthy, an’ the sick and dyin’ dread ‘im even more.”
Treynor knew then that, despite her youth, Amelia was a seasoned stowaway and had witnessed the frigate in action. Surgeon Sivern’s work was notorious and consisted mostly of hacking off the limbs of those who required such treatment due to injuries sustained during battle. The man prided himself on his speed and efficiency, and there were times he received plenty of practice. But, in all probability, he’d never delivered a baby. Would he be able to help? Or was Treynor simply trying to divorce himself from the awesome responsibility before him?
“At least he is somewhat educated in these matters,” he argued.
Another pain was coming on. He wanted this to be the last one, the one that delivered the baby. Amelia was tiring fast, was probably not strong enough to last much longer—not after living in the inhospitable hold.
Amelia bore down again, but weakly.
He had to do something. Fortunately, instinct took over as the tiny buttocks appeared. Slipping one hand inside, he found and gripped the babe’s foot and gently turned the child. “Push,” he commanded Amelia.
She obeyed with a guttural moan, and he pulled at the same time. Amazingly, he saw more of the infant as the buttocks slid all the way out, revealing a tiny penis and testicles.
But the baby’s head didn’t appear. Would it suffocate before he could get it out?
“Push!” he cried, but Amelia only squirmed and twisted and moaned.
“I can’t. I ‘ave nothin’ left.” Tears ran from her eyes. “No more. Just …let me die.”
“Of course we won’t! You can do it.” Jeannette smoothed her hair away from her face. “You are almost done, mon amie. Please. One more push.”
With a surge of effort born of desperation, Amelia’s belly contracted, and Treynor held on.
There was the baby’s back. Then the shoulders. An oblong head finally appeared, plastered with wet, curly dark hair.
Treynor felt a lump rise in his throat. He’d managed to get the child from its mother’s womb, but the babe’s face was purple. He wasn’t breathing.
Acting as swiftly as possible, Treynor cleared the mucus out of the baby’s small mouth with the tail of his shirt.
And then …at last …Amelia’s son burst into a hearty cry.
“It’s a boy,” he said as relief washed over him. “He’s awfully tiny—not half a stone, I’d guess—and very angry. But he’s alive.”
Tears sparkled in Jeannette’s eyes as she stared at the straining little body he cradled in his hands. Still connected to his mother via the umbilical cord and covered with her blood, water, and membranes, he wasn’t much to look at. Yet Treynor had never seen anything more beautiful.
“You have a son,” Jeannette whispered to her friend.
Treynor moved to set the child in Amelia’s arms, but the exhausted girl turned her face away, refusing to even look at the crying child.
“Take ‘im away,” she sobbed. “I don’t want ‘im.”


 
 
Chapter 16
 

 
Treynor could not have been more surprised if Amelia had spit in his face. He cut the cord, tied it off, and pulled the baby against his own chest, heedless of the blood that would stain his shirt. “What do you mean?” he demanded.
“Ye ‘eard me,” she said. “I don’t want ‘im.”
Unable to escape the suspicion that his mother had said something similar on his own birthday, Treynor swallowed hard. “But he’s your son.”
“‘E’s a nuisance, that’s all.” She curled into a ball on the floor, rocking herself back and forth, the afterbirth now a bloody puddle near her feet.
“And his father?” Treynor knew the answer before he asked the question. She probably didn’t know who the father was.
“‘E doesn’t want us. Ye don’t see ‘im ‘ere, do ye?”
Treynor felt Jeannette at his side. “Let me take him,” she murmured. “Perhaps she fears the babe will die anyway. She has nothing to give him.”
He sat back, weary despite the rapid progress of the birth. “But how can a mother turn her back on her own son?”
Jeannette’s expression softened, telling him she knew he was asking the question that had tormented him his whole life. Empathy filled her eyes, making him want to strike out, simply because she saw beyond the barricade that kept everyone else at a safe distance.
But then she touched his arm and he wanted to stand and enfold her in his embrace instead.
“At least now you can see that the blame doesn’t lie with the child,” she said.
Treynor felt raw, completely exposed. Deep down, he’d always believed that there had to have been something terribly wrong with him to make his own mother reject him. He’d never been able to outdistance that doubt, no matter the years that passed, no matter how hard he tried to forget the past, no matter what he achieved.
Jeannette took the child and wrapped it snugly in her shawl. “Sometimes we simply make poor choices.”
“Maybe,” he admitted. “But I would never walk away from a son of mine.”
“Oh?” she replied evenly. “And does that apply equally to his mother?”
Treynor had no ready answer. He’d sworn never to marry, never to fall in love, even if he were to find a woman he admired enough, which he hadn’t. Until now. Jeannette was the first woman he’d ever wanted in such a way, and they didn’t stand a chance.
“I will get Surgeon Sivern,” he said. Amelia and the baby needed medical care. And he was no longer the man to provide it.
Joints aching from the time on his knees, he rose and headed back the way he had come.
 
* * *
 
Jeannette watched Treynor go. She longed to soothe him, but she could not. What he’d been through as a boy made it impossible for him to extend the same feelings of loyalty he’d expressed toward a child to that child’s mother. And although Jeannette wanted to gain the lieutenant’s confidence, she knew, ultimately, she could only betray it—or betray her family’s trust.
Sighing heavily, she felt the baby’s tiny mouth against her arm. She gave him a finger to suck, something she had seen her brother’s nurse do long, long ago. What would this child encounter? What kind of chance did he have?
None, if his mother continued to reject him. A frigate was not the easiest place to find a wet nurse. It was possible she could get some goat’s milk. But would that do?
Jeannette eyed the now silent form of Amelia. She lay on her side, her face averted. But unless Jeannette missed her guess, the babe’s sucking sounds affected her. The girl glanced back once, twice, then folded her arms across her chest.
“Take ‘im away, I told ye. I don’t want ter see ‘im.”
There were plenty of logical arguments Jeannette could use to convince Amelia to care for her son, but she feared none of them would work. So she tried another tack. “That is probably for the best,” she said, keeping her voice somber. “He probably won’t live long, anyway, ailing the way that he is.”
Amelia’s head popped up. “What do ye mean, ailin’? ‘E was screamin’ ‘is lungs out a moment ago. ‘E’s a strong one, ‘e is.”
Jeannette conjured a skeptical expression. “But he is awfully small. That may not bode well.”
“‘E’s a newborn. ‘E’s supposed to be small.”
“Still …now that he will have nothing to eat…” She let her words fall away. “It is just a matter of time. But, as I said, it is for the best. It will make things easier for you.”
Amelia propped herself up on her elbows and gave her baby a dubious look. “‘E wouldn’t want a life with me, anyway. ‘Ow would I work?”
“You wouldn’t be able to continue in your current profession. But …do you like it so well?”
“I ‘ave to eat occasionally, and so will he.”
“Then perhaps you could obtain a position as—as a laundress for a large household.”
Amelia gave her a look that said she must be daft. “Oh? An’ with what references?” She slumped back down, laying her head on her arms.
“My own. I come from a good family and my English cousin is a nobleman who could be persuaded to speak for you.”
“It won’t work,” Amelia muttered. “I ‘ardly look respectable. An’ I’ll not end up in a work’ouse with a passel of brats. I was raised in one of them ‘ell ‘oles.”
“No need. Truly, you could earn your bread and a shilling or two besides.” Hoping she’d be able to keep the promises she was making, Jeannette gave the unhappy new mother a confident smile. She was already planning to throw herself on Lord Darby’s mercy. How much more could he take? “Why not nurse the baby, just for now?” she asked. “We will manage something.”
Having gained no nourishment from her finger, the baby began rooting for something more productive. A distinctive squall rang out when he couldn’t find anything.
“‘E’s ‘ungry, no doubt,” Amelia said.
Now that the pains of childbirth were behind her, and she’d had a chance to regain her breath, Amelia seemed to have recovered a bit of her usual aplomb. Jeannette took this as a good sign.
“Quel bon bébé,” she cooed, moving closer so Amelia could better see her child.
The other woman’s expression softened. “‘E’s red and shriveled, that’s what ‘e is. But ‘e’s lookin’ for ‘is mum.”
Jeannette held out the infant.
Still skeptical, Amelia looked from her to the child but allowed Jeannette to place him in her arms. “Look at ‘is toes,” she said, marveling over the tiny, perfect features.
“He is hungry, no? Why not feed him?”
Amelia fumbled with her dress, unbuttoning it far enough to reach her breast—and gasped when the babe latched on.
“He knew what he wanted, did he not?” Jeannette asked in the sudden absence of his crying.
“Aye. ‘E did at that.” Amelia’s voice sounded wistful and her eyes filled with wonder.
Doing what she could to clean up, Jeannette hid a smile. Her friend would never be able to refuse the child again.
 
* * *
 
As dawn stained the eastern sky a shimmering magenta, Jeannette fell, exhausted, into her hammock. It had been a long night, one that could easily have turned out to be a complete disaster.
As it was, she felt good about seeing Amelia nurse her child. Even after Treynor and the surgeon had arrived, the girl had continued to examine the tiny body, unwrapping the shawl here and there for a peek.
The surgeon provided her with some folded cotton cloth for both mother and child, and charged Treynor with the practical task of commandeering more. Even the aspect of diapering the babe seemed to interest Amelia. The powerful bond between mother and child was already forming.
It had been almost as gratifying to see Treynor’s reaction to Amelia holding her baby. His weary confusion had vanished as his gaze returned to the pair again and again. When he’d noticed Jeannette’s interest, the crooked smile he offered her caused something inside her to twist and yearn.
From there, they’d been occupied moving Amelia and her child to the sick bay, but Jeannette could still feel the warm blush that rose to her face when the lieutenant looked at her. Something in his gaze struck her as personal and full of meaning. But any woman would be flattered by the appreciation in his expression. Lieutenant Treynor was a remarkable man.
Jeannette slept until one of the captain’s servants woke her with a knock. After she unlocked the door, he bid her a polite good morning and carried in a tray for her midday meal.
Still tired, she waited for him to leave with less than her usual good cheer. Her dreams had been plagued by visions of a wedding—her own, evidently, as she was once again wearing the sheer muslin over silk dress she’d worn at the chapel with St. Ives. She didn’t recognize the man with whom she made her vows. He was as old and decrepit as the baron. But she knew it wasn’t a stranger who came to her bed that night. It was Lieutenant Treynor. He thrilled her with the touch and taste of him, with the passion of their love, then disappeared into thin air.
Closing her eyes, she kneaded her forehead until the door closed and she was once again alone. Then she cut into the meat pie and steamed vegetables the captain’s servant had delivered. Because of Cunnington, the Tempest was taking her back to Plymouth. The first lieutenant had baited Treynor into defending her and was now using it against them both.
A card rested next to her plate. Jeannette turned it over and read a brief note from Captain Cruikshank. He wished her well, thanked her for her part in delivering the baby, and informed her that the situation was well in hand—which meant, she surmised, that both mother and baby were being properly cared for.
Perhaps it also indicated that Rulon Jones would be punished. How well he deserved a few lashes! Jeannette wondered if Amelia might still object, but she felt no leniency toward Mr. Jones. Amelia could have lost her life because of him, as well as her baby.
Jeannette chewed her vegetables without really tasting them as her thoughts circled back to her own worries. What would St. Ives do when he had her in his control again? What would her parents do?
A poignant longing to see her family rose up in her, nearly bringing tears to her eyes. They had to be worried about her. No doubt they feared something terrible had happened. And it had. Jeannette had met a man she could love. But she could no sooner have him than the land she had once called home.
She reached up to touch her hair. Would her shorn locks distress her mother? Or would the fact that she had stowed aboard an English frigate overshadow all else? She smiled ruefully at the thought that she was no longer the protected innocent she once had been.
The rest of the day passed uneventfully. Claiming a headache, Jeannette declined the captain’s invitation to sup at his table. Instead, she remained in her cabin and spent the time pacing and reading, although once the officers convened in the wardroom on the other side of the canvas wall, she couldn’t concentrate on anything except Lieutenant Treynor’s voice. He spoke with the others about the war, the ship, the weather—nothing particularly riveting. Just the sound of his voice was enough to hold her spellbound.
When they finished eating and said their farewells for the night, Jeannette tried to distract herself by reading poetry. The captain had given her a tattered volume by William Cowper, but she had to read each line, even those of her favorites, over and over to grasp the meaning. Her time with Treynor was dwindling to a close. The more minutes that ticked by, the greater Jeannette’s sense of urgency.
Eight bells signaled the hour to retire. The captain’s servant had delivered a light repast for her supper, along with tea, which she had enjoyed. But the food was long gone, and there was nothing to do now except sleep.
Scarcely tired, but depressed enough to climb back into her hammock anyway, Jeannette proceeded to shift and fidget. The lieutenant’s face, with his knowing grin, appeared every time she closed her eyes.
Finally, with a groan of despair, she rose and lit a lamp, determined to muddle through a last bit of Cowper.
There is a fountain filled with blood
Drawn from Emmanuel’s veins;
And sinners, plung’d beneath that flood,
Lost all their guilty stains—
A light knock on the door made Jeannette drop her book. Ever mindful of the night Cunnington had visited her outside Treynor’s cabin, she drew the wrap the captain had provided tightly around herself, left the poems where they’d fallen and moved to the portal.
“Who’s there?”
“It’s me.”
Lieutenant Treynor’s voice was unmistakable. Fleetingly Jeannette wondered if something was wrong with Amelia or the baby, but deep down she knew he hadn’t come to bear her news of their welfare.
The lock clicked loudly in Jeannette’s ears as her trembling fingers slid back the bolt. Sure enough, when she swung the door open, she found the lieutenant in the hall.
“We dock in Plymouth tomorrow evening.” He watched her as if he could feel her crumbling resolve, as if he offered her one last chance to take what she wanted. A trace of vulnerability in his face revealed how much he craved the same thing.
The light from her lamp threw shadows across his chiseled features, the cleft chin, the square jaw, the high cheekbones, the full lips. Jeannette’s gaze rested on that sensuous mouth. The memory of it slanting across her own was enough to steal her breath.
She moved back, allowing him to enter.
He stepped cautiously past her, as though he longed to touch her yet feared the moment of contact almost as much as she did.
“You weren’t sleeping?” He bent to retrieve the book she’d dropped on the floor.
Jeannette shook her head. “I could not.”
He set the poems on the bureau and turned to face her. “Neither could I. I missed you at dinner.”
“I was able to hear you,” she replied with a shaky smile. “I hung on every word you said.”
Holding her gaze with his own, he closed the distance between them. “Then I was a fool not to have spoken of your beauty.”
“There is still time,” she teased, her tone light.
He gave her a wry smile. “I am no poet, Jeannette. But I could tell you how your eyes turn into pools of amethyst when you want to be kissed, how your lashes lower to your cheeks and you arch toward me…” He ran a finger along her jaw.
The slight touch was enough to make Jeannette’s heart pound. “You should not have come,” she whispered.
“Then tell me to go.” He stared at her for a long moment before his arms went around her. Then he pulled her up against the hard length of him. She could feel the corded muscles of his legs through her thin wrap and nightgown, his perfectly molded shoulders and arms beneath her hands.
His eyelids lowered as his mouth met hers. Softly, gently, his tongue explored the sensitive skin of her lips until she parted them and gave herself up to his kiss.
“Jeannette.” He spoke her name hoarsely but with meaning before his mouth trailed down the column of her throat.
Her fingers found and delved into the thickness of his hair as she clung to him. Soon she could feel nothing except the inexplicable need to know more of Treynor, to touch him everywhere, to taste his salty skin and revel in his manliness. Her body began to tremble beneath his hands, hands that were expert in heightening her pleasure. He molded her to him, letting her feel his desire and the strength of his body as he bent over her.
But somewhere in the back of her mind the memory of every reason not to yield came back to her. “We can’t,” she said.
“But you want this as badly as I do.”
“I won’t deny it,” she admitted. “It’s my family—”
“Do you think I would steal your innocence? The one thing that might protect you from the likes of St. Ives?” He moved his lips to her ear so his next words came as a whisper. “There are other things we can do. Let me teach you.”
She could scarcely breathe. “And what of tomorrow?”
“Tomorrow I would want more of the same.”
“But when we reach Plymouth there will be no more tomorrows.”
He tilted her chin up so she had to look into his eyes. “We have now. Or are you unwilling to trust me?”
“I would trust you with my life, but I would be a fool to do so with my virginity,” she said.
A laugh escaped him as he glanced at her hammock, which swung with the movement of the ship, only inches away. “Must you be so wise? Let me stay with you tonight. Let me feel the softness of your body against mine—”
“To circle the flame and hover close would only torment us.”
“I look at it as taking what we can get.”
Jeannette drew a deep breath. Fortunately, he hadn’t mentioned anything of love. She longed to hear him speak some word of it and yet she was relieved, for she feared it would be her undoing. As long as she could convince herself he felt nothing more than a physical attraction to her, she could hold him off. Only because of that, she dared steal one small concession from the fate that awaited her.
Reaching up, she unbuttoned the top part of his coat. He watched her curiously until her hands slipped beneath the cloth to feel his bare skin. Then his eyes slid closed.
“I have never known another man like you,” she whispered, parting the fabric and raising up on tiptoe to press her lips to the hollow of his throat.
The steady thrum of his heart pounded against her lips until it throbbed throughout her body. She turned her cheek to the warmth of him and closed her eyes as he held her close.
“Let me stay,” he begged. “We have only one night.”
“I cannot. Do you think I could then settle for what awaits me at Plymouth?”
Suddenly, Treynor’s face lost all remnants of the roguish grin he’d used to charm her, and his voice took on a somber note. “I don’t know, little Jeannette, which of us will be more hard-pressed to forget the other. Sometimes I highly doubt it will be you.”
His lips brushed hers, quickly but without intent, then he turned to go. But when he opened the door to step into the hall, Lieutenant Cunnington’s voice broke the silence.
From Jeannette’s place in the room, she could see the first lieutenant, dressed as carefully as always, his hand raised as if to knock.
“I thought I might find you here, Lieutenant Treynor,” he said.


 
 
Chapter 17
 

 
“What is it?” To shield Jeannette from Cunnington’s direct regard and the smug expression on his face, Treynor stepped between them.
“Captain Cruikshank would like to see you in his cabin, immediately,” the other man replied, a victorious smile curling his lips.
Treynor glanced back at Jeannette. Noting her embarrassment, he regretted the impulse that had led him to her quarters. His preoccupation with the baron’s wife might well cost him his career. And, if he wasn’t careful, it could cost her even more.
“If you will excuse me, my lady.” He gave her an apologetic smile.
“Certainly.” She nodded as he bowed and let himself out.
With the door shut behind him, he strode ahead of Cunnington, hoping to avoid conversation.
Predictably, the first lieutenant was not to be put off. “You surprise me, Treynor. I never thought to see you so besotted.”
Treynor paused mid-step. “More of your romantic illusions, Mr. Cunnington?”
“Hardly. Perhaps the others cannot see it, but I know you better than most.”
Treynor picked up his pace. “Not if you think me besotted.”
“You are a fool to involve yourself with Lord St. Ives’s new wife, no matter how tempting you find her,” Cunnington persisted. “There has to be a reason the baroness is willing to waste her favors on a bastard. Is she looking for someone she can use to further her own interests? Perhaps she hopes you will protect her from her husband.”
Cunnington’s dig stung more than usual, but Treynor attempted to shrug it off. “I thought she and I were partners in her escape from the beginning. It was you who told the captain I brought her aboard as my paramour, was it not?”
“Yes, and I will wager I was far closer to the truth than the captain and the others want to believe. If she wasn’t warming your bed before, she is now.”
“Your interest in my well-being is appreciated, Lieutenant, but I am not romantically involved with the baroness. I merely stopped in to thank her for her help with the birth of the stowaway’s child. No doubt you have heard of the event by now—”
“Indeed. But do you think the captain, or the baron, for that matter, will believe such a flimsy excuse when I tell them I found the two of you alone in her cabin?”
Tempted to let the first lieutenant know, in no uncertain terms, that he would defend Jeannette’s honor and his own in every way, Treynor whirled to face him. But such a declaration would only confirm Cunnington’s suspicions. “I doubt the captain will involve himself beyond returning the baroness to her husband. But if you do anything to discredit or harm her—”
“You will …what?” Cunnington looked disgustingly hopeful.
“I will expose you for the meddling fool that you are. Lady St. Ives is still a virgin. And she can prove it if she must.” Treynor walked away, knowing if he stayed another second he’d tear Cunnington apart with his bare hands.
The first lieutenant’s laugh followed him. “Such admirable control, Treynor. Evidently you care far more for the baroness than even I believed. But you will never be able to have her for yourself. You know that, do you not?”
Treynor ignored him.
“She is as far above you as the stars in the sky. And when I tell the baron that it was you who hid her from him, you will be lucky to survive with your post,” Cunnington called after him.
The desire to plunge a fist into Cunnington’s face surged within Treynor. His fingers curled and his jaw clenched but, by sheer dint of will, he kept walking. He cared for the baroness, but he didn’t love her. He couldn’t love her. He had always held himself aloof from the entanglements of such enslaving emotion.
But almost as soon as the denial flitted through his mind, another part of his brain retorted with a question: He couldn’t love her, or he couldn’t have her? The line between the two had turned from black to gray. Even Treynor had to admit that.
“You are wrong,” he flung over his shoulder, but he didn’t sound very convincing, even to himself.
“We will see,” Cunnington scoffed. “Soon, we will see.”
 
* * *
 
Hours later, the tramp of footsteps going up and down the corridor woke Jeannette from a restless sleep. She could tell, even from her hammock, that something had changed. The sounds of the ship were different, the excess movement unusual. She sat up, trying to determine what time it was and just what such changes might signify.
Her cabin was located on the ship’s gundeck, well above the water line, which allowed some natural light to filter in when the porthole was open. After climbing out of her bed, she reached around the cannon that took up a large portion of the room and swung out the heavy block of wood that covered the gunport.
Dawn had already broken across the water. The sun pierced the hazy, gray clouds that had covered the sky for days and nearly blinded her. She blinked several times in an effort to cut the glare when she saw what looked to be another ship in the distance.
Was it flying the French Republic’s new tricolor, or was that her imagination?
Deep voices rose, loud and charged with expectation. There was more pounding in the corridor. Then someone banged on her door.
She dropped the porthole cover, but before she could don her wrap, a man called through the panel. “M’lady? I’m sorry to disturb you, but I’m afraid we must come in so we can prepare the cannon. Captain’s orders.”
Then the flag had indeed been a tricolor….
“I must dress,” she called back and forced herself to move despite the fear clawing at her gut. Pulling on the gown the captain had loaned her from his daughter’s wardrobe, she grimaced at the memory of Cunnington finding Treynor in her cabin only a few hours earlier. But she had even worse things to worry about now, so she shoved the memory away and opened the panel to see five men and one boy waiting in the hall.
A tall fellow with a thick dusting of whiskers spoke. “Lytle of the gun crew, madam …I mean m’lady. Lookout has spotted an enemy frigate. We been chasing her most of the night. The captain means to engage her as soon as we’re close enough.”
“I see.” Their eagerness to assemble at their station, Jeannette could understand. Their apparent excitement she could not. Feeling nothing but dread, she stared at the gunner who had delivered this terse message.
He cleared his throat. “If you will excuse us then…”
“Oui. Just give me a moment.” She closed the panel and leaned her head against it. The Tempest would fire upon the French, the French would respond in kind and men would die—men with wives and children. Only one side could win, and even then, the victory would likely cost all parties.
She hoped to God the Tempest would prevail. She couldn’t bear to see the sailors she’d come to know hurt or killed. And if she became a prisoner of war, she would face the guillotine, just as many of her friends and more distant relations had already done. The Bouchers, along with the rest of the French aristocracy, were considered no better than criminals now.
Jeannette opened the door and allowed the gun crew to file in just as a boy arrived carrying a folded missive. He handed it to her without a word, then hurried away.
Inside, she found a hastily scrawled message.
 
My Dear Lady St. Ives:
We are to engage an enemy ship at any moment. For your own safety, please stay below the gun deck, yet well away from the powder stores, in case of fire. Amelia and the baby are ensconced in the Hawkers’ cabin on the orlop deck.
Your Most Obedient Servant,
Lieutenant T.
 
Jeannette let her fingers pass over the words as though she could touch the hand that had written them. The same hands she’d watched deliver a baby with infinite care; the same that had thrilled her with the pleasure they could so easily evoke. She wished he’d written a more personal word, or salutation, but she knew he couldn’t risk revealing their intimacy lest someone get hold of it.
The enemy ship seemed significantly closer already. She had expected this day to herald her return to Plymouth, not her initiation into naval warfare. Still, postponing her parting from the second lieutenant, for whatever reason, brought a measure of peace and rightness, despite the ominous portent of what lay ahead.
Folding the paper into a small square, she slid it into her bodice for safekeeping. The message would probably be the only thing she would ever own in connection with Crawford Treynor.
She headed topside, but before she reached the last companionway, one of the captain’s servants came after her.
“M’lady! M’lady! The captain sent me for ye. ‘E asks that ye await the outcome of the battle in ‘is cabin, where ‘e can be assured of yer safety.”
Jeannette was reluctant to closet herself away at the stern. She wouldn’t be able to see anything or know how the battle progressed. Nor would she be able to determine whether or not Lieutenant Treynor was safe. He would be on deck, a target for the enemy in his uniform, as officers always were.
“It’s this way, m’lady,” the servant pressed.
“I know where the captain’s quarters are, and I will go there shortly. But I need to …I only want to…” Jeannette found herself at a complete loss for words. She couldn’t tell the truth: that she wanted to see Lieutenant Treynor, whole and well one more time. She had no desire to face that fact herself.
Turning away despite the doubtful look on the servant’s face, she mumbled, “I will go there in a moment,” and headed off.
“I don’t think it wise to delay!” the boy argued, but he didn’t follow and she ignored him.
Jeannette caught sight of the enemy the instant she stepped out on deck. The ship that had been nothing but a distant speck now loomed to starboard. It appeared to be a frigate, as she’d been told, not the more dangerous ship-of-the-line, but looked considerably larger than the Tempest. And it had its gunports open. Judging from the long line of black muzzles pointed directly at them, it carried significant firepower, too.
Chattering about prize-money, some crewmembers rolled up hammocks and stuffed them into nets at the gunwale to form a breastwork against enemy pistol fire. Others hurried to spread damp sand on the polished deck to keep the gun crews from slipping on the blood that would be spilled.
Jeannette watched in awe. Canvas sails snapping in the chill February wind, the Tempest raced toward her enemy. There wasn’t much time now….
Suddenly, the lookout cried out from above. “It’s the Superbe, Cap’n. I’ve ‘eard of her. Her cap’n’s a smart man, that he is, but we can take her. I know we can.”
Jeannette certainly hoped that was the case. And that it would happen quickly.
Struggling to keep her footing on the pitching deck, she searched the crowd for the man she longed to see. Lieutenant Treynor couldn’t be far. Another lieutenant stood close by, barking orders to a group of men who were busy cleaning cannon muzzles.
Cunnington was easy to spot, too. He happened to glance up and see her, reminding her that she had enough enemies already—and much closer to home.
“My lady, what are you doing up here?”
Jeannette recognized the gravelly voice of the captain before she turned to see his seamed face.
“I thought I sent Joseph to take you to my cabin.”
“You did, sir.” She tried to smile through her fear. “I apologize for not following orders as well as your men. I had to see what was happening before the battle started and I was left to await the outcome.”
“You do not want to stay here. ‘Tis no place for a woman.”
“No, I am going.”
“Very well. It shouldn’t take long.”
Did he mean it shouldn’t take long to make quick work of the battle? Or it shouldn’t be long before the fighting broke out?
“What are we waiting for?” she asked.
He stared across the water without answering. Didn’t he hear her?
“Captain?”
Blinking, he returned his attention to her. “My lady, we must hold our fire until we are sure it will be deadly. And they—” He nodded toward the enemy ship. “—must do the same.”
“Captain!” The master approached and Cruikshank turned away.
Still unable to find Lieutenant Treynor, Jeannette went to the bow. She needed one glimpse, just one glimpse of him. Then she’d go below. But there were so many men and so much activity. And the enemy was drawing close…
Her nerves taut as the sails overhead, she hugged the forward mast. A hush fell over the entire deck. With five men and a small boy, the powder monkey, surrounding each cannon, the gun crews stood ready. The officers seemed to be sniffing the air, waiting to get close enough to their quarry while hoping not to miss the perfect moment to unleash a broadside before the enemy beat them to it.
And then she saw him. Treynor stood across the deck, braced for action. His eyes, as deeply blue as the ocean that churned and dipped as they sped through its roiling waves, were riveted on the other ship. His body, tense with expectation, stood straight and true, reminding Jeannette of an ancient warrior.
She’d had her glimpse—but still she couldn’t make herself leave. Somehow it felt as if nothing could happen to him as long as she was there to be sure of it.
The other ship drew so close Jeannette began to fear they’d collide and still there hadn’t been a single shot. Even Treynor seemed to grow impatient. He flung an anxious glance back to where the captain stood, as if he longed to give the command himself. 
 
Then the roar of guns deafened her and several iron balls smashed into the hull of the Tempest. Cruikshank had missed his chance to launch the first volley; he’d waited too long.
With a stab of foreboding, she clung to the mast as the Tempest fired in response. The gun crews, their members known by numbers to simplify orders, worked almost in unison from that point on. They hurried to clean muzzles, damp down sparks to prevent an explosion during reloading, and pack the guns with shot and powder before inserting a powder-packed quill as a fuse. Using handspikes and ropes to lever the guns back into firing position, they breathlessly awaited their officer’s next command.
From what Jeannette could tell amid the smoke that soon hovered over the deck, Lieutenant Treynor’s station included the carronades in the forecastle. Occasionally she could hear his voice, telling his crews to wait for the Tempest’s roll to help them aim their guns.
Other voices muttered, grumbled, cursed, groaned, and cried out as they got off another few rounds.
“Come on! Come on, ye froggy bastards!”
“We’ll show ye what we got!”
“Aim for the wheel….”
The smell of gunpowder gagged Jeannette, and smoke stung her eyes and throat. She managed to glimpse the lieutenant again, expected to see him deep in concentration but found him looking directly at her instead. Eyebrows drawn, his face set in anger, he motioned her toward the forward hatch.
Jeannette nodded to assure him of her compliance, and felt his attention shift back to the battle. She intended to act on her silent promise, but an explosion sent her sprawling.
A member of one of the gun crews landed on top of her. His weight threatened to suffocate her, as did the fresh wall of smoke that descended. She called for him to get off, but received no response.
The wails of the injured rose, silencing her own strangled cries. Spitting out the sand she’d gotten in her mouth when she hit the deck, Jeannette struggled to get free, but she couldn’t budge the sailor.
Slowly she became aware of a warm, sticky substance leaking onto her face and arms. Turning his head to the side to see why he wouldn’t respond, she felt a jolt of revulsion at the sight of his open, glassy eyes.
“Dead! Dead! Get him off me!” Panic gave her strength. She freed herself, but the carnage around her nearly made her retch.
Another enemy ball landed close by, and a boy fell several feet away, moaning, clutching an injured foot.
Jeannette tried to reach him amid the violent rocking of the deck, but the gun crews, feverishly loading, firing, and reloading, were unwilling to clear a path. She dodged several powder monkeys that were rushing cartridges of gunpowder up from the handling chambers below while the gun captain of the crew closest to her lit a fresh fuse.
The men covered their ears and jumped out of the way as the violent explosion blasted the cannon backward into the ship, almost knocking her down again. Then a mad scramble ensued as the men leaped forward to reload.
She pressed on. “I am coming,” she shouted to the boy. Huddled over a small pool of his own blood, he gave no indication that he heard her. The cannon blasts had deafened them all, but she kept calling to him, for her own peace of mind, if for no other reason.
By the time she neared the wounded powder monkey, the tattoo artist named Smedley was carrying him off. Like many of the other sailors, Smedley had removed his shirt. She followed, letting the rose tattooed on his shoulder guide her. They squeezed past a line of sailors passing leather buckets of water from the ship’s pump, trying to put out a small fire caused by a red-hot cannonball.
“Are you taking him to the surgery?” she asked when they reached the hatch and started down the ladder.
Smedley responded with a slight nod and kept shouldering his way through men whose chests and pants were smeared with blood.
Located aft of the orlop deck, the sick bay was below the water line, less in danger of enemy fire than the gun deck. The surgeon’s table consisted of the crew’s sea chests. Beyond that, only a small table along the wall, containing an assortment of knives and instruments, occupied the large room, which smelled more ripely of blood and less of gunpowder than anywhere else. Injured men and boys lined one wall as more poured in, like a steady stream running into a lake.
The surgeon helped to settle a sailor with a nasty gash in his leg on the table. Beneath and around them sat half-barrels containing different items, a vat of tar, the smell of which made Jeannette wrinkle her nose, and water heated on a portable stove. One of the surgeon’s mates oversaw that as well as the inventory of rolled bandages.
Already Surgeon Sivern looked tired. Sweat dampened his gray hair and caused his face to glisten as he barked out an order for Smedley to deposit the boy at the end of the line, near the door. Although painful, the powder monkey’s injury was probably not life-threatening, which made him less of a priority, despite his tender age.
“Can I help?” Jeannette asked Sivern as Smedley headed out. “Perhaps I can do something for the boy or some of these other men….”
A look of annoyance claimed Sivern’s face. “I haven’t the time to coddle a woman, my lady. An attack of the vapors is the last thing I need.”
“I won’t faint. It looks like you can use all the help you can get.”
“You deliver a baby and you think that makes you a surgeon, eh?” The man on the table cried out as Sivern probed a gash on his thigh to see how deep it was, but the surgeon ignored him. “Stay if you like, but keep out of the way. After this, you will be eager to return to your parlor, I guarantee you.” He nodded to a barrel containing someone’s sawed-off leg, and for the first time, Jeannette realized what it was.
Forcing back the bile that threatened, as the surgeon had no doubt expected it would, Jeannette stood straighter, more determined than ever to brave it out. Sick bay needed more hands, and hers were capable enough.
Swallowing hard, she stepped up to the table, only to wince and turned away when Sivern put a stick, sideways, between the man’s lips for him to bite and brandished a saw. “Perhaps I can help with the water and bandages,” she mumbled.
“Suit yourself.”
The sound of Sivern’s blade hitting bone made Jeannette blanch. The man on the table screamed again, his voice muffled by the stick. With nothing but rum to ease the pain, the patient—or victim, Jeannette thought sadly—could only hope Sivern would do his work quickly.
In this, the surgeon obliged. The man’s amputated leg thumped the bottom of the barrel. Then Sivern cauterized the bloody stump with hot tar, and Jeannette helped bandage the wound.
The smell of burned flesh almost incited her already weakened stomach to mutiny. Jeannette tried to keep her mind off the battle as a whole and her work in particular, but the fear that Lieutenant Treynor might soon be carried down to have a limb sawed off was ever at the back of her mind.
The surgery took on an unreal quality as the blasts above continued and more men stumbled or were carried in, some barely alive. Rocked by cannonballs and barrages of smaller shot, the Tempest tossed about on the sea as though it weighed a mere fraction of its several tons. And still the two ships pounded away at each other, making it difficult, at times, for Jeannette to keep her balance.
From the number of sailors swamping the sick bay, she could hardly believe there were men left to fight. But she had yet to see an injured Lieutenant Treynor, or hear of his death, and for that she was eternally grateful.
“He’s dead. Throw him overboard.” Sivern indicated a man along the wall.
Jeannette cringed at the thought of a lifeless body floating in the briny water. So many bodies. But she knew they had no choice. Not in battle.
The surgeon’s mate left to dump the barrel of severed arms and legs over the side and was followed by another man who carried the dead sailor. The container was brought back to be filled again, a process that continued for over an hour.
The advent of two sailors, barking for the others to move aside, broke the routine when they entered carrying the captain.
A hush claimed the room as the surgeon motioned for the man on his table to be returned to the line so he could care for Cruikshank, who was bleeding from the right shoulder.
“How do you feel, Captain, sir?” the surgeon questioned as he examined the wound.
“Like hell,” Cruikshank groaned. “Give me a pull of that.”
Cruikshank took a gulp of the rum Jeannette provided. Then he gritted his teeth and refused to cry out as the surgeon went to work.
Once Sivern determined that the captain’s injury had been caused by a ball, which had passed clear through his shoulder, he washed the blood away and set Jeannette to bandaging the wound.
“What are you doing down here?” Cruikshank asked, as though seeing her for the first time. “Now I understand why the baron can’t keep track of you. I can do no better.”
“Well said.” Jeannette laughed. “You are going to be all right, sir.”
The captain grew serious and contemplative. “It is not my shoulder that worries me, beyond the fact that it keeps me from my duty.” He turned his head to stare out the door, obviously wishing he were back on deck.
Cruikshank’s words were Jeannette’s first indication that the fighting wasn’t going well. Although she knew they’d sustained a great many casualties, and even more injuries, she had no idea what was to be expected, or whether the French crew wasn’t suffering worse death and injury. Now she worried about losing the battle.
“Is Cunnington in charge then?” she asked.
“Aye,” he said, but the sigh that followed told her more than his words.
Her fate—and that of all those on board—now rested in Cunnington’s hands.
It was a terrifying thought.


 
 
Chapter 18
 

 
Had the last blast of the Tempest’s guns hit their mark?
The pepper of gunfire sounded in Lieutenant Treynor’s ears as he squinted through the smoke. The Superbe’s mizzenmast showed damage, but besides a few broken yards, it remained intact. He needed one more lucky round—just one.
“Wait …wait …wait …and fire!” he cried.
With another deep belch of the cannons there was a loud crack, as if the earth itself was dividing asunder. Then the French ship’s entire mizzenmast fell onto their deck, forcing those below it to scatter.
A cheer rose from Treynor’s men, but their exuberance did little to relieve the nagging worry at the back of his mind. Cruikshank had fallen among the injured. Now Lieutenant Cunnington was in charge, a man who had little experience and, in Treynor’s opinion, even less sense.
He threw a glance toward the wheel. Cunnington strutted where the captain usually stood, behaving as if the battle had already been won, the continuing volleys of gunfire superfluous in some way.
They were out-manned, out-gunned, and the French crew had already proven themselves better trained and more experienced than any Treynor had faced in the past. They had to do something decisive.
Putting one of his gun captains in charge, Treynor made his way amidships.
“What do you want?” Cunnington hollered above the din.
Treynor suppressed his irritation; Cunnington was, after all, his superior officer. “With all due respect, Lieutenant, judging from the condition of the Superbe’s quarterdeck, I think we may have injured or possibly killed their captain.”
“They certainly do not appear to have a lack of leadership,” he sneered.
Ignoring his response, Treynor lifted a hand. “Listen—do you hear that?”
Cunnington looked bewildered. “What?” he snapped impatiently.
“The silence since that mast went. If we capitalize on their confusion, we might board, turn their own guns upon them, and capture the ship.”
“Have you gone mad?” A staccato laugh punctuated Cunnington’s question. “Our crew is smaller than theirs.”
“They not only have more men, they have bigger guns,” Treynor pointed out.
“So?” He shrugged. “The bloody frogs are idiots.”
Treynor bit back a curse. “I beg your pardon, sir, but we have to do something before those ‘idiots’ blow us out of the water.”
“We are doing something, Lieutenant. They haven’t the mettle of Englishmen, as you know. If we keep at it, we will pound them into the sea.” He fisted his hand as though it were that easy.
Again, Treynor struggled with his temper and raised his voice. “A little difficult when so many of our crew are awaiting the surgeon’s attentions, don’t you think?”
He’d been unable to keep the sarcasm from his voice. “Watch yourself,” Cunnington warned, “or I will have you court-martialed after I return home with our prize. Although your idea shows a certain amount of …daring, by your own account of our injured, we haven’t the men to pull it off.”
“Already our carpenters are overworked and unable to fix the damage we have sustained,” Treynor argued. “We are taking on water despite the pumps. Several fires have broken out and are barely contained. Once the Superbe starts firing again, she will continue to lob eighteen-pounders into our hull—”
“If they get going again.”
“—while we respond with fewer and fewer twelve-pounders. It is only a matter of time. Do you not see that?”
“I see that you haven’t enough confidence in our men. I think the battle is going quite well. Some difficulty is to be expected, as well as a certain number of casualties. If we won the battle easily, there would be no glory in it.”
“Glory? Are you blind?” Fearing he might throttle Cunnington yet, Treynor took a deep breath. “My God, man, you are talking about running up an impressive butcher bill, a bloody battle to brag about back home, when we should be trying to swarm their ship so we can win while there is yet time!”
Cunnington narrowed his eyes. “Get back to your station, Lieutenant. Now! I will not have you tell me how to run this ship or win this battle! Do you hear?”
Even more convinced that the injured captain had left the ship in the hands of an inept fool, Treynor stepped forward. “You are asking for a miracle—”
“No, you are. Board their ship! Swarm the deck! Evidently you—”
There was an explosion, followed by a loud crack.
The mainmast fell toward them. It might have killed them both, but Treynor threw himself against Cunnington and knocked him far enough to the side to avoid one of the broken spars that stabbed the deck like a spear.
As Treynor got to his feet, a dazed Cunnington followed suit. Brushing off his uniform, the first lieutenant stared about himself in amazement, as though he’d only now awakened to find himself amidst such chaos.
Treynor almost wished his reaction when the mast went hadn’t been quite so quick nor half so instinctual. “We must board!”
Cunnington’s brow furrowed. “I cannot go charging off. I must stay with the ship.”
“Then I will lead the men. May I do so? Now?”
The first lieutenant stared at the Superbe while wringing his hands.
Treynor wanted to shake him. Cunnington was wasting precious time. Only the sure knowledge that a quarrel would most certainly take its toll in lives kept him speaking civilly. “If we do not act, and soon, we will all be killed,” he reasoned. “Or taken prisoner. They are probably planning to board us just as I am hoping to board them. They shall not beat us a second time today!”
“Yes.” Cunnington nodded. “Yes. Very well. A preemptive strike. We will board. But Lawson will lead the charge.”
Treynor felt his jaw tighten. “What? He is not the man for the job, and you know it. Let me do it!”
“No! You would love nothing more than the chance to come out of this a hero, to reap the glory and praise of our superiors, to beat me to post-captain, but—”
“Think of this, Cunnington—” Treynor’s hands balled into fists “—chances are far better I will be killed.”
When Cunnington almost smiled, Treynor could tolerate no more. “I am going,” he snapped, “and nothing you say will stop me.”
“I shall have you hanged for mutiny!” Cunnington screamed after him. “How dare you defy my authority!”
“Go to the devil!” Treynor tossed those words over his shoulder. He would not stand by and let hundreds of Englishmen die because of Cunnington’s ignorance and blind jealousy. Neither could he expect the soft-spoken Lawson to do what needed to be done.
Sparks flashed through the haze of battle as another boom, coming from the Superbe, rent the air. Splinters flew in every direction, several shards of which entered the flesh of Treynor’s arm, knocking him back like a meaty fist. At the same time, Lieutenant Cunnington fell, writhing, to the deck—and one glance told Treynor that the steersman, who’d been standing next to them both only moments before, was dead, the wheel blown to bits. Now they couldn’t steer the ship or angle the Tempest to send off another broadside. Whatever damage they could inflict with their chasers would never be enough.
A cry of “Vive la nation!” rose from the other ship, and Treynor guessed the French were about to board.
Oh God…
Red rings of blood fanned out from the splinters that pierced his left arm, but there was nothing he could do about that right now. Forcing himself to move in spite of the agonizing pain, he knelt to examine Cunnington’s wounds.
“Take him to the surgeon,” he said to the two closest sailors. Cunnington had a nasty gash on the head, a large piece of wood protruding from his middle, and a smaller one sticking out of his leg.
“No!” Fighting them off, Cunnington tried, unsuccessfully, to stand. “I am in charge here. Lower the flag.”
Treynor gritted his teeth. The wounded, moaning seamen and the wreckage made him sick. If not for the captain’s poor timing at the onset, and Cunnington’s incompetence thereafter, the day could have ended much differently. They had beaten themselves. The battle had been decided the moment their wheel was destroyed. But Treynor wasn’t willing to give up yet.
“Not now.” Treynor fought to keep his feet despite his dizziness. “I will need all able-bodied men, pistols at the ready. We shall board. Like us, they have lost their mast, and perhaps their wheel. They will not get off another blast as square as the last.”
A weak cheer met his words.
“Anyone who follows him will be hanged for mutiny,” Cunnington groaned. With one hand grasping his stomach, he looked to the closest junior officer. “Did you hear me? Lower the flag. I am still in charge here.”
The man glanced uncertainly toward the flag locker where all flags, including those used for signals, were separated into pigeonholes. Then he looked at Treynor. “Nay. I think it’s time ye relinquish command, Lieutenant Cunnington,” he said, only to be interrupted by a shout of alarm.
“We’re goin’ down!”
Those from the handling chambers and shot lockers below began to swarm the deck. They dived into the foaming sea as they abandoned ship, some clinging to wreckage while others, who couldn’t swim, screamed until they drowned.
It was too late. Treynor hung his head as he tried to comprehend the magnitude of what had happened. They had lost the battle and the ship and far too many men.
And they stood to lose a lot more….
Calling for Lawson to lower the flag from the gaff and to see the wounded Cruikshank and Cunnington safely away in one of the few sound boats on the chocks abaft, Treynor headed to the hatch. He’d sent Jeannette below decks. Imagining her fear and confusion, he knew he had to find her. The battle had been lost. There was nothing more he could do for his men. But he would not lose her.
Shoving his way through what remained of the panic-ridden crew, Treynor looked first in her cabin and then, in a futile yet hopeful attempt, in his own.
Both were empty.
Remembering his note telling her to stay below the gun deck, he descended to the bowels of the ship, where he sloshed through the rising water that was already causing the Tempest to tilt at an odd angle. “Jeannette!”
His voice echoed back to him without answer.
Treynor saw Bosun Hawker hurrying his wife, along with Amelia, her new baby, and Jeannette’s dog, out of their small cabin.
“Have you seen Lady St. Ives?” he asked.
“No, sir. An’ ye ‘aven’t the time to search for ‘er unless ye’re longin’ fer a watery grave yerself. Chances are, the lady ‘as already jumped ship.”
Treynor thought that unlikely. He’d not seen her topside since the outbreak of the battle, at least that he’d noticed. And he hadn’t passed her on his way below. But amid so many, he could easily have missed her….
Intending to search the water from the deck, he started to follow the Hawkers. The bosun claimed someone was holding a boat for them. But then Treynor turned back. There would be no second chance to visit the farthest reaches of the ship. The Tempest would soon be awash and foundering in the rough sea. Then it would sink.
The thought of Jeannette going down with it caused fear to squeeze his chest, gripping so tightly he could scarcely breathe.
 
* * *
 
Jeannette tried not to panic amid the clamoring voices and pushing, frantic men. Filled with many who couldn’t move, the surgery resounded with cries of doom and misery as water seeped into the room like icy fingers of death, grabbing at their ankles.
Clamping her hands over her ears, Jeannette hoped to block out the sound long enough to think of a way to get the injured topside. But there were far too many helpless sailors.
“Go!” The surgeon herded his mates out ahead of him. Each man supported one among the injured who could stand. They left behind those who were unconscious or unable to walk, along with the mortally wounded.
“What about the others?” Jeannette cried.
The surgeon barely spared her a glance. “There is nothing we can do. Get out unless you want to go down with them!”
When she didn’t move, he shrugged and pushed through the portal. Half-carrying a tall, thin seamen with a bandage circling his bare chest, he left Jeannette alone amid the cries for help.
The Tempest shifted, knocking her into the surgery table and the blood still puddled there. It stained her dress. No doubt her face and hair were speckled with it, as well. She could smell the freshness of that vital substance along with the sweat of the men who’d left it behind—just as she could smell the fear of those who remained.
It was the odor of death.
“Ma’am, don’t leave me, please!”
Steadying herself, Jeannette turned to see the powder boy with the hurt foot, his large brown eyes glazed with fright.
“I can’t walk. ‘Elp me, please!”
The water level inched higher as Jeannette waded over to him, the weight of her wet skirts slowing her progress. It broke her heart that she couldn’t save all those who reached toward her. But without help or more time, there was little she could do.
“I will come back for you,” she promised the others as she helped the boy to stand. For most, her words would prove a lie, but she fully intended to rescue as many as she could. Hope was the only thing she could offer them at the moment.
The boy grimaced in pain as they worked their way to the door. Jeannette encouraged him as best she could, but was only half aware of what she was saying and was soon breathing too hard to continue speaking.
When they reached the top deck, she stared in horror.
The wet sand that had covered the wood was now a mixture of water, sand, and blood—the blood of those lying prostrate on the deck or slumped over cannons, mouths gaping open in a forever scream. Portions of the deck were missing altogether. Scattered cannons were trapped among the considerable wreckage.
Instinctively she turned her face toward the place she’d last seen Treynor. With the slant of the ship, many of those who had died on deck tumbled toward the forecastle. Some had been snagged by the fallen mast or the broken boats.
Little remained near Treynor’s post besides an overturned cannon that had come loose from its moorings. It had slid across the wood, gathering speed and smashing everything in its path until striking the foremast, which had held fast and stopped its forward momentum.
Forcing herself to examine the faces of those bodies strewn across the deck, she searched for Treynor, praying he had somehow escaped such a fate. “Have you heard word of the second lieutenant?” she asked the men who ran by her.
Few responded. Those who did, merely shook their heads.
“Every man for himself! Swim fer yer lives, ye—”
A French pistol popped as the man who was yelling that leapt over the side, and his words died with him. Then the gunfire ceased, leaving only human cries to echo against the sky.
Jeannette cursed the revolutionaries, the suffering caused by war, and the feeling of loss that swamped her, and tried to bear more of the injured boy’s weight. But her strength was giving out. Had she saved the boy from going down with the ship only to watch him drown? There were no serviceable boats, and she doubted he’d last long in the water.
“Can you swim?” she asked hopefully.
“Aye …a bit.”
She let go of him long enough to slide a broken beam to the edge of the deck. Most of the bulwarks had been shot away. “Grab onto this as soon as you can after you hit the water,” she said, struggling to shove it into the sea. “But be careful where you jump.”
“Are ye not comin’?” he asked.
The acrid, smoky air caused her to cough. “Not yet.”
“But the surgery will be under water.”
She nodded as guilt and sadness welled up inside her. “I know. I am not going back.”
His somber face looked far older than his years. “Thanks for ‘elpin’ me.”
Glancing uncertainly at the dark swells dotted with men and floating debris, she sent him over the side. She didn’t wait to see whether or not he managed to grab hold of the beam she’d pushed into the water. The fear that Treynor lay on deck, somehow not dead but injured, gave her new purpose.
Taking another deep breath, she set out to examine the bodies.
Gray, brown, and a few pairs of blue eyes stared sightlessly up at her as she searched. Stepping in and around the bodies and blown-off limbs, she fought off renewed fear as the bloody sand swallowed her shoes. Only one thought drove her: the hope that Treynor lived, that she could find him.
When she spotted polished black boots beneath the tangled rigging and yards of the mast, that hope faltered.
Gingerly she pried some of the wreckage loose and lifted the man’s shoulder to glimpse his downturned face. It was the purser. She recognized his dark, matted hair and his face-what there was of it. His jaw had been shot away.
Overcome, Jeannette slumped next to him.
The enemy’s guns had fallen silent, but her ears still rang.
As she wiped Gillman’s blood off her hands and onto her dress, she shivered uncontrollably. The sun had climbed high in the sky, but it offered little warmth to combat the cutting breeze. Considering the death and destruction before her, she wondered if she would ever be warm again.
Water lapped farther and farther up the deck. She was so tired, so discouraged, she could hardly feel fear. Where was Treynor? Dead, probably, swallowed by the cold, hungry sea, just as she would soon be….
A moan reached her ears, but amid the cries of so many, she scarcely noticed the sound until she realized it wasn’t just a moan. It was her name.
Turning, she caught sight of Lieutenant Cunnington lying a few feet away, as pale as death. Blood trickled from his temple and from the corner of his mouth, but his eyes were fixed on her with the single-minded determination of a survivor.
“Help me,” he groaned.
Jeannette stood but drew no closer. She had no time to help him. He was badly injured, would probably not live—and Treynor might need her.
Choking back a sob, she shook her head. “I will not let Treynor die while I save you!”
She spun around, renewing her search with less concern for who or what she touched. If she was going to die, she was going to die searching. She would not give up, would not give in to despair.
“Treynor!” she called, digging through the corpses. A jagged piece of wood cut her hand, but she scarcely felt it. “Treynor!”
“Come on!” A seaman, obviously assuming her to be out of her mind with fright, waved her toward the edge. “The sea is your only chance. The French are fishing those they can out of the water.”
When she didn’t budge, he grabbed her arm and tried to drag her to the side with him, but Jeannette jerked away. “I cannot. I have to find him.”
“Who?”
“Lieutenant Treynor.” Then she remembered Cunnington. “Wait! The first lieutenant needs your help. Over there—he is wounded.”
The sailor shook his head. “I’ll not bother with that cruel bastard. Or ye, neither, if ye’ll not listen ter reason,” he said, and hurried off without her.
Cunnington had done little to endear himself to anyone, but Jeannette couldn’t leave him as she’d thought she could. She’d just started back for the first lieutenant when she heard Treynor call her name.
Nearly collapsing in relief, she turned to see him emerge from the hatch, soaked to the skin. His sun-darkened face had a grayish cast, and blood dripped from several pieces of wood piercing his left arm. But he was alive, and he was still standing.
“Thank God!” She covered her mouth to stifle a sob.
He crossed to her. “Are you all right?” His gaze ranged over her bloody gown as worry creased his brow.
Unable to staunch the tears that slid down her cheeks, she nodded. “The blood’s not mine.”
His good arm circled her waist and pulled her against him. “Shhh,” he coaxed above her head. “We will survive. Somehow we will survive this.”
Jeannette pressed her face into his chest. “I was afraid you were dead already.”
“Alive enough, my sweet. But we must go.” He pointed to a beam and tangled rigging bobbing in the sea not far away, supporting two men already. “See that?”
She nodded.
“After we get your clothes off, I will give you a big push. Keep your eye on that beam and swim like hell. You can swim?”
“Yes, but the sea is full of men. And the French, when they come for me—”
“Will find the most beautiful woman they have ever seen—in all her glory.” He tore her bodice away when the buttons proved too stubborn. For a brief moment his eyes feasted on her breasts straining against the sheer fabric of her shift as though he might never see such a sight again. Then his voice dropped to a whisper in her ear. “And she will be alive, which is the only thing I care about.”
“Treynor? Is that you?” Cunnington cried out. “For God’s sake, man, help me!” He tried to shove himself into a sitting position, but failed.
“Do not go back for him,” Jeannette whispered fiercely. “He will drown you. You are hurt. Come on. We will jump together. Now!”
The ship groaned as it sank lower in the water, the stern angling up by at least two feet.
A fresh surge of water gushed up the companionway and spewed over the deck, and Jeannette felt her feet begin to slip.
“Jump!” The lines of Treynor’s face were hard and intent as he launched her out over the side.
Jeannette felt the chill wind grab hold of the hem of her chemise, making it billow out just before the cold water engulfed her.


 
 
Chapter 19
 

 
To keep from sliding across the deck and falling into the water, Lieutenant Treynor grasped what remained of the bulwarks as he watched Jeannette splash into the sea. He hoped her quick mind and strong body would serve her now, as the French had few boats with which to collect the survivors. Only a fraction of those in the sea would ever come out.
He prayed Jeannette would be one of them.
As soon as he saw her resurface and begin to swim, he went back for Lieutenant Cunnington, who’d managed to crawl away from the damaged wheel.
“Treynor.” Cunnington clung to the tarry cable that secured the mizzenmast. “Thank God.” He tried to laugh. “They left me. The bloody fools …left me lying in my…” Treynor took Cunnington’s arm and pulled him into a sitting position, which elicited a groan. “ …my own blood.”
Treynor didn’t reply. Nearly swooning from the pain, he used his injured arm to hold on to the mast while he hefted Cunnington across his shoulders. He fought to keep his footing, clinging to anything he could while he crept slowly to where he’d pushed Jeannette into the sea. “I hope you know how to swim, Lieutenant,” he said.
“You could not have done it any better.” Cunnington’s throat worked as he swallowed. “You could not have won the battle—”
Treynor groaned as he slid Cunnington off. “Save your breath,” he muttered. “You will soon need it.”
“What are you doing?” The first lieutenant blinked in confusion, squinting into the sun. For a moment, Treynor wondered if Cunnington would die then and there, and spare him the trouble of trying to save him. But the first lieutenant still breathed, and Treynor could delay no longer.
“Hang on,” he told him. With agonizing effort, he gripped Cunnington with his wounded arm and jumped.
The sudden cold stole Treynor’s breath. Instinctively he let go of Cunnington and stretched both arms out, parting the water until he burst through the surface and filled his lungs with air.
Somehow Cunnington managed to surface as well a few feet away. “Treynor! Help me!” His head disappeared in the frothy waves, but his hands flailed against the water. Eventually, he came up and gurgled Treynor’s name again.
Blast the man. He deserved to drown….
Treynor scanned the sea, looking for Jeannette. He didn’t want to waste his time with Cunnington if she needed him. Holding his head above the swells, he searched, but to no avail. “Jeannette!”
The voices of desperate men answered him: the cries of those who were drowning, the last of those jumping ship, the cheers of the French sailors.
Had she drowned? Treynor’s heart pounded hard and fast, fear for her life somehow lending him strength.
“Treynor!” Cunnington grabbed hold of him, nearly pulling him under.
Treynor gasped for breath and foundered before he could turn Cunnington on his back and begin towing him toward flotsam that might save them.
When Cunnington quit struggling and shut up, his pale lids lowering to cover his eyes, Treynor considered it a blessing. He was easier to maneuver this way. But as the Tempest sank behind them, it threatened to pull down everything close to it. Treynor had to use all his strength to swim away from the lethal force of the vast whirlpool that sucked at their legs.
He managed to break free from the ship’s invisible hold just as Cunnington regained consciousness and began mumbling, but the floating debris that had appeared so plentiful from the ship now seemed miles away. Treynor wasn’t sure how long they could survive with only his one good arm to propel them forward. The darkening sky and frothy waves promised a storm.
Squinting against the saltwater that stung his eyes, Treynor hoped to distinquish between the shades of gray surrounding them.
Behind him, the Tempest was gone.
Larger and larger waves curled over their heads, causing them to sputter time and again. They passed other sailors as Treynor struggled on, some drowned but still floating. Bits of debris swirled around them, too, but none large enough to support one man, let alone two.
Still, Treynor swam toward the enemy frigate that appeared and disappeared on the horizon like an elusive phantom ship. He could hear the French call to each other in their native tongue as they lifted survivors out of the water. But they seemed in no particular hurry.
Using only enough effort to keep them afloat, which was taxing enough, he paused to stare at Cunnington’s thin, white face. The first lieutenant was responsible for a massacre of good men, a true loss to England, but a shipmate was a shipmate. Treynor could no sooner condemn Cunnington to die than he could willingly forfeit his own life. But that didn’t mean he wanted to save him.
More determined than ever to survive, he swam on.
So now …the battle’s over …we will drink a can of wine …and you will drink to your love …and I will drink to mine…. He sang inside his head to keep his mind off the numbness invading his limbs.
I’m coming, Jeannette. Don’t give up.
As if he’d spoken those words aloud, he heard her voice, shaky but otherwise true, “Treynor! Over here!”
Treynor had not the breath to answer loudly enough to be heard, but the knowledge that Jeannette lived and was only yards away kept him swimming. He pulled Cunnington in her direction as she maneuvered a portion of the ship’s broken mast toward them.
You will …drink to your love …and I will drink to mine.
“Are you all right?” she gasped when he came within reach.
“Aye,” he whispered and allowed her to pull him closer. With one last surge of effort, he threw his good arm over the mast and lowered his head to the wet wood.
Jeannette slid around it until she clung next to him. “You look t-t-terrible,” she said, her teeth chattering through her words. “D-amn if you …didn’t rescue …that d-devil.” Shivering violently, she reached out to help support Cunnington.
Treynor didn’t protest. Too exhausted to utter another syllable, he could only close his eyes in relief as she wiped seawater off his face.
“Don’t you dare …d-drown, Lieutenant,” she warned through blue lips. “You have p-promised me something …and I intend …t-to collect it.”
 
* * *
 
The French lieutenant stood in front of the ragtag line of prisoners huddled together, sopping wet and shaking, on the deck of the frigate Superbe. Short and stocky, with dark hair and a long mustache, he strutted before them, preening like a rooster.
“I am Lieutenant Favre,” he announced in passable English. “Your captain has not survived. His small boat capsized, and he died before we reached him. We lost our own captain when the mast fell, our first and second lieutenants as well. So you can officially surrender to me. Who is your most senior officer?”
“I …am.” Cunnington responded as best he could from where he sat next to Treynor and Jeannette. Propped against the forward mast, he looked no better than a talking corpse. “We …surrender, sir.”
He tried to stand but couldn’t manage it, and Favre didn’t move to help him.
Treynor watched, cradling his wounded arm. Jeannette wondered if he, like her, was taking stock of the ship’s damage and the dirt-streaked faces of the surviving French crew, who were far less numerous than she had supposed.
Evidently, the battle had been brutal on both sides.
“It was close, no?” As the French lieutenant addressed Cunnington, his words echoed Jeannette’s thoughts. “Only a fraction of our men are left.” He nodded toward several of his crew who stood close by, pistols drawn. “Unfortunately, our Breton navigator has been killed. Has your navigator, by chance, survived?”
“No.” Treynor answered for Cunnington; Cunnington didn’t seem to know.
“Then we shall keep to the open sea to the north of us until after this storm has passed.” Favre squinted at the hazy sky. “I have no desire to end up shipwrecked along our own rocky coast.”
“Meanwhile, may we have some blankets to keep the wounded among us warm?” Treynor asked. “And the lady?”
Jeannette crossed her arms in front of her in an effort to hide her near-nudity as Favre turned his attention her way.
“Ah, yes. The lady. I was coming to her.” He strode across the five or six feet between them to stop in front of her. “Who are you? A stowaway? A whore? The captain’s daughter or mistress?”
Jeannette bit her lip. Her accent would give her away as soon as she opened her mouth.
“She is the wife of a powerful English baron who will pay handsomely for her safe return.” Treynor answered for her.
Favre raised his dark eyebrows. “Indeed! Then I should like to hear the lady tell me who he is.”
When Jeannette hesitated, Treynor once again filled the silence. “She is married to the Baron St. Ives of Cornwall. Perhaps you have heard of him?”
The French lieutenant kept his eyes on Jeannette, but raised his pistol at Treynor. “I said I would like to hear from the lady.”
Jeannette did her best to eradicate the accent from her speech, but she knew the moment she heard her own voice that she had failed. “Lieutenant Treynor speaks the truth. My husband is the Baron St. Ives.”
“Aha, a Frenchwoman, no?”
Jeannette didn’t respond.
“I suspect there is more to this.” He looked to Treynor. “Who is she really?”
“I just told you.”
Favre’s jaw tightened. “So you did, monsieur. But I want to know how this woman came to be where she is.”
“By abandoning ship and swimming for all she was worth, like the rest of us.” Treynor’s sarcasm did little to endear him to Favre. The French lieutenant’s finger tightened on the trigger.
“You will not make a fool of me. Answer my question!”
Treynor glared up at him without response.
Afraid Favre would shoot him, Jeannette opened her mouth to tell the truth, but the report of his pistol deafened her before she could speak. She screamed and lurched toward Treynor, but Cunnington beat her to it. With a groan of anguish, the first lieutenant took the ball in the chest.
“Cunnington!” Treynor cried as Cunnington’s body sagged on top of him, eyes wide as he gasped for air.
Treynor eased him to the deck. Bright red blood spread over the first lieutenant’s shirt to mingle with the crimson of his earlier injury.
“Cunnington, can you hear me?” Treynor asked.
Cunnington licked his lips. “Had to do something—” he swallowed “—to make it worth …your effort in saving me, Treynor.”
“You should not have done it,” Treynor said.
“No? Ah, well”—a gasp and a groan—”I am the son of …a viscount, remember? I must live up …to my station.”
“Indeed.” When Cunnington’s eyelids closed, Treynor gently shook him. “Hold on, man. This isn’t over yet. We will make it, you and I.”
The first lieutenant’s eyelids fluttered open again. “No. It is better that I …die. You are so—” he coughed “—so much better at living.” He tried to laugh, but groaned instead.
Treynor stripped off his shirt and wadded it up to plug the hole in Cunnington’s chest, applying pressure to stop the bleeding. “Concentrate on catching your breath.”
“I am dying …an honorable death, am I not?” he asked, his voice wobbling as his chest started to jerk.
“Yes.” Jeannette took his hand. “We are witnesses to that.”
At her words, his face lit up with the most genuine smile she had ever seen him wear. “Tell my father,” he whispered and with one final gasp, he was gone.
Jeannette’s throat constricted and her eyes stung as she stared at Cunnington’s face. “Thank you,” she told him.
Releasing the first lieutenant’s hand, she stood and faced Favre, who watched dispassionately. It was beginning to rain, which only made their situation more untenable. “I am Lady Jeannette Boucher, daughter of Jacques Boucher, Comte de Lumfere,” she said proudly. “I shall appreciate your taking any further revenge on me and not these injured men.”
The French officer saluted her, his dark eyes shining like pieces of obsidian. “So it is as I thought! We have managed to reclaim one of our own.”
“It matters not who she used to be,” Treynor said. “She is now the wife of an English baron. He would happily line your pockets with gold to get her back.”
The Frenchman reached out to finger a lock of Jeannette’s cropped hair.
When she pulled away, he dropped his hand, but his eyes warmed as they took in the generous amount of flesh revealed by her gauzy shift.
“Hmmm …the only thing I hate worse than an Englishman is a former member of our own aristocracy,” he mused. “But I must say, she is a rare beauty, even for a Frenchwoman.”
“Do you not hear, man?” Treynor argued. “St. Ives—”
“I have heard enough about this baron,” Favre snapped. “What is he to me? Would you have me sacrifice my principles for a few francs?”
“But you have nothing to gain by taking her back to France!”
“This woman has missed her rendezvous with the guillotine, monsieur. Justice must be served. But how would you know? You English still labor under the control of the rich and powerful, while we …we are free.” He lifted his chin and paced in front of them. “And then there is the pleasure of her company on the voyage home,” he added with a lewd smile. “The English baron would certainly hold me accountable for any liberties I might take. The guillotine will not.”
Treynor shoved himself to his feet. “She would be worth much more—”
“I have been at sea a long time, monsieur. Nothing could be worth more than what I plan to enjoy at her expense. And the fact that she is a highborn lady will make our time together all the more …stimulating. Perhaps it will teach her how a real man takes a woman. We all know the English make love only to their money!”
Some of the French sailors sniggered.
Lieutenant Favre seemed to enjoy their mirth, but he didn’t laugh with them. Instead, his teeth gleamed beneath his mustache as he smiled, his eyes wandering back to Jeannette. “I will provide you with what clothing I can find,” he told her. “You will bathe and dress, then join me and the other officers at supper.”
“And if I refuse?” she asked.
Favre’s eyes sliced to Treynor. “Then I will kill this man here.”
A muscle twitched in Treynor’s cheek. “My life means nothing to her.”
The Frenchman cocked one eyebrow. “What I have observed tells me differently,” he told Treynor. “And I can assure you your life means even less to me.” He nodded to one of his men who moved forward and put a newly primed pistol to Treynor’s head.
His body tense, his eyes mere slits of hatred, Treynor glared at Favre.
“No!” Jeannette’s pulse raced, making her blood rush in her ears until she could hear nothing else. The soldier with the gun grinned, but before he could pull the trigger, she sank to her knees. “Please. I will do anything. Just spare him.”
 
* * *
 
Treynor’s injured arm began to throb as soon as he grew warm enough to feel it. Propping himself against a cannon on the badly battered gun deck, where three of the French crew guarded him and the other prisoners with pistols, he proceeded to extract the splinters, gasping from the pain with every jerk.
Blessed darkness hovered at the corners of his mind as he worked, but the thought of Jeannette, frightened and alone in Lieutenant Favre’s quarters, kept him from succumbing to oblivion.
Laying his head back and breathing deeply as the rain fell on his face, he let himself rest when his grasp on consciousness became too tenuous. Then he started again.
The French had given them blankets, but brought no food or drink. Treynor longed for a bit of rum or brandy to steady his hand and ease the pain. Or some nourishment to rebuild his strength. His only respite from the gruesome, bloody business with his arm turned out to be Smedley, who moaned next to him, gut-shot.
“Smedley.” He gently shook the man’s shoulder. “Hey!”
The tattoo artist peered up at him. “Sir?”
Still trying to avoid the light-headedness that plagued him, Treynor breathed through his nose. “We have to do something.”
“Aye, sir.” Smedley’s exhale was accompanied by a rattle in his chest. “You don’t fancy the thought of prison, eh?”
“I have too much to do in England.” Treynor was thinking of his mother at that moment. For the first time in his life, he regretted having been so hard on her. She had caused him a great deal of pain, but somehow what had happened before didn’t matter so much anymore. He was a man now, and lucky to be alive. The time had come to make peace with his past.
Smedley pulled him from his thoughts. “What do you suggest?”
Treynor focused again on the urgency of their situation. The three French guards, huddled together against the rain and the penetrating cold, were talking and laughing. From the smell of it, they were drinking, too. They ignored their prisoners.
Treynor doubted they spoke English, but he lowered his voice, just in case. “I would guess there are fifty or sixty of the French. Maybe more below. There are almost forty of us, though many are injured.”
“Don’t look good, eh?” Smedley grimaced as he licked dry, cracked lips.
“No. But you feel the rain. A storm’s coming on, and I am not so sure the Superbe won’t suffer the same fate as the Tempest. Did you hear Favre say they have lost their Breton navigator?”
Smedley’s nod was almost imperceptible, but Treynor continued. “He thinks we have open sea to the north of us, which means we are probably somewhere off the approaches to Brest, west of the peninsula, maybe beyond the Passage du Raz and the Pointe de Saints. Only I think we are closer to the coast than he expects. The wind carried us due east throughout the battle.”
With a curse, Treynor shifted to relieve the throb in his arm, but to no avail. “With the sky so overcast, there is no way to know for sure.”
It was several moments before Smedley could respond. “I’m sorry we couldn’t take ‘em, sir,” he said. “We should’ve blasted ‘em out of the water—”
“What is lost is lost,” Treynor broke in as he glanced toward the French sailors. They were still talking and laughing. He could hear snatches of their conversation on the wind, but he was too tired to translate their words into English. “Favre seems more interested in savoring his sudden command and the spoils of war than in keeping a sharp lookout. He thinks he need only wait out the storm, then dock at Brest, probably tomorrow, when he can use daylight to his advantage.”
“Meanwhile, he’s planning to entertain the baron’s wife—at your expense, eh?” Smedley said.
When Treynor scowled, Smedley chuckled.
“You don’t have to admit it, sir. I saw it in your face back there.” Clutching his stomach, he fell silent.
Treynor didn’t relish the thought of being so transparent. “This has as much to do with saving our hides as it does hers.” He kept his voice even, kept working at the splinters in his arm, but he longed to tear Favre’s heart out with his bare hands.
Noticing that he was busy, Smedley lifted his head and indicated Treynor’s arm. “What are you up to there?”
“A little surgery of my own.” The words were more of a grunt, spoken as he pulled out a large piece of wood.
The world spun, then went black, but he must not have been out for long, because Smedley’s next question made sense and seemed to follow.
“What do you think we should do, sir?”
“How are you feeling?”
“Wet. And I could use a drink.”
“I promise you will get one.”
Drawn by the sound of Treynor’s voice, some of the other prisoners stirred and moved closer, although most were nursing injuries of their own—or despair. After a time, the officers could expect to be traded for French prisoners of war. But the rank and file often faced long stretches in prison barges.
“What ye sayin’, Lieutenant?” Mrs. Hawker asked. Her taciturn husband stood behind her. Amelia hovered nearby, trying to shelter her baby from the cold. Bonnie lay on the deck with her tongue lolling out, the picture of canine exhaustion.
Having extracted the last of the wood from his arm, Treynor couldn’t answer right away. When he did, he spoke through his teeth as he wound his shirt, already sopped in Cunnington’s blood, around his arm to staunch the bleeding.
“‘Ere, let me ‘elp ye with that.” Mrs. Hawker had her husband give up his own shirt and tear it into strips. Then she bandaged Treynor’s arm as best she could under the circumstances.
“There’s not many of them, and they have lost their senior officers, so they are not well organized,” Treynor said when she finished. “The ship is steering wildly, the rain is coming harder, and the sea is getting rougher. Soon they will have to turn their attention to the storm if they want to survive it. When they do, we will have an opportunity.”
“How so?” Mrs. Hawker asked. “They know this coast better’n we do.”
“But they don’t know where we are in relation to it.”
“I’m willin’ to take any chance, no matter ‘ow slim,” her husband chimed in. “We will not see the inside of a French prison. Not if I can ‘elp it.”
“Good.” Treynor searched the deck for any sign of Favre. “Then pass the word to the other men. They must be ready to grab any weapon they can find and put it to good use as soon as I give the word.”
He looked at Smedley, but the tattoo artist gave no sign he’d heard, making Treynor wonder if he’d slipped into unconsciousness. “Smed?”
The man nodded. “Just tell me what and when,” he breathed, his face ashen, “I will do what I can.”
“Your task will be a simple one,” Treynor told him. “We just have to wait for the right moment.”
 
* * *
 
Wearing the boy’s clothes Favre had brought her, Jeannette sat alone, silent and still as a stone, staring at her reflection in a basin of water.
She hardly recognized the tired face staring back at her. Never had she dreamed she would find herself sitting in the captain’s quarters of an enemy ship, awaiting a complete stranger, a man who made no secret of his salacious intentions.
But preserving the second lieutenant’s life outweighed her fear for her own safety. She didn’t regret, couldn’t regret, what she’d done.
Numbly, her gaze circled the room. Rich wooden paneling and cabinetry covered every wall. An abundance of Louis IV furniture sat on thick rugs and competed for dominance.
There had to be something amid the clutter she could use to defend herself, she thought, but she’d gone through all the cabinets and drawers, even searched the armoire—and found nothing.
She dipped a rag in the basin of water, destroying her pale reflection, and began to bathe. Beyond her fear for the immediate future, she felt a strong sense of loss for her way of life and the France she once knew. The crew of the Superbe called themselves Frenchmen, but they were strangers to her. Part of a new breed. The enemy.
The sparkle of a shiny object in the mirror stole Jeannette’s attention from her ablutions. She crossed the room to investigate and discovered what looked to be a table knife on the floor beneath the captain’s desk.
Favre had made a cursory search of the cabin, to make sure it was safe to leave her alone, but if he’d seen the knife, he’d not thought it enough of a threat to remove it.
Jeannette fingered the blade. If it was sharp enough to cut meat …
The knife might be sufficient for the job, but was she capable of stabbing a man?
She shuddered at the thought.
A knock on the door nearly made her drop the potential weapon.
“Madame? Shall we eat?” Favre called.
Jeannette shoved the knife into her right boot just before he entered, wearing a fresh uniform. “Oui. I am ready.” She inclined her head, hoping to look demure.
With a bow, he held the door for her.
As she passed through the door her trousers fell in baggy folds. But her short, low-heeled boots fit far more tightly, holding the knife securely to her ankle. Favre must have taken them from a boy—most likely a victim of the battle.
The French lieutenant led her to the wardroom where four other men waited around a rectangular table. Several seats remained empty, attesting to the number of casualties among the officers.
Jeannette didn’t speak as Favre seated her next to him and the French cook served supper. By then, the rain was pounding out of the sky and the Superbe was rocking so violently she could scarcely eat for the roiling in her stomach. She wanted to slip her bread, at the very least, into her pocket and somehow convey it to Treynor, in case the prisoners hadn’t been fed. But Lieutenant Favre watched every move she made with growing interest.
“Do you not like the fare, madame?” he asked. “I assure you our cook is one of the best.”
“It is excellent,” she murmured, speaking in her native tongue, as was he. “It is the rocking of the ship that disturbs me.”
“One grows accustomed to it.” He smiled confidently, although at least two of those who dined with them looked nearly as green as she was herself. “So, tell me, how is it that an English baron has captured the heart of such a beautiful French lady?”
“Love knows no bounds,” Jeannette replied, thinking of Treynor. Her parents would never consider him a viable suitor, but she couldn’t tell her heart not to love him.
“Spoken like a true Frenchwoman.” He toyed with his mustache as he considered her. “However, I would guess your marriage had much more to do with saving your neck than love.”
Jeannette shrugged. “And if it did?”
“Then we are fortunate to have you back.”
A young man with fair hair and a fuzzy upper lip cleared his throat. “Lieutenant Favre, sir. I hesitate to interrupt, and I mean no disrespect, but…” He glanced at those around the table, all of whom gazed back at him, chewing in silence. Taking a deep breath, he continued, “But the storm worsens, sir. And many repairs are necessary—”
“Are they not being made at this very moment?” Favre snapped, swilling his wine and studying the burgundy liquid.
“Yes. But we are so short-handed, sir. Certainly there are better things for us to be doing than dining as though—”
Favre scowled. “We’ve got to eat. Even the captain ate, did he not?”
“Yes, sir. But…”
“But what, Mr. Croutier?” Favre set his glass back on the table and fixed his eyes on Croutier’s reddening face. “Am I not in charge here? Are you accusing me of not knowing what I am doing?”
Croutier looked to those around him again, but no one dared offer their support. “No, sir. Of course you do, sir. It is just that the rain is coming so hard now. And I thought that—well, perhaps we should hurry.”
“Then hurry, Croutier. You can have the first watch.” Favr The only reason he is where he’s at e smirked at Jeannette. “I will be busy for a while.”
Jeannette tried to swallow another tasteless bite and nearly gagged. She set her silver back on the table so the men wouldn’t notice how badly her hands were shaking and concentrated on the feel of the knife in her boot. She would have to use it. There was no one else to save her.
After Mr. Croutier’s comments, the meal passed quickly and in silence. Evidently Favre’s intention to show her off as a prize of war hadn’t brought him quite the satisfaction he’d anticipated. His men were too concerned with other things—the storm above all.
Lightning flashed across the sky as the French lieutenant led Jeannette from the wardroom to the deck. He kept her elbow gently but firmly in his grasp as he spoke with the steersman and put Mr. Croutier in charge. Shielding his face from the rain, he called to the lookout, who cried back that he saw nothing but gray and didn’t expect to see more until after the storm lifted.
Finally, he bowed to Jeannette. “Shall we retire to the captain’s cabin, my lady?”
Jeannette couldn’t bring herself to nod. “If we could just look in on the prisoners,” she said, raising hopeful eyes to the lieutenant’s face.
He shook his head. “It’s too wet out here. And it could get much worse. Croutier might be right. We should hurry.”
For the first time, Favre’s face held a glimmer of doubt as he stared at the mountainous waves that tossed the Superbe like a child’s toy. “I might be needed on deck,” he added.
“But it will only take a moment. Then I will go with you willingly.”
“You have no choice, regardless,” he told her and pressed his lips to hers in a sloppy kiss.
Jeannette couldn’t help wrenching away. Her reaction far more instinctual than calculated, she wiped his saliva from her mouth, and Favre slapped her.
“I will have none of that, my pretty whore,” he gritted out, but Jeannette’s ears were ringing so badly she could scarcely hear him. “You will give me all you gave your English husband and you will act like you enjoy doing it. Do you understand?”
Getting wetter by the moment, Jeannette stared at him, numbly fingering her cheek. The motion of the ship, combined with her stint in the ocean and her own anxiety, left her almost too weak to stand. “Yes, sir. What you want is plain enough, but you will get nothing from me unless you allow me to assure myself of the prisoners’ safety. If they are dead, there is certainly no reason for me not to join them.”
“They are alive.”
“Am I to take your word?”
He cursed, but relented. “As you wish. A quick turn past them is all, however. And you will have my promise that they will shortly receive some food.”
She tilted her head. “That is enough.”
Wanting to get in out of the rain, Favre kept his promise to the letter and made their stop at the prisoners a mere second. Jeannette scarcely had time to find Treynor. When she did, she noticed that he watched her and her escort with the eyes of a stalking cat.
Not wanting him to worry, she nodded slightly to tell him she was all right.
Lieutenant Favre commanded one of the guards to bring bread to the prisoners, and Jeannette turned her face away. Remembering the glint in Treynor’s eyes, and the hard planes of his face, she moved forward. Crawford Treynor might die this night, she thought, but if she had anything to do with it, Favre would not be the man to take his life.
Nor would the Frenchman rape her.
When they arrived at the captain’s cabin, Favre waved her inside. “After you, madame.”
Jeannette walked through the portal, her mind focused on the blade pressed to her ankle—and a fervent prayer that her nerve wouldn’t fail her.


 
 
Chapter 20
 

 
The wind made short work of the Superbe’s sails. Already shot through and nearly in tatters, their poor condition hindered the steersman who struggled to keep the damaged frigate under control. The loss of her mizzenmast only compounded the problem.
Silent and pensive, Treynor listened to the howl of the wind, wanting to lend his own voice to its keening wail—to sound a battle cry as ancient as any on earth. The sight of Jeannette with Favre had nearly driven him to desperate measures. He longed to kill the Frenchman and free her, but he had no chance of getting more than ten paces from the spot on which he sat. That his opportunity might arrive too late, if it arrived at all, only caused his rage to mount.
Finally Mrs. Hawker placed a hand on his arm. “Ye’ll be no good ter ‘er if ye don’t use yer ‘ead, Lieutenant,” she cautioned.
“Good advice,” he responded. But it didn’t erase the vision of Favre forcing himself on Jeannette.
“What means more to ye, ‘er life, or ‘er virtue?” she asked.
Her life. That meant everything to him—but still he couldn’t bear the thought of her being hurt, especially in that way.
“She’s strong,” the bosun’s wife continued. “‘Ave no fear of that.”
Far past the point of calm reason, he said, “I will kill him.” He could see only red, feel nothing but the desire to wring the breath from the French lieutenant’s body. “Just give me one chance,” he said, “and Favre is a dead man.”
 
* * *
 
“Now you know what it feels like to be kissed by a real man, a Frenchman.” Lieutenant Favre pulled back from pressing his lips to Jeannette’s to look in her eyes as they stood next to the bed.
She cringed at the sour smell of his breath, wishing she could wipe away the moist imprint of his mouth. One of his hands clutched her breast through her shirt while the other cupped her buttocks and pressed her against him.
He released her long enough to remove his shirt, and she stumbled back, nearly falling onto the bed.
I can do it. I won’t look at him. It’s not real. She stared at the design on the carpet as the lieutenant’s outer garments hit the floor with a soft poof, and almost pulled her knife from its hiding place right then.
But it was too soon. Favre would only wrestle it from her. Difficult though it was, she had to be patient.
The sight of the lieutenant’s bare chest, pale beneath the thick black hair that covered it as well as his shoulders and arms, increased her terror by a staggering degree. Only the vision of Treynor held hostage by surly guards not far away made her control the impulse to protect herself or flee. Treynor needed her to have his kind of courage. They all did.
She gave Lieutenant Favre a shaky smile before he could remove his breeches. “Are you not going to help me first?”
The lieutenant’s eyes gleamed with lust and anticipation. “You are far more eager than I had hoped, ma petite. I am glad to see you are a woman of your word.” He closed the gap between them in a single stride and pulled her into his arms for another revolting kiss, gagging her with his tongue. Then he fumbled with her buttons.
Jeannette steeled herself beneath his groping fingers. She had to wait until they were both on the bed and she could use her weight to bear down on him with the knife. But when his hand delved beneath her clothing, she pulled away.
“What?” His eyes narrowed at the loathing and disgust that she struggled to hide. “Is something wrong?”
The lies Jeannette planned to utter froze in her throat. She couldn’t pretend; it was beyond her. “You are worse than a pig,” she spat. “My skin crawls beneath your touch.”
Jeannette hadn’t expected her words to be well-received, but the immediate violence of the blow he struck caught her by surprise. She blinked as bells and whistles seemed to explode in her head, then stared at him, dazed, as he advanced upon her.
“I am not doing this for you.” Gripping her by the hand, he yanked her forward and tossed her onto the bed, where he grabbed a handful of her shirt and tried to rip it away. But by then Jeannette had regained enough of her senses to fight.
“No!” She struggled to free herself, but he claimed her wrists and pinned them above her head. His overlong nails grazed her skin from collarbone to breast as he tore open her shirt. Jeannette could see the crest of her own nipple, bouncing as her chest heaved beneath his weight.
“Beautiful,” he murmured, letting go of her hands in his eagerness to feel her flesh.
Jeannette groaned, not caring whether he’d interpret the sound as pleasure or pain and reached for the knife. It was time. Time to claim her weapon. If only she could reach it …
The tips of Jeannette’s fingers brushed the hilt several times before she managed to pull it from her shoe. By then the lieutenant had shifted to fumble with his belt and unknowingly knocked the knife from her shaking hand onto the bed along with them.
Oh God, help me. Frantically patting the bedclothes, Jeannette searched for the cool steel of the blade.
Finished undoing his pants, the lieutenant turned his attention to stripping off the rest of her clothes.
“Treynor,” she whimpered. “Treynor…” And then her fingers found the knife.
 
* * *
 
“Breakers dead ahead! The rocks!” The lookout’s cry caused the entire ship to take notice. “Heave to! Heave to!”
Some of the French sailors scrambled up the wet rigging. Others raised the ship’s blue lights and fired the warning rockets. The three men guarding Treynor and the other English prisoners peered questioningly at each other. They’d been given strict orders not to leave their posts, but the emergency of the situation clearly confused them.
“All hands to stations!” someone else shouted. “Vite! Vite!”
Treynor felt Smedley slump against him and glanced down. The man had drawn his last breath without Treynor knowing it. Another loss—but there was nothing Treynor could do. And, with any luck, Smedley could still be of help.
“This man is about to die! We need a surgeon! Have pity!” he cried above the roar of the wind and waves.
His yells destroyed the last vestiges of the guards’ resolve to remain. Injured and dying English prisoners were of no importance when the ship would wreck if they did not act in time.
The rocks along the coast seemed to rise from the foaming breakers a quarter-mile away, growing larger by the second.
Lowering their pistols, the guards ran off, some slipping across the deck in their efforts to help with the sails and keep the Superbe from certain doom.
Treynor blinked against the rain. “Let’s go!” he called and sprang into action. “Now is our chance!”
Had another man led the charge, perhaps the Tempest’s battered crew would not have followed, but they were used to his voice. Some grabbed slabs of wood as a weapon. Many went at the French with nothing more than their fists and sheer fury.
Favre had to have heard the alarm. But he was nowhere in sight. And Treynor couldn’t look for him. Despite the wind buffeting every move they made and the rain slashing into their faces, they had to subdue the French and gain control of the ship or they would all die.
The rocks rose higher on their leeward side, backed by the humped shadow of land. From the ship, the jagged coast looked like the teeth of some great serpent slithering through the water to devour them.
After knocking away the Frenchman who tried to stop him, he rushed the steersman with single-minded determination and slugged him until he let go of the wheel.
Without someone at the helm, the Superbe swayed even more dramatically. Treynor planned to take control, but the steersman wasn’t about to let him. They grappled for several seconds, fighting on the slippery deck, before Treynor managed to get enough space to knock him out.
Pushing the limp man aside, he rose unsteadily to his feet, wincing. Many of the wounds on his arm had reopened in the struggle. Fresh blood soaked through the makeshift bandages, but he ignored it along with the damp, windy weather and the pain.
Jeannette …
He had to reach her. But at that moment he could do nothing other than steer the ship out of danger. Wiping the water from his eyes, he grasped the wheel and turned it with unthinking skill, hoping to save them all.
The others, still locked in battle, were fighting with equal parts rage and desperation. But it wasn’t long before they sent up the cry of “Long live the King!” The French had been taken by surprise by both the rocks and their English prisoners. Without someone to lead them, they soon gave up, begging to surrender.
But Treynor intended to take no prisoners. He couldn’t risk an uprising later, would need all hands from the Tempest just to sail the ship. He shouted an order for any Frenchman yet alive to be thrown overboard, and soon the Superbe’s crew jumped ship and swam for the very rocks Treynor worked so hard to avoid. Then his men, shouting to each other and to him, swarmed the rigging and regained control despite the rain.
But the switch had cost them time, too much time. The ship began to swing the wrong way again….
Treynor cast a glance over his shoulder toward the captain’s cabin where he’d seen Favre take Jeannette. Its portal was still closed. To rescue her he would have to let go of the wheel. But they were not out of danger. He couldn’t risk drifting any closer to the rocks. Already, it appeared too late to avoid such a calamity.
Despite the fact that he was using all his skill, the frigate yawed one way and then the other. The wind seemed determined to dash them against the French coast, but then …it shifted. With a shudder, the Superbe settled, rocking in swells that would take them away from the rocky coast.
Marveling at the miracle that had just saved them, Treynor called Bosun Hawker to the wheel the second they were clear.
“Take this,” he shouted above the storm. “And hold her steady.”
Hawker used his wet sleeve to wipe the water from his face. “I don’t think anyone can. Not in ‘er condition,” he cried. But he complied.
As soon as the older man’s hands closed about the wheel, Treynor made a dash for the captain’s cabin. Slowing as he reached the door, he pressed his ear to the wooden panel, hoping to get some indication of what went on inside. His strength was fading—he needed the advantage of surprise.
The sound of the rain hitting the deck, the shouting of his men, the rigging whistling above, and the water churning about them echoed in Treynor’s ears, but he could hear nothing from inside.
He tried the knob.
Locked.
Damnation. He stepped back and used his shoulder as a battering ram. But the door held fast. He was just getting ready to slam into it again when it opened and Jeannette’s pale face appeared.
“Treynor?” Tears swelled in her eyes and splashed over her thick lashes to run down her cheeks as she blinked up at him.
“Are you all right?” She was still wearing the clothes she’d had on when she’d gone away with Favre. Her shirt was torn, revealing several scratches on one lovely breast, but it was the abundance of blood farther down that made Treynor’s fists clench.
“What happened? Are you hurt?”
Shaking visibly now, Jeannette stood back and swung the door wide.
Water dripped off him as Treynor entered and searched the room with his eyes until he found Lieutenant Favre lying on his back, staring at the ceiling, a knife plunged deep in his bare chest.
Blinking in surprise, Treynor moved closer. Favre still wore his pants. But his belt was unbuckled, his shirt and shoes tossed to the side as though removed in haste.
“Are you hurt?” he asked again, turning to take Jeannette into his arms.
She shook her head and collapsed against him, sobbing quietly into his shoulder.
The smell of bile permeated the room, indicating she’d been sick, but he couldn’t help marveling at her courage. Pulling back, he tilted her chin up long enough to catch and hold her gaze. He had never known a woman of such spirit.
“You did only what you had to do. It was you or him,” he told her sternly. “Had you not killed him, he might have rallied his crew and finished us.”
“It was terrible,” she whispered. “I was so afraid. And then, after I was sure he was—” she swallowed “—dead …that I had actually …k-killed him, I dared not come out for fear of what his men might do.”
He took her by the shoulders as gently as he could. “You are safe, little Jeannette. The French are even now swimming toward their own coast. Our worst enemy has become the sea.”
“I felt the ship heave to. I wondered why.” Her voice trembled.
“We nearly wrecked upon the rocks. But they are no danger to us now. As soon as we ride out this storm, we will sail to England. As damaged as the ship is, it may take us several days, but we will make it. Both of us.”
Jeannette nodded and turned her face back into his shoulder. “How is your arm?” she asked as he stroked her hair.
“It has felt better.” He grinned down at her. “But I can tell you this: I am glad I never tried to force myself on you.”
Jeannette looked to the bed, and though Treynor felt her flinch at the sight of the dead man, a small, victorious smile curled the corners of her lips.
“He deserved what he got,” she stated with conviction. “But it was certainly more than he expected.” And then, because there was nothing else they could do, they laughed.
 
* * *
 
The storm lessened an hour later, enabling the Tempest’s crew to pump the hold and mend some of the rigging and sails. By nightfall, the rain had stopped and the heavy cloud cover had thinned into wisps that allowed the moon’s light to shine through.
Still concerned about the damage the ship had sustained, Jeannette watched as they sewed the French lieutenant’s body into a tattered sail. With a cannonball at his head and at his feet, they threw him into the sea. Treynor stayed on deck, overseeing everything to that point. But then he collapsed. Bosun Hawker took command of the Superbe while Jeannette, feeling a strong aversion to the cabin where so much had happened that she would rather forget, cared for the fallen lieutenant in some lesser officer’s quarters.
Bone-weary, she slumped against him as her vigil lengthened into the wee hours of the morning. She longed to succumb to sleep, but worry and the many sailors who poked their heads in to see how their leader fared, kept her from nodding off.
When those not on duty finally searched out a hammock for a few hours’ rest, and the ship began to quiet down, she studied Treynor with a freedom she had never allowed herself.
The sight of his half-naked body mesmerized and thrilled her, quickly chasing away any thoughts of sleep. Leaning over, she touched his forehead and then his cheek, checking for fever, but felt none.
Never had she known a more virile man. Even in repose, Treynor’s powerful arms, square at the shoulder, dipped and then bulged again with the line of his muscle. His bronze-colored skin was so smooth—at least where he had not been wounded.
Laying her head over his heart, Jeannette said a prayer for him as she listened to its steady beat. Then she let her hands trail over his chest.
How would she go on without him? He stirred such fierce passion in her with the merest glance, was everything she admired, everything she held dear …almost.
Jeannette sighed. There was still her family. She couldn’t shirk her duty to them. Her sense of responsibility was too strong, too much a part of her.
But for now, she forced them from her mind. She’d been given this time alone with Treynor, and the memory of it would have to last her a lifetime.
Tentatively, she kneaded the corded muscles beneath her hands. When he didn’t stir, she grew bolder, letting herself luxuriate in touching him with as much abandon as she had dreamed of doing.
Delving her fingers into his thick hair, she kissed his still lips, then each eyelid before moving lower to taste the salt on his breast. Her fingers trailed over the lean flesh that rippled over his ribs. Laying her palms on the flat plane of his stomach, she played with the line of hair that extended down, below his breeches.
“Just the thought of your touch kindles my desire,” she breathed, committing to memory every contour of his body. “The sight of you makes me long to forget everything else—”
A subtle change in his breathing caused Jeannette to glance up. A pair of deep blue eyes, now open, watched her quizzically.
“Don’t tell me a count’s daughter wants to bed a mere bastard?” His words were slurred, but the jaunty arch of one eyebrow made his meaning clear.
Jeannette felt her face grow hot under his regard. “How long have you been awake?”
He frowned and pretended to search his memory. “The first thing I heard was something about the sight of me making you want to surrender everything.”
Averting her face in an effort to shield her embarrassment, Jeannette tried to move away, but he reached out to stop her.
“Still, I am not sure exactly. Why not tell me again, my little coward, now that I am capable of a response?”
“You are incorrigible.”
“I wasn’t the one kissing your breast, although I would certainly like the opportunity.”
A roguish smile revealed his teeth as he tried to shift himself in the bed, but ended up sinking back with a groan. “If you plan to make love to me when I am insensible, Jeannette, at least make sure I truly am. Otherwise, allow me to participate. I assure you, it is much more fun that way.”
“You are in no condition to—”
“I think I could manage.” He laughed. “It is, after all, a factor of motivation.”
She rolled her eyes. “You are delirious.”
“I must be. How I could be so…”—He paused. “ …attracted to an aristocrat’s brat, I cannot fathom. It is the ultimate irony. Perhaps God is playing a joke on us both.”
“Attracted?” Jeannette studied him for a moment. “I would say you feel more for me than that, no?”
She saw something flicker in his eyes, something warm and soft and compelling, but then his smile turned into a scowl. “Do not put words in my mouth, Jeannette. I have no room in my life for a woman. An aristocrat least of all.”
A sharp pain lanced through her. He didn’t want her? Could she have misread the look in his eyes, his concern for her safety? It was difficult to tell. He wouldn’t meet her gaze now. “But you have plenty of room in your bed,” she said softly, testing him.
“If you want.” His Adam’s apple bobbed as he swallowed, and Jeannette could have sworn he winced when he added, “I have never promised you anything more.”
Struggling to keep her composure, she took a deep breath. After everything they had been through together, he still wasn’t willing to open himself to the possibility of love.
It didn’t matter, she told herself. They each had to keep an eye on their duty. But deep down, his denial did matter, far more than she would ever let him know.
“Perhaps you should approach a woman who is willing to settle for a few hours of pleasure at your hands.” She stood and avoided him when he tried to reach out to stop her from going.
“Don’t turn your nose up at something you know nothing about,” he called after her.
“I think I know more than you give me credit for,” she said.
Before he could see how deeply he’d hurt her, she marched out and slammed the door behind her.
 
* * *
 
Bosun Hawker cleared his throat, drawing Treynor’s attention away from the porthole where the morning’s sun filtered into the room.
“Sir, most of the leaks ‘ave been fixed, at least temporarily,” he repeated. “An’ the men at the pumps are takin’ care of the rest.”
Treynor nodded, trying to forget Jeannette long enough to concentrate on the business at hand. She’d stormed out of his room the night before and hadn’t returned. He’d done only what he had to do, but his rebuff had pained him far worse than it could have hurt her. It angered him that his heart would betray him so completely.
“Sir?”
Treynor looked at him. “Very good, Hawker. How are we for supplies?”
“Most of the food’s ruined.”
“How many days do you think it will last?”
“Long enough ter reach ‘ome, I ‘ope. The wind’s been comin’ from too far north to steer for England until today, an’ we’ve got three ‘undred miles to sail. Given a fair wind it could take three days. If the weather turns, who knows?”
“And the sails?”
Hawker’s weathered face broke into a smile. “They’re ‘olding up nicely. We found plenty of spares, an’ repaired most o’ the riggin’. If we ‘adn’t lost the mizzenmast, we’d be ‘alfway ter London by now.”
“What speed are we making?”
“Maybe three knots.”
Treynor smiled. “Not exactly racing home, are we, Hawker?”
“No, sir, but we’re movin’ steadily, thanks to ye. If ye ‘adn’t done what ye did …well, we’d all be in France right now—and ‘Is Majesty would not own this froggy excuse for a frigate.”
“The credit belongs to all of us.” Waving away the bosun’s offer of help, Treynor blanched as he sat up. Jealousy—he refused to call it love—had motivated him as much as patriotism to act as he did, but he wasn’t about to volunteer that information to Hawker.
The bosun harrumphed. “I don’t give credit where credit ain’t due. Like Mrs. ‘Awker says, ye played the ‘and what was dealt ye like the man of ‘onor we know ye to be.”
Treynor’s mouth twisted in a sardonic smile. A man of honor didn’t try to seduce a lady. There were prostitutes enough to exhaust one’s lust. He had never lacked for female companionship. Yet the thought of taking anyone other than Jeannette to his bed no longer appealed to him. Somehow, he had gotten caught in his own web. A man of honor didn’t do that either, only a fool.
“I can see ye don’t like ter ‘ear such praise,” Hawker went on. “But ye are what ye are, sir. No one can take that away from ye.”
Treynor tried to ignore the prick of guilt the bosun’s words caused. Fortunately, a flash of color at the door caught his eye. He turned, but was disappointed to see Mrs. Hawker and not Jeannette push her way into the room, carrying a tray of food.
“Where is Lady St. Ives?” he asked.
Mrs. Hawker’s expression let him know she did not approve. “Ah, Lieutenant. An ‘ighborn lady like ‘er can only spell trouble for the likes of a sailor, lieutenant or no. Ye’d best forget her.”
He didn’t need someone else to echo his own opinion. He held up a hand to stop the outspoken bosun’s wife before she had a chance to get started. “Please, don’t bother,” he grumbled. “I plan to do exactly that.”
Mrs. Hawker fisted her hands on her hips. “I’m glad to ‘ear it, but gettin’ over ‘er won’t be easy.”
Treynor let his irritation show. He knew Jeannette had managed to gain possession of a small piece of his heart—actually, she possessed the whole of it. But he was determined to reclaim it and get on with his life. She had to go back to England and get an annulment from the baron; he had a war to fight. The fact that he couldn’t get her out of his mind was merely fate’s revenge for laughing at other romantic fools.
“I have never had a hard time forgetting a woman before,” he told Mrs. Hawker. “And I do not plan to start now.”
 
* * *
 
The four days it took to get to England were the longest of Jeannette’s life. The Superbe limped along, barely moving in the water while Jeannette waited impatiently to see her parents and to reach Lord Darby so she could plead with him to help her annul her marriage.
Meanwhile, the memory of the sinking of the Tempest haunted her at night, as did her encounter with Lieutenant Favre. She yearned to visit Treynor’s cabin and let Treynor make her forget. But his words when she last spoke to him, and the knowledge that they would soon be home, forced her to concentrate on her future and forget about the second lieutenant.
“There ye be.” Amelia startled Jeannette while she stared out over the choppy water near the bow.
Jeannette was surprised to see Amelia without her baby. “Where is little Denton?” It had taken Amelia some time to name her baby, but Jeannette had learned just that morning that she’d decided on an uncle’s name.
“Mrs. ‘Awker dotes on ‘im. She insisted I take a turn out in the sunshine while she rocks ‘im.”
Jeannette smiled. The Hawkers had taken Amelia in like a long-lost daughter.
“I’ve never thanked ye proper for yer ‘elp.” Amelia shifted on her feet, looking awkward. “Ye know …with the baby an’ all.”
“There is no need. I am happy you are both doing so well.”
“Aye. We’re thrivin’, that we are. But yer lookin’ more miserable by the day.”
Jeannette turned her face away from Amelia’s shrewd gaze. “I am tired of mildewy biscuits,” she said, attempting to lighten the mood.
“Yer lovesick. That’s what ye are. An’ if the lieutenant ‘ad any sense, ‘e’d see ‘e loves ye, too.”
“The lieutenant knows exactly what he wants. And it is not love.”
“Trust me. I know men better than ye think. I knew Denton’s father didn’t love me, but I wanted ‘im to so badly I chose to believe anythin’ ‘e told me. But the lieutenant is quite another sort o’ man.”
With a laugh, Jeannette gave Amelia a shake of her head. “And how do you know the lieutenant so well?”
Amelia pursed her lips. “The ‘Awkers talk about him all the time. And they say ‘e’s always askin’ about ye, that ‘e’s gettin’ right angry ye won’t answer ‘is summons.”
“Summons! As if he is royalty!”
“‘E is around ‘ere.”
“Well, I don’t care who he is. I don’t want anything to do with him.”
Amelia gave her an exaggerated wink. “I think ‘e’s met ‘is match. That’s what I think.”
“Jeannette!”
Jeannette turned to see Mrs. Hawker trudging across the deck, carrying Amelia’s baby.
“The lieutenant would like ter see ye.”
“I am afraid I have other plans,” Jeannette responded.
“Then perhaps we can exchange a word out here.”
Despite Mrs. Hawker’s frown and her wagging finger, Lieutenant Treynor made his way to the bulwarks. The bosun’s wife started to scold him for leaving his bed, but Amelia snickered and put her arm around the older woman, dragging her and the babe away.
“I think the two of ‘em are just stubborn enough to deserve each other,” she said.
Mrs. Hawker cast a doubtful glance over her shoulder. “She can only bring ‘im ‘eartache. She’s married ter a baron, for the love of Mary.”
Amelia prodded her on. “The lieutenant can manage for ‘imself, right enough.”
As Treynor watched them go, Jeannette tried to dodge him and follow in their wake, but he stepped in front of her. “Avoiding me, my dear?”
Jeannette threw back her shoulders. “What would you have me do? Crawl into your hammock, then go home to tell my parents I am no longer a virgin?”
“Is a visit to my sickbed too much to ask?” he asked with a scowl.
Jeannette didn’t answer. She couldn’t sit primly beside him and pretend she didn’t care about him.
The stubble on his chin gave him a more rugged appearance than usual. He rubbed it with one hand, his face growing thoughtful when she remained silent. “What will you do once you reach London?”
“Apply to my father’s cousin, Lord Darby.”
“And if he won’t help you?”
Treynor had just voiced her secret fear, but Jeannette tried to sound confident when she replied. “He will.”
“Will your parents support you in this?”
“Oui.”
“So you will receive an annulment and then what?”
“Remarry, of course. I can hardly support my family by becoming a nun or a governess, although such a life has its appeal.”
Anger darkened Treynor’s face. “And what if your new husband is as old and twisted as the baron? What will you think when a man like that takes you to his bed?”
Of a broad chest covered with golden hair that swirls into a single line as it lowers to his navel and beyond… Her mouth suddenly dry, Jeannette closed her eyes. “That I did my duty.”
“To your family perhaps.” He studied her carefully. “What if I help you? Set you up in London? Provide for you and your family’s needs? I will probably receive more than two thousand pounds in prize money for this ship. I know it is not a lot to someone who has lived the kind of life you have, but if we are careful it could last for several years.”
Set her up in London? But he had said nothing of marriage. Was he asking her to be his mistress? “In exchange for what?” she asked evenly, almost afraid to hear his answer.
“At this juncture, I don’t know, but …we will see where it leads.”
Her heart constricted with pain. “You know where it will lead. I suppose you expect me to thank you for that kind offer. But I will not disgrace myself or my family by being your whore or anyone else’s. Who knows? Perhaps after the annulment, my parents and I will find a man who can love me. Is that so difficult to believe?”
His nostrils flared as a pained expression crossed his face, an expression that told Jeannette he wasn’t as indifferent as he’d like her to believe. “Not so difficult, no.”
Then why is it too much to ask that you love me?
The lookout gave a shout from high in the rigging. England was upon them.
Jeannette bit her lip to keep from crying and turned away. The battle between her and St. Ives was waiting to be fought. Even if she freed herself from the baron’s grasp, there would be another loveless marriage behind the first. For all her brave words about marrying another, she had little hope of finding happiness with any one of the motley group of nobles who had shown interest in her before.
But Treynor didn’t love her. He desired her, yes, even cared about her. She saw it in his eyes. But he didn’t feel as strongly for her as she did him. If he had asked her, she would have married him without a second thought.
They stood together and watched the green jewel that was England grow larger and larger. Eventually, the Superbe entered the mouth of the Thames. Then Treynor spoke.
“I will see you safely to your parents when we disembark.”
“There is no need. I can make my own way.”
“No.” From the corner of her eye, she saw Treynor’s jaw tighten. “You will allow me that much.”


 
 
Chapter 21
 

 
As soon as they reached solid ground, Treynor took firm hold of Jeannette’s elbow. He did not look back at the Superbe—the ship was now one among many in a forest of masts, her sails furled. The wharves near the Tower were a hive of activity. Dockmen and sailors mingled with officials and prostitutes, both looking to do business.
News of the Superbe had arrived well before they did and a group had gathered to raise a cheer for her capture. But Treynor barely acknowledged their excitement. He had other things on his mind—like the saucy little lady who stalked down the street at his side.
“We will get you out of those sailor’s clothes and back into a dress first thing,” he said as they dodged this way and that to avoid all the foot traffic and carts.
“But where will we get a dress?” she asked. “To have one made would take days.”
“I know a shop that sells used clothing.” He glanced at her attire as he hoisted the bag with his kit higher on his shoulder.
She wrinkled her nose. “Used clothing?”
“Don’t worry. The proprietor is a good friend. I am sure she has something that once belonged to a lady, kept clean and in good repair. There is a market for such things.”
Jeannette frowned but followed his lead, her boot heels clacking above the various noises floating around them.
“Afterward, we will get a room at an inn so we can bathe and have some supper,” he continued.
“And then?”
“We will get a good night’s sleep.”
Jeannette looked at him for the first time, wariness in her eyes.
“In separate rooms, if you like,” he added.
“And tomorrow?” she pressed.
“Tomorrow I will hire a carriage and take you to your cousin’s house so you can be reunited with your family.”
“Certainly you have better things to do with your time, Lieutenant. I can take care of myself.”
“I don’t think you realize how dangerous the city can be.”
“I am not that innocent.”
Treynor didn’t say anything. He couldn’t explain how important it was to him that she be kept safe.
Jeannette glanced around as though she expected the baron, or the baron’s solicitor, to reach out and grab her. Lowering her eyes to the dirty street, she picked up her pace. “What will happen to the Superbe?”
“Most likely the government will have her repaired and re-outfitted. Then she will receive a new name and head back out to sea, this time carrying an English crew.”
“Will you be among them?”
They passed Tower Hill and headed toward Aldgate. “I cannot say at this point. If I am lucky, I will be promoted to first lieutenant or possibly post-captain. There is even the remote possibility of a knighthood.” He shrugged. “It has happened to others. In any case, I will receive a significant share of the prize money derived from the Superbe.”
“Wonderful. You must be very pleased.”
Treynor ignored the sarcasm in her voice. Why, now that he had achieved all he had hoped for, did he feel emptier than before? He knew his lack of enthusiasm had much to do with the woman walking beside him, but he told himself she deserved more than a bastard.
If she went back to her family, her life would follow the course it was meant to follow.
Their time together was nearly over.
 
* * *
 
St. Ives heard the knocker clang against the brass plate on the front door from his study, where he was going over the household accounts. It was too late for visitors. But when the sound came again, louder and more insistent, he removed his spectacles and waited, wondering how long Harripen would take to rouse himself and answer the door.
Too long, he decided when the knocker sounded again. Getting up, he hobbled to the gold-tasseled bellpull on the wall by his desk and gave it a yank, hoping to wake him. The butler slept in a room at the back of the house so he could guard the plate and silver—theft of such items was far more common in the city—but Harripen was older than St. Ives, and the baron feared the man was losing his hearing.
Outside, whoever waited gave up on the knocker and began to bang on the door itself.
“Lord St. Ives! Lord St. Ives! I bear a message for Lord St. Ives!”
“Damn Harripen.” Percy winced at the pain his gout caused him as he grabbed his cane, took the candle that burned on his desk, and made his way down the stairs. It was possible that the messenger had brought word of his missing bride.
Percy cracked open the door, then felt a moment’s trepidation at his own impulsiveness. It was late, and he carried no weapon. He could be opening his home to a band of thieves or murderers. But the deed was done. The wind whooshed into the house, tearing the door out of his grasp. It slammed against the interior wall, startling both him and the young man waiting on the other side.
Bundled up in a thick coat and long scarf, with a hat pulled low over his brow, a lad of about sixteen blinked at him in surprise. “I bear a message for the baron,” he announced before Percy could gather his wits enough to speak.
“From whom?”
“I must deliver it to Lord St. Ives himself.”
“I am Lord St. Ives, you little fool,” Percy snapped, irritated that Harripen had left him to do the job of a common servant. What good was a butler if he had to answer his own door during the most dangerous hours of the night?
Obviously doubtful, the messenger paused as though measuring the richness of St. Ives’s robe against the small, balding man inside it. “My apologies, milord,” he said at last.
Without his wig, St. Ives felt as old and shriveled as he knew he must look, which only made him angrier. “Well? Out with it!”
“Your solicitor bid me tell you to come to the King’s Arms in Aldgate—immediately. And bring some men with you. He has found your wife.”
Percy’s irritation evaporated. “Indeed! Then tell Mr. Moore I am coming.”
The boy hesitated, waiting for a stipend.
“I am in my damned robe. I haven’t got a half-penny,” he snapped and slammed the door.
“Milord? What is the matter?” The crash of the door had roused Harripen. The butler shuffled forward, holding a candelabra with one shaking hand while squinting against its light.
If his night visitor had been bent on murder or mayhem, the venerable butler was hardly able to defend him. Harripen carried a pistol, but he seemed more intent on shielding the flame of his candle with it than in protecting anyone.
“Nothing now,” he replied. “But you can rouse Price and tell him to bring the carriage round. I am going to Aldgate.”
“At this hour, sir?”
“Indeed. My lady will not escape me again.”
“Lady St. Ives has been found, milord?”
“She has.” Feeling more energetic than he had in years, he made his way up the stairs to dress.
“I do hope she is unhurt, milord,” Harripen called after him.
St. Ives paused. “Yes, so do I.”
The butler shuffled back toward the kitchen as, satisfied at last, St. Ives hurried up to his room. He would have his head footman hire some muscle off the docks, which was what he guessed Moore meant by men.
His lovely young wife would be home by morning.
 
* * *
 
Jeannette paced before the fire in her room at the King’s Arms, unable to sleep. Finally full and clean and wearing some decent clothes, she told herself she should be in high spirits. But dinner had been miserable. The atmosphere between her and Treynor had been tense, and when it had come time to retire, he had brushed a quick kiss across her brow and left as though relieved to be away.
With a sigh, she made another pass. She wanted nothing more than to see her family again. And yet …she dreaded the moment she would have to part ways with Treynor and face St. Ives.
Perhaps in her absence the baron had decided he didn’t want a wife who would fly from his home….
It was tempting to hope, but Jeannette suspected St. Ives would not let her out of the marriage so easily. A man who would resort to such extreme measures to acquire an heir wouldn’t give up simply because he met with resistance.
Jeannette heard Treynor’s movements in the room next door and realized he wasn’t sleeping either. She longed to go to him, to seek the comfort and reassurance she lacked.
Perhaps she had been foolish to deny them the pleasure of being in each other’s arms.
Ignoring her better judgment, she padded out into the hall and knocked softly at his door.
“Treynor?” she murmured through the panel. “Are you asleep?”
“Hardly.” The door opened immediately. He wore breeches but nothing else. “Is something wrong?”
Jeannette was almost too afraid to go through with the plan taking shape in the back of her mind. She simply stared into his face, her heart thudding until he pulled her inside, shut the door, and gathered her in his arms.
“Are you frightened, dearest?” he breathed into her hair.
She hated to admit that fear had driven her to his door. She wasn’t sure, exactly, what she felt. “I just want to talk,” she lied.
“I think you mean to drive me mad.”
Jeannette pulled away and moved to gaze out at the moonlit snow, which had nearly melted away. The rain had come and gone all evening, creating a muddy mess.
“What is it, Jeannette?” Treynor came to stand behind her as if ready, should she give him any kind of sign, to take her back into his arms.
She glanced at the bed, then closed her eyes. “All right.”
He turned her to face him. “I don’t understand.”
“Tomorrow I must return to my parents, but tonight is ours.”
He gaped at her while holding himself rigidly in control. “But the annulment—”
“The baron chose me for my pedigree. No doubt he chose his sires according to the same criteria. If I give myself to you, if there is a chance I might be with child, your child, he will not want me.”
Treynor’s eyes narrowed. “But what if he does?”
“We both know how slim my chance is of getting an annulment, even with my virginity intact.”
“I will not let him hurt you.”
“There is nothing you can do,” she whispered.
He lifted a hand to touch her cheek. “Go back to your own room, where you are safe.”
“Treynor.” She wrapped her arms around his neck. “You cannot talk me out of it. Who knows what tomorrow will bring? At least I will have this night.”
“I cannot let you tempt me. What kind of man would I be—”
“Just a man,” she said, kissing the indentation above his collarbone.
His muscles went taut. She thought he’d set her from him again, but he didn’t move. “Jeannette—”
“Now, Treynor, take me now.”
Something akin to a growl sounded low in his throat. In one quick movement, he crushed her to him. His lips moved over her cheek, then paused to mold her mouth to his.
She didn’t refuse when his fingers hungrily worked the laces of the dress he had bought her earlier. He stood back to pull her bodice and shift down, baring her to the waist. Then his head descended, and he took one nipple and then the other into his mouth.
“You are beautiful, Jeannette. God, how I want you. I have wanted you since that first night.”
Jeannette thought she’d melt in his hands. He trailed kisses up her throat, causing her to drop her head back as she abandoned herself to his caress. She had never felt anything so vital as his lips moving over her skin or his heart beating beneath her hands.
“How I wish we had forever,” he whispered hoarsely.
Closing her eyes, Jeannette allowed herself to believe in forever as he placed one arm under her knees, swung her up, and carried her to his bed.
“Your arm is hurt. You will start it bleeding again,” she protested, only half-mindful of such practicalities.
He ignored her efforts to make him put her down. “I feel nothing but desire.”
As Jeannette slid down Treynor’s body, she felt the hardness that attested to his words. A small tremor of fear passed through her as she wondered what she had started and where it would end. But it no longer mattered. She could sooner turn the tide or deny the moon than leave Treynor at this moment.
Eager now that the decision had been made, Jeannette reached for the buttons of his breeches. He watched her as she began to undo each one—then the door seemed to explode.
Jeannette screamed and covered herself as best she could, and Treynor spun to protect her from whatever was coming. But it was too late. The Baron St. Ives stood in the hall between two burly giants. Ralston Moore followed in their wake.
“How dare you!” he thundered, entering the room. “Get away from my wife!”
Treynor tossed a blanket over Jeannette and moved to stand in front of her without bothering to fasten the top buttons of his breeches. “She plans to annul your marriage. You have no claim upon her.”
St. Ives’s eyes nearly bulged from his head. “What are you talking about? I own her! She is as much mine as Hawthorne House or any of my other properties. I will have you thrown into prison if you dare stand in my way.”
On the verge of tears, Jeannette did her best to make herself decent.
“Then I will be forced to protect her any way I can.” The rough edge to Treynor’s voice indicated his words were no bluff, but she feared there was little he could do. He was outnumbered four to one—and injured on top of that.
“I will not have them hurt you, Trey. I will go.” Finished lacing up her dress, she threw off the blanket, and moved toward St. Ives, even though the ugly glint in his eyes frightened her more than the presence of his hired help.
Ralston Moore stayed in the background, as if reluctant to become involved. But Jeannette had no doubt where his loyalties lay.
She stopped to look once more at Treynor. “We can appeal to Lord Darby in the morning and—”
“By then it will be too late and you know it.” Treynor caught her by the wrist and pulled her with him toward his pistol and sword, which rested on the bureau.
“Make one more move toward that, an’ I’ll drop ye where ye stand.” One of the hired brutes pointed a gun at Treynor’s chest.
“Whatever he is paying you fellows isn’t enough,” Treynor said.
“You are a fool!” St. Ives snapped.
“A gambling fool, perhaps. I am willing to wager I can kill you before they get me. Are you willing to bet against me?”
The tough spoke again. “An’ ye with a wounded arm. I’d like ter see that.”
“Wait.” Making a soothing gesture, Moore spoke for the first time. “This is getting out of hand, and there are …legal implications. Perhaps we can arrange a meeting in the morning. It is late after all, my lord—”
“Silence! I will wait no longer.” St. Ives studied Treynor as though trying to gauge just how determined he was. “Name your price,” he said at last. “A good toss is only worth so much. You could buy a hundred whores for what I am willing to pay to have Jeannette back.”
“I have no interest in your dirty bargain,” Treynor responded. “Like your man said, come back in the morning, preferably after we have had a chance to meet with the Earl of Darby and a man of the cloth who knows something about how to achieve an annulment.”
“You are an insolent dog. I have heard enough.” St. Ives snapped his fingers.
There was the click of a trigger, then a deafening roar.
Jeannette screamed in horror, fearing the worst as a ball went through the window, shattering one of its diamond-shaped panes.
Shoving her to the floor, Treynor whirled around for his gun. Another boom rent the air as the lieutenant shot the man coming toward him.
The brute collapsed, howling, clutching at the blood spurting from his thigh.
Treynor dropped his pistol and wielded his sword instead, forcing the other brawny hireling and the baron to step back. “That could just as easily have been you,” he told St. Ives. “Now get out.”
The uninjured man the baron had brought took one look at the shiny steel of Treynor’s blade and ventured forth just long enough to help his wounded comrade to stand. “I only wanted enough coin for a drink or two,” he complained, lugging his groaning burden toward the door. “I’m not willin’ ter ‘ave me arse carved up for it, nor me brother’s neither, be ye baron or the bleedin’ King ‘imself!”
Ralston Moore looked ready to flee, too. He glanced after the men as they staggered off. Then his eyes widened, and he tapped the baron’s shoulder to draw his attention to something in the hall.
Irritated by the distraction, Lord St. Ives scowled in the direction indicated. But when he turned back, his weathered face wore a glacial smile. “Ah. We shall have that audience with Lord Darby a little sooner than we anticipated,” he said and stepped aside so the earl and Jeannette’s parents could enter.
“Jeannette!” Rose Marie started across the room, arms outstretched to enfold her daughter. But then she saw Treynor and stopped dead. Red suffused her cheeks as she eyed his near-naked state and Jeannette’s disheveled hair and gown. “Mon Dieu! We have been so worried about you, ma petite. But there must be some mistake. Tell me this is not what it appears.”
Jeannette’s mother turned to her husband, who looked as stunned as she did.
“You see, my lord?” The baron’s voice turned shrill as he addressed Darby. “This is why your pretty cousin fled my house. And this is how she has thanked you for your efforts on her behalf, by accepting a young, virile man in her bed.”
The earl’s jaw sagged as he looked from Jeannette to Treynor. “She did not strike me as …I mean, you have me at quite a disadvantage, sir. I apologize profusely, of course. And from this moment, I will support whatever is required to help you obtain an annulment.”
The baron drew himself up straighter. “I dare say you have been too forgiving in your opinions of the chit, but I remain enamored of her, even after this. If she will but return with me this night to Hawthorne House—”
“The baron is in error,” Treynor interrupted. “Forgive me for speaking so bluntly, but Jeannette’s maidenhead is intact. And she did not run away with me.”
Rose Marie’s eyelids fluttered; Jeannette thought she might faint. “Who is this man?” Her gaze latched onto the jacket of Treynor’s uniform, slung over one of the bedposts. “A navy rat? Jacques, tell me our daughter is not such a fool as that!”
Jeannette’s father struggled for a moment to find the right words. “C’est impossible! How would she have met him? And where?”
“I met him only after I left Hawthorne House,” Jeannette said. “Did Henri not tell you what he heard?”
“Indeed he did.” The count reached out to calm his flustered wife. “I can understand that you were frightened, ma petite, but the outlandish tales Henri carried to you are completely false. We are convinced of that.”
“Just as your parents are in agreement with Lord Darby that you should honor your vows and return to Hawthorne House with me,” St. Ives added.
“Indeed.” The earl cleared his throat. “It is most kind of Lord St. Ives to take you back, my girl, and that he means to …to say nothing of this unfortunate event is gallant beyond measure. Your father and I have spoken to the man Henri overheard that night. Mr. Manville assures me that your beauty, combined with too much drink, prompted him toward such nonsense.”
Jeannette separated herself from the others. Considering all that had occurred, Darby would never believe in her innocence. And her parents would, very possibly, fear the damage to her reputation enough to turn a deaf ear to her pleas. What had she done? 
 
Treynor’s hand closed over her own, somehow lending her the strength she lacked.
“No, Lord Darby,” she said. “My brother told the truth. I know it in my soul. I can still remember the way those men looked at me.” She shuddered, glaring at St. Ives from her position halfway behind Treynor. “Trust me, I beg you. I must obtain an annulment—”
“I am afraid I cannot ignore what I have seen with my own eyes,” Darby said. “How could I support an annulment? It would take months, possibly years. And the scandal would be all over London! We could never get you another husband—”
“But I won’t go back. Nothing anyone says will convince me. Mon père, please!”
“I know not what to do,” her father admitted. “Right now I am just glad to have you back safe.”
Feeling some hope, she turned her attention his way. “How did you find me, Papa?”
“Mr. Moore sent us word not more than an hour ago.”
St. Ives’s solicitor squirmed near the door. “It was only right to relieve their anxiety as soon as possible,” he explained when the baron sent him a dammning look.
Maybe St. Ives was upset with him, but Jeannette was eternally grateful. “Maman, Papa, this is Lieutenant Crawford Treynor, of His Majesty’s frigate the Tempest. I do not know how I would have survived the past few weeks without him.”
Treynor bowed. “I am sorry we meet under such unfortunate circumstances.”
“What have you done to my daughter?” Rose Marie asked. “She is ruined.” Tears ran down her cheeks, but she wiped them away. “You are no one. You have nothing to offer her.”
Jeannette’s heart gave a painful squeeze. She was about to defend him when her father stepped forward.
“Forgive my wife. She is upset and does not mean what she says,” he said. “We know not what role you have played, Lieutenant Treynor, but if you have indeed been our daughter’s champion, we owe you a great debt.” His eyes lingered on the rumpled bed before settling again on Treynor’s face. “We cannot undo what has been done. But I beg you to let us take Jeannette away from this place without further incident. My wife has been through enough already.”
“Indeed, sir.” Treynor tilted his head to indicate the red-faced baron. “I will make no move to stop you, as long as you and Lord Darby promise me one thing.”
Her father’s surprise that he would make any stipulation was evident. “And that is?”
“That you will not send her back to Hawthorne House under any circumstances.”
“How dare you involve yourself—” Lord Darby began, but the baron interrupted.
“Jeannette is my wife!” he thundered. “No matter what liberties you have taken with her body, she bears my name. I will not be denied that which is mine!”
“You will not practice your debauchery on her,” Treynor responded, his voice low. “Not as long as I am here to stop you.”
“I assure you that can be remedied.” The baron bowed stiffly. “I extend a challenge to you, sir. A duel between gentlemen, although you are no gentleman. Three days hence, just beyond the city by a quarter mile, at Lambsdell. There’s an old beech tree there that is unmistakable. Meet me at dawn, and bring your second.”
Treynor gaped at him. “My lord, I am half your age and you have just seen me wield both pistol and sword. Though you may choose your weapon, you have little chance of besting me.”
“I choose pistols. Perhaps your confidence will be your undoing. I have no intention of being beaten by anyone. You least of all.” He appealed to the earl. “Do you support me in this, Lord Darby?”
Ill at ease, Darby shifted. “Can we not settle this without violence?”
“This is the quickest way to bring the situation to a decisive end,” the baron insisted.
Darby fidgeted, obviously uncomfortable with the idea, but then he sighed. “I am also anxious for a resolution, so allow me to state the terms. Should Lord St. Ives come out the victor, Jeannette will go back with him to Hawthorne House. Should Lieutenant Treynor prevail and Lord St. Ives survive, he will not seek to prevent the annulment. Do you both agree?”
They each nodded assent.
“May I have your word as gentlemen that you will fight fairly and fulfill your end of the bargain?”
Treynor bowed. “As you wish, my lord.”
“No!” Jeannette tried to move forward but Treynor held her back. “The lieutenant is injured, and he has nothing to do with this,” she said. “I ran away on my own. He has merely kept me safe.”
Lord St. Ives gazed at her, eyes gleaming with righteous indignation. “And you have, no doubt, repaid him generously.” He tapped his cane on the floor as if to emphasize his words. “I give my word, as a gentleman,” he said to Darby.
Then, with Ralston Moore dogging his footsteps, he left.


 
 
Chapter 22
 

 
Snowflakes twirled lazily past the window as Treynor gazed out, watching the sunrise on another cold day. He had slept little. After the baron left, Jeannette had departed with her parents and Lord Darby, throwing him a last look of regret and apprehension.
Then the inn’s proprietor had stormed up the stairs to demand an explanation for gunfire in his establishment. The man had wanted to throw Treynor out-reminding him of his stay at the Stag the first night he met Jeannette-but after a sincere apology and some fast talking to convince him that he had every intention of paying for the broken window, Treynor had been left to sleep in peace.
Only he hadn’t closed his eyes. The night had dragged by like a ship snagged in a narrow channel until Treynor thought he would go mad, especially because his thoughts seemed to make one continuous round.
He should feel relieved, he told himself. Jeannette was back with her family, her future dependent on a fight he knew he could win. What more could he ask for? Why did he feel so dissatisfied?
Because he wanted Jeannette for himself.
He knew he should walk away and never see her again. It was the kindest thing he could do for her. The wife of a naval officer was lonely indeed. He would return to sea in a few weeks and remain away for months at a time, even if the war ended soon. And should she be free to wed again, her family would certainly discourage a match to a bastard with no name and no inheritance. Jeannette had once been accustomed to the wealth and status his mother enjoyed. Whether the king knighted him or not, he could provide her with neither.
She was better off with someone else.
But that thought brought him no comfort.
Gingerly, he pulled the jacket of his uniform over his injured arm and buttoned it. Regardless of what he could or could not have, he hoped to rid England, and Jeannette, of one worthless baron. But first he had a promise to keep.
 
* * *
 
After a day and a half of riding in the drizzling rain, Treynor arrived at his mother’s estate. He’d almost turned back time and again, except he owed his mother an apology. And he had decided while on the Superbe that if he ever had the chance, he would deliver it in person.
A stablehand spied him through the rain and came out to hold the reins while he dismounted, then led the horse away with a tip of his hat.
Treynor watched him before approaching the grand columns of the front entrance.
He rang the bell, wondering as he waited how his mother would receive him. Would she rebuff him? Mock his sudden change of heart? For how could she not think it sudden after all these years?
He wished he could explain what had happened to him the day Amelia gave birth. How watching her baby be born had touched something deep in his soul. How coming so close to death on the Superbe had taught him the value of life. How all the changes in him seemed to be wrapped up in loving Jeannette—
The door creaked open and his mother’s elderly butler peered out at him. “Master Treynor. It is a pleasure to see you, sir.”
“Thank you, Godfrey,” he said. “Is my mother in?”
“Indeed, sir. She told me you were here. She can see the drive from her study.”
The butler showed him inside a luxurious entry hall with mahogany paneling and marble-topped tables, tapestry-covered chairs, and an ancient mural of the Last Supper. “Lady Bedford asked me to show you upstairs. She has not been feeling well,” Godfrey announced, taking his wet coat and giving it to a silent maid. “Put that by the downstairs fire, Agnes,” he said.
With a quick, shy smile, she bobbed a curtsy and folded the coat over her arm before scurrying off.
Treynor followed Godfrey to the top of a grand staircase, then down a hall to a balcony overlooking a ballroom. Eventually, they came to a small sitting room where his mother stood gazing out the window.
“I am surprised to see you.” Once Godfrey had withdrawn and closed the door, she turned to face him. “I read of your daring naval battle in the paper today. There was even mention of a possible knighthood. I thought you would be glorying in your success, not traveling out in the cold to visit me.” She offered him a thin smile. “What brings you here?”
Not knowing where to begin, Treynor ignored the question. “Godfrey tells me you are not feeling well.”
She laughed softly. “It is nothing. Old age and bad weather, both of which sneak up on the unsuspecting.”
“It is warm enough in here.” He strode to the fireplace, collected the poker, and jabbed the fiery logs. They sparked and popped before falling into a pile of glowing embers. “Is your husband home?”
“He is visiting a lady friend in Exeter. It seems they have something to celebrate.”
“A lady friend?”
His mother shrugged. “May I offer you some tea?” Obviously, she was more interested in trying to unravel the riddle of his presence than in talking about the marquess.
“I would enjoy that. Thank you.” He saw her confusion as he set the poker aside, but she moved dutifully to the bellpull to summon a servant.
“Do you want to tell me about the capture of the Superbe?”
Treynor gave her a wry smile. “Mother, I didn’t come here in hopes of earning your approval, at least in the sense that used to be important to me.”
Her eyes widened. “Something has changed. What?”
Treynor cleared his throat. “I came to offer you an apology.”
She didn’t respond, but her eyes lingered on his face. While waiting for him to explain, she seemed to falter and took a seat on a rose-damask settee.
“Perhaps I have been unfair to you.” He ran a hand through his damp hair, feeling more self-conscious than he’d imagined.
“I beg your pardon?”
He soldiered on. “Since I became a man I have never given you a chance to know me, or to care for me. Nor have I opened my heart to you.” Unable to read his mother’s face, he swallowed hard. “I have been too busy holding grudges. I am sorry.”
His mother closed her eyes and covered her mouth with a hand that shook ever so slightly. After a moment, she stood, holding her head at a proud angle. “I have always admired you so. If I have done nothing in this life but give you birth, I have achieved one success.” She stopped talking long enough to control the quaver that had crept into her voice. “And although I bitterly regret some of the decisions I have made, I am grateful that I can call you my son.”
Treynor had never touched his mother before, had not been permitted more than a brief, formal kiss on the cheek. But for a moment he took her in his arms and held her close, feeling the fledgling tenderness inside him grow stronger, healthier.
“I love you, my son,” she murmured. “I have always loved you.”
Pulling back, she wiped away the tears that streamed unheeded down her cheeks. Then she crossed to a tall secretary and opened its doors.
After withdrawing something Treynor could, at first, not see, she turned and handed him a folded paper sealed with red wax. “This is for you.”
 
* * *
 
“Do you love him?” Jeannette’s mother sat across from her in the earl’s well-appointed drawing room, peering over the rim of the delicate china cup she held to her lips.
“Love whom?” Jeannette kept her eyes cast down. Her father and Lord Darby were out, and Henri had gone searching for a book upstairs in the library. She and her mother were alone for almost the first time since she had returned nearly two days ago.
“The lieutenant, of course.”
“I barely know him, Maman.”
“Nonsense.” Rose Marie set her cup on its saucer and scooted her chair back. “We found you in his room. Barely dressed.”
Jeannette felt herself blush. “I am sorry for that, Maman. I know it distresses you. I was …I was frightened and lonely, and the lieutenant had been good to me.”
“He is not even a first lieutenant, Jeannette. And England is at war. Truly, is that the sort of man you wish to become involved with? To think you once dazzled every young aristocrat in France.”
The balls and soirees she had attended, her ardent admirers, her pampered life—none of that mattered to her anymore. Her sentimental longing for the past had vanished. Were she given a chance to marry Lieutenant Treynor or reclaim what she had lost in France, she would marry the lieutenant without a backward glance.
But he hadn’t asked for her hand, so there was no use discussing the subject with Maman.
“Those days are gone. I wish I could get them back, for the sake of you and Papa and Henri, but I cannot.”
“Ah, Jeannette. Fate has conspired against us.”
“Indeed. We are now merely poor relations to an English earl. Should St. Ives let me go, I must settle for whatever new suitor Lord Darby can find.”
“He did not do so well the first time,” her mother said tartly.
Jeannette had to agree. “No, but he had no way of knowing St. Ives was a dishonorable fellow. A proper marriage to a man of means and good family would allow me to provide for you and Papa. And there is Henri to think about—he will need entrée to society and a gentleman’s education. I care about nothing beyond that.”
Rose Marie smiled patiently. “Your father and I are getting old and have lived our lives. Henri is young and can make his own way. Do not choose a husband for what he can do for us, my child. You made that mistake with St. Ives, no? We were fools to go against our better judgment. After what has happened, I shall never put you at risk again.”
“But you have so little here in England!”
“We have you and Henri and each other. Is there anything more important? Our dearest friends were not so blessed when they went to the guillotine.”
Jeannette fell silent. Those final days in France had been terrifying. “Still,” she ventured after a moment, “if I make the right match, you will know no want in your old age—”
“And you may know no happiness. I have thought so since meeting Treynor at the King’s Arms.”
Jeannette’s eyes widened with surprise.
“Choose your lieutenant, Jeannette. That is what your heart tells you, is it not?”
“He—he is a bastard, Maman. Would that bother you?”
Rose Marie grimaced, but laughed. “Ma cherie, if you love him, you love him.”
“Thank you, Maman,” she began, “but …you need not worry about my marrying him. He does not …care for me in the same way.”
“He is risking his life for you.”
Jeannette winced at the reminder. She had been trying not to think about the coming duel. St. Ives walked with a cane. His movements revealed stiffness and pain in every joint. It was unthinkable that the baron dared challenge Treynor—unless he planned to ensure his own success. “I fear St. Ives will not fight fairly.”
Rose Marie considered her words. “He risks much if he does not. Surely the lieutenant will walk away unscathed. You need not worry.”
“I would have said the same thing not more than an hour ago.” Lord Darby had just entered the room with Jeannette’s father.
Jeannette looked up in surprise, then followed the earl with her eyes. “And now?”
“Your father and I learned some interesting news today.” Doffing his hat, he sank onto the sofa. “Evidently the baron likes to duel. He has been at it for years.”
“But the gout—”
“Is in his leg,” the earl finished.
Jeannette and her mother glanced at each other. “There must be some mistake—”
“I am afraid not.” With a sigh, Darby crossed one leg over the other. “He nearly killed a young upstart not too long ago. Boasted of it all over the gaming hells. And there are …rumors as to how he accomplished it.”
“He cheats?” Jeannette cried.
Darby’s eyebrows went up. “No one dares accuse such a powerful man, but …the rumors suggest that, yes.”
“Then we must warn the lieutenant!”
“I already sent my coachman to the King’s Arms to deliver the news. I felt it only fair that Treynor know what he might be up against.”
“What if that isn’t enough?” Jeannette asked.
“The rest resides in God’s hands,” her father said.
“No,” she argued. “We must go to the duel, make sure the baron fights fairly.”
He gave her a pointed glance. “We will do no such thing.”
 
* * *
 
That night, Jeannette tossed and turned as thoughts of the duel at dawn faded into nightmares of Treynor being killed. She told herself she worried for nothing. The lieutenant was well trained and capable. If he won, she would be free of the baron. But if he lost …it was too frightening to consider.
Burying her head beneath the pillow, she tried to block the memory of Darby’s haunting words.
He nearly killed a young upstart not too long ago. Boasted of it all over the gaming hells. And there are …rumors as to how he accomplished it….
He cheats?
No one dares accuse such a powerful man, but …the rumors suggest that, yes.
He would not fight fairly. She knew it. Would a mere warning be enough to save Treynor?
There was no way to be sure. She could do nothing to stop the duel. Treynor had given his word and would keep it, regardless.
Her father might have sufficient faith to leave it in the hands of God, but she could not sit back and do nothing. Leaving the warmth of her bed, Jeannette hurried down the corridor to her brother’s room. Henri was sleeping soundly, one arm thrown over his head. The sight of him looking so young again, so innocent, tugged at her heart, making her grateful to be reunited with her family.
But she dared not linger. Treynor needed her.
She put on a shirt and breeches from Henri’s wardrobe. Then she grabbed one of her brother’s coats and covered her head with a hat. She would need to move without notice. This time of night, a boy could certainly do so more easily than a young woman.
Cringing as the floor creaked beneath her feet, she made her way to her parents’ rooms. Since the revolutionaries had stormed their house in Paris, her father kept a gun close by.
She found his powder flask and bullet bag, which she shoved in her pocket. The gun was there, too. Securing it between Henri’s belt and the bare skin of her stomach, she gave her parents one last look, said a silent good-bye, and headed outside.
The soggy grass squished beneath her feet as the long barrel of her father’s pistol pressed against her hip and leg, extending almost to her knee. She had nearly achieved St. James’s Square, which was empty this time of night, when she heard a drunken voice singing an old ballad.
Someone was making their way home from the pubs.
Ash trees grew at the side of the road. Her breath misting in front of her, she ducked into them, using the fog for cover as well, while she waited for the stranger to stumble by. But it wasn’t easy to waste the time. She had at least two miles to walk to make the duel site before the baron or the lieutenant arrived.
As soon as the man was gone, she trudged on and on—endlessly, it seemed. Fortunately, Oxford Road was easy to find. So was Lambsdell and the old beech tree with its massive trunk and giant spread of branches.
But how would she watch unobserved? The fog would help cloak her, but she could not rely on that alone. And if she had to hide herself too far away, she would not be in a position to help if something went wrong….
As she circled the beech where the duel was to take place, the snap of a twig brought Jeannette to a halt. She tried to hear beyond the soft rush of her own breathing, listened for the sounds of some small animal, which it probably was, but heard …nothing. Silence reigned, broken only by the sudden trill of a bird.
She was just considering a thick stand of trees as her hiding place—she might be able to view the action despite the thick fog from there—when the ground began to vibrate.
Someone was coming. Moving deeper into the surrounding woods, she found an icy ditch and climbed into it.
Peering over the lip of her hiding place, she caught a glimpse of black through the branches and dense gray of a stormy-looking dawn: the baron’s carriage. It sped so confidently toward her, she began to feel more and more justified in her fear for Treynor’s safety.
“My, you are eager for this meeting with the lieutenant, monsieur,” she murmured to herself. “What, exactly, do you have planned?”


 
 
Chapter 23
 

 
The carriage pulled to a stop so close to her hiding place that Jeannette could almost reach out and touch the wheel. She wished she had managed to find a spot a little farther away—something that would give her more room to maneuver, if necessary. But it was too late. She couldn’t risk moving. Not now.
St. Ives’s shoes came into view as he descended from his carriage. Ralston Moore climbed out next. Jeannette recognized him as he walked in front and gazed down the road as if he thought he should be able to see Treynor coming toward them in spite of the fog. Evidently, the solicitor was playing the role of the baron’s second.
“Are you sure this is the place?” Moore rubbed his temples as though trying to relieve a headache.
The baron came to stand next to him. “He can’t miss the tree.”
“But …did you want to get under the branches or—”
“The road is fine. There isn’t a soul around.”
Moore kicked at the ice-hardened mud. “Is it truly needful to go through with this? I mean, certainly there must—”
“There is no other way! This is where Lieutenant Treynor draws his last breath. And I, for one, cannot wait.”
“But—”
“Silence!” St. Ives glared at him, then tossed a glance at his liveried driver and lowered his voice. “Do you think I wanted any part of this? I have no choice. It is all Richard Manville’s fault. If not for him, I would have my wife with child and tucked safely away at Hawthorne House even now.”
Moore shook his head. “But death is so …permanent.”
“Always a good thing to keep in mind.”
“You are not threatening me….”
St. Ives lifted his head in an imperious manner. “Merely telling you that your concern is unwarranted. You need only watch—” he smiled “—and report what I told you.”
Moore hesitated, but ultimately acquiesced. “Yes, my lord.”
“Now.” The baron clapped his hands. “My pistols.”
With a sigh, Moore returned to the carriage. When Jeannette saw him next, he was holding a velvet box from which he took two ivory-handled guns. “Here they are.”
“And just in time.” St. Ives gestured toward the road. Two men approached on horseback, coming from the city. Jeannette couldn’t see them, but the clopping of hooves and the whinnying of their horses carried to her ears.
It had to be Treynor. She strained to catch a glimpse of him and the man with him, but the fog was too thick. It wasn’t until he was nearly upon them that she could make him out—and what a vision he made sitting astride his horse, his back straight, his shoulders square, the brass buttons of his uniform shining despite the dull, overcast sky. Bosun Hawker was his second. Although they appeared at ease, there was a predatory awareness about them that made Jeannette feel slightly reassured. Had they gotten the message?
There was no way to be sure….
Treynor’s eyes scanned the dark, foggy woods on either side of him, causing Jeannette to hunch down. “I see you have chosen a spot with plenty of cover,” he said as soon as they were close enough for him to speak. “Somehow, I thought you might.”
The baron didn’t respond to his sarcasm. “This need not take long.” He walked to meet the lieutenant, his steps jerky without the aid of his cane.
“It need not take place at all,” Treynor responded. “I have no desire to kill an old man who is ill-equipped to face me.”
St. Ives’ voice revealed his eagerness. “I have had my share of success with a pistol. Take heed for your own hide, Lieutenant Treynor. Your minutes on this earth are numbered.”
Treynor chuckled, but didn’t get off his horse. “Is there no way to talk you out of this madness?”
“My lord, it might serve you well to listen—” Moore started. Jeannette could tell he was hopeful the duel would be canceled, but St. Ives squelched any talk of forgoing the bloodshed.
“A pity my wife is not here to see what a sniveling coward you really are,” he snapped at Treynor and Moore’s shoulders slumped in defeat.
Bosun Hawker mumbled something, and he and Treynor dismounted.
Jeannette crawled down the ditch, trying to get a better view, but the rustling of her movements sounded far too loud. Afraid the foursome would turn and see her, or at least investigate, she held still.
They didn’t even glance over.
The cumbersome gun wedged inside her belt poked into her stomach, which was uncomfortable. She was just reaching for it when she sensed that she had company and froze. Someone or something had come up from behind. Who or what? St. Ives, Ralston Moore, Bosun Hawker, and Treynor were already marking off their paces, oblivious to her presence.
The hair on the back of her neck rose as she braved a glance over her shoulder. Sir Thomas, the baron’s filthy-minded friend, crouched beside her, wearing a sinister smile beneath the shadow of his big nose. The other man she’d met at her wedding, Desmond Something if she remembered right. He crept out of the fog on her other side, trapping her between them. Bringing a pistol into view, Sir Thomas pointed it at her head and motioned her to silence.
Jeannette began to sweat despite the cold, damp air as Desmond put a hand on her shoulder to hold her in place.
“Four …five …six…” Moore counted as Treynor and the baron walked.
Jeannette watched the men move apart. According to the rules set by their seconds, at ten, they would turn and shoot. Only Treynor would be dead before he could pull the trigger. Sir Thomas was already taking aim.
“Seven …eight …nine…”
Jeannette’s nerves stretched so taut she tingled all over. Taking short, quick breaths, she prayed for the opportunity to do what she must.
Sir Thomas watched the men on the road as carefully as she did, waiting for the right time. She could see his finger tighten on the trigger, knew she had to stop him or Treynor would die, just as St. Ives intended.
As soon as Ralston Moore cried, “Ten!” everything happened at once. Using all the energy she possessed, she broke free from Desmond and knocked Sir Thomas off balance.
His gun exploded in spite of her efforts.
She pulled out her father’s pistol, but several more shots rent the air before she could fire, and Sir Thomas and Desmond both fell.
Scrambling up and out of the ditch, she took no time to wonder who had shot them. Frantically, she looked around for Treynor, half-expecting to find him in a heap on the ground. But he wasn’t dead; he was striding toward his opponent with his gun raised. Amazingly, the baron stood, unhurt, as well.
“Evidently you do not understand the rules of a duel, my lord,” Treynor said. “No doubt the tactics you have employed this morning is how you have won so many.” He motioned for St. Ives to drop his pistol as men from the Tempest came out of the foggy thicket behind Jeannette.
The baron complied, his eyes daggers of hate.
“You see,” Treynor continued, “having a hidden accomplice shoot your opponent is against an Englishman’s code of honor. Or, at least, that is what I have been told. But I am just a bastard. Hawker, have you ever heard otherwise?”
“Not me, sir, no.” The bosun held a gun to the frightened Ralston Moore to keep him from going anywhere. “But then I’m not a bloody aristocrat, either. Seems the baron thinks ‘e can murder in cold blood whenever it suits ‘im.”
“I tried to stop him,” Moore said, his voice filled with regret. “I told him it was wrong.”
The baron sent his solicitor a disgusted glance for this betrayal, one that said he was lower than a dog.
“Fortunately for me, I brought a little insurance,” Treynor said.
“Sorry we was late, Lieutenant.” A pig-tailed sailor dragged a sullen Sir Thomas into the open; another man did the same with Desmond. They’d both been shot and were in a great deal of pain, but they did not seem near death. “We ‘ad a ‘ell of a time findin’ these blokes after we watched ‘em go in. But the lad here—” He nodded at Jeannette, then blinked in surprise when he recognized her. “Blimey! ‘Tis Jean Vicard! I mean Lady St. Ives, if ye’ll forgive me language!”
Treynor’s steady gaze pinned Jeannette to the spot where she stood.
She looked down at the gun in her hands, only now remembering that amid her fear and worry, she had forgotten to load and prime it.
“She’s a right brave lass, sir,” said the man at her side.
“That she is,” Treynor acknowledged, but he hardly seemed pleased. “I still say you deserve a good spanking,” he told her. “And I know just the man to give it to you.”
His lips curved into a wry grin that Jeannette answered with one of her own. “Proceed with caution, Lieutenant. This time I am armed.”
“May you both rot in hell!” the baron growled.
Treynor raised a sardonic eyebrow as he turned back to St. Ives and reached into his jacket to withdraw a packet of papers. “I believe you have an agreement to fulfill, sir. I happen to have all the paperwork right here.”
At the mention of a document, Ralston Moore craned his head around to have a better look. “What is it? A confession?”
“It’s a promise to seek an annulment, you idiot.” St. Ives visually checked with his driver as though considering the possibility of escape, but his man sat slack-jawed on the seat, stunned. He definitely didn’t seem to be thinking about going anywhere. Even if he was, the tars surrounding him stepped closer.
Moore brushed himself off. “I recommend you sign it.”
St. Ives gave his solicitor a scathing look When he turned his attention to Jeannette, she could almost hear his thoughts, feel his desire for revenge.
Sign it, she silently willed him.
“You are a fool,” he said to her. “You have given up everything. And for what? For him?” He motioned to Treynor. “What will he be able to give you? Nothing. Nothing at all.”
“At least I will be free of you,” she spat.
Reluctantly taking the quill Treynor handed him, St. Ives moved to dip the nib into a jar of ink held by one of the other sailors, but fumbled and dropped it. Immediately, he bent as if to retrieve it, but pulled a hidden pistol from his coat instead.
A shot rang out, the sound deafening at such close range. Jeannette blinked at the men, fearing the baron had shot Treynor after all, but it was St. Ives who crumbled to the ground.
Throwing down his pistol, Hawker stared at the man he’d just shot.
“Blast you to hell!” The baron clasped one hand to his chest as if he could hold back the blood that seeped through his clothing.
“My lord!” Moore rushed to kneel at his patron’s side and tried to help him staunch the bleeding.
Sir Thomas and Desmond stopped writhing from the misery of their wounds long enough to gape in horror.
The solicitor blinked at Sir Thomas and Desmond, then at St. Ives. “I will get help. Don’t worry.” He looked back at the road, but before he could even stand, a gurgle came out of the baron’s throat, and he died.
The gruesome spectacle sickened Jeannette. She averted her eyes as Treynor sent two of his men to town to bring medical help and a constable.
“It’s over now,” he murmured, pulling her into his arms.
The others gathered around, staring at the dead man.
“You will hang for murder,” Sir Thomas told Bosun Hawker. “Maybe you all will.”
Treynor made a negating sound. “Not when we have so many witnesses to tell what really happened.” He cocked an eyebrow at St. Ives’s driver and his solicitor, who was still trying to wipe the baron’s blood off his hands. “Is that not true, Mr. Moore?”
Moore’s eyes darted to Sir Thomas, who was shot in the arm, and Desmond, who was shot in the shoulder a little higher and seemed worse off, before looking at Treynor. “I want no more trouble.” He sounded relieved. “I will tell the truth. I swear I will.”
His words seemed to drain the anger out of Sir Thomas, as well. St. Ives’s friend studied the solicitor for a moment, then nudged Desmond. “So will we,” he said at last. “Just get us a damn doctor.”
 
* * *
 
“Where will you go from here?” Jeannette asked Treynor as she rode behind him in the saddle.
The chestnut gelding’s hooves rang out on the cobblestone streets that led to the square where Darby lived. “I have some matters to attend to.”
She tried to ignore the feel of his lean waist beneath the circle of her arms, but couldn’t stop her nerves from responding to him any more than she could stop her heart from loving him. “Are you to be knighted, then?”
He glanced back, his brows raised. “What?”
“I asked if you will receive a knighthood.”
“It’s a possibility.”
“Are you not excited?”
He nodded. “But I have other issues to deal with that might prove less enjoyable.”
Jeannette waited, thinking he might elaborate. When he didn’t, she decided not to press him. “I suppose you will be going back to sea shortly.”
“Yes. I am to be promoted to post-captain.” He said it matter-of-factly, as though it wasn’t a monumental accomplishment, but Jeannette knew better.
“Good. You make an admirable leader.” She didn’t add how much she’d miss him, or how frightened she was at the thought of him going back to fight more battles like the one she had witnessed on the Tempest.
They fell a few paces behind Bosun Hawker and the others, who had been riding in a group around them. “Hopefully I will get a decent ship. And you? What will you do?” he asked, his body tensing as though he feared her answer.
“I have been thinking about becoming a governess. I could teach French.”
He turned to see her face. “No more marriage contracts?”
She tried to laugh. “I hope not.”
Treynor halted the horse in front of Darby’s townhouse and one of his men helped her dismount. “Perhaps our paths will cross again.”
Jeannette tried not to wince at the casual remark. “No, I think not.” She allowed him to help her down, then gave him a brief smile. “Thank you, Lieutenant. I wish you health and happiness,” she murmured and turned to move away, but he called her back.
“Jeannette?”
She glanced over her shoulder, her heart nearly stopping at the sight of him sitting tall in the saddle, watching her. A weak sun, the only sun they would likely see all day, gleamed off his hair and lighted the chiseled planes of his face, drawing her attention to his lips.
What she wouldn’t give for one more kiss.
“I …never mind.” He stayed on the horse, unbending. Then he smiled a good-bye and rode away.
 
* * *
 
“So. I am officially a widow.” Jeannette, still wearing Henri’s clothes, faced her parents as they sat at breakfast. Fortunately Darby hadn’t yet descended from his room or Jeannette knew he’d be scandalized by her attire and her devil-may-care attitude. But she couldn’t find it in her to worry about such trivialities anymore.
“What happened?” Her mother took in her disheveled hair and boy’s clothes with minute precision.
Ignoring the food on his plate, her father shoved his chair back and stood. “You didn’t go to the duel….”
Jeannette nodded, too tired after her sleepless night to remain standing. She was not inclined to placate her parents for having disobeyed her father. She sank into a seat at the end of the table and propped her chin on her fist.
A frown punctuated her father’s disapproval. “You are getting far too willful for your own good, young lady—”
Rose Marie cut him off with a restraining hand on his arm. “Jacques, she loves him. Can you not see how miserable she is? What good is your fussing now? She is back, no? And whole enough.”
Her opened his mouth as though he would berate her anyway, then shut it. “At least tell us what happened,” he said at last.
“What is this?” Henri entered the room and gawked at her. “Since when have you started wearing my clothes?”
“Never mind, Henri,” Rose Marie told him. “Fill your plate and sit down. We are in the middle of something.” Her gaze returned to Jeannette, but Henri would not be put off so easily.
“You went to the duel!” he exclaimed. “I cannot believe it! And Maman would not let me watch.”
“Henri!” Rose Marie snapped, her voice a warning. “Eat your breakfast.”
“Yes, Maman.” Henri shot his sister a sulky look as he helped himself to the food on the sideboard before taking a seat across from Jacques.
“Well?” Jeannette’s mother prompted. “Are you going to tell us how your lieutenant killed the baron?”
“He didn’t kill him, Maman. His second did.” Jeannette quickly explained everything that had happened, cringing at the memory. She had come so close to losing Treynor….
What was she thinking? She had lost him. He was going back to sea, moving on with his life.
“And what of the lieutenant?” her mother asked when she’d finished the tale.
“He has been made post-captain and will be receiving his own ship. He does not yet know which one—”
Rose Marie set her napkin aside. “So he is returning to sea?”
Jeannette swallowed against the lump in her throat and nodded.
“And you, my poor daughter?”
“I think I shall become a governess, Maman.”
Worry etched deep lines in her mother’s face. “Surely, you cannot be seriously considering going into service.”
“I am.”
“But why? You could run a girl’s school or do charitable service, either of which would be far more befitting your station—”
“I no longer care about station, Maman. At this moment, teaching children appeals to me more than anything else.”
“Are you sure? Being a governess, living with others, is not an easy thing. I hate to see you give up the idea of marriage and a family of your own—”
“I am sure,” Jeannette interrupted.
Rose Marie nodded. “I see. Well, it is a respectable way to live, ma petite. You would make an excellent governess. Perhaps the earl can recommend you to a good family.”
“I shall speak to him, Maman.”
“No, I will take care of it,” her father said.
“Thank you, Papa.”
“Why is everyone so sad?” Henri asked. “We knew the baron wouldn’t live forever. We arranged a marriage contract, did we not?”
“We did,” Rose Marie confirmed. “Jeannette will receive a goodly widow’s portion. And she deserves it after what that miserable wretch has put her through.”
“Then what is wrong?” His childish gaze moved from face to face. “Jeannette, you are glad to be rid of the baron, n’est-ce pas?”
Jeannette nodded. “Indeed, Henri. I have never been happier,” she said. And then she burst into tears.


 
 
Chapter 24
 

 
The Earl of Darby’s study, with its dark paneling, leather furniture, and the scent of pipe tobacco lingering in the air, was a somber place. It didn’t help that the earl’s father, a severe-looking man, glared down from his portrait high on the wall.
Having been a widower for nearly twenty years, Lord Darby had transformed the house into a wholly male domain, this room more than any other. Newspapers were stacked on chairs, various files, documents, and law books lay open on the floor or on the side table, and a pile of mail awaited his attention in front of him. Jeannette saw Darby frowning over an invitation of some sort as she knocked tentatively on the open door.
“Excuse me, Lord Darby. Do you have a moment?”
He glanced up, looking puzzled at the interruption, as though he had forgotten his houseguests. Indeed, the way he went about his business as though she and her family weren’t there made Jeannette suspect he had.
He cleared his throat. “Yes, please, come in. Make yourself comfortable.”
Standing, he rounded his desk to clear off a chair for her, then glanced helplessly at the clutter as if he didn’t know where to put the pile of papers now that her visit had disturbed its normal resting place.
“I will not allow the maids in here,” he explained, his color rising. “My fondness for finding what I want the moment I need it is too great.”
How he could find anything on his overburdened desk or the avalanche of paper growing toward the center of the floor was a puzzle, but Jeannette smiled as he solved his dilemma by simply adding to the pile in the chair next to her.
“A man’s study should be exactly as he would like it,” she said as he returned to his seat. “I apologize for disturbing you here. It is just that …I have had something on my mind of late, and wish to discuss it with you.”
“Of course. I am afraid I have been neglectful of you. Those damn Tories in Parliament, you know. They keep me hopping. Every good Whig needs to do his civic duty—indeed more, during these trying times.”
“In comparison, this is a trifling matter, but …I spoke to my father about the possibility of my becoming a governess nearly a fortnight ago.” She toyed with the edges of her shawl. “He assured me he would ask you for a letter of recommendation, but I fear the matter has completely slipped his mind.”
That Jacques was holding out, hoping she would change her mind was more likely, but Jeannette had no intention of speaking more of the truth than necessary.
“A governess?” The earl pursed his lips. “But your mother hopes you will marry again and have a family. Another few years and—”
“I know. I might be too old to make a favorable match.”
He didn’t argue with her. “You have considered that?”
Jeannette took a deep breath. She had thought about nothing else in the two weeks since the duel. Part of her had secretly hoped she would hear from Treynor, but when no word came, she knew she had to go on and build something with her life.
“Thanks to my widow’s portion, we shall not want for money. My family and I plan to let a small house here in London where we can once again stand on our own, and I—”
“You and your family have been no trouble,” he interrupted.
Jeannette knew he was merely being polite. Kind but basically practical, the earl would be glad, whether he admitted it or not, to rid himself of his impoverished relatives and be left to devote himself exclusively to his political causes. “And you have been most generous, my lord, but I feel it is time we adjust to this new country and make our own way in it.”
“An admirable attitude, but has your experience with the baron so poisoned you against marriage that you are unwilling to try again?”
Jeannette frowned. “No, not that, exactly. I have come to the conclusion that I cannot be happy with a man I do not love.”
“But many times love, or at least a mutual respect, comes later.”
It had for her parents, but…
“For me, it will be marriage that comes later—much later. I am quite set on my decision. Teaching will give me something worthwhile to devote my life to.”
“Very well, then. I shall speak to my friends and acquaintances and see if I can find you a good post.”
“Thank you, sir. You can tell them I am ready to start immediately.”
“And how long might you stay on?”
Jeannette thought of the years that loomed before her, long, lonely years without Treynor. “Two to four, to start, I should think.”
“I shall see what I can do.”
“You have my gratitude.” She stood to go, and he turned his attention back to the work on his desk. But before she passed into the hall, he called her back.
“Yes?”
He lifted the square sheet of paper he’d been reading when she entered. “The Duke of Ellsborough is having a ball. He knows that I rarely attend such events, but he has sent me an invitation nonetheless and asks that I bring my French relatives. Are you interested in going?”
Jeannette thought of all the balls and masques she had attended before St. Ives extended his proposal, and didn’t think she could endure another one. She refused to go into mourning for the baron, a man she scarcely knew and didn’t love, but was hardly ready to return to polite society and the gossip that would face her there. She longed only for a quiet post where she could bury the hopes and dreams that were now lost to her. “No, sir.”
“I will send His Grace a polite refusal and see you at dinner, then.”
“Yes, my lord.”
“And Jeannette?”
“Yes, sir?”
“Do not worry. I shall find you a two-year post as governess within a fortnight.”
Jeannette gave him a smile that was decidedly wobbly. “Thank you, Lord Darby. You are most kind.”
 
* * *
 
A week later Henri burst into her bedroom without so much as a knock. “Jeannette!”
Irritated, Jeannette looked up from the book she had been reading. “What is it, Henri?”
“The Duke of Ellsborough is here.”
“Who?” Where had she heard that name before?
“The Duke of Ellsborough! And he wants to see you.”
“Me! But why?”
“He didn’t say. Lord Darby has already introduced Maman and Papa and myself, so I suppose His Grace simply wants to meet the rest of the family.”
Jeannette tossed him a disbelieving look. “That makes no sense, Henri. A duke would not stoop to introduce himself to a family of poor French immigrants.”
Henri looked insulted. “Papa is a gentleman!”
“I know.” Jeannette gave him a weak smile in apology for her dour mood and tossed her book on the bureau. The last thing she had expected was a visitor. But she could not refuse to meet a duke.
With a quick glance in the mirror, she did what she could to tame her short, curly hair—which was, thank goodness, growing out—and ran a hand over her dress to smooth away the wrinkles.
“Come on, Jeannette. We cannot keep him waiting,” Henri said.
“Does the duke seem to know Lord Darby well?” She followed him from the room, still trying to figure out the reason for this unexpected visit.
“I think so.”
Then it hit her, where she’d heard Ellsborough’s name before. Lord Darby had mentioned it during their interview a week ago. From the sound of it, he and the duke were friends. Perhaps Ellsborough wanted to meet her because he was looking for a governess.
Of course! Darby had promised she would have a post inside of two weeks, but so far she had heard nothing. The duke’s visit signified that the earl was remaining true to his word, after all.
She felt a tremor of excitement, the first since Treynor had left her to go on his merry way. If she must work, she could do no better than to school a duke’s children.
Her parents were sitting on the sofa when she entered the drawing room. Darby stood next to a wingback chair, his back to the windows that overlooked the fashionable houses across the square. A tall, older gentleman with flowing dark hair and graying temples sat closest to the door. He regarded her with thoughtful blue eyes the moment she stepped into the room.
“There you are, Jeannette,” Darby turned to the older man. “Allow me to introduce Lady St. Ives, my cousin’s lovely daughter.” To her, with a nod, he said, “His Grace, the Duke of Ellsborough.”
Jeannette dipped into a deep curtsy. “It is truly a pleasure, Your Grace.”
“The pleasure is all mine. I see that I have not been misled. You are beautiful indeed.”
Blushing at the thought of her unconventional hairstyle, she smiled. “Thank you, Your Grace. You are very kind.”
“His Grace has come to insist we attend his ball next week, Jeannette,” the earl announced.
Her mother added, “And I told him we would be happy to.”
“Then of course we will come,” she responded immediately.
“Now, concerning the matter of a governess,” the Duke began.
Jeannette didn’t have to look at her frowning parents to know they hoped she would change her mind.
His gaze flicked to Darby. “Lord Darby has mentioned your interest in such a post, Lady St. Ives. Are you convinced you shall enjoy such work?”
“Indeed, Your Grace. I have no prior experience as a governess, but I am well educated and long for the opportunity to be useful.”
His eyebrows rose. “You appear quite determined.”
“I am, sir.”
“Well then—” he paused and rubbed his chin “—I have no young children at home, but my oldest daughter is married with three girls of her own. She is looking for a good governess. I will happily recommend you for the post, if you still want it after the ball.”
“Thank you.”
“It will be my pleasure. And now, I am off to Bath. The duchess has been ill for months. I shall accompany her there to take the waters, and I will not be back until the day before the event.”
“I am sorry to hear Her Grace is ill. Is she hoping to attend the ball herself?” Rose Marie asked.
“No, she will be staying in Bath for at least a month.”
“We will certainly miss her.”
“Alas.” He turned his attention back to Jeannette. “After the ball, with your permission, I shall arrange an interview for you with my daughter.”
Jeannette inclined her head in a graceful nod. “I would be most grateful.”
“Then we are agreed.” The duke rose. “I look forward to it with the utmost anticipation.”
Jeannette struggled to keep her bemusement from revealing itself on her face. Why had this duke suddenly taken a personal interest in her? And why should he care whether or not she attended his ball?
Ellsborough gave a slight bow. “Until next week,” he said to the room at large, and with a strange smile, he let the butler show him out.
 
* * *
 
The night of the ball, Jeannette dressed in a new lavender silk gown, deeply décolleté, with puff sleeves that fell off her shoulders. With matching slippers, long white gloves, and some of the first flowers of spring in her hair, she had to admit she felt better, and more feminine, than she had in a long time.
The ride to the duke’s house at St. James’s Square took only fifteen minutes. Jeannette sat in the carriage next to Darby, facing her parents.
“Are you nervous, dear?” her mother asked as they rocked and swayed over the cobblestones. A light rain had begun to fall, just enough to wet the ground, but the weather was surprisingly warm.
“No.” Jeannette smiled in an effort to show some enthusiasm, but she could feel a headache coming on and wished the ball were over. After the preceding months, she knew it would be difficult to go back to the stilted, polite conversations that would be required of her this night.
The carriage came to a stop behind a row of similar conveyances. The earl grumbled something under his breath and tugged at his cravat. Jeannette felt sorry for him, knowing he had no more desire to attend the ball than she did. “We do not have to stay long,” she assured him.
He gave her a quick, grateful smile. “Simply say the word, and we will leave.”
Feeling better for knowing she had an ally, Jeannette allowed the waiting footman to help her down. When they had all alighted, she took the earl’s arm and walked with him and her parents to the line of guests waiting at the door.
The women around them tittered and gossipped, making Jeannette’s head hurt more. Many of them were near her age; she should have felt a natural kinship to them. But she felt removed, apart, older. Rubbing her temples, she determined to help the earl escape his social duties in record time. Then she caught sight of a tall man with sandy-colored hair standing farther up the line—a man who looked remarkably like Lieutenant Treynor.
Just the thought that it might be him made Jeannette’s heart pound against her ribs. She stood on tiptoe to see for sure, but surely her eyes were playing tricks on her.
Those in front jostled and moved, making it difficult for her to see. When the man passed through the door and disappeared, she groaned in frustration.
“Is something wrong, my dear?” her mother asked.
Jeannette blinked at Rose Marie, her mind too busy to answer. Treynor didn’t generally circulate among the ton. According to the Times, he had been knighted, but she still didn’t expect to find him at a duke’s ball.
She craned her head to see inside the double doors ahead of them.
Her mother grasped her arm. “What is it?”
“Nothing,” she replied. “I am a bit cold.”
“Then pull your cloak tighter, dear. It is this cursed rain. I swear, I shall never get used to it.”
Her father patted her mother’s shoulder, then glanced down at Jeannette. “You look lovely, ma petite. You will be the toast of the evening.”
“Merci,” she replied, curbing the more instinctive, I hope not! For once, she wasn’t interested in generating attention or gathering beaux. Not like before. If the man she saw wasn’t Treynor, there was no one here to interest her. And if he was …How would she face the lieutenant without giving her heartbreak away?
The servant at the door announced them, and Jeannette reluctantly followed her parents through the portal.
A man with fine brown hair and eyes the same color stood next to the Duke of Ellsborough, helping him greet the guests.
“Ah, there you are.” The duke smiled when he saw them. “Lord Darby, you know my son. Comte de Lumfere, Lady Lumfere, and Lady St. Ives, this is my heir, Lord Baldwin.”
The duke was far more distinguished-looking than Baldwin was. Ellsborough stood several inches taller and carried himself with an athletic grace Jeannette couldn’t help but admire. But his son was not unhandsome.
She smiled as he kissed her hand. “Tout le plaisir était le mien, Lord Baldwin.”
“So this is the one,” he replied, sending a glance at his father. “I can certainly understand the attraction.”
“Pardon, my lord?” Jeannette asked.
“You are a vision of loveliness, my lady. If you would be so kind as to save me a dance or two, I would be most honored,” he replied.
“Of course she will.” Rose Marie spoke with a blatant eagerness that caused heat to shoot up Jeannette’s neck and pool in her cheeks. Evidently her mother hadn’t given up hope that Jeannette would marry again instead of becoming a governess.
She sent her a pointed look before responding. “Who can refuse such flattery, Lord Baldwin?”
“I will anxiously await the moment.”
The liveried servant at the door announced the next guests and Jeannette followed her parents deeper into the ballroom. Large chandeliers, blazing with candles, hung from the ceiling over a marble floor. The orchestra played from their place in the far corner, but was nearly drowned out by the low roar of voices.
The women were dressed in fine, jewel-colored gowns. Most of the men wore brocade waistcoats of similar hues with black tailcoats and knee-length breeches. Jeannette searched for another glimpse of the man with the sandy hair, but the room was already crowded. She could see only those immediately surrounding her.
A maid passed, carrying a tray of drinks, and her father paused to sample the champagne. “Excellent,” he murmured, and they moved on, occasionally stopping to visit with some of those they had met at other soirees.
Many raised their fans to whisper about Jeannette as she passed, but she ignored them. She was too preoccupied to be annoyed by the gossip over her ordeal with St. Ives.
Hair the color of Treynor’s caught her eye again. She made her way toward it, only to discover a man too fat to resemble the lieutenant in any other way.
“Lady Lumfere, is that you?”
Jeannette glanced back to see a rotund woman push past a couple of young ladies to reach her mother’s side. Wearing a yellow gown bedecked with gathers, frills, and ribbons, the woman smiled in obvious pleasure when Rose Marie turned and recognized her.
“Lady Hafton! It has been too long! How wonderful to see you looking so well. I had heard you were ill.”
“Oh, deathly so.” The woman fluttered her fan. “I thought I would die for certain.”
As Lady Hafton expounded upon the details of her ailment and her subsequent recovery, Jeannette watched others mingle about the Hepplewhite tables and chairs, which were strategically placed so those too old or too tired to dance could sit and enjoy the sights. Only a few heeded the music this early in the night. Most were too busy greeting old friends, taking note of the new arrivals, or admiring what the fashionable wore.
Jeannette’s eyes sought the sides of the room, the corners, every nook or cranny, hoping to locate the man she had glimpsed earlier, but she found him not ten feet away, on the dance floor.
Evidently her mother caught sight of him at the same time. “Ma petite, look who is here. It is none other than your friend, Lieutenant Treynor, n’est-ce pas?”
Jeannette struggled to keep her mouth from gaping open as she gazed at Treynor moving in step with a tall blonde wearing a green velvet gown. An exceptionally attractive woman, his partner had a voluptuous figure to rival her porcelain-pale face. And she turned a dimpled smile on him every time he spoke.
“Did you say something about the lieutenant?” Lady Hafton asked.
A definite numbness began to deaden Jeannette’s fingers and toes, making her wonder if her heart had stopped beating altogether.
“He is the latest rage, you know,” Lady Hafton continued, without waiting for an answer, “a bit of a war hero. That is my niece Maude he is dancing with now. They make a divine couple, do they not?”
Jeannette forced herself to nod and smile along with her mother. “You know him, then?”
“Yes. He is courting Maude. He has been to the house a number of times over the past week.”
Jeannette purposely ignored the look of sympathy and understanding her mother gave her. She had been mooning over Treynor for nearly six weeks. And here he was, looking as fit and handsome as ever in a single-breasted black coat over a double-breasted blue silk waistcoat, making his debut with the aristocracy.
Throwing her shoulders back, she forced her eyes from the woman who touched Treynor with a familiarity that lent credence to Lady Hafton’s words. She couldn’t watch them together, or she would cry. And she refused to shed any tears over him—not here, not now.
Rose Marie nudged her again. “You are too good for him anyway, ma petite.”
“He made me no promises, ma mère. I expected nothing more.” The falter in her voice gave away her true emotions and solicited a gentle squeeze from her mother.
“What is it?” her father asked. “Jeannette, you look so pale.”
“I have a headache, Papa. Perhaps we can go.” She started toward the door, but her mother pulled her back.
“Wait.” Rose Marie nodded at Lord Baldwin, who was making his way toward them, and Jeannette felt her heart sink even farther. The music had stopped. Those on the floor were getting ready to start another quadrille, but she wasn’t up to smiling and dancing and talking.
“Is something wrong, Lady St. Ives?” Lord Baldwin asked as those around her parted to let him through. “You seem distressed.”
Jeannette shook her head. She dared not speak.
“Would you care to dance, then?”
Forcing a shaky smile, she nodded and curtsied before taking the arm he offered. She wouldn’t make a fool of herself and humiliate the duke’s son by pulling away and fleeing the ball in front of everyone. She would dance one dance, then slip out before Treynor saw her.
Unfortunately, however, Lord Baldwin lined up right next to the lieutenant and the blond woman, and it was only a moment before she heard Treynor’s unmistakable voice.
“Lady St. Ives, what a surprise to see you here.”
The fact that he had greeted her forced her to acknowledge him. She nodded, using every ounce of self-control to appear indifferent. “I might say the same, Lieutenant Treynor.”
He smiled, but his gaze sparked with anger. “Indeed. May I introduce Lady Ambrose? Lady Ambrose, this is Lady St. Ives.”
Jeannette felt the tightness of her own smile but did her best to be pleasant. “Lady Ambrose.”
As Treynor’s lady friend nodded, her gaze ranged over Jeannette from head to foot with little effort to hide the perusal. “I have heard a great deal about you.”
“I am sure you are not the only one,” Jeannette said.
Lady Ambrose’s eyes widened, but the music started, cutting off any reply.
Jeannette endeavored to keep her mind on the dance, which moved her down a line of men and presented her with a new partner every few moments. Treynor was the last to take her hand, and try as she might, she could not stop herself from feeling the warm vibrancy that coursed down her arm when he touched her.
“The duke is playing games with me, I see,” he said, his voice curt, as though something had upset him.
“Pardonez-moi, Lieutenant?” She and the other women turned a full circle before they came close enough to their partners to speak again.
“Nothing. How are you, anyway?”
“As well as could be expected. His Grace, the Duke of Ellsborough, has promised me a recommendation. It seems that his granddaughters are in need of a governess.”
“He has, has he?”
Jeannette ignored his wry tone. “I should be well-engaged in teaching before long.” She didn’t know why she added that, except she wanted him think she had her life well in hand. “Are you now a captain?”
Again she turned around and came back to face him before he could answer. “Yes, but I am still awaiting word of my ship.”
“The wait must be very frustrating. It is a good thing you have had Lady Ambrose to entertain you.”
“Jeannette—”
It was time to switch partners again. Gratefully, Jeannette released her hold on the lieutenant and returned to her beginning position across from Lord Baldwin. As they started through the line again, she heard Lady Ambrose say, “You promised to tell me more of the battle that won you such honors, Sir Crawford.”
Jeannette wished she could tell Lady Ambrose about the rats, the lice, the smell of blood, and what it was like to see a man die, but Treynor merely shrugged.
“The weather turned and allowed us to gain the upper hand.”
“Surely you are being modest,” Lady Ambrose responded. “Men are not knighted for a lucky turn in the weather.”
“Are you enjoying your stay in London?” Lord Baldwin intruded upon Jeannette’s awareness of Treynor and his partner, causing her to lose the thread of their conversation.
“Oui, my lord. Do you like it here, as well?”
“At this time of year, I do. But when August hits, the heat drives me to our country home farther north.”
“I see.” Jeannette’s eyes flicked toward Treynor every few moments despite a supreme effort to stop them. Once their gazes clashed, and she looked quickly away.
“Have you known Captain Treynor long?”
If the duke’s son wasn’t privy to the latest gossip, she had no intention of enlightening him. “No. We are merely acquaintances.”
“I thought we had graduated to friends, at the very least,” Treynor interrupted, overhearing her words.
Jeannette ignored him as the music ended. Turning, she headed off the floor almost before Lord Baldwin could escort her. “I am warm,” she said, feeling a desperate need to escape the room without having to negotiate her departure with her parents. “Perhaps a walk in the gardens would be nice. Would you care to join me, Lord Baldwin?”
He shot a glance over his shoulder at a glowering Treynor and smiled. “I would be delighted. Perhaps you would like something to drink first?”
Jeannette thought of dulling the razor-sharp edge of her emotions with wine, then decided against it. The last thing she needed was to lose one shred of her control. Pride was all she had left. “No, thank you.”
The garden offered the cool, quiet respite Jeannette needed. She turned about the well-manicured bushes and freshly blooming flowers, breathing in the heady scent of the roses that scaled the white lattice as she tried to clear her head.
“Are you feeling better, Lady St. Ives?”
“A little.” Jeannette bit back a sigh and kept walking, hoping she didn’t appear as pensive as she felt. “You have a lovely home,” she said in an attempt to provide at least some pleasant conversation.
“And never has a more beautiful woman graced it. I had heard tell of you, I must admit, but the realization is far better than the original promise.”
“Merci.” She knew such a compliment deserved better than a tired thank-you, but couldn’t rouse herself to the occasion. Gentle strains of music filled the air; she focused on trying to let it ease her misery.
The duke’s son paused near a white iron chair. “Would you care to sit down for a moment?”
Jeannette felt no great need to sit and rest, but to accommodate him, she agreed.
Baldwin made a few comments about the weather and the war, which she tried to answer coherently, but her mind was consumed by the memory of Lady Hafton’s words. He is courting Maude …he has been to the house several times over the past few weeks.
She could see a corner of the ballroom through the open doors of the house. The silhouette of a tall form, standing in the shadows and gazing out, suddenly claimed her attention and made her miss what the duke’s son had said last.
“My apologies, Lord Baldwin. I am afraid I am not very good company tonight. What did you say?”
He laughed. “Nothing important. I merely mentioned that my father tells me you want to become a governess. I would tell you that it is a waste of your beauty and talents, but it is not my place. So I will settle for warning you that Catherine’s girls are hardly what you might expect.”
“My lord?”
“One would picture three little girls only ten, eight, and six as sweet and subdued.”
“Are they not?”
“No. Nor are they studious. All three have a rather, shall we say, tempestuous nature. And I am not sure my father mentioned this, but Catherine is demanding a four-year commitment. She hopes the children’s next governess—” he laughed “—yes, they have chased off quite a few already—will seriously apply herself instead of giving up on the girls.”
Lord Baldwin’s words were discouraging, but not overwhelmingly so, not when Jeannette remembered growing up with a similar “tempestuous nature.” “I consider such children a challenge, monsieur, nothing more.”
She glanced back at the house again. The man hovering near the doors had to be Treynor, for no one else stood so tall or so straight. Where was Lady Ambrose?
“What would motivate a woman like you to throw away her youth?” he persisted.
She did not reply.
“Forgive my impertinence, but governesses should be plain and without better option. You come from a good family. I know you have experienced difficult times, but you have a sponsor here in England. Lord Darby would see you remarried, I dare say, if you but gave the word. Is there not someone here you have met?”
The thought of Lord Darby selecting another husband for her chilled Jeannette to the bone. “Marriage no longer appeals to me,” she said simply, unwilling to lay her heart bare. “Shall we go back inside?”
As much as she wanted to flee the pain inflicted by Treynor’s presence, Lord Baldwin’s company and his pointed questions troubled her, too. Standing when he nodded, she allowed him to take her elbow and lead her back into the house.
They had scarcely entered the crush when Treynor cut them off. “There you are.”
“Growing a bit hot, Lieutenant?” Lord Baldwin asked. “May I suggest a turn about the gardens? The weather is lovely.”
“I am not interested in the gardens.” Treynor’s voice was a bit too brusque to warrant the chuckle that came from Baldwin. “I was wondering if Lady St. Ives would grant me the pleasure of the next dance.”
Jeannette shook her head, but Treynor pulled her away from the duke’s son before she could offer a refusal sufficient to stop him.
“I beg your pardon?” she snapped.
He led her almost forcibly to the dance floor. “A ‘turn about the gardens’ with Baldwin. Are you looking for another proposal, after all?”
“And if I was?” Jeannette challenged.
“You said you wanted to become a governess.”
“And you said you were returning to sea. We are both free to do as we please.”
“There you are, Sir Crawford.” Lady Ambrose had placed herself in their path. “I have been looking all over for you. Do you not remember that you promised me another dance?”
Treynor opened his mouth to speak, but Jeannette answered before he could. “He was just on his way to find you, Lady Ambrose. Good night, Captain.”
She pulled her elbow from his grasp and headed toward Lord Darby, who was standing next to the door and edging closer to it all the time. At least she wouldn’t have to talk him into leaving. They would simply send the carriage back for her parents.
“Jeannette—”
Treynor called after her, but a backward glance revealed Lady Ambrose at his side, wrapping a possessive hand around his arm.
“There is nothing left for us to say,” Jeannette muttered, mostly to herself. Then she hurried away—before the tears burning at the back of her eyes found their way down her cheeks.
 
* * *
 
Treynor cursed under his breath as he watched Jeannette and Darby pass through the door. Carefully detaching himself from Lady Ambrose, he mumbled an excuse he hoped wouldn’t offend her, without really caring if it did, and attempted to follow.
Baldwin’s hand on his arm stopped his forward motion. “The Lady St. Ives is a rare beauty,” he said, looking after her. “Now I can see why you would fight a duel for her.” He smiled. “But since you are so set on remaining unfettered by the fairer sex, perhaps you wouldn’t mind if I—”
“Stay away from her,” Treynor growled. The admiration on the other man’s face was worthy of a fight.
Baldwin laughed. “So Father was right. I thought so.”
“Right about what?”
“You are smitten with Lady St. Ives, and she with you. Now, you can continue to deny the truth and try to distract yourself with other women, fickle women like Lady Ambrose there, who would not have the warmth to capture a dog’s heart. Or you can make Lady St. Ives your wife and have her waiting for you, warm in your bed, every time you put in.”
Not wanting to let the thought of Jeannette waiting for him in any bed influence the decision he had made to go on without her, Treynor scowled. “I am trying to do the kindest thing I possibly can. She deserves more than what I can give her. What kind of life would she have, always waiting for me to return from sea?”
“The war will not last forever, my friend. Besides, there are worse things than being married to a sea captain. Teaching Catherine’s girls is one of them.” A mischievous sparkle entered Baldwin’s dark eyes as he shrugged. “It seems an easy decision to me, but then, I inherited my mother’s good judgment and not my father’s stubborn streak.” Bowing, he gave Treynor a jaunty smile and took himself off.
Treynor watched him go, then slipped through the crowd and out into the garden. Baldwin was right. For weeks he had immersed himself in trying to forget Jeannette. But just the sight of her was enough to let him know that all his efforts, especially the time he’d spent with Lady Ambrose, had been wasted.
He wanted Lady St. Ives. And now that he knew what he wanted, he had to decide how to get it.


 
 
Chapter 25
 

 
“Maman, the duke has sent me a message. I am to meet him and his daughter, Catherine, this afternoon.” Jeannette put the elegant stationery the butler had delivered to her just a few moments earlier on her mother’s dressing table.
Sitting before the mirror in her wrap, Rose Marie glanced at the note as though it were a snake. “So soon, ma petite?”
“Oui. Why not? You, father, and Henri will be busy settling into the house you found last week. I will beg a few days to help you, but then there is nothing to stop me from working. A post like this is very difficult to find.”
Her mother picked up the brush she had been using and went back to work on her hair. It was early, not yet time for breakfast, but the men had already left for Black’s Coffee House, where they liked to sit and read the newspaper. “I am afraid your father will not be pleased. He is convinced you will be happier with a husband and children.”
Jeannette sighed. “And I can tell that you agree with him. But who would you have me marry, Maman? Another old man? Another stranger?”
“The duke’s son seemed quite taken with you last night.”
“He was merely being polite. I do not exactly understand his and the duke’s sudden interest, but I am no longer in the market for marriage.”
“Jeannette, I know how you feel about the lieutenant—or is it captain now?—but with time—”
“Time is exactly what I am giving myself, Maman.”
“How much time?”
“Lady Catherine wants a four-year commitment.”
Rose Marie’s brush clattered onto the table. “Four years, Jeannette? You will be an old maid before you are free to carry on with your life.”
“I will only be twenty-three.”
Her mother rubbed her face before looking at Jeannette in the mirror. “If I cannot talk you out of it, then I will support you in it.”
Jeannette knew it took considerable effort for her to say those words. They were enough.
“Thank you, Maman.” Dropping a kiss on the top of her head, Jeannette smiled. “This will be a good thing for me. You will see.”
 
* * *
 
Brought to the door by Darby’s footman, Jeannette entered the duke’s house feeling conspicuous without a lady’s maid. One had always accompanied her in France. But Lord Darby ran his house with a minimum of servants. Short of taking a scullery maid, Jeannette had no one to attend her.
There were worse things to worry about, however. She excused the footman to wait with the coach and followed the duke’s butler through a large marble entry into a front parlor tastefully decorated with brocade furniture, several family portraits, fabric-covered walls, and a high ceiling with thick crown molding.
Fresh-cut peonies filled several vases, perfuming the air and adding to the room’s spacious elegance.
“His Grace and Lady Catherine will be with you shortly, Madame,” the butler said and bowed himself out.
Dressed in a purposely plain blue dress, Jeannette perched on a settee in the center of the room and told herself that she was doing the right thing. She wanted a husband and a family, eventually, but she couldn’t think of that now, not after Treynor.
The door clicked and Jeannette looked up, expecting to see the Duke of Ellsborough and Lady Catherine. Instead, the butler came to stand before her. “Madame, before His Grace and Lady Catherine come down, the duke’s son begs a word with you.”
Surprised, Jeannette inclined her head. “Of course, I would be pleased to speak with Lord Baldwin.”
“Oh, but it isn’t Lord Baldwin, Madame, it is Captain Sir—”
“I will take over from here, Hodges,” a familiar voice drawled, coming from the entrance.
“Yes, sir.”
Jeannette looked around the butler to see Lieutenant—no, Captain—Treynor walk into the room. The surprise of it nearly knocked her from her perch. What was he doing here?
The butler’s steps receeded in the hall outside as Treynor stood looking at her with an inscrutable expression on his face. “My father tells me—”
“Your father?” Jeannette echoed. The last she had heard, he didn’t know who his father was. Evidently that had changed.
He gave her a wry smile. “Yes, my mother finally told me the truth—I thought the gossip was all over the ball last night, but evidently you left before you heard the news. The Duke of Ellsborough is my father.” His grin widened. “A bastard could do worse, eh?”
Jeannette felt some of the tension leave her and smiled, hoping, for Treynor’s sake, that he had been able to put the devils of his past behind him at last. “I am happy for you,” she admitted. “Truly happy.”
He shrugged as though this latest development didn’t affect him, but she could tell it did, deeply, and that he was pleased. “Nothing essential has changed.”
“He is publicly recognizing you as his son. That is something.”
“Now that he knows I exist, he is willing to do what he can, but legally I am still a bastard. That will never change.” He paused, watching her. “Does it bother you, Jeannette?”
Jeannette considered the question. From the first, Treynor had proven himself to be an extraordinary man. What difference did the circumstances of his birth make?
She shook her head. “If I have learned one thing since the Revolution, Captain Treynor, it is that high birth and wealth are not the measure of a man.”
“And what is the measure of a man, to you, my lovely Jeannette?” He dropped down on one knee in front of her, and Jeannette thought she would drown in the depths of his eyes as he took her hand and gazed up at her.
“His heart, of course.”
“And my heart, Jeannette? Is it good enough for you?”
Jeannette felt her throat tighten. How could he doubt that it was? “You are a man of honor,” she told him honestly. “I care not whether your heart is perfect, Treynor. The only thing that matters to me is whether it is mine.”
He raised both her hands to his lips and kissed each one in turn. “Ah, Jeannette. What have you done to me? My heart was yours the night you left me writhing in my bed, and though I have done my best to wrest it back, I have finally realized there is no hope of that. Not ever.”
His eyes appealed to her, holding a wealth of emotions: hope, admiration, vulnerability. “Will you marry me? Wait for me when I am at sea? Welcome me when I come eagerly home to your arms?”
If not for the solid feel of him touching her and the intensity of his gaze, Jeannette might have thought she was dreaming. She had come to the duke’s to give four years of her life away as a governess and instead found the fulfillment of her fondest hopes. “Is marriage really what you want, Captain?”
“You are what I want,” he replied, “as my wife and the mother of my children.”
“But you once told me you have no use for a virgin,” she teased.
“That is a problem I shall fix at the first opportunity.” Reaching up to palm the back of her head, he drew her to him for a searching kiss.
Jeannette parted her lips, welcoming the warm, velvety sensation of his tongue as it entered her mouth and delved deeper and deeper still, until she felt completely consumed with him and could imagine nothing better on earth.
After a moment, he pulled away. “Tell me you love me, that you will be my wife,” he said, his breathing ragged. “I want to hear the words from your lips, not just the welcome of your body.”
Jeannette tried to laugh, but her heart was pounding too hard and her lungs hadn’t the air for it. “My body does not lie, Sir Crawford,” she said. “I will love you always and forever. I am already praying that the war will end so you will never have to leave me.”
“Then I will tell my father that Catherine will have to find another governess.”
She laughed and abandoned herself to the joy of feeling his arms close tightly about her, never to let her go again.
 
* * *
 
Jeannette waited with her parents and Henri at the fine old church on Piccadilly. She wore a watered-silk gown of the palest pink and held a simple bouquet in her hands. That her wedding was to be a quick, private affair suited her. Indeed, she doubted she could have waited a second longer.
The door boomed shut, and the Duke of Ellsborough and Lord Baldwin made their way up the aisle, but they weren’t whom Jeannette wanted to see. Where was Treynor?
Her mother patted her arm. “He will be here, ma petite. He is not even late. Calm down.”
Her parents stood to greet the duke and his son. They bowed over her mother’s hand before kissing Jeannette’s as well.
“I can see you are as eager for this marriage as the groom, young lady, and I cannot tell you how well it pleases me,” the duke said. “I knew you were perfect for each other the moment I met you.”
Jeannette smiled. “Without your matchmaking efforts, I fear we would not be here, Your Grace. Treynor and I both owe you a great debt.”
“Just make him happy,” he said. “That is all I ask.”
Another thud signaled the entrance of someone else and drew Jeannette’s attention once again to the door. There, dressed in a black cloth coat, an embroidered waistcoat, and a white, lace-trimmed neckcloth above a snug-fitting pair of knee breeches, was Captain Sir Crawford Treynor.
As he strode up the aisle, Jeannette thought he had never looked more handsome. His hair was neatly groomed, his face tan and clean shaven. A ready smile showed his teeth.
He bowed when he reached her parents, but his eyes strayed to her as though she were the only one in the church. “Good morning, Lord and Lady Lumfere. I trust you slept well?”
“Better now that we know our daughter will not spend her life pining away,” Jacques said. “You will treat her well, no?”
“Indeed I shall.” He turned to Jeannette and lifted her hand to his lips. “Are you happy, my love?”
“How could I be anything less?” she asked as the warmth of his strong fingers gently caressing her own sent shivers up her arm.
Treynor cleared his throat. “Shall we get on with it?” he asked the others.
The duke laughed. “I am glad you are so eager, my son, but I fear we must wait for the vicar, special license or no.”
Treynor scowled, but the vicar soon appeared and greeted them all. “Have a seat everyone. Are we ready to begin?”
Just then light came streaming into the dim interior as the door opened again and the Marchioness of Bedford entered.
“Mother.” Treynor left Jeannette’s side to meet the stately woman coming up the aisle. He placed a gentle kiss on her cheek. “I thought you couldn’t make it.”
The marchioness held him for a few moments, smiling. “I wouldn’t have missed it for the world.”
“Lady Bedford.” The duke stood, drawing the woman’s attention at last from her son.
“Your Grace.”
Their eyes held for a moment as something passed between them. Then the duke took and kissed her hand. “We created a fine son, despite everyone and everything,” he said. “Thank you for letting us know each other at last.”
She nodded. “The truth has brought me peace.”
“Then let us begin.”
She greeted Jeannette and Jeannette’s family, took a seat next to the duke and Lord Baldwin, and turned an expectant smile on the vicar.
The ceremony began and Treynor’s hand, warm and powerful, closed around Jeannette’s. He towered at her side, his energy filling her at that single point of contact, fusing them together as if they were already one.
Jeannette reveled in the sight and the feel of him, and in the tingle of anticipation that came with knowing they would soon be man and wife.
“Wilt thou have this man to be thy wedded husband, to live together after God’s ordinance in the holy state of matrimony? Wilt thou obey him, and serve him, love, honor, and keep him in sickness and in health? And forsaking all others keep thee only to him so long as you both shall live?” the vicar asked.
Jeannette looked at Treynor and thought her heart would burst with loving him. “I will.”
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