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      One week earlier…

      

      Sebastian rocked back on his heels as he took in the sight before him. The ramshackle old stone frigate that housed the naval encampment on these shores had certainly never seen so much excitement as it had tonight.

      And sadly for whomever planned the evening’s fete, the excitement was not of the dancing and gossip variety.

      He eyed a large brute who was limping his way toward a wall, where he rested with a grimace.

      No, tonight’s excitement was more of the pirate variety.

      At least, they appeared to be pirates. Captain Jones assured Sebastian and his father, along with their guests, that the men who’d raised the alarm that had led to the ensuing ruckus were, in fact, privateers.

      “This is what we get for patronizing a place such as this.” Lady Gertrude was murmuring behind him, no doubt talking to her daughter as his father herded them toward the doors.

      The military ball was cut short. Not surprisingly given the fact that a smuggler was on the loose, the Captain’s daughter had been held captive, and the largest man Sebastian had ever seen had been stabbed in the thigh.

      “I should go help,” Sebastian started for the third time since the excitement had started.

      “Nonsense.” His father snapped at him before turning to hand Lady Gertrude her cloak. “You shall do no such thing. This is no place for you, and it’s certainly not appropriate for the ladies.”

      He stared at the back of his father’s head. His father was already back to ignoring him. “Did you just compare me to the ladies of this group?”

      His father either didn’t hear or was pretending he hadn’t.

      The question went unanswered. Probably for the best. Sebastian likely would not have enjoyed the answer. “You do know that I am a lieutenant colonel in the British army, correct?”

      He was speaking to himself at this point, but at least Sebastian found himself amusing. The same could not be said for his father.

      “Come, help me get our guests back to the carriages,” his father ordered. “I’ll stay behind and assist here.”

      Oh yes. Certainly an elderly earl would be far more useful during a smuggling raid gone bad than, say, oh...a young, healthy lieutenant colonel who’d won his regiment’s last boxing championship.

      But a glance around the room that had been a ballroom mere moments before showed that there likely was little he could do.

      This was a naval establishment, after all. And while the captain’s crew was young and untested, and their mission was typically to keep the sleepy shores of this coastline safe and...well, sleepy, they were surely up to the task of tracking down what seemed to be one rogue smuggler without his help.

      And so Sebastian went about the task of escorting the guests from his father’s house party back to their carriages. They’d no doubt be grateful to get back to the opulence of Hampton Manor after mingling with such a lowbrow crowd.

      The thought had Sebastian’s lips curving up in a grin. He’d enjoyed this outing immensely, if only for a breath of fresh air after the stuffy atmosphere and boring chatter he’d been enduring since his return.

      He returned to the fort to fetch his father, when he stopped short in surprise. He’d thought all the ladies had been taken to their homes after tonight’s excitement. He’d seen the townsfolk heading back to their homes as he’d assisted the Hampton Manor guests to their carriages.

      But there she was. A young lady in a dark pink gown, her hair pulled up in a coif that was more severe than elegant, and her pretty, youthful features pulled tight in concentration.

      His brows arched in surprise as she tugged up her skirts so she might squat down beside the large, bleeding brute.

      He recognized Dr. Roberts, of course. The physician was a regular guest at Hampton Manor, and no doubt would be joining them again for their house party.

      His father insisted that he needed a physician at his side at all times. What with his impending death and all.

      It wasn’t laughable, of course—or it wouldn’t be if anyone in this world believed the earl to be ill other than the earl.

      But as the Earl of Elwood was alone in this belief and exhibited no symptoms to back up his claims of knocking at death’s door, Sebastian did indeed find some humor in it all.

      But that good humor was temporarily replaced by shock at the sight of this girl, so capable and so serious. The physician seemed to be speaking to her and with a nod she moved some of the bandages.

      He watched the physician nod in approval, his gaze filled with the sort of fatherly pride that Sebastian witnessed in his own father...toward his elder brother Maxwell, of course. Not him. But still, he knew the look when he saw it.

      How odd. How curious.

      Who was this young lady?

      He had a vague memory of an introduction being made when they’d first arrived, but then he’d been inundated with introductions as he and the others from Hampton Manor had been inundated by officers and townsfolk keen on meeting the visiting nobility.

      He found out soon enough when Dr. Roberts came over to join him and his father. “I’m sorry you and your guests had to witness this nefarious activity,” he said as soon as he reached their side.

      Sebastian was not. This was the most fun he’d had in ages. He kept his mouth shut though, only half listening as the older doctor conversed with his father.

      He, meanwhile, watched the young lady who moved with such confidence and purpose. She had the bearing of a general and it was fascinating.

      What must it be like, he found himself wondering, as he watched her taking items from servants who were bustling about, fetching items for this young woman who’d taken command of the makeshift sickroom.

      What would it be like to walk this earth being so sure of one’s purpose? Being so able and so competent and so...necessary?

      The thoughts plagued him, but not in the dark, dour way they once had. For these days he’d found his own purpose. The only problem was this new purpose was in the military, not at home with his father who did not need him. Not truly.

      “Terrible news. Just terrible,” his father muttered after the physician left his side.

      “What is?” Sebastian asked.

      “Didn’t you hear?” His father huffed in annoyance. “Dr. Roberts won’t be able to join us at Hampton Manor, after all.”

      “No?”

      “Seems he has a family obligation for the next few weeks. But what am I to do until then?”

      Sebastian turned to consider his father. Would it do any good to point out—once again— that his father did not truly need a physician? That every doctor who’d examined him was convinced that he was in perfect health?

      No. Likely not. “Perhaps we can find someone else with medical knowledge,” he started.

      “Mmph. That was exactly what I was thinking,” his father surprised him by saying.

      To Sebastian’s surprise, his father’s gaze was on the young lady who’d taken command of the injured pirate’s leg injury.

      “Dr. Roberts says he trained that girl himself.” He huffed. “A young lady, can you believe it?”

      Before Sebastian could answer, his father continued. “But then again her father the captain has odd beliefs when it comes to raising his daughters. I suppose this is his doing.”

      Sebastian didn’t respond. He wasn’t expected to, that much was clear.

      His father gave another harrumph as they both watched the extraordinary young lady in question.

      “Surely there’s someone else who can help me,” his father said. “I’ll make inquiries before we return to the manor.”

      Sebastian nodded. His father would no doubt turn over every stone in an attempt to find a physician he deemed worthy of joining them at the estate.

      But as Sebastian watched the young lady talking to Dr. Roberts now with a furrowed brow, he knew without a doubt that his father’s efforts would be in vain.

      If Dr. Roberts said this Miss Sally was their best hope, then it was all but decided.

      She was the one—the only one—who could help them.
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      The poor girl had no idea what was coming.

      Sebastian Tallimus, the second son of The Earl of Elwood, watched his father rap his cane against the large wooden door of this tidy little seaside home as though he had half a mind to break it down with that blasted stick.

      “Are you certain we should not wait and send the housekeeper? Surely Mrs. Huber is better suited—”

      His father’s glare cut him short. “When one wants something accomplished, one must do it himself.” His father’s voice belied his size. A solid half the height of Sebastian, the elder earl’s voice still managed to boom mightily.

      Sebastian held back a sigh. What his father meant, of course, was—if one wanted something done, one must do it oneself...rather than let Sebastian handle it.

      Years away in the military had done nothing to alter his standing in his father’s eyes. He’d long stopped caring, and he certainly didn’t try to argue the point.

      Arguing with the earl was a useless endeavor. Sebastian had vast experience to prove this point.

      “Then perhaps we should wait until Maxwell returns from London,” he said. Sebastian’s elder brother, the Viscount of Bardon and his father’s pride and joy—now he could be expected to accomplish anything. Even talking a poor young lass from the seaside into nursing their crotchety old father with little notice.

      Once again Sebastian found himself hoping that no one was home. Poor girl truly had no idea what was coming.

      But alas, after one more excessively strong rap, the door was flung open and a maid stared up at them with wide eyes. Sebastian smiled, hoping to ease her obvious fear.

      He supposed it wasn’t every day that an earl and his son descended upon this household.

      “We’re here to see Miss Sally Jones.” His father’s booming voice might have been blamed on the hearing loss he was always complaining about.

      It might have been...if Sebastian wasn’t fully convinced that hearing loss was just another malady that his father had invented. One in a long, long line of mysterious symptoms and ailments that had been plaguing their father ever since their mother passed two years ago.

      After a brief moment of what appeared to be abject terror, the maid hurried into action. They were brought to a small drawing room as she went off in search of the family. He had spotted what he assumed were family members through the window.

      As his father muttered about being kept waiting, Sebastian watched as a bearded gentleman and his lady strolled the grounds, their heads bent together. Unchaperoned, it would seem.

      His lips curved up as he realized they were not totally alone on their walk. Miss Sally was out there as well. He’d recognize her anywhere after watching her work so efficiently as she tended to that large injured bloke the other evening. But she was minding her own business now as she plodded through what looked to be a garden along the side of the house. Her skirts hitched up in one hand, her stick-straight brown hair falling out of a serviceable bun and into her face. She leaned down and plucked something from the ground before shoving it in her apron.

      She straightened then and he found himself holding his breath as she tilted her head back and wiped a hand across her brow. She seemed to be swiping away the hair that had fallen into her eyes, but she left a brown smudge of dirt in her wake.

      Once again, the sight of her inexplicably made him grin.

      He was quick to smile, so the grin wasn’t such a surprise, but the feeling that came with it...that most certainly was.

      Sebastian rubbed a hand over his chest in wonder at the sensation. Something light. Something good. Something…

      Well, just something.

      He took a deep breath and let it out slowly. Oh yes, he was quick to smile and the first to crack a joke. But despite all that, it had been ages since he’d felt much of anything.

      Or at least, it had been an age since he’d felt anything good.

      He gave his head a shake as if that could rid him of the maudlin thought. It wasn’t as though his life was so very bad, even if it was a bit aimless since his father had called him home from the army.

      His father had been steadfastly refusing to even entertain a conversation about purchasing the promotion for which he was now eligible, and insisting instead that he stay close at hand in the event that he suddenly passed away.

      Foolishness, obviously. His father wasn’t even close to death’s door, not by anyone’s measure. But Sebastian had dutifully come all the same. He’d come home, and he’d stayed. Not just because his father insisted on it, but for his brother’s sake as well. It wasn’t fair to leave Maxwell to bear not only the burden of the obligations he’d been taking over for their father, but his father’s ailing health as well.

      And so here he was. His father’s trusty sidekick on his quest to talk a young woman with responsibilities and duties of her own to come back to a manor overflowing with stodgy, boring guests so she might take care of an earl who believed himself to be ill.

      It should be noted that no one agreed with him on the matter. Not even Dr. Roberts, though the good physician did his best to be affable about it.

      He wondered if this girl, this Miss Sally, would be as tolerant and indulgent as the physician who’d recommended her.

      Sebastian watched the girl as she walked slowly around the periphery of the garden, her eyes narrowed in thought as she studied the plants at her feet.

      There it was again. That flickering sensation in his chest. That twitch or quiver or whatever it was that made him feel as though his heart had sprouted wings.

      Oh dear. Perhaps he was the sick one here.

      But no. Sebastian was healthy, and his father was the same, even if his father wouldn’t admit it.

      Sebastian’s lips curved up in a smile that felt far more genuine than his typical rueful smirk or mocking grin as he watched her. The girl shifted so she was facing the window and he had a full view of her stern features and the smudge of dirt that marred the scowl and rendered it adorable.

      No, there was no denying that this sensation was new.

      He straightened his shoulders and turned from the window just as the door opened and the captain came in. “My lord, this is a surprise,” he said by way of greeting.

      They’d met the captain before, of course. Multiple times. Though they did not frequent the same circles, the captain had been known to join the earl’s family for dinner on occasion, and then of course there was last week’s gala when the earl had brought their visitors here to the fort for the ball his daughters had planned.

      A festive occasion, of that there was no doubt. Sebastian had enjoyed it thoroughly. It wasn’t every day that a ball ended in pirates being stabbed and young ladies being abducted. In fact, he rather wished more balls entailed such delicious adventure.

      He only wished for Miss Sally’s sake that his father had not witnessed her handiwork with the patient.

      He fought a grimace as his father skipped over a fair amount of pleasantries to get straight to the point. “I’d like your daughter to join us at Hampton Manor.”

      The captain’s white mustache quivered as he stared at the earl. “I beg your pardon?”

      Sebastian assumed this was his moment to take over. His father might not trust him to do much of anything at all, but they both knew that while the earl excelled at issuing commands, Sebastian was far better equipped to explain them.

      “He means Miss Sally,” Sebastian said. “You see, Captain, my father is in need of some assistance.”

      The captain’s brows drew down. “What sort of assistance?”

      “Looking after my father’s health,” Sebastian said. “Dr. Roberts typically comes to stay with my father when we are in residence in the country for this very reason but it seems he has other obligations—”

      “Leaving me high and dry,” his father muttered.

      Sebastian ignored him, his smile growing as he addressed the captain again. “So, you see, the doctor recommended that we ask for your daughter’s assistance. Nothing too taxing, I assure you. We just require someone with some experience in a sickroom.”

      “I see.” The captain’s frown was not all together a good sign. Not surprisingly. The captain’s daughters might not have been high born, but they’d been gently raised and this request was not exactly normal.

      “Of course we would provide her with a lady’s maid,” he continued. “And she would be welcome at our table, to enjoy all the comforts and amenities of our home along with our guests—”

      “I certainly hope that is not required.” The low, soft female voice behind him caught him by surprise, and he turned to see her. Miss Sally. She’d apparently been speaking to herself and when he turned to see her, she clamped her lips shut and met his gaze evenly.

      He blinked as another darker haired young lady appeared at her side. “Hush, Sally.” The other girl’s eyes were bright. “Lovely to see you again, Lieutenant Colonel.”

      His smile grew. “Miss Rebecca. A pleasure to see you again.”

      Of all the daughters, Rebecca was the only one who’d made an effort to speak to him, his father, and their guests at the ball. In fact, she’d been most eager to make their acquaintance and had charmed the ladies of the group with her pleasing manners and charming demeanor.

      “We’d love to have Miss Rebecca stay as well,” he said quickly. “As a companion for Miss Sally.”

      Rebecca lit up with delight, but he did not miss the way Miss Sally shot her an exasperated sidelong glance.

      The captain went over to his daughters. “Sally, I suppose you heard the news.”

      Even he could tell that the captain was trying to gauge her reaction. Trying to see whether she was amenable to the idea of dropping everything to rush off and aid an old man.

      A titled, powerful, wealthy old man, so he supposed they had that going for them.

      He glanced over at his father who was scowling fiercely at the poor young lady. Everyone was watching her—waiting, it seemed, for her verdict. It was clear her father would not force her to go if she did not wish it, and it was equally clear that Rebecca would throttle her should she say no.

      But what Sally thought of this idea was impossible to tell. He had a better view of her now than he had the evening of the ball, when she’d been a whirlwind of activity. Despite the smudge of dirt still on her forehead—or perhaps because of it—she was more enchanting than ever.

      Not beautiful. Rebecca had the rosy cheeks and fair skin, the lush mouth and the pert nose. Sally’s features were sharper, but there was a nobility to them that pleased him. They gave her an air of an ancient Greek soldier. A warrior in a plain morning gown.

      He smiled at the thought of a statue of the lady alongside those he’d seen at the British Museum.

      “If Dr. Roberts believes me to be up to the task then I have no reason not to assist in any way that I can.”

      It was hardly an enthusiastic yes, but Sebastian felt certain that the entire room exhaled as one with that quiet, staid pronouncement. The others fell into movement at once. His father and hers moved together to discuss the logistics of this new arrangement, while Rebecca announced to any who would listen that she was off to tell her sisters the good news.

      Sally, meanwhile, stood straight and proud...and silent.

      He found himself drawn to her, moving to stand beside her as she watched her father speaking on her behalf.

      “While I’m certain taking care of an old earl was not on your scheduled itinerary for the coming weeks, I must admit that I will be glad for the company,” he said.

      Her head lifted and he had the rather humbling sensation that she’d only now just noticed him.

      Not that he was one to brag, but he was typically deemed quite noticeable indeed. As the son of an earl and handsome, by most ladies’ standards, he was usually noticed quite quickly. And with far more smiles.

      As it was, Sally batted her long lashes, not in a flirtatious way, but in the way of someone trying to call their focus to the person standing before them. In the way of someone who’d forgotten the name of the person to whom they were speaking.

      In a rather insulting way, to be honest.

      But it also made him grin. There it was again. That dreadfully sweet feeling in his chest. Not so different from the sensation he’d gotten as a child when he’d discovered his new favorite pastime. Excitement mixed with anticipation, along with that relish that came with discovering a new challenge.

      He tilted his head to the side, his gaze catching on the streak of dirt on her forehead. Yes, indeed. He was very glad she’d be coming to stay. A breath of fresh air would do them all good. Especially with the current guests in residence. The lords and ladies his father had invited to join him for hunting this fall gave new meaning to the word stale.

      “Is there something on my face?” Miss Sally asked with a frown.

      Now it was his turn to blink as he brought his mind to the topic at hand.

      Her thin brows drew down over a narrow nose. “You’re looking at me as though, I…” She didn’t bother finishing, moving past him instead to see her reflection in the mirror on the wall.

      “Oh drat,” she murmured as she scrubbed the cuff of her sleeve at the dirt until it was gone. Her gaze caught him staring at her reflection. “I was in the garden, you see.”

      “Yes, I saw,” he said. “Are you an avid gardener?”

      Her lips curved up but it fell flat before it could become a proper smile. So close.

      “Not really,” she said. “But Dr. Roberts lent me a book on medicinal herbs. Some of it seems like old wives’ tales but he assures me there’s some truth in it.”

      “And so you have been growing your own,” he guessed.

      She nodded. There was that hint of a smile again. “I’ve been trying. Trying is the key word there. I’m afraid I don’t have much of a green thumb.”

      He grinned at her rueful tone. “Well, perhaps at our estate you can convince our gardener to share his secrets.” He leaned in and lowered his voice. “The man is a veritable wizard when it comes to all things green.”

      “Is he?” Her eyes lit with excitement.

      He leaned back. Interesting.

      “And aside from magical plant keepers,” he continued. “We’re hosting a small house party so there shall be fine dinners and plenty of dancing.” He grimaced. “Possibly more musicales and charades than one might wish.”

      The light in her eyes dimmed. “Will there?”

      She did not sound pleased. Not in the least.

      Interesting, indeed. What an odd young lady. “I take it you do not relish musicales either?”

      “Not as such.” She hesitated and then added in a rueful tone, “And I’m sorry to say dancing is not my forte.”

      He found himself swallowing down a laugh. Yes, she was very odd indeed. So unlike the young ladies who were currently residing in his home.

      She seemed to gather herself and summoned a small polite smile. “Tell me, Lieutenant—”

      “Sebastian, please,” he interrupted.

      She blinked at the intimacy of it and he could only give her a little shrug of chagrin. Since leaving the army he’d come to despise the title. It no longer fit. But then the honorary Lord Sebastian didn’t feel quite right either. What’s in a name? Shakespeare had written.

      Quite a lot, in Sebastian’s humble opinion.

      She tipped her chin down and wariness hovered in her eyes. “I’m afraid I don’t know you well enough—”

      “Ah, but we have met before today,” he informed her.

      She blinked at him. “Have we?”

      His lips curved up in a rakish grin that made women everywhere swoon. Miss Sally did not swoon. She frowned, in fact. “I don’t recall,” she murmured.

      “Well, perhaps it was not a proper introduction.” He rocked back on his heels and stuck his hands into his pockets. “As you were in the midst of tending to an absurdly large brute with a knife in his leg, I shall not take offense that you do not recall my presence at your family’s ball.”

      Her eyes widened slightly and he caught a flicker of amusement that seemed to lighten her dark brown eyes with a glow that was irresistible. “How very good of you,” she said. Her lips twitched at the corners as she fought and won against a smile.

      Oh, how he wished to see that smile.

      The sound of high-pitched excited voices coming from behind a door behind them had her flinching and him suppressing a laugh. It was clear that Rebecca, at least, was enthusiastic in the extreme.

      After a long moment in which they both studiously pretended to ignore the high-pitched shrieking, he turned to her with a bland expression. “Tell me, does this door often creak so?”

      Her lips twitched but her answer was equally bland. “It’s the salt air, you see.” Her lips quivered in her effort to stifle a laugh as another shriek hit their ears. “It’s terrible for the hinges.”

      They maintained eye contact for one moment longer and then another piercing shriek came from the other room and he burst out in a laugh.

      And then...there. At long last. She gave up the fight and her lips curved up in a gorgeous grin that stole his breath. So very worth the wait.

      It was over too quickly, though. She was once more staid and determined looking, as though her time here chatting with him was some chore she had to fight her way through.

      He didn’t care for that. Not one bit. He wanted to see that smile again, and he wanted to see it often. In fact…

      He straightened. A sense of purpose the likes of which he hadn’t known in ages had him straightening, his chest swelling as it did anytime he’d been faced with a new adventure. A new mission.

      Oh yes. He finally had a new mission.

      And it was to see this lady’s smile.
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