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      September 1839, Mayfair

      From the moment Thomas Forster, spare heir to the Gisborn earldom, entered the mansion belonging to Lord and Lady Morganfield, he knew he had to be on his very best behavior.

      Everyone who was anyone in the ton had probably been invited, as was the rest of his extended family. Even though they only had a few days in London before they were to set sail for the Mediterranean, his grandmother, Cherise DuBois Slater, Marchioness of Devonville, had seen to it they had invitations to every event scheduled during the Little Season.

      Even if they were to be in London for less than a week.

      Having outgrown his last pair of satin pantaloons and matching top coat, he’d been forced to find new ones at a men’s shop in Bond Street. While there, he had picked out a number of embroidered waistcoats, several shirts, longer pantaloons, and some cravats, sure there would be enough room in his trunk for the new clothing.

      “You certainly appear rather dapper this evening,” his older brother, Randolph, commented.

      “As do you,” he replied, not bothering to look. The two had ridden in the same town coach along with their cousin, David Slater, Viscount Penton, who was at that moment engaged in a rather flirtatious exchange with at least three young ladies about to enter the receiving line behind them.

      They hadn’t even made it into the ballroom, and already, David was charming the young ladies.

      Tom couldn’t help but stare when they did make it to the top of the stairs leading down to the what already appeared to be a crush.

      He had always thought the ballroom in Devonville House rather grand, but this one seemed far larger—probably due to the mirrored panels mounted on the walls at both ends and the number of chandeliers that hung from the high ceiling. He tried to mentally calculate how many candles might be lit to provide the glittering spectacle he saw at the bottom of the stairs—all manner of silks and satins, turbans and feathers, gold and silver worn by aristocrats both young and old. He gave up when David joined them.

      “Why did you stop here?” his cousin asked.

      “I think we’re to be announced,” Randy said, nodding to the butler who hurried to take their names and titles. “Which means you get to go first.”

      Not the least bit shy, David immediately moved to the top of the stairs, and when his name and title were spoken in the loud baritone of the servant, he nodded and skipped down the steps as if he didn’t have a care in the world.

      Before he had reached the marble tiled-floor, a bevy of young ladies surrounded him, curtsying and holding out their dance cards.

      “He’s barely one-and-twenty and has absolutely no intention of marrying before he’s seven-and-twenty, and yet they love him,” Tom complained when Randy finished giving the butler their names.

      “Don’t despair, brother. I expect you’ll have your name on a number of dance cards before you’ve had a chance to take your first glass of champagne from a footman,” Randy remarked.

      “From your lips to⁠—”

      “Lord Randolph Forster and The Honorable Thomas Forster,” the butler announced.

      Forced to begin his descent, Tom stared straight ahead and remembered halfway down to display a more pleasant expression than what he was sure appeared to be fright. Even without looking, he knew his older brother was smiling. Surely the glare from his white teeth made the ballroom seem more brightly lit than it had been when they were at the top of the stairs.

      Randy had always been more self-assured, more confident in situations such as this. He had two years on Tom and knew most of the young men their age from their time at Oxford. Some of those very classmates were already in the ballroom, ready to greet them with good-natured jibing and reminders they weren’t usually part of the Little Season.

      “Card room, refreshments, or...” Randy waved to indicate the young ladies standing in the company of their mothers or chaperones. “Dancing?”

      Tom glanced around, his attention immediately going to a young lady who was not glued to an older matron but was holding a glass of champagne as she watched the growing crowd at the bottom of the stairs. “I think I shall see to filling in some of these dance cards,” he replied, leaving his brother’s side without another word.

      Before he had made it halfway to the young lady with the champagne, Tom knew his brother was besieged with requests from mothers wanting to introduce their daughters. Securing a betrothal to an heir to an earldom would be a feather in any doting mother’s mobcap.

      Tom decided there was definitely one benefit to being a spare heir—the matrons barely noticed him.

      “Good evening,” he said as he approached the young lady.

      Her eyes rounded and she glanced both left and right, as if she couldn’t believe he was addressing her. “Good evening, sir,” she replied, nodding.

      “I couldn’t help but notice you are not accompanied by a chaperone. Does that mean...?”

      “My mother is somewhere nearby,” she replied. “But I don’t believe we’ve met?”

      Tom shook his head. “We have not. I am rarely in the capital. Uh...” He glanced around, searching for someone who could perform the introduction. When he didn’t see anyone he knew, he said, “My name is Thomas Forster.” He bowed as he reached for her white-gloved hand.

      A quizzical expression appeared before she dipped a curtsy. “I am Helen. Lady Helen,” she amended, a brief grimace crossing her face when he brushed his lips over the back of her hand. “Forster... as in Gisborn?” she guessed.

      “Indeed. I’m the spare,” he admitted, glad he had found a top coat that allowed him to shrug his shoulders. Had he not acquired the larger one earlier that day, he feared the sleeves would have torn out of their seams if he attempted to dance.

      “What brings you to London, Mr. Forster?”

      Tom managed to snag a glass of champagne from a passing footman. He shifted his feet so he was no longer facing her but standing at a right angle, sure he would be scolded by her mother at any moment. “My cousins and I are about to embark on our Grand Tour.”

      Her eyes once again rounded. “Oh, I am so jealous.”

      Giving a start—he hadn’t expected such a response from a young lady—Tom chuckled softly. “You like to travel?”

      “I’m sure I would if I ever had the chance,” she replied. “Oh, I’ve been all over England of course, but I should love to tour the Continent, see Africa,” she gushed. “Go to my grandmother’s home country.”

      “Home country?” he repeated, sure she was about to mention Germany.

      “Greece,” she stated. “One of the islands of Greece.”

      Tom guffawed. “I... I would not have guessed,” he said. “We’re planning to go to Greece. To Athens, of course. Mayhap some of the islands.” He glanced around again. “Might you allow me a dance this evening, my lady?”

      “Of course.”

      She held up her wrist, and he wrote “Forster” on the line for one of the waltzes. He couldn’t help but notice there were no other names on the card, but then, the ball had barely begun. “You’re allowed, I hope?” he asked. “A waltz?”

      Helen grinned. “I am. I rather doubt there is anyone here who is not allowed,” she added.

      “Oh?” he replied. “My mother once mentioned she could not waltz during her first year in Society. Apparently she could perform it at some place called Almack’s, although she had to have some sort of special dispensation to do so.”

      Tittering, Helen said, “My mother wasn’t allowed, either, but the first time she waltzed with my father at a ball, he stepped on her foot.”

      Tom nearly choked on the sip of champagne he had drunk and regarded her with disbelief. “You... you’re not joking?”

      Helen’s light laughter lit up her features, its musical sound bringing a brilliant smile to his lips. “I am not. And although they were not betrothed until a year or so later, I rather doubt she held that unfortunate dance against him.”

      “Well, I should endeavor to avoid stepping on your slippers during our dance, my lady,” he said, hoping his wince went unnoticed. He hadn’t actually practiced the waltz in over a year. It wasn’t as if he had much of a chance where he lived near Bampton-on-the-Bush.

      “She was far more annoyed when he didn’t seem to recognize her the next time they met,” Helen commented.

      “How could he not?” Tom asked in confusion.

      “Well, she was in the water. The Aegean Sea, to be exact. So her hair would have been wet.”

      Tom swallowed at the thought of meeting a young woman in the Aegean Sea. “He must have thought her a mermaid,” he guessed in awe.

      “Aphrodite, actually,” she said in a hoarse whisper, one of her blonde brows arched in a tease.

      Sure his face was red with embarrassment—was she suggesting her mother had been unclothed at the time?—Tom dipped his head and took a long draught of the champagne, nearly draining the glass of its bubbles.

      “Oh, dear. Now I’ve said too much—or embarrassed you—and you’re wondering how you can remove your name from my dance card,” she said in mock dismay.

      He shook his head. “No. No,” he replied, waving a hand to emphasize his response. “I was actually thinking of how fortuitous it was for him to have met the love of his life so far from England. As if...” He paused. “As if he was granted a second chance.”

      From the expression on Helen’s face, he knew he had redeemed himself. “Perhaps when it becomes too much of a crush in here, we can take a turn in the gardens? I understand Lady Morganfield is quite proud of her roses.”

      Helen nodded. “I’d like that, Mr. Forster.”

      “There you are, darling.”

      Tom stiffened at hearing the sound of Cherise, Marchioness of Devonville. “Grandmama,” he said, turning to bow to the beautiful matron who had married his grandfather about the same time his mother had married his father. “Lady Devonville, have you met Lady Helen?”

      Cherise dipped her head as Helen performed a deep curtsy. “Of course, darling. It’s good to see you this evening, Lady Helen. I am in need of Thomas, though. There are those who do not believe he exists since he’s so rarely here in London,” she claimed.

      “Of course, my lady,” Helen said, dipping another curtsy.

      Tom gave her a beseeching look before he was led away through the crowd.

      

      “He seems rather amiable,” Stella Jones Tennison, Countess of Everly, remarked as she joined her daughter at the edge of the ballroom.

      “Indeed,” Helen replied, finally draining her champagne. “Nearly as much as Penton.”

      Stella arched an elegant brow. “They are cousins, are they not?” When Helen responded with an uncertain glance, she added, “I am led to believe the entire family is amiable.”

      Knowing to what her mother’s hints were leading—possible marital matches—Helen decided it best she change the subject. “Did you enjoy your dance with Father?”

      “I did, and I still have all my toes,” Stella replied, grinning in delight.

      About to mention it would be hard for her father to step on them given her mother’s expanding belly—the countess was due to give birth the following January—Helen decided against teasing her mother. The poor woman’s emotions seemed to change on a moment’s notice these days. At least her father knew what to do, although it frequently required the two of them to be behind closed doors. He was far more free with his kisses of late, too, but his displays of affection were at least limited to the confines of their townhouse in Mayfair.

      At least, as far as she knew.

      “Will he be dancing with you?”

      Helen lifted her wrist so her mother could see the entry on her dance card. “The waltz,” she said, arching a brow as she grinned. She quickly sobered. “But don’t get your hopes up, Mother. He’s about to depart for his Grand Tour,” she warned.

      Stella allowed a long sigh. “Did you have your hopes up?” she asked in a quiet voice.

      Shrugging, Helen said, “I know better these days.” Her eyes widened when she realized two young men were standing behind her mother, apparently waiting for her. “Good evening,” she said, her simple words enough to have her mother happily stepping aside.

      Within minutes, she had several more lines filled in on her dance card, a situation which pleased her mother and gave her hope for the immediate future.

      Apparently Thomas Forster’s attentions had convinced other young bucks that they should seek her company.

      

      Later, when he appeared at the appointed time for their waltz, Helen was still catching her breath from the last dance—a Scotch reel with Lord Penton. “Hello again,” she said, managing a curtsy.

      Tom bowed and seemed uncertain for a moment. “I do hope my cousin didn’t step on your slippers,” he said, his gaze darting to David.

      Although she hadn’t known for certain the two were related, Helen was happy for the confirmation. “Even if he had, I would have forgiven him. He’s a very amiable young man,” she said, watching as the topic of their conversation smiled and greeted every other young buck as if they were long-lost friends. His behavior with young ladies was the same, and she wondered how many knuckles he had already kissed that evening. “If he’s not careful, he’s going to find himself betrothed before the evening is over.”

      Tom’s guffaw and subsequent smile resulted in a dimple appearing at the base of one cheek. “It would serve him right,” he commented jovially. He sobered somewhat and glanced about the ballroom before he leaned closer and asked, “Would you prefer to walk in the gardens over dancing, perhaps?”

      Torn between heartily agreeing to the suggestion—the ballroom had grown quite warm—and suspicion as to the young man’s motives, Helen was about to reply that she would prefer to dance when he stepped even closer and added, “I fear I might step on your toes since I’ve never waltzed with anyone but my... my brother.” This last was said in a whisper, and it was almost impossible not to giggle at hearing his admission.

      “A walk in the gardens will be most welcome,” she replied, placing a hand on his arm. “Tell me, Mr. Forster⁠—”

      “Thomas. Or you can call me Tom,” he interrupted.

      “Thomas,” she said, rather surprised he would give her permission to use his Christian name when they had only just met. “Have you enjoyed your evening?”

      “Oh, very much, although it has mostly been in the company of my grandmother’s friends,” he replied. They made their way to the back of the ballroom, darting around pockets of people in conversation. He held open a French door for her, and they both inhaled deeply upon leaving the ballroom.

      “I didn’t realize Lady Devonville was your grandmother,” Helen said as they made their way along the pavers. A series of Japanese lanterns bobbed in the slight breeze, casting their shadows on the clipped lawn of the garden.

      “Step-grandmother, actually,” he replied. “On my mother’s side.”

      Helen struggled to remember what she had read in Debrett’s. “So... David, Viscount Penton, is your⁠—”

      “Cousin,” he stated. “He’s going with us on our Grand Tour.”

      “Us?” she prompted.

      “My oldest cousin, Donald Slater, will be our guide. My older brother, Randolph—he’s the heir to the Gisborn earldom—and then...” Here he paused and cleared his throat. “My aunt and uncle are traveling with us as well.”

      Helen had to place a hand over her mouth lest she laugh at hearing his last comment. “So you will be on your very best behavior,” she replied.

      “I try to be all the time,” he countered defensively.

      She aimed a look of disbelief in his direction. “’Tis a pity,” she replied. “I might have been compelled to allow you a kiss,” she teased. She heard his inhalation of breath and immediately wished she could take back her last words. “I am teasing,” she stated.

      “Oh,” he said, the sound of disappointment evident in his voice.

      They walked along in silence until they reached the row of rose bushes that lined one side of the property. Backed against a hedgerow and edged on the front with tiny white flowers, only the lighter colored blooms showed in the light from a quarter moon.

      “Do you have a favorite?” he asked.

      Helen glanced down the row and pointed to some light pink roses, their darker centers almost black in the darkness. “Those are especially lovely,” she remarked.

      He led them to stand before the pink blooms, reaching out to pull one of the largest closer. “The color of a blush on a maiden’s cheeks,” he whispered, remembering how his mother described the roses she had planted in her garden outside the orangery behind Gisborn Hall.

      “An embarrassed maiden,” Helen said.

      “Something tells me you are not easily embarrassed.”

      She inhaled sharply, the sound almost a scoff. “Perhaps I am merely cynical.”

      He turned to face her. “You are not old enough to be cynical,” he argued.

      Helen didn’t meet his gaze, her attention still on the roses. That is, until two of his fingers touched her cheek to gently turn her face to his.

      His lips were on hers before she quite knew what was happening. Firm pillows pressed to her lips, her mouth open from the momentary shock at his bold move.

      For a moment, she didn’t quite know what to do. She had imagined at least a hundred times what a kiss was supposed to be like—imagined what she would do in return—but the reality added texture and warmth she had not considered, a suckling sensation that was both pleasant and erotic, and a wash of warm breath over her cheek that held hints of champagne and amber and something spicy.

      Despite wishing the kiss would continue, his lips left hers. His forehead touched her forehead, though, and remained there as he seemed to contemplate what to do next.

      “I should apologize⁠—”

      “Oh, please don’t,” she whispered.

      “I’ve wanted to kiss you since the moment I met you,” he murmured.

      She pulled away enough to stare at him in surprise. “You have?”

      He nodded. “All I could think was that I would most assuredly step on your toes if we danced, and so I tried to think of what I might do that would save your slippers and keep me from displaying embarrassment undoubtedly redder than those roses.” He motioned to the pink roses. “Even so, I fear my face is quite red. Did I do it right?”

      “Do it right?” she repeated.

      “The kiss?”

      Helen blinked. “How would I know?” she asked in a hoarse whisper. “It’s not as if I’ve ever...” Here she clamped her mouth shut and took a half-step back. The momentary spell that had been cast over them seemed to dissipate as quickly as it had formed.

      “It was so pleasant,” he stated. “I didn’t really know what I was...” It was his turn to stop speaking.

      “You’re claiming you’ve never kissed before?” she asked in disbelief.

      He shrugged, his broad shoulders emphasizing the simple response. For a moment, she imagined him capable of lifting her over one of them and carrying her to who-knew-where so he could do who-knew-what with her.

      Mayhap behind the hedgerow.

      The thought had her heart rate increasing so she could practically hear her pulse in her ears.

      “I haven’t,” he affirmed. “Although, I would like to do it again with you. That is… if you’re of a mind to be kissed again.”

      Torn between running back to the ballroom or holding her ground and engaging in a second kiss with the spare heir, Helen closed the distance between them, gripped a lapel in one gloved hand, and pressed her lips to his.

      She wasn’t expecting one of his arms to encircle her waist, but she was glad for the support. Glad for the warmth the front of his body provided for the front of hers. Glad that their second kiss was at least as pleasant and pleasing as their first.

      Better, even, since neither paused with uncertainty at the beginning as they had with their initial kiss.

      The ending, though, could have been so much better. Especially if Lady Devonville hadn’t called out Tom’s name from somewhere near the French doors.

      “Apologies,” he said, annoyance apparent in his voice.

      Helen blinked several times, stunned by how he jerked away from her. She nearly allowed a curse but immediately understood why he had ended it so abruptly when she heard his name called out by his grandmother a second time. “You’re forgiven,” she whispered. “Go. I’ll return to the ballroom in a moment.”

      “Are you sure?” he asked, his brows furrowed in confusion.

      “Of course,” she said, giving him a gentle shove to send him on his way.

      “I look forward to seeing you again,” he said. He bowed and hurried off.

      Holding her breath until she was forced to let it go, Helen dipped her face into the nearest rose and inhaled, allowing the heady floral aroma to replace the intoxicating scent of Thomas Forster.

      She would not soon forget it, nor the kiss they had shared.
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            A CREATURE FROM THE RIVER

          

        

      

    

    
      A year-and-a-half later, February 1841, the Nile Delta, Egypt

      Of all the creatures Lady Helen Tennison expected to see on the banks of a river leading to the Nile, a crocodile was not one of them.

      Nor was her baby brother, who at the moment seemed intent on becoming said crocodile’s breakfast. How had he managed to escape their guide’s tent and toddle all the way to the water’s edge was a mystery she wasn’t prepared to solve just then.

      “Bradley!” she cried out, racing to scoop up the boy from the bank of the river. If she’d had the breath, she would have cursed the bell skirt of her gown, for when she was attempting to escape with her brother under her arm, she nearly lost its hem in the jaws of the dark green creature.

      “Oh!” her mother cried out in shock, joining her to assist with the babe. Right behind her was Harold Tennison, Earl of Everly, holding a pistol in one hand. He stopped short and was in the process of aiming it at the crocodile when the beast determined it was outnumbered. It turned with great haste and slipped back into the dark water before Harry could get off a shot.

      He lowered the weapon and let out his breath in a whoosh. He turned to see his wife and daughter still racing away from the bank of the river, his spare heir’s arms gripped between them so the poor boy was dangling nearly a foot above the ground. His own shoulders spasmed at the thought of what Bradley’s were experiencing at that moment.

      He allowed a sigh of frustration.

      Nothing about this trip to Egypt was going quite as he had expected.

      A quarter of a century ago, before he was married and the father of three, he had been able to go on expeditions all over Europe and in the Mediterranean to search for unusual fish and plants, or to research trees and birds, his only concern his own well-being.

      With his heir, Alexander, now married and safely back in London with his new wife, Margaret, Harry had thought he might resume his worldly treks—even if his half-Greek countess had recently bestowed him with another son. The boisterous boy didn’t seem to understand the concept of his status as the “spare heir”—this wasn’t the first time he seemed determined to commit suicide—but then he was barely a year old.

      “That was entirely too close,” Helen huffed, when she managed to reach the area where their dragoman was cooking their breakfast on an open fire. While Nabil had slept in the tent, they had spent the night in a nearby house, the surrounding area shaded by the leaves of banana trees. Their breakfast was to include several of the sweet yellow fruits.

      “What was that?” Stella asked, taking her son into her arms. He settled onto her hip, his grin making it apparent he had no idea how close he had come to death-by-reptile.

      “A crocodile,” Harry replied. “They are…”

      “Quite a nuisance,” Nabil remarked. He was perched on a boulder that might have at one time been part of a nearby temple, a map spread out before him. “It’s best you stay away from the riverbank whilst you are dining.”

      Helen glanced at the blanket her mother had spread out on the ground, half-eaten foodstuffs strewn about, some in the shade of a parasol she had planted into the ground. Not far away was the edge of the desert, its slightly reddish cast due to the morning light.

      About to say, “Do tell,” Helen couldn’t when her mother pulled her into an embrace.

      “Thank you, darling. I never would have reached him in time,” Stella murmured. “Last I saw, he was asleep.”

      Bradley joined in the hug, his happy babbling at odds with his mother’s terror.

      “You’re welcome,” Helen replied, grinning down at her brother. “It was not as if I was going to let that awful thing take him,” she added. Turning her attention to her father, she asked, “Were you thinking to add one of those to the aquarium in your study?”

      Harry barked a laugh. “No, even though the young ones are quite small,” he replied. “I do not think they would suit.”

      “Small?” she repeated in disbelief.

      He pointed to Bradley. “Smaller than him,” he said.

      “Our son is far larger than most babes his age,” Stella remarked. Her breathing had finally returned to normal, but the way her blonde brows puckered, Helen knew she was wishing she had remained at their townhouse in London.

      Helen wasn’t, though. Despite the momentary fright, she had been enjoying the trip up the Nile Delta from the Mediterranean. Every day she awoke to new sights. Water buffalo, strange birds, and the ruins of ancient temples lined the banks of the river that provided Egyptians with the means to live.

      When her father had announced his intentions to take them to Egypt, she had imagined desert sands for as far as the eye could see. Dunes dotted with giant pyramids and camels, Arabian horses and caravans. The greenery along this part of the Nile—and indeed the entire Delta—had been unexpected. Now that they were finally camped along the bank of the Nile—the source of the various waterways that had helped create the delta—Helen was beginning to understand why the river had been so important to the ancient Egyptians. Why it was apparently still so important.

      Everything happened close to the river. Everyone lived near the river.

      Contrary to what she had believed, Egyptians weren’t desert dwellers. They grew crops and tended their animals and homes all within a mile of the water.

      She had also imagined heat so intense, she would feel wilted before their daily luncheon. Instead, the weather had been particularly kind to their small party. She had even been forced to wear a shawl during dinner, for when the sun dipped below the horizon, the night air grew cool.

      The following day, they were to arrive in Cairo to see the pyramids and the head of a sphinx at Giza.

      “Nabil says we will reach Cairo later today,” Harry said, stowing the pistol in a trunk. “We can expect to find accommodations there.”

      “A real bed?” Helen asked, her eyes betraying her dislike of the cots in which they had been sleeping for the past few nights, tents of mosquito netting protecting them from the biting insects.

      Nabil chuckled. “Real beds,” he affirmed. “Good food. Ancient pyramids.”

      Helen grinned. “I can hardly wait,” she said. “I look forward to whatever we discover.”

      Glad to hear his daughter was amenable to what was to come, Harry took his son into his arms and hoisted him over his head.

      Bradley giggled in delight. “You and your sister are the very best travelers,” he said, aiming an apologetic glance at his wife.

      Stella merely shrugged. “I knew what to expect,” she said.

      Helen studied her mother for a moment, realizing she spoke the truth. Even though Estelle Jones Tennison, Countess of Everly, was the daughter of a duke, she had spent most of her youth on an island in the Aegean Sea, far from the luxury of Mayfair.

      Although Helen didn’t expect to miss the creature comforts of the Everly townhouse, she was looking forward to spending some nights in a building with real walls and a real bed.

      She didn’t want her sleep interrupted by a hungry creature.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          
            NEWLYWEDS AWAKEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Meanwhile, on a dhahabîyeh out in the river

      The sound of footsteps overhead had Randy Forster, heir to the Gisborn earldom, emerging from a deep sleep. He reached out to ensure his new wife, Diana, was still next to him, grinning when she rolled to face him.

      “Good morning, sleepyhead,” she whispered, her lips upturned at their corners.

      “Good morning, gorgeous.” He leaned toward her and kissed her forehead. “What are you doing awake so early?”

      She tittered, a sound he found as welcoming as he did amusing. As a woman determined to remain a spinster when he had met her atop the Acropolis in Athens, Diana rarely smiled, nor was she easily humored. For some reason he hadn’t yet sorted, Randy had been immediately attracted to the young woman.

      “Trying to determine if it’s your brother or David walking about up on the top deck,” she replied. “I believe it’s Tom, but as to why he’s up there, I have to admit I am rather curious.”

      “It’s Tom,” he affirmed, recognizing his younger brother’s cadence. He lifted his pocket watch from the nightstand, his eyes widening. “I am a sleepyhead,” he added. “It’s nearly nine o’clock.” He lifted himself onto an elbow and listened for a moment. “And it feels like we’re moving rather fast.”

      “The wind is in our favor,” Diana remarked. “Our captain said this is the best time of the year to sail up the Nile.”

      He scoffed softly. “Are we in a hurry?”

      Diana once again tittered and stepped off the small bed. Given the size of their compact cabin, she had to shimmy sideways to reach her trunk.

      Randy suppressed the urge to groan when she bent over to open it and retrieve some clothes. His very first view of her had been of her bum, the perfect upside-down heart-shaped derriere encased in a pair of men’s breeches.

      She wasn’t wearing anything at the moment, due to the fact that he had stripped her of her nightrail the night before, prior to them ever climbing onto the small bed. She also seemed oblivious to the discomfort she was causing him and his manhood.

      “Are you staring at my bum?” she asked, her attention still on the clothes in the trunk.

      So... not oblivious.

      “I am and you know it, you minx,” he accused, managing to inflect some humor into his otherwise serious response. Despite what he wanted to be doing with his new wife—engage in the sort of bed sport in which they had enjoyed once he had her completely naked—he pulled on a pair of pantaloons. “But if my brother is up on the roof...” He paused to listen and grunted when the sound resumed. “He must have seen something.”

      “Agreed,” she replied. She held up a day gown next to a pair of breeches. “I can’t decide,” she added.

      The daughter of Viscount Jasper Henley, Diana regularly engaged in her father’s avocation of archaeology. She was clever, too, and gifted—or cursed—with the ability to remember everything she had ever heard, read, or seen.

      She also possessed a body Randy found irresistible. Given all her traits, he supposed he’d had no choice when it came to convincing her to marry him. Although he had offered to be her lover for life if she remained a spinster, he knew he would always regret it if she couldn’t one day be his countess.

      As for if she was regretting marrying him, he reveled in the reminder of the words she said to him every night before they slept.

      “I love you, Randolph Forster.”

      For the first week after their civil wedding ceremony in Athens, she had added, “Please don’t make me regret it.”

      Ever since, he had done his very best to improve upon his lovemaking skills—in seeing to her pleasure before taking his own. Other than having studied illustrations or read about lovemaking in books, neither one of them had any experience prior to their wedding night.

      They had certainly learned much from one another since that night late in September.

      “Mayhap neither,” he whispered, referring to the clothes she held out. He swallowed, his eyes darkening with desire.

      Diana dropped the folded items onto the bed and turned around as if she intended to look for something else. Bending over, she glanced back at him. “Perhaps you should come help me choose,” she whispered. Instead of rummaging through the trunk, she braced her hands against the cabin wall.

      The sight of her upturned quim had Randy gulping. He quickly divested himself of his pantaloons before moving to stand behind her. Gripping her hips with his hands, he gasped when one of her hands reached between her thighs to cradle his ball sac before guiding the tip of his manhood to her entrance.

      “You’re already wet,” he whispered in surprise, inhaling sharply when he realized he was already half-buried inside her.

      “I’ve been awake longer than you,” she whispered.

      “We’ve not done it like this before,” he murmured, sliding his hands up along the sides of her torso until his fingertips brushed the tips of her nipples.

      She gasped when he pressed further into her, and when she arched her back, he was suddenly buried to the hilt. She gave up her hold on his balls to press her palm against the wall, requiring both hands for leverage.

      “I fear I’m going to come too soon,” he warned, pulling halfway out before he thrust into her.

      He felt one of her hands cover his right hand to guide it to where their bodies met, and he understood what to do. Pressing his thumb against her swollen womanhood as he pulled out of her, he felt her body respond even before he heard her soft cry. Rubbing harder as he thrust into her over and over, he knew he couldn’t hold off his release.

      At the same moment his seed spilled into her, her channel contracted around his manhood, pulling him deeper into her while her breath caught. To stifle her cry of pleasure, she turned her head to place her open mouth against her upper arm.

      For a moment, Randy saw only stars as a maelstrom of pleasure gripped him and didn’t seem to let go. Dizzy and delirious, he lowered his face to the space between her shoulder blades, one hand cupping a breast as the other took purchase on the wall for support.

      “Well, this is certainly a novel way to start the morning,” Diana whispered after a moment, her breathing finally returning to normal.

      “If I died this very moment, I would miss you the most,” he whispered hoarsely.

      Diana gasped and straightened, sending him falling backwards onto the bed. “Don’t you dare die on me,” she countered, turning to follow him down onto the bed. She ended up atop him, grinning in delight.

      He chuckled, although he quickly sobered when the thumping atop the roof began again. “I won’t,” he promised. “I think it’s best I discover what’s going on out there, though.”

      “Agreed,” Diana replied. She rolled off of him and returned to the trunk.

      “The gown,” he said. When she gave him a look of confusion, he added, “Wear the gown. Save the breeches for when we reach some ruins,” he suggested.

      She nodded, watching as he pulled on his smalls and pantaloons. “I’ll hurry, but I to need clean myself before I dress,” she said.

      Pulling on a shirt, he nodded. “There’s water in the pitcher,” he said. “Will you need help with your gown?”

      “I can manage,” she assured him. “But I’m only going to wear one petticoat. There isn’t enough room on this ship for these huge skirts,” she complained.

      “I won’t mind,” he replied, grinning as he buttoned his waistcoat. “I’m going to forego a top coat.” Pulling on a pair of boots, he stood. “Do I look like you’ve just had your way with me?”

      Giggling, Diana moved to stand in front of him, reaching up with a hand to spear his hair with her fingers, smoothing it into some semblance of order. “There,” she said proudly.

      “Thank you.” He kissed her first on the lips and then on the forehead.

      “You’re welcome. Now, be off with you. I need some privacy. If anyone asks, I⁠—”

      “I’ll tell them you’re reading,” he said, gesturing to a small pile of books on the cabin’s only nightstand.

      She lifted a shoulder. “Thank you.”

      He winked at her and took his leave of the small cabin to discover whatever it was that had his brother up on the top deck.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 3


          

          
            BREAKFAST ON A BOAT

          

        

      

    

    
      Meanwhile

      Holding his cousin’s binoculars to his face, Thomas Forster studied the shore—and the young woman and babe he caught running away from the water. He let out a low whistle.

      “What is it?” his cousin, David Slater, asked. He moved to take the pair of telescopes from Tom, surprised when his cousin gave them up so easily.

      “Who, is more the question,” Tom murmured, making his way to the back of the sailing vessel. Given the number of cabins and the fact that it had space for a kitchen and a dining table and chairs up top, the dhahabîyeh, named The Cleopatra, was practically a houseboat. The large sail, located at the front on a mast that leaned in the direction of travel, was completely unfurled and filled with the morning’s wind as was the small one that extended well past the back of the ship.

      When they had boarded the day before, Will Slater, Earl of Bellingham and former commander of HMS Greenwich, had studied the design for a long time, curious how the equivalent of a main mast would work at such an angle. Once they were on their way, he marveled at how easy it was for one man—their captain, George—and a young boy to crew such a craft. When George learned Will had captained a naval vessel, he invited him to take the wheel once they were well into the Nile.

      “We must be careful of the sand bars,” George had explained. “And other hazards on the river bottom.”

      Happy to wait his turn at the wheel, Will enjoyed watching the shoreline along with the rest of the family as they departed the port at Alexandria and made their way to a tributary in the Delta that provided direct access to the Nile. Now that they were on a waterway that was much wider and proved to have a slower current, Tom expected his uncle would be at the wheel for most of the day—once he finally emerged from his cabin.

      Tom climbed the ladder leading to the top deck—the roof of the cabins—careful to maintain his balance as he stared at the distant shore.

      David aimed the binoculars in the direction of where he had seen his cousin looking and scanned for signs of life. He spotted a man near the bank of the river, holding what he was sure was a gun, and behind him, a young woman hurrying away with a babe in tow.

      No. Make that two women, although one was considerably older than the other. The babe appeared as if its arms were strung between them, and he rolled a shoulder in sympathy.

      He lost sight of the two women when the man headed in their direction, blocking them from David’s view. From seeing only his back, David was sure he was garbed in a white shirt, waistcoat, pantaloons, and boots.

      Familiar clothes.

      They appeared much like those he and his cousins had been wearing every day of late. Their group of six had made their way from Athens, Greece aboard a steamship to Crete, and after a fortnight on the largest of the Cyclades Islands, they had departed for Egypt on a sailing vessel.

      Upon reaching the port in Alexandria, David’s father, William Slater, Earl of Bellingham, had contracted with a ship’s owner to take them to Cairo. Although he had hoped to extend the trip as far south as Luxor—the site of ancient Thebes—Will was told he would need to find a different vessel in which to continue the trip up the Nile. Despite his generous offer, the owner had reluctantly declined but assured Will there would be sailing vessels available for hire for such a trek.

      “Did you recognize anyone on shore?” Tom called down to his cousin.

      Torn from his brief reverie, David once again lifted the binoculars to his face. This time, he briefly caught the profile of the man, scoffing when he realized the gentleman seemed familiar. He attempted to refocus the lenses, but by the time he redirected them, the ship had moved too far up river for him to make out any details. “I take it you did?” he countered as he glanced up at his cousin, shading his eyes from the morning sun with a hand held to his forehead.

      Tom walked the length of the top deck before he turned around and retraced his steps. From this distance, he couldn’t be positive as to the identity of the young woman with the babe, but she certainly looked familiar.

      Too familiar.

      The memory of a kiss he had shared with her came to mind—as it frequently had done during their Grand Tour—and he had to tamp down the excitement he felt.

      Tamp down his ardor, too, for his manhood had begun twitching at the same time he remembered the kiss he had shared with Lady Helen next to the roses in Lady Morganfield’s garden.

      He would have thought that after nearly a year-and-a-half, he could have forgotten about those stolen kisses, but they only seemed more vivid in his brain.

      She seemed more vivid.

      Although he had kept her from being discovered in his company by returning to the ballroom without her, her entire identity had been difficult to learn. He hadn’t wished to raise suspicions with his grandmother by asking about Lady Helen, though. He had instead waited until their party had departed London before asking his Aunt Barbara if she was familiar with Lady Helen.

      She was not.

      His uncle, however, knew exactly who he meant. “She’s Everly’s daughter,” he had said during one of their dinners with the ship’s captain.

      For any more information, Tom didn’t dare ask anyone, preferring instead to help himself to the captain’s copy of Debrett’s Peerage and Baronetage. Although it had been a decade out of date, Lady Helen was listed along with her older brother, Alexander, as the only offspring of Harold Tennison, Earl of Everly, and his countess, Estelle Jones, daughter of the Duke of Westhaven and a woman named Astria Zabat from an island called Mykonos.

      So what Helen had told him about her mother that night at the ball was true. She was half-Greek, but she was also a duke’s daughter. He couldn’t remember her mentioning anything about that when any other young lady might have led with such information.

      Lady Helen was a duke’s granddaughter!

      Given the British had helped the Greeks with their war for independence, it shouldn’t matter if a young lady was of Greek descent. He found the thought rather enticing, especially now that they had visited Athens and spent time in several archaeological sites, including the Temple of Poseidon at Cape Sounion and the ruins at Delphi. Should he ever see Lady Helen again, he would be able to regale her with stories of his time in Greece.

      Tom scrambled down the ladder to discover his cousin waiting for an answer to his query about what—or rather who—he had seen onshore. “I was probably only seeing things,” he said dismissively.

      David frowned. “Who did you think you saw?”

      His hands moving to his hips, Tom shook his head. “Someone we met in London. At that ball we attended before we left for Sicily,” he replied. “It’s nothing, really,” he added dismissively.

      Chuckling, David considered the possibility. “Well, I suppose there are others who have ventured this way from England for their Grand Tours,” he said. “But... that man seemed a bit long in the tooth to be on his.”

      “Watch who you’re calling too old to be on his grand Tour,” his father, Will, said as he joined the young men from inside one of the ship’s four cabins. At eight-and-forty, most might have thought the heir to the Devonville marquessate too old to be traipsing about the Mediterranean on a Grand Tour. His years in the British Navy acting as a commander followed by over two decades as foreman for his brother-in-law’s farms had served him well when it came to his physique, and it didn’t hurt that his male ancestors had all seemed to live well past seventy.

      “Apologies, Father, but that man back there...” David paused to wave in the direction of the shore.

      “What man?”

      “It was more than just a man,” Tom said, when he joined his uncle and cousin. “Looked more like... like a family,” he added. “An older man and woman, then a younger woman and her babe. I think she was rescuing him from something. Something on the ground that was large and dark.”
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