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      Esmeralda Goodwin selected a few smooth pebbles from the beach and skittered them one by one over the choppy surface of the sea. As each one skipped a few times and then sank beneath the waves, she shouted fiercely, "I don't care, I don't care, I don't care." The wind blowing off the sea made her eyes water, and she blinked hard, trying to convince herself that she was not crying.

      Her little scruffy brown dog, Ruffles, barked and rushed into the water to find the object she had thrown. He hunted along the edge of the water but was confused when the waves rushed up to him and he bolted up onto the beach, shaking his fur dry. Messy hardly noticed when sprays of water splashed her dress. She picked up another stone and tossed it as hard and far as she could as she shouted her fury to the skies, "I hate men. I hate them all and I don't care."

      Ruffles abandoned his search for the stones and focused on his mistress, placing his wet paws on her knees and looking up at her with soft brown eyes.

      In spite of herself, Messy smiled and ruffled his fur. "I know you love me. Dogs and horses are far better companions than men. At least they don't steal your heart and then go off and marry somebody else."

      Ruffles yapped his promise to be loyal to her forever and danced in happy circles around his mistress. He picked up a piece of driftwood, which he dropped at her feet for her to throw. But even playing with her beloved pet couldn't ease the pain that gripped her heart.

      Far away, in Derbyshire, Peter Archer, the man she had thought would one day realize their shared passion for animals and the outdoors made the perfect foundation for a future together, was marrying the very pretty and perfectly demure Miss Gwyneth Hawkins. Messy should have guarded her heart more carefully, realizing that he, like all men, wanted a sweet and dainty wife who would keep his house comfortable for him and would never dirty her dress or hands by interfering with the men's work on the farm.

      Messy had never been interested in sitting patiently in a sitting room, embroidering pretty samplers that had no use except to prove she would make a good wife. She loved all kinds of animals and thought nothing of tramping through muddy woods and lying on damp grass to watch badgers at play or beavers building a dam. And she spent much of her time in the stables, training horses and dogs and treating those who incurred injuries.

      But animals, much as they were loyal and loving, could not provide the companionship her four older sisters had each found with their husbands. Messy was secretly envious of their happiness and longed to find a man who would love her as passionately as her sisters were loved, who wouldn't try to change her into the picture of a model wife.

      She brushed her arm across her eyes, refusing to cry. She was made of sterner stuff than that and was too strong to let herself be affected by a mere man. She would learn to be content as the spinster aunt to her sisters' children and find comfort in the horses and dogs she loved so much.

      As she prepared to throw the piece of wood Ruffles had brought back to her, the sun caught her eye and she dropped the stick with a gasp, realizing it was much later than she had thought. She had promised to take Ali's little son to see a new litter of puppies and she never broke a promise. She whistled for Rufus who reluctantly dropped his piece of wood and dashed up to her as she made her way up the path, completely unaware that a stranger had watched every movement of her odd performance.
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        * * *

      

      Fletcher Howell leaned against the rock wall at the entrance of the secluded cave and watched the young woman toss a stick for her dog and shout her hatred of men to the skies. He had heard that the new Earl of Abbotsford had recently married, as had Jasper Keeton, owner of a neighboring estate. His mind wandered back to a summer many years ago, when he, Keeton, and Summerson had fished for gobies and sticklebacks in the rock pools and splashed in the waves that broke on the shore. But that was before the sons of aristocrats had been sent to elite schools and he had begun to learn the trade of the sea from his uncle.

      His mouth twisted wryly. Fletcher's Cove officially belonged to the Earl of Abbotsford, but Lord Summerson, Earl of Abbotsford, had probably not come near this beach since that long-ago summer, and the fashionable gentleman who, through the quirk of birth, wielded power as the highest-ranked aristocrat in the region would scarcely acknowledge the son of a merchant tradesman he had played with so many years ago.

      Earls and lords, along with their wives, spent most of their time in London, hobnobbing with the peers of the realm. And that allowed the Howells, who had been established as a leading family along this coast long before the Summersons had arrived, to continue to regard the area as their own. Particularly this very convenient cave which allowed them to carry out their business far from prying eyes and curious minds.

      Howell continued to watch the woman, wondering if she was the earl's new wife. He had heard some odd things about her and what he saw confirmed all he had heard. Even as he pondered the enigma of this woman, annoyed that she was intruding on his beach and wondering if she ever ventured down to the far end where the cave was hidden, he was aware of the litheness of her figure, the clearness of her complexion, and the gloss of her hair. What kind of fool was Summerson to upset her so much that she wanted nothing to do with men? But no matter how attractive she was, her presence on this beach was an inconvenience he could ill afford.

      Howell frowned as he pulled a piece of birch wood and a whittling knife from his pocket and began, almost unconsciously, to form the shape of a graceful woman with long hair and supple limbs, not unlike the one on the beach. While his hands were occupied, his mind was free to consider more important matters.

      He scanned the horizon. From his position, he could see one of the four ships that made up the fleet he owned that formed the core of the Howell business, mostly sailing between England, France, Spain, and the Caribbean, carrying copper, wool, brandy, fine silks, laces, and many other products which the members of the aristocracy coveted for their elaborate, fashionable clothes and lavish lifestyles.

      The Tempest's Fury lay at anchor, peacefully rocking on the gentle swell of the waves, two miles out. She would dock in Lyme Regis the following day, but first, late tonight when the tide came in and the moonless night was at its darkest, some of the cargo would be brought to this cave. Later, the goods would be taken to various outposts from where they would be distributed as if they had been brought into the country in the normal way.

      During England's war with Napoleon, Howell's uncle had begun to smuggle French brandy and other products that the aristocracy could not live without but which had officially been banned. And the habit of smuggling had persisted because of the high excise duties charged by the government which limited the profit merchants could make and made the prices of goods so high that ordinary people could not afford even the smallest luxuries. If the taxes inflicted on the citizens of the country were being used to make their lives better, this might have been excusable, but it was the rich aristocrats who benefited while ordinary people suffered. Howell had no compunction about keeping some funds out of the grasping hands of the Prince Regent who indulged in extravagances most people could not even imagine.

      As he completed the rough shape of the woman, he muttered Samuel Johnson's definition of excise as A hateful tax levied upon commodities. He spent much of his time avoiding the excise men, the wretches hired by those to whom excise is paid. Recently, a particularly odious wretch from the Department of Excise and Customs had been sniffing around the village of Fletcher's Haven, making it difficult for Howell to carry on his business. And now, he had to contend with attractive young ladies and their pets invading his beach as well.

      He sighed and rolled his shoulders. He was beginning to tire of the endless games. The thrill he had found years ago was beginning to pall, and ducking and diving, playing hide and seek with officers of his majesty's government was mentally and physically draining. Since he had arrived back in Dorset to head up the family business, he had been considering how to bring the smuggling to an end. It was difficult, as many of the locals relied on the income they made to support their families.

      A long, clear whistle brought his attention back to the woman, who called her dog and then walked quickly up the public path from the beach to the cliff top. He was impressed to hear how well she could whistle. It was not usually one of the skills or accomplishments taught to young ladies. And her scruffy dog was a mutt, not the kind of pampered pedigreed pug favored by genteel ladies. If she was the new Countess of Abbotsford, she was far more eccentric than rumor and gossip had painted her.

      He watched the woman and her dog until they disappeared from sight and then turned back to the sea. Using a small brass telescope his father had given him on his twelfth birthday, he focused on the ship. The crew members were passing a flagon of brandy from one to the other on the deck, one sailor was playing a mouth organ, and the captain, Simon Masters, was leaning against the side rail, scanning the shoreline.

      Howell used a mirror to send a signal to the ship. A reply came quickly. He nodded and turned deeper into the cave, quickly making his way through a tunnel and up to the open moor where he had left his horse grazing under a clump of trees near the cliff edge.

      As he emerged from the darkness into the late afternoon sunlight, he swore. The woman from the beach was talking to his large, fierce stallion, gently stroking his nose. Cyclone nuzzled her hand as if he were a kitten instead of a bad-tempered beast that usually only responded to him. Her back was to him and she didn't notice his approach until Cyclone nickered a greeting and her scrap of a dog ran at him, barking.

      She spun around and faced him, not even slightly fazed by his six foot four inch frame or the vicious scar that ran down his left cheek. Her blue eyes were blazing. "Someone as careless and thoughtless as you does not deserve such a magnificent beast. You've left him standing in the cold wind without any shelter." She didn't wait for him to respond. "And what are you doing on my brother-in-law's land?"

      Howell crossed his arms during her tirade and scowled, causing his scar to stand out, making him look even fiercer. "Have you finished?" His voice was dark with menace and she snapped her mouth closed. The dog, however, was still yapping at him.

      He glared at the dog. "Quiet." He did not raise his voice, but the authority in his tone and the dominance of his presence cowed the brave little beast. The dog gave one final yap and slunk away to find shelter beside his mistress.

      Howell turned his glare on the woman. He owed no one, least of all a chit of a girl, an explanation for his actions or presence here on land that had been a public right of way for centuries. He stalked up to his horse, took the reins, and swung himself into the saddle in one fluid, graceful movement. Without a further glance at her, he cantered off, leaving her to stare at his retreating figure.

      But when he was ensconced in his library at Fletcher's Point an hour later, trying to concentrate on the large account books open on his desk, images of a feisty young woman who had a magical touch with horses and eyes the color of the sky in the tropics distracted him. He pushed his chair back and stalked to the window, looking out at the sea as he cupped his swollen cock.
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        * * *

      

      "What do you know about the owner of Fletcher's Point?" Messy asked as casually as possible.

      Nell looked up from her notebook and sucked the end of her pencil. "Fletcher's Point? Is that the large grey house right on the cliffs that borders Xander's land?"

      Messy nodded.

      "I don't think I've ever seen the owner. An old bachelor lived there until recently, but I believe he passed away. I'm not sure who lives there now. Xander might know more. Why do you ask?"

      Messy's attempt at insouciance was not very successful. "No reason, really. I think I might have met him this afternoon when I went for a walk on the beach. He was rude, not even bothering to answer when I spoke to him. He left his horse standing in the blustery wind and just appeared out of nowhere. I don't know where he was or what he was doing."

      "That is a very muddled way of telling the story. You were probably too focused on the horse to see anyone nearby," Nell said distractedly, frowning as she looked at her page before scribbling down some words.

      Messy's chin lifted stubbornly. "It's completely flat there and you can see for miles without even trying. He wasn't there, and then suddenly he was."

      Nell looked puzzled. "That is somewhat strange, but it doesn't make him odd. Lots of people use the path along the cliff top. It's one of the easiest ways to get to the village. I wonder if I could work something like that into my new book. Maybe he is a highwayman and has a secret hiding place up on the moors."

      "I don't like him," Messy declared. "I don't like people who are careless with their horses. And he has a piratical appearance," she ended.

      Nell giggled. "I wonder if pirates really do look piratical. Did he have dark hair and an eye patch?"

      "No eye patch," Messy said. "But he has a dark tan and a scar all down one side of his face. He used a dark blue bandanna to keep his hair off his face and his clothes were scruffy. His eyes are dark and mean."

      Nell looked at her sister thoughtfully. "You noticed a lot about him for such a brief encounter. I think he has been in the Caribbean for a while and only came home recently when his uncle died."

      Messy picked up a kitten who was purring at her feet and cuddled it against her breast. "I don't suppose we will have much to do with him, but he does have a magnificent horse." She didn't add that his physique was also magnificent and that the glimpse she had of his chest had made her feel warm in places she didn't want to mention. Nell was beginning to romanticize the encounter, and Messy was sorry she had mentioned him. She jumped to her feet. "I'm going to see how Boadicea's foal is doing. I always knew that if she and Orcus mated, they would produce a magnificent colt."

      Nell giggled as Messy ran out, glad that her sister had forgotten Peter Archer and was once again focusing on her beloved horses and dogs.
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      The storm that had been brewing all afternoon broke just after midnight. Lightning ripped through the clouds, thunder cracked and rain pelted down like bullets on a battlefield. Fletcher Howell stood motionless just inside the entrance to the cave, watching the gale toss his ship, Tempest's Fury, on the wild waves as if it were a paper boat a young boy had left in a stream.

      Lines of tension hardened his face and deepened the sun-induced wrinkles at the corner of his eyes. Even the soft pad of footsteps behind him didn't distract him from his vigil.

      "She's a tough little bark, sir." Jake Hawkins had worked closely with the Howells for many years and was more a friend than a servant to Fletcher.

      The only indication that Fletcher had heard was a slight nod. Another crash of thunder echoed in the bay and the waves rose higher, swamping the ship which, for a moment, completely disappeared. When the swell of the waves pulled back, Howell and Jake could see crew members clinging to ropes and to the side of the ship.

      "If she can hold anchor, she might ride the storm." Fletcher spoke with little obvious emotion but he fisted his hands tightly. The ancient sea gods took his words as a challenge. A more furious gust of wind blew across the sea, tilting the ship almost vertically. The anchor slipped free. The masts swayed and cracked. Howell cursed.

      "Let's hope she blows clear of them rocks," Jake said. But the wind and waves blew the ship inexorably towards the rocky outcrop that had caused many shipwrecks over the years.

      The sailors on deck plunged into the sea and began swimming away from the rocks and the ship, but the current was strong and they floundered in the rough waters. The Tempest's Fury struck the rocks and split in two, the prow lodging on the rocks and the stern sinking slowly beneath the waves.

      Fletcher breathed a sigh of relief as the crew members clung to flotsam from the ship and used the momentum of the waves to bring them ashore. He and Jake waded into the water and helped first one and then the other to the safety and shelter of the cave. As the captain leaned on Fletcher's shoulder, he took stock of the crew who were warming themselves by swigging brandy from a cask Howell had breached for them. "Where's Ben?"

      Fletcher straightened and scanned the sea. As lightning flashed across the turbulent water, he spotted a body bobbing in the waves. Without another thought, he pulled off his boots and coat and plunged into the sea, using all the strength of his powerful arms to forge a path through the waves, but even so, it was at least twenty minutes before he reached the sailor who was beginning to sink. He grabbed the drowning man under the arms and made his way laboriously back to shore.

      Jake and Captain Masters were waiting in the shallow waters, ready to haul the two exhausted men onto the beach and assist them into the cave where they found some shelter from the wrath of the storm.

      Fletcher stripped off his wet shirt and rubbed his chest with a rough blanket before dropping down to the ground and leaning against the tide-smoothed rock face inside the cave. He pulled a dry blanket around his shoulders and closed his eyes. His dark hair lay in wet strands against his forehead.

      "That was foolish, sir. You could have died," Jake chided as he handed Fletcher a flask of brandy. "But it was brave."

      Fletcher took a swig of brandy, relishing the fire of the amber liquor as it warmed his insides and burned away the memory of the cold, relentless sea. "How's Ben?" he asked, gesturing with the brandy flask towards the man he had rescued who was lying in the center of the cave while one of his shipmates rubbed his wrists and temples. The man gave a low groan and retched up seawater.

      "He's alive, thanks to you." The captain, Simon Masters, spoke for the first time since they had brought the two men into the cave. "But I fear the ship is lost and all her cargo, too. I am sorry, sir."

      Fletcher gazed out into the dark night where the fury of the storm was finally blowing itself out and the moon was breaking through the broken clouds. "She was a fine lady, and she sailed the seas with grace and strength. You are not to blame for her demise." He shuddered slightly. "In all my years, I've never known a storm like that one. There was nothing you could do." But still, a tendril of sadness twisted in his gut. Tempest's Fury had been the first ship he had sailed on as a lad under his uncle's guidance. On her, he had learned the family business. The other ships in his fleet were good vessels, but losing Tempest's Fury was like losing a family member. He did not want to consider the financial implications of the lost cargo and replacing the ship until he had time to think clearly. He took another swig of the fine brandy that had been brought into Lyme Regis on the Tempest's Fury's previous run.

      "The tide will wash up most of the cargo on shore by early morning. We'll need all our men ready to salvage as much as they can before the wreckers come out looking for their share." He rose to his feet. "There are warm beds, clean clothes, and a good hearty stew for all of you at Fletcher's Point."
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        * * *

      

      Messy dropped into her seat at the breakfast table and Ruffles took up his usual position at her feet. Bright sunshine flooded the cheerful breakfast parlor, as if by doing so the morning could refute the terror of the previous night's storm. "I've checked the horses. Boadicea and her baby are still a bit highly strung. She doesn't like thunder at the best of times and being a new mother makes her even more sensitive," she said as she reached across Nell for the honey.

      Her brother-in-law, Alexander Summerson, the Earl of Abbotsford, raised an eyebrow but said nothing. He was used to the unconventional behavior and conversation of the Goodwin sisters, having married Eleanor at the beginning of spring, about a year after his best friend, Jasper Keeton, had married Eleanor's twin Alicia.

      Nell passed her sister the honey. "I've never experienced a storm like that." She shivered. "I couldn't help thinking of all the poor people out at sea or those whose houses are along the shoreline and were battered by the wind and rain."

      Alexander Summerson took his wife's hand in his and caressed her palm with his thumb. "It was bad, but as far as I know, no one was harmed. Pearce and I rode out to the farms this morning. Our tenants are all well but some roofs will need to be repaired and some trees have fallen. They will need to be cleared, but when the wood is dried, it can be used for firewood." He took a sip of tea. "However, I did hear that a ship was wrecked in Fletcher's Cove last night."

      "Oh, how awful." Nell stopped with a piece of bread halfway to her mouth. "What happened to the people on board?"

      "She was carrying no passengers, only a small number of crew members and I believe they all made it safely to shore."

      Nell breathed a deep sigh of relief. "I am glad."

      Messy, who had appeased her hunger with a slice of bread and honey, was slowly enjoying some creamy scrambled eggs. "Why do people refer to ships as she?"

      Nell, who had spent some time at sea the previous year when she and Xander had traveled to Spain in pursuit of the man who had tried to ruin Summerson's reputation, assumed her most knowledgeable face. "Boats and ships are traditionally compared to goddesses and mothers because they protect and nurture the sailors." She dropped her teaching tone. "And because men at sea love their ships more than they love their wives." She swept her husband an imperious look. "Which is why I am never going to let Xander buy a yacht."

      Summerson kissed her cheek. "I could never love anything more than I love you. But I fear the real reason ships are called she is far less romantic and more prosaic. The use is derived from the Latin system of using gender categories for nouns. Navis is feminine and so ships are female."

      Nell wrinkled her nose. "I like my explanation better."

      Messy pushed her eggs around on her plate. The obvious love between her sister and her husband made her feel a little lonely, a little left out. "I suppose it makes sense that men consider inanimate objects as more important than women. Farmers are more concerned about their crops and livestock than their family members." There was a note of bitterness in her voice that had not been there before Peter Archer had begun to woo Gwendolyn Hawkins.

      Nell frowned as she looked at her sister, but her voice was filled with compassion. "I had hoped that spending time here would soothe your heart and help you forget him."

      Messy tossed her head. "I have far better things to do than waste my time moping over a man. No man is worth that kind of energy."

      Nell smiled flirtatiously at her husband. "I'm not sure about that. Xander is definitely worth all the energy I expend on him."

      Summerson looked smug but redirected the conversation. "There will be a lot of activity on the beach this morning," he said as he buttered a breakfast roll. "Wreckers will be looting as much of the cargo as they can before the authorities arrive."

      "But that's theft," Messy spluttered as she fed Ruffles a piece of sausage.

      Summerson shrugged. "It's a custom and tradition all along the coast. Villagers and fishermen consider any flotsam and jetsam as theirs. Of course, the excise men would prefer to claim any lost cargo for the government."

      "But what about the ships' owners?" Messy asked. "Surely, the cargo belongs to them."

      "It does, but shipwrecks usually occur far from home and the cost of recovering lost goods is probably higher than allowing them to be taken."

      "Let's go and see what we can find," Nell said to Messy. "We might discover something exotic and wonderful that has come all the way from China or India."

      "You're far more likely to find nothing more exciting than coal or tobacco from the north of England," Summerson observed dryly.

      Nell, undeterred, pushed back her chair and stood up. "Still, it will be fun to look. Come on, Messy."
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        * * *

      

      Nell and Messy walked down to the cliff top with Ruffles leading the way. Nell's twin, Ali, was already there with her husband, Jasper, and the third of their menage, Belinda. Ali's young son, who was just learning to walk, shrieked a greeting of joy when he saw his two aunts and then toddled over to Ruffles to hug the dog.

      The group stood as close to the edge as they could, peering down at villagers searching the cove for the treasure the storm had thrown up onto the beach. Half-open crates, broken by the wind and waves, revealed richly colored silks, delicate laces, and fine linens while casks of brandy and wine bobbed in the now gentle waves.

      Some of the men had braved the slippery rocks that formed the outcrop and were using axes and hatchets to break through the hull of the ship on the rocks to salvage the goods that were still stowed in the hold.

      "I wonder where the captain is," Jasper said. "The law deems that no salvage can be claimed from a wreck if anyone is alive on it."

      "That's gruesome," Messy said. "I don't think I'd like to climb over dead bodies to find treasure. I hope none of the corpses will wash up on the beach. That would be horrid."

      Nell squeezed her hand. "Xander said all the crew members got safely to shore."

      Messy's shoulders relaxed. "So he did. Thank goodness."

      "From the kind of cargo on the beach, the ship must have come from France," Jasper observed as he used his hat to shield his eyes from the intense rays of the sun that glittered on the water. "The storm probably blew her off course. Fletcher's Cove is known for its treacherous rocks."

      "Why is it called Fletcher's Cove when it's on Summerson land?" Nell asked as she watched two women measure out a length of soft gold brocade.

      Her husband, who had joined them after talking with the harbor master farther along the cliff, answered her. "The Howells were living here for centuries before Edward the First appointed my forefather the first Earl of Abbotsford and granted this land to us. One of the first Howells married Magdeline Fletcher, whose family was influential in the area. Over the centuries, the oldest son in every generation is given the name Fletcher."

      Messy scowled. "So the Howells consider this land as theirs? No wonder Fletcher Howell is so conceited and disregards common decency."

      Summerson nodded, ignoring the last part of her speech. "Memories are long in these parts. Even after five hundred years, we are thought of as strangers and newcomers because we don't have any Saxon heritage. We've never had much to do with the Howells, but we let them continue their business on our land without interference."

      Jasper slapped his friend on the back. "Don't you remember how we played with Fletcher when we were lads?"

      Messy had been scanning the beach. "That's him, over there." She pointed in a very unladylike manner.

      "Who?" Ali asked, distracted by her son who was wandering too near the edge of the cliff.

      "The man I saw up here a few days ago. I think he's Fletcher Howell."

      "That is Howell," Jasper confirmed.

      "He's lugging crates and barrels up onto the beach. I knew he was dishonest the minute I saw him," Messy declared righteously as if she and Nell had no plan to scavenge for treasure themselves.

      Summerson's response was unusually sympathetic. "It is only natural for him to be salvaging as much as he can. It's his ship that was wrecked last night."

      "It must be devastating to watch your livelihood being destroyed by the vagaries of nature," Nell said, leaning against her husband.

      "Why doesn't he stop the villagers from taking his cargo?" Messy asked with a sudden change of heart. "It doesn't seem right that they can carry off things that belong to someone else." Messy's very strong sense of right and wrong was indignant at such blatant disregard for common decency and the right of law.

      "Howell understands the laws that govern the sea and the fortunes of the sea," Summerson said. "He has salt in his blood. I think some of his crew are removing what they can from the hold."

      A short man with receding hair and the beginning of a paunch approached the Earl of Abbotsford. "The harbor master said that you own this beach." He did not bother with greetings or introductions.

      Summerson looked him up and down with a witheringly arrogant stare. "Yes."

      The man swallowed, took off his hat, and bobbed his head in a bow. "Albert Blandings at your service, my lord." His tone conveyed none of the respect his words suggested.

      Summerson said nothing, just continued to look at the man. Albert Blandings licked his lips nervously. When he spoke again, there was a touch more respect in his tone but the assurance that he was on the side of the law gave his words a sharp edge. "This looting must be stopped, my lord. Please remove these people from your land so that I can do my business."

      Summerson looked him up and down. "The law allows residents of the area to lay claim to the spoils of a shipwreck."

      "That may be. However, it has long been suspected that this ship is involved in illegal trade and I have the right to investigate."

      "Ah, an excise man," Summerson said as if Blandings had confessed to being a snake. "I take no exception to these villagers being on my land. Many of them are tenants of mine and under my protection. They are hardly smugglers, simply people taking advantage of a tragic situation."

      Arthur Blandings was nothing if not persistent. "Your Lordship, those smugglers must be prevented from removing that illicit cargo from the ship. I need to take stock of the goods and report to my superiors who will decide what is to happen with it and to the men who have smuggled it into the country in an attempt to avoid paying customs duty."

      "The cargo belongs to my neighbor, Fletcher Howell, who is himself on the beach." The earl turned away from the excise man, his hands behind his back as he continued to observe the activities of the villagers.

      Blandings glowered darkly but Summerson was impervious to his muttered threats about aristocrats who benefited from the trade of smugglers. The excise man stalked off and cautiously picked his way down the slippery path to confront Fletcher Howell.

      "A smuggler," Messy said. "I knew the moment I saw him he was up to no good."
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        * * *

      

      Fletcher Howell heaved another crate onto his shoulder and carried it to the higher ground of the beach, above the tide line. His large bull mastiff, Buster, lay next to the boxes and barrels he and his crew had already piled on the driest part of the beach as far away from the villagers as possible. The dog raised its head and growled softly as if to say all was well, but as Fletcher scratched behind his pet's left ear, Buster rose to his feet, his short hair bristling. His growl became more menacing as he bared his teeth. Fletcher turned around slowly.

      A short, pudgy man dressed in grey, his light boots completely unsuitable for the rough terrain on the beach, was picking his way over stones and rocks, towards Howell. He flapped his hat in front of his face in a vain attempt to cool down. He was not used to such strenuous exertions.

      Fletcher said nothing, not even to restrain his dog who was now barking loudly. The man stopped a few yards from Howell and took out a handkerchief which he used to mop his forehead. He looked warily at Buster. "Shut up, hound," he said, but his voice was so whiny, the only effect he had was to annoy Buster who barked more ferociously.

      From the corner of his eye, Howell could see Jake Hawkins directing a group of men who were hauling crates over the pebbly beach in the direction of the cave. With a quick gesture, he directed them to go the other way. "What can I do for you?" he asked abruptly, lifting a sack of grain as he spoke. "I'm somewhat busy right this minute."

      Albert Blandings blinked several times. "Can't you keep that mutt quiet?"

      Fletcher looked at the large bull mastiff and then back at the excise man. "I see no mutt, only a very fine dog that was very quiet until you arrived."

      Blandings gritted his teeth and raised his voice, competing with Buster. "The ship out there on the rocks belongs to you."

      Howell's mouth tightened but he said nothing. Buster, growing tired of his game with the unpleasant intruder, stopped barking, moved closer to his master, and gave a series of low growls to remind Blandings that any wrong move would result in an attack.

      Blandings looked slightly relieved and took a step forward, but he stopped when Buster gave a warning yap. "All of the cargo must remain here until I can send out a team to inspect it properly."

      Fletcher grunted. "I need to unload the cargo before the tide rises. And before the villagers take it all."

      The excise man's eyes followed Fletcher's gaze as he looked at the villagers who were carrying as much as they could to the nearby village about a mile along the beach. "They must be stopped," Blandings snapped.

      Fletcher waved a hand towards them. "Go ahead. You might have more success with them than with my dog."

      Blandings was used to dealing with obnoxious ship owners and merchants who thought themselves above the law. He ignored Howell's insult and focused on the reason he had traipsed across the beach. "I have reason to believe that the goods your ship was carrying were illicit cargo." Blandings kicked a keg of brandy that was close to where he was standing. "That brandy comes from France."

      Howell shrugged. "It's no longer illegal to import French brandy."

      "Not unloading it in a port and declaring it to the Customs and Excise office to avoid paying import duty is a criminal act," Blandings countered.

      Howell laughed dryly. "All my cargo is either lying at the bottom of the sea or is being carried away by wreckers. The ship had not reached port so I have not declared any of it to the customs officials," he pointed out. "So, if you will excuse me, I would like to minimize my losses by gathering what cargo I can."

      Blandings stood his ground stubbornly. "I must see a copy of your bill of lading and compare it with the goods that have washed ashore."

      Howell shrugged. "If you must. The paperwork is up at the house, where I will be storing as much of my cargo as I can rescue if you'll leave me in peace to get some of it before the villagers take it all. I'll be at my house at two-thirty tomorrow afternoon." He stalked off across the rocks as easily as if he were strolling down the Marine Parade in Lyme Regis.
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      Messy soon grew bored of standing with her sisters and decided to wander along the cliff, leaving Ali and Nell with their husbands to ensure the villagers did not damage the beach and fields at the top of the cliff where sheep grazed impassively in the distance. Ruffles, delighted to be going for a walk, danced around her feet as he eagerly explored the interesting smells that the storm had left in its wake. They strolled along the cliff away from where most of the villagers were lugging as much as they could carry back to their houses.

      Not far from where she had found Fletcher Howell's horse a few days before, she stopped. His magnificent stallion was not here today. Instead, a gigantic Clydesdale horse, harnessed to a heavy-duty cart, was waiting patiently. A thin man, his skin sun-darkened and wrinkled from years spent at sea, held the reins. Messy nodded in greeting and patted the horse's neck. The man grunted. "The boss don't like strangers interferin' with his animals."

      Messy, undeterred, smiled brightly. "Horses like me and this beauty won't mind me giving him a snack." She dug in her pocket and pulled out a carrot which she offered to the horse. "Who is your boss?"

      The man grunted again and pointed his whip towards the sea. "Him whose ship I sailed on. A good man. I'd be dead if he hadn't come after me in the sea last night."

      Messy gaped. "You were on the ship during that fierce storm? It must have been terrifying when she crashed on the rocks and broke apart."

      "Aye, it was rough," he agreed. "Fortune of the sea," he added philosophically.

      Messy looked out to the rocks where the jagged hull of the ship still rested on the rocks, its masts broken and sails hanging in long, loose tatters. The sea stretched calm and blue to the horizon, belying the wrath of the night before.

      "I'm glad you are still alive," she exclaimed impulsively.

      The man shrugged. "That's kind, miss, but you don't know me. I might be an evil man who don't deserve to live." He leered at her so fiercely that she took a step back. He grunted again. "Though the boss seems to think I was worth saving. And now his ship is gone. He don't deserve that. E's a good man 'e is. Looks after his people."

      Messy studied the man's small eyes and thin mouth, trying to reconcile her hastily formed opinion of Fletcher Howell with the courage of a man who would brave the wrath of the storm to rescue this man who worked for him.

      After a few more moments during which she stroked the horse's neck, she said, "I think you are a good man. You have kind eyes, and I am sure your family will be pleased to see you." The man just grunted. She smiled at the sailor again and gave the horse one last pat and a parting carrot to munch before leaving. "I'd better get back to my family."

      "What are you doing here?" Even without looking around, Messy knew the voice that sounded like honey poured over gravel belonged to Fletcher Howell.

      She gritted her teeth and turned slowly to face the angry man. Her mouth fell open as she gazed at his tall frame, the muscles of his arms clearly defined as he lowered a brandy cask into the waiting cart. His dark hair was mussed and held away from his eyes with a dark blue bandanna and his jaw was covered with stubble. He wore no coat and the sun made the white linen of his shirt transparent enough for her to see just how hard the muscles of his chest were. His shirt was tucked loosely into his leather pants that molded his thighs and outlined the bulge that did nothing to disguise the size of his manhood. She gulped and took a deep breath as she gathered the strands of her composure, reminding herself that she had sworn off all men and that this particular man was arrogant and disregarded the clear morality of right and wrong to further his own prosperity.

      "I have been taking a stroll on the grounds of my brother-in-law's estate, Lord Summerson, Earl of Abbotsford, as I do every morning." Her haughty response was marred by Ruffles, who, having spotted another dog was making friendly advances to the large bull mastiff. Buster looked curiously at the small, wiry-haired mongrel and bared his teeth with a menacing growl. Ruffles yelped and scooted backwards, yapping furiously. Buster responded with a series of loud, deep snarls. He pounced towards Ruffles, picking him up by the scruff of his neck and shaking this young whippersnapper before dropping him to the ground and swatting him with his paw.

      "Let go, you brute!" Messy yelled, rushing towards the fighting dogs and trying to grab Ruffles away from his newfound enemy.

      A strong hand grabbed her waist and pulled her back. "Stop before you injure yourself." Howell shoved Messy behind himself and leaned against the cart, his arms crossed as he watched the dogs. He knew Buster wouldn't bite unless commanded to do so. He was just letting the smaller dog know who was in charge. Besides, Howell hoped the dog's mistress would learn to keep away from people and places that were no business of hers if she knew her dog could be attacked. Ruffles was holding his own, getting in a few nips that convinced the bigger dog he was no coward. Buster took hold of the mongrel's ear.

      Messy tried to dash forward again when Ruffles whimpered. Fletcher Howell raised a lazy eyebrow. "Buster, down." He hardly raised his voice, but the steel in his tone commanded immediate obedience. Buster reluctantly let go of Ruffles who slunk back to Messy and licked his fur. Messy knelt down and hugged her pet, murmuring soft words of comfort. She stared up at Fletcher, her eyes shooting daggers at him. "Ruffles just wanted to be friends, but your dog is the meanest I've ever met."

      Howell swept his eyes over the young woman, his eyes cold and icy. "Someone needs to spank that hoity-toity attitude out of you."

      Messy's mouth fell open. She should have been outraged, but she was intrigued. Her eyes fixed on his large hands as he deftly handled the horse's reins. Her skin tingled as she wondered what it would feel like to have his hands smack her bottom. She held her breath for a moment and then closed her eyes to stop herself from staring at him. It didn't help. His image filled her mind.

      Ruffles nudged her and she was grateful for the distraction her pet provided. She fussed over the little brown dog, trying to ignore the man who was too close to her, whose well-developed muscles and rugged appearance made her warm in the most intimate parts of her body in a way that Peter Archer never had.
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        * * *

      

      Fletcher tore his eyes away from the young woman whose rounded breasts were inadvertently right in his line of vision as she knelt beside her dog. Without any effort, he could see the swell below her dress and the very edge of her aureola. He was annoyed that the sight of her was so alluring, as if he were a schoolboy catching his first glimpse of a woman's naked beauty. He gritted his teeth. He had no time to think about beguiling ladies with voluptuous curves, wild blue eyes, and thick dark curls which he could hold as he guided her to suck his cock.

      He shifted his attention to the dog she doted on, which was also a curiosity. It had all the rough appearance of an indeterminate breed of a street mutt, not the kind of pampered thorough breeds usually preferred by aristocratic ladies. The young woman ran her fingers gently through the dog's fur, and he had a sudden urge to know what they would feel like stroking his cock. He gritted his teeth and placed his hands on the side of the cart, hoping that his cock would stop throbbing if he focused on his business.

      Casting an expert eye over the dozen or so barrels that rested on the bed of the cart, he patted the horse that had been placidly eating grass now that no more carrots were forthcoming from the young lass who had so kindly given him treats. "That's about enough for one load. It won't do to wear her out."

      Ben nodded, gave a click of his tongue, and flicked the reins. The horse took a slow step forward and then stopped. Messy was still fussing over Ruffles and was directly in the path of the horse.

      Fletcher swore. "Get out of the way." He was not going to stand on ceremony for anyone, even the sister-in-law of an earl.

      Messy looked up, startled. She had not noticed the cart begin to move. But Howell's arrogant tone annoyed her. She glared, holding Ruffles tightly against her chest even though he was struggling to be set down. "I am taking care of my dog who was viciously and needlessly attacked by a monster. We will move when I am satisfied Ruffles has not been seriously injured."
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