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			ONE

			May 30, 1816

			45 Berkeley Square

			The London residence of the Duke of Ashbrook

			As a boy, Sir Griffin Barry, sole heir to Viscount Moncrieff, had no interest in the history of civilized England. He had dreamed of Britain’s past, when men were warriors and Vikings ruled the shores, fancying himself at the helm of a longboat, ferociously tattooed like an ancient Scottish warrior.

			At eighteen he was a pirate, and at twenty-two he captained his own ship, the Flying Poppy. By a few years later, just a glimpse of a black flag emblazoned with a blood-red flower would make a hardened seaman quiver with fear.

			No one knew that Griffin’s ship was named for his wife, whose name was Poppy. He had even tattooed a small blue poppy high on one cheekbone in her honor, although he had known her for only one day—and never consummated the marriage.

			Yet he always felt a certain satisfaction in that small sign of respect. Over the years, Griffin had forged his own code of honor. He never shot a man in the back, never walked anyone down the plank, and never offered violence to a woman. What’s more, he sacked any of his crew who thought that the Flying Poppy’s fearsome reputation gave them the liberty to indulge their worst inclinations.

			Though to be sure, the royal pardon recently issued for himself and his cousin James, the Duke of Ashbrook, described them as privateers, not pirates.

			Griffin knew the distinction was slight. It was true that in the last seven years he and James had limited themselves to attacking only pirate and slave ships, never legitimate merchant vessels.

			But it was equally true that he was, and had been, a pirate. And now that he was back in England he wasn’t going to pretend that he’d been fiddling around the globe in a powdered wig, dancing reels in foreign ballrooms.

			On the other hand, he was damn sure that the wife he scarcely remembered wouldn’t be happy to find out that she was married to a pirate. Or even to a privateer.

			However you looked at it, he was a sorry excuse for a gentleman, with a limp and a tattoo and fourteen hard years at sea under his belt. Not exactly the respectable baronet to whom her father had betrothed her.

			He didn’t relish the idea of strolling into a house somewhere around Bath—he wasn’t even sure where—and announcing that he was Lady Barry’s long-lost husband. An involuntary stream of curses came from his lips at the very thought. He even felt something akin to fear, an emotion he managed to avoid in the fiercest of sea battles.

			Of course, he and James had entered those battles together, shoulder to shoulder. That was undoubtedly why he blurted out an unconscionably ungentlemanly offer, one that would horrify his father.

			“Want a bet on which of us gets his wife to bed faster?”

			James didn’t look particularly shocked, but he pointed out the obvious: “Not the action of gentlemen.”

			Griffin’s response was, perhaps, a little sharp for that very reason. “It’s too late to claim that particular status,” he said to James. “You can play the duke all you like, but a gentleman? No. You’re no gentleman.”

			From the grin playing around James’s mouth, it seemed likely he was going to accept the bet. It was hard to say which of them faced the biggest battle. Griffin couldn’t remember his wife’s face, but at least he’d supported her financially in his absence. James’s wife had been on the verge of declaring him seven years missing, and therefore dead.

			“If I accept your bet, you’ll have to take yourself off to Bath and actually talk to your wife,” James observed.

			Talk to her? Griffin didn’t have much interest in talking to Poppy.

			He had left a lovely young woman behind. Due to various circumstances beyond his control—which he didn’t like thinking about to this day—he had left her a virgin. Unsatisfied.

			Untouched.

			No, he didn’t want to talk to his wife.

			It was time to go home, obviously. It would be easier if he hadn’t taken a knife wound to the leg. But to come home a cripple . . .

			After James left, Griffin walked around the bedchamber once more, trying to stretch his leg, then paused at a window looking over the small garden behind James’s town house. The alley was full of gawking men, journalists who had caught wind of the news that the returned duke was a pirate. They’d probably be out there for the next week, baying like hounds at a glimpse of James or his poor wife.

			Griffin’s man, Shark, entered the room as he turned from the window. “Pack our bags, Shark. We need to escape the menagerie surrounding this house. Has rabble congregated at the front as well?”

			“Yes,” Shark replied, moving over to the wardrobe. “The butler says it’s a fair mob out there. We should bolt before they break down the door.”

			“They won’t do that.”

			“You never know,” Shark said, a huge grin making the tattoo under his right eye crinkle. “Apparently London is riveted by the idea of a pirate duke. Hasn’t been such excitement since the czar paid a visit to the king, according to the butler.”

			Griffin’s response was heartfelt, and blasphemous.

			“The household’s all in a frenzy because they don’t know whether the duchess will leave the duke or not.” Shark shook his head. “Powerful shock for a lady, to find herself married to a pirate. By all accounts, she thought he was five fathoms deep and gone forever. She fainted dead away at the sight of him, that’s what they’re saying downstairs. I wouldn’t be surprised if your wife does the same. Or maybe she’ll just bar the door. After all, you’ve been gone longer than the duke has.”

			“Shut your trap,” Griffin growled. “Get someone to help you with the bags and we’ll be out the door in five minutes.” He grabbed his cane and started for the hallway, only to pause and deal his thigh a resounding whack. For some reason, slamming the muscles with a fist seemed to loosen them, so that walking was easier.

			Not easy, but easier.

			“Yer doing the right thing,” Shark said irrepressibly. “Run off to yer missus and tell her yerself before she finds out the worst in the papers.”

			“Summon the carriage,” Griffin said, ignoring Shark’s nonsense. That was the trouble with turning a sailor into a manservant. Shark didn’t have the proper attitude.

			A moment later, he was pausing on the threshold of the library. Over the years, he and James had been entertained several times by no less than the King of Sicily, but even so, Griffin was impressed by the room’s grandeur. It resembled rooms at Versailles, painted with delicate blue and white designs, heavy silk hanging at every window.

			Unfortunately, James didn’t suit the decor. He sat at his desk, sleeves rolled up, no coat or neck cloth in evidence. Like Griffin, he was bronzed from the sun, his body powerful and large, his face tattooed.

			“This is remarkably elegant,” Griffin observed, wandering into the room. “I’ve ruined you, that’s clear. I never saw a man who looked less like a nobleman. You’re not living up to all this ducal elegance.”

			James snorted, not looking up from the page he was writing. “I’ve just had word that the pardons will be delivered tomorrow.”

			“Send mine after me,” Griffin said, leaning on his cane. “I have to find my wife before she reads about my occupation in the papers. In order to win our bet, you understand,” he went on to say. He truly felt a bit ashamed of the wager he and James had placed; one ought not place bets regarding one’s wife.

			James rose and came around from behind his desk. Griffin hadn’t paid attention to his cousin’s appearance in years, but there was no getting around the fact that the tight pantaloons he wore now weren’t the same as the rough breeches they had worn aboard ship. You could make out every muscle on James’s leg, and he had the limbs of a dockworker.

			“Remember the first time I saw you?” Griffin asked, pointing his cane in James’s direction. “You had a wig plopped sideways on your head, and an embroidered coat thrown on any which way. You were skinny as a reed, barely out of your nappies. Most ship captains looked terrified when my men poured over the rail, but you looked eager.”

			James laughed. “I was so bloody grateful when I realized the pirate ship following us was manned by my own flesh and blood.”

			“How in the hell are you ever going to fit in among the ton?”

			“What, you don’t think they’ll like my tattoo?” James laughed again, as fearless now as when he first faced Griffin and his horde of pirates. “I’ll just point to Viscount Moncrieff if anyone looks at me askance. Maybe between the two of us we’ll start a fashion.”

			“My father’s still alive,” Griffin said, wondering whether he should go through the trouble of collapsing into a chair. It was damnably hard to get upright again. “I’m no viscount,” he added.

			“His lordship won’t live forever. Someday we’ll find ourselves old, gray, and tattooed, battling it out in the House of Lords over a corn bill.”

			Griffin uttered a blasphemy and turned toward the door. If his cousin wanted to pretend that it was going to be easy to return to civilization, let him revel. The days of being each other’s right hand, boon companion, blood brother, were over.

			“Coz.” James spoke from just behind him, having moved with that uncanny silent grace that served him so well during skirmishes at sea. “When will I see you again?”

			Griffin shrugged. “Could be next week. I’m not sure my wife will let me in the front door. Yours has already declared she’s leaving. We might both be busy finding new housing, not to mention new spouses.”

			James grinned. “Feeling daunted, are you? The captain of the Flying Poppy, the scourge of the seven seas, fearful of a wife he barely knows?”

			“Funny how I was the captain on the seas,” Griffin said, ignoring him, “but now you’re the duke and I’m a mere baronet.”

			“Rubbish. I was the captain of the Poppy Two, by far the better vessel. You were always my subordinate.”

			Griffin gave him a thump on the back, and a little silence fell. Male friendship was such an odd thing. They followed each other into danger because bravado doubled with company: side by side, recklessness squared. Now . . .

			“Her Grace will presumably be coming down for dinner soon,” Griffin said, looking his cousin up and down. “You should dress like a duke. Put on that coat you had made in Paris. Surprise her. You look like a savage.”

			“I hate—”

			Griffin cut him off. “Doesn’t matter. Ladies don’t like the unkempt look. Shark has been chatting with the household. Did you know that your wife is famous throughout London and Paris for her elegance?”

			“That doesn’t surprise me. She always had a mania for that sort of thing.”

			“Stands to reason Her Grace won’t want to see you looking like a shiftless gardener at the dining table. Though why I’m giving you advice, I don’t know. I stand to lose—what do I stand to lose? We made the bet, but we never established the forfeit.”

			James’s jaw set. “We shouldn’t have done it.” Their eyes met, acknowledging the fact that they were easing from blood brothers to something else. From men whose deepest allegiance was to each other to men who owed their wives something. Not everything, perhaps, given the years that had passed, but dignity, at least. A modicum of loyalty.

			“Too late now,” Griffin said, feeling a bit more cheerful now that he knew James felt the same twinge of shame. “Frankly, I doubt either of us will win. English ladies don’t want anything to do with pirates. We’ll never get them in bed.”

			“I shouldn’t have agreed to it.”

			“Damned if you don’t look a proper duke with your mouth all pursed up like that. Well, there it stands. The last huzzah of our piratical, vulgar selves. You can’t back out of it now.”

			James growled.

			Shark poked his head in the library door. “We’re all packed, milord.”

			“I’m off,” Griffin said. “Good luck and all that.”

			For a moment they just looked at each other: two men who’d come home to a place where they didn’t belong and likely would never fit in.

			“Christmas?” James asked, his eyebrow cocked. “In the country.”

			Griffin thought that over. Spending Christmas at the seat of the duchy would mean acknowledging that James was like a brother. They’d find themselves telling stories about times they had nearly died protecting each other, rather than putting it all behind them and pretending the last years were some sort of dream.

			James moved his shoulder, a twitch more eloquent than a shrug. “I’d like to know there’s something pleasant in my future.”

			The duke didn’t want to be a duke. Griffin didn’t want to be a baronet, let alone a viscount, so they were paired in that.

			“It’s as if Jason—or the Minotaur, for that matter—returned home,” Griffin remarked. “I’ve got this bum leg, you sound like gravel on the bottom of a wheel, and no one will know what to make of us.”

			James snorted. “Actually, that makes us Odysseus: didn’t Homer have it that no one recognized Odysseus but the family dog? I don’t give a damn what anyone makes of us. Christmas?” he repeated.

			If Griffin said yes, he would be declaring himself a duke’s intimate friend, going to a house party for the holiday, acknowledging a closeness to power that his father had always lusted after.

			He had thought becoming a pirate was the ultimate way to thwart his father’s ambitions.

			It seemed fate had something else in mind.

			“I wish you weren’t a duke,” he said, to fill the silence as much as anything.

			“So do I.” James’s eyes were clear. Honest.

			“Very well, Christmas,” Griffin said, giving in to the inevitable. “Likely you’ll still be trying to bed your wife, so I can give you a hint or two.”

			A rough embrace, and he walked out without another word, because there wasn’t need for one.

			Now he merely had to face his family: His father. His wife.

			Wife.

		

	


	
		
			 

			TWO

			June 2, 1816

			Arbor House

			Near Bath

			“You’re married to a pirate?”

			Phoebe Eleanor Barry, wife to Sir Griffin Barry, pirate, nearly smiled at the shocked expression on her friend Amelia Howell-Barth’s face. But not quite. Not given the sharp pinch she felt in the general area of her chest. “His lordship has been engaged in that occupation for years, as I understand it.”

			“A pirate. A real, live pirate?” Amelia’s teacup froze halfway to her mouth. “That’s so romantic!”

			Phoebe had rejected that notion long ago. “Pirates walk people down the plank.” She put her own teacup down so sharply that it clattered against the saucer.

			Her friend’s eyes rounded, and tea sloshed on the tablecloth as she set her cup down. “The plank? Your husband really—”

			“By all accounts, pirates regularly send people to the briny deep, not to mention plundering jewels and the like.”

			Amelia swallowed, and Phoebe could tell that she was rapidly rethinking the romantic aspects of having a pirate within the immediate family. Amelia was a dear little matron, with a rosebud mouth and brown fly-away curls. Mr. Howell-Barth was an eminent goldsmith in Bath and likely wouldn’t permit Amelia to pay any more visits once he learned how Sir Griffin was amusing himself abroad.

			“Mind you,” Phoebe added, “we haven’t spoken in years, but that is my understanding. His man of business offers me patent untruths.”

			“Such as?”

			“The last time I saw him, he told me that Sir Griffin was exporting timber from the Americas.”

			Amelia brightened. “Perhaps he is! Mr. Howell-Barth told me just this morning that men shipping lumber from Canada are making a fortune. Why on earth do you think your husband is a pirate, if he hasn’t told you so himself?”

			“Several years ago he wrote his father, who took it on himself to inform me. I gather Sir Griffin is considered quite fearsome on the high seas.”

			“Goodness me, Phoebe. I thought your husband simply chose to live abroad.”

			“Well, he does choose it. Can you imagine the scandal if I had informed people that I was married to a pirate? I think the viscount rather expected that his son would die at sea.”

			“I suppose it could be worse,” Amelia offered.

			“How could it possibly be worse?”

			“You could be married to a highwayman.”

			“Is there a significant difference?” Phoebe shrugged inelegantly. “Either way, I am married to a criminal who stands to be hanged. Hanged, Amelia. Or thrown into prison.”

			“His father will never allow that. You know how powerful the viscount is, Phoebe. There’s talk that Lord Moncrieff might be awarded an earldom.”

			“Not after it is revealed that his son is a pirate.”

			“But Sir Griffin is a baronet in his own right! They don’t hang people with titles.”

			“Yes, they do.”

			“Actually, I think they behead them.”

			Phoebe shuddered. “That’s a terrible fate.”

			“Actually, why is your husband a baronet if his father is a viscount and still living?” Amelia asked, knitting her brow. Being a goldsmith’s wife, she had never been schooled in the intricacies of this sort of thing.

			“It’s a courtesy title,” Phoebe explained. “Viscount Moncrieff inherited the title of baronet as well as that of viscount, so his heir claims the title of baronet during the current viscount’s life.”

			Amelia digested that. Then, “Mrs. Crimp would be mad with glee if she found out.”

			“She will be mad with glee,” Phoebe said, nausea returning.

			“What do you mean?”

			“He’s back,” Phoebe said helplessly. “Oh, Amelia, he’s back in England.” She handed over the Morning Chronicle, pointing to a notice at the bottom of the page.

			“In England? Without informing you? And you’ve had no contact with him since—”

			“Since the night we married, in ’02,” Phoebe said. “Fourteen years ago. And now he’s back in England, without a word of warning.”

			“I know you’ve been living apart for years, but surely he will pay you a visit immediately,” Amelia said, reading the short piece.

			“Quite likely they’ll throw him in prison before he has the chance,” Phoebe replied. Her daughter Margaret ran by them, curls dancing about her shoulders. She’d lost her ribbon again.

			“Did you tell him about the children?” Amelia asked, looking up from the paper.

			“What was I supposed to do? Write him a letter addressed ‘in care of the South Seas’? I suppose I could have informed his man of business, but to be quite honest, I never thought he’d come home! Amelia, what am I going to do?”

			“He can hardly complain about the children. He’s a pirate, for goodness’ sake. He hasn’t a leg to stand on. —Oh! Do you suppose that he has a peg leg? I’ve heard of that. Or an eye patch?”

			“What a revolting idea.” A shudder went straight through to Phoebe’s toes at the thought.

			Amelia bit her lip and put down the newspaper. “Seriously, Phoebe, you’re facing a terrible predicament.”

			“I know it.”

			“So your husband left England the night of your wedding . . .”

			Phoebe nodded.

			“And now he’s coming home to three children!”

		

	


	
		
			 

			THREE

			June 3

			Arbor House

			Phoebe’s youngest, Alastair, ran past her, his shriek coming in a long stream like shrill birdsong.

			“Behave yourself, Master Alastair,” Nanny McGillycuddy shouted. “He’s losing his nappy again. Where is that dratted girl? I swear she spends the better part of her time daydreaming. Lyddie!” she bellowed, waving across the lawn to where a young nursemaid lounged in the shade of a willow.

			Satisfied that the girl was rising, albeit reluctantly, to her feet, Nanny turned back to Phoebe. “What will you tell people about this muddle?” Since the death of Phoebe’s mother, her old nanny had become her only real confidante.

			“I don’t want to tell anyone anything.”

			“You’ll have to. And you’ll have to deal with him as well.” Nanny put down her teacup and surged to her feet. “Drat that child; Alastair is in the lake again.” She turned back to Phoebe. “Whatever happened on your wedding night, you’ll have to put it out of your mind, child. If he seeks you out, that is. He’s your husband, more’s the pity.”

			Phoebe hesitated, the truth trembling on her tongue. But she bit it back, and besides, Nanny was already trundling toward the lake.

			Griffin had been so horrified when . . . when that had happened. She had been braced for the searing pain her mother had described, ready to get it over with and count herself a properly married woman.

			Then, when there had been nothing whatsoever to get over . . .

			She had never blamed him for jumping out the window. At first, she had thought he would return in the morning. But he hadn’t. It wasn’t until the end of the week that she’d finally confessed the truth to her family: her husband had deserted her.

			It was beyond humiliating, especially when they’d concluded that he must have boarded a ship and left England altogether. Her father hadn’t made things any better. “I paid for that churlish blue blood fair and square,” he had said between clenched teeth. “Paid up front for the privilege of making my daughter into Lady Barry.”

			“I am still Lady Barry whether Sir Griffin is at my side or not,” Phoebe had hastened to say.

			Her mother had taken a much more cheerful attitude. “She’s better off without that young sprig,” she had said. “He’s too young by half, and I told you so at the time. He’ll be off to see a bit of the world and then find his way back home again. You’ll see.”

			As for the wedding night fiasco, her mother was of the opinion that Phoebe was lucky, and that was that.

			The problem was that Griffin never did make his way home again.

			For a long time—years!—Phoebe fretted about the possibility, especially after a man named Mr. Pettigrew paid her a visit, announced that he was her husband’s agent, and deposited a large sum of money in a household account for her.

			Then, after the fire in which she had lost both her parents and one of her sisters . . . well, after that she stopped thinking about Griffin altogether. It was hard enough just to get through the day.

			When the mourning period was finally over, the children came along.

			Her husband had been just about her height, she thought, with no sign that he would grow much taller. They had snuffed all but two candles on her wedding night, but even so she had realized that he was nervy, and then horrified when his tool wouldn’t do its business.

			Over the years since, she’d heard quite a few stories of men in the same situation. In fact, just last week Mrs. Crimp had told her of the baker. His wife had driven all the way to Pensford in order to ask the apothecary a private question, but she’d had the bad luck to be overheard by Mrs. Crimp’s oldest granddaughter.

			Phoebe had just shrugged. She didn’t care about that, especially now she had children of her own. She would welcome an incapable husband. At least he wouldn’t be bothering her when she was tired or out of sorts.

			Mrs. Crimp had said the problem was near to an epidemic. And if that was the case, well then, Griffin probably felt better by now, knowing that his friends were in the same boat.

			But it was one thing to be thinking all these thoughts over the years, and it was quite another one to imagine her husband walking through the front door.

			She had forged such a comfortable life, with friends like Amelia, whom he would probably look down on. No one in her close circle was from the gentry, let alone the aristocracy.

			What if Sir Griffin wanted to rub shoulders with Bath’s polite society? Or worse, pay a visit to London for the season? The very idea gave her a feeling of profound disquiet.

			Yet surely she was worrying in vain. How could a nobleman-turned-pirate possibly reenter polite society?

			Just as it had throughout the sleepless night, her mind bounced back and forth between terrifying possibilities.

			Nanny had plucked Alastair from the lake and was wringing out his little nankeen coat. It was so peaceful at Arbor House. Beyond the river she could see men mowing grass and, in the far distance, a faint haze that suggested it might rain later on.
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