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Chapter One
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IT MIGHT SEEM ODD to consider Hyde Park your own backyard, but Julia Miller did. Growing up in London, she’d ridden there almost daily for as long as she could remember, from her very first pony when she was a child to the thoroughbred mares that followed. People waved at her whether they knew her or not, simply because they were so used to seeing her there. The ton, shop clerks cutting across the park on their way to work, gardeners, they all noticed Julia and treated her like one of their own.

Tall, blond-haired, and fashionably dressed, she always returned the smiles and waves. She was generally a friendly sort and people tended to respond to that in kind.

Even more odd than Julia’s considering such a mammoth park her personal riding grounds were her circumstances. She’d grown up in the upper-crust end of town but her family wasn’t upper-crust at all. She lived in one of the larger town houses in Berkeley Square, because it wasn’t only the nobility who could afford those town houses. In fact, her family, who acquired their surname in the Middle Ages when a craftsman took on the name of his trade, had been among the first to buy and build in Berkeley Square back in the mid-1700s when the square was first laid out, so Millers had been living there for many generations now.

Julia was well-known and well liked in the neighborhood. Her closest friend, Carol Roberts, was a daughter of the nobility, and other young women of the ton who knew her through Carol, or from the private finishing school she’d attended, liked her as well and invited her to their parties. They weren’t the least bit threatened by her pretty looks or deep pockets because she was already engaged to be married. She’d been engaged nearly since birth.

“Fancy meeting you here,” a female voice said behind her. Carol Roberts rode up, and her mare fell into an easy trot beside Julia’s.

Julia chuckled at her petite, black-haired friend. “That should have been my remark. You rarely ride anymore.”

Carol sighed. “I know. Harry frowns on it, especially since we’re trying to have our first child. He doesn’t want me to take any chance of losing it before we even know it’s been conceived.”

Julia knew that horseback riding could indeed cause miscarriages. “Then why are you taking that risk?”

“Because a baby didn’t get conceived this month,” Carol said with a disappointed pursing of her lips.

Julia nodded sympathetically.

“Besides,” Carol added, “I have so missed our rides together, I’m willing to defy Harry for these few days when I’m having my monthlies and we won’t be trying to conceive.”

“He wasn’t home to find out, was he?” Julia guessed.

Carol laughed, her blue eyes sparkling mischievously. “No indeed and I’ll be home before he is.”

Julia didn’t worry that her friend would get into trouble with her husband. Harold Roberts adored his wife. They’d known and liked each other before Carol’s first season three years ago, so no one had been surprised when they got engaged within weeks of Carol’s debut and married a few months later.

Carol and Julia had been neighbors their whole lives, both living in Berkeley Square, their respective town houses side by side with no more than a narrow alley separating them. Even their bedroom windows had been directly across from each other—they’d arranged that!—so even when they weren’t in the same house together visiting, they could talk from their windows without raising their voices. It was no wonder they’d become the best of friends.

Julia sorely missed Carol. While they still visited often when Carol was in London, she no longer lived next door. When she married, she’d moved into her husband’s house, many blocks away, and every few months she and Harold spent weeks at his family’s ancestral estate in the country. He was hoping they’d stay there permanently. Carol was still resisting that idea. Fortunately, Harold wasn’t the sort of overbearing husband who made all the decisions without considering his wife’s wishes.

They continued to ride side by side for a few minutes, but Julia had already been in the park for a hour, so she suggested, “Want to stop by the teahouse for ices on the way home?”

“It’s too early in the morning and not warm enough yet for ices. I am famished though and have truly missed Mrs. Cables’s morning pastries. Do you still have a breakfast buffet laid out in the mornings?”

“Of course. Why would that change just because you got married?”

“Harold refuses to steal your cook, you know. I’ve nagged and nagged him to at least try.”

Julia burst out laughing. “He knows he can’t afford her. Every time someone tries to hire her away, she comes to me and I raise her wages. She knows where her bread is buttered.”

Julia had been making decisions of that sort because her father, Gerald, could no longer make them. Her mother had never made them when she was alive. Helene Miller had never taken control of anything in her life, not even the household. She had been a timid woman afraid of offending anyone, even the servants. Five years ago she’d died in the carriage accident that had rendered Gerald Miller an invalid.

“How is your father?” Carol asked.

“The same.”

Carol always asked and Julia’s reply was rarely any different. He’s lucky to be alive, the doctors had told her after they had shocked her with their prognosis that Gerald would never again be himself. His head had suffered too much trauma in the accident. While his bones, seven of which had been broken that day, had mended, his mind would not recover. The doctors had been blunt. They’d given her no hope. Her father would sleep and wake up normally, he could even eat if hand-fed, but he would never speak anything other than gibberish again. Lucky to be alive? Julia had often cried herself to sleep recalling that phrase.

And yet Gerald had defied his doctors’ predictions. One time that first year after the accident, and then every few months after that, he would know, however briefly, who he was, where he was, and what had happened to him. So much rage and anguish had filled him the first few times this had occurred that his lucidity couldn’t really be called a blessing. And he remembered! Each time he regained lucidity he was able to remember his prior periods of mental clarity. For a few minutes, a few hours, he was himself again—but it never lasted for long. And he never remembered anything of the dead time in between.

His doctors couldn’t explain it. They’d never expected him to have coherent thoughts again. They still wouldn’t give Julia any hope that he might someday fully recover. They called his moments of clarity a fluke. Such an occurrence was undocumented, never known to happen before, and they warned Julia not to expect it to happen again. But it did.

It broke her heart the third time her father was himself, when he asked her, “Where’s your mother?”

She’d been warned to keep him calm if he ever “woke” again, and that meant not telling him his wife had died in the accident. “She’s gone shopping today. You—you know how she loves to shop.”

He’d laughed. It was one of the few things her mother had been decisive about, buying things she didn’t really need. But Julia had still been in mourning herself, and it had been one of the hardest things she’d ever done, to smile that day and keep her tears at bay until her father slipped away again into that gray realm of nothingness.

Of course she’d consulted different doctors. And every time one of them told her that her father was never going to recover, she’d dismiss him and find a new doctor. She stopped doing that after a while. She’d kept the last one, Dr. Andrew, because he’d been honest enough to admit that her father’s case was unique.

A little while later in the Millers’ breakfast room, Carol was carrying her filled plate and the large basket of pastries to the table when she stopped in her tracks, having finally noticed the new addition to the room.

“Oh, good Lord, when did you do that?” Carol exclaimed, turning around to stare wide-eyed at Julia.

Julia glanced at the ornate box on top of the china cabinet that had caught Carol’s attention. It was lined in blue satin and edged in jewels, and behind its glass cover sat a lovely doll. Julia took her seat at the table and managed not to blush.

“A few weeks ago,” she replied, and motioned Carol to take a seat at the table. “I came upon this fellow who’d just opened a shop near one of ours. He makes these beautiful boxes for items people want to preserve, and that doll is one thing I don’t ever want to fall apart due to old age, so I commissioned that box for her. I just haven’t decided yet where to place her, since my room is so cluttered. But I’m getting used to her being in here.”

“I didn’t know you still had that old doll I gave you,” Carol said in wonder.

“Of course I do. She’s still my prized possession.”

It was true, not because Julia valued the doll so much, but because she valued the friendship it represented. Carol might not have given up the doll when they first met, but when she got a new one, instead of putting the old doll away in the attic, never to be seen again, she’d remembered that Julia had wanted it and had shyly offered it to her.

Carol blushed as they both remembered that day, but she finally chuckled. “You were such a little monster back then.”

“I was never that bad,” Julia snorted.

“You were! Screaming tantrums, bullying, demanding. You took offense at everything! You nearly punched me in the nose when we first met and would have, if I hadn’t knocked you on your arse first.”

“I was so impressed with that.” Julia grinned. “You were the first person to tell me no.”

“Well, I wasn’t letting you have my favorite doll, not at our first meeting! You shouldn’t even have asked for it. But really?” Carol said, surprised. “Never told no?”

“Yes, really. My mother was too weak and indecisive, well, you remember how she was. She always gave in to me. And my father was too kindhearted. He never said no to anyone, much less me. I even had a pony years before I was old enough to ride one, just because I asked for one.”

“Aha! That’s probably why you were such a little monster when we met. Spoiled beyond redemption.”

“It wasn’t that—well, maybe I was a little bit spoiled because my parents couldn’t bring themselves to be firm with me, and my governess and the servants certainly weren’t going to discipline me. But I didn’t become a screaming, crying termagant until the day I met my fiancé. It was mutual hate at first sight. I didn’t want to ever see him again. It was the first time my parents didn’t let me have my way, so you could say I threw a tantrum about it that lasted for years! Until I met you, I didn’t have any friends to point out to me how silly I was being. You helped me to forget about him, at least between the visits our parents forced on us.”

“You changed quickly enough after we met. How old were we?”

“Six, but I didn’t change that quickly, I just made sure you didn’t witness any more of my tantrums—well, unless my fiancé came for a visit. Couldn’t very well hide that animosity even if you were present, now could I?”

Carol laughed, but only because Julia was grinning over the remark. Julia knew her friend was aware that it hadn’t been the least bit funny back then. Some of those fights with her fiancé had been quite violent. She’d almost bitten off his ear once! But it had been his fault. From their very first meeting when she was only five and had been so sure they would become the best of friends, he’d dashed those hopes with his rudeness and his resentment that she’d been handpicked for him. Every time they visited each other he would enrage her so that she’d want to fly at him and rip his eyes out. She didn’t doubt that he’d instigated all those fights deliberately. The stupid boy somehow thought that she could end the engagement that neither of them wanted. She didn’t doubt that he’d left England when he finally figured out that she had no more say in ending their betrothal than he did—and saved them both from a marriage made in hell. How odd to feel grateful to him for anything. But with him gone for good, she could see a little humor in what a terrible termagant she’d been—around him.

Julia nodded at their food, which was getting cold, but Carol shifted their conversation to a new subject. “I’m having a small dinner party this coming Saturday, Julie. You will come, won’t you?”

The nickname had stuck since they were children, and even Julia’s father had picked it up. She’d always thought it was silly to have a nickname that was just as long as her real name, but since it was one syllable shorter, she’d never minded.

She glanced at her friend over the scone she’d been about to bite into. “Have you forgotten that’s the day of the Eden ball?”

“No, I just thought you might have come to your senses and begged off from that invitation,” Carol said grouchily.

“And I was hoping you would have changed your mind and accepted the invitation.”

“Not a chance.”

“Oh, come on, Carol,” Julia cajoled. “I hate dragging my wastrel cousin to these affairs, and he hates it, too. We no sooner step in the front door than he’s already looking for the back door. He never sticks around. But you—”

“He doesn’t need to stick around,” Carol interrupted. “You’ll know everyone there. You’re never left alone for more’n a minute at parties. Besides, that marriage contract that the Earl of Manford keeps locked away means you don’t even need a chaperone. A contract like that means you’re as good as married already. Oh, good Lord, I didn’t mean to bring that up again. I’m sorry!”

Julia managed a smile. “Don’t be. You know you don’t have to tiptoe around that distasteful subject with me. We were just laughing about it. Being that we hate each other, that fool I’m engaged to couldn’t have done a nicer service for me than to fly the coop as he did.”

“You felt that way before you reached the age to marry, but that was three years ago. You can’t deny that being called an old maid doesn’t infuriate you.”

Julia burst out laughing. “Is that what you think? You forget I’m not an aristocrat like you, Carol. Labels like that are meaningless to me. What I find meaningful is having no one to answer to but myself. You can’t imagine how wonderful that is. And it’s official. The family wealth and holdings are all mine now—unless that bounder comes home.”



Chapter Two
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JULIA GASPED WHEN SHE saw Carol’s horrified reaction to her thoughtless remark. “I didn’t mean that! I told you my father’s condition is the same.”

“Then how can all his wealth and businesses be yours, without him—passing on?” Carol asked delicately.

“Because on one of his rare lucid days a few months ago, he summoned his solicitors and bankers to the house and turned over control of everything to me. Not that I hadn’t already been in control since the accident, but the solicitors won’t be peering over my shoulders anymore. They can still try to guide me, but I no longer have to listen to them. What Father did that day was give me my full inheritance sooner than I wanted it.”

The solicitors couldn’t break her marriage contract, though, but then she’d already known that. Her father had tried unsuccessfully to break it years ago when it had become apparent that her fiancé had disappeared. The contract could only be terminated by mutual agreement between the two parents who had originally signed it, and the Earl of Manford, that awful man, wouldn’t agree to end it. He still had hopes of getting his hands on the Miller wealth—through her. That had been his plan all along and was why he’d come to her parents not long after she was born with his marriage proposal for their children. Helene had been so thrilled that they would have a lord in the family and wanted to seize the opportunity to wed her daughter to a member of the nobility. Gerald, who was less enthralled with the aristocracy, had agreed to the betrothal to please his wife. It could have led to a happy ending for all—if the engaged pair hadn’t hated each other.

“I can see how you might be enjoying that sort of freedom, but does it also mean you’ve resigned yourself to never marrying or having children?” Carol asked carefully.

Trust her friend to think of children when she was trying so hard to have one of her own. “No, not at all. I want children,” Julia said. “I realized that when you first mentioned you and Harry were going to try to have one. And eventually I will marry.”

“How?” Carol asked in surprise. “I thought they could hold you to that contract forever.”

“They can, as long as the earl’s son is alive. But it’s been over nine years since he left or anyone has heard from him. For all we know, he could be dead and buried in a ditch somewhere, the victim of a robbery or some other crime.”

“Oh, good Lord!” Carol exclaimed, her blue eyes wide. “That’s it, isn’t it? You can petition to have him declared dead after all this time has passed! I can’t believe I never thought of that before!”

“Neither did I, but that’s what one of my solicitors advised me to do three months ago when I came into my inheritance,” Julia said with a nod. “The earl will put up a fight, but the situation speaks for itself and is thus in my favor.

“I have to admit I’ll miss the carte blanche that engagement gives me,” Julia added. “Think about it. You said it yourself, I don’t even need a chaperone because I’m engaged. Everyone looks at me and sees a woman who’s as good as married. How many parties do you think I’ll be invited to when people know I’m an heiress looking for a husband?”

“Don’t be absurd,” Carol scoffed. “You’re very well liked and you know it.”

“And you’re too loyal to see the broader picture. I’m not a threat to anyone right now, that’s why the ton finds me an acceptable addition to their guest lists. They don’t look at me and worry I might lure their sons down the social ladder. They don’t look at me and worry I might steal their daughter’s prime catch out from under her.”

“Nonsense, nonsense, and more nonsense,” Carol said quite adamantly. “You, m’girl, don’t give yourself enough credit. People like you for yourself, not for your wealth or your ‘unavailability,’ as you put it.”

Carol was still speaking from her loyal heart, but Julia knew that the aristocracy could and often did look down on tradesmen as beneath their notice. But ironically, that stigma had never really touched her. Possibly because she’d been engaged to an aristocrat all her life and everyone knew it. Or maybe because her family was so bloody rich it was quite often an embarrassment; particularly with so many nobles coming to her father over the years for loans, you’d think he was a bank. But Carol’s father had also pulled strings, at his daughter’s behest, to get Julia into the exclusive private finishing school that Carol attended, and Julia had made other friends from the nobility there.

All of that had opened doors for her. But those same doors would close quite quickly once it became known she was looking for a husband.

“I can’t believe we didn’t come up with this solution sooner,” Carol remarked. “So now that you’re about to be rid of that albatross around your neck, have you started looking for a real husband?”

Julia grinned. “I’ve been looking. I just haven’t found a man I want to marry yet.”

“Oh, don’t be so bloody particular,” Carol said, and probably didn’t realize she sounded like her husband, Harry. “I can think of any number of suitable—” When Julia laughed, Carol paused and demanded, “What’s so funny?”

“You’re thinking of your social circles, but I’m not locked into finding another lord for a husband just because I’m currently engaged to one. Far from it. I have many more choices than that. Not that I’m discounting an aristocrat. I’m even looking forward to that ball this weekend that heralds the new social Season.”

Carol frowned. “So in the last few months no one has piqued your interest?”

Julia blushed. “Very well, so I am a little particular, but let’s face it, you were very, very lucky to find your Harry. But how many Harrys are out there, eh? Yet I want a man who will stand in my corner with me, just like you have, not one who will put me behind him in his corner. I also need to protect my inheritance from a man who might squander it. I need to make sure it’s still there for the children I hope to have one day.”

Carol’s eyes suddenly widened in alarm. “Look how much time has been wasted! You’re twenty-one and not married yet!”

“Carol!” Julia exclaimed with a chuckle. “I’ve been twenty-one for how many months now? Nothing has changed about my age.”

“But you were an engaged twenty-one. That’s quite different from being twenty-one without a fiancé, and it’s going to be in the papers when you have the earl’s son declared dead. Everyone will know—oh, stop looking daggers at me. I’m not calling you an old maid—”

“You already did, not fifteen minutes ago, right here at this table.”

“I didn’t mean it. I was just making a point, and, well, deuce it all, this is so different! This is you without a fiancé!”

Julia shook her head. “You’re seeing things with your eyes again instead of trying to look through mine. You and the other girls we went to school with all believed you had to marry your first Season out the door or the sky would fall. That is so silly and I told you that back then. This year, five years from now, ten years from now, it makes no difference to me when I marry as long as I’m not marrying my current fiancé and as long as I’m still young enough to have children.”

“It’s a luxury to think that way, you know,” Carol huffed again.

“So there are some benefits to not being an aristocrat.”

The pointed way Julia said that caused Carol to burst out laughing. “Touché. But you know what this means, don’t you? I’m going to have to arrange quite a few parties for you now.”

“No, you’re not.”

“Yes, I am. So do break off from going to that Malory ball this weekend. You’re not going to find very many young men there, and I will widen my guest list now to include—”

“Carol, you’re being so silly! You know very well this ball is going to be the ball of the Season. The invitations are highly prized right now. Why, I was even offered three hundred pounds for mine.”

Carol’s eyes flared. “You must be joking.”

“Yes, I am, it was only two hundred pounds.”

Julia didn’t get the laugh she’d hoped for. Carol gave her a stern look instead and said, “I know who that ball is for even if it’s supposed to be a secret. You’ve become chummy with Georgina Malory and have even been to her house a number of times—”

“They’re our neighbors, for goodness’ sake, and have been our neighbors for what, seven—eight years now? They live just down the street!”

“—but you won’t catch me stepping foot in there,” Carol continued as if she hadn’t been interrupted.

“The ball isn’t at Georgina’s house. Her niece Lady Eden is giving it.”

“Doesn’t matter. Her husband will be there and I’ve managed to avoid meeting James Malory all these years. I’ve heard all the stories about him. I’m going to continue to avoid him, thank you very much.”

Julia rolled her eyes. “He’s not the ogre you make him out to be, Carol. I’ve told you that a number of times. There’s nothing sinister or dangerous about him.”

“Of course he’d hide that side of himself from his wife and her friends!”

“You’ll never know until you meet him, Carol. Besides, he hates social events so much, he might not even attend this one.”

“Really?”

Julia held her tongue. Of course he’d attend, the ball was in his wife’s honor. But she let Carol assimilate the slim chance that he might not attend and got the response she’d hoped for.

“Very well, I’ll go with you.” But Carol wasn’t that gullible, because she added, “And if he is there, just don’t mention it, I’d rather not know.”



Chapter Three
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GABRIELLE ANDERSON STOOD at the helm, steering The Triton. The sea was calm today. She was barely having to put any effort into keeping the wheel steady. Her husband, Drew, didn’t worry that she’d sink his beloved ship. He knew that during the three years she’d sailed the Caribbean with her father, Nathan Brooks, and his treasure-hunting crew, Nathan had taught her everything there was to learn about running a ship. She really enjoyed steering. She just couldn’t do it for an extended period without her arms beginning to shake from the strain.

Drew took over without a word, just a kiss to her cheek. He didn’t give her a chance to get out of the way, though, so she was now trapped between his arms, which she didn’t mind at all. She leaned back against his wide chest with a sigh of contentment. Her mother had often warned her never to fall in love with a man who loves the sea. With her father away at sea when she was growing up, Gabrielle had taken that advice seriously, until she realized how much she loved the sea as well. So her husband wouldn’t be leaving her at home while he sailed around the world, she’d be right there with him.

This was their first long trip since they’d married last year. They’d taken many short ones between the islands and a few to Drew’s hometown, Bridgeport, Connecticut, to buy furniture, but this trip was finally taking them back to England, where they’d first met, and where half of Drew’s family lived now.

A letter from his brother Boyd had caught up to them at the beginning of the year, giving them the amazing news that he’d married, too, and not long after Drew had tied the knot. Boyd’s marriage was unexpected, but it wasn’t a complete surprise, since he hadn’t been a confirmed bachelor like Drew. The surprising part was that Boyd brought the count up to three Anderson siblings who had now married into the huge Malory family in England. But the really amazing part was that Boyd had fallen in love with a Malory no one had known about, including his wife and her father!

And drat Boyd, he’d only given them bits and pieces of how all that had come about. Drew was eager to hear the whole story and would have sailed for England right after receiving his brother’s letter if he and Gabrielle hadn’t been in the middle of building their home on the beautiful little island Gabrielle had been given as a wedding gift.

But their house was finally finished and now they were on their way to England. Boyd had also suggested in his letter that the whole family gather in England this year for their sister’s, Georgina’s, birthday, which was a perfect excuse for a family reunion. Gabrielle and Drew would arrive in good time for both events.

An only child, Gabrielle was delighted to have married into a large family. There were five Anderson brothers and one sister. Gabrielle had only met the three youngest siblings so far, but she wasn’t worried about meeting the three older brothers. She was looking forward to it.

She’d been feeling chilled until Drew cocooned her with his body. It might almost be summer and they would reach England tomorrow if the wind held steady, but there was simply no comparison between the cold Atlantic and the warm Caribbean waters she had grown used to.

“It looks like you two should repair to your cabin,” Richard Allen said with a roguish grin as he came up beside them. “Want me to take the wheel?”

“Nonsense, we’re not newlyweds anymore,” Drew began, but Gabby had turned around to hug him close and he groaned, “Actually . . .”

She laughed and tickled Drew out of that thought. She could tease, too, but she didn’t usually get away with that kind of teasing because she tended to get carried away whenever she was this close to her husband.

“Just yell if you change your mind,” Richard offered, adding with a chuckle before he headed down to the lower deck, “I know I would!”

Gabrielle stared after him. Her dear friend had lived nearly half his life in the Caribbean, at least the half that she knew about, and obviously he was feeling the same chill in the air that she was. He was wearing a greatcoat! Where the devil had he got such an English-looking garment as that?

Tall, excessively handsome, a daring young man—maybe a little too daring—but so charming in his humor . . . it was a wonder that Gabrielle had never been attracted to Richard and that they’d become close friends instead. He wore his black hair so long he had to queue it back. A thin mustache gave him quite a rakish look, and his green eyes usually sparkled with laughter.

Richard had been much slimmer when she first met him four years ago. But now at twenty-six his body had filled out and become more muscular. He kept himself meticulously clean. From his hair to his clothes, right down to his polished high boots, he’d always stood out among the other pirates.

He’d joined her father’s pirate crew not long after he’d arrived in the Caribbean from—no one knew from where. Most pirates never said where they hailed from, just as most of them used fake names, which they changed frequently. Jean Paul was the fake name Richard used most often, and for the longest time he’d been practicing a French accent to go with the name and always sounded so funny using it! It had taken him a long time to master the accent, but as soon as he did, he stopped using it and the French name as well. He just hadn’t been willing to give up until he’d got it right, then he’d happily set it aside as something he’d accomplished.

Her father hadn’t been a typical pirate though. He’d turned more or less into a middleman who took hostages from other pirates and ransomed them back to their families. The hostages whose families couldn’t afford the ransom, he simply let go. In the interim, he’d hunted for treasure!

But after spending months in the dungeon of a real pirate last year, Nathan no longer associated with his old comrades. Gabrielle’s marrying into a legitimate shipping family who considered pirates their enemies might have influenced that decision, too. He still hunted for treasure though, and occasionally took a commission of cargo from Skylark, the shipping line that Drew’s family owned—if the cargo was to be delivered in the direction of whichever treasure clue he was currently chasing down.

Deep in thought, she hadn’t noticed Richard walk over to the rail on the lower deck. But she saw him there now, staring in the direction of England. Once he’d stopped using that silly French accent, it had been obvious that he was an Englishman. But then she’d long ago guessed as much because of all the times he’d slipped with “bloody hell” or other notable English expressions.

But even though he now sounded like a true Englishman, he’d never admitted he was English, and she’d never pointedly asked—for one good reason. Men who became pirates were usually hiding from something in their past, sometimes from the law, and Richard had been uneasy about going to England with her last year. He’d put a good face on it, had been his usual carefree, teasing self, but when he hadn’t known she was watching him, she’d sensed his . . . what? Worry? Dread? Fear of being hauled off to the nearest prison over past deeds? She had no clue. Then he’d met Georgina Malory, and Gabrielle’s worry had taken precedence.

But looking at him now, she couldn’t miss the sudden change in his demeanor, the profound melancholy that surrounded him. She suspected he was thinking of Georgina again, and all the doubts that Gabrielle had been having since they set sail returned tenfold.

“How did we let him talk us into bringing him along to England?”

She said it to herself, but Drew followed her gaze and snorted. “Because he’s your best friend.”

She turned around to assure Drew, “You’re my best friend now.”

“I’m your husband, he’s still your best friend. And you let your other best friend, Ohr, convince you that Richard isn’t really in love with my sister. You know, Gabby,” Drew abruptly added with a narrowing of his dark eyes, “you have too many male friends.”

She laughed at her husband’s flare of jealousy, which took her mind off Richard and the dilemma he presented. While Drew was looking down at her, even with that scowl, feigned or not, she couldn’t resist leaning up to kiss him. She loved him so much, it really was hard to keep her hands off him for long, and he felt the same way about her.

“Stop that,” he warned huskily, “or I’m going to have to take Richard up on his offer to man the wheel.”

She grinned. That wasn’t such a bad idea. Cuddling up with Drew in their cabin was certainly preferable to thinking about Richard walking into a death trap in England.

But that death trap continued to loom in her mind because Drew said, “A better question would be, how did you talk me into letting those two come along on this trip?”

She turned back around so he wouldn’t see her wince over that. As much as she loved Ohr and Richard like family, she regretted letting them come along.

But she reminded Drew, “It was a spur-of-the-moment decision and you know it. I’d told Richard no all those months ago when we started talking about this trip and he asked to come along. But then my father broke his leg right before we sailed, which is going to keep him and his crew at home for a month or two, and you know how a crew can get in trouble if they’re landlocked too long with nothing to do.”

“Yes, but those two could have found something to do—admit it, your father wanted them to come along as your watchdogs again. He doesn’t trust me to take care of you yet.”

“You don’t really think that when he’s so delighted with you as his son-in-law? Besides, he didn’t ask me to bring them along, though he probably would have if he’d thought of it. He does worry about them, you know. They view my father as family and he feels the same way about them.”

“I know, one big happy family.” Drew chuckled. “I married into it, didn’t I?”

“You’re the one with a big family who married into an even bigger family. And your brother-in-law might have ignored Richard when they last met, but James had other things on his mind at the time, like rescuing my father from that horrible dungeon. Which doesn’t mean that James has forgotten the promise he made that day when he saw his wife slap Richard in their garden for making an inappropriate overture toward her. James told me without mincing words that if Richard ever came near his wife again, he was going to have to hurt him. I didn’t doubt for a minute that he meant it. You know him better than I and you confirmed he was most likely dead serious.”

“Of course he was, same as I would be if I saw another man trespassing with my wife. I think you’re worrying over nothing, sweetheart,” Drew added as she snuggled back against his chest. “Richard isn’t stupid. And anyone in their right mind would have to be damn stupid to trifle with that particular Malory.”

“Umm, didn’t you and your brothers do exactly that when you forced him to marry your sister? After you beat him unconscious?”

“Sweetheart, it took all five of us to administer that beating. We tried it one-on-one and it just wasn’t working! And I told you, James forced our hand deliberately. It was his bizarre way of getting Georgie married to him without his having to ask her or us, because of some silly vow he made never to marry.”

“I think it was rather romantic.”

Drew chuckled. “You would. But only a stubborn Englishman would go to those lengths to keep his sworn word—about marriage. Had it been about honor, or country, or—well, you know what I mean, it would have been reasonable. But marriage? Remember, that’s privileged information I shared with you, since you’re my wife. Don’t ever let James know that my brothers and I have figured that out. He still thinks he put one over on us. And believe me, he’s much more tolerable when he’s silently gloating than when he’s annoyed and going for blood.”

“I’m sworn to secrecy,” she assured Drew with a grin. “But you’re quite right about Richard. He’s not stupid. But you know how he is. He’s a charming man, humorous, teasing, always smiling—”

“Stop singing his praises!”

“You didn’t let me finish. I was going to say, until he remembers Georgina. Then he gets so melancholy it could break your heart.”

“It’s not breaking my heart.”

“Oh, come on, you like him, you know you do. How can you not?”

“Possibly because he’s in love with my sister. He’s lucky I don’t swab the deck with his face.”

She ignored her husband’s growl. “Ohr says Richard doesn’t really love Georgina. I believe that, or I wouldn’t have let him come along.”

She’d been skeptical about Ohr’s contention until she found out that Richard had had at least three affairs in the last year. That had pretty much been the deciding factor in allowing her friends to enjoy this trip with them.

“That might well be true,” Drew said, “but what difference does that make if Richard thinks he’s in love with my sister?”

“Yes, but Ohr said Richard is a man who wants to be in love, that he wants it so much that he easily mistakes lust for love. And he doesn’t even know that’s what he’s been looking for. But maybe because he’s never experienced real love, he can’t recognize the difference between the two.”

Drew had experienced the same dilemma and indicated as much when he said, “Exactly, but now you’re suddenly doubting it?”

“No, but I can’t help remembering the things Richard said about Georgina. When I reminded him that she’s a happily married woman, that he ought to forget her, he told me he’s tried, but he just can’t forget about his ‘one true love.’ How often does a man call a woman that?!”

“I can count on two, three, a dozen hands how many times I’ve said or thought it—about you.”

She barely heard his reply, though she did swing around again to hug him. But she was remembering a conversation she’d had with Richard back when she’d first realized she loved Drew—and was so sure he didn’t return that love. Richard had put an arm around her shoulder and told her, “It will work out, chérie. He adores you.”

“He adores all women,” she’d replied.

Richard had chuckled. “So do I, but I would give them all up for—”

“Shush!” she had told him in earnest. “Richard, please, stop pining for another man’s wife. Malory won’t tolerate another trespass. You make me fear for your life by not being reasonable about this.”

“Who said love was reasonable?” had been the reply, which had stuck in her mind. She repeated that phrase now for her husband.

“And look how true that is,” she added. “In your own case, you were an absolutely confirmed bachelor with a sweetheart in every port.”

He didn’t reply and she glanced up to see the steady “waiting” look he was giving her and realized it had nothing to do with her last comment. She grinned and wrapped her arms around his neck.

“Yes, I heard you,” she said. “You can really count on a dozen hands the number of times you’ve called me your ‘one true love’?”

Mollified, he hugged her back as he replied, “No, I was being conservative in that number. But as to your last comment, there was a good reason I was a confirmed bachelor. I was determined never to put a woman through the agony my mother experienced, always staring sadly out to sea waiting for a ship that rarely came home. Not once in all those years did I think I’d find a woman happy to sail by my side. I know my brother Warren’s wife sails with him, but I didn’t expect to get that lucky. But you’ve made your case about how unreasonable love can be. It broke down those very firm convictions I had. In fact, it can be so unreasonable that I have no doubt I would have given up the sea for you. God, I can’t believe I just said that, but you know it’s true.”

He crushed her with his next hug, he was suddenly feeling so much emotion, which made her quickly assure him, “You’ll never have to! I love the sea as much as you do.”

“I know, and I know exactly how lucky I am that you do. Now you’ve worried about your friend enough for one day, don’t you think?”

She sighed. “I wish I could stop. I’m just so afraid that when he sees your sister again, he’s going to throw caution to the winds and—”

“He wouldn’t just have James to contend with,” Drew warned. “You do realize that?”

“Yes.” She sighed again.

“I could always throw him and Ohr overboard—with a dinghy, of course. By the time they row to England, we’ll be ready to leave again. Problem solved.”

She knew he wasn’t the least bit serious and was just trying to ease her out of her concern, but she couldn’t shrug off the sense of foreboding she felt. Whether from deeds in Richard’s past or threats he’d provoked over a woman he thought he loved, she was afraid something bad was going to happen, and it would be her fault for bringing Richard back to England.



Chapter Four

[image: Image]

RICHARD PULLED HIS HAT down low. It wasn’t that he was worried that he might be recognized. On the London docks? Not a chance. But it would be foolish to flaunt his presence just to tempt fate. Why take the chance that this might be the one day out of a thousand that an old acquaintance might be returning from a trip abroad and be on these very same docks?

He’d put away the greatcoat now that it was too warm for it and was wearing his usual shipboard garb, clothes that were easy to work in. His long-sleeved white shirt was loose for ease of movement, deeply V-necked, and belted on the outside. His black pants were tucked into his boots. He blended in rather well with the common dockworkers, except for his highly polished Hessian boots.

It was highly unlikely that he would be recognized after all these years. He’d left England a skinny seventeen-year-old who hadn’t yet reached his full height. He’d sprouted up a few more inches rather late, which had kept him slim longer than he would have liked, but then he’d finally filled out so he could no longer be called skinny. His long black hair even added to his disguise, since it was about as far from fashionable as he could get—in England, that is.

It was a popular style in the Caribbean, so he’d adopted it to blend in. He didn’t braid his hair the way Ohr did, but it was so long now that he definitely had to keep it queued at the back of his neck or it became a nuisance aboard ship.

He ought to cut it while he was in England. He’d thought the same thing when he was here last year. But why? He wouldn’t be staying and he liked his hair long. Besides, it was a symbol of the rebellion he’d started before he’d left home for good. He would never have been allowed to wear his hair this way while living under his father’s iron thumb.

“Lord Allen?”

Richard hadn’t seen the man approaching, but now as he quickly scrutinized the man’s face, he recognized him. Good God, one of the rakehells he’d been chummy with before he left home? That one-in-a-thousand chance of being recognized? Bloody hell.

“You are mistaken, monsieur. I am Jean Paul from Le Havre.” He bent respectfully, but was actually letting his long hair fall over his shoulder to better confirm his lie. “My ship, she only just arrived from France.”

Every muscle in his body was primed for flight if his bluff and his thick French accent didn’t work, but the rake simply looked disgusted at what he apparently thought was a mistake on his part. “Too bad. That would have been a juicy morsel for the gossip mills.”

Indeed it would have—and it would have let Richard’s father know he was still alive. But the man rudely walked off. It took a few moments for Richard to breathe easily again. That had been too close. And unplanned for. But at least the man wasn’t someone Richard had been well acquainted with, and the fellow hadn’t been sure that he was Lord Allen, either. And he had changed enough, Richard assured himself, that no one would really be sure except his family.

“I told you I’d do better at getting us a ride than you would,” Margery gloated as she returned to where their baggage was piled and directed the hack driver to wait right there. “Now where’s Gabby? Still on the ship?”

Gabrielle’s maid glanced out to where The Triton was anchored in the middle of the Thames. The ship wouldn’t be given dockage space anytime soon, and with summer upon them, the docks were more crowded than usual, so it was quite possible that the ship might not even get a space before they were ready to depart again!

Richard took a deep breath, shook off any remaining tension, and gave the maid a jaunty smile. “She’s waiting for Drew. You know how captains are, always a dozen last-minute details to attend to before they can disembark.”

Ohr was rowing toward the docks in a dinghy piled high with the rest of their baggage. You’d think they would be visiting for a month, rather than the two weeks they were planning on, they’d brought so much along with them.

“Can you smell it?” Margery said quite ecstatically. “Doesn’t it smell wonderful?”

Richard eyed the old girl as if she were daft. “What the deuce are you smelling? All I smell is—”

“England!”

He rolled his green eyes. “It stinks here and you know it. The docks at home, with the trade winds always blowing, smell like a garden compared to this.”

She snorted at him. “Gabby must be wrong in guessing this is where you were born and raised. You’d have more appreciation for the homeland if it was. Admit it, the English accent you’re using now is as fake as the French one you were using before. You’re just much better at this one.”

With a wrinkle of his nose that was meant to tease her, Richard merely replied, “One of these days this town is going to pass a law about dumping garbage in the river.”

But Margery hadn’t expected him to open up to her just because she’d speculated aloud about his past and merely addressed his remark. “Maybe they have. It’s not exactly the most law-abiding area of London and never has been. Not that I’m complaining. It’s wonderful to be home again even if only for a visit.”

Margery had elected to follow Gabrielle to the New World, and while she might have adjusted to that very different way of life, she still pined for home. Richard didn’t pine for home, but damn, he did miss his brother, Charles. And being this close to him once again, he couldn’t help but wonder if he should make the effort this time to try to steal a visit with Charles—without their father finding out about it.

“Here now, none of that daydreaming,” Margery said, snapping his attention back to her. “You did enough of that on the ship. Use some of that brawn you’ve developed and start loading these trunks on top the coach. I was warned the driver only drives, he doesn’t load. Uppity man. He knows his hack is at a premium down here. He’s going to charge more the longer he sits here waiting, too.” Then she added with a brilliant smile, “Nothing changes in this old town. Isn’t that wonderful?”

Margery was a chronic complainer, so this bubbly attitude and her gleeful expression were so out of character that Ohr remarked as he came up beside Richard, “Is she going through her ‘everything is wonderful because it’s in England’ routine again?”

“Right on the mark as usual.” Richard chuckled at his friend.

“No different than the last time we were here. When you miss something very much and then finally have it in your grasp, you can become a bit euphoric—though the euphoria will wear off as reality returns.”

Richard winced. Ohr was too perceptive by half, and Richard knew his friend wasn’t just talking about Margery now. Though Richard wouldn’t be getting what he wanted, and they both knew it. But that was what Ohr was subtly alluding to, that it would be a fleeting euphoria—and not worth dying for.

“You aren’t going to start in on me, too, are you?” Richard asked.

Ohr’s intentions were good. So were Gabrielle’s for that matter. If Richard didn’t know that, he’d have got quite annoyed at how much they’d hounded him about Georgina Malory on this trip. Though Ohr was definitely less obvious about it than Gabby.

Richard was tall at six feet, but just like Drew, Ohr had a few more inches on him and probably about ten years, too, though that was impossible to tell from looking at him. An Oriental half-breed born of an Asian mother and an American father who’d sailed in the Far East, Ohr’s face was ageless, and he looked no different today from how he’d looked eight years ago when they’d first met, the day Ohr broke several members of Nathan’s crew out of the jail in St. Lucia and Richard just happened to be sitting in the same cell with them. Richard had been able to talk Ohr into letting him come along. When Richard found out their occupation, he hadn’t had to think long about joining them.

The Caribbean hadn’t been Richard’s choice of a destination. It was simply where the first ship out of England was heading the day he’d decided to leave. With thousands of islands, it had been a good place to hide, though he hadn’t known that at the time. But it hadn’t been a good place for a snobbish young Englishman to work. Seventeen and too fastidious to realize he’d need to adjust if he was going to survive there, he’d been floundering for a year, broke, going from island to island and job to job. He kept getting fired since he’d been too bloody arrogant for menial labor. Nor was it the first time he’d been tossed in jail for being unable to keep up with the rent for even the most wretched of hovels.

He and Ohr had ironically ended up in the West Indies for opposite reasons. Ohr had landed there hoping to find the father he’d never met, while Richard had landed there to escape from a father he couldn’t stand. Meeting Ohr that day in the St. Lucia jail had probably saved Richard’s life. He’d found a new family in Nathan Brooks and his crew, new friends closer than any he’d ever had, and an occupation he actually enjoyed!

“‘Too’?” Ohr said now. “Has Gabby been beating you over the head again with her concern?”

“When does the darling girl ever mind her own business?” Richard rejoined.

“There’s only one thing she beats your brow over, and I hate to say it, but—”

“Yes, yes, you’re in complete agreement,” Richard cut in with some exasperation.

“Touchy, you. But answer me this, do you love Georgina Malory because you actually know her, or are you merely enamored of her beauty? Actually, you don’t need to answer, just think about it.”

Did his friends really think his love was that insubstantial? Richard didn’t mind answering. “I spoke with her at length, Ohr. I’ve never come across another woman so easy to talk to—well, other than Gabby. But I know Georgina has a wonderful sense of humor, too. I saw firsthand how devoted she is to her children. She’s brave—look who she’s married to—and adventurous—last year she came along to help rescue a friend. She’s perfect for me in every way!”

“Except that she loves someone else.”

One tiny wrinkle in the life he wanted for himself? The women he usually came into contact with were tavern wenches, delightful romps, but none of whom he could picture as the mother of his children. All these years he hadn’t met a single woman, other than Gabrielle, whom he could imagine giving him the large, loving family he craved—a family completely different from the one he’d been born into. If Gabby and he hadn’t become such good friends, and she hadn’t been his captain’s only daughter, he would have pursued her. He’d met no one else as suitable for him—until he’d met Georgina Malory. She symbolized everything he wanted in a wife. He couldn’t give up on this woman.

But, ironically, the man she was married to didn’t scare him off. On the contrary, he gave him hope. How could she love a brutish fellow such as James Malory? Richard simply didn’t believe that she really could. Because of that he was determined to wait until she came to her senses and left the man. He wanted her to know he’d be waiting for her with open arms.

Ohr shook his head. “Very well, I will say no more—actually, I will say one last thing. I don’t like funerals. Do not make me have to attend yours.”

Richard flinched. “Contrary to what you and Gabby think, I really would prefer to live out my life to its natural conclusion, not have it end at that behemoth’s hands. I’m not going to try to lure her away from her husband again, Ohr, I swear I’m not.”

“Fair enough. You stay away from her and all will be well.”

Richard didn’t reply, he just glanced away.

Ohr snorted. “As I thought. But remember, Malory’s warning wasn’t about you making advances to his wife, it was about you getting anywhere near her.”

“An exaggeration. Most threats are made for effect. How often are they carried through?”

“That depends on who makes them. James Malory? If he says he’s going to hurt you, you can stake your life on it.”

“I thought you weren’t going to say anything more about it,” Richard mumbled.

Ohr chuckled. “You’re the one who is dragging out the subject, my friend. Perhaps because you keep losing sight of reason and need help keeping it in view?”

Did he? Richard had assured himself that he wouldn’t try to tempt his love away from her husband again, but what if he couldn’t help himself? No, he wasn’t an idiot.

“Why are you two just standing there?” Gabrielle asked as she came up behind them with Drew. “You should have had our trunks loaded and ready to go. You’re not being very helpful.”
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