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“You keep your sword in excellent condition,

Major Winter.”





“I do my best.” His voice sounded rather choked.

Amelia glanced up to find him staring at her hand as she stroked down the blade, then up again. What was wrong with him? From the way he stared, you’d think the sword was—Surely he was not…. He did not imagine that she…. Blast him!

Deciding to test the possibility, she caressed the sword again with a lingering touch. “It is truly magnificent,” she gushed.

He went rigid, a muscle working in his jaw. “Thank you.”

“I’ve never seen such a fine piece of work.” Delighted by the results of her experiment, she clasped the ornate hilt, then fondled it. “Will you let me do a rubbing of it?”

His gaze shot to hers. “A rubbing?” he said hoarsely. “Of my…sword?”

“Yes. I’d take care not to use too much pressure.” She smiled sweetly, though his smoldering gaze made it difficult for her to breathe. “But I doubt I could harm it, as hard as it is.”

“You have no idea.” He suddenly sat down.
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Chapter One





London


June 1818




Dear Cousin Michael,


For the next few weeks, I shan’t be at the school, but in London chaperoning Lady Amelia while her father and stepmother are in the country. Do continue to send your missives. I’ll need your sage advice, for Lady Amelia is high-spirited (dare I say, almost as much as I?) and liable to land us both in trouble before the season ends.


Yours sincerely,


Charlotte




Who would ever guess balls could be boring?

Certainly not Lady Amelia Plume. When she’d first come to London from the tiny seaside town of Torquay, every tea, every ball, every soiree had been a wonder.

But that was two years ago, before she’d realized they were all alike. And the Dowager Viscountess Kirkwood’s annual spring ball was no exception, judging from the crowd Amelia surveyed as she entered the rose-bedecked ballroom. It was the same dull people—the same prancing fops and gossipy matrons and frivolous young misses. No aspiring lady adventurer with an ounce of self-respect would stay.

Unfortunately, she’d promised her Scottish friend, Lady Venetia Campbell, that she would. At least Venetia, whom she spotted a short distance away, knew how to enliven a tedious evening.

“Thank heaven you’ve come,” Venetia said as she approached. “I swear I shall die of boredom. There’s hardly anybody interesting here.”

“Nobody?” Amelia asked, her disappointment acute. “No Spanish ambassadors or explorers newly arrived from the Pacific, or even an opera singer?”

Venetia laughed. “I was thinking more in terms of eligible men.”

For Venetia, that meant clever men. Not that she couldn’t have her pick of the male crop, clever or otherwise. Besides being obscenely wealthy, she had the sort of beauty men slobbered over, with raven tresses and creamy skin and rather…enormous breasts.

Next to Venetia, Amelia was abominably average—of average height, with average skin, of average tone. Her average figure would never inspire rhapsodies, and her medium brown hair vacillated between being curly and straight.

But she had quite a lot of hair, thank goodness, and kept it lustrous with pomatum and her American stepmother’s honeysuckle water. Amelia’s eyes might not be the siren’s green of Venetia’s, but men described them as “sparkling,” and her breasts generally commanded attention.

In short, Amelia possessed her share of modest attractions…and modest suitors. Granted, most men only cared about her not-so-modest inheritance and her position as the Earl of Tovey’s daughter. But she didn’t intend to marry any of them, anyway—neither the Marquess of Pomeroy, an aging general who fancied her and her fortune, nor their hostess’s son, the Viscount Kirkwood himself, who’d made overtures to her last year.

She aspired to a more adventurous life—touring Turkey like Lady Mary Wortley Montagu, or living in Syria like the legendary Lady Hester Stanhope.

“Actually,” Venetia said, “there’s one person here we’d both find ‘interesting’: Lord Kirkwood’s American cousin.” She nodded to a spot beyond Amelia. “Major Lucas Winter is apparently in England on assignment with the United States Marine Guard.”

Expecting some weather-grizzled older fellow, Amelia followed Venetia’s gaze. Then stared. Good Lord, how had she missed him when she’d come in?

Major Winter stuck out in the cramped ballroom like a hawk among pigeons. He wore quite the dashing blue-coated uniform, which bristled with gold braid, and a wide, bloodred sash around his trim waist. Her heart raced just to look at it.

And not only his uniform, either. His inky hair matched his inky boots, and though far from grizzled, his sun-browned skin made the other gentlemen look positively anemic. It hinted at days spent at sea, at battles on the Mediterranean. Oh, the adventures he must have had!

“Now that is a man,” Venetia remarked. “They do grow them tall and well built in America, don’t they? Even if his features are somewhat rough.”

True. The man’s jaw was a bit too angular and his nose a touch too narrow for handsome. And any English lord would ruthlessly pluck those thick, unruly eyebrows. But even if his appearance were changed, as long as the man wore that brooding scowl, he would continue to look “rough.”

And fascinating.

“He hasn’t yet asked a single lady to dance.” Mischief glinted in Venetia’s eyes. “But you’ll adore this—they say he travels with a veritable arsenal. If he keeps insulting the officers, he may even have to use it.”

“He insulted them?” Drat it, she’d missed everything by coming late.

“He told Lord Pomeroy that the Americans won their recent conflict with us because English officers are ‘more interested in promenades than pistols.’”

Amelia laughed. She could only imagine how the general had taken that pronouncement. Especially from a man like the major, who clearly saw this as enemy territory, even though the war had ended three years ago. As Major Winter sipped champagne, he scanned the ballroom with the barely leashed contempt of a spy doing reconnaissance.

“Is he married?” Amelia asked.

Venetia frowned. “Come to think of it, no one’s actually said.”

“I do hope he isn’t.” Amelia slid another glance his way. “He must be remarkably brave to face his old enemies in their own territory.”

“And he must have something more than deadwood under his kilt,” Venetia added, her Scottish burr faintly evident.

Amelia eyed her askance. “You’ve been reading the chapbook of harem tales again, haven’t you?”

“It’s quite informative.” Venetia lowered her voice to a whisper. “What do you think? Does the major have a ‘sword’ worth worshipping with one’s mouth?”

“Goodness, even I’m not shameless enough to speculate on the major’s ‘sword.’”

Venetia chuckled. “Your stepmother will be delighted to hear it.”

Amelia laughed. “Lord knows Dolly despairs of me enough as it is, poor thing. She hated being dragged across the world by her late husband, so she can’t understand why I would jump at the chance to travel.”

Her gaze drifted back to the major. The American marines were famous for battling the Barbary pirates in years past. Was he too young to have experienced that? Did she dare wangle an introduction to him to find out?

Lord Kirkwood glanced in her direction and murmured something to his cousin, who followed his gaze. It was the first time the American had looked her way, so she flashed him an inviting smile.

He didn’t return it. His eyes narrowed on her with a sudden predatory intensity, then drifted rather impudently down her gown of yellow Chinese silk with its Oriental red flounces. By the time they trailed back up to fix on her face, hot color was rising in her cheeks.

Goodness gracious, the man was bold. No Englishman had ever looked at her as if she stood there stark naked. How very intriguing. It sent a delicious chill right down her spine.

Then he ruined it with a curt nod and returned his gaze to his cousin.

Well! What was she to make of that?

“Where’s your stepmother tonight, anyway?” Venetia asked.

“She and Papa left for Torquay yesterday,” Amelia said absently. Now that Dolly was expecting her first child, Papa was determined to coddle her in the country. “They nearly made me go, too, but Mrs. Harris fortunately agreed to come to town and chaperone me while she’s not needed at the school.”

Amelia and Venetia had graduated from Mrs. Harris’s School for Young Ladies two years ago, and their schoolmistress still bore a strong affection for them—as they did for her. That’s why they rode out there monthly for tea and her “lessons for heiresses.” Not to mention the wealth of information she received regularly from her mysterious benefactor, “Cousin Michael.”

“Much as I adore Mrs. Harris,” Venetia said, “I wouldn’t want her for a chaperone. She’d never allow you a private moment with a gentleman.”

“What gentleman is Amelia having a private moment with?” a querulous voice asked behind them.

Amelia stifled a groan. It was Miss Sarah Linley, another schoolmate. Amelia had tried to like her, but Silly Sarah’s petulance and snobbery made even Amelia clench her teeth.

“Hello, Sarah.” She pasted a polite smile on her face. “We were just talking about the lack of eligible men here.”

“What lack?” Sarah said. “I see several. Lord Kirkwood, for example.”

“Who I hear is trying to marry a fortune,” Venetia pointed out.

Sarah twirled one of her golden ringlets about her finger. “And I have a fortune, don’t I?”

The banker’s daughter also had the exquisite features of a porcelain doll. A pity she had nothing resembling a brain.

“Lord Kirkwood would never show an interest in you, ” Venetia bit out, not bothering to hide her loathing. Thanks to Sarah’s frequent mentions of “those dirty Scots,” the two of them were always at daggers drawn.

“Ah, but he has already done so,” Sarah said, in a voice dripping condescension. Then she sighed dramatically. “Unfortunately, my parents disapprove. Papa calls Lord Kirkwood a ‘titled wastrel’ and wants me to marry some tea merchant with pots of money. They only let me attend tonight because the merchant was coming here, too. Me, married to a tea merchant! Can you imagine? When I could be Lady Kirkwood?”

“I’m sure the viscount is brokenhearted,” Venetia said sarcastically.

“Oh, the tale isn’t over yet.” Sarah flashed them a secretive smile.

Amelia knew better than to encourage her, but Venetia clearly couldn’t stand having Sarah know something she didn’t. “Really?” Venetia prodded.

Sarah leaned close. “Promise you won’t tell anyone?”

Venetia exchanged a glance with Amelia. “Certainly not.”

“He slipped me a letter at the last assembly declaring his intentions.”

Amelia barely disguised her shock. She’d thought Lord Kirkwood sensible, but if he would seriously contemplate marriage to Silly Sarah, he was clearly mad…or more desperate for funds than society realized.

“I wrote him a response, too.” Sarah assumed a tragic air. “But it’s likely to remain in my reticule forever. Mama watches the mail closely and has threatened to take away all my jewels if I even dance with Lord Kirkwood.” She glared across the room. “Still, he could manage a word with me if not for his awful cousin.”

Their gazes turned to the American major just as he exchanged words with two male guests. As tempers erupted, Lord Kirkwood stepped in to douse the flames.

Sarah sighed. “Every time his lordship heads toward me, his ruffian of a cousin annoys someone else. And it’s not as if I can just walk up and hand my note to him. Someone might see, and Papa will have my hide.”

“Give it to a servant then,” Venetia said dismissively.

“And if Mama notices? Or the servant tattles? My parents will probably lock me in my room or do something equally horrible.”

“You could leave it somewhere he’s sure to find it,” Amelia suggested. “Like his study.”

“Men are playing cards in there,” Sarah said, with a petulant frown.

“Then put the letter on his bed,” Amelia said. “Or better yet, his pillow. No servant would dare remove it until his master saw it.”

As Sarah stared at her aghast, Venetia added, eyes gleaming, “Yes, Sarah, why don’t you trot upstairs and put it on his bed?”

“Very funny,” Sarah said with a pout. “You both just want to see me get into trouble so you can have Lord Kirkwood for yourself.”

Amelia nearly retorted that Lord Kirkwood had approached her before he’d even thought of Sarah, but she couldn’t be that mean. “I’m only pointing out,” she said tersely, “that the house is small, and there are servant’s stairs. You could sneak up and do it before anyone even noticed you were gone.”

“If it’s so easy, why don’t you do it?” Sarah snapped. “You’re the one who craves adventure.”

Amelia started to retort, then paused. She did like a good adventure. The stealth of it, the sheer excitement of sneaking about…why not do it? Not for Sarah, of course, but just to see if she could get away with it.

It wasn’t as if anything else exciting would happen tonight. Besides, the major’s room was probably up there, too—she might even get a glimpse of the “arsenal” Venetia had mentioned.

“All right,” Amelia said. “I’ll take the letter up myself.”

Sarah looked surprised, but Venetia scowled. “Don’t be absurd. You can’t go into the man’s bedchamber.”

“It’s the best way to make sure he reads Sarah’s letter.”

“It’s the best way to be ruined if anyone sees you,” Venetia snapped. “Might as well walk over and hand him the letter, for pity’s sake. The gossips would tear you apart either way.”

“If Amelia wants to help me,” Sarah protested, “why shouldn’t she?”

“Because she’ll get herself caught, you little fool.”

“If I get caught, I’ll play dumb,” Amelia said. “I’ll bat my eyelashes and pretend to be a flibbertigibbet wandering the house in search of the retiring room.”

“The flibbertigibbet act won’t work with everyone,” Venetia warned.

“Then I’ll be sure not to get caught.” Amelia turned to Sarah. “Give me the letter.” Sarah slipped it out of her reticule and into Amelia’s hand.

Ignoring Venetia’s continuing protests, Amelia shoved the envelope into her own reticule, then hurried off toward the hallway. All right, so this wasn’t exactly the sort of wildly exotic adventure she dreamed of, but it was better than nothing. Now if she could just reach the door to the back stairs without being seen…

She was in luck. The stairway was next to the retiring room, so it was easy to choose one door over the other when no one was watching. Upstairs, her luck continued, for the floor with the bedchambers was deserted.

But which room was his lordship’s? Listening for approaching servants, she opened doors in rapid succession, dismissing the one smelling of rosewater as belonging to the Dowager Viscountess, and the second as belonging to the lady’s maid. Just as Amelia opened one across the hall, voices came from the stairs. With her blood thundering in her ears, she slipped inside the room and closed the door.

As someone passed by out in the hall, she glanced about her. This room was certainly a man’s. A pair of polished boots sat at the foot of the bed, and a sword belt with an oddly shaped sword in its scabbard hung from a chair’s post. Lord Kirkwood’s sword would be kept in a cabinet downstairs, so this must be…

Major Winter’s room.

A forbidden thrill tingled along her skin. This was her chance to see his arsenal. And find out more about him—where he’d been, where he was going.

Whether he was married.

As excitement spiked her blood, she crept over to examine his shaving stand. Like most military men, he was scrupulously neat, his brushes and comb kept quite clean. The same was true of his orderly dressing table. She found no jewelry, but did discover a wicked-looking ivory-handled dagger tucked in the single drawer.

A peek inside the hanging wardrobe revealed clothing that was well made but not dandyish, serviceable gloves and boots, and two well-worn beaver hats. She found more of his arsenal, too—a locked pistol case, another dagger, and even a rifle, for goodness sake. But nothing to show whether he had a wife, drat it.

Then she spotted the opened letters on the writing table. She hesitated, her blood running high. Did she dare? It would be going rather far, wouldn’t it?

Oh, but that was the reason she should do it. No adventure was without risk.

Hurrying over, she peered down at the topmost sheet. The letter from the Navy Board to the American consul gave Major Lucas Winter permission to view the Deptford shipyards. Interesting, but not terribly informative. She thumbed through the others. More boring correspondence, no wifely letters.

Then she reached the bottom sheet, which contained a curious list of names with comments scrawled beside them. “Mrs. Dorothy Taylor” was annotated with a series of French addresses, a date, and a terse description. “Miss Dorothy Jackson” had no description, but the French addresses and mention of a brother. “Mrs. Dorothy Winthrop”—goodness, the man had a penchant for Dorothys—had only a date and one address, along with a reference to her American husband.

The last name was underlined twice: “Mrs. Dorothy Smith.” Amelia froze. Before Dolly had married Papa, her name had been Dolly—Dorothy—Smith. Amelia swallowed. It meant nothing. There must be a hundred Dorothy Smiths in London alone.

But as she scanned the comments beside Mrs. Dorothy Smith, her heart sank:



270 Rue de la Sonne, Paris


May have had companion in Rouen in Nov. 1815?


Departed Calais for Plymouth alone on Feb. 1816


Fair-skinned, green eyes, reddish hair, short




Amelia stared blankly at the paper. The description certainly fit Dolly. And Dolly had visited both Paris and Rouen before arriving in Plymouth in 1816, when Papa had swept her off her feet and married her. “May have had a companion”—of course she’d had a companion. Her now deceased merchant husband.

But why would Major Winter be interested in Dolly? Clearly her name was what triggered his interest, so he probably hadn’t known her personally.

Turning the sheet over, she found more chilling notes:



Dorothy Frier alias Dorothy Smith?


Times match when Frier fled US to escape capture




Dolly? Trying to “escape capture”? By whom? And why? The word alias sounded perfectly criminal. Did Major Winter’s involvement mean that the American government was part of it, too?

Perhaps the Dorothy whom Major Winter sought had been a British spy. But the war was over—who cared about spies now? Anyway, it couldn’t be timid Dolly, who flinched when people argued, who bent over backward to please Amelia and Papa, who’d been eager to marry Papa and give him full use of her fortune when she could easily have married a rich—

A sick apprehension settled in her belly. What if Dolly had come by her fortune dishonestly?

When Amelia’s widowed father had met Dolly in Plymouth, the two had fallen in love almost instantly. Dolly had been so sad, so delicate, that Amelia’s big, gruff Papa had wanted nothing more than to protect her. And who wouldn’t? Dolly was a sweet-natured darling.

But it was Dolly’s fortune that changed their lives. Dolly’s money had paid for Mrs. Harris’s expensive school. Dolly’s money had provided Amelia’s dowry and come out in London. And Dolly’s money had allowed Papa to bring the estate into good working order after their years of frugality.

Amelia searched the papers, hoping for other information, but found none. What now? Dolly had never mentioned the name Frier, but then, she’d said little about her past. Could Dolly have had another sort of life? Dolly did enjoy card playing—could she have been a gambler? Or the wife of a gambler or a card cheat?

No, it was absurd. Dolly would never participate in any sort of criminal scheme. She lacked the temperament for it. She couldn’t even deny Amelia the smallest request, and she cried over the deaths of goldfish, for goodness sake. The idea of her doing something criminal was ludicrous. That her recent life mirrored this other Dorothy Smith’s was merely a horrible chain of coincidences.

But the major wouldn’t think so. She could tell he was the sort to be a thorough investigator. Indeed, he might already know about Dolly. It would explain why he’d stared at Amelia in the ballroom.

So how long before the major traveled down to Devon and spoke to Papa? Or tried to haul Dolly off to America for something she was surely innocent of?

Amelia had to warn her, but how? And about what? She didn’t know what he was after—it might be nothing. She wasn’t even sure he’d connected Dorothy Smith with Dolly. And upsetting Dolly in her delicate condition was out of the question. Besides, wouldn’t it be better to find out why the man was there first?

A pop nearby made her jump. It was only a log in the fireplace, but still…she had to escape. The room had taken on a distinctly threatening cast, with its boldly displayed sword and hidden weapons and ominous notes hinting at treachery. If the major caught her here, no telling what he’d do.

She carefully restored his papers to the way she’d found them, then hurried out the door. Thank goodness the hall was deserted. She still had to deliver Sarah’s letter, a task she now wanted to be rid of as swiftly as possible.

As she hastened toward the only remaining bedroom, she retrieved Sarah’s letter from her reticule. But she couldn’t get it closed again, which was why she didn’t notice until too late that someone had ascended the stairs.

“What the hell are you doing up here?” snapped an unfamiliar male voice with a distinctive accent.

She nearly had heart failure. Thrusting the letter and her reticule behind her back, she jerked her head up, only to come face-to-face with the one man she should avoid.

Major Lucas Winter.









Chapter Two







Dear Charlotte,


A little high spirits never hurt anyone. Nonetheless I shall be happy to advise you, and if trouble does attend you, I stand ready to aid you both. Do try to give me ample notice, however. I shall need time to prepare for any escapes from Newgate.


Your faithful servant,


Michael




Lucas watched as the blood drained from the young woman’s face. Good. A fearful Englishwoman was a truthful one. When he’d come up to grab his dagger, he hadn’t expected to stumble across the stepdaughter of the woman he was investigating. Clearly enemies lurked in more than just the ballroom downstairs full of redcoats. And this particular enemy was hiding something behind her back.

“Well?” he demanded. “Tell me why you’re outside my room.”

A sudden change came over her face, and she fluttered her eyelashes at him. “Your room? I don’t even know who you are. I was looking for the retiring room.”

He snorted. “In the family quarters on the second floor? Try another tale. That one won’t wash.”

Although she was even prettier up close than in the ballroom, her pout showed her to be the kind of spoiled female he hated. “Really, sir, I don’t know why you make such a fuss. How was I to know the family rooms were here? I’ll just go downstairs—”

“First show me what’s behind your back,” he demanded.

“You mean my reticule?” she said, a bit too quickly, and held it out.

“And in the other hand?”

“Nothing to concern you,” she snapped. The shift from petulant young miss to lofty lady of rank made his eyes narrow, and she immediately softened her tone. “It’s private.”

Stepping forward, he took her by the arm. “Maybe we should just continue this downstairs.”

“No!” She jerked her arm from his grip, and something fell to the floor. As she reached for it, he stepped on it. Her head snapped up to meet his gaze, her eyes blazing. “Remove your foot at once!”

Had the lady actually stolen papers from his room? Swiftly, he picked up what he’d pinned under his boot. A sealed letter addressed to “Lord Kirkwood.” Hellfire and damnation. One look at her blushing cheeks told him what that meant—though Kirkwood hadn’t mentioned the girl having a liking for him.

Damn her for sneaking about where she shouldn’t. Now that he’d insulted and embarrassed her, he’d never get the truth out of her.

He gritted his teeth. Better change tacks. He held out the letter. “I believe this is yours, ma’am.”

She took it from him with a sniff. “I told you it was private.”

“A soldier’s bound to think the worst when a woman’s prowling about by herself. In America, a female sneaking about a soldier’s quarters is generally up to nothing good. Or nothing respectable, anyway.”

Her fiery blush deepened. “Is that your idea of an apology?”

Damn. He couldn’t say the right thing tonight to save his life. “Of course not.” He forced civility into his voice. “I beg your pardon, ma’am. I’ll tell my cousin you tried to protect his privacy.”

“Lord Kirkwood is your cousin?” she said, with wide-eyed innocence.

“I should introduce myself. I’m Major Lucas Winter.”

“I’m Lady Amelia Plume.” She flashed him another pretty smile, the kind that could get a man into trouble.

But not him—not until he confirmed that she wasn’t sunk up to that pretty smile in her stepmother’s affairs. “If you want,” he said tersely, “I’ll deliver your letter to my cousin myself. It’s the least I can do.”

“Oh, no, you’ve already done your least,” she quipped, waving the battered letter before him. “I think it would be safer if I just do what I came up here to do and put it in his room myself. Before you shoot it for ‘lurking about.’”

Her clever remarks were strangely at odds with the silly filly she’d appeared to be earlier. But then, her kind—wealthy and well connected—was like that, flighty and fickle. He should know; he’d been raised by her kind.

The reminder darkened his humor. “Don’t worry, Lady Amelia, a little dirt on your letter won’t affect my cousin’s interest in your fortune.”

“It isn’t my correspondence, but a friend’s,” she protested.

“Right.” He opened the door to his cousin’s room with a flourish. “Go on then—deliver your ‘friend’s’ letter. I’ll wait here while you do.”

By standing in the doorway he forced her to walk past him to enter, and he caught a whiff of her perfumed hair. It reminded him of something. Honeysuckle. Like the soap all the ladies seemed to favor in the town where he’d grown up in Virginia, before his father had moved them to Baltimore.

The faint scent of home made him want to howl his frustration. He’d been hunting Theodore and Dorothy Frier for over two long years. When other marines had returned home to enjoy the peace, he’d had neither a home nor peace. And now, thanks to the Friers, he’d been forced back to the country he loathed. It was one more thing he’d hold them accountable for, once he brought them to ground.

Lady Amelia returned to the doorway, and he moved aside so she could exit and close the door herself. He didn’t want to smell her scent again, to be reminded of all he’d lost…or to notice how damned attractive she was.

To his irritation, instead of running off right away, she faced him. “Thank you for letting me complete my task. And I’d appreciate it, sir, if you would not…That is, if anyone were to know that I—”

“You want me to keep this little encounter between us.”

Eyes the color of rich chocolate met his. “That would be lovely, thank you.”

So the lady wanted a favor, did she? He could use that. “Don’t be too quick to thank me, ma’am. I’ll expect something in return.”

She tensed. “Oh?”

Asking his questions right out would arouse her suspicions, and he didn’t want her alerting her stepmother. But she’d handed him a way to get closer to her so he could investigate more discreetly. “I want a waltz from you.”

“A-A waltz?”

“The man takes the lady’s hand in his, puts his other hand—”

“I know what a waltz is,” she said dryly.

“Then I want one in exchange for my silence.”

She blinked, then flashed him a flirtatious smile. “Why, Major, you aren’t trying to blackmail me, are you?”

The flirting put him on his guard. “That about sums it up.”

“It’s not very nice of you.”

“I’m a soldier, ma’am, not a courtier. I use whatever’s at hand to get what I want.” He let his gaze trail down her. “And what I want tonight is a waltz.”

Coyly, she lowered her eyes. “When you put it like that, how can I refuse?”

She turned, and her gown, weighted by its flounces, clung to her backside, outlining her curves before settling into place. He tensed. When was the last time he’d bedded a woman? Paris, probably. But that French whore’s heavily rouged cheeks and unwashed body bore no resemblance to the silky attractions of the perfumed creature undulating down the hall before him.

He couldn’t tear his eyes away. God have mercy, she had a walk that would heat a man’s blood to boiling. He’d noticed it even in the ballroom.

Before he could douse the fire in his veins, she turned to cast him a smile so blazing it lit up her whole face. “Just so you’ll know, Major Winter, I would have danced with you without the blackmail.” Then she sashayed to the back stairs and disappeared.

For a second, all he could do was stare after her. What a little tease! First his cousin, then him. If he didn’t know better, he’d think she was after something—

He scowled. Damnation, maybe she’d been inside his room after all.

Swiftly he entered it and examined everything. He scanned the surfaces, searched the carpet for stray threads, even sniffed the air. Nothing looked out of place. Even his papers sat exactly where he’d left them. Though he thought he smelled honeysuckle, he couldn’t be sure, with so many bowls of flowers lying around. Kirkwood’s servants must think he was a damned Prissy Pantaloons, like their English masters.

Still, he doubted a society female would come in here. Lady Amelia might be bold enough to leave a letter on a suitor’s pillow, but she’d never search a stranger’s room. Hell, unless she knew his real reason for coming to England—and she couldn’t—she’d never even think to look. If she knew how to think at all.

She was just a flirt. Good, he’d use that, too. If she wanted entertainment, he’d happily oblige her. How better to get information from the little lady?

If he could manage a flirtation when he was so on edge. Damned redcoats—they always did this to him. The war might be over, but they still plagued him.

Fine. Let them come at him. And in case they did…

He found his dagger in the drawer. He should have carried the damned thing with him in the first place.

Hiding it inside his wide sash where it made a reassuringly firm bulge, he headed out and down the stairs. Before he reached the bottom, two drunken redcoats approached.

He tensed. “Gentlemen,” he said with a tight nod.

He continued down, but they blocked his path. As the old anger settled hard in his belly, he felt instinctively for his dagger. Steady, man, they’re only young fools in their cups. But that didn’t quell the clamor in his gut.

One of them nudged the other. “Will you look who it is—one of them American savages who fled at Bladensburg while we burned their puny capital to the ground.”

It was the wrong battle to mention. The American militia had run from the British, but not the Marine Guard.

“You’re mistaken, sir.” Lucas fought to restrain his temper. “I’m one of the savages who stood firm with Commodore Barney.” He couldn’t suppress a sneer. “Not that you green lads would know that—you were probably cowering in a barracks somewhere.”

He knew he’d struck a nerve when both men flushed to their ears.

“Now if you’ll excuse me…” He shouldered past them.

One man grabbed his right arm. “See here, you insolent Yankee—”

With instincts honed from years in battle, Lucas whipped out his dagger with his left hand to press it to the man’s ribs. “Unless you want a blade in the gut, boy, you’d best let go.”

The other soldier lunged at him drunkenly, but Lucas crossed his right arm over his left to grab the man by the throat. “Go ahead: two to one odds are nothing to me.” He squeezed until the man began to choke. “All I need is a reason.”

He didn’t even need that. Fueled by the sight of redcoats, a dark haze filled his vision, whirling him back to an airless tunnel and the screams of—

“Major Winter!” came a sharp voice beyond them. “Release those men!”

It took a second for the haze to lift and another for Lucas to remember where he was. Then he saw Kirkwood hurrying up the hall, alarm in his face.

Smothering his remaining rage, Lucas smiled coldly. “Certainly, cousin.” He let go of the one man’s throat, but had to force himself to sheathe his dagger. His breath came fast and hard, parching his throat. “I was just explaining some things. But we understand each other now, don’t we, boys?”

The one he’d held by the throat fell to his knees gasping. The other fellow gaped at him. “You’re mad, you are!”

Lucas regarded him with contempt. “See that you remember it.”

Stiffening, the man growled. “Someone should teach you some manners.”

Lucas laid his hand on the dagger’s hilt. “I’d be happy to oblige anytime—”

“Enough, both of you,” Kirkwood said, sounding harried. He turned to the soldier. “Go on with you, before I tell my mother you accosted our guest.”

Sullenly the man relented. As he weaved down the hall, Kirkwood glanced at the gasping soldier on the floor and called for a servant to bring water. While the servant attended the man, Kirkwood motioned to Lucas to follow him into his study.

As soon as they’d entered, Kirkwood shut the door. “Good God, Winter, are you trying to get yourself killed?”

Lucas went to pour himself brandy from the decanter on Kirkwood’s desk. “Trust me, those two asses could hardly walk, much less kill anybody.”

“True, they’re better known for their prowess at the tables than in battle. But that wouldn’t stop them from trying.”

“And dying,” Lucas said calmly, though his hands had begun to shake so hard he could barely clasp the brandy glass. Now that the blood rush of battle was subsiding, it alarmed him how close he’d come to killing them. That was not why he was in England.

He forced his glass to his lips and drank deeply, needing the burn to bring him back from a distant hell. What a cruel joke—having his quest take him to the one place he couldn’t stand to be, the one place he couldn’t be easy.

Kirkwood gazed at him warily. “I should have discouraged you from wearing your uniform tonight, but with the war having ended so long ago, I foolishly believed you gentlemen would have put it behind you by now.”

“I can’t speak for your soldier friends,” Lucas snapped, “but I have a bit of trouble letting bygones be bygones. What was done to me and my men was beyond the rules of war and common human decency.”

“I realize that,” Kirkwood bit out. “And if I’d known Mother meant to invite so many officers, I would have nipped it in the bud. But a number of them have sisters who are heiresses, and she hoped to coax the females here—”

“She’s determined to marry you off, isn’t she?” Lucas said, desperate to get off the subject of English officers, desperate to forget how close he’d come to murder. Kirkwood had once helped Lucas at great cost and trouble to himself, but some matters they would never agree on.

His cousin wasn’t to be put off. “It doesn’t serve your purpose to make enemies here. No one will talk to you about Lady Tovey if you keep causing trouble.”

Lucas swallowed more brandy. “They’re not going to talk to me about Lady Tovey regardless. Because I’m not one of them, and my father was in ‘trade.’”

“Whatever the reason, your behavior hampers your investigation.”

With a grim smile, Lucas thought of Lady Amelia. “Not necessarily.”

Kirkwood stared at him. “What’s happened? Have you learned something?”

“I will once I claim my waltz with Lady Amelia.”

“Someone introduced you to her?”

“Not exactly.” Lucas watched his cousin’s face carefully. “I caught her upstairs with a letter for you.”

Kirkwood’s surprise looked genuine. “For me? Are you sure?”

“Your name was on the envelope, and she put it on your pillow.”

He seemed vaguely shocked. “I can’t imagine why.”

“There’s nothing between you?”

“I expressed interest once, but she rebuffed it. Lady Amelia is choosy. She came to the marriage mart late, and doesn’t seem to mind if she leaves it late.”

Interesting. Choosy wasn’t a word he’d have used for the lady, with her flirting smile and swinging hips. “Why did she come late?”

“How should I know? But she had her first season only after her father married.”

Maybe because she hadn’t had the money for it before? No, her father was a damned earl, for God’s sake. Kirkwood needed money, yet continued to live at a level far beyond the average American. Lack of money might have nothing to do with Lady Amelia’s late entry into society.

“Lady Amelia must have changed her mind about you,” he told his cousin. “I watched her put that letter on your pillow myself.”

Kirkwood shook his head. “Frankly, I’m astonished. According to Miss Linley, the woman has repeatedly said she isn’t certain she even wants to marry.”

“Miss Linley?”

“One of Lady Amelia’s former classmates from Mrs. Harris’s very prestigious School for Young Ladies. Privately, we call it Mrs. Harris’s School for Heiresses. Taken together, the families of her students probably own half of England.” He gave a wan smile. “Tonight Mother invited every female who’d ever graduated from there. Most of them accepted.”

“Don’t they care that you’re after their money?” Lucas asked, incredulous. He would never understand this English marriage barter system. Though Americans had it, too, most considered it undemocratic, which was why the high-class ones tried to disguise it.

“Some of the ladies care, but they attend anyway to meet other gentlemen. Other ladies are willing to make the bargain. Like Miss Linley, who has a fortune, but craves the position I can offer. Or at least I think she does—she hasn’t answered my letter.” His eyes narrowed. “Could Lady Amelia have been delivering a letter for Miss Linley?”

“Lady Amelia did claim she was doing it for a friend.”

“Ah.” He turned for the door. “Perhaps I should take a look—”

Lucas stopped him. “Not yet. I need you to introduce me officially to Lady Amelia. She agreed to a waltz, and I mean to claim it.”

“How did you get her to agree to a waltz?”

“I put the fear of God into her.”

Kirkwood scowled. “I hope you didn’t draw your dagger on her, too.”

“Of course not,” Lucas said irritably. “I can handle women like her.”

“If you say so.” Kirkwood walked to the door. “Come on then, I’ll introduce you. But try not to offend the chit, will you? Her friends are all gossipy as the very devil, and I still have to marry one of them.”

Setting down his glass, Lucas followed his cousin. “Surely a man of your intelligence and connections can do something else to get money.”

Kirkwood opened the door. “Not at my rank and not in England. Here, an eldest son has obligations. I have two sisters and a younger brother. If I marry an heiress, they’re taken care of. If I don’t…” He sighed as he ushered Lucas through the door.

Poor bastard. Though Kirkwood might not mind a wife who was about as useful as a ship’s masthead, Lucas couldn’t imagine using marriage to support his family. If he ever got around to finding a wife, he would be the one putting food on the table, not her.

Thankfully, the hall was deserted as they headed for the ballroom. “What if you can’t get anything out of Lady Amelia?” his cousin asked.

“Don’t worry, I will.” How hard could it be to get a frivolous flirt to reveal what he needed to know?

“Why not ride down to Devon and confront her stepmother?”

“If Lady Tovey is Dorothy Frier, then the minute some American soldier shows up at her husband’s estate asking to speak to her, she’ll smell a rat. She’s liable to alert Theodore Frier or run off before I can get past her butler. And this time, they’ll make sure I never find them.”

“Only if she’s really who you think she is. If you’re right about her, then she’s a bigamist, for God’s sake.”

“Assuming that she and Frier were legally married in the first place. It may have been a common law marriage. Clearly she got tired of being dragged from pillar to post by him, because I lost his trail after they separated in France. And how better to hide from the authorities than to marry a titled lord like Tovey?”

“Yes, but—”

“If she’s not who I’m looking for, then why did she have Tovey carry her off to the country the minute your mother started telling her friends about her visiting American cousin? She decided not to take any chances, that’s why. You said that she prefers the country; what else would a woman hiding from the law prefer?”

“So she sent her stepdaughter to my mother’s ball to be accosted by you?” Kirkwood asked skeptically.

“Look here,” Lucas said, growing exasperated, “I don’t know how the woman’s mind works. All I know is that Lady Tovey is the only lead I have left. I’m not going to risk alarming her or having her warn Frier until I’m sure I have the right woman.” He glared at Kirkwood. “Why all the questions? Do you have some problem with introducing me to that flighty wench, Lady Amelia?”

Kirkwood arched one eyebrow. “If you’re going to call her a ‘wench,’ I do. She’s not a bloody taproom maid, you know, whom you can bully into—”

“Fine,” Lucas growled, “I’ll claim my waltz without an introduction.” He walked away from his cousin.

“Stop, damn you!” Kirkwood called out irritably behind him. As Lucas halted, he came up alongside him. “I didn’t say I wouldn’t do it, for God’s sake. I just want to be sure you behave like a gentleman. Might you at least attempt to be circumspect and polite?”

“I’ll be the soul of discretion,” he drawled.

“Why don’t I find that reassuring?” Kirkwood sighed. “Perhaps luck will shine on us, and you’ll learn what you need to know in one encounter.”

“I hope so. Because the quicker I finish this, the quicker I go home to Baltimore—far away from all you damned English.”









Chapter Three







Dear Cousin,


Although I hope Newgate isn’t in my future, I would trust no one but you to break me out. Now for a more serious matter: Should I encourage Miss Linley to marry Lord Kirkwood despite his lack of fortune? She needs a husband of intelligence to make up for her lack of it, and I fear that her parents’ choice, Mr. Chambers, would indulge her silliness even more than they do.


Your always inquisitive relation,


Charlotte




Amelia paced the retiring room, her pulse wildly clamoring. Major Winter had given her quite a fright. Goodness! She wanted adventure—not heart failure!

Not that she cared about adventure if it meant Dolly was in trouble. But was she? Just because the major made a lot of notes about a woman with a similar name didn’t necessarily mean anything. It certainly didn’t mean he knew of Amelia’s connection to a Dorothy Smith.

She had to find out what he did know, and that meant more encounters with him. Amelia wiped her clammy hands on her skirts. She could do this. She’d handled that disaster in the hall well. Never mind that she’d had to behave like a silly flirt; at least she’d fooled him. Or he wouldn’t have asked for a waltz.

I’m a soldier, ma’am, not a courtier. I use whatever’s at hand to get what I want. And what I want tonight is a waltz.

Lord, but the man made blackmail sound enticing.

But beneath his seductive, slow-as-honey drawl was an iron will. He wasn’t some simpering lordling she could control with a smile here and a sharp word there—he was a seasoned officer of obvious intelligence. How would a true lady adventurer persuade him to divulge his secrets?

Her flibbertigibbet act might work: men said things to a stupid girl they’d never say to a clever one. But she needed something more to distract him.

A slew of scandalous fantasies born of reading the harem tales swirled through her head. She frowned. Not that. She wanted adventure, not ruin. Still, he had responded to her flirting. And even a suspicious marine might let something slip when a pretty woman turned his head.

A little trill of excitement rippled over her, and she squelched it ruthlessly. What was the matter with her? Yes, the man exuded the most intoxicating air of danger, but until she knew if Dolly was in trouble, she dared not let that sway her.

Heading toward the door of the retiring room, she stopped at the mirror to fluff her curls and pinch her pale cheeks. When Major Winter came for his waltz, she would play the wide-eyed miss to perfection, full of innocent remarks and teasing smiles meant to lull him into revealing everything.

She sailed out the door in a spirit of bold bravado. Then nearly lost her nerve when she spotted the major himself standing with Lord Kirkwood and her chaperone.

Her pulse broke into a gallop. Some lady adventurer she was. At this rate, she’d never find out what she needed to know.

Forget that this concerns Dolly. You’re a spy on a mission. The American has secrets you must uncover for the good of your country.

Her pulse settled. That was better.

Their host glanced her way as she neared the group. “Ah, Lady Amelia, we were just asking Mrs. Harris about you. I’d like to introduce my cousin.”

“Of course.” As the sounds of a quadrille wafted out to her, she forced a smile to her face. The waltz was next. Goodness gracious.

Lord Kirkwood swiftly performed the introductions. When he mentioned that Amelia’s stepmother was American, she had to suppress a groan, but the major merely smiled in response. Then he asked for the waltz in a perfectly appropriate manner. If she hadn’t known he might be investigating Dolly, she would have been flattered.

For a moment, she feared that Mrs. Harris, a petite thirtyish woman with incongruously flaming hair, might protest, since the major hadn’t exactly made the best impression. The widow did seem to regard both Lord Kirkwood and Major Winter with some wariness. But thankfully she only said, “Enjoy yourself, my dear,” and flipped open her fan.

As the major led her into the crowded ballroom, Amelia felt his gaze bore into her. “Is Mrs. Harris your relation?” he asked.

“No. My schoolmistress.”

“I thought young ladies were generally chaperoned by family.”

Did he mean anything by that? She couldn’t tell. “Yes, but my parents aren’t in town right now.” She watched for his reaction.

He showed no sign of concern or surprise, just polite curiosity. “Oh?”

“Papa and Dolly left for the country today—”

“Dolly? The American stepmother Kirkwood mentioned?”

Drat it, if he hadn’t known before of her connection to someone named Dorothy, he did now. What should she say? He could easily find out the truth, and if he caught her lying about something that simple, it might rouse his suspicions. “Yes.”

“I reckon Dolly’s short for Dorothy.” He led her to the floor.

She faced him with a bright smile. “We’ve always called her Dolly. I believe that’s actually her Christian name. In England plenty of women are named Dolly, you know, and it isn’t short for Dorothy at all. Why, only last week—”

The waltz began, cutting off her babbling. Thank goodness. At this rate, he’d guess what she was about long before she learned anything from him.

As he took her hand and laid his other on her waist, she forced herself to relax. Spies acted their roles with unruffled efficiency. They didn’t babble.

Then he swept her into the waltz, and she focused on the dancing instead of her nervousness. But that only made it worse. Because now she was aware of him as more than just an investigator. Unlike the other men she’d met, he attracted her. His shoulder flexed beneath her fingers, his hand rode her waist intimately, and he smelled of brandy and steel, if that were possible.

The critics were right—the waltz was too intimate, especially here beneath the romantic glow of argand lamps, with Lady Kirkwood’s roses scenting the air and the tiny orchestra filling the room with the most exquisitely sensual—

“Why did your family go to the country without you?”

Thankfully, the question jerked her out of her silly, girlish thoughts. Then she realized that while his question was perfectly understandable, his tone was almost too casual.

She made her own tone match his. “They didn’t want to ruin my fun by forcing me to leave town in the middle of the season. But Papa felt it best that Dolly spend her confinement at our estate.”

He looked surprised. “Confinement?”

“Do Americans not practice such a thing?” she said with a look of wide-eyed innocence. “In England, when a lady is enceinte —”

“I know what confinement is.” He took several deep breaths as if trying to calm himself. “I just didn’t realize that you English retire to the country for it.”

“Dolly’s in fragile health.”

“I see,” He sounded skeptical. “Is it their first child?”

“Yes.” Fearing any other truths he might elicit, she changed the subject. “You dance well, Major Winter.” Actually, he danced like a soldier, masterfully taking control of every step. No one would ever have trouble following his lead.

“You sound surprised,” he said. “Did you think Americans don’t dance?”

Remember, be a silly flirt.“Of course not. But I am surprised a big, strong soldier like you ever bothered to spend time waltzing.” She ran her hand over his powerful shoulder provocatively, then leaned close enough in the turn to give him a glimpse of her bosom. Men always seemed to like that.

His gaze dipped unerringly to her chest and stuck there. “I’ve navigated a few ballrooms in my day,” he drawled.

His bold gaze thrilled her. Her skin tingled beneath her gown, as if she’d exposed far more than the swells of her breasts, and she could scarcely keep her breathing steady, not to mention her steps.

She dearly wished he’d stop looking at her as if she were naked. Aside from the annoying furor it roused in her blood, it made it awfully hard for her to concentrate on the task at hand.

Only after he brought his gaze back up to lock with hers was she able to think what to say. She flashed him a smile. “I heard you were more interested in pistols than in promenades.”

He eyed her closely. “Upstairs, you acted as if you didn’t know who I was.”

Drat it, she’d slipped up again. “I hadn’t connected you with the man everyone’s been gossiping about. Not until you introduced yourself.”

“Ah.” His wary expression didn’t abate. His eyes searched her face from beneath incredibly long, sooty lashes. “What other gossip did you hear about me?”

“Not much. No one seems to know anything.” She cast him a coy glance. “Speculation has run high. Everyone wonders why a man who so clearly dislikes the English would be in England visiting his cousin.”

He scowled. “What makes you think I dislike the English?”

“Come now, Major Winter, you’re less than cordial to the gentlemen, and you haven’t danced with any of the ladies—”

“Because I had nothing to blackmail them with. Not because they’re English.” The smile he flashed her would have sent her pulse into a tizzy…if his eyes hadn’t remained as wintry as his name.

“So your stay in England is just a social visit.” Just to provoke him, she added, “And you wore your dress uniform to a ball bristling with English officers because you thought it would help you make friends?”

A muscle worked in his jaw as he whirled her into a turn with surprising competence. “All right, I admit it. I’m not just visiting my cousin. I’m here consulting with the British about the treaty they’re brokering with Algeria.”

Her heart sank. He hadn’t mentioned looking for a Dorothy Frier or Smith, which meant his investigation was secret. That couldn’t be good.

She probed further. “But why you ? You’re not a diplomat.”

“I’ve had plenty of experience dealing with the Barbary pirates.”

Her pulse leaped. “You were with Lieutenant Decatur at Tripoli?” she blurted out.

His eyes narrowed. “You know about that?”

Drat her quick tongue. But why did he have to mention the one subject she found utterly fascinating?

Oh well, a flibbertigibbet could have a passion for pirates, couldn’t she? “Everyone knows about Tripoli,” she said lightly. “The newspapers covered it extensively, you know.”

“But you couldn’t have been more than a girl when it happened.”

“A very bored girl in a very dull town. So I read the papers.” She’d kept clippings of every engagement of the Americans against the Barbary pirates.

Tossing her head girlishly, she added, “If there’d been any decent shops, I wouldn’t have resorted to such tedium, but a girl can only embroider so long.” She fluttered her lashes. “And what girl isn’t swept away by tales of corsairs?”

“Ruthless corsairs who kidnap men, women, and children for money. Have you any idea—” He broke off with a sneer. “No, of course you don’t. You think corsairs are a subject for entertainment.”

“Try living in Torquay for weeks on end with only a brooding father for company,” she said petulantly, “and see what entertains you .”

“What about your stepmother? Wasn’t she around then?”

She tensed. Tread carefully.

“Dolly and Papa didn’t marry until a few years ago.” Should she say more? Might he then reveal why he was interested? Or what if she told him the wrong information? His reaction might tell her if it was her own Dolly he sought.

She shot him a vacant smile. “They met right in Devon. England was Dolly’s last stop after her tour of the Continent, and her ship from Italy—”

“Italy?” he broke in, clearly surprised.

As a horrible fear settled in her belly, she forced her tone to sound breezy. “Florence, if I remember right. She visited all sorts of places after her American husband died—Spain and Italy—”

“During the war?” he interrupted, both eyebrows raised.

Drat it, she wasn’t good at this lying business. She could hardly admit Dolly had come to England after the war, for the timing would coincide too neatly with the dates he had for Dorothy Smith leaving France. “Oh. No…that is, she was in Italy at the end of the war, but before that…well, I could be wrong about Spain. It might have been Greece. I’m not sure.” She shrugged. “I can never keep all those foreign countries straight, can you?”

He gritted his teeth. “It’s my job to keep them straight.”

“Oh, of course.” She made herself giggle. “Do you travel a great deal? You must have been to Tripoli at least if you have experience with Barbary pirates.” She cut her eyes up at him in what she hoped was a teasing glance. “Unless, of course, you were a pirate yourself.”

She could well imagine him as a corsair, black hair tossed by the wind, a shining gold loop dangling from one ear, bare chest—

Stop that. You’re trying to determine if he really is here to help with some treaty.

“I wasn’t at Tripoli with Decatur—I’d only just been commissioned as a midshipman. But I was with O’Bannon at Tripoli the next year, marching across the desert to Derna.”

He’d accompanied the valiant O’Bannon? She couldn’t believe it! She was dancing with a man who’d actually been inside the fort at Derna, who might have freed slaves and even entered a harem—

Drat him, none of that mattered. And he was probably lying anyway. “You’d have been only a boy.”

“Someone of seventeen is more a man than a boy.”

She didn’t have to feign her surprise. “But now you’d be—”

“Really old,” he said dryly. “Almost thirty.”

“You don’t look thirty.”

“Ah, but I am,” he said, in an amused rumble of a voice that resonated through her body more seductively than the music of the waltz. “And if you don’t believe I was at Derna, I can give you details.”

Her curiosity warred with her prudence. Curiosity won out. “Like what?”

“We were four hundred strong—Arab cavalry, Greeks, mercenaries, and a handful of American navy and marines. It took us fifty days to cross the desert. The khamsin winds whipped the sand into storms that blotted out the sun even at midday. When we ran out of food, the Arabs butchered some pack camels, and that’s what we ate until we reached our supply ships waiting at the coast near Derna.”

“You ate a camel?” she said, fascinated.

He shrugged. “Had to. We were half-starved.”

“Yet you and your companions still subdued the fort and forced the town to surrender in less than two hours,” she said in a breathless rush.

That brought him up short. He cocked one brow. “You certainly paid close attention to what you read in the papers, didn’t you?”

She blinked. There she went again. “Oh, yes, I paid attention to it all,” she said blithely. “Especially the part about the marzipan sword.”

His gaze turned contemptuous again. “You mean the mameluke sword.”

“Mameluke?” She cast him a vacant glance, though she had to bite her tongue to keep from asking if it was the strange sword in his room. “They didn’t give you Americans marzipan treats shaped like a sword?”

“No, it was an actual sword.” Then he added in a patronizing tone, “It has a blade and everything. If you like, I can show you mine sometime.”

She wanted to slap him for his condescension…and kiss him for offering to show her the sword. The rascal certainly knew how to tempt a lady adventurer. “You carry it around with you?” She tried not to sound too excited. “Do you expect to have to subdue the enemy by force?”

His gaze drifted to her lips, and his voice turned husky. “If that’s what it takes.”

Her breathing quickened, and her stomach went all trembly. “Are we still talking about swords, Major?”

“Absolutely,” he drawled. Something intoxicating flickered in the inky depths of his eyes. “What else would I speak of to a well-bred young Englishwoman?”

The words leaped from her lips before she could stop them. “Your wife, perhaps?”That was certainly something a flirtatious flibbertigibbet would say. And she merely asked as part of her investigation. That’s all. Truly.

He blinked. “I’m not married.”

She ignored the errant thrill that coursed through her. “Thirty is old to be still unmarried, isn’t it?”

“I’ve been kind of busy the past ten years, ma’am. I was too young for a wife before the war with England, and during it, I didn’t have time for courtship.”

“But the war has long been over. What have you been doing since then?”

His gaze grew shuttered. “Diplomatic missions.” The waltz was ending, so he led her from the floor.

“Where?” she prodded, hoping he’d reveal his real purpose. “Somewhere you couldn’t find a wife? It seems to me—” She broke off as she spotted a gentleman pushing his way through the crowd toward them. “Oh, no, he’s here.”

Thoughts of eliciting information vanished in the wake of her need for self-preservation. “Pardon me.” She released his arm. “I have to go.”

He hurried after her as she swept toward the nearest glass door that led out onto the gallery. “Go where?”

“Away from the marquess,” she hissed. “And please don’t follow me. You’re hard to miss, Major Winter; you’ll lead him right to me.”

Thankfully, he heeded her request. Once outside, she peered back through the door. Major Winter had vanished, but the Marquess of Pomeroy had halted to scan the area. When his sharp blue eyes fixed on the glass doors, she jumped back.

Spotting a nearby pillar, she slid behind it. She fixed her gaze on the crack between the pillar and the wall, through which she could just see the glass doors.

“What did I miss?” came a voice at her elbow.

She nearly jumped two feet. Whirling to find the major standing there, she cried, “You beast! You gave me the most horrid fright! What are you doing?”

“Joining you. I came through another door.” His eyes gleamed at her. “Too bad you couldn’t find a pillar to hide behind upstairs, or you could have—”

“Shh,” she hissed.

Just in time, too, for they both heard the glass door opening. She tensed as a voice called out, “Lady Amelia?”

Her gaze shot to Major Winter. As if to protect her, he edged closer. A smile touched her lips. It was rather thrilling, hiding out here with the major.

A long silence ensued, during which she envisioned Lord Pomeroy surveying the gallery with his supercilious stare. When she heard the click of his heels on the stone, she flattened herself against the cold marble, struggling to keep her breathing quiet.

That was no small feat with the major standing inches away. His hand had found her waist, and he stroked it silkily, enticingly. She swallowed hard.

His gaze fixed on her throat, and again there was that delicious flicker in his eyes. But Lord Pomeroy’s muttered curse broke the moment. As Amelia held her breath, the footsteps receded, and the door closed.

“Do you mind telling me what that was about?” Major Winter asked.

“I don’t wish to speak to Lord Pompous…I mean, Pomeroy,” she breathed, worried that the man might come out again and find them.

“I guessed that much. Who is he?”

“The man you met earlier, the one to whom you made the comment about promenades and pistols.”

“General Paxton?”

“Try calling him that instead of Lord Pomeroy, and he’ll bite your head off.”

“I did. Call him that.” The moon illuminated the major’s lips as they quirked up in a wry smile. “And he did bite my head off. Self-important old goat, isn’t he?”

She cast him a chastening glance. “We English consider him a war hero for routing Boney. That’s why the prince honored him with the title of marquess.”

“Then why are you hiding behind pillars to avoid him?”

She sighed. “He wants to marry me, curse him. Me and my fortune.”

“Doesn’t he have his own?”

“Not really. They gave him lands and the title, but he has to maintain it.”

His gaze probed hers. “And you don’t want to marry a fortune hunter.”

His hand still rested on her waist. She knew she should move away, but she couldn’t bring herself to do so. “Who does?”

He leaned his forearm against the pillar, his expression calculating. “I guess that means I don’t have a chance with you.”

“Don’t you have money?”

“I did once.” His voice now held an icy edge. “But it vanished years ago.”

“You should have been more careful,” she said lightly, though her blood pounded in her ears. Had his money “vanished” because of Dolly?

Anger flashed in his eyes. “Care had nothing to do with it.” Dropping his hand from her waist, he pivoted on his heel and marched off.

She followed him down the gallery. She had to know more, which meant not antagonizing him. “You have other advantages that make up for your lack of fortune, Major Winter.”

“Do I?” he growled.

She slanted her gaze up at him. “What woman could resist a handsome, strapping marine like you, who’s had such exciting adventures? Hearing your tales would keep a woman entertained when other duller husbands would not.”

He paused to regard her with obvious skepticism. “And you would marry a man because he’d had adventures?”

“Certainly! It would be great fun.” With a flirtatious smile, she continued down the gallery. “Especially if my husband took me on adventures, too.”

“So why not marry General…Lord Pomeroy?”

“He’s old, for goodness sake!” she said in her best flighty manner.

“Well then, why not one of the other English officers?”

“Most of them only want my fortune to fund their retirement.” Sadly enough, that was true. “And the few adventurous officers either don’t want wives or are already married.” She turned to him with a pout. “Even the married ones expect their wives to stay home like good little girls and never see the world, while they sail to the West Indies and beyond.”

“Trust me, Lady Amelia, you wouldn’t enjoy seeing the world if it meant spending your days in a cramped ship’s cabin or long hours on a camel’s back.”

“Oh, what’s it like to ride a camel? Can they run like horses, or is it more like a trot? Do they really go for hours without water?”

He stared at her. “Camels are smelly and dirty and cantankerous. You wouldn’t like riding one. You certainly wouldn’t like eating one.”

Goodness, she was giving herself away again. “Of course not,” she said primly. “I imagine camel meat is rather tough.”

“Tough and stringy. Not food for a lady.” He shifted his gaze to the gardens below. “I suppose you got this interest in adventure from your stepmother.”

He kept turning the conversation back to Dolly. He must suspect her somehow. Walking over to the gallery rail, she stared down into the bushes to hide her agitation. “Why do you say that?”

He came up to lean against the rail beside her. “I’m sure she told you all about her own travels in France and—”

“Not France, Major Winter.” Her blood pounded in her ears. “It was Spain, remember?”

“Right, during the war. I forgot.” He searched her face. “You must be very close to your stepmother if you adopted her love of travel.”

“I can’t imagine what you mean,” she hedged. He must be after her Dolly. Until she knew why, she didn’t know how to answer his questions safely. She had to get him off the subject.

“I gather she and your father haven’t been married long, yet you seem to share her interests. How long have they been married, anyway?”

“Major Winter,” she said, desperate to change the subject, “are you going to just stand there babbling about my relations? Or are you going to kiss me?”

He frowned. “Beg pardon?”

Turn his head, she reminded herself. Away from Dolly.

Her heart thundering wildly, she walked her fingers up the gold braid of his coat. “When a man follows a young lady onto a gallery and talks to her of suitors and such, he generally has something other than conversation in mind. We’re alone, and the stars are out. You couldn’t ask for a better opportunity.” She tugged his hand to her waist.

He didn’t remove it and dragged in a sharp breath. “How old are you?”

“Nearly twenty-one.”

“Too young for me,” he said hoarsely.

“Nonsense. Lord Kirkwood is your age, and Lord Pomeroy is over fifty. It didn’t stop either of them from pursuing me.” She lowered her eyelashes in what she hoped was a provocative manner. “Of course, if you find me unattractive—”

“No man in his right mind would find you unattractive,” he ground out. “But that doesn’t mean I’m fool enough to kiss you.”

Some insane and reckless instinct possessed her. “Then I’ll have to kiss you. ”









Chapter Four







Dear Charlotte,


You and I are in perfect agreement. The spoiled Miss Linley needs a husband with a firm hand. Besides, Mr. Chambers secretly frequents the sort of establishment no gentleman should visit, which shows a definite lack of character.


Your opinionated cousin,


Michael




Every muscle in Lucas’s body went as taut as a full sail. God have mercy. The flirt actually rose up on tiptoe to press her lips to his. Hell, she was young enough to be…well, at least a younger sister.

But she didn’t kiss like a younger sister, that was for damned sure. She had the most tempting lips he’d ever tasted. Not to mention her pretty little treat of a body that made him want to run his hands over every inch.

Before he even got the chance to enjoy himself, however, she broke the kiss, drawing back with a knowing smile.

His temper flared. She was just like her countrymen, baiting and tormenting him, thinking she could escape unscathed because he was a crass American and she was the highfalutin English. But she’d been the one to start this, and she was damned well going to finish it.

He snared her around the waist and dragged her against him. “If that’s your idea of a kiss, it’s no wonder you crave adventure.” Seizing her chin, he growled, “This, Lady Amelia, is a kiss.” Then he covered her mouth with his.

Although she froze, she didn’t fight him, so he took advantage. He moved his lips on hers, testing, tasting, enjoying. Then, splaying his fingers over her silk-clad back, he thrust his tongue inside—

She jerked back, but didn’t pull out of his embrace, just stared up at him with those luminous, chocolate-hued eyes. “What are you doing?”

“Kissing you.”

She colored. “Yes, but you…that is…your—”

“That’s how we savage Americans kiss.” Her reaction irritated him. Given her flirting, she had to know what he was doing. “But I suppose you don’t like a plain soldier daring to kiss you with his whole mouth.”

“I-I didn’t say that,” she protested.

“Good. Then you won’t mind if I continue where I left off.”

Without giving her a chance to resist, he kissed her again. He didn’t know which drove him harder—her obvious shock at his insolence or the fact that she’d meant only to tease him—but he wasn’t letting some lofty English lady get the better of him. Not tonight, not when his blood still ran hot and furious after his encounter with the soldiers.

He took her mouth as insolently as any marauding army, half-expecting her to fight off the attack with the same ferocity. To his shock, she not only refused to fight, but when he probed between her lips, she even let him in.

Hellfire and damnation. It was like sinking into warm molasses—silky-smooth and so damned sweet it twisted his anger into something more dangerous. Intoxicated, he plunged his tongue deeply inside her mouth, then again and again. With every thrust, she melted a little more until she was as soft as freshly churned butter in his arms.

It would drive any hot-blooded soldier crazy. What luscious lips she had, tender as a Virginia peach. And the honeysuckle smell of her was so like home that for a second he forgot she was English, forgot whose stepdaughter she was. He just wanted more. A lot more. He wanted to conquer her, consume her.

When she looped her arms about his neck, crushing her soft breasts against his chest, he took it for an invitation and let his hands roam…up her back, then down over her shapely hips, then up along her ribs until his thumbs brushed the undersides of her—

“We must stop this,” she drew back to murmur, her face flushed and her breath coming quickly. “Someone will soon notice that we’re both gone from the ballroom, and if anyone catches us here together, I’ll be called ‘fast’ or worse.”

His mind struggled to assimilate her words. Then he scowled. “That’s the price you pay for adventure, darlin’,” he rasped, fighting the powerful urge to throw her over his shoulder and carry her down into the bushes.

She didn’t seem to realize she skirted the near side of danger, for she cast him a cold glance. “You wouldn’t be so flippant if you knew the price they’d try to make you pay if we were caught together.”

“Flippant is a hell of a long way from what I feel just now.”

Though her expression warmed, she tried to leave his arms. But he wasn’t ready to release her. What she’d said had sunk in, and he wanted answers.

“Exactly what price do you think ‘they’ would try to make me pay?” he asked as he fought to rein in his reckless lust.

“Marriage, of course. A gentlemen isn’t supposed to kiss an unmarried lady unless he’s courting her. And you aren’t, are you?”

The words “hell, no,” rose to his lips, but he caught himself. He had let himself get carried away by her honeyed mouth, but he wasn’t there to annoy some slip of an Englishwoman. He was there for justice. Which he couldn’t get without dealing with her.

And how better to deal with her than to court her? Courtship was the perfect disguise for his purpose. If he played his cards right, she might even bring him home to meet her parents.

Lowering his gaze to her reddened lips, he said, “I could be.”

She blinked. “Could be what?”

“Courting you.”

It was perfectly safe. Kirkwood had already said the lady wasn’t interested in marrying, and she’d as much as admitted it herself. Besides, she wouldn’t want anything to do with him after he apprehended her stepmother and Theodore Frier—which he meant to do once he was sure he had the right woman.

She watched him uneasily. “You ‘could be’ courting me? After one kiss?”

He lifted his hand to cup her cheek, running his thumb over her sultry lower lip. “More than one kiss. And sometimes that’s all it takes.”

“Really?” Her voice was oddly brittle. “I thought you were here on business.”

“Business?” he said warily.

“The treaty with the Algerians.”

“Oh. Right.” It was at least partly true. His superiors had agreed that it would provide him with a suitable cover while he tracked down the Friers. “Doesn’t mean I can’t look for a wife while I’m going about my business.”

He thought he saw anger flash in her eyes, but then it was gone. He must have imagined it—why would she be angry? Females like her collected suitors like so many jewels. She wouldn’t care if one more hung around.

“So now you’re looking for a wife.” She slid her hands down to his waist, then froze as she felt his dagger. “What’s this?” She thrust her hand inside his sash, then pulled out the knife and held it up with an arch glance. “Do you always carry a dagger when you’re courting?”

“Do you always check your suitors for weapons?” he countered, snatching it from her and shoving it back in his sash.

She hesitated, then cast him a smile more in keeping with the flighty flirt she’d seemed earlier than the woman he’d just been kissing. “Of course not, you silly man. It was accidental.” She wagged her finger at him. “But this is exactly the problem with your courting me. You don’t know the rules.”

“What rules?” he clipped out, annoyed by her abrupt change in personality.

This time when she pushed him away, he let go.

“Of proper English society.” She flashed him a teasing smile. “In England, arming oneself for a ball is considered terribly rude, Major.”

“Lucas,” he said tightly, bothered by her silly propriety after those hot kisses. “Call me Lucas. It’s my Christian name.”

She lowered her lashes demurely. “We aren’t engaged yet, sir. And we aren’t likely to be if you continue to flout the rules of proper society.”

To hell with the rules of proper society. He just wanted the chance to find out what he needed to know.

Then again…

“You could teach me not to. Flout the rules, I mean.” Yes, that would work. He couldn’t continue his investigation if she wouldn’t see him because of his “rude” behavior. “You could give me society lessons.” Unable to keep the sarcasm from his voice, he added, “Make me worthy to be your suitor.”

An oddly calculating gleam appeared in her eyes. “That’s a brilliant idea.”

He sure hoped so. “Who can teach me better than you?” The one woman who might lead him to Dorothy Frier, and from there to Theodore Frier.

“Who indeed?” She fluttered her lashes at him. “Although I’m not sure it’s worth my effort, when plenty of other gentlemen court me who already know the rules of English society.”

He gritted his teeth. If she thought to make him beg for the “privilege” of courting her, she was in for a surprise. But he did have something she wanted. “Ah, but none of those other fellows can feed you the tales of adventure you crave.”

She stared at him. “You have a point.”

“I can even give you adventures of your own, if you want.”

Her gaze grew steely. “What sort of adventures? Your kisses?”

His blood ran high. That would certainly make up for his having to endure “society lessons.” “If that’s what you want, darlin’.”

Her expression turned coy. “We’ll see. If you prove yourself ‘worthy’ to be my suitor, then perhaps a few of those adventures might be in order.”

So the little tease meant to practice her wiles on him, did she? Fine, let her practice all she wants. “Then we have a bargain. You give me society lessons, and I give you adventures. Of whatever kind you want.”

She hesitated, then flashed him an arch smile. “Very well. Feel free to call on me at Papa’s town house. Lord Kirkwood can give you the direction.” She glanced back toward the glass doors. “Now I’d best go in before someone comes looking for me.”

When she walked off, he started to follow. She stopped short. “We can’t enter together or people will assume—”

“That we were out here doing something we shouldn’t?”

“Exactly.” She gazed back at him from beneath seductively lowered lashes. “And let this be your first lesson: no one ever lets on to other people that they’ve been doing something they shouldn’t.”

“In that case—” He brushed his hand down the back of her dress.

She leaped away with a blush. “What are you doing?”

“There’s dirt from the railing on your gown. And if you don’t want anybody knowing what we were doing…”

“Oh.” She dusted off her gown. “In future, you really should tell me what to do, not take it upon yourself.”

“All right. Next time I’ll let you touch your own backside.” Her shapely, fits-perfectly-in-a-man’s-


hands backside.

A laugh bubbled out of her. “And you certainly shouldn’t say the word ‘backside’ in society.”

He bristled at the instruction. “You’d rather I said ‘ass’?”

She cast him a reproachful glance. “You’re not supposed to refer to any part of a person’s body at all.”

“So I can’t offer to give you a hand? Or take your arm? Or lend you an ear?”

“You know very well what I mean, you silly man.”

“Don’t be too sure. According to you English, I’m a savage.”

“Even savages can learn to behave.”

“If that’s what they want.”

She raised one eyebrow. “I thought you did.”

He forced a smile. “As long as you don’t try to turn me into one of your fancy milk-fed gentlemen.”

“Oh, I doubt there’s any danger of that,” she said, in a voice that could only be called sarcastic. But just as he wondered about that glimpse of another side to her, she gave him an inane little wave, and added, “I hope to see you sometime soon…Lucas. I can’t wait until our next adventure.”

Then she sashayed down the gallery with her hips swinging, leaving him to stare after her with blood afire. Oh, he’d give the little flirt an adventure all right. Just let him alone with her somewhere he could lay her down and—

He cursed under his breath. Don’t be a fool. This “courtship” was meant to elicit information, nothing more. Let her tease and bat her eyelashes. While she played at taming the American savage, he’d be interrogating her, not making love to her. Because no matter what, he meant to get answers.


 


As Amelia entered the ballroom, her inane smile turned into a scowl. Court her, indeed! The scoundrel meant to use a courtship to find out what he needed to know about Dolly. And probably even wangle an invitation to the estate.

Impossible though it seemed, Dolly was the focus of his investigation. He’d asked too many pointed questions, had tried to trip Amelia up too often.

Not to mention this scurrilous courtship. The cad would pretend to court a woman just to get what he wanted? How dare he?

Well, two could play that game. While he tried to kiss her into giving him information, she’d tease him into revealing why he was after Dolly. His foolish suspicions couldn’t possibly be based on anything substantial. And she’d prove it, even if she had to play the flirty flibbertigibbet until she batted her eyelashes off.

“Have you been outside all this time?” came a familiar female voice at her elbow.

She started, then faced her chaperone. “Yes. I needed to clear my head.”

Mrs. Harris looked more concerned than disapproving. “He didn’t bother you, did he?”

Her heart pounded. “Who?”

“Lord Pomeroy. I saw him go out after you, but before I could intervene, he was back inside. So I figured you’d dealt with him sufficiently on your own.”

“Oh.” She smiled in relief. “Actually, I hid. He never even saw me.”

Mrs. Harris let out a breath. “Thank heaven. I would have felt very remiss as a chaperone if he’d laid one hand on you. But I didn’t realize you’d stayed out there. Someone engaged me in conversation, and by the time it was done—” She broke off, her gaze fixing on something to the left of Amelia.

Amelia turned to see Lucas enter the ballroom just one door over from where she had come in. Oh no.

Catching their eyes on him, he nodded and went on, leaving Amelia to face Mrs. Harris. Even as her chaperone’s sharp blue gaze swung to her, she said hastily, “It’s not what you think.”

“You were with him? On the gallery, alone?”

“Yes, but we were only talking. He came out to make sure Lord Pomeroy didn’t bother me.”

“Did he, now?” She eyed Amelia closely. “Be careful, my dear. When a man of Major Winter’s age—”

“He’s no older than you,” she protested.

“That’s quite a bit older than you. Not to mention he’s merely a soldier, and you’re an heiress.”

“So he must be after my fortune, right?”

Mrs. Harris hesitated. “Possibly.”

Amelia tensed. Should she confess everything she’d discovered in the major’s room?

Probably not. Conscious of her duty to her charge, Mrs. Harris might try to pack her off to the country. Amelia didn’t want to alarm Dolly unnecessarily—or cause Papa to regard his wife with suspicion. Best that she keep this knowledge to herself until she knew more.

“I seriously doubt Major Winter is interested in my fortune,” Amelia said.

“Why not? We know little about him beyond his connection to Lord Kirkwood. We don’t know his family background or his income—”

“All of which would be good to know, wouldn’t it?” Yes, such knowledge might help her figure out why Lucas was after Dolly.

“You’re interested in him?” Mrs. Harris asked.

“You might say that.”

Mrs. Harris’s heavy sigh made her brazen red curls shake. “I’m not entirely surprised. He is the sort of man who would appeal to you.” Her voice grew brittle. “He’s of the right age to be worldly without being old. He wears a dashing uniform and lives a dashing life and is exactly what every young girl thinks she wants. Until she gets it.”

Amelia lifted an eyebrow. “Are we still talking about the major?”

Mrs. Harris blinked, then chuckled. “Forgive me, my dear. I do tend to let my own experience color my perceptions, don’t I?”

“Occasionally, yes,” Amelia said, with a smile.

Not that she blamed Mrs. Harris. A baron’s daughter, the woman had eloped in her youth with a reckless cavalry officer, who’d run through every pound of her inheritance within two years of their marriage. Fortunately, he’d possessed the good sense to die in a duel, leaving Mrs. Harris free to resume her life. But the widow had been understandably cautious about men ever since, both for herself and her charges.

Mrs. Harris stared across the room to where Lucas helped himself to some punch. “So you like the American major, do you?”

“I like his tales about fighting Barbary pirates. I like his exciting profession.” She liked his kisses, which were every bit as enthralling as those in the harem tales. Like the one where the corsair captured an English widow and kissed her so deeply and passionately that—

She groaned. Drat Lucas for using his corsair’s kisses against her. She mustn’t think about them. They were merely part of his strategy, the tactics of a scoundrel—nothing more. Easily forgotten.

Like a comet in the night sky was forgotten. Or an eclipse of the sun. Or the Thames freezing over when she was sixteen.

She scowled. Curse the man for not meaning his kisses. “Whether I like him will depend on what I can learn about him.” She fixed her gaze on Lucas’s strong, broad back and smiled grimly. “As a certain wise woman I know always says, ‘information is more valuable than gold.’”

“Nice to see that some of my instructions took root,” Mrs. Harris said.

“Don’t worry, they all did.” She tore her gaze from her adversary. “And I know just the person we should consult about Major Winter.”

“Cousin Michael?” Mrs. Harris said.

“Oh. I hadn’t thought of him, but yes, you should certainly write him. I was thinking of Lady Kirkwood. Who better to reveal his secrets than the man’s own relations?”

“If she’ll tell us,” Mrs. Harris pointed out.

Amelia smiled. “She wants an heiress for her son, doesn’t she? Valuable information can travel both ways.”

Mrs. Harris gave a reluctant chuckle. “You are more devious than I gave you credit for.”

“I learned from a master.” With an impish grin, Amelia squeezed her chaperone’s hand. “Come on. Let me watch you work.”

Though Mrs. Harris rolled her eyes, she went with Amelia to seek out Lady Kirkwood.

Fortunately, they found the Dowager Viscountess standing alone by the orchestra. As they approached, Lady Kirkwood smiled cautiously. “Mrs. Harris. How good to see you.”

“Thank you,” Mrs. Harris answered. “Amelia and I want to ask about your relation, Major Winter.”

“I’m not sure what I can tell you. Our families aren’t close.”

“A pity,” Amelia broke in. “My dear friend Sarah Linley said you’d be the perfect one to ask.”

Lady Kirkwood thawed considerably. “Ah yes, Miss Linley. A lovely girl.”

Mrs. Harris pressed the advantage. “And very admiring of your son, I hear.”

If anyone knew how the game was played, it was Lady Kirkwood. “He certainly admires her greatly as well.” She touched a hand to her silver hair. “I do hope you’ll tell her that I said as much.”

“Of course,” Amelia said smoothly. “She’ll be delighted to hear it.” Ecstatic, more like. “Now, about Major Winter—”

“Ah, yes. My cousin.” Lady Kirkwood leaned closer. “Distant cousin, I should say. His mother is descended from the fourth Viscount Kirkwood.”

“And what about his father?” Mrs. Harris asked.

“Why do you wish to know?” Lady Kirkwood countered.

“Major Winter has shown an interest in Lady Amelia.”

Amelia held her breath, praying that Lady Kirkwood didn’t know about the overtures her son had made to Amelia a year ago. Otherwise, their questions could be awkward.

Apparently she didn’t, for she smiled. “Has he? I confess I’m surprised. Not that Lady Amelia isn’t a lovely young woman, perfectly capable of attracting any young man, but…” She sighed. “Major Winter doesn’t really like the English. He’s rather vocal about it.”

“I suppose the war brought about this prejudice of his,” Mrs. Harris said.

Lady Kirkwood shook her head. “It’s more than that, though I don’t know the whole of it. My son David knows, but he won’t say. Something happened when Major Winter was in England right after the end of the war—”

“He’s been in England before?” Amelia broke in.

“Yes. I’m not sure why. I assume it had to do with the peace treaty. I do know David helped him with his passage to America.”

How very strange. What would an American be doing in England so soon after the war? Could he have been a spy? Connected to Dolly?

That made no sense. Lord Kirkwood would never have aided a spy. Besides, back then Dolly hadn’t reached England yet, and Lucas clearly hadn’t even known which “Dorothy” she was until recently.

“Well, regardless of how he feels about other English ladies,” Mrs. Harris said, “he’s shown a clear partiality for my charge. I was hoping you might tell me something of his family and prospects.”

“What little I know.” Lady Kirkwood cast them a thin smile. “I can tell you this. Though his mother was from one of the finest families in Richmond, Virginia, his father was a common sailor. Apparently the father was personable enough to turn heads, which is how he enticed the mother into marrying him.”

“So how did the major gain a commission?” Amelia asked. “Through his mother’s family?”

“Not exactly. Though I believe Major Winter grew up poor—sailors in America aren’t paid any better than sailors here—the family later came into money. The father quit the navy when Major Winter was a boy to start a munitions company. He invented some special cannon for ships that made him rich. By the time Major Winter was sixteen, his father had the connections to gain his son a commission in the American Marine Guard.”

Mrs. Harris looked pleased. “Is he the only son, then? Or at least the eldest?”

“The only son, fortunately.” Lady Kirkwood’s voice turned contemptuous. “If he were the eldest, he’d have to share the estate with his siblings. Those mad Americans actually allow all the children to inherit. It’s unconscionable. How can families remain strong when they parcel out their assets?”

Amelia bit back a retort. Personally, she’d always found the English system rather unfair to daughters and younger sons.

“So he’ll inherit his father’s company,” Mrs. Harris said.

“He already has. His parents died three years ago, while he was abroad.”

The bald statement hit Amelia like a blow. Lucas’s parents had died in his absence? How awful!

“Poor man,” Mrs. Harris said with a tsk of sympathy. “I suppose he’s been forced to take over the running of his father’s business concern as well. Is that why he’s here? Something to do with the munitions company?”

“No, no…he’s here about some treaty. He’s still in the Marine Guard.” Lady Kirkwood seemed a little confused. “I suppose he has someone who manages Baltimore Maritime for him. Yes, I’m sure that’s right.”

Amelia was still fixed on the incredible sadness of Lucas’s losing his parents when he was only…what…twenty-seven? He couldn’t have been more than that if it had been only three years ago—

Three years ago. A chill shook Amelia. Wasn’t that when Dolly had left America for Canada? “Both of his parents died at the same time?” Amelia asked shakily, afraid to even consider the horrible possibility that rose in her mind.

“Yes.” A sudden shutter came down over Lady Kirkwood’s face. “I don’t know all the details, but it was very tragic.” And clearly her ladyship had just reached the limit of her willingness to reveal secrets.

Still, Amelia had to know one thing. “They weren’t murdered, were they?”

“Murdered!” Lady Kirkwood snorted. “Of course not. Those Americans are rough, but I’m sure they don’t go about murdering perfectly respectable people.”

“Forgive Lady Amelia,” Mrs. Harris put in hastily. “She has a wild imagination.”

“I should say so. Murdered, indeed.” Lady Kirkwood drew herself up. “If you’ll excuse me, I have other guests to attend to.”

As soon as the woman had stalked off, Mrs. Harris whirled on her. “What on earth was that all about? Murdered? Really, Amelia—”

“I’m sorry. You know me—always dramatic.”

Amelia could barely hide her relief. Thank goodness Lucas didn’t suspect Dolly of involvement with his parents’ deaths. That would be awful.

Mrs. Harris searched her face, but dropped the matter. “At least now you can be sure that Major Winter is not a fortune-hunter.”

“Yes.” But he’d said something on the gallery about losing all his money. Had that been a lie, or did Lady Kirkwood simply not know? And did it have anything to do with Dolly? Probably not, or surely he wouldn’t have mentioned it to Amelia in the first place.

Mrs. Harris eyed her consideringly. “You don’t look terribly reassured.”

“A woman should always be cautious. Before I become involved with Major Winter, I have to assess how serious his intentions might be. And behave accordingly.”

“A wise course of action, my dear.” Mrs. Harris smiled broadly.

What an understatement. Lucas Winter’s calculating kisses were clearly meant only to distract her from his secretive investigation.

And before this was all over, she meant to make him pay for that.









Chapter Five







Dear Cousin,


What shocking news about Mr. Chambers! I should never have guessed. He has such a sweet face. Wherever do you learn these things? And what do your sources say about Lord Kirkwood’s cousin, Major Lucas Winter? He has shown an interest in Lady Amelia, which concerns me. He does not have a sweet face.


Your always grateful friend,


Charlotte




The lamp in the tunnel went out. Footsteps stamped on the floors above, covering Lucas’s own shouts. He couldn’t be heard, couldn’t see…it was so dark in the tunnel, so damned dark and cold.

On hands and knees he scrabbled along the damp dirt to the shaft, only to look up and find the entrance blocked by its heavy stone. He climbed up to shove at it, but it didn’t budge. And he couldn’t make himself heard over the noise.

Then musket shots, half-muffled by the stone. The redcoats were firing, damn it!

Screams sounded above him, terrible cries of dying men, his men. This shouldn’t happen! The redcoats had no right to fire, none at all! He bloodied his hands pounding the stone, but it did him no good. His men were being murdered above him…

The cold seeped into his bones, making him shiver in his thin rags. The foul air clogged his throat, and he began breathing heavily. How much air did he have? How long could he last before it ran out?

He tried to think, but the screaming went on and on—

Lucas shot up in bed, drenched in a cold sweat, his heart clamoring so loud in his ears that it took a while to remember that he was safe now. He wasn’t huddled half-naked and starving in the lightless tunnel, waiting to die.

He’d just kicked off the covers with his thrashing, that’s all. And since he wore only his drawers to sleep in, he’d gotten cold. Everything was fine.

Fine. Right. Throwing his legs over the side of the bed, he sat there gulping air, struggling to still his frantically beating heart.

As his pulse slowed, he dragged the coverlet around him, then rose to go to the window, where the faint wash of light on the horizon signaled approaching dawn. Greedily, he drank it in to banish his lingering ghosts.

Damned nightmares. He hadn’t had one in months, not since he’d been closeted belowdecks on his passage from Canada to France. That horrific voyage made him fear that he’d never again be able to spend weeks at sea. A marine who started gasping for breath the second he went below was useless to his ship.

But the dreams had ended in France, and he’d started to hope…

He pounded his fist on the sill. It only took seeing the redcoats at a ball to bring the nightmares back. Christ, he couldn’t wait to leave this damned country.

He took one last look at the brightening sky, then raked his fingers through his tangled hair. Turning to the washbasin, he poured icy water in it to splash on his face. Judging from the dead embers in the fireplace, the servants would be slipping in soon to light the fires.

No point in trying to return to sleep. He was too agitated, too on edge. What he needed was to work off his tension with a round of swordplay, or a hard ride or a frenzied bout of lovemaking…

Damnation, where had that come from?

But he knew: Amelia. Pretty, flirty, infuriating Amelia. Who wanted to ride a camel and had a luscious honey of a mouth that stirred needs he’d suppressed for month upon lonely month. Too bad she was English and the stepdaughter of a criminal’s wife, because just the thought of losing himself in that silky body—

He snorted. As if that frivolous female, who wouldn’t even let him court her without “society lessons,” would take him into her bed. She claimed to want “adventures,” but she’d probably faint if she ever got one.

He stared into the mirror at his face, shadowed by morning whiskers and drawn from lack of sleep. Hell, she’d probably faint if she got near him right now. And since he meant to call on her this morning…

He shaved and dressed with care. Never mind that the flirt only put up with his “courtship” because she was bored—he needed information. And if that meant he had to look halfway civilized and dance to her tune, then he’d do it, by God, even if he had to grit his teeth the whole time.

An hour later, he headed down to the dining room. He was surprised to find his cousin already there.

“Kind of early for you, isn’t it?” Lucas strode to the sideboard, where the servants had laid out cold bread, cheese, and fruit just for him. “I thought none of you ate breakfast until after ten.”

“I haven’t been to bed yet,” Kirkwood mumbled.

Lucas surveyed his cousin, who was hunched over a cup of hot tea. Sure enough, Kirkwood still wore his evening clothes. “Balls go late here, do they?” He finished piling food on his plate, then took a seat at the table opposite his cousin.

“It ended at three. But I went out to my club afterward. I just got home.”

“That explains it. I didn’t wait until the end. Went to bed as soon as Lady Amelia left at midnight.”

“I noticed.”

His cousin’s acid tone put Lucas on his guard.

“I also noticed Lady Amelia and her chaperone speaking to my mother.” Kirkwood settled his redrimmed gaze on Lucas. “They seem to think that you’re seeking a wife. And that you’ve fixed your hopes on Lady Amelia.”

Stifling his irritation, Lucas poured himself some tea from the pot in the center of the table. “You know women. They think what they want.”

“Not all women. Not Mrs. Harris, for example. And not without reason.” He glared at Lucas. “What did you do? I noticed that both you and Lady Amelia vanished from the ballroom for a while, and I have to wonder—”

“Go to bed,” Lucas growled. “Before you start fooling with things that don’t concern you.”

“Take care, Winter. You may be a guest in my home, but—”

“—you’re the only one allowed to court a woman for the wrong reasons, right?” When his cousin bristled, he added, “It’s a flirtation, nothing more. And don’t be thinking I started it, because I didn’t. She did. So if the flighty female has a hankering to flirt with an American savage, I’m sure not going to stop her.” He scowled at Kirkwood. “And neither are you.”

But his cousin’s expression had softened. “Flighty female? Lady Amelia?”

“Don’t worry about me taking advantage of that featherbrain.” He rolled a slice of bread around a hunk of cheese and took a bite. “I swear, every time Amelia calls me ‘a big, strapping soldier’ and bats her eyelashes, I want to throttle her.”

When his cousin made a choking sound, Lucas glanced up to see Kirkwood fighting a laugh, his eyes overly bright.

“What?” Lucas asked.

“You are speaking of Lady Amelia, right? The Earl of Tovey’s daughter?”

“Why wouldn’t I be?”

“No reason.” Laughter sputtered out of Kirkwood. “I’m merely trying to envision the woman calling you a ‘strapping soldier’ and batting her eyelashes.”

Lucas scowled. “You think I’m lying?”

“No, of course not,” his cousin said, managing an even expression, which he then ruined by breaking into laughter.

“I’m not an ogre, you know.”

“Absolutely not,” Kirkwood responded in a suitably sober tone.

“Women do find me attractive,” Lucas grumbled. “They do flirt with me.”

“Even featherbrains like Lady Amelia.” Amusement danced in his cousin’s eyes.

“Sure. Why not?”

Kirkwood held his hands up in mock surrender. “Why not indeed?” He rose. “I think I’ll head off to bed and leave you to your plotting.”

“Wait.” Lucas picked up his tea. “I need directions to Lady Amelia’s.”

Kirkwood halted in the doorway. “So that’s why you’re looking so dapper. You plan to call on the ‘flighty female.’”

“In a few hours.” Lucas said. “I want to give her and Mrs. Harris a chance to have breakfast. Besides, I need to polish my sword before I leave.” He leaned back in his chair. “I promised to show Lady Amelia my mameluke sword.” He snorted. “She thinks it’s made of marzipan.”

Kirkwood laughed heartily. “Does she indeed?”

“I tell you, I don’t know how you put up with these silly English heiresses.”

“It’s a trial.” His eyes gleamed with renewed humor. “Better not take too long with that sword. You don’t want to pay your call too late.”

“You’re right. I should catch them before they leave to go shopping, or whatever they do all day. I’ll just give the sword a quick wipe.”

“Or go on over and let the lady polish it herself,” Kirkwood joked. “That’ll teach her to think it’s made of marzipan.”

Lucas flashed on a vision of the flirt rubbing his sword, and a whole different image came to his mind. “Trust me, if I thought Lady Amelia would polish my ‘sword,’ I’d be over there right now.”

His cousin blinked, then scowled. “You know perfectly well I didn’t mean that how it sounded. A gentleman shouldn’t even think such things about a lady, much less say them.”

“Good thing I’m not a gentleman.” Lucas drained his cup. “Don’t worry. I’d never say it to her. Not that she’d understand it, anyway.”

“You might be surprised,” Kirkwood muttered, and left.

Lucas scowled after him. Nothing about Amelia would surprise him. The woman was as changeable as the wind.

But it didn’t matter. As long as he got what he needed from her, she could change fifty times an hour. This time, Theodore Frier wouldn’t escape him.


 


Despite not going to bed until one, Amelia rose early. She generally preferred to sleep late, but concern for Dolly had her entering the breakfast room of her father’s town house the next morning long before eight.

She’d tossed all night, examining her brief two years with her stepmother, searching for clues. And now she wondered if she might find them in her travel journals. She kept several, full of clippings and sketches and whatever tales she could coax from Dolly about the woman’s travels. Until Amelia could travel herself, her journals were all she had.

Hurrying to the writing table by the window where they were stacked up, she pulled out her latest and read through it. Nothing leaped out at her that told her why Lucas was interested in Dolly.

With a sigh, she inserted in her journal an article Venetia had given her last night about some Scottish Scourge fellow who robbed English nobility on the highways. Apparently he hated Venetia’s father, Lord Duncannon, for he always mentioned the man to his victims, although Venetia didn’t know why.

Then Amelia transcribed Lucas’s description of the march to Derna. He’d captured the essence of the experience so fully, she could practically taste the sand. And had he really eaten a camel?

She scanned a loose clipping. A camel had to be better than what this pasha in Algeria ate. One of the man’s wives had tried to poison him, but had merely given him a bad case of indigestion.

He’d probably driven her to it with his roving eye and insatiable appetites. Perhaps she’d grown tired of watching concubines parade in and out of his chambers to do what the harem tales described:



We captives were taught how to worship the pasha’s body, how to excite him with kisses we spread over his massive chest and his taut belly. Next we were instructed to caress that “sword” men carry between their thighs, first with our hands and then with our mouths.



A blush crawled up Amelia’s cheeks. When she and Venetia had first read that, they’d laughed wildly. The very idea! How did women keep from giggling?

Now it didn’t seem quite so odd. If a man like…say, Lucas…were to lie naked before her and demand that she worship his body—

“You’re up early, my dear,” Mrs. Harris said from the doorway.

Amelia jumped. Lord, the woman was as bad as Lucas, creeping up on a person. Summoning a smile, she turned to greet her chaperone. “So are you.”

Mrs. Harris went to the sideboard. “I thought I had better write that letter to Cousin Michael about Major Winter as soon as possible.” She picked up a plate and filled it with stewed pears, cold tongue, and thickly sliced brown bread.

“If anyone can ferret out information, it’s your cousin.” Perhaps he could even shed light on what the major wanted from Dolly.

“I don’t know how I would manage without his support.”

The comment roused Amelia’s curiosity. “Is it true he gave you the money to start your school?”

“Yes.” Taking a seat at the breakfast table, Mrs. Harris buttered her bread lavishly. “I could never have afforded to launch it on my own.”

“Yet you’ve never met him. I don’t understand. If he’s your cousin, why—”

“My late husband’s cousin, my dear, not mine. And my husband was very evasive about his family.” She ate some bread, then wiped her lips with ladylike delicacy. “I confess I have not pursued the matter too hard. Cousin Michael only requested one favor in exchange for helping me—that I allow him anonymity. He said it would help shield me from gossip. He did not wish to ruin my reputation after my husband—his own relation—had ruined my life. Since that was an excellent point, I acquiesced to his condition.”

“Whoever he is, he’s certainly well connected. How else could he know so much gossip? Unless—” A delicious possibility occurred to her. “Might he be a Bow Street runner?”

Mrs. Harris chuckled. “Leave it to you to imagine such a thing. No, I don’t think it’s anything as romantic as that. I rather suspect from his penmanship that he’s an elderly man. His writing is very shaky.”

“Perhaps he’s trying to disguise it,” Amelia speculated, but Mrs. Harris’s answering laugh didn’t lend credence to that either.

She and the other girls had spun many a fanciful tale about Mrs. Harris’s mysterious benefactor: a secret admirer, a lost love, a wealthy sultan who yearned for the pretty widow from afar.

A sudden knock at the front door made Amelia bolt upright. “Are you expecting someone?”

“No.”

When the new footman, John, came down the hall to ask if they were home to a Major Lucas Winter, they exchanged startled glances.

“He’s come to call at this hour?” Mrs. Harris asked.

“Yes, madam. He says Lady Amelia agreed to give him lessons.”

Amelia groaned. “I forgot about that.” When Mrs. Harris shot her a quizzical look, she said, “I promised to help him learn how to behave in English society.”

“Shall I show the gentleman in, then?” John asked.

“By all means,” Mrs. Harris said with a smile. “This should be interesting.”

Only after the footman had gone did Amelia remember that her travel journals were spread out everywhere. Hastily, she began to stack them up.

“What are you doing, my dear?” Mrs. Harris asked.

“Just tidying up.” She could hardly explain that her journals might reveal she had a brain. Mrs. Harris wouldn’t approve of her masquerade as a flibbertigibbet.

Mrs. Harris laughed. “He won’t notice if you’re untidy—he’s a man.”

Before Amelia could finish putting her journals away, John announced her caller, and the major entered.

As she turned from the table, and Mrs. Harris rose, Amelia’s heart lurched in her chest. Lord help her—men that attractive shouldn’t be allowed to roam society. It simply wasn’t fair.

“Good morning, Major.” Amelia moved to block his view of her writing table.

“Morning, ma’am.” He tipped his head toward her, then greeted Mrs. Harris. “You both look well.”

“So do you,” Amelia said.

More than well, curse him. The fierce corsair’s features that suited his uniform so well also suited his dark brown morning coat, doeskin riding breeches, and gleaming top boots. She knew, from having searched his wardrobe, that it was his finest clothing, apart from his uniform. She might be flattered…if it weren’t part of his strategy to get information out of her.

That made her snap, “And what brings you out at this ungodly hour, Major?”

Mrs. Harris looked startled by her rude remark, but returned to her seat at the breakfast table.

“What’s ungodly about it?” he drawled. “I’ve been up since dawn.”

“That may be so, but no one in London ever pays a call before noon.”

“I didn’t realize you English were such lie-abeds.”

“Mrs. Harris and I are both up, aren’t we? We’re simply unprepared for visitors. You should remember that next time.”

“I’ll surely try,” he said through gritted teeth. Clearly Lucas wasn’t used to being “instructed” in anything.

She hid a smile. She would make him rue the day he ever tangled with the daughter of the Earl of Tovey. Gesturing to his sheathed sword, she said, “I thought we agreed last night that you shouldn’t arm yourself for social affairs.”

He laid his hand on the hilt. “It’s the mameluke sword I offered to show you.”

A thrill shot through her, unbidden. All right, so the scoundrel had brought her the one thing guaranteed to spark her interest. That didn’t mean she should fall down at his feet in a swoon.

“How kind of you,” she said coolly, though she ruined the effect by hurrying over to clear a space for it on the end of the table opposite where Mrs. Harris continued to eat her breakfast. “Bring it over here so I can see it.”

He did as she asked, unsheathing the sword and laying it before her. With her heart in her throat, she examined it thoroughly, imagining him wielding it in battle. The curved hilt of gold-plated brass shone gem-bright, even in the foggy-morning light.

But the blade itself was what most interested her. “What are these?” She indicated the black, Eastern-looking symbols etched along the nearly three feet of tempered steel.

“I don’t know what they all mean, but this one is the Star of Damascus.” He pointed to a six-pointed star. “Damascus sword craftsmen use two triangles joined as a sign of their guild.”

“May I touch the symbols?” she asked.

“Be careful, my dear,” Mrs. Harris called from the other end of the table.

“Yes,” he said, “don’t cut yourself. This is a working sword.”

“A very hardworking sword, I’m sure.” Its numerous nicks and worn spots attested to that. Amelia fingered each one, wondering where it had been acquired. “Did you carry it at Derna?”

“No. My government only issued the mameluke to the rest of us after Hamet presented O’Bannon with his.”

“It’s astonishing.” She skimmed her fingers down the blade. “You keep your sword in excellent condition, Major Winter.”

“I do my best.” His voice sounded rather choked.

She glanced up to find him staring at her hand as she stroked down the blade, then up again. What was wrong with him? It wasn’t as if she could hurt the steel by touching it. From the way he stared, she’d have thought the sword was a living thing, for goodness sake.

Next we were instructed to caress that “sword” men carry between their thighs, first with our hands and then our mouths.

Surely he was not…he did not imagine that she…

She started to jerk her hand back, but something stopped her. The harem book had said that a man became uncomfortable when he was aroused. And Lord knew she wanted to make the major uncomfortable.

Deciding to test that possibility, she caressed the sword again, this time with a lingering, loving touch. “It’s truly magnificent,” she gushed.

He went rigid, a muscle working in his jaw. “Thank you.”

“I’ve never seen such a fine piece of work.” Delighted by the results of her experiment, she stroked the weapon up and down.

His hand shot out to halt hers. “You might hurt yourself. The blade is sharp.”

“It certainly is,” she said coyly. She moved her hand away…only to clasp the hilt.

His audible groan made her want to crow aloud.

She fondled the hilt. “Would you let me do a rubbing of it?”

His gaze shot to hers, and the heat in his eyes gave her pause. “A rubbing?” he said hoarsely. “Of my…er…sword?”

“Yes. I’d take care not to use too much pressure.” She smiled sweetly, though his smoldering gaze made it difficult for her to breathe. “But I doubt I could harm it, as hard as it is.”

“You have no idea.” Without warning, he sat down rather stiffly in a chair and pulled it up to the table.

“Major Winter,” Amelia admonished him, managing a frown, “it’s impolite to sit before all the ladies are seated.”

“You can’t blame the poor man, Amelia,” Mrs. Harris broke in. “You kept him standing too long after his ride over here.”

Her chaperone was watching her with one eyebrow raised, but Amelia was having too much fun to stop. “Nonsense, a short ride is nothing to a big, strapping fellow like him. Right, Major Winter?”

He opened his mouth to retort, but Mrs. Harris intervened again. “Show him your travel journals, dear. He might find them interesting.”

Amelia sighed. There was no way to hide them now. But she wasn’t ready to give up on this delightful game quite yet.









Chapter Six







Dear Charlotte,


Alas, few men of character have sweet faces. Life’s trials show up first in a person’s features. But I shall see what I can discover about Major Winter, even if I must pry the information from his family’s closed lips.


Your obedient servant,


Michael




As if through a fog, Lucas heard Amelia say, “We should probably sheathe your sword. Will you do it, sir, or shall I?”

Sweat broke out on his forehead. God, yes. Give him a minute alone with the little tease, and he’d have his sword sheathed so quick and deep that—

“I’m sure the major can put it away later,” Mrs. Harris snapped.

Amelia cast a bright-eyed glance at her chaperone that he noticed even in his lust-induced fever. If he didn’t know better, he’d think the damned female was tormenting him on purpose. But how could a flighty virgin turn a discussion of a mameluke sword into sensual torture?

“If we’re not going to sheathe it,” she said in a suspiciously innocent voice, “then I could do the rubbing—”

“Didn’t you mention travel journals?” he ground out. If the lady said another word about rubbing or sheathing, he’d be panting at her feet like a hound. “I’d like to see those.”

Amelia turned a cool smile on him. “Oh, it’s just something silly I do. A big, strong marine like you would find it tedious.”

“I daresay being big and strong has naught to do with it,” Mrs. Harris put in. With a stern glance at her charge, the widow rose and went to the table Amelia seemed bent on shielding from his gaze. Picking up a stack of strange-looking books, she brought them over and set them in front of him.

While Amelia fidgeted, he opened the first, a collection of rough paper sheets bound with string between two thin boards. Each sheet held something different affixed with glue—a newspaper clipping, a theater ticket, a feather.

But along with the usual female things—pressed flowers and sketches of French gowns—she’d included maps, articles about battles, and sketches of unusual characters. Amazingly, the flighty lady had put in facts about every item. She’d even commented on the articles.

Then there was page after page of Barbary pirates—clippings about captures, accounts by captives, descriptions of their culture. Most of it concerned the naval battles, including the march on Derna. She’d even written down his own account.

She sure was a strange little female, wasn’t she?

He turned the page, and a sketch arrested him. “Where did you get this?”

“The Indian chief?” She smiled proudly. “My stepmother drew him.”

Lucas’s pulse quickened. “His fur-lined hide boots show him to be Maliseet.” Lucas stared at her hard. “And the Maliseet live in New Brunswick.”

Her smile faltered. “That can’t be. They don’t have Indians in Brunswick; the Germans would never allow it.”

“No, dear. He’s talking about Canada.” Mrs. Harris poured herself some tea.

“I’m sorry to correct you,” Lady Amelia said petulantly, “but Brunswick isn’t in Canada, wherever that is—it’s in Germany.”

“New Brunswick is in Canada,” he said tersely, refusing to let her confuse the matter. And could any woman who’d put together journals like these really be as half-witted as Lady Amelia seemed? “From looking at this picture, I’d say that your stepmother has definitely been to Canada.”

“Do you think so? She probably just copied the picture from a book.”

“I don’t know, Amelia.” Mrs. Harris stared hard at her charge. “Your stepmother might very well have visited Canada. She’s quite the world traveler. I daresay that is why Lord Tovey became so enamored of her, that and her for—”

“Major Winter,” Amelia interrupted, “I’m so sorry, but we’re forgetting entirely about your lessons.”

“I reckon we’ll get to it eventually.” He wanted to know what Mrs. Harris had been about to say.

But Amelia was having none of it. “No, really, we wouldn’t want to waste your time. Besides, it’s too perfect a day to stand in here discussing my silly journals. Why don’t we take a turn about the garden? We can talk about the rules of society and enjoy the damask roses at the same time.”

He stared at her another long moment, but she merely looked at him with that inane smile he never knew how to read. “If that’s what you want.” He tipped his head to Mrs. Harris. “Pardon us, ma’am.”

“Certainly,” the widow said, though she gazed at her charge as if Lady Amelia had sprouted donkey ears.

He offered Amelia his arm, and they headed down the hall. He noticed the many rooms, thick rugs, marble fireplaces, and beeswax candles. His cousin’s house didn’t have this many fancy paintings on the wall, and it smelled of tallow candles. Amelia’s family had money, that was for damned sure.

But everything looked new, as if it had been bought in the past few years. If he was right, and the money to buy all this had come from—

“Lucas, slow down!”

Amelia’s voice dragged him from his thoughts, and he realized he’d been striding so fast she was having to run to keep up with him.

“Pardon me, ma’am,” he bit out as he slowed his pace.

“You’re awfully eager to see our roses,” she teased.

“I sure am,” he lied. “Nice house. Expensive-looking.” They headed down the back stairs into the big garden. “No wonder the fortune hunters are beating down your door. Have you lived here long?”

Her steps slowed along the garden path. “Long enough. And here’s another lesson for you—it’s horribly rude to talk about money and how much things cost.” She arched one brow. “Even Americans probably follow that rule.”

“You’re the one who brought up fortune hunters last night.” When she eyed him askance, he added, “You should practice what you preach.”

She pouted at him. “And you should take these lessons seriously, sir, or I shan’t even bother to give them to you.”

“I promise you, I’m taking them very seriously.”More seriously than you can possibly know.

“Oh? I daresay you brought your dagger, even after what I said last night.”

In London, with footpads roaming every street? Damned right he had. But he’d stowed it where she wouldn’t notice. “No, ma’am,” he lied, figuring she’d never know the difference.

“You’re just saying that to appease me.”

Eyes gleaming, he halted to open his coat. “Feel free to search if you want.”

When her gaze dropped to survey his chest, then turned admiring, his blood ran hot. As if she could see right through his waistcoat, her eyes did a slow crawl up to his face that sent his pulse galloping. Hellfire and damnation—where had the woman learned to be such a little seductress?

Then she gazed at him from beneath flirtatiously lowered lashes. “Much as I’m dying to find out just how big and strong you really are, Lucas, I had better not.” She glanced beyond him. “And you’d better close your coat before Mrs. Harris puts a swift end to this lesson.”

Sucking in a harsh breath, he followed her gaze. Through an upstairs window, he could see her chaperone sitting at a desk, keeping an eye on them as she wrote something. Damnation. That would make it hard to kiss Amelia into telling him what he needed.

He let his coat fall back into place. “I guess opening my coat is something else I shouldn’t do in good society.”

“Absolutely not.” She continued down the path. “Don’t ever remove it, either.”

He fell into step beside her. “Not even in the card room?”

“Not if ladies are around.” She cut her eyes up at him. “Do you play cards?”

“Once in a while. But I’ve never gotten myself into trouble with them, if that’s what you’re asking.”

“I suppose you meet a lot of card cheats.”

That was a strange comment. He glanced over to find her watching him closely. “Not too many, why?”

She looked relieved. “I was just wondering, that’s all.”

“You think Americans are more likely to be card cheats, is that it?”

“Really, sir,” she protested, “you mustn’t take every innocent remark and turn it into a criticism of your countrymen.”

“Have I been doing that?”

“You certainly did last night at the ball. The soldiers were quite put out.”

“Then they shouldn’t talk about battles they damned well never fought in.”

“And you shouldn’t use such foul language.”

He bit back a hot retort. “Beg pardon, ma’am. I’ve spent nearly half my life with soldiers. I sometimes forget how to behave around a lady.”

She tipped her head. “As long as you reform your behavior.”

He snorted. He’d reform his behavior for an Englishwoman when the moon fell into the Atlantic. “I don’t know what your stepmother told you about Americans, but we don’t make a fuss if a man cusses sometimes.” That wasn’t completely true, but he had to turn the conversation back to his quarry.

“Dolly hasn’t mentioned it, no.”

He took a risk. “Kirkwood tells me that her parents were English, not American.”

Amelia increased her pace along the path. “Yes, they emigrated to your country before she was born.”

That fit with what he’d learned about Dorothy Frier. “Where’d she grow up?”

“I have no idea,” she said lightly. “She rarely mentions her life there. It reminds her too much of her late husband, whom she dearly loved.”

“Who was he?” When she raised an eyebrow at him, he added, “Maybe I know him.”

“His name was Obadiah Smith. He owned a trading concern in Boston.”

He frowned. When Theodore Frier had headed north from Baltimore, he’d joined Dorothy in Rhinebeck, New York, not in Boston. And from there, the Friers had crossed the border into Canada.

So was Dorothy Smith not Dorothy Frier? Or had she simply lied to her new family? “I don’t recognize the name, but then I don’t know Boston. Are you sure that’s where she lived?”

“Of course I’m sure.” She pouted at him. “And don’t try to tell me it was Brunswick just because they both start with a B. I know it wasn’t.”

“We’ve established that,” he said dryly. “So where in Boston did they live?”

“How should I know?”

“Well then, how long did they live there?”

She slowed her pace along the path. “She hasn’t told me every detail of her life. Why are you so interested in my stepmother, anyway?”

He had to be more careful. “No reason.”

She batted her eyelashes at him. “Because if your idea of courtship is to talk about my boring old family, we’re not going to progress very far.”

“You’re right, of course.” Gritting his teeth at the reemergence of her flirtatious side, he stopped to pluck a bud from a rosebush, then held it out to her. “Please accept my apology.”

Her eyes suspiciously bright, she stopped to sniff it. “Your apologies need work, sir. Our gardener would have your head if he caught you stealing a bud from his prize rosebushes.”

He reached up to tuck the bud in her hair, then let his hand trail down her cheek in a lingering caress. “Your gardener’s not here, darlin’,” he rasped.

She dragged in a breath as her gaze met his, and last night’s kisses loomed up between them, a tantalizing specter that made his blood roar in his veins. When she licked her lips, he lowered his head.

But before he could kiss her, she jerked back. Casting a glance at the upstairs window, she murmured, “He might not be here, but Mrs. Harris certainly is.”

“You English make it dam—darned hard to court a woman. In America, people give a man room to talk to females. They don’t breathe down his neck every minute.”

“There are ways to get around that.”

She laid her hand on his arm and his blood heated right up again. “You could take me riding, for example. Then I need only bring a groom with me.”

Riding. What good would that do? He could hardly distract her with kisses if they were on horses with a groom at their heels.

Then another idea occurred to him. “How would you like to see a genuine Barbary pirate ship?”

Her face lit up. “Really?”

“Really.” That would give him plenty of chances to be alone with her. “There’s a captured one at the royal naval shipyard in Deptford, and I’m allowed the run of it.”

“Then Mrs. Harris will have to come along, of course,” she said.

He scowled. “Why?”

“We’ll have to go in my carriage. It’s too dangerous at the docks for an open gig, and I can’t go off alone with you in a closed carriage.”

Damn—he’d been figuring on a groom riding outside. He should have known better.

Still, a ship was a big place, and he might be able to do something once he had her on board.

“All right, we’ll make it an outing for three.”









Chapter Seven







Dear Cousin,


Forgive me for my many notes, but this matter about Major Winter requires haste. He has the oddest effect on Lady Amelia: she turns into a pea goose whenever he enters a room. And I can assure you that she is never a pea goose around men.


Your anxious friend,


Charlotte




Lucas was surprised by how speedily Amelia talked her chaperone into the outing. The ladies changed their clothes, and in less than an hour they all headed for His Majesty’s Royal Dockyard in Deptford.

“What we’re going to see is called a xebec, isn’t it?” Amelia asked from her seat next to Mrs. Harris across the carriage from him.

He narrowed his gaze on her. “How did you know that?”

“An English xebec docked at Torquay once. I heard that the French later sank it.”

“The Arrow, yes. That’s why the navy wants to refit this one for their own use. Xebecs can be very handy ships.”

“How did they acquire it?”

“A squadron headed home captured it off the coast of Spain.”

Mrs. Harris lifted a gloved hand to her throat. “Did it have captives?”

“No. The pirates had just headed out to sea.”

“Thank goodness,” Amelia said softly.

His gaze locked with hers. “Aye. The Barbary pirates are none too kind to captives.”

They fell silent as the carriage rumbled out of St. James’s Square. Lucas wanted to ask more questions about her stepmother, but Mrs. Harris made him wary. The flighty Amelia might not notice he was interrogating her, but Mrs. Harris sure would.

After a while, the stench of the Thames filtered into the carriage as they approached Westminster Bridge. Amelia craned her head toward the window, drinking in the sights with a lively expression while they crossed the river.

He looked out to see a bristling army of masts beneath them, each fighting for purchase on a river choked with watercraft. Barges shouldered their way past penny boats, as merchantmen sailed by with their prows in the air like fancy ladies’ noses turned up in disdain. Skiffs skidded past the lumbering ferries that dared to cross the paths of the massive frigates, with pilots cussing at oarsmen and sailors with every turn.

He noticed that Mrs. Harris sat rigid in her seat, her hands fisted in her lap like cannonballs. “Are you all right, ma’am?”

Her gaze flew to his. “Fine.” She managed a wan smile. “Perfectly fine.”

The hell she was. But he wouldn’t press her, especially when Amelia seemed to be having the time of her life.

“There are so many boats,” Amelia breathed. “Just imagine where they’ve been, and what exotic places they’re going to from here.”

It wasn’t something he pondered much, having seen plenty of docks in his life. “Have you never been to the riverfront?”

“No. No one I know ever travels abroad. I’ve seen the docks at home and in Plymouth, of course, but they’re nothing like this.”

“You mean, noisy and reeking of human filth?” As they left the river, he gazed out to where a scruffy flood of raw male humanity surged along the streets, with the only women a few whores floating in their midst like rouged lifeboats.

She eyed him askance. “I see a fascinating array of colorful creatures bent on wrestling a living from the river.”

He snorted. “If that’s what you call them. I call them sailors and wherrymen and the lowest sort of water rat.”

“Have you no romance in your soul, Major, no sense of adventure?”

Mrs. Harris, who seemed to have relaxed now that they’d crossed the Thames, smothered a smile.

“If this is what you consider romance and adventure, then no,” he snapped. “Ships are for taking people where they want to go, that’s all.”

“Strange words from a man who spends his life on the water,” she retorted.

“It’s because of how I spend my life that I see it for what it is and not as a romantic adventure.”

“I quite agree,” Mrs. Harris put in, “but you’ll never convince Amelia. The first thing she asked when her stepmother enrolled her in my school was if we ever took outings anywhere interesting.”

Her stepmother had enrolled her? “And when was that?” Maybe he could get something useful out of Mrs. Harris after all. “How young are English girls when they go off to school?”

“Well, in Amelia’s case—”

“It was before my come out, of course.” Amelia fluttered her eyelashes at him. “Surely you could figure that out, you silly man.”

He scowled. The lady was as mercurial as an actress. She was like two different people.

He went still. Yes. Exactly .

“You have no idea how complicated a girl’s debut can be,” she chattered on. “You have to walk a certain way, and stand a certain way—I could hardly keep track of all the rules.”

“You seemed to manage it splendidly,” Mrs. Harris said, with lifted eyebrow.

Amelia twirled her bonnet ribbon about her finger like some coquette. “A girl has to learn everything if she wants to have fun in society.”

“I’m sure she does,” Lucas muttered. The more he got to know Amelia, the more her frivolous side annoyed him. One minute she was talking about xebecs and putting things so clever-like, it made a man take notice. The next she’d give him a vacant stare, and nonsense would fly out of her mouth. It just didn’t fit.

Especially when her chaperone seemed just as surprised by her flighty self. Was it a role Amelia took on? If so, why?

It gave him something to ponder the rest of the ride, while she babbled about dances and fan language and other gibberish. Whoever heard of a fan talking, anyway?

Soon they were approaching the docks at Deptford. Trying to get back the sensible Amelia, he glanced out the window and drew her attention to a frigate with a Spanish flag. The lightermen were toting barrels down the gangway. “They must have just started to unload that old girl there. With her sitting so low in the water, her hold’s probably full to bursting.”

Amelia followed his gaze. “What do you think it’s carrying?”

“I don’t know.” He said something deliberately stupid. “Maybe cotton.”

She snorted. “Why would anyone import cotton from Spain, and in barrels, too? It’s wine, more like, or even olives.”

“What makes you think it’s a Spanish ship?” he drawled.

“Well, of course it is. It’s flying—” She caught herself, then cast him a silly smile. “It’s flying what I assume is the Spanish flag. With so many bright colors, it has to be Spanish. Then again, it could be French and carrying silks.”

“Could be,” he said noncommittally. And she really could be as stupid as she seemed. But he began to doubt it.

The carriage halted. “We’re here.” Leaping from the carriage, Lucas turned to help Mrs. Harris dismount, then Amelia.

His hands practically spanned her slender waist. His pulse quickened as her honeysuckle scent sweetened the air around her, and she gazed at him with sparkling eyes and flushed cheeks.

He set her down on the dusty road, fighting to keep his sudden surge of lust in check. Hellfire and damnation, she was pretty. Under other circumstances, he might even consider making this a real courtship.

He snorted. Right. With an English lady whose favorite entertainment was probably spending her inheritance. Which he was pretty damned sure was stolen.

He gave Mrs. Harris his other arm. “There she sits,” he said as he led them to the dock. “It’s the black one anchored about a hundred yards out with the lateen rigging.”

“But it’s so small!” Amelia exclaimed.

“That’s big for a xebec. It’s really a xebec frigate, but the draught’s still too shallow to hold much weight. That’s why there’s so little cannon. You can’t see it from here, but it only has thirty-four guns, when the average warship carries twice that. The pirates rely on swiftness and maneuverability instead. To capture her the navy had to bring down two sails with broadsides.”

He gazed down at Amelia. “You want to board her? We could row out in that dinghy—”

“Yes!” she exclaimed, just as Mrs. Harris said, “Absolutely not!”

Amelia shot her chaperone a pleading glance. “Oh, surely we must go aboard. I want to see it up close.”

Eyes wide with horror, Mrs. Harris released his arm to back away from the dock. “I shall not, will not, get in any dinghy.”

Disappointment suffused Amelia’s face as she met his gaze. “I forgot. Mrs. Harris doesn’t…like boats. Or being out on the water.”

Judging from the widow’s panicked expression, it was more than a simple dislike. If anybody could recognize an irrational fear, he could.

He gentled his voice. “I could still take Lady Amelia out to it, Mrs. Harris. You’d be fine here with the coachman.”

“Oh, yes, please!” Amelia released his arm to go to her chaperone’s side. “I would dearly love to see it.”

“But, my dear, if something were to happen, if a squall were to come up—”

“There’s not a cloud for miles, and it’s only a few yards out,” Lucas said indulgently. “I won’t let any harm come to her. I’ll look after the lady like she was my own flesh and blood.”

“You see?” Amelia chirped. “With such a strapping fellow to protect me, I have nothing to fear.”

Mrs. Harris glanced from him to the dinghy to Amelia, whose face was so pleading that she sighed. “I suppose it can’t hurt.”

“Oh, thank you!” Amelia cried with a squeeze of the widow’s hand.

As Amelia seized his arm and they headed down the dock, Mrs. Harris called out after them, “But be careful, Amelia! You know how reckless you can be—do not go anywhere the major says not to!”

“I’ll be fine!” Amelia called back, grinning at him from beneath her bonnet.

Mrs. Harris stood far behind them, wringing her hands.

Lucas got into the dinghy first, then handed Amelia down into it.

“Don’t lean too far either way, or you’ll overset it!” Mrs. Harris cried.

Eyes twinkling, Amelia took a seat across from him with the balance of a born sailor. “I’ll be very careful!” she called back.

With a shake of his head, Lucas sat down and took up the oars.

As they pulled away from the dock, Mrs. Harris was still shouting, “And stay above deck! There might be rats down below!”

“I can’t hear you!” Amelia called back cheerily. “We won’t be long!”

Smothering a laugh, he rowed toward the xebec. “She’s got a right strong dislike of the water, doesn’t she?”

Amelia nodded. “She nearly drowned when she was a girl, and it made a great impression upon her. She won’t go near boats, and she tenses up whenever she crosses a bridge.”

“I noticed.” He smiled. “But boats don’t seem to bother you.”

She threw her head back with an expression of sheer delight. “Never. I love the water. Papa even used to take me fishing when I was a girl.”

“I take it you and your father were close.”

“As close as a girl can be to a man who spends most of his time buried in a book.” She eyed him curiously. “And you?”

“You could say we were close. Father was a military man like me. Served in the revolution.”

“What revolution?”

He arched one eyebrow. “The one against England.”

Laughter trilled from her lips. “Oh. Right. I forgot about that.”

“Believe me, I didn’t,” he said bitterly.

Her smile faded, and she gazed out over the water with a pensive expression. “Is that how your father died? In battle?”

“No,” he said tersely. He wasn’t about to tell her how his father died. Bad enough that the entire population of Baltimore knew it. And that he hadn’t learned of it himself until it was too late for him to stop it.

They’d reached the xebec now. He sent her up the rope ladder first so that he’d be below to catch her if she fell, but she climbed up nimbly as a cat. In fact, she moved so quickly he didn’t have time to dwell on the tempting swing of her hips or the glimpses he got of her stockinged ankles. As soon as she reached the top, she sat on the rail and swung her legs over, then disappeared.

With a curse, he clambered up to the top. “Damnation, Amelia, wait for—”

“Oh, Lucas!” she cried. “It’s amazing!”

He climbed aboard, then glanced around. It really was. Sweet, clean lines, and almost delicate timbers. A gazelle where most warships were elephants. “You still have to watch where you’re going on it. Those lady boots of yours can get caught in the gratings, and there’s hatchways and oars—”

“Oars! It’s a sailing ship.”

“Yes, but it can turn quicker with both. That’s why a xebec can attack a warship armed with twice the cannon. A xebec doesn’t stay still long enough to take a broadside, or it would be blown out of the water. It’s too flimsy to handle that kind of assault.”

She stared down at the deck. “I can see that. The timbers aren’t oak—or at least not English oak. They could be evergreen oak, since that grows near the Mediterranean. I don’t suppose olive wood is strong enough—”

“Not being an expert on Algerian woods,” he said, unable to hide his amusement, “I couldn’t say for sure, but I doubt it.”

She stiffened, then flashed him an inane smile. “Balsa wood, perhaps? That floats very well.”

The return of the flighty Amelia was too much for him. “Don’t,” he growled.

“Don’t what?”

“Don’t play that ninny act with me.”

“I-I beg your pardon?”

“The fluttery eyelashes and the silly smiles and the ridiculous remarks. They’re not you, and we both know it. So you can stop it for good. There’s no need for it—I know what you’re up to.”









Chapter Eight







Dear Charlotte,


I shall proceed with all due haste. Remember, however, that gaining information about Americans is more difficult. Fortunately, I have a friend on the Navy Board. He might know more.


Eager to oblige your every request,


Michael




U-Up to?” Amelia’s heart beat faster than the ship’s flags flapping in the wind. “I can’t imagine what you mean,” she said, attempting to regain lost ground.

He fixed her with his unnerving stare. “I’ve heard Englishmen talk about their women. They think you all lack sense, and the truth is, they prefer that. So you females believe you can only catch husbands by pretending to be idiots.”

She gaped at him. That was what he thought she was “up to”? Trying to snare a husband?

“But you don’t have to do that with me,” he went on. “I like a woman with a brain. So don’t pretend that yours shriveled up the minute you turned fifteen.”

She sucked in a breath of relief. She might as well use his explanation. Besides, it didn’t mean she had to give up playing the flirt.

“Eighteen.” She smiled to cover the lie. “I was eighteen when I started pretending not to have a brain.”

With a self-satisfied look, he offered her his arm. “I knew it. Nobody could have your knowledge of flags and ships and be as stupid as you pretended.”

She let him lead her along the deck. “Thank you. I think.”

She let him have his moment of triumph. Perhaps then he wouldn’t notice that her silly self had only shown up when he’d asked probing questions.

A pity she couldn’t confront him, too. But as long as he didn’t realize how much she did know, she’d have an easier time questioning him.

“Why has the navy allowed you access to the xebec?” she asked, as they skirted the side of the ship facing away from land. They passed several cannon set into wooden blocks before rounding the mainmast. “Surely they didn’t think it would help you in your treaty efforts.”

“They thought I could suggest modifications. My father’s company used to design cannon for ships, you see.”

“Used to?” she prodded.

“Now that he’s dead, the company is rudderless. So to speak.”

“And you have no interest in designing cannon.”

He smiled ruefully. “Actually, I have no aptitude for it. While Father was building his company, I was off fighting the Barbary pirates. After I came home, I did try my hand at it, but…” He shrugged. “I’d rather fire a cannon than make one. Then the war with England began, and I—”

“Jumped at the chance to fight again.”

He arched one eyebrow. “You could say that.”

“Yet you’re no longer fighting.” She ventured a probing comment. “These days you deal with villains.”

His gaze shot to her, sharply focused and intent. “What do you mean?”

“The pirates, of course. And the treaties.”

“Right.” His expression grew shuttered. “But negotiating a treaty is a battle, too.”

“So how long have you been negotiating these treaties? I thought the British routed most of the Barbarys in Algeria a couple of years ago. Yet if this xebec-frigate showed up near Spain—”

“You sure are fascinated by those damned pirates.”

She refused to let him change the subject. “I’m fascinated by anything more exciting than my own tedious life. Like your treaties.”

“And my ‘adventures.’” Eyes darkening, he caught her by the hand and tried to pull her into his embrace.

As her pulse beat erratically, she broke free of him. “Not here. Mrs. Harris can see us.”

“No, she can’t. This side of the frigate is hidden from the docks.”

A little thrill skittered down her spine. Though he was only trying to distract her from her questions, she couldn’t help being tempted. And being aboard this dratted pirate ship actually enhanced the gruff major’s romantic appeal.

She backed away along the deck. “Nonetheless, we must limit ourselves to the right sort of adventures.”

“What sort might that be?”

“The ride to the docks. The little jaunt out here by dinghy.” She managed a teasing smile. “The tour of the xebec.”

He hunted her like a corsair running down a brig at sea. “Pretty tame adventures, wouldn’t you say?”

Spotting a hatch nearby, she darted toward it. “You haven’t finished showing me the frigate, and I’m dying to see what it’s like belowdecks.”

“I thought your chaperone told you not to go below,” he said, but his voice held an odd edge.

She reached the hatch and opened it. “I didn’t hear her say a thing,” she joked. “It was far too windy.”

He didn’t laugh. “Stay right there, Amelia.” He strode across the deck toward her. “Don’t you dare climb down that ladder.”

She peered into the dark hatchway. “Come now, Lucas, I just want to—”

Grabbing her arm, he yanked her back from the gaping hole. “No. You’re not going down there, damn it!”

“Whyever not?” She swung around to face him, but her words died on her lips.

His face was the ash white of the ship’s sails, and his eyes were fixed on the black hole as if it represented the gates to hell.

“Lucas?” she said in a low voice.

He didn’t seem to hear her, and his fingers dug into her arm like talons.

“Lucas!” she said more sharply. “You’re hurting me.”

He jerked, then hastily released her arm. “We’re not going below.” Pivoting on his heel, he strode toward the quarterdeck. “But I’ll show you the rest of the ship up here if you want.”

She followed him. “Why don’t you want to go belowdecks?”

“I just don’t want you going down there,” he snapped as he passed through the door beneath the quarterdeck.

She hurried in after him. They stood in a modest half circle of a room that had probably served as the captain’s cabin.

“That’s balderdash,” she said. As he whirled to face her, she added, “I saw the expression on your face. You looked as if you thought the devil himself lived belowdecks.”

His jaw went taut. “You’re imagining things.”

“I most certainly am not. I could plainly see that you—”

He marched up to her and kissed her hard.

When he drew back, her blood pounded fast and furious. She stared at him in dazed surprise. “What was that for?”

“To shut you up.” Then, with eyes smoldering, he caught her head in his powerful hands, sending her bonnet tumbling. “But this, ” he growled, “is for me.”

The kiss wasn’t so much hard as thorough. And searing. And demanding. He took control of her lips as if they belonged to him, as if he was laying claim to her.

She tried to remind herself that he wasn’t, but Lord, the man could kiss! He conquered her mouth as surely as any corsair, plunging his tongue deep inside in the intimate way he’d shown her last night, then repeating the outrageous motion with bold, eager strokes.

She kissed him back, tangling her tongue wildly with his. He tasted of coffee and smelled of the sea, an irresistibly exotic combination.

But as his kiss grew more fierce, she tore free and turned her head away in an attempt to catch her breath…and regain her sanity. That’s when she saw Mrs. Harris pacing the shore through an open porthole.

Mrs. Harris couldn’t see them in the darkened cabin, but that didn’t register until after Amelia muttered a hoarse cry and wriggled from his grasp.

Trying to restore control over her reckless impulses, she backed away from him. “I did not give you permission to kiss me.”

He stalked her mercilessly, his intention amply clear. “You gave me permission last night.”

“That was different.”

Anger flared in his face. “Because we’re truly alone, and you can’t call out for an Englishman to protect you from the American savage if he gets too rowdy?”

She came up hard against the cabin wall and groaned. Before she could escape, he was on her, his arms bracketing her body. “You claimed to want adventures, and I’m happy to oblige.” He leaned in close, his eyes alight. “But that was just hogwash, wasn’t it? You only want what you can control. And you can’t control me .”

She glared at him. “Are you sure about that?”

Oh, dear, not the thing to say to a furious male who imagined that she and her countrymen were trying to subjugate him.

Then again, he seemed to reveal more when he was under the influence of his temper…or his passions.

With a toss of her head that she hoped looked nonchalant, she added, “I think I’ve controlled you fairly well until now.”

She held her breath for his answer, wondering if taunting a “savage” was sheer madness.

But instead of looking angry, he looked thoughtful. “Well, I’ll be damned.”

“There’s no doubt about that,” she shot back.

To her shock, he actually smiled before bending in close to press his mouth to her ear. “The sword. You did do it on purpose, didn’t you?”

“What are you talking about?”

“This morning in your breakfast room, when you started stroking my mameluke. All that talk about how hard my sword was—you knew the whole time what your sly words were doing to me.”

Her stomach sank. “I can’t imagine what you mean.”

“You deliberately caressed my sword and talked about rubbings and sheaths to arouse me and then leave me in that state with no hope of relief.”

“Don’t be ridic—”

“And I reacted like any man. The way you knew I would, didn’t you?” He breathed heavily in her ear, but since she couldn’t see his eyes, she didn’t know if it was with anger…or something else. Whatever it was, having him so close—and so threatening—thrilled her.

And made her bold. She turned her head to meet his gaze. “If you were affected, it’s only because your mind is sunk in depravity.”

His eyes glittered. “You started it, so you’re the one whose mind is sunk in depravity.” He lifted his hand to stroke her hair. “You’re quite the little Delilah, aren’t you? Yet I’d swear you’ve never had a man in your bed.”

“Certainly not!” She tried to push free, but he held her fast against the wall.

“Then how did you know just what to do this morning, to bring a man to his knees without so much as touching him?”

“I…I guessed, that’s all.”

“You guessed,” he said skeptically. He kissed her ear, then nibbled the lobe. When he had the audacity to lave the inside with his tongue, she shivered delightfully. Lord, to think that ears could be so sensitive!

Then he was skating his mouth along her neck, down to the furiously beating pulse at her throat, which he kissed into a fever pitch. “Come now, Amelia, you’re too much an innocent to have guessed any such thing. So how did you know what to do? Did that stepmother of yours teach you how to—”

“Hardly,” she said with a shaky laugh. The very idea of Dolly teaching her how to seduce a man was outrageous.

He pressed a kiss into the hollow of her throat, then moved lower. “Someone taught you. And since she’s a widow—”

“I read a book,” she blurted out.

He drew back to stare at her. “A book?”

She blushed. “About the Barbary harems. And what goes on in them.”

He arched one thick eyebrow. “You mean one of those silly collections some Englishman cobbled together to titillate fools? Why would you read such claptrap?”

She thrust out her chin. “Curiosity, of course. How else is a sheltered young woman supposed to learn the truth about…certain matters?”

He laughed outright. “You think you can get the truth from harem tales? Half of them are lies, and the other half, wild exaggerations.”

Having him laugh at her was infuriating. “They were certainly truthful about how to rouse a man’s ‘sword,’ judging from how easy I found it to tease you .”

His amusement faded to a sudden dark intent. “Good point.” He bent his head to her mouth, but halted a breath away. “So you’re curious about what goes on in a harem, are you?”

“Yes,” she cautiously admitted.

“Then you should have your curiosity satisfied.”

That put her on her guard. “What do you mean?”

Eyes gleaming, he dropped his hand to rest on her waist. “Seems to me you’ve been awfully obliging today. You’ve been downright generous with the society lessons—telling me not to cuss or open my coat, and not to sit down even when you deliberately provoked me into…exposing myself, if you will.”

The edge in his voice set loose a thousand butterflies in her belly.

His hand slid up along her ribs. “And since our agreement was that I’d give you adventures in exchange for your lessons, I should take care of that right now.”

Her heart raced, and she had to struggle to answer. “It’s fine, really. Showing me this ship is adventure enough.”

“To repay you for all your many kindnesses?” he said, definite sarcasm in his voice. “Hardly.”

To her utter shock, he covered her breast with his hand.

“Lucas!” She grabbed his hand. “What do you think you’re doing?”

“You’re curious about what the Barbarys do with their captives, so I’m showing you.”

“If you think I’ll let you ruin me—”

“It doesn’t have to go that far.” A provoking smile played about his lips. “You can keep your innocence and still taste what a captive experiences.” He moved his hand over her breast, slowly, sensually.

“But—”

He sealed her mouth with his, kissing her with all the fervor and intensity of a man devouring his last meal. And she could no more resist the kiss than the earth could resist the pull of the sun.

Especially when he caressed her breast with a delicious deftness that shattered all her resistance into bits.

Lord help her. She’d imagined this very thing a hundred times. From the moment she first became aware that parts of her body were rather pleasurable to touch, she’d thought about what it would be like to have a man touch them.

She’d even touched herself a few times, which had only whetted her appetite for more. But she’d known she wouldn’t get more until she married, because no English gentleman would ever dare. Perhaps that was why Lucas’s doing it seemed so exciting and reckless.

“Let me give you a real adventure,” he said in a guttural voice, “not one you’d have to read about.”

The prospect of having him touch her even more intimately set loose a flurry of wild emotions—fear, excitement…anticipation. Oh, she was truly wicked.

Not to mention reckless. In here, he could do anything to her that he wanted. Especially now that they’d moved out of Mrs. Harris’s line of sight.

“I don’t think that’s wise,” she said breathlessly, though she didn’t stay his hand.

“Would any adventure worth its salt be wise?”

“I suppose not.” She had trouble thinking with his fondling her, with his hot mouth brushing kisses along her neck…And really, would it be so bad to engage in one measly…intimate…adventure?

She glanced toward the porthole. If she screamed, Mrs. Harris would surely rescue her, fear of water or no.

He must have taken her silence as consent, because he tugged loose the opaque fichu she wore tucked into her day dress.

“Lucas, I haven’t yet agreed—”

“But you want to. I can see it in your face.” The devilishly clever scoundrel smiled. “I know how much you like having control. So when you say stop, I’ll stop. The adventure will end there.”

He was offering her a safe adventure. Or the safest one she was likely to have. And if he broke the rules he was setting forth, she’d fight him tooth and nail while screaming for Mrs. Harris.

How could she possibly lose?









Chapter Nine







Dear Cousin,


Have you seen the enclosed newspaper account of last night’s ball? It mentions the major most unfavorably. I didn’t realize he had such volatile emotions. Under the circumstances, it’s very worrying. Amelia isn’t exactly the calmest of individuals herself.


Gratefully yours,


Charlotte




All right.” Amelia prayed she hadn’t gone insane. “Give me an adventure. Show me how a Barbary pirate would treat his captive.”

Fire leaped in his face seconds before he seized her mouth again, kissing her with slow, marauding thrusts of his tongue. Then he drew back. “Turn around.”

“Why?”

He raised an eyebrow. “Awfully insolent for a captive, aren’t you?”

Although she scowled, she did as he’d asked. But when she felt him knot her own fichu around her wrists, she panicked. “I did not agree to—”

“I have to secure my captive,” he said in that honeyed drawl that always made her stomach flip over. “Any self-respecting Barbary pirate would.”

The instant thrill that shot through her annoyed her. “So help me, Lucas,” she retorted, as he turned her to face him, “if you ruin me, I’ll make you regret you ever came near me.”

“I’ve no doubt of that, darlin’. But there’s a hell of a lot of room for adventure between kissing and ruin.” He smiled. “Besides, it’s not even tight.”

Skeptical, she tested her bonds. Sure enough, he’d tied it so loosely that a little wriggling would free her.

If she wanted to be free. Which she didn’t. Because the surge of excitement flowing through her at the thought of being bound and at his mercy was like a drug searing her veins.

She forcibly reminded herself of her purpose. “Have you ever done this before?” she asked, struggling to control her wayward breathing.

“What do you mean?” He stripped off his gloves with a ruthless efficiency that would make any captor proud.

Her blood pounded in her ears. “Tried to take a woman captive.” She kept her tone light, though she well remembered the words “escape capture” in his notes about Dolly.

He looked bemused. “Sorry, but it’s my first time playing the Barbary pirate. Why? Am I doing it wrong?”

“No. You seem very adept at imprisoning a woman.” That was as close as she dared come to referring to Dolly’s possible “escape.”

He gave her a wicked smile. “I’m sailing uncharted waters.” His voice roughened. “I’ve been sailing uncharted waters from the minute I met you, darlin’.”

The man certainly had a way with words. And when he tossed his gloves aside, a shiver of anticipation rippled down her spine.

“But I’m pretty sure of what a pirate should do next,” he said as he reached to untie her bodice ribbons. “He’d want to examine his spoils.”

“His s-spoils?” She gave a nervous laugh.

He arched one eyebrow. “You made me take your lessons seriously. Now you have to take the adventure seriously.”

If he only knew how “seriously” this adventure was affecting her! “Go on. The pirate is examining his ‘spoils’—which I apparently am.”

“Damned right. But he’d want a better view.”

When he thrust his hand scandalously inside her bodice to unknot the upper ties of her corset and her chemise, she swallowed hard. Then he dragged her gown, corset, and chemise off her shoulders, restraining her further but freeing her breasts from their confines. His heated gaze dropped to her breasts.

Goodness gracious! She stood before a man bare-breasted for the first time in her life. She didn’t know whether to be outraged…or delighted.

Having her hands behind her back lifted her bosom even farther out of her corset, and as her breath grew ragged, her breasts rose and fell in a motion that seemed to tantalize him.

“You’d be a fine prize for any Barbary pirate,” he said hoarsely.

His frankly admiring tone tantalized her, and his rampantly carnal expression made it clear that right now he wanted her for one thing only. And it wasn’t her money or even the information he sought about Dolly.

Men looked at Venetia this way, but never her. As the object of a man’s desire, she’d always been the second choice.

Lucas made her feel like the first choice.

The remnants of her resistance vanished, and she lost herself in his fantasy…her fantasy. She even thrust her breasts up for his gaze, and was rewarded by the covetous hunger shining in his eyes.

“But a pirate would do more than one kind of examination.” he said huskily.

“Oh?” she breathed, then blushed to hear the eagerness in her voice.

He apparently heard it, too, for his gaze shot to hers, thrilling her with its fiery intensity. “He’d have to assess by touch.” Then he covered her breast—her bare breast!—with his hands.

And it was wonderful.

He slid his other hand about her waist to pull her close so he could scatter feverish kisses over her neck and throat, kneading her breast with his bare palm and sending wild sensations along every nerve. She was such a brazen hussy. But it felt so glorious, so…exquisite.
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