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About the Book



A family tragedy steeped in deceit and betrayal saw Lady Eloise Blakely vow never to fall victim to a man’s charms, let alone invite him into her bed. Until fate swept her aboard a pirate’s ship and into its captain’s embrace.


Yet when he reveals a dark secret, her lover becomes her enemy …


Ten years ago, Miles Zachary Fenton was framed for murder. For so long he has fought to clear his name and reclaim his dukedom. Now, when both appear to be just within reach, he is forced to abduct a meddling beauty, one who wreaks havoc with his emotions and complicates his plans …


Can love for his beautiful, aristocratic captive rescue Miles from his lust for revenge?



‘A sizzling debut from a talented new writer. Powerful emotion and delicious sensuality … Vanda Vadas is a captivating new voice in historical romance.’ Christina Brooke, author of The Ministry of Marriage series.
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Prologue



England 1734

A child’s scream shook the household from slumber.

Lord Shafford burst into his daughter’s bedchamber. ‘Eloise?’

She stood at the window, her forehead and palms pressed against the glass pane. Tangled chestnut hair spilled over her shoulders and down the back of her nightgown.

Her head turned towards the open door. Large, fear-filled eyes pleaded with him. ‘Don’t let him die, Father. Please don’t let him die!’

He rushed forwards with open arms. ‘Who, child?’

She looked back through the window and slapped her palms against the cold glass. ‘Cinnamon.’

Lord Shafford followed the direction of her gaze. ‘Good God!’

He fled the room and raised the alarm. ‘Fire! The stables are on fire!’


His bellowed directives reached every corner of the west wing, sending servants fleeing to spread the word and assist in dousing the flames.

Ever her father’s shadow, Eloise instinctively turned on her toes and followed him. She sprinted down the bedroom corridor, her hair flicked up as if a sudden gust of wind had blown it off her shoulders. Before she took flight down the spiralling staircase, a large hand grasped her upper arm and pulled her hard against a tall, youthful wall of strength. She didn’t need to guess who stood there.

‘Let me go, Julian! I must help put out the fire.’

‘You’ll do no such thing, little sister.’

‘But my pony!’

‘No, Elly.’ He spun her around, knelt before her, and challenged her wilful stare. ‘A fire is no place for a child. Go back to your room and stay there. Now.’

She stomped her foot, fists clenched. ‘No! And I’m not a child.’

‘Damn your stubborn nature.’ He threw her over his shoulder, strode to her room and set her down. When he saw the nanny hasten towards them he ordered, ‘Maisy, Eloise must stay in her bedchamber. Do not let her out under any circumstance.’

The nanny closed the door behind him to prevent her young charge from leaving the room. Eloise rushed back to the window. The blaze grew brighter.

Her nanny joined her, unlocked the window and pushed it wide. Ash peppered the brisk, pre-dawn air. It reeked of smoke. Pandemonium unfolded in the courtyard below, and distressed shouts could be heard. The servants had formed a human chain, sending pails of water towards the fire, and empty pails back down the line.

With the nanny distracted, Eloise inched her way back from the window. On silent, bare feet, she escaped outside.

Into a nightmare.


Servants moved with a sense of purpose. The stench of burning horseflesh and thick acrid smoke flayed her senses. Timbers creaked, popped and crashed to the ground, scattering projectiles of red-hot lumber.

She could hear the sickening high-pitched neighs of her father’s trapped thoroughbreds, the desperate thud of hooves kicking against their stalls, then the clacking of hooves over cobbles as a bloodied horse bolted from the wreckage. Eloise watched in horror as it stopped. For one moment its eyes widened in recognition of her, then it circled on the spot, disoriented, and collapsed. Its hind legs spasmed. Its blood-curdling scream chilled her to the bone. She jumped as she heard the single gunshot to its head – an act of mercy by a quick-thinking stable hand.

Shock set in. She stood immobile. Her lips quivered. Cinnamon.

The disturbing, macabre scene triggered another terrifying realisation. Her gaze swung back to the burning stables. Guilt ripped through her fragile conscience. Her forearms lifted to shield her face from the heat of the fire. She lunged forwards. Her mother and the nanny appeared at her side, holding her in restraint. She hadn’t even noticed them until now. She struggled to be free. ‘Father!’

Lady Shafford, terror-stricken, looked towards the stables, back at the nanny, then to her daughter. Eloise read a moment’s distress in her mother’s eyes, saw a flicker of tension in her expression, as if some urgent and weighty decision hung in the balance.

Eloise pressed her cheek into her mother’s palm and received in return a kiss to her forehead.

Lady Shafford smiled. ‘All will be well, my darling child. I love you.’

In a heartbeat, comfort turned to horror as her mother stepped back, out of reach, and raced headlong into the stables, calling her husband’s name.

Eloise screamed for her mother. The nanny cried after her mistress.


At the southern end of the stables, double doors burst open and smacked against the outside walls. Clouds of smoke billowed forth. Two figures emerged, one dragging the other well clear of the raging inferno.

On sighting the two men, Eloise sank her teeth into the nanny’s hand, freeing herself a second time. She ran and flung herself on the cobbled ground, vigorously shaking the lifeless form. ‘Julian! Julian! Wake up!’

Sobbing, she looked from her brother to his friend. Gareth staggered on the spot. He stood doubled over at the waist, hands on his knees, coughing and spluttering from smoke inhalation.

The nanny pounced, prying Eloise’s body off her brother. Others had arrived at the scene by now, and Eloise was forced to leave them to attend him. Hysteria incited her nanny’s outburst. ‘Run from me again, child, and for the first time in your life you’ll feel the sting of my hand on your backside!’

Her scolding fell on deaf ears. Eloise stared at her brother’s body before looking to his rescuer. Her voice shook with dread. ‘Gareth?’

He wiped his smarting eyes, lifted his arms, and beckoned her. The nanny released her weeping charge, who fell into Gareth’s embrace.

‘He’ll live,’ he wheezed. ‘Your brother will live.’

Her body sagged momentarily against his, before bunching his shirt-sleeves in her clenched fists.

‘Please …’ She looked back to the fire, pointing. ‘Mother and Fa–’ Emotion choked off the words.

He turned his gaze towards the stables, then to the nanny, who nodded. An ear-splitting crash sent them all diving to the ground. A section of the stable roof collapsed, spewing burning cinders skyward.


Eloise looked up to see a saddled, riderless horse galloping towards them. Still on the ground, Gareth dragged her beneath his body to protect her.

She peeked out from under his arm. Fear of being trampled overwhelmed her. The horse stopped as suddenly as it had appeared, directly before them, and snorted. With her heart in her throat, Eloise lay helpless to do anything but watch the animal rear its mighty body over them.

The horse whinnied, hooves thrashing the air. Its forelegs thudded back down to earth. It stamped its front right leg several times, reared once more and bolted in the direction of the fields behind the stables. Traumatised by the frenetic chaos surrounding her, Eloise slipped into unconsciousness.
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Hours later, she awoke to muffled conversation between servants outside her bedchamber.

‘It’s true! Last night, Lord Shafford and the duke’s son quarrelled.’

‘Which son?’

‘His eldest. Miles. It’s said he lit the fire in an act of revenge.’

‘For certain?’

‘Gareth tried to stop his brother but was too late. And it was Miles’s horse what near killed Gareth and the young miss.’

‘Poor lamb.’

‘They say Miles died in the fire with –’

The servant clamped her mouth shut as Eloise pushed the bedchamber door wide.

She rubbed sleepy eyes. Before she could open her mouth to speak, the servants scurried away in opposite directions.


Left to wander the house in search of her family, Eloise found her brother in the library. He sat behind their father’s desk. Both elbows rested on the polished mahogany, supporting his bowed head.

‘Julian?’ She ran to him and scrambled up onto his lap. ‘I had the most frightful dream.’ Her frown gave way to a brilliant smile. ‘Where are Mother and Father? They promised to come wake me this morning.’

Her gaze danced across his sombre face. ‘Have you forgotten? It’s my birthday today. I’m ten years old.’

Still he didn’t speak, his gaze downcast. Her small hands cupped his cheeks, forcing him to look at her. ‘What’s wrong?’

He stared at her with watery red eyes, his face drawn. She thought he appeared older than his eighteen years.

‘Why do you look so sad?’ asked Eloise.

Only then did she notice the unnatural smell in the air. Her hands dropped from his face. She raised her chin, sniffed, drew a deep breath. A healthy fire burned in the grate, yet something more sinister filled her lungs. She sat rigid in her brother’s arms at the sight of his tear-filled eyes.

Her breathing laboured. Alarm set in. ‘Julian?’

His arms tightened around her, drawing her close. As he spoke, sobs wracked her body. ‘Mother and Father are dead.’








Chapter One



England 1744

Once again, the music commenced.

Lady Eloise Blakely made a quick escape from the ballroom and onto the terrace, refusing to dance another step. At least, not until she’d revived her spirits with a breath of night air and sought a moment’s respite from her guests, their conversation and an overly eager suitor.

A large potted rhododendron at one end of the terrace provided the perfect place to hide. Its foliage spread wide enough to conceal her teal silk skirt. She doubted guests would brave the cool spring evening.

No sooner had she relaxed against the stone wall than she heard the sound of approaching footsteps. Her breathing stilled. The footsteps stopped. She prayed he would not find her.

‘Your fragrance gives you away, Elly. It lingers.’

Air whooshed from her lungs. She stepped out from behind the rhododendron. ‘Julian! What a relief. I thought it was –’

‘I know, sister.’ He looked amused.

She feigned displeasure. ‘You enjoy teasing me.’

‘Would it be so bad if he’d found you first?’

‘Yes.’

His grin gave way to laughter. ‘Come here.’

She tucked her hand into the crook of his elbow, thinking her brother cut a handsome figure in his white satin coat with gold trimmings. Tight-fitting breeches defined the masculine physique of his twenty-eight years.


They strolled to the edge of the terrace. Her gaze turned to the manicured gardens below. Flaming sconces illuminated the rose garden, giving it the appearance of a night-time floral wonderland.

She gave him a brilliant smile. ‘You’ve outdone yourself tonight, and in my honour. Thank you.’

‘For you, anything.’

‘I’m enjoying a wonderful evening.’

He raised an eyebrow. ‘Do you hope to convince me, or yourself?’

‘Whatever do you mean?’

‘A wonderful evening, you say? Hah!’ He nodded towards the potted plant. ‘Then what were you doing hiding over there?’

She steadied a faltering smile. ‘I needed but a moment’s peace, that’s all.’

‘From what?’

She sent him a look. ‘Not what. Whom. You know very well to whom I refer.’

He nodded, conceding the point. ‘Yes. Although that’s not what’s troubling you, is it? You might have your guests fooled, but not me.’

She offered no reply.

‘Elly, birthdays are supposed to be happy occasions.’ He placed a hand beneath her chin, forcing her to meet his gaze. ‘Especially when the birthday is yours.’

‘If anyone understands the reason for my mood, it’s you.’ She managed a smile, if only a half-hearted one. ‘Don’t think me ungrateful. I appreciate all you’ve organised this night. And yet …’

‘I’m waiting.’


Eloise sighed, her melancholy gaze shifting from the frivolities inside the ballroom, to the inky blackness beyond the gardens. ‘How can I celebrate my birthday when …’ She swallowed. ‘… when my birthday is synonymous with tragedy?’

Her eyes beseeched his. ‘I can’t forget, Julian. This day of all days, I celebrate one thing and mourn another. I shall never forget.’

‘No, not forget. But you’ve grieved long enough.’

‘I’ve upset you.’

Julian shook his head.

‘I hear it in your voice. I see it in your face. Is your patience with me finally wearing thin?’

He gathered her hands in his. ‘It’s time you accept the past. Our parents would not wish to see you live out your days as an unhappy spinster. It’s unhealthy. You must find something to occupy your life.’

Astonished, she said, ‘I have. You know it. There are many interests that claim my attention. I’m not left idle for one minute.’

‘You know what I mean.’ He gave a wry smile. ‘Besides, what man wishes to be bested by a woman in target practice, be it with sword or firearms?’

She laughed. ‘You taught me well.’

He did not share her humour. ‘Then I fear I’ve done you a disservice. When you test your skills with a horse against a gentleman’s, you can hardly expect him to court you for fear of public ridicule at having lost to you.’

‘Then he’s no match for me in the first place.’

‘A man has his pride, Eloise.’

She snatched her hands from his. ‘And I have mine! If a gentleman is intimidated by my … accomplishments –’


‘Which are unusual for a woman, you must admit.’

‘Nonetheless, I don’t see why –’

‘Elly, I’m only suggesting –’

‘That I marry, bear children, and devote my life to a husband.’

Exasperation got the better of him. ‘Correct.’

‘Really! Julian. How could I bring wifely joy to a man when I have no desire to do so?’

‘If you would allow it, there’s one man who craves your attention, your affection. He lives only for you. To make you happy.’

‘He could never make me happy,’ she scoffed.

‘Why not?’

Her gloved hands gripped the balustrade. ‘You need ask?’

‘You could at least let him try.’

She looked him in the eye. ‘The answer is simple. I don’t love him.’

‘You don’t have to love him.’

Her jaw dropped. ‘You would be content knowing Catherine didn’t love you? Granted, her family is well connected, yet you would settle for being nothing more to her than wealth and station in society? That she married you solely for the title of Marchioness of Shafford?’

He looked contemplative.

She persisted. ‘I for one could not bear such a shallow existence. Miserable spinsterhood is more appealing than a loveless marriage. You and Catherine at least share the same bond as did our parents. Love. Don’t expect me to marry for convenience and a title.’

‘Becoming a duchess is not to be sneezed at. That aside, you seem determined not to love at all. So, if not for love then, yes, marry your admirer, if only for companionship and to secure your future. That is the way of things.’

‘I’ll not live a lie.’


Julian set a hand to her shoulder. ‘Call me a hypocrite if you will, but perhaps in time –’

She shrugged out of his hold. ‘Never! My mind is made up. You know where I stand on the subject of marriage and children. If I’m in any way a burden to you, I could reside with our aunt in Marseilles.’

‘And do what? Polish your French? No. You misunderstand me, Elly. I’ll not force your hand in marriage, nor do I wish you gone from Blakely House. What I want, what we all want, is to see you happy. Perhaps someday –’

‘Julian.’ Her deprecating scowl relaxed into a smile. ‘Let’s not quarrel. You mustn’t worry about me. I’ve enough people to care for in my life, starting with you. Months from now you’ll cradle your first-born. I’ll devote myself to being a worthy aunt. Your child will not want for attention or affection.’

Julian’s pensive stare gave her pause. ‘What is it?’

He lifted a slow hand to her cheek. She tracked his gaze as it moved over her face, from her arched brows and long lashes to her deep chestnut hair framing an oval-shaped face.

‘So like our mother,’ he murmured, ‘yet as stubborn as Father.’

Her fingers curled around the locket at her throat. Miniature portraits of their parents contained therein lent her strength and comfort in her darker hours. She smiled at Julian with all the warmth she could muster, hoping to mask the grief and loss residing permanently in her heart. He’d gone to great lengths to ensure her birthday be a joyous occasion. She was loath to let him see her feeling anything but happy.

‘Come, dear sister. You’ve strayed from your guests long enough.’ He pointed through the glass French doors. ‘There he is. The most eligible of the ton. Just look. Women of all ages swoon over him. But do you see? His eyes search the room for you, Elly.’

She groaned inwardly. ‘Grant me five minutes solitude. Detain him until my return. I’ll dance with him again. Promise.’


‘Don’t be too long. You’ll catch a chill.’ He kissed her forehead and glanced about him. ‘I dare say this is the only place he’s yet to look for you.’

Her brother slipped back inside the ballroom. Eloise settled her gaze on her ardent admirer, His Grace, the Duke of Arlington. Two years younger than Julian and of lesser height and build. Dressed in resplendent finery, he adjusted his powdered wig and habitually inspected manicured nails. Eloise possessed not the slightest romantic inclination towards him. Rather, she held a certain fondness for him, as if he, Gareth Fenton, were her second brother. More importantly, he had her eternal gratitude for saving Julian’s life.

She would remain forever in his debt, though not to the point of marrying him. He deserved a good woman who would genuinely return his affections.

Eloise was strolling back to her hiding spot when a movement to her left caused her head to turn in that direction.

A man stood at the foot of the terrace steps. Their eyes met. It was not so much his presence that disturbed her, but rather his attire, illuminated well enough by the sconces placed intermittently up the balustrade.

Knee-high boots, breeches and shirt melded into one stark splash of black. Ebony hair, neatly tied in a queue, fell past his collar. A wide, black satin mask concealed the upper portion of his features, leaving only the tip of his nose, mouth and jaw exposed. He glanced surreptitiously to his left, towards the gardens, then back at her, past her shoulder, and re-settled his gaze on her face.

She called down to him. ‘Who are you? State your name and business!’

He ignored her demand and began a purposeful ascent, stopping three steps below her. His eyes, hypnotic coal pools, filled her with a sense of foreboding. In spite of her adamant words, she thought herself mad to single-handedly confront the masked stranger.

She stood her ground. ‘Who are you? This is a private celebration and you’re trespassing.’


‘My business is not your concern.’

His clipped words and icy stare unsettled her. Conversely, a moment’s warmth infused her when she focused on his strong jaw and bronzed complexion. An indication of a life spent under the sun.

Lips neither full nor thin drew her gaze. Her skin flushed hot with the direction of her thoughts. Even more so when she beheld his raw, provocative regard.

Humiliation evoked anger, and with it a resurgence of her confidence. His stillness lessened his threatening guise, and already she’d tired of his masked charade. ‘I –’

‘Gather your skirts, about face and concern yourself only with the evening’s indoor amusements. Whatever the cause for celebration.’

At the suppressed irritation in his tone, Eloise raised her chin. ‘I hear the voice of an educated gentleman. Nonetheless, you lack manners when addressing a lady.’

His glare pinned her where she stood. With slow predatory steps, he moved to stand but a breath away.

Eloise tensed. Her position at the top of the stairs, wedged between the rhododendron and the wall, lost all advantage, for it was he who now peered down his regal nose at her. Oddly enough, she experienced a perverse combination of fear and an inexplicable giddy awareness.

‘You’d do well to pretend you never saw me,’ he warned.

Eloise tilted her chin a little higher. ‘And if I don’t?’

His gaze held hers and suddenly dropped to her mouth. He raised a steady hand and, with his index finger, traced the outline of her lips.

Eloise drew back and moved to sidestep him. He captured her left wrist. Despite her attempt to withdraw it, he refused to let go. Commanding her gaze, he leaned over and pressed his lips to the back of her gloved hand.


His mouth lingered long enough for heat to penetrate the thin silk. Eloise retracted her hand the instant he released her. ‘Touch me again, and I’ll scream.’

He flattened his palm on the wall beside her head and leaned in close. ‘And risk your reputation by being caught in the embrace of the Devil himself?’

His taunt left her feeling ill at ease, and so she looked away. She flinched at the touch of his fingers beneath her chin, and submitted to the upward pressure forcing her to meet his intense dark eyes.

Those same fingers followed the curve of her jaw, skimmed down her neck and brushed the skin at the base of her throat before closing around the locket. Eloise suffered an unfamiliar pleasurable sensation. Only when he removed his hand from her person did she realise she’d been holding her breath.

His gaze shifted from the locket to her face. ‘A gift from a lover?’

Her look of indignation said otherwise.

The sounds of conversation interrupted them. In one fluid movement, he darted behind her, clamped his right hand over her mouth and pulled her hard against him.

Eloise blinked. Her heart hammered within her ribs. If only she’d heeded his advice to go inside and forget she ever saw him. She could barely draw breath through her nose for the firm clasp of his hand over her mouth.

Her spirits lifted when, through the foliage, she caught glimpses of two men walking towards the opposite end of the terrace. She recognised the voices of her brother and His Grace.

Desperation seized her in a bid to scream for help, only to hear her pitiful attempt smothered behind her captor’s hand. The arm encircling her waist squeezed tighter. The hand covering her mouth increased its pressure.


The man at her back whispered a curt warning in her ear. ‘Listen, and listen well, my lady. I don’t wish to harm you, but if you try that again …’ His left hand slid up over her ribs to shamelessly cup her breast. ‘Understand?’

The impact of his words and actions had the desired effect on Eloise. She answered him with a stiff nod. Rose-scented evening air faded beneath the aroma of leather and horses. Heat from his offending hand permeated the material covering her breast. The shocking thrill of his bold tactics, together with the feel of his body moulded to hers, forced her compliance.

To her relief, his hand lowered to reclaim her waist. He slightly relaxed the other over her mouth. When she heard her brother’s voice, she willed him in her direction.

‘I’ve already searched the terrace,’ he declared. ‘She has to be somewhere inside the house. Come.’

All hope of rescue was dashed. Eloise berated herself for asking Julian to leave her, to dismiss the duke’s over-zealous attentions until she was ready to seek him out.

Her hopes lifted again when His Grace stayed put. ‘Since we have the opportunity for a quiet word, tell me something, Shafford. These men you’ve hired to deal with your … er … problem, are they trustworthy?’

‘They ought to be. They come with the highest recommendation. I’ll be damned if I will allow another of the thoroughbreds to disappear right beneath my nose.’

‘Quite right. You’ve hired how many?’

‘Five men. They’re travelling from London and will arrive in a few days.’

‘Splendid. I hope they soon catch the wretched thief. Should you require my help, let me know.’

‘Thank you. For now we must find a certain young lady.’


Eloise’s heart plummeted as the men disappeared inside the ballroom. Her eyes closed in bitter disappointment. The stranger’s brusque voice sliced into her silent prayers for deliverance.

‘When I remove my hand from your mouth, do not cry out.’

His warm breath whispered across her cheek. Slowly, he removed his hand and turned her to face him. Despite her fear, she snapped, ‘What do you want?’

‘What makes you think I want something?’

The muted level of his tone schooled hers. ‘Come now. Do you think me a fool? You camouflage yourself against the black of night and your masked appearance suggests you hide in order to seek. What is the purpose of such behaviour?’

‘Despite your interference in my personal affairs …’ His eyes shifted in the direction of the ballroom, tension invested in his rigid stance. ‘I’ve seen and heard all I require for tonight.’

Eloise blanched at the sudden loathing in the stranger’s eyes and voice. What did this man know of the theft of bloodstock from Blakely stables? Did he act as a spy to thwart Julian’s plans to prevent further thieving attempts?

Understanding dawned. She accused him. ‘You. You thief!’

‘I beg your pardon?’

She dismissed his guiltless conduct. ‘It’s you who’s been stealing the horses.’

He suppressed a burst of laughter. ‘I’ve been called many things, my lady, but horse thief is an insult to my talents.’

Exasperated, Eloise attempted escape only to feel his arms lock around her. Angered, she hissed, ‘Release –’

His ireful gaze silenced her. ‘I, too, seek a thief.’


Eloise summoned the courage to risk a terse reply. ‘Then you waste your time here. There is not one among us who even looks like a thief.’

‘Looks can be deceiving,’ he said on a sour note.

‘Indeed.’

He swept an imperious gaze over the quickened rise and fall of her breasts, before looking into her eyes. ‘Should we meet again, you’d best heed my caution and do as I ask. And … if … you … don’t?’

To Eloise’s chagrin, he’d mimicked a question she’d asked of him. With each spoken word, he dipped his head a fraction and kissed her with a force as strong as his embrace. The jolt Eloise received surpassed the initial shock when first she’d seen his masked face.

From one heartbeat to the next he eased the pressure. His powerful frame softened about hers as though he cradled a newborn close to his skin.

His lips gentled, employing an unexpected and stirring tenderness. Breathless, she experienced panic of a sensual nature, bordering on an improper, eager anticipation. A master of his game, his lips soothed her fears and any attempt to resist him. She succumbed to his touch. Her eyelids fluttered closed and she relaxed her body into his.

Never had a man held her like this, and though she’d experienced a kiss before – or what she thought exemplified a kiss – it didn’t compare in the slightest to this rising tide of unfamiliar excitement.

His lips feathered hers, becoming subtly persuasive, preparing her for more. Eloise shuddered in response and brazenly kissed him back, following his lead. When his lips firmed, she pressed against his; he tasted, she nibbled; he took, she gave.

Never had she known such giddy side effects, and from a simple kiss no less. And yet it wasn’t so simple. She had no control over the pleasurable sensations tripping through her, nor did she have the slightest wish to restrain them. In truth, he thrilled her.


He broke the kiss. Her heavy eyelids opened as though she were waking from a drugged sleep. His intense gaze bored into hers, as if he were patiently waiting until she’d refocused, certain she could stand without his support. He stepped back. With a courteous flourish he bowed and fled. It took her a few moments to understand what had transpired.

Shame heated her cheeks. What had she done? What had she allowed him to do? Through her vulnerability he’d duped her, beguiled her with his lips to the point of her losing all sense of reality. With this accomplished, he’d guaranteed himself a safe and speedy escape.

She could ill-afford to waste time on self-recrimination. What to do? Time was of the essence. An immediate search party must be dispensed. She should alert Julian to the thief’s intrusion. Doing so would waste precious time and abet his escape.

But instinct compelled her to follow him. She bounded down the steps, cursing the voluminous skirts that hampered her speed. In her haste, her heel clipped the edge of the remaining step, sending her off-balance and tipping her backwards.

Her loud shriek rent the air. Eloise flung out her arms to brace her fall, though she was too late to prevent the back of her head thudding against stone. She tried with great effort to resist the blackness stealing over her.

Must follow … getting … away …

She knew no more.








Chapter Two



Zach Fenton leaped onto his mount, which had been awaiting him in a cluster of poplar trees. The instant he snatched at the reins he heard a shrill cry.

His head jerked in the direction from which he’d run, certain the woman on the terrace had raised the alarm concerning his presence. He’d left her seemingly satisfied, and safe, although the distress in her tone now said otherwise. Nonetheless, he felt duty-bound to retrace his steps to ensure her wellbeing.

Mumbling a string of oaths, and warring with his logic, which was urging him to get the hell out of there, he vaulted off his horse and sprinted back to find her.

Concealed behind a hedge, he observed a chaotic scene. Guests burst from the ballroom, spilling out onto the terrace, their faces awash with confusion. Shouts died into gasps of horror at the grim discovery of a woman’s body lying at the foot of the steps.

Zach struggled to make sense of all the commotion. What had happened in those few minutes after he’d left the lady standing outside the ballroom? He cursed, realising she’d given chase. Fool. Her actions proved both irrational and courageous. What of the consequences? His stomach lurched with sickening dread.

He strained to decipher the jumbled words and broken conversations and slumped on his haunches when he saw reassuring nods by those attending her.

A search of the estate was imminent. He fled the scene, mounted his horse and galloped across the fields, satisfied that his rival had conveniently showed himself on the terrace. Sighting the man would suffice, for now.

He gave thought to his encounter with the young woman on the terrace. Who was she to challenge him? He’d travelled far, crossing the Caribbean Sea and Atlantic Ocean. At Blakely House he’d bided his time, skulking in the gardens before venturing up the steps in search of his nemesis. He’d not seen her hiding in the shadows.

She could have been his downfall.

Her identity intrigued him. She’d behaved with authority, questioning him as if she were the lady of the house. This woman resembled no one he could recall.

Forging through the night, Zach’s thoughts turned to vengeance, to his forced exile from England this past decade. Society with all its privileges remained something he’d once taken for granted. At last his days of living as a fugitive were numbered.

Candle-lit windows came into view. His friend and ally anxiously awaited his return.

As he slowed his mount to a steady canter, visions of the young woman came to mind. Questioning emerald eyes had shimmered with bravado and fear, her curvaceous form stiff until he’d plied his lips to hers, eliciting the desired response of willing surrender. It had been a gratifyingly pleasurable experience, yet just who had subjugated whom?

Her wellbeing concerned him. He set his mind at ease. He’d stolen from her a kiss. In future, she might think twice before meddling in a man’s business.
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Viscount Derby poured two brandies and handed one to Zach. ‘Well then, don’t keep me in suspense. I’ve long been awaiting your return. What transpired this evening?’

A portly man, Derby quaffed heartily from his glass then produced a neatly pressed handkerchief to pat his mouth dry. Although approaching fifty, his eyes were still keen as he appraised the younger man before him. ‘No doubt you saw him, eh?’

Zach took a slow sip of the brandy, savouring the warmth it left in his throat. He pushed himself up from the high-backed chair to stand in front of the open fire. ‘Indeed I did.’


But it wasn’t the bane of his past to flash before his eyes, rather the striking features of a certain fiery temptress. Sail the stars, she’s a piece! He shook his head to rid himself of her image and eyed the glass. ‘That’s a potent drop.’

Derby laughed and reached for the crystal decanter. ‘Your brother was there? You saw him?’

‘Half brother.’ Zach refused the offer of a refill and placed the glass on the stone mantelshelf above the fire. ‘I saw him.’

Derby settled himself into an armchair. ‘Where? How?’

‘On the terrace.’

‘Face to face?’

‘No need for alarm. I stayed well hidden.’ Sarcasm entered Zach’s tone. ‘His Grace ventured out onto the terrace.’

‘Alone?’

‘No. Shafford accompanied him. They were searching for a woman. Possibly the one I restrained in my arms at the time.’

Derby choked on his brandy. ‘You don’t waste time, do you?’

‘I was there on business, not pleasure.’ Although, this last word had Zach recalling the moment he’d slanted his lips over hers. He’d thought to silence the woman for her sharp tongue, and for interfering with his well-laid plans.

He’d let his anger, the driving force of his existence, fuel his inexcusable behaviour. Too late he’d realised the gross error in his reasoning.

When he should have set her from him, the truth behind his actions had surfaced. She’d aroused him. Stirred his senses. He’d been reluctant to surrender her soft, warm lips. She’d tasted sweet, heady, and though she’d baulked at his initial onslaught, she’d capitulated as quickly as he. That alone had fuelled the heat building inside him.


Which is why he’d kissed her, artfully angling and moulding their lips together. He’d known she was an innocent. A fact that completely floored him, and a detail he’d chosen not to dwell on. Rather, the knowledge had cautioned his ardour, his pace. She’d returned his kiss with all the fervour of an eager novice: delightfully clumsy, yet enticingly willing.

Derby drew Zach from his private thoughts. ‘Perhaps you interrupted something. An impending tryst on the terrace between His Grace and the woman?’

A tryst? Zach considered the suggestion distasteful. What did it matter? The woman meant nothing to him despite noticing, when he’d pressed his lips to her gloved hand, the absence of a wedding band. Given her pleasing appearance, why was she yet to snare a husband?

He met Derby’s gaze. ‘You could be right. Perhaps she sees herself as the future duchess.’

The viscount leaned forwards in his chair. ‘Who was she? Did you get her name?’

‘No. She was a guest who showed courage in challenging me. I had to silence her for fear of being discovered.’ He detailed the events as they occurred, omitting they’d kissed.

Derby looked bewildered. ‘She accused you of thieving horses?’

‘Yes.’

‘Preposterous! Besides, such problems are not your concern. We’ve matters of much greater import to discuss.’

Zach returned to the chair.

‘Now,’ said Derby, ‘I have it on good authority that His Grace has all but frittered away your family fortune.’

‘In the gambling dens and whorehouses of London, I dare say?’

‘Indeed. As for his investment in trade –’

‘Ah, yes. Shipping. My crew and I have taken great pleasure in plundering those vessels over the years. I’m a rich man because of it. What more have you learned?’


‘He owns the shipping business outright. Naturally, he doesn’t openly engage in the day-to-day running of it; however, I understand the company is barely keeping afloat.’ Derby winced. ‘Excuse the pun. Should one more shipment fail to deliver –’

‘And it will,’ interrupted Zach.

‘– he’ll be completely ruined.’

Zach reached into his pocket and withdrew a folded parchment. He leaned forwards, handing it to the viscount. ‘Take this. It contains the details of my late father’s lawyer. When you’re in London, make arrangements to meet with him. Ask him to draw up a promissory note. Tell him, as the duke’s anonymous benefactor, and in the likely event the duke will soon declare himself bankrupt, I want the shipping company and the deeds to Arlington Palace.’

‘And if the duke refuses to sign?’

‘He won’t.’

Derby grimaced. ‘How can you be so sure?’

‘As you said, he’ll be completely ruined. I’m convinced he’ll do anything to save face and spare himself the public humiliation.’

Derby nodded. ‘Another thing. He wears your father’s ring. It carries the ducal seal. He never removes it.’

Zach remembered the heirloom. In quiet confidence and companionship, his father had often discussed with him its significance in inheriting the dukedom. Was it the first thing Gareth had snatched from their father’s body before the man had drawn his last breath? ‘I’ll reclaim it as soon as the opportunity presents itself.’

Derby sighed. ‘Vengeance. Soon we shall both have it. What a gullible fool I was to believe His Grace an honest man of business.’ He raised his glass. ‘I consider myself blessed the day our paths crossed. Thanks to you, my financial losses will soon be restored and my daughters shall not be denied their inheritance. You will be free to reclaim your heritage.’

‘What I want is to step on English soil a free and innocent man.’

‘And you shall have it. How I crave the day you will oust your half-brother and return to your peers as Miles Zachary Fenton, fourth Duke of Arlington.’

‘I care not what people will call me. A man’s mettle does not come from his name, or a title, but rather, his actions.’

Derby looked wistful. ‘Hear, hear!’

Silence fell, giving each man space to his thoughts. To lift the pensive mood, Derby asked, ‘What of your reputation? Still feared among the sea-faring brethren?’

‘Feared but fair.’

‘Has an island beauty claimed your heart?’

Zach gave a wry smile. ‘I’ve but one true mistress.’

Derby spoke in jest. ‘Ah, yes, but the sea can be cruel and merciless.’

‘As can a woman.’ Zach suppressed the memory of his late stepmother.

‘Not all women. Wouldn’t you prefer the embrace of a warm, willing temptress?’

Much to Zach’s annoyance, he pictured the proud, not-so-swooning beauty he’d encountered earlier this evening. He remembered their kiss. Did she? He stood abruptly. ‘I must bid you goodnight.’

‘Of course. The hour is late. You’re weary, without a doubt.’ Derby gestured to his surrounds. ‘Please, enjoy the hospitality of my home. I’ll see you in the morning before I leave for London.’

Zach strode from the library. He rolled his shoulders in reaction to the linen shirt abrading still-sensitive puckered scars on his back. He’d never forget how he’d acquired the marks. Hatred for his half-brother flared. With determined effort he unclenched his fists, reminding himself everything was going according to plan. Ten long years in the making, retribution was no longer a dream but rather nigh-on a reality.

Tonight, he would rest easy.
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Julian stared out through the window of his sister’s bedchamber. He stood almost oblivious to the distant rolling hills, breathtaking in their verdant splendour. The gardens below thrived with spring’s daffodils, snowdrops and bluebells.

The sun had risen hours ago. He swore beneath his breath. What had happened to his sister last night to have kept her lying abed and unconscious for so long?

In hindsight he should have insisted she return to the ballroom with him instead of leaving her unchaperoned. Foul play had occurred, for she was a sure-footed young woman.

The recollection of her piercing scream had him turn away from the window. A dishevelled appearance laid claim to a night spent worrying about her, keeping a vigil by her side.

He considered the several suitors who’d discreetly approached him for her hand last night. He knew them to be fortune hunters. Had one of them developed a sour attitude at being rejected and forced himself upon her?

Apart from a handful of grazes and scratches on her arms, the swelling at the back of her head remained the only outward physical evidence of her injuries.

He sat gingerly on the edge of the bed and took her hand in his. He stroked her soft pale skin, and prayed she make a speedy recovery.

Catherine entered the room. A maid followed, carrying a tray of assorted sliced meats, bread, cakes and tea. She placed the tray on a table near the window, bobbed a curtsey and quietly left the room.


Catherine, heavy with child, rested a hand on her husband’s shoulder. ‘You must eat something or –’

‘Julian?’

The voice was both weak and hoarse.

‘Elly! Thank God you’re awake.’

Catherine gasped with relief. ‘We’ve been so worried about you. How do you feel?’

Eloise turned her head towards the two familiar voices. She squeezed her eyes shut, grimaced and brought her hand to the back of her head.

Julian laid a cool, damp cloth on her forehead. ‘Are you in pain?’

‘Water,’ she mouthed.

Catherine reached for the water pitcher, promptly filled a glass and passed it to Julian.

With care, he lifted his sister’s head off the pillow and raised the glass to her lips, allowing her to sip freely. ‘What happened, Elly? We’ve been worried sick about you.’

She eased her head down onto the pillow and opened her eyes.

‘You must be famished, sister. Shall I have Cook prepare you something to eat?’

‘No. I’ll not have you rouse her in the dead of night.’

Julian and Catherine exchanged a puzzled look.

Willow Warblers sang a melodic phrase outside. The whinny of a horse carried on the breeze and gravel crunched underfoot from ground staff crossing the drive. Julian observed his sister’s face. She blinked, opened her eyes wide, and blinked again. Her expression turned from confusion to distress.

He took her hand in his. ‘Elly?’

‘What time is it?’ she asked.

‘It’s an hour past midday,’ said Catherine. ‘You’ve been asleep for near on fourteen hours.’


Dread settled like a heavy weight in Julian’s stomach. He squeezed his sister’s hand. ‘Last night we found you unconscious at the foot of the garden stairs outside the ballroom. You’ve suffered a blow to your head. What happened out there?’

He heard her sharp intake of breath. Her hand gripped his even tighter. Her eyes darted from left to right, with lips compressed together in a thin line. She appeared to battle a burgeoning hysteria.

His sister’s anguish unnerved Julian. ‘What’s wrong?’

She opened and closed her mouth.

‘Tell me!’ He gripped her shoulders as if to brace himself for the worst. Against the verbal blow she delivered.

‘Julian … Catherine, I … I can’t see.’








Chapter Three



Later that afternoon, Eloise’s spirits plummeted to the depths of despair and rose marginally to settle into a state of depression.

The household fell quiet, leaving her with a sense of guilt in being responsible for an atmosphere of acute melancholy. Maisy, her childhood nanny and now her companion, made every attempt to elevate her mood.

Julian and Catherine danced attendance on her to excess. Feigning fatigue bought her time alone in her room. Time to be silent and still. To adjust her mind to a world of darkness. How did one process the concept of being rendered so pathetically useless after having been actively capable?

In a heartbeat she’d been robbed of her independence, requiring assistance with the most basic needs. Already she’d suffered the humiliation of having Maisy assist with her toilette.

Was this to be her lot in life? She breathed air as oppressive as her thoughts. Moving painstakingly slowly, she groped her way from the bed to the window and pushed it wide, grateful for the mild breeze upon her face. Skylarks sang accompanied by a chorus of thrush and hedge sparrow. She imagined clouds of white cup-shaped flowers on the wild cherry trees beyond. Sounds and images brought her great pleasure, a reminder that her fall had not left her totally incapacitated. Her injuries could have been much worse.

With this realisation, the road ahead seemed less bleak. Self-pity offered no respite. Nor would she give anyone the opportunity to pity her. She must learn how to live in a world without sight.

Her warming realisation just as quickly gave way to gut-wrenching fear, helplessness and vulnerability, which settled over her like a shroud. An hour ago, the doctor had paid her a visit. She wanted to hold on to the hope of her sight returning and put faith in his optimistic prognosis. He’d recommended a second opinion and had promised to secure her an appointment with a renowned eye physician.

Over breakfast the following morning, she enlightened her brother, Catherine and Maisy about her encounter with the masked man. Her pursuit of him had been nothing short of reckless. She’d caused her family tremendous worry. They deserved an explanation.

‘You what?’ barked Julian.

‘I chased him.’ Eloise sat poised for her brother’s criticism

‘Why did you do that? What were you thinking? Did you …’

A chair scraped against polished floorboards. Julian continued his rant, condemning her actions. His chastising sounded to the left of her, in front, and from behind. Her head turned with the sound of his voice.

Crockery rattling distracted her. The aroma of freshly baked bread and scented tea filled the air. A door closed. A sneeze sounded, from where she could not be sure.

Her world spun on an unhinged axis. Disoriented and light-headed, she would suffer no more of her brother’s scolding. Her thumbs hooked beneath the bandage protecting her eyes and she flung it aside.

‘Enough, Julian!’ Her palm slapped down on the table, upsetting a teacup and saucer. Hot tea burned her hand. She cried out, stood abruptly and lost her balance.

There followed the clamour of noise and gasps. Julian’s familiar arms caught her, steadied and re-seated her. ‘Quick, Catherine, pass me the butter,’ he said.

Eloise sensed the moment he rubbed the slippery substance over her stinging skin and dabbed it off with a cloth. She thought herself clumsy and as helpless as a wingless bird. Wounded pride summoned unbidden tears; tears she failed to hide from her brother.

‘Forgive me, Elly. Come, we’ll adjourn to the morning room.’


In his tone, Eloise discerned regret for his verbal reproof. She gratefully accepted his support as he settled her into a chair.

‘Why did you give chase to a man who could easily have caused you unspeakable harm?’ he asked.

‘Because of his daring arrogance, his thievery. He had no right trespassing on our premises. I had to do something to stop his escape. Besides, if he’d intended me harm, why did he run from me?’

‘A valid question,’ agreed Catherine, ‘although perhaps he feared you may know him.’

Eloise turned her head in the direction of Catherine’s voice. ‘He was masked.’

‘Even so, did you recognise him in the slightest? His voice? His countenance?’

Eloise shrugged. ‘He … was rather …’ An involuntary blush heated her cheeks. She bowed her head, hoping to avoid the notice of others.

Her heartrate had launched into an uncontrollable cadence when he’d held her close. The warmth of his breath on her face and neck had made her shiver. How could she forget the penetrating command of his coal-coloured eyes? Even now, curse him, her heart tripped when remembering how he’d pressed his mouth to her gloved hand, followed by a kiss on her lips.

She tamped down the unsettling flutter in her stomach. In truth, he was magnifique. ‘I recognised nothing about him, and though he held me against my will, he promised not to harm me.’

As for the threat of his wandering hand upon her breast? Best not divulge his tactics in forcing her silence. Julian’s next question came as a welcome distraction.

‘It could be any number of men. Maisy, what do you know of gossip among the servants?’

‘Only that there’s been quite a few newcomers pass through the village of late. Eloise, could this man have an ulterior motive?’


‘Perhaps. He laughed at my accusation of him being a horse thief, declaring it an insult to his talents.’

‘Talents?’ scoffed Julian. ‘None of this makes sense.’

There came the interruption of a polite cough. The footman announced the arrival of the Duke of Arlington.

Greetings followed. Eloise listened to the heavy footfall of boots crossing the polished floorboards, then fading to a quiet pad towards her over the plush rug. She buried her injured hand in the folds of her skirts. He took her free hand in his.

‘Lady Eloise, what a horrendous ordeal you’ve suffered. I regret to learn of your loss of sight.’

‘Thank you, Your Grace.’ She graciously slid her hand from his. ‘Let’s hope the condition is temporary.’

‘Indeed. I’m at your service. Ask anything of me. Anything at all.’

She smiled. ‘You’re most kind.’

Julian echoed her thanks. ‘We leave tomorrow morning for an afternoon appointment with the eye physician in Hanslow. We’ll spend the night there and return the following day.’

‘Then you must enjoy the comfort of the ducal carriage,’ insisted Gareth. ‘It’s the least I can offer. I’ll have it brought around in the morning.’

Eloise employed her most congenial voice. ‘There’s no need, thank you. We have a carriage.’

‘You’re offer is most generous,’ said Julian. ‘There is another thing you could do for me, Arlington.’

Eloise wished she could send her brother a scathing look. Any favour asked of the duke meant he would expect one in return.


Julian explained, ‘The men I’ve employed to assist with catching the horse thief are due to arrive mid-morning. I wish to speak with them on the matter, although it would mean delaying our journey and possibly the physician’s appointment.’

Eloise knew exactly what her brother had in mind. She had to put a stop to it. ‘You must settle business matters first,’ she insisted. ‘I’ve no objection to postponing the appointment for another day, or week.’

To her chagrin Gareth played right into her brother’s hands. ‘It would be my honour to escort your sister and her companion in your absence. In fact, I’ve no other pressing engagements, so if it’s not too much of an imposition I’d gladly make the journey there and back with you.’

‘Agreed,’ said Julian. ‘As soon as the men arrive and I’ve given them instructions, I’ll ride out and catch up with you.’

Eloise resented the manner in which her brother had contrived to bring her and Gareth together in such close confines. Did Julian not recall a word of their conversation on the balcony? To protest their plans would mark her as ungrateful.

‘And Lady Shafford,’ said Gareth in a charming voice, ‘you will be here on your own?’

‘Oh, no, Your Grace. My parents also arrive tomorrow. They’re keen to meet their first grandchild.’

‘Of course. I look forward to the pleasure of their company when we return.’

‘There,’ said Julian. ‘My wife can spare me for one night.’

Guilt pressed heavily on Eloise’s conscience. ‘Catherine, I’m sorry to take him away from you, especially when you’re with child.’

‘Nonsense. Your sight is of the utmost priority.’
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Eloise sat opposite Gareth in the carriage. Beside her, a gentle snoring indicated Maisy had fallen asleep. A lull in their conversation gave Eloise time to think, to process the topic of their discussion. Earlier, over the morning meal, Julian had informed her that last night thieves had attempted to steal her mare, Charity.

The horse had kicked the stalls and whinnied loud enough to wake the stablehands. When they arrived on the scene the thieves were already making a run for it. Julian had laughed during the retelling of the melee, saying Charity had reacted in the spirit of her mistress and fought off her would-be kidnappers.

The mention of her mare made Eloise long for the thrill of riding at breakneck speed over the fields and meadows. She would miss the friendly yet fierce competition between her brother and herself. They would often challenge one another to a race, putting both horse and rider to the test. Without sight she would no longer experience these amiable sibling duels. As someone who so valued her independence and freedom, she resented her sightless prison.

She startled at the touch of Gareth’s clammy hands grasping hers.

‘Are you all right, Eloise?’

She smiled warily. ‘I hope to be.’

His thumbs stroked the back of her wrists, a gesture she considered forward and intimate. It had an unsettling effect on her, especially without the watchful eyes of her companion. She brushed off her paranoia. When his breath touched her face, too close for comfort, she turned her cheek and slipped her hands free of his.

‘Don’t despair,’ he said. ‘I believe the eye physician is the best in his field, and I’m confident your sight shall return.’

She had a mind to wake Maisy. ‘I pray it does.’

The carriage slowed to a stop. Relief swept through her. ‘Julian has caught up to us.’

‘So soon? I doubt it. I’ll investigate this delay.’


Eloise discerned disappointment in Gareth’s voice. The carriage shifted. The door clicked open. She didn’t hear it close. Gareth’s booted footfalls slowly faded. Anxious, she waited for her brother.
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Zach sat astride his horse. Masked in the garb of a highwayman, he aimed his pistol at Gareth’s heart. Taut nerves urged him to unleash a wrath long denied release. Countless times he’d played this scene over and over in his mind. How he loathed his half-blood relative.

Pride forbade he reveal himself, or anything of the cruelty and hardship he’d endured a world away from home and country. He suppressed the compulsion to leap from his horse, to press his thumbs against the traitor’s windpipe and snuff out his life.

His index finger caressed the pistol’s trigger. A quick death would be an easy reprieve for Gareth’s sins. Better he suffer a slow agonising dissolution of his world and be stripped of all he lorded over.

Zach revelled in the idea of removing his mask. How satisfying it would be to wipe the arrogant smile from his brother’s face. To witness shock and surprise replace conceited superiority. Not here. Not now. All in good time. Today’s outcome would see Zach reclaim an heirloom legally his.

Gareth raised his arms in surrender. His gaze darted left and right. ‘My coachmen! Where are they?’

‘Spoken like an overindulged child,’ taunted Zach. ‘Never mind, Your Grace, your coachmen are the least of your concerns.’

‘We have money, jewellery. Take it and be damned with you!’

‘We?’ said Zach.

Gareth glanced back at the carriage. ‘My … betrothed and her companion.’


‘Betrothed?’ Zach laughed, triumphant. His informants had advised him of the duke’s journey today, yet he never expected to be hand-delivered a trump card, a hostage to use as bargaining power. Something Gareth loved. Or, more likely, stole from another man.

‘Your Grace?’

Zach’s gaze swung towards the carriage at the sound of a woman’s voice.

Gareth appeared anxious. ‘I must attend her. She is … unwell.’

‘Your weapon. Drop it where you stand,’ ordered Zach.

‘I’m not carrying one!’

The click of a pistol being cocked caught Gareth’s attention. He looked to his left and found himself staring down a double-barrel pistol in the steady hands of a second highwayman.

The man barked an order. ‘Drop it! Or draw your last breath.’

Gareth muttered darkly to himself, reached inside his coat and produced his pocket-sized firearm. The instant it hit the ground, Zach nodded towards the carriage. ‘Go to her.’ He urged his horse forward and followed.
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Eloise grew restless; she could sense something was amiss. Laughter reached her, but its deep timbre was unfamiliar. She removed the irritating bandage from her eyes.

Feeling her way, she located the carriage steps and found the safety of terra firma. Her hands ran along the open door and its frame, gently closing it so as not to disturb Maisy.

She called out, ‘Your Grace?’ and waited. She prepared to call out again, only to be startled by his brusque warning and being roughly turned into his arms. ‘Eloise, we stand at the mercy of highwaymen!’

She gasped at the touch of his hands at her neck. ‘What are you doing?’

‘Jewellery and money. That’s what they’ll want.’


She fought against him. ‘No! Not my locket.’

‘Enough! Should our valuables be insufficient pickings they might seek compensation by way of a little sport.’ His fingers pressed into her shoulders, his voice urgent. ‘You might find yourself at the mercy of two ruffians.’

Horror struck. Never would she have thought to cling to Gareth for any reason other than his protection. She hugged him close and pressed her cheek against his chest.

Maisy’s groggy voice sounded close by. ‘Your Grace? Is everything all right?’

‘Highwaymen. We’re being robbed. Stay where you are.’

‘Dear Lord!’

Eloise recognised fear in her companion’s voice.

A man spoke above the clip-clop of horse shoes on hard-packed earth. ‘How very touching.’

Something about his voice caught her attention, though she kept her face hidden.

‘Here,’ said Gareth, ‘take the lady’s jewellery.’

Eloise stifled a cry. Gareth’s body jolted against hers when he tossed her locket away. The chain jingled as it fell on the ground. Pain struck her heart. The memory of her parents lived in that locket. The piece would no doubt be hocked for far less than its sentimental worth.

‘And take my money!’

The heavy pouch of coins landed with a dull thud.

‘Aren’t you forgetting something, Your Grace?’ said the highwayman.

Gareth’s silence unnerved Eloise. His arms and body tensed around her. She whispered against his chest. ‘What does he want?’

‘I’ve no idea. Maisy, if you’ve anything of value to bargain for our lives then do so now.’

The woman’s voice trembled. ‘I’ve nothing, Your Grace.’


Eloise found the courage to plead with their tormentor. ‘We’ve nothing more. Be on your way and leave us be.’

‘Not just yet, my lady. The duke wears a ring. I want it. Either he gives it to me or I’ll slice off his hand.’

A horrifying threat. Eloise saw the irony of the situation. Gareth had thought nothing of snatching the locket from her throat as down payment in bargaining for their safety. Yet he would risk their lives and selfishly withhold his ducal ring. His actions offended her. She stepped out of his embrace, turning her back on Gareth and the outlaw. ‘Give it to him!’

The gold ring made a pinging noise as it hit the gravelled road.

‘A wise move,’ said the highwayman. ‘Now, you in the carriage. If you value your mistress’s life, you’ll stay put and keep quiet. Understand?’

Eloise heard not a sound from Maisy and could only assume her companion too petrified to speak.

‘The men are bound.’

The unfamiliar voice alerted Eloise to there being a second highwayman. Just how many were there? The leader replied, ‘Then let’s not show this gentleman any favouritism. Take him away.’

‘Wait! Your word,’ implored Gareth. ‘You will not harm the women.’

Gareth surprised Eloise. It seemed he had suddenly developed a conscience. She held her breath until the highwayman replied, ‘You have it. And remember, Your Grace, I am a man of my word. Now move!’

She felt the pressure of Gareth’s hand over hers, a reminder of his previous warning. ‘Do not antagonise him,’ he whispered in her ear.


Where once she would do anything to discourage his touch, she now longed for the security of his arms around her. His footfalls stomped away. Vulnerability and fear stretched her nerves tight.

‘Turn and face me,’ said the highwayman.

That voice. It held no trace of ill temper as it had when he’d addressed Gareth. Quite the contrary; she discerned a tone far less threatening. Regardless, her imagination took over. She envisaged an ugly, unkempt man whose breath reeked of the ale he acquired through his ill-gotten gains.

They just might seek compensation in the way of a little sport! Nausea weakened her. She jumped at the sound of boots hitting the ground behind her. He’d dismounted. Her arms hugged her waist.

‘I’ll not harm you, my lady.’

Him!

It was him. Eloise made the startling connection between the man at her back and the masked man she’d confronted the night of her birthday ball. The realisation should have paralysed her with fear. At the very least she should loathe and resent him. Instead, his familiar voice aroused an involuntary smattering of pleasurable sensations reminiscent of the night he’d embraced and kissed her.

She focused on holding him responsible for her loss of sight. Now he’d trapped her a second time with no means of escape. He would surely recognise her if she were to turn around.

She heard him step closer. He repeated his promise. ‘I won’t harm you. You have my word.’


And if she refused to face him? What then? He’d said that, should they meet again and she disobeyed his command, he’d kiss her. The memory of that kiss made defiance seem the more attractive alternative.

She had to trust him, that he’d respect her virtue. Let him take their valuables and be rid of the scoundrel.

He might have the upper hand, yet her pride would remain intact. She prepared herself for whatever her fate may be.

Slowly, in defiant equanimity, she turned to face him.








Chapter Four



Zach stepped back as though he’d taken a direct hit from a twelve-pound cannonball. Momentarily, he lost his tongue. Had he been in the thick of a melee when boarding a prize, such a careless pause could have cost him his life.

It was the second time this woman had caught him off guard. He’d seen a mixture of fear and daring in her eyes three nights ago. Now, he read nothing.

He recalled the image of her lying at the base of the terrace steps. When Gareth had scooped her up in his arms and held her close. So, she was engaged to his nemesis.

Envy needled Zach.

‘We meet again, my lady. May I have the pleasure of knowing your name?’

‘My name is of no use to you. Our money and valuables are. You have them. Now go.’

His hackles rose at her brusque dismissal. He stepped forwards. She stood unmoving, as stoic as stone. ‘You’re in no position to trifle with me.’

She flinched and raised her hands as if to push him away. ‘Indeed. Our unfortunate first meeting made sure of that!’

He caught her wrists. Her wide-eyed stare sat at odds with her fearless reply. Was it beneath her to extend him the courtesy of looking him in the eye?

‘Unfortunate? I thought our meeting ended quite well. Mutually satisfied is how I’d describe it.’

A blush stole over her cheeks. ‘I’m talking about my … disability.’

His sharp gaze took in her able body. He didn’t take her meaning.

‘Well? Are you as deaf, as I am blind?’

He appraised her. ‘You lie.’


‘I’m not in the habit of lying.’

Zach experienced the same sickening dread as he had a few nights back. Now he understood why her stare was off-centre.

He freed her. As a test, he took a step back. He took another wide step quietly to one side. ‘I’m not responsible for your loss of sight. You should not have been so foolish as to follow me.’

Her head turned in the direction of his voice, yet her gaze failed to pinpoint him. Oppressive guilt fell heavily on his shoulders.

Zach’s lieutenant reappeared. ‘The men have been taken care of. What shall we do with her?’

The woman reacted in fear and crossed her arms over her chest. She turned her head from left to right. ‘Your Grace? Where are you?’

An unintelligible grunt distressed her. ‘What have you done to him?’

‘A lot less than he deserves,’ said Seth.

She stepped forwards haphazardly, arms outstretched. ‘Your Grace?’

The lieutenant caught her as she stumbled. ‘Watch your step.’

‘She can’t. She’s blind.’ Zach turned on his heel and swung up into the saddle. He used his legs in place of the reins, to command the horse’s obedience. He leaned down and lifted the woman up onto his lap. His broad chest butted up against her side and one arm maintained a vice-like grip around her waist.

Awareness rocked him. Her bottom moulded scandalously to his groin. His thighs flexed in response. Unlike the pleasurable sensation brought on by such intimacy, her piercing screams left him with no choice but to clamp one hand over her mouth.

She retaliated, flailing her arms and kicking her legs. Her teeth sank into his hand. The horse pranced sidewards, startled by the sudden movement and noise. Zach used his legs to regain control.

He feared the woman might become hysterical, given her vulnerable state. Best to subdue her without harming her. His forearm locked beneath her breasts and squeezed with enough subtle pressure to force the air from her lungs. Unable to draw breath fast enough, she swooned and fell limp against his chest.

Zach seized the reins. His gaze searched the ground for the one thing he’d come for. ‘Seth, the ring.’

He took it from his lieutenant and tested its weight in his palm. He eyed the ornate design bearing the family crest. The handiwork of a fine craftsman. His fist closed about the masculine ring, embracing memories and the knowledge that his father had once worn it with pride. A treasure now returned to its rightful heir. A piece to be used in his crowning move when he finally revealed himself to Gareth.

He tucked the ring deep in his coat pocket. His quest for justice and honour prevented him from slipping it on his finger. Not until I am proclaimed innocent.

‘Captain.’ Seth pointed to the jewellery and money pouch on the ground.

‘Keep it safe. I’ll return it to the lady when she’s in fairer spirits.’

A movement in the carriage caught their attention. The older woman stared at them through the window with an expression of fear and hatred. Zach gave her a gentleman’s smile and bowed his head in a show of respect.

‘And what about her?’ asked Seth.

‘We need time to make good our escape. Loosely secure the carriage door from the outside and ensure the window is sufficiently opened to allow air flow.’

Zach pressed the flanks of his horse and trotted to the head of the carriage. What he saw there made him laugh. Gareth had been securely tied to a tree and stripped to his underclothes. His jacket, breeches, wig and accessories hung precariously from one of the carriage horses. He’d been gagged with his own cravat, denying him the satisfaction of cursing his tormentors. Slate-grey eyes burned with humiliation.

Seth reined in alongside him wearing a grin, sure and smug, and not the least bit remorseful. Zach gestured to the bound footmen sitting on the grassy verge. ‘I’m glad you didn’t extend the same hospitality to those men. I’ve no quarrel with them.’

He urged his horse forwards and glared from the unconscious woman in his arms, into Gareth’s mutinous eyes. ‘How much is she worth to you?’

Gareth struggled against his bonds.

Zach ran his fingers slowly down the woman’s cheek. Something stirred deep inside him. A reaction, a feeling ever so slight, that he gave it not a second thought.

He stared down at his traitorous half-brother. ‘I look forward to our next meeting, Your Grace.’
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The sound of thundering hooves sent bird life scattering from the woodland treetops. Julian rode his horse with practised skill, avoiding hazardous ruts here and there in the worn dirt road.

His sister’s future remained a priority. He felt duty-bound to ensure her happiness through a respectable marriage. What better suitor than the Duke of Arlington? Eloise would do justice to the title of duchess. Why couldn’t she see that? By some sweet miracle she might even learn to love the man.

His loud cynical laugh mocked the thought. Love. And loss. Eloise could not speak of one without the other. Could he blame her? No child should have to endure, as she had, the horror of losing one’s parents. Such tragic circumstances had left wretched scars on her innocent soul; never to be healed, it would seem. The roots of abandonment had taken hold, bound so thick and hard around her heart that no suitor had been able to penetrate it. If only she would let in light, where darkness had made its home. Were grief not her constant companion, she might be more open to marriage and a family of her own.

He leaned lower over the horse’s neck, deliberating other pressing concerns: the masked intruder, his sister’s accident and last night’s attempted theft of Eloise’s mare.

How to make sense of it all? There’d been no incident or verbal reproach he could recall; nothing to incite someone to seek revenge on him or his family.

Employing extra men to guard the stables, the house, and to watch over Catherine and her parents in his absence brought him little comfort. To what lengths would criminals go to get what they wanted?

He rounded a bend in the road and sighted the coach up ahead. It stood motionless. A break in the journey so soon? They should have covered more miles than this.

‘Hyah!’ he yelled, driving his horse faster.

He dismounted before the horse came to a complete stop, simultaneously noting the coachmen’s absence and the carriage door jerking back and forth. A length of rope secured between the carriage door handle and a wheel prevented it from opening.

‘Eloise? Arlington?’

He worked quickly to untie the rope, mindful of Maisy’s frantic face at the partially opened window. She babbled something unintelligible. Male voices called from a distance.

He yanked the door wide. ‘Where’s Elly?’

Maisy burst into tears. ‘The highwaymen. They took her!’

A chill stole over him. ‘And His Grace?’

‘I don’t know,’ she said, a blubbering mess.

Julian sprinted in the direction of the voices hailing him.

‘My lord!’ The bound footmen nodded towards their master who’d been bound and stripped to his linen shirt, drawers and stockings. Julian removed the gag, his actions swift.


‘Where in God’s name is my sister?’
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Eloise opened her eyes.

She blinked back the reoccurring terror of waking without sight. Had she overslept or woken early? She listened and lay still to gauge time and household routine. Memory, her saving grace, gave her sight to navigate her home, regardless of the hour. Yet she’d woken to one nightmare only to live another.

This was not her home.

The feathered pillow and soft bedding carried the scent of lavender. Not her favourite. Her last waking thoughts came flooding back. The highwayman. Gareth’s warning … at the mercy of ruffians … be strong.

She sat bolt upright, running her hands over limbs and body, and between her legs. Her muslin dress and stockings remained intact. So too, her virtue. She heaved a great sigh of relief.

She swung her legs over the side of the bed and listened for any sign of life or movement. A clock ticked close by. How long before it chimed the hour? If she were to locate it and open its glass face, her fingers could read the position of the hour and minute hand.

She stood with arms outstretched and padded carefully across the floor until her toe connected with something hard. Her hands located and followed the curve of finely carved timber. Sensitive finger pads rubbed back and forth over armrests and damask-like material. A fashionable chair?

The discovery, together with the lavender-scented bed and plush pile of rug under foot, gave her hope of being in a respectable household. When she touched a wall, she followed it, taking small silent steps.


Another sturdy obstacle presented itself. Exploratory fingers traced the contours of timber and handles. A tall chest of drawers. She caught the scent of roses, lifted her arm to reconnect with the wall and knocked something over.

Glass smashed on floorboards. Water splashed her feet. She stifled a gasp and waited. All remained quiet. Heartened, she pressed on. With each step, her toes gingerly tested the floor, feeling for broken glass before placing her weight on each foot.

She located a door handle, placed an ear to the panel and listened. Nothing. Heart hammering, breathing shallow, she opened the door without a hitch. Exploring the unknown layout of a house had its risks, yet she refused to leave her fate in the hands of her abductor.

She stepped forwards, palm raised to locate an outer wall. Instead, she pressed against cool cotton and hard muscle. A warm hand came over her mouth, stifling her scream. The strength of another hand pressed into the small of her back, and held her firmly against a man’s body.

‘I see we pick up where we left off. Do you fancy another long sleep, my lady?’ Amused arrogance rang in her abductor’s voice.

His underlying threat incensed Eloise.

He stepped her back into the room. Pain shot through her heel, her whimper muffled behind his hand.

‘I’m glad we understand each other,’ he said.

His arrogance had mistaken her reaction as a sign of compliance. When he took his hand from her mouth she gulped in air.

‘You have no allies in this house,’ he warned. ‘A maid will soon attend you. Don’t think to turn her against me. Nothing surrounds us but rolling countryside, sheep, and fine horses.’

Eloise stiffened with the mention of horses, the pain in her heel forgotten. Was it not enough that he should steal Blakely thoroughbreds without having to abduct her as well? Perhaps he planned to ransom her back to her brother.

‘Who are you? What do you want with me?’

He freed her to stand on her own. ‘Are you hungry? I’ll have a servant bring you food.’

She favoured her throbbing heel and turned carefully to her left, the direction of his voice. ‘I’m not hungry. Answer my question.’

‘Something to drink, then? You must be parched.’

He’d moved again. This time she didn’t turn. ‘Face me in discussion. Or does my blindness offend you?’

‘Don’t move!’

His reply had come from behind her. He set her teeth on edge. ‘Then are you such a coward that you must speak to my back and not to my face? I was taught that if one made an enemy of another, they should at least have the courage to look that person in the eye.’

‘Is that what I am to you? Your enemy?’

How had he moved so quickly to now stand in front of her? And what was that she heard like marbles placed in a dish? ‘You are the cause of my condition and –’

‘I apologise. Believe me. I own and carry the weight of your misfortune.’

‘You intercept the ducal carriage, rob me and my companion, whisk me away against my will, and ask if we are enemies? Do not take me for a fool!’

‘I’ve not abducted you. Let’s just say I’ve … borrowed you.’

‘Borrowed me?’ Her patience snapped. Nervous fear unleashed the temper she’d kept in check. ‘I’m not some chattel to be trifled with. I demand to know your name, who you are, and why I’m here. Answer me!’

‘You’re right about one thing. Your relationship with His Grace does indeed make you my enemy. You also make too many demands for one who is in no position to do so.’


Of all the audacity. ‘Now see here –’

His mouth robbed her of speech, sealing her lips. He pulled her close, one hand on her back, the other behind her neck. She should push him from her and reclaim her train of thought. She should insist he stop the way he leisurely employed his tongue to trace the inner contour of her lips. What means or method of defence should she draw on to resist him?

Helpless to save herself from his embrace, she instead went with the tide and succumbed to a wave of sensual awareness.

Too soon, he ended the kiss. Reality struck home when she placed her full weight on her injured heel. She gasped in pain. Had he not caught her, she’d have dropped to the floor.

‘You’re hurt.’ Concern for her rang true in his voice.

‘My foot.’

Eloise made no attempt to fight him when he scooped her up into his arms and laid her on the bed. She heard her stocking rip. His warm hands examined her foot.

‘There’s a fragment of glass in your heel.’ He cursed. ‘There were pieces of it where you stood. I thought I’d retrieved them all.’

Eloise had believed he’d circled her intending to intimidate. His concern for her safety made her view him in a different light. ‘I broke the vase. A clumsy consequence of being blind and moving about in unfamiliar surrounds.’

‘It’s your foot that concerns me, not the vase.’

She heard something akin to the snap of cloth being shaken, and detected the scent of freshly laundered cambric.

‘This might sting,’ he warned.

Eloise winced when he pulled the shard from her heel. Something soft wrapped tight around her foot.

‘You needn’t worry,’ he said. ‘It’s not a deep cut. This handkerchief will stop the bleeding. I’ll fetch water and a bandage.’

Footsteps faded from the room. His absence gave Eloise time to catch her breath. To process her provocative awakening the instant he’d pressed his lips to hers. The languid stroke of his tongue tracing her lips had weakened any resolve to fight him. His taste had left her giddier than every step danced the night of her birthday ball. It was the second time she’d savoured him. Already, he had grown dangerously addictive. It would be easier to resent him if he were to treat her unkindly.

‘Something else ails you?’

His voice startled her. When had he re-entered the room? She rubbed her temples. ‘Headaches. They come and go.’

He set about cleansing her foot. ‘Tell me what happened after I left you on the balcony that night?’

‘I fell.’

‘Fell?’

‘Down … the steps. When I followed you.’ She sighed and relaxed her hands on the pillow, either side of her head. Soft linen wrapped around her foot.

‘Your headache?’ he enquired.

‘Is … easing.’ In the ensuing silence, she sensed his eyes upon her. ‘Thank you for tending my injury.’

Again, footfalls retreated. A drawer opened and closed. He returned to her side. ‘Sit up and I’ll tie a cloth around your eyes. It will help –’

‘Yes, I know. To relieve eye muscle strain. The physician told me. Are you a doctor as well as a highwayman?’ She’d spoken a little too tersely.

‘I’m neither a thief, highwayman nor a doctor.’

‘Then what are you? Who are you?’


‘Sit up and close your eyes.’

She did as he asked. Nimble fingers placed and secured the cloth over her eyes. His caring bedside manner had an unsettling affect. All the more reason to be wary.

‘I’ll send for the maid. She’ll bring you a meal. In the morning you’ll have hot water for your toilette. I bid you goodnight.’

‘Wait! I –’

‘Under no circumstance will you question the maid. About anything. Do not compromise her livelihood. She is paid handsomely for her service, and her silence.’

His authoritative tone brooked no argument. He spoke as if he were used to giving orders. Eloise wouldn’t have it. ‘You still haven’t explained why I’m here.’

The door closed. Heavy footfalls faded. Eloise fell back against the pillow. The man’s tight-lipped arrogance failed to deter her from planning escape. With each rhythmic tick of the clock, her mind worked to outsmart him.

She had potentially only one ally. The maid. Befriend her. Garner sympathy for the plight of a blind woman forcefully taken from home and family. Earn her trust and ask her to send word to Julian.

The clock chimed. Eloise listened, alert, and counted each strike of the hammer. Eight o’clock. An accurate sense of time put perspective back into her world without sight.

There came a timid knock at the door.

‘Come in.’

‘My name is Lily, my lady. I’ve brought you something to eat.’

How fortunate to discern an agreeable, young-sounding maid rather than a gruff senior member of household staff. ‘Come sit beside me, Lily.’

‘But –’

‘Please.’ The bed depressed beside Eloise. ‘I’m without sight. I tumbled down a flight of stairs and hit my head.’

‘I’ll attend your every need but first you must eat.’

The bed shifted again. Eloise let herself be safely guided to sit on a chair before a table. She declined Lily’s offer to assist in feeding her the selection of meats, cheese and bread. ‘I can manage, thank you.’

‘Very good, my lady. I’ll dispose of the flowers and glass and inspect the rug for splinters.’

Eloise ate, all the while listening to the maid rustle about the room. ‘Thank you, Lily,’ she said when she was finished. ‘That was delicious.’

‘The captain will be pleased when I tell him you cleared the plate. Now, I’ll help you into these nightclothes.’

Eloise gave no thought to whose nightclothes they were. More importantly, Lily had mentioned a captain. She resisted the urge to ask questions about the lord of the manor. All in good time. The maid had unwittingly let down her guard. She might do so again.

Stripped down to her shift, her toilette complete, Eloise thanked the cheery maid.

‘You’re very welcome, my lady. In the morning you can enjoy a nice hot bath.’

The door closed. Alone, Eloise settled down into the softness of the bed, to mull over the events and words exchanged during the past hour. When she heard heavy footsteps outside her door, she sat up and gathered the blankets about her.

She listened. There came the unmistakable sound of a key turning the lock, as if securing a prisoner in a darkened cell. Perhaps he locked her in for her own safety. Though Eloise resented her jailer, she smiled with satisfaction. He’d be a fool to think she wouldn’t make another attempt at escape.

She waited to hear his retreating steps. Did he listen outside her door in the event that she might fall and harm herself again? Perhaps he considered paying her another visit.


Finally, he retreated, his steps hesitant and heavier than before. Surprisingly, his withdrawal disappointed Eloise.

Up until now, she’d found the tenor of everyday life wanting and had yearned for distraction beyond the structure of daily genteel pursuits. Life lacked purpose. The parameters of etiquette and convention stifled her free spirit.

By all accounts she was wrong to welcome the sniff of adventure in her current predicament, one that could end with dire consequences. Being blind and held against her will was not quite what she’d imagined away from the monotony of drawing room conversation and music recitals.

Yet try as she did to push the hostage-taker from her mind, her body and senses betrayed her. His voice, deep and commanding, left her giddy. Who was he? The maid had called him captain. Well-spoken, and with good diction, he’d clearly had a suitable upbringing, Eloise surmised. An educated man even though her opulent surrounds seemed at odds with his calloused hands.

How far from home was she? The pounding in her head returned. She massaged her temples, concentrating on the sound of the clock marking time.

Somewhere between conscious thought and the brink of sleep, memory enticed her back to the captain’s kiss. To the harnessed power in his arms when he lifted and gently lay her on the bed. An unbidden thrill.

Curiosity and unaccustomed joy served to whet Eloise’s appetite for singular pursuits.

A dangerous encounter.

Her conscience wrestled with guilt and excitement until, light-headed, she fell peaceably asleep.








Chapter Five



Zach strode into the library and downed a glass of brandy. He thought of Derby, currently in London, and hoped his friend managed far better in attending to legal matters on his behalf, than he himself fared with the belligerent blind woman.

He poured another drink. The potent liquid had packed a powerful punch the night he’d first laid eyes on the girl. Now, it paled in comparison to the unexpected jolt he’d received when sampling her lips. Though experienced in the art and delights of bedding a woman, kissing one had never quite had this effect on him.

By God, she has mettle! He was unused to dealing with a woman who openly spoke her mind. Women had brazenly offered their favours for his in return. Is that why he’d found himself standing at her door, unable to walk away? Because she presented a challenge? So that he could engage himself in a battle of wills only to silence her with another stolen kiss?

Temper had clouded his rationale. Perhaps he’d gone too long without the softness of a woman beneath him. He drained the brandy and strolled towards the open fire. The flickering flames drew his gaze and held him there, mesmerised. Cosy warmth seeped into his bones, thawing tension and easing stiff muscles. Here, in the traditional library, he enjoyed familiarity and contentment. Old worn chairs offered comfort and relaxation. Leather-backed tomes of various interests lined solid oak shelves.

He caught a whiff of an unclipped cigar. His late father had enjoyed smoking them. He remembered, too, that as a young man, he and his father would sit at the large desk poring over ledgers and discussing the family fortune. He’d been groomed to inherit the title of Duke of Arlington and all the responsibilities that came with it. To know and understand all matters of running the estate, of caring for and overseeing the wellbeing of those who tenanted and worked the lands.

Happy childhood memories of fencing practice and fishing trips with his father to the estate’s river filled his mind.

His heart, no more than an empty vessel, ached. It gave rise to a sudden yearning for something that, until this very moment, he’d never given thought to.

An heir.

A child of his own, to love and protect and to make and share memories with. He would love to have a child think of him in the same fond way he thought of his father.

To do right by any child, he must first take a wife.

Memories faded. His vision gave way to a green flame. The colour of a certain pair of female eyes. Sail the stars! He shook his head and made his way to her door.

Tense fingers gripped the key, ready to free the lock and enter her room. Then what? An image of her pliant lips tempted him. He shook his head again. What the devil was wrong with him?

He turned towards his own bedchamber. What was her name?

Tomorrow, she would answer his questions.
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Julian paced in the drawing room. Anxiety had taken its toll, leaving dark shadows under his eyes, his face drawn. ‘I’ll kill the damned bastard! I swear. I’ll kill him!’

Catherine sat in an armchair and twisted a handkerchief in her hands. Her gaze followed his every move. Her parents, Lord and Lady Wentworth, occupied the chaise.

Gareth offered reassurance. ‘We will find her. You must be patient.’

‘Patient? We’ve scoured the countryside with still no clue as to her whereabouts.’

‘We must keep our heads about us,’ said Wentworth. ‘Tomorrow we’ll set out again. We’ll search the village and neighbouring estates. Travellers will be stopped and questioned. We’ll leave no stone unturned.’

His wife broke down in his embrace. ‘Why would anyone take our Eloise?’

Julian gazed out the window, staring into the dark of night. His fists clenched and unclenched at his side. Again, he’d failed to protect his sister. His head hung in disgrace. He’d have risked his life before letting the highwaymen anywhere near her.

Catherine laid a comforting hand on his arm.

He kissed her palm and whispered, ‘My love.’ It pained him to see his anguish reflected in her doe-like eyes.

‘Don’t blame yourself,’ she entreated. ‘We cannot change what already is. She’ll come back to us.’ A wicked glint lit her eyes. ‘If I know Eloise, her stubborn nature will wear away at those who carried her off. They’ll soon reconsider whether their cause is a worthy one.’

He smiled. ‘You do well to placate my conscience. And yes, Elly can be the most trying of people. Yet, whatever their game, those miscreants are not to be underestimated.’

Catherine beckoned her mother. ‘Come. We both are fatigued. I think it best we retire for the evening. It has been a most trying day for all.’

‘Yes, my dear. I fear my nerves can take no more. We’ll leave the men to further discuss the matter.’

Wentworth assisted his wife to her feet. He kissed her still-supple cheek and bade her goodnight.

No sooner had the door closed behind them than Gareth asked, ‘Shafford, have you considered that this highwayman and the masked intruder are one and the same?’

‘Yes.’

‘And you’ve no inkling as to a motive?’

‘None whatsoever.’

‘Money!’ sputtered Wentworth. ‘I suspect you’ll soon be receiving a ransom note.’


Julian sank into a chair. ‘How did this happen? Let’s go over it again. Perhaps we’ve missed a vital clue. Arlington, tell us again exactly what happened, word for word, between you and the highwayman.’

Gareth took them through the events as they occurred once the carriage had rolled to a stop. ‘When he ordered Maisy to stay inside the carriage, I begged the scoundrel to leave us be. To take our coins and valuables. His henchman took me away from Eloise and … well! You saw what a fool he made of me.’

Despite the duke’s visible humiliation, Julian gestured for him to continue.

‘The next I saw of your sister, he had her seated on the horse with him. Poor girl was unconscious. Fainted from the shock of it all.’

‘Did he make any demands?’ asked Wentworth.

‘No.’

‘Well, did he indicate why he took her?’

‘No!’

Julian paced again. ‘What of his parting words?’

Gareth slumped back against his chair. He heaved a sigh and took a handkerchief from his pocket to dab perspiration from his brow. ‘What an ordeal. Her abduction is on my head and believe me, I find the burden impossible to bear. I’m sorry, gentlemen.’

Wentworth waved off his apology. ‘We were not to know this would occur.’

‘Indeed. The highwayman said, “I look forward to our next meeting, Your Grace.”’

Julian homed in on this point. ‘Then he intends to make contact. But … why with you, and not me?’

Gareth shrugged.

Wentworth gesticulated with his hands. ‘Do you not see? The miscreants believe Eloise is spoken for. By a duke, no less. A man of excessive wealth!’


The room fell silent. Wood crackled in the grate. The ormolu clock’s ticking marked precious time.

Of course! Not once had Julian considered Eloise, or anyone for that matter, would be in danger simply through their association with Gareth. On the contrary, if she did become duchess, shouldn’t that guarantee her a safe and secure future? Financially safe, perhaps, until some such devious criminal thinks to make off with her.

He would sell his soul to get his sister back. What would Gareth sacrifice for her return? If ever there was reason to test loyalty, friendship and his devotion to Eloise, then this was it. An unsettling thought struck him.

‘What is it?’ asked Wentworth.

Julian shook his head, eager to bring the evening to a close. ‘I can’t begin to imagine how my sister suffers. Tomorrow will require our wits and energy.’

Gareth stuffed the handkerchief in his coat pocket and pushed himself out of the chair. ‘We’ll set out at first light with as many tenants as we can muster.’

‘No! My sister’s honour and reputation is at stake. The mere mention of her name in the same breath as highwaymen will forever ruin her.’

This stark fact affected Gareth’s manner. He rubbed his chin and frowned. His gaze fell to the floor. Was he reconsidering a future with Eloise?

Julian put him on the spot. ‘Your thoughts?’

‘You’re quite right. Let it be known, dear friend, that current circumstances have not altered my intentions towards Eloise.’

He’d sounded sincere. ‘I’m glad to hear it,’ Julian replied. ‘After all, at the time of her capture, my sister was in your care, and under your protection.’

Gareth hesitated a moment before he inclined his head in understanding.

‘I’ve men whom I can trust with our search. Leave that to me. Should anyone enquire after my sister, tell them she convalesces at home, adjusting to her delicate condition. Callers to the house will be turned away with the same explanation.’

‘Very good. Well, gentlemen. Until tomorrow. Julian, thank you for the hospitality of a bedchamber this night.’ Gareth closed the door behind him.

‘What’s on your mind?’ asked Wentworth.

Julian beckoned him close. ‘What I have to say, stays between you and me.’

‘Naturally.’

‘Elly’s abduction. It’s the nature of highwaymen to rob their victims and be on their way. Why burden themselves with a hostage? A blind one at that. Where, confound it, would they seek shelter and food without being discovered?’

‘I see your logic.’

‘And yet,’ Julian’s brows rose, ‘the highwayman expects to meet with His Grace again.’

‘No doubt to collect the ransom money in exchange for Eloise.’

‘Then we are not dealing with a simple rogue, a man out to make quick coin. This … highwayman is someone who would have to possess a certain confidence and considerable skill and cunning in masterminding Elly’s abduction, and subsequent ransom rendezvous.’

‘Hmm.’ Wentworth pursed his lips. ‘You’ve a point there. If what you say has any truth to it, then what type of man are we dealing with?’

Julian glanced briefly over his shoulder towards the door. ‘A man who moves among us. Rather, a man known to His Grace. Someone who moves in the same circles as he.’

‘Be more specific.’

‘I’ve known His Grace since childhood. He is my close and most trusted friend. He has some eccentric ways about him. That aside … had it not been for him, I would have perished in the fire with my parents.’


‘Indeed.’

‘I can’t say I have intimate knowledge of his business matters. I do not wish to think ill of him, but perhaps something untowards has occurred in his private affairs which has provoked the kidnapping of Elly.’

‘He harbours a dark secret?’

‘Perhaps.’

‘Good Lord! Eloise’s birthday ball. Do you think the highwayman is the same masked man who approached her that night? That she struggled and screamed enough to frighten him off?’

‘No. I don’t believe these men are one and the same. Although they both chose to wear a disguise. The scoundrel at Elly’s ball warned her to go inside, to forget she saw him. That he’d seen and heard what he’d come for.’

‘Which was?’

‘Apparently, he believed one of the guests to be a thief.’

Wentworth scratched his thinning scalp. ‘I don’t like it. Something does not sit quite right. If it helps, I’ll make enquiries. I’ve contacts in London, people who are adept at spying on others.’

‘You must be discreet. I would not have His Grace think I intend to discredit him, for if I’m wrong …’

‘I shall be prudent.’

‘When the opportunity presents itself, I’ll question Gareth’s coachmen. Perhaps they’ve a different account of Elly’s abduction. They might have heard or witnessed something their master did not.’

‘What of Maisy, Eloise’s companion? Was she able to shed any light on this matter?’

‘No. Poor woman is badly shaken by the ordeal.’


‘Naturally.’

Wentworth retired for the night. Julian collapsed into a chair, Eloise on his mind. She might be strong-willed, yet what if her abductor had taken advantage of her? Julian couldn’t bear thinking on it. Being blind would intensify her terror. It tore at him not to be out there now, in the dead of night, searching every square mile of countryside and knocking on doors.

Catherine slept upstairs, heavily pregnant, cherished and safe. Did the highwayman have her and Julian’s unborn child in his sights too?

He surged to his feet with the need to enfold his wife in a protective embrace. Tomorrow, he’d pursue his sister’s rescue with galvanised determination.








Chapter Six



Zach set foot inside the bedchamber, eyes transfixed on the glorious nakedness of his captive indulging in a bath.

When Lily had handed him the breakfast tray, she’d given him no warning of what he would find. He should turn on his heel and leave the lady to her privacy. God help him, he stepped closer. Quiet. Aroused.

Though familiar with the seductive curves of the female form, he took a moment to suppress the bolt of desire. Only then, with mind over matter, did he indulge in the exquisite vision of feminine perfection.

Long wet hair fanned out about her shoulders. Wayward strands hung seductively over her forehead. Moisture beaded on her cheeks, lips and eyelids.

His gaze feasted on firm creamy breasts. Roseate nipples stood teasingly erect above the still water. Travelling leisurely south, tracing the contours of a narrowed waist and the swell of rounded hips, his eyes came to rest upon the auburn curls between her thighs. His suppression shattered.

Her bandaged foot hung languidly over the edge of the bath. For a fleeting moment, he imagined those lithe limbs wrapped around him. That thought shredded all self-control. His hands trembled. The china tea set rattled on the breakfast tray he held. The lady stirred.

‘Lily?’

Zach set the tray down and, with great effort, attempted a matter-of-fact tone. ‘Good morning. You slept well?’

Her eyelids flew open. Horrified, and with a rush of movement, she sat up, swiftly drawing her knees and hands to her chest. The water sloshed over the bath’s edge.


‘How dare you … you canaille. You bâtard! You …–’

He gave her no time to utter another expletive and grasped her upper arms, lifting her out of the bath. ‘Your French is impressive, mon cherie. However, I resent the attack on my character. Do not presume to know either my nature or my heritage. Me comprenez-vous?’

‘Do not presume you may take such liberties with my modesty!’

Zach stared into her visionless eyes. How did the woman manage to crawl beneath his skin so quickly, so easily? When she took a deep breath as if to continue her tirade, he silenced her with a kiss, deliberately shocking her with the bold invasion of his tongue. He kissed her deep and thoroughly. She stood stiff against him. When he broke the kiss she gasped for air.

Contempt for his actions showed on her face. She insinuated her hands between their bodies in an attempt to push him away. He wouldn’t risk her safety and so held her at arm’s length, mindful that if he let her go, she would doubtless fall near the bath and injure herself further.

He retrieved the linen robe on the stool beside the bath. He dressed her in it and cinched the belt around her waist. ‘Did you sleep well?’

‘Not nearly as well as if I’d occupied my own bed!’

Her sharp remark made him smile. ‘Then perhaps I could have accommodated you in mine.’

Her cheeks reddened. ‘Nothing could tempt me to do that!’

‘Nothing?’ He held her firm when she tried to shake free of him.

Her stare challenged him. Her body obediently relaxed beneath his hold. Doubtless she would rather yield to his questions than his kisses. The thought disappointed him.

He guided her to a seat at the table where he’d placed the breakfast tray. ‘I’m here to examine your foot.’


He knelt before her and unravelled the wet bandage. In his large hand, her foot appeared delicate and small. He used a towel to pat the skin dry and gently inspected the cut underfoot. ‘The wound is healing nicely. I’ll have Lily bring a fresh bandage to rebind it.’

Zach’s gaze lifted to her face, to the way she chewed her bottom lip as if biting back a retort. Did she keep her anger in check to avoid having him kiss her again? What a shame. He enjoyed the ensuing results when they verbally sparred.

He eased her foot to the floor. ‘I’ll leave you to enjoy your breakfast. Later, you and I shall have ourselves a little tête-à-tête.’

‘You will not force me to say anything you have no business knowing!’

Zach admired her strength of will and stubborn pride. ‘You are my business and you will tell me all I need to know.’

She shivered as if he’d doused her with a bucket of cold water.
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In her night shift, Eloise lounged on a chaise by the window of her bedchamber, having endured the day’s tedium in solitary confinement. She was yet to face his questions and so spent the day scheming, thinking how best to extract from her abductor information about his identity. Understanding who might explain why. If she could be clever enough, she might be able to negotiate her own release.

Whilst she valued intelligence above appearance, she resigned herself to using the only tools available to her in achieving the desired result. Her looks.

She could shamelessly pander to a man’s physiological weakness and exploit his ego. And she wouldn’t be the first woman on earth to do so.

Free of the eye bandage and with the curtain drawn wide, Eloise imagined she was staring up at a starlit sky. Night air sifted through the slightly ajar window, giving her a taste of the outside world.


Lily had made routine visits, offering no conversation other than talk of meals and refreshments. He wouldn’t visit her now, given the late evening hour.

Unlike last night when he’d invaded her dreams. She’d been wickedly pleasured by a faceless man. Upon waking, her heart had raced, her breathing shallow. She’d known his voice. Her abductor.

The only activity to ever set her heart racing was riding her mare at a gallop across the fields, or engaging in vigorous swordplay against any who dared challenge her. If, in reality, intimacy between a man and a woman reached exhilarating heights such as in her dreams, then she’d be branded a wanton for embracing it.

Never had a man affected her so. Self-discovery could be so intriguing. Eloise willed her heart to beat at a more even tempo.

She’d been grateful that morning for the soothing hot bath with piquant aromatic oils Lily had prepared. Left alone to luxuriate in its warmth, tension had seeped from every muscle. So lost in her lassitude, she hadn’t heard the door open.

Hadn’t been aware of him standing there watching her. For how long? Her outrage had earned her something more devastating. She hadn’t expected to be lifted from the bath and held firm against lean, hard muscle. He had not seemed to care that her wet body dampened his shirt and breeches.

Even now, heat pooled in her stomach and between her thighs at the memory of such intimate contact.

The clock’s hammer struck its bell nine times and was closely followed by three knocks on her door. ‘Lily? Is that you?’

‘No.’

His voice startled her. She was not dressed appropriately to receive a man, and in her bedchamber of all places. Silly to feel vulnerable dressed in flimsy night clothes after having been plucked naked from the bath. She rallied her thoughts, recalling her brazen idea. A woman’s body beneath a see-through shift would work its own magic. Employ the right words and actions and make the enemy her ally. She counted to three, braced herself, and feigned a fearless, ‘Come in.’

The door sighed open, then closed. Did she hear his breath hitch in his throat?

‘How was your day?’ he enquired.

She turned her head towards his voice. ‘Long. And lonely.’

‘Do you pine for anyone in particular?’

Eloise ignored the baited, cynical undertones and employed a different tack. One she’d spent the day formulating in the hope of learning something of her captor. Now that the opportunity presented itself, she’d not let her scheming go to waste. She struck a casual air of indifference. ‘You have me at an unfair disadvantage.’

She stood and ventured several steps from the chaise. As predicted, he’d moved swiftly to her side, one hand stayed her arm. ‘Careful.’

He stood exactly where she’d hoped. Directly in front of her.

‘Unfair? How so?’

She laughed. ‘Come now, do you not see the irony of this situation? I’m blind. You’ve held me against my will, exploited my vulnerability, and still you’ve not explained yourself or your actions. You’ve kept me, literally, in the dark. What do you want? Who are you? At least give me your name.’

‘The less you know about me, the better.’

She’d predicted his guarded reply. ‘Best for whom? You, or me?’

He kept silent.

She pressed him further. ‘Had we been acquainted prior to our encounter on the terrace?’


‘No.’ His response came almost too quickly.

‘Tell me of your appearance without the mask.’

She’d anticipated his next move and latched onto his arm before he could step back out of reach. Though he could easily wrest free from her meagre restraint, she was pleased he made no attempt to do so.

‘You’re blind. What’s the point of describing appearances?’

‘Then let my hands become my eyes.’ Her heart pounded. Never before would she have boldly asked to touch a man, yet circumstance forced self-reliance. She had to take steps to escape. She had to at least discover something of his identity.

His silence gave her permission to proceed. Stilling her nerves, and summoning all her courage, Eloise moved closer, sensing his gaze upon her face. Heat rushed to her cheeks.

What were his distinguishing features? Strength of body, for one. Her hands followed the contours of well-developed, muscled arms. Broad shoulders befit a man who’d endured a lifetime of backbreaking labour.

Unsteady palms moved across his chest to discover his shirt unbuttoned at the neck. Her fingers fell into the hollow at the base of his throat. His skin burned as hot as Hades.

The clinical purpose of her mission dissolved into alluring fascination. Her hands settled over the rise and fall of his chest. His heart thumped. He stifled a groan.

Her senses sharpened. Driven by overwhelming awareness, she visualised every toned muscle of his abdomen beneath the sensitivity of her fingertips. She longed to make contact with his bare skin. What might she discover then?

A light breeze swept over her. She swayed. Hard, strong hands settled on her waist, steadying her. Like a spark to tinder, his heat ignited a flame in her belly. She sucked in a breath. Instinct, quickly ignored, warned her to step out of his hold, to abandon the disturbing folly of her examination. She couldn’t pinpoint exactly what lured her. How could this stranger stir in her something so unfamiliar and devastatingly delicious?

‘I remember,’ she said, threading her fingers through unbound collar-length hair, ‘that this is the colour of midnight.’

  He breathed a ragged gasp when her thumbs pressed lightly over the line of his eyebrows. The butterfly flickering of his eyelashes titillated her sensitive finger pads. His lids closed. She made a study of his unmasked eyes.

‘And your eyes are the same colour.’

Exploratory fingertips glided over his cheekbones and down a straight nose to locate his mouth.

  Her eyes fluttered shut. Her knees grew weak. In last night’s dream his lips had worshipped her body. She’d writhed in pleasure. Now, standing before him, she touched that part of his face. In her mind’s eye she saw the shape of his arrogant mouth. Remembered the smooth texture of his lips, from corner to corner, top to bottom. Her index finger lingered over the vertical groove between nose and lip.

She resented her blindness like nothing else. But at the same time, it offered her a convenient shield to hide behind. It gave her an excuse, and bolstered her courage to pursue the identity of the man who held her prisoner.

Drawn by his warm breath and intriguing male scent, she lifted her chin and leaned into him. His hand guided the direction of hers and she gave in to the curious sensation of wet warmth closing first about her fingertip, and then along its length as it was drawn slowly into his mouth. The gentle pressure and sucking sensation alternated with his laving tongue. He repeated the action, sliding her finger in retreat, only to draw it back into his mouth.

A moan escaped her, fevered by the lascivious ministrations. Need burgeoned in her most intimate flesh. A small corner of her mind remained lucid enough to scream a warning, alerting her to make the connection between the carnal longing between her thighs and the sensual stimulation of her finger in his mouth.

Her eyelids snapped open. She breathed a shocked gasp. All attempts to wrench free of him failed when large hands locked about her wrists. She trembled. From fear, or desire?

‘Stop playing with me!’

His anger sparked. ‘Is it not you who has been toying with me?’

‘Certainly not! I was merely trying to …’ The words wouldn’t come.

‘To what?’

‘To … to …’

‘Provoke me?’

‘No! I only meant to –’

‘Fire my blood. Without recourse?’ His tone had turned to ice.

‘How dare you!’ She pulled free of him and stumbled backwards.

Strong arms caught her. He stepped her back, his body pinning her against the wall. ‘Did you not think of the dangers involved in deliberately stirring a man’s blood? Or of the consequences?’

‘No.’

‘Then save your neophyte fondling for your betrothed.’

His counsel confused her. Anger at herself, together with wounded pride, mustered action fast enough to slap him. Hard.

He cupped the base of her skull with one hand, and curled the other behind her back. His lips grazed her earlobe. Warm, whispered breath delivered a promise: ‘Next time you feel an urge to get to know me better, be prepared to get to know all of me. Is that clear?’

She understood completely. His hard length, pressed firmly against her belly, left her in no doubt.

He drew away. Booted footsteps faded across the floor. Eloise jumped like a skittish mare when the door slammed shut. Her trembling gave way to uncontrollable sobbing. Clutching her arms about her, she dropped to her knees, bowed her head, and wept in shame.
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Zach sagged against the door outside her bedchamber. He could hear her weeping. Christ! What had he done? Blast him for a fool.

It would be days before the viscount returned from London, and Seth was out sweeping the locale to discover something of the woman’s identity. He’d have gladly accompanied his lieutenant if not for the risk of being recognised or raising suspicion. The viscount must not be implicated in the woman’s disappearance.

Curiosity and boredom had ground him down and led him to her door with the idea to check on her wellbeing. He should have walked away, as he had so many times during the day. He’d weakened, had convinced himself that he’d come to her room only to learn her name.

Fatal.

Had he known barely a stitch concealed those exquisite curves he wouldn’t have set foot in her bedchamber. He’d caught scent of her plan the moment the words left her mouth. ‘Then my hands shall become my eyes.’

Sail the stars! Did she have the slightest idea how the words had played with his mind? How his loins had stirred to life? How a handful of syllables had instantaneously stripped him of common sense and self-control?

He’d steeled himself against giving in to her game and to the temptation of her touch. Inner demons had mocked him, goading his participation if only for amusement.

Before he could do the right thing – the honourable thing – and put safe distance between them, she’d reached out and latched onto his forearm. In that moment of contact she’d irrevocably robbed him of free will, committing him to her devilry. He was at her mercy to be surveyed like an explorer mapping the terrain of a new continent.

With every inch of him she touched, she may as well have seared him with a hot poker. Her heat had burned through clothes to his skin, deeper than when he’d suffered the sting of the lash on his back. Her kind of branding he’d gladly endure.

In return, he’d selfishly taken advantage of her blindness, flagrantly regarding the rise and fall of her breasts beneath the shift. Homing his gaze on barely concealed, beaded nipples. The urge to reach out and tweak them forced his hands to clench into fists. The thought of those full lips and parted mouth paying homage to his …

He’d flung the image from his mind and set his hands to her waist to steady her. She’d trembled beneath his hold. Her voice, when remarking on his hair and eye colour, had been thick with desire. In her sightless eyes, and ever-shifting expression, passion sparked, flared, evolved. He’d witnessed candid curiosity morph into stark arousal.

She’d leaned into him, breasts to chest. He’d absorbed the heat of her body and imbibed an intoxicating feminine scent, exclusively hers. Potent and pure. Guiding her finger into his mouth had seemed, for all intents and purposes, a natural progression in her evocative exploration of him.

Except she’d been shocked by his indelicate deed. Pushed beyond comfort. He’d unintentionally caused her distress. For that, his regret ran deep.

But to suggest he’d treated her as no more than his plaything when it was she who’d asked to touch him? He’d taken her accusation as an insult. Regardless, he’d no right to castigate her in such a way. She was an innocent without doubt and had exercised her every right to demand an explanation for her abduction. He admired her cunning and method in her quest to use him and lay bare his identity.

If only things weren’t so complicated. He must wait for the viscount’s return with news from the London lawyer. Only then could plans be modified and executed.


Zach steeled his heart and mind to the sobbing sounds of his captive. How damned inconvenient to have developed an attraction to her. To lust after her.

She remained a pawn in his plan for vengeance. If she chose to marry Garth Fenton, than she was no better than the blackguard.

He strode from the house. Within minutes he emerged from the stables astride his horse and set the animal to a gallop. Perhaps, under the cover of darkness and in the solitude of mist-laden hills, he could purge all thought of her from his mind.

A futile exercise.
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At an hour past midnight, Zach paused in defeat at the base of the staircase leading up to the lady’s bedchamber. One hand rested on the balustrade. The quiet hills had failed to clear his head. Her scent still tormented him. His skin burned long after her touch.

He clung to the belief that nothing, no one, and certainly no woman, would prevent his plans for revenge.

Movement to his left caught his eye. Lily emerged from the shadows, her expression one of sheepish concern. ‘My apologies for the late hour disturbance, Captain, but the lady –’

‘What about the lady?’

Lily wrung her hands. ‘She was crying for a long time after you left the house. I took tea to her door several times but she forbade me entry into her room. I just hope –’

‘I’ll look in on her. Thank you, Lily.’ Zach sprinted to her door, gently turned the handle and pushed it wide.

The sight of her lying on the floor, in the very spot he’d left her, sent him striding to her side. In the soft candlelight, tear-stained cheeks showed evidence of her having cried herself to sleep. He brushed wayward, satiny hair from her face and looped one soft-textured curl around his finger. Culpable insensitivity, backed by self-loathing, settled in the pit of his stomach.

His roughened thumb traced her jawline in a tender apology. He scooped her up in his arms, taking meticulous care not to wake her.

He laid her gently on the bed and removed the borrowed slippers, mindful of her bandaged foot. With the coverlet tucked about her, he pressed a tentative kiss to her forehead.

Low-burning wicks fizzled between his fingertips. It rankled to think he’d failed to learn her name, and that he should even care about the woman who possessed the face of an angel.

Zach added her to his list of flaws. She’d fast become many things to him. One thing above all else.

Forbidden.








Chapter Seven



Eloise awoke with the memories of yester eve weighing heavily on her mind. No need to guess who’d returned last night and carried her to bed. It added insult to injury. How would she face the day or the forced company of a man who remained just as resolute to keep her captive as she was determined to escape?

Hope soared when she recognised the maid’s gentle rap on the door, followed by a cheery greeting. ‘Morning, my lady.’

Crockery jiggled on the meals tray. Eloise considered food the least of her needs, but her lack of appetite and despondent mood upset the maid. If only to oblige, she ate her breakfast, after which Lily helped her dress in lavender-scented silk.

Eloise gave in to curiosity. ‘Whose clothes am I wearing?’

‘I’m not at liberty to say, my lady, but you’ve a fine figure. I envy you so. I’ve gained much weight since the captain –’

‘Lily!’ Eloise fumbled for the maid’s hand. ‘This captain. Who is he? I fear for my life! Why does he keep me here? You must tell me everything you know about him.’

‘Please, my lady. I can’t.’

‘You can. Don’t be afraid.’ Eloise squeezed the maid’s hand in hers. ‘You don’t understand. He keeps me here against my will. You must send word to my brother. He’ll pay you tenfold what your captain has promised you. Your safety shall be assured. Please.’

‘You’re hurting my wrist.’ The maid broke free.

Eloise lost hope. ‘Help me!’

‘Forgive me, my lady, but in truth I know nothing of why you’re here or of the captain’s intentions. You must believe me. He’ll do you no harm. The captain is a good man. Truly, he is.’

‘Please send word to the Marq–’

The door slammed. Eloise smacked her palm against her forehead in frustration at being left alone in grim silence and at the mercy of people she didn’t know. She groped her way to the window, feeling helplessly trapped like a butterfly in a jar. The dark reality of her predicament filled her with despair, driving her to grasp at something, anything, to keep her sanity.

She squeezed her eyes shut and drew strength from the sun’s warmth on her face and neck. She gripped the windowsill as if clinging to the mane of her mare, galloping at breakneck speed back to her family and all that was familiar to her. She could almost feel the wind on her face and the way it set her hair free. So real was the pleasure of her imaginings that she’d have laughed aloud if not for the sensation of being watched.

Her stomach twisted into a ball of knots. The memory of last night’s encounter caused her shame anew. What a blessing not to have to see condescension in his eyes.

There was no point in turning around. ‘Do you make a habit of entering a lady’s bedchamber without first knocking?’

‘That depends.’

‘On what?’

‘On the nature of my business with that lady.’

She did her best to ignore the humiliating double entendre. ‘You have no further business with me. Nor I with you.’

‘We have more in common than you think.’

It didn’t help that his tone sounded suddenly kind. She counted each measured step he took until he stood at her back. Her hand rubbed her nape, sensing his gaze upon it.

Had he come here to exult in her wanton downfall? The night they’d first met on the balcony, it was she who’d touted, ‘Looks can be deceiving’. She was a lady. Last night she’d behaved anything but. Could she blame him for misunderstanding her intentions?

He cleared his throat. ‘I apologise for my thoughtless words and behaviour last night.’

Warm breath grazed her ear, inducing a shiver as if she were cold. She hugged her waist in an attempt to still her nerves. Not through fear of him, but rather because of the genuine sincerity his tone conveyed and the all-too-accepting reaction it stirred in her. How could she loathe him after having been offered his frank apology? Hardened resolve would be her only defence.

‘No. It is I who should apologise. You must understand it was for no other reason than to –’

‘I know.’

She sucked in a breath when his hands settled on her shoulders.

Eloise trusted the candour in his voice. She didn’t trust herself not to lay a hand over his. She gripped the windowsill tighter and trembled under his touch. ‘I want to go home.’

‘In time. Let’s take a turn in the gardens. The air will do you good.’

His hands fell to her waist and gently turned her. He drew her to his side, guiding her forwards. ‘Your foot, is it any better?’

‘Yes. Thank you.’ Eloise could scarcely concentrate, aware only of the intense heat of his hand splayed over the small of her back. The left side of his body aligned with her right. Something in her triggered a warning. Was he genuinely concerned and considerate of the slight limp to her step? Or was his apology but a prelude to a cross-examination?

Caution won out. She tried to wrest free of his embrace, only to be swept off her feet and into his arms. ‘What do you think you’re doing?’ she shrieked.

‘Carrying you down the stairs. A safety precaution, if you will.’

Eloise had no choice but to cling to his powerful frame. Her breasts pressed against his chest. Muscled arms flexed beneath her knees and back. Her left hip met his hard midsection.

The scent of sandalwood and freshly laundered clothes blended with his unique scent. Masculine. Potent.

Hunger flared; it had nothing to do with food. If only she could see the man who fed her senses.

He set her on her feet. ‘Before we step outside, I insist your eyes be protected from the sunlight.’

Eloise resisted the urge to place her hand at his throat; to feel with her fingertips the vibration of his speech. Insisting she wear the blindfold showed he cared for her wellbeing. Though she was not so gullible as to believe his polite attentions and concern for her were not without purpose.

The house had been her prison for two nights now. Stepping into the sunshine was like being set free. She sunned her face and breathed deeply. A breeze carried to her the perfume of hyacinths and roses. Would she ever be whole again? Would she ever witness the colour of changing seasons?

She drew comfort from the arm he’d laid around her waist. She didn’t mind him gathering her close. ‘Be my eyes,’ she said. They began a leisurely stroll. ‘Tell me what you see.’
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Zach saw a woman he wanted. One who lay beyond his reach.

His admiration for her grew stronger with every step they took. He thought of those men who’d lost an eye or had suffered permanent loss of sight from injuries inflicted in battles at sea. Others had suffered temporary blindness from a blow to the head, or from exposure to blasts of gunpowder. Some had borne it in their stride. Others were driven to ruin, unable to cope.

Despite her being a woman of means with a family to care and look after her, she’d shown no signs of childish helplessness; no female hysterics or simpering demands for attention. Stubborn determination had prevailed over hopeless self-pity.

It remained one thing to learn coping mechanisms in familiar surrounds, yet another when he, a total stranger, had forced her into extraordinary circumstances. She hadn’t crumbled in his hands. She’d fought back valiantly, as she did now, to make her way in a world of darkness. It must be terrifying to have lost her sight and independence and to now learn humility in relying on others.

Courage could be transparent. He saw her vulnerability. Yet her bravery equalled that of his crew. She’d earned his respect.

Her being engaged to his half-brother confounded him. She had more backbone than Gareth. Marrying him would be as senseless as commissioning a rare jewel to be set in fool’s gold.

‘Tell me what you see,’ she said again. ‘Describe the garden and its plants.’

Hell! He couldn’t remember when he last cared or gave consideration to a flower or a blade of grass, let alone the layout of an English garden. His world revolved around ships, giving orders and commanding a crew. He studied the likes of maps and ocean currents, not the discipline of botany or landscape design.

‘The path ahead is skirted with lilacs, philadelphus and laburnums. There are rhododendrons with their masses of red and pink blooms.’ They walked on. He described in detail the lush rolling lawns and groves of trees.

‘Is that water I hear?’

The elation in her question gave Zach cause to smile. ‘Yes. We’ve reached the summer pavilion. Close by is a pond and fountain.’ His arm suddenly tightened around her waist. ‘Stop!’

‘What is it?’

‘Listen.’ He delighted in seeing her lips break into a smile.

‘Ducks!’ She laughed.

‘Yes. A mother leading her young. They just crossed our path.’

The tenseness she had been carrying up until now seemed to have dissolved with her laughter. She’d come alive in the open air and looked more relaxed than he’d seen her thus far.

Zach’s gaze lingered on her lips. He gave thought to her senses, how compensating for the loss of one might hone and heighten the others. Oh, to fine tune and pleasure those senses. To awaken and feed her desires. The sight of her blindfolded – vulnerable and trusting, with lips slightly parted – caused a shift in his groin.

‘Is it safe to continue?’

No. Zach chased away impious visions. He steered her towards the pavilion and together they sat on a bench. ‘Tell me your name.’

She sat ramrod straight. ‘When you reveal yours.’

‘I’ve no time for games.’

‘Listen to me, Captain –’ She gasped at her slip of the tongue. Her shoulders sagged. ‘Please, don’t punish the maid. I’m sure she didn’t mean to tell me that.’

Zach, about to refute the barbarian she believed him to be, caught sight of his lieutenant sprinting towards him. The man stopped out of earshot.

‘My man beckons me. I shall return.’ Zach stayed her with a hand on her shoulder.

Seth fought to catch his breath. ‘I’ve come straight from the village tavern. Word has it that riders scour the countryside for a woman.’ His eyes strayed to the pavilion. ‘They’re enforcing the right to search each and every dwelling.’


‘A name. Who is it they search for?’

‘I don’t know. The words blind and His Grace were reason enough for me to take leave. They could be headed this way.’

‘How much time do we have?’

Seth shrugged.

Zach paused a moment. ‘Tell Lily to pack a blanket and bare essentials for the lady, then meet me in the library. Saddle the horses. The woman rides with me. Now go!’

‘Aye!’

Zach returned to her side. Until the viscount delivered him news from London, he could not free the woman. He refused to admit his personal feelings had anything to do with ensuring she remained under his protection.

He took her arm and brought her to her feet. ‘Time to retrace our steps.’

‘So soon?’

Zach refrained from further conversation and ignored her harried question. He set a brisk pace back to the house and into the library where he settled her in a chair. ‘Wait here.’
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Eloise sensed something dangerously amiss. She’d been right to mistrust his kindness. To reveal her name could put her family in peril. How odd that he should abduct her without knowing who she was.

‘Captain! I’m not an obedient pup awaiting my master’s next command. I insist you explain what –’

‘Not now!’

His raised voice shocked her into silence. What information had his man served on him to have so dramatically changed his tone?

The hurried scratch of a quill across parchment preceded the smell of hot wax. Her head turned in the direction of a familiar knock on the door.

‘Enter,’ he said.

‘You sent for me, my lord?’

‘Yes, Lily. Come in.’

Lily had already shown where her loyalties lay. Or did fear motivate her cooperation?

A chair scraped along wooden floors. The captain moved about the room. Eloise strained to listen to hushed conversation between the two.

‘Take this, Lily. You know where to hide it and who to give it to.’

‘Yes, my lord.’

‘All instructions are in the letter. You know where I’ll be. I’ll await a reply.’

‘Very good, my lord.’

Silence stretched Eloise’s nerves. It seemed an eternity before the captain spoke.

‘There are men searching for us. They’ll search this house. Ensure no evidence of our stay remains here. Keep to the usual routine. They’ll suspect nothing. Tell them the master is in London. You’ve nothing to fear.’

‘Thank you, my lord. It was lovely to see you again and please, be careful.’

‘No need to thank me, Lily. And yes, I’ll be careful.’

Eloise could have sworn she’d heard a smile in the captain’s reply. Did they embrace during the brief pause that followed?

‘I’ll be leaving now,’ he said. ‘Give serious consideration to my proposal. We may see each other sooner than you think.’

Lily giggled.

Eloise was trying to make sense of this exchange when she jumped at the light touch of a hand on her arm. ‘Goodbye, my lady,’ said Lily. ‘I wish you well.’

‘Lily!’ It was all Eloise could do not to beg ‘Help me!’ She struggled to comprehend what she’d overheard, sitting like an invisible intruder, listening to what seemed to be a sentimental parting.

And what of his proposal? What exactly was the relationship between the maid and captain? Curiosity bordered on green-eyed possession over a man not hers to possess.

The captain’s silver tongue had clearly bewitched the maid. Eloise knew better than to fall for a rake.

More importantly, their conversation gave hope that her rescue was imminent. She had to somehow delay their departure or –

‘Come!’ He hauled her to her feet.

‘No!’

‘We must go.’

Eloise twisted away from him. ‘I refuse to go anywhere with you!’

He held her firm. ‘You have no choice.’

‘Yes, I do! I choose to stay here. You said there are men looking for me. You are free to go.’

‘Not without you,’ he laughed, and propelled her forward.

Eloise dug her fingers beneath his in a futile attempt to pry his hand from her arm. ‘I’ll slow you down.’

‘I won’t let that happen.’

She was no match for his strength. ‘Where are we going?’

He came to an abrupt halt and turned her in his arms. ‘Listen to me. Our destination is no business of yours. Understand that I’ll be your eyes, your ears and your protector per se. Disobey me, and you’ll be at the mercy of your own actions. I’ve been patient long enough. Your name! What is it?’

If Eloise had never before known the meaning of fear, she knew it now. She did not doubt the truth of the captain’s threat. Still, she would not be intimidated. Her family’s safety was more important than her own. ‘When you explain why you’ve taken me, I’ll tell you my name.’

The breath of his cynical laugh caressed her face. ‘You make a worthy opponent, my lady. Believe me, you will tell me your name. If not now, then later.’

He took her arm and continued on, moving to the left. Turning to the right. Then left again. All of a sudden, fresh air and sunshine warmed her face. Hooves clattered upon cobblestones. She caught the scent of warm horseflesh.

‘Stay still.’ He left her side.

Disoriented, she heard the creaking of leather, like someone settling into a saddle. In an ensuing blur of sensation and movement, a strong arm snaked about her waist and hoisted her upwards. Eloise recognised the intimacy of the captain’s body at her back.

‘Throw me the blanket,’ he called. Woollen warmth enveloped her head and body, leaving only her face exposed. ‘To help conceal your identity,’ he explained. His arms fixed tight about her.

There came the voice of his accomplice. ‘Let’s go.’

The horse jerked forwards, breaking into a gallop. Eloise shut her eyes tight against the rush of cool air on her face. Only days ago she’d been a hostage to the social mores and expectations of a life she’d longed to escape. But not like this. Not on a horse and as a prisoner to this man at her back. The uncertainty of what lay ahead, in a visionless future, terrified her.

If her circumstance wasn’t so dire, she’d have laughed at herself and at cruel fate. For the first time in her life, Eloise yearned for her mundane life and for the safety and security of home and family.








Chapter Eight



‘Riders!’ Seth pointed.

Zach drew rein inside the woods. Beyond lay open countryside, where he sighted two horsemen. ‘They’re travelling in the same direction we must ride.’

‘Then we’ll wait here until they’re clear out of sight.’

‘There’s no time.’ Zach looked at the woman asleep in his arms. She’d succumbed to fatigue. He checked the sun’s position against dark clouds overhead. ‘We’ve less than two hours of daylight. We must reach the coast by nightfall.’

Seth looked doubtful. ‘We can’t pass them without being seen. They could be in search of the woman.’

Zach shifted in the saddle. He nodded gravely. ‘I’ll take that risk.’

‘Surely you’re not thinking of exposing us!’

‘Only me. There’s no other way. We don’t know how long they’ll stay in this part of the country. We’ll swap horses and you’ll continue on with the woman. My mount is capable of bearing the weight of two people. Your horse can outrun anything.’

He nodded towards the riders. ‘I’ll act as a decoy and ride in the opposite direction. I want them to give chase.’ He grinned, welcoming the challenge. ‘I’ll make it worth their while.’

‘This is more than a game of cat and mouse, Captain. You’ll be risking your life. Two against one.’

Zach threw Seth a sidelong glance. ‘I’ve faced worse.’

‘But –’

‘When you deem it safe to leave the woods, do so. You know where to meet me.’


‘I won’t –’

‘That’s an order, Lieutenant! If I’m not there by dusk …’

Seth cast a nervous glance at the woman. ‘You’d better be.’

‘Press on as quickly as you can. See that you get there safely and give thought to her comfort.’

Seth grunted his obedience.

During the exchange of horses, the woman stirred, becoming fully awake in Seth’s arms. She seemed to register a stranger at her back and struggled to be free of him. Seth clamped his hand over her mouth when she looked set to voice her protest.

Zach laid a hand on her arm. ‘You need not fear my man. He’ll continue on and keep you safe. I have an errand to run.’

At this, she sounded a muffled squeal and tried to pry the hand from her mouth.

Zach squeezed her arm. ‘I’ll join you soon. Seth will protect you.’

‘That I will, my lady. Now be still so that I might put the blanket about you.’

She resisted and squirmed against him. Flustered, he tried a different approach. ‘Night draws close. Don’t force me to abandon you amid these woods.’

She stiffened. When her shoulders slumped in defeat, the lieutenant removed his hand from her mouth. Zach gave him a conspiratorial smile and handed him the blanket to conceal and wrap her in.

Zach put on his silk mask. His gaze returned to the lady. The more he examined her features, and the colour of her hair, the more he felt inclined to know her. There seemed a thread of familiarity about her eyes and their colour. Something about her expressions and the way her mouth moved when she spoke resonated with someone in his past. But who?

He swung up into the saddle and left the protection of the woods. When he reached the top of the rise, he pulled hard on the reins, causing his mount to rear up. It whinnied, attracting the attention of the two men. They looked to each other and then back at Zach.

Presenting himself as a lone masked rider, he was not wrong in his assumption that they would pursue him.

He waited until they’d gained enough ground to think they would catch him.

Zach took one fleeting glimpse at the woods where he’d left his lieutenant and the lady, before pressing the roan into a thundering gallop.

He urged his mount up a wooded hill. Intermittently, he risked a glance over his shoulder to monitor his pursuers’ progress. They seemed competent in horsemanship, leaning low in the saddle to avoid branches, and negotiating moss-covered timbers and shrubs. Misplaced hooves could prove lethal to both rider and horse.

He took note of his surrounds. A breeze had kicked up: branches swayed and leaves fell. Raindrops spattered through the leafy canopy. The light shower gradually increased to a steady downpour. The fresh scent of earth, water, foliage and horse sweat hung in the air.

Starting down the other side of the hill, he saw the valley, green and lush. At the point from where he left the woods, he spied his saving grace. He hoped the roan had enough left in him to jump as well as it ran.

They entered a field with ancient stone-walled enclosures. Zach murmured to his mount, giving the horse its head. It raced across the field at full gallop, its hooves sent clumps of soil and grass flying in its wake.

Zach leaned low in the saddle. The roan leaped into the air, clearing the height of the enclosing wall. Hind hooves clipped the rough-edged stones. He turned the horse in an arc before coming to a halt.

The two riders approached the wall. One horse stopped suddenly, refusing to jump. Its rider clung to the horse’s neck, spared from being thrown forwards. A sudden clap of thunder spooked the horse. It reared up. The man somersaulted backwards to the ground, his head hitting the damp earth with a violent thud.

The second rider cleared the wall. He turned to check on his companion who lifted his head, waved his partner on, then fell back, and lay motionless.

Zach wiped the rain from his brow. He shrugged out of his saturated long coat, transferring its cumbersome weight from his back to the horse’s rump. He leaped from his mount and braced himself for a confrontation.

Wet hair trailed past his collar. The drenched shirt and breeches clung to his powerful body. With his hand resting on the hilt of his sword, and an unyielding set to his mouth, Zach stared down the rider who galloped towards him brandishing a pistol.

He identified his opponent in an instant. It didn’t matter that they’d once been the closest of friends.

Today, they faced off as enemies.

The rider pulled the horse up with a jerk. The animal snorted, nostrils flaring.

‘Where is she?’ he demanded.

Zach inclined his head a fraction, grateful for the mask concealing his identity. ‘Marquess.’

The Marquess of Shafford dismounted. ‘As sure as this pistol is pointed at your heart, I will shoot if you don’t answer me now.’

Zach held his silence. Coal black eyes laid down a challenge.

Shafford cocked the pistol. ‘This is your last chance!’

Zach let no hint of fear show on his face. Not a muscle flinched when the marquess aimed at his shoulder, and pulled the trigger.

Nothing.

Zach contained his relief. ‘Water negates the use of gunpowder.’

‘Damn you!’ Shafford tossed the pistol to the ground just as more thunder sent the horses bolting into the relentless rain. His hand unsheathed the sword at his waist.

Zach did likewise, adopting a defensive stance.

The marquess began to remove his coat, then stopped as if thinking better of it.

Zach lowered his sword. ‘Please, take your time. Take it off. I wish to fight a man at his best, not if he is anyway disadvantaged. Hardly makes it fair, wouldn’t you agree?’

‘You try my patience, highwayman.’ Shafford threw his coat to the ground. ‘What are your demands? Money?’

‘That’s between myself and His Grace.’

Shafford advanced. ‘Tell me where she is!’

Zach stepped out of his way. ‘Though your intentions are honourable, I have no quarrel with you nor your man over there.’

‘Answer me now, or my sword will deliver what the pistol had threatened.’

Zach inclined his head as an invitation. ‘As you wish.’

They circled each other, testing the unevenness of the soaked ground underfoot. Each assessed the other’s worth, using timing and distance to measure his skill with a blade.

Shafford stepped forth, his sword moving to strike Zach on the outside of his right thigh. Zach deflected the razor-sharp blade with a swift parry.

‘You fight with an economy of movement, Marquess, yet you waste your time and energy on me. Your man has not recovered from his fall and is more deserving of your attention.’

No sooner had he spoken the words, than Shafford’s blade cut through the air. Zach danced to one side, his arm only just evading the cut. His own sword whipped forth, slicing off several buttons from his opponent’s waistcoat. They fell, lost in the long grass at his feet.

Shafford’s eyes narrowed as if picking up on a rare and exceptional skill.

Sensing this, Zach teetered between self-preservation and loyalty to his one-time friend. ‘Perhaps, Marquess, you’ve met your match. I suggest we dismiss this senseless duel and discuss –’

‘Your swordsmanship!’ Shafford touched his waistcoat where the buttons had once been. ‘You possess a lethal, accurate hand, highwayman. Why didn’t you slash open my chest, rather than ensure my tailor remains in my employ?’

‘As I said, my quarrel is not with you.’

‘Indeed it is! You may be a worthy opponent, but you are also a damnable liar. One to whom I shall grant no quarter. If you have harmed her in any way, you’ll know what it is to die a slow and agonising death.’

Zach raised a brow. ‘You are quick to judge a man.’

Shafford raised his chin and looked down his nose. ‘You are what you are. A man without scruples. A man with no honour is no man at all.’

‘Perhaps you should seek that man among your peers.’

Shafford lunged forwards. Zach parried with a lightning-fast bind, taking control of the other’s blade and flicking the sword from his hand. As it shot through the air, Zach caught it.

In the blink of an eye, the marquess found not one, but two swords pointed at him. He threw his arms out wide. ‘Do your worst, highwayman! Or do you only possess courage enough to intimidate women?’

Zach deftly swivelled the captured sword in his hand and offered the hilt to its rightful owner. ‘Your taunts are wasted on me. I’ve no reason to fight you.’

Shafford snatched it back. ‘No reason? Kidnapping my sister is no reason for me to fight for her honour? Her life?’

Sister? Zach staggered back a step and lost his footing in the sodden earth.

A grave mistake.

The marquess thrust forwards, piercing Zach’s right shoulder with the tip of his sword. White-hot pain seared flesh. Reflexively, Zach dropped the sword. His left hand clamped down on his shoulder. Blood oozed from the wound, seeping between his fingers. Diluted by rain, it ran in scarlet streaks down his white linen shirt. He bent to retrieve the weapon and froze at the touch of cold steel at his throat.

‘Leave it!’

The pressure of the blade forced Zach to slowly stand, and straighten. Triumph glittered in Shafford’s eyes.

‘How clumsy of you, highwayman. Perhaps I have bested my match.’

Zach held his tongue.

The marquess scowled, his lips pressed together in a thin line. ‘What have you done with Eloise?’

Eloise. He’d been blind to the obvious. Sail the stars! Why hadn’t he seen it before? Like pulling threads from cloth, he plucked memories from his brain. A vivid image of her parents overshadowed a dim picture of Eloise, the child. She’d inherited her mother’s green eyes and rich chestnut hair. From her father, a nature so stubborn it could drive a man to madness.

He recognised too, for the first time, a resemblance to the marquess – her brother – fierce protector. Loyal friend. How loyal would he prove to be now if Zach were to remove his mask?

As if reading his thoughts, the marquess touched the tip of his sword to Zach’s temple. ‘I suggest you cooperate, highwayman.’

The sharp tip moved towards the outer edge of Zach’s eye, cutting a fine line in the silk mask and the flesh beneath it. Blood stained his cheek.

Shafford stared down at Zach coldly. ‘The alternative will be the loss of an eye. Or both.’


Zach risked a glance at the skies. The rain had eased. He had no time to challenge the marquess in a battle of wits. ‘You can either carve me up piece by piece, here and now, or withdraw your sword whereupon we shall discuss the matter like the gentlemen we are.’

‘You? A gentleman?’ Shafford roared with laughter. ‘I doubt a lowly felon such as yourself even understands the meaning of the word. Remove your mask or my sword shall do it for you. I want to see the face of a lying coward.’

Zach fought to ignore the blinding pain in his shoulder, and the sting at his temple. ‘I’ve given my accomplice an order to kill your sister should I not return to him. Would you have me deliver her alive? Or dead? The choice is yours.’ He tried to remain composed, hoping the marquess wouldn’t see through his bluff.

Shafford’s eyes widened with panic. His hand, holding the sword, twitched.

Zach took full advantage of Shafford’s faltering concentration. With speed, his left forearm blocked and pushed away the sword at his face. At the same time, he mustered all his strength to lunge forwards and drive his fist into Shafford’s cheek, knocking him to the ground, unconscious.

Zach staggered as excruciating pain burned his shoulder. Ignoring the blood leaching from his shoulder wound, he moved quickly towards Shafford’s companion and examined his injuries. Satisfied the man would live to see another day, and that Shafford would rouse soon enough, Zach dressed his own wound as best he could, and fled.
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Weary, Zach crested the clifftop along the western coastline. He gazed out over the Atlantic Ocean.

Cormorants stood upright on rocky perches, holding their wings out to dry after a day’s diving. Seagulls cried overhead. Below, along the crystal clear water’s edge, a group of oystercatchers used their long red bills to hunt for shellfish.


Blustery wind lifted the hair from Zach’s shoulders. It swept beneath his unbuttoned coat. He breathed deeply the invigorating life force. Surprising how a dose of briny air could revive one’s spirits.

The wind’s blast on his wet clothes chilled his skin, warmed only by the thought of seeing Eloise. Eyes closed, he took another deep breath and held it. He exhaled long and slow.

He surveyed the body of water between his ship and the shoreline, studying the outgoing tide and currents. Darkness would soon descend.

Though his wound throbbed, he’d bandaged it well enough to stem the bleeding. He had faith the ship’s doctor would remedy any risk of infection setting in. He scratched the dried blood from his temple. What was another scar on an already marked body?

The roan trod a careful path down the steep descent towards the beach. As one, horse and rider shared a sense of freedom and raced at a gallop along the sand. Hooves splashed waves lapping the shore. Zach turned the roan towards the cave’s mouth.

Above the sound of sea and surf, he heard the relief-filled shout of his lieutenant, who ran from the cave to greet him.

‘Captain! Thank God.’

The roan, startled, reared up. Zach gained swift control, easing it to a standstill. ‘What’s wrong, man?’

Seth threw a glance towards the cave. ‘Let’s just say I’m happy to hand her over to you.’

Eloise stood ramrod straight at the cave’s entrance, one palm laid flat against the rock wall, her other resting on her hip. Light from a fire inside the cave served to outline her form. She stood proud, ever defiant, the wind whipping at her chestnut hair and the folds of her skirt.


Zach dismounted. ‘So you’d rather swallow a dagger than deal with a genteel lady?’

‘Genteel? If she were carved from wood she’d make a formidable figurehead at the prow of a ship. She’d ward off evil and mythical sea creatures.’

Zach laughed. ‘I doubt your opinion would flatter Lady Eloise.’

‘Who?’ No sooner had Seth asked the question, he stepped closer, eyes focused on his captain’s temple. ‘I don’t need to guess how you got that. Who were those men?’

‘One, I didn’t know. The other …’ Zach’s gaze slid to Eloise.

‘The other?’ urged Seth.

‘Her brother. The marquess.’

‘Shafford?’

‘Yes.’

Seth’s mouth fell open.

‘Captain?’ shouted Eloise. ‘Where are you? I would speak with you. Now!’

The men exchanged a harrowed look.

‘She’s your prisoner,’ said Seth.

‘That she is.’ Zach handed over his horse’s reins. ‘This fine animal deserves a rub down, food and water.’

‘I’ll see to it.’

Zach’s boots crunched over pebbles and sand. He stopped at arm’s length from Eloise, glad to see she still wore the bandage to protect her eyes.

‘Captain, you have much explaining to do! You abduct me, keep me locked up Lord knows where, and then drag me on horseback across the countryside. Now you have me closeted away in a coastal cave. Where, exactly, are we? I beseech you, of what possible value am I to you, which requires you to haul me this far?’

The strain of her ordeal could be heard in her voice. It showed in the frown lines on her forehead and the tightness of her mouth. He took her arm. ‘Let’s take shelter inside the cave.’

She shrugged out of his hold, refusing to budge. ‘Here is just as good as any place to be having this conversation.’

‘You’re right. A beach cave is no place to bring a lady.’

She stood as if ready to fight for her life, her only weapon being words. Her breasts rose and fell upon a shuddering breath. ‘I’ll have you know my family holds favour with the Duke of Arlington. Deliver me home safely and I’ll forget this whole tiresome incident. Either that or, when you’re finally caught, the duke will ensure you pay with your life.’

I already have. ‘Holding favour with the king wouldn’t change my reasons for abducting you.’

‘You are yet to tell me those reasons.’

‘I … can’t.’ Zach’s lips pressed together. Pain and sorrow struck at the centre of his heart. His eyes shut tight against the memories of that tragic day. He closed his mind to the haunting high-pitched screams of a young child calling for her mother and father. Not one day had passed during the last ten years when he hadn’t suffered undeserved guilt over the gut-wrenching events of that catastrophic morning. And here, in this moment, that young girl stood before him as a woman who deserved to know the truth behind the death of her parents.

His eyes flashed open. His gaze fixed on her face. Now that he knew her name, he felt unworthy of speaking it.

‘This is intolerable!’ She stormed away from him, hands clawing their way along the cave wall.

‘Eloise!’

She jerked to a standstill and turned around. ‘How did you learn my name?’ The look on her face said he had no right knowing it. ‘Your man said you’d followed two riders. Who were they?’


Zach heard hope in her voice. ‘I recognised only one. Your brother.’

‘Julian! You saw Julian?’ She stepped away from the wall, arms outstretched. ‘Where’s my brother?’

Zach reached for her and pulled her close. Her fists pummelled his chest. They slid to his shoulders, fingers digging into his skin. Into his wound. He groaned.

‘What’s wrong?’ She sounded genuinely concerned.

Seth appeared from the shadows and rushed to his captain’s side. ‘You’re wounded!’

‘Slightly.’

Seth tugged away at the coat to expose a bloodied makeshift bandage. ‘Will it need stitches?’

Zach shook his head. ‘It can wait.’

‘What happened?’ cried Eloise. ‘Julian! Is he also hurt? What did you do to my brother?’

Zach held her upper arms firm. ‘No harm has befallen your brother.’

She slumped against him, weak with relief.

‘It is I,’ he added, ‘who came off second best. Your brother is swift with a sword.’

‘The skiff is ready,’ said Seth. ‘I’ll signal the ship to let them know we’re on our way. Doc needs to attend you immediately.’ He hurried off.

‘Ship?’ shrieked Eloise. ‘You never mentioned a ship!’

‘And yet you address me as Captain.’

‘But this’ – she spread her hands wide – ‘is not exactly a naval dockyard.’

‘Correct.’

‘Then …’ She hesitated, as if processing the information. ‘What is the purpose of your ship? What sort of dealings do you conduct without the protection of the law?’ A look of loathing transformed her expression. ‘Smuggling?’


Zach threw his head back and laughed, a sweet diversion from his painful shoulder. ‘You’ve an overactive imagination. You accuse me of being a horse thief, and now, the captain of a smuggling vessel? Give me more credit than that.’

‘You deserve credit for nothing!’

Zach vehemently rejected her remark. ‘If it helps ease your mind, then consider this. We stand at one of many isolated landing places well known to the smuggling brethren. My crew and I do not concern ourselves with the alcohol that lays weighted to the ocean beds. Nor do we disturb the contraband hidden deep inside these coastal caves.’

‘I’m not so sure, given your intimate knowledge of such goings on.’

‘My contacts know me not for smuggling, but for keeping their covert operations a secret.’

‘Oh? I’m sure you’re paid handsomely for your silence. No doubt with the money earned from their illegal imports.’

‘Not at all. In fact, we simply work together in keeping each other’s comings and goings a secret from the law.’

‘Then if you are not a horse thief, or a smuggler, what do you concern yourself with?’

Zach gave her a subtle shake. ‘You, Eloise. Among other matters.’ He’d been direct, honest. ‘In spite of what you might think, I’ve your best interests at heart.’

Her laughter bounced off the cave’s walls. Zach thought it music to his ears. A tune he could easily grow accustomed to. His lieutenant’s timely reappearance put everything into perspective.

Nothing and no one would deny Zach his revenge. It was time to leave.

Now.

He scooped Eloise up in his arms and strode to the water’s edge.

Her laughter broke off on a squeal. ‘What are you doing?’


He set his teeth against the shooting pain in his shoulder. ‘Taking you to the Justice.’

‘The what?’

‘My ship.’








Chapter Nine



Eloise had no time to protest. Her bottom hit the hard, wet, wooden thwart of a boat. It jerked from side to side with the movement of the men stepping aboard. Her hand shot out to grip the seat. Oars creaked and water lapped against the sides of the skiff, indicating their departure from dry land. Her breath came in short, sharp gasps.

She felt the wind increase as they moved away from the shore, tossing the boat on a choppy sea. Water sprayed her face, wetting her dress and blindfold. Her stomach convulsed at the thought of the deep water beneath them, of falling into it, and drowning in a cold watery grave.

The skiff thudded against something hard. She gasped. The ship?

Even if they were to safely board it, what hope had she of being rescued? Who would know where to find her? What would become of her? Despair overcame her at the loss of control over her destiny. A slapping noise made her jump.

‘Seth, secure the ropes to skiff and ship,’ the captain barked. He shouted to crewmen above, indicating their ascent.

Familiar, strong hands gripped her upper arms and brought her quickly to her feet. The skiff bobbed from side to side. Eloise clung to the captain’s steady support. Wind whipped her cold, clammy skirts, the fabric stinging her legs.

‘I’m going to climb the ship’s rope ladder,’ he said. ‘Hold onto me tight. Like this.’

Her chest pressed against his back. He pulled her arms over his shoulders and around his neck. ‘Now lift your legs and wrap them about my waist.’

‘I’ll do no such thing!’

‘You’ll do as I say.’ He bent his knees, reached behind her legs and lifted her up.


She squealed, her reflexes forcing her to adopt the very position he’d ordered.

He made a low guttural sound. ‘Be still. If you let go, you’ll be dipping more than your toes in the ocean.’

She froze. ‘I can’t swim!’

‘The captain will not let you fall.’ The lieutenant’s confident words did little to convince her.

‘Ready?’ asked the captain.

‘You leave me no choice!’

With each rung he climbed, Eloise acknowledged the effort it cost him. He hid the pain from his wound behind stifled grunts. With her added weight to bear, his shoulders flexed beneath her arms. Muscles in his back, as hard as rock, moved against her breasts. Her thighs sensed the tension around his hips and abdomen.

His potent strength gave her reassurance, a reason to exhale the breath she’d held and freely draw another.

Until something snapped.

Her stomach lurched with the sickening shock of falling. Her scream died on a gasp. She tightened her hold on the captain and sucked in a deep breath, expecting to plunge into the cold, merciless sea. They smacked against the ship’s hull. The captain groaned. They’d survived the brief fall, though Eloise suspected they now dangled at an awkward angle.

Desperate shouts called to them from above. The captain groaned again and swore.

Her heart smacked against her ribs. ‘What’s happened?’

He ignored her, calling instead to the crewmen. ‘Hurry! It won’t hold much longer.’

‘Captain! If I’m going to die then at least prepare me.’

He had the audacity to laugh at her fear. ‘Promise me that no matter what, you will not let go of me.’


Her courage wavered. ‘Tell me what’s wrong.’

‘Your promise!’

Terror paralysed her. He’d asked her to trust him. A man who’d robbed her of her family, her home, and now possibly her country. Even her life.

A crewman yelled a desperate plea. ‘The rope! Hurry, Captain!’

‘Eloise!’

The wind blew with force, intensifying the list and creaks of the ship. Something lashed the hull beside them. ‘Yes! Yes. All right.’

On the heels of her promise came the sensation of swinging like a pendulum. Slowly at first, then moving in a wider arc. She honoured her word and clung to him. Her life depended on it. She did not speak for fear of upsetting the captain’s focus on whatever the problem might be.

A shift in movement suggested he’d transferred their combined weight to another source. He groaned under the strain of his efforts. His body adjusted beneath hers. Corded muscles strained and hardened.

Gravity pulled her down. Letting go meant plunging into the water, or the skiff, flat on her back. Definitely not the preferred option.

With a sudden jerk, he swung his legs forwards. Boots thudded against the hull. When he moved, she visualised his synchronised movements. Step by step. Hand over hand. She realised he used a single rope to support their weight and haul them both to safety.

A chorus of men shouted from above. ‘Heave! Heave!’

A burly voice yelled above all others. ‘That’s it, Captain! You’ve almost done it.’

He breathed hard and fast, labouring under the strain of the task. Each movement required supreme strength.

Cheers and rousing applause erupted when they were hoisted over the edge of the rail.


‘You can let go now,’ said the captain.

She couldn’t. Fear had moulded her to his back. She kept her eyes shut tight.

‘Eloise, you’re choking me.’

Laughter sounded all around her. She dropped her feet to the deck, suddenly conscious of her bared ankles and calves. She shoved her drenched skirts down to cover herself. The captain turned and wrapped his arms about her, pressing her cheek to his chest. His heart beat a tattoo beneath her ear, recovering from their ordeal.

Relief weakened her. How could she have ever doubted the strength of this man, or his word to keep her safe? He’d won her admiration and gratitude.

‘Have you nothing better to do than stand and stare? The lady is shivering,’ he said. ‘A blanket, quick! And give the lieutenant a hand.’

Dry warmth enveloped Eloise. The captain rubbed her back. Sudden silence settled over the deck, save for the wind in the rigging, and the natural creaking of the ship. What must the crew think? A woman among them would surely be an unusual sight. A temptation. Gareth’s warning about being at the hands of miscreants gave her chills. Never had she felt so vulnerable. How ironic that her abductor should now became her protector.

‘Captain, you know what superstition says about bringing a woman on board.’ The crewman’s concern spurred murmuring among the men.

Eloise trembled, and not from the cold of her damp clothes. She held fast to the captain.

‘I say superstition is irrational belief. Now turn to your tasks, men!’ The captain’s sharp reprimand gave rise to a flurry of movement and a cacophony of noise and chatter.

‘Well done, Captain. And you, my lady, showed more courage than some of our men.’

Eloise nodded in recognition of the lieutenant’s voice and compliment.

‘Captain, I’ll summon the doctor. Your shoulder –’

‘Can wait.’


‘Then … I’ll fetch the spout lantern and signal our onshore friends to collect their horses.’

‘Welsh,’ called the captain. ‘Instruct Cook to prepare a meal for the lady and have it brought to the vacant cabin.’

‘But that cabin is no bigger than –’

‘It’s big enough.’

Eloise was indignant about the captain’s attitude. His hand at her back urged her forwards. ‘Being blind, Captain, does not mean I’m unworthy of anything proper.’

‘Then would you prefer a bunk below deck with the men?’

‘Certainly not!’

‘I didn’t think so.’

‘If you were a gentleman you’d vacate your quarters for me.’ His silence provoked her. ‘I didn’t think so.’ She turned up her nose at the musty smell inside the cabin. ‘Captain, is there a porthole in here?’

Wood scraped against wood, followed by a rush of brisk sea air.

‘Thank you. That’s better.’

‘You’ll be safe here. The only furniture is the bunk and a small table nailed against the wall beside it. The necessary is under the bunk. There are fewer obstacles in your way. Less chance of you falling and harming yourself.’

How could she argue with that? She didn’t doubt his quarters would be infinitely more comfortable. To voice her opinion might give him the wrong idea.

Exhaustion had taken its toll. She sat on the edge of the bunk and wrapped the blanket tight about her shoulders.

‘How are you faring?’ the captain asked.

‘Nothing and no one is familiar to me.’ She rubbed her temples. ‘I don’t understand why –’

‘Another headache? I’ll fetch the doctor.’

‘No.’ She returned his kind concern. ‘Go. Your wound needs attention. Leave me. I wish to be alone now.’

He didn’t move. Didn’t say anything. Then, in a flat voice, said, ‘You needn’t worry. In time you’ll be free of me, and I of you.’

The door closed, followed by the unmistakable click of a key falling home in the lock. Shutting her in. Concealed from the world.

She lay down. What purpose could she possibly serve him by being on this ship? He claimed to have her best interests at heart. She wasn’t so sure. If he did not align himself with the navy, and denied any involvement with smuggling, then what kind of ship did he captain?

She shuddered.

Pirates!

Menfolk back home whispered about the dealings of pirates and their cruel, indecent behaviour. Her imagination began to run wild. Did he deal in slavery? Kidnap women of quality and wealth and sell them to the highest bidder? What was his plan for her?

She couldn’t prevent her tears of exasperation. Nor could she deny her growing attraction for him.

His tangible strength had delivered them safely aboard his ship. Pleasure ignited with the memory of her breasts pressed against his back. Nerves along her inner thighs tingled at having scandalously wrapped her legs around his waist. She craved his company and opened her mouth to call him back.

Damn her for a fool. She wiped the tears away.

Imagine his face horribly scarred or disfigured. Perhaps then she’d revile him. A futile exercise. Her senses had sharpened to everything about him not visible to the eye. A touch here. A caress there. His scent. His taste. The power of his voice could soothe or command. He’d shown concern for her needs and wellbeing. How could she not form an agreeable opinion of him?

A knock on the door interrupted her winsome thoughts. ‘Who is it?’

‘’Tis Welsh, m’lady. I’ve a meal for you. Captain’s orders.’

She swung her legs over the bunk and sat up. Her hands smoothed over her bodice and skirt and tucked wisps of hair behind her ears. ‘You may enter now.’

The key turned in the lock. How she hated that noise. The door opened. Heavy shuffling passed in front of her. Something slid across the tabletop.

Welsh cleared his throat. ‘Cook has prepared vegetable broth. It’s in a tankard so you don’t need to bother with a spoon.’

Eloise smiled, hearing the nerves in his voice. ‘You must thank Cook for me.’

‘I will. The tray is at your right hand. A mug of sweet cider at three o’clock. The broth at six o’clock, and a chunk of bread at nine.’

She reached for the broth with both hands and brought it to her lips. The divine smell sent her stomach grumbling. One sip and a swallow had her sighing in appreciation.

‘Delicious.’

‘Cook will be pleased.’ His steps retreated.

‘Welsh. Don’t go.’ If the captain trusted Welsh to deliver her meal, then she would trust him in her company. ‘Pull up a chair, won’t you?’

‘There is no chair. Besides, I prefer to stand. Being as rotund as the barrels I fashion, getting out of a chair can prove a challenge.’

Eloise enjoyed his jovial attitude. She sipped the broth. ‘Tell me about your name.’

He laughed. ‘Well, being from Wales and all, my real name is a little difficult to pronounce, so the crew figured it easier to call me Welsh.’


‘I see. And what’s a Welshman doing on a pirate ship?’

‘Not just any pirate ship, mind. The captain, he –’ Something had interrupted him. ‘Captain! I was just –’

‘Welsh! I asked you to bring the lady her meal. Not to solicit a private audience with her.’

‘Aye, Captain, but, but –’ Welsh replied, unnerved by his captain’s stern authority.

‘I asked him to stay,’ protested Eloise.

‘Since when do you give my crew orders?’

‘It was not an order, but a request for his company and conversation.’

‘Company? Or did you seek to wheedle information under the guise of polite conversation?’

‘I simply asked about –’

‘The nature of this ship.’

Eloise fell silent, like a child caught out in a lie.

Welsh excused himself in a nervous fluster.

She lifted her chin. ‘Welsh and I –’

‘Already on a first name basis with the cooper?’

His censure infuriated Eloise. ‘Yes! While you are remiss in revealing yours.’

The air had grown tense. Eloise replaced the tankard on the tray and folded her arms. She waited for the captain to break their silent stalemate.

‘I’ve brought someone to see you,’ he said.

‘Unless that someone is here to escort me home, I’m not interested.’

‘That someone is here to examine your eyes.’ He breathed a hefty sigh. ‘Eloise, I’m an optimist at heart, but I don’t wish to foster any false expectations. You might never see again, but with your permission I’d like the ship’s doctor to offer his opinion.’


She held no confidence in his doctor’s credibility. The man had probably been selected at random and accepted the position because the crew had voted in his favour. She had serious doubts about his qualifications. ‘Is he a –’

‘Legitimate doctor? Yes, my lady, indeed I am.’

Eloise jerked her head towards the baritone voice. He sounded much older than the captain, and spoke kindly, indicating he was suited to his calling.

‘It might make you feel better to know that doctoring has been my profession for over twenty years. In fact, my services were once exclusively employed in circles of nobility.’

By what cruel twist of fate did that no longer apply? Why should he prefer to serve aboard a ship instead? Best not have that question answered. His voice indicated experience and assurance; she saw no danger in trusting him. She nodded her approval for him to proceed with the examination.

Flint scraped on tinder. She could smell a tallow candle. Its heat passed before her eyes.

‘I understand you fell and sustained a blow to the back of your head.’

‘Yes.’

‘Do you suffer any problems with balance?’

‘No.’

‘Any tingling in your hands or fingers?’

‘No.’

‘What about headaches?’

‘Yes. They’re intense and occur often. Especially here.’ Eloise touched her temples.

‘I’m going to use a magnifying glass to look into your eyes. Keep them opened.’

After a minute or so he concluded, ‘From my experience with similar cases there is no reason why your sight should not return. Eventually.’

‘Why do I get headaches?’


‘Part of the healing process. It’s common for them to increase in frequency and intensity prior to regaining sight. You must, and I stress must, keep your eyes bandaged. During waking hours, that is. Decreasing eye movement will give them rest.’

‘So I believe.’

‘I’ll check on you tomorrow.’

‘Thank you, Doctor.’

‘I’ll leave fresh bandages here on the table for you. Captain, perhaps you could assist the lady as required.’

‘Of course. And thank you. Seek out the first mate and instruct him to wait outside for me.’

The cabin door creaked open, then closed. Eloise listened to the captain inhale and release a long, slow breath. Seconds stretched into uneasy silence. The room grew suddenly warm. Her skin tightened. She didn’t know which was more dangerous: to be left alone with the captain, or to be thrown at the mercy of his men. She stood, and reached for him. His hands were there on her arms steadying her. She hadn’t realised she’d swayed.

He pulled her close.

Her fingers inched up his sleeve. ‘Your wound?’

‘A few stitches. Nothing more.’

His tone had struck a sad note. It carried something reminiscent of a damaged soul. She couldn’t touch it. Couldn’t see it. Yet she’d definitely heard it. Sensed it. Something troubled him. It had everything to do with her being here on his ship. She was beginning to suspect him somehow connected to her brother. But how?

She and the captain were complete strangers and yet her heart yearned to share and heal whatever invisible burden he carried. To trust and be trusted in return.

Instinctively, she leaned into the warm palm he settled on her cheek. His other hand slid behind her neck, fingers caressing the sensitive skin at her nape. She tipped her head back, exposing the length of her neck. Her eyes closed upon a sigh, enjoying the ever-so-light touch of his lips along her jawline. The sensation shifted to her throat, up and down. Her breathing quickened.

One finger traced the outline of her parted lips. ‘Ah, Eloise. You make it difficult to resist …’

His mouth moved against her throat, completing the sentence without sound. His heated breath sent shivers shooting down her spine and to her toes. Hot, gentle kisses pressed against the corners of her mouth.

His arms wrapped around her waist, catching her when her knees buckled. Her world spun on a dizzying axis. She clung to him.

‘Don’t let go.’

Her words, or his? All that mattered was the intimacy of his mouth lingering over hers. His tongue swept the seam of her lips. Never mind that she was blind, she saw blasts of bright lights. Her senses flared in colour.

She gave in to him. Unashamed and untutored, yet willing to be schooled. Innocent, though open to corruption. Brittle tension had long ago melted beneath her desire for him.

He crushed her body to his, holding her as close as physically possible, and still she feared he didn’t believe it close enough. His lips firmed against hers. He kissed her with the fervour of an obsessive lover. With alluring pleasure. A kiss so deep, she tasted heady desire.

His need and desire for her.

A powerful revelation. She moaned in her startling discovery.

He suddenly broke the kiss and pressed her down to sit on the bed. Giddy joy gave way to breathless confusion. She heard him exhale on a heavy sigh.

His wordless exit from her cabin puzzled Eloise. She listened in dismay to his terse exchange with the crewman outside her door.

‘You wished to speak with me, Captain?’

‘What?’

‘You asked me to meet –’

‘Yes! Yes! Guard this door tonight. It stays locked and you stay alert.’

‘Aye, Captain.’

‘Do not open this door for anyone! Is that understood?’

‘Without a doubt.’

Eloise heard the heavy stamp of the captain’s boots fade down the passageway. What on earth had put him in a mood?

She couldn’t fathom the reason for being abruptly dismissed. She resented his baffling treatment of her, even though she’d come to terms with her desire for him.

To what should she attribute this latter anomaly? There was no rational explanation for being enamoured with a man who represented everything the men of her acquaintance lacked. In her circles, his kind was considered taboo.

Therein lay the fascination. That, and being spirited away aboard a ship with a cast of characters she could only hope to meet in the pages of a leather-bound tome.

Thoughts of home and family fell by the wayside, leaving her caught in the grip of a certain fascination. Losing her sight had been harrowing enough. The drama of boarding this ship had demanded she place absolute faith and trust in a complete stranger. What more might she discover about herself and her capabilities? More to the point, how might she best prepare herself for when next she clashed with the enigmatic captain?

If it were a battle of intimacy they fought, she had already surrendered.

He, on the other hand, had retreated. What did he so closely guard, that he should keep her at arm’s length? What prevented him from reconciling his desire for her?


She sat resolute, determined to learn his secrets.








Chapter Ten



Pre-dawn the next day, and the Justice rocked gently on calm waters. She anchored safely in one of the many hidden coastal coves, sheltered by picturesque, dramatic sea cliffs. A brisk breeze carried away the groan and creak of timbers.

Zach stood at the helm. His palm ran over smooth, worn wood. Here he’d spent countless hours in control of a carefully calculated destiny, with the added responsibility of keeping his crew safe.

And now he’d taken Eloise under his wing.

Last night he’d kissed her as if in pursuit of a gold-laden galleon. He’d tasted the spoils of victory in the capture and plundering of her sweet mouth. Intoxicating treasure. Instead of fighting back, she’d joined forces with him, leaning in, fingers kneading his flesh. Her soft, supple lips had robbed him of logic, reason and reality.

For the first time in ten years he’d forgotten about vengeance and retribution. Desire and lust had blinded him, until something inside shook him so violently, he’d pulled away.

She was the fiancée of his nemesis, for God’s sake! In her own words, that made them enemies.

He’d let his resolve weaken. If he hadn’t removed himself from her presence, she’d have been the victor in capturing him. That must never happen. He had more at stake than slaking his lust for her.

Viscount Derby would return home from London to find the ducal ring and Zach’s written note explaining his hasty departure; that he’d abducted the duke’s fiancée. Had Derby now discovered Eloise was Shafford’s sister?


Zach cast his gaze over the craggy shoreline, impatient for news of the outcome between Derby and the lawyer.

He spun on his heel at the sound of approaching footsteps. ‘Morning, Seth.’

‘No sign of the viscount’s messenger?’

‘Soon, I hope.’

‘This London lawyer, do you believe he’ll do the right thing by you?’

‘He was my father’s closest friend. I expect nothing less from him. My father and he had the greatest respect for each other. They valued truth and trust.’

‘Why would this lawyer believe you over your half-brother?’

Zach gave a derisive laugh. ‘He knew us both well enough to form his own opinion.’

‘And Gareth is none the wiser to you being his anonymous benefactor?’

‘He never had a head for business and I know he’d go to great lengths to conceal the dwindling family fortune. He’d be eager to accept the first, and no doubt only, financial helping hand extended him.’

‘You’ve exercised great will and patience over the years, Captain. I find it hard to believe your ordeal will soon be over.’

‘Then why the pensive look?’

Seth paused. ‘When all this is behind you, what will you do? Where will you choose to make your home? You’ll have responsibilities to your seat in England and to those who rely on their livelihood from your plantation. You can’t be in two places at once.’

Zach rubbed the wooden wheel. Since the age of eighteen, demons had driven him to clear his name of murder, to one day take back all that was rightfully his. Beyond that, nothing mattered. ‘I’ve plenty of time to address those decisions.’

‘And still you enjoy no respite.’

‘I’ll not rest until my private war is won.’


‘What of your heart?’

Zach threw Seth a sharp look. ‘What are you talking about?’

The lieutenant held his tongue. His expression unreadable.

‘If you have something to say, Seth, then out with it.’

‘The Lady Eloise.’

The mention of her name roused Zach’s protective instincts. ‘What about her?’

‘Her unfortunate condition appears –’

‘Promising.’

‘I see.’ Seth walked to the rail and asked over his shoulder, ‘What are your plans for her?’

‘She remains aboard this ship. Under my protection.’

‘For how long?’

‘Indefinitely.’

Seth about-faced, his eyes wide in stark surprise. ‘She sails with us to Mercy Island?’

Zach gripped the wheel with stoic determination. ‘I won’t abandon her, Seth. Consider the facts. Gareth has placed his eggs in one basket. Me! I’ll intercept his final shipment. He’ll be financially and socially ruined. It will be the end of him.’ He turned and folded his arms, the solid wheel at his back. ‘As is the fickle and shallow way of society, those who were once drawn to Gareth shall revile him, just as if he has Cupid’s itch.’

Seth’s face relaxed into a smile.

‘Without a title, money or land he’ll be reduced to the scum that he is. I’ll acquire his estate, my estate rather, the downside of which is I’ll have creditors aplenty scrambling to discover my identity and rip me apart. They’ll demand settlement of all outstanding debts.’ Zach waved a dismissive hand. ‘I’ve funds aplenty to deal with them.’

‘How does this concern Lady Eloise?’


‘Before the news of his ruin becomes public, Gareth will seek the only option available to him in order to maintain his place in society.’

‘He’ll marry into an inheritance to save himself.’

‘Exactly.’

Seth threw his arms wide. ‘Then you’ll be back to square one.’

Zach shook his head. ‘Not quite. Under a pseudonym, I’ll have achieved my goal by obtaining all that is legally mine.’

‘But until your legal name is cleared of murder charges, you won’t see any of it.’

‘Hah! Legalities. Easily fixed. And don’t think I’d let Gareth jump from one inheritance to another. I want to destroy him, not the woman he takes to wife, or her family. Eloise is key to his strategy. Which is why I won’t let her out of my sight.’

Zach glimpsed the burnished pinks and reds of the impending sunrise, comparing it to those he’d witnessed under clearer Caribbean skies. He idly wondered whether Eloise had ever witnessed a sunrise. Would it move her, as it did him?

Seth frowned. ‘Gareth’s title and perceived wealth allows him to marry anyone he chooses. He doesn’t need Eloise to replenish his purse. Once he realises his desperate situation, he’ll take to wife the first woman who’ll have him. One with a sizable dowry. There is any number of wealthy women sharpening their claws for the privilege.’

‘A valid point, but tell me something. Given, as you’ve pointed out, Gareth could have his choice of any woman to wed, why then, to date, has he not married?’

Seth shrugged. ‘He prefers the whorehouses?’

‘Or perhaps he wants only one woman. Eloise.’

‘You think he’s actually in love with her?’

The question hit a nerve. It forced Zach to acknowledge his interest in Eloise ran deeper than keeping her as a tool of revenge.


‘Love?’ Zach scowled. ‘Whether it be an honest emotional attachment or for the benefit of his coffers, I couldn’t say. I’m willing to bet the latter. Regardless, I’ll do everything in my power to keep Eloise as far away as possible from the likes of Gareth. I owe her at least that much.’

‘Have you considered the anguish her family suffers, not knowing her fate, or why she was taken from them?’

Zach nodded. He understood their torment. When he’d been forced to flee England, he’d despaired over his father’s fate and well-being. ‘If I could spare them their anguish, I would. As far as Shafford is concerned, Eloise was taken while under my brother’s protection. Let him sweat under their scrutiny. If word leaks of his depleted coffers, he’ll come under direct suspicion as being the very person who abducted her in the first place.’

‘Of course.’ Seth’s mouth stretched into a smile. ‘That would set tongues wagging.’

‘Yes. I believe we hold him on a very tight leash.’

The sun cleared the horizon. Zach relished its warmth on his face. ‘I’ll be in my cabin. Let me know the instant the messenger arrives. In the meantime, brief the crew. Have them prepare the ship and re-stock supplies for the homeward voyage. All going well, we sail tomorrow.’

‘Aye, Captain.’

Zach detoured away from his cabin. Like a sailor lured by the call of a mythical water siren, he went to check on Eloise.

Judd stood aside. Zach pressed his ear to her door and heard not a sound from within. Hopefully, she still slept. With so much to occupy his time today, he would conveniently avoid any discussion with her and make his visit brief.

He turned the key in the lock and carefully lifted the latch before pushing the door wide enough to slip inside. She lay facing the wall. Thick chestnut hair, free of its usual pins, spilled over her pillow. She wore a practical dress that once belonged to the viscount’s daughter.

He stepped closer. She rolled onto her back, lost in sleep.

Zach could not take his eyes from her. Long, dark lashes rested on porcelain skin. Her cheeks looked slightly flushed. Soft breaths escaped through parted full lips. He tempered an overwhelming compulsion to reach out and touch her.

The blanket lay askew across her waist. Zach pulled it up to cover her chest and shoulders; to keep her warm. For pity’s sake, he couldn’t help himself. He ran a fingertip down one cheek, lightly, at the risk of waking her. He would forever protect this woman.

He turned to leave, but spied her shoes and bent to pick them up. Like her dress, they looked the worse for wear. Little wonder, given the time and distance she’d spent wearing them. Life aboard ship required practical attire, not the fashions of a London court. He mentally added a few more things to his errands list and stepped softly towards the door.

‘Is someone there?’

Her sleep-ridden voice brought Zach to a jarring halt. He risked a glance over his shoulder. She’d sat up, rubbing her eyes.

‘Hello? Is someone there?’ she called again.

Only when she’d settled back down to sleep did he quietly close and lock the door.
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Zach dipped the quill in the ink pot and looked up at the sound of a knock on his door. ‘Come in.’

Seth entered the cabin and approached the desk. In his extended hand, he held an envelope with the viscount’s seal. ‘The messenger is aboard. He awaits your instruction.’

Zach set the quill aside, broke the wax seal and unfolded the parchment. He read the message and let his gaze wander to the window, to the stretch of sea beyond.


‘Captain?’

He handed the note to Seth. ‘Read it aloud.’

‘Friend. Promissory note signed. Deeds to the estate and ownership of the company are yours should the next shipment fail to deliver. Return voyage to pass your island in late July. Congratulations. You have the Queen of Hearts in your hand.’ Seth looked up from the note. ‘It is done!’

Zach smiled with satisfaction. ‘Yes.’

‘The viscount knows about Eloise?’

‘He knows we have Gareth’s fiancée. I have to wonder, when he wrote this, whether or not he’d discovered Eloise’s identity.’

‘I’d say he knows exactly who she is.’

‘I’ll clarify that in my reply to him. Read on.’

‘Finally, Lily has agreed to accept your offer. Her belly grows large with each passing day. I’ll make the necessary arrangements. Good luck.’ Seth cleared his throat and studied the letter. ‘And … ah … Lily. You will provide for her?’

‘Of course.’

‘In what way?’

‘A roof over her head, for one thing. The child’s father has abandoned them both. I accept full responsibility for her. The options available to a young woman in her situation, with no family to support her, are far and few between. She and her child will enjoy a better life on Mercy Island. They’ll be well cared for and kept safe.’

Seth had suddenly turned sheepish. How odd to see him stand there, eyes downcast, fumbling with the note in his hand. Zach took up the quill and scratched in haste along the parchment. ‘When I’m finished here, I’ll accompany the messenger back to shore.’

‘What for?’


‘Provisions.’

‘We already have men taking care of that.’

Zach lifted the parchment and blew on the wet ink. ‘I need to collect provisions of a … female nature.’

‘Oh, I see.’ Seth lingered.

Zach folded the parchment and stamped his seal in hot wax. ‘You’re behaving a little peculiar, Seth. Is something on your mind?’

‘What? No.’ He shook his head and pursed his lips.

Zach put his hand out for the viscount’s note. ‘Seth?’

‘Yes? Oh, here you are. I’ll prepare the skiff.’

Zach quickly scanned the viscount’s message. Something tripped him up. The corners of his mouth lifted into a knowing smile. Lily. His gaze lifted to watch Seth hurry from the cabin.

With the viscount’s letter and a reply in hand, Zach made his way above deck. He reread Derby’s missive for the last time, before ripping it into tiny pieces. A flick of his wrist scattered them to the breeze. Like snow, they fluttered down to the water. Each piece drifted further apart.

When the Justice reached Mercy Island, the crew would have ample time to unwind before setting sail to intercept the riches aboard Gareth’s merchant vessel. It carried cargo unbeknownst to Zach. Inconsequential, really, when Zach had finally entrapped his half-brother.

Revenge lay within reach.
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Eloise stretched and opened her eyes. The cold reality of being blind hit as if for the first time. Would she ever get used to it? Then came the daunting uncertainty of her whereabouts.


A ship. A cabin. The most uncomfortable bunk.

Loud thuds came from above deck. Booming male voices, obscenities, shouts and clipped retaliations. Salt and sea brine had replaced the scent of lavender and roses from her previous prison.

How frustrating not to be able to check something as simple as the time. Her stomach growled. She sat on the edge of the bunk, feet planted on cold wooden floors. Assessing and readjusting her state of dress had almost become routine. Like the captain coming to her in her dreams. She could still smell his masculine scent.

She swept the floor with her hands in search of her shoes. Had they slid along the cabin floor? Strange, since her keen sense of balance confirmed the vessel did not pitch to and fro. Seagulls cried outside her porthole. A comforting thought to know the ship lay off shore.

Land. Home. Loved ones. She located a strip of linen on the table beside the cot and tied it around her head to protect her eyes. Doctor’s orders. She twisted around to kneel on the cot and ran her palms over the panelled wall. There. The porthole. She opened it as wide as it would allow and filled her lungs with crisp salty air.

Exploring her cabin meant feeling her way around the perimeter walls. It didn’t take long. The locked door lay beneath her palms. She rested her forehead against the timber slats. Is this what it would be like to stand entombed inside a coffin?

‘M’lady?’

The voice startled her. ‘Welsh? Is that you?’

‘Aye! With hot tea and Cook’s freshly baked bread.’

‘A minute please.’ She groped her way back to sit on the bed. ‘Come in.’

The door opened. Footsteps passed in front of her. Something slid across the table. ‘Thank you, Welsh.’ Again, footsteps, the door closing, the key turning. No exchange of polite conversation. It wasn’t hard to guess who’d given him orders to deliver the food and leave.


Ravenous, Eloise ate and sat waiting for what seemed an eternity before receiving another visitor.

‘Morning, my lady.’

Eloise sensed the lieutenant’s awkwardness, and a touch of reserve in his voice. ‘Good morning, Seth.’

‘You are to come with me.’

‘Where?’

‘The captain has arranged for you to enjoy the luxury of a warm bath in his quarters.’ Her indignant shock had him hastily adding, ‘He’s employed a woman to assist you with … with … your needs. You will have complete privacy. Come.’

His hand closed around her upper arm. ‘Wait. My shoes.’

‘You won’t be needing them.’

‘But –’

‘Trust me.’

As Seth guided her to the captain’s quarters, she sensed the presence of another person nearby. Her skin turned to gooseflesh, and her nose wrinkled in reaction to a whiff of foul air. Wary instincts faded once they’d reached the captain’s cabin. Her attendant, a matronly-sounding woman, established the rules the instant they were left alone.

‘A warning, miss. I don’t know who you be, and I don’t much care. The captain has given his strict orders that if you start rattling off about me helping you and getting off this ship, I’m to let him know. Says he’ll plonk you in that tub and scrub you down himself if need be. That captain’s a man of his word. As am I. Understand?’

Eloise nodded. The alternative was out of the question.

The woman whisked her charge through her toilette. From working long, thick hair into a soapy lather, to securing the final button on a blouse. The captain would have treated her with finesse. The woman’s rough-and-ready handling left her a little battered.

‘Now stand there,’ she ordered. ‘Let me take a step back and admire me handiwork.’

Eloise flinched at the sound of hands clapped together.

‘You look a sight better, deary. Such a shame you can’t see for yourself, but for what it’s worth, your skirt and blouse be the colour of spring’s daffodils. Maybe just a few shades lighter. The captain’s been generous enough to buy you a few outfits. Nightclothes, too. Chosen well, he has.’

She clicked her tongue. ‘Them shoes are the same size as your others. Perfect for getting round on this ship.’

How did the captain know her shoe size? Had he taken her previous pair? When? She gasped. So it wasn’t in her dreams that she’d caught scent of the captain, or that he’d tucked the blanket about her. Nor had she imagined he’d touched her cheek. It had all been real.

The woman said her goodbyes and shuffled out of the cabin. Heavy footsteps entered.

‘Feeling better?’

The captain’s voice startled her to the point of losing her balance. He was suddenly at her side, lending his support.

‘What can I get you?’

‘Fresh air.’

He scooped her up in his arms. Her head rolled towards his chest. Too soon her feet touched the solid deck. Large hands steadied her, with fingers splayed around her waist.

Her palms spread flat against his chest: a hard wall of muscle. He made her feel safe and secure. Dizzying pleasure disarmed Eloise. Or was that because the day’s warmth enveloped her?

‘Breathe gently,’ he instructed.

She hadn’t realised she’d been panting. How she longed to match his face to his voice. Would he be just as appealing in the flesh as he was in her mind?

‘Gently,’ he repeated, while rubbing her back. ‘You look beautiful, Eloise.’

His intimately stated compliment gave her pulse momentum. ‘Thank you …’

‘Zach.’

‘Zach.’ She didn’t recognise the name as being anyone of her acquaintance. ‘Thank you for the use of your cabin. For troubling yourself with my needs and personal comfort.’

She felt awkward in the ensuing pause, as if she were an admirer stealing away for her first discreet rendezvous. Did he feel the same?

‘Close your eyes. I’ll replace the blindfold before we take a turn about the deck.’

Eloise shivered beneath his touch. He manoeuvred her to his side, one arm around her shoulders. ‘Where did that woman go?’

‘Ashore. I hired her services to attend you.’

Strangely content, Eloise tilted her face towards the sun. She hadn’t forgotten her resentment over being held captive, nor her irrational trust for a man whom she knew nothing about. A man who concerned himself with her every need and comfort, but revealed so little of his true self. How was it possible to feel desire for someone who wouldn’t let her into his heart or mind?

With his support and guidance, they strolled the deck together in an odd yet companionable silence.

Around them, the crew conversed, seagulls squawked overhead, ropes and rigging rattled and a brush scrubbed over wood. Her mind’s eye formed a picture of her surrounds. Home to all these men.

‘Tell me, Zach, do you enjoy life aboard a ship?’

‘I enjoy it well enough.’

Hardly an answer. She tried again. ‘What is it that draws men to pursue a life at sea?’


‘There are as many reasons as there are stars in the sky.’

He was making conversation difficult. ‘Tell me about your family here in England.’

‘I have none.’

His terse response gave her pause. ‘I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to upset you.’ She raised a hand to her temple and rubbed gently.

‘The pain has returned?’

‘A little.’

‘Better you lie down and rest rather than walk about in the sun.’

A convenient excuse to avoid further scrutiny. By the time he returned Eloise to the cabin, the pain behind her eyes had intensified. It wouldn’t stop her from seeking answers to her questions, to try to understand why the captain’s behaviour towards her had been so arbitrary. Why did he draw close only to pull away like the unpredictable shift of winds?

Her patience had worn thin. ‘Why do you keep me here? What have I done to deserve this?’

‘You’ve done nothing.’

She squeezed his arm. ‘Then what? Why?’

‘In time you’ll understand.’

‘In time? I deserve an explanation now. Who are you? A highwayman? A pirate? Is stealing your profession?’

He pried her hand from his arm. ‘You have every right to think ill of me.’

Her eyes pained as if her head lay between a tightening vice. ‘When my brother finds me, you’ll hang for steal–’

‘I do not steal anything that isn’t already mine.’

‘And yet you’ve stolen me!’

The truth of her words sent him away. In a few short strides he had re-established more than just a physical distance between them.

She lay on the bunk, facing the wall in dark despair, feeling helpless and alone.








Chapter Eleven



The sun had almost disappeared below the horizon, bathing the earth in soft, diffused light.

Zach watched the last vestiges of the day close down. He made his way from the forecastle to the quarterdeck, inspecting the crew’s preparations for tomorrow’s early departure.

Eloise had been right: he had stolen her. By the time she awoke tomorrow morning, wind-filled sails would be powering the Justice away from England, bound for the warmer waters of the Caribbean. What would she think of him then?

He preferred to remember the time spent with her on deck this afternoon. When her long, damp hair hung down her back in a single braid. It smelled of lemon soap, soft against his hand. He’d had a mind to unbind it, to comb it into disarray with his fingers and allow it to dry naturally in the breeze.

Proof of their mutual attraction was there – in the spark of a touch, in the way she’d parted her lips like a flower opening to his kisses. Her breath quickened whenever he stood close. If he fanned their smouldering desire he’d incite flames of all-consuming passion.

It was one thing to develop an attachment to her, but she affected him in ways no other woman had. She’d plucked his heartstrings. On the heels of that realisation came self-reproach. Feelings and emotions of the heart weakened a man. He couldn’t afford that kind of investment in a woman.

Life was about hate and revenge.

He stepped down to the main deck and descended to the companionway. Her cabin door drew his gaze.

Judd stood outside on duty. ‘Don’t worry, Captain. I doubt she’ll be giving me any trouble.’

‘I wish I could say the same.’ Zach retired to his quarters. From the outset, Eloise had been nothing more than his enemy’s fiancée, an asset he could use to further his cause. Her true identity complicated matters in more ways than he cared to admit.

He reached for the latch on his door. The accompanying click and scrape of iron and wood triggered something in his memory: Gareth’s carriage. Possessions. Inside the cabin, he pulled open a drawer, retrieved a small leather pouch and scattered its contents atop the numerous sea charts strewn across the desk.

He’d forgotten the coins and valuables confiscated from Gareth and Eloise at the time of her abduction. He hadn’t asked for those items. Only the ring.

The gold chain and ornate locket caught his eye. She’d worn it the night they’d first met. He picked it up, tested its weight and turned it in his palm. His thumb brushed over the inscription on its back. Elly Blakely. He flicked the locket open. A tiny portrait of her parents stared back at him. Nauseating guilt burned his gut. What he’d give to be able to explain to them the truth. Surely they would understand. Would Eloise?

He remembered the first night they’d met. She’d mentioned a private celebration. But that night had been the tenth anniversary of her parents’ death. Why host a ball to mark such a tragic event? He slumped against the desk. The locket snapped shut in his hand.

Her birthday. He recalled that her father had spoken of it the night before the fire. She’d be how old now? Twenty? Twenty-one?

Hell! He barely remembered her as a child, and yet now he felt as though he would never forget the strong young woman she’d become.

All the more reason to stave off any union between her and Gareth. He pressed the locket to his lips and vowed to honour her parents’ memory by preventing, at all costs, a marriage between their daughter and their murderer.


When had she and Gareth become engaged? Zach walked around to his liquor cabinet, uncorked a bottle of rum and took a hearty swig. How many times had Gareth kissed Eloise? Indelible jealousy had left a mark on Zach’s soul. He swallowed another deep draught of the spicy brew. Had Gareth inappropriately touched Eloise? Zach tightened his grip on the bottle’s neck. He couldn’t stand the image of her in the arms of his half-brother.

Or any other man, for that matter.
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Night cocooned the Justice.

It sat sheltered beneath an umbrella of shimmering stars. The ocean’s gentle swell and incoming tide lapped against the ship’s hull.

Eloise stirred. There had been a thud outside her cabin door. She listened, half-awake, but the ensuing silence and calm rocking motion of the ship eventually lulled her back to sleep.

A second time, she jolted awake and sat up. Her stomach turned as a foul smell reached her senses, and a shiver ran down the length of her spine. Her skin had turned to gooseflesh and every hair stood on end. Her heart beat a rapid warning.

There was someone inside her tiny cabin. She pulled the blanket tight around her. ‘Who’s there?’

A low guttural laugh left her as cold as ice. A hard-skinned hand slapped over her mouth, forcing her scream down her throat. She was shoved back, hard and rough and suddenly found herself struggling beneath an unbearable weight.

Dear God! Someone help me!

‘Be still, lass,’ spoke the man. Vile breath wafted over her face. ‘Staying calm and quiet would be in yer best interest. I’ll go easy on yer. Tho’ I enjoy a lass with a touch a spirit.’

The gravelly voice laughed another stream of hot, foul air over her face. She summoned strength to lay still and rally her wits.

‘What an obedient lass. The capt’n’s a cheat if he thinks he can keep yer all t’imself. I intend ta collect.’ His breathing grew heavier.

Eloise managed a strangled cry when he shifted his body over her. A hand grasped her breast, squeezing so hard her eyes smarted. She heard material rip, and cool air rushed over her chest and stomach. He took his hand from her mouth and squeezed her other breast. She screamed. An agonising blow snapped her head to one side.

‘Zach.’ His name passed her lips on a thin, weak breath.

As she fought against unconsciousness, she became aware of the crack and clatter of wood. Boots thundered across the room. The oppressive weight pinning her down suddenly lifted.

Breathe. She drew in a shuddering gasp.

A heavy mass crashed against a wall, then thudded to the floor.

‘Ungrateful wretch!’ Zach’s fury-filled voice bounced around the cabin walls.

A man drew a laboured lungful of air. ‘Want her all ta yerself, Capt’n?’

‘Bastard scum! You came to me with false recommendations.’

The man laughed. ‘You be wrong on that account. I honour the pirate code. Attack and terrorise.’

Zach yelled, ‘Not against women or children! Not against your shipmates. And not aboard the Justice.’

Eloise shut her eyes tight against the sickening smack of a fist against bone. She could feel Zach’s wrath with every blow he delivered. She could hear the spluttered grunts and groans of her attacker. Bile rose in her throat.

The beating stopped, followed by a heavy sigh and laboured breathing. Was it over? She opened her eyes. For one moment, she caught a shard of light. From a candle? A lantern? She gasped. Impossible.

She blinked several times.

The sounds of fighting resumed. She heard a mix of cursing, agonised gasps and shuddering breaths from both men.

What trickery did her eyes play, to then have her believe she saw the fuzzy outline of bodies grappling and confusing shapes on the floor?

Darkness snuffed out her glimmer of hope. It was only foolish imagination.

The bulkhead vibrated at her back. The sound of flesh, bone and muscle being repeatedly punched terrified her. Someone howled in pain.

She covered her ears. ‘Stop!’

There were a few seconds of silence.

A hand touched her arm. She screamed. Her heart thumped against her ribs as she shoved the hand away and began to thrash about, desperate to survive.

‘Eloise! It’s me, Zach.’

With a cry of relief, she pushed herself up to sit on the bunk, legs tucked to one side, arms clasped around her middle. She drew in a deep, ragged breath, inhaling the new scents – him, sandalwood. Her senses were cleansed of her attacker’s foul stench.

Shouts and raucous noise in the companionway sent her cowering against the bulkhead. A blanket fell about her shoulders, covering her semi-nakedness, before heavy footsteps came to a halt at the doorway.

‘No one is to enter this cabin,’ ordered Zach. ‘Judd was attacked outside the cabin and lays unconscious. Make sure he’s alright.’

‘Aye, Captain.’

Eloise recognised the lieutenant’s voice. Her trembling hand lifted in search of Zach.

Calloused finger pads met and grazed her fingertips. He waited for her to come to him in her own time, in her own way. She walked her fingers slowly into his open palm, and curled them tight around his hand, never to let go.

Arm shaking, she pressed her lips to the back of his hand. She raised her other arm to reach for him. He lifted her and sat on the bunk, placing her on his lap and wrapping her in his tense embrace. His hard muscles hadn’t yet relaxed from the fight. The hammer of his heart gradually steadied beneath her ear. Her frayed emotions gave way to tears. ‘Thank you for –’

‘Hush, my love,’ he murmured.

My love? He held her as if desperate to absorb her distress and suffering. He kissed the crown of her head, the corner of her eye, and pulled the blanket tight around her.

‘Zach. I … I can’t stay in this cabin,’ she sobbed.

‘I understand.’ He kissed her forehead. ‘Seth?’

A pause. ‘Aye, Captain.’

‘I’m taking Eloise to my quarters.’ He stood with her in his arms. She turned her face into his chest. ‘Get him out of here.’
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Zach laid Eloise on his bed. The blanket slipped off her shoulders, exposing her breasts. He’d seen her naked once before, and had reacted as a man would, by lusting after her body. Under these circumstances, he thought only to cover her with the bed linen. His priority now was to keep her safe and comfort her.

He sat on the edge of the bed as she wept. His gut clenched when she turned on her side and curled into a trembling ball. She gripped his forearm as though holding on to a lifeline. Shock had set in.

He sucked in a breath at the sight of her bruised cheek. If she hadn’t screamed for him to stop, he would have beaten her attacker to death. He’d punish the wretch soon enough.


‘You’re safe, Eloise.’ His thumb stroked her forehead and he spoke in hushed tones. ‘Will you allow me to replace your nightshift with one of my shirts?’

She seemed to not hear him. Best not tamper with her clothes given her fragile state of mind. Did she know where she was and who she was with? He had to believe she did, given her vice-like grip on his arm.

He couldn’t begin to imagine the pain and fear she’d suffered at having a man attack her. He attempted to stand, intent on retrieving a washcloth. Eloise made a feeble sound and gripped his arm. In place of a cloth, he used his free hand to dip his fingers in the water pitcher beside the bed and dab her puffy eyes. He repeated the dipping action, tracing her lips and lightly pressing against the soft flesh.

Zach shuddered at the memory of her terror-stricken scream, and promptly sprinkled cool droplets over the corner of her mouth. He saw the tip of her tongue emerge, drawing moisture.

She gradually slackened her grip on his forearm.

He fed her droplets of water until she lifted her shaky hand from his arm, signalling she’d had enough. Her hand slapped around his wrist again when he made the slightest movement to dry his fingers on his shirt.

He continued to caress her cheek. ‘I’m not leaving you, Eloise.’

She relaxed her fierce grip, then squeezed his wrist several times as if to communicate her thanks. She rubbed her thumb on the underside of his wrist. Zach swallowed the lump in his throat.

The force of the emotions terrified him more than the deadliest encounter he’d engaged in at sea. He was neither prepared nor equipped to face matters of the heart. It was all nonsense; time-consuming and unproductive. He side-stepped it just as he would a passing stranger.


Eloise was still trembling from the shock of her ordeal. Zach kicked off his boots and gently slipped beneath the bed linen to lie on his back beside her, hoping the length of his body would offer her reassurance of his nearness and protection, though he expected to be pushed away. To his surprise, she uncurled her body, raised her head to rest on his chest, and drew an arm over his waist. She snuggled close to him. He dropped a feather-light kiss on her forehead and crooned soothing words.

He’d guaranteed her safety aboard his ship. Had he not heard her scream … He suppressed the horror of what she might have endured had he been a moment too late.

Her trembling gradually stopped and her breathing became even. Zach wrapped his arms about her in a protective embrace, to remind her of his presence each time her body twitched.

Only when she’d settled into a deep sleep did he close his eyes.
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Zach hovered in a dream-like state, reluctant to surface from sleep.

He felt a warm woman pressed against his chest, shapely legs intertwined with his. His hand rested on an impossibly soft thigh, the other threaded fingers through an auburn mane. Never had the air around him smelled so hauntingly sweet, and how refreshing it was to share his bed with a woman who eclipsed the shadows in his life. He could lie like this forever.

The repeated sweep of a feather-light touch to his cheek slowly drew him awake, reviving him like a man coaxed back from the dead.

His eyes opened.

To live the reality of his dream. In the dim light of low-burning candles, Eloise lay facing him, eyes open, gently stroking his cheek.

Zach gave no hint of being awake. Not a muscle moved. He didn’t alter his breathing. He’d never considered himself deceitful, and yet here he was, watching her like a spy, committing to memory those almond-shaped emerald eyes and long lashes. His gaze dropped to her soft, rosebud-pink lips.

Though he couldn’t see his hand on her hip beneath the sheet, his palm burned from the heat of her skin. He dared not move. He hadn’t finished admiring her.

His gaze lifted to where his fingers lay buried in her thick luxurious hair. It took every ounce of self-control not to inch closer and brush his cheek against the silken mass.

His eyes shut, content to continue this rather odd, silent communion while basking beneath her tender touch.

Her breath whispered over his lips. ‘You’re awake, Zach?’

His eyes blinked open. His hand shifted from her hip to rest on his thigh. If ever a smile could penetrate his heart, hers just did. ‘How did you know?’

‘You made a soft sigh.’

He hadn’t realised. In a few hours, the sun would rise. Time enough to languish here beside Eloise, if she still needed him. ‘Tell me how you’re feeling.’

He did not expect the tentative brush of her lips over his, or that she would press a little firmer before pulling back.

Her lids lowered, and she looked suddenly shy.

‘Eloise, I’m sorry you endured –’

She silenced him with a hand over his mouth, lingering there before running her fingertips back and forth over his lips, reading the outline and shape of first the top, then the lower lip.

It sparked in Zach a hunger he long since denied. He’d warned her once already about the consequences, should she seek to touch him like that again. He caught her hand in his, intrigued by the look of anticipation on her face. What did she hope he would do next?

She blinked several times and appeared to be holding her breath. He pressed his lips to her palm, then to the sensitive skin on the underside of her wrist. Her eyes fluttered closed. He heard the excitement in her soft gasp and felt her semi-naked body quiver against his. Knowing he must abstain from intimate pleasure with Eloise was like telling a thirsty man to stand by the well and not take a drink.

Zach couldn’t stifle the rumble of pleasure in his throat when she began to experiment with the art of kissing. She was now nibbling, gently sucking and flicking her tongue along the seam of his lips.

He’d surrendered to her curiosity, but when had he rolled her on her back? When had her arms drawn about him in a feverish embrace? At what point had their need for each other taken hold?

God help him. He hadn’t planned to stir anything in her but rest and respite. He hadn’t asked her to glide her hands up his back or twirl his hair around her fingers. If she continued to make those tiny breathless moans, he wouldn’t have the strength of will to deny his need for her.

It would destroy them both.

He raised his head, watching every nuance in her expression, her reaction. She whimpered in protest, lashes fluttering against her cheeks. Her mouth opened and closed in the smallest degrees, lips pursing in search of his. Her breathing had quickened. She looked ripe for pleasure.

Hell and damnation! This had to stop.

For her sake.

Her fingers interlocked behind his neck, making it difficult to pull away. He drew his knees up either side of her thighs to straddle her hips. When he pushed himself up to sit, she came with him. Her hands unclasped and slid to his shoulders, digging into the skin around his still-fresh wound. He winced.


Her eyes flashed open.

‘Let go, Eloise.’

She slipped her arms around his waist and pressed her cheek to his chest. ‘Don’t go.’

‘You won’t be alone. I’ll sit in the chair. You need sleep.’

She shook her head against his chest and held him tighter. ‘What I need … What I want is for you to …’

It was hard enough to pretend he didn’t feel the shape and heat of her full breasts through his shirt. Harder still not to inhale her delicate scent. But to breathe air that carried her unspoken plea? An invitation to sample the delights of her body? Hell! He’d gone mad. Intense desire was playing tricks with his mind. ‘This is wrong.’

She lifted her head from his chest, as though to seek his gaze. ‘Wrong? “Next time you feel an urge to get to know me better, be prepared to get to know all of me.” Were these not your words?’

She’d remembered. How not to damage her pride? ‘Eloise, you’re not thinking clearly.’

‘Then think about this. I’m not sorry we met. I know I’m blind because I was foolish enough to follow you. You’ve abducted me with good reason, I’m sure, and I intend to learn why.’ She drew in a shuddering breath. ‘But what I’m asking you …’

Damn, but she looked breathtaking. Had she been any other woman he’d have had her many times over by now. If he didn’t escape the bed before his next heartbeat, he’d find himself buried deep between her legs.

He peeled her hands from his body. In one swift, agile move he cleared off the bed.

She lunged for him, hands clawing the air. ‘Zach.’

‘No,’ he said stiffly.

Her head followed the sound of his voice. ‘I’m not ashamed to tell you I want you … to touch me.’


Her forthright confession winded him like a boot to the chest. ‘You’re asking me to ruin you.’

‘Haven’t you already? My reputation is in tatters. Ruined the moment you hoisted me up onto your horse and carried me off. Blind or not, my life as I knew it will never be the same. Society will shun me. I’ll bring disgrace upon my family. Better they think me dead.’

‘No.’ He took a step towards her. She was right. He’d been so obsessed with revenge that he’d overlooked how his actions would affect her future prospects. If he were to admit to another truth, it hadn’t mattered who she was the night they’d first met. Somehow he’d known she would become his future. The moment he’d laid eyes on her, he’d wanted her.

She shuffled to the edge of the bed. ‘All things considered, there’s a positive side to having my reputation ruined. Perhaps I should thank you.’

‘For what?’

‘Stealing me away from His Grace.’

Her sigh sounded to him very much like relief. ‘His Grace?’ Zach took a step closer, fists forming at his sides.

‘It’s my brother’s wish that I should marry the duke.’

The idea of it turned Zach’s stomach. Bad enough she was engaged to the man. ‘Do you love him?’

She shook her head. ‘No.’

His fists unclenched.

‘Tonight, my innocence was almost forcibly taken,’ she continued. Her nerves had taken hold. ‘Now, if only for selfish reasons, I’m offering it to you.’ She swung her legs over the bed and stood up.

‘Don’t move.’ Zach stayed beyond her reach.

She stepped in his direction. Hell! Just like her to disobey an order. Clever minx knew he would catch her if she stumbled. ‘Stop, Eloise!’

She did, and extended him her hand. ‘I’m not asking you to love me, Zach. I’m asking you to make love to me.’

How could he refuse? She stood, gloriously semi-naked, like a gift from the gods, offering up her virtue. He longed to pull her into his arms, to inhale the scent of her skin and hair. To worship with his mouth and hands her porcelain shoulders and breasts; to cup the auburn triangle between her thighs.

Firm resolve slipped away with every suffocating second. The fire within singed, then burned, his self-control. The tight rein he’d held on his carnal frustration finally snapped.

In that moment it struck Zach that he would let no other man touch her. She was his. He would school her in the ways of lovemaking. Take her where she would experience all that was exquisitely physical and otherworldly. He would possess her completely. ‘You’ll regret this, Eloise.’

Her hand fell limp by her side. She shook her head, her mouth grim. ‘Regret would be if I were to marry His Grace. Though I should think now he wouldn’t want me.’ She offered her hand again in a timid gesture. ‘Regret would be never having lain with you.’

Zach reached for Eloise and wrapped her in his fierce embrace. Damn his half-brother to the darkest depths in hell. Gareth was by no means the measure of respectability, and the idea of Eloise believing herself worthless was heart-shattering.

She was wrong on another account as well.

He, Miles Zachary Fenton, was His Grace.

He wanted her, and by God he would show her.








Chapter Twelve



Zach kissed Eloise, firm and sure, cradling her face in his hands. His mouth lifted a mere fraction to whisper her name on a ragged breath.

Her faint sigh gave him all the encouragement he needed to gently divest her of the torn nightshift, scrunching it into a ball and tossing it over his shoulder.

He scooped her up in his arms and laid her on the bed. His shirt came swiftly over his head and fell to the floor at his feet. He eased himself down onto the bed alongside her. Had she been able to look into his eyes she would see his desperate need for her and a vulnerability he had until now kept hidden.

His gaze swept the length of her naked body, right down to the tip of her curling toes. ‘You’re beautiful, Eloise.’

She turned on her side to face him, her palm touching, for the first time, his bare skin. He tensed against the fiery sensation of delicate fingers trailing through his chest hair. Her hand flattened and paused over his heart. Was she quick enough to count each beat? He jerked in reaction to her fingers brushing over his nipple.

She retracted her hand. ‘Did I hurt you?’

Zach groaned. ‘No. Quite the opposite.’ Her innocence had the effect of an aphrodisiac. She had much to learn about the power and pleasure of a simple touch. How privileged he was to be the one to show her. Propping himself up on one elbow, he curled his other hand behind her neck, tilting her face towards him so that she rolled onto her back. ‘I’m going to kiss you again.’

She lay there with eyes closed, ready, willing, waiting for him. Her senses would be heightened one hundred-fold. She couldn’t see or anticipate what he would do, or from what direction or angle he might touch her. The thought drove Zach to a fever pitch. God give him strength to keep a tight rein on his near-bursting arousal.

He flicked his tongue once over her lips and drew back, eager to watch her reaction. She licked her lips as if tasting him, and sighed. He teased her in this way again, sweeping his tongue along the seam of her lips, back and forth.

‘Open your mouth for me, Eloise.’ A simple request so trustingly obeyed. He bent to her parted lips and delved inside. The vibration of her whimper against his tongue sent him into a heady spin. Altering the angle of her head, he deepened the kiss and explored the cushiony flesh of her mouth.

Her hand latched onto his wrist, using it as leverage to slide her body closer to his, forcing his kiss even deeper. A groan escaped him like the rumblings of a looming thunderous storm.

He raised his head to pave another brand of hot kisses over her cheek, down her neck and across one shoulder.

‘Eloise.’ He waited until she’d opened her eyes. ‘Drop your hand beside your head.’ Again, so trusting, she did as he asked. His hand slid from beneath her neck, to then lock his fingers between hers. Her other hand went to his shoulder.

He paused a moment, wanting his next touch to take her by surprise, knowing her anticipation would build with every second he remained idle. Creamy breasts rose and fell with her laboured breathing. His tongue glanced across one rosy nipple. She gasped and arched her body up. His tongue flicked the tip of the nipple, swirling around and laving it. He drew it into his mouth, sucking it to a hard peak.

His shoulder muscles tensed as her nails dug into his skin. Her soft murmurs drove him to the brink of madness and yet he’d hardly begun her lessons in bed.

His tongue traced a path beneath the swell of one full breast. Again he drew back, watching the way sensation and pleasure left her panting. He happily waited for her to settle, to guess what he might do next. Or had she had enough? ‘Do you want me to stop?’

Her eyes flashed open and she frowned. ‘No.’

Zach smiled, triumphant, and subjected her to haphazard kisses over her skin. His lips wandered over her curves as if it were the first time he’d mapped a woman’s breasts with his mouth. And what a breathtaking journey. He’d need no rescuing here.

She quivered under his roaming lips. He could hardly wait to witness her first shuddering climax. Already he’d discovered she was most sensitive below her ear, in the hollow of her throat, and on the underside of her breast.

He paid homage to her other breast by tweaking the nipple between his fingers. He gently pulled it taut, applying enough pressure to draw from her the sweetest moan.

Her hand curled around his forearm. ‘Zach.’

It pleased him to hear his name in her breathless gasp. He laced his fingers through hers again and held her hand down above her head. When his teeth nipped and grazed the rosy aureole, she arched and tipped her head back, thrusting her nipple into his mouth. He licked it and then blew a thin stream of air over her breast. Her skin instantly turned to gooseflesh. She writhed beneath him and cried out.

Music to his ears. He paused to indulge in this picture of passion.

Eloise.

She was anxious for his touch. Eager for more. The markers were there: her breathing deepened; she raised a bent knee and slid her foot back down the sheet, moving restlessly; her hips gently rotated and rocked from side to side.

With the gentlest of pressure, he laid a hand over her belly. It twitched, tightened, and relaxed. He caressed her stomach in small circular motions gradually widening his reach to venture over the curve of her hips, up and over her breasts, and leisurely down one thigh.


‘Will you part your legs for me?’ His words came out in a husky breath. At first, he thought she hadn’t heard him. If she’d lost her nerve he would understand. But then, inch by inch, she opened to him, exposing her most private and vulnerable femininity.

A heart-stopping prize. Every drop of blood inside him turned to liquid fire. It roared in his ears. Growing hunger for Eloise intensified with the sight of her so willing and accessible in his bed. His breathing faltered with the scent of her sex. His swollen erection throbbed. Curse the agony of these breeches.

‘Zach?’ Eyes wide, her hand unerringly found his cheek.

He turned his mouth into her palm and kissed it. What he would do next required her complete faith in him. He couldn’t see it in her eyes. ‘Do you trust me with your body, Eloise?’

Her expression turned grave. ‘Yes. But frustration takes a new meaning in a way I can’t describe.’

Didn’t he know it! ‘Try.’

She hesitated. ‘Like …’

‘Like?’

‘Like a bird taking first flight. Falling and …’

Zach’s mouth curved into a knowing smile. Ruthless intent made him trail his fingers indolently up and along her inner thigh.

She gasped. ‘And rising …’

His fingers stilled.

‘Falling again …’

There it was in her voice, the keen edge of sexual frustration. Zach’s finger gained another inch of ground.

Her eyes fluttered closed and her breathing came in fits and starts. ‘And … rising.’


‘Then let me take you higher.’

Hell. This had to be more tormenting for him than it was for her. He continued the path along her thigh, skirting up and around the thatch of auburn curls, working his way back down the opposite thigh.

Candlelight illuminated the pink folds between her legs. Zach breathed in the scent of her desire. Intoxicating, heady, irreversibly addictive.

His every urge and instinct demanded he remove his breeches and thrust into her. But hard-won control put her needs before his. The heel of his palm settled over her mound, fingers gently stroking her cleft. When her hips lifted to meet his touch, he parted her and dipped one finger inside.

She inhaled sharply, eyes flaring wide. Zach’s skin tingled with the sharp slap of her hand on his wrist. His shoulder flexed under the sting of her nails.

‘Say the word, Eloise, and I’ll stop.’ God forbid he hurt or frighten her. He watched her closely, looking for the smallest sign which might suggest her retreat or discomfort.

She took a deep breath. Zach’s heart flipped when her hand fell to the sheet, eyes fluttering closed again.

Permission to proceed.

He kissed the corners of her mouth, her lips warm and as soft as the moist flesh clutching his finger. Sail the stars. No. He soared beyond the stars!

Slowly, he withdrew, gliding back in and out. When he slid a second finger in, Eloise tilted her hips and clawed the sheet.

The tiny bud between her folds swelled beneath the strokes and pressure of his thumb. At the same time, his lips returned to her breasts and neck, seeking out the sensitive spots he’d discovered moments earlier.

At precisely the right moment, he raised his head to gaze upon her. To bear witness to and memorise the power and pitch of her first sexual release. Her cheeks were flushed, her lips swollen and deeper pink. Cherry-tinged nipples stood erect. Her head rolled to one side in the grip of her climax. Her inner muscles throbbed.

With the last of her shudders, Zach drew her into his tight embrace. He’d discovered the elation of what made her whimper, how to elicit a moan, and had initiated her into the realm of physical pleasure.

Gratified, he kissed her forehead.
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Eloise lay drowsy and delirious in a circle of masculine strength.

Zach. Beneath her ear, she heard the rhythm of his racing heart.

She’d never imagined his mouth and hands capable of working her into a frenzy, and then to safely deliver her from euphoric splendour to tranquil calm.

He’d unleashed in her an untapped reservoir of sensitivity and sensation. How else might he make her body sing? Already she yearned to experience more, to be able to savour it longer.

Her hand drifted across his broad chest. As before, he twitched when she brushed over his nipple. Curious, she grazed it again.

His hand came over hers. ‘How was your first flight, my dove?’

She smiled at his humour, liking the warmth in his voice. ‘Magnifique.’

‘C’est bon. Anything else?’

‘Oui. Don’t ever clip my wings.’

His rich laughter set her off. It was the first time they laughed together. The first time they’d shared something special and sacred. They had established a bond, a connection, through intimacy.

Her heart turned a corner.


It softened, opened.

And let him in.

Lost in the moment, it didn’t matter to Eloise that she was blind, or that he held her captive aboard his ship. The whys and wherefores of his secrets seemed inconsequential. What mattered was the solid strength beneath her body and cheek. It brought her joy to hear the rumbling deep tones in Zach’s laugh and to feel the vibration in his body beneath her fingers. Her hand swept down his stomach, unintentionally crossing beyond his buckled breeches.

His laughter broke off on a hiss while his hand, like a white-hot manacle, locked on hers. A startling revelation. He was just as receptive to her touch as she was to his. The balance of power shifted like the hard length beneath her palm.

Limited mobility of her hand did not stop her fingers stroking him there. He groaned like a wounded animal. Intrigued, Eloise turned her lips to his chest and hit another mark. Her tongue darted out to lick his nipple. In swift reaction, he groaned and tensed, muscles bunching.

‘Where did you learn to do that?’ His gruff question carried with it a vein of suspicion.

‘You taught me.’

His laugh sounded like relief. ‘So I did. What else have you learned?’

‘Perhaps you should free my hand.’ Eloise sensed his reluctance. His chest rose and fell on a shaky breath. ‘I’m not asking you to choose between life and death, Zach.’

‘I’m not so sure.’

Despite the amusement in his tone, Eloise’s body stirred with need when his arousal pulsed beneath her hand. How would it feel to have him inside her? She stroked him again. ‘Zach?’

‘Yes?’


Rising need cried out for fulfilment. ‘I’m ready to fly again.’

He swallowed, and spoke as if under excessive strain. ‘Are you sure?’

She nodded, his chest hair tickling her cheek. He freed her hand but his body tensed again as if he were blind, bracing himself against the unknown. She trailed her fingers across material, from one lean hip to the other. Her palm smoothed over his iron-hard length, up and down. How could she possibly accommodate him?

She turned in the cradle of his arms and propped herself up to lean over him. One hand settled on the bed either side of his chest. For a heart-faltering moment she glimpsed several dimly lit spots in a black fog, and then something that took on the vaguest shape.

One blink and it was gone.

‘Eloise? Are you all right?’

His voice rang with concern. Strong hands steadied her. ‘What can you see, Zach?’

‘You. By candlelight. A vision of exquisite beauty.’

If not for his supporting hands she’d have collapsed over him from the shock of seeing something take form, and those specks of light. And she had seen them. Before she could tell Zach, he’d tumbled her onto her back. His mouth robbed her of speech. The rasp of bristles on her cheeks sent a shiver through her. She smoothed her hands down his hard muscled sides and slipped her fingers between his breeches and hips.

Bolder still, she skimmed beneath the waistline along his lower abdomen and glanced over the velvety rounded tip of his arousal. He groaned, as if someone had dragged from him his very last breath.

Suddenly, his warm weight was gone. There was a flurry of movement, the sound of a buckle being unhitched, and then the rustle of clothes falling to the floor.

The bed depressed. Solid heat centred over her and between her parted legs. His hard length pulsed against her belly.


His exultant sigh rang in her ears. ‘How I’ve wanted you, Eloise.’

It was a sincere confession. Tremors shook her. His finger drew circles around her breasts. Lips kissed a meandering path to her mouth. There, she opened to him, revelling in his salty taste and the way his tongue discovered her anew. His scent enlivened her; latent strength excited her.

He’d taken command of her senses.

She raised and twisted her hips from side to side, desperate to appease the ache in her belly. Her brain suddenly engaged, realising his rigid length pressed where his fingers had previously ventured. Beyond lay a threshold she yearned for him to cross.

‘Zach,’ she gasped. Eager, impatient, desirous.

Strong arms slid beneath her shoulders, hands framing her face. Thick hardness pushed inside her. Testing. Stretching. Slowly filling her. She tensed and gripped his shoulders tight.

‘Take a breath, my dove.’

She relaxed enough to open her body and yield a little more to him. Instinctively, she arched, inviting him to possess all of her.

‘There’ll be a moment’s pain, Eloise.’

She acknowledged his warning with a nod. ‘I trust you.’

He groaned as though it were he who suffered discomfort. In one single thrust he shattered her fragile innocence. Blistering pain quickly came and went, her cry spirited away by his searing kiss.

Still the ache remained. When he lifted his head, she confessed, ‘It’s not as it was before.’

His breath fanned her lips. ‘It will be, I assure you. Second flight has only just begun.’

She protested when he withdrew slowly and then sighed as he eased back inside her, holding still for just a moment. Eloise gripped his arms when he again retreated, worried he’d desert her completely. She welcomed the hot slide of his body in and over hers. Each time he withdrew, she had the feeling of falling. Every thrust, she soared a little higher. She kept pace with his increasing rhythm, relishing every delicious stroke.

Moist heat radiated around her other nipple. His tongue laved it with exquisite effect. Rousing friction on her breasts and inside her body had driven her to unimaginable heights. It deprived her mind of sober control and sent her reeling.

‘Eloise.’

She opened her eyes to the sound of his voice, thick with desire, and glimpsed flashes of his face. Eyes closed. Strong bones. Jaw clenched as if in pain. Raven hair. Straight nose. Sensual mouth.

Her heart lurched.

The simultaneous thrill of partial vision and reaching the pinnacle of pleasure forced her breathless cry. ‘Zach!’

Too soon the image wavered, faded, but not before dark lashes lifted to reveal raw hunger in his obsidian eyes.

With his last deep surge, Eloise gave in to sensation and an updraft of overwhelming shockwaves that carried her aloft and beyond. In Zach’s arms, she floated on a cloud of inner serenity.
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Zach delivered the final thrust and emptied himself inside her.

He was spent and replete; the force of his climax was unlike any he’d ever known. More than just physical gratification, it was the first time he’d sought to give pleasure to a woman. He’d selflessly given, rather than taken. It gave him an extraordinary, heady feeling.

He rolled onto his side and gathered Eloise in his arms. She lay her head on his chest and soon fell asleep. A tell-tale sign, he mused, of sexual satiation. Her naiveté moved him, stirring something deep inside his soul, a manifestation so foreign to his experience that it struck him like an unexpected squall.

Vengeance had been his obsession, but now Eloise, like a counter-weight to his conscience, had knocked on the door of his hardened heart. She’d given herself to him in an honest and pure way. He allowed himself a moment’s peace to savour the precious gift she had blessed him with so generously. He’d been her first. He would be her last. She was his, no question about it.

All too quickly reality came crashing down. He had no room in his heart for her.

   He could spend a thousand nights like this, but then justice would not be served. Promises must be kept. Honour restored. He owed it to his father, to Eloise and her parents.

To himself.

Eloise stirred. His arms firmed about her; to settle her. He glanced down and caressed her cheek. Her breath fell softly on his chest.

He had to tell her he was wanted for the murder of her parents. Would she accept his word and believe him innocent? He doubted it. Her belief in Gareth would surely be ingrained; Zach was doomed to remain the highwayman and outsider, the criminal England believed him to be.

Eloise would feel duped. She would despise him.

And besides, even if he were to clear his name, did he really want to resume duties as the legal Duke of Arlington? He was accustomed to life at sea.

Better that she learn the truth and draw her own conclusions about him. She must not become his weakness. Not when retribution lay within reach. He had a ship to command and navigate back to the Caribbean, in order to make his final strike against Gareth’s shipping company. Only then could he safely return Eloise to her family, and finally expose his murderous half-brother.


He knew that once Eloise woke and discovered they’d set sail, it would drive a deeper wedge between them. Let her think the worst of him. There was too much at stake to risk any hope of a future with her.

Sleep evaded Zach. He relived the intimate moments they’d shared and stifled a groan as, even now, that part of him sprang to life just thinking about the moment he’d taken her. He pressed a kiss to her forehead, feeling indebted to her for the tender, memorable night just passed, for giving him some semblance of what it would be like to love and be loved. He brushed his lips across hers in a silent apology for the anguish and hurt he would soon cause her.

He slipped from the bed to dress quickly and quietly. Before closing the cabin door behind him, he stole another glance at her. He expected her to sleep until late morning, by which time he would return with his impending confession.

Now he must administer swift punishment to the man who had tried to violate Eloise.








Chapter Thirteen



Gareth cast a resentful eye over the gaming table and its players. He’d developed a particular dislike for the gentleman sitting directly opposite him. The rakish Scotsman, resplendent in a striped waistcoat, with a gold-frogged coat and a froth of lace at his neck and wrists, displayed an aggressive self-confidence. He represented everything the other men were losing tonight.

Money.

Gareth adjusted his powdered wig, letting his gaze drop to the pile of gold coins at the man’s elbow. ‘I don’t believe I’ve seen you here before, but damn me if luck hasn’t fallen in your lap tonight.’

The Scotsman drew on his cigar, blowing it out in a thin, even stream above their heads. ‘So it would seem, Your Grace. Like you, anonymity is the reason I visit back-street establishments like this. To avoid the watchful eyes and wagging tongues of society.’ He cast a wry smile at the other men. ‘I doubt Dover Street would host an evening where the whores are supplied as part of the evening’s entertainment, regardless of whether you win or lose.’

The other men snickered. Gareth’s fist clenched beneath the table. He watched one of the brightly painted whores smile and drape herself about the man’s neck as if she were a priceless ermine stole.

She leaned to one side. A nipple popped out of her bodice. Her hand slid over the Scotsman’s chest and travelled south to fondle his crotch. She lifted her gaze. Her sultry eyes flirted with Gareth while she licked her garish red lips suggestively.

Her attractive body caused Gareth to shift in his chair, his arousal hard and uncomfortable. She was making a blatant promise of what he could expect should he choose to leave the table now. He would collect from her soon enough.

Beneath his coat, sweat dampened his shirt. His scalp itched under the wig. Outwardly, he projected a countenance of cool indifference. ‘Ah, gentlemen. The loss of a few hundred or so gold coins is neither here nor there.’

For the proprietor’s benefit, he chided, ‘Although I do object to having to pay an abominable admission fee to frequent this rat-infested hole.’

The Scotsman stacked his winnings. ‘How else do you think these beauties draw a wage, Your Grace? Besides, the admission fee guarantees your presence here will be a secret from those who would otherwise make your life impossible. Are we not entitled to a little mischief now and then? Life is not all about playing by the rules.’

‘Indeed,’ vouched another. ‘I prefer to keep my penchant for the gaming tables a confidential matter.’

Gareth’s gaze indicated the attending whores. ‘Are you sure it’s faro that brings you here, my lord?’

‘When you’re as old as I am, Your Grace, you’ll truly appreciate the fruits younger women bear, as opposed to –’

‘We take your meaning,’ interrupted the Scotsman in a bawdy brogue. He flicked his tongue over the whore’s nipple. Her breath of laughter whipped the cigar smoke into swirling eddies.

Gareth resisted the urge to reach out and fondle her breast. Instead, he extended his hand and inspected his manicure as if bored with the game and her behaviour. ‘Pray tell, from whom do you wish to hide your gambling and debauchery?’

The Scotsman threw him a measured look. ‘Unlike you, Your Grace, I don’t have a reputation to uphold. It’s already tarnished. I’m merely the youngest son of a wealthy laird. The black sheep of the family, if you will. An embarrassment to my ancestry.’


He raised his glass in mock salute. ‘To my father, who pays me handsomely to stay south of the Scottish border. You see, he doesn’t quite agree with my obsession for wine, women and cards.’ He pushed a handful of guineas beside the Ace of Hearts. ‘Speaking of which. You dally, gentlemen. Place your bets.’

Gareth chose a card and threw on it his remaining coins. ‘Are you a man of business?’

‘Business?’ The Scotsman laughed. He threw his hands wide. ‘I’m hard at it now.’ He slapped a passing whore on the bottom. ‘What about you, Your Grace? I believe there to be a certain charming lady who’d not be impressed to learn of your … dalliance here tonight. I’m sure her brother, the marquess, would have something to say about it. Hmm?’

At the sight Gareth’s scathing look, the Scot scrambled to smooth the feathers he’d ruffled. ‘Oh, do not look so injured, Your Grace. News is not slow in reaching a newcomer’s ears.’

The dealer leaned in close. ‘From what I’ve heard, the marquess has bigger problems to deal with. Is it true that a highwayman kidnapped Lady Eloise? That she’s not yet been returned to her family?’

Gareth stiffened. He would have to douse the embers of these rumours before they flared and raced like wildfire through the courts of London. ‘Nonsense! Tell me who has concocted this defamatory falsehood and I’ll have them thrown in Newgate. Lady Eloise convalesces at Blakely House after having suffered a fall.’

The Scot lounged back in his chair, his interest clearly piqued. ‘Kidnapped by a highwayman, you say?’ He raised both brows. ‘Then her reputation, I fear, is –’

‘Enough!’ Gareth slammed his fist on the table, toppling the Scot’s stack of coins.

‘My apologies, Your Grace.’

Gareth’s suspicion flared, then quickly faded. The Scot looked and sounded nothing like either of the men who’d abducted Eloise. He’d sized up many a man since that day, hoping to recognise the solid physique and cold black eyes of the highwayman who’d ridden off with her in his arms. Visiting his neighbouring haunts had so far proved futile.

Would he ever see Eloise again? The woman he’d secretly spent a lifetime loving, and who, more to the point, was the answer to his financial prayers, had been ripped from his reach. All attempts to locate and rescue her had failed. His mind began to conjure images of the highwayman sampling Eloise’s body. Gareth drained his claret in one swift gulp.

Time was running out. There were creditors to pay. He must gain Julian’s consent to marry Eloise, no matter that she was blind. Without the bride, there could be no marriage, and therefore no settling of debts.

The Scotsman eyed Gareth’s grip on the empty wine glass. ‘Best you release that before it shatters.’

The whore moved to stand beside him, ready to refill his glass. ‘More wine, Your Grace?’

He nodded and gave the game his attention.

The dealer turned over the Ace of Hearts.

The Scotsman scooped up his winnings. ‘Trust me, Your Grace. What is said and done here, stays here.’

Smug bastard. Gareth brought the glass to his lips and downed the red. In a few short hours he’d been stripped of his purse.

The dealer gestured to Gareth. ‘Another game. Are you in or out, Your Grace?’

Gareth politely declined, flicking his wrist in disinterest. ‘I find this all rather tedious.’

‘Are you sure? A promissory note is acceptable.’

Had this come from any other man, it would have been taken as an insult. Gareth knew the dealer did not mean to slight him in any way. Regardless, he would not lose face by admitting he could ill afford to gamble.


His eyes, meanwhile, feasted on the young whore, the perfect excuse to withdraw from the table. His hand brazenly wandered over her stomach, and lower. ‘Gentlemen, pray continue without me.’ He stood and extended her his hand. ‘My attention and efforts are best served elsewhere.’

Behind him, the Scot called, ‘Don’t wear her out, Your Grace. I shall claim her when you’re done. She is prime stock among this stable.’

The irony of the Scot’s words were not lost on Gareth. Perhaps it was time to enlist the handiwork of his minions again, and thieve another thoroughbred from Blakely stables. The sale of which, at the very least, might cover what he’d lost at the gaming tables tonight.

Once inside the bedchamber he fixed his gaze on the whore. ‘Strip!’

She cocked a brow and ran her tongue over her lips. ‘My, Your Grace, you are eager tonight.’

‘Shut up! I’m not interested in your conversation.’

Her eyes widened at his venomous bark. She jumped back a step when he ordered, ‘Get on with it!’

Her hands moved swiftly, fumbling with the ties at her breast.

‘Slowly!’

The fear in her eyes aroused him. As he’d commanded, she slowly peeled the garments from her young body. Layer by layer, they pooled at her feet. She stood there, the image of childlike vulnerability with her alabaster skin and small pert breasts, hairless between her thighs.

If ever a whore were to know the shame of her appearance and profession, it showed in her eyes. Shaking hands covered her nakedness. As quickly as her gaze lowered, it rose to meet his when Gareth said, ‘Ah, Eloise, no need for modesty.’

‘My name is Rebecca.’


He stepped forwards and slapped her face. She stumbled backwards. Gareth caught her wrist and tugged her to him. ‘Don’t speak!’

She cried out in pain when he squeezed her breast, and again when his rough touch invaded her.

Gareth sneered. ‘You are a whore. With your body, I indulge my fantasies. Remember that.’ He took from his coat pocket a length of silk material and covered her eyes with it. ‘Just like Eloise.’

He undressed and placed her hand over his hard flesh, rubbing back and forth. Beneath her touch, his excitement swelled, his skin became feverish and hot. He pulled her to the bed where she fell and lay on her back, trembling. He pinned her hands above her head, and spread her legs wide with his knees. She cried out the instant he drove inside her.

Thrust after insensitive thrust, he spewed vile and coarse words. When he’d finished with her, he ripped the bandage from her eyes and snaked a hand around her throat. She struggled beneath him.

‘Not a word about this to anyone. Do you understand, girl? Or your worthless corpse will rot in the dankest gutter. Consider my performance payback for distracting me at the tables. I lost a small fortune thanks to you. I only wish I could say you were worth it.’

He rolled off her and dressed.

Her hands went to her throat, gasping for air.

Gareth left the room without a backward glance, throwing the door wide.
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A few moments had passed before the Scotsman stepped into the room. He bolted the door behind him.

The whore snatched up the blanket and covered her nakedness. ‘Leave me be, sir. I beg you, leave me be.’


‘I’m not here to use you as he did, lass.’

She swiped at tears. ‘Such a caring tone for one who looks upon me in disgust.’

‘Disgust for His Grace, lass, not you.’

‘If you don’t want my body, then what do you want?’

‘Information about His Grace. I seek this on behalf of another.’

Her eyes flared in fear. ‘No!’

‘I won’t touch or hurt you lass. But I’m not leaving until you tell me exactly what he said, and how he treated you.’

‘He’ll … kill me,’ she sobbed.

The Scot picked her clothes up off the floor and laid them neatly at the foot of her bed. ‘You’ll have my protection and my word. I have connections. If you wish for a better life away from here, lass, you’ll tell me what I need to know.’

He stepped away from the bed and turned his back. ‘Now get dressed.’
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Lights flickered in the gathering dusk. Julian pressed his horse onwards until he reached the Royal Arms.

The time-weathered building looked as aged as the tall oaks standing either side of it. Creeping vines hugged stone walls and a wooden plaque bearing the inn’s name hung askew above its entrance. Smoke streaming out of the crooked chimney promised warmth against the chill evening air.

A gangly youth appeared from nowhere. ‘Can I take yer ’orse, mista?’

Julian dismounted, sighting the stables over the youth’s shoulder. He flipped the lad a silver coin. He checked his diction, not wanting to give any hint of tonnish mores. ‘Rub ’im down. Feed an’ stall ’im for the night.’

The lad tested the shiny coin between his teeth. His face beamed brighter than the yellow lamplight illuminating the inn’s windows. He would know better than to question the origin of a newly minted coin. ‘Right away, mista. I’ll see to it yer ’orse gets fresh straw an’ all.’ He took the reins and loped off towards the stables.

Julian inspected his ragged coat, shirt and breeches and the worn leather shoes. He’d been wise to acquire them from farm-folk in preparation for his journey. It would have been too risky to travel the countryside in all his finery, especially entering deep into these woods. He didn’t fancy being a prime target for any villain who might frequent the Royal Arms. The pistol in his coat pocket would provide him protection should he need it.

He examined his hands and dirt-encrusted nails, satisfied they looked as if he tilled the land. Shabby facial stubble and tousled hair beneath a grimy hat authenticated his disguise.

He pulled the brim of the hat low over his brow and pushed through the wooden door of the inn. A stone-flagged passageway off to the right led him into a large room. A fire blazed in the open hearth.

Tallow candles cast shadows on the faces of a crowded taproom. Vulgar-looking patrons turned their narrowed eyes on the newcomer who approached the bar. Julian knew his height and strength of stature would make any man think twice about challenging his presence. He had as much right as any other to enter and partake of the inn’s hospitality.

The aroma of leeks, onions and rabbit stew wafted through cracks in the kitchen door, reminding Julian it had been hours since his last decent meal.

The innkeeper looked him up and down. ‘What’ll it be?’

‘Ale an’ board for the night.’

‘Somethin’ to eat?’

‘Not ’til I find what I’m lookin’ for.’

The innkeeper set a tankard down and suddenly looked nervous, his gaze darting around the room. Julian leaned in close over the counter top and spoke in a whisper. When he discreetly produced coins worthy of information, the man swallowed, hesitated, and then whispered a reply.

Julian nodded his thanks and took up the ale. It soothed his dry throat and thirst. He turned to face the crowded room. Again, he attracted measuring eyes as patrons looked their fill. He brought the tankard to his mouth and gulped noisily. Froth left its mark above his top lip. He wiped it away with the back of his soiled sleeve. He did not challenge the stares directed at him, but instead looked about the room with an air of nonchalance. Conversation dropped to a low murmur. As interest in him waned, the din of chatter resumed.

Only then did Julian’s sharp gaze settle on two men in nondescript clothes, seated in the corner of the taproom. He moved towards them. Both men stood, ready to leave. Julian set down his tankard and stayed a hand on each man’s shoulder.

Obediently, they sat down, unwilling to look Julian in the eye. One man skittered along the bench. Julian took a seat beside him.

The man opposite appeared nervous and took a swig of ale. ‘We’ve spoken to no one. We swear it. No one!’

Julian’s gaze fell to the unhealed welt across the man’s left cheek. Candlelight emphasised its angry redness.

The man looked up and studied Julian in return, brows drawing together in a deep frown. Suddenly his eyes flared wide and he leaned in close. ‘My Lord!’ His harsh whisper carried a mix of surprise and fear. ‘You put your life in danger by being here, despite this …’ He gestured to Julian’s get-up. ‘This convincing cover.’

‘Admirable concern, though unnecessary. And no need for formalities here. You must be Watkins.’

‘Yes.’

Julian turned to the ginger-haired man next to him. ‘And you are Tate.’


Tate nodded. ‘What brings you here, so far from your estate?’

‘Isn’t it obvious?’

Watkins cast a suspicious glance around the inn.

‘You needn’t fear,’ assured Julian. ‘I came alone.’

‘How did you know to find us here?’ asked Tate.

Julian rubbed his thumb against his index and middle fingers. ‘Money talks, but I’ve not sold you out to any other. Those loyal to you have my solemn promise you would meet with no harm.’

Both men visibly relaxed, shoulders slumping.

Julian wasted no time in getting to the point. ‘You both were in the employ of His Grace, the Duke of Arlington, as his coachmen. Correct?’

The men held their silence. Julian discretely opened the left side of his jacket to reveal a leather pouch sewn to the lining. The weight of the pouch pulled at the threads, indicating it held considerable coinage. ‘Will this help jog your memory?’

Watkins exchanged a look with Tate. ‘Thank you, but we won’t be bought. We’ve a little too much pride to be taking bribe money from a nobleman we respect. We’d be only too happy to answer your questions if it brings you closer to finding Lady Eloise.’

‘My gratitude, gentlemen. I misjudged you. Clearly, you are men of honour, but you are without employ and I’ve no doubt you have families to provide for. You’ll be rewarded away from prying eyes. You will take it or risk offending me.’

Watkins nodded. ‘Bless you.’

‘Now, I’m given to understand you voluntarily left the service of His Grace.’

‘Voluntarily?’ Tate hissed. ‘We were dismissed!’

‘Why?’

‘His Grace said we were incompetent. That it was our fault the highwayman stopped us and abducted Lady Eloise. Said we should have whipped the horses into a lather to lose the highwaymen. But what if me and Watkins had been shot and killed, with no driver at the reins? I tell you, we did what they asked of us, thinking only of the Lady Eloise’s safety and that of her maidservant.’

Julian saw contempt in Tate’s eyes. ‘And not the safety of His Grace?’

Tate pointed to his friend’s cheek. ‘Ask him how he got that.’

Watkins bristled. He turned his cheek towards Julian. The candle gave better light to the welt. ‘His Grace did this to me. Refused to hand over my severance pay when I reminded him of it. Used his riding crop on me instead, saying it was the only payment due me.’

The sight of the raw wound stung Julian as if he’d suffered the blow himself. He shook his head. Gareth had no violent flaws. ‘You’re mistaken. This is not the behaviour of the man I’ve known since childhood.’

‘Begging your pardon,’ said Tate, ‘but ’tis common behaviour for His Grace to fly into a rage when it comes to those who serve him. He’s grown increasingly intolerant since Lady Eloise’s abduction. To the likes of society, he dons a different face.’

Julian sat back in his chair. He struggled to digest this information. The man they described was not the brave youth who’d heroically saved his life. He’d always believed Gareth was kind, compassionate and the only man worthy of marrying Eloise.

He leaned forwards. ‘Tell me what happened that day. How did the highwayman conduct himself?’

Watkins wiped his brow. ‘Like a man born to a privileged life. Spoke like one, too. Sat tall and proud in his saddle. He wore a fine cloth, tailored to his broad shoulders. Impeccably dressed, he was, entirely in black.’

Julian remembered his own encounter with the man. ‘And his henchman?’

‘Not so refined in his manner of speech but both men showed civility towards Tate and me. I sensed an immediate change in the leader the instant he laid eyes on His Grace. His mask did not hide his anger, it was there in the set of his mouth and in the way his fingers itched to pull the triggers of both pistols. He looked like nothing would please him more than to shoot His Grace in cold blood.’

Julian recalled snippets of conversation he’d had with the highwayman. How he’d asked him to state his demands, thinking money the motive. He’d accused the highwayman of lacking scruples and honour and remembered well the countered slur. Perhaps you should look for such a man among your peers.

The blackguard had had the opportunity to kill Julian, or at the very least maim him, and yet, he’d hadn’t. ‘Go on, Watkins. What happened next?’

‘His Grace offered up his money and jewellery, insisting they be unharmed. Oh, and …’ he cleared his throat, ‘not that it’s any of our business, mind, but I believe congratulations are in order. We understand Lady Eloise and His Grace are engaged.’

Julian blinked. ‘Engaged?’

‘Yes.’

‘Who told you that?’

‘We overheard His Grace tell the highwayman.’

Another untruth. Eloise had rejected the idea no matter how often Julian encouraged it. There’d been no discussion between himself and Gareth. No permission granted regarding an impending proposal. Had Gareth gone behind his back? In a carriage? Had Maisy witnessed this proposal?

Julian stared at one man, and then the other. ‘Think carefully. Did either of you hear His Grace’s exact words?’

Tate nodded. ‘We both did.’

‘And?’


‘He said, “We have money and jewellery, take it.” The highwayman questioned who he meant by “we”, and His Grace said, “My fiancée and her companion.”’

Julian surmised the highway rogue had expected to find Gareth travelling alone. Had he abducted Eloise as an afterthought?

He kept his anger in check. What reason would Gareth have to speak of Eloise as his fiancée? Was it to protect her? No. It wouldn’t matter to a highwayman what their relationship was.

Or did it?

Julian’s gut clenched. ‘Did His Grace actually speak my sister’s name?’

‘No. Just used the word fiancée.’

Julian reflected on his altercation with the highwayman and how he’d lost the advantage with two swords pointed at his chest. He was as good as dead. The highwayman had done the unfathomable, returning Julian’s sword to him, insisting there was no reason to fight.

At the time, Julian had been too outraged to understand that one word had caused the highwayman’s loss of concentration. ‘Sister!’

‘I beg your pardon?’ asked Watkins.

Julian didn’t hear him, too lost in reliving the moment when he’d injured the highwayman, whose only reaction was to whisper Eloise’s name.

Julian saw it now, if he hadn’t back then: the shock and confusion in the highwayman’s eyes. It was as if the man had endured something infinitely more painful than the wound to his shoulder.

It dawned on Julian that up until that point, the highwayman hadn’t known whom he’d abducted, and Eloise would have stubbornly refused to tell him.

Tate voiced his concern. ‘Are you all right?’


Julian held up his hand to ward off the distraction. The highwayman had addressed him as ‘Marquess’, suggesting they both discuss the matter like the gentlemen we are. So they were acquainted? He was no more the wiser and brought his fist down hard on the wooden table.

Watkins and Tate flinched.

Julian resumed their conversation. ‘Her name. We were discussing the mention of my sister’s name.’

‘Yes,’ said Tate. ‘It could have been spoken when they were out of our earshot.’

‘Which was when?’

‘Well, before I answer that, I’ll add something else, though I don’t know if it’s at all relevant. When His Grace mentioned his fiancée, the highwayman roared with laughter.’

Julian closed his hand in a fist. ‘Did he state what he found so amusing?’

Both men shook their heads and shrugged.

‘Go on, then.’

‘Lady Eloise called for His Grace. He went to her. The highwayman followed on horseback. We could hear voices, but not well enough to understand what was said.’

‘Besides,’ chipped in Watkins, ‘that’s when the accomplice bound us hand and foot. He did the same with His Grace, and, well, you found him in his humiliating state of undress. We heard Lady Eloise scream. Next thing we saw was her, unconscious, seated before the highwayman on his horse.’

‘What were his parting words?’

‘That he was happy to see we had been fairly treated, and comfortably bound. As you know, His Grace was gagged, but the highwayman taunted His Grace, asking him how much Lady Eloise was worth to him. He finished by saying he looked forward to meeting His Grace again.’


‘Anything else?

‘That was it. They rode off.’

Julian’s gaze bored into the wood grain of the uneven, roughened table-top. He gripped the tankard so tight his knuckles turned white. ‘Gentlemen, you are … were His Grace’s coachmen.’ His voice was tight, controlled.

He looked each man in the eye. ‘Is there anything else untowards about his character that I should be made aware of? Any illicit or clandestine meetings or dealings he concealed? Who called on him? Who would he call on? Was he feuding with anyone? I want names. Anything that might lead me to Lady Eloise.’

Tate sucked in a shaky breath. ‘Before His Grace sent us on our way, he threatened our lives, and that of our families, if we were to breathe one word to anyone about anything we’ve heard or witnessed during our employ with him.

‘This tavern is not easy to find, and when you presented yourself at our table we thought …’ He swallowed and shuddered. ‘We thought His Grace had sent you to hunt us down and do us in. You must understand –’

‘I do. As far as I’m concerned, this meeting never took place. But consider this. Are you of the opinion that His Grace will keep his word, that he will not send someone after you, regardless of whether or not you hold your tongue?’

Blood drained from Tate’s face. Watkins’s eyes showed the fear of a marked man. Their heads turned to look around the taproom as if every man present had been dispatched to kill them. So convincing were their reactions that Julian had to seriously consider what they’d revealed about Gareth.

Watkins touched an unsteady finger to his scar. ‘You’re right.’ He looked at Tate. ‘We know firsthand that His Grace is not to be trusted, and I for one would rather divulge his secrets than carry them to my grave.’


Tate’s furtive gaze roamed the taproom and returned to Julian. ‘Perhaps we can discuss this elsewhere. I suddenly feel all the more ill at ease.’

‘Are you rooming here for the night?’

‘Yes, but we’ll be gone by dawn.’

‘As will I. Have you eaten?’

‘No,’ they said in unison.

‘Come with me.’ Julian stood and made his way to the counter. Watkins and Tate followed closely behind throwing nervous glances over their shoulder.

Julian tapped on the counter. The innkeeper rushed to attend him. ‘Send three meals and ale to my room.’ He left payment on the counter.

The innkeeper passed Julian a large iron key and an unlit candle. ‘Take the stairs. Second on the left.’

Flickering candles in sconces on the walls lit the way up the narrow stairwell and down the hall. Floorboards creaked underfoot. Julian touched the wick of his candle to a flame. He slid the key into the lock and pushed wide the door. ‘Close it behind you.’

Inside the room, he set the candle in a tin taper pan on the dresser and gestured to the men to take a seat on the narrow bed.

He leaned one shoulder against the door, arms folded. ‘Now, where do you wish to begin?’

Watkins looked thoughtful. ‘With Viscount Derby.’








Chapter Fourteen



Eloise woke gradually from a deep sleep to a sense of being reborn, of emerging anew, which had everything to do with Zach.

He’d made love to her.

He’d made her a woman, leaving her sated, in awe of her own body and its reaction to his touch. He’d unlocked for her the secret of pleasure and physical union between a man and a woman.

One hand slid across the sheet in search of his solid strength. ‘Zach?’ Disappointment stung her; the bed was empty and the sheet cold where he’d lain.

‘Zach? Are you here?’ The silence suggested duty had called. It wasn’t fair to begrudge his responsibility to ship and crew. She gathered the blanket around her, breathing in the hints of a wondrous night. She touched a hand between her legs where liquid heat pooled. Her body thrummed with the knowledge of having had him inside her.

Zach. He’d looked so –

She froze. In shock, her eyes snapped open.

There! For a fraction of a second, in less than a blink of her lashes she detected light, like peeking through a key-hole to glimpse a summer’s day. Last night she’d seen his face. So his image hadn’t been a desperate act of her imagination? She threw back the blanket and sat up.

Heart pounding, she took a deep breath, held it, puffed it out, and breathed in again. She swung her legs over the edge of the bed and sat unmoving, staring at the widening scope of light. Dry eyes forced her to blink. Irregular lines and indiscriminate shapes came into view in faded shades of colour.


She waved trembling hands back and forth in front of her eyes. Slender fingers came into focus. She looked down and slid her hands over her thighs and knees, proof she hadn’t imagined the accuracy of sight, movement, and sensation.

She experienced a sudden bout of giddiness. Either returning vision played havoc with her sense of balance or …

Her astonished joy abated, overshadowed by another stark realisation; a thought so disconcerting Eloise could scarce believe it true.

The Justice was on the move.

Water whooshed and slapped along the ship’s hull. A lively wind rattled ropes against the masts, and the creak of timbers had never sounded so loud.

Heavy footfalls echoed beyond the cabin, as did the sound of shouts and exuberant laughter. Objects inside the cabin rattled and vibrated, and the air felt damp on her skin.

She stood, eyes closed, arms outstretched, attuned to the vessel’s unmistakeable roll. Did nausea strike because of the ship’s motion, or because with every passing second it could possibly be spiriting her away from England? She dismissed the latter and sat back on the bed. Zach wouldn’t take her abduction to such extremes. He simply tested a new sail or some such thing, having let the ship sit for too long.

She snatched up the blanket, wrapped it around her nakedness and choked on an excited sob when the cabin presented itself in clear, defined contours. Images became sharper. Objects tangible. Her heart thundered in her chest. She took a moment to process the revelation of being whole again, to comprehend it all.

She had her life back. Independence. No more relying on others to do for her the simplest of tasks. The gift of moving freely and at will had blessedly returned. She would see and hold Julian’s yet-to-be born child, ride her mare, farewell spring and welcome summer.

Explore the Justice.


Her gaze roamed, eager to absorb everything about her. While neither large nor opulent, the captain’s quarters housed adequate comfort with a desk and chair, a modest-sized chest of drawers and a cabinet. Behind its glass and grid doors stood bottles, tankards and plates.

A smaller table with two plush red velvet chairs served as a place to sit and eat. They, like other furniture, had been bolted down to prevent movement during a voyage.

Her gaze fell to the floor where, in a crumpled heap, her torn nightdress lay. A reminder of Zach having rescued her from a terror any woman would fear.

His discarded shirt hung over the back of a chair close to a row of windows. She shrugged off the blanket and stood to test her sea legs. Mobility in a world of darkness had required her hands to be her eyes. Now, sudden sight forced her to reassess distance and dimension. The furniture suddenly wavered in her line of vision. This, and the ship’s movement, made retrieving and dressing in Zach’s shirt a challenge. His masculine scent empowered and invigorated her when she hugged the linen close to her skin.

Outside the windows, water rushed away in the ship’s wake. Beyond that, the vast expanse of a dark sapphire ocean met pale blue sky. No land in sight, not even a distant shoreline. How long had they been at sea? Panic-stricken, her chest tightened, making it difficult to breathe. Her fragile emotions seesawed between elation at the miracle of her sight returning, and despair over where the Justice journeyed.

She turned and cut an unsteady path towards the desk. Sea charts and maps lay strewn across it with a compass, dividers and a backstaff. An open wooden case drew her interest. In it was a pair of handsome matching flintlock pistols. Each had a brass-covered butt doubling as a club. She picked one up, surprised how light and portable it weighed in her hand, not like the heavier duelling pistols her father had owned.

She acknowledged her renewed appreciation of Julian’s tutelage in the handling of firearms. Both pistols were freshly loaded with powder and ball. If only one had been within reach at the time of last night’s assault on her. She couldn’t bear to think what punishment Zach had dealt his crewman.

It came as no surprise to Eloise that a ship’s captain would keep pistols loaded and at the ready in the event of a mutiny or an enemy attack. Staying one step ahead of, and eluding, one’s foe at sea would require skill, forethought and strategy. A timely reminder of her own self-preservation.

Escape.

How soon before they returned to shore? On the one hand, she would remain Zach’s captive if only to share with him again what they had last night. And yet she could not suppress the need to find her way back to her family and Blakely House.

Her trepidation intensified with the realisation she would soon see Zach unmasked. Jealousy cut a thin line across her heart with the memory of his parting words to Lily. He’d mentioned a proposal. Surely he didn’t intend to marry the maid?

It shouldn’t matter. And yet it did. Vying for a man’s attention had never been an issue. No man had ever turned her head, or her heart.

Except Zach.

‘Eloise?’

She gasped at the sound of his voice at her back.

‘I didn’t mean to startle you.’

Why the discord in his tone? Her throat tightened, suddenly dry. This long-awaited moment had finally arrived and now she felt ill-equipped to deal with it.

‘I see you found my shirt.’

She ached to whip around and share with him the wonder of her sight having returned. At the same time she wanted to castigate him for pulling anchor and for the fear and uncertainty it caused her.

‘Eloise?’

Resigned to the inevitable, she kept her gaze fixed on the floorboards and slowly turned. Beneath lowered lashes, she glimpsed familiar black knee-high boots.

Her gaze jumped higher and came to rest on that part of his anatomy so distinctly male. His breeches clearly moulded lean hips and every inch in between. Her body shivered with the memory of how he’d pleasured her.

Above his buckled waist, her gaze lingered on a shirtless chest. Bronzed. Toned. The glistening combination of sweat and sea spray defined contoured muscles in his shoulders and arms. She remembered the way his body hair had tickled her breasts.

Her gaze swept up and over his face: masculine, regal. Unruly ebony hair fell shoulder-length. There was something fierce and primal about his appearance. Butterflies did battle inside her stomach.

Zach took her breath away. He looked every inch the man she’d cradled between her legs last night.

Eloise dared to look him in the eye, into the intensity of his appraising dark stare. Sudden heat stole over her. She swayed. When he stepped forth, at the ready to catch her, she warned him off with raised, open-palmed hands.

She saw confusion in his narrowed eyes. She knew his mind was ticking over, piecing together the miracle of what had occurred in his absence. Suddenly, his brows drew apart and lifted to show wide-eyed surprise.

‘You can see!’

She would have laughed with joy if not for her mistrust of him. All she could muster was a flat, ‘Yes.’

His wide smile showed relief. He moved forwards. Eloise took a step back. ‘Where is this ship bound?’

Zach’s arms dropped by his side. His smile dissolved into a look of grim resignation. ‘The Caribbean.’

‘No.’ She shook her head. She hadn’t heard right.

‘Yes, Eloise. We sail for the Caribbean.’

He may as well have ripped her lungs from her chest. She fought for breath. ‘Turn the ship around.’

‘No.’

‘You must!’

His implacable glare defied her. Eloise lunged forwards and threw the force of her fists against his chest. ‘After last night. After we … I thought –’

‘You thought wrong,’ he said flatly.

She pushed away from him, stung by his cold indifference towards her. Where was the man who’d made love to her with a gentle, caring and considerate heart?

He spun around and walked to the bed.

Eloise gasped in horror. Hideous puckered scars crisscrossed the breadth of his back and down to his waist. She couldn’t begin to imagine how or why he’d deserved them. How did she miss the disfigured skin beneath her touch last night? Immediately she recalled how he’d pinned her hands to the bed.

He turned to face her, looking every bit the enigmatic pirate. He stripped the blanket off the bed and gestured to the stain of her virginal blood. ‘You gave yourself to the wrong man, Eloise. A man you know nothing about.’

‘I knew enough to trust him with my life and body.’

‘And little else.’

His remark astounded her. ‘What could possibly be more vital than that?’


He laughed, cynical and loud. ‘You trusted a man responsible for your loss of sight.’

‘The accident was my fault, not yours.’

His fists clenched and unclenched at his sides. ‘A man who seized you from your sheltered, privileged life and offered no explanation for his actions.’

‘Whatever your reasons, I sense you have my best interests at heart.’

‘If I did, I wouldn’t have stolen your innocence –’

‘It was offered. Not stolen.’

‘– or be carting you off to my island.’

‘With good reason, I’m sure. Has our intimacy suddenly compelled you to confess the truth?’

Zach’s lips pressed together. A nerve twitched along his jaw and he stood braced like a man challenged. He stepped slowly towards her and stopped a heartbeat away. Tall, imposing, suddenly intimidating. ‘Yes. It’s time you learned the truth. You trust a man who …’

His shoulders lifted and fell on a sigh. ‘You trusted a man who is wanted for the murder of your parents.’

She choked, recoiled against the desk, clinging to its edge for support.

The confession cleaved her heart in two. She felt her world collapse. Her stomach convulsed. She tamped down the urge to retch. Her nemesis, the dark, swirled in her vision. For a moment she couldn’t think clearly. The rapid turn of events since last night’s attack compounded her confusion.

And now this?

‘No,’ she whispered, summoning what little strength she had. ‘I don’t believe you.’ He couldn’t possibly be the man he claimed to be. That man died in the fire. Deservedly so. Had Zach played the role of accomplice?


He swung away from her.

Through her shock, she watched him stride back to the bed and rip the soiled sheet clean off its base. He scrunched it into a ball and tossed it like waste into a corner of the cabin.

Zach’s piratical image mocked her. His alarming revelation had obliterated last night’s ecstasy and this morning’s miracle. How could her estimation of him have been so wrong? On what, indeed, had she founded her trust in him?

She’d drawn pleasure from his every kiss and caress, from the euphoria of joining her body with his. It sickened her to think she’d coupled with a man who was connected to her parents’ deaths. Her hands shook, hiding her face while she shed tears of shame.

She turned from him and slumped over the desk.

The pistols! They lay in the open box beneath her body.

Her eyes snapped open. She picked herself up off the desk and glimpsed Zach over her shoulder. His expression masked all emotion in the same way he’d used the leather mask to conceal his identity the first night they’d met. Odd she should think that significant. A fleeting thought nonetheless.

Resolute, Eloise stood tall, gripped the weapons in each hand and spun around to face him. Through tear-blurred vision, by no means a handicap for her skilled marksmanship, she aimed one pistol at Zach.

And fired.








Chapter Fifteen



The lead ball grazed his left shoulder and smashed into the timber wall with a thunderous clap. The acrid smell of gunpowder filled the cabin air. Zach’s face remained emotionless. He’d barely flinched when the shot drew blood. He stood as if deserving of the fire that must now be burning him.

Eloise ignored the churning in her stomach. She had just deliberately shot a man. There was more to his revelation than his words implied. She could not accept that he was so much less than she believed him to be. His actions had proved otherwise too many times for her to be wrong.

He’d said he was wanted for murder. He hadn’t confessed to committing the crime.

She let go of the spent pistol. It fell to the floorboards with a thud. In a quick exchange from left hand to right, she held the second loaded pistol at the ready.

‘You either lie, or you’ve yet to expand on such a weighty admission. I want the truth, or this time, the shot will find its fatal mark.’ Eloise hardly recognised her own voice. ‘If I have, as you imply, fallen slave to my feelings and bedded the murderer of my parents, then I’ll honour their deaths by killing you. Let your loyal crew dispose of me as they see fit.’

He looked horrified at her exacting words. Was he in fear now because he believed she was prepared to kill him, or because he feared that his men, before killing her, would treat her with the same intent as her attacker?

Seth burst through the cabin door with others at his back. ‘We heard –’

‘Get out!’ Zach bellowed.

Confused, their gazes darted between the pistol-wielding captive and their wounded captain.


Zach glared. ‘All of you! Out!’

The cabin door slammed shut.

‘Eloise, I –’

‘The truth, Captain!’

His gaze flicked to the loaded pistol.

‘Where you stand. Speak to me.’

He levelled his gaze with hers. ‘My name is Miles Zachary Fenton. First born son of the late Duke of Arlington.’

Her jaw slackened. The violent tremble of her hand almost caused her to let go of the pistol. ‘Impossible! Miles died in the fire with my parents. Three charred bodies were pulled from the wreckage.’

Zach shook his head and said, ‘Somebody else. A servant or stableman.’

‘No. Everyone was accounted for that day. If you are Miles Fenton then you’re a coward who fled England to escape your fate.’

He raised a brow. ‘Is that what you believe me to be? A coward?’

Eloise steadied her aim at his heart.

‘I see.’ He sounded indignant, as if it were she who’d betrayed him. ‘For what it’s worth, I stand before you a man innocent of the charges laid against me.’

‘You’ll need to do better than that.’ Eloise continued to play the part of disbeliever. ‘If not you, then …’ Her mind rallied to make sense of the situation. ‘I’m part of the puzzle, aren’t I? That’s why you’ve abducted me.’

His expression was unreadable.

‘That night on the balcony …’ She frowned, piecing the events together. ‘You said you were looking for someone.’

His silence drew out her anger. ‘Who was it? You said you came looking for a thief, and that looks can be deceiving. What did that person take that belonged to you?’

‘The same that he stole from you, and more.’

‘Enough with the riddles. Who is he? Who are you protecting?’

‘Protecting?’ Zach threw his head back and laughed.

‘Stop!’ Fresh tears stung her eyes. She took a step closer, the pistol steady in her hands. ‘Spare me the humiliation. If I’ve been a gullible fool for the past ten years then now is the time to set me straight. If not you, then who should hang for the murder of my mother and father, and for the near death of my brother?’

The long pause stretched her nerves tight.

‘My half-brother. Gareth.’

Shocked, Eloise dropped the pistol. ‘Gareth?’

‘Yes.’

‘No.’ She shook her head vehemently. ‘Not Gareth. You lie!’

‘Most definitely not.’ His mouth tightened.

‘He’s not a coward. He risked his life to save Julian’s!’

‘A genuine and heroic feat, I admit. Nonetheless, it was he who started the fire.’

Eloise stumbled and clawed her way around the desk, collapsing into the chair. Her shoulders slumped. Her hands, now idle, found a place in her lap. She would not yet renounce all she’d been led to believe. ‘Why?’

Zach snatched up the bed sheet from the floor and pressed it to his bloodied shoulder. ‘My mother died soon after giving birth to me. Before my second birthday, my father remarried and sired Gareth. But then, you already know this.’

She nodded.

‘What others didn’t know is that behind closed doors my stepmother reviled and ignored me.’


Eloise cringed at the contempt in his tone.

‘Spare me your pity, Eloise. I had the love of my father. I never understood my stepmother’s dislike of me, yet I learned to live with it. Her reasons soon became apparent.’

Eloise vacated the chair in favour of standing by the window. ‘Continue.’

‘She and Gareth had it fixed in their heads that Father’s love was not equally shared, that I was the favoured child. Their jealousy festered. In front of others, Gareth behaved like the perfect son and brother. When he and I were alone he demonstrated the mind and character of a twisted soul. No matter the cost, he was determined to be the heir apparent. To my face, he made no secret of wanting to rob me of the title.’ Zach’s lips twisted into a sour smile. ‘How foolish I was not to credit him with the courage to see it through.’

He tore a strip of cloth from the sheet, wrapped it several times around his upper arm and shoulder and tied it off with his teeth and hands. He opened the liquor cabinet and poured himself a drink. ‘What do you remember about the evening before the fire?’

The memories remained as clear as day. ‘I sat in the shadows at the top of the staircase. I heard raised voices, though I couldn’t determine what was being said between my father, Julian and you.’

‘I’ll tell you.’ He downed the amber liquid in one gulp. ‘Gareth despised the camaraderie between your brother and me. Worse still, he resented your father treating me like a son. Gareth conspired against me.’

‘How?’

Zach set the glass down. He retrieved the pistols, carefully replaced them in the box and secured the lid. ‘Gareth tricked your father and brother into believing I lusted after your mother, and that there was immoral motive in my frequent visits to Blakely House. Gareth said he believed it his duty to inform your father of my secret and unnatural obsession. That I craved your mother’s company, not theirs.’


‘And did you?’

Zach looked at her as though she’d fired the fatal shot. ‘No! None of it was true, and yet Gareth has the uncanny knack of staring a person in the eye and having them believe whatever he tells them.’

Eloise had no argument with that.

‘What people don’t see is the evil behind the light in his eyes. Father and I saw it and yet neither of us could have predicted the extent of his corrupt mind.’

Eloise pressed him further. ‘Why did you return the morning after the argument?’

‘After confiding in my own father, I decided to speak with your father. He used to ride every day in the morning. I set out before dawn to meet him in private. My intention was to tell him about Gareth’s shortcomings. Since no groom was in sight I stabled my horse, hoping to catch your father there. The last thing I heard before being struck from behind was Gareth’s sardonic laugh.

‘When I came to, the stables were engulfed in flames. Smoke made it difficult to see. With all the commotion I managed to drag myself to safety.’

Eloise turned her back on him and stared out to sea. In her mind’s eye she relived that fateful day. It was impossible to shut out the terrifying, vivid scenes, or to pretend she couldn’t hear the blood-curdling screams of those doomed horses. She remembered the raging inferno, her parents’ vain attempt to save their bloodstock, and the smell of burning horse flesh.

Cinnamon. Her stomach convulsed.

The image of Julian’s inert body being dragged from the fire had forever haunted her. Her head throbbed. She rounded on Zach, directing her anger and accusations at him. ‘Why didn’t you help my parents? Why didn’t you go back in to save them instead of leaving them to die?’


Like the release of a tightly wound spring, she lunged at him. Ten years’ worth of grief gave power to her thrashing limbs. His arms locked about her, weathering her anger until she stood limp in his embrace, deplete of tears.

He pressed his lips to the crown of her head. ‘I swear! If I could have saved your parents, I would have. Even now, I’d lay down my life for theirs. When I came to, the stables were collapsing. You must believe me.’

His hand stroked the small of her back. ‘I’d inhaled so much smoke that I only just managed to crawl and hide a safe distance from the fire. I thought I was alone in the stables. I didn’t know your parents and Julian had come in while I was unconscious. Who else would have started the fire if not Gareth, otherwise what business did he have with your father at dawn?’

Eloise stepped out of his embrace. ‘He told Julian he’d come to warn my father of your need for revenge and retaliation.’

‘That’s a damn lie! He somehow learned of my intentions and ambushed me. He set me up.’

Zach cupped his hand beneath her chin. ‘Don’t you think it odd that my horse was the only animal to escape the fire?’

Eloise had never given it thought, and yet he had a point. ‘Your horse. It galloped towards Gareth and me and reared over us. I was so terrified. Gareth protected me.’

‘It’s more likely he used you to protect himself. My horse would have harmed him if not for you. Animals are like humans. Their trust must be earned.’

Thinking about it now, her mare, Charity, had been skittish whenever in Gareth’s proximity. Eloise identified with the feeling of unease. She’d been on edge in the ducal carriage when Gareth had accompanied her and Maisy on their journey to Hanslow. Even so, she found it difficult to accept that Gareth had masterminded such an elaborate betrayal.


Zach’s hand slid from her chin to her shoulder. ‘I saw my horse bolt off across the fields. I may never have escaped if it hadn’t recognised my call, and returned to me.’

‘Where did you go?’

‘Home. To my father. I explained what had happened and bid him farewell.’

Had Zach not been supporting her, Eloise would have fallen where she stood. She struggled to cope with these latest revelations and yet she couldn’t think of any reason not to believe him.

If not for the urgent honesty in his eyes and voice she’d deem his story implausible. How had he coped knowing his father lived, that they’d been forced to say their goodbyes, never to know when, or if they might meet again? Had Zach secretly visited his father before the old man passed away?

She and Zach had both borne needless loss that night. ‘Why didn’t you stay and plead your innocence? Your father would have vouched for you.’

Zach shook his head. ‘Even so, my horse was at the scene of the crime. Gareth and his mother despised me enough to speak against me. In short, I’d been framed for murder. My only option was to flee. I swore I would one day have my revenge.’

Revenge. Eloise gasped. ‘Dear Lord, your shoulder!’ She turned towards the water basin. Zach tugged her back into his arms. His gaze searched her face, yet he said not a word. ‘Zach?’

‘Julian and I were once close friends. He, and you, deserve the truth of the matter.’

Eloise recognised grief in the lines around Zach’s eyes, in his furrowed brow and the grim set of his mouth. She suspected he’d quietly owned that grief all his life, and she couldn’t begin to imagine what it must be like to have never known one’s mother. To be deprived of her love, her gentle hand and kind words, only to then have shame and dishonour thrust upon his father for something Zach had played no hand in.


What other traumas had scarred his body and soul? She believed his rational explanation, and sensed his need to have her say it to his face. Did he so value her opinion of him that it could possibly make a difference to his life?

If only she affected him in the same way he’d touched her heart. She feared he was too proud and full of hate, that despite his need for absolution, reprisal outweighed any declaration of his feelings for her.

She laid her palm against his cheek. ‘So this is the truth of it?’

His hand covered hers. ‘Nothing but.’ He watched her, waiting.

‘Then, I believe you.’

His lids closed on a sigh. ‘Thank you.’ He turned his mouth into her hand and pressed warm lips against her palm.

She understood Zach’s need to seek revenge on Gareth. He sought to salvage and restore his good name. His means and method of retribution concerned her; something she’d later broach. Her gaze fell to his shoulder. ‘I’m sorry I shot you.’

‘Considering what I’ve put you through … Thank God you saw fit to divert your aim. You are indeed your father’s daughter and I remember well his skill with pistol and sword. Should you ever challenge me to a duel, I’ll insist upon naming the weapon. Or did Julian relieve you of lessons in needlepoint and oversee your instruction with a sword as well?’

Eloise laughed at his compliment, leaving him to draw his own conclusions as to the extent of her skills beyond the drawing room. ‘Come. Take a seat on the bed.’

She tore a clean strip from the sheet, stood in front of him, and removed his makeshift bandage. Cleansing the wound should have been a simple enough task. Instead, she suffered an acute awareness of Zach watching her. His gaze, level with her breasts, started a slow burn in her stomach. With each rise and fall of his broad, bare chest, the fire within her spread, seeping into the intimately receptive parts of her body. A sudden need flared, a longing for him to touch her, to repeat what they’d shared last night.

If he wanted to bed her, she’d let him initiate it. ‘I suggest the ship’s doctor examine this. The wound will need several stitches.’

He caught her arm and pulled her down to sit beside him. ‘Eloise, I swear I didn’t know your identity the night you confronted me on the balcony. I hardly remember you as a child, and so didn’t recognise the woman you’d become. I thought you no more than a meddling guest who’d inconveniently interfered with my plans.’

‘Then why did you abduct me?’

‘I discovered you were engaged to Gareth, and –’

‘Engaged? We’re not engaged!’

‘When I intercepted his carriage, he referred to you as his betrothed.’

‘Why would he say such a thing?’ No sooner did she ask the question than she recalled Zach’s words. Then save your neophyte fondling for your betrothed. At the time, she’d no idea what he was talking about.

‘Is it true?’

She once again observed the way his lips pressed together, the worry lines around his eyes. His fingers pressed a little deeper into her skin. What did it matter to Zach if she was engaged to Gareth, or any other man for that matter? Did Zach care for her beyond a sense of duty? A rash thought. He cared enough to see justice done.

‘No,’ said Eloise. Zach’s fingers relaxed around her slender arms. ‘Though he would wish it, and my brother encourages it, Gareth and I are not officially betrothed.’

   Zach pushed his shoulders back, muscles flexing as if he’d shrugged off the weight of ten men.

Her honesty and trust in him deserved the confession that followed. She showed him due consideration as he divulged the details and strategy of his long pursuit of revenge against his half-brother.

She paled in disbelief when he informed her that Gareth had frittered away the family fortune. ‘It was another reason I couldn’t allow him to marry you. He’d have used your dowry as down payment towards his debts. Once married into your family, there’s no telling how he might try to access Julian’s fortune.’
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Zach’s chest tightened with the burden of making Eloise face reality. She looked so vulnerable, so out of her depth. She’d asked for the truth. He’d delivered it. ‘Nothing will bring back my father, yet years of intercepting and stealing the cargo from Gareth’s ships has been my way of recovering the inheritance my brother denied me.’

She fell momentarily silent, processing all he’d disclosed. ‘Why do we sail to the Caribbean?’

‘I have one more prize to capture there. I’ve been informed that his last ship’s hold will be laden with so rich a cargo that, without the profits, Gareth is finished. Then we return to England. You will be free to return to your family.’

Her gaze fell to her lap. ‘And you?’

‘I’ll see justice served.’

She jerked her head up. Hope flared in her eyes. ‘You’ve discovered a way to prove yourself innocent?’

A mocking laugh escaped Zach. ‘Yes. It’s simple really. Gareth must sign a statement confessing his guilt.’

Eloise looked incredulous. ‘That will be like asking the king to become a pauper!’

‘Exactly.’

‘But you will demand it of him. Won’t you?’

Damn but she made it difficult to speak the truth to her face. ‘Gareth will confess to the murder of your parents or I’ll …’

A thread of fear crept into her eyes. ‘You’ll what?’

‘I’ll kill him.’

Eloise surged to her feet. ‘And prove yourself to be the murderer people already believe you to be? What’s the point in doing that?’

Zach stood slowly, his body unfolding to tower over her. ‘My point, Eloise, is revenge. I’ll ensure there are no witnesses if I’m forced to take his life. No one will know.’

She shook her head and retreated a step. Distress darkened her eyes. ‘I will know. There are other ways to see justice served without putting your own neck in a noose.’

Zach stepped towards her. ‘You were prepared to kill me in cold blood in reprisal for allegedly murdering your parents. I saw bloodlust in your eyes, Eloise.’ Her gaze shifted, suddenly unable to look at him. ‘Your breathing quickened. The pulse at your throat raced. Were you even aware of licking your lips as if you were about to take a bite of the sweetest cherry?’

Her gaze snapped back to his. Colour heightened her cheeks, eyes ablaze. ‘Revenge is cold and tasteless!’

‘Mightily satisfying, nonetheless.’

‘No. Hollow, like betrayal.’ Her hands clenched at her sides. ‘You lied to me. You treated me with insensitive disregard to trick me into believing you guilty. Why?’

His hand closed about her upper arm. ‘It was the only way to make you understand my desperate hunger for revenge. To put you in my shoes.’

She shrugged out of his hold. ‘And if I’d mistakenly killed you?’

‘You wouldn’t have.’

‘What makes you so sure about that?’

‘You said it yourself. That you trust me. With your body and life. Besides, even if you had aimed to kill, I would have had time to dodge the shot. We both know these weapons are unreliable and slow to react.’

His fingers lightly skimmed her left temple. He hated that she flinched at his touch. ‘I saw how much you wanted me dead, even if it was only for a moment. Your brush with vengeance affords you insight into why I must kill Gareth if he doesn’t confess.’

‘Killing him wouldn’t make things right.’

He looked at her askance. ‘You would stand by him? Save his life?’

‘No. I would save yours.’ She reached out and gripped his arms. ‘I beg you. Don’t do this. Don’t take matters into your own hands. There must be a means of securing his confession without resorting to violence. We’ll seek out a man of the law and –’

‘Eloise. I am an heir to a dukedom turned pirate. Add highwayman and kidnapper to that. Do you honestly think the law will believe me over Gareth?’

Her fingers dug into his skin. ‘You are not the law. Explain things to Julian as you have to me. He and my uncle have connections. They will –’

‘Do nothing! This is my concern.’

Eloise went suddenly pale and swung away from him to take a seat at the table. ‘The night we met on the balcony, I accused you of thieving our horses.’ Her gaze lifted to meet his. ‘Is that Gareth’s doing also?’

Zach gestured ignorance with his hands. ‘It wouldn’t surprise me. Each horse would fetch a princely sum. Perhaps he put the money towards his debts.’

‘He needn’t steal ours when he has his own stable of thoroughbreds.’

‘Why sell his own horses and arouse suspicion when he can successfully steal and sell someone else’s? If Gareth were to admit to a dwindling fortune, creditors would swoop like vultures. He’d be forced to sell everything to clear all debts.’

Zach took a seat opposite Eloise at the table. ‘Don’t you see it? He’s so thoroughly insinuated himself into your family’s life that under the cover of night even your horses would be led by his hand without so much as a snort of protest.’

Her eyes flashed with defiance. ‘Except Charity.’

‘Charity?’

‘My mare. She fought off would-be-thieves the night before you abducted me.’

‘Then she is just as tenacious as her mistress.’ Zach lightly brushed her cheek, pleased she didn’t shy away this time.

‘Yes, well,’ she sniffed. ‘Perhaps cleverer in that she eluded abduction, while her mistress did not.’

‘Speaking of abduction …’ Zach made his way to the desk, opened a drawer and rummaged inside. ‘I have something of yours.’ He returned to her and held out his hand.

‘My necklace!’

‘Take it.’ He dropped it onto her open palm.

She eyed the locket as if viewing it for the first time. Her gaze lifted to his. There, in her eyes, Zach saw just how much the piece of jewellery meant to her. It pleased him to bring a smile to her face.

‘Thank you. It’s my most precious possession.’

As you are mine. The unbidden thought winded him. She wasn’t his to keep. ‘Shall I?’

‘Please.’ She scooped the hair clear from her nape so he could clasp the necklace around her neck.

Her scent, her skin, knowing she sat naked beneath his linen shirt, lured Zach. He bent to kiss her neck and stopped at the last moment. Desire mocked his iron will.

He held each end of the necklace and brought it over her head. Just as well she couldn’t see his fingers tremble. If she had, she’d see his weakness for her. With the clasp secured, he let go. ‘There.’


She swivelled around in the seat. His gaze fixed on the exquisite piece, satisfied it now hung in its rightful place. ‘I’ll arrange hot water for you to bathe. If it pleases you, you’ll be given a tour of the ship. The Justice will be your home for the next four weeks.’

Her silent acquiescence unnerved him. Did she trust him implicitly to safeguard her life and deliver her home safely, or did words fail her because she knew she had no say in her, or his, immediate future? Damn these growing feelings for her! He turned on his heel and walked towards the door.

‘Zach. Do you enjoy your life and the unlawful rewards of being a pirate? Does Gareth have any idea who is pirating his ships?’

Her questions, open and frank, brought him to a blistering halt. It was the condemnatory tone of her voice that brought them to an impasse.

How simple it would be to plunder ships, be they French, Spanish or his own countrymen. To enjoy easy pickings and live a life as rich as his heritage. Never mind that he pursued only Gareth’s ships.

Damn the truth of it! He was a pirate, though not a common thief who, in her eyes, viewed the ocean as his exclusive slaying and pillaging playground. Her words were a stark reminder that he was no longer of her ilk. That he remained an outlaw; a fugitive from England.

Their worlds were poles apart.

Last night, their coupling had been borne of need, of mutual desire and lust. Nothing more.

He glanced at her over his shoulder. ‘This is not the life I chose. As for Gareth? He knows nothing of me. I’m just another marauding cutthroat making his life hell.’ His hands clenched at his sides. ‘The brethren call me Captain Heartless. Interpret that any way you wish.’


The cabin door closed firmly behind him, leaving Eloise to ponder his dark alias.








Chapter Sixteen



Eloise pushed wide the cabin door. She squinted, shielding her eyes until they grew accustomed to the sunlight. The wind whipped at her skirts and tugged the leather thong binding her long braid.

Daily life on the ship’s sprawling deck appeared as busy as the streets of London. The mode of fashion took some getting used to, leaving her in a quandary. Barefooted, the crew either dressed in trousers and jerkins, or were semi-clad in dark clothing.

Each man moved with a sense of purpose, working at designated tasks. A pile of knives and swords lay at one man’s feet. The broad blade cutlass he honed glinted in the sun. Its razor-sharp edge would kill a man with one swift blow. Eloise shuddered, her gaze shifting to a group of men who fixed broken pulleys and used metal-spiked tools to separate strands of rope.

Squawking chickens stole her attention from the repairs to a stack of wooden crates where a man hunkered down, plucking feathers from a lifeless bird.

Shouts from above drew her gaze to the ratlines running to the mastheads and yards. Men climbed aloft, high above the deck. Despite their precarious position they worked easily, adjusting the wind-filled sails.

She closed her eyes and breathed the crisp, clean sea air. The ocean’s invigorating briny smell was as potent as a dose of smelling salts. She’d never felt so alive.

Her eyes snapped open at the sound of a familiar, sure stride.

Zach, shirtless like so many of his men, stared straight at her with unsmiling eyes and a tight mouth. And yet, he still took her breath away. The tidy bandage on his left arm was perhaps the handiwork of the ship’s doctor. His right shoulder, where Julian had pierced the flesh with his sword, was healing nicely with no hint of infection.


Guilt pricked her conscience. Both she and her brother had caused injury to a man who least deserved it. A man who sought to avenge the injustice brought against him.

Even so, she had no regrets passing judgement on the way he continued to live his life. If it was important for Zach to know she believed him innocent of murdering her parents, then it was equally important he understand her wish to have him confide in Julian. To pursue justice through the appropriate channels.

She would not condone his taking matters into his own hands. She couldn’t bear the thought of Zach being hanged at Execution Dock by the River Thames. Distracted by the confronting image, she moved to exit the cabin and tripped on the storm step. He dashed forwards, arms outstretched and caught her. He groaned when her fingers accidentally dug into the bandage covering his fresh wound.

His hands tightened about her waist and something in his eyes shifted. He sent a scathing glance over his left, and then right shoulder. Crewmen nervously averted their stares as if the captain and his captive were invisible.

Eloise took note. ‘A mere glance from you and your men cower.’

His hands fell away from her waist. He took a step back. ‘Nothing more than a warning. There are consequences for unacceptable behaviour aboard my ship.’

Her chin lifted. ‘Of course. Pirates are a law unto themselves.’ Her barb drew no reaction from him. A sudden foreboding arrowed along her spine. ‘What punishment did you mete out to my attacker?’ Her question met with confronting silence. ‘Am I to assume that, with a name like Captain Heartless, you … you …?’

‘I didn’t have him killed, if that’s what you’re asking. But then his intentions were not those of a man who deserves to live.’

Eloise had been rescued. How many other women had suffered ruin at his hands? That she should wish her attacker dead, ashamed and shocked her. ‘Is that how you command this ship, by having your men live in fear of consequence should they not obey you?’

Zach turned away briefly and nodded to someone at the opposite end of the deck. ‘Not fear. Mutual respect. Without it, we’re lost. Without law, there is no order.’

‘Yes.’ She hastened to lay a hand on his forearm. ‘Which is why you must give up this idea of taking Gareth’s life if he doesn’t confess. Please. Trust Julian as I trust you. English law will prove Gareth guilty. Let him die with a noose around his neck, not by your hand.’

Zach’s eyes darkened like a man drained of his soul. His mouth twisted into a wry smile. ‘English law? Such idealism comes a little too late.’

‘It’s never too late to redeem yourself!’

His eyes widened in surprise. He pried her hand from his arm. ‘I don’t seek redemption, Eloise.’

‘How many men have you killed?’ She immediately regretted the question. It was unfair to ask.

His hands clenched by his sides. ‘In order to survive? More than I care to admit. I do not take lives for the sheer sport of it!’

‘Would it not make a difference then, to have one less man’s blood on your hands?’

‘Not if it’s Gareth’s blood.’

It was a chilling declaration. ‘It would make all the difference to me. Mutual respect. Without it, we’re lost. Isn’t that what you said?’ She was a fool to care about him. Even more of a fool to think he cared enough about her to want to earn her respect.

His eyes narrowed. ‘Respectable or not, my profession is a means to an end.’

Was there nothing she could say to make him change his mind? Before she could pursue the matter further, a tall man of medium build approached and stood alongside Zach. He looked of similar age to his captain. A thin scar ran from the left corner of his mouth, down his neck, and disappeared beneath his collared shirt. Eloise let her gaze linger a little too long.

‘A legacy of my youth,’ the man explained.

She immediately recognised the intonation of his voice. ‘Seth!’ He had an unshaven, sun-weathered face and kind hazel eyes. ‘I didn’t mean to stare.’

‘No matter. I’m used to it.’ He smiled and executed a mock bow. ‘The captain has given me the pleasure of acquainting you with the Justice.’

Her gaze slid to Zach. She’d hoped the pleasure would be his. Clearly, he meant to keep his distance.
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Zach dismissed the helmsman from his duties and took command of the wheel. Hell. He had to take command of something. This growing hunger for Eloise and her company left him feeling like a helpless half-wit.

Suffering her tempting presence over the course of their voyage would be his most difficult challenge yet. As for his crew? He had no choice but to assert his authority. Their eyes had lit up like lanterns the moment she’d appeared on deck. The flogging her attacker received served as a timely reminder of the sanctity of each man’s contract. They’d sworn allegiance to Zach. They’d subscribed to a set of written articles. The point of disciplinary measures was to forge formidable unity between captain and crew.

But they were men, after all, even if some of them did have a wife and family. A pretty woman with enticing curves could weaken the strongest of men and he, their captain, had already fallen at her feet.

Sail the stars. Pick yourself up, man!

His vow of revenge was no less sacred than a husband’s vow of fidelity. Whether he stayed faithful to his cause or not, the thought of another man possessing Eloise drove him to the brink of madness. This was her first day on deck and already he considered keeping her under lock and key, limiting her appearances to night-time strolls. Darkness would cloak her femininity when the crew bedded down for the night, save for those on watch.

It paid to remember he had no right or claim on her. A woman of her breeding would not give herself long-term to a man she considered barbaric, the scourge of the sea. It didn’t matter that he was legally of noble rank. He was a wanted man. England had shunned him. His past was a blemish on his present and future, something Eloise would not overcome.

In her eyes he was no better than an uncivilised heathen. She’d set herself the task of converting him. Zach laughed. He was beyond salvation. She’d realise that soon enough.

He would protect her at all costs while keeping her at arm’s length. Bedding her had been a mistake. God help him. Where she was concerned, he didn’t trust himself not to make the same mistake again.
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Eloise gaped at the ship’s galley. Blakely House boasted a kitchen ten times the grandeur of this and yet, on a daily basis, it catered for fewer people. How did one person prepare food here for an entire crew?

The small cook area was copper-plated and bricked. Fire would devour the ship if not for constant vigilance.

Seth introduced her to Cook. The man’s stature was surprisingly thin for a middle-aged man of his vocation.

He stirred a pungent concoction in a cast-iron cauldron, and informed her of the crew’s victuals. ‘For as long as provisions last, my dear, you can expect a morning compulsory feed of porridge and prunes.’ He glanced briefly at her beneath long wiry brows. ‘To avoid constipation, of course.’

‘Of course,’ agreed Eloise, a little disconcerted by his matter-of-fact suggestion that one’s bodily functions should run just as efficiently as the rest of this ship.


‘According to my strict rationing we’ll have enough salted meat and hard tack …’ He stopped stirring with the wooden spoon and gave Eloise his full attention. ‘Biscuits, my dear. A staple food for a mariner.’

When she nodded to show her understanding, he resumed stirring the simmering broth. ‘It’s just those darn wriggling weevils spoil the taste once the biscuits age.’

Her skin crawled. He looked at her again, baring a gap-toothed grin. Eloise very much doubted the nutritional value of his menu. Then again, she’d not sighted one undernourished crewman aboard this ship.

Cook prattled on. ‘Never mind the weevils, my dear. Chew fast so you don’t feel the little critters dart across your tongue. Wash them down with a swig of rum and they’ll not get stuck between your pearly whites.’

Her stomach lurched. Eloise threw a disbelieving look at the lieutenant.

Seth nodded. ‘’Tis true. Every word of it.’

‘Now,’ continued Cook, ‘if you like cackle-fruit, chicken eggs, my dear, I’m able to oblige.’ He picked up a cleaver and waved it in her face. ‘Unless we need to sacrifice and boil the bird.’

Eloise jumped back in fright.

‘But,’ he continued, ‘if we’re really scraping the bottom of the barrel when it comes to rations, then you might just find one of these on your plate.’ He casually lifted the spoon from the broth, tapped it on the edge of the pot and pointed it at her feet.

Eloise looked down to see a large rat scurry beneath her skirts. She reacted in the manner of a madwoman, stomping on the floor and screaming as if Cook had taken the cleaver to her neck.

A cacophony of female shrieks and raucous male laughter filled the galley.

Eloise fled to the deck above. Her hysterical ravings drew the amusement of the crew. She hopped from one foot to the other as though being forced to dance over hot coals. Her hands batted and smoothed over every inch of her skirt, thinking the rat had scaled the fabric beneath it.

Seth raced to her side. ‘I assure you, the rat ran out the other side of your skirts. I believe you managed to frighten it more than it terrified you.’

Eloise sent him a scathing glance, knowing herself to be the victim of ignorance with the realities of life aboard ship. The corners of Seth’s mouth twitched and in his eyes she saw how much he’d enjoyed Cook’s ruse. She could see he tried his best to conceal another bout of laughter at her expense.

When at last her pride fractured, and her pressed lips cracked into a smile, they both doubled over in fits of laughter.

A booming voice silenced them. All eyes swung to the helm to see the captain pointing at the dark green tinge on the horizon. ‘Lieutenant! Crewmen! We’re in for a soaking. Furl the canvas. Secure rope and cannon. Stow loose items away. Each man to your tasks below and above deck. Get to it!’

The men scrambled to do his bidding. Zach stepped down to the quarterdeck. ‘Lieutenant, take the lady to my cabin and then return to your duties.’ His resolute gaze settled on Eloise. ‘Under no circumstance do you set foot outside. Is that clear?’

She stiffened at his terse command. ‘Yes, Captain.’ His steely gaze made her feel guilty of insubordination.

‘It’s for your own safety,’ he said. ‘Now go.’

Seth placed a hand to her elbow and led her away. ‘Do not disobey the captain’s order.’ He held the cabin door open for Eloise to enter.

She refused to budge. ‘The man who attacked me, what punishment did he receive?’

‘’Tis not your concern.’


‘I want to know.’

He shook his head. ‘A lady of your quality would doubtless swoon at knowing the penalty of his crime.’

Eloise thrust her chin in the air. ‘I’m not prone to swooning. Tell me.’

Seth looked up at the rumbling clouds. ‘He was tied to the gratings and flogged.’

Eloise had visions of bloody, lacerated flesh. ‘By the captain’s hand?’

‘No. ’Twas the duty of the bosun. You must understand that our code of conduct goes unquestioned. Life aboard this ship means belonging to an egalitarian community. Decisions are made collectively. He breached our law and was punished accordingly.

‘You’re a distraction aboard this ship, my lady, yet none of the regular crewmen would disrespect or dishonour the captain in any way. We each owe our freedom to him. Now step inside the cabin.’ He urged her forwards.

Eloise slapped a hand about his wrist. ‘No. Wait. My attacker was not one of your regular crew?’

He shook his head. ‘Our contacts in Cornwall advised he was being pursued for a crime he swore he didn’t commit.’

Eloise sighed in understanding. ‘The captain related to his plight.’

‘Yes. He thought to give the man a second chance at life. Bad enough that he should betray the captain’s trust. Now the captain blames himself for what happened to you. Had the swine carried out his intentions, we’d have keelhauled him until his last breath.’

Eloise shuddered at the gruesome-sounding punishment. ‘What has become of him?’

‘We took him ashore. His fate lies in the hands of those who recommended him.’ Seth sniffed the air. ‘Enough now. Prepare yourself and stay in the cabin. I fear this storm will give us a good fight.’
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An ominous silence settled over the Justice.

A single bolt of lightning streaked across blackened skies, followed by an earth-shattering crack of thunder. The ocean grew restless. Choppy waves dashed against the ship’s hull.

Zach and his crew watched and waited, readying themselves to wage war with the elements.

The breeze kicked up. The air held the scent and sure promise of rain. Fat droplets fell intermittently, nature’s way of laughing in the face of ship and crew. Zach had enough experience to recognise it as a precursor of what was to come.

The world fell deathly silent before a strong gust of wind hit with a cowardly strike from behind. Zach spun around to face the challenge head on. ‘Here she comes. Brace yourself!’

Biting wind whipped up as if on cue. Zach lunged for the mizzenmast and knotted a length of rope between the solid timber mast and his waist.

The bowsprit pierced a hard wall of rain. The Justice plunged into a nightmare. Relentless wind lashed the ship from every angle, threatening to unfurl and shred the tightly bound sails and snap the masts.

Powerful waves crashed down to saturate the decks, dousing the crew with cold saltwater. It swished and sloshed about their feet and filtered into the galley below.

The ocean swelled forwards en masse, then reversed direction, playing with the ship as if it were a toy to toss about at will. Engorged black clouds dumped rain as hard as musket balls.

Zach bellowed orders. The ship pitched to one side. ‘Move along, men. Move along!’

They scrambled starboard only to feel the wrath of another wave crashing down on them, testing the strength of their grip on rope and railings.


‘Hold fast,’ Zach yelled through the roar of rain and thunder. He knew that the fear of being washed overboard would stay uppermost in every man’s mind. He shouted encouragement, reinforcing their resolve to outlast the storm. ‘Steady on! Sea and sky are your enemies today. Tomorrow they’ll be your closest friends.’

A barrage of shouts and cussing carried to his ears after another wave washed over them. It was impossible to dismiss the soul-wrenching reality that the ocean would swallow whole his ship and crew.

A more terrifying realisation struck him.

Eloise. He could not lose her.

The elements aside, inner demons conjured a tempest in his heart and mind. He grappled with pent-up obsession and need for his green-eyed captive and with his revenge-fuelled anger.

In this moment, Eloise was his priority. He lived to keep her alive and safe. Conquer nature’s storm, and repress the threat of weaker emotions.

‘Captain!’

Zach swung his gaze around to see his lieutenant pointing to the main topsail. The canvas had loosened from its bindings. Block and tackle smacked against the timbers. If not secured, the sail would unravel and tear. The canvas and mast would be destroyed. They would flounder in the storm like a fish on dry land.

Rain-soaked, Seth pressed forwards through the driving rain, embracing the mast seconds before another wave pummelled his back. He waited before picking the right moment to leap onto the rope ladder alongside the mast. Wind buffeted him from all directions. He squinted in reaction to the stinging sea-spray, his ascent slow yet sure.

Below, Zach continued to shout orders at his men as they strived to maintain control of his ship. His gaze swung to the helm. His gut clenched. The wheel spun haphazardly to the left and to the right, at the whim of the wind’s control. A length of rope tied to the wheel thrashed about in the storm. And the man who should be tethered to it?

‘Judd!’ Zach yelled. His wild gaze ran the length of the water-filled deck to find his man lying prone against the rail. The swell of an oncoming wave loomed beyond the ship.

‘Judd! The rails!’ Zach’s desperate shout spurred his man into action. The first mate shook his head, dazed, obeyed the order and held firm as the wave engulfed him.

When the wave cleared, Zach bellowed, ‘The wheel!’

Judd clawed his way along the slippery deck, then stood and lunged for the rope. He tied a knot around his waist, reached for the helm and regained control of the spinning wheel.

When next Zach glimpsed the topmast, it was to see his lieutenant’s descent, the sail secure. Seth stepped onto the deck and let go of the rope. The ship lurched forwards, throwing him into the path of a giant wave. It breached and crashed through the ship’s railings.

Zach watched in horror as his lieutenant was thrust like a child’s rag doll across the deck and over the rail. ‘Man overboard!’
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The two-word alert chilled Eloise to the bone. She sat huddled on the floor beneath the desk. White-knuckled hands clutched a sturdy wooden leg. Howling wind had made it impossible to recognise the man’s voice.

Zach. Was he safe, or had he …?

She could not allow herself to complete the thought.

Gripped with terror, she saw an image of Zach struggling to keep his head above water, under duress with sea-filled lungs. She held her breath as if it were she who’d been drawn deep beneath the ocean’s surface.

The ship suddenly pitched to one side. Eloise lost her hold and slid along the floor, smacking her back into the opposite desk leg. She rolled over in pain, and latched onto the leg to prevent being flung in another direction.

She could hear frantic shouts and raised voices from the deck. Ceiling lanterns swung back and forth in their metal hooks. Cutlery rattled inside drawers, pewter crockery clanged about behind locked cabinet doors and glass bottles clinked side by side. A telescope and compass clattered along the cabin floor over maps and papers.

Outside, rain lashed against the windows and skylight. Thunder boomed and lightning flashed. The world was coming to an end.

Eloise thought about the vessel and crew sinking to the bottom of the ocean, the ship their coffin. She didn’t want to be entombed inside the Justice or laid to rest in a long line of wrecks to litter the ocean floor.

Somebody shouted for the captain, his voice filled with terrifying alarm. Eloise scrambled to her feet and staggered to the door. There, she hesitated. Either she follow orders and stay put, or, at the risk of her own safety, she could venture forth and satisfy her desperate need to know Zach was not harmed.

Struck by indecision, she strained to hear his commanding voice above the noise of the storm.

Nothing.

If she couldn’t hear him, then sighting him would allay her fears. Just one glimpse and she’d immediately retreat back inside the cabin. She unlatched the handle, pushed the door and slipped outside.

The door slammed shut behind her. Her back pressed against the solid timber. She held tight to the handle as a blast of wind and rain barrelled into her. Cold water washed over her bare feet and she felt the sting of a thorough drenching.

Through slitted eyes her gaze swept the mêlée on deck. No sign of Zach. She called his name. The wind threw it back at her.

Through the blinding rain, she saw crewmen standing single file, stretching from one side of the rail to the other. As she lifted her head to better see their purpose, the ocean dumped a wave on her, knocking her over, sending her sprawling belly-down across the deck. She screamed and came to a crashing halt, wedged between the deck and the bulwark.

Seawater spewed from her mouth. She raised her head, coughing, gasping for air, and squinted to focus on the strained faces of the men and their tense bodies. One thick length of rope passed through their hands and snaked over the side of the ship. She hauled herself up, clung to the edge, and looked down into the water.

Seth! He struggled to swim towards the rope.

Her heart filled with sickening dread.

And almost stopped when she saw Zach breach the surface, the rope looped around his middle. Stroke after stroke, kicking his feet, he fought against the ocean’s current and propelled his body forwards until he latched onto the lieutenant’s arm.

Another threatening wave loomed at his back. Eloise screamed Zach’s name to warn him. His head snapped around.

Distracted and unprepared, the men were swallowed by the wave, forcing them under. Eloise watched in helpless terror and stretched her arm over the rail in vain.

Her lungs burned from repeatedly screaming Zach’s name.

Desperate to be of some use in his rescue, she scrambled across the slippery deck. She tripped over her sodden skirts only to rise again and stumble forwards until her toes found purchase on the timbers.

She shouldered her way in between the line of crewmen and with trembling hands seized the lifeline. Fear for Zach and his lieutenant gave strength to her grip and pull.

‘Heave! Heave!’ Eloise cried, in unison with the crew.


Each man, slick with sweat and saltwater, worked with steadfast urgency in the wind and rain, passing hand-over-hand on the rope to reel in the men.

Inch by inch the rope retracted. Eloise barely noticed the coarse hemp fibres abrading her palms. The heavy weight at the end of the line offered her hope.

Zach was still tied to the rope. Alive, she prayed.

Where was the lieutenant?

A confident cry bolstered their spirits. She saw men rush to the rail, bent at the waist and leaning perilously over the edge. In a flurry of commotion and shouts, the line of men collapsed to the deck, taking Eloise down with them.

Above the driving rain and wind, shouts of triumph accompanied the successful rescue. Eloise lay on her side, spent of energy and breath. She didn’t care that her drenched clothes scandalously moulded to her body like a second skin, or that her hair must look like matted seaweed plastered across her face.

She looked up just as lightning slashed across the sky. There, in the white flash of light, she saw Zach standing over her. Tall. Strong. Breathing hard.

She closed her eyes against the blinding rain. Familiar arms scooped her up and pulled her close to a body whose scent she recognised beneath the smell of brine and rainwater.

Her cheek pressed against his chest, comforted by his pounding heart beneath her ear. There was tension in the arms that bore her weight. In his stiff stride.

She glanced up to see the determined set of Zach’s strong jaw. Sections of jet-black hair stuck to his forehead and cheeks. Water streamed down his face, neck and shoulders.

He stared down at her. His dark eyes glittered. In them, she saw the intensity of his accusation, at her disobedience of his order to stay inside the cabin.

Nevermind his disappointment, his anger or the punishment due her crime. She knew only sweet, lightheaded relief.


Let him tie her to the lashing post and flog her until she was dead. She would rest in peace knowing that he lived.








Chapter Seventeen



The storm abated as swiftly as it had begun, giving way to a clear, late afternoon sky.

The ocean settled down to a gentle swell. No longer did the wind’s high-pitched screams force access through every possible flaw in the ship’s design. The Justice creaked and groaned, protesting aches and pains of its wounds in the aftermath of nature’s tantrum.

Zach looked around him. His men lay slumped about the deck, exhausted. He’d afford them time to rest, a brief reprieve to catch their breath before seeing to the ship’s maintenance.

He slapped his hand to the mainmast and looked up. It stood tall and proud. The bowsprit, foremast and mizzenmast had also withstood the storm’s challenge. Every sail was yet to be inspected. The slightest tear stitched, tackle and rigging tested and tightened.

The crew below deck had fared well. Food supplies had been well stowed, although his men would wear the disappointment of a few smashed barrels of rum.

Men had taken shifts to work the bilge pumps and empty the ship of excess rain and seawater. Just as well. The water would soon turn foul and lead to a sewage-like stink. At worst, the timbers would weaken and rot.

Satisfied things were in hand, Zach turned his attention to the person who’d stayed uppermost in his mind.

Shivering, bedraggled Eloise. When he’d carried her to his cabin, he’d stripped off her drenched clothes and laid her in his bed, noticing the dark bruises forming on her porcelain skin. She’d watched him, barely conscious, and made not the slightest whimper when he’d rubbed salve into her chafed palms.

He’d left her tightly tucked beneath warm blankets to save her falling from the bed while the storm still raged outside the cabin.

And in his heart.

In the midst of the storm, when she’d screamed his name, he’d thought the worst. That jeopardy had tapped her on the shoulder, ready to snatch her from him. He’d suffered bereavement of that sort ten years ago, having been robbed of his identity, his home and country. Sighting Eloise safely on the ship, clinging to the rail, had taught him one thing.

She was unequivocally lodged in his heart. A seed planted so deep, he feared its bounty would steer him off his life’s course.

Revenge was all he knew, the only thing to flourish in his long-dead soul. Her righteous influence was damned inconvenient. He didn’t want the distraction of a woman who’d caused cracks to appear in his steadfast resolve to ruin Gareth.

Stubborn woman! She’d disobeyed him.

He opened the cabin door and spied her sitting by the galley window. She whipped her head around and shot to her feet at the sight of him. She was mistaken if she thought that drawing the blanket tightly around her would somehow ward off his reprimand.

He shoved the door closed and secured the latch.

She swallowed. ‘Zach, I –’

‘Do you have any idea what your act of defiance might have cost?’

Her gaze fell to her feet. ‘Your life.’

‘And Seth’s!’

She flopped back down on the chair, guilty as charged, with her chin on her chest.

Seething, Zach stepped towards her. ‘And the third life you endangered?’

Her head snapped up. ‘There was another?’

Remorse-filled eyes did nothing to calm the thunder in his veins. ‘It could have been you who’d been swept out to sea! I wouldn’t have known a thing about it. Life and death was at the whim of Mother Nature.’

‘She let me live,’ Eloise muttered.

‘That’s no excuse for you to disobey my order to stay in this cabin!’

In his mind’s eye he saw Eloise tossed overboard and swallowed up by the sea, the only mistress he’d learned to predict. Like a crazed, jealous lover it sucked her under and denied her the breath of life.

Denying him the possibility of a wife and ch–

The unbidden thought left him reeling. Think. Recover.

He spun on his heels and retreated to the opposite side of the cabin lest he speak the delusional sentiment aloud.

She blurted out an earnest-sounding apology. ‘I’m sorry! I heard someone yell man overboard. I had to be sure it wasn’t you because … if anything were to happen to you …’

Ridiculous to think she genuinely cared for him. ‘You need not fear, Eloise. Should anything befall me, then by chain of command you’ll be safely returned to England. You have my word on this.’

He strode back, his large frame looming over her. ‘I want your word that in future you’ll do exactly as I instruct. You’ll obey orders just as my crew must. You’re my responsibility as much as them.

‘I cannot be your guard or chaperone every minute of the day and night. When I ask you to do something, it’s for a reason and with purpose. You might successfully navigate your way around the mores of society and ballrooms, but do not presume to know or understand the perils and pitfalls of life at sea or aboard my ship. Is that clear?’

Her eyes brimmed with tears, making the green irises all the more brighter. Dark shadows beneath her lower lashes lent a haunting look to her pallid skin. ‘I deserve your censure, but if your life was threatened I would again seek to do everything possible to assist you.’

He seized her shoulders and hauled her to her feet. ‘I forbid it!’

Courage returned in the upward tilt of her chin. ‘Then punish me as you would punish any man who disobeys you.’

Stunned, his hands fell away from her shoulders. ‘Punish you?’

Her eyes softened and she tentatively raised a hand to his cheek. ‘I couldn’t bear to lose –’ Her hand retracted and covered her mouth to stifle a sob. Her lids closed, squeezing the tears from her eyes.

It suddenly hit him. She’d left the cabin in search of him. Not to deliberately flout his authority, but driven by the same fear as his.

The fear of loss.

Good God! He couldn’t possibly mean anything of consequence to her. He tried hard to ignore welling emotion; told himself to walk away, deny the need to take her in his arms and hold her close. He tried to drive from his mind the compulsion to never let her go. Futile!

He couldn’t bear to see her upset. With a curse he took her face in his hands, pressed his lips to her forehead and stroked her still-damp hair. ‘Don’t cry, Eloise.’

She clasped her arms about his waist. The loosened blanket slipped from her shoulders faster than Zach could catch it. Soft and naked, her warm body pressed against his skin, leaving him agonisingly aware of the swell of her breasts and her vulnerable delights.

The intimate contact proved his undoing. ‘I thought I’d lost you.’ The breath of his hoarse whisper feathered her lips. He inhaled her breath as if it were his own. ‘Don’t ever risk your life for me. Swear it!’

‘No.’ She shook her head, the movement sweeping her mouth over his.

‘You will do as I say.’ He pressed his lips to hers and gave no quarter for her to refuse the command.


She moaned, surrendering her response.

To his surprise, her mouth opened. She eagerly thrust her tongue against his before slowing immediately with lush velvety strokes. Splayed hands at his back pressed fingernails into his puckered scars. The movement against his sensitive nerve endings seared him with pleasure rather than pain.

His mind was not the only thing set to explode. Need burgeoned beneath his breeches and nudged her bare belly. He held back a blistering oath when her hands slid between their bodies and loosened the buckle at his waist.

He caught her wrists. ‘Eloise!’

She raised lust-laden eyes to his. A rapid pulse beat in her throat and her quickened breath fluttered over his chin and neck.

The cabin air turned thick with desire.

Zach struggled with his strength of will. He’d promised himself not to make this mistake again. And yet, how could he deny her when she stood naked, aroused, wanting him?

Some promises were meant to be broken.

His most base instinct urged he take her and celebrate their victory in life over loss.

He tugged the breeches past his hips, releasing the thick column of his sex.

She gasped. In fear? Surprise? It was the first time since her sight had returned that she saw this part of him.

She glanced up. Her eyes shone with keen curiosity; a deepening desire that turned his arousal iron-hard. Gingerly, her fingers curled around him. He hissed through clenched teeth. When she gripped him tighter, he pulsed in her palm.

‘No,’ he ground out. ‘I won’t last.’ He slid his hands beneath her bottom and lifted her. Instinctively, her legs coiled around his waist, her arms about his shoulders.

He slanted his mouth over hers in a deep, heated kiss, one that drew from her a sound of helpless need.

She tilted her hips. Moist warmth from her centre pressed against his stomach. She was ready for him. He broke the kiss to look upon her face. Green, dilated eyes stared at him with longing like no other woman before her. A tremor rocked his heart.

Several strides and he had her sitting on the edge of the bed. Her legs opened, inviting him in. He peeled off his damp breeches and sank to his knees before her.

His hands cupped her throat, as one thumb caressed her lips. Her pink tongue swirled around it, drawing the thumb into her mouth. Zach let out a tortured groan. Her bold initiative threatened his sanity and yet she looked at him through trusting eyes. His restraint walked a tightrope. Perhaps her purpose was to tempt him to the point of losing control.

He began her seduction by skimming his fingers down either side of her neck, across her shoulders, over her arms and to her wrists. She quivered beneath the feather-light touch.

He continued the journey along the top of her legs and reversed the languid caress over sensitive inner thighs, stopping just short of her auburn triangle.

Her breasts rose and fell with each deeply drawn breath. She looked at him beneath heavy lids, resting her palms on the bed to support her weight. Her head dropped back, hair falling in a wide gossamer curtain. Zach kissed her exposed throat and nipped the tender skin behind one ear.

Her body, naked and open to him, brought about a primal need to conquer, to keep and to protect. He rested one hand on her hip. With the other, his fingers sought and stroked her cleft. She was warm and dewy, gyrating against his touch.

Her sweet murmur took Zach higher. He grew harder, thicker. Delaying her release heightened his sexual frustration. He parted the delicate folds and filled her with two fingers. She gasped as he massaged her wet sheath, feeling her muscles tighten around him. Under the spell of his languid strokes, her head tipped back further, her spine arched, breasts thrust upwards. Her arms shook.

Zach slid a supporting arm around her waist and took a nipple between his teeth.

Another gratifying gasp escaped her throat.

He throbbed, aching to fill the very passage his fingers stroked. Fast-fading control had him gently push her back to lie on the bed. Still kneeling, he lifted and placed her thighs over his shoulders. Her scent intoxicated him as if he’d spent weeks liquored up on rum.

He bent to her slick flesh and circled her cleft with the tip of his tongue. With a breathless cry, she clenched the sheet in her fists.

Her eyes opened and glimmered with a mixture of desire, shock and sudden uncertainty. She panted. ‘Is this how you mean to punish me?’

Sail the stars! If this was punishment, he’d gladly inflict it on her for all eternity.

‘No, Eloise. I mean to pleasure you.’

He held her hips firm and dipped his tongue inside her. She tasted of heaven, a nectar so sweet it would sustain him for life. The vibration of his sigh against her flesh made her buck. Her head lolled from side to side, knuckles white against the sheet. Incoherent words left her mouth.

Zach felt the quickening of her climax. He increased her torment by flicking the sensitive nub of nerves with his tongue. Again, he delved into her sweet heat.

She trembled, then convulsed beneath his mouth. Each wave of her climax brought him closer to his peak. Every throb tested the limits of self-restraint. When the ripples receded, he slackened his grip on her hips, granting her a measure of movement, allowing her the advantage of where his tongue explored her.

He won back control and held her still. With the gentlest of suction, with each lick and flick of his tongue, he coaxed her into a mindless frenzy.

He pulled back just as she reached the brink of yet another awakening. This time she would shatter with him buried deep inside her.

Using an economy of strength and movement, he positioned her legs to straddle his waist, and stood, lifting her with him. His aching tip sat poised at her swollen entrance.

‘Look at me, Eloise.’ His voice shook with desire. He wanted to see and memorise every detailed nuance in her shifting expression when he entered her.

She did as he asked. Hunger clouded those emerald eyes. Recognising the same physical intimacy he felt, Zach drew pleasure from the exquisite agony of easing himself inside her. She was wet, tight, her muscles stretching to accommodate him.

His heart hammered. Blood rushed through his veins and pounded in his ears.

He drowned inside her, inch by glorious inch. He hadn’t believed she could possibly want this as much as he did.

He believed it now. It was there in her eyes, her face, in the vigorous beat of her heart and in each breathless gasp. Her eyes closed and with a long, jagged breath she cried his name.

Zach, too, closed his eyes and paused to savour her heat, aware only of the woman who had fast become his night, and day, and whom he knew, now, he could not live without. In her arms, nothing else existed.

He relaxed his buttocks and withdrew – not completely – on an easy slide. One swift thrust and again he filled her with his thick length. Her muscles clenched tight around him as if staking her claim, never to relinquish her hold. Her lips came down on his. Zach plunged his tongue deep inside her mouth with as much fervour as his next thrust.

Her thighs clamped firm about his waist and she shattered with explosive completion. Zach surged high with one last thrust. Final release was accompanied by a broken groan.

Another tremor shook his heart. The walls of the seed buried within, burst, and took root. Tender emotion shafted through him.


His breath rasped against her ear. ‘Eloise.’








Chapter Eighteen



Julian returned home under the cover of night.

A belligerent Lady Wentworth turned her nose up at his dirty and dishevelled disguise, refusing him permission to approach his pregnant wife until he bathed, shaved and changed clothes. When he finally made his appearance in the drawing room, Catherine threw herself into his open arms.

He kissed her long and hard, heedless of his in-laws and Maisy sitting in full view of their intimate reunion.

Lord Wentworth cleared his throat. ‘Such devotion is touching, young man, but we all hunger to hear your news.’

Julian whispered into his wife’s ear. ‘If not for our audience, I’d satisfy my hunger for you now.’ He drew back a fraction, pleased to see an instant blush colour her cheeks.

‘And I with you,’ she whispered back.

His protective hand rested on her rounded belly. ‘Our child, how does he fare?’

‘She fares well.’

He smiled. ‘Then I am well pleased.’ It was a game he enjoyed playing.

With the servants dismissed, and the doors closed, Lord Wentworth wasted no time in opening the discussion. ‘Tell us of your journey. Did you find the men you were looking for?’

Lady Wentworth sat on the edge of her seat, eager for news. ‘Are you any closer to learning of Eloise’s whereabouts? How does the matter stand?’

Julian settled his wife onto the gilded settee and took his place beside her. He spoke of his encounter with the coachmen, retelling their version of Eloise’s abduction.

‘They mentioned the highwayman’s consideration for their safety, albeit having been restrained. Maisy, you said he paid you the same respect?’

‘Yes, my lord. He was terse and intimidating, yet although the carriage door was secured from the outside, he instructed his man to leave the windows open. I fear I would have otherwise fainted from lack of air and shock.’

‘Of course.’ He carried on. ‘These men said the highwayman showed interest only in His Grace. My encounter with him was similar. He wouldn’t engage me when challenged, saying his quarrel was with His Grace. It was I who forced his hand with a sword, and I’ve not seen such skill with a blade since –’

A flash of memory cut short his words.

Catherine swept up his hand in hers. ‘What is it? You’ve gone deathly pale.’

Like a knee-jerk reaction, Julian’s gaze swung to the portrait above the fireplace.

The others followed his gaze. Lord Wentworth caught the direction of his thoughts. ‘Your father. He was the best swordsman in the whole of England. The twist of his wrist was lightning fast, that’s for sure.’

As was the highwayman’s. Julian had begrudged the man respect for his adeptness with a sword, and had fleetingly recognised his style as being similar to another’s. At the time, rage had prevented Julian from giving it further thought.

Now, with a moment to reflect, he recalled his father being selective with whom he chose to instruct. A handful of men, if that. One came immediately to mind.

Impossible! That traitor was dead.

Catherine squeezed his hand. ‘This man, was he as good as your father?’

‘Better. You saw for yourself the state of my silk vest.’

She nodded. ‘It was missing a few buttons, the fabric undamaged.’

‘Yes. His handiwork. Precise and clean, just like my father. This man wielded a sword with exceptional skill and in the blink of an eye he stripped me of my mine. I can’t tell you how humiliating that was.’

His hand slipped from Catherine’s. He stood and strode towards the portrait, as if lured by demons. Scrambled thoughts and clues swam in his head like a hundred puzzle pieces with no hint as to the picture they should form.

How many times over the years had Miles Fenton crept into his mind? The sting of betrayal still left Julian bitterly cold. There was no resemblance between the highwayman’s strength and stature and the tall, slender youth of ten years ago. They could not possibly be one and the same now.

Or could they?

The same colour hair … the same obsidian eyes … the way he held and brandished the sword. Like master, like apprentice.

Ludicrous! Miles Fenton, once a friend, was long dead.

Julian shrugged off the idea and turned around. ‘I was no match for this man and he knew it. He could have run me through. Instead, he knocked me out cold and escaped to God knows where.’

Catherine laid a palm over her stomach and their unborn child. ‘We’re grateful he spared your life.’

Julian’s hands clenched into tight fists. ‘An irony in itself that I should be indebted to a man who has abducted my sister. Apparently, he referred to Elly as Gareth’s fiancée.’

‘Fiancée?’ Spoken in unison, Catherine, Maisy and the Wentworths looked a picture of surprise.

Julian spread his hands wide. ‘A misunderstanding, of course, yet it could possibly explain why he took Elly. For money. A ransom.’

‘Despicable rogue!’ Lady Wentworth scoffed.

‘Wait a minute, Julian.’ Catherine seemed to give it thought. ‘Engaged? Could it somehow be true?’

‘Definitely not! Gareth is constantly badgering me for Elly’s hand in marriage but I haven’t as yet given him my permission. She flat out refuses to marry him.’ Gnawing suspicion had him turn his gaze on Maisy. ‘What transpired in the carriage?’

‘Nothing, my lord. His Grace made no such proposal. Unless … unless he did so when I’d nodded off.’ With this admission, Maisy looked suddenly sheepish.

Lady Wentworth looked most indignant. ‘It’s a slight against you, Julian, if His Grace has proposed behind your back. You must confront him on the matter.’

‘I’ll confront him about more than that! Rest assured I’ll be demanding an explanation from him tomorrow.’

Lord Wentworth shook his head. ‘Trouble is, he’s not yet returned from London. In your absence, he sent word advising that a matter of urgent business has kept him there. He said he would continue his efforts in pursuing the highwayman’s identity. We are to keep him informed should we learn first of Eloise’s whereabouts.’

A flash of hostility heated Julian’s veins. ‘I see. Did he indicate when he might return?’

‘No.’

Lady Wentworth looked aghast. ‘What matter of business could possibly take precedence over Eloise’s abduction? Nothing else should concern His Grace other than her recovery and return.’

‘Precisely,’ said Julian. ‘It’s been two weeks since Elly’s disappearance. A letter of demand might already await Gareth’s return.’ He summarised the coachmen’s plight, telling of their unfair dismissal, Gareth’s poor treatment of them and other staff in his employ and the threat placed on the coachmen’s lives should they speak out against him.

He added, ‘According to these men, there were whispers among the servants of the occasional clandestine meeting between Gareth and men of questionable character. They would meet in the dead of night, on and around the perimeters of his estate.’

The women listened in shocked disbelief. It struck Julian as odd that Lord Wentworth didn’t look at all surprised, even though he listened with intent. ‘And lastly, it appears that Viscount Derby was acquainted with Gareth. That is, until they had a falling out.’ Julian resumed his seat beside Catherine.

‘Over what?’ she asked.

‘Keep in mind that what I tell you all is confidential, even though it’s second- if not third-hand gossip from Gareth’s servants. I can’t confirm its validity, but it’s something I must investigate. Several years back, Gareth allegedly sold tenanted farming land to the viscount, but this land, somewhere to the north of England, wasn’t his to sell.’

‘Good Lord!’ sputtered Lord Wentworth. ‘This is a most serious crime.’

‘Yes, and so it goes that Gareth knowingly handed over false title. When Derby went to visit and claim the land, he discovered he’d been duped. He confronted Gareth, who denied everything, right down to ever having a conversation about the purchase of land.

‘Apparently, Gareth had Derby thrown off his estate. He was warned never to set foot there again. Gareth threatened to shame and ruin Derby and his family if the matter was mentioned to a single soul. Derby suffered the loss and kept silent given that, at the time, he had two unmarried daughters. Their reputation and future marriage prospects were at risk.’

Lady Wentworth gasped in outrage. ‘I cannot believe His Grace capable of such a cunning and ruthless deed!’

Lord Wentworth shifted in his chair. ‘I can!’

His sudden outburst earned him a probing glare from Catherine. ‘Father?’

He remained tight-lipped.

‘Father. If you’ve discovered something about His Grace, then you must tell us.’

‘If I had any news worthy of your ears, I would share it.’


Julian caught and read between the lines of the helpless look Lord Wentworth sent him. The man knew something he did not wish to divulge with the ladies present. ‘What your father is suggesting, is that perhaps His Grace is not all he’s led us to believe.’

It was not enough to appease his wife. ‘How could we have misjudged his character? You and he are as close as brothers. What’s the point of his deception? Why did we not hear a whisper of this scandal?’

‘Title bestows power, my love. If what the coachmen said is to be heeded, then the servants fear for their positions, if not their lives. Even if Derby had taken it to the courts, who would have believed a viscount over a duke?’

‘I suppose so,’ she said. ‘Being widowed, and with his daughters now married, it perhaps explains why he’s become somewhat of a recluse. But why would Gareth, a man with his title and wealth, feel the need to steal from someone beneath him?’

Julian shrugged. ‘I’ll investigate these allegations. Gareth may have wronged the highwayman with some such similar offense. Or perhaps someone is paying the highwayman to fight their battle in seeking recompense. If Elly is perceived to be betrothed to Gareth then she becomes the perfect ransom leverage. Whatever the case, I’ll have the truth from Gareth, even if I have to beat it out of him.’

Lord Wentworth said, ‘I suggest you first meet with Viscount Derby.’

‘That is my intention. I’ll dispatch a letter to him tonight. Recluse or not, he will receive me.’

Catherine uttered a sudden loud gasp and rocked forwards, her hands flattening against her belly. Julian’s arm came swiftly about her. ‘My love?’

‘Our child has a strong kick,’ she said.

Julian’s chest deflated on a heavy sigh, relieved that nothing sinister plagued his wife.

‘Ah, my grandson is eager to introduce himself,’ said Lord Wentworth.


‘Granddaughter, I think father. Wilful at that.’

‘Like her Aunt Elly,’ Julian teased.

Catherine winced. ‘If our child has inherited the high-spirited nature of her aunt I’ll expect each of you to lend a hand in taming her.’

Lady Wentworth wore a devilish grin. ‘I’ll instruct my granddaughter in all things ladylike. I’ll leave the pistol and sword to her aunt.’

‘Mother!’ Catherine wore a deep scowl. ‘As much as I cherish my sister-in-law, my daughter shall stay well clear of those things.’

Julian caressed her cheek. ‘And if I wish her to be proficient with a weapon?’

Catherine captured and kissed his hand. The smile she gifted him was as sweet as her voice. ‘Husband. If you wish to ever sire a son, you’ll realise the error of your thinking.’

‘Yes, dear.’ The two-word quiescent reply was as much a part of their teasing repartee as was their harmless dispute over whether their firstborn would be a son or a daughter.

‘Please, help me up, husband. I’m fading fast and so will retire to bed.’

Julian eased Catherine to her feet and gave her over to the good care of her mother and Maisy. ‘Good night, ladies.’ He closed the door behind them, took a seat opposite his father-in-law and looked at him expectantly.

‘It’s not good news, Julian. It will shock you, as it did me.’ He drew a long breath. ‘My trusted acquaintance, the Scotsman, followed Gareth to one of London’s backstreet brothels. Ian passed himself off as the youngest son of a wealthy laird. A misfit, a family outcast, one who gambles his allowance and takes his pleasure with whores.’

‘And Gareth fell for it?’

‘To the finest of details. Let me apprise you.’

Julian sat horrified, listening to the way in which Gareth had conducted himself: his substantial gambling loss; the way he squirmed when the subject of Eloise’s abduction had been raised. His base and despicable manhandling of the young whore turned Julian’s stomach.

Gareth’s twisted mind and perverse fantasy, to blindfold and force the girl to play the part of Eloise, thoroughly sickened Julian. He surged out of his chair and paced the floor, slamming one fisted hand into the palm of the other. ‘How could I have not known this darker side to him?’

‘None of us did.’

Julian gave a grunt of disgust. ‘For years I’ve encouraged my sister to marry him –’

‘You only encouraged what you thought best for her.’

Stricken, Julian stopped pacing. His gaze slid to Lord Wentworth. ‘If he was to get his hands on her dowry …’

‘Indeed! He would lose it as quickly as he gained it.’

Julian’s eyes shut tight. He pressed a palm to his forehead. ‘The highwayman. I accused him of being a man without scruples or honour. He warned me. He said to look for such a man among my peers.’

His eyes flashed open. His hand fell to his side, just as pieces of the puzzle fell into place. ‘He meant Gareth! Why did I not see that before?’

‘How could you have possibly known?’

Enraged, Julian’s fist pounded the mantelpiece. His head sank into his hands, fingers spearing his hair. A sense of helplessness hollowed out his gut. ‘How could I have been so wrong about a man I’ve known since childhood? I trusted him. Implicitly. He saved my life, for God’s sake!’

‘We all trusted him.’

‘I can’t begin to tell you what I’m feeling right now.’

‘Devastated, I’m sure.’


‘No.’ Julian spun around. ‘Murderous! It should have been Gareth who died in that fire instead of my parents and –’

Miles.

Julian’s heart thudded beneath his chest. His thoughts led him down a path that held no logical or feasible possibilities. Then again, given what had now come to light about Gareth, anything was possible.

Lord Wentworth stood and approached Julian to lay a comforting hand on his shoulder. ‘Calm yourself. We shall get to the bottom of this.’

‘How am I to face him and not strike him down?’ Julian couldn’t keep the rage from his voice.

‘Gather the facts before you confront him. Hearsay is not enough. Perhaps Derby will shed light on the situation.’

Julian’s hands formed into tight fists. ‘I can’t look Gareth in the eye and pretend to know nothing of his lechery, his deceit, his violence!’

‘You must. For Eloise’s sake.’

Julian struggled with this. ‘Not a word to our wives. It disgusts me to think of him occupying the same room as them. I’ll deflect any attempt he makes to visit this house.’

‘Catherine is soon to give birth. This will be excuse enough to keep visitors at bay.’

Julian hauled in a shaky breath. ‘The information Ian gathered has been most … revealing. I’m indebted to him. I hope I may one day thank him in person.’

‘Ian will be only too happy to see a monster like Gareth brought to task.’ Lord Wentworth’s face showed his disdain.

‘What became of this young lass? I’d like to compensate her in some way and perhaps find her respectable employment.’

‘That won’t be necessary. Ian has already spirited her away to Scotland. He’ll see she is well settled.’ Weary, Lord Wentworth sighed. ‘I’ll leave you now. Best you write to the viscount. Good night, Julian.’
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‘Viscount Derby awaits, my lord.’

Julian thanked the butler. He bent to kiss his wife on the forehead, concerned with the touch of her cool, clammy skin beneath his lips. She was unusually irritable, and this afternoon’s arrangements rankled her.

‘I’m at a loss to understand why Derby has refused our hospitality,’ she complained. ‘Why does he insist he speak only with you, and in his carriage of all places?’

‘The location is irrelevant, my love. What’s important is that I speak with him.’

Lord and Lady Wentworth jumped to Julian’s defence. ‘At least your husband hasn’t spent days away from you, gallivanting across the countryside again,’ said one. ‘And he’ll be here when your child arrives,’ said the other.

Thankfully, their words were enough to placate Catherine. Julian caressed her cheek and gave her a reassuring smile before leaving the room.

The spring day had started crisp and clear. When he stepped outside, his gaze lifted to darkened skies. Rain looked a breath away. Gravel crunched beneath his boots with each lengthened stride towards the carriage. The coachman held open the door and closed it when Julian settled himself opposite the viscount.

Derby was an impeccably dressed gentleman. Beneath his cloak, he wore a brocaded waistcoat. At his throat, he’d tied a fashionable white linen cravat fringed with lace. Ruffles sprouted from his cuffs. Pride in his mature age appearance extended to wearing a wig beneath his cocked hat. Despite the mild weather, perspiration dotted his forehead.

Duly noted, thought Julian. He nodded. ‘Viscount Derby.’

‘Marquess.’


‘I appreciate you availing yourself and stopping by to meet with me.’

Derby’s hand waved off any suggestion that he’d inconvenienced himself by making the journey. ‘With the impending arrival of your first born, better I come to you rather than you leave Lady Catherine’s side. My congratulations, by the way, to you both.’

‘Thank you. Are you sure you wouldn’t be more comfortable indoors? Some refreshments, perhaps?’

‘No, no. I must be about my business.’ He checked his pocket watch and offered up what Julian interpreted as a nervous smile. ‘Time is of the essence. To what do I owe the honour?’

Derby showed himself to be eager to conclude their meeting before it had begun. ‘I’ll get straight to the point,’ said Julian. ‘Is it true His Grace, the Duke of Arlington sold you false title and deeds to land south of the Scottish border?’

Derby bristled and sat straighter. Wiry brows met in a deep, serious frown. His cane twirled like a spinning top beneath his palm. ‘You are direct, Marquess.’

‘As you said, time is of the essence. I must address a most delicate and urgent matter.’

‘The abduction of your sister, I presume?’

If Derby thought to change the subject, then he would be steered back on track.

In due course.

Julian watched him closely. ‘Strange that you congratulated me on the imminent birth of my child, and yet neglected to enquire after my sister.’

The cane stopped spinning. Derby grimaced as though he’d tripped over something in his path. His thumb stroked the bright amethyst on the gold-capped tip. He cleared his throat and fleetingly glanced out the window. ‘I didn’t think it my place to broach such a personal, family matter.’

‘And yet, you just did. In an incongruous way.’


‘Yes, well … I … You must be beside yourself with worry.’

‘An understatement, to say the least.’

Julian listened to instinct. Derby assumed Elly was still missing. Surely the natural progression of conversation would be to first ask if she’d been safely returned, and whether her abductor had been captured and dealt with?

Derby emanated a cautious air. Julian would not let him off so easily. ‘You haven’t answered my question, Viscount. Are you a victim of the duke’s improbity?’

Rain drummed against the windows, clocking the viscount’s lengthy pause. The cane resumed spinning between his fingers. ‘From whom did you hear this?’

‘You will appreciate I must protect my source.’

‘And I am forced to hold my tongue.’

‘Forced?’ Julian raised, and relaxed his brow. ‘Then I’ll go to the duke with the very same question.’

Panic sparked in the viscount’s silvery-grey eyes. ‘A threat, Marquess?’

‘A promise. Unless you see fit to loosen your tongue,’ Julian delivered in a cold and uncompromising tone.

Derby pressed his lips together in a show of defiance. He pulled a handkerchief from his cloak and dabbed his forehead.

Julian reached for the handle, ready to vacate the carriage. ‘I have no time for games.’

‘Wait!’ said Derby. ‘With all due respect, Marquess, my dealings with the duke are private and of no concern to you.’

‘On the contrary, his shortcomings are my every concern.’

‘Why?’

‘You have a moral obligation to share with me any alleged truths or evidence confirming the duke’s illegal or immoral actions. Whatever you disclose will be held in the strictest of confidence.’ Julian’s voice held a note of warning.

Derby shook his head. ‘I’m not inclined to slander a man you hold in high esteem.’

‘I seek only the truth.’

Derby fell into silent deliberation. ‘It is as you said. He swindled me. Perhaps one day, soon, I might see him suffer for it.’

‘You, and others, it would seem,’ Julian said drily.

‘He is a dangerous, manipulative and desperate man who faces financial and social ruin. He’ll do anything to replenish his coffers.’

Julian paused to sympathise with the viscount’s heartfelt bitterness. ‘The duke covets my sister’s hand in marriage and I’ve spent the last few years trying to convince her their union would make a healthy alliance.’

Derby narrowed his gaze. ‘Because of your gratitude to him for saving your life?’

The whole county, if not beyond, had learned of that fateful day. And not forgotten, it would seem. Yet it was the first time someone had voiced the very thing Julian’s conscience had, at one time, debated. His heart had known better. ‘I’ve always believed the duke to be an upstanding man. Recent events have sullied my opinion of him. But never would I think to bargain my sister’s life or future happiness in exchange for personal gain, and I will not force her into marriage simply to soothe or settle any manner of debt.’

Derby’s expression relaxed into one of gratifying relief. ‘How pleased I am to hear you admit it. I meant no disrespect, Marquess. I merely reflect on the near-disastrous consequences my failings might have had on my daughters.’

‘Then who better to understand my predicament? I fear my sister’s life is at stake. You’re aware of her abduction. Taken by a highwayman near on a month ago. She’d been travelling with her companion, under the duke’s protection.’

Derby glanced aside. He fidgeted on the seat and intermittently spun the cane.


Julian suspected the viscount withheld vital information. ‘I found and confronted this highwayman, and took great pleasure in wounding him with my sword.’

Derby’s gaze slid to Julian’s. His fingers strangled the top of the cane, and in his eyes, Julian beheld more than a curious amount of interest. Concern lay etched in the lines of the older man’s face.

‘Unfortunately,’ said Julian, ‘he got away and I’ve not heard from him since. No ransom, no letter of demand. Nothing. My investigation into the abduction has uncovered more about the duke’s character than the man who abducted her.’

‘What did you discover about the duke?’

‘His private dalliances are perverse and dishonourable. He gambles to excess and he is, as you’ve experienced, a fraudster. I believe my sister has been caught in a quarrel between him and her abductor.’

Derby leaned a fraction forwards. ‘What do you know of this highwayman?’

‘Nothing, other than he is a little too well-groomed for a common thief. He is a skilled swordsman and speaks more eloquently than His Grace.’

The cane spun out of Derby’s grasp. Julian snatched and caught it. Derby curled long fingers around the malacca shaft and glanced up when Julian refused to let it go.

Heavy rain lashed the windows and the day grew as dark and intense as the mood inside the carriage.

Julian squared his broad shoulders and leaned forwards. ‘If you have something to tell me, then do so. Without your counsel I’ll be forced to confront the duke about yours and other issues. I’ll not sit idle knowing my sister’s life is in peril. If need be, I’ll reveal your plight to the authorities along with what I’ve recently discovered about the duke.’

Derby let go of the stick and shrank back against the carriage. ‘An unwise move, Marquess. Any interference on your behalf could prove detrimental to the timing of your sister’s return.’

Julian hardened his resolve. ‘Convince me otherwise.’

Locked in a stare, Derby finally relented. ‘This highwayman. I am fortunate to have him as my … friend.’

The cane shook in Julian’s fierce grip.

Derby pleaded, ‘Let me explain. He has a score to settle with the duke. His grievances far exceed anything you could possibly imagine.’

‘I don’t care about his grievances. Who is he, damn it?’

Derby dragged the handkerchief across his brow. ‘I’m sworn to secrecy. But rest assured your sister is safe and well.’

‘With a scoundrel? I don’t believe you.’

‘He is no scoundrel.’

‘Put me out of my misery, or so help me God I’ll –’ Julian cut short his threat when Derby cowered to the side of the carriage. Like a blow to the gut, shame immobilised Julian. He should not inflict the anger and aggression he felt towards Gareth and the highwayman on an innocent elder. He backed off.

Outside, the wind escalated, whipping leaves and debris into a frenzy. Clouds rumbled overhead. Wary, Derby sat straighter. ‘Your sister’s abduction was not part of the plan, but when he learned of her betrothal to –’

‘She is not betrothed to anyone.’ Julian handed the walking stick back to Derby.

‘If you say so.’ Derby paused to draw a deep breath. ‘The duke, as I know him, is a guileful man, capable of twisting any situation to suit his needs. Heed my warning. If he gets the slightest whiff that you suspect him of anything untoward, you could possibly undo what has taken the highwayman years to accomplish.’

‘And what might that be?’


‘It’s not for me to say.’

Patience had all but deserted Julian. His chest ached, ready to explode. Elly’s whereabouts and welfare tormented him. She was blind and vulnerable. He felt helpless to identify friend from foe. Yet he could not believe Derby in any way unscrupulous, or lacking in rectitude. ‘Why is it so important that your friend keep Elly captive?’

‘He believes it best to put as much distance as possible between the duke and your sister. That way, she and her dowry are well-protected.’

‘Does your friend abduct every marriageable woman the duke comes into contact with?’

‘No.’

Ominous suspicion unsettled Julian. ‘Then why my sister?’

Derby sighed. ‘All will soon be revealed. I understand your distress, but in light of what I’ve revealed thus far, you must not do or say anything to anyone, especially the duke. You’ll see your sister in two months.’

‘Two months?’

‘When the time comes, I’ll send for you.’

Hope soared. Julian shifted to the edge of his seat. ‘They are with you?’

‘Not anymore. And don’t waste your time trying to find them. You won’t succeed.’

The rumble of thunder overhead rolled right through Julian. ‘When finally I come face to face with this man, I swear I’ll –’

‘Thank him. You can’t see that now, but you will. This man has spent years plotting his revenge against the duke. The least you can do is wait two months. Believe me when I tell you, he has your family’s best interests at heart. If ever you were to place your trust in a man, invest it in him.’

‘How can I place blind faith in your words, and in the actions of a nameless, faceless stranger?’

‘You have no choice. Your anguish is just, and the next couple of months will be difficult, but I implore you not to question the duke. Treat him as you normally would.’

‘And your reward from all this?’

‘Don’t sound so cynical, Marquess.’ Derby eyed his decorative walking stick. ‘This bitter old man lives vicariously through the revenge of another. I live for the day His Grace gets that which he deserves.’ He looked up. ‘Now. Say nothing of our meeting to him. Swear it.’

Julian’s fingers gripped the edge of the seat. ‘You seek to muzzle me like a dog.’

‘For your own protection. And your sister’s.’

Julian agreed with a barely discernible nod.

Derby sagged against the window. ‘You won’t regret the outcome. You have my word on that.’ He lifted the cane to the roof and thumped twice.

A few moments passed before the coachman opened the door. Julian stepped out into the driving rain. There he stood for what seemed an age, soaked to the skin, watching the carriage roll out of sight.

He held on to the knowledge that Elly was alive and safe. Waiting for Derby’s summons would be like waiting for the end of eternity. Harder still would be stomaching Gareth’s presence and affording him a modicum of civility.

Like a deck of cards, his mind shuffled snippets of Derby’s conversation: The duke … trust … score to settle … twisting any situation … highwayman … guileful … years plotting his revenge. These, and other stored scraps of information led down a path where logic trumped the implausible.

And yet one man’s face continued to haunt him day and night.

Miles.


Lightning flashed across the late afternoon sky, followed by another cracking clap of thunder. Above the noise of the rain Julian heard someone shout his name. He turned to see Lord Wentworth beckoning him from the open doorway.

‘It’s Catherine! She’s gone into labour.’








Chapter Nineteen



Eloise leaned her back against the rail, arms outstretched on either side, enjoying the afternoon sun on the main deck of the mighty square-rigger. She held a chunk of bread and took a bite, marvelling at the full set of sails driving the Justice.

During the past four weeks, she’d grown accustomed to the ship’s movements. Now, it forged through the virescent waters of the Caribbean, nearing its destination. With each dip of the ship’s bow spearing the waves, its powerful force would then surge up and onwards. Acclimatising to the motion and rhythm had become as much a part of life as it was to breathe.

She’d long since discarded her feminine attire in favour of rolled-up trousers and a shirt cinched at the waist with a length of cord. Their baggy fit did little to hide her curves. Zach had disapproved of her dressing like one of his men. Her stubborn nature had won out, forcing him to accept the sense in her wearing garments that allowed ease of movement in climbing up and down ladders, through hatches, and walking the narrow passageways below deck.

Not once did she complain about conditions aboard the Justice, choosing instead to lend an extra pair of hands wherever needed, from mending clothes to scrubbing the deck with holystone.

The crew’s lively banter kept her amused. In one particular moment of light-hearted humour, she’d picked up a cutlass and donned a battered tricorn hat. Parodying the crew’s piratical image had seen them tease her in kind, comparing her, dressed in their garb, to the infamous Anne Bonny and Mary Read.

As her gaze roamed the deck, crewmen returned her smile or nodded their heads. How fortunate to have unwittingly earned their respect when she’d thrown her meagre strength alongside them to rescue their captain and lieutenant in the storm. She may have won their hearts, yet she was no closer to softening Zach’s. Revenge still darkened his door and barred her entry. He’d dismissed her every attempt to discuss proving his innocence, and in bringing Gareth to trial.

Only in the privacy of his cabin, and in each other’s arms, did Zach lay bare his troubled soul. Every minute of each intimate encounter had heightened her addiction to him. She lifted her gaze to see him emerge from below deck. Her heart skipped a beat as it always did whenever she laid eyes on him. He stood with one hand on the rail, the other on an overhanging rope. A leather buckled belt hugged the waist of dark trousers resting on lean hips. His cotton shirt billowed open in the breeze. His face was set in deep concentration.

If only she could read his thoughts with the same accuracy as her hands and lips knew of every contour of that exposed, sun-bronzed chest. His gaze suddenly flicked to her. He sent her an easy smile before looking beyond the bow.

Squawking gulls overhead drew her attention. She studied their black-feathered heads and greyish-white wings. Black feet and spindly legs dangled like toothpicks beneath their bodies. How different they looked to their English cousins.

Fascinated, Eloise watched them hover on the sea-breeze currents, utilising the slipstream of air in aiding their flight. Unexpectedly, one brazen bird swooped to steal the bread from her hands.

Judd rushed to her side and waved the gull away. ‘A sure sign of land, miss. Mercy Island is not far off now. ’Tis surely paradise under the sun.’

The significance behind the island’s name, and Zach’s ship the Justice, did not escape Eloise’s notice. She smiled at the anticipation in Judd’s voice. ‘Does anyone await your return?’


‘I be blessed with a wife and twin boys, miss.’

‘Twins! How old are they?’

‘Six.’ He pointed to the circling gulls. ‘Mind now.’

As Judd returned to his duties, Eloise let her gaze resettle on Zach. Who awaited his return? Did that someone regularly share his bed? A stab of jealousy hit her hard. Surely by now he felt, as she did, a deeper connection than just the common thread of despising Gareth. Once they returned to England, and Gareth’s day of reckoning had passed, what then? Life for her would never be the same.

Insecurity, as raw as the day her parents died, drew her to the rail alongside Zach.

‘You’ll like Mercy Island,’ he said. ‘It’s been my home since …’ His gaze drifted to the horizon. ‘For many years now.’ The sadness in his voice tolled like church bells.

‘Land ahoy!’ The shout came loud and clear from the crow’s nest.

Zach pointed. ‘There, Eloise! Do you see it?’

She squinted. ‘Only just.’

In silence, they stared ahead at the approaching dark land mass. Sea spray dampened their skin. The ocean whooshed against the ship’s hull. Gulls cried overhead and the sun bathed the world in golden warmth.

Not for the first time, Eloise mused over why Zach had chosen a life of piracy when he’d abandoned his home. She’d hoped that in their quieter moments, or after having invested in each other’s trust during their lovemaking, that he might have shared with her his deeper secrets. Only now did courage have her broach the subject.

‘Zach?’ His obsidian eyes engaged hers. ‘The scars on your back. How –?’

Her mouth clamped shut when he clenched his jaw. His skin drew taut over his cheeks and chin. He stood rigid, tense. Her question had perhaps resurrected memories more painful than the lash. She’d overstepped the mark. ‘I’m sorry. I had no right to ask.’


‘Everyone asks. Sooner, or later.’

She shuddered beneath the intensity of his stare. The memory of his ordeal would rekindle his suffering. How thoughtless of her. She moved to slink away, uncomfortable in his presence.

He caught her wrist. ‘If there’s anyone who deserves to know, it’s you.’ He swallowed, and let her go.

Eloise waited. Patiently. She did not underestimate what it would cost him to reopen the wounds of his past.

‘I made my way to Portsmouth and gained passage to the Americas. At sea, pirates boarded the ship. Crew and passengers were given a choice. Death by torture or turn to a life of piracy.’

A cruel choice.

‘The pirate captain and his henchmen took their pleasure in administering pain for the sport of it. We were at the receiving end of the captain’s whim. After the flogging, I was thrown in the hold for five days. No light. No food. Just water.’

His telling of such a horrific ordeal closed off her throat.

‘Seth had previously been pressed into service aboard that ship. If not for him secretly tending my wounds and feeding me, I’d not be standing here today.’

Eloise couldn’t bear to think or ask what became of the women and children aboard that ship. She was grateful to Zach for sparing her the gruesome details. She pressed her body against the rail and stared out to sea. Trembling hands gripped the rail to resist flinging her arms around him. He would not welcome her tears or pity. Especially in view of his crew.

‘I bided my time,’ he said. ‘Learned all I could about the ship, charting the waters, the weather and winds.’

How many men had he killed when boarding a prize or under counter-attack? Perhaps he had no choice other than live or die. Survive. ‘How did you free yourself from that life?’

‘I led a mutiny and gained control of the ship. As the new captain, I signed up as a privateer in the war against Spain, and gained sufficient wealth to purchase an island and settle there.’

‘Is that when you set your sights on Gareth?’

‘Yes. That and establishing a prosperous sugar plantation. My crew are paid well for their hard work and loyalty. They each own a parcel of land. There are others who live there. Both white and coloured folk. No one is owned or bound to another.’

‘I see.’

‘Think of me what you will, Eloise. The scars on my back have healed, but it’s those on the inside that still fester. When Gareth is dead, as I’ve been these past ten years, then I will be at peace with myself.’

She whirled around. ‘And at war with me.’ He pressed a palm to her cheek. She flinched from his touch. ‘Is it not hypocritical you christen your assets the Justice and Mercy Island, when your soul is blackened by malice and vengeance?’

He withdrew his hand as fast as if she’d bitten him. ‘I seek to inspire a decent way of life among those who have been treated otherwise.’

‘Justice and mercy are merely words. Actions are what demonstrate a way of life. You send your people the wrong message with your revenge against Gareth. It’s the only thing that sustains you. An eye for an eye. A law unto yourself. He may have stolen your identity and your privileged life, but he didn’t kill you.’

Zach threw his head back and laughed without mirth. ‘He damned well tried! I will succeed where he failed.’

‘There are other ways to even the score between you,’ she begged.

He looked at her in disbelief. ‘Your parents burned to death because of this man. How easily you forgive him.’

She was struck by the cold contempt in his words. ‘Make no mistake about it. I share your thirst for retaliation against Gareth. He must pay for what he’s done, but let the law stain its hand of his blood, not you. Don’t let your hate for him turn you into a cold-blooded murderer. That’s not who you are.’

His nostrils flared, jaw firm. ‘Don’t try to save me, Eloise. I’m not worth your trouble.’

‘Yes, you are,’ she whispered to his retreating back.
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Breathtaking. Eloise could find no other word to describe what she saw.

Two large mountains jutted out from the ground at either end of the island. A valley stretched in between. Sand whiter than blanched almonds edged the shores. Her gaze swept the layers of colour, from the lush green vegetation and sun-bleached sands, to the vast blue-green of the ocean.

The helmsman piloted the Justice through the channels and into a cove. A long, wide wharf extended out from the shore. The crew readied themselves to rope the vessel to its moorings.

That done, Zach yelled, ‘Secure the gangplank.’ He beckoned Eloise. ‘Welcome to Mercy Island.’

She sniffed the warm air, a fragrant mixture of sweet florals, spice and earthy plant life.

Zach smiled at her with an appraising nod. ‘How nice to see you’ve changed into your skirt and blouse.’

Eloise accepted the compliment with grace. ‘I’m a lady, after all.’ She took his proffered hand and they disembarked.

The cheering crowd sent her curious stares. Two small children broke rank and ran towards them. ‘Papa! Papa!’


Zach’s face lit up. Her stomach twisted. He had family.

The children ran around and behind them, straight into Judd’s widespread arms.

‘The twins!’ Eloise laughed in relief.

Well-wishers converged on them. Safe return had earned Zach praise, pats on the back and handshakes. Men, women and children singled out and embraced the crewmen that followed.

Eloise turned when tapped on the shoulder. Judd stood proud, a child in each arm.

‘These are my sons, miss. And this be my wife, Mary.’

Eloise exchanged kind pleasantries then watched the happy family disappear into the crowd.

In the melée, she’d separated from Zach and soon spied him talking to a white woman close to the tall palms fringing the beach. Waist-length dark hair cascaded down her back. The long taupe dress she wore would draw any man’s gaze to her ample curves. She lifted her hands to Zach’s shoulders, drawing him close, and pressed a kiss to his cheek.

Jealousy stirred once more. Eloise watched Zach shrug out of the woman’s embrace. He said something and then swiftly intercepted her slap to his face. The woman whirled away and stormed off into the dense foliage.

Eloise turned her back, pretending not to have seen what looked to be a lovers’ quarrel. She had no idea what to make of their exchange. How many women awaited his return?

She removed her shoes and tucked them under her arm. At the water’s edge, she lifted her skirt just enough not to get it wet. Warm, soft sand crunched underfoot and squelched between her toes. Cool, gentle waves washed over her feet. She looked seaward.

And longed for home.

‘Come with me, Eloise.’

Zach’s commanding voice at her side made her jump. He walked on. When she didn’t move, he stopped, looked back and motioned for her to follow.

She hesitated, disappointed he made no attempt to explain who the woman was or what she meant to him. What did she expect? He wasn’t answerable to her and pride prevented her from asking. She and Zach were lovers. Nothing more.

Lovers. The lone word liberated something within, an emotion underscored by a fervent sense of eternal attachment. One she could not name or identify. She couldn’t bear to think other women capable of breaching that bond between them.

At his insistence, they walked along the shore. Stone ramparts had been strategically placed intermittently along the beach with a cannon secured atop each one. Armed men guarded each post.

Zach observed her curiosity. ‘This island is a scattered jewel in the Caribbean and there are those who covet its possession.’

‘Other pirates?’ She hadn’t meant to deliver a sting in her tone.

‘Among others.’

She slipped her shoes back on when they left the beach to follow a trail deep into the tropical rainforest. Trees, varied in height and thickness, competed for space and sunlight. Vines, lichen and mushrooms covered the outer bark of some, while broad-leafed ferns littered the ground to form an undulating verdant carpet.

Zach pointed out wild heliconias and ginger lilies. They added a splash of red against a green canvas. Eloise jumped at the sound of rustling from the brushwood. A red-legged thrush emerged and made a dash for thicker scrub. Her gaze lifted to the treetops where a family of small monkeys swung from branch to branch in an effort to intimidate her with their shrill jeers.

They came into view of a white two-storey house, built on a solid foundation of volcanic blocks. It stood proud and magnificent on a hill to one side of the plantation. Large windows with open sky-blue shutters would allow for easy airflow.

Well-maintained gardens, rich with exotic plants and flowers, encompassed the entire house. Half a dozen tall palm trees stood like sentries, guarding the heart of the plantation. Eloise followed Zach up the sweeping stone steps towards the front door. She heard excited laughter. A large, buxom woman with skin the colour of treacle rushed forwards to embrace him. When she let go, she spared Eloise a cursory glance before fixing Zach with a less-than-impressed stare. Her raised brows disappeared beneath her colourful head tie.

Zach looked from one woman to the other. ‘Eloise, this is Kamania, my housekeeper.’ Then, to Kamania, ‘She is our guest and will accompany me back to England.’

The older woman stood with closed fists on her hips. She cast a deprecating eye over Zach. ‘Captin. Shame on you for starvin’ dis flower of a child.’

‘This child has the appetite of a horse,’ he protested.

‘Shhst!’ She swatted the air. ‘Dat ship food be no better den slops.’ She wrapped a matronly arm around Eloise’s shoulders and guided her through the front door. ‘Come, sweet child. Kamania will fix you sometin’ to fatten you up. You feel like one sorry bag of bones.’

Eloise threw Zach a wide grin. He may be master and commander of his ship and crew, but there was no doubting just who was in charge of his household. Eloise welcomed the prospect of female companionship, and an ally in Kamania.

Zach threw his arms up in mock defeat and dutifully followed on their heels.








Chapter Twenty



First thing the following morning, they beached the Justice in a secluded cove. A team of men scraped barnacles and weed from the hull and others repaired signs of wear and tear. Zach had ordered the ship be ready at a moment’s notice for their next voyage. He would not have their speed and manageability compromised when in pursuit of his final prize.

Word had it that the cargo aboard Gareth’s remaining ship would fetch a healthy sum. Enough to cover his debts. What commodity did it carry that was so different to previous shipments? The question left Zach feeling ill at ease, yet determined to intercept and deny his half-brother from landing the proceeds of his consignment.

Zach spent the next three days immersed in the business of running the plantation. He laboured over ledgers and records, and discussed with the plantation manager ways to ensure its continued success. He consulted with the mill foreman. Together, they carried out a full inspection of the stone mills with their wind-driven sails used to grind the sugar cane.

The foreman explained how one of the female workers, employed to feed the raw sugar cane into the mill’s machinery, had required the swift amputation of her left hand. He’d used a long thin blade, as razor sharp as a cutlass, to sever her limb. It was either that, or the mill’s rollers would have drawn in and minced her arm.

On his rounds of the village, Zach paid the woman a visit to confirm her recovery and well-being. He stopped to talk with the people sitting outside their homes. With the harvest complete and the regeneration of soil underway, they put their time and energy to good use.

A group of men sat cross-legged on the ground stripping bark off green sticks from the maho tree. They intertwined the bark to make strong rope. Others wove guava root, wamba vine or pandanus grass into baskets, essential for the storage of personal items, fishing, agriculture or trade.

Women chatted and bent over iron pots that stood on stones above an open fire. The air held the pungent scent of fish stew combined with eddoes and yams.

Children ran to him, latching their plump little hands about his knees and thighs. He gave them handfuls of peppermint sticks, a promised treat from England. They squealed with delight and seated themselves around him on the lush grass beneath the shade of a banyan tree.

One small child scrambled onto his lap. Her head boasted a shock of short, tightly braided plaits tied off with ribbons. They bobbed about like tiny springs each time she moved her head. As the children licked and smacked their lips around the candy, Zach obliged their pleas to be enthralled with yet another of his over-exaggerated sea-faring tales.

Leaving the children, he continued to speak with the island’s people and listened to their praise for the plantation manager who’d instigated many changes to improve the quality of their lives. Extra housing was under construction to cater for extended families. Careful attention to the crops had ensured no one went hungry. A sense of peace and pride existed among the people. Mercy Island prospered.

If only Eloise would recognise that. His personal misgivings had no outward effect on those who lived here. Men were not forced to crew his ship. It was their choice to follow his lead, no matter his cause. Each one of them had paid him their dues in loyalty over the years. They were at liberty to leave the island, or earn a wage from either the land or as a member of his crew.

Zach felt at leisure now to give his full attention to Eloise. He had no further excuse to avoid her or the truth of her words in seeing him for what he really was: a man hell-bent on killing his unworthy half-brother, even if it meant destroying himself. He was not content with her suggestion to have the law mete out Gareth’s punishment. Where was the satisfaction in that?

He didn’t expect her to understand. She never would.
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After so many weeks at sea, Eloise embraced independence and freedom and spent the first few days discovering, on foot, the coastline’s remarkable beauty. Coconut palms and full sea grape trees swayed in the breeze. Aqua-hued water sparkled beneath a searing sun. It was as though a divine hand had waved a palette of colour over the earth and added a sprinkling of wildflower fragrance to tickle her senses.

The ever-present beat of a distinctly African drum sounded in the distance. Yesterday, curious onlookers had watched her sway to the rhythm. Without a care, she’d lifted the hem of her skirt to walk ankle deep into the water, ever mindful of Kamania’s warning: Now child, don’t go and git yourself drowned. I won’t be savin’ you!

Regrettably, swimming was not essential to a young lady’s education, and so Eloise had promised to only brave the water’s edge. She’d filled her lungs with invigorating salt-sea air then taken off at a sprint from one end of the beach to the other, shoes in hand. Where and when would such behaviour be permissible in England?

This morning, she stood in front of the full-length mirror, scarcely recognising the image staring back at her. Her hair fell loose about her shoulders and down her back. She wore a white, short-sleeved blouse with a low-scooped neckline and a skirt, simply cut and gathered at the waist. Kamania was right. Loose-fitting cotton allowed her skin to breathe in the tropical heat.

Milk-coloured skin had long since given way to a healthy glow. Lady Wentworth would take a turn for the worse should she see her, branding the tanned complexion as appalling, scandalous. Indecent.

In her reflection, Eloise saw what others would see. An unsalvageable reputation. Captive to a highwayman. A pirate’s mistress.

Despair set in like rot to wood. Where was the man to whom she’d gifted her virtue? In his company, she’d grown comfortable and secure.

Safe.

How she missed the thrill of the moment when he would step inside the ship’s cabin at night and turn the key in the lock. They’d spent hours indulging in mindless passion. She’d been the centre of Zach’s universe only to be discarded and left to her own devices since arriving.

He’d said duty was his master. That he must survey the entire island, check on the people’s welfare and address the concerns of running the plantation. Why couldn’t he have taken her with him? Unless, of course, he danced attendance on someone else.

The woman at the beach.

No point moping about the house awaiting his return. Perhaps later this afternoon she’d find some means to burn off her gnawing frustration.

She whirled away from the looking glass and descended the staircase, ready to accompany Kamania to the local market.

They each carried an empty woven basket and trod a wide, well-worn dirt path into the township. Kamania exchanged brief conversation with people who passed them along the way. Eloise didn’t need to understand their native language in order to interpret the meaning behind a happy smile, although she was curious about the nods and knowing glances in her direction.

‘Kamania, what is it they say about me?’ she asked.

‘Don’t you be worryin’ sweet child,’ she assured her. ‘It be all good. Nothin’ bad.’

‘If it’s all good, then why keep it from me?’

Kamania giggled as if she were a shy young girl. ‘They be wantin’ to know who you are, dat’s all.’

‘And what do you tell them?’

‘Exactly what the captin said. You be his guest.’

‘You mean his whore!’

Kamania stopped dead in her tracks and dropped her basket. She latched onto Eloise’s arms and gave her a shake. ‘You be nothin’ like dem women in town! You be a lady. Do you hear?’

It was exactly what Eloise needed to hear. A reminder of who she once was, not the lesser person she’d started to believe she’d become. For all her strength and resilience, Kamania’s kind words had caused something inside Eloise to weaken and snap. She threw her arms around the housekeeper and, on a single sob, said, ‘Thank you.’

Kamania squeezed Eloise to her ample bosom. ‘You be the captin’s treasure, is what I think. So precious he won’t let you go. If he does, Kamania will deal with him.’

Eloise laughed at the sobering threat. She pulled gently free of their embrace and swiped at a tear. ‘I think you’re the one person he does fear.’

‘Between you and me, child, I think you be right. Come now, these baskets won’t fill themselves.’

Kamania led the way forwards. Upon entering the crowded main street of the market place, she said, ‘Stay close.’

They walked among the hubbub of people, children and simply erected stalls. Voices cried out in the name of selling their wares.

Kamania busied herself filling the baskets with yams, eddoes, potatoes, pumpkins and cassava. She eyed off thick bunches of bananas hung from hooks slung over a rail.

Eloise caught the pungent scent of fish and heard chickens squawk in cages nearby. Vendors waved their hands over salted meat to keep the buzzing flies at bay.


She stood to one side of a stall when her basket was full, then set it on the ground while Kamania picked through a tray of woody mushrooms. Eloise straightened, and screamed.

There, dangling from rope threaded in the mouth and out the gills, and mere inches from her face, were two black, slippery eels. The hand holding the lifeless catch whipped aside to reveal a familiar tooth-gapped grin.

‘Cook!’ Eloise chastised, ‘Don’t ever do that again.’

Through continuous bouts of laughter, he said, ‘Ah, my dear. Thought you might like a fresh sample of what’s to fill your plate when the Justice carries you home.’

Eloise turned up her nose. ‘No, thank you!’

‘Then what about this?’ In his other hand, Cook held up a pig’s head. ‘Perfect size for my pot.’

Eloise waved him back. ‘Take it away!’

Kamania intervened to cuff him on the ear. ‘Shoo! Or I’ll cook your head in a pot!’

The man scurried off as quickly as he was told.

‘Kamania, is there no man who doesn’t fear you?’ asked Eloise.

‘My husband.’ She raised her eyes to the heavens. ‘Dats why he don’t fear me. I can’t reach him up there.’

Only when the housekeeper followed her words with a wide smile, did Eloise let a bubble of laughter escape.

With their shopping complete, the women agreed to separate for a short while. Kamania plunged into conversation with friends and kept an eye on their baskets.

Eloise strolled at leisure along the streets, taking in the sights, sounds and smells of a world completely foreign to her own. She turned a corner, and then another, walking where a row of wooden structures were built on solid stone foundations.

One such building drew her interest. She could hear laughter and merriment and so paused inside the entrance to gaze on in at the gaudy interior. Men were seated at tables and bars, drink in hand. Women in various states of undress, tended them. Couples disappeared behind doors on the upper level, while others, some still scantily dressed, exited. Eloise need look no further to know exactly what she’d stumbled upon.

‘You shouldn’t be here, miss.’ A burly man guided her swiftly out the door and back onto the street.

Eloise recognised him as one of Zach’s men.

‘Wait!’ The female voice came from inside.

Eloise turned to see who appeared in the doorway. The woman from the beach. She looked closer in age to Zach. A magenta dress matched her painted lips. Dark hair fell in waves over breasts pushed high beneath her bodice.

‘Well, well.’ Her smile lacked sincerity. ‘So this is who the captain has taken under his wing? Lost your way, love?’ She gestured inside the room. ‘Or were you looking to jump on board my ship? I’m sure you’d be a favourite with this crew.’

Before Eloise could open her mouth to speak, the man at her elbow whisked her away along unfamiliar backstreets and returned her to the heart of the market place.

‘Don’t pay Letitia no mind,’ he said. ‘The captain don’t visit her no more. Not since –’

‘Over here, child! I been lookin’ for you.’

Eloise whipped her head around to see Kamania waving her down. When she turned to thank Zach’s man, he’d gone, swallowed up by the crowd.

She did her best to engage in the housekeeper’s vibrant chatter on the way home instead of thinking about her encounter with the madam of the brothel. Letitia. Jealousy reared its ugly head no matter how Eloise justified the reasons for Zach seeking the services of such a woman.

A man like Zach, who’d sworn a vow of vengeance, avoided complicated relationships. That, she knew first hand. What was complicated about sex with a prostitute, unless he’d developed feelings for Letitia. If only his man had finished his sentence. The captain don’t visit her no more. Not since –

Not since what?

‘You been awful quiet, child.’

They’d reach the drive leading to the house. ‘Yes, I’m sorry.’

‘Perhaps he might cheer you up.’

Eloise followed Kamania’s gaze in the direction of the grounds to the right of the house. Her heart lodged in her throat.

Zach approached them astride a magnificent grey stallion. Barefooted, he wore his customary dark breeches and an open-necked shirt. Unbound, collar-length hair shone blue-black under the brilliant mid-morning sun. He greeted them with a relaxed smile. ‘Eloise, it’s time we explored the island.’

The amiable tone of his voice lifted her like a bird on the breeze. He looked the picture of strength and authority. Was it the heat in his eyes that scorched her insides, or had the heat of the day dramatically increased in a heartbeat?

‘Come,’ he beckoned.

Stubborn pride held her feet firmly in place. ‘You abandon me, and then expect me to jump when you call?’

‘There was much that required my attention. I’ve condensed what should have taken me four days into the two and a half.’

‘And your nights?’

He raised and lowered a brow. Amusement lifted his lips into a smile. ‘Let’s not quarrel. I wish to show you a piece of this extraordinary island.’

Kamania tipped Eloise with a secretive wink and grin, and took both baskets in hand. ‘If anybody be wantin’ me I’ll be in the kitchen.’

Eloise let her gaze follow the housekeeper’s hurried departure, then raised her chin at Zach. ‘You avoid my question.’

‘Ride with me and I’ll confess where I’ve spent every minute of every day. And night.’ His eyes still held a hint of humour.

‘I’m hardly dressed for the occasion,’ she sniffed.

He indicated his own attire. ‘That makes two of us. My horse is without saddle, only a blanket for padding. Best for you to sit with your legs astride.’

Her mouth fell open. ‘And expose my legs?’

‘It wouldn’t be the first time,’ he teased.

Her cheeks grew warmer than the day was hot.

He looked at her in earnest. ‘You need not abide by the parameters English society dictates here. This island begs you discard all inhibition.’

He was right. What more was there to lose? She, Lady Eloise Blakely, had already sustained an irreversible fall from grace. She could sink no lower in the eyes of her peers. She was completely ruined in every sense of the word.

Pride be damned. Zach had come back to her. She would not let this moment pass, nor let him go. Their differences aside, she found contentment in his arms as he lifted and settled her on the horse. He drew her against his chest and urged the elegant animal forwards.

She recalled the day he’d abducted her. Never would she have thought then, as she did now, to revel in his touch, in his heat at her back, and the rhythmic movement of their bodies in time with the horse’s gait.

They approached the mountain and made a steady ascent. Eloise smoothed her hand along the animal’s long, thick mane. It responded with a soft whicker. ‘He is an Andalusian?’

‘Yes. A reward from a Spanish prize in my days as a privateer.’


She bit back the urge to revisit and discuss his past and his future. Instead, she set confrontation aside and prepared to appreciate this time spent together.

Dense vegetation enshrouded them. The temperature had dropped markedly, a welcome respite to the oppressive heat and humidity in the valley below.

A cathedral of giant rainforest trees reached skyward to form a thick canopy. The breeze set foliage in motion. Sunlight refracted and filtered through to the ground below. Moisture in the air, and tiny beads of water coating the lush greenery, remained as evidence of a recent, light rain.

Eloise’s gaze fell to the rugged damp earth. The soil changed dramatically in places, from a rich heavy brown to an oxidised iron-grey or orange.

Raucous noise overhead drew their attention.

‘See there,’ pointed Zach. ‘On that bois pin tree. Sisserou parrots. They protest our intrusion into their territory.’

Eloise watched in awe. The parrots ceased their outburst in favour of nosing black, hooked beaks among large white blooms to feed on the seed.

Zach reined in his horse, dismounted and tethered it to a tree. He assisted Eloise down, took her hand, and picked his way through the plant life along a very narrow foot trail.

The faint sound of gurgling water grew gradually louder. They came upon a stream and followed its meandering course, in the opposite direction to which it flowed. Frogs croaked. Insects skimmed the water’s surface. A small green lizard basked in a patch of sunlight on a rock, while a blue-headed hummingbird flew over their heads and took refuge in a tree.

Zach stepped into a clearing, momentarily blocking her view. ‘I give you Mercy Island’s hidden natural treasure.’ He moved aside and ushered Eloise forwards.

She gaped, speechless, moved by what she saw. An imposing concave wall of volcanic rock rose from the ground like a giant oyster shell prised open to stand at right angles to the earth. Moss, lichen and leafy creeping vines covered the craggy surface.

In lieu of a pearl, the jewel cradled in the base of the volcanic shell was a wide body of water. It sparkled with all the hues of a precious emerald under the late-morning sun.

A waterfall gushed from a crack high up in the rock. It fell directly into the pool below, continuously replenishing the water that escaped over the uneven lip of rocks to feed the stream they’d followed.

Eloise found her voice to whisper, ‘It’s beautiful.’

‘You’re beautiful.’

She turned, and gasped. Zach stood naked, virile, aroused. Her heart took off at a gallop. Blood thrummed in her veins. His clothes lay in a pile at his feet. She needed little encouragement to follow suit, and took his hand to wade into the middle of the waist-deep pool.

Fire leaped in her core when he drew her close in an intimate embrace. Wet heat had nothing to do with the water lapping between her thighs. She hungered for him like never before.

Zach’s eyes shone dark with desire. In them she read the truth of his need for her. He bent to sensuously lick moisture from her lips, to drop kisses on her face and neck. ‘Sweet Eloise,’ he murmured. ‘What is this power you wield over me?’

She had no answer other than to press her mouth hard against his. His touch, his scent, everything about him played havoc with her senses. More than that, she struggled to see her way clear of whatever it was that blinded her heart.

Strong hands cupped her bottom and lifted her. She wrapped her legs around his waist, her hands at his back. He positioned the tip of his arousal at her centre. On a slow, agonisingly delirious slide, she bore down and took the full length of him inside her.

She tipped her head back, exposing her throat to his lips, vaguely aware of him carrying her to another part of the rock pool. There, while still standing, he gently eased her on her back atop the water’s surface. One supporting hand kept her afloat, the other held her hip firm against his groin.

Eloise closed her eyes, let her arms float either side of her and gave herself up to sensation and her lover. He withdrew, slowly, almost completely, only to fill her in a single thrust. She moaned his name and clenched her thighs hard and tight around his waist.

Hips gyrated, intensifying the torment of potent need. His. Hers.

Zach’s groans were those of a man whose self-control was on the brink of collapse.

Another few thrusts and the fog around her heart stirred, shifted. He buried himself deep inside her and held still, joined as one. A perfect fit. As natural as the environment around them.

On one last, deep thrust, mutual cries of pleasure played counterpoint to the rumble of the waterfall pounding the rock pool’s surface.

Eloise dragged her eyelids open to see blue sky above, the cooling spray of water swirling in the air, and lush greenery in her peripheral vision. In her final throb of release, the fog evaporated from her heart. She saw, with clarity, what had caused it to swell.

A warning echoed in her head. Don’t go and git yourself drowned now. I won’t be savin’ you.

Too late. No one could save her now. She sank, as if weighted with stones, drowning in her love for Zach.
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Zach’s chest rose with soul-deep joy.

He gathered Eloise in his arms and clutched her close. Water sluiced down spent, heated bodies. He’d mistakenly thought, in their coupling, that he’d possessed her. In truth, she’d possessed him. Completely. Without question.


The realisation put him on alert like a flag hoisted to signal battle.

When had he become so pitifully vulnerable to her touch? How much more of him would she own if he were to bury himself inside her again? And after that? How long before she chipped away what he’d spent years constructing?

He understood hatred and loathing, revenge and retaliation. These were the bricks and mortar of his will to live. To follow a plan, lay waste his shame and restore self-respect. Overcome disgrace and reinstate his honour.

Intimacy with Eloise caused him to lose sight of the one deed that was sure to set him morally free. Yielding to her body and his baser instincts threatened everything he’d worked for since the day of the fire.

She had become his weakness.

Step away. He couldn’t. Not when she rubbed her body against him the way she did now. She stepped slowly around him to stand with her breasts pressed against his back. Small palms flattened on his shoulder blades. He twitched beneath soft, warm lips nipping sensitive scar tissue. He shuddered when the velvety smoothness of her tongue traced and licked moisture from the puckered, jagged lines.

That she should pay reverent homage to his disfigured appearance, humbled Zach to the point of imploding. He expelled a breath.

A handful of dark shadows leached from his heart. Eloise and her goodness crept in, nourishing the seed she’d stamped there.

Like the touch of a silk scarf, her slender fingers skimmed down his back, around his waist and followed south the line of body hair to where he’d grown iron-hard once more. She took him in her hand, bold and firm.

Zach sucked in a deep, debilitating breath and forced it from his lungs on a slow uneven hiss. His throat moved on a dry swallow. Everything was a blur as if he’d opened his eyes underwater. His head swam.

Focus!

Her hand slid along his length. His groan encouraged her tighter grip.

Another stroke.

By God! She held his fate in the palm of her hand. Let her continue and he’d cede more than just self-control. She owned his body. He couldn’t surrender to her the last vestiges of his mind.

Yet another excruciating stroke tortured him more than if he were being stretched on the rack. If he didn’t claw back his sanity …

‘Stop!’ His hand locked around her wrist. He hauled in a ragged breath. When she let go, he turned and took an unsteady, distancing step back. It killed him to see hurt and confusion cloud her dilated eyes.

‘Is everything alright?’ Her voice quavered.

Yes.

No.

Here, in this pristine sanctuary, and given what they’d shared, Zach found the courage to confront that nameless something that had doggedly plagued him since first he laid eyes on Eloise. Now, she stared at him, so trusting and hopeful, and yet perplexed by his sudden withdrawal.

He was faced with a choice. One that caused his chest to rise and fall on a heavy heart. A choice that had him torn between his lust for revenge, and love for his captive.

Zach had no doubt between which of the two he was unwaveringly committed.

He offered her his hand along with a conciliatory smile, and led her from the rock pool.








Chapter Twenty-One



Eloise twisted the napkin in her hands. The endless whir of cicadas pulsed in time with her rising resentment. She was supposed to have dined with Zach and walked with him along the beach before dark. How foolish of her to believe he’d keep his promise after making himself scarce these past few days and nights. His unease in her company had been noticeable the instant he’d suddenly separated himself from her at the rock pool.

He swept aside any attempt she made to broach the matter. There was always something or someone else requiring his attention.

A breeze rattled the palm leaves outside and ruffled the thin curtains over the windows. She listened in vain for his footsteps, her gaze darting, now and then, to the open doors leading onto a wooden verandah.

She looked down at the serving dish. Thick gravy had formed a cold stodgy skin over the meat and vegetables. Just as well Kamania had left on an errand rather than stay and see her culinary efforts go to waste.

Eloise tugged the pins from her hair. How futile to have spent meticulous care and attention in her appearance. All for Zach. All for nothing.

Perhaps the wine would make up for her loss of appetite. She took the thin-stemmed glass between her fingers and drained the full-bodied red. It spread warmth throughout her body.

Her gaze settled on Zach’s glass, focusing on the deep-coloured claret as if it were a crystal ball. It showed her bleak future. She saw disturbing images of him planting himself deep inside the brothel’s madam. The procuress could probably turn more tricks than all the harlots in London.


She looked away, desperate to sever the thread of her imagination.

She stewed about it for several minutes before taking another gulp from Zach’s glass. Had she not taken a walk to the cove yesterday morning, she wouldn’t have spied the arrival of another ship. Zach had singled out one of its passengers, greeting the fair-haired pregnant woman with smiles and his undivided attention.

Where had he stowed her?

Eloise threw down the napkin, gripped the edge of the table and stood abruptly. Her chair toppled over. She heard malevolent laughter and turned towards the open doors.

Letitia leaned against its frame.

The woman’s intentions were clear enough. Like a coiled snake lying in wait in the cane fields, she’d risen, daring to slither close enough to strike.

Her shirt, unbuttoned to the waist, exposed a deep cleavage and barely concealed breasts. Her skirt looked rumpled and she brazenly rubbed the V between her legs.

Dark brown eyes took in the elegantly laid table and uneaten meals. ‘I’ve already satisfied the captain’s appetite. Now he’s gone to visit that blonde bitch. The one who carries his child.’

Eloise sucked in a breath. ‘You lie!’

Letitia languidly buttoned her blouse. ‘Lie? About what? That the captain enjoys my pleasures, or that his seed has spawned a child inside that woman?’ She patted her belly, her expression smug. ‘Perhaps I also carry his child.’

Spiteful woman. ‘I don’t believe you.’ Eloise would not engage with her rival.

‘Hah! You’re a fool.’ Letitia laughed. ‘Look at you, all pretty and moon-eyed. You’re wrong if you think he loves you. He uses you!’ she sneered. ‘He doesn’t love anyone. Never will. That’s why we call him Captain Heartless.’

The venom in those words struck Eloise like a sabre across her cheek. Time to perform a few tricks of her own. She snatched up the carving knife, twirled it with her fingers and flung it at the door. The sharp point sank into the wooden frame beside Letitia’s head. The woman gasped and stood to attention. Shock showed on her face when she saw how close the knife had come to disfiguring her face.

‘Leave,’ warned Eloise. ‘Now!’

Letitia spun on her heels, and fled.

Eloise caved in to crippling heartache and teetered on her feet. Her mind reeled. She couldn’t think straight. Zach didn’t confide in her. How could she discern the truth from a lie?

She reached for the glass of mind-numbing wine. Crimson-red liquid sloshed over the rim and onto her hand, staining the pristine lace tablecloth. She drank what was left. Every last drop. As she set it down, it slipped from her unsteady hand against the dinner plate, and broke.

‘To hell with it all,’ she cursed.

The feel of that knife in her hand had given rise to a different taste. She left the dining room and pushed open the door of Zach’s study. There, on display against one wall, sat his collection of swords.

She seized one and unsheathed it. Much too heavy. The sword and sheath clattered to the floor at her feet. She reached for another, a rapier with a basket hilt, and tested its balance in her hand. A flick of her wrist and a downward slash and she knew she had her weapon. It was light and very quick. Positively lethal, if need be.

She left the house, slashing at any wayward branches along the path to the beach. Unsteady footsteps carried her to the water’s edge. There, gentle waves soaked the hem of her skirt and licked her ankles. Water washed back and forth, drenching her satin shoes. They, like her, were ruined.


She slipped them off, spiked one with the tip of the sword and hurled the dainty projectile into the sea. The second one followed, given up to the whim of the waves rolling into shore. Wriggling her toes in the sand gave her simple yet gratifying pleasure.

The sun dipped on the horizon. She angled her face to its lingering warmth and swayed with the balmy breeze whispering around her body. Strangely lightheaded, she giggled for no apparent reason, casting blame on the mollifying claret and having consumed it on an empty stomach.

Giggles gave way to misery. Misery morphed into a sense of hopelessness. She weaved a path along the shoreline, indifferent to the curious stares from those standing watch at each stone rampant she passed.

Determined not to give in to tears, Eloise took a fortifying deep breath, stood en garde and lunged at her imaginary opponent.
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Zach took the steps two at a time and entered his house. ‘Eloise?’ An eerie silence answered his call. ‘Kamania?’

Gnawing disquiet led him to the dining room. There, a large knife protruded from the verandah door frame. He gripped the handle and gave it a hefty tug. Whoever had wielded it had done so with force. Eloise? Surely not. Then again …

He righted the toppled chair, eyeing untouched food and two empty glasses, one broken. Wine soiled the tablecloth. He lifted the bottle, all but empty, and set it back down. Hell. She’d better be sleeping it off.

He climbed the stairs and went directly to her bedroom. Rose scented soap lingered in the air. The bathtub had not been emptied. Where are you? She’d suggested they visit the beach after their meal. Good God! She couldn’t swim.

Zach bolted down the stairs and skidded to a halt outside the library. A quick glance inside told him all he needed to know. Eloise was armed.

He set off at a sprint, spurred on by the fear of her doing herself an injury, or of finding her floating face down in the water, drifting out to sea. Sail the stars! He’d take his own life before letting anything happen to her.

Guilt slayed him like a thousand blades. He should have told her about the recent arrival of the viscount’s maid. He should have explained the complicated circumstance of Lily’s pregnancy and why she’d come to Mercy Island.

Damn him to Hades! He should have sent another in his place to ride and fetch the doctor. Lily’s labour had caught him off-guard. Had his responsibility for one woman’s life been at the expense of another?

In the fading light, Zach burst through the shrubbery onto the sand. ‘Eloise!’ He scanned the shore to his left, and to his right. Something caught his eye on the water’s edge. He ran towards it, recognising immediately one of her shoes. Where was the other? Where was Eloise? He muttered a string of vile oaths and turned at the sound of a shout. A guard standing watch pointed in a southerly direction.

Zach ran at speed along the shore, stopping to examine impressions in the sand. They were, beyond a doubt, her footprints. He knew every inch of her delectable body, including the shape of each delicate foot.

Again, he broke into a run, kicking up sand in his wake. His lungs burned; his throat was as dry as a tinderbox. Had his cold indifference towards her driven her to do the unthinkable? God forbid. She was too smart to do that. Or too inebriated to know better.

He raced against time, against an out-going tide and darkness closing in. He couldn’t lose her. Not now. Not when …

He came to a sudden stop, catching his breath on great gasps. Up ahead, he saw lit torches where a crowd of men and women had gathered on the sand. Shouts and cheers carried on the breeze.

Fear for Eloise’s safety spurred him on until he broke through the crowd. There she stood, in the centre of the circle with her back to him, rapier in hand, in the throes of duelling one of his best swordsman.

A sudden hush fell over the crowd. Not one of them moved, nor spoke. Eloise’s opponent looked like he was about to meet his death and shrank back into the crowd. All eyes fell on Zach.

Eloise turned towards the source of their distraction. Glazed eyes blinked. Her expression soured. ‘Ah, Captain. To what do we owe the pleasure?’

Sand stuck to her wet clothes, her hair was bedraggled. Implacable green eyes sent him a warning. She looked as fierce as any man who’d dared to take him down. ‘Eloise, I –’

‘Spare me the apol … olgetic look, Captain. I doubt there’s anything you can say to ex … onerate your despicable behaviour.’

She made it sound as though he’d seriously sinned against her. He hadn’t expected a right royal welcome, but this? ‘I was delayed. I wouldn’t call that despicable. I apologise, nonetheless.’ He stared at her raised sword.

‘How could you?’ She hiccupped, and took an unsteady step towards him.

Zach raised a brow. ‘’Tis indeed a good drop, that red.’

‘I’m com … completely unaffected by it.’

Muffled laughter rolled through the crowd. Zach’s glare silenced it.

He held out his hand. ‘Put down the sword, Eloise. Let’s discuss this back at the house. You’re in no state to –’

‘We’ll settle this here. Now! Someone hand the captain a sword.’

‘There’s no need. Come, let’s go,’ he coaxed.

‘I challenge you to a duel, Captain. If I disarm you, then here I stay. If you disarm me, then I’ll relent like a too … thless tiger.’ Again, she hiccupped.

Zach caught a whiff of her wine-laden breath. He had a premonition that her anger towards him stemmed from something other than his tardy timing for their planned rendezvous.

He accepted the sword handed to him, if only to humour her. ‘You might begin by telling me why you’re so upset.’

Her mouth fell open. ‘That you should even ask, is an out … rage. Have you no shame?’

He spread his arms wide. ‘Apparently not.’

She took advantage of his unprotected torso, and lunged forwards to strike the sword from his hand.

Zach’s lightening fast reflexes dodged her move.

Eloise circled to his right. She held the hilt over her head, the tip pointed at Zach’s face. ‘Who is the new arrival who carries your child?’

The crowd murmured.

Zach had to think. ‘My child?’

Again, she had the advantage of surprise, moving swiftly to slice a tear in his breeches along his inner thigh.

The crowd sucked in a collective breath.

In total dismay, Zach looked down at his groin. Another mistake. The tip of her blade came to rest beneath his chin. He’d thought to indulge an inebriated woman foolish enough to challenge him in a duel. More the fool he who’d underestimated Eloise, even with her being under the influence of alcohol. Or was that what she’d wanted him to believe? Clever, if that was indeed her ploy. He so admired this woman whose intention it was to mete out her own swift revenge.


‘Do you deny it … being your child?’ demanded Eloise.

His gaze met hers. ‘I deny fathering a child.’

‘And Letitia?’

Rumblings of disapproval unsettled their audience.

‘What has she done now?’ Damn that woman’s indiscretions!

‘She … paid me a visit and said she might also carry your child.’

‘She lies.’ The tip of her blade nicked his throat.

‘Don’t treat me like an ignorant fool. I’m not some base whore waiting in the wings for the likes of you!’

The sharp enmity of her words stunned Zach into silence. Had the wine distorted her judgement of him, or did she genuinely think him a callous monster?

He dropped his weapon in the sand. ‘You have your father’s skill with a sword. He would be proud of you, Eloise.’

She choked on a sob.

Zach’s words were intended as a compliment, not her undoing. Before she could recover what wits she had about her, he wrested the sword free of her hand and threw her over his shoulder.

The crowd of onlookers erupted with cheers and applause and he carried her – kicking and screaming past the bemused watchmen – back to the house. There, he planted her unceremoniously on her bed and pinned her down.

She squirmed beneath his weight. ‘If you think I’ll be another of your conquests tonight, think again. You … you’ll not bed me unless by force.’

‘Don’t flatter yourself. My one concern is to get you out of these damp clothes, have you wash away the stench of my finest red, and see you sleeping it off in bed.’

Before she could find the words to retaliate, Zach stripped her naked, picked her up and lowered her into the tub. Her mouth opened on a silent scream, the cold water giving her a sobering jolt. Zach pointed to the soap on a stand beside the tub. ‘Unless you require my assistance, I suggest you bathe.’

The moment he took a step back, she looked set to leap from the tub. Zach laid a restraining hand on her shoulder. She shrugged it off and snatched up the soap like a petulant child.

Except there was nothing child-like about her svelte body. Did she have the slightest idea what it did to him to see her glide the soap over her breasts and around each erect nipple? He grew hard when, one at a time, she raised a long slender leg with pointed toe and worked the rose-scented froth from calf to thigh. The soap slipped from her grasp. Her hands dived between her legs in search of it.

Zach bit back a groan. What he’d give to be that cake of soap. He was certain she purposely taunted him when she turned to kneel on all fours, one hand chasing the soap as if it were a slippery fish on the riverbed. He was treated to a view of her rounded derriere and everything in between. His fingers flexed. Hell and damnation!

He whirled around and swiped at the towel draped over a chair. He daren’t look back at her until he’d drawn a few steadying deep breaths and repressed depraved thoughts.

Mind over matter had him turn to see Eloise crouched on her knees with her head submerged, scrubbing her scalp. She surfaced and wrung water from her hair.

She looked at him, as innocent as the day she was born. Zach knew better. She blinked. Water clung to her long lashes like dewdrops on petals.

‘Enough now.’ He offered her the towel.

She gripped the edge of the tub and slowly pushed herself up to stand. Zach focused on her face. God forbid his gaze slip lower than her neck. He shook the towel. ‘Take it.’

She didn’t move a muscle. Her gaze dropped to his groin, to the aroused bulge in his breeches. Like a shield, her hands covered parts of her body. Panic flared in her eyes.

Hell. The last thing he wanted was for her to fear him. ‘I’m not going to ravish you,’ he said quietly. ‘Trust me, Eloise.’

‘Trust?’ She shivered despite the warm evening and developed a faraway look. ‘It was trust that had me beg my father to save my pony from the fire. My … my selfish plea brought about his and my mother’s death. I carry that guilt with me every day of my life.’ The weight of her grief showed on her pallid face, in the glimmer of her tears.

He let his arm fall by his side. ‘You’re not to blame for what happened that day.’

‘No? Gareth blamed you. I believed him. Trusted him. You point the finger at him, asking me to believe you. Which I did.’ She laughed as if she’d recited a riddle. With her next breath, she looked suddenly grave. ‘Except now, you give me cause to doubt you. Perhaps I, more than you, need to hear Gareth’s confession. After all, without it, it’s your word against his.’

If it was her intent to injure him, she was succeeding, though Zach suspected too much wine had corrupted her mind. Her lids drooped. She was speaking slowly and making a concerted effort to enunciate each word. ‘Trust me, Eloise.’

‘“Me” being Miles Fenton, gentleman and Duke of Ar … lington? Or Zach, pirate turned nar … cissist? Which is it?’ Tears formed in her eyes.

He clenched the towel in his fist. ‘The red gave you a sharp tongue.’

Her chin lifted. ‘No. It gives me courage to speak my mind. You are the centre of your universe. People are at your disposal.’

‘Nonsense.’

‘You pursue and pillage Gareth’s ships. Are your crew’s lives so ex … pendable? What if Judd is killed? How will you face his wife? Will you tell his sons that their father died for the good of your cause?’ She sobbed. ‘How proud you will be, Captain Heartless.’


She drew a shuddering breath. ‘Who is that pregnant woman? What is she … to you?’

Ah! Back to that. Jealousy. The root of her attack on his character. It gave Zach hope that he might mean more to Eloise than she was willing to admit. ‘She is –’

‘Your lover? As is Letitia? Are they the reason you’ve cast me aside like some trifle … ling faux pas you’d rather forget?’

Pointless to plead his case when she was a sobbing mess, and in no state to listen. She looked as lost as a child. Vulnerable, fragile and wounded. In need of consoling arms.

Zach wrapped the towel around her in a tight embrace. She wept on his shoulder. Curse him for the sorrow he’d caused her. He lifted her from the tub and carried her to the bed. He lay beside her beneath the covers and held her close. Her sobs gradually gave way to the snuffled sounds of sleep.

Zach reflected on a less than favourable acclamation from the one person he could ever have hoped to impress. She might think ill of him now but whatever his fate, whatever the consequences of his long-time preoccupation, Eloise would be his.

He drifted in and out of sleep. At dawn, his lieutenant called to him from beyond the door.

‘Captain! Come quick!’
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Eloise walked an unfamiliar path through the tropical rainforest. She turned over in her mind the words exchanged between herself and Zach last night. He’d paid her no heed. Nothing she’d said held sway with him. Fine! She’d seek answers to some questions he chose to avoid.

She approached a reasonably sized plot of land with a whitewashed cottage, modest and quaint. It stood in stark contrast to the fiery-red clustered blooms of the flamboyant trees flanking its sides. A flourishing vegetable garden showed evidence of self-sufficiency. Locals said she would find the English girl residing here, with Judd and Mary.

Eloise had expected to see the twins running around in the early morning sunshine, or to at least hear their laughter or lively chatter. All appeared unusually quiet.

Her sharp rap on the wooden door met with no response. ‘Hello? Is anyone home?’

She peered inside an open window. What she saw made her heart constrict. There, stirring from sleep in a chair, was a young woman with a babe in her arms. Eloise felt the sting of tears behind her eyes. Envy needled her. She found the touching scene confronting. It roused in her a strong maternal instinct, which she immediately pushed back down. It was futile to imagine herself and Zach sharing the joy of a future and children together.

The young mother yawned, lifting her gaze to the window to see Eloise staring at her. She jerked in fright, startling her newborn. Eloise backed away, ashamed to be caught spying, and turned to leave.

‘Wait! Come back,’ called the woman. ‘Come back, my lady. Please.’

Something about that voice stopped Eloise in her tracks. She looked over her shoulder, turned, and retraced her steps to the door. She lifted the latch, took a steadying breath, and let herself in.

The comely girl stood and gently rocked the infant in her arms. A proud smile offset a drawn face with dark shadows beneath her eyes. She looked not much older than Eloise.

‘My lady.’ She dipped a curtsey. ‘The captain told me your sight had returned. I’m so pleased for you.’

This left Eloise confused. What did the woman know of her having been blind? There was nothing familiar about her appearance, and yet her voice …? Eloise paused to think, to let memory leak the answer. ‘Lily?’

Another curtsey. ‘Yes, my lady. It’s a pleasure to be meeting you again.’

‘You’re the maid servant from the captain’s house in England?’


‘Yes, but it wasn’t the captain’s residence. It’s where Viscount Derby resides.’

‘Viscount Derby?’ A staggering revelation. Not once had Eloise assumed herself to be anywhere but in the home of her abductor. To think she’d been less than two hour’s ride from Blakely House.

‘Yes, my lady. The two men are friends. The viscount was in London at the time of your stay. I couldn’t talk about it back then but the captain said I was free to speak about it now, if ever you were to ask.’

Zach couldn’t tell Eloise himself? In fairness to him, he had begun to explain. If only she hadn’t cut him off and accused him of cavorting with multiple lovers.

Her mind whirled. What did Zach and Derby have in common? What was Zach’s personal interest in Lily? His parting words to the maid came to mind. Give serious consideration to my proposal. We may just see each other sooner than you think. Last night, he’d said he hadn’t fathered a child. ‘What have you named your baby?’

‘Theodora, my lady.’

More importantly, Eloise asked, ‘Who is Theodora’s father?’

Shame reflected in Lily’s eyes. ‘One of the viscount’s stable hands. We were to be married. Two months ago he denied ever having lain with me and then conveniently disappeared. I have no family, nor the means to support a child on my own.’

She bent to kiss her daughter’s forehead. ‘The master mentioned my plight to the captain. It was he who suggested I begin a new life here on his island. Bless him. He arranged it all. Mary and her husband have been kind enough to take me under their wing for a time.’

Now that Eloise knew Lily’s identity, a weight lifted from her shoulders. Another, much heavier, replaced it. How could she have doubted Zach? She owed him an apology for her appalling behaviour. ‘You’re very courageous to do what you’ve done, Lily.’

The baby cried, its tiny lips moving as if in search of nourishment. Lily sat down in the chair and discreetly set Theodora to her breast.

Something indiscernible had been niggling Eloise. She suddenly twigged. Last night, Zach had said he’d been delayed. ‘Lily, when did you give birth?’

‘Late yesterday afternoon, my lady, and two weeks early.’ Her mouth stretched in a wide yawn. ‘I had a difficult time of it. The doctor was doing rounds on the other side of the island and the captain rode out in search of him.’

Letitia had lied.

Eloise had been gullible enough to believe her. It was enough to be disillusioned with herself, but what must Zach think of her?

‘Would you be so kind as to thank the captain for me, my lady? I didn’t get an opportunity before he went to sea.’

Eloise’s face must have registered her surprise.

‘Yes, my lady. Judd was summonsed at daybreak. I awoke to discussions about a ship spotted to the north of the island and the Justice giving chase. Mary took the twins to wave their father goodbye and to give me some quiet time alone.’ She stifled another yawn.

‘Of course. I’ve intruded long enough.’

‘My apologies, my lady. I’m struggling to keep my eyes open.’

Eloise wished Lily well and left with her pride in tatters. Zach had been right not to attempt any logical discussion with her last night. She’d had the tongue of a contentious drunkard, and the reasoning of a mad woman.

Would Zach have it in him to forgive her?








Chapter Twenty-Two



The mid-July sun reached its peak in a cloudless sky.

A ship shadowed the Justice as it coasted through calm waters into Mercy Cove. Sails hung limp against the masts with barely a breeze to push the vessels forwards.

Eloise ran down the beach to join the gathering crowd. How odd to see the Justice crewmen standing reverently still on deck. Strange that they didn’t wave or holler to those awaiting their arrival.

Lively chatter among the welcomers diminished to a deathly silence. Foreboding hung in the air. Collectively, it seemed they held their breath.

Despite the heat of the day, cold struck Eloise bone deep. Dread almost stopped her heart. Her eyes searched wildly for Zach. She craned her neck to look for him, her gaze sweeping the rails. The knot in her stomach unravelled when she saw him step up to the forecastle. She came alive with a rush of nervous anticipation.

His absence this past week had been a trial to endure. She’d gone over and over in her head the things she wished to say to him. To make amends for her accusations; for ever having doubted him. She smoothed her cotton dress then slid a hand down her long, sleek braid.

Timbers creaked as the Justice aligned with the wharf. Crewmen mechanically worked in silence, their expressions sombre as they secured ropes to the bollards.

Zach dug his fingers into unruly hair and rubbed the thick stubble on his face. A deep scowl made him look the fearsome fighter. It would appear he’d achieved what he’d set out to do and captured his prize. Why, then, did the captain and crew look like their mission had been an abysmal failure?


The second ship dropped anchor in the cove’s deeper waters. Seth’s voice could be heard issuing orders to the crew who then lowered a skiff.

Eloise shifted focus back to the Justice. Only then did she see them.

Coloured men and women rose from where they crouched on deck. Children clung to them. Young girls who looked to be on the threshold of womanhood, and boys soon to be men. They huddled together, their eyes wide with fear and uncertainty. They wore ill-fitting clothes.

Bewildered, Eloise looked from one ship to the other, confronted with the horrifying truth.

Slaves.

Gareth was trafficking slaves. The man was beyond redemption. To think her brother condoned her marriage to a man involved in buying and selling human life. The shame of it. Did Julian even know? Surely not! She couldn’t begin to imagine how this would galvanise Zach’s need for vengeance against his half-brother.

He strode to the ship’s rail and looked down at those on the wharf. ‘The people you see here on deck have been cruelly treated and taken from their origins in West Africa.’ He pointed across the water. ‘They were aboard that ship, destined to be sold into slavery.’

The island’s residents raised their fists. Above angry shouts Zach yelled, ‘The captain and crew have been dealt with. Our men have crewed it home. It’s now the property of Mercy Island.’

Zach raised his hands to settle the cheering crowd. ‘The island is home to these people now. I ask that you show them your acceptance. They’ll require food and clothing. Open your hearts and your homes until housing is built to accommodate them. Under no circumstance must children be separated from their parents or those they trust.’

He bent to pick up chains and manacles and raised them high for all to see. The natives cowered at the sight and jingle of the brutal shackles. Eloise had never seen Zach look so livid. ‘These barbaric irons are repugnant to mankind. They shall be destroyed!’

More shouts and cheers showed support for his decision. He tossed the irons aside. They landed with a loud thunk on the deck. ‘Secure the gangplank,’ he ordered, and proceeded to assist the traumatised newcomers with their disembarkation, entrusting them to the care of those who inhabited the island. It was not surprising that they gravitated to those of skin colour, and to those who spoke their tongue.

It sickened Eloise to see open wounds around their ankles and wrists. The bite of the irons had left weeping sores around one child’s neck. As the girl walked by, she looked at Eloise and, unexpectedly, volunteered a shy smile. Eloise returned the friendly greeting.

Had Zach not intercepted that ship, the terror and sorrow they would have endured was beyond thinking. Eloise felt a lump in her throat.

Familiar, comforting arms came quickly around her, steering her onto the beach to stand away from the milling crowd. She clung to Zach and laid her ear to his chest, listening to his beating heart. How marvellous his hand felt on her back, the other on her cheek. Warm lips pressed against the crown of her head. He whispered her name. ‘Eloise.’

Had she imagined the longing in his voice? The same desperate need that kept her awake at night, pining for his touch, his scent?

She lifted her head to glimpse hunger in his eyes. He moved his large hands to her upper arms and held her tight. Her heart thumped beneath her ribs.

His hands lifted to cradle her face. His head dipped with the intent to kiss her, only to then hover within an inch of her lips. In the space of two ragged breaths, he pulled back. In his dark eyes, Eloise witnessed his retreat. Stony distance eclipsed hunger and need.

No. A wave of pain urged her to cling to him, so desperate not to let him go.

He stepped free of her arms – unreachable in more ways than physical touch – and turned to stare out to sea. ‘They’re proud people, Eloise. One day they’re brave warriors in their native lands, hunting, fending for and feeding their women and children, and the next their lives are ruthlessly violated by men who imprison them; shackle and yoke them together like oxen.’

The chilling truth of it distressed her. The disgust in Zach’s voice proved even more telling.

‘They’re packed into every square inch of the cargo hold. The bigger ships carry over four hundred. Poor, wretched souls. They’re forced to endure weeks on end in atrocious conditions. Those who die on the ship are tossed overboard without as much as a second thought. I can’t count how many times I’ve seen –’

He shook his head and took a deep breath. ‘Are the dead the fortunate ones, or those who survive?’

Eloise choked on her anguish, unable to speak. She couldn’t begin to comprehend the full gamut of slave trade horrors. Her hand instinctively rose, reaching out to the man whose broad shoulders slumped as if he had personally failed the people he’d rescued.

His sharp, sideward glance said, Don’t. Murderous intent glimmered in his eyes. ‘My father abhorred slavery, and yet his youngest son sleeps soundly at night caring not a whit for anything but what might turn a profit.’ His fingers flexed and curled into tight fists at his side.

‘How many lost their lives on his ship?’ She’d been almost too afraid to ask.

His gaze returned to sea. ‘Fifteen. According to the ship’s records this was Gareth’s first foray in human cargo. Apparently he was planning things on a grander scale. The ship carried other goods to be traded for rum and molasses, but there was a spare pocket in the hold. There, they packed sixty lives.’

Eloise shuddered. ‘How did you dispose of the captain and crew?’

He threw her a sidelong glance. ‘We didn’t kill them, if that’s what you’re asking. The captain recognised our standard and gave his surrender swiftly. We set them down on a remote island, though not before insisting they disrobe to clothe naked natives.

‘The captain agreed to hand over his personal journal in exchange for his and the crew’s freedom. The journal details each of his voyages giving damning evidence of Gareth’s underhand dealings.’

‘Dare I ask?’

He held his silence as if contemplating a reply. ‘There are lists naming scores of youths kidnapped from impoverished English towns. They were sold as indentured servants to wealthy landowners of the Caribbean and New World. The captain had retained original letters in Gareth’s hand signing off on such matters and monies exchanged.’

More shocking news. It became difficult to breathe in the stifling heat. Eloise swayed with another bout of nausea.

Zach slipped an arm around her waist and walked her out of the sun to where sand met tropical rainforest. There, he eased her down to sit in the shade of a cluster of coconut trees. He picked up a fallen green coconut and hacked off the top with his blade. One hand supported the back of her head while, with the other, he placed the open end of the coconut gently to her mouth. ‘Sip.’

The watery liquid moistened her dry mouth. ‘Thank you. The journal and letters, they alone represent Gareth’s death warrant.’ It gave her a splinter of hope that Zach would feel vindicated knowing he had Gareth cornered. Death befits this crime. There was no reason for Zach to play executioner.

‘That may be the case, but I’ll not be denied the satisfaction of seeing his face when I reveal myself to him. What he did to me and to your family is as unforgivable as slavery, stealing and selling his fellow countrymen.

‘He has insulted and dishonoured my father’s name, the Arlington name, in the worst possible way. Men throw down the gauntlet for lesser indiscretions. I’ll do things my way. I will have my revenge, Eloise.’

At what price? She quaked under the full force of his intense stare.

‘Gareth expects his ship to arrive in England by late August. The captain was to arrange a meeting with him and make good with the profits. We must return before Gareth learns of his ship’s fate.’

The fight to win over Zach was futile. He’d pushed her away with implacable eyes and with his words, final and unbending.

Eloise had no place in his future. She would have to take stock of her life. Consider her options. Where would a single woman, with her sullied reputation, live out her days?

She almost laughed. She’d have four weeks at sea to give it ample thought. Right now, she had the burden of guilt to offload. ‘That night … before you left. I said things I shouldn’t have. I accused you of things you didn’t do.’

He wouldn’t look at her. ‘You don’t have to say –’

‘Yes. I do.’ Because I love you. ‘I jumped to conclusions. I shouldn’t have believed Letitia’s lies, but to see her standing in front of me with her clothes askew, gloating that she and you had –’ Laying bare her jealousy was akin to admit her true feelings for Zach. ‘I wasn’t strong enough to see through her ruse.’

He grabbed a fistful of sand and let it sift through his fingers. ‘Letitia and I shared a convenient arrangement. Nothing more than a commercial transaction.’ He looked at Eloise and opened his mouth as if to say more. He hesitated, and fell silent.

She wouldn’t press him to say or confess things he didn’t feel for her. ‘I paid Lily several visits this week. I understand now who she is, and why she’s here.’

‘I should have taken the time to explain.’

‘I had no right to question your private affairs. When I confronted you on the matter I was in no fit state to listen or reason with you. For that, I apologise. Your actions towards me were considered and justified. You did right by Lily in fetching the doctor. She asked me to thank you, by the way. She named her daughter Theodora.’

Waves lapped gently against the shore. Birds and insects sang in the rainforest at their backs and a hot breeze rustled palm leaves overhead. Eloise could detect Zach’s scent amid the spicy fragrant in the air. They sat so close, and yet there existed a yawning chasm between them.

Her future was less than promising. It need not be so for Zach. If he were sensible about things, he could honourably entrap their nemesis to ensure Gareth would be sentenced for crimes committed, and then get on with his life. Wherever that might be.

‘Promise me one thing,’ she said. ‘Before you go after Gareth, I ask that you first speak with, and confide in Julian. You fled home and country without giving him the opportunity to prove himself as your loyal and most trusted friend.’

Zach surged to his feet and stepped into the sun.

Eloise pushed herself up and stared at his proud back. ‘I want justice brought upon Gareth and I’m a willing pawn in your vengeful plan. Play me however you wish. I can never hope to salvage my reputation, given what it is now, so please, do this one small thing for me.’

When he turned, there was something indiscernible about him. Something Eloise didn’t recognise. Even had he been cleanly shaven and freshly bathed, she couldn’t have pinpointed the subtle nuance that gave him this new formidable edge.

‘Do I have your trust, Eloise?’ His even tone took on a regal air.

‘Yes.’

‘Then I gladly honour your request. I ask something of you in return.’

What more did she have to give?


‘From now on, I would like for you to call me Miles.’

She nodded. Had her mockery of his identity brought about this change in him?

‘It’s the name people remember me by. If I’m to assert and claim my title, I’d best get used to hearing it,’ he said flatly. ‘Your virtue and reputation will not be questioned when people learn that you’ve been in the protective custody of the real Duke of Arlington.’

And that’s how he’d wipe her slate clean? His words filled her with shame. She was made to feel like a mistress of whom he’d grown tired. When of no further use to him, she’d be discarded as no more than a memory. If that.

She held at bay the threat of hot tears. What did she expect from the cold-hearted man who’d dedicated his life to settling a score between himself and his sibling?

Though, were it not for Miles, she would be none the wiser to the truth behind her parents’ deaths. If nothing else, she had to be satisfied with that.
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Alone inside the captain’s cabin, Eloise knelt over a pail and emptied the contents of her stomach into it. She rinsed the foul taste of bile from her mouth and fought for balance as she staggered back to the bed. What little she’d eaten of the morning meal had not agreed with her.

She might have Miles and the ship’s doctor fooled, but she could no longer blame her condition on four weeks’ worth of unsteady seas.

She was with child.

No one would know until the shape of her belly betrayed her secret. By that time she could be safely, and discretely, settled with her aunt in France. Miles would be none the wiser. He didn’t want her. Nor would he welcome the shame and burden of a bastard child. Another scandal to stain the Arlington dynasty.

Eloise curled into a ball on her side and slowly rubbed a protective hand over her stomach. How bitter sweet to be lying in his bed, in his cabin, the very place where they’d first assuaged their lust for one another. It should be a joyous occasion to share with him the certainty of her pregnancy. To tell him she loved this child as much as she desperately loved him.

During the return voyage, when she’d roused herself from lethargy, they’d met on deck like acquaintances taking a stroll and exchanging cordial conversation. Pride forbade she admit to needing him, or to ask if his nights, spent in a cupboard-sized cabin, were as sleepless as hers.

Time and again she replayed in her mind their time spent at the rock pool. He’d demonstrated how much he’d wanted her. She’d given her body and heart to him. Had she carelessly uttered words of love? Perhaps that was the catalyst holding him at arm’s length.

Loneliness pressed upon her like a slab of granite. Everywhere she looked, she saw Miles. From the sturdy masculine furniture to diagrams and maps on the walls and desk. Inanimate objects surrounded her, there to touch at will. Not one of them could embrace her with his strength or warmth, or leave her heady with his scent. They couldn’t sound his deep, rumbling laugh or look at her with the power to weaken her knees or send her heart racing.

She turned her face into the pillow to muffle a sob of heartache.

Her time on Mercy Island had been brief and already she missed the warmth of the tropics, bleached sandy beaches and Kamania’s soprano chatter. The island air had smelled different from England but had settled heavier on her skin and in her lungs. She’d rather enjoyed the liberating cotton clothes and loathed the thought of returning to shifts, rigid stays, and petticoats.

Lily’s youthful smile came to mind. How were she and baby Theodora getting on? Seth had been curiously attentive to mother and child when farewelling the island and its people. And Mary, all tears with a tremulous smile for Judd. It had been distressing to watch the twins pried from their father’s arms before he finally boarded the Justice.

Eloise thought of the future. She would finally meet Viscount Derby. Miles had confided in her the whys and wherefores of their alliance. Both men had in their employ the same lawyer and man of business, and shared the common bond of revenge against Gareth.

At least Miles had volunteered this information without her having to probe or ask him. If he felt nothing else for her, he had at least demonstrated his trust in her, which dropped a cloak of guilt around her shoulders. He had the right to know she carried his child, even if it didn’t mesh with his future plans.

Eloise knew that to tell him would be to trap him. She wouldn’t do it.

The thought of seeing Julian’s newborn filled her with delight. Was she an aunt to a niece or a nephew?

Did Gareth continue to fabricate lies? How had he explained her abduction to Julian? She worried over how her brother might react to the truth of being so thoroughly betrayed.

Gareth’s unmasking couldn’t come soon enough.
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Miles steadied himself against the pitch and roll of the ship. He raised his fist to the cabin door with the intent to knock, and paused at the sound of Eloise’s retch.

Not again. She hadn’t coped so well during the voyage home. A handful of his sea-hardy men had suffered the same. Perhaps Cook had something to answer for this time around. Although food poisoning had nothing to do with Miles’s ailments.

Damned but if he wasn’t as lovesick as a debutante. No matter how many times he’d climbed aloft, or done battle at the helm or worked the sails, nothing had physically exhausted him enough by day’s end to ensure a thorough night’s sleep. He’d dozed in fits and starts and drifted in and out of sleep, with Eloise the focus of his dreams.

How many nights had he found himself outside her door, forehead and palms flat against the timber, wanting, needing, if nothing else, to take her in his arms and hold her close?

At times he’d awoken in a cold sweat, worrying over her wellbeing. The stubborn woman had refused his offer of help to weather her seasickness. She’d kept to her cabin, surfacing now and again for a breath of fresh air and polite conversation. Welsh and Judd, and even his lieutenant had managed to raise a smile from her but around him she was on edge and guarded.

No matter how much she had come to resent him, he had a plan in place. He would no more give up on that than he would the memory of his father.

That didn’t stop his heart aching for her. He rapped gently on the door and waited. ‘Eloise?’ The latch scraped from the inside and the door opened wide enough for him to see her face.

‘Yes?’

Her false cheer didn’t fool him. Not when she looked pale and drawn. ‘You’re unwell. Let me fetch the doctor.’

‘No! I’m well enough, thank you. I’m sure steady ground beneath my feet will be as good as taking the waters in Bath.’

He took heart in seeing the spark of defiance in her eyes. ‘Then you’ll be pleased to know we approach the Cornish coastline. We’ll drop anchor in the same inlet from which we departed. I’ve brought you clean clothes for our journey back to the viscount’s house.’

She pulled the door a little wider and looked at the knitted cap and bundle of masculine clothes in his hands. ‘How long must I remain dressed as a man?’

Dressed as a man or a woman, she was an exquisite piece. Even now, she looked ready for the taking in one of his best linens. It pleased him to see that she chose it in place of several nightshifts Kamania had packed for her.


‘You and I can’t afford to attract unwanted attention. Once we reach Derby’s house, I’ll arrange for you to have all the luxuries to which you are accustomed.’

This should have pleased her. Instead, she looked saddened. ‘What will happen to your ship, to the rest of the crew?’

‘Seth will take command. They’ll remain here and await my instructions. Our friends ashore will oblige the crew with whatever provisions they require in exchange for our rum and sugar. I’ll acquire a horse for you and me each. We have a long ride ahead of us, Eloise.

‘My men will mourn the loss of your company. Prepare yourself to farewell the Justice.’








Chapter Twenty-Three



The butler stood aside, allowing Julian to enter the viscount’s library.

Derby rose to his feet and walked around the wide mahogany desk. ‘Good afternoon, Marquess. Welcome.’

Julian greeted the viscount with a curt nod. ‘Derby.’ His gaze warily searched the large masculine room.

‘We have fairer weather this afternoon. Not quite the storm that overshadowed our last meeting.’

‘I’m expecting the resolution of that discussion to be more favourable than your weather report. If not, my mood will indeed turn bleak.’

Derby laughed at the sharp, bitter-sounding quip. ‘Won’t you take a seat?’

‘I’d rather stand.’ Julian grew more anxious with every passing second.

‘I’ve good news regarding your sister.’

‘Isn’t that why you’ve summoned me?’

Derby narrowed his gaze. ‘I trust you kept your end of the bargain?’

‘You’ve no idea how I’ve had to restrain myself in the duke’s presence. How difficult it’s been to pretend I know nothing of his deranged mind. Yes, I’ve kept my end of the bargain as I expect you to have kept yours.’

‘Naturally.’ Derby strolled to the sideboard and casually reached for the silver service. ‘Tea?’

It would take something infinitely stronger than tea to settle Julian’s rising impatience. There were four cups and saucers laid out. Only Julian and the viscount occupied the library.

‘I’m not here for a genteel tête-à-tête. You need only look at the shadows beneath my eyes to glimpse the torment I’ve suffered since my sister’s abduction. That can hardly compare to what she might have suffered at the hands of this highwayman.’ Julian’s temper flared. ‘She is blind, for God’s sake. Where is she?’

Derby poured himself tea and sipped from the china cup. ‘I guarantee you’ll find your sister in far better health than when last you saw her. Her resilience and fortitude are indeed admirable for one so young.’

‘I’ll be the judge of that.’ It rankled Julian to have the viscount string him along. ‘Now, if you’re a man of your word –’

‘Indeed I am. Do not suggest otherwise.’ Derby had the gall to look affronted. ‘But you’re right,’ he conceded. ‘You’ve been patient enough. There’s no need to prolong your agony.’ His gaze shifted to the library’s entrance.

Julian spun around. Framed inside the doorway stood a young woman dressed in exquisite deep green silk. A familiar locket nestled in the cleft of her breasts. Auburn ringlets settled on her shoulders and she wore a smile, broad and brilliant. Emerald eyes glimmered with tears.

‘Elly?’

She lifted her arms and stepped forwards. ‘Julian!’

He rushed towards her lest she trip and fall, and gathered her in his arms. ‘Elly. Thank God!’

She shook like a leaf and wept against his chest. Julian held her tight. Elation and relief vacillated between anger and retaliation. If she’d been harmed in any way, he’d be out for blood.

Eloise lifted her head from his chest to look up at him. ‘You’ve tears in your eyes.’

He gave an exasperated laugh. ‘You’ve no idea how –’ She was looking directly into his eyes. ‘You can see?’


‘Yes,’ she laughed amid a sob.

Julian felt a surge of indescribable joy. ‘How? When?’

‘Not long after –’ She swallowed, and wiped the tears from her cheeks and chin.

He understood her hesitation. Beneath the watchful eye of the viscount, this was not the right time and place to discuss the details of her ordeal. Nonetheless, a tremendous weight had been lifted from his shoulders. He had his sister back, with her sight returned.

‘Thank God you’re safe! Let me look at you.’ On closer inspection, her colour was a little pale, although her arms showed signs of having spent time in the sun. Her eyes told a different story. A tale he was unable to read. He sensed her awkwardness beneath his scrutiny.

‘Julian, I’m bursting to know. You must be a father by now.’

‘Yes. To a daughter. Beth.’

Her hands stifled a sob. ‘Beth. Named after mother.’

He smiled down at her.

‘She would be proud. Congratulations. And Catherine, she is well?’

‘Extremely so. As are Lord and Lady Wentworth. We are all eager for your return home.’

She frowned. Nervous tension displaced her smile. ‘Julian, I want you to know that I’ve been well cared for these past three months. My abductor, he –’

‘You don’t have to speak of this now,’ Julian whispered. ‘Not here, Elly.’

Her gaze flicked past his shoulder. He heard her breath catch. Sudden panic flared in her eyes. A warning. Julian turned, protecting Eloise behind him. His eyes snapped into focus.

Derby hadn’t moved from the sideboard. To his left, a secret door, disguised as part of the wall-length bookcase, had opened. There stood a man of imposing height and build. No expense had been spared with the fashionable cut of his coat, well-fitting breeches and leather shoes. His hair, neatly groomed in a queue, was as dark as his eyes.

The euphoria of Julian’s reunion with his sister disintegrated in the blink of an eye. His attention fixed squarely on the man who looked to be of similar age as himself and who stood tall with hands behind his back.

Every muscle in Julian’s body drew tight. He’d met only one man with this impressive physique. ‘So … finally. The man behind the mask,’ he said with steely menace. ‘How is your shoulder, highwayman?’

Eloise darted in front of Julian, placing herself between the men. She pressed her palms to his shoulders, pushing against his attempt to step forwards and better view the man’s face.

‘Julian! Listen to me, there is much to discuss, secrets to be unveiled and yes, everything will be explained to you but I beg you, listen to Mi –’ She slapped a hand over her mouth.

Julian saw fear in her eyes. She shook her head, as if unwilling to speak another word.

‘Marquess,’ said Derby. ‘I implore you to recall the details of our discussion.’

Julian set Eloise gently aside.

The highwayman took a step closer. ‘It’s been a long time, friend.’

Gradually, missing pieces to the puzzle found their place. Clues, leads and snippets of conversation pooled to complete the picture of someone Julian had once known.

Finally, recognition dawned, reawakening painful memories and violent images and sounds; of intense heat, flames, thick smoke, people and horses screaming. Of having to explain to his then ten-year-old sister that their parents were dead.

Pent-up rage found its voice in a rancorous groan. Julian surged forwards and stopped when he saw the fast-drawn pistol.

‘Stand your ground!’


‘Miles! No!’ Eloise rushed between them, arms spread wide to keep the men apart.

Julian wrenched her aside without taking his eyes off Miles. ‘You murder my parents, abduct my sister, and dare call me friend? Outside. Now! I’ll strike you dead.’

Derby stepped up to the men. ‘Gentlemen. Please!’

‘Enough, Julian.’ Eloise pleaded.

His head whipped around. ‘You defend this coward?’

She drew herself up, straight and tall. ‘He is no coward! Miles had nothing to do with the fire. He was conspired against. Made an innocent scapegoat for the crime of another man.’

Julian seized her about the shoulders. ‘What has he done to you, Elly? What lies does he have you believing?’

‘He’s opened my eyes to the truth. You and I fell victim to the lies of another man.’

‘Who?’ Julian’s eyes locked on the hand that suddenly clamped vice-like around his forearm. ‘Remove your hand, traitor.’ He felt the thrust of the pistol in his side.

‘Let her go,’ said Miles.

Julian barely contained his outrage. But when he met his foe’s black eyes, he saw the command in them. He let go of his sister, sorry for the distress he’d caused her. In turn, Miles withdrew the pistol. Julian stepped back and sank into the nearest armchair.

Miles laid down his weapon on the desk. ‘To answer your question, Marquess, it was Gareth.’

It had been enough of a struggle to process everything that had come to light in the past three months. But this latest revelation? Gareth. Gareth. Gareth! The man was Julian’s living nightmare.

Eloise fell at his feet. She took his hands in hers and squeezed them tight. ‘It’s true. Miles is the rightful Duke of Arlington. He stole me away with good reason. He agreed to this meeting only because I asked it of him. Please, give him fair consideration.’

She took his hand and placed it against her cheek. ‘Brother, I’ve spent three months in the company of this man. Miles has proven himself to be kind, considerate and caring. He’s been fiercely protective of me, as are you, and I’ve witnessed his integrity and honourable character.’

Julian had never seen his sister look so earnest. She protested the man’s innocence as though her very life depended on it. He was beginning to understand the change in Eloise.

His gaze slid to Miles. Dark eyes stared back at him from a solemn, deeply tanned face. Where the hell had he been? Why had he surfaced now after ten years?

Julian braced himself for whatever the dark truth might be. Warily, he looked from the pistol to Miles. ‘Would you have used that against me?’

The question hung in the oppressive air.

‘No. It’s not loaded. But your sister damned near killed me before giving me the chance to explain myself!’

‘Nearly?’ Julian raised a brow in question. ‘Elly, I taught you better than that.’

She laughed and swiped at her tears. ‘I grazed his shoulder.’

‘You both have left your mark on me,’ Miles grudgingly admitted.

Derby cleared his throat. Loudly. He used a handkerchief to dab the perspiration on his forehead. ‘Yes, well. I shall make myself scarce at this point, given you three have much to discuss.’ Before closing the library door behind him, he said, ‘I’ll have my man bring fresh tea, or perhaps something a little more fortifying.’

Julian listened as Miles spared no details in delivering his account of the events leading up to the fire and why he fled England. There was much to absorb, including the extent of Gareth’s deception, the life Miles had made for himself in the Caribbean and his stalwart strategy of revenge.


Julian rested his elbows on his knees, his head dipped and face buried in his hands. He struggled to contain his anger. He looked up at the sound of movement. Eloise’s eyes closely followed Miles as he walked to the window and pushed it wide open.

Julian broke his silence. ‘Gareth has, and continues to, thoroughly betray those in his trust. His actions are reprehensible. He must be punished for his treachery.’

Miles turned to face him. Eloise shifted in her chair. Her gaze darted from one man to the other.

Julian surged to his feet. ‘Miles. Your Grace. Your misfortune at the hands of your half-brother is such that I’ve not the words to fully express my regret and sorrow. If only things had been different.’

He reached for Eloise’s hand beside him. ‘I do not condone your actions in having abducted my sister, even though I understand your reason for doing so. You do the memory of our parents proud, in exposing and bringing to light Gareth’s sordid nature. Now, what’s your next move and how might I assist?’

With each measured step Miles took towards him, Julian suffered the sting of his sister’s nails as she gripped his hand ever tighter. What had Miles Fenton done to have such a profound effect on his sister? Either he frightened her, or he was a man with whom she’d become enamoured.

Miles stood face to face with Julian. ‘You honour me with your support of solidarity. Before any further discussions, I would request to speak with you …’ His gaze dropped pointedly to Eloise. ‘In private.’
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Another summer’s day drew to a close. Soon it would be dark.

Julian anxiously awaited Gareth’s arrival on the terrace and stood overlooking the gardens. It seemed a lifetime ago that the imposter had enquired about the trustworthiness of men hired to protect Blakely stables. Had Gareth also masterminded that deceitful ploy? Without proof, Julian’s hands were tied.

But that was the least of his concerns.

Eloise had been home two days now. What a tearful homecoming it had been, with not one dry eye among the welcoming household staff.

Maisy, Catherine and the Wentworths had shed enough tears to rival a spring shower. But it was Julian who’d almost wept like a baby the moment Eloise took his daughter in her arms, whispered the name Beth, and reverently kissed the infant’s forehead.

He’d not heard her speak their mother’s name since the fire. Even now his eyes misted just thinking about it.

The sound of familiar footsteps at his back sparked inside him a blistering red rage. He summoned cheerful civility, and turned to greet his guest.

‘Your Grace.’

‘Shafford!’ Gareth spread his arms wide. ‘My dear, dear friend. I left London as soon as I received your letter. You cannot possibly know how relieved I am to learn that your sister is safely returned. And with her sight restored.’ He clasped his hands together in a loud clap. ‘Thank God!’

The insidious fop looked and sounded every bit his half-brother’s inferior. Julian had never realised it more so than now. More fool him for ever having allowed this man to deceive him. ‘Yes. It’s nothing short of a miracle. She is unharmed and slowly recovering from her ordeal.’

‘Unharmed, you say?’

It was a weighted question. Julian ignored it other than to say, ‘Yes.’

Gareth pursed his lips. ‘What was this highwayman’s price, and why did you not inform me that you were negotiating her return?’


‘The ransom is irrelevant. I would have given my life for Elly’s safe return. He threatened her life should I involve anyone else.’

‘Then where has she been all this time? Give me the details of her gallant rescue!’

‘There was nothing gallant about it.’ That was the truth. Julian hadn’t rescued her. Miles had.

‘You didn’t let the blackguard get away with it, did you?’

‘I had no choice. He had an accomplice and I was not going to risk Elly’s safety.’ How easy it was to lie to this liar. ‘I’ve men on his trail, but enough of that. We have the evening ahead of us. Plenty of time to divulge the details.’

‘Yes, of course. Where is the lady of the hour? I’d like to see her.’

‘First, I should like to discuss with you the matter of … marriage to my sister.’

Gareth looked down his nose at Julian. ‘Yes. I expect you do.’

Arrogant bastard. Julian stepped up to the balustrade and cast his gaze beyond the gardens.

‘You realise, Shafford, there are any number of women I could take to wife.’

‘Yes, Your Grace.’ Say anything to stroke the man’s ego.

‘I’ve watched your sister flower into the most exquisite rose and have always hoped that one day she’d be my willing wife. To accept the honourable title of Duchess.’

Julian turned his head to the side. ‘I believe that day has arrived.’

‘Willing or not, now she has no choice about it. After all, who else will do you the favour of taking her off your hands?’

The balustrade would have crumbled beneath Julian’s grip had it been made of chalk. He strove to maintain calm. ‘Your Grace?’

‘Come now, Shafford. Let’s be honest with one another. Abducted and returned after three months? With all due respect, your sister’s reputation is ruined. People will believe the rose has been plu–’

‘How dare you!’ Julian swung around, surged forwards, and grabbed fistfuls of Gareth’s coat.

‘Shafford! You forget yourself.’

He had. Julian recovered swift control of his rage. He took a step back and bowed, lowering his gaze to Gareth’s chest. ‘My apologies, Your Grace. It’s enough that Elly should bear the scrutiny and shame of what people will think, but to hear you voice it …’

Gareth straightened his coat and touched a hand to his wig. ‘You are aggrieved and I understand your anguish, however, take heart when I say that I do, and always have … loved Eloise.’

The declaration floored Julian to the point where he almost roared with laughter. When he looked up it was to witness in Gareth’s eyes and face the look of a man who meant what he’d said.

Poor, pitiful sod. Who would have thought this monster capable of loving anyone?

Gareth inspected his nails. ‘There is, of course, the question of her dowry.’

If Julian hadn’t tightly clasped his hands behind his back, they would have found their way around Gareth’s throat. The man professed to be a duke, with a duke’s fortune. He’d declared his love for Eloise. With his next breath, he wished to negotiate a price for her hand in marriage as though she were stock to trade. The spurious good-for-nothing was lower than the dirt beneath Julian’s heel.

‘You shall be handsomely compensated, Your Grace.’

‘Then we have an understanding, my friend. I’ll take good care of your sister.’

The verbal handshake made Gareth’s eyes glitter. Was it talk of money to so excite him, or the prospect of owning Eloise, like sealing a deal on newly acquired property?

Julian couldn’t stomach the sight of him. ‘Perhaps you would enjoy the honour of delivering the news to Eloise.’

‘Splendid idea! Where is she? In the drawing room?’

‘No.’ Julian gestured towards the terrace steps. ‘In the stables. You know how she loves to spend time with her mare. If you hurry, you might steal a moment with her. She is alone.’

Julian stared with pure anathema at Gareth’s retreating back. With no time to waste, he followed at a safe distance, staying hidden from view.
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Burning oil lanterns cast shadows inside the stables. The air carried the scent of leather, hay, fresh manure and warm horseflesh.

Miles hid inside a grooming stall. His mouth lifted in a triumphant smile when he spied Gareth confidently stride into the heart of the cobbled stables and stop abruptly to look around. ‘Lady Eloise?’

Horses snorted and whickered, seemingly familiar with his voice and presence. He turned in a circle and looked from one end of the stables to the other. ‘Lady Eloise, are you here?’ He moved on to Charity’s stall.

Miles drew a measure of satisfaction from hearing the mare stamp its hoof, and from watching its graceful head swing away when Gareth tried to pet it.

A stable boy stepped inside the entrance and executed a bow. ‘Your Grace. The marquess wishes you to know that Lady Eloise has already returned to the house. He has requested you join them at your leisure.’ The boy bowed again and promptly disappeared.

Gareth cussed and made a move to exit the stables.

Miles opened the low-hinged door and slammed it shut behind him.

Gareth spun in his black buckled shoes. ‘Who’s there?’

Dim light streamed through brick-walled windows, enough to reveal Miles’s tattered coat, fawn breeches and well-worn boots.


‘Show your face!’ Gareth barked.

The moment was everything Miles had imagined it would be. With heady satisfaction, he stepped slowly forwards, hunched over with knees slightly bent to take inches off his height. As he approached, he watched Gareth struggle to focus through beady-eyed slits, then to stare at him wide-eyed as slow recognition and naked shock drained the colour from his cheeks.

‘Miles,’ Gareth gasped and stumbled back a step. One hand settled suspiciously against his coat pocket.

Miles saw panic in his eyes: Gareth knew he stood to lose every privilege he’d enjoyed for the past ten years. In a heartbeat, familiar cunning returned to those cold, slate-grey eyes.

Gareth’s gaze raked Miles from head to toe, leering at every inch of his unkempt appearance. ‘Good God! You’ve risen from the dead.’ He spread his arms wide. ‘Into a much sturdier rebuild, wouldn’t you agree? How ironic that you should choose this very place to reveal yourself.’

‘I doubt Shafford would welcome me as a guest in his house.’

The words, combined with Miles’s forced, weak-sounding voice, seemed to bolster Gareth’s confidence. He stood straighter. ‘Quite right. From what hovel have you crept, and for what reason?’

‘I would have thought that rather obvious.’ Miles expelled a chesty cough.

Gareth’s cynical laugh penetrated the darkest shadows. ‘Sorry to disappoint you, brother, but there’s nothing left of your inheritance.’

I’m well aware of that. How gratifying it would be to say those words aloud and to see surprise wipe the smile from Gareth’s face. But it was a confession Miles had come for, not a battle of one-upmanship. He would need to give Gareth the opportunity to vaunt his exploits, to believe he had the upper hand, and that Miles, vulnerable, and seemingly unarmed, had no means of overpowering or outsmarting him.

‘Father was right. You have no head for business,’ Miles goaded.

‘Father!’ Gareth spat as if he’d tasted poison. ‘He was no father to me.’

Miles stepped closer. ‘He loved you. You and your mother turned against him.’

‘With good reason. Mother married for title and wealth, so that one day her own flesh and blood would inherit the lot.’

‘And if you’d been born a girl?’

Gareth sneered at the insult. ‘We’d have still found a way to be rid of you.’

‘We? You relied on a woman, your mother, to secure your future by falsely accusing me?’

‘Stupid halfwit!’ Gareth glanced over his shoulder towards the stable entrance. With no one in sight, he loosened his tongue. ‘You set yourself up when you argued with Lord Shafford.’

‘I merely defended myself against the base lies and accusations you would have his family believe of me.’

‘Call it what you like. I cleverly turned your pathetic attempt at an apology into an act of revenge.’

Miles staggered backwards. His heart hammered. There it was. The truth began to unravel. ‘Innocent people died in that fire!’ he rasped.

‘How was I to know the marquess and his wife would risk their lives to save a few damned animals?’

‘There was a third body.’

Gareth laughed with malice. ‘Someone whose job it was to kill you! The imbecile couldn’t even accomplish that.’

‘And so you murdered him?’


‘I don’t reward people for a job half done. At least his charred body served a purpose. Everyone assumed he was you. How lucky you were to escape and run like a beaten dog. Mother, God rest her soul, concocted stories as convincing as mine. People believed us, even though father defended you until his last breath.’

Grief cracked Miles’s heart with the mention of his father. ‘Your lies and deceit extend further than the family walls.’

Gareth stiffened.

‘Oh, yes. I’ve kept my ear to the ground all these years. You swindled Viscount Derby. How long did it take you to fritter away that small fortune?’

Gareth’s lip curled. ‘Don’t tell me you are his henchman finally come to make threats?’

Miles didn’t dignify the question with an answer. Silence could be a useful tool.

‘What a shame you’ll never taste the power title confers. Lesser folk aspire to rub shoulders with me, and when they do, they divulge all matters of consequence. Like Derby. Trustworthy, honourable, but a gullible buffoon.’

‘And you treat Shafford with even less respect. How many of his horses have you stolen and sold?’

The question earned Miles a baleful glare. He braced himself, on alert, when Gareth reached into his coat pocket and walked within feet of him.

Gareth produced a handkerchief, dabbed at his forehead and then crushed the linen in a threatening fist. ‘Who is the rat scurrying to your ear?’

‘You will appreciate those of us who reside in a hovel form loyal allegiances to one another.’

‘I can see that.’ Gareth stepped aside with a look of disgust. He gestured to Miles’s clothes. ‘You dress like a vagrant who lives in the sewer. How far you’ve fallen.’

Miles parodied the gesture and walked slowly around Gareth to stand with his back to the entrance. ‘And you, having squandered my inheritance, still struggle to rise.’

There was a familiar look in Gareth’s eyes that exposed his all-consuming need to prove himself right, and Miles wrong.

A horse whickered. Gareth approached the thoroughbred and stroked its soft muzzle. ‘Salvation is at hand. You see, dear brother, I’ve ingrained myself so thoroughly into Shafford’s life that not even his animals flinch at my touch. Do you have any idea how easy it was to lead beauties like this one from its box at night? I had men waiting to take the reins in exchange for a handsome price.’

‘Not enough to keep your creditors at bay.’

Hatred glittered in Gareth’s eyes. ‘Has your life been so empty that you should concern yourself with mine?’

‘Empty? No. Have I made your life my concern?’ Miles paused. He drew himself up to his full height and abandoned his weak-willed voice for commanding contempt. ‘Yes!’

Gareth started. A flicker of fear crossed his face. ‘Go back to your hovel. You’re no threat to me. No one will believe your word over mine. If you come sniffing around me again, I’ll kill you for sure.’ He threw the scrunched handkerchief at Miles’s feet, and strode forwards.

One wide step and Miles blocked his path.

‘Stand aside!’ Gareth hissed.

‘I’m not finished with you yet.’ Miles took from his coat a leather-bound journal. ‘When I left, I took up life aboard a pirate ship. Years later, I managed to secure the role of privateer while England and Spain battled. Afterwards, I bought a modest island in the Caribbean, established a prosperous sugar plantation and acquired a few spare ships.’

‘Enterprising,’ Gareth sneered.

‘Yes. Pity the same can’t be said of your investment in trade and shipping.’ Miles shoved the journal into Gareth’s hands. ‘Open it.’

Gareth leafed through several pages. His head snapped up. ‘Where did you get this?’

‘From your ship.’

Gareth’s face flushed with outrage. ‘You attacked my ship?’

‘Ships! What became yours under the guise of duke was in fact rightfully mine. But I would never choose to profit from slave trade.’

Gareth slammed the book shut. ‘It’s perfectly legal.’

‘It’s barbaric. As is the kidnapping of innocent children to be sold as indentured servants.’

‘You’ve no proof.’ Gareth wiped his silk sleeve across his forehead, knocking his wig askew.

‘You’re holding it. In addition to this, I spared your captain and crew their lives in exchange for letters written in your hand. I’ve enough proof to warrant your death.’

‘No. You don’t.’ Gareth slipped the journal inside his coat pocket. He looked beyond Miles’s shoulder and yelled, ‘I say! Is anybody there? I need help.’ His eyes darted back to Miles. ‘There. Now who’s the dead man? You’ll never lay claim to your identity and its entitlements.’

Miles raised a quizzical brow. ‘You’re wrong on that account.’

Gareth looked smug. ‘Ship or no ship, I’ve signed a promissory note stating that should the profits from its cargo not fall into the hands of my anonymous benefactor, then Arlington Palace becomes his.’

‘And so it shall come to pass.’

‘Never! Shafford, the unwitting sapskull, retains complete faith and trust in me. I am to be betrothed to his sister. Her dowry will be offered in lieu of the profits you’ve stolen from me.’


Gutless coxcomb.

Gareth shuffled his feet, agitated, and eyed the open doors ahead. ‘Stable boy! Blacksmith! Anyone! Fetch the marquess.’

Miles ignored the call for help. ‘This anonymous benefactor … he is prepared to endure the protocols of marriage, and be kept waiting until the Lady Eloise’s dowry is safely transacted to him?’

‘I’m sure he and I will come to an understanding,’ Gareth sniffed.

A low rumbling started in Miles’s chest, then erupted into loud laughter. When he stopped, he planted both fists firmly on his hips. ‘I seriously doubt you and I will ever come to an understanding.’

He watched the words slowly take hold as Gareth’s face fell from superior arrogance to stark disbelief.

‘You are …?’ Gareth shook his head and gave a nervous laugh. ‘No.’

Miles retrieved a small item from inside the waistband of his breeches. ‘You might remember when and how I procured this.’ He tossed the object in the air to Gareth who caught it, studied it, and then clenched it so tightly in his fist that his forearm shook.

Miles held out his hand. ‘Best you give it back now. It belongs to me.’

Gareth unclenched his fist to reveal the ducal ring. He took it between thumb and index finger and with great ceremony, forced it onto his finger. ‘You can hardly expect to leave here with your life.’ It was a cold, malevolent threat.

A stable door opened and shut. Gareth jerked his head to the side and gaped at the man who stepped forth.

Miles nodded. ‘Welcome, Viscount Derby.’

Gareth’s eyes darted from one man to the other. Sweat glistened on his brow in the illuminating lamplight. ‘This proves nothing!’


A door opened to the side of the tack room. Someone else emerged.

‘Shafford.’ Gareth looked like a man with hell’s hounds snapping at his heels. He shrank back hard against a stable door and spooked the horse in its stall. His shaking hand loosened the lace at his throat. ‘I can explain.’

‘You already have.’ Julian’s voice was bitter and grave.

Like a wild, trapped animal, Gareth turned on Miles. ‘So. It was you who abducted the precious Lady Eloise. How many times did you fuck her?’

Miles lunged forwards and landed his fist in Gareth’s mouth. The blow drew blood.

Gareth spat on Miles’s coat. ‘Did she scream like a child or moan like a whore?’

Miles slammed another punch into Gareth’s gut and followed through with a savage upper cut to the jaw. Gareth’s head flung back and thudded against the stable door. Dazed, he slumped to the floor like a rag doll.

The horse inside the stable whinnied and kicked the back wall. The commotion sent a ripple of unrest through the horses.

Miles stood over Gareth, fists clenched. Cold fury pumped through his veins. ‘I’ve a mind to cut out your tongue.’

Gareth breathed hard and heavy and laughed like a madman. He rubbed his jaw and slid his gaze to Julian. ‘There you have it. Your sister spread her legs like a common strumpet for this man.’

Julian ran at Gareth. Miles stepped in his way and shoved him back. With lightning speed, Miles dropped to one knee, drew a knife from his boot, and pressed the blade to Gareth’s throat.

‘What was she like, brother?’ Gareth provoked. ‘Did you take her by force or did she willingly –’ A nick from the blade silenced him. Momentarily. He laughed in Miles’s face. ‘You can’t do it, can you? Marauding pirate turned insipid coward.’


Another nick to the throat.

Miles summoned every shred of his iron-will not to slit Gareth’s throat. ‘I pursue a far worthier prize than your death.’

‘Hah! What could you possibly covet more than to stick me with that knife?’

‘Marriage. A future life with Lady Eloise Blakely.’

Gareth laughed so hard against the blade that it drew from him a thin line of blood. ‘Good luck with securing Shafford’s seal of approval.’

‘Approval has already been granted,’ said Julian.

Gareth looked at Julian with outrage. His eyes flicked back to Miles. ‘That cold bitch will never marry the likes of you.’

‘Yes! I will.’

Miles twisted his head around to see Eloise standing inside the stables. Damned stubborn woman! He’d insisted she stay well away. He surged to his feet, knife in hand, and exchanged a horror-stricken glance with Julian and the viscount. ‘Eloise. Go back to the house. Now!’

‘Elly. Leave!’ Julian’s words were no less severe.

She ignored their warnings and walked forwards, her skirts shushing in the tense silence.

Miles stepped towards her and held up his hand. ‘Get out of here!’

She stared down at Gareth, but ten feet away. ‘I had to hear it for myself.’ When her eyes flicked back to Miles, they’d softened. ‘Every last word.’

At his back, Miles heard Gareth snarl, ‘If I can’t have her, then neither will you!’

Eloise’s face contorted with horror and she suddenly splayed her hands protectively over her stomach. Miles whipped around, knife at the ready, to see Gareth on the ground, pointing a small pistol at Eloise.


With no time to think, Miles threw himself into the path of Gareth’s aim. He drew his hand back, ready to thrust the knife downward, when a deafening shot rang out.

Eloise screamed. Terror squeezed Miles’s heart. One swift glance at her assured him she lived.

Horses whinnied, reared and kicked their stalls.

Miles flicked his gaze back to Gareth. Blood flowed from a wound to his chest. Open eyed, his limbs twitched. One last gurgling breath, and death snatched his life.

Stunned, Miles swung his gaze around to see Julian, who stared back at him with grim satisfaction, a smoking pistol in hand. Julian dropped the pistol to assist Derby in calming the horses.

Miles gathered Eloise in his arms. He held her tight, his body shuddering with relief. For a terror-filled moment, he’d thought he’d lost her. He pushed the unbearable thought from his mind, scooped her up in his arms and took her outside, away from the grisly scene.

He set her down and cradled her close. ‘It’s over, my love.’

She sobbed into his shoulder. Her body trembled. When she’d calmed, he could wait no longer to confess his long-kept secret.

He placed her hand over his hammering heart. ‘Do you feel it, Eloise?’

She nodded.

‘You damned well stole it the night you challenged me on the balcony.’

She laughed through a strangled sob.

Miles touched her fingers to his temple. ‘And you’re here. In my mind, my thoughts, day and night.’ He gathered her hands in a prayer-like clasp. ‘You’ve cleansed my blackened soul and bewitched this body to inexorably ache without your touch.’

He thumbed away her tears and gently pressed his forehead to hers. ‘Let me prove myself worthy of you and –’


‘You already have. Many times over,’ she whispered.

Her words gave him hope. He inched back to look into her eyes. ‘Is there a chance you might overlook the failings of my past?’

‘If not for your past, you might not have proven to be the honourable man that I trust and admire today.’

A lump wedged in his throat. He swallowed his nerves. ‘And is there a chance, with time, that you might learn to love me?’

‘No.’

His heart exploded as if under fire from cannon. He would never recover to pick up the pieces. There was no incentive to draw his next breath. His hands fell from her face to rest by his side. Had her purpose in saying yes to marrying him been only to antagonise Gareth? ‘You have every right to reject me.’

She pressed a palm to his cheek. ‘I’m sorry, Miles. I can’t learn to love a man whom I already love. I can only learn to love him more with each day.’

Miles blinked. Were those tears she wiped from his eyes? He hadn’t cried since his father died.

Delicate fingers lingered on a caress along his jaw. ‘Did you hear me, Miles Fenton? I love you.’

Her sensitive touch and heartfelt words brought him back to life. Warmth intensified and spread through him with giddy force. He took her in his arms and kissed her with all the gratitude that had resurrected his heart.

Eventually he drew back. ‘I love you, Eloise. You bring me completely undone.’

‘Not as much as this will.’ She smiled a secretive smile, took his hand and placed it over her abdomen. ‘I say it’s a boy.’

Shock rendered Miles momentarily speechless. A rush of joy speared him. ‘I should have known.’ He slipped his arms around her waist and drew her close. ‘Sail the stars! You’ve made me a proud man, Eloise.’

The sound of a loud cough drew them apart. Julian and Derby approached.

Derby slapped a firm hand on Miles’s shoulder. ‘You’re finally free to re-enter society as the true and legal Duke of Arlington.’

Julian held out his hand. ‘I believe this belongs to you, Your Grace.’

Miles looked down to see the ducal ring resting in Julian’s palm. He took it and slid it effortlessly onto his finger. In that instant, he shook off the invisible shackles that had burdened him all these years. He took Eloise’s hand in his and led her towards the house.

Towards their future.








Epilogue



Arlington Palace, spring 1745

Eloise gave a triumphant shout as her mare carried her across the finishing line in the Palace parklands. Miles conceded defeat, only by a horse’s head.

They dismounted and handed the reins to a waiting groomsman who led the horses away.

Eloise seized the opportunity to gloat. ‘My dear husband, you may be master of Arlington Palace, but when it comes to a challenge on horseback, I reign supreme.’

She relished the strength of his hard body when he pulled her close.

Dark eyes held a devilish promise. ‘Then perhaps I’ll assert my prowess in our bedchamber tonight.’

His deep, rich voice stroked her like a caress. Her body stirred.

Miles threw his head back and laughed. ‘The Duchess doth blush. Come, let’s rejoin the family picnic.’

Family. It didn’t seem that long ago that her brother had expressed his concern over seeing her live out her days as an unhappy spinster. That she would have to find something to occupy her time.

How full and immensely satisfying her life had become. Eloise touched the locket at her throat, the portrait of her parents still concealed within. She knew without a doubt that they would be proud of Miles, devoted husband and doting father to three-month-old baby Nathaniel. Miles would love and fiercely protect his family with his life.

He continued to prove himself a man of principle, having liberally recompensed Viscount Derby for the financial losses suffered at the hands of Gareth. He’d reinstated the coachmen Gareth had dismissed and restored Arlington Palace to its original grandeur. Tenants on surrounding estates enjoyed a happier existence.

He’d not forgotten Mercy Island and its people. Seth captained many a voyage to trade rum and sugar for commodities beneficial to the island’s growth and prosperity.

Eloise considered it a blessing that Julian and Miles had re-established the bonds of friendship.

Now, contentment filled Eloise to see her family members enjoy a picnic lunch upon the verdant lawns behind the palace. Lord and Lady Wentworth, and Catherine laughed at Julian, who made ridiculous faces and sounds to entertain Beth. The toddler squealed with delight.

Maisy passed Nathaniel into Eloise’s arms. ‘An angel such as this one deserves many brothers and sisters.’ She winked and made her way over to the others.

Eloise caught her husband’s mischievous grin. Warmth flooded her cheeks knowing he’d already be planning tonight’s seduction.

He pulled a piece of folded parchment from his riding jacket. ‘I received this earlier today. All the way from Mercy Island. It’s from Seth. I’d like you to read it.’

What was behind the glint in his eyes? Eloise carefully handed Nathaniel into his arms. The doting look he gave their dark-haired son tugged at her heart.

Eloise quietly read the letter. It bore news of Judd and his wife and the rapid growth of their twins. Two more sugar mills had been constructed to expand the plantation.

Elation had her glance up from the letter. ‘Seth and Lily are married! With a child on the way! This is excellent news.’

Miles laughed. ‘Yes. The crafty sea-dog.’ His expression turned wistful. ‘It would have been nice to have attended their wedding.’


He’d spoken in accord with her sentiment. ‘Not one day passes me by when I don’t think about Mercy Island and its people.’

Miles raised an eyebrow in query.

Eloise smiled. ‘I found happiness aboard a ship and embraced adventure upon the high seas.’

She slid her little finger into the grip of Nathaniel’s tiny fist. ‘When our son is old enough to understand, I’ll tell him how his mother found love in the captain’s arms.’ She winked at Miles. ‘A pirate no less.’

Eloise kissed her son’s chubby cheek. ‘My dear Nathaniel, not only did your mother give her heart to a pirate, she fell in love with a lord most worthy of his title.’

‘A pirate lord?’ laughed Miles.

Eloise glanced up at him. ‘Father,’ she said. Heartfelt emotion welled in her husband’s eyes. ‘Of course, if you wish to fill our son’s head with images of a dashing, swashbuckling rogue, then just remember I’ll be the one to set him straight.’

‘Without a doubt!’

Eloise folded the letter. ‘Tell me, honestly. Do you miss your life at sea? Or your home on Mercy Island? Would it please you to live there?’

His fingers caressed the curve of her jaw, the swell of her lips. ‘I’d be lying if I said I could ever forget that part of my life. The island, the people, the Justice. They’ll always be a part of me. One day we’ll return.’ He looked down at his cooing son. ‘As a family.’

‘I should like that very much. It’s important to me that Nathaniel knows and understands the man you were, and the man you have become.’

‘Indeed. For now, I trust Seth and those who’ve been employed to run the plantation. My home is here, in England, with you and our son.’

Eloise thought it impossible to love Miles any more than she did at this very moment. She saw her love reflected in his eyes. ‘You’re certain of this?’

His gaze fell to their dark-eyed son, then lifted to linger on her face. The back of his hand grazed her cheek. He dipped his head to softly brush his lips over hers. ‘Duchess, I’ve never been more certain of anything in my life.’
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It’s 1945, the war is over, the GIs are returning … and Eliza Masterson is on the run from her unhappy marriage. At least she would be if her truck hadn’t broken down in the middle of nowhere and her money hadn’t, quite literally, flown out the window.

So when Joshua Carpenter, a cowboy with the most brilliant blue eyes she has ever seen, stops to offer her help, Eliza can’t afford to say no … 

Joshua, it seems, is single-handedly building a home for himself on farmland just outside the town of Cypress Hollow. And even though Eliza is determined to keep running, she is about to discover that sometimes running away is the only way to come home …

Telling the story of one of her most loved characters, Eliza’s Home is an absolute treat for Rachael Herron fans, and anyone who can’t resist a captivating tale of love …

This heart-warming novella, set in the 1940s, is a prequel to Rachael Herron’s bestselling novel, Eliza’s Gift. Home isn’t always a place …
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The Contract

by Avril Tremayne



Lane Davis has never had time for love. Hard work, dedication and focus got her through uni and now she’s a successful economist with qualifications in all areas – except the bedroom.


When a colleague airs those bedroom sheets in public, Lane decides it’s time to upskill. She’s always studied her way to success, so why not hire a teacher to help her out now? It’s just a business deal – three months of private tutoring, no strings attached. Easy – or it would be, if the lessons didn't make her weak at the knees  …


Her proposed teacher, Adam Quinn, has his own agenda. His sister – one of Lane's best friends – wants him to scare Lane into giving up her crazy scheme. But once he meets Lane, he can’t quite bring himself to reject her.


If Adam’s going to teach Lane just one thing, it’s that love can get in the way of even the best intentions  …


Learning the art of seduction has never been so much fun.

Available now!


 

 

Read on for an extract of The Contract








Chapter One



Where was he?

Thirty minutes late was too late.

Late enough for Lane to wonder if, perhaps, Adam had changed his mind and wasn’t coming.

Lane swallowed, trying to get her head around that. Around the idea she might have to go back to the drawing board. She didn’t want to face that possibility. It had been excruciatingly embarrassing getting to this point; the thought of starting again was enough to make her feel faint.

She took a deep, calming breath as she looked around her living room, checking again that nothing was out of place—which she’d already done a dozen times—and calculating how long it would take Adam to drive from his house in out-there Newtown to her house in not-so-out-there Mascot. Fifteen minutes, tops.

Still … he may have been caught up on a building site. Or stuck in traffic somewhere – it happened sometimes, people getting caught up near the airport, when they were driving to her place.

She took another deep breath. Settle down, Lane. There’s no reason for him to back out. Any man would jump at the chance—that’s what her friend Sarah had said. Sarah had told her that he, specifically, had jumped. He knew the score, and had already agreed. Tonight was just a formality. Signatures on the page.

Lane felt her hands start to clench, and wiggled her fingers to ease the tension.

Nerves. She hated nerves. Had perfected the art of not letting them show, no matter how much her insides rioted, because the flustering, dithery fluttering of them made her look like a twit.

Logical, rational financial economists did not flutter. Or pace floors, or chew fingernails. They crunched numbers and analyzed data and predicted trends so high-yield decisions could be made, built on a sound base.

A sound base. That was one way of looking at the succinct checklist she’d prepared for tonight, to review with Adam before they signed the contract she’d drawn up.

The checklist. She would just have one more read. That would help calm her down.

She walked swiftly to the glass-topped coffee table, bent to reach into the briefcase beside it and slid out the paper-clipped pages. Three of them. Neat. Error-free. Black type on white paper.

He’d already agreed, she reminded herself, drawing in another one of her silent, secret, calming breaths, as she skimmed the words she knew practically by heart. It was a straightforward arrangement—nothing to panic over.

Adam didn’t even have to like her. Liking wasn’t a prerequisite on either side. Although, of course, it would be easier if they did like each other. And really, they probably would. Lane liked his sister, Sarah. Sarah liked Lane. And Sarah adored Adam. Logic suggested there would be a mutuality of liking in there that would encompass Lane and Adam in some way, right?

Still, the most important thing was that he had the credentials for the job.

Sarah had assured Lane that Adam was the quintessential alpha male—a concept Lane didn’t quite believe in—with hordes of women making booty calls with impressive frequency.

Twenty-nine years old. Builder. No unmanageable character flaws. No disgusting habits. Clean, handsome, not a psychopath.

What more do you need Lane?

And Lane had been so happy to get her problem sorted out, she hadn’t given much thought to Adam as a flesh-and-blood being. She’d been relieved, of course, about the ‘clean’ and ‘not a psychopath’ bits, but she didn’t care about ‘handsome.’ She hadn’t been particularly interested in what he looked like, which was why she hadn’t been worried that the photo Sarah had emailed her had been grainy and out of focus.

Now, though, thinking of that dark shadowy image when she was on the very verge …

There went her fingers again, tensing up.

Stop it!

She slid the checklist back into her briefcase. Walked to the entrance hallway, listened carefully for sounds of arrival. Nothing.

She checked her watch. She would give him ten more minutes.

She caught sight of her face in the mirror above the glass-topped hall table. Pale—but that was normal. Blue eyes almost too calm—so deceptive. Lips very faintly smiling—nicely controlled. Hair pulled off her face—no stray wisps.

Perhaps the hair was too severe. She tugged a few copper-red strands free of the confining band and tried to arrange them around her face. Hmm. Messy. Unattractively messy. She removed the band completely and retied her hair into a ponytail at her nape. It would just have to do.

She gave up on the mirror and ran her eyes, as best she could, over the rest of her.

She hadn’t had a clue what she should wear tonight and had ended up staying in the square-cut navy suit she’d worn to work. Plain. Businesslike.

Boring.

She sighed. It was so hard, the clothes thing. And tonight, harder than usual. How did you manage to look attractive, but not flirtatious? Appealing, but not desperate? Like you weren’t trying too hard, even when you were?

All right, she officially hated this!

She was calling it off. He was too late. It was too late. What had she been thinking?

She walked purposefully back to her briefcase and wrenched out the checklist, the contracts, ready to rip the pages to shreds.

And then it came. The sound. A car pulling up.

Stay calm. Breathe. Breathe. In—out—in—out. Maybe it’s not him.

Her front gate squeaked.

Oh God, he’s here. He’s actually here.

Something being muttered outside the front door. A curse?

Oh. Oh, oh, oh.

The knock was loud and short. Two raps.

Lane closed her eyes, just for a moment, gathering her courage. To calm herself, she neatened the edges of the pages that were thankfully unripped, then positioned them on one end of the coffee table and headed for the door. He wouldn’t notice the tremors in her fingers, she told herself, as she reached for the door handle to let him into her house.

And then the door was open and he was there. She stared at his work boots and scanned up past his blue jeans and faded black shirt. Chest. Neck. Face. Ohhhhhhh God. She was looking up—and she was five feet ten!

Her mind went blank. She was staring. She knew she was staring, but she couldn’t seem to stop. He looked … he looked … good.

Not conventionally handsome, but … oh, my, it seemed the alpha male concept was real after all.

He waited, unsmiling.

‘Oh,’ she said, feeling breathless, and thrust out her hand to shake. ‘You must be—’

‘Yes, I must,’ he said, and took her hand—not to shake it but to hold it. As she blinked up at him, he drew her close to him. Close enough that Lane could smell the soapy scent of his skin. He smelled wonderful.

He drew her a little closer and she stumbled, catching her heel on the hallway rug. He reached out his other hand to steady her, gripping her arm. Two hands on her now, reeling her in. ‘Careful … Lane,’ he said softly, lingering over her name.

Her heart lurched and started beating fast as their eyes locked. His eyes were dark. Black almost. With laugh lines fanning out from the corners. He must laugh all the time, Lane thought. But he wasn’t anywhere close to laughing now. He seemed about to pull her even closer—could she get any closer?—then stopped. Frowned as though he’d lost his train of thought. Released her and walked inside.

Lane rubbed at her arm, just above the elbow, where his hand had gripped her. He hadn’t hurt her, but she had felt him right through the dermis and down to the bone.

Squaring her shoulders, Lane turned to face him. He stood dead center of the living room, looking around without any indication he liked what he saw, which was basically her mother’s cast-off furniture.

Lane saw him glance at the canapés she’d arranged on a white oval platter in the center of the coffee table. She fought a blush. It was so obvious, now she’d seen him, that Adam Quinn wasn’t a canapé eater. And suddenly she felt like she was pretending to be a grown-up. Blue suit. Canapés. What would he expect next? Scrabble board, lap rug, and cup of hot cocoa?

He turned and faced her. His lips were smiling but his eyes were not. ‘Now where were we? Ah, yes, I must be—’ The smile vanished. ‘Adam Quinn. Reporting for duty.’

Reporting for duty? Another deep breath. ‘I was hoping we could approach this situation with some … sensitivity.’

Adam looked down at the coffee table. ‘It will take more than smoked salmon on rye to achieve that, don’t you think?’

Lane felt her stomach dip. ‘Sarah said you were willing,’ she said.

‘I know what she said.’ Adam’s voice sounded almost like a growl.

Something wasn’t right.

She ran her eyes over him, trying to work out what it was. Her heartbeat, which hadn’t yet recovered from his entrance, kicked up an extra notch. Black hair, close-cropped in a don’t-mess-with-me style. Stubble on his jaw. He wasn’t only tall; he was incredibly big, too. He filled her living room the way an army tank might. The fact that he was watching her just as intently as she was watching him made a funny, jittery feeling that wasn’t exactly nerves erupt in her stomach.

Was he disappointed, now that he’d seen what he’d be working with? Was that the thing that wasn’t right? Her? Could he tell, just by looking at her, what a massive job he had ahead of him? Perhaps she should let the poor guy off the hook. Tell him thanks, sorry for the inconvenience, I’ve changed my mind, goodbye, give my love to Sarah.

But … he was here. And he smelled wonderful. And he looked like … well, like he could teach her things she’d never even imagined.

She could find someone else, her rational brain argued.

Or maybe she could just buy a book or a DVD.

Or look it up on Google—and get three trillion suggestions she could spend the next few years sorting through.

Her nostrils flared as she caught that soapy scent again.

No—she was not going to resort to Google or a book or a DVD, and she was not going to find someone else. She didn’t want to take any more time. She would do this, and she would do it with him. He’d already agreed and she was holding him to it! He would just have to suck it up and make do, regardless of what he thought about her. She didn’t care what he thought of her; she wasn’t paying for his thoughts.

She set her jaw. ‘Adam, have you or have you not agreed to help me?’

‘Yes, but—’

‘Good. Regarding the smoked salmon, I was aware of the inconvenient hour I chose for this meeting, so I thought you might like some refreshments. But of course, you’re late, and I imagine you’ve eaten. Fine. I’m happy to get down to business straightaway.’

Adam crossed his arms over his chest in what Lane considered a very … well, ‘alpha male’ pose. ‘By all means, Lane, let’s get down to business. Oh, sorry, should I call you Lane? Perhaps you’d prefer Miss Davis? Ms. Davis? It’s not Dr. Davis, is it? Because I know you were some ace university student, right?’

Lane did not allow even the flicker of one eyelid as she picked up her briefcase and retrieved the all-important paperwork off the coffee table. ‘It’s Ms., but Lane is fine.’

‘All right. Lane.’ He drew out the sound of her name until it was thick and honeyed and beautiful.

Lane caught her breath before it could hitch in her throat. Checklist. Checklist. Concentrate on the checklist. But her eyes didn’t seem to want to focus on that perfect document in her hand. ‘Then let’s move on,’ she said. ‘We can sit at the dining table and get away from the smoked salmon. Follow me, please.’

She could feel him following, though he lagged several steps behind. The knowledge of him was as pervasive and intimate as a layer of musk oil on her skin.

She was about to contract Adam Quinn for three months of sex.

God help her.
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