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Author's Note
My thirteenth novel, Sea of Revenge, takes place in the early 18th century in England and is during the time of the Golden Age of Piracy.
 
In the novel, I mention a slave revolt that happened on the island of Saint-Domingue and though there was a violent revolt on the island that came to be Haiti it did not happen until 1791.
 
Aside from this little bit of artistic license, I’ve tried, as always, to keep the historical accuracy intact.
 






Prologue
1710 – England
Pride swelled inside Hester’s breast as she looked about the wooden table laden with food and flowers; surrounded by her dearest family. They had all gathered at her country estate in Cornwall to bid farewell to Benjamin St. Aubin, her grandson.
As the only son of Hester’s son, Octavius, much was expected of him. Ben looked like a golden boy, bathed in the afternoon light, laughing, seated beside his sister and mother and across from his father.
They all looked quite content. Clarimond, her daughter by marriage, had been happy these nineteen years with Octavius. It had been a love match.
Now that Ben was to set off on his first voyage with the Royal Navy, hopes were high that he would do well and his natural abilities would shine through, resulting in promotions.
“Write often, dearest,” Clarimond said as she clasped both her son’s hands in hers.
Ben laughed as his father responded to his wife. “They’ll be at sea, dear.”
“Well, you know what I mean.” Clarimond smiled. “When you can, write letters. And post them often.”
“I shall, Mother,” he said, kissing her cheek.
Ben excused himself from the table. He walked outside the house and crossed the vast lawn that covered the distance between the house and the cliffs that overlooked the ocean.
As he looked out onto the dark gray waters, he sighed. Soon he would be upon them. Soon he would be aboard the HMS Superb as a volunteer. He hoped with time and hard work he would be promoted to lieutenant and have a career with the Royal Navy, serving Her Majesty Queen Anne.
He watched the waves far below and heard the cry of the seagulls above. Then he heard his name called once, twice, and, turning, he saw his sister, Tamzen, racing toward him.
Anticipating her, he caught her up in his arms and swung her about. At nineteen years old, Benjamin adored his younger sister, who was only fourteen. She was awkward and timid, and she looked up to him as if he were the master of the world. If she considered him worldly and knowledgeable, that was just fine. But in her eyes, he wanted to become the man she already considered him to be.
“Will you miss me, little mouse?” he asked when he put her feet firmly on the grass.
“You know I will,” she said with complete sincerity.
“Well, I’ll be home soon enough, and I’ll have tales you can carry to regale your friends.”
“Tales would be nice. You coming home even nicer,” she said solemnly.
He pulled her close, his arm draped around her shoulders. “There’s no doubt of it, Mouse. I’ll be back. Imagine the world I’ll see, and I’ll bring you back something of my travels.”
“I don’t want anything,” Tamzen said. “Just you safe at home with us.”
“In the meantime . . .” He pulled a necklace from his waistcoat pocket and handed it to her.
She took the necklace from him and studied it. It was a simple chain with a tiny mouse-shaped charm.
“Ben!” she exclaimed, hugging him fiercely as he fastened the necklace about her neck.
“What do you think?” he asked.
“It’s wonderful.” She smiled, touching the tiny mouse at her throat.
“A little mouse for my little mouse.” He touched her nose.
“I love you, Ben,” she told him. “So very much.”
“Only half as much as I love you,” he said, kissing her cheek.
He wound his arm about her waist, and together they walked back indoors to rejoin their family. He had enjoyed this time spent with his family this afternoon. He adored his sister and parents, and his grandmother had always been a strong woman he had admired while growing up.
As Ben was leaving, Hester came to him in the foyer.
“We expect great things of you, Ben.”
“I know, Gran. I intend to do you all proud.”
Hester smiled and kissed her grandson. “I’ve no doubt you will. Safe travels, my dear.”




Chapter One
Six months later
Tamzen stood high on the cliffs that overlooked the ocean. The wind was strong, lifting her long brown hair and dashing it against her face. Even when her hair stung her eyes, she didn’t remove it. She felt the tears on her cold cheeks. She had cried so much since that dreadful, horrible moment, but—no. She didn’t want to think about it.
She closed her eyes and felt herself sway. It would be so easy. It would be so easy to let go and fall, fall, fall into the cold water below. The intense pain would end, but she couldn’t do that to her parents. They had already lost their son. The loss of one child was enough for one lifetime.
“Don’t, Miss.”
Tamzen didn’t turn at the deep, authoritative voice behind her. She knew it well. Ikemba, her grandfather’s black servant. Since her grandfather’s death, he had been her grandmother’s devoted butler and had been with the family twenty-five years.
“I’m not doing anything,” she said.
“It’s cold. Madam wants you to come back to the house.”
She closed her eyes again. A world without Ben. A world suddenly dark, cold. Much colder now than it had ever been. She shuddered.
“I want to be alone.”
He didn’t make a sound, and she didn’t look back, but she knew he was retreating to the house. She walked along the cliffs. The pain seemed to be with her always since they had received the dreadful letter. She didn’t stem the flow of tears. She was alone, and there was no reason to hide them as they slid down her cold cheeks.
∞∞∞
 
High above in the grand house, Hester watched her granddaughter from the large bay windows. She was still watching her when Ikemba joined her.
“She wants to be alone, Madam.”
Hester nodded. “But she’ll be all right? You think she’ll be all right, Ikemba?”
“She’s very young,” he replied.
“She feels things too deeply.” Hester shook her head.
“Perhaps. But they were very close.”
“They were.” Hester nodded and then, as an afterthought, added, “But she’ll recover from this. We all will.”
∞∞∞
 
Tamzen lay awake in her bed with the moonlight streaming across the floor. She had no desire for sleep. She slept sporadically these days. The nights she did sleep she was plagued by horrible dreams. Dreams of dark water and Ben’s body sinking into oblivion.
She felt restless, and many nights she wondered what she could do to take her mind off the current events. Her depression overwhelmed her. Even her parents left her alone to recuperate at Cornwall, with her grandmother never questioning it. There was only one thought that kept her from losing her mind. She wanted to avenge her brother’s death. She felt a deep anger inside her that seemed to grow daily.
She could not and would not allow Ben’s death to go unpunished. She must avenge his death. But how, she wondered.
She might have gone on as she had been had it not been for the fight. That morning, as she was walking along the back gardens to return to the house, she had witnessed two young footmen fist-fighting as Ikemba stood by, watching them calmly. He gave them orders and they followed his directions, and it seemed to Tamzen that he was coaching them.
Later that evening after dinner, as Tamzen sat in the drawing room with her grandmother, trying to read The Way of the World by William Congreve, she had been too caught up in the fight she had witnessed and the plan that had begun to take shape in her mind.
The plan was too preposterous for words, but it remained in her brain just the same. The more she thought about it, the more she realized that it could be done.
It was ridiculous. Ludicrous. Crazy, even. Anyone she told would think she had gone mad. But for the first time since hearing about Ben’s death, it gave her something to focus on. It gave her a reason and, more importantly, a purpose to go on.
∞∞∞
 
The next morning, she walked along the cliffs and stayed there for some time waiting for Ikemba to join her. He did often to tell her that a meal was on the table or it was her grandmother’s wish she return. This time when he came upon her, she would have words with him.
“Miss. Luncheon is served.”
“Is it?” She turned to stare at the man.
“It is.”
Ikemba was tall and dark with deep brown eyes that seemed to match his deep voice. His entire background and family were a mystery to her. He had always been with the St. Aubin family and had been devoted to her grandfather. Now he was equally devoted to her grandmother.
She had never heard a harsh word from him. He was always proper and quiet. She neither liked him nor disliked him. He was much like the drawing room furniture. Always there. A permanent fixture in the St. Aubin home.
“Ikemba?” She called him back when he began to retreat.
“Miss?”
“I wish to speak with you.”
He waited.
“I wish to . . . I wish to ask you something,” she began.
He waited still.
“I saw you with those footmen. In the garden yesterday. You were teaching them to fight or something, yes?” she asked, unsure of herself.
“I was.”
She waited and then plunged ahead. “I also wish to be taught to fight.”
Ikemba’s eyes flickered. “I cannot.”
“Why not?”
“I cannot teach a young lady of the house to fight with her fists. You must know it is not allowed.”
He bowed politely and was gone.
Tamzen’s eyes flashed with anger as she watched him leave her side, and she realized, with a fiery intensity, that she would have what she wanted. She knew it was a crazy scheme and it had kept her up many nights, but she was filled with an anger that must be appeased. She would avenge her brother’s death, and she knew Ikemba would be the one to help her.
∞∞∞
 
During the evening meal, Tamzen picked at the mutton before her.
“You’re not hungry?” her grandmother asked.
“No, Gran. I am.” She then took a mouthful to prove it.
She waited till the plates were removed at the end of the meal to make her move.
“Gran, I have a great favor to ask of you. Well, rather, I want to ask your permission, and then I would like you to tell Ikemba it’s all right.”
Hester frowned. “Indeed? What can this be?” She sipped the evening tea that had just been served.
“I want to learn how to fight. I know Ikemba can teach me, and I’d like to learn,” Tamzen said boldly.
Hester looked up sharply and then laughed. “You’re jesting.”
“No. I’m not.”
Hester looked at her granddaughter and sighed. “Dearest. He’s gone. Nothing will bring him back.”
Tamzen gritted her teeth in annoyance. “I know that, Gran.”
“Then why this odd determination to fight? It’s most unladylike, and what on earth would your mother say?”
“She doesn’t need to know,” Tamzen reasoned.
Hester sighed again. “Tamzen, we all lost something.”
“Please don’t, Gran.”
“All I’m saying is nothing will bring him back, and I want you to rejoin the living. You barely sleep and you’ve lost weight. I’m worried about you.”
“This will help. It will. It will give me something to look forward to.”
Hester stood and motioned for Tamzen to accompany her. They walked into the drawing room, where Ikemba waited as usual. When she sat down, she didn’t sigh this time.
“Ikemba, Tamzen wishes to learn how to fight. I think with everything going on, we can grant her this.”
Ikemba’s eyes flew to Tamzen and then to the older woman. “You wish this, Madam?”
Hester waited a moment and then nodded. “I do. If you do not mind. Though I will not force this upon you.”
Ikemba’s dark eyes floated over to Tamzen. “I do not mind.”
∞∞∞
 
She didn’t see the first blow coming. It wasn’t as hard as it could have been, and she knew the power behind it was subdued. It struck her shoulder and she stumbled, almost falling to her knees.
Ikemba said nothing.
She squared her shoulders, and when he tried to strike her again, she was ready for it and dodged it. Unfortunately, he was ready too and struck her immediately after.
She inadvertently cried out. The pain was minor, but she was angry. Angry at herself and angry that she was so small and helpless. Even more so she was angry that Ben was gone. The person she loved more than anything else in the world was gone. She felt a searing-hot anger fill her. It filled her completely, to the point that she felt almost suffocated by it.
She threw several useless punches into the air, trying—and failing—to strike him.
Ikemba smiled. “You are like an annoying little fly. No harm done, but still annoying. Should we stop? Are you tired already, Miss?”
“No,” she said, breathless and fuming. “We’ll stop when I say.”
“Very good, Miss.”
She steadied her stance and nodded at him to continue. For several moments, he did nothing. Then, when she relaxed her guard, he threw an easy punch that knocked her off her feet. She glared at him. The sound of the ocean far below them was heavy in her ears. They stood on the cliffs overlooking the Cornwall coast, exactly where she had been when she had last seen her beloved brother, Ben.
Ben, who had been so strong and kind. In his place was Ikemba. So sturdy and sure of himself, so strong and proud. She hated him. He was in complete control, and she was a mess. She felt weak and small, and she hated the feeling.
He cocked an eyebrow at her. She almost snarled at him as she scrambled to her feet. Her chin bobbed down once, and he knew she was ready again.
∞∞∞
 
Three weeks later, they sat together overlooking the ocean.
“What is this I’m learning?” she asked him.
“It is bare-knuckle fighting.”
“It doesn’t have a name?” she pressed.
“Like what?”
“I don’t know. Some fancy name. Maybe foreign sounding.”
“Oh, I see. A French name, perhaps.”
“Oui.”
“No. It has no other name.”
They sat in silence for a time before he spoke again.
“I have a question myself. Since your grandmother agreed to allow you to learn and me to teach, and I am, what exactly do you plan to do with this new skill?”
“Nothing,” she said quickly. “It takes my mind off things. That’s all.”
He said nothing.
“You don’t believe me?”
He shrugged. “We’ve rested enough. Come. Let’s start again.”
∞∞∞
 
High above in the grand house, Hester watched her loyal servant teach her only beloved grandchild how to fight like a street urchin. She didn’t like it, but in the month since Ben’s death, she had watched as Tamzen wasted away before her eyes. She had stopped eating and slept very little, and Hester had been very worried for her health. It was terrifying to watch Tamzen withdraw into herself and not be able to stop it. Ben’s death had been shocking to them all.
Only three months at sea, Ben’s ship had been overrun by pirates. A battle had ensued, and when it was over three pirates and two sailors were dead, including Ben. The situation had been made even worse for the family because Ben had been buried at sea.
Clarimond had been inconsolable, but Octavius had helped her through it. But fourteen-year-old Tamzen had not been strong enough to withstand the grief, and everyone agreed for her own safety to send her to Cornwall to be with her grandmother. She had agreed if only to be in the last place where Ben had been, and so she had been packed off to Hester.
When she asked to learn to fight, Hester could hardly refuse her. She had gone against her better judgment, but to save her granddaughter’s sanity she had done it.
“This isn’t wise,” Ikemba had said in his quiet manner not long after the fighting lessons had begun.
“I know,” Hester had agreed. “But I would rather have her alive and fighting than in a grave next to Ben.”
“It will change her,” he had said.
“What do you suggest? You could have refused to teach her.”
“I did. And then she went to you.”
Hester had sighed in frustration. “Yes. But then I could not refuse her.”
“And it will change her,” he’d repeated.
“It already has. Even I can see that,” she’d replied. “I just hope she grows out of this. What Clarimond would say, I honestly don’t know.”
“I don’t think she’s going to grow out of it anytime soon.”
∞∞∞
 
Tamzen had been spending long stretches of time in Cornwall, only returning home to London for two to three weeks at a time. It irritated her mother, who wanted her young daughter to attend the soirées and supper parties that were allowed for a family in mourning.
When Tamzen was home, mother and daughter often clashed, leaving Octavius in the middle to diffuse the tension.
“My dear,” Clarimond spoke to her daughter one evening. “I know you are close to your grandmother, but you spend far too much time in Cornwall. After all, London is your home.”
“Leave it,” Octavius said. “If it makes Tamzen happy.”
“It does,” Tamzen said quietly.
“I want you to be happy, Tamzen. Of course I do,” Clarimond said. “But think what you are missing as you hide away in Cornwall. The supper parties and teas. Other girls your age are being seen and admired while you skulk away at the sea like some old widow.”
“Those things don’t interest me, Mother. Besides, I remain in mourning for my brother,” she said briskly before excusing herself.
“She’s fourteen, Clarimond. There’s plenty of time for all that later,” Octavius said, patting his wife’s hand.
∞∞∞
 
Ikemba never said much during their lessons, but Tamzen knew she was improving. It had been six months since they began, and her skills were better than when they had started. He never gave her a compliment on her ability, only scolded her, and was quick to point out where she needed more work.
“Don’t be lazy,” he told her. “Your enemy will look for weak spots.”
She was trying to catch her breath. “What enemy?” she asked, confused.
“Whatever enemy it is you seek.”
She was taken aback. “What enemies?” she asked again.
He only smiled.
“Yes?” she prompted.
“A young girl who should be looking forward to parties and frocks and ribbons in her hair is suddenly intent on learning to fight.”
“It doesn’t concern you.”
“It doesn’t,” he agreed.
They continued where they left off, and after a half hour of sparring, which left Tamzen breathless and Ikemba smiling, the two took a respite to walk along the cliffs.
“Perhaps . . .” she began as she looked away from him and into the churning sea below.
“Yes?”
“Can you teach me swordplay?” she asked in a rush.
He stopped walking. “What goes on in that head of yours?”
She said nothing.
“I suppose this swordplay is just another item to discuss with your suitors at the next ball.”
Tamzen flushed. “Of course not.”
“Hmm.”
“Ikemba!” she cried out above the wind and the ocean waves.
He waited.
“Does my . . . Do we have to tell Gran about this? I mean, are you to ask her?”
“She didn’t say no to you before.”
“Yes, but—”
“And something tells me nothing will stop you,” he added quietly.
“You could say no. You did say no until Gran agreed the first time.”
“It’s true. But now I am quite interested to see where this going.”
“It’s not going anywhere,” she said in a huff.
“As you say.”
“Then you will teach me swordplay?” she asked expectantly.
“I will.”
∞∞∞
 
Late that night, Tamzen couldn’t sleep again. Since she had begun funneling her energies into fighting, she had dreamed less and less of the dark sea waters and Ben’s lifeless body. But she had thought of Ikemba’s words to her and the meaning behind them.
Nothing had been the same since Ben’s death. Everything had paled in comparison since his death. She had once been the youngest daughter and youngest sister, safe and comfortable in the knowledge that all those she loved would be equally safe. Now she knew that was just a façade.
Once she had been quiet and timid like the little mouse that dangled around her neck; now she was learning to fight. The fighting that had started out as a whim was now the only thing that mattered to her. Once she became a true fighter, she would then master swordplay, which would be another weapon in her arsenal. And, slowly, her plan would come to be reality.
∞∞∞
 
Ikemba stood back. The girl was full of surprises. The hand-to-hand combat was slow going, though she had made some strides, but her swordplay came more naturally. Perhaps because she was so slender and light on her feet, she moved gracefully. When hand fighting, she was unused to the violence of it, and it came hard to her. But the swordplay was a different story entirely.
He didn’t tell Madam about the new training, and she never asked. Secretly, he hoped the girl’s infatuation with fighting would end. But in his heart, he knew it would not.
“How did my grandfather save you?” she asked him one day after training.
“This is not a topic for one so young,” he told her. “One day, when you are older, I will tell you the debt I owe your grandfather and his family.”
∞∞∞
 
For weeks, she progressed with her skills, and then suddenly her mother wrote to recall her home. She hated leaving Cornwall and her training, but she knew she must. Her mother seemed to resent every time she left London, and at fifteen years old she was getting to the age where she should be seen about town at the appropriate events.
The mourning of a sibling was only six months, but Tamzen hated the thought of throwing off her black in favor of gray. She did so at her mother’s urging, though she resented it.
“Dearest, you’ve not been seen at all this season. Not at all,” Clarimond complained the moment Tamzen entered the drawing room.
“I’m in mourning,” Tamzen said softly.
“Tamzen, dear, as parents we mourn one year, and you six months. Both those times have passed. We can now wear gray and attend certain supper parties and—”
“I don’t wish it. It’s disrespectful to his memory,” Tamzen said sharply.
Clarimond shared a glance with Octavius.
“A little socializing would not be amiss,” her father assured her.
Tamzen said nothing and looked down at her hands in her lap.
“There’s a small soiree this Wednesday. Very informal. You know the family. The Roberts,” Clarimond said.
“Try this small affair. See if it does not lift your spirits, Tamzen,” her father said softly.
The Roberts were friends of the family. Their eldest son had been friends with Ben, and their daughter, Jocelin, was Tamzen’s good friend—or had been before the tragedy.
“It will be a light supper and entertainment by the ladies in attendance. A very small gathering,” Clarimond said.
When Tamzen nodded, Clarimond seemed appeased and left the room.
Octavius looked over his daughter’s face. “It’s been a year, Tamzen.”
“It seems like yesterday.” She turned away from him, gazing out the drawing room window. “Yesterday we were celebrating his leaving and he was going to conquer the world.”
She touched the little mouse at the base of her throat. The necklace that she never removed.
“Take small steps, my child,” Octavius said. “This isn’t easy for any of us.”




Chapter Two
Tamzen’s light brown hair was coiled on her head and her slim, boyish frame encased in a gown of pale mauve—an acceptable color for mourning. She had just entered the foyer with her parents when her name was called. Jocelin Roberts was coming across the entryway to greet her. She kissed her on the cheek.
“It’s been so long,” Joss exclaimed.
“Yes,” Tamzen said, already feeling a sense of dread inside her.
“I haven’t seen you since—” Joss stopped.
“Since the funeral,” Tamzen finished for her friend.
Joss looped her arm through Tamzen’s, leading her to the buffet table. “Mother has outdone herself. The food is delicious.”
She picked up a small fruit tart and took a bite out of it. “I haven’t seen you for months, though I know you were in mourning. Where have you been all this time?”
“With my grandmother in Cornwall,” Tamzen explained.
Joss nodded in understanding. “To escape it all. Yes. But I missed you, dear Tamzen.”
Tamzen allowed herself to be moved about the room as she recognized and acknowledged several people. Then, from across the room, they both saw a handsome young man standing beside the punch bowl. Joss smiled lovingly at him as they moved toward him.
“You remember my brother, Harold, of course?” Joss smiled as she introduced them.
Harold came to them and took Tamzen’s hand in his. “It’s good to see you, Tamzen. It’s been a long, sad year for you, I fear.”
“It has.”
“But very good to see you about. I must say hello to your parents.”
As they watched him walk toward her parents, Joss said, “Handsome, isn’t he?”
Tamzen jerked her head back. She had never thought of Harold as anything more than Ben’s friend and Joss’s brother. But yes, she supposed he was good-looking.
∞∞∞
 
After dinner, the guests retired to the large parlor, where coffee and a three-berry trifle were served. Tamzen listened intently as the first young lady took her place before the piano. It was a piece by Henry Purcell, a well-known English composer. She recalled the slow-moving piece, Rondo in D minor, and enjoyed the music, though she had no gift for playing herself.
As she listened to the keys being struck, her mind drifted to the last time she had trained with Ikemba on the cliffs in Cornwall. 
“Stop holding back,” he had ordered.
“I’m not!” she’d yelled at him.
“You are!” he’d returned. “This isn’t a tea party. You are learning to fight. You are learning to defend yourself. This is life and death.”
Anger had bristled inside her. She’d struck out several times with her little fists, hitting him only once before he moved with lightning speed and his kick threw her off balance. He’d said nothing as she came to her feet.
“Again?” he’d asked.
“Yes.”
Tamzen’s mind came back to the drawing room as the young woman finished her Purcell piece and another woman took her place. She had always detested playing the piano, and her mother had given up on her learning. But she loved music; it calmed her at times when she felt agitated and lost.
She felt that way now. She didn’t want to be in London, wasting energy on people she hadn’t seen in months or even years. She wanted to be high on the cliffs in Cornwall doing the most unladylike thing she could.
She closed her eyes. A young woman was singing in a voice that was high-pitched and off-key, setting her nerves on edge. She thought then of her swordplay skills, which were improving, and she was pleased at this small step toward her ultimate goal.
She left the drawing room at the next interval. Her wild plan, which had been conceived in one crazy moment, was now becoming concrete. More than that, it was the only thing that gave her hope in an otherwise dark world. Tamzen had not told another living soul about her plan, but she knew Ikemba watched her with his dark brown eyes and suspected something.
She shrugged her slender shoulders. Nothing mattered. Not this party, not what people thought of her. Not anything on earth except the one thing that burned bright and hot inside her heart. Revenge.
∞∞∞
 
“Ikemba,” she said as they sat overlooking the cliffs, each munching on an apple after their sparring. “Do you know any sailors?”
He cast a look at her. “Perhaps. Why?”
“I thought I might like to learn. To sail. For enjoyment.”
He narrowed his eyes. “I know a man. He’s a very experienced sailor.”
“Do you think he might be willing to teach me?”
“Who can say?” he said unhelpfully.
She waited.
“Is this another skill Madam Hester should not know of?”
“There’s nothing wrong with sailing,” she said, knowing she sounded defensive.
Ikemba watched her.
“Will you contact this man?” she asked.
Ikemba nodded slowly. “For you, I will.”
∞∞∞
 
Fulbert Flynn turned out to be exactly what Tamzen envisioned when she thought of a sailor. He was in his mid-fifties, used colorful language—which Ikemba forbid around Tamzen, and knew everything about the sea. He called Tamzen “little Miss,” and everyone called him Flynn.
When she stepped onboard his sleek sloop called Ursilla,
she
made the mistake of asking after the real Ursilla.
Flynn spat upon the deck and said, “That bitch! If it weren’t bad luck to change the name of my ship, I’d do it and straightaway at that!”
Hester had agreed to the sailing expedition only to please Tamzen and with the agreement that Ikemba and Merry, Tamzen’s maid, accompany her. Merry hated the sea and sat bundled down below while Ikemba, like most things she noticed, adapted well aboard Flynn’s sloop.
She learned a little of his sloop that day, which had ten pieces of artillery on her single gun deck and needed fifty men to man her. She asked a dozen questions and Flynn seemed pleased to show off his knowledge.
Ikemba merely settled onto the side of the ship, arms crossed, watching her.
∞∞∞
 
Merry was none too pleased when they returned home and she noticed her young charge had been affected by the day’s events.
“Oh, Miss! That was reckless! You have a brownness to your face and shoulders.”
“So?” Tamzen said flippantly.
Merry rolled her eyes in frustration. “I’ll get the lemon juice.” Then, grumbling under her breath “foolish child,” she left the room.
Tamzen went to stand on the balcony that overlooked the ocean. She smiled. What did brown skin matter? Her plan was coming together. It was truly taking shape.
∞∞∞
 
Ikemba sat on one side of the sloop watching Tamzen. She climbed the rigging like a sailor born to it and moved about the ship like a spry gazelle. She had alternated between sparring lessons with him and afternoons on board Ursilla. It didn’t matter the weather nor the waves, she was a natural sailor.
He watched her often, trying to guess what she was up to, but he couldn’t. He knew in time, when she was ready, she would tell him what her plan was. Until then, he would have to wait.
∞∞∞
 
“Oh, Tamzen,” her mother complained when she next returned home. “You look like one of those Negroes. What on earth are you up to in Cornwall?”
“I went sailing, Mother. It was most pleasant.”
“Well, I forbid it!” Clarimond said. “I’ll speak to Hester. What is she thinking of? I just don’t know.”
“Don’t blame Gran. It’s not her fault.”
“I do blame her. She is your chaperone. She is supposed to look out for you.”
“She does. Of course she does. Merry even put lemon juice on my face and shoulders.”
“Of all the people thinking of your future, and it’s the lady’s maid,” Clarimond said, shaking her head.
Clarimond pursed her lips together. “Perhaps,” she said slowly, “perhaps the time has come to spend less time in Cornwall. London is your home.”
Tamzen looked sharply at her mother. “I don’t wish that.”
“Tamzen?” her father, who had been silent up until this time, asked.
“I’m sorry, Father, Mother, but I don’t.”
Octavius glanced between the two women and cleared his throat.  “Dearest,” he said to his wife, “if Tamzen wishes to visit with my mother and spend time in Cornwall, I see nothing wrong with it.”
Clarimond remained silent, though she eyed her daughter. “Very well.”
Tamzen was relieved. She had no wish to upset her mother, but she was equally concerned in making sure she returned to Cornwall. She was engaged in important activities.
“You’re soon to turn sixteen, Tamzen. I want you to participate more in society,” Clarimond said.
“Such as?”
“Balls. Parties. My goodness! As a young girl, that’s all I wished to do. Instead, you hide away in Cornwall with an old woman and her darkie.”
Tamzen flinched at her mother’s words. “His name is Ikemba, and that old woman is my dearest grandmother.”
“You are absolutely impossible!” Clarimond burst out. “Ever since Ben’s death, you’ve become a shadow of your former self.”
“Don’t you dare speak about him!” Tamzen cried.
“I’ll speak about him as I like! He was my son!” Clarimond said, flushed.
“And my brother!” Tamzen returned.
“Clarimond . . .” Octavius tried to intervene.
“And since his death, you’ve become a different person,” Clarimond continued. “The light has gone out of you, and you’ve become a sullen, sulky child.”
“Small wonder. I lost the one thing—the only thing—that meant the world to me,” Tamzen said haltingly. She could feel her face coloring.
“Sweetheart, we all lost something. But we must move on,” her father said.
“I am trying,” she said.
“Hardly at all.” Her mother sniffed. “Everyone else your age is attending parties, and our daughter shuts herself away at sea like some old discarded rag.”
Tamzen looked away. She would never understand her mother. She seemed to have forgotten Ben and the hole his death had left behind. Ben’s senseless death had left a hole in her heart that would never be mended.
“I was married at seventeen and was a mother at eighteen. Do you want to be an old maid? Is that your desire?” Clarimond asked.
“If I promise to attend more banquets, more parties, will that suffice?” Tamzen said grudgingly.
Clarimond looked at her daughter suspiciously. “Well, yes.” She softened. “It’s for your own good. I want you to be married. Happy.”
“I know, Mother.”
Octavius smiled. “There, you see? Tamzen understands this. She wants to be a part of society.”
“Yes, I do,” Tamzen said, playing the role of dutiful daughter.
“We’ve been invited to the Whites’ ball at the end of the month. You can have a new gown made,” Clarimond offered.
“Thank you, Mother. I’d like that.”
∞∞∞
 
The next year passed slowly. At seventeen, Tamzen was sought after at the balls and parties she attended. Her golden-brown hair, falling in waves about her shoulders, and her hazel eyes, alert and intelligent, turned many heads. Her mother accepted many offers to attend banquets and soirees on her behalf, and Harold was often at her side. There were whispers about them that Tamzen neither encouraged nor denied.
She would do all that was expected of her. She attended the events, smiled, enjoyed the refreshments and the male compliments, and waited until she could once again return to Cornwall.
The next time she saw Ikemba, his words shocked her.
“You don’t have much else to learn, Bititi.”
His words thrilled her, and the name he had taken to calling her warmed her. Ba-tee-tee, a name from his homeland that meant “strong lady.”
“Truly, Ikemba?”
“It is so.” He nodded. “Your fighting skills are well honed, and your swordplay is exceptional. Even Flynn has said you are a natural sailor. I have nothing left to teach you.”
Tamzen looked over the cliffs of Cornwall, and a thrill of anticipation surged through her.
“Then the time has come.”
∞∞∞
 
“I’m sorry? What did you say, dearest?” Hester asked her granddaughter.
“Mother is pressuring me into seeking a marriage match. I’ve no wish to marry yet; however, I would like to go on a grand tour. I would like to see Paris and Florence, and I could practice my French that you were so insistent I learn.” She smiled.
“But, Tamzen—a grand tour?” her grandmother asked.
“Yes. I so want to see the sights and take in the museums before I marry. And I want you to convince Mother and Father.”
“But, darling, you can’t go alone!” she exclaimed, scandalized.
“Of course I won’t go alone, Gran!” Tamzen laughed. “I’ll take Merry with me, and I would like to ask permission to take Ikemba as well. I’d feel safer with him.”
“How long will you be gone?” Hester asked.
Tamzen shrugged. “A year.”
Hester wrung her hands. “Oh, my dear! What on earth will your mother say?”
“If you can get her to agree to my grand tour, when I return home, I will marry whatever man is chosen for me,” she said to sweeten the deal.
“Well,” Hester began, “I can try.”
Tamzen kissed her grandmother’s cheek. “You’ll succeed. I know you will.”
∞∞∞
 
“A grand tour?” Ikemba asked her at their familiar spot overlooking the sea. “I did not expect this.”
Tamzen was silent before she met his eyes. “That’s because it’s not the truth. It’s best she doesn’t know the truth. And besides, no one would allow the truth.”
“And what is the truth, Bititi?”
She took a deep breath. “I’m taking Flynn’s sloop and, together with a crew, you and I are going to sail the seas to find Ben’s killer.”
He didn’t react. He didn’t laugh. He didn’t get angry. He did nothing except nod.
Tamzen met his eyes. “What? You aren’t going to talk me out of it?” Tamzen met his eyes.
“Easier to have the leopard eat from my palm.”
“Why aren’t you talking me out of it, Ikemba?”
He looked her over. The young girl who had first come to him had been so filled with anger and pain. She had been so unhappy and lost that he had wanted to help her in some way. Now she was much different. She was a grown woman. She was a beauty who looked much like her grandmother, who had been a renowned beauty in her time. But there was still an emptiness to her and he felt for the young woman. He knew this was something she had to do. All of their work and training these past few years had been leading up to this moment.
“I’ve been waiting almost four years to see where this has been leading. I know you. You will never stop. And I understand you. Ben’s death must be avenged. I will stand by your side wherever this leads us.”
Tears had filled her eyes as he spoke. “I need a crew.”
“I will ask Flynn. When do we leave?”
“Two months.”
“You are quite a woman, Bititi.”
“Some would say a fool.”
“No!” He scowled. “Never that. You have strength. Courage. It is admirable.”
“Thank you, Ikemba. I could not have gotten this far without you.”
∞∞∞
 
Tamzen placed her trunks at the foot of her bed. One trunk was filled with useless gowns and frivolous articles of clothing that she would never use. The other trunk was the secret trunk. It was filled with items she would need on the sea. She had taken breeches from Ben’s closet and had Merry modify them for her.
She had also been fitted for long shirts and tweed jackets to take with her on the voyage as well as a pair of boots that she had special ordered through Ikemba.
“This is madness!” Merry said as she entered the room carrying a handful of laundry.
“I never expected you to understand,” Tamzen said quietly.
“And that heathen darkie!” Merry spat out. “He’s agreed to go with you, I’m told. He understands?”
“Yes. That heathen darkie understands more of this than you do. And if you’re so against this, don’t come. I’ll find another lady’s maid.”
Merry clutched the laundry to her chest. “Not come? Of course I’ll come. I just think it’s all wrong. Let the magistrate and those in charge find Ben’s killer.”
Tamzen’s cheeks flushed. “You’re a fool, Merry! What magistrate will take to the high seas to track down Ben’s killer—a pirate? No one. That’s who! I’m the only one who can avenge him—and I will,” she said softly.
“We all miss him. God knows I watched him take his first steps. I was but a young maid in the house myself.”
“Then don’t question this. Ever again.”
“Hmph! At least I can tell your parents how their daughter died at sea same as their son.”
Tamzen smiled then. “Don’t count on it.”




Chapter Three
Ikemba looked across the vast deck of the Ursilla and surveyed the men that would make up the crew. Some of the men he knew, having sailed with Flynn for a time when he had left the St. Aubin household, and some were strangers to him. He saw a young boy standing a head shorter than everyone else and came to stand before him.
“How old are you?” he asked him.
“I’m seventeen. Near eighteen,” came the timid reply.
“More like fifteen,” Ikemba countered.
“So? I’ve seen battle! I can handle myself,” the young man threw back.
“Barely off the mother’s teat,” another man said.
Flynn came to the boy’s defense. “He’s my nephew.”
Everyone turned to him, and Ikemba walked down the length of men.
“It’s slim pickings, but this is it, Ikemba,” Flynn said. “Most men won’t sail on a ship with a woman, let alone two. And few will sail under a woman’s direction.”
“That woman,” Ikemba spoke, “is paying all of you for at least a year’s work. Don’t forget that.”
“Aye,” was heard from several men, and they nodded in agreement. Coin spoke volumes with these types of men.
Ikemba overlooked the rest and suddenly recognized one face.
“Cesare Cardozo,” he said as he came to stand before the handsome Spaniard.
“Ikemba,” Cesare greeted him in turn.
“I thought you were to hang, last I heard.”
“I escaped,” the Spaniard said with a grin on his face.
“Luck?”
“There is no such thing. There was, however, a hangman’s daughter.”
Ikemba shook his head with a smile. He knew well the Spaniard’s reputation with women. “Speaking of women, this lady is not to be touched. Don’t even look at her,” he warned.
“Well, now I must at least look.” Cesare smiled.
Ikemba almost growled. “If you even attempt to dabble with Tamzen, I’ll maroon you in the middle of the ocean. I swear it.”
“Esta bien. I know where I stand. Rest assured.”
Ikemba hesitated to bring the Spaniard aboard, but he was a good sailor, and Flynn was correct: men didn’t like sailing with women. Though he knew of women pirates—Mary Read and Grace O’Malley—they remained few and far between.
The motley group that Flynn had assembled would have to do, but he was already worried about Tamzen. She could handle herself, as he had taught her well, but this was a dangerous plan she had concocted. She was entering the pirates’ domain, where no law existed. He would only be able to protect Tamzen St. Aubin so far. And that thought frightened him.
∞∞∞
 
Tamzen watched the footman carry her first trunk out into the waiting carriage and then turned to face her grandmother’s anxious expression.
“I’ll be perfectly well, Gran. Merry will attend me and Ikemba—”
“Yes, yes, Tamzen. But though Paris is perfectly respectable and grand, rethink Italy. They are practically savages.”
“Gran. I’m going to seek culture. I’ll be in museums much of the time. And Merry will make sure I wear my bonnets to keep my skin from browning.”
“You know your grandfather and I honeymooned in Paris. It was most delightful.”
Tamzen pinkened at the mention of this.
“And remember, Tamzen, your parents only agreed to this grand tour provided after one year you return to marry.”
“Yes, I know. That is the agreement.” Tamzen nodded, catching Merry’s eye.
“I daresay your husband will like that you have traveled and seen something of the world.”
Tamzen felt a strong wave of guilt but then resolved herself. She was doing what she must for Ben. She kissed her grandmother’s cheek.
“We must go, Gran. Our carriage awaits us.”
“Of course, dear girl. Enjoy yourself.” She hugged her tightly. “Take care and write. Write often.”
Tamzen remembered her mother’s last words to Ben. He had never written. They had never heard from him again until the letter came to say that he had been killed at sea.
“I promise I will.”
“Make sure she writes,” Hester told Merry, who nodded in return.
“Look after her, Ikemba,” she told her trusted servant.
“With my very life,” came the proud man’s response.
∞∞∞
 
Tamzen stood at the railing of the sloop, looking out over the water. They had just left port, and she felt a thrill course through her as well as a hint of fright. The unknown lay before her. She didn’t know what to expect. She had spent so many years dreaming of this moment, training for this moment, and now it was here.
Ikemba came to stand beside her. “Well, Bititi.” He came to stand beside her.
“Well, Ikemba.” She looked up at him.
“You have left everything behind. Now everything before you is what you make of it.”
“Yes.”
“Do you have any regrets?”
“No. None.”
“Of course you do not. You are too young to regret.”
As they were speaking, the young man who Flynn claimed was his nephew came forward. “I’m Dodkin. What do we call you?” he asked shyly.
Tamzen turned to him. “Call me Zen.”
Merry rolled her eyes. “She’s Miss Zen to you.”
Tamzen smiled at Merry and then turned a kind gaze to the young man. “You may call me Zen.”
Merry stalked away in irritation only to be replaced by another man.
“Cesare Cordozo. A pleasure,” he said, his dark eyes moving over her frame. He took her hand even as Ikemba loomed between them.
Ikemba glared at the Spaniard, his arms folded over his chest.
Tamzen assessed the Spaniard, who was good-looking with brown eyes, dark brown hair, and skin darkened by the sun. About his neck was a pink scar that she suspected had been obtained at some price.
“Monsieur.” She smiled.
“I am at your service, Mademoiselle,” he said smoothly.
“Thank you,” she replied.
Ikemba looked annoyed.
“Thank you.” She replied.
Flynn came to join them then. “So, lass. Ikemba has filled us in. There is a pirate who was responsible for a death. Once we locate him, then what?”
“Once we discover his identity, your part, and the crew’s, is finished,” she said. “I will take it from there.”
“This pirate,” Cesare asked, “what did he do?”
“You don’t need to concern yourself with that,” she said tartly.
“Oh aye. I do. I’m putting my neck on the line for you. A neck I’ve grown fond of since I almost lost it recently.”
“He killed my brother,” she said quietly.
Cesare was silent, and Dodkin eyed her kindly. “I’m sorry for you,” he said.
“Oh Jesus!” Cesare sneered.
“What is it?” Tamzen asked.
“We’ve not been on the ship five minutes and already the boy is smitten.”
“I’m not!” Dodkin flushed red.
“Leave him be,” Tamzen said.
“Why should I?”
“Because I can make you,” she said softly.
“Aye?” Cesare asked.
Ikemba didn’t intervene. He knew she must earn the crew’s respect, and this was one way to do it.
“How shall you make me?” Cesare asked.
“Swords?” she asked him.
He nodded, and Ikemba looked about the deck and saw Tamzen’s sword. He threw hers in the air. She caught it deftly. It had been his gift to her when he had proclaimed her ready and she had begun to plot the steps to her revenge.
“You sure you don’t want to stop this now, little girl?” Cesare asked, annoying her further.
“This little girl is ready whenever you are,” she told him.
∞∞∞
 
They began to thrust and parry. The deck was deathly silent as everyone watched them. Cesare increased his speed and strength, and she matched him. She was quick on her feet, like a dancer, and Ikemba remembered how quickly she had picked up the skill. He had been impressed. She was gifted. Ikemba waited to see how it would end, his back against the railing, his arms crossed.
“She’s very good,” Dodkin said as he joined him at the ship’s railing.
Ikemba only nodded.
It took Cesare a short while to realize how skilled the slim young woman really was.
“You devil, Ikemba!” he shouted as he evaded Tamzen’s blade.
“Why do you call me a devil?” Ikemba asked, suppressing his laughter.
“I recognize half these methods,” Cesare bellowed.
“Indeed?” Ikemba asked.
“Yes, damn you! I taught them to you.”
When Cesare lowered his blade, Tamzen did as well.
“Mademoiselle,” he bowed to her. “Forgive me, young pup,” he told Dodkin.
“You’re quite skilled,” Tamzen admitted.
“I am quite skilled,” he said, smiling, but his innuendo was not understood by Tamzen.
Ikemba waited, but Cesare did not continue. Instead, he nodded and said, “Death to the pirate.”
“Death to the pirate,” she repeated.
∞∞∞
 
The days at sea were long, and the waiting tried all of their collective patience. Their first encounter at sea was a small pirate ship that they bested easily, taking their booty, which was silks and spices. Tamzen was surprised at the ease of which she took to the sea and told Ikemba so.
“It hasn’t been long, Bititi. You are young. This is not the life for you. Once you have avenged Ben’s death, you will see.”
She spent the time at sea learning rope knots from Flynn, Spanish from Cesare, and teaching Dodkin to read.
Their first big skirmish involved a ship the same length as theirs two weeks later. The captain was a large, bellowing man and openly mocked Tamzen when he saw her on deck.
“A woman? A woman on board ship? And you call yourselves men!”
“I’d shut my mouth if I were you, Humphrey. This lass will best you yet,” Flynn said, acknowledging the pirate by name.
The rotund Humphrey laughed. “Best me, Flynn? Ha! I pray to Neptune I never live to see the day a little girl bests me. The only place for a woman is under a man.”
His men laughed, but her crew was quiet. They were already anticipating the fight.
“Sir?” Tamzen asked, her hand on the hilt of her sword.
“It will end badly for you girl,” came his reply.
“Then you have nothing to fear.”
“Fear? Hinck! My sword!” he cried out.
Humphrey was overweight, aging, and past his prime. Huffing and puffing, he stumbled once, and when she could have struck him, she did not.
When he finally admitted defeat, she said, “We’ll take your booty and part ways.”
Humphrey eyed the young woman. “Fair enough,” he said begrudgingly.
When his cargo was aboard the Ursilla, he came to stand beside her. “Why are you on the seas? I’m curious. We don’t see many women here.”
“I’m looking for someone.”
“Aye? The seas are large, but the count of men on it are not. Whom do you seek?”
Tamzen looked across the ship at Ikemba, who was busy helping Cesare carry a box aboard their ship.
“A man who killed a Royal Navy man four years ago.”
Humphrey nodded. “I’ll ask about. For you.”
She nodded. “Monsieur.” She nodded.
“What do they call you?”
“Zen.”
“Well, Mistress Zen. I’m Captain Enoch Humphrey. Until we meet again.” He bowed to her before departing to his own ship.
∞∞∞
 
The sun was setting, and Tamzen was on the deck clad in her familiar attire of breeches, shirt, boots, and warm coat. It had been a month since their skirmish with Humphrey’s crew, and they had learned nothing else. Their skirmishes were successful with the treasures they gained—silks, spices, coin—but no new information on Ben’s killer.
“He could be dead,” Ikemba said as he joined her.
“I thought of that,” she said, used to his quiet steps. “If he is, I must know his name and make certain he is indeed dead.”
“You’re earning a reputation.”
“Am I?” she asked, surprised.
He nodded. “I spoke to one of Humphrey’s men. Women at sea are rare. When they look like you do and fight as you do, even rarer still.”
“I didn’t do this for fame, Ikemba. In fact, I prefer to remain anonymous.” She shrugged. “I only allow the crew to take booty because they expect it.” She shrugged. “In fact, I prefer to remain anonymous.”
“Too late for that, Bititi.”
∞∞∞
 
Their next clash on the seas cost them one man, but finally they received the information Tamzen had been searching for. The captain of the ship they bested knew of a ship that had been running slaves four years previous and had been stopped by the Royal Navy.
This particular slave ship was vicious, and their crew was known as being ruthless and bloodthirsty. She was told that a man named Algar Smithson captained the crew, and he hated the navy with a passion that was notorious. Many times, he and his crew had come into contact with the navy, and it had ended with violence. There was a price on Smithson’s head in particular, and the navy wanted it badly.
The rumor was that Smithson’s crew had come upon a Royal Navy ship some years back and killed two sailors. It was not known who the exact killer was but it was accepted that someone on board the ship had, and the logical man was Smithson. The captain told Tamzen that he had heard one of the crewman brag about the killing.
“It’s gossip. Nothing concrete,” Ikemba counseled.
“It’s something. I’ve waited years for this...years to put a name to the man who killed Ben. We’ll have to track him down, this Algar Smithson. Investigate further once we find him.”
Tamzen was elated. Finally, she was closer to finding Ben’s killer and avenging his death. Dodkin, who followed her around like a lost puppy, was happy for her.
“It’s good news, right, Zen?”
“It’s the best news,” she told him. “The very best.”
That night, as the sun was setting, Cesare joined her on deck. “I know this man. This Algar.”
Tamzen’s eyes widened. “You do?”
He nodded. “He’s a vicious, hard man. If he is the man you seek, be wary. Very wary.”
She nodded. “I will be.”
∞∞∞
 
It was late in the night when Tamzen came onto the deck. Everyone had long since bedded down, and she liked the peace and quiet of the ship. The smell of the sea and the sound of it was calming to her. She touched the tiny mouse at the base of her throat and looked up into the inky black sky and the white stars that stared back at her.
It was only because it was so quiet that she heard the footsteps behind her and knew Ikemba had joined her.
“I spent twelve weeks on board a slave ship when I was eight years old,” he said out of nowhere.
Tamzen turned to stare at her mentor and friend. She knew his background must have been something traumatic and that was the reason he never discussed it. But she had never thought the proud, distinguished man had been a slave.
“When they came for us in my country, it was brutal,” he began. “Brutality at its core. I watched my mother and sisters taken against their will in front of me without being able to help them at all. My father tried, and they knocked him unconscious. All of us were taken aboard the ship. Only I survived the journey.”
They moved to sit on the deck together.
“They took me to the Americas,” Ikemba recalled. “There I was sold to a man who owned a vast plantation. I was young. At eight, you don’t realize how cruel and ugly the world can be. While on the plantation, I meet an older woman named Delia. She took me under her wing and was kind to me. It wasn’t until months later I learned her story. The woman who I thought was childless and barren had actually birthed five children only to watch each of them sold away from her.”
Ikemba looked out into the black sea. “The master wasn’t mean. At least not to me. But he was a gambler. One night while deep in his cups, he gambled away half his property and all of his slaves. That’s when hell began. I became the property of another man named Pierre Michel Broussard. He was wealthy enough for twenty men. His wife was dainty and petite, and they had two children, Geoffrey and Marie-Claude.”
Tamzen thought she saw him flinch at the mention of the girl’s name, Marie-Claude.
“I was brought onto the plantation as Geoffrey’s boy. He was older than me by seven years, and I was to do everything he asked. The Broussard’s were wealthy and respected. I joined the household when I was ten, and I spent the next six years there. If I was late polishing young master’s boots, I was whipped. If I was slow to brush his coat or late with his morning chocolate, I was whipped. I didn’t make friends at the house and kept to myself.”
Tamzen brushed back a lock of hair that had fallen into her face and waited for him to continue.
“I didn’t know kindness or love except from one person. I don’t know why she cared about me. But the young mistress, Marie-Claude, went out of her way to show such affection to me. At first, I was young and tried to ignore her. She gave me extra food, and once when I had been whipped, she brought me a salve for my wounds.”
“She was dainty as a deer, fine-boned like china, and as I grew older, I began to fall in love with her. I never showed her anything but respect and admiration, but in my heart, she could do no wrong. I even began to think that I might be happy to serve in the household as long as I could be near her. By the time I turned sixteen, I was consumed with thoughts of her. I loved her, but it was killing me. Unrequited love is terrible,” he told her.
Ikemba took a deep breath before he continued. “That year it was a cold winter. The family had traveled to a neighboring plantation to visit family, but Marie-Claude had stayed behind. She had been feeling poorly, and her family allowed her Mammy to stay with her. I had been brushing down the horses when she entered the stables. I remember the lantern fell over, and I rushed to pick it up.
“She came to my stable. She was wearing a white shift and wrapper, and she looked small and delicate but more so with such scant clothing on. I told her she should return to the house. Whatever she needed could surely wait until the morrow. She shook her head and said what she needed was in the stables and that she could no longer suppress her feelings. She took off her wrapper and came to me then.
“I can still smell her even after all these years. It was a mixture of lemon and roses. I knew it was wrong. I knew my life could be taken from me. But I loved her. I loved her with all the fierceness and possessiveness of youth. Stupid youth. I could give her nothing. I was nothing. But she wanted me. And that was so much then—when I had so little. We coupled in the stables. Two foolish young people completely in love and oblivious to how cruel the world can be.”
Tamzen watched his face as he spoke. He seemed to be in another time and place.
“Geoffrey came home unexpectedly.”
Tamzen felt herself grow cold, and she shivered.
“He found us together. Marie-Claude was bundled up and taken into the house while I was strung up in the stables. I was whipped too many times to remember. When I thought they had finished, they cut me down and turned me over. They rubbed turpentine and red pepper into my wounds. I passed out. I knew my death would follow. I was ready for it. I saw death sitting in the corner of the stables watching me. Waiting for me. It was so cold, and I was shivering from the pain. I heard a commotion outside and knew they were coming for me. I wanted to be brave. I wanted to meet death head on. But I didn’t want to die.”
He paused, seeming to collect his thoughts. “I heard the screams then. I didn’t know what was happening. The pain was so intense that each breath was torture. Suddenly, the doors opened and Marie-Claude was brought in. She was wearing her white shift as before, but it was stained red with her blood. She’d been beaten, her eyes swollen and bruised and her mouth bloody.
“I had realized that night that I might die for lying with Marie-Claude, but I had never thought she would come to any harm. Geoffrey’s eyes were wild and frightening. He had two men hold Marie-Claude between them. His words were filthy. Awful. I won’t repeat them to you. He taunted her and laughed at her. He called her names, and when he was done . . . he took his long hunting knife and slit her throat.”
Tamzen caught her breath.
“She was so small and delicate, and that lovely girl who I had just held in my arms minutes before was bleeding to death right before me. The men held her and she thrashed her head from side to side.”
Tamzen covered her mouth with her hand.
“The blood was dripping down the front of her shift, and it was then I realized that I was crying. As I watched the blood drain from her, knowing I was completely helpless, something inside me died.”
He fixed his eyes upon her. “You asked me long ago why I helped you. This is why. I know loss. When Ben was killed, I saw that same look in your eye. That loss and the broken heart that always follows.”
He was quiet then. The sea lapped against the ship. “You’ve never seen a person killed in front of you, Bititi. It’s not quick. It takes time. And the few minutes that it does take seem to stretch for hours. When only an hour before she had sighed in my ear, now she was making gurgling sounds as the blood drained from her. They finally threw her in the dirt at my feet, and still I could not go to her or hold her as I ached to do.
“I believe they were deciding what to do with me. How to make my death the most painful the earth has ever seen. They were whispering and then suddenly, as if waking from a dream, Geoffrey began to cry aloud. He wailed like a crazed man and grabbed Marie-Claude’s bloody and lifeless body. He ran back to the house carrying her. Everyone followed him. The stables were suddenly empty except for myself and two other slaves. Then someone leaned forward and said one word to me. Run.
“It was insane. Crazy. I was bleeding. My wounds ached. My vision swam. They would find me. I wouldn’t get far. But I was dead already. So why not? I ran into the night. I ran and ran, and when my side was splitting and I wanted to stop, I would for a few moments, and then I’d run again. I came to the edge of the nearest town. It was a small town, but it had a general store and an inn.
“I couldn’t enter the town, of course. My clothes were ripped; I was bleeding and shaking. I knew I was on borrowed time. It was early morning, but the sun had not even risen yet. A mist lay over the land, and I saw an older man outside the inn smoking a cigar. He appeared to be watching his coach being readied for a journey. I did not approach him but stood watching him from a distance in the trees. When he saw me, my heart sank. It was over. But he did nothing. He continued puffing on his cigar, watching me and doing nothing. I must have looked a sight. Ragged clothes; bloody, black skin. Obvious to anyone a slave on the run. I was so tired. I couldn’t run any longer. I had been running for hours and could do nothing more.
“When he finished his cigar, he disappeared inside the inn. When he returned, he had a great black frock coat over his arm. As he began walking toward me, I tensed for a last run, though it wouldn’t be long. He handed me the coat and told me to put it on. He told me to stay where I was. He said he would be getting in his carriage and that I should meet him on the edge of town headed north.
“I shook my head and told him to kill me now. I couldn’t go back. He ignored me and told me to do as he said and then disappeared. I didn’t question it. What could I do? I put the coat on and went to the edge of the town. Sure enough, the man entered his carriage and then began his journey. I walked the distance, and when I made it there, the carriage was waiting. My heart was beating heavy, and I entered the carriage.”
It seemed as if this story was taking its toll on Ikemba, but it was also taking a heavy burden off his heart.
“We didn’t talk for miles. I was in too much pain in any case, and I didn’t know what this man was about. Finally, as we neared the coast, he uttered the seven words that changed my life. ‘I’m Ingram St. Aubin. You’re safe now.’”
“My grandfather,” Tamzen said.
“That’s the debt I owe your family, Bititi. He saved my life. Years later, when I asked why he had done it, why he had saved a stranger’s life, his only answer was that he had to do it.”
She smiled.
“Life, Bititi, takes turns. It is unexpected. The path you and I are on now may not end well.”
“I know that. But it is a path I must walk until complete.”
“And I know that. We will walk it together.”
“Yes. We will walk it together,” Tamzen agreed.




Chapter Four
It was a balmy afternoon with the sun lying low when the Spanish pirate ship came into view. Tamzen had no wish to engage, but the Spaniards were of a different mind and fired on them.
“God’s blood!” she swore.
They had set a course for Nassau in the Bahamas, but the Spanish pirates had stopped those plans for the time being. A smattering of Spanish went back and forth between the ship and Cesare as he communicated with them, and Tamzen understood much of what was being said thanks to Cesare’s lessons.
“They want to board us,” he confirmed her suspicions.
Tamzen narrowed her eyes as she looked at the group of pirates. “For what purpose?”
Cesare shrugged. “To talk business. Who knows? It’s a lie. They want to assess us and then attack. Take whatever we have on board, no doubt.”
“If they can.” She nodded in agreement. “I’ll have none of it.”
Just as they were deciding what to do with the Spaniards, a larger ship appeared on the horizon, and the Spaniards who had been trying to board the Ursilla suddenly began talking rapidly and trying their best to get underway to evade the new ship. They were unable to do so.
“What’s going on?” Tamzen asked as she shaded her eyes from the low sun.
Flynn groaned. “Privateers. They are English,” he said pointing to their flag.
Tamzen frowned. “Privateers?”
“Yes. They are authorized by a country’s government to attack foreign shipping. You recall Francis Drake under Queen Elizabeth.”
Tamzen remembered the name from her history but not the intricacies of his doings.
“Often they do as Drake did. Harass and annoy the enemy ships, such as the Spaniards in his time,” Flynn told her. “But many of them use their power to harass anyone. Especially smaller ships like us.”
Tamzen watched as the English privateer and his men boarded the Spanish ship. She thought to call upon her crew to set their sails to the wind and outrun the newcomers. But then she resolved herself to remain. She would not be bullied by these so-called privateers. She was irritated as the Spaniards were forced to hand over their cargo, and Tamzen resolved then to do everything possible to not give anything to these so-called privateers.
“Permission to board,” a voice called to them.
Tamzen could not be seen where she was, and Flynn looked at her while she shook her head. “I’m afraid not, laddies,” Flynn told them.
The man smiled and looked across at someone on his own deck. Taking the rope in his hands, he moved easily from one deck to the next via the rope.
Tamzen was shielded from his view, and when another man joined him, she gritted her teeth in irritation. They were making themselves quite comfortable on the Ursilla. Irritating lot.
“I’m on official business from His Majesty King George,” the man said.
Tamzen realized with a start that life was continuing even as she sought out Ben’s killer. Not so long ago it had been Queen Anne ruling the land. Now her second cousin, George, ruled Britannia. Her eyes pulled back to the man who was wearing breeches, shirt, and boots with a sword at his waist. She looked up into his face and was shocked to see that he was very handsome. He had blue eyes and soft brown hair that curled along his shoulders.
“And you are?” Flynn asked the stranger.
“I’m Reece Warrington. Commander of the vessel you see behind me. This is my first mate, Alexander Mayson,” he introduced the second man who had boarded the Ursilla.
“What is your business with us, Mister Warrington?” Flynn asked.
“My business is to secure the waters for His Majesty.”
“We have done nothing wrong,” Flynn said smoothly. “We are merchants keeping to our business.”
Tamzen bit back a smile. For all that Flynn was a salty sort of sea dog, he was also loyal and smart. He kept to their agreed-upon plan should they ever be stopped and did not waver. They were merchants.
“I would like to see your cargo. And your papers. If you please,” Reece said.
Tamzen watched the men carefully. She knew that as privateers they had certain authority. No one could stop them. But she had also learned one thing from the sea. It had its own laws and was often a lawless place.
Once the Ursilla had complied with the privateer’s demands, the two men conversed quietly. Reece turned to Flynn.
“There is a problem with your papers, Captain Flynn. I must argue that your cargo has been illegally gained.”
Flynn said nothing, and the crew was silent. The truth was plain enough. They were pirates; their papers were forged and their cargo stolen from another ship.
“You leave us with little choice, sir. You will hand over the cargo, and I will let this matter end here. If we meet again, it will not go well for you,” Reece said confidently.
Flynn said nothing and looked across the deck at Ikemba. Everyone remained silent.
“You won’t be removing a ha’penny worth of cargo from this ship,” Tamzen told the men as she came into view.
The two men had not noticed Tamzen’s presence on board the ship until that moment. She had been careful to remain out of sight, but she would remain quiet no longer.
Reece looked Tamzen up and down and took a step forward. “Mademoiselle.”
“Monsieur.”
“Your daughter?” Reece asked Flynn.
Flynn smiled brightly but said nothing.
“I advise you to step aside and let us do our duty, Mademoiselle,” Reece told her. “I’ve no wish to cause you harm. This is men’s business.”
“I am making it my business,” Tamzen said, coming to stand before Reece. “This ship’s cargo stays where it is.”
∞∞∞
 
Reece looked over the young woman who couldn’t be more than twenty. He almost wanted to spank the little chit if he wasn’t so amused.
“I suggest you tuck the girl inside her cabin while we conclude our business,” he said to Flynn.
Flynn didn’t move. “I’ll not be telling the young Miss to do anything. I suggest if you want to move forward with your business, you’ll settle this first.” He nodded at the woman.
Reece glanced over at the woman, who was staring back at him with her arms haughtily on her hips. When he took a step toward her, she didn’t retreat.
“I’m used to some foolish men trying to intervene on the King’s business. I must say you’re the first woman to do so,” Reece told her.
He looked her over, quietly assessing the brown hair streaked with blond from the sun and her hazel eyes, silently watching him as he watched her. She was lovely, he admitted to himself, and it irked him that she should be so.
“I suggest that you leave the Ursilla intact as it is,” she told him. “Our cargo is our affair and nothing to do with you. If you are, as they tell me, an English privateer, then your business is not with us. We’re loyal English subjects. That the Spaniards let you take their cargo is well and good. But you will not do the same here.”
She spoke with quiet assurance, and Reece noticed for the first time that her crew was silent. They all watched the young beauty with a sense of respect and calm. He was not used to such behavior from roughened men around a young woman.
Reece reached for his sword and drew it from his scabbard. “It doesn’t have to come to this,” he told her, the sword held at his side.
“If this is the path you wish, I accept. But whoever the victor is, their desire must be met. Mine, of course, will be to have you leave immediately. With no cargo taken. And yours?”
“My what?” His lips curved in amusement.
“Your desire? Should you win?” she asked.
He tried to resist, but he couldn’t. His eyes wandered the length of her. She was clad in breeches and a linen shirt with a belt about her slender waist. His desire. He could think of many things he’d desire should he win. He regained his senses when his second in command, Alexander, cleared his throat.
“My desire would be the cargo,” he said smoothly. “Of course.”
“Good luck.” She smiled.
Reece smiled as he took off his coat and handed it to Alexander. “This shouldn’t take long.”
When he turned back to her, she held her sword in hand and her crew had cleared a space for them on the large deck.
“Mademoiselle, before we begin, I’d like to know your name.”
“Everyone calls me Zen.”
“Zen. I’m Reece.”
“Shall we begin, Monsieur?”
“When it pleases you,” he said.
∞∞∞
 
She walked around him in a circular fashion, and he followed suit. He struck first, and she evaded the blow. When she struck at him, he evaded her blade. She watched out of the corner of her eye as Ikemba made his way to Reece’s man. She knew that should she win, they did not need to have any outside, unfair interference.
His blows began raining down one after the other, and she struck at each of them effectively. It was happening very fast, and she had to remember what Ikemba had taught her. Concentrate. Focus.
Their blades clashed again and again as she waited for the right opening. It came when they clashed swords and he was left open. She kicked at his lower abdomen and he fell backward onto his knees, his sword skirting across the deck. She was immediately above him, holding her sword at his throat.
Instead of anger, she saw he was grinning. She stood over him triumphant and victorious, and he was grinning.
“Why are you smiling, sir?”
“I’m only too happy to be at your feet, Zen.”
“I can’t think why. You’ve been beaten.”
“Yes. But think of it. A man at a beautiful woman’s feet.”
Tamzen shook her head at his strange words and watched as a long plank was stretched between the two ships and Alexander was taken back to his own ship. She looked down at him and saw his dark eyes upon her. She looked away to Flynn and nodded at him.
“I wondered at your men’s respect for you,” Reece said. “I think I understand it now.”
His blue eyes seemed warmed by the sun. His linen shirt gaped open, and she saw the muscles in his chest. His face was tanned. His hands were on his thighs, waiting. He looked calm, collected, and undeniably attractive. That sudden thought caused Tamzen to blush.
“You’re not angry at being bested,” she asked.
“Why should I be? But you should be careful,” Reece warned. “I know you for a pirate. It’s dangerous. I wonder that you should be on the water at all.”
“I have my reasons.”
He stood up as she escorted him to the plank that connected their ships.
“We’ll meet again, Mademoiselle.”
“It’s possible.”
“We shall. And there will come a time when I will be the victor.”
“Until then.”
∞∞∞
 
Reece watched the Ursilla sail from them, his mind still on the beauty who had commanded a ship of men and was quite skilled with a sword.
“A woman bested you with a sword,” Alexander said as they stood at the railing.
Reece smiled. “Lovely woman.”
“Is that your excuse, Warrington? Were you blinded by her beauty?”
“No. She won fairly. Her skill is superb. I wonder who taught her.”
“You were just bested by a woman while your entire crew watched and you wonder who her teacher was?” came the voice of a man behind them.
Oxford was the oldest amongst his crew. He had white hair, a white beard, and wore delicate spectacles on his brow. He was called Oxford after the school he had attended.
“I’m curious, Oxford,” Reece said. “That’s all. You should understand curiosity. All you do is spend time with that nose of yours in some book.”
Oxford shrugged. “I would have liked to have seen the fight myself. As it was, I could only see bits of it from where I stood since Phillip was in the way.”
“Then you should have moved,” came Phillip’s retort. “No one tied you to the mast.”
Phillip and Oxford were always bickering. They were archenemies, though they had much in common. The two older men began a heated argument, leaving behind the two younger men.
“She’s a rarity,” Reece told Alexander. “And you know, she was right. At the end of it all, we had no business taking their cargo. And being that they were English, I felt a twinge of guilt.”
“Guilt? Really?” Alexander laughed.
“Yes.” Reece looked over the gray waters and wondered aloud. “You saw her, Lex. She was young. Lovely. Like someone we might know at home. Why do you think she’s on the seas?”
“Dangerous place to be,” Lex agreed.
“Exactly. And I don’t think she was that captain’s daughter.”
“He didn’t say she was,” his friend countered.
“True.”
“Besides, she is too young for either of us,” Lex said. “You’re chomping at the bit. Soon enough we’ll be back in port and back home. Diana will be waiting.”
Reece nodded. “Everyone will be waiting.”
“You don’t sound pleased.”
Reece shook his head. “My father is ill again. My parents want to see me married. I suppose I have some duty to the family.”
“You do, Lord Holcombe,” Lex reminded him of his soon-to-be title as the firstborn son of a viscount. “Diana would be a good choice. Don't you agree?”
“Our families have known each other our entire lives. She’s nice enough.”
“Nice enough? Jesus, Reece! That sounds awful.”
“No. The problem is just that. We’ve known each other forever. She’s like family.”
“That is a problem. One wants to marry an exciting, beautiful bride, not a kind cousin.” Lex agreed.
When Alexander left him alone, Reece remained on the deck watching the sun set into the water. He enjoyed this time to himself when most of the crew were down below.
He thought again of the mysterious woman who called herself Zen. Perhaps she was a merchant’s daughter who had taken to the seas as a pirate rather than sell her body. He remembered the breeches that showed off her round bottom and the belt at her waist that accented a slender hourglass figure.
Her brown hair had been pulled back to reveal an oval face with delicate cheekbones and firm lips. It was easy to be smitten with such a beauty, easier still when she had bested him with a sword. That night when he slept, he dreamed of the hazel-eyed beauty naked in his arms. 
∞∞∞
 
“Oh, Reece,” his mother said, embracing him, kissing his cheek. “You look so . . .”
“Yes?” He asked as his trunks were brought in to the front foyer by the footman.
“Brown was the word I was thinking of.”
Reece laughed. “Brown? Hmmm. I wonder.”
“You’re home. That’s all that matters. We haven’t seen you much this year.”
He nodded, and they moved into the drawing room. “How is he?”
She shook her head, and tears sprang to her eyes. “He’s not well. Not well at all. He sleeps most of the day, and at night he’s restless.”
“I’ll go see him.”
Pierce Warrington, Lord Holcombe, lay in his bed reading. When Reece stepped into the room, Pierce looked up and nodded.
“You’ve returned.”
“Yes, Father.”
“I’ve been waiting for you. You didn’t receive my last letter, or you chose not to respond?”
“I received it, and I wrote back.”
“Hmph. I never received a response.”
“The mail is not often reliable in the ports.”
Pierce nodded to the chair beside his bed, and Reece took it. “I’m not going to make small talk with you. I’ve been patient. I’ve waited and let you make your way in the world as a privateer, which you wanted and which was completely unnecessary.”
“Unnecessary?” Reece asked.
“Yes. You’ll inherit the title and money when I’m gone. There was never a need for you to be a privateer. Which is little better than a pirate, I might add.”
“No. It’s exactly like a pirate,” Reece countered. “Except that I had a piece of paper signed by Queen Anne and now her cousin, King George, giving me leave to travel the seas on their behalf. But no. You’re right. Pirates have the same paper as well. Don’t they?” he said, heavy with sarcasm.
Pierce was silent. “Will you take Diana Woodley?”
“To do what with?” Reece asked, irritated with his father.
Pierce stared at his son. “Marriage, Reece. We are speaking of marriage. You are thirty-two years old.”
“I’m aware of my age.”
“You flit about the world as a privateer, acting as a supposed agent for the Queen now the King, and yet your own family is being disregarded.”
“How is my family being disregarded?” Reece wondered.
“You are the only son, Reece,” his father pointed out. “And your duty is to marry and produce heirs. Especially since the fact is known that I am ill.”
“You seem in perfect health to me.”
The animosity between the two men was palpable.
“There is a ball next week for a young woman named Jocelin Roberts. Your mother accepted the invitation weeks ago. The family is quite respectable, and they are known to us distantly. If Diana is not to your liking, then you will find someone else who is. I’m not going to allow any more time to pass in this manner,” Pierce said coldly.
“I’m being issued an ultimatum?”
“You are. Before you return to sea, you will be engaged.”
Reece nodded. “Very well, Father. I will attend this ball and anything else you deem acceptable.”
Pierce sat up in bed, beaming. “Excellent. Excellent.”
“But the choice of bride is mine. And unless there is some extreme reason why you deem my choice unworthy, then my choice will be final.”
“As you say,” Pierce agreed.




Chapter Five
Tamzen lay in her bed for the first time in six months. She was anxious at being home. She had been so used to the freedom aboard ship and the feeling of being her own person. Now she was back to being Tamzen, the daughter of Octavius and Clarimond St. Aubin, and Zen the pirate no more. For the time being.
Tamzen had been annoyed when she sailed into the French port of Le Havre to replenish supplies and purchase fresh fruit and vegetables only to find a letter waiting for her from her Grandmother. She had known early on that she must have a place for her letters to be sent so her family would think she was is in Paris when in reality she was not. Flynn had arranged to have her mail forwarded from a Paris address to the port of Le Havre. Inside her grandmother’s letter was one from her mother, and both letters had urged her home.
Merry fussed about her bedroom, pulling out her clothes and setting them into the drawers and armoire where they belonged.
“Isn’t this nice? A comfortable bed? A beautiful home surrounded by people who love you.” She smiled.
Tamzen looked closely at her maid, Merry. “A comfortable bed is nice and a warm bath a luxury when I’ve been at sea. But how can I enjoy these things? The bed? The comfort? When Ben’s killer walks free.”
“No one in your family knows the truth about where you’ve been,” Merry told her.
“Why should they? I’m doing this for Ben. It’s retribution.”
“It’s madness. I thought after time this would end.” She shook her head.
“Then you don’t know me. And you never knew how much I loved Ben.”
Merry was quiet. Then she said, “I loved him too, Miss. He was the kindest young master.”
Tamzen swung her legs over the side of the bed. “I don’t know why mother wanted me to come home for this. It seems absolutely unnecessary.”
“Jocelin is having her coming-out party. It’s quite a moment in a young girl’s life. Don’t you wish for such a party of your own?”
Tamzen shook her head. “No, I don’t. In fact, I’ll be quite happy to attend Joss’s party instead of my own.”
Merry sighed and left the room.
Tamzen dressed simply to meet her family and went downstairs.
Clarimond was sipping tea and eating her breakfast when she entered the room.
“Tamzen,” she said. “How well you look.”
Tamzen was surprised. “Do I?”
“The Continent must agree with you. You look lovely.”
Tamzen sat across from Clarimond. “Thank you, Mother.”
“I know you had to cut your trip short for this, but you can return. Jocelin’s coming-out ball is the most talked-about event of the season. As her dear friend, I know she would be hurt should you not attend. Besides, so many eligible bachelors will be there. I knew you wouldn’t want to miss it.”
“Indeed, no. I’m happy to support Joss.”
“You’ll far outshine her, I fear. Whilst she has stayed in dreary London, you have blossomed in the warmth of the Continent,” Clarimond noted.
Octavius entered the room, and Clarimond mentioned how well Tamzen looked. He agreed and kissed his daughter’s cheek. “You seem to be enjoying your tour, my dear, but the house is not the same without you.”
“Thank you, Father.”
∞∞∞
 
The cream-colored gown that her mother had chosen for her was stunning on her. It brought out her hair color and hazel eyes. She had wanted a bolder color, but her mother had told her such a demure color was better suited for her age.
“You’ve been out of society, Tamzen. You need a color that speaks to your young age. Not that you require much,” Clarimond said. “Isn’t that true, Merry?”
“Yes, Madam.”
“You’ve said so little about France, Tamzen. We received but one letter. You’re enjoying yourself?”
Tamzen stood on a stool while Merry trimmed the hem of her dress for the ball.
“Yes, Mother. It’s very diverting.”
“I’m sure it is. I was always fond of France.”
Merry was on her knees, pins in her mouth, looking up at Tamzen. Tamzen looked back at her with a raised eyebrow.
“But I am happy to be back and to see Joss,” Tamzen said, hoping the subject of France would be averted.
“In her invitation, she wrote your name specially. That was the reason I wrote to you. And it’s such a prestigious event. Everyone is attending. Well, anyone who is anyone,” Clarimond added.
“I’m only pleased she remembered me.” Tamzen smiled.
“I’m afraid you’ll quite steal the light from all the other young women,” Clarimond said. “Jocelin’s pretty, but . . .”
Tamzen felt her mind wander as she dreamed of being on board the ship again. She could feel the salty spray of water on her face as the sloop cut through the waves. The sun was beating down on her, and Flynn was telling a story of some scrap he had been in, and Cesare was speaking to her in Spanish. Dodkin was reading aloud to the group, wanting to show off his skills. She smiled. They were all dear to her. She looked down at Merry sitting on her haunches, pinning the hem of her dress, and thought of the privateer who had tried to steal their cargo. She remembered his attractive face and his gaze upon her as he kneeled before her.
She knew most men would probably not want to be bested by a woman, but he had not seemed to care. In fact, his cocky grin and arrogant manner had almost proclaimed the fact that he had been the victor.
“Tamzen,” her mother said sharply, pulling her back into the present. “I think Jocelin’s brother will enjoy seeing you again.”
“Harold?” Tamzen had forgotten he existed.
“Yes, Harold. He’s such a gentleman. He seemed to take a liking to you before.”
“I’m his sister’s friend. Nothing more.” Tamzen shrugged off the suggestion.
Clarimond smiled. “Perhaps.”
∞∞∞
 
The next afternoon, Clarimond and Tamzen paid a call on Joss and her mother.
“You’re back!” Joss kissed Tamzen’s cheek and embraced her warmly while Clarimond joined Joss’s mother near the fire.
“You received the invitation?” Joss asked.
“You were kind to include me, Joss.”
“Nonsense.” Her friend smiled. “I’ve missed you. But I must tell you this ball is more trouble than anything. The planning, the food, the music.”
“It will be worth it,” Tamzen told her. “You’ll be engaged by the end of the season.”
“Tell me of your travels. A grand tour! I’m so jealous. Harold went, of course, but I wasn’t allowed.”
Tamzen took the stories she had heard Cesare and Flynn tell, cleaned them up a bit, and made everyone smile and laugh as she told them of France and in particular Paris. She had done the same for her parents while Merry had looked on with a scowl.
“When I do marry, I’ll insist we honeymoon in Paris,” Joss said wistfully.
“You must. It’s lovely.”
They made a date to meet in two days’ time to walk in Hyde Park and do some shopping. Tamzen was picking up her small bag when the door to the parlor opened.
“Mother, Joss, I heard that—” Harold stopped as he laid eyes on Tamzen.
“Hello, Harold,” Tamzen said sweetly.
“Tamzen.” His eyes were fixed upon her face. “You look . . .”
“Yes?”
“Very well,” he said quietly.
“Well, that’s perfect. As I aspire to look very well.”
Joss laughed. “Tamzen’s a beauty. That’s exactly what she is, Harold, isn’t she?”
“You’re kind to say so, Joss. I’ll see you Friday.” She kissed her friend’s cheek. “Good afternoon.”
∞∞∞
 
Tamzen enjoyed spending time with Joss as they had done when they were younger, before Ben’s death. She realized that she had spent so much time consumed with her rage and plans for revenge that she had forgotten to be what she really was, a young woman.
The day of Joss’s party was like any other. Rain was in the air, and her mother complained that the dampness would ruin their gowns. Luckily, by the time they set out for the ball the rain had stopped. Their carriage pulled up to the grand London house behind numerous other carriages depositing their passengers. Joss came forward to greet them personally. A quartet played somewhere behind her, and her parents were in the foyer as well, welcoming their quests.
“Oh, Tamzen, you look lovely,” Joss said warmly.
“As do you, Joss. That pink color is perfect for you. You look every inch the lady.”
Joss weaved her arm through Tamzen’s, and together they entered the house. Footmen circled about with trays of champagne as people dressed in colorful silks and satins moved about them. The music floated through the rooms, and Tamzen felt spellbound.
“Already I’ve seen ten men eye you,” Joss whispered.
“That’s nothing at all. I saw twenty staring at you,” Tamzen said.
Joss kissed her cheek. “I’ve missed you dreadfully. I’m so happy you’re here.”
When Joss left her to attend to her duties as hostess, promising to find her later, Harold was immediately standing before her, claiming the first dance. He led her out on the floor proudly looking her over.
“I believe I’m the most enviable man here.”
“You’re exaggerating,” Tamzen said, smiling.
“I am not. You’re a beauty, Tamzen.”
As they moved about the floor, she felt many eyes on her. She was not used to such attention. Aboard the ship, she was valued for her sword skills and fighting tenacity far more than her beauty. And even if they did notice it, the crew would not mention it. Beauty meant little to Flynn and Cesare when they were in combat against a foreign ship for its treasure. But here, in London society, it was all that mattered for a young woman.
“You’ve grown up, Tamzen. It’s a pleasure to see it.”
She smiled, reveling in the pleasure of dancing with someone who had known her as an awkward young girl and now as a matured woman.
“I’ll not monopolize you. Many men wish to dance with you, Mademoiselle.” He bowed to her and was immediately replaced by a young man wearing a three-piece silk suit and a large wig, his face painted white with red rouged lips.
Tamzen didn’t lack for partners that night. One young man with a strong body odor replaced an older man who reeked of tobacco and whose wig was so large she worried it would fall off halfway during the dance. After almost an hour of dancing, she went out onto the terrace. The air was cool and refreshing.
She thought of the sea and longed to be there. She wanted to feel the sway of the ship beneath her feet and marvel at the stars in the sky. She descended into the garden and walked along the row of lanterns, passing a couple returning to the house. The woman’s face was flushed, and the man looked smug. She wondered at that look.
As she rounded a bend in the path, two giggling young women came toward her. The sweet scent of jasmine lingered in the night air as they passed her. She followed the path around another turn, only the lanterns guiding her way. She came upon the center of the garden, where a bench rested beneath a large beech tree. She breathed in the clean air and sighed, knowing she must return to the party.
When she turned, she saw a man standing farther down along the path. She would have to pass him to return to the ball, and that thought was unsettling. Had he been following her? Her heart beat in her chest, but just as suddenly as he had appeared, he disappeared. She shook her head. She had drunk too much champagne. She was behaving like a silly girl.
As she returned to the house, she chided herself. Even if someone did come upon her, she could certainly handle herself. Ikemba had made sure of that. She smiled at the thought.
“May I have the next dance?” a deep voice spoke into her ear.
Barely glancing up at the man, she nodded and he followed her onto the dance floor. As the French Minuet in D Minor by Jean-Baptiste Lully began, she at last looked up into the face of the man who was her dance partner.
He wasn’t wearing a wig as most men did, and he wore no white makeup or rouge upon his face. But his handsome face was well known to her.
“Mademoiselle. We meet again.”
Tamzen felt her world shift as she glanced up into the face of Reece Warrington.
“You—you shouldn’t be here,” she gasped.
“Indeed? I was invited. And you?” Reece asked.
“I’m . . .” she began as he smiled that unnerving smile.
She would give anything to slap that ever-present grin off his face.
As they moved about the floor, she performed the steps she had been taught by the dance teacher her mother had forced upon her several years ago. She was wonderfully relieved she had. The steps were familiar, and she glided about the floor with Reece, who appeared equally confident.
“I wonder what these perfect dandies would think if they saw you aboard the . . . Ursilla,
was it?” he asked when they met and clasped hands, moving in a circle.
Tamzen blushed.
“Especially the garb,” Reece whispered. “I must tell you I prefer the breeches, which show off well your perfect—” he stopped before he completed his sentence.
“I’m not sure which I prefer,” she said in return. “You losing the sword fight before all your men or you on your knees before me.”
She had meant to shame him with that remark, but it didn’t work.
“I lost to a very skilled swordswoman. There’s no shame in that. But you can’t win every time, Mademoiselle.”
“Who’s to say there will be a next time?” she asked.
“There will be a next time. There’s always a next time. The sea isn’t that big.” He grinned.
“You’re little better than a pirate,” she hissed.
“Says the pirate,” he returned, laughing. “I’m curious. Does anyone in your circle of friends and family know what you do?”
Tamzen said nothing.
“I thought not. And your lover?”
Tamzen frowned. “My lover?”
“Young Roberts. He’s an acquaintance of mine. I saw you dancing. He seems taken with you.”
“He’s not taken with me. And I’ve danced with many partners this evening,” Tamzen replied.
“Yes. I’ve watched you.”
Tamzen tensed. “Was that you in the garden?”
“Yes.”
“You were following me?”
“I was curious. I saw you dancing and couldn’t believe you were the same pirate spitfire—”
“Who bested you,” she finished for him.
“Who bested me,” he replied, that ever-present grin on his face.
The minuet was ending, and Tamzen was supremely thankful. “If you’ll excuse me,” she said, separating from him. She found her parents, and Joss joined them with a wide grin on her face.
“That’s quite a conquest,” Joss said.
“Who?” Tamzen asked, confused.
“Don’t you know who that was?” she said even as Tamzen resisted the urge to look back at the privateer. “That’s Reece Warrington. He’ll inherit the viscount title of Lord Holcombe when his father dies. And as the gossip goes, that isn’t far off.”
A lord, Tamzen thought. It mattered little. He was too arrogant for words.
“Gossip also says he’s to marry by the end of the season,” Joss said.
“Poor girl,” Tamzen muttered.
“Poor girl?” Joss laughed. “Tamzen, he’s handsome, wealthy, and titled. What woman wouldn’t want him?”
Tamzen didn’t look back as she thought, Me!
∞∞∞
 
Reece returned to the drinks table and picked up a glass of champagne just as Alexander joined him.
“Who was the beauty you were dancing with?” Alexander asked.
Reece smiled. “You’ll never guess.”
“Hmmm. Let’s see. Perhaps it was the beautiful pirate who bested you on the seas—the one you’ve been dreaming about.”
A rush of the last dream he had of her flashed through his head. Reece and the mysterious pirate entwined together without any clothes. That dream had caused him to soil his sheets, which hadn’t happened in quite some time.
“None other,” he confirmed.
Alexander finished his champagne. “Yes. No doubt her crew is here too, partaking in the refreshments,” he said with a laugh.
“I’m in complete earnest, Lex.”
Alexander laughed and patted his friend on the shoulder before he walked away.
∞∞∞
 
Tamzen was enjoying the refreshments and gossip with Joss when Harold appeared and claimed the next dance.
As they entered the dance floor, he commented, “I saw you dancing with Holcombe.”
“Holcombe?” She frowned.
“Reece Warrington. The eldest son of Lord Holcombe.”
“Oh yes.” She had to remember the privateer had a title. “Him.”
“Be cautious, Tamzen. He has a reputation.”
“A reputation?” she asked innocently.
“With ladies. He’s a scoundrel,” Harold said haltingly.
“He doesn’t concern me in the least. Him or his reputation,” she said as she smiled up at Harold.
∞∞∞
 
Reece watched Tamzen and Harold move together in the Allemande. The dance comprised of much hopping and light steps with little touching between the couple, and for that he was grateful. He remained nonetheless irritated as they moved together as one and Tamzen seemed to be enjoying herself, laughing and smiling at Harold.
Lex had been right. He had dreamed about the little spitfire, and now he wanted nothing more than to take her into his arms and kiss her senseless. It was madness. When the dance ended, he watched the couple leave the floor and exit the French doors that led to the garden. A secret rendezvous? He followed them.
“I was astonished to see you again, Tamzen,” Harold said. “You are so grown up . . . so . . .”
“Yes?” she prompted, smiling.
“So lovely,” he finished. “Joss has always been fond of you.”
“And I her. She’s a dear.”
“I’d like you to be fond of me,” he ventured boldly.
“I am fond of you.”
“Just fond?” he prodded.
Tamzen smiled. “You only asked for fond.”
“Harold?” His mother was calling him, and he turned to Tamzen. “Let’s return inside. I believe you promised me one more dance.”
“You go ahead. I’ll be in directly. I’d like to stay here a while longer.”
“Don’t be too long.” He smiled sweetly.
Left alone, Tamzen smiled and moved farther into the lantern-lit garden and smiled.
“I would never want mere fondness from you.”
She turned to see Reece standing in the darkness.
Her eyes narrowed. “That’s very good because all I could ever manage for you is a form of courtesy.”
“Courtesy?” Reece smiled as he walked toward her. “Really?”
“Yes. And even that is asking for much. I would have gone with civility, but that seems a tad cold.”
“A tad cold and courtesy isn’t much better,” Reece said. “That’s a word used toward servants.”
Tamzen shrugged. “I don’t know you, Mr. Warrington. You’re a stranger to me. Courtesy is a perfect word to use.”
His eyes lingered on her form. She looked away from him.
“You didn’t ask what I would want from you,” he said quietly.
It was her turn to smile. “Because I don’t care. You don’t concern me in the least, Mr. Warrington.”
“Come now, little spitfire. Not even a little bit curious?”
She sighed in irritation. “Very well. What would you want from me?”
He pulled her easily into his arms. “Just this.”
Because she wasn’t expecting it, she didn’t have time to react when he placed his lips on hers. Reece could tell immediately she had no experience with men. That he was the first to kiss her made him reel with satisfaction and supreme pleasure. He pulled her tighter and heard her gasp. When he released her, she stared at him with a mixture of surprise and anger. The slap echoed quietly in the elegant little garden.
He considered himself fortunate no sword lay nearby, or he might have been killed on the spot.
“That was unnecessary,” she said coldly.
“I’d disagree and say it was completely necessary.”
Her lips were pink and plump, and he ached to kiss her again. She seemed to guess his thoughts and took a step back.
“Zen,” he called her by the name he knew her by. The name brought back the hot sun beating down upon the ship’s deck, the salty seas, and their swordplay.
She shook her head but said nothing. He meant to say something kind. Sweet. But he had overstepped his bounds and kissed her when he should not have. He watched as she turned and walked back to the house. He admired the shape of her and ached in more places than just where she had slapped him.




Chapter Six
Tamzen felt her knees weaken as she walked back to the house. The kiss had been unexpected, as were the emotions she experienced in his arms. She licked her lips, hoping to erase his mark on her, but that only reminded her of him again. She had slapped him like a silly schoolgirl when in reality she had wanted to do much more. Skewer him through with her sword? Too dramatic. Ask him to duel? Ridiculous.
“Tamzen! There you are!” Harold said as she entered the French doors.
“I was outside—”
“I claim this dance,” he said, smiling.
As they took their positions on the dance floor, she saw Reece standing next to an older lady, engrossed in conversation but watching her. She deliberately pulled her eyes away from him, determined not to give him a single moment of her attention.
After the dance with Harold, she kept her distance from Reece. She made sure to stay with her family or Joss. When she finally went to retrieve a glass of punch, she saw that the room was empty.
“Why are you avoiding me?” Reece said, coming to stand beside her.
“You may have a title, but you pick and choose when to behave like a gentleman.”
“Should I apologize for earlier? In the garden?”
“Why would you? You wouldn’t mean it.”
“No.” He stared at her lips. “I wouldn’t.”
Joss came upon them. “Monsieur Warrington. We met several years ago. I’m Harold Roberts’s sister.”
“Indeed, Miss Roberts. A pleasure to see you again.” He gallantly kissed her hand.
Unaware of their association, Joss did her duty as hostess. “Allow me to introduce you. Reece Warrington, this is my dear friend Tamzen St. Aubin.”
“A pleasure,” he said coolly as he leaned over and kissed her hand, his lips lingering longer than deemed proper. “Miss St. Aubin.”
Tamzen wanted to snatch her hand back but didn’t. “Monsieur.”
“Excuse me a moment,” Joss said before leaving them alone again.
“Tamzen,” he said as if tasting the name.
“Don’t call me by my first name.”
“Why not?”
“We aren’t that well acquainted. We were only just introduced.”
Reece smiled. “Very true. But I can still taste you on my lips.”
Her eyes widened and her heart thundered. “You can’t speak to me that way.”
“The truth is unpalatable to you?”
“You’re unpalatable to me!” she said lowly.
“Am I?” He looked hurt. “Then I truly do apologize. Let me find some sweet wine, and we can try again in the garden. Perhaps I’ll be more palatable to you this time.” His words were almost a low purr.
Tamzen felt her heart race. She was unused to such bold words and, even worse, such bold actions. “I doubt it,” she said angrily.
His words and their meaning were quite plain. She could fight him with swords and fists, but not with words. He was too quick and had much more practice.
“Ah. This is my dance,” he said before she could refuse, taking her by the hand.
“If this is your revenge for making you look bad in front of your crew and not getting your cargo, then we’re even.”
He looked at her strangely. “I haven’t thought about the cargo since that day.”
She believed him. Those dark eyes always watching her seemed sincere.
“Then let this be our last dance.”
“That is your desire?” His words were low and filled with heat.
“It is.”
“I’m not sure I could grant your wish, Tamzen. Because my own desire at this moment is to never let you go.”
She felt herself grow warm at his words and then angry. She knew from spending time with the crew at sea that this was what men did. Ikemba had warned her. Men teased and taunted to get what they wanted. She would ignore him. The dance would be over soon enough.
∞∞∞
 
When they parted after the dance, Reece returned to where his mother, Olimpia, was seated.
“Who was that, Reece? She’s a beauty.”
“Her name is Tamzen St. Aubin. She’s a great friend of the hostess, Jocelin Roberts.”
“Oh yes. I saw Harold dancing with her as well.”
He nodded.
“She’s not quite in our circle, Reece.”
“No?”
Olimpia looked up. “Ah. Look. Here is Diana.”
He turned to watch Diana Woodley coming toward them. Diana was every inch the lady, a cool blond dressed in pale blue silk with a light blue wig. She was pretty, but he was not intrigued by her. They had grown up together.
“Hello, Reece.”
“Diana.” He smiled.
“We’ve seen so little of you lately,” Diana said.
“I’ve been at sea. It does take up so much of my time.”
“I never did understand your devotion to it,” she admitted.
“It’s a freedom. A sense of liberty.”
“They do say the privateers are no better than pirates.”
Reece grinned. “Perhaps we aren’t.”
“You should come home to stay, Reece. Your mother has so much to deal with.”
Reece eyed the delicate English beauty before him. “Yes. My family is important. But my work, my time spent on the sea—” At that moment, he saw Tamzen enter the dance floor again with Harold by her side. He could still feel her lips and her body pressed against his. He had to shake the thoughts of her away and focus on Diana.
“Yes. My family is important,” he repeated.
“Just your family?” she asked softly.
“My family’s wishes as well. My father has spoken to me of duty.” Reece could not help but seek Tamzen out again. “Familial duties.”
Diana nodded and smiled. “Yes. They are important.”
As Diana began to speak to Olimpia, Reece’s thoughts were on Tamzen. She was from a good family. She was young. She would bear children. If his father wanted him to marry and he had to choose a good woman in London society, then let it be her. That thought, which had suddenly come into his head, seemed fantastical—and yet it also made perfect sense.
∞∞∞
 
Joss and Tamzen walked arm and arm to the foyer. The evening had turned to early morning, and her mother was waiting for her in the carriage. Tamzen had enjoyed the evening, dancing the night away, though her feet would be sore for days to come.
Except for the unwanted attentions of the privateer, the night had been a pleasure. She pushed Reece Warrington from her mind. He was a rude and arrogant man. She decided not to dwell on his kiss in the garden. She would blame it on too much drink.
“You were quite popular.” Joss smiled at her.
“No more than any other lady,” Tamzen said.
“Not true. You managed to secure the attention of Reece Warrington. Quite the accomplishment.”
Tamzen didn’t want to raise her friend’s suspicion. “You’re exaggerating. I thought nothing special of him nor he of me, I’m sure.”
“He danced with you several times.”
“Out of duty, I’m sure.”
“He’s not a man to dance with a lady out of duty,” Joss remarked. “In fact, I recall he doesn’t dance much. Not that he doesn’t dance well; quite the opposite, in fact. I always assumed no lady attracted his attention. Until now.”
Tamzen shook her head. “You’re mistaken, Joss.”
“I’m not. He ran in the same circles as Harold. When I was much younger, I always thought he was the handsomest of men.”
“Did you?” Tamzen asked.
“Yes. But that was long ago. I was a girl. Harold always said that his family was quite insistent. When he marries, and he will probably do so quite soon, he’ll have to marry well. An heiress, a title.”
“Exactly.” Tamzen smiled. “So we’ll speak no more of this. Good night, Joss. It was a lovely evening.”
∞∞∞
 
That night in bed, Reece Warrington was the only thing Tamzen thought of as she lay awake. His lips on hers and his arms holding her tightly to him. She could still feel his hand on her lower back, burning into the silk. She had thought he was attractive when they had first met on board the Ursilla, but now she knew him to be arrogant. He was a man who took what he wanted.
That irritated her. She had been too surprised when he kissed her to act accordingly. A swift kick to the groin would have ended his obnoxious advances. Instead, she had only managed a measly little slap that would have made Ikemba laugh. She must stop thinking about him. She stretched her arms over her head and saw the sun rising through the window. She had danced the night away, and tomorrow was already here.
∞∞∞
 
“Oh, darling!” Joss said, coming into her room and sitting at the foot of her bed. “I’m sorry. I know you’ve had little sleep, but I had to come straightaway. I couldn’t wait to tell you. Lord Wilfred Dunning has asked to pay court to me. He’s spoken to my father. It’s so exciting!”
“Lord Dunning?” Tamzen tried to remember the man.
“Yes. Come, Tamzen. Get dressed. Please! We’ll go to Hyde Park and then take tea at Twining’s.”
Tamzen smiled. “He’ll be lucky to have you. You’re a gem.”
∞∞∞
 
The two friends strolled together in Hyde Park, with Joss all agog about her conquest of Lord Dunning. Tamzen was happy for her friend, and she smiled as Joss prattled on about the first time she had seen him and how she had never thought he would return her affection. They passed several familiar faces from the night before, and they nodded to each other.
As they made a turn in the park, Tamzen saw two men walking toward them. Tamzen immediately recognized Reece and Alexander and cringed. In the light of day, she dreaded seeing Reece’s handsome face. She remembered his lips on hers and the possessive way he had held her.
“Joss, let’s go the other way,” she said quickly, trying to steer her friend.
Joss moved slowly as she was still talking about Lord Dunning and saw the two men walking toward them. She recognized them just as the men saw the two women.
It was too late to retreat, Tamzen realized. They could not turn away without it being deemed a slight.
“Good afternoon,” Reece said as they came upon the ladies. “Miss St. Aubin. Miss Roberts. Ladies, allow me to introduce my good friend Alexander Mayson.”
Tamzen nodded to the man as if he were a stranger, and Joss smiled at them both.
“I did not expect to see you ladies up so early. You just retired a while ago.” His eyes met Tamzen’s.
They fell in step with each other, Reece at Tamzen’s side while Alexander and Joss walked behind them.
“You look especially lovely this afternoon,” Reece said smoothly.
Her heart thudded at the compliment. “The attention of the many men I danced with at the ball must have done me some good,” she said coolly.
“So many men?”
“So many I can’t remember them all,” she said spitefully, trying to wound him for his behavior the previous evening.
“No one stood out at all?”
“Not that I can recall.”
“In the garden? Did no one stand out there?” he pressed.
“Was I in the garden? I don’t think so.” She shook her head.
“I shall make more of an impression next time,” he growled.
Tamzen moved away from him and turned to Joss. “We should be leaving. We have that appointment. We don’t want to be late.”
“What appointment?” Reece asked.
“We’re going to take tea,” Joss supplied, and Tamzen groaned inwardly.
“Tea? A lovely thing for such a cold day,” Reece said, and Alexander nodded.
“You’ll join us, of course?” Joss asked them.
“Joss, I’m sure they have other plans.” Tamzen turned to Reece. “We don’t want to keep you.”
Reece lifted an eyebrow, and she knew he realized she was trying to get rid of them. “By no means. We are at your disposal,” Reece supplied. “Lex?”
“Of course we are, ladies. Entirely at your disposal.”
Tamzen inwardly groaned while Reece and Joss shared a sincere smile.
“We were going to Twinings’ new tea shop on the Strand. Tamzen’s never been,” Joss explained.
“Well, then. A treat for her and for us with your company.”
They took up their walking again as they headed out of the park to secure a carriage. Reece again fell in stride with Tamzen.
“Why did you do that?” Tamzen asked. “You know you don’t want to join us.”
“On the contrary. I do want to—very much.”
Tamzen sighed. “If you must.”
He grinned. “I must.” And then he said, “Cheer up, Miss. St. Aubin. I’ll soon be at sea again and gone from London.”
“That’s no consolation. I’ll be there as well. No doubt you’ll make yourself a nuisance no matter where you are.”
He laughed. “A nuisance? How rude.”
“But I will make certain to stay out of your way,” she added.
“Do,” he said, suddenly serious. “Because the next time I see you, I’ll give you no quarter.”
“Then I hope for your sake your skill with the sword improves.”
He laughed at this. “Since I know no one of your circle knows what you truly do, where exactly do they think you are when you disappear?”
“My business doesn’t concern you, sir. Truly, it doesn’t,” she said coldly.
“What if I would like to make your business my own?”
“What on earth does that mean?”
“You engage in dangerous business. Perhaps you need someone to watch over you.”
“Oh, I see. You should become some sort of guardian of mine?”
“Not exactly.”
“Well, I don’t need a guardian. My parents provide very well, and my grandmother looks after me when I’m in Cornwall.”
“Very well? Enough to allow you to flit about the seas whenever you like.”
Joss and Lex had disappeared into a carriage with room for only one couple, leaving the contrary couple alone to catch the next carriage.
“I don’t flit about the seas,” she bristled. “I’m on important business, which is absolutely no business of yours.”
“I think I should make you my business, Miss St. Aubin,” he said as they entered the carriage which had just arrived.
He gave the driver the address, and the carriage lurched forward.
“What does that mean?” she asked again, exasperated.
“I must find a wife. My parents have made that clear to me, my father in particular. You are of an age. You must marry. Perhaps we can strike a bargain.”
Tamzen stared at him. “You must be mad.”
“Not at all. I’ve no wish to marry now, and it seems you have some grand quest to embark upon. A husband who does not understand you would be a much unwanted figure.”
“You’re quite correct in everything you say. Except for the one fact that seems to escape you,” Tamzen said tartly.
“Which is?”
“I don’t like you.”
“You liked me well enough in the garden.” His voice was low, and in the carriage, alone with him, the conversation was uncomfortable.
“You forced yourself on me,” she said.
“Forced myself?”
“Yes. Forced yourself.”
“I disagree. It may have been unexpected—”
“And unwanted,” she finished.
“Unwanted?”
“Your title doesn’t give you the right to go about forcing yourself on unwilling women.”
He was quiet as he watched her in the dim carriage. “What if I forced you again? Here?”
“Go ahead. I’ve learned much from Ikemba. No doubt my skills were learned for this exact moment.”
Suddenly, he laughed. “No doubt.”
His arrogance was overbearing.
“And this jest of a marriage proposal?” she asked.
“Mere food for thought.” He shrugged. “I must marry. It’s been made clear to me by my father. I think you and I would be perfectly suited.”
The carriage pulled up to the tea shop.
“Perfectly suited?” She smiled. “You’re as delusional as you are arrogant. Please be advised that I have given consideration to your proposal, and the answer is now and will always be no.”
She exited the carriage quickly.
“You seem to get on well with Mr. Warrington,” Joss said as Tamzen joined her.
“I tolerate him, that is all. He’s irritating. I don’t like him.”
“Why ever not?”
“He’s arrogant and too used to getting his own way.”
“Be that as it is, he seems to like you well enough,” Joss concluded.
“Let this be the last time you invite him anywhere with us. Please, Joss.”
“Of course. If you wish.”
∞∞∞
 
Tea was over quickly enough, and Tamzen was relieved. Joss laughed with Alexander over something trivial as Tamzen went outside to wait for the carriage to arrive. Reece followed her. A light rain began to fall as she and Reece waited together.
“You should give it up,” he said softly, eyeing her face.
“Give what up?”
“The sea. Whatever your reason is—it’s dangerous.”
“You know nothing of me, Mr. Warrington. Nothing at all. I will stop when it’s finished—or when I’m dead.”
He looked at her with surprise. “I would hate to see you harmed.”
“I do my best to be prepared,” she told him.
“You can’t prepare for everything,” he said.
“Of course I can’t. But my crew is loyal and trained, and that helps with most things,” she said as a drop of rain fell from the awning and she licked her lips.
He looked briefly away from her as the carriage pulled up before them. Joss entered before her, and he helped Tamzen into the carriage. “Take care, Miss St. Aubin.”
“I always do, Mr. Warrington.”
∞∞∞
 
She attended numerous parties and balls while in London, and she saw Reece often. She made it a point to be civil and agreeable but nothing more. She was also sure to never be alone with him, though he finally caught her outside on the balcony at one supper party.
“We leave for the sea at week’s end,” he told her.
“I wish you a safe journey.”
“And I wish not to see you on the seas. It’s a dangerous place, Tamzen.”
“You know my response,” she said. “We’ve done this already.”
“You’ve been lucky. You’re surrounded by a loyal crew. I saw that. But it’s a dangerous place even for rough men. A woman such as you—”
“I’ll be fine. Please don’t concern yourself,” she said coldly.
“If I were your husband, I would never allow you to do such a reckless thing.”
Tamzen smiled. “I believe I said no to your proposal, did I not? I bid you a good evening.”
∞∞∞
 
Since she had attended many balls and had been a model daughter, her parents were generous and allowed her to return to her “grand tour.”
When she stepped out onto the Cornwall coast, she took in a large breath of the sea air and smiled. This was where she belonged.
“Ikemba,” she said in greeting as she boarded the sloop.
“Blimey!” Flynn said. “We’ve been waiting for you forever, lass.”
“We—I—missed you,” Dodkin said shyly.
“Y tu?” she asked Cesare.
“Mas o menos,” he said.
“Let’s set sail,” she said, smiling.
∞∞∞
 
Later, Ikemba joined her on deck as they watched the sun set into the water.
“What happened in London, Bititi?”
She shrugged, “Nothing.”
“I hear different.”
“Mother is such a gossip.”
“And your grandmother enjoys reading it,” he added.
“I met that privateer in London,” she admitted.
“In London?” he asked in surprise.
“He’s a lord. Or will be. Lord Holcombe, when his father dies.”
“Will he?”
“He will. And he’s arrogant, too consumed with himself—”
“Hmm. Did anything happen?”
“No,” she said too quickly. “He . . .”
“Yes?”
“He kissed me,” she confessed.
“He forced you?” Ikemba’s voice raised a notch.
“No. Not exactly.”
“You welcomed it?”
“It happened quickly.”
“Do not let him toy with you, Bititi.”
“I never would. I hope never to see him again.”
“You both travel the same waters.”
“How has everyone been?” She changed the subject.
“Flynn is cantankerous. Cesare is in love with a dairymaid, and Dodkin moons for you.”
“So, all is well?”
“Appears so.”
“And you, my friend?”
“I am as I always am.”
“Yes, Ikemba. You are.”
“It is good to see you again, Bititi.”
She laid a hand on his shoulder. “And you.”
∞∞∞
 
While she had been gone, her crew had been hard at work trying to discover the location of Algar. They had quizzed other sailors and pirates who came into port, and Cesare had been the one to discover he was in the Bahamas—Nassau, the pirate stronghold.
There was currently no governor in the colony, and it had become a pirate haven, much to the delight of those who sailed the high seas. That Algar might be in Nassau holed up with his unsavory lot was not surprising. But Ikemba was not happy about their new destination.
“We can’t go there, Bititi. It’s a lawless place.”
“It’s very barbaric,” Flynn agreed.
Only Cesare seemed undisturbed. “She can handle herself. She’s taken down several captains. This is nothing different. To them, in Nassau, she’s one of them. Even if she is only a woman,” he added coolly.
“Ikemba, we must,” Tamzen said, her eyes pleading with him.
He began to shake his head but saw the look in her eyes. He knew he could not refuse her. They had come too far to turn back now.
“Set the course, Flynn,” she said with finality.




Chapter Seven
Tamzen had never been to Nassau, but she had heard the stories from Cesare and Flynn, who recalled fond memories of it. Dodkin viewed the city with a mixture of awe and delight as they set the course, and Tamzen truly didn’t know what to expect. Until then, they had kept close to the English coast and had only traveled briefly to France. Now she was entering a land of the unknown, but it was necessary to find Algar, her brother’s possible killer.
As she stepped onto the dock, she saw a multitude of ships of all sizes in the harbor. She noticed immediately the difference in grand buildings coming into view as well as the shanties that dotted the landscape nearby. There was a tavern with women on the upper balconies calling out to the men below.
“There is an inn nearby. We can find lodging there,” Flynn told her.
Tamzen tried not to be overcome by the smells that assaulted her. Urine was strong in the air, as was vomit mixed with the saltiness of the sea. When they entered the inn, she noticed there was a bar downstairs that seemed to serve food and drink. Several rough benches were filled with men who looked worn and ragged, and a woman with bright red hair rushed about serving the men.
Tamzen wanted desperately to head upstairs to her room, undress, and have a bath if possible. She felt tired and sweaty and wanted to be alone after having been on the ship for three weeks. She looked about and saw her crew had evaporated, leaving only Flynn, Cesare, Dodkin, and Ikemba by her side. They took a wooden bench near the back of the room.
“What ho! There she is!” a loud voice bellowed. “The prettiest pirate on the seven seas!”
Tamzen looked up to see Captain Enoch Humphrey framed in the doorway.
“A pleasure, Captain,” she said, smiling.
“The sea air does you well, lass.” He took a seat at their table. “What brings you to Nassau?”
“Business.”
“Ah. Business.” The captain smiled and nodded a greeting to her crew.
As Tamzen sat next to Ikemba, she watched several unsavory characters enter the building. She noticed that several of the men were familiar to her and remembered she had bested them on the seas. They returned her gaze with begrudging respect.
“Perhaps it’s time you should retire to your room,” Ikemba said softly to her.
A fight had already broken out between two men, and she saw the wisdom in his words. As time passed and more alcohol was consumed, the men would become even more rowdy.
“You’ll all be all right?” she asked him.
He nodded. “We’re doubling up.”
She left the men downstairs and took the creaky wooden stairs to the second floor, where all the rooms were. She was longing for her bath. It might take some time for the servants to heat the water and bring it to her, but she would ask for it nonetheless.
As she walked down the long hallway, a door opened and then closed. A man turned toward her, and as he grew closer, her heart sank. It was Reece Warrington. He looked handsome in a dark shirt and breeches.
When he saw her, a cocky grin appeared on his face.
“Hello, spitfire.”
She sighed. “You’re like a bad dream.”
“You dream of me?” His grin grew bigger.
She rolled her eyes. “If you’ll excuse me.” She tried to move past him.
“Are you off to bed?” he asked lowly.
“Not that it’s any of your business, but no. I’m dying for a bath. And if I can get one, that’s what I intend to do.”
“If I may be of any assistance?” he offered.
“No. You most certainly cannot.” She moved past him and felt his eyes on her. She turned back to him, irritated. “What? What is it?”
“Nothing. It’s just that those breeches offer quite the view,” he said, leaving her to glare after him.
∞∞∞
 
Downstairs, Reece saw her crew sitting together drinking. “May I?”
“Suit yourself, privateer,” Flynn said.
He sat down across from Ikemba. “Quite the woman, your mistress.”
Ikemba nodded. “She is.”
“You’ve no idea,” Flynn added.
“She’s lovely,” Dodkin sighed.
Reece looked over at Ikemba. “If you care for her, and I think you do, you should persuade her off this path.”
Ikemba smiled. “Persuade her? Nothing on earth will persuade her. It’s a path she’s been on for years. It must be finished.”
“And her family?” Reece asked.
“They know nothing.”
Reece stared into his ale. “What is she doing here?”
“What she must,” came the cryptic response.
There was a pause. “Did you teach her to fight?”
Ikemba nodded.
“You taught her well,” he said.
“Too well,” he agreed.
∞∞∞
 
Almost two hours later, Tamzen stepped into the wooden tub with relish and relief. It had taken an hour to heat the many buckets of water and have them carried upstairs, but the result was well worth it. She piled her hair on top of her head and sank up to her chin in the warm water. Delicious. She felt less like a barbarian.
When she heard the door open and close, she was shocked to see Reece standing before her. He was dressed simply in breeches and a linen shirt, but his eyes seemed dark and unreadable.
“What are you doing here?” she squeaked as she covered her breasts under the water.
This time, Reece wasn’t grinning. The ever-present lopsided grin that mocked and made fun of life was gone. In its place was a face with a mask of unread emotions. “I’ve had several ales,” was all he said.
“Several ales for what?” she asked, confused.
“To do this. To come here like this,” he admitted.
Tamzen eyed him. “If you knew you needed several ales to come here, then you know you shouldn’t be here.” Her heartbeat quickened as she watched him move toward her.
“I know that.”
“Then you should leave,” she said coldly.
“Tamzen,” he said softly.
“Don’t call me that.”
“What should I call you?” he said, coming ever closer.
“Don’t call me anything, just leave.”
“I’m besotted,” he admitted.
It was Tamzen’s turn for a light smile. “No. You’re arrogant and conceited. I’ll not be one of your conquests.”
“No,” he agreed. “You could never be that. I’m not taking anything from you tonight.”
As usual, she had no idea what he was talking about. “Just my peace of mind.”
He came to stand behind her and then sank to his haunches so they were the same level.
She felt his breath on her neck, and then his fingers replaced his breath.
She shivered. “Go away.”
“I will. Soon enough.”
She waited to see what he would do next, and then she felt his mouth touching her neck. She almost moaned aloud as she closed her eyes. Oh God, she thought. Stop it, she willed him.
“Little spitfire.”
His lips trailed along her neck, and she bit her lip to stop herself from crying out. She realized her hands were clenched in fists under the water, and she relaxed them to touch the sides of the wooden tub. She wondered suddenly if Reece was a warlock. He was spinning a web around them both, and she was weakening.
“Tamzen,” he said hoarsely.
She looked over her shoulder at him.
Taking advantage of it, he took her mouth with his, and his hand drifted down her throat. She felt a shiver and then, realizing what she was doing, she turned her head away and broke the kiss.
“Go,” she whispered. “Please.”
“Aren’t we in another time and place? Not the pirate and the privateer, just a woman and a man?”
She shook her head. “No. This isn’t some paradise lost. We aren’t Adam and Eve alone in the world. We are Reece Warrington and Tamzen St. Aubin. We each have our separate lives.”
He seemed to ponder this.
“And you’re drunk.” She could taste it on his tongue.
“I am.” He nodded. “A little.”
“You won’t remember any of this tomorrow.”
“You’re wrong.” He paused then, said lowly, “Tell me to stay.”
“No.”
Their eyes met, and the silence stretched between them.
“Tell me you want me.”
Her heart pounded in her chest. “I don’t.”
He smiled then. “Liar.”
She hated him. He was a master of words and double meanings, and the desire she felt—she hated it. The desire she felt for Reece reminded her of the weakness she had felt after Ben had died. She had felt insignificant and small. She didn’t like that feeling. She willed him away. She wanted him to retreat and not ask any more questions and never touch her again. She closed her eyes. When she opened her eyes, he was gone. Had it all been a dream? No. She could taste the ale she hadn’t drunk on her tongue.
The water had cooled, but the heat in his eyes, his hands, and his mouth had said it all. He had wanted her. She left the water and pulled on the white shift she wore to bed most nights. She knew that he was in the bedroom next to hers, and the thought was disconcerting.
He was probably sleeping in his bed with only a thin wall separating them. The walls were paper thin and she could hear the moans of a woman coming from the other side of her room, and she grimaced. She settled into bed, and for the first time in a long time, that night she dreamed of Ben.
∞∞∞
 
“Don’t go,” she pleaded.
“Come now, Mouse. Don’t beg me to stay. You know it’s all I’ve ever wanted. To be at sea.”
“What if something should happen to you?”
“What could happen? I’m safe as houses. It’s the Royal Navy.” He grinned.
“Ben!” she cried.
But he went off anyway.
She watched as his magnificent ship set sail off the coast of Cornwall. She was so proud, and her heart soared as she thought of her brother and all that he would accomplish. While the ship was still in sight, it began to sink.
“Oh my God! Ben! Ben!” she screamed in frustration and fear.
Her voice began to grow hoarse and ragged as she cried out and ran back and forth on the coast in a frenzy. She was helpless. It was a nightmare. She could do nothing but watch as the ship sank into the dark waters.
She fell to her knees, her fingers digging into the earth. “Someone help him!” The tears streamed down her face.
She sobbed until she felt her heart breaking, and then the arms came around her, comforting her.
“Shhh. It’s all right. You’re safe.”
“I am, but Ben’s not,” she whimpered.
“Who’s Ben?” the voice asked.
“My world,” she answered.
He smoothed back her hair and kissed her temple. “Sleep. Go back to sleep.”
∞∞∞
 
Reece had left Tamzen’s room out of duty and honor and nothing at all to do with longing. Had she been older and more experienced, he might have tried to seduce her, but as it was, she was too innocent for that.
He had downed several ales to gather the courage to enter her room as she bathed and behaved like a cad when he had done so. But to catch a glimpse of her body had been worth it, and the torment that followed was his penance. He was drifting off to sleep, still thinking of her, when he heard her scream.
He was out the door in a flash and kicked in the locked door, thinking someone was attacking her. He should have known better. Tamzen could fight better than most men he had encountered.
He realized she was in the midst of a nightmare and crossed the room to gather her in his arms. She was shivering, and he tried to console her. When he heard her words, he knew. She had a man she had loved, and he must be gone.
Perhaps they had been promised to marry at a certain time and the time had never come. It made sense. Tamzen was too beautiful to remain unmarried. Jealousy spiraled through him. He must have been quite a man to earn the spitfire’s love.
In her sleep, she clutched at his shirt, and he soothed her hair back from her face.
“Shhh. Tamzen. I’m here.”
She seemed to settle into sleep, and he lay next to her as she curled against him. He stemmed the desire he felt, wanting nothing more than to protect her in that moment.
∞∞∞
 
Tamzen stretched her arms out as the light filtered through the bedroom window. She wanted to sleep and relish the time to herself, but there was work to be done and a killer to find. When she turned on her side, she felt a warm body behind her and instantly tried to remember her surroundings.
She had taken a bath and then gone to bed. She vaguely remembered a nightmare of Ben and then someone soothing her afterward. Yes. She remembered someone touching her hair and kissing her on the head.
As she turned, she saw Reece sleeping beside her. She didn’t have the urge to scream or harm him. Instead she had the strange desire to touch his face, so she did.
Asleep, he wasn’t laughing at her or irritating her, he was calm, quiet. If he awoke now, she would not know what to say to him. The bed was situated in the corner of the room, and she had to climb over him or around him to get out of the bed.
Her shift was tangled about her legs, and as she tried to move, she was caught. She fell against him. Immediately, his hands were holding her arms.
“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to—”
“Don’t be. If this is what you wanted, you only had to ask.”
“I was trying to get out of bed, and my legs got tangled.”
“Don’t lie. You want me.”
That cocky grin again. He moved smoothly, pressing her beneath him.
“I don’t. Get off me.”
“Aren’t you curious why I’m here?” he asked.
“No. I remember. I had a nightmare.”
“I came to your rescue.” He grinned.
“You needn’t have troubled yourself,” she returned. “I don’t need to be rescued.”
“And miss the chance to come to your aid?”
“Release me.”
“Must I? I quite like having you underneath me.”
She looked away and waited until he moved aside.
As she swung her legs over the side of the bed, he laid back. “Who’s Ben?”
“What?” She turned to look at him.
“Ben. You called his name in your sleep.”
“Did I?”
“You did.”
“I haven’t dreamed of him—” She stopped as a new thought occurred to her. “You can help me.”
“I live to serve.”
She ignored him. “I’m looking for a man.”
“Here I am.”
She took a deep breath to stem her annoyance.
“What’s his name?” he asked her seriously.
“Algar Smithson. He’s a pirate. Travels with a violent bunch. He hates the navy.”
He nodded. “I’ve heard of him. And he is violent. Human life has no value to him. And he treats women worse than cattle.”
“Do you know if he’s here? In Nassau?”
“He might be.”
“I need to track him down.”
“I can do what you ask. But there’s a price.”
She groaned. “What more do you want? You’ve kissed me. Seen me naked. Slept with me.”
“Slept with you?” He frowned.
“Yes. What do you call last night?”
He grinned. “Ah. Yes. Slept. What if my price is another night?”
“Another night of sleeping?”
“Another night in your bed.”
“I could find him myself. Without you.”
“You might find him. But I will find him.”
“Very well.”
“Another night?”
“Another night,” she agreed.
“What will you do when I ask for payment?”
“Give you the agreed-upon price.”
He grinned, then became serious. “What will you do once I find Algar?”
“That’s my business.”
“It’s mine as well now. I’d like to know.”
“I want to talk to him. He has information I need.”
“Seems easy enough,” Reece said.
She felt his eyes on her, and she tried not to roll her own as she raised an eyebrow at him. “Are you going?”
“I’m going.” He smiled.
∞∞∞
 
Tamzen sat back down upon the bed. Once she confronted Algar, what would happen? Would he lie about Ben’s death? Would he agree brazenly and say he killed her brother? Was he even the killer? And then what? She could turn him over to the lawful authorities or administer her own form of justice.
She dressed quickly and went downstairs. It was quiet. Most of the men were sleeping off their drink and carousing. Only Flynn and Dodkin sat at a table, where the older man was teaching Dodkin how to cheat at cards.
“You see that, lad?” Flynn was saying proudly. “You can’t even see where it’s hidden!”
“Where is Ikemba?” she asked them.
“He was taking a stroll along the pier, last he told us,” Flynn said.
As she was leaving, she heard Flynn laugh. “Exactly! That’s it!”
She found Ikemba looking out over the water and joined him.
“Bititi.”
“Reece is going to help us find Algar.”
“The privateer,” he mused.
“Yes.”
“Good news, then.”
“I’m unsure,” she admitted.
“About?”
“I’ve come so far. Done so much. Sacrificed so much, Ikemba. Now what?”
“Justice.”
“What is that?” she said, irritated.
“The privateer clouds your judgment, Bititi.”
“He doesn’t,” she said defensively.
Tamzen never liked to argue with Ikemba. He was always calm and collected, and she could never win.
“Do I kill Algar outright? Do I take him to the authorities if he is the killer?” she wondered aloud.
“Whatever you wish.”
“I’m frightened.”
“That is normal.”
“What would you do?”
“Bititi, you are unlike anyone else I have ever known. You say you are frightened. You are not. You are fearless. It is the reason I call you Bititi. It means strong lady. That is you.”
She contemplated his words.
“When we see this man,” he said firmly, “when the time comes, you will know what to do.”




Chapter Eight
The next few days passed by quietly. Reece had disappeared to fulfill his part of the bargain, and she spent the time with her crew, who were getting restless. When Reece returned, he asked to speak to her privately. They went up into his room as the sun was setting.
She noticed his room was immaculate. His clothes were placed away in drawers, and a book lay on the small table by the bed, but she could not see the title. She turned to face him.
“I found him. The man named Algar. He is here in Nassau.”
Tamzen felt a rush of relief and trepidation. She was that much closer to completing the promise she had made to Ben. “Thank you. Where is he?”
“Tamzen, I know you won’t share with me the details of what you intend to do, but let me help you. I don’t want you to do this alone.”
“I’m not alone. I have my crew.”
“Most of them are only interested in coin.”
“Not Ikemba. Or Flynn. They are family.”
“Maybe. But I carry papers from the King. They hold weight.”
“They don’t here. I was told this is a lawless place.”
“It is and it isn’t. I have my ways.”
Tamzen turned from him. She wanted to do this alone. She wanted to confront the man alone. But she wasn’t a foolish woman. She knew she needed some help. She turned back to Reece.
“What do you suggest?”
“I only found out that he was here on the island at a nearby tavern. I know nothing more than that. But I can get close to him and perhaps find the information you seek.”
She wondered about the man before her. She had let few people close to her. Fewer still who knew the truth about her pirate life. Merry, who kept her mouth shut out of duty, and Ikemba because he cared for her and she for him. Everyone else was bought, as Reece had said.
“I need you to find out if something happened four years ago,” she said quickly.
“Four years ago?”
“Yes. There was a man, my—”
“Ben.”
“Yes. Ben.” She smiled, though it was tinged with sadness.
“What happened four years ago?” he asked.
“Four years ago, Ben was in the Royal Navy. He was killed at sea. I know very little about the actual event. But I have managed to piece together that he was killed by a pirate, and possibly this man named Algar. But I know nothing for certain.”
“If I find out the truth—”
“I need to know. I need to know if he’s the man who killed Ben.”
“And then what?” he asked.
“I’m not sure,” she admitted. “I’ve waited so long for this moment. Now that it might be here, I’m not sure.”
Reece nodded. “I’ll glean the information you seek.”
“Thank you.”
“You loved this Ben?” he asked suddenly.
“Very much so.”
“He was your world.”
Tamzen startled. “Why do you say that?”
“When I came to you the night you had a nightmare. You said his name, and I asked who he was. That’s what you said. You said he was your world.”
Tamzen smiled then. “Yes. He was.”
Reece nodded. “I’ll do as you ask.”
“With payment of one night?” she asked, almost smiling.
Reece shook his head. “No. There’s no payment, Tamzen. If this man killed another man, then there must be justice. That’s the right thing to do.”
“So, the privateer is all business now?” she asked lightly.
“All business, Miss St. Aubin.”
“I think I like the privateer who teases better. This ‘all business’ is so staid.”
“I will be whatever you like, Tamzen.” He said huskily.
“Your help is what I’d like.”
“Of course. And help is exactly what I will provide.”
She looked at him intently. “You’ll be . . .”
“Yes?”
“You’ll be safe. And careful,” she said.
He grinned, and she almost rolled her eyes. “You’re concerned for me?”
“I am. Of course I am. I’m dragging you into a dangerous situation. You could be harmed.”
“Miss St. Aubin, though you bested me with the sword, I am still quite capable. And you are not dragging me into anything, I offered. I will take the utmost care of my person. Especially since I now know that you care for me.”
Tamzen blushed. “I don’t!”
“You don’t?”
“No.”
“You told me a moment ago to be careful. Is that not caring? It contains the word ‘care.’”
“I care for your safety. As you are making inquiries on my behalf.”
“You care for my safety?” he repeated.
“Yes.”
“Then you care for me.”
“I don’t.”
“You don’t care for me?”
“No. I mean yes.”
He grinned. That flashing smile and those white teeth were so annoying. She smacked his arm, and he grabbed her hand, pulling her against him.
“Just say the words, Tamzen. Tell me sweetly. Tell me you care for me.”
“I care for your safety. Other than that, you are annoying, conceited, and in fact sometimes it’s all I can do not to knock that grin off your face.”
He held her tightly against him. “You would be one of the few women I know that could knock it off my face.”
“But then you don’t know me.”
“I don’t know you that well, but what I do know, I like very much.”
“I wish I could return the compliment. However, I can’t. In response, I can only say, release me and let us return downstairs.”
“One day, Tamzen.”
“One day?” she asked.
He kissed her mouth swiftly and then released her.
She joined her men downstairs, and ten minutes later Reece exited the tavern with a small bag. Her instinct was to follow him and bid him to be safe and return soon, but she did nothing. Instead, she turned her attention to the men around her. Cesare and Dodkin were playing cards with Dodkin’s newly acquired cheating skills, and Ikemba had been watching her while she had been watching Reece.
“He’s gone to join Algar’s men,” she told him.
“Has he?”
“For me. He said he wanted to help.”
“A strange sort of wooing,” he said in return.
“It’s nothing of the sort. He wanted to help, Ikemba.”
“He is from your place and of your people.”
“He is to be a viscount when his father dies. It’s nothing to do with me.”
“Perhaps that is what he says. But perhaps the way he looks at you says much more.”
“How does he look at me?” she asked before she could stop herself.
“As the lion looks at the antelope.”
She blushed.
“I will protect you as my own daughter, Bititi. I will not let him dishonor you.”
“He hasn’t. He wouldn’t,” she said quickly.
“He would. Given the chance. His eyes are filled with desire for you. It is plain enough.”
“I don’t wish it.”
“You are young. You have no experience with men. They can be charming. Disarming. To get what they want.”
She looked around and saw that no one was nearby to hear them. She lowered her voice. “What does he want?”
“To lay with you.”
Tamzen shook her head. “But he has already done that.”
“What?” Ikemba thundered. “I will call him out. He will not get away with such an act. Dishonoring the house of St. Aubin.”
“But, Ikemba! I don’t understand. I have done the same with you and Flynn.”
“What? What are you speaking of? Explain.”
“That night when we were at sea. It was so balmy and hot. We all slept in pallets under the moon on deck. You, me, Flynn. Even Dodkin and Cesare were there. We all slept side by side.”
“I remember. And?” he pressed her.
“That is what Reece and I did. I was having a nightmare. He came to my room to comfort me. He stayed beside me all night. He slept beside me.”
Ikemba was still, and then he smiled. “Yes, Bititi. You slept side by side with the man. I understand now.”
“I have done nothing wrong.” It was more of a question than a statement.
“No. No harm is done.”
She smiled. “No.”
He nodded. “We must wait until the privateer returns. He will discover the truth for us.”
“I know he will. And I hope, for his sake, he remains safe.”
∞∞∞
 
Reece cast a look back at the tavern. He knew he was more than besotted with her. He was infatuated. Before now, women were not something he had given much thought to. He had his share of them and had a mistress for several years. They were delightful and beguiling and time spent with them was often a pleasure, but he had no desire to marry. But Tamzen tugged at something deep inside him.
It wasn’t just that she was innocent, it was everything he knew about her. He had never met another person like her. She seemed fearless and courageous, and she was lovely. She was fiercely loyal to those she cared for, and she had a strength that was impressive. He wanted her, and he wanted to help her.
He had been around seedy people before, especially since joining the seas as a privateer. But this particular pirate was known to be cruel and rough. As a slaver, he dealt in human cargo, which was a distasteful practice but perfectly legal in Britain.
It took a particular type of man to move human beings around as though they were chattel, and Algar’s men did it with ease. He knew they were holed up in one particular tavern on the edge of town, so dressing down and carrying little with him, he set out to take a room at the place and see what he might overhear.
Entering the tavern, he saw the barmaid showing more breast than normal to earn more coin and doubtless even more coin on her back. The men were rowdy and loud, and he saw Algar sitting alone at a table, his back to the wall, his eyes facing the door. He had come into contact with Algar’s crew once on the high seas, so his face was known to the man. But slavery was an accepted practice by the Crown, and very profitable, so Reece had had no reason to board Algar’s slave ship.
“Algar.” He nodded at the man.
Algar had red hair, cold blue eyes, and the look of a Scotsman about him, though he was English born and bred in Limehouse.
“Warrington. On the King’s business?” Algar asked.
“Indeed, no. I’m here alone.”
“Good. The King has no business where pirates are concerned.”
“I agree—partly. Certainly no business with English gents.”
“Right!” Algar appeared a bit drunk, and Reece wanted to use that to his advantage.
“I’ll buy you a drink.”
Algar smiled. “Be my guest. Wench!” he cried out.
The barmaid came back carrying two large glasses of ale, and Algar reached out to pinch her bottom. She moved away quickly.
“Where are you headed?” Reece asked him.
“Where the wind takes us. There is no place that calls me but the sweet sea.”
“Agreed.”
“And you?” Algar asked. “King’s man? Where do you journey to?”
“No destination in particular.” He shrugged nonchalantly.
Algar took a long sip of his drink and slammed his fist down upon the table. “You should join us!”
Reece smiled. “I just might.”
“You should! We are all free men. So different from those black devils I transport. They are soulless, I tell you. You can’t even look them in the eyes. They have dead eyes,” he said, slamming back his drink.
Reece had no wish to bandy words about the Negroes. The man was drunk and arguing the point would be useless. He changed the subject.
“The barmaid is pretty enough.”
Algar scowled and then smiled. “Aye. She is. I had her last night for a small amount of coin. Do you want her? It will be my gift to you.”
“No. She’s not my type.”
“Is there a type, man? A woman is a woman.”
Reece smiled. “When all candles be out, all cats be gray.”
“Exactly.” Algar grinned.
Reece watched the buxom barmaid serve the other men in the room as Algar eyed her intently.
Reece turned his attention back to Algar, who was back to scowling.
“The seas are being fouled up! Listen to this, King’s man. I hear talk of a woman aboard one ship. Flynn’s ship, no less!”
Reece steeled his face to reveal nothing. “A woman? Surely not.”
“Aye. Disgusting. Women have no place aboard a ship. It’s against everything we stand for. This is a man’s world. The sea.” He looked out into the tavern, but his eyes seemed to be far away.
“Perhaps they have a small role, no?” Reece said, his smile telling and amused.
“What?” the man said, and then he caught the joke. “Aye, they do! But not aboard the sea or any man’s ship. It’s an abomination.”
Reece nodded, though he could tell the man was deep in his cups.
“Women have their place, right they do,” he said, stroking his chin, “but not on the sea. I’ve a mind to speak to Flynn. The man is mad. It’s an absolute. No women!”
“Maybe she’s his daughter,” Reece said.
Algar looked across at him. “Daughter? I’ve not heard Flynn had a daughter.”
Reece grinned and quoted Shakespeare. “Is mother fair, there was good sport at his making and the whoreson must be acknowledged.”
Algar looked confused. “What say you?”
Reece smiled. “Bastards. We all have them,” he shrugged. “We may not know of them. But good sport in making them.”
Algar grinned. “Aye! Good sport indeed.” He eyed the barmaid hungrily. “True enough, King’s man. Bastards abound.”
Reece watched Algar stumble over to the barmaid and whisper something in her ear. She looked annoyed and irritated, but she nodded just the same.
He felt soiled from his conversation with Algar and knew the man was a lecher and a woman hater. He was also a slaver, which was worse still, but was the man Ben’s killer? He didn’t know.




Chapter Nine
As night fell, he saw the unsavory men of the tavern being led upstairs and outside by the prostitutes who called the island home, and he knew it was time to leave. He glanced down an alleyway and saw Algar had the barmaid against a wall, pumping away between her thighs, and he longed to be away from this place.
He was a man and was no stranger to the touch of a woman, but there was something sad and pathetic in the people that surrounded Algar. They seemed on edge and desperate. He walked to the tavern where Tamzen’s crew was staying and made it in under an hour.
He found himself longing to see Tamzen’s sweet face and gaze into her hazel eyes. When he rounded upon the tavern, he saw several of her crew outside smoking and playing cards. She was not among them.
“Where is your mistress?” he asked Dodkin.
Dodkin eyed Reece and then answered. “She’s upstairs with her maid. Merry said they had to take care of something most urgently.”
Reece took the steps of the tavern two at a time, and outside her room he heard their voices.
“I’ve mixed it myself, Miss, and we’ll wait no longer.”
“I hate this. It takes forever,” Tamzen complained.
“Nonsense. I’ve used rosemary water, mint, thyme, and willow root. Come now.”
Without knocking, Reece walked in. He saw Tamzen wearing a white shift and her maid pouring water over her hair.
“Sir! Do you know how to knock? My mistress needs her hair washed today,” her maid said indignantly.
Tamzen allowed the concoction to be massaged into her hair and then wrapped her head in linen. She nodded, and the maid left in a huff while Reece stayed behind.
“Yes? What do you need that requires you entering my bedroom without invitation?”
He took in the sight of her white shift and turbaned head and smiled. “As I recall, this is not my first time in your bedroom.”
“No, it’s not. And all times before it was uninvited, as it is now.”
He couldn’t recall what was so urgent that he had barged in to see her. Something Algar had said? No. The man was a cretin and a drunkard. Something he had learned? No. Then he realized that there hadn’t been anything. He had just wanted to see her, and that unnerved him.
“Yes?” she prompted.
His mind raced. “I’ve come from Algar’s tavern.”
“You have?” Tamzen’s eyes were bright with excitement as she looked at Reece. “Have you learned anything new?” she said, taking a step toward him.
“No,” he said, and her face fell.
“Then what?” She looked disappointed.
“I wanted to see you.”
“For what purpose?”
“To let you know. That I have been with him. That I will find what you need.”
“Of course you will. I’ve no doubt.” She looked away for a moment. “I had hoped for something more.”
He paused before speaking. “You should return to Cornwall, Tamzen. As a privateer, I can mete out the justice required if he is the killer.”
“Impossible,” she scoffed.
“This has become too dangerous for you. You must see that.”
“Of course I don’t see that. This is what I have been training for, living for, for years,” Tamzen said, her breasts heaving as she stood before Reece.
The water from the wash had caused the front of the shift to become damp, and he could see her breasts through the material. He tried not to focus on them.
He shook his head. “It’s too dangerous now. Algar, if he is your man, is a monster. He’s a slaver, and on top of everything else, he’s heard of you.”
“He’s heard of me?” she asked softly.
“Yes. He hates the thought of women at sea at all, much less captaining a ship. He even mentioned speaking to Flynn about you.”
“You two were quite cozy,” Tamzen sniffed.
Reece grabbed her arms and jerked her to him. “I’m serious. This is serious. He knows about you. He knows you command a ship. It’s not to be made light of. I always wondered why you were at sea; when I discovered why, I thought it admirable. Now I think you are insane. These are hardened men. Dangerous men. And you are a young woman out of your depth, no matter what that African has taught you.”
“His name is Ikemba.”
“Tamzen, let me deal with this. I’ll see justice is served. I won’t let you down. You have my word.”
“Let go of me.”
“Give me your word this will end.”
“And then I do what? Go back to life in London? Knowing that I failed in the one thing I promised myself to do?”
“It’s not a matter of failure.” His voice was soft but filled with passion. “It’s a matter of safety. Your safety,” he breathed out the last word and clasped her to him, his mouth touching her temple. “Don’t you see? It’s your safety that’s all I give a damn about.”
Tamzen tried to press away from him. The cloth fell from her head, and her wet hair streamed down her back.
“Is this worth your life? Is it?” He pulled back to stare into her eyes.
“Yes. It is. It’s worth that.”
“You must have loved him very much.”
“To the end of the world and back.” She absently touched her necklace.
“What is that?”
“A gift. I never remove it. It’s all that I have left.”
“Would he want this? This vendetta? This vengeance? Revenge for his life with your own?”
“You’re so very certain it will end like that.”
“I know these men.” He shook his head. “They are barely that. More like animals. And Algar is a worthless creature.”
“My path must be finished. I’ve come too far now. There’s no going back.”
Reece felt a flash of horror at the thought of losing her. It seized him with a quickness and intensity that stunned him.
“I suppose this is the course you’re set on.”
“It is.”
“Nothing I say can change that?”
“No, Reece. Nothing you can say will change what I must do.”
∞∞∞
 
But rather than delve farther into the justice she was so determined to mete out, she was recalled once more to London. She knew that she was close, very close, to finding out the truth about Algar Smithson and his knowledge of Ben’s death, but she also knew her family expected her to return to London. They would find it strange indeed if she was urged to return home for a wedding and did not. The retribution she longed to inflict upon her brother’s killer must wait. It had been several years since his death, she could wait a little bit more, she reasoned with herself.
The letter that recalled her was obtained when the Ursilla came into contact with another ship that was transporting mail across the sea. Tamzen felt inordinately pleased that they were able to deliver several items of correspondence to them. Cesar knew the captain of the ship well, and the two chatted like lost friends.
The three letters addressed to her were from her mother, her grandmother, and Joss. All stated the same thing: Joss was to be married, and she must return home for the wedding. She was to be maid of honor.
Tamzen packed her trunk and readied to return to England. She stretched her arms over her head and looked outside the window at the sea. She felt its pull, as always, and left her room to walk along the pier. Enjoying the peaceful moment, she sat and placed her feet in the water. She was sitting on the pier with her feet dangling in the water when Reece joined her.
“I understand from your crew that you are to return home. I’m to return as well,” he told her quietly as they took in the beauty of the sky. “My father is ill. My mother is concerned this might be the end for him.”
Tamzen turned to him sharply and laid a hand upon his shoulder. “I’m sorry.”
He nodded, and she withdrew her hand.
“Joss is to marry,” she told him. “I’m to be her maid of honor. That’s the reason I’m to return home.”
“You see? The world continues without us.” He smiled.
“Yes. It does.”
“I’m indebted to your friend Miss Roberts. It’s more time that you will be safe and kept from harm.”
“You sound like Ikemba,” she chided.
“He cares for your safety. As anyone who cares for you would.”
She said nothing as this conversation had been done before.
“I will most likely see you in London at the wedding,” he ventured. “Lord Dunning, Miss Roberts’s intended, is a friend of mine.”
“A small world.”
“Our parting is temporary,” he told her.
“Yes.”
“And when it concerns you, Miss St. Aubin, parting is such sweet sorrow,” he quoted.
∞∞∞
 
He watched her walk away and returned his gaze to the sea. He didn’t hear the footsteps of anyone approaching until his name was spoken.
“Warrington.”
“Ikemba.” He nodded at the man who stood next to him.
“She is a woman of good name and repute. I will not allow her to be sullied.”
Reece knew where he was going. “Nor I. You’ve no cause to think otherwise.”
“Except I see the way you look at her.”
Reece didn’t deny it. “Do we not both admire the beauty of the sunset? A piece of art?”
“The sunset and art cannot be had the way a woman can. And this particular woman has many who will never allow her to be harmed.”
Reece turned to Ikemba. “I would never harm her. I desire Tamzen. I cannot lie. But I would never harm her.”
“Perhaps not intentionally,” Ikemba noted softly.
“No, Ikemba. I will not harm her.”
Ikemba nodded and was gone as quietly as he had appeared.
∞∞∞
 
Olimpia was seated beside her husband’s bed as Reece walked into the room. He kissed his mother upon the cheek and then watched as she grasped a handkerchief to her face and motioned to her frail husband lying in bed.
“Look at him,” she said in a whispered voice. “Look!” She stressed the word.
Reece did look, and what he saw was shocking. His father’s face had a gray pallor to it, and his cheeks were sunken in. He realized with a start that his father was dying.
Pierce opened his eyes and blinked twice. He coughed and then looked at his son. “It’s about time you graced us with your presence.”
“Father . . .” Reece began.
“Have you made up your mind?” his father demanded.
“About?” Reece asked.
“Your bride. Your choice of bride. I want you married in two months’ time,” he said.
“Father—”
“Diana is a perfect choice. Breeding, stamina, looks . . .”
“Sounds like a horse,” returned Reece.
“She’s the perfect choice, damn you!” He coughed.
“She’s your choice,” Reece said coldly.
Pierce looked at his wife and then his son. “I’m dying, Reece.”
Olimpia cried out, and Reece looked back at his father.
“I want you settled before that happens. Speak to Diana. If she’s not to your liking, find one who is. Then get married. This is a command.”
Reece looked across at his father. “I’ll speak to her.”
A coughing fit overtook him as Reece left the room. Downstairs, he poured himself a drink and was joined by his mother.
“You can be so cruel, Reece. You know that?”
“How so?”
“He wants so little from you. He wants you settled. That’s all.”
“So little? It’s marriage, Mother. For life. That’s quite a big deal.”
“Meet with Diana. Talk to her. She’s everything you need. You’ll see.”
“Very well. I shall.”
“Thank you,” his mother said, relieved.
Reece took the stairs to his bedroom and closed the door. He was ashamed of himself. He had thought it a ruse to get him back to London, but he knew his father was dying. He had never been close to him, and he enjoyed being at sea and away from it all, but he owed it to his family and himself. He must wed. He must do as all the men before him had done; wed and produce an heir. His family’s choice was Diana, so he sat at his desk and wrote a note to her. He asked that she meet him at Twinings for tea and sent the note by footman.
He received a reply that she would be there at the agreed-upon time. He was angry at himself for allowing his feelings to cloud his judgment when he should have been focused on duty. On some level, his father was right. His mind might be clouded with thoughts of Tamzen, but duty must be fulfilled. Diana was his duty.
He dressed carefully the next morning with the help of his valet. It was yet another thing he did not miss at sea. The need to dress for style, class and elegance. He preferred breeches, a shirt and sturdy boots.
Now he dressed in a woolen suit complete with breeches, jacket, and shoes with a heel. He preferred wool over silk, which shocked his parents, and did not like brocade or velvet in the least. He admired the cut of the jacket and set out for his appointment with Diana.
She arrived exactly on time. She was wearing a light pink gown to complement her ash-blond hair.
“Mr. Warrington,” she said formally.
“Come, Diana. We have known each other since childhood.” He tried to put her at ease.
“We have,” she said, looking about the tea shop.
“Is something wrong? Do you not like the place?” he asked.
“No. It isn’t that,” she replied. “I was just surprised at the many men and women here together. I’m not used to it. I don’t venture out often. Mother only allowed me out without a chaperone today because it’s you.”
He smiled. “I’m pleased she did. I wanted the chance to speak with you alone.”
She smiled at him, and he willed himself to relax. He knew this must be done, but he also felt a keen sense of desperation with his father’s impending illness and death.
“I have been thinking for some time about my future Diana. What that entails. I know that my family has always liked you—”
“And I them.” She smiled.
“Exactly so. And I’d like to spend some time getting to know you as we are now. As adults.”
“I’d like that.”
Their tea was served, and he watched her add sugar to the brew before she took up the cup and saucer.
“Maybe tell me something that you like to do. In your spare time,” he said.
“I embroider. I enjoy that very much. And I spend time with my mother,” she told him. “Is that what you’d like to know?”
“Yes. That’s fine. Do you read?” he wondered.
“I enjoy reading very much.”
He smiled. “What do you read?”
“The Bible. My mother and I take certain scriptures to read them aloud and discuss them.”
“Admirable.” He cleared his throat and looked down at their empty cups. “Perhaps we could take a carriage ride and walk about Hyde Park. Would that interest you?”
“Would it be proper? Without a chaperone? I don’t want to anger my mother.”
“I’m sure it would be fine.” He smiled then and said, “And if you think it would anger your mother, simply don’t tell her.”
Diana’s face became quite serious. “I could never do that. I tell her everything. She’s my dearest confidante.”
Reece nodded. “Well, as you said. She didn’t mind our meeting. I’m sure she would not object to a short carriage ride. Shall we?”
The carriage ride was indeed short, and soon they were strolling together in Hyde Park, admiring the trees and the green lawns. Other couples passed them by, and they nodded to each other. He noticed that Diana carried herself very well but spoke little. He knew this was her way. She was a quiet and reserved woman and had been so even as a child.
“You may ask me anything you wish to know, Diana, as we are to get acquainted. Though we have known each other since we were children, as an adult it’s different. Maybe my time spent at university or the sea—”
“Yes. The sea.” She was quick to speak up.
“Ask away.” He smiled.
“When you resume your duties to your family, the sea will be given up won’t it? I only ask because it seems quite dangerous.”
He was unsure how to answer her. At first glance, someone who was to inherit title and rank would have no need to sail the seas as a privateer, earning fortune and glory. But that was not it at all. How could he explain to this cosseted young woman that his reason for being on the sea was the same as breathing. He felt alive. He felt free. He felt as if the sea underneath the ship was his home.
Suddenly, he heard a woman’s laugh, and he turned his head at the sound. Coming toward them were two women and a man. The man was in between the two women but leaning toward the brunette, who was laughing. The woman was Tamzen, and beside her were Jocelin and Harold Roberts.
They seemed cozy and at ease with each other, and when Tamzen looked up and saw Reece, she gave a start.
“Hello,” he spoke first as they came to stand before each other.
Everyone said their hellos and Reece introduced Diana to the threesome. “Diana Woodley, allow me to introduce Miss St. Aubin, Mr. Roberts, and his sister, Miss Roberts. Everyone, Miss Woodley, a family friend.”
They all greeted her and stood in a circle.
“What brings you to Hyde Park?” Reece asked Tamzen.
“We were looking at hats and gloves for Joss’s trousseau and stumbled upon Harold. He suggested we take the air. And you?”
“We were taking tea at Twinings.”
“Oh yes?” She smiled. “Did you like it, Miss Woodley? I’ve just been lately myself.”
Reece listened to the two women speak and marveled again at Tamzen’s beauty. She looked radiant in a lilac-colored gown with a fur muff keeping her hands warm. She had a dazzling smile and seemed to radiate life. He turned to see Harold was also not immune to her charms. His gaze was filled with hunger, and he wondered if that’s how he looked at her and why she always seemed to keep him at a distance.
“Miss Roberts, please allow me to offer you my congratulations on your upcoming nuptials,” Reece said formally.
“Thank you. And I was sorry to hear your father is ill. Your mother wrote us after we sent her the invitation.”
“Your father is ill?” Diana asked Reece. “You didn’t tell me.”
“I didn’t have a chance. But yes, he is.”
“I’m sorry, Reece,” she said, touching his shoulder and then letting her hand slide along his arm in a possessive gesture.
“We’re having a supper tomorrow. A small affair. Join us if you’d like,” Miss Roberts told Reece. “Both of you, please.”
“I’d like nothing more,” Reece accepted, wanting very much to ask if Tamzen would be there as well, but he did not.
“I’ll have to check with my mother,” Diana said, smiling. “She keeps our appointment diary. But thank you.”
“Where are you all headed now?” Reece asked politely.
“I should head back. My mother will be worried,” Diana told him.
“Of course. I’m sorry.” He turned to her.
“We thought we might head to the Theatre Royal in Drury Lane this evening. You’re welcome to join us,” Miss Roberts added.
“Thank you. Until this evening.” He turned back to escort Diana home.
∞∞∞
 
Seated beside Reece, Diana sat quietly, eyeing him before she spoke.
“You needn’t have accepted their offer of the theater tonight. It’s, well . . .”
“Yes?” he prompted.
“They’re not our sort of people. Mother says breeding is most important. Blood will out.”
“I don’t like snobbery, Diana, and the theater takes one’s mind off things,” he said as they pulled up to her town house.
“I daresay. Good night, then.”
“Good night.”




Chapter Ten
Tamzen tugged at her gloves and gave herself a stern glance in the looking glass. She was wearing a rose-colored gown with a square bodice. Her mother had proclaimed her “charming” when she had been fitted for the frock.
Unfortunately, she received a note from Joss. Her friend had a headache, so she and Harold would not be attending the play. Tamzen was not put out. She enjoyed the theater and would do so even if she was the third wheel between Reece and Diana.
She had arrived early and was waiting for them inside the theater. The production of Romeo and Juliet was a popular feature, and she watched as numerous couples walked past her to take their seats.
A light rain had begun to fall, and she wondered if it might deter the couple from coming at all. She would not mind attending the play alone and resigned herself to doing just that. She turned toward the theater and was about to find her seat when she heard her name called.
She turned to see Reece in elegant dress sans a wig and powdered face. He looked dashing and so debonair that she smiled.
“You look very well,” she said suddenly.
“I return the compliment, Mademoiselle.”
“Where is Miss Woodley?” she asked.
“Alas, she will not be joining us.”
Tamzen nodded. “I see.”
“And the Roberts?” He looked about.
“Joss is indisposed. And Harold had other plans.”
“His loss is my gain.”
“You’re quite different here,” she remarked.
“Different. You mean charming? Engaging?”
She smiled. “Just different. You’re so well attired,” she admitted.
“Well, it is the theater. Shall we?” He swept his hand for her to proceed him.
They settled into the box that was kept by the Roberts for most performances. It was a large private box with a close view of the stage below.
“Do you attend the theater often?” he asked.
“Sometimes. It depends on what is playing. Mother doesn’t approve. She thinks it’s common.”
“She would not approve of you and I being alone.”
“No.” Tamzen looked down at her gloves. “She would not.”
“Would you prefer we leave? I don’t want you to be uncomfortable.”
Tamzen shook her head. “Think of all the things you and I have done that my mother would not approve of. Taking in a play is the least of them.”
“Quite so.”
“Besides. The curtain is going up.”
∞∞∞
 
In the third act, when Tybalt killed Mercutio, and then Romeo killed Tybalt, Tamzen became so entranced that she caught Reece’s hand in hers and held it tightly in her lap.
Reece could feel the warm flesh of her thigh underneath his hand, and he could hardly concentrate on the stage as he was too busy trying so hard not to do something he would regret. He ached to press his hand between her thighs, even if silk separated them.
“Sorry,” she whispered, letting go of his hand as the scene changed.
When the young couple awoke from their wedding night, he could see Tamzen blush in the darkened theater. When it was all over, there were tears on her cheeks as they walked outside to find a carriage.
“Don’t cry. It’s only a play,” he teased.
“I was very touched by it.”
“Yes. I recall you squeezing my hand so hard I couldn’t feel a thing!”
“Liar!” She laughed at him as they entered the street, where a light rain was falling down.
He captured her hand in his and pulled her to an awaiting carriage so they were both out of the rain. Suddenly, without provocation, he moved to sit beside her, and as the carriage began moving forward, he took her into his arms.
Her mouth was warm against his, and he deepened the kiss until he heard her moan lightly. His fingers were in her hair, and all the pent-up emotions he held close to him were there on the surface, breaking through.
She pressed a hand on his chest. “Please.”
He pulled back. “Tamzen, I—”
“You don’t need to say anything, Reece. I know what this is about.”
“You do?” he asked, puzzled.
“Yes. Your father. He’s ill. You’re confused. You aren’t thinking clearly.”
“That’s what you think?”
“It’s natural. I understand.”
“Do you?”
“Yes. You are a man of principle and integrity. I think it’s the same reason you became a privateer instead of a—”
“Instead of a pirate?” he finished for her.
“Yes. Though I am, it’s for different reasons . . .”
“I know your reasons. I would also add you aren’t the average pirate.”
He settled back into the carriage seat and looked at her. “My father is ill, Tamzen. He’s dying. I’ve seen the look of death at sea. I see it on my father now.”
“I am sorry for it. Truly, I am.”
“I’ve spoken with him. When I first came back. I must marry. I see it now. It’s my duty. To my family now, to the family I’ll have.”
“I understand. That’s why you’re to marry Diana,” she said quietly.
He looked away and out of the window. He watched as the streets passed by. It was late, and there were few people about. Could he marry Diana? It was a good match. Pedigreed, quiet, unassuming Diana. She would never argue. Never disagree. She would be beside him. Always. Until death parted them. But could he live a lifetime without any fire? Without true passion? Without love?
He turned to her as the carriage was pulling to a stop in front of her family’s town house.
“Good night, Reece.” She touched his knee and then was out the door.
He was stunned. He realized then and there, in a darkened carriage with the rain falling down upon it, that he was in love. He could never marry Diana or any other woman knowing how he felt about Tamzen. But he also knew that she didn’t love him. She was young, brash, intelligent, and set on a course of disaster. He would have to overcome many obstacles to win the heart of Tamzen St. Aubin. But win her heart was exactly what he must do.
∞∞∞
 
“Dearest, how was the play?” Clarimond asked as she sat reading in the front parlor.
“It was very lovely. Romeo and Juliet. Most touching.”
“And Jocelin? Is she excited about her upcoming wedding?”
“Yes—yes. She is. She’s invited me to a supper tomorrow evening. I assumed you’d agree and let me attend. I said as much.”
Clarimond smiled. “Of course, my darling. I’m so pleased you’re taking your place in society. I must say when your grandmother mentioned the grand tour, I thought it a horrible idea. But now I see it’s quite gotten you out of your shell. You’re blooming.”
“I’m not.” Tamzen blushed.
“You are. Soon enough we’ll be planning your wedding.” Her mother smiled.
“Well, I don’t—”
“I’ve seen the way Harold Roberts looks at you. He would be a catch.”
“He’s kind enough. But there’s been no talk of that.”
Clarimond smiled. “When the time is right, let the man come to you. He’ll talk enough then.”
Tamzen lay in her bed for hours thinking about her mother’s words. She knew Harold liked her; it was plain enough. But another man was in her thoughts, and he was the man who knew the real her. He didn’t know just the Tamzen of London that her family and friends knew.
He was a man who knew all of her. He had comforted her in the dark, kissed her in a room where she lay naked in a bath, knew the vengeance in her heart that must be assuaged, and had seen her when she was at her most primal aboard the Ursilla with the waves beneath her feet and the sun shining overhead.
But Reece Warrington was not a man to be crossed. He was a strong man who knew his own mind, and he would never allow his wife to cross the ocean and seek out her brother’s killer. Impossible. He would take the burden on for her while she stayed in London. Equally impossible. She must continue on her course and finish it. No matter the cost. No. At this moment, there was no option of marrying. She must first avenge Ben’s death.
∞∞∞
 
“That’s a lovely color on you, Miss,” Merry said as Tamzen tried on yet another gown for the supper party.
“I do like this one,” Tamzen agreed as her mother walked into the room.
“Oh, Tamzen. You must wear that gown,” Clarimond agreed. “It’s so becoming on you.”
She smiled and twirled in a small circle, letting the white-and-pink striped fabric flare out about her. The scooped neckline was a bit low for her taste, so she would have to edge it with lace.
The supper party would be a small, intimate affair at the Roberts’ home, and she was looking forward to spending time with Joss and her intended. She wanted to do so because once her dear friend was married; she would head out to sea again. And this time she would track down Algar, and if he was Ben’s killer, she would end it once and for all.
When she entered the foyer of the house, Joss was there to greet her. She kissed both her cheeks and took her hands in hers.
“Darling Tamzen. You look beautiful. Let me introduce you to my fiancé and then get you some punch.”
Her soon-to-be-husband was Lord Wilfred Dunning, whom everyone called Freddie. He was older than her but seemed entirely devoted to Joss. Tamzen liked him immediately. When Joss returned to her side with glasses of punch, her brother was right behind her.
“Ah, Miss St. Aubin. A pleasure,” Harold said, bending over her hand and kissing it.
“Mister Roberts.”
Harold smiled at her and made a joke, and she felt lifted and light. It was a good feeling for the time being. She had begun to think about the repercussions of her plan, and she had begun to ponder the thought recently that she might not survive. She had never let such a thought enter her head before, and she wondered at it. Could she leave her parents childless? Could she do that to them to avenge Ben?
But at the same time, could she leave Ben’s killer free to roam the seas with no punishment? Both options seemed to leave her with a sense of disagreement.
“It’s a pity there’s no dancing,” Harold was telling her, pulling her away from her thoughts.
“Why is that, sir?”
“Because I have a strong desire to have you in my arms,” he whispered.
“For shame!” Tamzen said, laughing. “If I had a fan, I would smack you with it!”
She looked down at the punch and tasted the citrus juice, sugar, and spice but knew it must also be laced with rum. She should not drink too many of them.
“I’m heartily grateful that you do not,” he answered her. “Perhaps you’d like to take a stroll out in the gardens with me. The lanterns are lit, and it’s lovely.”
“I’d like that.” She took his arm, and they went out together.
“Joss tells me you have been on the Continent on a grand tour. How do you like it?” he asked.
“Very much. It’s enlightening,” she said carefully.
“It is. I remember my own several years ago. Tell me. Which is your favorite city?”
The lie came easily. “Paris.”
She had committed to memory Flynn’s and Cesare’s talk of France and Paris and knew the right answers that she must say to give credence to her travels.
“Which hotel are you staying at?” he asked.
“Hôtel-Dieu de Paris,” she said smoothly.
“Of course.”
“So many questions tonight.” She smiled at him.
“Just curious. You’re an enigma, Tamzen. A fascinating enigma,” he told her as he pulled her to him.
“Am I?” she said weakly, the alcohol making her yield when she should not.
“You are.”
His lips were only on hers for a moment before Joss called out their names. They drew apart before she saw them.
“There you two are! Supper has begun. Come.”
She linked arms with Tamzen while Harold followed behind them. When Tamzen looked back at Harold, he was grinning. Seated at dinner, she noticed an empty place next to her and thought nothing of it until a few minutes into their soup when Reece arrived and was seated in the empty place.
∞∞∞
 
“Miss St. Aubin.”
“Mister Warrington.”
“You look enchanting.”
Tamzen smiled and thanked him as she reached for her punch glass. Harold leaned in from her other side and whispered something in her ear.
Reece stemmed the intense irritation he felt when she giggled, and when she turned her eyes to him, he looked away. He was in a foul mood. His father had asked to see him today. He’d wanted an update on the situation with Diana. He had asked if he was any closer to making an announcement of marriage.
He had said no, and they had gotten into an argument. He hadn’t meant to, but his father had become quite angry and had yelled about duty and family obligation and claimed that Reece was a failure at both. Even Olimpia trying to intercede had not helped. Reece had stormed out of the room vowing not to return that evening. He would spend the night at his club.
The salmon was served next followed by loin of beef and leg of mutton, but Reece didn’t enjoy the food either. He watched Tamzen and Harold whispering to each other, and she seemed to be consuming too much alcohol. It made his mood even that much worse.
Miss Roberts’s father stood and made a toast to the happy couple, and Freddie spoke about his love for her. She beamed as everyone at the table clapped.
Suckling pig on a large silver platter was brought in followed by plum pudding, which was a favorite of Reece’s, but for some reason stuck in his throat this evening.
When one young lady offered to play piano in the parlor, everyone agreed it was a pleasant and welcome suggestion. Reece watched as Harold steered Tamzen away from the party, and something ruptured inside him. He waited until they had disappeared into the moonlit garden before he followed.
Nothing would ever stop him from having Tamzen. She was his. They were twin souls. Both knew the fascination and desperation of life on the seas, and they were both trapped in their proper lives in England. But he would rather be killed than watch Tamzen make a mistake with a bore like Harold.
∞∞∞
 
“I don’t think I can keep silent any longer,” Harold told her as he pulled her deeper along the path.
“About what?” she said, feeling giddy.
“My feelings for you, dearest Tamzen.”
“Harold. I care for you,” Tamzen admitted. “I do. But as my dear friend’s brother.”
“Perhaps time will change those feelings?” he asked softly.
“Perhaps. Perhaps not. I’m not sure.”
“I could wait. Until your grand tour is over,” he offered.
“Harold . . .”
“I’ve offended you.”
“No. You haven’t,” she said honestly.
“I have. I beg your pardon. I’ve drunk too much today. I’ll leave you to compose yourself while I return to the party.”
“Harold.” She tried to call him back to tell him she wasn’t offended, only a little light-headed and not herself, but he was gone.
“Making plans already?” Reece asked from the shadows.
Tamzen turned to Reece. “Why are you always following me?” she asked angrily.
“I didn’t trust young Romeo,” he said sarcastically.
“Ha!” She laughed. “You’ve done things he wouldn’t dream of.”
He took a step toward her. “Such as?”
“Such as coming into my bath uninvited. Coming into my room when I was sleeping.”
Reece smiled. “Yes. Guilty. I seem to recall there was a nightmare of some sort.”
“That doesn’t give you any right to come into my bedroom.”
“No right, true enough. But I had the best of intentions.”
“I don’t care about your intentions. Can’t you keep your distance? Every time you are with me you are looking at me—”
“Looking at you?” he asked.
“Yes. Just looking at me. Harold isn’t like that. He’s kind and sweet. In fact, when he kissed me—”
Reece stopped before her and cocked his head. “He kissed you?”
“Yes. Earlier this evening. We were taking in the night air.”
“Oh. A pleasant little stroll indeed.”
“It just happened,” Tamzen said, shrugging her shoulders.
“I’ll bet it did. What else just happened?”
“It was a moment. Nothing more. It was sweet.”
“Sweet,” he sneered.
“Yes. Sweet. He cares for me. It isn’t sordid and lustful.”
“Is that what I am? Sordid? Lustful?” he asked, but she said nothing.
“He’ll never have you. I promise you that.” His words were as cold as the night air that surrounded them.
Tamzen felt slightly tipsy from the rum, and she laughed. “What? What did you say?”
“I believe I was pretty clear,” Reece said. “But let me repeat. I’ll never let him have you. Ever.”
Confusion came over Tamzen. “It’s not your decision to make. It’s nothing to do with you.”
“It’s everything to do with me. If we are to marry.”
“Marry?” Tamzen began and then laughed again. “You’re drunk. Your family intends for you to marry Diana. And I would never marry you, Reece. Even with your title and your money, you’re not at all the man I would want as my husband.” She said her eyes bright and her cheeks flushed pink.
“First, I don’t give a damn what my family wants,” Reece told her. “And secondly—and let me be perfectly clear about this next part—I won’t let anyone else have you.”
“This is ridiculous.” She tried to brush past him, but he blocked the way.
“Tamzen, I’m serious.”
“Get out of my way, Reece.”
He grabbed her arm then. “No.”
Her first instinct was to fight back, but she knew Reece too well. He would never harm her. He might be angry, and they’d both had too much to drink, but he wouldn’t harm her.
“Let me go.”
“I won’t ever let him have you,” he said stubbornly, and then his lips were on hers.
He pulled her down onto the metal bench and fumbled beneath her skirts.
Suddenly, she realized, for all her training with Ikemba, Reece was strong. He was very strong, and she could fight back only so much.
“Stop,” she said breathlessly as she tried to calm the fear that raced through her.
What would he do? How far would he go?
“I won’t let him have you,” he said again, and this time his voice was filled with certainty.
She felt his hands moving up her thighs even as she clenched her fists against his chest. She would make him stop. He would not do this against her will. She had no idea how far he might have gotten because suddenly Joss and Freddie were standing before them with a shocked look on their faces.
“Oh!” Joss said as she pinkened.
They turned quickly away. Reece was staring at Tamzen’s face. He seemed to snap out of his trance and realized what he had been about to do. She smoothed down her dress and rose, stepping away from him in disgust.
“Tamzen—” he said quickly.
“No.” She turned away from him, but not before he called her name again.
He looked over at Joss and Freddie and was about to try and explain the scene they had come upon, but they seemed to have taken in the sight much differently.
“I couldn’t wait for the wedding night either, old man,” Freddie whispered conspiratorially.
∞∞∞
 
Reece felt a huge weight settle on his shoulders, and when he returned to the supper party, he was not surprised to find Tamzen gone. He excused himself as well and when he entered his carriage, he gave them the address he knew he must.
When he arrived, he told the footman, “I must speak with Mister St. Aubin.”
The footman glanced at the card he offered and bid him enter, even though the time for paying calls was long over. He entered the front parlor and saw Tamzen seated with her mother and father.
“Mister St. Aubin,” Reece addressed her father. “I come here tonight to respectfully ask for your daughter’s hand in marriage.”
Her mother clasped her hands in glee while Tamzen said nothing. She looked coldly at Reece and then turned her gaze away.
“What’s this?” her father asked. “You wish to marry Tamzen? This is sudden.”
“We met by chance in Paris and may I say plainly that I am quite taken with her.”
Tamzen’s eyes narrowed, and the look of pure hate she directed at him wounded him.
“This is a surprise! Such a wondrous surprise!” her father said, not even glancing at his daughter. “Clarimond! Get the champagne! Never mind. I’ll fetch it myself. I’ll return momentarily.” His wife followed him as he left the room.
With her parents gone, Tamzen stood up and hissed, “I’ll never marry you, Reece Warrington. Never.”
“I made a mistake this evening, Tamzen. I’m sorry. Truly. I don’t know what came over me. I was jealous. Angry. I can’t stand to see that dandy—”
“Had tonight never occurred, it would change nothing. I won’t marry you,” Tamzen reiterated.
“I’ll do right by you. You’ll be a viscountess. You’ll have a comfortable life,” Reece promised.
Tamzen smiled coldly. “I don’t care about the title. Or your money. Have you learned nothing about me? You think you can bend me to your will? You think that, honestly?”
“I think to keep you safe. And I will make you happy. I promise. And this will satisfy both our families.”
“So, this ties everything up nicely? You marry to please your family and keep me off the seas.”
“It’s not nicely, but yes. You’ll be my wife, and I’ll keep you safe. And in the meantime, I’ll go after Algar on your behalf. I promise. I’ll finish it for you.”
“You’ll finish it for me?”
Reece nodded. “I swear.”
Tamzen was quiet for a moment and then said softly, “Very well.”
“What does that mean?” he asked suspiciously.
“It doesn’t mean anything. It means, very well. I accept.”
“You accept?” he repeated.
“Yes.”
Reece smiled widely just as her parents entered the room carrying champagne and glasses.
“Let’s toast the bride and groom to be,” her father said.
Reece clinked classes with Tamzen and smiled. But she didn’t smile back. He should have known.




Chapter Eleven
The engagement of Reece Warrington to Tamzen St. Aubin was all over the newspapers when it was announced. He had a quiet conversation with Diana to explain his intentions and she wished him well. Reece was considered one of London’s most eligible bachelors, and Tamzen took the jealous glances of female debutantes and their mothers in stride.
When Joss was married, Tamzen stood beside her at the altar. She was happy for her friend and did her duty with solemn dignity. That night, she sent a short note to Flynn.
Ready the Ursilla. We leave tomorrow.
She had played the dutiful daughter and accepted Reece’s ridiculous proposal. But now that she was free, there was only one thing on her mind. How to get back to sea? She knew that her parents would not allow her to finish the remainder of her tour. Not now that she was to be married. She would have to leave like a thief in the night. And that suited her just fine.
She wrote a note to her mother saying she wanted to travel a bit more in Europe before she married, and in the middle of the night, she packed her trunks and left.
∞∞∞
 
When Tamzen’s mother showed Reece the note, his face was shuttered while his thoughts ran wild.
You think to bend me to your will? Those had been her words, and truer words had never been spoken. His little spitfire was a law unto herself. Nothing would stop her, even if she had to die for this vendetta. But outwardly he smiled and complimented Clarimond on such a spirited daughter.
“Time spent on the Continent will do her well. I’m sure of it. When she returns, we’ll marry,” Reece said.
Clarimond relaxed at his words. “Exactly. I agree. Oh yes. I agree.”
When Reece returned home, he wrote to Lex.
Ready everything. We leave tomorrow.
∞∞∞
 
Tamzen lifted her face to feel the sun upon it and took a deep breath of the heavy sea air. She closed her eyes and relished the feel of it. It was a sense of home. She loved the sea.
“Is there something different about her?” Dodkin asked Ikemba as they stood watching her.
“She’s a woman, Dodkin,” Cesare said as he walked by them. “You can no more tell what’s on their mind than which way the waves will turn in the sea.”
“Yes. There is something different about her,” Ikemba murmured to the besotted young man.
∞∞∞
 
Tamzen looked out over the glistening water and thought again of Reece. The arrogant bastard! He had dared to try and take what she had not given and then pretend that a marriage proposal from him solved everything. The fact that she didn’t want to marry him didn’t matter in the least. She would never marry him. She would chase Algar down and avenge Ben, and if she survived, she would return to a life without Reece. That was a guarantee.
“What happened, Bititi? With the privateer?”
Tamzen didn’t bother to deny or elaborate. She had long since learned that Ikemba had a strange power in that he knew things even before she herself knew them.
“Nothing. The man’s a nuisance.”
“Do not lie.”
“I’m not lying.”
“He may be a nuisance. But there is something more Bititi. Something more between you two.”
“Irritation. Annoyance.”
“He covets you.”
“It’s not mutual.”
Ikemba said nothing.
“And you should be on my side. That last night he—”
“That last night he what?”
Tamzen shook her head. “It’s ridiculous. Are we living in a time where it doesn’t matter what I want? He wants me, and that’s all that matters? We should wed because we were found together, and now suddenly I’m soiled.” She spat the last word out.
“Found together?” he pressed her.
“It was nothing.”
He studied her. “I think if you are honest with yourself, you will seek to admit that you desire him too.”
“I don’t!” She flushed pink.
“I don’t judge you, little one. I only seek to be an honest friend. He is not some young man dallying with your affections. He is a titled man. He is of your place and people. A match between you and the privateer is not in the realm of fantasy. If he seeks to marry you now, well than that may be a fitting end.”
“It is fantasy,” she said stubbornly. “You speak of a match being a normal conclusion. Well, I will go so far as to admit that I do find him pleasing to the eye. But he doesn’t understand me. He doesn’t understand my need to avenge Ben’s death. He wants me to sit at home and play the docile wife while he searches for Algar.”
Ikemba nodded. “He seeks to keep you safe. Commendable.”
“It isn’t!” she argued. “He seeks to keep me under his thumb. I will never submit to him. This conversation has no point.”
“I will only say this and no more, Bititi. I never thought to see you married. You are too spirited and too intelligent for your own good. Men don’t value these things in a wife. But from what I have seen and been told by you, this privateer is the only man I could see you ever marrying. You and he are an equal match. The lion and the lioness.”
Tamzen bristled at his words and rolled her eyes, though not where he could see it. She ran a hand through her hair and said, “Let’s set the course for Nassau.”
∞∞∞
 
Tamzen was weary as she took her small bag from her cabin and disembarked from the ship. She turned to watch a trunk being taken off the Ursilla and placed into the small row boat that would then take them to the small pier. The crew was gathering their personal belongings and dispersing onto the island. Ikemba was beside her, and she was absorbed in his words as they walked together to the tavern. He was concerned for her safety and was urging her to be careful. Though they had been through this before, they both sensed this time might be the end of their tale.
∞∞∞
 
Tamzen sat at a table with Flynn, Cesare and Ikemba. They were huddled together speaking in low tones.
“What is our next step, lass?” Flynn asked.
“We wait. And watch. He’s here somewhere. I saw his ship anchored in the harbor. We need to find him, and when the time is right, we will confront him. We’ll have to use force, obviously. He won’t come with us willingly.”
In truth, Tamzen had not planned this part. She knew she wanted Ben’s death avenged, but now she was faced with the flesh-and-blood man who might have killed him. She must take the next step. The hardest step. Confront the killer and mete out justice.
“That’s not much of a plan. But I agree. We wait. For now.” Flynn nodded.
Cesare watched Tamzen and nodded as well. “We’ve come this far. When the time is right.”
Tamzen sighed. “Let’s all get some sleep.”
When the other two men departed, Ikemba said, “You are close now to the end. I feel it.”
“I feel it as well.”
“You have put much into this, Bititi.”
“Yes.”
“Do not let the need for revenge cloud everything else. When this is all over, you will return home. I know he might have handled things poorly, but the privateer loves you. I know this.”
“Ikemba,” she said, her voice a warning.
“Speak with him. Let him amend. And then let him in. You cannot live your life alone. That is a lonely path. It is not for everyone.”
He turned and was gone before she could respond to his words.
Tamzen took the stairs quickly and went into her room. She closed her eyes tightly. She was angry. Everything, everything was in turmoil. She couldn’t believe the gall Reece had to accost her in that manner and then try to marry her as if that made everything all right.
She recalled his mouth on her and his hand on her leg. Then she had been forced to accept his marriage proposal simply because he couldn’t control himself. And then Ikemba. Ikemba actually taking Reece’s side in all of this. It was too much to bear.
She poured water into the basin and splashed it into her face. She had to focus. She didn’t need any distractions. She needed to find a way to confront Algar and know the truth once and for all. After that, she would decide what to do with him.
The sun was setting when she climbed into bed, exhausted. Tomorrow she would have clarity over her next step. Tomorrow she would decide, and together with her crew they would put in motion the final act.
∞∞∞
 
She blinked her eyes several times and sat up. Her heart was beating fast and she had been jerked out of a dead sleep. Had there been a noise? What had awakened her? She had locked the door. But the room was so dark. Did she just see movement in her room? Her heartbeat quickened.
“Flynn?” she called out, not sure who might be there.
A chuckle came as a response. “No, love. It ain’t Flynn.”
She gasped when she saw the face of a man and another figure standing near him.
Even Tamzen realized that without weapons she could fight the two men with her fists, but she would not be successful. The man was large and powerfully built.
“What do you want?” she asked coldly.
“What do all men want?” The man said, smiling.
He took a step toward the bed.
“I don’t want to hurt you,” she said boldly.
The large man smiled again. “You won’t, sweetheart. But the plans I have for you, you are going to hurt plenty.”
She moved quickly away from him and was almost to the door before the other man grabbed her by the hair and jerked her back. She fell to the floor as he stood over her.
“Any more little games to play, girl?”
She gave him a swift kick in the groin and swung at him with her fists. He groaned from the kick just as the other man backhanded her across the face. No one had ever hit her on her face, and her ears were ringing as she stumbled to the door.
“Bitch!” He swore and solidly punched her in the face.
Sinking into a heap at their feet, the last thing she heard was his command to the second man, “Take her.”
∞∞∞
 
“How long before we make Nassau?” Reece asked Lex.
“Not long now. A few hours.”
Reece nodded. “Good.”
“What’s the hurry?” Oxford asked.
“Tamzen is set to go after a killer to avenge someone, but I think Algar is going to go after her first.”
“Let’s hope not,” Lex said. “That man doesn’t treat women well. If he’s killed a Royal Navy man, then killing one woman—he won’t think twice.”
“That’s exactly my fear,” Reece said as he watched the horizon.
Reece cursed himself again. He closed his eyes and gritted his teeth. He had handled everything wrong with Tamzen. Everything. He had been so consumed with jealousy that night. The thought of Harold kissing Tamzen had made him want to strike the man. Instead, he had behaved like a brute and had attacked her and then demanded they marry. He should have known that approach would go against everything Tamzen was - proud and strong—the reasons he loved her. She would never be forced into a marriage. He would have to do the right thing. He would have to be gentle and kind. And he would do what he must to win her back.
∞∞∞
 
Tamzen awoke to the swaying of a ship. She looked around the quarters and did not recognize anything that surrounded her. There was half-eaten food on a desk and clothes strewn about. None of it was familiar. Her hands were tied around a post behind her back, and she had been left in the loose chemise she had worn to bed.
Her head ached, and she knew she had a split lip. She tested the bonds that held, her but they were tight and unbreakable. She surmised that she was aboard Algar’s ship, and dread filled her. He would do whatever he wanted to her, and nothing would save her. No one knew where she was. He had time on his side. She shivered involuntarily.
She tried to relive all the things she had done to get to this point, and she knew that everything that had led up to this moment —she would have done again if given the chance. The blow of losing Ben had been too much for her at the tender age of fourteen, and she had done what she must. The loss of her beloved brother had been like a physical blow. A wound that had never truly healed. It had not ceased to subside with time. Instead, the pain and emptiness had increased until she felt that she might perish from it.
His loss had gnawed away inside her until all she could do was sleep to avoid a world without Ben. Or she had wandered the house or coastline at Cornwall like a medieval ghost, her mind forever on the loss. She closed her eyes as the ship swayed and lurched forward in the water.
Now the very man who may have taken Ben from her held her captive. She was not stupid. She knew that Algar could cause her great harm, and that he wanted to do so. She trembled at the thought of it. She had been so naïve. She had been too slow to realize that in going after her enemy and Ben’s murderer, and looking for him, he had found her instead.
The key to the cabin door turned, and she tightened her fists behind her back in fear. A young boy no more than thirteen entered the cabin carrying a tray. A glass of water, a wedge of cheese, and a hunk of bread lay on it.
“I’m supposed to feed this to you,” he said softly.
She noted his voice had not yet deepened. He was perhaps even younger than she guessed. He came toward her and kneeled before her.
“Hello. What’s your name?” she said, trying to engage him in conversation.
The boy looked behind him and then at her. “I’m not to talk to you.”
Tamzen looked at the door as well and nodded at him.
He gave her a sip of water, a bit of bread and cheese, and she swallowed it all greedily.
There was a slight commotion of raised voices outside, and they both turned to look at the door. No one entered. He fed her another bite of food and then more water.
He was a slight lad with ginger hair and light blue eyes. She wondered that he should be aboard the pirate vessel at such a young age, but then perhaps he had no family that cared for him.
Algar’s man entered the cabin and cuffed the young boy on the ear. “Get about your business, boy.”
The lad left quickly enough, closing the door behind him, leaving Tamzen and the man who had kidnapped her alone.
He looked down at Tamzen with a mixture of hate and desire. “You’re creating quite a stir on deck. Algar is known for his hatred of women, and the men don’t like that you are on board.”
Tamzen wisely kept silent, eyeing the man. He was shorter than Algar, with sharp features. He reminded her of a rat. He squatted before her and took a lock of her hair between his fingers.
“Would you like to know what Algar has in store for you?”
Tamzen met his eyes but said nothing.
He chuckled. “He plans to take you as his mistress and then give you to his crew. If you survive that, he might maroon you on some island.”
Tamzen tried not to shudder.
“Or he might not.”
His hot eyes wandered the length of her, and his fingers suddenly dropped to her breast. He caressed it, and Tamzen gritted her teeth.
“If you are nice to me though, I might be able to talk to him. I can make it go easier for you.”
She tried to move away but could go nowhere.
“Eogan!” a voice came from the door.
They both turned to see Algar filling the doorway with his large bulk.
Eogan scrambled out of the cabin only to be replaced by the man she dreaded. He was not an attractive man. Cruelty was plain enough in his eyes and in the twist of his mouth.
“Welcome aboard the Dark Moon, lady pirate. We haven’t been formally introduced, as it were. I’m Algar Smithson.”
“I’m Zen Matthews.” She told the lie smoothly, realizing that she might be staring at Ben’s killer. He was so close.
“Well, Mistress Zen. Seems you are now my captive.”
“I’m not sure why. I’ve done nothing to you or your crew. At least nothing I know of.”
“True enough,” Algar admitted. “But you’ve created quite a name for yourself. You’re almost as famous as Francis Drake, and truth be told I cannot see why.”
Tamzen said nothing.
“Women aboard a ship is bad luck and an abomination. That’s true enough as well,” he said.
“Well, as I’m on your ship, I’ve no wish to cause you bad luck,” she tried to bargain with him. “Release me and I’ll be gone. Nothing more need be said about it.”
Algar grinned. “A quick tongue and a quick sword, so I’ve been told. But there’s no sword here, and I’ve a mind to teach you a lesson or two for that tongue.”
She shivered and he smiled. “Rest for now. I’ll check on you later. You’ll need all your strength,” he said cryptically.
Tamzen heard the lock turn and looked toward the porthole. This was all her fault. She had sought to seek vengeance for Ben and might now be at the mercy of his murderer. How could she possibly escape this?
∞∞∞
 
Reece scanned the horizon looking for land. He was anxious to see Tamzen and reassure himself that she was all right. He was almost half a day behind her, and the time he had lost was not easily made up. He was at the mercy of the winds and the sea, which had not been tender to his ship. As they neared Nassau, he already knew in his mind what he wanted to say. He would let her know what was in his heart and leave no room for doubt.
He would admit his fault, ask her to forgive him, and then begin anew. This time she would know. He wanted to marry her because he loved her. Because she was the only woman he would ever want by his side.
Oxford came to stand beside him. “Land in an hour, more or less.”
Reece nodded. “Excellent. It can’t be soon enough.”
∞∞∞
 
Tamzen jerked awake when the door opened. It was the young lad again, carrying the tray of food and water.
The boy nodded to her but didn’t say anything. She noticed old bruises on his face and ached for him. He had probably known little love in his short life, and a life with rough pirates was probably filled with work and nothing else.
“You’re very kind. Thank you for feeding me,” she told him.
“That’s all right, Miss,” he said, not meeting her eyes.
She tried to think of something to say to him but could not. She had nothing in common with a young boy, and they were worlds apart. Then she remembered Dodkin and what he liked.
“My friend Dodkin likes marbles. He plays with them when he can. Do you like marbles?”
The young boy’s eyes lit up. “Yes, Miss. I do.”
“I thought you might. I might be able to get you some. Would you like that?” Tamzen asked.
He was about to answer, but the lock turned in the door, and Algar entered as the boy scurried out.
“Are you using that honeyed tongue of yours to turn the boy against me?” he asked.
Tamzen shook her head. “Of course not. We were speaking of marbles. I know boys like them.”
Algar looked over her form, clad only in a thin chemise, and smiled. “Boys like other things as well.”
“Why don’t you release me? You’ve no reason to hold me.”
“I’ve every reason. I’ve not had a woman as beautiful as you in my care for some time,” he said. “And besides, we took you in the middle of the night. No one knows exactly where you are.”
“What do you mean? My crew will be searching for me even as we speak.”
He knelt down before her and touched the edge of her chemise. “Where will they look, Madam? To the sea? It’s a very large sea.”
She felt his hand edge up her calf.
“Sir!” she said sharply.
His eyes were on hers. “Do you like my hand on you?”
Tamzen shuddered. “No.”
“You should learn to be nicer to me, wench. Once I’ve had my fill of you, my men will do so. I’ll even let the lad, Judah, have you once to break him in.”
Tamzen jerked her leg away as Algar chuckled. He stroked himself through the fabric of his breeches.
“I think we might begin now,” he said, smiling.
Tamzen shrank back against the post, but suddenly they heard loud voices outside on the deck, and the man swore.
“I’ll return shortly,” Algar said, and Tamzen felt immense relief as she watched him leave.




Chapter Twelve
Algar stormed on deck and addressed his crew, who were standing in a circle. Several of the men were shouting, and they only quieted down when he appeared.
“What goes on here?” he roared.
“The wench! You said women were bad luck! Well Stintsen’s been sick since she came aboard, and the fruit we just bought is spoiled,” said one pirate.
Algar eyed them angrily. “There’s a difference between superstition and just plain stupidity. If Stintsen is sick, it’s because he’s sick. And the fruit we bought was most likely spoiled when we bought it; they just placed the good fruit on top, and you fools didn’t stop to check it.”
Grumblings continued, and Algar pointed to the sky. “Men, look! A storm is coming. We don’t have time to squabble over a wench. We need to ready the ship.”
The grumbling ceased until one man bravely spoke up against him. “We want her gone. She’s even brought the storm to us.”
Algar smiled and then slammed his fist into the man’s face. “Storms come! It’s the sea!! I’ll not have this! The next man to speak out will be branded a mutineer. He’ll go overboard!”
The men quieted down, but Algar knew his crew was divided, and he had seen this happen before. He had brought the witch on board and now must deal with her—before the men did turn on him.
“We’ll decide her fate after the storm,” Algar said. “After. The. Storm.”
∞∞∞
 
Reece sighed with relief as the harbor at Nassau came into view.
“Sight for sore eyes?” Alexander questioned.
“Yes indeed. And I swear before God, I’m not sure if I’m going to take her over my knee for a spanking or take her in my arms in gratitude and relief,” Reece said.
Alexander shrugged. “You could do both.”
Reece grinned. “We’ll see.”
As they entered the harbor, Reece could see the crew of Ursilla moving with speed to move their cargo from the small row boat onto the large ship anchored at sea. Reece felt a surge of unease grip him.
“Ikemba! Flynn!” he called out to them.
Ikemba nodded to Reece as they rowed into the dock. “Ikemba. Where’s Tamzen? I must speak with her.”
Ikemba shook his head, and his face was grave. “They have taken her. In the night, they took her like the bloody cowards they are. I’m certain it was him.”
“Algar,” Reece said.
“Yes.”
“Damn it!” Reece wanted to slam his fists into the mast. He felt entirely responsible. He had behaved like a cad and forced her to flee. And now she was on the sea in the hands of that monster. He shuddered. Algar would never let Tamzen go until he had taken everything from her. He would rape her and then give her to his men. The thought sickened him, and he turned to Oxford.
“If we need any supplies, get them now. We head out to sea within the hour,” he told him.
“We’ll sail together,” Flynn told him as Cesare and Ikemba stood next to him.
Reece nodded. “Yes. We’ll track down this bastard, and if he’s harmed one hair on her head . . .” he let the rest of the sentence drift away.
∞∞∞
 
The Dark Moon tossed upon the seas, and Tamzen tried again and again to test the bonds that held her, but they were expertly tied. She could hear the rain coming down hard. She had an intense fear of being drowned as the ship went down in the storm, and she continued furiously trying to loosen her bonds.
She saw the tray of food on the edge of the bed and realized the boy had left behind the knife he used to cut the cheese. She edged her bottom farther away from the post and used her toe to knock the tray onto the floor. The knife scattered onto the wooden planking, and she sighed as she caught it with her foot and dragged it to her.
She moved it along using her foot, and then finally she pushed it farther along until it was underneath her bottom and she could grasp it in her hand. Closing her eyes, she began to press the knife into the rope to free herself. She heard the water splash down into the lower deck, and just then the door opened and closed.
In the dark, she saw the outline of Eogan just as she sliced through the last of the bonds. She was free!
“Little dove all tied up. I think you caused this storm,” he said, coming toward her.
“Then you’re a fool. Or do you think I’m a witch?” Tamzen asked.
“Perhaps you are. You bewitch men. I see that. Your crew follows you around like lost puppies.”
“They respect me.”
“And my master,” Eogan continued. “He won’t throw you overboard, though he despises women.”
“So, you’re here to do it for him?”
“I want a mere taste of you before anyone else has you.” His yellow teeth glistened in the dark.
“No one will have me. Least of all a dog like you,” Tamzen said haughtily.
Eogan laughed. “I’ve killed men for saying less.”
“I’m sure you have.” She felt the knife in her hand, testing its weight.
“I have, luv. I’ve killed so many men at sea I’ve lost count.”
“Really?” she said doubtfully.
He settled himself before her and touched her face with his rough hand. “What will I do with you? Anything I want. You can’t stop me.”
“Did you ever kill anyone with the Royal Navy? I hear they are particularly fierce,” Tamzen said, her heart pounding in her chest.
“Fierce?” He laughed while eyeing her breasts. “They are a bunch of dandified momma’s boys.”
“Indeed?” She tried to keep him talking as she formed her plan.
His breath was sour as he leaned toward her. “Shall I tell you what I plan to do with you? You’re going to love it.”
“Tell me about the Royal Navy men.”
His fingers took a long lock of her hair. “Ah. The Royal Navy. I remember one in particular.”
Tamzen tried to stem the revulsion she felt at his touch. His yellow, rotting teeth, his breath, his dirty fingers, the smell of urine. She must keep him talking.
“Which one in particular?”
He smiled then. His hand had drifted down from her collarbone to cup her breast. “You like that?”
Tamzen bit the inside of her mouth to contain her revulsion. The storm outside raged, and the ship tossed upon the seas. She was only comforted by the knife in her hand.
“Yes. I think they called him St. John. Or something like that.” He smiled.
Tamzen froze. “What did you say?”
“You asked about the navy men, wench. Weak men.” He squeezed her breast, and Tamzen shuddered.
“What happened to this St. John?” She gripped the knife in her hand. Waiting, waiting.
“Why do you care so much?” he asked, suddenly taking his hands from her.
“I’m interested. I hate the Royal Navy.”
He smiled again. “Do you now?”
She nodded.
“You surprise me, luv.”
He touched her face again. “I have to hurry,” he said, fumbling with his breeches. “Algar will be looking for me.”
“Wait! Tell me again about the man St. John.”
He smiled broadly. “You mean the one I killed?”
Tamzen was shocked. “You killed him?”
He smiled. “He was a right bugger too. He fought hard. Real hard. And when he died, he uttered the strangest thing.”
“What did he say?” Tamzen could hardly breathe.
“He just said one word, mouse.” Eogan grinned in the dark. “Imagine that. Mouse.”
Tamzen felt the coldness sweep over her. It was almost as if she was high above the cabin, high above even the boat, flying through the clouds watching everything. The men on the deck fighting against the storm and herself staring at Eogan in the dark. Staring at Ben’s killer.
“Enough of this talk.” He pulled her into his lap just as her hand whipped out and she slammed the blade fully into his chest.
In the dark, it took him a moment to realize what had happened.
“Bitch!” he cried out.
“That’s for my brother. Benjamin St. Aubin.”
“Your brother?” He looked dazed.
“My brother. My brother who was worth a hundred of you!” she screamed.
“Mouse.”
Tamzen smiled in the dark. “Yes. Mouse.”
She watched his eyes dull, and then she pulled the knife from his body and wiped it on her chemise. She looked down at the red stain, which was a stark contrast to the white chemise. She opened the door Eogan had left unlocked and made her way upstairs to the main deck. The men were scurrying left and right; the water was bashing the ship hard. She looked about the deck and saw what she needed. There was a sword left behind, and she took it in her hand while dropping the knife. It felt liberating as she slashed through the air with it.
Algar was on the deck behind the ship’s wheel. He narrowed his eyes as she approached him.
Tamzen was soaking wet and shivering, but she raised the sword and yelled to him, “Eogan is dead! I killed him to avenge my brother.” The wind and the rain whipped about her.
Algar stared at her.
“Benjamin St. Aubin!” she yelled into the storm. “Benjamin St. Aubin! You have been avenged!” She felt the tears on her cheeks, and she almost stumbled. “Ben.”
She sank to her knees as the emotions overcame her. She saw one of Algar’s men approach her, and she fought him with the sword until he backed down.
She knew she was not going to make it off the ship alive and realized what she must do. She went downstairs, grabbed the lantern hanging in the entrance to the cabin, and smashed it into the wall. The flames licked at the wood. By the time the fire made its way topside, the inside would be destroyed.
The flames licked through the interior of the ship with an intensity and speed she didn’t expect. When she came back to the top deck, the storm was worse than before. The ship was being tossed about, and the waves were growing higher and higher. She kept the sword in hand because she knew once they had beaten the storm, they would come for her.
She skidded across the deck and fought off another man just as the great boom of the ship came undone. The water crashed over the deck and the rain was beating down upon them as the men tried to capture it.
Tamzen was scrambling over the ropes and debris when the huge mast swung toward her. She was struck on the back of the head and catapulted into the water.
∞∞∞
 
Both Reece and Flynn scoured the seas looking for any sign of Tamzen. They had entered the end of what must have been a large storm; the rains were subsiding and the waves were calming. Both ships looked hungrily for any signs of other ships on the water, but they found none that first day.
Reece was filled with frustration and vowed to keep on searching when many of the men took their rest. He was filled with dread, but he pushed it from his mind. There could be no doubt. They would find her.
They searched into the night with only lanterns and the moon guiding their way. 
The next morning, they passed the first of several ships. The first ship had barely escaped the great storm of the night before and spoke at length about it. They had not seen another ship fitting Algar’s description.
It was several hours later when they passed another ship that had also encountered the storm and spoke of a ship that had been on fire when it sank. By the time they were able to get close to the ship, it was gone. They had looked for survivors, but it had been too dark to see.
Reece said nothing as the man spoke to them, but the more he listened, the more fear overcame him.
“We don’t know if it’s Algar’s ship,” Lex told him.
“No, we don’t. But they were ahead of us when the storm hit. We already know several ships ventured into the storm. It could be his ship.”
As they continued moving north, they began to see large fragments of a ship and several bodies drifting in the sea. Reece’s stomach dropped, and he held tight to the railing as they passed the debris.
It was only when they saw the words Dark Moon painted on a bit of the ship’s fragments that they knew for certain. Algar’s crew and the ship had perished in the storm. But more importantly, Tamzen was gone.
∞∞∞
 
Ikemba watched another sun set and knew that their journey was at an end. He felt a loss such as he had not felt in over two decades at Tamzen’s death. He would have to return home to the St. Aubin’s and tell them a story. He would lie to them, as it was the kinder thing to do. He would explain she had died of typhoid and that her body had needed to be buried immediately and not taken home.
He turned from the sea and sighed deeply. In his heart, he had never thought it would end this way. He had always thought he would be there to protect her and that she would prevail. He looked across at the privateer’s ship and saw Reece against the railing. His face was a mask of pain, and he felt it keenly. Reece had lost something precious, and nothing would ever make up for that loss.
Both ships set course for England and when the waves settled, the Ursilla drew near and he boarded the privateer’s ship. Reece had not moved from the railing. A bottle of rum was beside him, already half-gone.
“She’s gone, Ikemba. Just like that.”
“Perhaps she is still out there. We can hope . . .” Ikemba uttered the words, but they were empty. He had no hope.
“Hope?” Reece sneered. “What hope is there? We found the site of the wreck, and there were no survivors. We know that.”
Ikemba watched as the man threw back another drink. He grimaced at the taste of it.
“You will regret this in the morning,” Ikemba told him.
“The morning? I wish to never see another morning again. Another day, another sunset, another drink,” he lifted his glass, “where she isn’t here.”
“Reece,” Ikemba said quietly.
Reece looked up at him.
“I know you cared for her. I know you loved her. As I did. I loved her like the daughter I never thought to have. She was full of strength and determination. Even as a little girl. She was delightful. So full of life.”
Reece nodded. “I imagine she was.”
“She only changed after Ben was killed. That was a blow to the entire family.”
“The entire family?” Reece asked.
“Yes. Ben was Tamzen’s older brother. She worshipped him. I think a part of her died the day he did. She only slightly revived when I began to teach her to fight. She had a purpose then. It saved her.”
Reece smiled, but it was tinged with sadness. “Her brother.”
“She never told you?”
“I assumed he was a lover.”
“No. Tamzen’s entire being was focused from then on to avenging him. I helped her to save her. I never thought it would end this way. I truly thought I would always be there to save her.” Ikemba was overcome with sadness.
Reece handed the bottle to Ikemba, but he shook his head. He wanted to feel the pain inside his chest. He didn’t want to dull it. He felt responsible for Tamzen’s demise.
“I am filled with remorse,” Reece said. “I should never have forced her. That night. I was so jealous. And I should have known. She would say whatever she needed to get away from me and onto the Ursilla to finish her business.”
They were both silent as they watched the sun set into the water.
“I don’t think I can bear it. A world without her,” Reece muttered, his eyes filling with tears.
“And yet we must,” Ikemba said, but his throat was filled with unshed tears.
∞∞∞
 
Aimee kicked at a pebble along the beach and looked out over the water.
“Maman!” the little girl cried. “Maman!”
Her mother, Heloise, came to stand near her. “What is it, Aimee?”
“Look.” Aimee pointed out over the water, and Heloise saw what her daughter did. Objects from a shipwreck were bobbing up and down in the water, and she surmised a ship must have sunk just off the coast of Saint-Domingue.
“This is common, ma petite. We see these things often along the coast.”
Aimee nodded. “I know. But this seems like much more.”
“Indeed, it does. We’ll have to tell your uncle and grand-mère all about it.”
The little girl clasped her hands. “I will. I’ll tell them all about—” Suddenly, she stopped speaking and was looking farther down the beach.
“What is it?” Heloise asked as she watched her daughter’s face.
Aimee grabbed at her mother’s hand and squeezed it. “Maman! It’s a person!”
Heloise looked down the shore and saw a body dressed in white lying face down in the sand.
“Quickly, Aimee. Go tell Georges to come down here. And don’t come back here until I tell you.”
For once, Aimee didn’t argue with her mother and went to fetch the house slave, Georges. Soon Georges was running down the beach to her side.
“Yes, Madame?”
“Come with me.” She took a deep breath. “It’s the Christian thing to do. We must bury them.”
She began walking toward the figure in white when suddenly another body of a large man washed upon the beach.
“Pull all the bodies out. We’ll bury them,” Heloise directed.
“Yes, Madame.” Georges was tall and strong and easily lifted the man out of the water and onto the beach.
The beach was littered with debris from the shipwreck, and she wondered who had been aboard and why had the ship gone down. A storm seemed the most likely of reasons.
“It’s a woman,” Georges remarked as they neared the figure.
“Hmmm,” Heloise said. “We don’t see many women. Mostly pirates, slavers, and slaves.”
Georges nodded.
“Place her on the beach so we can bury her as well,” Heloise directed as she moved farther down the beach.
Georges turned the woman over and took a step back.
“Madame, she’s alive!”
“Indeed? Alive?” Heloise rushed to the woman.
“Yes. She just sighed.”
“Well, we had better get her to the house.”
∞∞∞
 
Heloise sat tapping her fingernails on the table as her mother-in-law, Martine, peppered her with question after question about the mysterious woman discovered on the beach.
“My dear, what was she wearing?” Martine asked again.
“I know no more than what I’ve already said. She was on the beach. Aimee saw her. Georges discovered her to be alive. I brought her here. That’s all.”
“Yes, yes, Heloise. But what was she wearing? A gown, a traveling suit?”
“A chemise.”
“A shipwreck indeed. She must have been asleep, a storm appeared, they fought valiantly, and failed. She survived.”
Heloise resisted the urge to smile. “Yes, Maman. That appears to be what happened.”
“Is she a pretty sort of girl?” Martine asked.
“I couldn’t really say,” Heloise pondered. “Her hair was damp and salty, and there appeared to be blood on her clothes.”
“Tsk, tsk,” came Martine’s reply. “Poor thing. She must have been through much.”
“Grand-mère, Grand-mère!” Aimee came running down the stairs. “She’s alive. I heard the servants talking. Did you hear? I found a body on the beach!”
Martine doted on her granddaughter. “Yes, yes, my ange. She’s alive. Your mother and I were just speaking of her.”
“May I see her?”
“Of course not, Aimee,” Heloise scolded. “She’s most likely been through something terrible. She needs to rest.”
“But she’ll stay here with us?” Aimee asked.
Heloise nodded. “Until she’s better. Then she will want to go home.”
“Unless she likes us best.” Aimee smiled.
∞∞∞
 
The room was dark, and the windows were covered with thin linen. She felt a cool breeze stir the air, scented with lemons—or was it limes? She looked about the room and saw a glass of water with sliced lemons floating in it. She picked it up and drank the entire glass. She was so thirsty.
She blinked and set the empty glass down. She remembered the seas bouncing the ship about and a fire. She remembered a man. He was kind, caring. She loved him so much. There was another man. A handsome man. There was an older man. He had a dark complexion. His presence was calming. But other than the vague remembrances of these shadowy figures, she knew nothing else. She knew the lemon was a lemon. She knew the curtains were curtains.
But she had no recollection of herself. She didn’t know where she came from, nor her family name, not even her own name.
She clutched at the bedclothes and looked about in complete confusion. Who was she?




Chapter Thirteen
An older woman entered the room carrying a tray of food, and a memory of a young boy carrying a tray to her flashed inside Tamzen’s mind.
“Oh, my dear! You’re awake.” The woman’s hair was streaked with gray, and her eyes were kind and warm. “My daughter-in-law, Heloise, and granddaughter, Aimee, discovered you on the beach. We don’t know anything about your ship. We assumed you were shipwrecked as I was told there was quite a bit of debris. The remnants were scattered about the shore. Can you tell us more?”
“I—I don’t know . . .” Tamzen began.
“Oh, my dear, I’m sorry. You’ve only just come to and I’m pestering you with questions.”
“You aren’t pestering me,” she told the older woman.
“You’re tired. You look done in. I’ll leave you to rest. Here is some food and drink for you.” She placed the tray on a small table. “If you need anything else, there’s a bell just there. Ring it.”
“Thank you, Madame. For your kindness.”
“We must see you back on your feet and with your family, who I’m sure misses you.” The woman smiled warmly.
Tamzen shrank back into the bed once the older woman was gone. Her family? Did they miss her? Did anyone in the world care that she was gone?
∞∞∞
 
Downstairs, Aimee was chattering about their new guest when her uncle walked into the parlor.
“Oncle! Oncle!” Aimee exclaimed once she saw him. “Guess what we found?”
“Yes, yes, little poupée. What did you find?” Armand de Vitry teased his niece.
“We found a woman on the beach!”
He smiled. “A woman? An old woman, a young woman?” He played along with her, thinking it was a game.
Heloise watched her daughter and her late husband’s brother and thought once more how attractive and gallant Armand was. He had never married. A sweetheart had been the love of his life when he was barely sixteen, and when she succumbed to fever before their marriage, he had vowed never to marry.
Armand de Vitry was a distinguished man, having served in the French Navy, and was the current governor of the island of Saint-Domingue. Only thirty-nine years old, he was considered to be a fine catch amongst the Saint-Domingue women, though it was privately discussed behind fans that one day Armand would marry Heloise, his brother’s widow.
“It’s no jest, Armand. Aimee and I discovered her on the beach this morning,” Heloise informed him.
“Astonishing.”
“A shipwreck. Obviously,” Martine interjected.
“Quite so, Mother.” He kissed his mother’s cheek in greeting and then sat in the chair facing her.
“She was just there in the sand,” Aimee chirped. “In her chemise,” the little girl said the last word in a whisper.
Armand’s hand was in the little girl’s hair as she sat at his knee. “Were you frightened?”
“No. Maman sent me away. Georges came to help.”
Armand smiled at this. “Has anyone spoken to the woman?”
“Yes, Armand. I spoke to her,” Martine said. “She seemed dazed. Unwell.”
“I’m not surprised.”
“I think she’s in shock,” Martine said.
Armand nodded. “I’ll go and speak to her after dinner. I’ll make certain she knows she is safe here.”
“That’s most kind of you, Armand,” Heloise spoke softly.
Armand nodded. “She’s a guest in our home. We will afford her whatever she requires. See that the staff understands this as well, Mother.”
Martine smiled and nodded. “Of course.”
∞∞∞
 
Tamzen moved about the room and looked out the large bay windows that dominated one side of the bedroom. The air was thick with the smell of the sea, and something about it nagged at the back of her mind. A ship. The name of a woman. It wouldn’t come to her.
She wore a long yellow chemise that covered her from the drawstring neckline to her ankles. Her hair had been washed and braided, and her hands smelled faintly of a flower she could not identify. She sat at the window and looked down at the valley laid out before her. She appeared to be in a large two-story house with a small bell tower at one end that was visible from her window.
There was a sloping valley with rows and rows of a crop she couldn’t identify and then another building that looked to be a church. Beyond it there were several rows of little houses at the edge of a forest. There was a lake and cattle grazing, and the entire place seemed serene and lovely.
“Does de Vitry Plantation agree with you Mademoiselle?”
She turned suddenly and saw a man standing in the doorway. He was an older man with hair graying at the temples but attractive, with an aura of power about him.
“I—I would say yes. If what I see before me is de Vitry Plantation.”
“It is. I’m Armand de Vitry. My mother you met earlier, Martine.”
“I did. You’re very kind to allow me to stay in your home.”
“We could do nothing less. We believe you survived a shipwreck. Tell me. Were you headed home? And where is home?”
She looked at him and then away. “I—I don’t know.”
“You don’t know?” he repeated.
“I’ve been struggling since I gained consciousness to recall something, anything of who I am and where I belong. I can’t.” Tears sprang to her eyes, and Armand came to her. “I remember very little.”
Sitting beside her on the window seat that overlooked the plantation, he placed an arm around her shoulders to comfort her.
“Come now. You’ve suffered a shock. The ship went down, and you may be its only survivor. We’ve found several people but none of them alive.”
She shook her head and felt the tears on her cheek. He procured a handkerchief and gave it to her.
“Dry your eyes, my dear. I’ve seen such shock affect people in this way before.”
“You have?”
“I was in the French Navy. Severe trauma can lead to such things as memory loss. You mustn’t force anything. You must give it time. Your memory will come to you.”
“I do hope so. Thank you for that. You’re very generous.”
“My house is at your disposal, Mademoiselle. You will recuperate here at de Vitry Plantation. As the governor of Saint-Domingue, I can do no less.”
“The governor?” she asked.
Armand waved his hand dismissively. “A title. Nothing else.”
She dried her tears. “You are too modest, I imagine.”
Armand saw her necklace and smiled. “A little mouse.”
“Yes.” She touched it but could not recall anything about it.
“Well, it’s something to help with your identity.” Armand rose and gave her a slight bow. “I bid you goodnight, Mademoiselle. If you are up to it, tomorrow I will give you a grand tour of the plantation.”
“I would like that.”
“As would I.”
∞∞∞
 
Reece stood before his mother and his father, who was lying in bed near death. His breathing was labored, and the doctor said he wouldn’t last the week. He had come to the final conclusion that they both wanted, which was absolutely not what he wanted. He would marry. But the only woman he wanted had been taken by the dark ocean waters, so now he must marry without love, without affection, and for duty only.
“You’ve decided, then?” Olimpia asked sternly.
Reece nodded and his mother took in his appearance. Since returning from sea, he was rarely in her presence. He was either at his club in Mayfair or drinking much of the liquor that was stocked in their home. He knew he looked disheveled and unkempt. He knew his mother worried about him. But he revealed nothing to her. She might surmise his current behavior was due to his father’s imminent death, though they had never been close.
“If you want me to marry, then Diana Woodley is as good as any to become my viscountess.”
“Yes. She’s charming.”
“She is indeed. We’ll announce it in The Daily Courant, and everyone will be pleased. I’ll have a cold fish in my bed who will read me the Bible every night, but as long as the line remains intact . . .” Reece spoke coldly.
Olimpia narrowed her eyes. “Are you quite finished?”
“Quite.”
“Then let’s make the public announcement,” Olimpia said, patting her husband’s hand. “Then you’ll obtain the common license—” she began.
“I’ll agree to the announcement. But the engagement will be for six months.”
“Six months! Surely not!” Olimpia cried.
“Six months it will be. Diana and I have discussed it. Her family wants it, and so do I.”
“You are absolutely impossible,” she exclaimed.
“Shall we have an engagement supper?” he asked politely.
“Of course.” Olimpia shrugged her shoulders.
“And if father should die, the wedding might be postponed to a year,” Reece said dryly.
Olimpia stared at him. “He can hear everything you say. You know that, don’t you?”
“I hope this engagement makes you happy, Father,” he said to him. “You both have always like Diana.”
Pierce nodded and whispered, “Yes.”
“Then I bid you both a good night.”
Reece walked into the dimly lit hallway. He was to marry Diana. It was settled. He would marry a woman who had no fire, no zest for life, but she would be a good mother and would do her best to be a good wife. He did not doubt that.
But in his heart, there was no room for anyone else. His heart was filled to the brim with a woman who wore breeches and fought with a sword. A woman who had dedicated her life to avenging her brother’s death and had died doing so. His heart was filled with a woman with hazel eyes that warmed when he was near and whose lips he could still taste.
He felt the pain wash over him again as he took the stairs. How could he live each day with Diana? How could he kiss her and make love to her and be a husband to her when his heart would never be hers? Tamzen. There would never be anyone else in his heart but her.
∞∞∞
 
Tamzen pulled the simple dress over her head and turned about in the room. Heloise had sent up several dresses for her to choose from, and though they looked worn and restitched in several places, she was grateful for them. She came downstairs to the breakfast table and joined the family for the morning meal. Martine smiled at her and then frowned.
“My dear. What are you wearing?”
Tamzen looked down at the dress. The bodice was fine, but several places in the dress were almost worn through. Otherwise it was a simple and acceptable dress. Before she could respond, Martine turned to her daughter-in-law.
“Heloise? What is that?”
“A servant’s dress.” Heloise shrugged. “I thought it would suit her. After all, we don’t know her class. Perhaps this is what she is used to,” she whispered the last part.
Armand stood and directed Tamzen to a seat nearest his mother. When she was seated, he smiled.
“This is easily remedied, ma chere. There is a fine seamstress in town. I will have several gowns made for you. We only need someone here to take your measurements, and then I’ll dispatch a footman.”
Tamzen became upset. “No. I could not let you—”
“You are not letting me,” Armand said. “It is a gift to you. In the meantime, Heloise, please go upstairs and find an appropriate gown for our guest.”
Heloise turned angry eyes to Tamzen, only for a moment, and then was gone.
Armand smiled. “Once you are gowned, we will take the tour I promised you.”
“A tour?” Martine asked.
“Yes. I promised Mademoiselle a tour of the plantation.”
“Can I go?” Aimee piped up.
“No, ma petite. You have your studies. Your governess awaits you even now,” her uncle said.
Armand smiled and patted his lips with the linen napkin. “When you are dressed, have the servants find me. Until then.”
Tamzen watched Armand walk away and smiled. “He’s very charming, your son.”
“Yes. I’m very proud of him. He’s also intelligent and well respected in Saint-Domingue.”
“I can see why.”
“My husband’s family had money. The money came from banking. It was Armand who decided to enter into the slave trade. He sailed between Africa and the Caribbean and made a fortune. With that money, he bought a ship and began a career as a privateer.”
“A privateer?” Tamzen asked. The word tickled something inside her brain.
“Do you know what a privateer is?” Martine asked.
“I don’t think so.”
Martine explained it to her and then continued her story. “He returned to France and offered his bounty to the Crown. He was appointed lieutenant in the French Navy and then ultimately given the governorship.”
“Your son sounds extraordinary.”
“Indeed. I am proud of him. I was only ever sorry that he never married. I only have the one granddaughter, Aimee, from my other son. Her father died in a fire.”
“I’m sorry for it.”
“Never mind all that. Go and get changed. I’m sure Armand is waiting for you.”
Tamzen smiled and went upstairs to her bedroom that overlooked the sea. When she entered her room, she was not alone. Heloise was inside placing a light pink dress across her bed.
“I’ve brought you a dress. Shall we try it on?” she asked.
Tamzen looked on eagerly. “Yes, please. It looks lovely.”
“Well, go on, then. Take that dress off.”
Tamzen looked about for a screen to change behind, but there was none. She gingerly removed her dress and shoes and stood in the thin chemise facing Heloise. Heloise looked her over with envious eyes.
She placed the dress over her head and pulled at the ties in the back.
Tamzen smiled at her reflection. The simple gown had a square bodice and quarter length sleeves, and she felt very pretty in it.
“I like it very much. Thank you.”
“Should we manage your hair? It needs to be brushed,” Heloise said curtly.
“Does it? I didn’t realize.” She touched a hand to her hair.
Heloise had Tamzen sit on the small stool before the vanity mirror and picked up a brush.
She felt the brush move through her hair, and she looked up into the mirror to meet Heloise’s eyes. “I’m looking forward to seeing the plantation.”
Heloise shrugged. “It’s home. For now. I hope to persuade Armand to move back to Paris, at least part of the year. So much more civilized than this backwater island.”
“Back to Paris?” Tamzen asked.
“I was born in Paris. I met my husband there, Armand’s brother. It’s my home, and I want to raise Aimee there.”
“Would Armand let you go? Would you want to be alone there?” Tamzen wondered.
Heloise laughed. “Silly goose! Armand would be there as well. Obviously, my husband will go where I go.”
Tamzen paused. “Oh. Oh! I’m sorry. I didn’t realize. You’re engaged.” She smiled.
“It’s unofficial.” Heloise shrugged. “We’ve been waiting for the time to be right.”
“Of course. How wonderful. You must be very pleased.”
Heloise smiled. “I am.”
∞∞∞
 
Armand took her hand in his and helped Tamzen into the open cart. He took up the reins, and the horse began to move forward. “I never imagined I’d be the owner of a sugar plantation. I can tell you that right enough. But my father and I made money in the slave trade, and the sugar plantation makes money so that I need not worry about it.”
Slave traders? She sat back against the cushions and thought of the word. Slave. There was a man. He had been a slave. A tall man. A man of integrity. A fighting man. A survivor.
“Ma chere?” Armand was speaking to her.
“I’m sorry. I was miles away.”
“You’re remembering something?”
“Bits. Pieces. Nothing concrete. Nothing that tells me who I am.”
“Give it time,” he said kindly.
The cart moved away from the house, and she turned to look back at the grand house where they resided. It was a two-story building, as she had already guessed, with darker brick work on the bottom floor and white bricks on the top. The main entrance had an oval-shaped ceiling with dark glossy tiles that covered the floor and dark wood decorating the walls. It was a beautiful home with clearly a man’s touch to it.
“It’s a lovely home,” she said.
Armand beamed. “I had the plans drawn up myself. To remind me of France, Madeleine.” The name gave Tamzen a start.
He had taken to calling her that, and each time the name was spoken it reminded her once more that she knew so little about herself, including her own name.
“It is quite something,” she agreed.
The cart moved slowly across the small valley, and she saw a hundred or so men bent over cutting at the green crops. The men wore simple breeches and were naked from the waist up. They were all dark skinned, and the sweat glistened on their bodies.
“What is that they are doing?” she asked.
Armand slowed the cart to a halt. “Cutting sugarcane. Planting, manuring, and cane-cutting is the hardest work on the plantation. It must be done by the strongest and healthiest of slaves. Young male slaves.”
“These are all slaves?”
“Yes. All of the plantation workers are slaves. That was what first gave me the idea. When my father and I were slave trading, I thought I could use them myself and start the plantation. The idea came to me slowly though. It is not easy having slaves. They are not the most agreeable people,” he cautioned.
The cart moved on and they came to a modest-looking church. “I expect everyone on the plantation to attend church regularly unless they are sick or the women are in labor. It’s important to be close to God. Don’t you agree, my dear?”
“I agree. You look after your slaves. That’s commendable.”
“Of course I do. They are important to the running of the plantation. They are fed, housed, clothed. All at my expense.”
Tamzen smiled.
“The less demanding tasks of the plantation are handled by the younger and older slaves. We also convert harvested sugarcane into raw sugar and also rum.”
“It’s quite a business,” she remarked.
The cart turned down a small lane, and the worn tracks came upon identical-looking one- and two-roomed cottages. The small cottages looked fairly new, and several had children playing in front of them.
“This is the slave housing. All the slaves live on the plantations, and the families live together,” he explained.
“Families?”
“Yes. I have one family which has three generations here.”
“Remarkable.”
He turned the cart away from the slave housing, and she saw the land was tropical and lush with strange trees dotting the landscape. The air was hot and humid.
“It is very hot here. Is it not?” she said, dabbing at the sweat on her neck.
“It is. I’ve gotten used to it. But you must rest. And take it easy. Do not do too much,” he advised.
“Those trees? What are they called?” She pointed.
“They’re called palm trees. They’re very common.”
“I like them.” She smiled, and he smiled back at her.
He moved the cart along, and Tamzen admired the green beauty that surrounded them.
“I believe you are English,” Armand told her. “Your accent betrays you. I would say London or thereabouts.”
“Indeed? You’ve spent time in England?”
“Yes. I went to university there, and I have friends still in the country.”
“Well, that’s something. I’m an English girl.” She smiled and then spoke again. “It’s lovely here. Like a sort of paradise.”
Armand studied her and nodded. “The view is especially lovely.”




Chapter Fourteen
Inside the dark pub, the two men looked odd and mismatched seated across from each other. Ikemba, the proud, dark African, dressed in all black except for his linen shirt, quietly staring into his drink, while Reece, the soon-to-be viscount, was wearing a three-piece suit, hose, and shoes, drinking as much as he could in a short amount of time. His hair was mussed, and his face was a mask of quiet pain.
“The banns have been read and the announcement made. Diana Woodley will be the next Viscountess of Holcombe,” he told Ikemba.
After the men had searched the seas for Tamzen, and they had both decided she was gone, Ikemba had made the difficult journey home to tell the St. Aubin family that she had died from fever. He had spared them the details, and Merry had remained silent, telling her story to no one. The family had plunged into mourning.
“Viscountess of Holcombe.” Reece’s laugh was harsh and cruel. “That night. That night before she left. I should have known. I should have guessed. She only agreed to marry me to buy herself time. I should have demanded we marry then. Right then. That night. Even if it meant she hated me forever, I should have.”
Ikemba shook his head. “No. We both know Tamzen. She would have left no matter what was done. Don’t guess what might have been. You’ll drive yourself mad. We both know the mistress did as she pleased. No one could stop her when her mind was made up.”
“Drive myself mad?” Reece looked up at him. His eyes filled with tears. “I have to live my entire life without the woman I loved. What else is there but madness beyond the brink of this self-induced hatred?”
“Reece,” Ikemba said softly.
“I have to get to the supper.” Reece stood, a little unsteady.
“What supper?” Ikemba asked.
“The engagement supper.”
“It’s tonight?”
“Yes. My lovely bride-to-be waits for me. I can’t keep her waiting, can I?”
Ikemba stood up. “This is not a good idea. In fact, I recommend you return to your club.”
“Not a good idea? If everyone in the world wants Diana as my bride, then so she shall be. But she should know what’s what. This is me.” He placed a hand over his heart. “This is the man she’s marrying.”
“Reece,” he cautioned.
Reece’s eyes were filled with pain and regret. “There’s nothing now,” he said softly. “Nothing. I must pretend to live. Pretend to be something I’m not. Pretend to be fine with this marriage. But pretend is exactly what it will be. What it will always be.”
∞∞∞
 
Reece arrived to the engagement supper twenty minutes late. He bowed apologetically and kissed his bride-to-be sloppily on the mouth. When the supper was over, he prided himself on a job well done until Olimpia asked to see him in the study.
When he arrived in the study, his mother stood like an avenging angel before the fire, and Diana was seated serenely on the settee.
“Well, that was enlightening,” Olimpia said.
“What was, Mother?”
“Nothing at all. Except my son, the soon-to-be Lord Holcombe, appears to be a drunkard and made a fool of himself in front of most everyone in attendance tonight.”
Reece laughed. “Drunkard?”
“My God, Reece! If you want to act this way and make a fool of yourself at the club, so be it. But you will not do so in public—and in front of Diana’s family and our friends. Diana was gracious enough to say nothing, but I will not stand by and watch you make a mockery of our family name. Pull yourself together!” Olimpia stalked out of the room.
Diana stared at her hands in her lap. “I’ll be a good wife, Reece. I’ll try my best.”
“I’m sorry,” Reece said, feeling like a cad. “I thought it went well.”
“I know you loved her very much,” she said suddenly and then was silent. “She’s gone, but I’m here. I’ll do my best for you. I will.”
“Why?” he wondered aloud.
“Because I want this lifestyle. I want to be a viscountess. And I care for you, Reece. Not with a wild, passionate love, but a steady, true caring. One that will see you through this.”
“Will it?”
She came to stand before him and took his hands in hers. “I’ll look out for you. Care for you. You’ll see. As time passes, it will be all right.”
“I suppose it must.”
“In time, you’ll forget her. I’ll make sure of it.”
∞∞∞
 
Tamzen leaned over the rail of the balcony that overlooked the de Vitry Plantation. The moon was low in the dark sky, and she breathed in the scent of the sea. Suddenly, in her mind she saw a ship. It was a large ship with men all about the deck, and she was high up in the riggings. Strange. Why would a passenger be in the riggings?
There was a man. Kneeling before her. He was handsome, with warm eyes assessing her, undressing her. She had bested him. She knew that with a clear certainty. But at what had she bested him? She didn’t know. There was so much that she didn’t know. She threw on her dressing gown and went downstairs. The house was quiet and still. There was no one about. She walked the length of the great house and then went outside.
She found herself drawn to the slave cabins and the forest beyond it. It must be close to midnight, and she was alone amongst the trees. It was quiet and peaceful, and Tamzen felt calmed by it all. She longed for the peace she felt on the plantation. She wanted to stay and become a part of it all. She need not remember her past or her life before this. She could make a life here, couldn’t she?
A twig snapped behind her, and she turned to see Armand walking along the same path toward her.
“Armand?”
“You shouldn’t be out here, my dear. It’s not safe.”
“Not safe? On your own plantation?”
“Come with me. I’ll take you back.” She allowed herself to be taken by the elbow and led back to the house.
“Are you angry with me?” she asked him.
“No. Not angry. It’s just the slaves can be . . .”
“Yes?”
“They are sometimes unpredictable. They can be unhappy. I don’t trust that they might not turn eventually.”
“Turn?”
“Yes. Turn. And a young woman such as yourself should not be out here alone.”
“I’m sorry. I didn’t realize.”
“You’ve no need to apologize. You’re a guest in my home. You must come and go as you please. But at night, stay close to the house.”
“It won’t happen again.”
He nodded as they entered the grand house. “Would you like to go for a picnic tomorrow?”
“I would like that.” She smiled.
“In the late afternoon, then. I’ve business to attend to, but after . . .”
“Yes. Thank you, Armand.”
“Good night.”
∞∞∞
 
Tamzen sat on a blanket on the beach as Aimee frolicked in the water. Martine was knitting beside her, and Heloise was reclining on her other side watching the waves.
“I heard Cook saying she was preparing a basket for a picnic outing,” Heloise said to no one in particular.
“Yes. Armand asked me to a picnic,” Tamzen said innocently.
“Charming.” Heloise smiled.
“Most thoughtful of my son,” Martine said.
“Odd. He didn’t mention it at dinner. Neither did you, as I recall,” Heloise noted.
“No. I went walking after dinner, and he saw me then.”
“I see. You should be careful walking out at night. All sorts of bugs and nasties on the island,” Heloise said before joining Aimee in the water.
“Never mind her, dear. I always thought she was keen on having Armand as her husband, but then she married my younger son. And then he died, my dear son.”
“I do understand there is an arrangement of sorts. Heloise explained to me,” Tamzen said. “Perhaps I should have refused the picnic. It seems improper?”
“An arrangement?” Martine asked.
“Well, an unofficial engagement,” Tamzen said.
“An engagement?”
“Between Heloise and Armand. She spoke of it to me. She said she wanted to spend a portion of the year in Paris, and that naturally her husband would join her. She said that husband would be Armand.”
Martine smiled. “If you’ll excuse me, my dear. I must speak to the housekeeper on a matter. And I’ll only add that if my son invited you to a picnic, you must go. It would be rude to refuse.”
“Of course, Madame.”
Tamzen returned her gaze to the crystal-blue waters that surrounded the island and watched as Aimee picked up shells on the beach. Heloise was ankle deep in the water, and Tamzen’s mind drifted off to a place high above the sea. There was a house. A beautiful house that overlooked the ocean. But this place seemed cold, and the ocean was dark. There was a young girl throwing her arms around a man. He was going away, and his loss was almost a physical blow to the girl. It was only a moment, but in that one moment, in that man’s arms, the girl felt completely loved.
“I must go change,” she told Aimee and Heloise before she set off to the house.
Entering the house, Tamzen passed by the study as she was making her way to the staircase when she heard Martine speaking.
“It’s intolerable, Armand! It was bad enough when Heloise married your brother. She was an upstart with no family connections or money. But now she tells strangers that she is engaged to you?”
“She isn’t, so what does it matter?” she heard him tell his mother.
“It matters to me. It matters she thinks it and is scheming to capture you. I won’t have it,” Martine exclaimed.
“Maman. You won’t have it. And I won’t have her. Heloise can scheme all she likes. She’s not for me.”
Tamzen backed away from the door and quickly made her way upstairs. Even a beautiful house on a serene island had problems. She wondered why Heloise would want a man who didn’t want her?
∞∞∞
 
“You’ll tell me the spot you like best, and that’s where we will stop,” Armand told her as he picked up the reins to the cart and the horse began an easy trot.
“Wherever you like, Armand. It doesn’t matter to me. The entire island seems picturesque.” She smiled at the green trees and lush surroundings.
“Then let it be here,” he said as they neared a small pond.
She stepped down from the cart, taking his hand for assistance, and he carried the basket while she carried the blanket to the grassy area. She spread the blanket upon the ground.
“I’m sorry but it appears my sister-in-law led you to believe something that is untrue,” Armand began.
“Yes?” Tamzen asked.
“Heloise is charming and attractive and would make a pleasing wife, I’ve no doubt. But she will not be my wife,” he said simply.
“It’s not my place to discuss your family business,” Tamzen said. “I don’t need to know anything at all, only that she did mention something about an engagement.”
He moved gently toward her and covered her hand with his. “She is mistaken. There is no engagement.” He smiled at her. “I would like to take this opportunity to get to know you better. I understand you have been through much. Would it be something you would consider?”
Tamzen met his eyes and then looked away. In her mind, she was dancing with a man. The handsome man with the assessing eyes. He was holding her tightly. His touch was warm.
“I don’t know who I am,” she told him. “I don’t know where I belong. I might be married.”
“All that you say is true. You might be, and you might not be: Time stands still for no man or woman. And I find myself fond of you,” he admitted.
Tamzen pinkened at his words. “I like being with you too, Armand.”
“You see? A beginning.” He took her hand and kissed it. “I ask for nothing more than to be near you. To admire you.”
Tamzen nodded. “How could I refuse?”
∞∞∞
 
The two men who looked so different and came from such different backgrounds were tied together by their mutual grief. Ikemba continued to serve the St. Aubin family, though their London town house was more like a mausoleum, and Reece spent much of his time at his club, avoiding Diana and his mother whenever possible.
The two men met every so often at local pubs in London and often drank more than they talked. The loss of the woman they both loved needed no discussion. It was there between them much like the ale they consumed.  
“I can’t stand to be in London,” Reece declared. “I’ve told Lex to ready the ship. I must be off.”
“Where are you headed to?” Ikemba asked.
“Nowhere. But the atmosphere here, the ties threaten to choke me.” He jerked his head at the black armband he wore. “And now he’s gone. So I’m Viscount Holcombe, Lord Holcombe. Fitting, isn’t it? I have the title. The money. The lands. Everything I could want except the only thing that matters.”
“If you don’t mind my saying so, you should mourn her. God knows I do. But you must start living. You must.”
“Must I?” Reece threw back the drink and looked across the table. “You loved her too. I know you did. You watched her grow from a child into a woman. So, in essence, you’ve lost a child.”
Ikemba nodded. “I’ve lost everything. I lost a woman long ago whom I loved deeply. I lost my parents, my sisters. Everything. But I go on because I must. And so must you.”
∞∞∞
 
Tamzen enjoyed spending time with Armand. He was pleasant and affable with a dignity about him that people admired. He never asked anything from her and seemed happy to be near her, just as he had said. They took Aimee to the beach and spent time in the small area known as Hôpital.
He had a wardrobe of clothes made for her, including traveling suits, day dresses, and beautiful gowns of silk. He ordered her new leather and silk shoes, and as the weeks passed, she stopped trying to remember her old life and settled into her new one.
∞∞∞
 
Martine was growing worried about Heloise’s animosity toward their guest. She viewed her as her rival and tried often to sabotage her. She made sly remarks to everyone in the house, including servants, to undermine her.
When Martine overheard her telling Georges that their young guest was most likely a servant in her former life, Martine took the opportunity to shut her daughter-in-law up once and for all.
“I understand very well that you don’t like our guest of honor,” Martine told her coldly. “And I’m sorry for it. But I have it on very good authority that Armand is to propose to her and soon. So unless you really want to be packed off to Paris to live out your days alone, I suggest you hold your tongue.”
“Propose? Armand is to propose to her?” Heloise said in dismay.
“Yes, Heloise. And if this young woman, this Madeleine, makes my son happy, then you must stop your venomous barbs. If you cannot be happy for them, at least appear to be so.”
“I understand.” Heloise smiled. “You never thought I was good enough for Andre, and now I’m certainly not good enough for Armand.”
Martine shook her head. “That’s something you never understood, dear. It doesn’t concern me in the least. My sons do what they want. And in this regard, as in everything else, Armand is going after what he wants. And he doesn’t want you.”
“And you would risk losing your only grandchild?” she threatened. “If I don’t agree to be civil, I’ll be sent to Paris, and Aimee would come with me.”
But Martine only smiled. “And how would you live in Paris with no money? You’ll become a wealthy man’s courtesan? Or stay here, smile, wish them well, and live quite happily. It is, as always, your choice.”
Heloise was about to speak, but Martine interrupted her. “And have no doubt. Armand would let you leave without blinking to return to Paris. But Aimee? She will remain here.”
∞∞∞
 
Armand and Tamzen walked along the small pond’s edge as the sun was setting. It was a pleasant evening. She felt cosseted and cared for in this tropical paradise. She was clothed well, fed delicious foods, and looked after by an army of servants. Her simple desires were granted. She felt she was living a dream. A wonderful dream without any dark shadows to try and remember. All she had to do in this world was enjoy it.
“We have a tradition here at de Vitry Plantation,” he explained. “There is a grand masquerade ball given each year, and I invite my dearest friends to it. Some of them come from the Continent.”
“It sounds quite eventful.”
“It is. I have friends and fellow businessmen that come from France and England to partake in my generosity,” he said, smiling. “Some of them I only see at this time of the year. Of course, it’s quite the strain on the house. Mother has to plan the menus, the floral arrangements, and the music,” he ticked off.
“I’m sure it will all be wonderful.”
“My mother usually manages it very well. It’s a tradition that started when my father was alive, so I continue it for him. Maman is only too happy to play hostess.”
He stopped walking and took her hand in his.
“At this ball, I want to make an important announcement. Once I have your blessing, of course.”
“Yes?” she asked, confused.
“Madeleine. Dearest, I would like you to agree to become my wife.”
“Your wife? Armand—”
“I know. I’ve lived a long time without a woman in my life. I had my mother to entertain guests, and Heloise was always on hand to help. There are servants who attend to my needs as well, but until you arrived, I never realized what was missing. I never realized that I was just waiting for the right woman. I was waiting for you.”
Tamzen was silent. “I do like being with you, Armand. I won’t deny that. But I’m half a person. I don’t know who I am, where I come from—”
“None of that matters to me. If your memory does come back, and I hope it does, we can deal with that. But the present is for the living. And it’s time you lived. You’ll forgive me for saying so, but I think you need me too. You need to be looked after. Cared for. I will do that.”
Tamzen smiled. “I’m honored that you are asking me. I am. Especially as you know nothing of me.”
“I know enough. You are beautiful and kind. You will be a fitting wife of a governor.”
Tamzen looked away, contemplating her next words. She felt adrift. She didn’t know anything about her past, and she felt desperately alone. But Armand had given her much when she had so little, and he cared for her. She had no reason to deny him. He was respected and well regarded.  “Yes, Armand. I will marry you.”
Armand smiled and kissed her hand gently. “Excellent. Most excellent.”
∞∞∞
 
Tamzen set the quill pen aside and stretched her arms over her head. She looked over the desk that was littered with envelopes and invitations to be hand addressed.
“So many invitations,” she commented to Martine, who was seated at another table addressing envelopes as well.
“It’s quite an undertaking but well worth it,” Martine said. “You’ll see. We’ll have music, dancing, so much food. And fireworks. It’s an evening you’ll never forget. Quite magical.”
“I’m looking forward to it.”
“And I’m sure Armand mentioned he knows so many people. Local plantation owners as well as his dearest friends from the Continent look forward to attending the ball and staying here at de Vitry.”
“He did mention that,” Tamzen nodded.
“Have you decided on your costume? What you’ll wear, dear Madeleine?” Martine said as she addressed another envelope.
“I haven’t.”
“I think I’m keen to be Catherine de’ Medici.”
Tamzen only smiled vaguely. She didn’t know who Catherine de’ Medici was.
“I’ve got it! You should be Queen Boadicea! Or maybe a Roman Empress? No!” she said. “Boadicea is the right fit for you. Especially if you are English, as we think you may be. And the costume will be quite simple.”
“What would it look like?” Tamzen asked.
“The paintings I’ve seen portray her as tall with long hair and a colorful tunic with a thick cloak fastened by a brooch. She was often pictured wearing a golden necklace, so what could be easier?”
“It does sound simple.”
“My dear,” Martine said to Armand as he joined them. “Madeleine is going to be Queen Boadicea for the ball.”
“Fitting. She was of royal descent,” Armand told her.
“I’m sure I’m not that,” Tamzen said shyly.
“Quite so,” Heloise said from the other side of the room.
“I meant your regal bearing, dearest.” Armand smiled.
Tamzen looked away and took up her quill pen again.
“And how are the plans for the ball, Maman?” he asked.
“Going smoothly. We were just finishing the invitations, and I believe we need a break. Heloise was combing through the larder journals to make certain we have what we need. If not, we must order everything immediately or we won’t have what we need in time.”
“Make sure to order more champagne,” Armand instructed. “Last year we almost ran out. That’s inexcusable.”
Martine smiled. “It will all be arranged. Between the three of us, we have managed it all.”
“Spare no expense. The masquerade ball is a tradition. Not only for Saint-Domingue, but for those I know in France and England. It must be a testament to the island and all we do. Especially this year,” he smiled and kissed Tamzen’s hand.
“Don’t worry, my son. It will be magnificent,” Martine assured him.




Chapter Fifteen
Martine and Tamzen went into town to visit the seamstress who had been preparing the de Vitry ladies’ gowns for years. She had come from Paris with her husband only to be left alone on the island when her husband was killed in a duel. The scandalous talk was that he had fought another man over the love of a Negro woman, but she never spoke of it.
The seamstress, Josephine, draped fabric about Tamzen’s slim curves. The tunic was a soft white muslin with a belt set high above her waist and a red cloak about her shoulders. Tamzen felt almost naked, but the effect was daring and lovely.
Tamzen thought she looked less like a warrior queen and more like the Greek goddesses Martine had described to her.
“If no one knows who you are, you can say you’re Aphrodite,” Josephine commented. “The goddess of love.”
“The goddess of love? No one would believe that,” Tamzen said shyly.
“No one except, Armand,” Martine noted. “Meanwhile, I look like a harpy,” she said, looking into the mirror. She was dressed as Catherine de’ Medici but in black widow’s garb. “When I said I wanted to look like a queen, Josephine, I didn’t mean a widow queen in black who would scare small children.”
“I’m sorry, Madame,” Josephine said. “But the only memory I have of Madame de Medici is dressed as a widow.”
Martine sighed. “It’s too late to change now. Although I admit the material is of the finest quality.”
Josephine beamed.
“What is Heloise coming as? She’s always so secretive,” Martine probed.
“Cleopatra. We’ve been working on her costume.”
Martine laughed. “Cleopatra? She always has the need to outshine us all.”
∞∞∞
 
Reece sipped his whiskey thoughtfully. In a month’s time he would marry. He had done what was expected of him, although begrudgingly. He had stopped going to the club except when invited for special occasions, he stopped drinking to excess, and he had finally come to terms with his life.
He and Diana had only attended several small parties together as he was still in mourning for his father. She was polite and attentive, and he could not fault her. The few that had known about his earlier engagement to Tamzen said nothing. Broken engagements were common. But none except the closest to him knew that, in his heart, there would never be anyone else.
Reece saw his entire future flash before his eyes. It was inevitable. In a few more years there would be children, then their schooling, then the decline into old age—and Diana would be by his side through all of it.
But she wouldn’t have brown hair streaked with blond, and her eyes wouldn’t be hazel, filled with fire and life. He wouldn’t remember her as she had stood on the deck of the Ursilla, sword in hand as she bested him. A smile on her lips as the sun beat down on them all, surrounded by her proud crew. Tamzen.
The butler came into the study, interrupting his thoughts as he handed him the mail.
“Leave them here, Boyle.”
Reece sipped his whiskey and looked through the pile of correspondence. A letter from his cousin in the country, two letters for his mother, one from his club—mostly likely a bill—and a final envelope addressed to him with a stamp that looked foreign.
He opened the letter and smiled. It was an invitation to the annual de Vitry ball in Saint-Domingue. He had attended the fete several times and quite enjoyed it. He and Armand de Vitry had met years before and had traveled in the same circles for a time. Back then they had both been privateers upon the ocean, sanctioned by their respective kings.
Reece knew de Vitry was now the governor of Saint-Domingue and a wealthy man. It was just the thing. He would enjoy the respite. The chance to get away from it all and travel to the island.
Once he returned, he would be ready to face the world and the marriage that awaited him. The invitation specified it was a masquerade ball, so he must visit his tailor to find the perfect costume. Perhaps a Roman general like Germanicus. He smiled. Yes. This was just the respite he needed before returning home to be a bridegroom.
∞∞∞
 
“Saint-Domingue?” Diana asked after Reece had told her about the ball.
“Yes. It’s an island—”
“I understand that you know this person giving the ball and that you want to attend. What I don’t understand is why you don’t want me to come with you.”
Reece sighed. “I’m not against you coming with me, Diana. But the truth is I would like to go alone. I need this time alone,” he admitted.
“But you will be taking your crew, will you not? Alexander will accompany you.”
“My crew must come, Diana. I can’t sail my ship alone.”
She paused at this. “Then by all means. Go enjoy your masquerade. Be with people you want to be with. And then come back to me. The woman you’re being forced to marry.”
He sighed. “No one is forcing me.”
“I thought after all these months it would make a difference. That I could find a way inside your heart. But it’s as if a day hasn’t passed. She’s still there. There’s no room for me.”
“What do you want me to do?” He shrugged. “I never lied to you. I loved her.”
“And me?”
“We made a bargain. You know that. You never lied to me either. You said you wanted the title. The wealth. You’ll have it.”
Diana shook her head. “It’s just, after all this time, I thought you might still grieve, but your head would be more intelligent. Your heart might mourn your lost love, but your head would see that I’m here. Willing, able, ready to marry you and share your life.”
“I’m sorry, Diana. I wish it wasn’t this way.”
She nodded. “Take your time in Saint-Domingue. Perhaps it will give you clarity. Godspeed.”
∞∞∞
 
Armand expertly used the reins to guide the cart and horse along the grounds. Tamzen sat beside him in a pale mint-green dress with a scooped bodice. “Do you look forward to being mistress of it all, darling?”
“It’s a little daunting, to be honest.”
“Nonsense. It will fit you like a glove.” He smiled as he looked out over the fields and saw his overseer beckoning to him.
Leaving the cart, he walked toward the large French man nicknamed le poing—“the fist”—by the slaves. She watched as her husband-to-be and the overseer spoke urgently to each in low voices. She could not hear what they were saying. As she was waiting, a young Negro boy came toward her.
“Some water, Miss?” he asked, looking up at her in the cart.
She smiled down at the boy with his pail of water and ladle in hand. Before she could respond, the overseer and Armand were marching toward her. The overseer cuffed the boy over his ears, and Armand shouted, “What did you say to her? What?”
“Nothing, Master. I asked the lady if she wanted water.” He was trembling.
“Whip him!” Armand instructed the overseer.
Frozen until that moment, Tamzen clutched at her throat. “Armand, please! He’s a child! He offered me water, nothing more. He did nothing wrong! Please!”
Armand turned to the boy and the overseer. “Release him. This is a warning. You never speak to a member of the de Vitry family unless spoken to. Understood, boy?”
“Yes, Master.”
Armand stepped up into the seat and sat down beside her, picking up the reins.
“Thank you, Armand,” she said softly.
“As for you, my dear, never interfere in my business again,” he said coldly. “You know nothing of these people. That young boy back there will get airs above himself. In a few more years, he might get it into his head to attack the women of this family because you once showed him kindness.”
“He’s a child.”
“He’s a child now. In a few years, he’ll be a man with a man’s urgings. You know nothing of these matters.”
Tamzen was at a loss. “Tell me, then.”
“These slaves, they’re animals, my dear. Animals. The men want nothing more than to subjugate good, decent white women to their desires. To force themselves upon them.”
“Surely not,” she said, appalled.
“You attend church each Sunday. You listen. We preach submission. Obedience. The slaves listen. But there will come a time—”
“Armand, you’re scaring me.”
“Good. You should be scared. You’re lovely and much too young to understand these things. These men, I’ve seen them look at women—white women—with lust. It is apparent. And you must not seek them out.”
“Of course I won’t seek them out! What a thing to say!” Tamzen was shocked. “I’m to be your wife.”
Armand steadied the horses, pulled her into his lap, and kissed her on the mouth for the first time. “My darling, I worry so. For you.”
“You needn’t,” she said, dazed by the kiss.
“But I do. The thought of a Negro touching even a lock of your hair—I would kill him.”
“Armand. Please. Do not worry. I will be yours. No one else’s.”
He smiled. “I’m sorry. I’m a foolish man. A foolish man with a beautiful young bride.”
“A bride-to-be,” she reminded him.
“A bride-to-be very soon.”
He placed her back against the cushions and took up the reins once more. “I’ll tell you this, my dear. When my father and I first became slave traders, I was much more ignorant than I am now. I’ll tell you the reason. I witnessed a small slave revolt on a ship once. The Negros turned on good Christian men and slit their throats. They tossed their bodies into the sea. I escaped only because I jumped into the ocean and another ship saved me.”
“How awful!”
“It was. But these people are only people on the outside. They don’t have souls like you and I. They are heathen creatures, which is why I demand they attend church.”
“You are good to them.”
He smiled, his hand suddenly in her hair. “You’re too young to understand these things. But you’ll see. They wallow in dirt and their own feces because they are no better than animals. But I will keep you safe, my darling. Have no fear.”
Tamzen hid her trembling hands in her lap. “I don’t.”
Later, when Tamzen was alone in her room changing for dinner, she remembered the young boy’s eyes wide with fear and the ease at which Armand had ordered his whipping. She shuddered. Had she not been present, would he have been whipped? Or was it only her presence that caused the anger in Armand?
It scared her, and she wondered again at life in this paradise. If Armand was king of the de Vitry plantation and governor of the island, then whatever he said was law. If he was benevolent and kind, so much the better, but what if he was cruel and vicious? Then the people would be ruled by fear, not respect. And fear, fear could control people for a time. But it could not hold them forever. And that thought frightened her. She was surrounded by people on this island that might, at any time, decide they had had enough.
∞∞∞
 
Heloise stretched her arms over her head and looked over at the dark man lounging beside her.
“I must go.”
“Must you?” he said, smiling back at her.
“I must. Suppose Aimee wakes up and wonders where I’ve gone. And you? The household might be looking for you.”
He leaned over and kissed her lips, his dark hand wandering possessively down her white thigh. The contrast between her creamy skin and his dark hand thrilled her.
“Come. Help me get dressed.”
“As you will, Madame.”
He helped her into her gown, tying the laces and kissing the back of her neck.
“Until tomorrow?” he asked.
She smiled. “Until tomorrow.” She smiled.
∞∞∞
 
Heloise watched her daughter in the water while she walked alongside Tamzen on the beach.
“You don’t think it’s a tad ridiculous that a girl of uncertain background and breeding is suddenly to be mistress of de Vitry? And wife to the governor of the island?” she scoffed.
Tamzen stopped and turned to Heloise.  “I know you don’t like me.”
“It has nothing to do with like or dislike. I find you to be extremely ordinary with neither wit nor intelligence. Your beauty, such as it is, is uncommon, but if we were in Paris, men would have many to admire besides you.”
“I know you wanted Armand,” Tamzen said boldly.
Heloise laughed harshly. “I wanted Armand?” She licked her lips. “I’ve had Armand. Many times, Madeleine. Both when Andre was alive and after his death.”
“I don’t believe you.”
“And if you want to know, he couldn’t keep his hands off me. I don’t think there was a room in the plantation where he didn’t have me. And you’ll find Armand has a voracious appetite where that’s concerned,” Heloise said smugly.
Tamzen looked away.
“I’m sorry, my dear. I’ve shocked you,” she said with mock sympathy.
“You’re lying.”
“Am I? Between the two of us, and this is my little secret, I often wondered if Aimee might in fact be Armand’s.” Heloise picked up her parasol and wandered farther down the beach, leaving Tamzen to stare after her.
Tamzen’s head was splitting by the time she returned to the great house. When she saw two slaves sweeping the wide veranda, she smiled at them but made no move to engage in chatter.
The ball was nearly upon them, which meant the engagement would be announced. Soon after, she would be married to Armand, and she felt a sense of unease. She realized she didn’t know him at all, and each day she learned something new about him that concerned her.
His treatment of the slaves, his past relationship with his dead brother’s widow. These were things she didn’t approve of, but what right did she have to approve or disapprove? He was a powerful man who did what he pleased. She would be his wife, but it seemed he wanted a submissive, quiet one.
She didn’t have any right to question Armand, especially if he had engaged in a relationship with his sister-in-law, but if it was true, was this the kind of family she wanted to marry into? These were the thoughts that churned inside her head as she laid down upon the bed to take a nap. Was this the kind of marriage she wanted? Was this the kind of family she wanted? Was it?
∞∞∞
 
The first of the guests had begun to arrive at the plantation. Several of them lived on different parts of the island and were wealthy plantation and land owners like Armand. They were French by birth, and their wives all wore the latest Paris fashions. She gathered from the curious and jealous glances that she had stolen a valuable Saint-Domingue asset in accepting Armand’s proposal.
“My dear, let me present . . .” he said for the fourth time as yet another couple was introduced to her as Madeleine.
Tamzen smiled and greeted the guests as she was introduced. She knew “Madeleine” was her name in this humid, strange land, but it felt odd. She recalled what Heloise had said about her. Someone of uncertain background and breeding to become mistress of de Vitry.
She felt ashamed that she was an unknown entity among these good people. Armand and his family had been kind to her, and she was grateful, but she felt her loss of memory keenly as all the guests knew one another, knew everything about each other, had pasts and memories. She felt like an outsider.
Sometime later, when the guests had been settled into their rooms, Tamzen sat on the veranda overlooking the vast green fields of sugarcane.
“What is it, my dear? You seem out of sorts,” Armand said as he joined her.
“I feel out of sorts. All these friends of yours are known to you, and you have memories together. I have nothing. I don’t even know my name.”
“Come, my dear. Soon enough you’re to be my wife. And Madeleine is your name now. If time passes and you still don’t remember, you can choose a name for yourself. How many people can say that? They chose their own name?” He chuckled and kissed her on the forehead before moving back into the house.
Armand had made light of her dilemma, and she felt a sharp disappointment. Didn’t he realize it was not a name but an identity she lacked? She had no family. No memories. No people that loved her as she was. No friends. She was adrift in the world, and she felt exactly that. Adrift. A lone ship floating in the ocean. No anchor. No crew. Adrift. Alone. 
“You look quite sad sitting here all alone in the moonlight,” Martine said as she approached her.
“I was just wondering for a moment what my life was like. The one I can’t remember.”
Martine nodded, sitting beside her. “Of course. That’s quite normal. I lost one son, and that was hard enough. But if I knew he was out there somewhere, I would never stop looking for him. I would also wonder if he was safe. Happy.”
“Is that what happened? They stopped looking for me? My family?” Tamzen said, her eyes filled with tears.
“Oh, my dear. We might never know for certain. But the fact is you were washed ashore. Your family and loved ones must naturally assume you died at sea. And until you regain your memory, there isn’t much we can do.”
Tamzen felt a wave of frustration and anger wash over her at the thought of another life being completely over because of her inability to remember it. “That’s so unbearable. That people might be in pain because I’m gone. Because they think I’m dead. But I’m not. I didn’t die. I’m here.”
Martine put her arm around Tamzen’s shoulders and squeezed her. “Come, my child. The ball and your upcoming wedding have you overwrought. You’re tired. Let me walk you to your room. You need a good night’s sleep.”
∞∞∞
 
That night, Tamzen tossed and turned in her sleep. Her dreams were filled with the smell of the sea, and she saw herself on a ship that seemed to be a second home to her. She called out to several of the men, and they moved quickly to do her bidding. There was one man she could barely make out, but he seemed strong, and she knew instantly that he would protect her with his life.
Another man was there too. A handsome man. His eyes assessed her. She was in his arms dancing and then again when he woke her from a dream. A sad dream where she had lost something precious.
He was my world, she heard in her ears, but nothing made sense. Who was her world? The man with the intense eyes watched her silently, and when he kissed her, she felt herself come alive. She was bathing in a tub of water, and his mouth was on hers. Tamzen felt herself shiver. When she jolted awake, she could still feel his arms around her. His mouth warm and firm over hers. She trembled remembering his eyes on her. Eyes that were so cool and yet so warm.
She walked to the window and looked out over the sea. The scent of it was comforting. A scent of home. She might be from England, as Armand had said, but the sea—the sea was home.
∞∞∞
 
“I think it’s daft, if you ask me,” Lex said as he watched Reece turn the ship’s wheel toward the east.
“No one is asking you,” came Reece’s curt reply.
“But I’ve said it. And I’m not sorry I said it. You lost something. There’s no denying it. But Diana loves you. Doesn’t that matter?”
“It matters, but you’re wrong about Diana. She wants the lifestyle. The title. Me? I’m part of the package.”
“I didn’t know,” Lex admitted.
“And I’m still in mourning,” Reece said quietly. “I still dream about her, Lex. Not as often as I used to, but I still do. And I can still taste her, feel her. Sometimes it’s almost unbearable.”
“I’m sorry, old man. I didn’t realize.”
“And that’s the worst part of it. I lost something before I ever had a chance for it to grow and come to fruition. Imagine what that does to a person. What if we had married? What if we had children? What if—”
“I understand. And Diana?“
“She accepts it, or least some part of her understands it. But I imagine it’s hard for a woman—any woman—to not be the only woman in a man’s heart.”
∞∞∞
 
Tamzen dabbed at her forehead with her handkerchief as she walked along the small path that led from the slave cottages deeper into the forest. While everyone else was lying down or resting in the shade, she took the opportunity to wander the grounds.
She fanned herself with the handkerchief and was just passing the last of the small cottages when she heard voices raised in argument.
“You bitch! How dare you tell her about us?” a man yelled.
“What? It’s all right for you to rut between every slave wench’s legs from fourteen to forty and then take your sister-in-law the day before she’s to wed your brother, but we mustn’t talk about it?” a woman yelled back.
“You stupid chit! I have plans that you know nothing about it. And the last thing I could or would do is marry my dead brother’s widow.”
Tamzen moved closer to the wall of the cottage. She knew with certainty that the voices arguing were Heloise and Armand.
“You bastard! You promised me!” she cried out. “You promised that if I did what you asked, you would marry me when Andre was dead.”
“You’re a stupid woman,” he mocked her. “The only thing you were ever good for was what lies between your legs. If you have anything between those ears, you’ll shut your mouth and do as you’re told. And if I hear once more that you are filling my bride-to-be with your nonsense, I’ll pack you off to France without a franc and you can see how well you do. And Aimee will stay here!”
“You wouldn’t dare!”
“Test me. Now let’s see if you can keep that tongue silent from now on.”
Tamzen quickly hid behind a large tree and watched as Armand left the cottage and made his way quickly back to the great house. A moment later, Heloise emerged from the cottage, looking after Armand with hate in her eyes. After waiting a minute, Heloise followed her lover back to the house.




Chapter Sixteen
Her head spun. So, it was true. Heloise hadn’t been lying. She and Armand were lovers. Or at least they had been at one time. She felt ill. The family that she once envied for being close and loving now seemed rich with intrigue and suspicion. She felt as if she had stepped into a lovely forest rife with berries and fruit that had now turned spoiled and rampant with worms.
And the promise. Heloise had mentioned a promise between them that, once fulfilled, Armand would marry her. She wondered what that promise had been.
Armand seemed to dabble with the slave women if Heloise’s account was to be believed. He hadn’t denied it. Nothing seemed beneath him. He would threaten his sister-in-law with ruin, take a child from its mother, and whip a young boy for offering a lady water.
She touched a hand to her head. An ache was beginning again. Armand was not a man she could marry. There was too much here she didn’t understand nor want to be a part of. She was walking up the side path to the house when she saw a large carriage pull up to the main entrance, and a footman sprang out to attend it.
Armand himself was standing on the steps to greet the new guest.
“My dear fellow! I was so pleased that you decided to come to the ball this year. I haven’t seen you in years!” Armand said, bringing the man inside while the footmen trailed behind them with the trunks.
Her heart was heavy. She looked about the green lawns that surrounded the house and sighed heavily. Even if she did break off the engagement with Armand, what would happen to her then? She had no money, no family, no home. If she left tomorrow, she would be headed for nowhere. She could go to England, but to do what? Search for a family she might have? Impossible. A needle in a haystack. She was stuck here in this hell that only looked like paradise. She was a butterfly caught in a spider’s web.
∞∞∞
 
“So, how are you? I was sorry to hear about your father,” Armand said as he poured out two whiskeys for himself and Reece Warrington.
Armand had not seen him in some time, but they used to travel in the same circles, and he admired him.
Reece took one glass and nodded. “He had been sick for some time. Of course it was awful, and my mother has still not recovered fully, but . . .”
“Yes. That is life. It is a circle of life and death.”
The men were silent as they each contemplated their own life. “I hear congratulations are in order. You’re to marry.”
“You keep abreast.” Reece nodded. “Yes, it’s true. When I return actually.”
“The ships arrive daily with news. I’m never at a loss. And of course, as governor, not much happens that I don’t hear about.”
“Her name is Diana Woodley. A fine lady,” Reece said.
“Then she’ll make you a fine wife.”
Reece smiled.
“I’m to marry as well,” Armand said.
“Indeed? I thought you claimed one drunken night years ago never to marry.”
Armand smiled. “I believe I did. But then I was young and foolish. My bride-to-be, Madeleine, is beautiful and young and everything I want in a wife. You’ll meet her at the ball tomorrow.”
“I look forward to it.”
“What are you coming as?” Armand asked.
“A Roman general.”
“Fitting.”
“And you?”
“Strangely enough, I’m also a Roman general.”
Both men laughed at the coincidence.
“Until tomorrow,” Armand said. “Please treat my house as your own.”
∞∞∞
 
After Armand left, Reece poured himself another drink. He had pondered long about his predicament on the voyage over, and he realized he had been unfair to Diana. Tamzen was no longer alive. That was the simple truth, though it was painful. He must bury her and move on. For all their sakes. He could do nothing but drive himself crazy if he continued to obsess over her.
He stood up and placed the glass aside. He liked Saint-Domingue. It seemed a paradise in earth form. The slaves were a discontented lot, but he knew that was to be expected. He had come across his fair share of slave ships on the seas and knew that given the chance they would revolt. He would never want to be trapped on an island with them for any long length of time.
The French women that inhabited the island all seemed to be waiting until their husbands gave them the word so that they could leave the savage land and return to France. The very wealthy men, such as Armand, were kings in their own right.
The moon was overhead as he walked quietly away from the house. There were other couples who had taken shelter at the plantation, and they mingled about. But he walked on. He sighed. When he returned to London, he would make a fresh start. He would try and make Diana happy. They must start a family, a life together. He owed it to her if only . . .
His heart skipped a beat.
Walking ahead of him was a figure in white moving steadily through the trees. A ghost? He smiled. He didn’t believe in ghosts. More than likely it was a housemaid on her way to meet a lover. Reece began to follow the woman through the lush green grass with no other thought then to see who she was meeting.
He played a game in his head. The lover was married with a harridan for a wife and found comfort in this young woman’s arms. The lover was a younger man engaged to someone else, but he loved this woman. The lover was infatuated with the woman but had to marry well for his family.
The woman turned down a smaller path and passed on the outer edge of the slave cottages. He could see her form clearly now. She had long brown hair that fell like a screen of silk down her back. His throat was dry and he began to wonder. What did she look like? Was she fair? Were her eyes the color of nutmeg or an autumn forest or blue like the sea?
He dabbed at his forehead with the back of the hand and stopped suddenly when she did. She turned her head to the right, and Reece could see her profile in the moonlit night. His breath caught in his throat. She looked a little like Tamzen. He gazed after the woman as she continued her walk.
He shook his head. He had had too much to drink. The whiskey. He was drunk. He was imagining all sorts of madness. Now Tamzen was alive and well and living on the island of Saint-Domingue. No. Impossible. He gave a last glance at the woman and then turned back to the house. He would leave the servants to their dalliances.
∞∞∞
 
Reece had been to the plantation before but had never wandered the grounds. In the past, he had spent his time there drinking whiskey and smoking cigars. This time he decided to take advantage of his host’s stables to explore the property. He picked up the reins of the bay mare given to him and pulled the horse gently away from the house. The cart path he followed wound through the fields of sugarcane and past the slave cabins. Beyond the plantation there was a forest with large mature trees and a winding stream that ended in a small pool. The day had grown hot and humid, so Reece left the horse tied to a tree, removed his clothes, and jumped in to cool off.
The water was refreshing, and the pool was practically hidden in the small secluded area. He ducked under water several times and then returned to the grassy bank. Lying in the sun, he closed his eyes. This was paradise.
∞∞∞
 
The ball was only a few hours away, and Tamzen longed to escape the conversations droning on around her, the polite yet probing questions directed at her, and Armand’s hand on her waist, on her lower back, and even touching her bottom once.
She saddled her favorite mare and set her to trot as she left the plantation behind. She knew tonight would bring the jealous stares and inquisitive eyes from the women who viewed Armand as a prize, but they didn’t know Armand at all. They didn’t know the secret affair he had carried on with his sister-in-law nor the coldness that lived in his heart.
She headed for her favorite spot; the little pond hidden in the forest at the far edge of the plantation.
Discarding her clothes and leaving the mare munching on the bank’s grass, she slipped into the pool. She delighted in the sensuous feeling of the water rushing over her naked body. She swam the length of the pool and then floated on her back, enjoying the sensation of being weightless.
She smiled for the first time in a while. This was heaven. She could see the sun through the trees, glittering in the afternoon sky. She heard a slight noise and turned to see a man sleeping on the opposite bank. It was a white man, most likely one of Armand’s guests.
Cutting through the water, she moved quickly up the bank and grabbed her clothes. She pulled on her dress, stockings, and garters and turned back to look at the stranger. But when she turned back, he wasn’t sleeping. He was watching her.
∞∞∞
 
Reece had awoken to the sound of someone splashing about in the pool. A figure was swimming swiftly through the pool like a sleek animal born to it. Suddenly, she emerged from the water, and he couldn’t help but stare then. The long naked legs, the ripe bottom, the curved hips, and the slim waist. He watched with frustration as she pulled on her dress and then turned to pull on her delicate stockings and garters.
My God, he thought. His heart was racing. It couldn’t be. The light was dim, and he was still half-asleep. The woman’s hair was wet, but from across the pool she looked exactly like—no. Madness. He willed himself not to go down the path of madness. He would not see her everywhere once he had decided to move on. It had been like that when she had first gone.
He had seen her at Twinings and then in Hyde Park. He had dreamed about her enough that when he was awake, he fancied he saw her everywhere. But it had never been her. The thought pained him. He reached over for his breeches and shirt. It was time he headed back to the house. It was time for the masquerade ball and then a journey home to face a new life. No more make-believe. It was time to move on.
∞∞∞
 
“Oh, you look divine, my dear. Divine,” Martine said as she entered Tamzen’s room.
Tamzen turned in a small circle, and the wispy, gauze-like material floated about her. “No one will know who I am.”
Martine kissed both her cheeks. “Soon everyone will know who you are. Armand’s future wife.”
Tamzen nodded. “That’s true. The announcement will be made shortly.”
“Armand is thrilled. He’s as giddy as a schoolboy. I haven’t seen him like this for a long time.” Martine smiled.
She helped Tamzen attach the elaborate white mask that covered her face and stood back to admire her.
“Perhaps Boadicea, but absolutely a goddess.”
“Thank you, Madame. For all the kindness you’ve shown me.”
Martine brushed the words aside. “Meanwhile, I’ll play Hecate, the goddess of witchcraft,” she said, donning a black mask to match her widow’s costume.
“Not at all, Madame. You look very regal,” Tamzen said sincerely.
“That silly Josephine. I’ll get even with her for these widow’s weeds,” Martine said. “She knew full well I wanted to be a queen.”
Downstairs the house was decorated with flowers native to the island. Red hibiscus flowers dominated much of the arrangements along with the luscious-smelling frangipani that Tamzen found beguiling. The white flower with a yellow heart reminded her of the gardenia fragrance she suddenly remembered and enjoyed.
The couples staying with the de Vitry family were already milling about in their costumes, and she saw Armand, dressed as a Roman general, receiving his guests as if this were his court and he the King of France.
He was laughing, and when he saw her descending the stairs, he called out to her.
“My own darling. Come here.” He held out his hand.
Tamzen went to him, smiling shyly as he took her hand in his. “My future bride.” He kissed her hand.
“You sly thing, Armand. You never let on,” said one older woman.
“A jewel this precious must be kept hidden and protected, Madame. Don’t you agree?” He led Tamzen away from the guests and steered her to the outer room where the food and drink were served.
“Enjoy yourself, my dear. Tonight is for show and the gossip’s tongues; tomorrow you’ll be all mine.” He kissed her swiftly and then left her by the buffet table.
Tamzen turned as the music began in the foyer—she instantly recognized it as Henry Purcell. Someone close to her had been a great admirer of music and had often brought in musicians to play for their soirees. Tamzen felt a wave of excitement at remembering something, but that was soon followed by frustration. Who had that been? Where were they now? She saw Martine move easily amongst the guests and spotted Heloise dressed in a daring costume as Cleopatra, showing her arms and ankles. Armand would be scandalized.
After a while, the crush of people and the scent of candle wax heavy in the air began to overwhelm her, and as she made her way outside, she accidentally bumped into a man wearing a monk’s costume. She apologized for the intrusion.
“Not at all, Mademoiselle. It was my mistake.”
She took a step onto the lawn and then another one. She shouldn’t move too far from the house, but the party was full of strangers, and she felt out of place and on display. Neither was a comfortable feeling. As she rounded the path leading to the forest, she heard the rush of feet and then voices. Instinctively she hid behind a tree.
“Hurry, we can’t be gone long,” a female voice said.
“I know.”
She heard a male grunt, and then sighs filled the air.
“Yes! Yes! Like that!” The woman sighed and moaned.
Tamzen peeked out from behind the tree, and the sight she saw was unexpected and shocking. Heloise’s back was against a tree, and her legs were spread and wrapped around the waist of the house slave Georges. His own pants were down about his ankles as he pumped steadily into her.
When they both finished amid animal grunts, Tamzen peeked to see Georges buttoning his breeches and Heloise smoothing down her dress.
“Heloise.” He grabbed her arm.
“What is it?”
“I’ve made provisions. Everything is ready. We can sail away on the next boat. I can pose as your slave. We can make a life in the Americas.”
Heloise looked at him, and then her laugh rang out. “Pose as a slave? You are a slave, Georges. As to a new life, what sort of life would I have with a Negro as my lover amid a mass of savage Indians?”
His manner changed, and he backed her against the tree, his hand at her throat.
“You promised me! You promised!”
“Let go of me! Do you want to hang, you idiot?” She swore at him.
“You promised we would run away together!”
“Did I? And what sort of life would I have? A Negro in my bed,” she scoffed. “What on earth would I tell my daughter? This is the life you should have? A slave’s mistress?”
“It’s been good enough for you all this time.”
“You’ve been a pleasant diversion Georges. And I can tell you quite honestly you use your tool well. But this was only ever a diversion,” she said coldly.
“To get back at the master,” he surmised.
“Not so dumb as you look.” He stood towering over her, and she looked back at him. “There’s no need for this row. We both must live together on this island. I as the master, you as the slave.”
He shook his head. “You still plan to have Armand?”
“Of course. It’s only a matter of time. That little waif is nothing. He’ll realize that soon enough.”
“You’re the fool, Madame,” he said, smiling. “He dotes on that little waif. You mean nothing to him. But then, you seem to like being pumped and used.”
Heloise picked up her skirt and headed back to the house while Georges sulked off in the other direction.
Tamzen’s heart was pounding. Heloise had been having a long-term affair with Georges and still planned to make Armand her own. She knew she should not be frightened, but she was. Heloise was a de Vitry by marriage and her child one by birth, no matter who the father. Tamzen was a nothing. A nobody. If Heloise chose to harm her, she could.
She walked deeper into the forest, removing her mask and tying it to her skirt. No matter what might happen, she must tell Armand. He had a right to know. Ahead of her, she saw the Roman general walking, and she knew she must use this opportunity to tell him before Heloise made her plans. She knew he could be cruel, but her fate rested in his hands. She must find a way to make sure he felt certain of their future even if she did not.
“Armand,” she called softly.
When he turned to her, she saw he was only wearing a half mask. She knew he could be cruel but her fate rested in his hands. She must find a way to make sure he felt certain of their future even if she did not. As she walked to him, she tried to form in her mind what she wanted to say. Should she tell him about Heloise and Georges? Would he believe her? Should she say one of the servants came to her? But he would want to know which one. What should she tell him?
She took another step forward and stared at him. His eyes behind the mask were cool. He said nothing. Was he angry? She should be inside, not out here. He would scold her.
Without warning, he pulled her into his warm embrace. When he pulled back to look at her, his words shocked her.
“I thought you were dead. I thought you were dead!” He pulled her to him again and buried his nose in her hair. “You’re alive,” he whispered in awe. “How can this be?”
She realized with terror that the man who held her was not Armand. His voice was deeper, and he was taller. But much else she couldn’t tell with the mask he wore.
He pulled her flush against his own body, and she could feel the muscled planes of his chest, his arms, and she trembled. “My God,” he said, and then his lips were on hers. When he pressed his tongue into her mouth, Tamzen moved her head to the side.
“Please—”
“I’ve been like a dead man. I’ve been dead without you. You can’t imagine what it’s been like. Don’t deny me now. Please don’t.”
His fingers sifted through the strands of her hair. “I’ve missed you. I’ve missed you so much.”
“Please. You’ve made a mistake—”
“Don’t play with me. I’ve thought of nothing but you. I’ve been sleep-walking through life. A life without you.”
Tamzen felt herself becoming like jelly. She was melting into him, and she couldn’t seem to stop herself. She shivered.
“You must let me go.” She placed a hand on his chest.
“I’ll never let you go,” he uttered before kissing her again.
Again, he pulled her to him, his hands roaming over her breasts even as his body anchored her securely.
“Please,” she said once more, biting his neck to get his attention.
He pulled on her long hair, causing her neck to jerk up, and he lightly bit the side of her neck in the same way she had done, only with a design to cause pleasure. Tamzen felt the goose pimples break out along her arms, and she knew this was dangerous.
“Madeleine. Are you here?” Martine called.
They both looked toward the sound, his hand still entwined in her hair.
“I can’t believe it,” he said in shock, looking at her with those eyes. Those eyes she somehow remembered. “You’re here.”
“You’ve made a tremendous mistake,” Tamzen said, her voice shaking.
She pulled away from him.
“Here I am, Martine,” Tamzen said, coming out of the forest.
“We’ve been looking everywhere for you, my dear. The announcement is about to be made.”
“Yes, I’m sorry. One of my headaches.”
“Come. Let’s not keep Armand waiting.”
Together they moved back to the great house, and Tamzen willed herself not to look back at the man who she knew was following them at a discreet distance.
∞∞∞
 
“My dear friends, family, guests,” Armand said to the assembled people in the large ballroom. “I know many of you thought this day would never come. But come it has. I would like you all to raise a glass.”
Reece entered the room through a side door and saw Alexander standing nearby.
“Reece, I don’t think you should—” Alexander tried to warn him.
“I know,” was all he said.
They both turned to stare as Armand held Tamzen’s hand in his. “I’m pleased to announce my engagement to my dearest Madeleine.”
Everyone began clapping and drinking the imported French champagne. The music picked up once more, and Reece could only stare with a mixture of disbelief and shock at the face of Armand’s fiancée. Tamzen St. Aubin.




Chapter Seventeen
Alexander watched his friend’s face. “You knew?”
“I saw her just now in the forest.” Reece shook his head.
“Just now?”
“Somethings not right, Lex. She didn’t know me. It was as if she was a stranger to me.”
“It’s as if she was a stranger when?”
“Just now. In the forest. I kissed her.”
“Good God, man! She’s to marry the governor! Of course she can’t know you,” Lex replied.
“No. It was different. Something isn’t right. She seemed—”
Armand came to stand before them. “I’m happy you could be here for this, Reece. I know you traveled quite the distance.”
“Not at all. I’m glad to be here. Your fiancée seems quite charming,” he said carefully.
“She is quite charming. I’m a lucky man.” Armand grinned. “Madeleine, let me introduce my good friend Reece Warrington,” he said to her.
The two exchanged nods as Reece’s eyes were taking her form in, she nodded and pulled away from the two men.
“That you are,” Reece agreed while his eyes remained entirely on Tamzen, who was standing beside Martine, trying hard to avoid his gaze.
As the ball was winding down, Reece found Armand smoking a cigar on the veranda.
“Reece. Join me, won’t you? I had these imported from Cuba.” He pointed to the box of cigars.
Reece accepted the cigar and took a seat beside Armand. “I’m quite infatuated with her, Reece. She’s lovely. Absolutely lovely.”
Reece felt himself squirm at the mention of her on another man’s tongue. He had gone into a rage when he had discovered Harold had kissed her. Now this man had the right to touch her as no other man could. The legal right soon enough to bed her. He tightened his hand into a fist.
“I can see why. Quite the beauty. You’ve known her long?” Reece asked casually.
“Not long. A few months. But in those months, I’ve been reborn. Quite reborn.”
“The love of a good woman,” Reece said drily.
“Exactly!” Armand smiled.
Armand bent close to speak to Reece, but his mother suddenly appeared. “Armand. Your guests. You’re neglecting them.”
Armand winked to Reece. “So I am. If you’ll excuse me.”
Reece contemplated the entire evening, and everything seemed bizarre. He must see Tamzen alone. If she was playing some game to gain the governor’s affections, he must know. He had mourned her as if she had been his wife, and now she was found safe and sound in another man’s arms. He would discover the truth.
As the ball came to an end, he saw several couples walking in pairs by the lanterns outside and a group of men playing cards in one room. He saw Armand was one of the men, and he knew the timing was perfect.
He took the stairs quietly and made his way to her room. He knew which one it was as he had watched her retire. He knew that if he swung along the outside of the balcony, he could enter hers and then gain access to her room. It worked like a charm, and he was suddenly standing on her balcony. He looked inside the sparsely furnished room. One lamp was burning. The bed dominated one side of the room; a vanity and chair sat opposite. It seemed odd. There were no clothes strewn about, not even a bottle of perfume upon the vanity. He watched as she sat upon the chair brushing her hair.
She seemed lost in thought. He observed as she placed the brush aside and her fingers strayed to her lips and lingered there. He wondered madly if she was thinking of their meeting in the forest. Was she thinking of him? He would have given anything to know. Dressed in a simple white chemise, she moved away from the vanity and into the bed.
She settled into the bed with a book in hand, but she quickly placed it aside, for which Reece was grateful. He didn’t want to wait until she tired of reading. He must wait until she was asleep. If she saw him as she was now, she would scream the house down. He couldn’t have that. She turned down the flame in the glass shade and plunged the room into darkness.
He felt as if he could hear the ticking of the clock in his ears, and he waited several minutes until his eyes adjusted to the dark. He could see her lying on her back and then on her side as she turned away from him. She was not yet asleep.
He stepped into the room and moved quickly to the bed. He pressed the length of his body against hers and placed his hand over her mouth, forcing her to be still and silent.
“I don’t want to harm you. Believe that,” he told her in a whisper. “I know this looks bad, but I must talk to you. We both have much to risk if you scream the house down. So please. Don’t scream. I give you my word. I came here to talk.”
He released her, and she scooted away from him until her back was flush against the headboard.
“You came to my bedroom to talk?” she asked, skeptical.
He looked at her and felt a wave of desire rush through him. Her hair was brushed out and fell about her shoulders, and her eyes looked completely through him. The tug of want was heavy inside him.
“Yes. I must speak with you.”
“This couldn’t have been done over the breakfast table?” she asked suspiciously.
“Tamzen, what I have to say to you I can only say to you now. Here. With no one around.”
Tamzen clutched at the bedclothes. The name he called her stirred something in her, but instead of examining it, she said, “You were the man in the forest. The one who kissed me.”
Reece paused. “I’m the man in the forest. The one who kissed you.”
“I see.”
“What’s my name?” he asked cautiously.
“Reece.”
Reece felt relief at the sound of his name on her lips.
“I only know because that’s what Armand called you,” she said quickly.
Reece swung back to her and jerked her into his arms. “Tamzen! What’s going on? What game is this?”
“Please. You didn’t want me to scream, and I haven’t. But I don’t know you. I’ve never seen you before in my life.” Her eyes bore into his.
A wave of fear washed over him. “Tamzen! What is this?”
“You keep calling me that. I don’t know that name. I don’t know you.”
He could see the confusion in her eyes, and he released her. “How did you come to be here? In the house of the governor?”
Her eyes narrowed. “I—I was in some sort of a shipwreck, I was told. The de Vitry family found me on the beach.”
“A shipwreck?”
“Yes.”
“And before the shipwreck?”
“I don’t remember much. I don’t even remember the shipwreck.”
“What do you remember?” he asked, astonished.
Her eyes wandered in the room. “Bits and pieces.”
“Such as?”
She paused and thought. “A tall, dark man. A man full of integrity and dignity.”
Ikemba, Reece thought. “Go on.”
“Another man at sea. Going to sea. My whole world.”
Ben.
“And another man. I remember his eyes. Watching me. He kissed me. He . . .”
“Yes?” Reece felt a strange sensation as he realized the man she spoke of was himself. “Yes?”
“That’s all I remember.”
Reece sat at the edge of the bed, studying her. “You love Armand?”
“No. I don’t love him. I care for him. He has cared for me. They’ve looked after me. I owe him and his family a great deal. But no. Not love.”
“He and his family are to be commended for helping you.” Reece nodded. “Especially when it appeared you were alone in the world.”
“Yes.” She seemed relieved. “But there are strange things that happen here. I don’t understand them. I’ve been frightened because Heloise wants me gone. And the slaves, I’ve been told they are unhappy.”
“Naturally.”
“And the family—”
“Yes?”
“I had been thinking lately that I wanted another life. That I wanted away from here. But I felt trapped.”
Relief flowed through him at her words. “You remember nothing of me?”
Tamzen looked away. “I remember a bath. Your face. Your eyes. I remember a kiss . . .” She ducked her head.
He studied her face in the dark. “I won’t leave you here, Tamzen. You have family in England. People who love you.”
“Family? Who?” She sounded hopeful.
“Your parents. Your grandmother. Friends that you’ve made.”
“And you?” she wondered.
Reece reached out to touch her face. “Yes. And me.”
“The man at sea? My whole world?”
“That sounds like Ben.”
“Ben?”
“Your brother.”
“I have a brother?”
“He’s gone now.”
“Oh.”
“You remember nothing of the shipwreck itself?”
“There was a fire. And I remember a knife.”
Reece frowned. Perhaps the ship had been boarded by other pirates and a fight had ensued.
“You’re tired. It’s been a long day. Tomorrow after breakfast, meet me by the pool. The secluded one. We can speak again.”
“Is that wise? I know you seem to know me. But you’re a stranger to me.”
He felt an intense sorrow at the thought of Tamzen alive yet completely unknown to him. “Promise to meet me there. I just want to talk to you away from prying eyes. Tell no one.”
“Very well.” She nodded.
He opened the door to her bedroom and looked around, and when he saw no one he exited the room.
∞∞∞
 
Tamzen kept her promise and met Reece by the secluded pond the next day. She had thought about their conversation all night long and had slept very little. She had no reason to believe he was lying. He seemed to know everything about her. In fact, when she thought of him and tried hard to remember, she could catch vague glimpses of him, none of which made sense.
But she knew she could trust him, and so she went to meet him. She left her horse by the water and sat upon the bank next to him.
“I didn’t mean to frighten you, Tamzen. It’s just—I—we all thought you were dead.”
She looked down at her hands.
“To see you alive and well—the words aren’t there for me to describe how I felt.”
“I can imagine.”
“Can you?” Reece wondered. “Can you?”
He touched her face, and when he bent down to kiss her, she didn’t move away. Their lips met only briefly.
“What a lovely tableau,” Armand spoke, breaking the couple apart. “My sister-in-law told me she saw a man sneaking out of your room last night. It seems she was right for once.”
Armand stood a few feet away from them, an ugly look upon his face.
“No, Armand, this isn’t what it looks like,” Reece said, standing.
“It’s exactly what it looks like,” he sneered.
“I know her. I know everything about her.”
“I challenge you to a duel, sir,” Armand said indignantly.
“I accept the duel if you must, but there are things at work here you don’t understand.”
“Such as seducing my fiancée?” Armand scoffed.
“She was my fiancée before she was yours,” Reece said coldly.
Tamzen was shocked as Reece calmly explained that at one time, she had been his. She had belonged to this man who stood before her with his eyes coolly watching her. She felt a flash of desire. He seemed to know so much about her. She knew so little about herself and her life before Saint-Domingue, but this man, Reece, seemed to know her so very well. How well had she known him? She wondered as she met his eyes.
“Explain yourself,” Armand said.
“I suggest we return to the house. Alexander Mayson, who traveled with me, knows the truth as well, and he can verify everything I’ve said.”
Armand looked over at Tamzen and then nodded. “Very well.”
Tamzen stood and mounted her horse to return to the great house. The two men eyed each other warily and then followed her.
∞∞∞
 
“It’s all true, sir,” Alexander explained. “The woman you rescued from the beach is Tamzen St. Aubin, and she is engaged to marry Reece Warrington, Lord Holcombe.”
“It was announced in the newspapers?” Armand asked.
“Yes. It was announced. But then she disappeared.”
“Curious,” Armand said.
“I was in haste,” Reece explained. “I wanted Tamzen as my bride.”
“Well, I want her as my bride now,” Armand interjected. “And as far as I can tell, she doesn’t know you. Nor does she wish too.”
“This is ridiculous,” Reece said. “She’s obviously been in some sort of accident. She doesn’t remember much. But I know who she is. I’m taking her back with me to England. Her family misses her. They will be overjoyed to see her alive and well.”
Armand looked irritated. “Then I will accompany you. To keep Tamzen safe,” he said, using her name for the first time.
“I don’t believe that’s nec—”
Tamzen burst into the room. “I thank you both for your care of me, but I’m not a sack of potatoes to be bartered back and forth. It’s true what you say,” she said, turning to Armand. “I don’t know Reece, and I have a little memory of him. Fragments. But if I have a family who thinks I’m dead, I must travel to see them. They must know I’m alive.”
Armand and Reece both looked at her.
“Armand, if you want to travel with me, I accept that. But if you care for me, you would never stop me from being reunited with those who love me.”
“Of course, my dear, and you are not a sack of potatoes. You are a treasure. I want only to protect you.”
“I understand. But let’s have no more talk of duels. Mr. Warrington was overcome at seeing me, and he overstepped his bounds. I think it can be overlooked. After all, he claims I was his fiancée. I’m sure you would do no less were the roles reversed.”
Reece looked at Tamzen and then back at Armand. His irritation was clear.
“I suggest we all make plans to return to England.”
The two men eyed each other guardedly and seemed to call a truce.
∞∞∞
 
Later in the afternoon, Tamzen was deep in thought, walking alone along the beach, when Alexander joined her. He was a handsome man with an easy smile.
“Hello, Mr. Mayson.”
“Lex. Everyone calls me Lex.”
“Do they? Very well, Lex.”
“Don’t worry about the future, Tamzen. Your family misses you, I know. They will be overjoyed to see you again, I’ve no doubt.”
“It’s all so strange. Hearing a name spoken on the lips of people I’ve never met—a name I never knew was mine.”
“I’m sorry for it. It must be uncomfortable.”
“You know Reece well?”
“Yes. We’ve sailed together many years and went to university together. He’s a great friend.”
“And you know me? Knew me?”
“Not as well as Reece, but yes. I know you.”
“When did we first meet?”
“On board a ship.”
“Yes.” She sat down upon the beach and sifted sand through her fingers. “I remember a ship. It’s vague, but I do recall.”
“I’m not surprised.”
“And Reece? Were you around us? Did you know of us?”
“I did.”
“What was it like?”
Alexander looked across the ocean, pausing to capture his thoughts. “He loved you and still does with a passion and intensity I’ve never seen.”
Tamzen’s heart skipped a beat.
“Were we happy?”
“You are both spirited people.”
“Spirited?”
“You are an amazing woman, Tamzen. You have no idea.”
“What did I do that was so amazing?”
Alexander smiled. “It will come back to you.”
“And if it doesn’t? When I look at Armand, I see a man who has been kind to me, and I owe him much. With Reece, I do feel something, but it seems far away and lost. It’s very difficult.”
“Give it time. Don’t force it. Let it come naturally.”
“I’m scared.”
Lex gave her a strange look, then smiled. “No. You aren’t. Not really.”
∞∞∞
 
Tamzen felt torn and completely lost. She felt a loyalty to Armand. He had been with her when she had no one and offered her marriage and the protection of his name in return for nothing. His mother had been kind, and she was grateful. But Reece was something else. She felt something there between them. His eyes when he watched her and spoke to her—she knew they had been something in the past, but she couldn’t remember.
She knew the most important thing was to do as Reece suggested and return home. Return to her family. She smiled at the thought of it. Family. She had a family.
She walked along the pond that she found so peaceful and tried to remember her past life. It was all fragments, nothing concrete. She remembered vague, shadowy images, but little else. But she did remember three men. The strong man. The lost man. And the man she knew now to be Reece.
Almost as if she had conjured him up, he appeared at the edge of the pool.
∞∞∞
 
“Mademoiselle. I did not mean to disturb you,” he said carefully.
Tamzen nodded to him. “I was merely combing through my thoughts. There are no memories. Just fragments.”
“It will come. They will come,” he assured her.
He fell in step beside her.
“Did you care for me? You’ll forgive my intrusion. I want to know. You must have cared for me, or you wouldn’t have wanted to marry me.”
“I’m in love with you, Tamzen.”
She paused. “And did I?”
“Love me?” he asked.
“Yes.”
“I’m not sure. Our relationship was never easy.”
“We argued?”
“We are both strong-willed people. But that’s what I love most about you.”
“And you thought I was dead.”
“I did. We all did.”
“That must have been awful.”
Reece nodded. “It has been a nightmare.”
“I don’t know what will happen if I ever regain my memories.”
“I don’t expect anything, Tamzen. But I would like to find out what happened to you. How you came to be washed ashore Saint-Domingue.”
“I would as well.”
“And things moved on without you. Just as you are to marry, I’m to marry as well.”
She met his gaze. “You are?”
“My father and mother wished it before—before he died.”
“Your father has died? I’m sorry for that.”
“Yes. It was an awful business, losing you and him. And when they wished me to marry, I agreed. She’s a family friend.”
“I understand. You are moving on.”
He nodded, but all the things he meant to say, he didn’t. How could he tell this woman standing next to him, who looked at him as a stranger, that she had suddenly given him back his reason for living?




Chapter Eighteen
Georges was lying in bed with his fingers laced behind his head. He hated the de Vitry Plantation almost as much as he hated the white man for taking his freedom and his self-worth. He watched the white men rape their women, their land, leaving nothing but destruction behind in their wake.
He was tired of being used for his brawn and being treated as a worthless animal. Less than an animal, he thought with disdain. A horse could draw the carriage, oxen could plow the field; as much as a black man could do the same, their worth seemed to diminish with time and, once old, they were tossed aside or sold to the lowest bidder.
He drew on his clothes and made his way to the great house. He took the servant’s stairs. The sun had already set, and dinner had been served. He knew at this late hour people would be in their rooms retiring or downstairs having a last drink and playing cards.
He opened the door to the room and saw Heloise combing through her hair and smiling to herself. She was a treacherous viper. She was wearing a thin chemise, and Georges imagined her body underneath his hands. He had always been thrilled at the sight of her white skin against his black hands.
She moved the lamp to the bedside table, and he watched her settle into the bedclothes. He waited for several seconds to tick by before he moved into the room and to her side.
Her eyes were closed, and he smiled wickedly at the shock he was about to inflict.
“Hello, Madame,” he whispered.
Her eyes flew open, and she almost cried out. “My god! Georges!” she hissed. “What are you doing here? They’ll whip you dead!”
“Will they? Not before I tell them all how I pumped so much seed into you I’m astounded it didn’t take root.”
“Disgusting nig—”
He slapped her soundly. “None of that talk.”
“What do you want?” she asked, fear creeping into her eyes.
“What do I always want?” He licked his lips, though he had no desire for her.
“Never! Get out of my room before I have you whipped!” she hissed.
“So high and mighty. You think you are so much better than me because of my skin color, yet you are quick to call me when you want to be satisfied.”
“You’re an animal. A low-bred animal,” she jeered at him.
His hand slid down her neck, and suddenly he was squeezing. He was squeezing hard. She clawed at his arms, her nails digging into his skin, but he was too strong. The minutes ticked by, and then she was gone. He looked down at her lifeless body and felt a thrill. He had killed her. He looked down at the lamp that lay beside her bed and opened the flame. He set the lamp under the bed and watched the flames take control.
∞∞∞
 
Tamzen was lying in bed trying to read when she heard the faint knock. She pulled on her dressing gown and answered the door. She was not surprised to see Reece standing there.
“May I come in?”
“Even in my state of memory loss, I know this is not proper,” she said but opened the door wider for him to enter.
“I won’t embarrass you with the details but state only that we’ve done much more than this.”
“Have we?” she wondered aloud, but he did not answer.
“I’m going to postpone my engagement. I want you to do the same,” he told her simply.
Tamzen was quiet. “This could have been discussed in the morning.”
Reece nodded. “It could have. But I won’t lie to you. I find the fact of your being alive exhilarating. I wanted to see you.”
∞∞∞
 
Georges stepped into Armand’s dressing room. His heart was beating inside his ears. He didn’t know if he could go through with it. He wanted to kill him. He was an evil man, but there might be every chance that Georges would be the one to die tonight.
He knew the master kept a saber in his dressing room, and he found it. Drawing the blade to him, he entered the room and moved to the bed. Without a second thought, he stabbed the master through the heart. He looked down at the man and dipped his fingers in his blood. He smeared the blood onto his cheeks, forehead, and chin.
The master was dead.
∞∞∞
 
“We don’t have to make plans; we can’t, of course. Not in this state,” Reece said. “But I want time. Time to make things right.”
“What was made wrong?” she asked.
Reece cleared his throat. “I behaved badly toward you. Before you went away.”
“Badly?”
“I was angry. Jealous. I almost forced myself—”
She looked away.
“Tamzen. I’ve regretted it every moment. When I thought you were dead—”
“We can discuss it tomorrow. Obviously, there are many things that must be dealt with.”
“So, you agree? To set aside your engagement for now?” he asked as he walked to the door.
She nodded. “I think it’s only fair. I need to have all the facts. I need to have my life fully before me.”
He stepped out into the hallway, smiling, and then sniffed the air.
“What’s that smell?
Tamzen joined him. “It smells like something is burning.”
Reece looked out in the hallway and then back at her. “Stay here.”
Running to his room, Reece grabbed his own sword and went back down the hallway. He knocked loudly on Lex’s door, which opened soon enough.
“There’s something amiss,” he told his friend.
“Amiss?” Lex asked.
Reece nodded. “I think there’s a fire burning. Go check on Martine and Heloise. I’m going to look in on Armand.”
Reece was making his way to the other wing of the house when he saw a dark figure sprinting down the hallway. He didn’t see exactly who it was, but he noted the man’s appearance.
He knocked on the door and discovered that Armand had been killed by a sword wound to the heart. Fear crept into his own. He must make certain Tamzen was safe. He ran down the hallway back the way he came and stumbled upon Lex.
“Bad news, I’m afraid. Heloise is dead,” Lex said, panting. “I saw her body, but that’s all. I could barely get inside the room as someone set fire to it. It’s too far gone. We have to get out of this house and evacuate everyone.”
“I’ll see to Tamzen. Let Martine know about the fire. Ask her what guests and servants remain in the house. They all need to go now.”
“Martine and the child are fine and are grabbing what they can.” Lex told Reece.
“Someone has killed Armand. We have to get away from here. I’ve heard talk of slave revolts, and this place is ripe for it. Especially once they learn the master is dead. It will become chaos. Get your own belongings together and then collect Martine and the child. I’ll get Tamzen,” Reece directed.
He raced back to Tamzen’s room. She was safe, although confused. In a moment of panic, he took her in his arms and held her tightly against him. Her nails dug into the back of his shirt.
“My darling Tamzen.” He pulled back and kissed her. “You need to pack a bag and get dressed. We need to get out of this house. Hurry! We need to get everyone out. I’ll see to it.”
“Why? What’s happened?” she asked.
“Heloise is dead, and so is Armand. And someone has set the house on fire.”
“Armand! And poor Heloise. But why?” she cried.
“We’ll worry about that later. We need to save ourselves now. This may be the beginning of a slave revolt. We need to hurry. Pack and change. Now.”
She nodded and then he was gone.
∞∞∞
 
Together Lex and Reece made sure the house was emptied of people and those that were in attendance were told to pack and meet at the dock. By the time everyone was safely at the dock, flames had engulfed much of the house. Martine held Aimee, who was crying, while Lex and Reece took the smaller boat and rowed to the large ship to ready it.
“What will we do about Armand and Heloise?” Tamzen asked Reece.
Reece shook his head. “I can alert the French authorities, but the man that would have meted out justice is dead.”
“How dreadful.”
Tamzen went to Martine. “I’m sorry, Madame. I’m so sorry you’ve lost a son.”
She nodded sadly. “But I have a granddaughter I must think of.”
Reece stepped forward. “I can take you to France,” he told Martine. “If it would be easier.”
“Thank you. Yes. We have family there still. I can sort this all out.”
“Then France it will be.”
“Thank you, Monsieur.”
He nodded and stepped away as they readied the ship to sail. Tamzen felt the cold sea air, and she closed her eyes. She remembered the ship. The sea. They were all in the riggings and she was giving orders. They respected her. She knew this was the right course of action. There was no other.
“Tamzen.”
She turned to see Reece watching her. “I’ll take you home. To your parents and grandmother.”
He joined her at the railing.
“Thank you.”
“We don’t have to talk about anything now.”
She turned to meet his eyes. “I didn’t love him. But he was good to me. When I was alone and when I thought I had no one.”
“I know that, Tamzen.”
“I feel dishonest. I’m leaving Martine in France.”
“She has family. She’s not alone either. And your family waits for you. You’ll see.”
Reece joined Lex, and she walked to Martine.
“Will you be all right? In France?”
Martine nodded. “Yes. We will be.”
“I’m sorry about Armand. I’m sorry about Heloise,” Tamzen said sincerely. “I’m sorry how this is all ending.”
Martine sighed. “I always knew the risks. I think Armand thought he was invincible. But slaves. Owning men and women. That’s wrong. I tried to talk him out of it. And I tried to talk to his father before him. They didn’t listen.”
“They didn’t realize it would ever come to this,” Tamzen said.
“They didn’t. As for the end, this is hardly an end. I travel to be with my sister, and you travel to your lost family. That is a wonderful beginning, no?” Martine smiled.
“That’s true.”
Tamzen embraced the older woman and when she released her, she nodded. “Yes. You’re right. It’s a beginning.”
∞∞∞
 
Martine and Aimee settled in for the night, and Tamzen went on deck to watch the sailors. She was fascinated by their movements as she watched Lex teach a young soldier how to fight with his sword. They moved back and forth like two dancers, and she marveled at their skill and graceful movements.
Reece came to stand beside her and smiled. “Do you like to watch swordplay?”
“It’s fascinating.”
“It is. Would you like to learn?”
“Me? A woman?” She laughed.
“Why not?” He shrugged and called out to Lex for another sword.
“I can’t.”
“Try.”
Tamzen took the sword, and when she felt the weight of it in her hand, it felt right. It felt normal. When Reece came toward her, she parried the first strike easily. She looked up and saw Lex smiling. When he came after her again, she evaded him easily with a skill and speed that surprised her.
After several minutes of swordplay, she let the sword dangle at her side. “Am I very skilled?” she asked quietly.
“One of the best I’ve ever come across,” Reece admitted.
She seemed to take in his words. Everything seemed so comfortable and easy. The movements in her arms and in her steps felt natural. She relished the feeling. It was something, at least.
“Shall I tell you how we first met?” he asked.
Tamzen nodded.
“You beat me. At swordplay. I remember wondering why your men valued you so. And then you beat me. Badly.” He laughed.
“Did I?” she asked.
“You did.”
“And what did you think? When you were beaten?”
Reece paused. “I thought you were the most breathtakingly beautiful woman I had ever seen. I was captivated.”
Tamzen smiled. “Captivated?”
“Besotted.”
Reece took away her sword. “You’ll see. Once you remember things. Once you remember me.”
“You said we were never easy,” she said.
“Yes.”
“Is that a good thing? Not being easy?”
“I don’t know. I had never been in love before. I had to marry out of duty and nothing more. But everything changed when I met you.”
“Everything?”
He pulled her into his arms. “Remember me. Once you do, it will come back to you.”
“I’m trying, Lord Hol—”
“Reece. You were to be my wife,” he corrected her.
She pressed a hand against his chest. “I must go below. I’m tired. It’s been a horrible day.”
∞∞∞
 
The ship set sail for Le Havre, which was the nearest port to Paris. It was decided that Martine and Aimee would then take a carriage to Paris with Alexander as their escort while Tamzen and Reece would continue on to Dover. Everyone seemed fine with their plans except for Tamzen.
“I’m not sure we should travel alone. Is it wise?” she asked Reece.
Reece grinned. “You are always worried about propriety. Should I tell you some of the things we’ve done?”
Tamzen shook her head. “You don’t need to tease me. I’m merely concerned.”
“Did you never venture beyond the bounds of propriety with Armand?”
She paused. “We kissed. He held me.”
Reece clenched down on his jaw, and she noticed. “Don’t ask if you don’t want to hear the answer.”
“You’re right of course. As to propriety and everything else, I’m escorting you home,” he said curtly. “We will take a day and a half to get to London.”
“A day and a half? We’ll spend the night?” she questioned.
Reece nodded. “Somewhere clean. Respectable. I’ll make certain of it.”
“With separate bedrooms,” she whispered.
He smiled then. “Do you know once you had a nightmare while I was in the next room. I came to soothe you. And you slept curled up next to me all night.”
Tamzen blushed. “Why tell me these things?”
“You know why. I won’t let you live your life without remembering everything. Without remembering me,” he said. “I’ll keep telling you these things until you do.”
“Armand may be gone, and I hope he’s at peace, but that doesn’t mean we just pick up where we left off.”
“Pick up where we left off?” he scoffed. “Tamzen, you weren’t my mistress. We were to be married. You were about to become the next Viscountess of Holcombe.”
“I care nothing for titles.”
“I believe that well enough.”
“And as to being married, that’s obviously not going to happen. You’ve even chosen someone else. So please stop bringing it up.”
Reece narrowed his eyes and pulled her against him. “Understand this one thing if you understand nothing else. I love you. I want you as my wife. And I’ll stop at nothing to make sure that occurs.”
“Isn’t this where you kiss me?” She jerked her chin up at him.
He grinned. This was the Tamzen he remembered. The little fighting brat. His spitfire.
“Why should I? You don’t remember me. I’m a stranger. I’m nothing to you.”
Emotion flashed across her face, and he smiled again. “Disappointed?”
“Certainly not. You’re too arrogant for your own good. Someone should have slapped you a long time ago.”
“Someone did.”
Tamzen pulled back. “Me? Did I?”
“You did.”
“Hmph,” she said haughtily. “I wonder what you did to deserve it.”
“I wonder.”
“You’re not going to tell me?”
He shook his head. “No. Because in time, you’ll remember it all. I know you will.”
He bowed to her and moved away, only to be replaced by Aimee.
“We are to go to France. To stay with Grandmère’s family.”
“They’ll love you very much, Aimee.”
“I’ll miss you. I’m sorry you must go.”
“As am I, little one.” She hugged the young girl tightly. “But I’m going home to my family.”
When they finally docked at Le Havre, Martine and Tamzen said a tearful good-bye, vowing to stay in touch.




Chapter Nineteen
When the white cliffs of Dover came into view several hours later, Tamzen remarked at their beauty. Reece had seen them many times and only glanced up at them as they continued on their course. Once docked, he secured a carriage to take them part of the journey.
They shared it with a couple who appeared to be on their honeymoon. They were holding hands much of the time and had eyes only for each other. She smiled shyly at her groom and glanced over at Tamzen.
“We were married two days ago,” the young bride told them.
Tamzen looked across at the couple and smiled. When she darted a glance at Reece seated beside her, his eyes were warm and watching her. She remembered his eyes in the fragments of her mind.
The couple only traveled with them for two hours before they departed and left Tamzen and Reece alone.
“Given the time, that would have been you and I,” he told her as the carriage moved on.
“Me the happy bride and you the pleased groom?”
“Exactly.”
She scoffed. “I doubt you would make me happy. And that would be sure to cause you displeasure.”
“Make no mistake. I would spend my life giving you nothing but pleasure.” His words were a low purr.
Tamzen blushed. “Can you behave? You promised me.”
He frowned. “What did I promise?”
“You promised to behave. To keep me safe.”
“I promised to behave? I rather doubt that.”
“I rather doubt that you could behave.”
“Why should I? What does it get me?”
“My admiration.”
“Admiration?” he said, the word almost stuck in his throat.
“Yes. Doesn’t that suffice?”
“Not even by half,” he said, pulling her into his arms.
“Stop it,” she said, pressing against him.
“I’m not asking for much.”
“Just my soul.”
“Not even that. Just a kiss. Just one kiss.”
“Please—”
“I am trying to.” He touched his lips to hers.
One hand tangled in her hair and the other moved down her throat. She pulled away from him.
“You’re a sorcerer.”
He smiled. “No. Just a man who knows what he wants.”
“Keep your distance.”
Reece licked his lips. “At least I have the taste of you in my mouth.”
Tamzen closed her eyes. She felt her heartbeat quicken. “And don’t say such things.”
∞∞∞
 
Halfway to London, they stopped at an inn to rest for the night. The Silver Bell Inn was a reputable place with a clean environment, but when he went to check them in, he discovered there was only one room available.
When he went outside to tell her so, Tamzen turned on him.
“Did you do this on purpose?”
“What? Rent out the other rooms? Yes. I paid the innkeeper three times the rate for one room!”
Tamzen turned away to look at the small river flowing by.
“Tamzen, I didn’t do this. What do you want from me?”
She turned back to him. “I want you to stop looking at me like you do. I want you to stop saying the things you say. I want you not to touch me or kiss me. And treat me as the stranger that you are to me.”
“Easier to stop breathing,” he told her.
She sighed.
“Do you wish to continue on? The horses are tired, but we could do it,” he said.
“No. They’re exhausted,” Tamzen relented and followed him into the inn. The innkeeper greeted them by their titles, and if it was startling for Tamzen to hear herself be called Lady Holcombe, she didn’t show it. Reece realized he liked the sound of it.
“Lady Holcombe,” he said as they entered the room.
Tamzen didn’t respond as she placed her reticule on the table. A knock on the door sounded, and a servant entered with her trunk, followed by a young boy bearing a tray of ale, bread, cheese, and meat. Reece tipped them and they were gone.
“Would you like a glass?” he asked.
“No, thank you.”
He poured two glasses out and handed one to her. “If you change your mind.”
She opened her trunk and looked through her small amount of clothes, selecting a chemise. She pressed her fingers to the buttons at the nape of her neck.
“Let me help you,” Reece said from behind her.
“Don’t trouble yourself.”
Reece smiled. “You prefer to sleep in your dress?”
Tamzen waited and then nodded. “Thank you.”
Reece undid the first button and then the second.
He saw a small beauty mark on her back and had the insane urge to kiss it.
“There’s only one bed,” she said softly. “I’m not going to make you sleep on the floor. It’s rough, and there might be rats.”
“Most considerate.”
He undid another button followed by another.
“We could put something between us.”
“Would that make you feel safe?” he asked lowly.
“I don’t feel unsafe with you,” she told him.
“That’s a relief.”
He undid another button, but the next one snagged. She looked back at him over her shoulder, and he remembered the bath when she had done that. He had kissed her. Kissed her with an intensity and passion that had surprised himself.
“What is it?” she asked.
“It’s caught.” He worked the button and it slipped off. “There.”
She held the material against her while she turned to face him.
Her face was flushed and he felt a tiny bit guilty. She was not used to any of this.
“Should I leave so you can change?”
“There’s no need. Just turn around.”
He did so and smiled at the thought. He remembered being in her room that night when she was bathing. She had been so lovely. Curves wet and glistening. It had taken everything in him not to ravish her that night. Would he be that honorable tonight? He didn’t know.
“I’m done.”
When he turned, she was wearing the white chemise with a ribbon about the neckline.
“Here. Come sit before the fire. I’ll untangle your hair.”
She looked at him oddly. “A lady’s maid now?”
“Only for the night.”
He rummaged through her trunk and found a brush. She sat before him, and he started brushing her hair with long strokes.
“Did I like London?” she asked him.
“I believe you did. But you liked Cornwall better.”
“Who’s in Cornwall?”
“Your grandmother. Hester.”
“Oh yes? I’m close to her?”
“You are.”
“Did I have any friends?” she asked.
“You had one close friend I knew about. Her name is Jocelin. You call her Joss. She was married recently.”
“Oh yes?”
“And her brother. A sort of suitor of yours.”
“Really?”
“Really,” he growled, pulling the brush more firmly.
“Ow.”
“Sorry.”
She took a sip of ale and gazed into the fire, which had been lit before they arrived.
“Reece.”
“Yes?”
“Who was I before all this?”
“Someone amazing. An enchantress.”
“An enchantress?” She laughed. “You’re drunk.”
“It would take a lot more than one ale to get me drunk.”
He placed the brush aside and swept his hand from the top of her head down her back.
“I should go to bed.”
“Yes.” He swallowed hard.
“I’ll turn so you can change as well.”
He nodded. He took off his shirt and hose but kept his breeches on. When she looked him over, she looked away.
“I don’t wear nightshirts. I usually don’t wear anything—”
“Yes. Well, thank you for wearing something tonight.”
He grinned. “Tamzen, relax. Drink all of the ale. It will put you to sleep. Tomorrow will be here soon enough.”
She nodded.
“There’s no reason to be afraid of me. I would never hurt you.”
She gave him an odd look then. “I’m not afraid of you, Reece. I’m afraid of me.”
“You’re afraid of you?” He shook his head.
She nodded. “I’m afraid of what I feel when you’re near. I’m afraid of what I want. I don’t understand the feelings. But I know what you say is true. There was something strong between us. Something I can’t remember.”
“Go to bed,” he said suddenly.
She nodded and climbed into the bed, watching Reece sipping his ale by the fire.
Reece drank all of the ale, not in an effort to get drunk, but more to strengthen himself. He wanted more than anything to climb into the bed and keep the beauty warm in the one way he knew how. But he would not. He wanted to make Tamzen his finally and forever. But he wouldn’t do that either. He must steel himself and do nothing. He should not even go under the bedclothes.
The firelight was dim when he finally went over to the bed and gazed down at her. She looked like an angel. He remembered the first time he had seen her aboard the ship. He had made the mistake then of dismissing her as a young woman not capable of anything.
She had bested him that day with her skill and shown him up in front of both their crews. He smiled. Walking aboard her ship in breeches with a sword at her side—she had been such a sight. Feminine and independent. He had known it then. She was the only woman for him, and he was the only man for her. They were destined.
Forgetting his earlier thoughts, he crawled into bed and was immediately drawn to her warmth. Curling about her body, he draped a possessive arm around her and pulled her to him. He closed his eyes. This was what he wanted all the rest of his days. It was his last thought before he drifted off.
∞∞∞
 
It was several hours later when Tamzen awoke from a frightening dream. A large man had been chasing her, hunting her, and there had been hand-to-hand combat that she knew would end with one of them dead.
Shivering, she awoke from the dream to find herself in the large bed with Reece. His arm was draped about her, and he was holding her flush against him. She tried to wiggle away from him, but he held her to him.
“Stop moving,” he said in her ear.
“You’re holding me too tight.”
“That’s the idea,” he said.
She began struggling. Reece was so much stronger than her that she was no match, and he let her gain ground only to pull her back again.
“If you keep doing this, we aren’t going to get any sleep,” he told her.
“Then let me go.”
“I’m going to bite you,” he warned her.
“I dare you,” she said, thinking he would bite her arm and then she could escape.
Instead, he pulled back her hair and bit her neck. She felt the tremors of desire explode down her arms and legs, and before she could help herself, she moaned. When he bit her again, she was lost.
“Reece,” she whispered.
He pressed her into the bed and was on top of her in a quick, fluid movement.
“Tamzen, I’ve wasted too much time to live without you. I won’t wait any longer. Not this time.”
He pressed against her, and as his mouth moved over hers, her arms wound around his neck. She pulled him into her and arched up to meet him.
“Even if it’s only fragments, I remember you,” she told him.
Reece was trying to slow his movements. He wanted to remember this moment forever. He wanted to remember Tamzen exactly as she was now. Touching him, pulling him into her. He wanted this moment frozen in time to always relive.
“Tamzen,” he breathed into her.
Even as he was pulling off his breeches and lifting up her chemise, he was trying to steady his heartbeat. He could feel it hammering in his ears.
“Reece. Don’t stop.”
∞∞∞
 
He parted her legs and fitted himself easily between them, kissing her mouth, her neck, her breasts before he placed himself at her warm entrance.
“Wrap your legs about my waist,” he said softly.
When he slid into her there was a moment of pain replaced by a feeling of being filled, and she closed her eyes. He gathered her into his arms.
“Oh, my darling,” he whispered.
When she felt the ripples of passion wash over her, she moaned. Her fingertips clenched into his shoulders as he climaxed.
When it was over, she turned to face him.
“Are you all right?”
“Yes.”
“You’re sure?”
She nodded.
He touched her face and watched her carefully.
“Are you worried?” she asked.
“Honestly? Yes.”
“About?”
“You might regret this in the morning.”
“I won’t. I wanted this. I wanted you.”
“But—”
“No regrets.”
∞∞∞
 
She opened her eyes to see gray light pouring into the room. Reece was lying beside her, his arm flung over his head and his face serene. She watched him for several seconds and then moved the bedclothes back to get dressed. As she did, she turned back to see his eyes open and watching her.
“You slept well?” he asked.
“Yes. You?”
“Strange dreams.”
She walked to her trunk and pulled out a gray traveling gown.
“Do you need help dressing?” he asked.
She shook her head. “The hooks are in the front.”
“Should I call for some tea?”
“If you wish.”
Reece left the bed to stand beside her.
“Tamzen.”
“Yes?”
“What are you doing?”
“Dressing.”
“I meant with me. I can feel it. Your coldness. Already. Even after what happened between us last night.”
“I don’t want to do this with you now. I don’t regret last night. But it doesn’t have to mean anything.” She had given in to her desire for him, but she didn’t want to talk about the future and what the previous night might mean.
“It doesn’t have to mean anything? It means everything.”
She pulled her dress over her head and sat down to pull her stockings on.
“My engagement with Diana will be broken as there was a prior commitment to marry. No one will disagree.”
She slipped on her shoes.
“Our engagement still stands, and the act that just happened in this very room created a binding marriage.”
“Why do this, Reece? Why?” Tamzen asked.
“List any of the reasons I’ve told you before today. I desire you. I want you. I love you. And then the very most important reason of all.”
“Which is?”
Reece shook his head. “You may be carrying the next viscount as we speak.”
Tamzen paled.
“Didn’t think about that one, did you?” he seemed smug, sure of himself.
Tamzen swallowed. “We can wait. A few months and we should be able to tell.”
Reece cocked his head. “What a cool little miss you are.”
They went downstairs. Reece called for servants to fetch her trunk while the carriage was readied. Tamzen was relieved to see an elderly couple inside riding with them to London. The lady appeared unwell and spent the time looking out the window. The man was sleeping.
“We should be in London soon,” Reece said.
“I’m glad to hear it.”
“Or glad to be away from me,” he said coldly.
She said nothing.
“I guess I should be glad to have been used in such a way. What man doesn’t want that from a woman,” he muttered.
“You’re being maudlin. It doesn’t seem like you.”
He grinned then, and it was so out of place she asked about it.
“You seem to be more like the old Tamzen. The real Tamzen.”
“Is that a good thing?”
“I don’t know. We’ll see.”




Chapter Twenty 
Walking into the London town house, Tamzen was unprepared for what she might feel. Reece had sent a note to prepare her family. Though Ikemba had told them Tamzen had died from a fever, Reece explained that her body had washed overboard while she had been traveling across the English Channel and had not been recovered. He tried to explain the loss of her body as her family knew nothing of her escapades at sea.
Her family was at first thrilled at Tamzen being alive but then confused. Why had Ikemba lied to them? Ikemba then told the family a partial truth. She had been lost at sea and he had presumed her dead. He had presumed she was dead just like the family until she had appeared in Saint-Domingue and had been discovered by Reece.
Octavius embraced his daughter and kissed her hands while Clarimond wept and kissed her cheeks. As she walked about the house, certain items came to her. There was a painting on the wall that she remembered. Her parents took her to Twinings, and when she asked to go to Cornwall, Reece volunteered to take her.
She didn’t want to be alone with Reece. She thought that he would want to talk about their future, but he surprised her. He said very little. His silence gave her pause, and he remained quiet the entire ride to her grandmother’s estate. When she emerged from the carriage, her grandmother wept at the sight of her and embraced her warmly.
“My darling girl. Come. I’m having tea prepared.”
Hester greeted Reece just as warmly, and Tamzen knew now that he was telling the truth—they would have married had she not disappeared. He was also revered as the man that brought Tamzen back from the dead. She didn’t dissuade them from their thoughts.
She remembered her grandmother vaguely, but Cornwall, she sensed, was a place that held many strong memories. Much of them involved her brother and another man she held dear.
“Please excuse me for a few minutes. There is someone else I must see,” she told her grandmother and Reece.
Stepping out into the vast green lawn, she felt Ben’s arms about her and remembered her sorrow and despair over his death. A wave of longing for her dear brother washed over her, and she struggled to hold back the tears. She touched the little mouse at the base of her throat and felt Reece’s eyes on her from the house. She turned and saw a tall, dark man standing at the edge of the cliffs. She felt a pull toward him, and when she was close enough to almost touch him, he turned to her.
“Bititi.”
In an instant, she was being held by him, and a torrent of words in a language she didn’t understand came raining down upon her. He kissed her forehead.
In a rush of senses, he came back to her. “Ikemba.”
“Love never gets lost, it’s only kept,” he quoted.
She smiled.
“You are here.” He looked her over with tear-filled eyes. “But not all here.”
“No. Not all.”
“You will return. I have no doubt you will return to us,” he assured her. “And the man?”
“Reece?”
Ikemba nodded.
“He is here. In the house.”
“He loves you, Bititi.”
She said nothing.
“I watched him mourn you. As I grieved for a daughter, he did for a lost love.”
“Perhaps. I’m not sure.”
“Life is not sure. But there’s time for that. Let’s return to the house. It is cold out here.”
Tamzen returned to the house with a sense of calm. She had been returned to her family and now to Ikemba, who she knew was as dear to her as any family member. She looked fondly at her grandmother, who chatted with the two men about things Tamzen had done as a child.
Tamzen smiled as they reminisced about her childhood. Ben’s name was mentioned several times. She suspected they never spoke about him with the old Tamzen as it had pained her too much. Now she listened with interest about the brother she had never known.
The beautiful blue-and-white porcelain tea set was removed as they finished and Hester stood up.
“You will all excuse me. I must lie down,” she said. “It has been a long day.”
Tamzen was immediately concerned. “Are you all right? It hasn’t been too much for you?”
Hester touched her cheek lovingly. “It has been the best of days. You are alive, Tamzen. Sunshine is in the world again.”
She watched her grandmother leave the room. Ikemba followed, leaving Reece and Tamzen alone.
“I must return to London. I leave you in your family’s capable hands.”
“You’re leaving? So soon?” she asked.
“I must. Don’t look so forlorn. This is what you want.”
“That isn’t true. I have much to thank you for. So much, in fact,” she said sincerely.
“I could say the same. Thank you. For so much.” His words were filled with innuendo.
Tamzen lowered her eyes. “Reece.”
“I intend to break my engagement with Diana as soon as possible,” he told her, his eyes filled with emotion. “But if you think to walk out of my life as if we mean nothing to each other, that’s not going to happen. You may be lost to me in some form because your memory is gone. But you are alive. And I will wait as long as it takes for you to come back to me. I bid you a good afternoon.”
Tamzen knew then that there was something dangerous in him. Something that would not be swept aside. And for all the emotions she had felt with him, she should not have slept with him. He would never let go now.
∞∞∞
 
“I’m sorry,” Reece repeated. “I had every intention of returning from Saint-Domingue to marry you and make a go of it. But everything has changed.”
Diana turned angry eyes upon Reece. “You come here after being gone all this time with not a word to me. Then you tell me your dead love is in fact alive and that you plan to marry her instead of me. What exactly should I feel?”
“You know I was to marry Tamzen before you. I had a special license to do so. I had her family’s blessing. I was going to marry her before she left for the sea. I’ve been mourning her this entire time. I love her. Don’t make me say things to hurt you. I don’t want to,” he said wearily.
“Does she want to marry you now?”
Reece shrugged his shoulders. “I don’t know. It’s complicated.”
“I knew you loved her. But something told me to hang on to you. That eventually you would love me back. And now . . . she’s alive and it’s all over,” she said sadly.
There was nothing else he could say to her. It had all been said.
“What if she doesn’t agree to marry you? Ever?” Diana asked.
“That will be something she and I must work through.”
“Then I guess I’m the one who should be sorry,” she said, pulling on her gloves. “I’m truly sorry I wasted my time on you, and I’m even sorrier for you.”
“For me?” He frowned.
“You seem intent to pine after someone who may not love you in return. That’s not an easy path. I know.”
“Diana—” he began.
“I release you,” she said softly before parting from him.
∞∞∞
 
Olimpia was furious when she discovered the broken engagement, but he remained adamant. He would marry Tamzen St. Aubin and no one else. When his mother asked to meet Tamzen, he vaguely replied that their engagement supper would be soon. In fact, he hadn’t heard from Tamzen in two weeks. He must find a way to speak with her and set everything right. But he didn’t know how to do such a thing.
She was still grappling with the loss of her memory, but he would wait. He hoped that eventually she would remember everything. He would wait until she was healed so they could marry.
∞∞∞
 
Tamzen was in the front parlor reading when the footman appeared with a card for her. The name upon the card was Lady Jocelin Dunning. She remembered Reece mentioning her as a dear friend. She nodded to the footman, and a moment later Jocelin swept into the room wearing a yellow silk dress and smelling of roses.
She smiled while Jocelin clasped both her hands in hers and kissed her cheek.
“Dearest Tamzen, you don’t know how pleased I was to hear about you being alive and well. We all thought you were gone.”
“Yes. It’s been a strange time.”
“I understand your memory is not . . .”
“It’s not completely back. That’s true.”
“Your mother told mine. It wasn’t gossip, you understand. We were concerned,” Jocelin told her.
“Oh yes. I wouldn’t think so.”
Jocelin smiled in assurance. “Harold sends his warmest regards to you.”
“Harold?”
“My brother.”
Tamzen nodded.
“Oh, Tamzen.” She clutched her hands. “I am so very happy to have you back safe and sound. You’ve been missed.”
“Thank you, Jocelin.”
“Joss,” she told Tamzen. “You’ve called me Joss since we were children.”
“Joss,” Tamzen said, smiling.
“I know just the thing! You must come to our country estate. It’s a lovely estate in Yorkshire. It’s winter, so we won’t have that many people staying with us.  A few of Freddie’s friends, nothing more.”
Tamzen shook her head. “I don’t think so. I’m still not feeling my best. Everyone is a stranger to me. I only remember fragments, images really.”
“Please think on it. I would love to have you join us at Dunning Manor,” Joss said.
“I will think on it,” she promised.
“Do,” Joss said, helping herself to an iced cake and sipping the tea that had just been served. “I understand Lord Holcombe has broken his engagement with Diana Woodley. It’s been in all the scandal sheets.”
“Has it?” Tamzen asked.
She nodded. “As I recall, Diana Woodley had quite set her cap on Reece and was crowing to everyone that she would be the next viscountess. Now that’s all over.”
“I’m sorry for her.”
“I recall Reece Warrington was quite taken with you.”
“Was he? Did you know Reece?” Tamzen wondered.
“My brother and he went to school together. He’s also a friend of my husband’s.”
“Do you recall anything particular about Reece and me?” Tamzen asked.
Joss was silent for a moment before she spoke. “I did see you two together. He seemed enamored of you. You seemed to distance yourself.”
Tamzen smiled at that. “Did I?”
“You did. But there was something very strong between you two. That I do remember.”
She stood up, and Tamzen rang for the footman.
“Promise me you’ll think of coming to Yorkshire. I leave at the end of the week. You could join me. We can ice skate, play games. It’s very beautiful. You can take long walks and rest and regain yourself.”
Tamzen smiled. “Let me think on it.”
“Do. And if you decide to join me, let your parents know I’ll be your chaperone. Nothing could be more respectable. You’ll find Yorkshire peaceful and relaxing. Send word if you decide to come.” Joss kissed her on the cheek and was gone.
After Joss departed, Tamzen did think about a trip to the countryside of Yorkshire. She blushed when she remembered Joss mentioning a chaperone for the young unmarried woman she was. Little did Jocelyn know. So much had happened in the short time since she had returned to England, including giving herself to Reece. It had been reckless and without thought, but she couldn’t say she regretted it.
She had felt a strong pull toward him, and she had given in to it. Now Reece wanted to marry her. He wanted things to be as they were before, but she wasn’t the same person. Did she care for him? Yes. She did. But love? Perhaps the best idea would be to take Joss up on her invitation and leave everything behind for the time being.
Tamzen told her parents of the idea, and they were both happy to see her rekindling her friendship. “That’s a lovely idea,” her mother said, smiling at her daughter and then her husband. “Jocelin has always been a steadying influence, and the quiet of Yorkshire will do wonders for you.”
“Then you don’t mind?” she asked.
“Of course not,” her father said. “We want you to enjoy yourself. We want you to be happy. It seems there has been too much unhappiness in your life. You must live and enjoy all that life has to offer.”
Tamzen agreed.
“Then it’s all settled,” her mother exclaimed. “Write to Jocelin and let her know your decision.”
∞∞∞
 
Tamzen’s first glance of Dunning Manor was impressive. The main structure had a large dome in the center with two symmetrical wings projecting from each side. The grand house was immense, and she felt dwarfed by it when Joss’s carriage pulled up to the entrance.
As Tamzen was stepping out of the carriage, Freddie came outside to greet his wife and was equally hospitable to Tamzen.
“We’ve been on the lookout for you both all afternoon,” he said, kissing Joss on the cheek and warmly embracing Tamzen.
“It looks like we will get some snow before long,” Joss said as she looked about. “Brrr!”
Once inside, Joss took her friend’s arm. “I know just the thing. Let’s go to the Turquoise Drawing Room. There’s always a fire laid, and we can have tea or cocoa.”
Tamzen liked the feeling of being cosseted and said, “Whatever you prefer, Joss.”
“Cocoa, then. And afterward we could play cribbage, or perhaps you’d like to rest.”
Tamzen smiled. “I’m fine. The journey was quite painless. A cup of cocoa and a game would be just the thing.”
“Excellent. And then tomorrow I’ll take you on a tour of the grounds. You’ll see they’re so lovely. Freddie can tell you in exhaustive detail about every speck of the grounds.”
The silver tea set was brought in, and the footman poured the hot chocolate for them. It soothed Tamzen tremendously, and the butter biscuits that accompanied them were decadent and delicious.
“I’m glad you talked me into this. It’s idyllic,” Tamzen said as she settled herself before the fireplace.
Joss nodded. “It is. I was overwhelmed at first. But Freddie has been wonderful at making me feel at home. His mother wasn’t so obliging, but she’s coming around. She lives in the smaller house down the lane. He’ll have some friends here. I think the two I know of are old university chums of his. Harold might pop in for a bit. But I shan’t let anyone bother you,” Joss promised her.
“How could they? It’s a winter paradise.” Tamzen said as she looked out the window and saw a light snow had started to fall.
The next morning, Joss was true to her word. They bundled up in their heavy woolen coats with a blanket thrown across their laps and warm bricks to keep their feet toasty. As the small two-seater carriage moved away from the house, Tamzen looked back at it in awe.
“How many rooms does the manor have?”
“I’m not sure. 140? 145?” Joss frowned. “You know, I don’t know the exact number. Some rooms we never go in at all.”
Tamzen laughed. “You could get lost inside your own home and never be seen again.”
“They do tell of a ghost who wanders the hallways looking for her lost love,” Joss said. “Perhaps it’s Anne Boleyn.”
“Anne Boleyn?” Tamzen asked.
“One of the many wives of a former King of England. But no,” Joss smiled and shook her head, “she haunts Blickling Hall.”
Joss expertly handled the carriage and turned down the lane toward the woodlands. The light dusting of snow remained but the sun was peaking from behind the clouds.
“It’s beautiful all year round,” Joss commented. “Each season brings something special. There’s an abundance of trees in the woodlands. Oak, sycamore, and cherry, and in the spring the wildflowers—it’s most lovely.”
“It looks lovely even now. May I walk alone while I’m here? Or do you prefer I take a groom from the stable?”
“You can walk alone. It’s very safe. Just make sure someone knows where you are and in what direction you’re headed. In case you get lost,” Joss cautioned.
They rode into the English countryside, now more white than green, and Tamzen pointed to a small structure that sat alone atop a hill. She marveled at its beauty. It looked to be modeled after something much older. Five female statues decorated the outside of it and it looked to have only one small room inside. A small dome capped the building.
“It’s called the Temple of the Five Heavens,” Joss told her as they stopped before it. “It was designed after a Greek temple Freddie saw on his travels when he was younger.”
“It’s marvelous.”
Back inside the warmth of the manor, Tamzen went upstairs and promptly fell asleep in her cream-and-blue-colored room. When she finally opened her eyes, it was to the sound of the gong being rung for dinner.
She dressed simply and sat down to a delicious dinner with the Dunning’s. She was so pleased she had chosen to come to Yorkshire.
∞∞∞
 
The next day Harold arrived, as did two of Freddie’s friends. Freddie’s friends were much older than Tamzen and Joss and appeared only interested in brandy and pipes. Harold immediately took the opportunity to seek Tamzen out.
“I couldn’t believe it when Joss told me. You’re alive. It’s wonderful.”
“I’m glad you think so.”
“Truly. It’s good to see you looking so well. She also told me you’ve suffered some memory loss.”
“Unfortunately. But I’ve been told it will come back. I just need to give it time. I do remember certain people, places, things.”
“Dare I hope, me?” He smiled.
“I remember dancing with you.”
Harold smiled. “That’s a start.”
After dinner, two of the men began a game of backgammon while the Dunning’s, Harold, and Tamzen played whist.
“How did you like the grounds, Tamzen?” Freddie asked her.
“It’s beautiful. Like a fairy tale.”
“Oh no. She’s fallen under the spell of Dunning Manor,” Joss teased.
“No, truly. It’s a magical place.”
Freddie smiled. “I’ve grown up with it my whole life, so I take much of it for granted. But it is beautiful.”
The game of whist continued for some time before everyone began to retire one by one. Tamzen and Harold remained by the fire after everyone had left.
“I’m very pleased to see you looking well and a-alive, of-of course,” Harold stammered.
Tamzen looked away shyly. “It has been a strange time for me. People that know me and care for me, I barely remember. I feel almost stuck in a sort of darkness.”
“But it will come back to you. Surely.”
“I do hope so. It does frighten me sometimes,” she admitted.
“If you need anything. You’ve only to ask.”
“Thank you.”
“You and Joss were close, but I was fond of you Tamzen. I think you were fond of me too.”
I would never want mere fondness from you, the words echoed suddenly inside her head.
“Tamzen?” he asked. “You looked queer for a moment.”
“It’s nothing. I’m tired.”
“Of course.”
They each took up a candle to guide them to their respective rooms. Once inside her room, she closed her eyes as she leaned against the door. It was him. Again. She could feel those cool eyes on her always. Watching her. Wanting her. She shivered, even though the fire had been lit inside her room. Reece. Even in Yorkshire she couldn’t escape him. She set the candle down and undressed, pulling on her chemise.
She drew back the bedclothes and remembered his mouth on hers. She had ached for him that night. If the other Tamzen had felt anything like she had that night, she was surprised she had held out against him for so long. Even with all the societal norms and decrees and unwritten rules, he was a man hard to resist.




Chapter Twenty-One 
The next afternoon, Joss and Tamzen took a stroll in the village. When they returned to the manor, Joss went upstairs to nap while Tamzen decided it was a perfect time to explore the grounds. Leaving the black-and-white tiled foyer behind, she stepped out on the gravel of the drive and then onto the grass.
She took a deep breath and relished the feeling of being free and walking through the beautiful landscape. Much of the snow had melted away, but from the look of the sky they were in for more weather. She cut through the woodlands and headed toward the Temple of the Five Heavens. When she was halfway there, the rain that she had suspected began to pour down upon her.
“Oh damn.”
Not sure if she was headed in the right direction, she sprinted forward and sighed with relief when she saw the temple. She was drenched by the time she raced up the steps and yanked open the door, almost falling inside. She was not looking where she was going, having just closed the door, and she barreled into another person.
Turning to apologize, she came face-to-face with Reece Warrington.
Without warning, a flash of them entwined in bed together came into her mind. His mouth on hers and his hand in her hair.
“Oh!” She stumbled, and he caught her.
“What are you doing here?” he asked, frowning.
“My friend Jocelin. Her husband is Lord Dunning.”
“Oh yes. That’s right.”
“And you? Why are you in Yorkshire?”
“I’ve known Freddie for years.”
She pulled away from him, placing a hand on his chest to steady herself.
“You’re all right?”
She nodded. “I’m fine.” She nodded.
“You’re shivering.”
“I got caught in the rain.”
“I as well.”
He began to pull off his coat, but she shook her head. “Please don’t. I’ll be fine. We won’t be here long.”
She looked around the small room that was beautifully tiled and then back at Reece’s handsome face.
“I’m not so certain,” he said. “The rain is a torrential downpour. We could be here for hours.”
“Perhaps.” She moved to the window on the other side of the room and saw he was correct. The rain was coming down hard and fast.
“Is it so unpleasant to be here with me?” he asked suddenly.
Tamzen turned to him. “Not at all. To be honest, I’m glad it’s you that’s here with me.”
“Are you?” he asked, surprised.
“Yes. You aren’t a stranger, and if we do have to spend time together, it won’t be awkward.”
“Won’t it?” He asked lowly.
“Will it?”
He paused and then took a step toward her. “My last clear memory of you was you arching into me, naked and moaning in my ear.”
She breathed out, her lips separating slightly. “You can’t say things like that aloud!”
“Can’t I?”
“No. You can’t.”
He grinned. “Pretend it never happened?”
She said nothing.
“Do you regret it?”
She pondered the question. “No. I don’t regret it. I’m honest enough to say I wanted you. But that’s all it was. An ends to what we both wanted.”
“Ah. Well, that is where we disagree, as before.”
She stepped from him and turned to look out the window. He followed behind her.
“I’ve broken with Diana.”
“How did she take it?”
“Not as badly as my mother.”
“Your mother was set on Diana?”
“Everyone was. She was perfect. Breeding, beauty, money . . .”
“And yet still you broke with her.”
“I had to.”
“Why?”
“You know why.” He was directly behind her, and he picked up a lock of her wet hair. “She knew that well enough. She knew what my feelings were. But she wanted the title. The lifestyle. She was prepared to enter into a loveless marriage. A contract, nothing more.”
“Aren’t most marriages a contract?”
“Perhaps. But if you’re lucky enough to find someone that you enjoy being around and who makes your blood sing, why not jump at the chance?”
She could see his reflection in the glass. “Is that what I do? Make your blood sing?” she whispered.
“It doesn’t just sing. It’s a concerto.” He leaned forward. His blue eyes looked like the color of the storm that raged outside.
“You don’t have to give in completely, Tamzen. But you could bend,” he whispered to her.
She turned around to face him. He was so close she could rest a hand on him.
“Your task is not to seek for love,” he quoted to her. “But merely to seek and find all the barriers within yourself that you have built against it.”
She stared at him.
“A Persian philosopher. His name was Rumi.”
“It’s beautiful.”
“It’s the truth. Stop fighting me.”
“I’m not fighting you, Reece.”
“No, you’re right. You’re fighting yourself. You’re fighting what’s natural.”
“It is natural?” she asked.
“As natural as breathing. As natural as the sun shining and the rain pouring down on us right now,” he said.
“The time has come to turn your heart into a temple of fire,” he breathed out before touching his lips to hers. “Let me in, Tamzen.”
∞∞∞
 
He pulled her tightly to him. “Let me in.” He touched his lips to hers again and again, and she clung to him until they heard a loud crash outside, and then the door swung open, admitting Harold and Freddie. By the time they entered, the couple had separated.
“By Jove! Here you both are!” Freddie exclaimed. “Joss sent us out to look for you, Tamzen, but I didn’t expect you until tomorrow, old man,” he said fondly, turning to Reece.
“I decided to come a day early. I didn’t think it would matter.” Reece smiled.
“It doesn’t! Not in the least.” He clapped Reece on the back. “It’s good to see you. And, Tamzen, my dear, you gave Joss a fright. She couldn’t find you anywhere.”
“I’m sorry. I forgot to tell someone I was planning to walk the grounds, and then the rain started.”
“Never mind, never mind.” He placed a woolen shawl about her shoulders as Harold came to stand next to her.
Reece glared at the sudden interference and watched as she was led away.
“Let’s head back to the house. I can offer you brandy and a pipe, though you don’t smoke, do you?” Freddie asked.
“Rarely,” he said.
As they all stepped out into the rain, Reece watched Tamzen and Harold enter the carriage ahead of himself and Freddie. Once inside, he watched Tamzen’s face in the dark carriage, and she met his eyes once before she looked away. Harold and Freddie were joking about some mishap with the servants and seemed oblivious to the tension that had flared between the two.
∞∞∞
 
Let me in, those words echoed inside her brain. She watched his handsome face in the darkness and remembered his hands on her body. She could feel her cheeks warm, and she looked over at him. He seemed to know exactly what she was thinking. Those eyes. Even if she remembered nothing else about him, she remembered his eyes.
“You’re flushed, my dear,” Freddie said. “I do hope this excursion in the rain hasn’t made you ill.”
“I’ll be fine. You’re kind to be concerned.”
When the carriage pulled up to the front door, Joss was there waiting to help Tamzen out.
“I’m sorry—” Tamzen began.
“No, no. None of that. I was worried. But you aren’t a child. Where were you? You didn’t get caught in the rain, did you?”
“I—that is we, Reece and I, both took shelter in the temple.”
Joss looked up to see her husband, Harold, and Reece coming out of the rain. “Lord Holcombe. So nice to see you again.”
“Lady Dunning.”
“You are very welcome to our home.”
He nodded. “Thank you. It is a pleasure to be in Yorkshire again.”
Falling in step beside Tamzen, they walked into the house and she motioned to the butler.
“Lord Holcombe is with us. Please place him in the gold room.”
The butler nodded, and Joss wound her arm through Tamzen’s.
“I forgot to mention to you that Lord Holcombe would be joining us. You don’t mind, do you? He’s good friends with Freddie.”
Tamzen smiled. “Why should I mind?” Tamzen smiled.
“No reason. Go change out of your wet clothes and I’ll see you downstairs,” Joss said as she threw an odd look at Reece.
Tamzen nodded and went upstairs to her room, closing the door and leaning against it. The memories came to her, and this time they were stronger. She remembered the pull of her attraction for Reece and how she had been powerless against it.
When the quiet knock fell on the door, she turned and opened it. Reece had changed and was dressed to go downstairs.
“May I escort you downstairs?” he asked solicitously.
“I haven’t changed yet.”
Tamzen looked down. She didn’t want to drown in his eyes; she didn’t want to disappear.
“What is it?” he asked.
“What?”
“Your eyes. Your face. They changed.”
“I was just thinking.”
“Of me?” he asked hopefully.
“Yes.”
“What were you thinking?”
“I don’t want to drown in your eyes. I don’t want to disappear,” she said honestly.
Reece swallowed. “And you tell me I shouldn’t say things out loud.”
“What was wrong with what I said? It’s the truth. Your eyes are like the sea. Cool, cold. Yet warm. A sort of home.” She knew she was rambling, but she couldn’t seem to help herself.
“Tamzen.” He reached for her, but she moved away.
He followed her inside, closing the door behind him.
“You said we were never easy. We argued. Lex told me we were both spirited people. Joss said something similar.” She moved before the fire and turned to him.
“It’s all true.”
“But I didn’t want to marry you, did I?”
Reece met her eyes. “No. You didn’t.” He came to stand near her.
“Why? Tell me.”
“Some of it I know for certain. Other parts of it I’m guessing.”
She waited.
“You were on a mission. It was very dangerous. I was worried for you. For your safety. I wanted to stop you.”
“What was I doing?” she whispered.
“You were trying to avenge your brother’s death.”
“Ben.”
She remembered Ben now much more clearly. She remembered the day she had heard about his death and the intense pain she had felt at his loss and the despair she had felt at never seeing him again. She also recalled his easy smile and his love.
“I remember Ben.” She smiled sadly.
“He was killed by pirates. You set out to find his killer and execute your own form of justice.”
“Alone?” she was shocked.
He smiled. “No. You had a crew.”
She nodded. “Ikemba.” She nodded.
“And others.”
“You were worried about me.”
Reece met her eyes. “I was terrified, Tamzen. I thought by keeping you safe, you would be grateful. I could find Ben’s killer, and everything would work out.”
“But it didn’t happen that way.”
“Well, for one, there was Harold. Sniffing about you. I was jealous.”
“Go on.”
“I was angry. He kissed you. That night in the garden, I was quite mad. Out of my head. Had Joss and Freddie not come across us, I might have raped you.”
Tamzen paled at the words. “But you didn’t?”
“No. I didn’t.”
“And then?”
“I forced the marriage. Having been caught in such a manner, I had to, to protect your reputation.”
“But you wanted it regardless,” she pressed him.
“I can’t remember a time when I didn’t want you,” he said quietly.
“And the other parts? The reasons for me not wanting to marry you?”
“Independence. Afraid of what might be between us.”
“I must get changed,” Tamzen said abruptly.
“It’s been hell, Tamzen. Thinking you were dead. You must know. As much as I desire you and want you, my love is there too. It’s been the only real thing in a life that has been torture since you were gone.”
A knock sounded on the door, startling them both.
“Yes?” she called out.
“Are you ready to come downstairs yet?” Harold asked from behind the closed door.
Reece narrowed his eyes, and Tamzen saw it.
“I’m not ready. Please go down without me.”
“If you wish.”
She saw a muscle tick in Reece’s jaw.
“I’m not encouraging him,” she said quietly.
“No. You’re beautiful enough that men just try. But you aren’t discouraging him either.”
“You’ll admit that you have no claim on me,” she said coldly.
“No claim?” He came to her then.
“No. None.”
“No marriage banns were read,” he admitted.
“Exactly.”
“No vows spoken,” he added.
“Very true.”
“Except that . . .” he began.
“Yes?” she asked arrogantly.
“Except that one night you lay in my arms gasping from pleasure with my seed, that may already have planted fruit, inside you.”
She flushed pink and pushed away from him.
“Yes. I know. Do not say such things. Yet I do, and I have. And still it did not stop you from taking the pleasure you found in my arms.”
“I don’t deny it,” she admitted.
He looked her over, and she shivered. “This conversation is quite improper, and I need to dress.”
“Then I’ll leave you to dress.” He bowed slightly.
Tamzen watched him leave her room, her heart thudding at the image of his mouth on her body and her begging him not to stop.




Chapter Twenty-Two
Tamzen sat nearest the fire with Joss beside her. Reece, Freddie, and his two friends were playing cards while Harold was refilling everyone’s drinks.
“More snow has fallen. We should go sleighing tomorrow,” Joss announced. “Would you like that, Tamzen?”
She smiled. “Very much.” She smiled.
“Freddie?”
Her husband nodded, but his friends and Harold did not seem inclined toward an activity in the cold, wet snow. Reece said he would enjoy the excursion.
“It will be a cozy foursome, then.” Joss smiled as she looked across at Tamzen and then down at her knitting.
When the card game folded, everyone but Tamzen and Reece retired.
“Would you prefer I didn’t go sleighing?” he asked when they were alone.
“I didn’t say so.”
“You didn’t seem keen on it earlier. That’s why I ask.”
“Had things not happened the way they did, if I hadn’t lost my memory, do you think we would be married now?” she wondered.
“Yes,” he said without hesitation.
“You’re very certain.”
“It would have been an absolute. You would have been my wife.”
“And now?”
“I don’t want to answer.”
“Why not?”
“I don’t want to make you angry.”
“Make me angry.”
He sighed. “You will be my wife, Tamzen. You will be the next Viscountess of Holcombe. You will lay beside me each night. You’ll be the mother of my children.”
Tamzen blushed. “More absolutes?”
“Yes.”
“You are very sure of yourself.”
“Not really. But I’m sure of this. You can’t fight me forever. And when you stop, you’ll let me in. You’ll remember.”
“What should I remember?”
Reece paused and then smiled. “Remember a woman with fire in her soul. A woman who stopped at nothing to avenge her brother, whom she loved. Remember a woman who had no fear and no regrets. And once you’ve remembered her, remember a man. He’s just a man. He has faults. He’s made mistakes. But through it all, he loves the woman. He loves you.”
Tamzen’s breath caught in her throat.
“Good night, Tamzen.”
∞∞∞
 
That night, Tamzen had several dreams which all merged into one. The only constant in her dream was the sea. The sea that could be calm and smooth one moment and then rage like an angry wound. It began with Ben. She was young, and she adored her older brother. When he was killed, it sucked the life from her.
She remembered her crew and the training with Ikemba. He was her comfort and support, always beside her. She was on the Ursilla with her crew as they hunted down the killer. And finally, she remembered meeting Reece. Cocky and arrogant Reece. He was so sure of himself. So confident. Her heart skipped a beat. She remembered his cool eyes on her, assessing her, and she remembered wanting him too.
Then she remembered a cold, dark night. Fear had been all around her, and she knew that she was in danger. Not only her safety, but her very life. She was in the hands of her sworn enemy. They had killed Ben, and she was frightened. She was a woman alone on board a ship surrounded by vile men. They could harm her in many different ways. She was alone.
No. There was a young boy. He was kind. He was not intent on harming her. And then there was the other one. The large hulk of a man who looked at her with hate. And another man. His face was shrouded, but he was evil. She knew it. And he hated her too. They would kill her. But not if she moved first. She remembered the evil man touching her. 
He smelled of urine. The stench was strong, and her nostrils were filled with it. And he was talking. He was telling her that he had killed Ben. She felt the coldness sweep through her. He had killed Ben. The man with the scar. And then. And then. She had killed him. With a knife.
Tamzen sat up straight in her bed, her eyes wide with fear. and a quiet, calm voice was beside her.
A quiet, calm voice was beside her. “It’s all right. It’s all right.”
In the dark, she could make out Reece seated on the bed beside her. The sight filled her with relief.
“You’re here.”
“I’m here.”
“Did I cry out?”
“Yes. I was passing by.”
She laid back and curled against him, soothed by his strength and warmth.
“It was awful, Reece.”
His hands were in her hair. “Tell me.”
“I think I’m remembering. I don’t think these were dreams. They’re memories,” she whispered.
“Tell me.”
She told him about Ben’s death and then their own meeting. Then she began to tell him about the dark ship.
“I was scared. I didn’t know what they had done, but I knew they hated me. I felt that right enough.”
He held her tightly against his chest.
“There was a man. He reminded me of a rat. Scurrying about, doing the other man’s bidding.”
She took a deep breath. “He killed Ben. He told me himself.” She looked up at him and then into the dying fire.
“He was trying to touch me. He was telling me about killing Ben, and then he was trying to touch me.”
Reece’s arms tightened around her. “Did he . . . did he hurt you?”
She shook her head and trembled. “No. He didn’t have the chance. Reece . . . I killed him. And then I set the ship on fire.”
“Shhh. You’re tired.”
“I killed a man, Reece,” she whispered brokenly.
“If you did kill this man, then you killed a violent monster. A man who killed your own brother.”
“It was awful. That time aboard the ship. I was so terrified.”
“I was terrified when we couldn’t find you,” he said softly.
She looked up at him. “I’m remembering more.”
“Come back to me.” He pulled her into his arms. “Tamzen.”
Tamzen felt his mouth on hers, and she wrapped her arms around his neck. “Don’t let me go.”
“As if I ever could.”
Closing her eyes, she let the thoughts and feelings of pain and death evaporate, and in their place was the sensation of Reece touching her and loving her. She felt his hands on her body, and she sighed. His mouth touched her in her most sensitive places, and she shuddered at the exquisite pleasure he gave her. When everything exploded at the end, she sighed and snuggled into him.
“I won’t regret it. But we don’t have to talk about the future. Do we?”
“We don’t. Not now. It’s enough that you are here with me.”
She closed her eyes, and when she slept surrounded by Reece’s warmth and strength, she had no dreams at all.
∞∞∞
 
When Tamzen awoke in the gray morning light, she shivered. The fire had long gone out, and she was alone in the bed. She looked about the room, but Reece was not there. She felt a sense of loss. She had thought she might regret being with him this time, but she did not. Instead, she wanted more than anything to see his face. She looked up expectantly when a knock fell on the door and pulled on her wrapper to appear decent.
“Come in.”
A young maid entered carrying a breakfast tray. “From the mistress.”
The maid laid the silver tray down upon the small table that overlooked the back gardens. She bobbed a curtsey and vacated the room. Tamzen went over to the table. Toast cut in triangles, marmalade, butter, eggs, bacon, and a pot filled with brown tea. She poured out the brew and took up the small cup and saucer.
Moving to sit on the window seat, she stared out over the Yorkshire grounds covered with snow and fog. It looked picturesque, but she was certain it was cold and wet outside. She watched as two deer darted out amongst the white snow and bounded past her line of vision.
She sipped the tea and took up a piece of toast. She was remembering more and more of her past, and she was grateful, but her memories from last night had been frightening. The dark ship and the men aboard it had been very real, and she knew her life had been in danger, just as she knew she had killed a man to avenge her brother, Ben.
She sighed deeply. She had taken a man’s life. Had it been the right thing to do? Had it been worth it? Had she been justified in the killing? Ben was gone. He was never coming back. Yet she had apparently spent years planning and exacting her vengeance. She felt uneasy about the dream and her role in it.
A knock sounded again on the door, and when she bid enter, Reece came into the room.
“I saw the maid bring you the tray, so I knew you’d be up,” he explained, coming toward her. “Are you unwell? You seem unwell.”
“I’ve been thinking about last night. Not us—the other thing,” she said quietly.
“The ship.”
“Yes. The ship.” She took a deep breath. “I killed Ben’s killer.”
“Then you’ve meted out justice,” he said.
“Is it? Is it justice to kill a man in cold blood? With no trial? No jury? No judge?”
“The old Tamzen, the real Tamzen, that is what she wanted. Ben’s death to be avenged.”
“The real Tamzen?” she scoffed.
“Yes. The real Tamzen. She was afraid of nothing. She took to the seas to command a ship of men so that her brother’s death could be avenged,” he said proudly.
“Then I pray she never comes back. She sounds abnormal. What woman would board a ship to command it? What woman would chase after pirates? She sounds absurd,” Tamzen said, angry at herself and the situation.
Reece smiled. “Or perhaps you’re jealous. As she’s more woman than you’ll ever be.”
“How dare you!” Tamzen flung at him.
“I dare because I must. Because I must force you to find yourself and remember everything. Any way I can.”
Tamzen was angry, but she stopped herself. “You care. I see that. I feel it. You want her back.”
“More than anything. I want you whole. That’s all I want.”
“I see you are ready for the outing. I must change as well. I’ll be down directly,” she said.
She dressed in her finest wool gown and cape trimmed with fur. She also brought out her fur muff to keep her hands warm. When she came downstairs, she saw Freddie and Joss bundled up in their fur coats, gloves, and hats.
“A fine morning, is it not?” Freddie asked, beaming. “For a sleigh ride.”
“I’m looking forward to it.” Tamzen nodded, looking at Reece, who stood nearby.
The Dunning’s sat in the first row of the sleigh while Tamzen and Reece settled into the back. Two bay horses carried them swiftly across the Yorkshire grounds, and Tamzen marveled at the beauty of the snow-covered land.
“I think it’s even more beautiful now,” she whispered to Reece.
He caught her hands in his and smiled. She smiled back at him. Everything seemed serene and lovely. She felt a peace fall about her, and she squeezed Reece’s hand.
“Everything is perfect.” She smiled at him.
As they rounded a bend, Tamzen pointed to the small stream that wound through the property. “Is it frozen?” she asked.
Reece grinned. “We could go ice skating. Do you know how to skate?”
“I do. I skate very well. Ben taught me,” she remembered, and she felt a happiness at the memory of her brother teaching her how to skate.
“Did he?”
Suddenly, the horses veered to the left, and the shift of the momentum caused the sleigh to rock violently. In the blink of an eye, Tamzen was thrown out of the sleigh and into the snow.
∞∞∞
 
Reece threw himself out of the sleigh, running back to Tamzen as Freddie tried to rein in the horses.
“Reece! Is she all right?” Joss called from the sleigh.
Coming upon Tamzen in the snow, he knelt and saw there was a small drop of blood on the snow near her head.
His heart thudded inside his chest. He picked her up and hurriedly carried her back to the sleigh. She lay motionless in his arms.
“Oh God!” Joss uttered. “Tamzen!”
“We’ll dispatch the footman to Doctor Avery. Immediately,” Freddie said, whipping the horses into a quick trot.
Reece held Tamzen tightly against his chest as he looked down at her lovely face. She seemed pale. He would not lose her now. Not after everything they had suffered through.
He pressed a kiss against her temple. “My little spitfire.”
“We’re almost there,” Joss told Reece as they rounded a hedgerow and the manor came into sight.
Even before the sleigh came to a standstill, Freddie was shouting an order to the footman who had come outside to assist them. The man was immediately dispatched to get the doctor in the nearby village.
Reece carried her up the stairs, cradling her carefully in his arms. He laid her down upon the bed and would not leave her side. He watched Joss and the maid take off her outer layer of clothes, and then the maid proceeded to lay firewood into the fireplace.
“Please wait outside, Reece. I’m going to get her out of these wet clothes so she’s more comfortable,” Joss said.
Reece wanted to refuse. He wanted to tell Joss that he had seen Tamzen with much less clothes on. But he said nothing and left the room.
He went downstairs to the drawing room and poured himself a quick drink to steel his nerves. Seeing her lying motionless in the snow had been the most frightening moment of his life. He could not recall a time that had been more terrorizing except for the time when she had disappeared from Nassau. But even then, he had been certain that he would find her safe and sound.
He heard voices in the foyer and looked up to see Freddie speaking with an older gentleman. He assumed the man was the doctor as he carried a dark bag with him. He climbed the stairs behind Freddie, his face serious and concerned.
Reece took the stairs two at a time and was admitted into her bedroom by the maid. Joss sat at one side of the bed while the doctor was on the other side opening his bag. Freddie nodded at Reece and introduced him.
“Doctor Avery, this is Lord Holcombe, a family friend.” The men nodded to each other.
The doctor looked over his patient and sighed heavily. “She has an imbalance of the humors. She must be bled,” he said with authority.
Joss and Freddie looked at each other, unsure of what to do, but before they could speak Reece said equally sternly and in a firm voice, “No.”
All three looked at Reece, who looked at them and then back to Tamzen lying upon the bed.
“But, sir,” the doctor began. “She must be bled. It is imperative for her health.”
Reece looked at Freddie and then the doctor. “With all due respect, I’ve seen more patients die than live when bloodletting occurs. It weakens the patient and their ability to fight what ails them. Furthermore, Tamzen is not ill. She has had a fall and hit her head. I doubt bloodletting would help.”
“Understand, Lord Holcombe,” he blustered, “I’ve been brought to minister to her. I was brought here, summoned here, at Lord Dunning’s request. I find it highly irregular and odd that once summoned here I am not allowed to complete my work.”
“Please,” Joss said as she watched the two men grow agitated. “Perhaps you might discuss this in the hallway.
The three men left the room, leaving Joss behind to sit with Tamzen.
“As I said,” Reece stated as they moved into the hallway. “My opinion has nothing to do with you personally. I think bloodletting is barbaric and a waste. As she is my fiancée, I will not allow it.”
Dr. Avery turned his gaze to Reece. “You are prepared for the consequences? That Ms. St. Aubin may not recover if the procedure is not allowed?”
Reece was still. “That is not a possibility. She has had a fall. She needs time to recover. And she will recover.”
Dr. Avery shook his head. “Your medical knowledge is astounding. Where did you obtain your medical degree?”
Reece knew the man was goading him, but he would not be pulled into the argument. Tamzen’s health mattered more.
“Thank you, Dr. Avery. I do appreciate your coming so quickly. I must return to be with Tamzen,” Reece said, leaving behind an irate doctor.
Joss looked up as Reece came into the room. She sat on one side of the bed while he took a seat opposite her. Neither spoke, and the only sound in the room was the ticking of the mantel clock and the crackling of the fire.
“I agree with your decision,” Joss told him quietly. “I don’t find bloodletting to be necessary. In fact, I think it killed my grandmother. It weakened her terribly at the end. I’ll never forget that.”
A muscle ticked in his jaw as he looked down at Tamzen. “What if I’m wrong? What if I kill her?” His voice was hoarse.
“Nonsense. You’re not thinking straight. Tamzen isn’t ill. She took a fall. As you said. I heard you,” Joss said softly.
Reece nodded but knew in his heart that if she did not recover, he would forever blame himself.
Joss stood and smoothed down her dress. “Will you dress for dinner?”
“I don’t think so. I’d rather remain here with Tamzen,” Reece said, looking down at her face.
Joss nodded. “I thought so. I’ll have a tray sent up.”
She moved past him and then turned. She laid a hand upon his shoulder. “She will be fine, Reece. She’s strong. So very strong. But then, you know that.”
Alone with the low light from the candles and fireplace, he looked down at Tamzen. She had a bruise on the side of her head, but other than that she appeared serene. Almost angelic. He would give more than he could say to have her with him, alive, laughing as she had been aboard the Ursilla with a sword at her side, calling his bluff.
She had sworn that day that his crew would take nothing of theirs, and they had not. But he had lost something so much more important that day, though he had not realized it then.
He remembered the pain he had felt when he had thought her dead. The loss of something so precious and rare had been a physical blow. Only when he had discovered her alive had he felt a small semblance of life again.
He could hear the ice pelting the window and looked outside. It would be dark soon. The winter days were so short and the Yorkshire weather so damp and cold. He heard her lightly sigh in her sleep, and it sounded neither painful nor peaceful. He placed the back of his hand on her brow and found that she was not warm. She was cool to the touch.
He leaned back in the chair and closed his eyes. When he had first met Tamzen, he had dreamed of her in his arms. When he had thought her dead, he had been tormented by thoughts of her. He had dreamed of a world that could never be. Now he dreamed again of a world where Tamzen was by his side. His little spitfire.
Reece must have slept for an hour or so because he was woken by the maid carrying a tray of food, which she placed near him. She then stoked the fire and said “good evening” to him before leaving.
He looked out the window. It was fully dark now. He looked at the tray and then back at Tamzen. She remained asleep, but her sleep appeared troubled. She moaned slightly and moved her head to one side. He touched her forehead with the back of his hand, and she sighed.
“Come back to me, Tamzen,” he whispered.
He leaned his head back against the chair as he settled into it. She would be fine. She had to be fine. He looked over at her sleeping face and remembered once more the first time he had seen her. He had been entranced by her. A strong woman, a pirate, commanding men on her ship and in command of herself. He would do everything he could to safeguard her. She was everything to him.




Chapter Twenty-Three
Tamzen opened her eyes and shivered. The fire had all but died out, and only embers remained. Her head ached, and she touched her forehead. Someone was sleeping in a chair beside the bed. Reece. He was sleeping and keeping watch over her. She turned to look at him in the low light, but sleep was pulling her down into it.
“Reece,” she whispered before it overtook her.
∞∞∞
 
Reece woke and stoked the dying fire. There was a chill in the air as he piled more firewood and watched the flames take hold. He went over to the window and looked out over the grounds. Snow covered everything the eye could see, and it pleased him. He wanted to remain in this warm room with Tamzen while the cold, white world passed them by. He heard a rustling sound and turned to see Tamzen with her feet on the side of the bed about to stand. He was thrilled.
“Tamzen, don’t. The room is chilly. I’ve just lit the fire,” he said, coming to stand beside her. “Return to bed.”
“Reece?”
“Tamzen. You’ve had a fall. You need rest.”
She allowed him to place her into the bed, tucking her in like a child, before she spoke. There was a smile on her face.
“Reece.”
“Yes? What do you need? I can call the maid. Or I can fetch what you need,” he said hurriedly.
“Come closer,” she whispered.
He did as she bid. When he was close enough, she placed her arms around his neck, pulling him into her and almost causing him to lose his balance.
“Tamzen!” he whispered.
“You never stopped fighting,” she said, pulling away from him. There were tears in her eyes.
“Fighting what?” he asked, confused.
She smiled again. This time widely. “For me.”
“For you?” He shook his head as she nodded.
“Yes. For me.”
Understanding dawned, and he pulled her back into his embrace, kissing her with a passion and intensity that left her laughing.
“You’ve come back?” he finally said, tears in his eyes.
“Yes, Reece. I’ve come back. I remember you.”
He touched her face. “Thank you, God.”
She smiled sweetly. “It has been a strange time.”
He laughed. “That’s an understatement. First you were dead. Then engaged to someone else. Then in a fog.”
“But you never stopped believing in me. That’s what I remember most.”
He kissed her hands. “Do you forgive me? I was so jealous. I was a fool.”
Tamzen shook her head. “I do forgive you. I was reckless. I was angry with you. I left myself open and vulnerable to Algar and his crew.”
“Do you remember the time spent on his ship?”
“I do, but some of it is still hazy. I don’t want to remember it. I killed a man, and that’s something I never want to think about again.”
“But he was the man who killed your brother,” Reece reminded her.
“Even so,” Tamzen mused. “I never want to think about or discuss it.”
“Then we never shall,” he promised her.
“There are no words to express how much I feel for you at this moment, Reece.”
Reece looked at her and smiled. “Tell me.”
“Everything you said to me and how much you believed in me.”
“It was what was in my heart. I never realized until it was too late, but I have loved you for some time, Tamzen. You and I were meant to be together. We are twin souls. It started out as one thing, but it is love. I love you, Tamzen.”
She smiled back at him. “Your faith in me has persevered. It never wavered. It has remained steadfast. For that and so much more, I love you, Reece.”
“It has never wavered, my little spitfire.”
“Only one thing remains,” she told him.
“One thing?”
“Yes. I believe it comes in the form of a question.”
He grinned. “I believe you are right. Tamzen St. Aubin,” he kneeled by the side of the bed, still holding her hand, “will you be my wife?”
“I will.” He kissed her and pulled away to stare at her. She was smiling. “What is the smile for? Joy?”
“That. And also, you were right.”
“About?”
“That we would marry. You were so certain I would be Viscountess Holcombe.”
He bent over her hand and kissed it tenderly. “My lady.”
“My lord,” she returned.
∞∞∞
 
Joss and Freddie were the first to hear the news that Tamzen was awake, well, and her memory had returned. They were also the first to hear about the impending wedding. Tamzen was beaming, and Reece couldn’t seem to take his eyes off of her. When he could, he would touch her back, her arm, and even stole a kiss when Joss left the room to fetch a shawl.
She looked over her shoulder as Reece and Freddie played a game of chess and he lost. She knew she was the reason.
Later, by the fire, he growled in her ear, “Let’s marry tomorrow! I don’t think I can stand this for very long.”
She grinned. “We need a license, the banns read. And my parents must consent. I’m under the age of twenty-one, you recall.”
“Damn,” he swore but smiled at her.
“You’ll have to be patient,” she said as they both sat before the fire.
“I don’t think I can. You must be mine.” His warm eyes were on her as she had always remembered them.
“I will be. Soon.”
The next morning Reece explained that he had to return home for important business but would not be gone long. Tamzen was sorry to see him leave so soon after he had been returned to her, but he returned promptly within the week with a surprise. He had brought her parents, her grandmother, his mother, and Ikemba, Flynn, Dodkin, and Cesare. He also brought his dear friend Alexander.
“What’s all this?” she remarked, laughing.
“I told you I couldn’t wait. So I brought the wedding party to you. Your parents are here for consent, and I have a special marriage license. We can marry tomorrow.” He grinned.
Tamzen kissed him in front of everyone. “I’ll take Joss to visit the milliner in town. She might be able to help with a gown.”
“Two days at the most. Nothing longer,” he told her.
“Two days,” she promised him.
∞∞∞
 
Joss and Tamzen visited a milliner in town who Joss highly recommended. She was also a skilled seamstress and was only too pleased to be asked to prepare Tamzen’s wedding gown. The white silk dress was threaded with blue ribbon and draped about her form in flattering waves. The scooped neckline was generous, and Tamzen was pleased with the gown. It would be ready in the time Reece had given her.
As they were leaving, she noticed a man outside the shop. When he saw her, he doffed his hat and addressed her.
“Good afternoon,” he said.
She in turn wished him a “good afternoon” while she and Joss moved into the carriage to return home.
When they returned to Dunning Manor, her parents and grandmother were readying the house for the upcoming nuptials and Freddie had secured the local vicar for the service. The manor was lively and bustling, and Tamzen and Reece took this time to steal away from the crowd to be alone.
Coming upon the Temple of the Five Heavens, they rushed inside, away from the cold, and he caught her in a warm embrace, kissing her passionately.
“I brought something else back from London,” he said as he handed her a small box.
Tamzen opened it. Inside was a large ruby ring surrounded by diamonds.
“Reece. It’s lovely,” she exclaimed.
“It’s perfect. The light inside of the ruby reminds me of fire. Like my own darling spitfire.”
He placed the ring on her finger. “I shall never remove it. It’s so precious to me,” she said.
“As you are to me,” he told her.
∞∞∞
 
The next two days were busy ones as the servants prepared the food and everyone was readying themselves for a wedding. The servants went in search of pine boughs and holly to decorate the house, and the cook was baking a grand traditional fruitcake for the wedding couple.
The morning of her wedding, Tamzen woke up refreshed, smiling, and eager to face the day. It would be her last day as Tamzen St. Aubin. From this day forward, she would be known as Tamzen Warrington, Lady Holcombe. She stretched in her bed and giggled at the thought. Everything was perfectly in place. She was to marry the man she loved, and they would settle into their life as a married couple.
A knock sounded on the door, and the maid entered with a breakfast tray. She ate little and asked for the maid to send Joss to her. When her friend joined her, they set about tying her into the wedding gown. Soon enough she was in her wedding dress, turning in circles to stare at the beautiful gown. The yards and yards of fabric billowed about her as she made yet another turn.
“An angel,” Joss said, smiling. “That’s what you look like.”
“Do you think so?” Tamzen asked.
“Absolutely.”
The service was to be held at the small chapel on the Dunning estate, and afterward they would return to the manor for the wedding breakfast. Tamzen felt her heart filled to bursting as she walked along the aisle, passing the people she cared for the most. She saw the loving face of her grandmother, her parents, her devoted crew, and Ikemba, who looked proud and nodded at her as she smiled and walked past him.
She came to stand before the vicar and looked longingly at Reece, who stood across from her.
He spoke his vows solemnly. “I, Reece, take thee, Tamzen, to be my wedded wife, to have and to hold from this day forward; for better, for worse; for richer, for poorer; in sickness and in health; to love and to cherish; till death us do part, according to God's holy ordinance; and thereto I plight thee my troth.”
Tamzen spoke her vows to him, though she replaced “obey” with “love and to cherish.”
Reece smiled broadly, and when the ring was placed on her finger, his vow was almost a whisper, “With this ring I thee wed; with my body I thee worship; and with all my worldly goods I thee endow; in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Ghost. Amen.”
She knew this was a serious, solemn vow, and for both of them it meant everything.
The vicar pronounced them man and wife, and Reece wasted no time in pulling his bride into his arms and kissing her passionately in front of the congregation. When they pulled apart, he was smiling.
“My Lady Holcombe.” His words said it all. She was his.
The wedding breakfast was a whirlwind of well-wishers and food with the wedding cake a delight to everyone, full of currants, raisins, nutmeg, and a hint of brandy.
Reece and Tamzen would be setting off to nearby Scarborough for a slight reprieve to take in the waters and visit the ruins before moving on to Paris for their honeymoon. Tamzen had long wanted to visit Paris since her pretend “grand tour,” and Reece was more than eager to show it to her.
Tamzen changed into a gown more suited to traveling and kissed her parents good-bye. Her grandmother fussed about her and was beaming as she bid her farewell, but it was Ikemba who came upon her looking as proud as a father with tears in his eyes.
“A grown woman now.”
“Yes.”
“You have always made me proud, Bititi. Your brother would be proud today.”
Tamzen felt a catch in her throat. “Thank you, Ikemba. For all you’ve done.”
∞∞∞
 
Reece and Tamzen traveled that evening to Scarborough and checked into the inn. When their bags were deposited inside the room, Reece wasted no time in pulling his wife into his arms and kissing her again and again.
“Even two days was a lifetime,” he said, pulling at the strings in the back of her dress.
Tamzen laughed. “Let me turn around.”
In a flurry of clothes, quick movement, and haste, Reece was dragging her down onto the bed and thrusting himself inside her. She sighed and moaned even as he tried to still his movements.
“I’ve waited so long. Forgive me,” he said, kissing her.
Later, when they had both climaxed, he kissed the top of her head. “I won’t always be this rushed. I promise you.”
“I love you, Reece,” she said, putting her arms around his neck. “You make me feel safe, and this is everything I wanted.”
“You’re everything I wanted,” he said, kissing her once more.
∞∞∞
 
The next morning, Reece slipped the heavy wool cape onto her shoulders, and when they exited the inn, she saw a man staring at them. She didn’t think anything of it until she realized it was the same man that she had seen in the village near Dunning Manor. The man was not known to her, so she glanced at Reece to see if he knew him. He was talking with the driver of the carriage, and so she turned back to the stranger.
“Sir?” she called out to him.
He doffed his hat to her in deference and kept walking, so Tamzen shrugged it off. When she settled into the carriage seat beside Reece, she saw the man walking along the street. She pushed him from her mind and the carriage departed for the ruins.
The castle ruins were a former medieval royal fortress on a rocky strip of land overlooking the North Sea. They both made the ascent to the castle and looked about the ancient stones and the beautiful gray waters below.
“What a beautiful place,” she sighed.
“It is indeed.” He pulled her against him, and she rested her arms on his.
“I couldn’t be happier, Reece,” Tamzen sighed.
He kissed the top of her head, and she closed her eyes. “I feel exactly the same.”
∞∞∞
 
The next day the newlywed couple made their way to Spaw House. It had recently been erected when slightly bitter waters had been discovered in the area. The waters were said to cure minor ailments, and visitors had begun flocking to benefit from taking the waters and their medicinal qualities. Spaw House was a large, sprawling building that overlooked the North Sea. It was a magnificent structure, very Roman-like in its manner. Beautiful colored tiles decorated the entrance, and already Tamzen could smell the heaviness of the heat and steam in the air.
“What do you think?” Reece asked her.
“Magnificent. Not at all what I expected.”
“It’s quite ingenious. I’ll explain it to you once you are changed.”
“Changed?” Tamzen asked.
“Yes. We must change out of our clothes to enter the baths.”
“Change into what?” Tamzen asked.
“You’ll be wearing a linen wrap, and then take it off when you enter the waters,” he told her.
Tamzen smiled and then became serious. “You’re joking.”
“Do you want to enter the waters in your gown?” he teased.
Tamzen was dismayed. “I’m not sure I can disrobe.”
Reece smiled. “The little spitfire who fought on the high seas with a sword can’t enter a bath wearing a linen wrap?”
Tamzen rolled her eyes. “Very well.”
They separated, and she went into the changing room reserved for the ladies while he went to the men’s side. She removed her clothes and was given a wrap, just as Reece had said. She was asked whether she would like an oil massage, but she declined. Exiting on the other side, she came upon a vast room with large columns along both sides of the room, a skylight overhead, and steaming green water in between the columns.
She stepped out farther into the huge expanse and was mesmerized by the tiles on the roof, the walls all depicting Greek gods and goddesses. Reece walked toward her, taking in her form.
“Are you pleased?” he asked.
“It’s amazing.”
“The Romans were. They built baths for many reasons. Bathing had a cultural and societal purpose. In all Roman bathhouses, there was a series of rooms with increasing temperatures. A cold room, a warm room, and the caldarium—the hot room. This is the hot room,” he pointed out.
“It is heated by a brazier underneath the hollow floor. You can also have a massage with oils.”
“Yes. I was offered such a thing.”
He took her hand and walked her toward the steps to the steaming water. “It’s good you declined the massage. I don’t think I can allow anyone else to touch you. Especially if you are naked.”
She looked about the steaming room and saw another couple enjoying the water, but no one else was about.
“Here. I shall hold the linen up for you as you sink into the water,” he offered and did just that.
She watched as he removed his linen wrap and sank into the water beside her. She had never realized it before, but he was a beautiful man with a muscled chest and strong forearms.
“You are very handsome, Reece. I’m not sure I ever told you.”
Reece grinned as he made his way to his wife in the water. “Am I? I’m quite sure no one has ever told me that before.”
“Well, you are. Very handsome. But arrogant.”
“Ah well. I have my faults.”
The steam swirled around them, and his eyes seemed to devour her. “I’m not sure I can wait to return to the inn.”
“You must!” she told him sternly.
“I can’t,” he whispered back.
Tamzen cleanly cut through the water, trying to get away from him. He followed her and easily caught her in his arms.
She laughed until someone cleared their throat, and they sprang apart.
“You’re safe,” he assured her. “For now.”
Tamzen delighted in the warm water surrounding her body and the tingling sensation she felt when she looked at her husband. Her husband. She smiled at the thought.
When they were leaving the warm water, Reece told her to request an oil massage, and she looked at him strangely.
“But I thought you said—”
“Ask for one.”
When Tamzen was lying on the mat prepared for the massage, she heard someone enter the room. When fingers touched her ankle with smooth oil, she sighed. It was a delicious feeling. Soon the strong fingers were moving up along her knee and then to her thighs. Suddenly, she felt the fingers move even higher, and she started to turn in alarm.
“Relax, Lady Holcombe. I’m not through yet,” she heard Reece say.
Tamzen smiled. “I was about to run someone through with my sword.”
“Hmmm. As it is, I have a sword fitted perfectly for you.”
Tamzen blushed. “My lord!”
When his oiled fingers found her hot core, she turned to face him. “Please, Reece. Don’t torture me. Hurry.”
“We won’t be caught. I paid the attendant extra coin to leave us.”
“I’m not worried about being caught. I need you. Hurry.”
They joined together quickly, surrounded by the hot sauna and her sighs.
When they were finished, he kissed her once, twice, and then remarked, “We can visit St. Mary's Church tomorrow. It stands high above the town, just below the ruins of Scarborough Castle that we visited.”
“Lovely.”
“And then once we’ve completed our outing, we’ll head to Paris.”
“Paris!” Tamzen said in excitement.
“Yes. Paris.”
He helped Tamzen dress, and she pulled on her fur-lined cape for the cold winter weather outside. He kissed the tip of her nose and then smiled.
“I think I love you more now than I ever did before,” he said, holding her tightly.
“I feel the same, Reece. Never to be parted.”
“Never to be parted.” He assured her.
∞∞∞
 
As the carriage pulled up to the inn, Tamzen was startled to see the stranger again. She stepped out of the carriage and walked toward him.
“Sir!” she called out to him.
“Madam?” he said, turning.
“I have seen you three times now in two different places. Do I know you?” she asked him boldly as Reece came to stand beside her.
“I apologize, Madam. I did not wish to intrude. I had heard about your wedding. You see, I was a friend of your brother’s. He was a good man, Ben was.”
Tamzen smiled in surprise. “You knew Ben?”
“I did.”
“It does my heart good to see a friend of his. You knew him from the Royal Navy?”
“Exactly so.”
“You must sup with us,” she invited him.
“Unfortunately, Madam, I have other plans this evening. I wanted to wish you happiness for your marriage. I saw it announced in the papers.”
He doffed his hat and left them.
“That’s lovely. A reminder of Ben,” Tamzen said, weaving an arm through Reece’s as they walked toward the inn.
Reece frowned as he watched the man walk away. “It’s a little odd. Where did the man come from? And how did he know you were Ben’s sister?”
Tamzen shrugged. “Don’t spoil it. He wanted to wish us well. That’s all that matters.”
∞∞∞
 
Later that night, after supper and more time spent making love with Reece, Tamzen pulled a handmade blanket about her naked shoulders and looked out the second-story window. It was a dark night with a sliver of a moon and a slight mist covering the ground.
The small lane was empty except for a cat she saw chase after a mouse and an old woman carrying a heavy burden on her back. In the darkness, she suddenly thought she saw the outline of a man farther down the road staring up into her room. She couldn’t make out the face as it was shrouded in darkness, but she could see the man’s form and moonlight glistening off his boots.
Her heart lurched. It could not be. She was imagining things. Who would be watching her? Why would they be watching her? She shook her head. It made no sense. He must be some townsman passing the time and waiting for a lover or a friend. She turned back to see Reece asleep in the bed. She would not wake him. It was nonsense. When she turned back to the figure, he was still there.
She could not make out his face, but she could see the lit end of a cigarette that dangled from his fingertips before he crushed it underneath his boot. And this time she knew he was watching her.




Chapter Twenty-Four
Tamzen slept poorly the rest of the night. She dreamt briefly about the man in the dark, and when she woke, she felt foolish and silly. No one was after her. She should focus on her new husband and her honeymoon instead of shadowy figures in the night.
She changed quickly into a plum-colored day dress and went downstairs to order breakfast, which she wanted to take to Reece. The innkeeper nodded and said it would be ready shortly, and he would have someone bring it up to them.
When she made her way back upstairs, she saw Ben’s friend sitting before the fire. He was drinking ale, which she thought odd so early in the morning.
“It’s you again,” she said to him as she came nearer.
He looked up. “Aye. It is. We’ve not been introduced. I’m Owain. Owain Lloyd.”
“Mr. Lloyd, I’m Tamzen Warrington.”
“Recently Tamzen St. Aubin.” He smiled.
“Yes. I was.” She nodded. “You’re Welsh, but you don’t have a Welsh accent.”
“Ah. Because I’ve moved around all my life.”
“The Royal Navy,” she guessed.
“That’s right.”
“I was just getting some breakfast,” she explained.
He nodded. “It’s good to see the sister of Benjamin St. Aubin.”
“How long were you in the navy?” she asked, sitting beside him.
“Some time.”
“Did you enjoy it?”
“Not particularly. It was mostly duty.”
“My brother wanted nothing more than to join the navy. It had always been his dream.”
“But the dream killed him,” Owain said.
Tamzen startled. “Well, no. Not really. I mean, he was on business with the navy, but pirates killed him.”
“Pirates killed him?” Owain said in surprise.
“Yes. A pirate killed him.”
Owain frowned. “Who was this pirate that killed him?”
“They were led by a man named Algar. But the man who killed my brother was named Eogan.”
“Eogan?” Owain pondered the name and then shook his head. “I think you’re mistaken, Madam.”
“How am I mistaken?” Tamzen asked.
“This Eogan did not kill your brother,” Owain said.
“Eogan did not kill my brother?” she repeated. “But he did. I can assure you. He admitted it to me.”
“You mean he told you? He said to your face that he had killed your brother?”
“Yes. That’s exactly what happened.”
Owain finished his drink and shook his head. “I don’t know the reasons this Eogan said something that was untrue. But the fact is he did not kill your brother.”
“What are you saying? How are you so certain Eogan is innocent of this crime?”
Owain glanced at Tamzen and then away. “I just am. Excuse me. I have an appointment. I bid you a good morning.”
“Mr. Lloyd?” she tried to call him back, but he was gone.
∞∞∞
 
Tamzen was entering the room just as the maid was leaving, having delivered the breakfast tray.
“Good morning, darling. Most thoughtful of you to arrange breakfast,” Reece said as he settled down to eat.
“Good morning,” she said, kissing him on the lips. “I’ve just had the most disturbing conversation downstairs.” Tamzen realized her hands were shaking.
“Tell me,” he said, concerned.
“I met that man again. The one from the Royal Navy who said he knew Ben. His name is Owain Lloyd. He told me the most outrageous thing. He said Eogan did not kill my brother.”
Reece shook his head. “He’s playing a jest. It’s not to be taken seriously. Though I don’t think it’s amusing.”
“He said Eogan did not kill my brother. He said he was innocent.”
Reece sipped at his tea and pondered it. “But if that’s truly the case and Eogan is innocent, who did kill your brother?”
“And there’s something else,” she continued. “Last night I saw someone in the lane watching this room. Watching us. Watching me! I think it was this Owain.”
Reece came to stand beside her. “I don’t pretend to know why this Owain is playing games, but we both know Eogan killed your brother. Eogan admitted it, yes?”
Tamzen nodded. “To my face.”
“Then this Owain is a trickster. I will speak to him if we see him again. But we won’t be here much longer. We head to Paris tomorrow.”
“I just don’t understand. Why say these things? He didn’t seem to be making a jest. He seemed in earnest.”
Reece kissed the top of her head. “Come. Let’s eat, and we can promenade along the seashore if you wish to.”
Tamzen allowed herself to be seated at the table. She ate the toast and drank the tea, but her mind was churning. Why was this man Owain here? Why was he lying? Did he only want to stir things up? And if so, for what purpose? Maybe he knew Tamzen had married well and thought to get money from her to go away. None of it made sense.
∞∞∞
 
Together they walked along the promenade looking out into the dark gray sea. It reminded her of the times she had spent aboard the Ursilla, and she smiled. She looked forward to being on the sea again when they journeyed to Paris.
She thought again of the ship and of Ben. Surely this Owain Lloyd was mad. Maybe he sought her out to harm her, to do something evil. But that made no sense. If he had meant to harm her, he would have done so. So what was his motive? He said Eogan was not Ben’s killer. If that was the truth, then who was?
She knew she must find out the truth, but should she let Reece know? He would most likely try to stop her, and she could not allow it. The truth must be discovered. Even if she was to learn that Owain was indeed a mad man. The truth was all that mattered.
“You seem far away,” Reece said.
“Do I?” She smiled. “It’s just that it’s a lovely day. The sea reminded me of the times I had aboard the Ursilla. I did love it so.”
“Yes. I recall some of those good times.” He grinned.
“Yes, yes. The breeches.”
He said nothing for a time and then remarked, “He’s a madman, Tamzen. Looking for attention. Looking for coin. He saw you at Dunning Manor and asked about you. He discovered we were to be married and decided to track us down. I’ll speak to him when I see him.”
“No, don’t,” she told him. “Let it be. You are right. It doesn’t concern us. He’s a jester.”
Reece smiled brightly. “Exactly. Come. We must pack our trunks, for tomorrow we leave Scarborough for Paris.”
∞∞∞
 
They dined quietly together, and after another night of lovemaking, Reece held her close against his heart. When he had finally fallen asleep, Tamzen slipped out of bed. Wrapped in the heavy blanket, she looked down into the street. It took a moment for her eyes to adjust to the dark before she saw him. He was where he had been the night before, leaning against the darkened alcove, watching her.
He was almost willing her to come to him. It was an insidious pull that she could not deny. She knew that he knew she would come. He had said all the right things to make it inevitable. Pulling on a lightweight dress with a heavy cloak and slippers, she made her way downstairs. No one was about, and she saw a light snow had fallen outside.
He was waiting for her. “Madam.”
“What is it? Tell me now!” she whispered harshly in the cold air, her breath foaming. “You said it wasn’t Eogan! Are you playing games? Who killed my brother?”
“Not here. Come. We cannot speak here.”
“Where then?” she asked.
She looked back and saw they had walked down the lane and were moving farther from the Inn.
“Just here.” He made a sweeping movement toward a carriage.
She shivered underneath her coat. “Where is this carriage to take me?” she asked impatiently.
He merely shrugged. “Do you care about your brother? Don’t you want to know the truth?” he goaded her.
“Of course I do. That’s all I’ve thought about for years.”
He smiled then. He raised a hand and pointed to the carriage. “Then this is the carriage that will take you to the truth.”
Tamzen shook her head. This was stupid. Crazy. Impossible! She didn’t know this man. He was a stranger. Maybe he was a madman set to kill her himself! But regardless, she must make this last trip. She must get into the carriage and see it through to hell if necessary. She must find out, once and for all, if Ben’s killer was on the other end of this mad carriage ride. There was no other way. She knew that. There was no other way.
She took a deep breath and stepped into the carriage, he leaped to the top of the carriage where the driver would be and urged the horses on.
Tamzen fell back against the cushions as the carriage jolted forward. Her feelings were a mixture of alarm and irritation. Alarm that she should have been so foolish to leave the inn without telling Reece and irritation at being duped in this manner. Most likely the man wanted coin, and he was trying to frighten her into giving him some.
She knew that Eogan had killed Ben, and she had meted out justice for her brother’s life. She had been aboard the dark and dirty ship when Eogan had tried to touch her. When she had pulled the truth from him, it had been a shock. He was Ben’s killer. And then she had struck. But now this stranger, this no one, claimed Eogan was not the killer. Was he a liar merely playing games? Or had there been someone else? Ridiculous. Eogan had admitted it to her.
Tamzen shivered in remembrance. No. There was nothing more to be discussed with this charlatan. Eogan had killed Ben, and she had killed Eogan. It was done. Once she arrived at the destination, she would demand the truth from the stranger and be gone from the man. Enough of these games.
She looked out the window at the passing scenery and saw only fog. It was heavy about the ground, and she knew the carriage would not continue forever. Shortly, the carriage slowed and then stopped. She didn’t move, but she heard the man spring down from the driver position and knock on the carriage door.
Tamzen looked up sharply, but still she did not move.
“Come along. Be quick about it,” Owain said.
Tamzen stepped gingerly down from the carriage and looked about her. She could make out a building just ahead in the distance, but wasn’t sure if she recognized it. She cursed herself. Instead of replaying Eogan’s role in this, she should have been trying to guess which direction they traveled and how many miles they had gone. As it was now, she had no idea where she was, but she could still smell the sea heavy in the air and knew they remained on the coast.
She saw the shape of the man in his long frock coat just ahead of her before the fog enveloped him once more. She followed him, looking back only once to see the horses standing quietly with the carriage. She turned back, and as the building began to take form in the fog, she recognized it.
With a start, she realized she was at Spaw House. As she entered the front foyer, the colorful tiles greeted her, and she breathed out. This was preposterous. She had no reason to fear anything. The man was a scoundrel, nothing more. He wanted money.
“Mr. Lloyd,” she called out to him, but no one answered.
She heard the footsteps farther down along the empty building, and she followed the sound. “Mr. Lloyd. This has gone on long enough. I know you are lying. Stop these games.”
A door slammed behind her. She remembered Reece telling her of the inner workings of the spa and how Emperor Claudius had engineers drive oak piles to provide the foundation to the stone chamber lined with lead. It was then enclosed within a wooden barrel-vaulted building and included a hot bath, a lukewarm bath and a cold bath.
In the first room, there was a large mosaic of a Gorgon head decorated in flesh tones with green and brown tiles flashing out about her head portraying the snakes that dominated her otherwise female body. The snakes were frightening enough, but the Gorgon’s eyes were almost yellow, and she felt them upon her as she walked farther into the building.
Another door slammed shut, and she followed the sound, entering the room that contained the cold bath. She shivered and noticed that the cold pool was decorated with tiny fragments of tiles on the bottom forming the Birth of Venus.
The next room was the lukewarm pool. This one was warmed by the underfloor heating system, though Tamzen only knew that because Reece had told her. Tiles decorated this bath as well, and Tamzen could make out the mighty Hercules under the water, which shimmered quietly in the night.
Suddenly, she was wary of being inside the cold monstrosity and longed to leave. Even if Owain meant to frighten her, she must leave the building. But in the dark, she had become disoriented. She remembered the large room at the center of the spa and made her way there.
Once she found her bearings, she could go outside and unhitch the horses to ride one back into town. That was her plan. Why had she not thought of it before?
Once inside the large spa, she saw the steam rising, and the warm water looked as inviting as it had been with Reece.
She called out once, twice, to Owain Lloyd, but he did not answer. Instead, she heard the sound of footsteps. Sure, steady, walking toward her. She shivered again and knew she must find her way out of the darkened pit.
Along with the steps upon the tiled floor, she heard another sound that she couldn’t identify. Perhaps a cane? But she didn’t recall Owain carrying a cane.
“Who’s there?” she asked.
She looked to the right, but there was only mist and green water. The columns were wide and expansive, and they could hide much, but so did everything else in the room. All she could see was the night, shadows upon shadows, and the mist upon the water.
∞∞∞
 
A great battle was occurring on the high seas. Reece’s crew had come to his aid swiftly and with valor, but Tamzen remained alone. When she had most needed her crew, they had disserted her. She had been aboard the Ursilla and he aboard his ship—they were so close they could touch. But a Spanish pirate ship had come between them, and while his crew fought them off, Tamzen remained alone.
She could fight well, but not ten, fifteen men. Reece had just bested one pirate when another one boarded the Ursilla and began to attack Tamzen directly.
“Tamzen!” he yelled to her, but above the winds and the sea she could not hear him.
He was trying to make his way to her, but there was not enough time. Another pirate boarded the Ursilla, and before he could try to save her, the men had slit her throat.
“Jesus!” Reece awoke from the nightmare panting.
His heart was racing as he turned to pull Tamzen into his arms. With a start, he realized she was not there. He touched her side of the bed, and it was cold. She had not been there for some time. He called out to her, but she did not answer.
Where was she? He stood up and opened the door to the hallway. She was not about. He began to worry. Was the nightmare a premonition? Surely not. He pulled on his breeches and woolen coat and went downstairs. It was dark and empty. It must be after midnight or even well past that.
He went outside and could clearly see Tamzen’s small footprints in the newly fallen snow beside that of another footprint. A larger one. A man’s footprint. Damn it all to hell. Owain Lloyd. She had gone after him.
∞∞∞
 
Tamzen looked worriedly about her as she walked down the length of the bath. The mist was heavy, but the moon was shining through the glass windows, and she could see better in this wide, expansive room.
“Come out, Mr. Lloyd. This game is at an end,” Tamzen said coldly to the wide room.
No one answered her, and Tamzen began to grit her teeth. This was child’s play. This had served no purpose other than to upset her and fleece her out of coin. It would not be.
“Mr. Lloyd!” she yelled, and it echoed in the room.
Suddenly, there was a chuckle farther down and a voice answered her. “Mr. Lloyd has gone.”
Tamzen jerked back and clutched at her throat. “Who is there?”
She could feel her heart beating in her chest as she placed a shaking hand on the large column to steady herself.
She didn’t recognize the voice, and she knew then it was some game concocted between the two men to obtain money not honestly earned.
“I’m done with this,” her voice rang out. “I’m not a mouse to be toyed with.”
The voice chuckled. “But that’s exactly what you are. Mouse. And you must pass me to gain entrance to the door,” the voice said.
Tamzen made a start. The words were simple enough but tinged with a threat.
“What game is this you play with me, sir? Show yourself unless you are a coward and have a reason to hide,” Tamzen said boldly, hoping the words would spur the stranger into action.
∞∞∞
 
Reece could see the carriage tracks in the snow but knew they would be of no help once he reached the main road. He waited in the dark until he saw his prey. He watched as Owain entered the town, quietly turning his horse into the stables to be rested. When he dismounted, Reece was ready. He had his arm wrapped around the other man’s throat with a knife pointed at him before he knew what had happened.
Owain struggled vainly and cried out, “This wasn’t my doing. I was just paid to play the part.”
Reece nodded. “I already figured that much out. The question is, who paid you?”
Owain shook his head. “Never knew his name. He just said he wanted me to be friendly to the lady, and when the time was right, I would bring her to him and my part would be done.”
“Well, your part is certainly not done,” Reece said coldly. “Take me to her.”
Owain nodded, glancing several times at the knife. “I never hurt her. I could tell she was a lady.”
“You better hope nothing has happened to her, Mr. Lloyd. Not one hair on her precious head harmed,” Reece told the weaselly little man as they each took a horse from the stable and rode out into the snow.
∞∞∞
 
Tamzen looked at the misty water, and suddenly she could see clearly to the bottom of the pool. It was Cerberus, the multi-headed dog that guarded the gates of the Underworld, at the feet of his master, Hades. Hades, the god of the Underworld. The tiles depicted hell. The heat seemed to settle into her bones, and she felt the moisture on her forehead. She was in hell.
“Fitting, wouldn’t you say, my pet?” The voice came closer to Tamzen, and she whirled about, but no one was there.
Tamzen wanted to run to the door, but the voice was correct. She would have to get past him to get away. And she was a long way from doing that.
“What do you want of me?” she asked.
“What do I want? Retribution.”
A strong word that held so much inside it. She knew the word well. It was that word, coupled with vengeance and revenge, that had set her on her own path toward Ben’s killer: Eogan.
“Isn’t that what you called it yourself? Retribution?” the voice asked.
“What I called what?” Tamzen asked the empty pool.
“When you avenged your poor dear brother, Ben. Was that what you called it? Retribution?”
“Don’t speak of my brother! Show yourself, you coward! Show yourself!” she yelled until the words echoed off the tiles.
Suddenly, she saw a shape before her—a large man rising from the mist. Then he took shape, real and human before her. When she saw his face, she almost laughed. Except that she knew this was no joke.
“It is my time for retribution,” Algar said.
“What do you want from me, Algar? To come after me for killing the pirate who killed my brother?” Tamzen looked about the room, trying to see a way to escape.
Algar grinned. “You thought you were so smart. Little bitch. But you weren’t. You were so bloodthirsty you didn’t realize Eogan was telling you what he thought you wanted to hear. He wanted to impress you.”
“He never would have had me!” Tamzen said heatedly.
“He told you that story to make you believe. Little did he know he was signing his death warrant. The little mouse. In truth, a tiger.”
Her throat was dry as she heard his words.
“Eogan didn’t die that night,” Algar said coldly. “The ship went down well enough because of the storm and your fire, but Eogan died from infection days later. Writhing in agony and calling out the witch’s name. Your name. Tamzen St. Aubin.”
Tamzen flinched at his words.
“Sister to Benjamin St. Aubin,” he continued.
“A finer man than you’ll ever be.”
“Perhaps that’s so. But I’m here to tell you now, little witch. For that is what you are. Eogan didn’t kill your brother.”
“More lies.” She shook her head.
“It’s the truth. He only knew everything that transpired because I told him,” Algar said smugly.
“You told him?”
“Aye. I told him. Because I took Ben’s life. And now for the lives of my crew and the death of Eogan, you must die.” Algar smiled. “This is my retribution.”
Tamzen took a step back. “E-Eogan told me—”
“To curry favor with you, he told you what you wanted to hear. But he didn’t kill your brother. I did that. All on my own.”
“No.” Tamzen began trembling inside.
“Oh yes. It was a fine morning.” Algar looked to the skylight, but only the moon could be seen. “The sun was bright, the seagulls were squawking in the air, and the Royal Navy was hunting us down. But I had had enough. I had Benjamin St. Aubin in my sights and wouldn’t let him leave. Not alive anyway.”
“Ben,” she whispered.
“Right enough the swordplay began.” Algar smiled fiercely. “He was no match for me. But the deck was chaos, and the navy had more men. But I was determined. I think he thought it would end well. It did. End.”
Tamzen closed her eyes as she envisioned the men clashing aboard the great ship and Ben fighting for his life.
“You didn’t have to kill him. You didn’t,” Tamzen whispered. “I loved him so much. No one has ever loved a brother so much. He was my life. He meant everything to me.” She felt the tears in her eyes.
Algar looked at her without pity. “How many men has the navy crushed under its heel? How many? The Crown does what it likes. That day was a reckoning. That day, the navy felt the taste of defeat.”
Tamzen narrowed her eyes and turned to him. “Murderer.”
He grinned, spreading his hands wide. “Come at me. If you dare. Mouse.”
Tamzen threw off her woolen coat.
“You’re a coward!” she shouted. “You let Eogan tell the story as if it was his own, and now you try to blame me for the death of your crew. It was a storm. I only set the fire to save myself. I knew your plans for me that night.”
“Oh yes. My plans for you. What delights we would have had.” He grinned.
“I set the fire to save myself!” She glared at him. “I knew it was my only chance.”
“I thought all this time you were as dead as my crew,” Algar told her. “That I was the only one that survived. I came to London. Then, by pure chance, I happened to see the wedding announcement in the newspaper and realized you were fine as a lark. Living your life. So, I bided my time. Waiting. Until I would make you pay for those men’s lives.”
“I couldn’t agree more,” Tamzen said, stemming the sense of fear she felt and letting anger and hate take its place. “I’ve waited years to take my revenge on Ben’s killer. You cheated me out of that. You should have warned Eogan to stop. He had no right telling useless stories that weren’t his.”
“Stop?! How was I to know the little witch had claws to match?” he yelled.
Tamzen pulled away from him just has he made a sweeping movement with his fist.
“Coward!” she cried out as she heard him stumble in the mist. “My brother was a fine man!”
“It was a beautiful morning the day I watched his blood run along the deck,” he taunted her.
Tamzen waited, hiding in the mist, breathing shallowly until he passed her. When he did, she wrapped her cloak around his head and pulled him with all her strength into the water. He fell with a huge splash, but he dragged her into the water as well. Her intent was to try and drown him, but she had not anticipated the problem of her skirts.




Chapter Twenty-Five
Her dress stuck to her legs and hampered her movement. She knew she would be dead if he caught her that way. He would be able to force her under the water and drown her. She had badly miscalculated. She willed herself to move through the water, but it was so difficult. She caught a glimpse of the fire-red tiles beneath her feet even as she felt his blow to the back of her head.
Ducking underneath the water to give herself time, she kicked him as hard as she could in the groin. She heard him cry out.
“Bitch!”
Tamzen tried to bounce above the water, but Algar caught up with her and grabbed her hair in his meaty hand. He jerked her head back, and the pain stung her eyes. Swinging in an arc and using her full weight, she slammed a fist into his face, getting released in the process.
“My eye!” he yelled, and it echoed in the bath.
Tamzen knew he would be coming after her now with all his might and she had to focus. Everything that Ikemba had taught her was for this moment. She heard voices outside in the main building, but this fight was between her and Algar. He had killed Ben, and she had killed his pirate. One of them was not leaving this place alive.
Trying to scissor through the water was difficult. When she saw the gladiators depicted on the column with real spears decorating the mosaic, she moved toward it.
She closed her eyes to thank God, and as she pulled the spear into her hand, Algar was behind her.
He cuffed her about the ear, and when she turned, she slashed through the air with her spear.
“What?” he exclaimed, and then saw the twin still in its place.
He went after it as she knew he would, and suddenly they were jabbing, thrusting, and fighting with spears in the bath.
He swung out wildly to attack her, and she kicked at him as he slipped, falling beneath the water again. There was loud banging on the outer door, but both combatants were in this until death.
“I enjoyed killing your brother. Just as I’ll enjoy killing you,” Algar spoke between blows.
“You won’t kill me.” She shook her head.
“Everything Eogan told you was true,” Algar tormented her. “Even the part about his last word. Your brother’s last dying word was mouse. Imagine that. You were on his dying lips, bitch.”
Tamzen felt a rage that she had never experienced course through her veins. At that moment, the door burst open, revealing Reece and Owain.
“Don’t interfere!” Tamzen directed to her husband.
“I agree,” Algar spoke. “This little bitch is mine. Her last dying breath.”
“That will never happen,” Reece exclaimed. “The minute you harm her will be your last.”
“Stay out of this,” Tamzen said as she circled around and around with Algar.
Reece swore under his breath and watched.
“This won’t end well for you, little witch. You’ll go the same way as your brother.” Algar smiled.
They rounded another column and Algar lashed out, striking Tamzen and then the floor. Tamzen was up in a flash, striking out and hitting Algar in his stomach with the shaft. He grunted and slipped before he regained himself.
They fought spear to spear again and again, and this time when Algar went in for a jab, Tamzen was ready. She parried the thrust and then jammed it below his jaw, and when he was thrown off guard, she slammed the spear tip into his heart. Algar fell into the water as Reece ran to his wife.
“Tamzen!” Reece pulled her into his arms as Owain came to stand before the body, which floated belly up.
“What a mess this is,” he murmured.
Reece looked down at Algar. “We’ll get the constable when we return to town. I’ll make a statement.”
Tamzen shuddered. “He killed Ben. Eogan only wanted to impress me. Algar was the killer.”
Reece scowled. “I should take you over my knee for this.”
Tamzen nodded. “I know. I shouldn’t have come alone. I was a fool.”
“I understand,” he said, moving the hair from her face. “Owain made a convincing argument. He wanted you to be intrigued. It worked.”
Owain interrupted them. “My name is not Owain Lloyd. I am Charles Bannister, at your service, Madam. Monsieur.”
“What are you?” Tamzen asked as they made their way out of the building.
“I’m an actor. On the stage. You might have seen me?” he asked hopefully.
“I don’t recall,” she said.
“Well, this man, Algar, hired me to attract your attention and then lead you to him. No hard feelings?” he asked.
“No hard feelings,” she remarked, although Reece looked less likely to forgive the man for almost getting his wife killed.
They tied the two horses to the back of the carriage and drove it back to Scarborough.
Once they had dropped off the horses and Charles Bannister went to fetch the constable, Reece and Tamzen went up to their room.
He pulled her into a tight embrace and held her against him. “Tamzen, I was so frightened—” he began.
She looked up to meet his eyes, and he saw the tears on her cheeks. “Darling, what is it?”
She sagged against him, and he pulled her with him to sit on the bed.
“It’s over. It’s finally—over,” she said the last word almost in a whisper.
He nodded. “You never gave up. All this time. All these years. You never gave up on avenging your brother’s death.”
“I couldn’t.” Tamzen shook her head. “He meant so much to me. I couldn’t let his killer go unpunished.”
Tamzen sighed and felt a sense of peace fill her. It really was over, she thought.
“The sacrifice, and the years. You are a remarkable woman, Tamzen. And yes, it is over. So now our life can begin.”
“That’s what I want now more than anything,” she told him. “To begin life, to begin living, with you by my side.”
“That’s where I’ll always be, Tamzen. By your side.”
He kissed her, and they sat before the fire wrapped in a large blanket, curled up in each other’s arms.




Epilogue
Six months later
Tamzen stood overlooking the sea. She loved Cornwall. It was the place she loved best in the world because she felt closest to Ben. Her grandmother had graciously allowed her and Reece to have the run of the house whenever they wanted, and they spent as much time away from London as they could.
She occasionally saw her crew and had given Flynn, Dodkin, and Cesare large amounts of money to set themselves up, and they had. Ikemba remained with her grandmother as the older woman aged, and Tamzen was grateful. She had told Ikemba that should things change, he would always have a place with her.
Tamzen rested her hand on the marble statue that had been created for Ben. It sat on the rolling green hill where she had last seen him. They would never have a true gravesite, but this was close enough. “His spirit is free now,” Ikemba told her as he came to stand beside her. “Do you feel it?”
“I do,” she said, the tears catching in her throat.
“We desire to bequeath two things to our children; the first one is roots, the other is wings.”
“Wings.” Tamzen smiled as she looked over the gray water.
“Yes, Bititi. Wings. No more revenge. No more anger. You must put those to rest now. You must look to the future.”
Tamzen smiled and felt for the small mouse that still hung about her neck. She looked up to the great house with the bay windows that overlooked the sea. Her grandmother was standing there, smiling, and Reece was beside her. He blew her a kiss. Tamzen’s hands came to rest on her belly, which was already swelling.
“The future will be here soon enough Ikemba. And his name is Benjamin Warrington.”
He placed a hand on her shoulder.  “That is as it should be, Bititi.” He placed a hand on her shoulder. 
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Excerpt 
THE VAUDEVILLE STAR
Chapter 1
1897
Mississippi
The engagement party was proving to be a success. Families from the nearby plantations, dressed in their finery, had come to celebrate the future wedding of Pernetta Sutton to Ford Josiah Rutledge and the joining of two immense plantations.
At nineteen, Pernetta was considered a tad old to be a first-time bride, but that was no matter. Everyone knew that Pernetta Sutton was all about appearances, like her mother, Lucille, and Pernetta would do whatever it took to remain mistress of Evergreen Plantation, including marrying a man she didn’t exactly care for.
Lucille Sutton wore a wide smile upon her face as she greeted their guests. She looked fondly at her eldest daughter and then at Ford as they circulated the room. Many women were quite envious of the engagement and the upcoming marriage—especially the wedding night.
Ford Rutledge was everything a Southern gentleman should be. He was educated, proper, refined, loving to his family, and handsome. His brown hair and hazel eyes had many ladies of the county swooning, and it was even whispered behind fans that several of the young widows had been his lovers. Though nothing was confirmed.
Pernetta, in sharp contrast to her soon-to-be husband, was not considered a beauty. She was tall and thin with a sharp nose and thin lips, resembling her mother, though Lucille thought her eldest daughter a “lovely creature.”
The patriarch of the Sutton family was Earl. He was a kind man who was often in town on business, leaving Lucille in charge of running the plantation, which she did very well. If there was one burr under Lucille’s saddle, it was her youngest daughter, Ruby Mae. Ruby had been spoiled by Earl since the moment she was born. She was the apple of his eye, and he doted on her, as did the servants and everyone in town.
If Pernetta was considered a “lovely creature” by her mother, Ruby Mae truly was. With blond hair and gray eyes set in an oval face, Ruby Mae was beautiful. Folks wondered if that was the real reason behind the anger Lucille directed at her youngest child and the reason Pernetta hated her. It was well known that the women of the Sutton family disliked Ruby Mae intensely. Ruby Mae was spirited and outgoing and constantly embarrassed her proper Southern mother and sister.
The recent announcement of the engagement had caused an upheaval in the Sutton home, for Ruby Mae had decided long ago, when she was eight years old, that the only man for her was Ford Rutledge. At the time, eighteen-year-old Ford had been highly amused by the little girl’s attention.
Everyone in town had smiled at the puppy love and declared she would certainly grow out of it. She didn’t. And when the announcement was made that Ford and Pernetta would marry, Ruby went into a rage. The fifteen-year-old smashed her sister’s full-length mirror and declared that she would never speak to her again.
Pernetta had merely smiled and said, “Seven years’ bad luck, Ruby Mae.”
But as much as Ruby was against the upcoming marriage for her own selfish reasons, Ford was not thrilled either. As he walked through the throng of people and greeted them all with a glass of whiskey in his hand, he appeared calm and serene. But he was not.
His father, Marshall Rutledge, was a good man, but not the most astute of businessmen. He wanted their plantation Antebellum to live on into the next century, and he was certain the best way to do so was to join it with the Suttons’. That could only be achieved through marriage, and Pernetta was the obvious choice as Ruby was too young and wild.
Ford’s mother, Faylene, had agreed with her husband while his younger sister, Jessbelle, who only wanted to see her brother happy, had no say in the matter. But Ford didn’t love Pernetta. In truth, he didn’t even like her.
She came across as nasty and mean and lacked any semblance of Southern charm. If she participated in the women’s club or gave of her time at the local charity, it was only so she could be seen and acknowledged—not to help the greater good. The marriage was a predicament he found himself in with no way out. He felt entirely trapped, and he didn’t like the feeling at all.
While Pernetta preened and smiled at the guests in her bright purple dress—which was entirely too bright for his eyes—he felt as if he was suffocating. He excused himself to get some fresh air.
***
Ford removed his clothes quickly, leaving them in a small pile on the bank of the watering hole. The humidity and heat were thick in the air, and he knew he would not be missed for a while. Without giving it a second thought, he jumped into the cool water.
At twenty-five years old, Ford was terrified that he was making the biggest mistake of his life. He would be tied to a cold, mean woman for the rest of his days, and everyone around him was thrilled. As heir to the large cotton plantation his family had owned for over fifty years, their joining with the Sutton plantation would make it the largest in the state. But was that reason enough to sell his soul into a loveless marriage?
He moved cleanly through the water. He swam the length of it once and then kicked at the muddy bottom and moved across it again. Off in the distance, he could hear the band from the house. The moon was bright, and he could see clearly, but suddenly he glimpsed a flash of white moving through the trees.
It had to be a trick of the light. No one would be out here. Everyone was inside enjoying the music, champagne, and sweets. When he heard a splash, he knew he had not imagined it, and when he turned around, he came face-to-face with Ruby Mae Sutton.
At fifteen, Ruby looked fresh and innocent with blond hair curling about her face and inquisitive gray eyes. Her hair was slicked back now, and there was a look of longing in her eyes.
“What are you doing out here, Ruby?” he asked, keeping his distance.
“I followed you,” she said with a smile.
“You followed me. Why?”
“You aren’t really going to marry her, are you, Ford? Not Pernetta!” she said softly.
“Ruby, it’s more business than anything. Merging our two plantations. Not everything is about love and romance.”
“Well, it should be. Especially if you are to marry for life,” she returned.
“You live in a fantasy world with all those books and magazines you read,” he said kindly, shaking his head.
“Harper’s Weekly is perfectly respectable,” she said tartly.
“It’s a political magazine published in New York. What would your Momma say?” he teased.
“I can read what I like. Daddy allows it.”
Ford smiled. “I’m sure he does. Because you have him wrapped around your itty bitty little finger.”
“That’s not true. He loves me. He wants me to be happy.”
“Of course he does, Ruby. He’s your father.”
“I wish you were wrapped around my finger,” she said suddenly.
Ford never had a woman speak to him as Ruby did, and she was only a young girl. At fifteen, she said whatever came to mind and damn the consequences.
“Don’t start that. There was a time when the whole town thought the way you followed me about was cute. Now enough is enough. I’m going to marry Pernetta, and you need to accept that.”
“Never!” she said passionately.
“Damn it, Ruby!” He swore and then cursed himself. A gentleman should never swear in front of a lady, even if she was as crazed and flighty as Ruby. “You need to stop all this nonsense, you hear?” He moved toward her in the water.
Not thinking, he grabbed her by the shoulders to make the point. He realized with a shock that she wasn’t wearing her chemise. In fact, she was completely naked. He could see her budding breasts that would soon mature, and he swallowed hard.
“My God, Ruby! Where are your clothes?”
She seemed completely oblivious to the seriousness of her actions. “Over yonder next to yours,” she said, jerking her chin up.
“Ruby Mae Sutton! Have you lost your senses? You can’t go into a swimming hole naked with a man!”
“You can’t marry her, Ford. It’s wrong. She’s not the woman for you. She only thinks about herself. You’ll be miserable.” Her gray eyes seemed so dark in the night.
Suddenly not caring about her state of undress, his hands slid down her slender arms, and he jerked her to him.
“You need to stop this! You need to think about yourself and the future for once. Don’t you want to marry? Don’t you want a family? You need to keep your reputation pristine!”
“I want to marry you,” she said, her eyes meeting his. “I love you, Ford.”
He believed her because she believed it. She had all the brazen desire of a young girl completely in love when she didn’t even know what love was. He knew he had to stop this.
“Ruby, both our families are for this marriage. Pernetta wants the marriage, and so do I. You must see reason. This was nothing but a childhood fantasy of yours,” he said, trying to soften the blow.
Ruby looked shocked and then hurt. Her eyes teared up as she looked at him. Ford couldn’t deny that she was a lovely girl with her blond hair that normally glistened in the sunlight and her gray eyes, so expressive they hid nothing.
“You want the marriage too?” She repeated the words in a whisper.
“Yes,” he said, though it was a lie.
“A childhood fantasy?”
“Yes, Ruby. You’re a child. A fifteen-year-old girl.”
“I’m not a child, Ford. And I love you. Doesn’t that mean anything?” she whispered to him.
Then, without warning, she broke free from his hold and wound her slim arms around his neck, pressing her naked breasts to his chest.
Ford was shocked. His hands skimmed her back and then moved down to cup her small bottom in his hands. As her mouth touched his, his cock immediately filled with blood. It was a sweet, innocent kiss, and he could tell she had no practice. He realized what he was doing and jerked away from her. She was a temptress.
She met his eyes and then looked down at his cock. He was willing to bet she had never seen one in an aroused state.
“Am I still a child?” she asked, taunting him.
He ground his teeth together. How many men would throw her down upon the wet, muddy bank and take her virginity right there? She was playing with fire.
“No, you aren’t,” he said, watching her eyes darken with desire. “You’re a witch.”
Suddenly, they both heard a cry and turned to see Pernetta, clutching her fist against her mouth, with Jessbelle standing beside her on the bank of the watering hole.
“You . . . you slut!” Pernetta cried out at Ruby before turning to run back to the house.
Jessbelle didn’t seem to understand what had happened, only that her dear friend Ruby had been found in the arms of her brother, and Ford knew it did not look good.
“I . . . I’ll go after—” She didn’t finish the thought before she turned and flew after Pernetta.
Ford turned to look at Ruby, whose eyes seemed huge in the darkness.
“You need to get dressed,” he said sternly. As she moved toward the bank, he turned away to avoid the sight of her naked body.
Giving her enough time to dress, he made his way to the bank and saw that she was gone.
By the time Ford returned to the party, the engagement was over. Pernetta was in a state, calling Ford a “scoundrel” and her sister a “whore.”
Their guests were awkwardly leaving as the carriages were called forth. There was much low chatter, and all anyone seemed to know was that the engagement had been called off and Ruby was the reason.
Ford felt an immense sense of relief at the broken engagement but also great sympathy for the idyllic Ruby, who believed in fairy tales . . . and who loved him.
As his carriage drew up, he turned to see Ruby making her way toward the house. Her hair was wet and falling down her back, and she was shivering. He had the intense urge to wrap her into his coat and kiss her forehead. He could see the outline of her legs against the gaslights of the house, and he swallowed at the sight of her.
Someone called her name, and she moved out of his sight. In the carriage, he leaned back and sighed. He could still remember her hands around his neck and his own hands as he skimmed her sleek, wet curves. He closed his eyes. She was only a girl now. What would she be like when she grew older and her beauty became all that more apparent? He shivered himself.
***
Ruby walked into the plantation house, where the butler informed her that the family was waiting for her in the large front parlor. She nodded. Her hair was wet, but she didn’t care. She knew that whatever was about to be said or done, she probably deserved. She had behaved badly, but she couldn’t help herself. Not where Ford was concerned. She loved him.
As she opened the door to the parlor, she took a deep breath. Seated on the couch were her mother and sister while her father stood before the fire, sipping a glass of his beloved bourbon whiskey.
“I’m sure I don’t even know where to begin,” Lucille said, shaking her head and looking first at her beloved eldest daughter and then at her husband. Finally, as if it took a great deal of effort, her eyes flicked briefly over her youngest daughter.
“Momma—” Ruby began.
Lucille put out a hand to stop her. “No, Ruby. I need you to take a seat. There is no doubt in my mind that you did exactly as Pernetta says. You are a willful girl. The whole county knows that you are half-mad for Ford. So you deliberately set out to seduce him and in turn end the engagement and ruin your own reputation in the process.”
Ruby shook her head. “No, Momma.”
“I said hush!” Lucille turned away from her. “Earl?”
Earl was staring into the fire. He was gone often and left much of the running of the plantation to his wife and their overseer. The household was entirely Lucille’s domain, as was their daughters’ upbringing.
“It will be as you say, my dear,” Earl said wearily.
Lucille smiled and turned to Ruby. “Since you have seen fit to embarrass yourself and your family in this matter, your father and I have made a decision. I have been thinking about it for some time and made the arrangements before this. However, your behavior this evening has made everything clear. You cannot go on any longer as you have been. You will be sent to Miss Porter’s School in Connecticut.”
“Connecticut?” Ruby whispered. “That’s so far.”
“That’s exactly the point, my girl. Since you can’t seem to control yourself in Mississippi, maybe Miss Porter’s will do it for you. You’ll receive an education, and you’re even to perform chores there, as I have asked them to instill some sort of responsibility in you.”
“Daddy?” Ruby asked, looking at him. 
“Ruby, honey—”
“No! Earl, don’t involve yourself in this. We discussed this already. Tonight was the final straw, Ruby Mae. I have thought long and hard about sending you away, but tonight proved how unruly you have become. I mean, when I think of what you did tonight—it’s absolutely scandalous!”
Pernetta shot her sister an angry look and stalked out of the room. Lucille went to stand beside Ruby and grabbed her by the arm.
“What on earth was going through that empty head of yours? Swimming naked with a man? Throwing yourself at him like some lowborn tramp? No daughter of mine will ever behave like that!” She released her, and Ruby sank into the sofa.
“And I tell you this, Ruby Mae Sutton. You are going to Connecticut to be educated and learn some manners. If you can’t behave and conduct yourself accordingly, then you can stay there for all I care,” she said and left the room in a huff.
Ruby watched her mother abandon her and turned to her father. She loved him. He was a kind man with a sweet soul, but he was completely dominated by his wife.
“Daddy?”
“Oh, honey.” He took the seat vacated by his wife and enveloped her in his arms as tears streamed down her cheeks. “I looked into the school. It’s very good. You’ll learn a lot, and three years will come and go so quickly—”
“Three years?” Ruby said, looking into his eyes.
“Come now. What else would you be doing? You’d be stuck here with your Momma and sister and pining away for Ford. That’s not right. You’re young and pretty, and you’ll find a man to love you. That won’t be the problem at all. It will be picking the right one. Now dry your tears. You’ll write to me, and I’ll write to you. I’ll even visit you, Ruby Mae.”
“Promise?” she said softly.
“Promise.”
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