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Chapter One


Trying not to look as furtive as she felt, Miss Jessica Fordyce hurried down the staircase of the Blackhaven Hotel. She hadn’t expected the foyer to be so busy at this time of the evening, and a twinge of curiosity threatened to deflect her from her purpose—but only for a moment.

The crowd in the foyer was made up largely of gentlemen, some of them very properly dressed in evening attire, many of them much more relaxed, to the point where Lord Viscral, her uncle and guardian, would have refused to receive them. The few ladies scattered among them dazzled with bright color and jewels, and the sheer expanse of skin revealed by their brilliant gowns. It came to Jess, who had led a very sheltered life, that these must be London people, the cream of the ton who did not need to care for other people’s opinions.

Jess, her confidence boosted by wearing her first new evening gown in years, resolved not to care either. Looking neither right nor left, she walked directly to the reception desk and placed her letter in front of the clerk.

“Please see that this is sent with the next post.”

“Of course, Miss Fordyce.” He took the letter, placing it under the desk. “I’m sorry for the crowd, miss. If you need anything else, it might be best to ring.”

But then his lordship would have been disturbed by knocks on the door and even though he was in bed, he would have bullied poor Crabby into telling him that Jess had sent a letter without his knowledge.

“Thank you,” she said to the clerk and turned back the way she had come.

A gentleman had his quizzing glass trained directly at her, which she thought rude as she swept by. However, she couldn’t resist another glance at the merry throng who made their way to the back of the foyer and through a set of double doors to a hall beyond. Jess caught a glimpse of sparkling wine glasses being offered from trays by liveried servants, and a card table behind them. From within, came the sound of laughter and happy voices.

Jess paused, suddenly aware of a longing she had never acknowledged—for the company of young people, for laughter and light-hearted, harmless fun. This trip to Blackhaven for her guardian to take the healing waters, was the first time she had stayed away from Viscral Hall since she was twelve years old. Her only companions had been his irascible lordship and Miss Crabtree, her aging governess.

As she hesitated, wondering if she dared, she saw a lady in a stunning, crimson gown enter without an escort. It was hardly the dull, stuffy etiquette that she had been taught by Crabby and her uncle, but she had always thought they were old fashioned. In London, she was sure, things were done differently, as they clearly were here in Blackhaven.

And where was the harm in looking? She would only walk around, perhaps sit for a moment to observe. Because of the new evening gown of exquisite lilac muslin, she need not, for once, be ashamed of her dowdiness. Lord Viscral’s infamous scheme had, at least, that advantage.

With a surge of excitement, she took her foot off the first step, slipped through the throng, and entered the hall.

No one asked her for a voucher. The liveried servant even offered her a glass of champagne. She tried not to gape, for no one had ever given her champagne before.

She took a quick, surreptitious glance around, to be sure other ladies held glasses. Some did, but as she hesitated, a hand reached from the other side and took a glass from the tray.

“Allow me,” said its owner, a smiling, well-dressed gentleman of perhaps forty years, as he presented her with the glass.

“Thank you,” Jess murmured gratefully. Soothed by his respectable years, she took the glass from him.

“Something tells me this is your first visit to the gaming club,” he said with kindness. “Allow me to guide you to whichever table you choose.”

Ah, it was a gaming club. Despite the presence of other females, she began to doubt the wisdom of being here. However, without looking gauche or foolish, she could hardly turn and flee at once.

“Oh, I only wandered in from curiosity,” she told her new friend. “I shall not sit at any table.” She couldn’t. She didn’t have as much as a farthing in her reticule. “I shall just stroll around for a little.”

“Let me escort you,” the gentleman said. “I’m afraid there are all sorts of people at these events, and I would hate you to be subjected to insult.”

Even then, it struck her that if he was so concerned for her, he would surely have escorted her straight out the door. But since she really did want to look around, she decided it would be more comfortable with a kindly, unthreatening escort.

Various games were already in progress at several tables. Her escort helpfully informed her which were playing loo, hazard, vingt-et-un, faro, and even roulette. One thing she worked out for herself—the stakes were eye-wateringly high, at least to the country-bred ward of a somewhat close-fisted guardian.

“Will you play, sir?” she asked her companion.

Her gaze fell on the lady in the crimson dress whom she’d noticed before. Her face was skillfully painted, and she almost hung around the neck of a young man at the hazard table. Jess had been stupidly mistaken in the status of these women. She was fairly sure now they were members of the ton, but of the mysterious demi-monde no one would talk about to her. Courtesans, she suspected.

“Will I play?” her escort repeated. “Why, only if you do.”

A groan went up around the hazard table. The good-looking, young man with the crimson lady gave a grin and swept up his winnings.

“Oh, how clever you are!” his companion exclaimed, clapping her hands.

“He has the luck of the devil,” one of the men retorted, standing up with ill grace.

“Today, I have,” the winner acknowledged. “Tomorrow it will be someone else’s. Madam, for bringing me good fortune.” He slipped a jaw-droppingly large roll of bills into the woman’s hand as he rose and carelessly kissed her cheek.

As he did so, he caught Jess gazing at him. Hastily, she looked away and answered her escort. “Oh, no, sir, I don’t play. And I believe I have seen enough.”

“Nonsense,” her companion said gaily. “The evening is young. Let us enjoy a little fun. Here are two vacant places. With me as your guide, you are bound to win!” He took hold of her hand, urging her toward the winner’s vacant chair.

“That’s impossible, sir, for I shall not play,” Jess said with a hint of sharpness, for she realized rather belatedly that none of these people were who she had imagined them to be. In short, she was out of her depth in a highly dubious situation where neither she nor her reputation were safe. She needed to leave immediately.

“Of course you shall,” smiled her escort, holding onto her hand when she would have withdrawn it. “Why else would you have come?”

“My hand, if you please,” she said, trying to cover her panic with haughtiness.

No one seemed to be paying them any attention—except the winner whose chair she was being urged to sit in. He had taken a few steps away from both the table and the crimson lady, but he turned now, frowning, his gaze falling to Jess’s captured hand. She gave another tug, which threatened to slop the champagne she still held, and quite suddenly, the winner’s hand closed over her captor’s wrist.

“I believe the lady spoke to you.”

“What business is it of yours?” her escort snarled with no trace now of the avuncular friendliness that had fooled her.

The younger man showed no sign of backing down. “Do you really want to take me on?” he said softly. “Really?”

As if burned, her escort dropped her hand, turned on his heel, and stalked away.

“Thank you,” Jess said in relief. “I was never more taken in. Odious man.”

“He is indeed.” Her savior had a shock of sun-bleached blond hair and unusually contrasting brown eyes that gleamed with lazy amusement. His skin was weather-beaten to a pleasant golden color. “I’m afraid we are all like that here, which rather begs the question, what on earth are you doing among us?”

“My besetting sin,” she said ruefully. “Curiosity.”

“Perhaps I should escort you to the door?”

“Perhaps,” she said doubtfully. “But I have just been fooled by the offer of one escort.”

Her savior laughed, a beguiling and infectious sound that made her smile without meaning to.

“At least you learn quickly,” he allowed.

“I will not stay, and I will not play,” she warned him.

“Understood. I shall merely walk by your side and glare.”

“Actually, I can’t play,” she confided. “I don’t have as much as a penny with me.”

“They will take notes of promise.”

“That wouldn’t do anyone good either,” she said frankly. “I expect he was misled by the gown.” Aware she was talking too much, she blushed.

Her new companion did not appear to notice, merely led her between the tables in the direction of the door. He was young, tall, and broad shouldered, certainly, but there was nothing obviously threatening about him. And yet, he had faced down her older, less savory escort.

“Was he frightened of you?” she blurted.

The young man shrugged. “I don’t care. Weasels like him can only operate in the shadows. He wouldn’t want any fuss. Are you staying at the hotel?”

“Yes,” Jess replied. “My uncle believes it to be a respectable establishment.”

“Oh, it is. The gaming club is an occasional aberration, I believe, kept separate from more polite residents.”

“Then you are not respectable?”

“Not remotely,” he said promptly.

They were approaching the door, and she turned toward him. “Well, I am still grateful to you! Thank you… I do not even know your name.”

“Barnaby.” He was gazing down at her rather fixedly, a man with a subtle air of authority, a very physical presence that had easily defeated the ruffian who had meant to fleece her. A little jolt of attraction shook her, shortening her breath.

“Good night, Mr. Barnaby,” she managed.

A frown flickered across his brow, melting quickly into a smile. “Good night, Miss…?”

“I don’t think I should tell you that,” she said frankly.

“Very wise,” he agreed. “On the other hand, you have not yet had even a sip of your champagne.”

“I’ve never tasted it before,” she confided, eyeing the glass she had forgotten.

He swiped a glass from the waiter hovering around the door. “Then I’ll drink to your health, Miss Mystery.”

He clinked his glass against hers and took a sip.

Recklessly, she took one, too, and wrinkled her nose. “I thought it would taste better.”

“It grows on you,” Mr. Barnaby assured her. “What brings you to Blackhaven?”

“My uncle’s health.” Testing Mr. Barnaby’s advice, she took another doubtful sip. “He has come to take the waters.”

“Is he ill?”

Merely insane, she thought with a resurgence of indignation. Swallowing it, she answered more diplomatically. “I believe he begins to feel his years. But mostly, I think, the waters are his excuse to reconnect with family.”

“You have relations in Blackhaven?”

“He believes so, but on what grounds, I have no idea.” She bit her unruly lips to prevent any further ill-natured confidences.

Mr. Barnaby’s gaze followed her gesture and lifted once more to her eyes. Behind the amiable friendliness, she glimpsed an implacable, cool hardness that was both intriguing and alarming.

Nervously, she sipped her champagne. It tasted better than she remembered, so she took another, larger mouthful. “And you, sir? Do you live in Blackhaven?”

“Lord, no. I’m merely stopping for a night on my travels.”

“That sounds exciting,” Jess said with undisguised jealousy. “Do you travel far?”

“I hope to.”

“You are taking advantage of the peace—to travel for leisure, I mean.”

“Oh, it is not leisure. I am a seaman.”

“You are an officer of the Royal Navy?”

“No.” His gaze held hers. “Merely the captain of a merchant ship.”

He was young to be the captain of any vessel. He raised his glass in a faintly sardonic toast, and they both drank.

“Then you must sail all over the world,” she observed.

His lips curved very slightly. “You sound envious.”

“I am. Women—ladies—are so constrained by propriety, doomed to dullness and needlework, morning calls and marriage,” she finished with loathing.

Captain Barnaby blinked.

“I beg your pardon,” she said, mortified by her outburst.

But the captain only smiled faintly. “You do not wish to be married?” He indicated a chair near the door. “Ever?”

She sat without really meaning to and drank another mouthful of champagne. She rather liked the way the bubbles burst on her tongue with such unusual flavor. “I don’t know about ever. But I would at least like to choose my husband.”

“That does seem a bare minimum of requirement,” he agreed, pulling up another chair and sitting so that she was shielded from most prying eyes in the room. “Does your family have other ideas?”

“My uncle,” she admitted. “That is, I call him uncle but he is more of a distant cousin. He is my guardian.”

“You hate him,” Barnaby observed.

She sighed. “No, I don’t. I’m quite fond of the old gentleman, really, but it is the outside of enough to expect me to marry a man I have never met!”

“I’m not sure that’s even possible.”

She laughed, and was pleased to see his eyes smile in response. “Silly! I would of course have to meet him eventually.”

“And who is it your uncle wishes you to marry?”

Jess curled her lips. “His son.”

“Ah. You must be an heiress,” he said lightly.

“You would think so, considering the enthusiasm my uncle has for the project,” Jess agreed, raising her eyes from her empty glass. “But I’m not. I don’t have a bean. It’s his son who will inherit my uncle’s fortune.” She sighed. “It’s his way of looking after me, but he cannot see how nonsensical it is.”

“You have, perhaps, another husband in mind?”

A warm flush rose to her cheeks. Perhaps it was the champagne. “Not exactly. I would rather be like you and sail the seven seas. But I doubt I could manage it unless I pretended to be a boy, and I’m not convinced anyone would believe me.”

His lips twitched, and she laughed.

“You’re right. I could not carry it off, and besides, I was so pleased to have this gown—even for such an infamous reason—that I don’t think I would enjoy being a boy for very long.”

“Enlighten me,” he said, apparently fascinated. “For what infamous reason do you possess this most becoming gown?”

“Why, it is meant to snare my prodigal cousin, of course. Naturally, he would not wish to marry a dowdy female. But dress her up in her one fashionable gown, and he will obviously give up his wicked ways and throw his hand and fortune at my feet.” Another breath of laughter escaped her at this vision. “Well, unless his hand is detachable, I doubt he would throw it at my feet, but you know what I mean.”

“That is certainly an infamous reason to give you a gown. Perhaps it is more infamous that you don’t have more.”

She wrinkled her nose. “I used to think so, but, to be honest, I have no occasions on which to wear them. We live very quietly, and neither the vicar nor Mrs. Bannerman care what I wear.”

A faint frown creased his brow. “They are your only society? Apart from your uncle?”

“And Crabby, my governess. Well, I am too old to have a governess now, so I suppose she is my companion. But she does not care how I dress, either. For one thing, her own gowns are always worse.”

“I suppose they would have to be.”

“I don’t see why,” Jess argued. “For while she may be my governess, at least she has a salary, while I have no money at all.”

“Well, if the governess is wealthier than you, perhaps you should just grit your teeth and marry the cousin.”

“Never!” she exclaimed.

Captain Barnaby looked lazily amused. “You have taken him in dislike?”

“I’ve never met him, remember?” she said. “Or at least, I might have once when I was a child, but I can’t recall him. In any case, he hasn’t been near his father in seven years, which doesn’t endear him to me.”

“Or to his father, I imagine.”

She sighed. “Well, it is difficult to endear oneself to my uncle, for he is a very grumpy old gentleman. I’m not surprised they quarreled, though I’ve no idea why or what it was about. But if I was lucky enough to have a father, I wouldn’t spend seven years away from him without a word, whatever he had said or done to me. And he must know that underneath it all, the old gentleman loves him.”

“Why would you imagine that?” Captain Barnaby asked, as though fascinated.

“Because I have lived with him these seven years,” she said bluntly. “I know him very well.”

“But you don’t know the son.”

She wrinkled her nose. “Nor do I want to. And not just because I think he must be excessively cold and unpleasant, but because I can’t imagine he will like to come home and be immediately thrust into matrimony with me!”

“Perhaps you underestimate your own charms.”

She laughed. “It’s true, I do now have a gown to be proud of! No, I am sure he will wish to run as far from this arrangement as I do.”

“Then you are saved,” Barnaby said.

“No, I’m not. Because if my cousin doesn’t marry me, the old gentleman will leave the bulk of his fortune to an orphanage. Oh dear, I am talking too much. Do you think I could have another glass of champagne?”

His eyes, which had hardened on her behalf, now glinted with ready laughter. “You could, but I really don’t think you should. Not if you want to maintain any discretion whatsoever.”

Appalled, she thought hastily back over the conversation and decided she had given nothing away that could identify any of the players in her story. On the other hand, he was probably right. Her tongue had definitely become too loose. It might have been the champagne, or it might have been the captain’s oddly beguiling encouragement. She did like the way his eyes laughed, and she couldn’t recall anyone ever being quite so interested in her conversation. It was quite…flattering.

“Before I finally escort you to the door,” he said, “do tell me your plan.”

“My plan?”

“To escape the cold and unpleasant cousin. You cannot persuade me that you don’t have a plan. One that does not involve dressing as a boy and running away to sea.”

“I think I would like to be a milliner.”

He blinked. “A milliner? Now you have surprised me.”

“You needn’t say it like that. I assure you, I have made any number of pretty hats out of the most unlikely materials, for myself, Crabby, and the maids, even the vicar’s wife.”

“I beg your pardon. Do you mean to begin as an apprentice?”

“No, I mean to borrow money from my old friend Claud and pay him back when I’m successful. I did think to have an exclusive little shop in London, but now I think Blackhaven might be better.”

“I’m afraid to ask why.”

“Less competition. Though less potential custom, also. Still, I am told Blackhaven is always expanding.”

“And your uncle would permit this?”

“Well, no, of course he will not. I shall have to run away and then return to Blackhaven when he’s gone.”

“Don’t you think he will worry?”

“I think he will be mad as fire,” she said frankly. “But I will send him word that I am well.”

Thoughtfully, Captain Barnaby rubbed the back of his head. “It seems excessive, just to avoid an advantageous marriage.”

“I suppose I want to teach the old gentleman a lesson,” she admitted. “And prove I can live alone quite successfully.”

“With money borrowed from a stranger.”

“Claud is not a stranger,” she protested. “He is my best and oldest friend. In fact, we were betrothed when I was thirteen.”

“Ah, I see! Then he is the real reason you do not wish to marry the cold and unpleasant cousin. Your heart and your hand are already spoken for.”

Although she felt the heat spill into her face, there was enough mockery in his voice to annoy her. “I am not so naïve as to imagine any such thing,” she said with dignity. “I was thirteen years old. But I know he will wish to help me for the sake of our old friendship.”

“And there is always the possibility that you will still want to marry each other, and then you need not consider the millinery, or the cousin, or your old gentleman.”

Since this had been at the back of her mind, only half-acknowledged, she glared at him until he laughed and threw his hands up in mock surrender. “Don’t eat me! It was just a thought. But nothing to do with me. I only wish you well.”

“Thank you.” She rose to her feet.

He stood at once, too, and strolled with her to the doors. As they closed behind them, blocking out most of the noise and raucous laughter, she cast him a quick, rueful glance. “I suppose you think my plans and I are all very silly.”

“On the contrary, I rather admire you,” he said unexpectedly. “In fact, if you and Claud wish to run away in the next two or three weeks, I’ll give the pair of you passage to South America as my wedding gift.”

“Now I know you’re making fun of me,” she said without rancor.

A breath of laughter escaped him. “Not at all. I’ll be happy to do it. Providing I like Claud.”

He paused at the pillar that blocked both the reception desk and the back hall from view, and she tilted her head to gaze up at him.

“You’re a very odd person,” she said frankly.

“I am,” he agreed. “But then, so are you, in a much more lovable way. Take care who you trust, little bird.” Without further warning, he swooped, dropping a kiss full on her parted lips.

Heat and shock surged up from her toes. The sheer novelty of warm, firm lips pressed to hers made her gasp. And then, before she even had time to be outraged, it was over. With a flash of white teeth, he winked and strode across the foyer to the front door of the hotel.

Anger and shame at his careless treatment fought with some other emotion she didn’t care to think about, let alone name. Her heart thundering, she hurried to the stairs and ran back to the suite of rooms hired by her uncle, praying she had not been missed.


Chapter Two


The man known as Captain Barnaby strode out of the hotel and half way down High Street before he let out the frustrated laughter that had been plaguing him. He should have kissed the girl properly or not at all.

For a fleeting moment, he almost regretted the other girl, the one in the red dress attracted to his winnings. Antonia. But he refused to think of her either. She was most definitely in his past, and he preferred things to remain that way.

Nevertheless, as he retrieved his hired horse from the livery stable and rode back to the less fashionable town of Whalen where his ship was docked, it was the young lady in the lilac muslin who crept determinedly back into his mind. He liked the ready way her clear, blue eyes would dance with humor. He liked the slight, charming upturn of her nose and the expressive quiver of the lips he had just kissed. He liked her trim figure, too, and the unconscious sensuality with which she moved. It all gave him notions he shouldn’t have in association with any well-bred young lady, let alone…

He curbed the direction of his thoughts. She was a handful, an innocent with no idea of the dangers presented by men like himself. Neither, he suspected, had she any idea of her own beauty or charm. Her laughter was infectious, her open friendliness beguiling.

Unless she was fooling even him and had an even more cynical and mercenary heart than Antonia. He doubted it, somehow, but ruled nothing out.

Reaching the larger town of Whalen, less than five miles from Blackhaven, he rode more slowly toward the quayside where he had a room at the Harbor Inn while The Heron was being refitted. It had taken quite a pounding in the winter’s storms, and they had only just managed to limp back to England without having to stop for repairs. Even then, Barnaby would have preferred to land his cargo somewhere on the east coast, but Alban, Barnaby’s mentor and friend, as well as the ship’s owner, had been eager for him to come here.

Barnaby knew why. Alban wanted him to investigate the disappearance of cargo.

“Damn it, sir, I’m a sailor not a thief taker!” Barnaby had protested when Alban first brought the subject up.

“Thief takers aren’t always careful to get the right man. They’re paid for bodies, whoever they catch to hang for the crime. You are not.”

Barnaby had eyed him suspiciously. “You mean, you’ll pay me only if I get the right man?”

“I haven’t said I’ll pay you at all,” Alban said peacefully. “Consider it part of your duties. I’d rather you dealt with any thief than left them to the law’s tender mercies. Probably.”

Barnaby didn’t altogether believe him. But they were both reluctant to think their own men were involved in stealing from the hands that fed them. They were certainly ruffians for the most part, often with a string of chilling crimes to their names, but on-board, they had developed and proved their own rough honor, and Barnaby doubted any of them was involved in the thefts.

“Is it even worth bothering about?” he’d demanded. “The amounts are trivial and hardly make any difference to your profits or mine.”

“It’s not about the money. I like to be able to trust the people who work for me.”

Barnaby could see his point. He had sighed and reluctantly agreed to land at Whalen and see what he could discover. So, after stabling his horse at the inn, he took a walk along the quayside. He could not resist pausing before The Albatross, not really to examine the state of the necessary repairs, but because his heart always swelled at the sight of her. She was the first ship he had sailed on as crew, the place Alban had first given him a chance. And now, with Alban retreating more from the day-to-day work—he had bought a luxurious yacht more suited to travels with his delightful, aristocratic wife—The Albatross was Barnaby’s first command as captain.

But he wasn’t here to puff himself up with pride. Reluctantly, he dragged himself onward, touring the harbor and the various buildings lining the quayside, mostly warehouses, stores for the cargoes unloaded from the ships before they were distributed, and those awaiting transport elsewhere. One of the larger warehouses was Alban’s, and The Albatross’s cargo was in there. Barnaby tried the door which was securely locked and chained. On impulse, he walked around to the back, listening. He paused under each tiny window, gazing at it until he could see them clearly enough in the moonlight. Neither showed any signs of being forced open.

Tonight would be a good time to steal, for tomorrow the cargo was being moved. And deliveries would begin of the goods going to South America when The Albatross was seaworthy once more.

Shrugging, Barnaby walked on to the inn and fell into bed. His last conscious image was of the girl in lilac, a bold innocent in a den of iniquity. He imagined he could still taste her soft, surprised lips.

[image: *]*

Barnaby had more than one reason for being in this part of the country. The thefts were the simpler reason. The other was to do with family, and that always complicated everything. He had no intention of obeying his father’s summons to dine, and yet despite the various inquiries he had sent out, which all agreed his parent was nowhere near death’s door, he needed to see it with his own eyes.

He tried to talk himself out of it, but by the time he strolled past the warehouse, now a hive of activity as the contents were packed onto waiting wagons, he knew he would never be easy unless he looked once into the old man’s face. Even if his father never knew.

He paused before the warehouse, watching the men heaving the crates and boxes. They called cheerful instructions to each other and joked among themselves, but there was no slacking, no furtive attempts to hide anything. Barnaby wandered among them, looking inside the warehouse, where the boxes in one area were being systematically moved. These were the spices from the east, expensive and aromatic. Later the same day, the bolts of silk would be moved, too.

“’Scuse me, Captain,” one of the men said cheerfully, barging past him. He didn’t seem to mean disrespect. He merely had an injured leg which dragged. The limp made him clumsy.

Barnaby stood aside. There were none of his own seamen among the workers here. They had all vanished to their own homes or taverns or brothels according to individual circumstances and tastes. Barnaby was sure none of them would steal so much as a handful of peppercorns. They might slit the throats of anyone who looked at them sideways, but that would be a different matter.

Watching these other, unknown men work, he became aware that something wasn’t quite right.

“Wait,” he called, striding out of the warehouse and over to the nearest wagon. The lame man who’d barged past him with the box had just heaved it onto the cart, and now turned to face him in surprise. “What can I do for you, Captain?”

“The lid of that box isn’t straight.” He came closer, touching marks in the wood. “It looks as if it’s been opened.”

“Don’t think so, Captain,” the man said, peering at it. “Probably just bumped and scratched a bit.”

“Open it for me,” Barnaby instructed.

“Captain!” the man protested.

Barnaby looked at him. “If you please,” he said implacably.

Muttering, the man took a tool from his belt and pried open the box. The distinctive smell of saffron assailed Barnaby, one of the most expensive of spices, one that would be worth stealing. And yet, gazing into the heap of threads like crimson hay, he couldn’t say for sure that any had been skimmed off. The box was not full, but neither was it even half-empty. There was nothing definite enough to make a fuss over.

“Thank you,” Barnaby said. “Seal it up again—properly this time.”

Perhaps his interest would be enough to deter any thieving, and no further action would be necessary. He thought of hanging around longer, aware he only wished to do so in order to avoid going to Blackhaven. And yet, if he left going until later, it might be too close to dinner, and his father would crow that he’d won.

Barnaby let out a hiss of laughter. There was nothing like family to bring out the worst childishness in a man. He strode back to the inn and called for his horse.

[image: *]*

Blackhaven seemed to bustle in a much more genteel manner than Whalen. The little harbor accommodated mostly fishermen. The better-dressed women at the market stalls were more likely to be the wives of gentlemen than merchants, and the shops on High Street catered largely for the wealthy and the fashionable. In the last ten years, the town had grown and changed beyond all recognition, due largely to the discovery of the healing properties of the springs in the surrounding hills. Some enterprising soul had piped it into the town, and now it was recognized by the ton as the Bath of the north.

Barnaby decided to take up his post in the coffee house, which was directly opposite the hotel entrance. From there, he would see his father coming out or going in. Curiosity would be satisfied, and he could return to Whalen in time to supervise the departure of the silk. However, before he had even pushed open the glass door, he paused, frowning at one of the tables inside.

The man who sat alone there, reading The Morning Post, a cup of coffee at his elbow, was instantly familiar. A large man, rather fuller in the figure than Barnaby remembered, a little puffier in the face, but still an imposing man, handsome in his own way. Cousin Hector. He’d been inclined to bully Barnaby when they were young, although that had stopped abruptly when Barnaby had knocked the older boy down and made his nose bleed.

Barnaby was not pleased to see his cousin here, and had no desire to speak to him. But he was curious. What the devil was he doing in Blackhaven? He was unlikely to be accompanying Barnaby’s father, who couldn’t stand him.

He hesitated only a moment. In the end, he was damned if he’d give up seven years of anonymity just to be discovered by that toad, his cousin, who was so absorbed he hadn’t even looked up from his newspaper. Barnaby dropped his hand and walked across the road instead of to the hotel.

The liveried doorman, a former soldier, let him in, and he strolled into the foyer once more. There was no sign now that last night’s disreputable but lucrative gaming party had ever taken place. Barnaby sat in one of the large, leather sofas, as though waiting for someone, and lifted the copy of The Gentleman’s Magazine from the table in front of him.

From there, he watched people come and go, an interesting mixture of the lively and the frail, old and young, the sick with their healthy companions. In this place, all were well-to-do. Barnaby was surprised at his father staying in such an expensive establishment, but then, he would not lower his pride by staying at the new inn, let alone the disreputable tavern.

He saw the girl in lilac first. She all but danced into the hotel just ahead of an older gentleman, whom she addressed over her shoulder with laughing patience. His first thought was a wordless jumble of beauty and attraction that made him want to smile. His second, more cynically, that the old gentleman must lap up such attentions, and she knew it. No wonder he wanted to leave her provided for. The mystery was really why she would not simply allow it. Was she holding out for more? Or had she told the truth last night?

On the whole, he was inclined to believe her. Moreover, if her life was as dull as the gray gown and pelisse she wore this morning, she had his sympathy. Only her hat supplied a hint of brilliance, with its jaunty white plumes and rather charming shape on the side of her glossy brown head. If she had truly made it herself, perhaps she did have a talent.

Barnaby remained in the shadows, unmoving as they passed, the old man complaining and the girl soothing in a light, almost automatic manner. Only reluctantly did Barnaby transfer his gaze from one to the other.

The old gentleman had aged. His hair and whiskers were white rather than gray. New lines of ill health, or perhaps simply discontent, had formed around his eyes and mouth and his jowls were pronounced, sagging more than Barnaby recalled. But his step was firm, his frown ferocious, his whole air one of command. He was not dying.

Relief flooded Barnaby. More than that, happiness surged just from laying eyes on the old devil. He almost leapt to his feet to stride over there and seize the stubborn old hand. And then, as though sensing the emotion Barnaby hadn’t bargained for, his father’s head snapped round and their eyes met and held.

Beyond the old man, the girl’s face turned crimson, her eyes spitting with outrage that he dare come anywhere near her.
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Jess, finally noticing her uncle’s unnatural stillness as he stood staring at the sofa to the far right of the front door, followed his gaze and discovered the young man, Captain Barnaby, who had betrayed her trust. She had liked him, confided far too much, and he had treated her as though she were that courtesan in the red gown who had clung around his neck and taken his money.

How dare he? she fumed for the hundredth time since she had last seen him. That she had left herself open to such insult by even being in such a place, let alone remaining there and talking to him, only made her angrier. Shame and fury mingled as she glared at him, silently forbidding him to come anywhere near her.

Apart from anything else, she should not have acquaintances unknown to her uncle.

“Come Uncle, let us go up,” she managed, taking his arm.

But he seemed not to hear her. Alarmingly, his gaze was locked with Captain Barnaby’s, and he was smiling with triumph.

“Ha! I knew you would come!” he crowed.

A horrible suspicion began to form in Jess’s mind. She tried not to give it credence. But Captain Barnaby’s lips curved into a rueful smile as he rose and strolled toward them.

“Of course,” he said. “I had to see that you weren’t about to turn up your toes. Since you aren’t, I felicitate you.” He flung out one careless hand, surely the gesture of an acquaintance rather than a son.

Her uncle stared at it, then slowly clasped it. For an instant, the two hands clung together, then the old man tugged free. “I’ll see you at dinner, then.” And turned away.

Jess felt sick, her worst suspicions confirmed. This was her cousin, Jonathan Tallon, whom she was supposed to marry. Not Captain Barnaby. He had lied to her, weaseled himself into her confidence, and insulted her. And now she had to face the fact that he knew all her plans and could stop her by lifting one little finger.

“Sadly, you won’t,” Jonathan Tallon said casually. “I can’t stay. I am glad to see you well, sir. Goodbye.”

Fresh indignation arose, now on her uncle’s behalf, especially when she glimpsed the defeat, the hopelessness in his old eyes, dulling the sparkle that had been there since they’d left home for Blackhaven.

“I’ve thought you many things since I came to Viscral Hall,” she burst out to Cousin Jonathan’s retreating back. “But I never before took you for a coward!”

As though surprised by her outburst—as was the doorman and the maid scurrying past with a shawl in her arms—Jonathan halted and glanced back over his shoulder.

“My ward,” snapped the old man. “To whom I’d have introduced you if you’d had the courtesy to stand still for longer than ten seconds.”

Unexpectedly, the young man’s face flushed slightly. It was not just her uncle who was on edge over this reunion. Interesting.

Surprising her again, Jonathan turned and walked back to them. His bow was graceful, his face unreadable. “Forgive my brusque manners. It seems I have been at sea too long.”

“Miss Fordyce, my ward,” her uncle bit out. “Jess, my graceless son, Jonathan Tallon.”

Her breath caught. Damn her foolish temper! She should never have called him back. Now he would say they had already met, and the cat would be well among the pigeons. He had no reason to be merciful—she had called him a coward.

She gazed up at him with defiance, and for an instant, he stared back, rigid with dislike, though whether for her personally or for the whole situation was impossible to guess. Both, probably.

Then his lips twitched. He bowed again. “Your servant, ma’am, contrary to my recent behavior.”

Was that an apology? A reference to last night, or to this morning? “Mr. Tallon,” she said distantly.

Which is when her uncle stomped away, throwing over his shoulder. “Oblige me by escorting my ward to our rooms.”

Through her own mingled dismay and hope for a reunion between father and son, she was aware of the intense, contradictory expressions chasing across Jonathan’s face, much too quickly for her to read.

Then, with a hiss of rueful laughter, he dropped his gaze to hers once more and he offered his arm. “We have probably provided enough public entertainment for one day. Allow me to oblige my father for once.”

She was very tempted to sail regally past him, but there were indeed other curious guests in the foyer, and further spectacle was quite undesirable. Laying the very tips of her fingers on his sleeve, she walked briskly toward the stairs in her uncle’s wake. Jonathan kept pace with her easily, his own strides long and unhurried.

“You knew,” she said between her teeth as they reached the staircase. “You knew who I was all along.”

“Not all along, but I guessed quite soon.”

“And so, you lied to me.”

“Not really. I have been Barnaby for the last seven years.”

In spite of herself, she was intrigued all over again and had to remind herself she was angry with him. “Will you tell him?” she ground out.

“If he asks.” He glanced down at her and his lips quirked. “He won’t ask.”

She lifted her chin. “Why?”

“Why won’t I tell tales on you?” His eyes were laughing again. “Because I want to see what you’ll do, of course. That is a very fetching hat.”

Speechless, she walked on. She was sure Lord Viscral was well aware of them catching up in the first-floor hallway, but he never turned or made any remark to them as they followed him through the already-open door to the sitting room. Holmes, Lord Viscral’s middle-aged valet, held the door, his eyes threatening to pop out of his head, his jaw dropping quite ludicrously.

“Mr. Jonnie,” he gasped.

“How are you, Holmes?” Jonathan said casually, giving the old servant an apparently affectionate slap on the back.

“Very well, sir, and all the better for seeing you! Oh my…”

“For the love of God,” Lord Viscral exploded. “Why must everyone pretend to be surprised? You all knew he was coming.”

“Not until dinner, I apprehend,” Jonathan said wryly.

“I’ll take a glass of sherry, Holmes,” his lordship snapped. “Jonathan?”

“Thank you,” Jonathan said politely, just as Crabby emerged from the bedchamber she shared with Jess.

Surprised to discover a guest, she scowled and marched up to Jess, determined to do her duty as chaperone.

“The governess,” his lordship said casually, waving one hand in Crabby’s direction and displaying, Jess thought indignantly, exactly where his son learned his ill manners.

“My companion, Miss Crabtree,” Jess said severely. “Crabby, his lordship’s son, Mr. Tallon.”

Crabby’s short-sighted eyes widened, and she fixed her spectacles more firmly to her nose. “Indeed? Well!”

“Oh, for the love of…” Viscral began testily, but, fortunately, was distracted by Holmes thrusting a glass of sherry into his hand.

“Miss Crabtree,” Jonathan said with a bow. “Is this your first visit to Blackhaven?”

Crabby almost didn’t realize he addressed the question to her. Her eyes widened and she barked, “Yes!” with excessive shortness, even for her. Realizing it, she scowled blackly. “Yours?”

Jonathan blinked, although a gleam of enjoyment had begun to seep into his eyes. “Actually, no, I have been here several times before. My ship docks frequently at Whalen.”

“Ah.” Crabby’s brow cleared. “Then that is why—” Encountering Lord Viscral’s glare, she broke off in confusion.

But of course, it was indeed why they had come to Blackhaven, why his lordship had chosen the town for his reunion and his ultimatum.

“I’m sure it is,” Jonathan said smoothly. To Jess’s surprise, he placed a chair for Crabby, who all but stumbled into it in shock, before turning to receive the glass of sherry. “Thank you, Holmes.” His gaze met his father’s. “To what are we drinking?”

“I’ll drink your health if you drink mine,” Lord Viscral said wryly.

“Happily,” Jonathan said, raising his glass. “And that of your household.”

Lord Viscral emitted a crack of laughter before he drank. “Collecting allies, Jonnie?”

“Do I need them?” Jonathan asked mildly. “What attack are you planning?”

“Why would I attack my own son?”

Jonathan shrugged. “I don’t know. I’d say there is precedent between us, but I wouldn’t want to start a quarrel.”

“Of course you wouldn’t,” the old gentleman mocked. His face was more animated than Jess could remember.

“So, are you going to tell me why I’ve been summoned?” Jonathan asked. His gaze brushed against Jess. “Or am I supposed to wait until dinner?”

“Patience was never your chief virtue,” Lord Viscral observed.

“Then tell me now, for I really should return to Whalen this afternoon.”

“Important business?” Lord Viscral asked with a shade of contempt.

“Indeed.”

“For Captain Alban?” The contempt was more pronounced now.

“As you say.” Jonathan’s voice, like his eyes, had hardened, as though in warning.

“Then it’s true.”

“That I sail under Alban? Of course it is. It’s how you found me, isn’t it?”

“Captain Alban?” Jess exclaimed. “But he is a hero! He took on the French fleet with two merchant ships, and won! Plus, has he not recently been revealed as a gentleman, and married the Duke of Kelburn’s daughter?”

“It’s not so much the man’s recent history that concerns me,” her uncle snapped.

“I expect it’s the fact that the captain actually worked for his living,” Jonathan explained to her kindly. “As do I. Such industry sticks in my father’s craw.”

Viscral’s eyes narrowed. “Yes, it does. But not as half much as the damned piracy!”

Jonathan waved one dismissive hand. “Mere rumor and never proved, let alone charged against him or any of his officers.”

“Of course, Captain Alban has his own fleet, and you one of his vessels.”

“The Albatross,” Jonathan said, and in spite of his deliberately casual manner, Jess glimpsed his pride in his ship and his achievement.

Perhaps the old man did, too, for he sat back in his chair and took a thoughtful sip of his sherry. “You must have worked hard at it,” he said grudgingly. “I’ll be honest, I never thought you would stick at it. I thought you’d be home in two weeks when you ran out of money. And when I heard you were at sea, I thought you wouldn’t last the first voyage.”

“I nearly didn’t,” Jonathan said humorously. “It was to the West Indies, and I nearly died of fever there. But here I am. Whatever doesn’t kill you, they say, makes you stronger.”

The old man snorted. “I never heard anyone say such fustian. Whatever doesn’t kill you, probably weakens you!”

Jonathan shrugged, meeting his father’s glare with the faintest smile on his lips. “I am not weak.”

His father looked him up and down. “No. No, you’re not.” He sipped his drink and waved the glass impatiently. “Sit, damn you. You make us all uncomfortable looming over us like that.”

Jonathan’s lips quirked, but without fuss, he lowered himself onto the sofa.

“You married?” Lord Viscral barked.

Jess groaned inwardly. As though feeling her tension, Crabby caught her hand and squeezed. Wait until you meet him, she’d advised Jess. It could be the perfect thing for you.

Well, she had met him, and her opposition was redoubled. As, no doubt, was Jonathan’s. Only Jess didn’t want the quarrel between father and son to continue. Their eyes were locked together.

“Married?” Jonathan repeated. “Yes. Four years ago.”


Chapter Three


It was such a perfect answer; it took Jess’s breath away. She laughed.

Her uncle’s stunned, yet furious gaze whipped across her and landed back on his son. “Who?” he barked.

“Izlan,” Jonathan said mildly, although his expression was closed and quite unreadable, “the daughter of Ahar—”

“You married a damned heathen?” Lord Viscral exploded.

Jonathan’s eyes were like flint. Jess could almost have believed him. “I married a follower of Islam, under both those and Christian rites. There is nothing damned about her or our marriage.”

Lord Viscral’s fingers dug into the arms of his chair. His knuckles shone white. “Damn you, sirrah, have you no concept of what is due to your family?”

“Why yes, but I doubt it accords with yours.”

“Clearly!” Viscral drew in an unsteady breath. With a clear effort, he relaxed. Perhaps he suspected the lie. “Is she here with you? In England?”

“No.”

Lord Viscral smiled fiercely. “Of course she isn’t. I’ll have it overturned.”

“No,” Jonathan said. “You won’t.”

Crabby’s grip tightened as though she expected another outburst, but the old gentleman only smiled faintly.

“Perhaps not,” he agreed pleasantly. “Perhaps you have children to consider.”

Jonathan drank and set down his empty glass. “No. No children.”

Glancing from son to father, Jess doubted anyone could guess what went on in either head. She certainly could not.

Crabby shot to her feet. “Shall I order luncheon to be sent up?” she asked brightly.

“Hmm.” Lord Viscral considered. “Perhaps you will join us, Jonathan, since you can’t favor us this evening?”

“I shall be honored,” Jonathan replied unexpectedly. “And perhaps, after luncheon, my cousin Jessica would join me for a walk around the town.”

Jess stared at him. Now, what is he up to?

“Perhaps she will,” Lord Viscral agreed complacently.

“Who knows?” Jess said airily. She would have preferred to refuse, but in fact, she needed to talk to Jonathan, at least to find out what he was up to and whether or not he meant to drop her in trouble with his lordship. At the moment, despite his deceit and insulting behavior last night, she could almost believe he meant to help. Or at least not hinder.
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Luncheon, taken in the privacy of their sitting room, would have been a pleasant meal because Jess asked Jonathan about his travels. The ensuing discussion was fascinating to her and to Crabby, whose lack of social grace all but vanished as she joined in the conversation with intelligent questions and knowledgeable descriptions of her own.

Unfortunately, Lord Viscral chose to interrupt the peace. Without warning, once Holmes had left the room, he broke into Crabby’s comment.

“I had a proposition for you,” he said across the table to his son.

Jess tensed.

Jonathan met his father’s gaze. “You’ll restore me to your will if I come home?”

“I never removed you from my will,” Lord Viscral said impatiently. “So, really, you had no reason to take a pet and run off to sea.”

“I had every reason,” Jonathan disputed, his smile provoking. “I’ve had so much fun.”

“And you wish to carry on with this…fun? Answering to the beck and call of Captain Alban until you are old or he dies and leaves you to the mercy of his heirs? Or would you rather be your own man at last, and look after your own land, your own people?”

“You don’t look to be at death’s door to me. They are your people, your land.”

“Yes, they are,” Lord Viscral agreed. “I’m not dead yet. But neither will I live forever. You should come home and learn your role. You will make a good viscount in the end.”

“I’m flattered. And I believe Izlan will make a wonderful viscountess.”

A spasm crossed Lord Viscral’s face. “You will be the viscount when I die. No one can change that. But I can choose where to leave the rest of my fortune. Most of it is unentailed, as you know.”

“Of course, you must do as you see fit,” Jonathan said with a careless shrug.

“I will. It’s a pity you married the heathen. For I was going to keep you in my will as my chief heir, provided you married Jess.”

Jess wished the ground would swallow her. But Jonathan didn’t even look at her. His gaze was locked with his father’s. “That would always have been an infamous proposition.”

“Infamous how? She needs to be provided for, and I have no desire to break up the estate.”

“Give her a season in London,” Jonathan said unexpectedly. “Rich men will drop at her feet, and she can choose her own husband.”

Jess stared at him with shocked respect.

“The world does not work that way,” Lord Viscral snapped.

Jonathan shrugged. “Sometimes, it does. Especially if you give her a dowry.”

“Taken from your inheritance?”

“What do I want with your money?”

“I suppose you have shiploads of gold!” Lord Viscral sneered.

“I suppose I do,” Jonathan agreed. “Enough to give my cousin a decent dowry if you don’t.”

Jess leapt to her feet. “I want nothing from either of you! Neither dowries nor husbands nor fortunes! And I will not be spoken of as if I am not even in the room. You will excuse me.” With that, she stalked away from the table, though was prevented slamming the door of her bedchamber by Crabby, who scuttled in behind her and closed the door very quietly.

“Now you’ve put both their backs up,” Crabby said, scowling.

“Good!”

“It isn’t good at all. Look, I admit it is hardly a romantic proposal but—”

“Hardly,” Jess interrupted, “when he is already married. Or says he is.”

Crabby raised an intelligent eyebrow. “You believe he is lying to avoid marrying you?”

“I don’t know. I thought he was… but in fact, it would be more in character if he simply refused.”

“He would hardly do so in front of you!” Crabby exclaimed. “That would be rude.”

“He doesn’t have a problem with rudeness,” Jess said impatiently, forgetting that she wasn’t meant to know him quite so well.

“You’re wrong,” Crabby said. “He was most polite to me when he certainly didn’t need to be.”

Jess suspected that was merely to annoy his father, but she said nothing.

“I suppose you won’t walk with him now, either,” Crabby said, sitting down on her bed with a worried frown. “But truly, Jess, your best move in all of this is to keep Mr. Tallon on your side.”

Crabby, bless her, was still hoping for a happy outcome and trying to keep Jess from open hostility.

“You’re probably right,” Jess soothed, although she had no idea whose side he was on.

Crabby brightened. “What a pity it is not yet evening, for the new gown.”

Jess bit back a surge of laughter. “Never mind,” she managed. “He told me he likes the hat.”

[image: *]*

When Jess tripped back into the room as though she had not stormed out of it a mere fifteen minutes earlier, she could not help wondering what father and son had said to each other in her absence. They sat across the table from each other like two generals arranging an armistice—or perhaps agreeing fresh battle lines.

“Ah, I trust Crabby has mended your manners,” Lord Viscral said, scowling at her.

She smiled sunnily. “Yes, thank you, sir. Are you finished your lunch, Cousin? Shall we take that walk now?”

“By all means,” Jonathan said, a faint smile playing around his lips.

“Should I go with you?” Crabby asked worriedly.

“Don’t be silly, woman, he’s her cousin if nothing else,” Lord Viscral snapped.

Although she very much wished to talk to Jonathan alone, when he held the sitting room door open for her, she could not help feeling distinctly nervous. For no reason, she remembered his sudden, insolent kiss last night. She itched to slap his face, but the mere memory of it made her lips tingle. She supposed it was anger, and yet, the feeling was very…strange.

He was too tall, too physical, somehow, to be taken lightly. And she had no idea if he was friend or foe or neither. As a result, they walked downstairs and out of the hotel in silence.

Civilly, he offered her his arm, and when she took it, somewhat dubiously, his lips quirked. “Regretting it already?” he asked.

“No.” She took a deep breath. “I very much wish to speak to you.”

“You mean you want to tear me off another strip for deceiving you? Or to beg my support in your millinery scheme?”

“There is more than mere deceit to anger me,” she retorted, then immediately wished she hadn’t, for his eyes gleamed with the same warmth she remembered from last night.

“You mean kissing you?” he said blatantly. “But you were so very sweet and pretty and seemed in need of comfort.”

Her jaw dropped. “Comfort?”

“Comfort. Don’t refine upon it. It was a mere cousinly peck.”

“On the lips?” she said indignantly.

His eyes laughed at her. “Why not? If you don’t believe me, I’ll engage to show you the difference—some time when we’re not in the middle of Blackhaven’s High Street.”

A flush rose from her toes as she couldn’t help wondering exactly what he meant. “So speaks the married man.”

He laughed, a deep, engaging sound that invited a response. “Touché, ma cousine.”

“Then you were lying! Won’t he find out?”

“Not exactly. Besides, it should give you enough time to borrow your hat shop money from the generous Claud.”

“That’s true…” She frowned. “But he’ll be lonely without both of us.”

“His lordship? Stay, then. It’s all one to me.”

“Can’t you see he misses you?” she snapped.

“Well, in a funny way, I miss him, too. But I’ve made my own way in the world. I don’t need his money, now or later, and he has no way to compel you to marry me.”

“But he will leave everything unentailed to the orphanage,” she warned him. “You know he will.”

“Let him. I don’t believe he’d truly leave you with nothing. He’s not a monster.”

“Then why do you treat him like one?”

He blinked. For a moment, he was silent, then gave a rueful shrug. “Perhaps because I’m the monster. This building is the assembly rooms. They have subscription balls here that are very popular with residents and visitors alike. You should persuade his lordship to take you.”

“I couldn’t persuade his lordship to take me to church.” The words tumbled out before she thought about them. Feeling his gaze on her, she added hastily, “But I go with Crabby, so you mustn’t fear for my soul!”

“Oh, I don’t. I’m more afraid for your spirits. Don’t you even go to local parties from Viscral Hall?”

“No, for there is no gentleman to escort me. Not that there are many. I go to tea with the vicar’s wife, occasionally. And Mrs. Bannerman.”

“The days must fly by. No wonder you believe millinery to be fun. Look, here is a hat shop. Would you like to talk to your competitor?”

She regarded him with hostility. “Are you making fun of me?”

He sighed. “No, I’m probably trying to talk you out of the crazy idea.”

She cast a quick glance in the milliner’s window as they passed. There were some gorgeous and outrageous confections that intrigued her. Certainly, they would stretch her abilities to replicate. “Is it so crazy? I do need something to live on if…” She broke off. “If his lordship leaves me nothing.”

He glanced at her. “When did you last see this Claud of yours?”

“Before I came to Viscral Hall,” she confessed. “Seven years ago.”

“When you were what, thirteen? How old was he?”

“Fifteen. But we write occasionally still.”

“And have you asked him to lend you this money?”

“Not exactly. I thought it would be better face to face, so I asked him to come to Blackhaven while we’re here. He is in Yorkshire, so it’s not so far for him to travel.” She glanced at him. “That’s what I was doing downstairs in the hotel last night,” she confessed. “I left a letter to him to go in the post. And then I was curious about what was happening in the hall at the back.”

His face was unreadable.

“I know I shouldn’t have gone in,” she said. “And I never will again. But, in spite of everything, it was interesting.”

He gave a quick, half-rueful smile. “You must be quite a handful for my father.”

“I suspect I’m more of a handful for poor Crabby! But she bears it very well.”

“You bear her, too.”

“I like Crabby! I know she is a bit odd, but she cannot help being awkward in company. In fact, she is a very kind and very learned woman.”

“I know,” he said unexpectedly. “I just meant you have no one around you under the age of fifty.”

She regarded him with some curiosity, for it seemed, in spite of everything, that he was her friend. “What will you do? Will you go home? Or go back to sea?”

He didn’t even think about it. “I’ll go back to sea.” He glanced down at her. “But I will keep in touch with him.”

She didn’t ask with whom. And then, she was distracted by the sight of the picturesque little harbor and exclaimed with delight, releasing his arm to dash from point to point to admire the view from different directions. She lifted her face to the wind and tasted the salt breeze on her lips, aware of him watching her, an enigmatic smile on his lips.

At last, leaning on the harbor wall, she turned to meet his gaze. “I’m glad I talked to you. I’m sure we’ll manage the old gentleman somehow.”

“He’s not really so easily managed,” Jonathan said. “In my experience.”

“Is that why you ran away to sea?”

He shrugged. “I’m too like him. I need to be in control.”

“Of everyone?”

“Myself, mainly. And my men.”

With a sudden burst of clarity, she blurted, “And you are. That’s why that odious man was afraid of you last night.”

Jonathan shrugged. “That, and the fact he recognized my association with Captain Alban.”

“I hope his lordship recognizes that you won’t run anymore.”

Jonathan looked startled. “I won’t?”

“No. I think now you would stand and fight.”

There was a pause, then, “You have a very odd idea of me. Come, shall we go back?”

Of course. He needed to go back to Whalen. He took her back by a different route, past a pretty, old church, and as they emerged back onto the high street, she glimpsed a familiar figure striding toward the hotel.

Hastily, she yanked on Jonathan’s arm and swung him around, back toward the church.

“Cousin Hector,” she hissed. “Did you see him?”

“I didn’t get the chance. Though I did catch sight of him in the coffee house this morning. What’s the matter? Don’t you like Cousin Hector?”

“No,” she replied frankly. “Even if he is under fifty!”

“Poor Hector. What has he done to offend you?”

“I think he still wants to marry me.”

“Well, that is certainly a grievous insult. Perhaps he doesn’t know about the estimable Claud.”

“You can’t fool me,” Jess said, glancing over her shoulder to make sure the coast was clear before turning back toward the high street once more. “You don’t like him, either.”

“What makes you say so?”

“You saw him in the coffee house, but you didn’t speak to him.”

“How do you know I didn’t speak to him?”

“Well, did you?”

“No,” he admitted. “I didn’t mean to speak to any of my family. I only came to the hotel to see for myself how the old gentleman looked. So, why is Hector here? Pursuing you?”

“I hope not,” she said fervently. “I suspect his lordship told him he intends me for you.”

“He’ll be devastated when he learns he’s been rejected not for me—or even for Claud—but for a Blackhaven hat shop.”

Jess giggled before she meant to, then sobered as they crossed the road. “He must be staying at the hotel, too.” She glanced at him. “You know, I rather think he wants to be the next Lord Viscral.”

“He always has.”

However, avoiding him in High Street proved to be a merely temporary reprieve, for when they returned to Lord Viscral’s sitting room, it was Hector who opened the door.


Chapter Four


Jonathan Tallon, also known as Captain Barnaby, didn’t expect to feel so protective of his father when he discovered Hector in the room. But his own surprise was nothing to the expression of ludicrous, stunned dismay that swept over Hector’s countenance.

“Good God!” he exclaimed. “It can’t… Good Lord, Jonnie!”

“’Afternoon, Hector.” Jonathan pushed past him into the room, which was otherwise empty. He squashed the sense of panic, merely asking casually, “Where is Holmes?”

“He’ll be with his lordship,” Jessica said calmly. “The old gentleman generally takes a nap at this time of the afternoon. How do you do, Cousin Hector?” As she spoke, she walked across the room to one of the doors and tapped.

Holmes stuck his head out at once. “His lordship will join you in five minutes,” he said, then closed the door again.

Foolish relief flooded Jon. He wasn’t given to fanciful fears. Over the years, he had dealt with far too many genuine threats to life and limb. But the sight of Hector had unnerved him for some reason. And yet, if he truly believed Hector meant his father harm, how could he have stayed away for seven years?

Facing his cousin, he thought his panic was due largely to the appalled look on Hector’s face at sight of him. That, and the new confidence, the physical presence of the man that Jon did not recall being so striking before. As though Hector had found his feet in the world. Well, so had Jon.

As Jon finally closed the door, Hector recovered from his shock enough to back further into the room and stand beside Jess. At almost the same time, Miss Crabtree bolted out of her bedchamber and all but threw herself at the girl’s other side.

Jon’s lips twitched. “I feel like a gladiator facing the lions. What do you want, Hector?”

“To see my uncle, of course,” Hector said with dignity. “And to renew my acquaintance with Cousin Jess, which is always a pleasure.”

“No, it isn’t,” Jess disputed, walking away from her would-be protectors to sit on the sofa. “I frequently irritate you.”

Hector waved that away. “Nonsense. Not since you were a mere child. But I’ll not deny, Jonnie, it’s your presence that has floored me. Does he know you’re here?”

“Of course he knows. He summoned me.”

Hector looked dubious. “He’s been summoning you since you ran away. What changed? Did you believe he was at death’s door and rushed to a hasty reunion?”

“To make sure I’m still in his will?” Jon drawled. “You do know men die for making accusations like that?”

Hector’s eyes narrowed. “Are you threatening me, little cousin?”

Jon allowed a smile to form. “Not unless you’ve made such an accusation. And not in the presence of ladies.”

As though remembering their existence, Hector surged forward and sat beside Jess on the sofa. “And you, Cousin Jess, are you happy to see Jonnie again?”

“To be honest, I don’t perfectly recall seeing him before, but yes, of course I am. His lordship is delighted.”

Hector sneered. “Slaughtered the fatted calf for the prodigal, eh?”

“Well, he gave me luncheon and shouted at me for a bit,” Jon said, holding a chair for Miss Crabtree before lounging in the one beside it.

“More than you deserve,” Hector said severely.

“Indubitably.”

“I suppose you see now that running away solves nothing?” Hector said in his superior, patronizing manner.

“He didn’t run away,” Lord Viscral snapped, drawing all attention to his bedchamber door where he stood perfectly dressed and groomed. “He told me he was going and left. What do you want, Hector?”

“Why, nothing. I merely discovered you were staying at the hotel, too, and called to present my regards. Have you come to try the waters, sir?”

The old gentleman grunted by way of affirmation and crossed the room to take the chair by the fireplace. “Have you?” he demanded of Hector. “What’s the matter with you?”

“Oh, nothing. Just travelling in the wake of friends who like it here. London, after all, is quite dead so early in the season.”

London to Blackhaven was a long way to come without a purpose. Jon, watching the direction of Hector’s flickering gaze as he spoke, suspected he knew the reason. Hector was in pursuit of Jess and believed he would have more luck away from the crushing atmosphere and over-protective servants of Viscral Hall.

“Well, well,” the old man said with unusual amiability. “Join us for dinner.”

Jon almost laughed. His father was still trying to manipulate him, to make him dine here after all, if only to compete with Hector for Jess’s affections. He was tempted, too, for many reasons, and giving in to the tyranny no longer bothered him.

“Well?” Lord Viscral barked at him. “Will you make it a proper family reunion.”

“Sadly, I have a prior engagement,” Jon said, “as you know. Perhaps I’ll call in the morning.”

“Perhaps we’ll be out!” the old man snapped.

“Then I’ll find you at the pump room, will I not?” He unwound himself from the armchair and bowed with deliberate casualness. “Cousin Jess, Miss Crabtree. Good afternoon, Father.” And he strolled out, accepting his hat from Holmes on the way.
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Captain Alban had recently bought a rather charming old house on the coast outside Blackhaven, closer to his nephew’s property, which he oversaw when the family was absent. The house backed onto the sea, and yet stood in its own, neglected parkland, which his wife, Lady Arabella, was having landscaped.

Jon discovered Alban in his study, deep in conversation with his estate steward.

“Good morning, Barnaby,” Alban said, glancing up and gesturing to a chair. “Give me five minutes.”

Jon sat and gazed out of the window at the rather charming figure of Lady Arabella wandering among the new flower beds. Kind and deceptively vague, she possessed her own beauty. In fact, she shone with it. Marriage and motherhood suited her.

“So,” Alban said, drawing his attention as the steward departed. “What have you discovered?”

“Very little,” Jon said apologetically. “I suspect the spices were slightly light, but by so little that I doubt anyone will quibble. And again, something under half-a-bolt of silk has vanished, part of a large order. It must be happening in the warehouse, but it’s far from clear who’s doing it. I asked around, and some of the other warehouses have noticed something similar. Most of the men work around all of them as needed, so it’s difficult to narrow down. I haven’t given up.”

Alban nodded. “And The Albatross?”

“In good hands. Repairs are still in progress, but she’ll be as good as new.”

Alban lifted one eyebrow. “And your own affairs?”

“My father appears to be well. It seems he only recently got wind of my association with you and used the opportunity of being in Blackhaven to summon me.”

“Then you are reconciled?”

Jon shrugged, rising restlessly to his feet. “Sort of. Not really.” He glanced at Alban and blurted. “He’s old.”

Alban set down his pen. “Take some time, if you wish.”

“I should be ready to go by the time The Albatross is.” Jon gave a lopsided smile. “Actually, I came to ask a favor. Might I borrow your wife?”
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Jess found herself secretly hoping that by the time she returned with Lord Viscral from the pump room, Jonathan would have arrived. He hadn’t.

Hiding her disappointment, she settled her uncle by the fire with his book and set about finishing the new hat she was making for Crabby. In fact, inspired by the fashions she had seen in Blackhaven, she was eager to get on with a slightly more dashing model for herself, although it would hardly match the rest of her dull wardrobe.

Beside her, Crabby pored over her latest travel books, occasionally drawing her attention to pictures or reading aloud the most interesting snippets about the fauna of the Amazon regions.

“Cousin Jonathan is sailing to South America,” Jess observed.

Crabby blinked. “When did he tell you that?”

Jess tried not to blush. “It must have been during our walk,” she said hurriedly.

“I hope he is not going too soon,” Crabby murmured. “Although I must say, I envy him.”

“Perhaps he takes passengers,” Jess said lightly. He had offered to take her and Claud.

Crabby smiled. “You are silly.”

A knock on the door interrupted them. Jess saw his lordship glance up immediately, as if he, too, hoped it was his son. Holmes came out of the old gentleman’s bedchamber and answered the door. Jess’s heart beat fast in anticipation.

“Good morning, Holmes, is he in?” asked a familiar voice.

“He is, sir.” Holmes stood aside, but it was a lady who walked in first, with Jonathan close on her heels.

Jess’s first dismayed thought was that this was his wife, that he really was married after all. The woman was young, perhaps in her late twenties, pretty in an unconventional kind of way—she wore spectacles for one thing—and expensively if casually dressed in a brimmed bonnet and a loose pelisse under several shawls that didn’t quite hide the fact that she was enceinte.

Izlan? Jess wondered wildly, for there was nothing exotic or African about the woman. She looked distinctly north European.

Remembering her manners, Jess jumped to her feet to greet the guests, but his lordship was before her.

“Lady Bella, allow to me present my father, Lord Viscral,” Jonathan said. “Father, this is Lady Arabella Lamont.”

The lady smiled and offered her hand. “I’m Mrs. Lamont, really, but old habits… How do you do, sir? I am delighted to make your acquaintance at last.”

“Madam,” Lord Viscral said, uncharacteristically bewildered, as he took the outstretched hand.

“My father’s ward, Miss Fordyce,” Jonathan said as Jess approached and found her hand taken as well.

Mrs. Lamont had fine, brilliant eyes behind her spectacles, but they were slightly unsure, shy eyes. She shook hands with Jess, too, and then, to Jess’s further approval, with Crabby.

“I hope you’ll forgive my barging in,” Mrs. Lamont said once they were all seated, and Holmes had been sent for refreshment. “But Barnaby…that is, Mr. Tallon, led me to believe you might do me the favor of accompanying me to the theatre tonight?”

“The theatre?” Jess repeated with awe.

“I dislike the theatre excessively,” Lord Viscral stated. “A lot of noise and nonsense, and it’s always too hot. Besides, no one pays a dashed bit of attention to the play, which is usually rubbish in any case.”

Deflated, Jess cast an apologetic smile at Mrs. Lamont.

“Yes, but Jess may go, may she not?” Jonathan said. “With Miss Crabtree and Lady Bella. I shall escort them.”

Lord Viscral’s gaze focused on his son. “Shall you?”

“Of course.”

The old gentleman’s eyes hardened. “You’ll forgive an old man,” he said to Mrs. Lamont. “But I have no idea who you are and no better notion how my scapegrace son comes to be acquainted with a titled lady.”

Jess wanted the ground to swallow her up, for his tone all but accused the lady of inventing her title. Jonathan cast his eyes to heaven, but the lady herself uttered a genuine laugh.

“Of course, you have not,” she said kindly. “You and your son have not met for some time, I gather. I’m the Duke of Kelburn’s youngest daughter, and my husband is Alban Lamont—whom you may have heard of as Captain Alban. Your son has sailed under him for several years.”

Silence greeted this announcement. Jess couldn’t take her eyes off the eccentric lady, except to glance at Jonathan who met her gaze with a comical twitch of his eyebrows, which made her want to laugh. She looked hastily away in time to see her uncle’s Adam’s apple wobble.

He cleared his throat. “Excuse my rough manners. I have been too isolated from society. My ward will be honored to accompany you. If my son’s escort pleases you.”

“Oh, I am quite used to Barn—Jonathan’s escort. He is my husband’s most trusted friend, and has often looked after me in quite dire situations, you know.” Her quick smile dawned. “More dangerous than a bad play.”

If this was news to Jess, it seemed to flabbergast his lordship, who peered at his son quite closely, as though to see if he was the same boy he remembered.

“No, I didn’t know,” he managed. “I can see I have much to learn of these last years.”

Lady Arabella sat beside Lord Viscral, and under cover of their conversation, Jess drew Jonathan to the window.

“What are you up to?” she demanded. “Why am I going to the theatre with Lady Arabella Lamont?”

“I thought you would enjoy it.”

She searched his eyes, which were veiled behind their customary amusement. “I don’t know if you are being kind, or simply manipulative for reasons I can’t yet comprehend. But it’s very clever of you. He can’t refuse to let me go with her. Or you, since he wants me to marry you.”

“Then make the most of it. Lady Bella is not the most sociable lady in Blackhaven, but she knows everyone who is.”

Quite unexpectedly, a breath-taking new world was opening up to her. She smiled at Jonathan. “Thank you, Cousin.”

He blinked, as though taken aback. And then, in response to his father’s call, walked back to answer him.
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Inevitably, Jess wore the new evening gown for the theatre. Since she had no lady’s maid, it was Crabby who did her best with Jess’s hair, pinning it up somewhat more loosely than normal, which gave her a softer look.

“It needs to be cut properly to make you fashionable,” Crabby mourned.

“Nonsense,” Jess said bracingly. “It’s perfect. You know, I wish I had dunned his lordship for a new gown for you, too.”

“I’m merely the furniture, my dear, nothing to be noticed. I will enjoy the play whatever I wear.”

Jess expected to be summoned by the hotel staff when Lady Arabella’s carriage arrived, but in the end, it was Jonathan who strolled into the room to escort them downstairs. Lord Viscral was at his most amiable, his fierce old eyes gleaming with triumph as Jess took his son’s arm.

“Oh, dear,” Jess murmured guiltily as they descended the stairs ahead of Crabby. “He really believes you are obliging him, and seriously considering marrying me.”

“It’s a less heinous crime than trying to force us into marriage,” Jonathan replied.

Her eyes widened. “You’re punishing him.”

“Aren’t you?”

“I don’t know any more,” she said ruefully.

“Relax,” Jonathan advised. “Simply enjoy yourself.”

This turned out to be easy advice to follow. Even in the short journey between the hotel and the theatre, Mrs. Lamont, responding to Jonathan, showed herself to be unexpectedly witty in a rather charming, understated way. Together, they made Jess laugh and join in. Even Crabby smiled, which was unusual in public.

Mrs. Lamont warned her that Blackhaven’s theatre was small, but Jess, who had nothing to compare it with, was awed by its brightness, its splendor, and the dazzling beauty of the audience in the rows of boxes around the stage. Excitement gripped her, even before the curtain rose.

At first, being so busy watching everyone else, she was not even aware of the interest she inspired within the theatre, until she noticed two young men in the pit with their quizzing glasses raised in the direction of Mrs. Lamont’s box.

“That seems a little rude,” she observed to her hostess. “Do they always stare at you so?”

“Lord, no. I’m afraid they are looking at you. No, try not to notice them.”

“But why are they gawping at me?” she wondered, self-consciously touching her hair and worried she had the remains of dinner on her chin.

“Because you’re young and pretty, and they’ve never seen you before.”

“Allow me,” Jonathan said behind her. He leaned forward, gazing straight down at the insolent men below, who almost instantly dropped their quizzing glasses and faced the stage instead.

“Well done, Mr. Barnaby.” Lady Arabella sounded both pleased and amused. Then a faint frown tugged at her brow. “Though perhaps we should start using your real name?”

Jess glanced from one to the other. “Won’t people find it odd?”

Lady Arabella shrugged. “They seem to accept it in my husband, who is still largely known as Captain Alban, even though they know his real name. In Barnaby’s—Mr. Tallon’s—case, I don’t believe I’ve ever had cause to introduce him to Blackhaven society.”

Jess, who had imagined him quite at home here, regarded him with fresh, curious eyes. But the curtain was rising, and the play began.
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Jess was mesmerized. Her surroundings faded. She forgot all about rude staring and beautiful gowns and head dresses. Her whole world was the stage. She laughed with delight at the jokes and the ridiculous antics of the characters and, when the curtain closed, applauded with such enthusiasm that her hands stung.

“This is such fun,” she exclaimed to her companions. “Thank you so much for bringing me!”

Lady Arabella looked slightly taken aback.

Jonathan, a faint smile playing on his lips, glanced at her. “You might not be so grateful in another moment. If I’m not much mistaken, Hector is on his way.”

“Hector is here?” She sighed. “Oh, well, it is a public theatre.”

In fact, as it turned out, Hector was somewhat diluted by the presence of several other visitors to the box, including a Mr. Muir, a Lord and Lady Sylvester, and two army officers whose names she failed to catch. To Jess’s surprise, the interval was fun, too. While she met and talked to all these amusing people, Jonathan went off and returned with refreshments, and then their visitors vanished and another play began on stage.
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It was a magical evening for Jess, who at one point, had to wipe a tear from the corner of her eye before it spilled down her cheek. As she caught it on her glove, her gaze met Jonathan’s. It was probably embarrassment, but her heart gave a funny little thud, drawing her away from the tragedy unfolding on the stage, and into the depths of his curiously dark eyes. For an instant, the noise in the theatre faded. She didn’t seem to breathe as she wondered what thoughts filled his head, what tragic events could have happened to him in the years he had been away from his family.

And then he looked away. She dragged her gaze back to the stage, awash with a new excitement that centered on a desire to know her “cousin”.

Presumably to cheer everyone again, after another interval, a group of dancers and singers spilled onto the stage. Jess leaned against the rail, peering, for one of the dancers seemed vaguely familiar. It took a moment.

“The girl in the red dress!” she exclaimed.

Of course, no one knew what she meant, for none of the entertainers below wore red. But Jonathan cast her a fleeting smile with a warning lift of one eyebrow.

The girl had clung to him at the gaming club. He had given her a mind-boggling amount of money without a second though. Was the girl his mistress?

Even Jess was not naïve enough to ask him. Ladies did not acknowledge the existence of such women, let alone inquire about them. Besides, a twist in her stomach told her she didn’t really want to know. She pressed her lips together and said nothing. Instead, she allowed herself to enjoy the sweetness of the singing and the grace of the dancers.

And then the curtain came down for the final time that evening, and it was time to go home. There was a bit of a crush on the stairs and in the main foyer, so when they finally spilled into the open air, Jess found the chilly March wind quite welcome.

Jonathan drew them out of the surge of patrons walking from the theatre while he sent for Mrs. Lamont’s carriage. Lady Arabella, in fact, looked just a little droopy with tiredness, causing Crabby to ask gruffly if she felt quite well.

“No, no, I have had a wonderful evening,” Lady Arabella replied warmly. “In fact, my spirit is willing to have supper at the hotel before I go home, even if my flesh is wilting feebly for sleep. In another few weeks, I shall have much more energy.”

“Then this is not your first child?” Jess asked.

“No, I already have a son. You must come and meet him…if you like,” she added anxiously. “I know babies are not to everyone’s taste.”

“I loved the dairymaid’s child,” Jess recalled. “I was the only one who could persuade her to stop crying!”

“Then you will be doubly welcome in our house,” Arabella said with a quick smile.

Jess gazed beyond her to a woman without a wrap who stood in the shadows of the theatre’s side wall. Jess thought only that she must be cold, until the woman stepped further into the light, and she was sure it was the same dancing girl who had been at the gaming club. A figure detached itself from the swarm at the theatre door and swept toward her—a lover, perhaps.

Jess had already begun to look away when the man glanced over his shoulder. The torchlight from the wall sconces struck him and Jess’s mouth fell open. With an exclamation, she hurried several steps nearer him.

“Claud?” she said in amazement. “Claud, that is you, isn’t it?”


Chapter Five


Hearing his name, the man turned in bafflement, his eyes raking the crowd until they fell on her and moved on without recognition. A young, handsome man, he had not changed so much in seven years, though obviously Jess had.

“Don’t you know me?” she said ruefully.

He frowned, bringing his impatient gaze back to her. His eyes widened. “Jess? Good God!” He turned at once, striding directly to her.

A purist might have thought his anxious face unloverlike, his expression more appalled than delighted, but Jess did not take offence. He had come.

“What on earth are you doing here?” he demanded. “Who are you with?”

“Me,” Jonathan said flatly, materializing at her elbow. His smile was not quite friendly. “Do join us, Mr.…?”

“Darcy,” Claude said with a quick, slightly embarrassed bow.

“Tallon,” Jonathan said, offering his hand. “You must be Claud.”

Claud’s eyes widened. Glancing from Jonathan to Jess, he looked just a little hunted. “Tallon? You are some relation to Lord Viscral, perhaps?”

“His son.”

“Well, I am very pleased to make your acquaintance…”

“Oh, and let me present you to Lady Arabella Lamont,” Jess said, remembering her manners. “And Miss Crabtree, my old governess. And my cousin, Hector,” she added reluctantly as he strolled up to join them.

Claud was perfectly polite, but even Jess could see that he was in a hurry to be gone. Squashing the inevitable hurt, she said hastily, “We’re staying at the hotel. Lord Viscral will be delighted to receive you.”

“Until tomorrow then,” Claud said, bowing with barely concealed relief before striding away, back toward the theatre.

“Oh, Claud!” She ran after him as though she had forgotten something, and when he spun around in alarm, she breathed. “Come to the hotel, the coffee room to the right of the front door, at midnight. Don’t fail me!”

Without waiting to see his reaction, she hurried back to her own party.

“Really, Jess,” Hector scolded. “Such hoydenish behavior will not do, you know.”

“Oh, stuff,” Jess said rudely, for her reunion with Claud was not what she had hoped for at all. She thought at first, he had followed her to the theatre, but his surprise on seeing her had surely been quite genuine.

“Neither will such language,” Hector said stiffly.

“Nor such interference from you,” Jonathan pointed out. “You’re not her governess, you know. Ladies, here’s the carriage, shall we go?”

Jess was delighted to abandon Hector and climb into the carriage, facing the direction of travel with Mrs. Lamont, while Crabby and Jonathan sat opposite them. Lost in her own thoughts, she gazed out of the window in silence for most of the short journey.

Once, she became aware of being observed and glanced across the coach to the opposite seat. Crabby was gazing out of the window, too. Beside her, half in shadow, Jonathan kept looking at her.

Only a moment later, the carriage pulled up at the hotel. Jonathan jumped out and handed the ladies down, walking with them into the hotel. He shook hands with Crabby and then with her.

“Goodnight,” Jess said, remembering her manners. “And thank you for this evening. Lady Arabella is delightful, but I know it was your doing.”

Ignoring that, he released her hand and touched her cheek instead with one careless finger. “Don’t despair, little bird. You are a bit of a shock, just at first, you know.”

Before she could make any response to that, indignant or otherwise, he turned on his heel and strode back out to the carriage to see Mrs. Lamont safely home. There was nothing for Jess to do but hurry after Crabby.

She expected Lord Viscral to be in bed when they went up, but he sat by the fire in his dressing gown and demanded to know what nonsense they had seen at the theatre and whether his son had behaved himself. In truth, she knew he was looking for any signs that Jonathan and she were friends, but she could not face such a discussion and went to her chamber as soon as she could.

As she knew would happen, Crabby followed her very shortly after. She allowed Crabby to unlace her, but, as she sometimes did, insisted on sitting by the window still dressed with a shawl about her shoulders while Crabby retired.

By then, she could hear her uncle’s voice murmuring in the other room, and Holmes’s measured responses. Gradually, everything quietened down, except Crabby’s snoring, and at five minutes past midnight, Jess finally felt able to creep out of her bedchamber and cross the sitting room. Letting herself out as silently as she had the night before last, she hurried along the quiet passage and downstairs, flitting behind the reception desk to the small coffee room.

Crossing her fingers that there was no one but Claud within, she opened the door and slipped inside.

A single lamp burned in the corner, showing the room was quite empty.

At least she had not kept him waiting. She sat down in a winged armchair, rested her head back, and thought over the evening and what she would say to Claud…should he ever arrive. Her eyelids grew increasingly heavy until they closed, and she rested.

She woke with a start as the door opened, taking an instant to remember where on earth she was. To her relief, it was Claud who entered in haste and closed the door.

“Jess, what the devil are you about?” he demanded as she jumped up. “You’re not a child anymore! You can’t go around meeting strange men alone at midnight!”

“You’re not a strange man,” she argued. “I’ve known you since I was born.”

He couldn’t dispute that, though he did say severely, “Not the point.”

But, belatedly, another idea had come to her. “Claud…how long have you been in Blackhaven?”

He blinked. “Since yesterday evening. Why?”

Which meant he would have left home early yesterday morning at the latest. She swallowed. “Then you didn’t get my letter?”

“What letter? You haven’t written to me in more than a year.”

“Well, you haven’t written to me in two,” she countered. “But that doesn’t really matter. I have to say, it’s amazing luck that you just happen to be in Blackhaven at the same time as me.”

“Bizarre coincidence,” he agreed, glancing at the door and then back to Jess. “What are you up to?”

Now the moment was upon her, and she stood face to face with her old friend, it suddenly wasn’t so easy to simply ask him for a loan. For one thing, he was no longer the amiable youth she remembered getting into mischief with. He was a handsome young man with only hints of the Claud she remembered apparent in his expressions.

For another, she could not help feeling chastened by his absence of any obvious joy in their reunion. The last time they’d met, he had asked her to marry him and promised to be faithful through all the time they were apart. Yet now, they were together, and he didn’t even look pleased. In fact, his mind seemed to be more than half on something else entirely. Which wasn’t really surprising when he hadn’t come to Blackhaven in answer to her call.

“I was hoping you still remembered our friendship,” she managed. “And how we promised to help each other.”

For an instant, his distracted face lightened into a grin that was almost affectionate. “Of course, I do, you crazy girl. What trouble are you in, and how can I help?”

She drew in her breath. “The thing is, I need a loan.”

He delved into his pocket. “I can let you have ten pounds, but the truth is, I’m not terribly flush at the moment. Had to stay at the inn rather than this very smart hotel of yours.”

“Um…thank you, Claud, you’re very generous. Only I fear I need a little more than that for…” She drew in her breath. “You see, I’m obliged to run away and live on my own, and I was hoping you could lend me the money to set up a hat shop.”

Claud stared at her, then blinked and let out a slightly nervous laugh. “Oh, dear, you haven’t changed at all, have you? You can’t live on your own, and you can’t set up a hat shop. Lord Viscral wouldn’t allow it.”

“No, he wouldn’t, which is one reason I can’t ask him for the money. The other is, it’s his ridiculous edicts that are forcing me to run away.”

“What edicts?” Claude asked, sinking onto the sofa.

She swallowed, suddenly unwilling to tell him the whole. “That I shall be cast penniless on the world when he dies.”

Claude’s eyebrows flew up. “Is he about to die?”

“Well, no, not so far as any of us can see, but—”

“Then wait until he is before you worry,” Claude commanded, standing up again. “Sounds like an empty threat to me. Besides, you seem to have plenty of people looking after you as it is. At least two of them appear to be cousins!”

“The cousins are also problems, one way or another. So, you really couldn’t lend me enough for my purpose?”

“I’m afraid not, and even if I could, I wouldn’t. You can’t run away. You’d be ruined.”

“Somehow being ruined in the eyes of about four people isn’t much of a deterrent,” she retorted. “But I suppose I can see you might not like to be involved in such a scheme.” She took a deep breath. “So, I have an alternative plan, though I was hoping I need not put your family out by suggesting it.”

“My family?” he said warily.

“Well, yes. Do you think your mother would object terribly if I stayed with you for a little?” She flushed slightly, trying to ignore the lack of enthusiasm on Claud’s face. “We could say…pretend, if you like, that we are still betrothed. It would only be for a few…”

“God, no, that wouldn’t work at all,” he interrupted. “The thing is, Jess, I am betrothed, and the whole house is at sixes and sevens preparing for the wedding and receiving my new wife.”

The world tilted so far that Jess flung out one hand to grasp the arm of the chair to steady herself. The blood drained from her head, leaving her oddly rudderless and feeling utterly foolish. Of course, she had acknowledged that their feelings could have changed toward each other—it was one reason she had been determined to pursue the hat shop idea. That he would consider their childish promises of so little moment that he hadn’t even told her he was about to marry someone else…

She couldn’t deny it hurt.

He was peering at her. “Jess, are you quite well?”

She forced a smile to her lips, tried to make it as dazzling as possible. “Why, yes, of course! In fact, I am delighted for you!” She let out a little laugh. “And relieved, for I was afraid you might remember our old childish engagement and be hurt or displeased with me.”

Claud scratched his head, looking quite bewildered, “Displeased with you?”

“Why, yes, for I, too, am engaged to be married, and it is such a relief that you won’t mind in the slightest.”

“You know, Jess, I still can’t follow all your mad starts. Who the devil has been brave enough to take you on?”

“Captain Tallon, my cousin,” she said blithely, crossing her fingers behind her back. “That’s why I wanted to tell you in private, just to be sure you wouldn’t mind.”

“Good God, no, I’m very happy for you,” he said. “Only, what’s all this nonsense about hat shops and staying with my mother?”

Jess laughed. “Oh, you wouldn’t understand,” she said airily. In fact, the rather depressing thought came to her that even if she hadn’t invented her betrothal, he would never have understood her motives. “But it doesn’t matter now. Tell me, who is it you are to marry?”

“Mary Francis.”

Another old neighbor and playmate. For some reason, she wanted to cry. Instead, she smiled. “How wonderful! Well, congratulations, Claud. I know you will be very happy together. You should go, now, before anyone comes in here.”

As though he had temporarily forgotten the danger, Claud leapt to his feet. “Absolutely. Well, see you behave now, Jess! Don’t give Tallon any reason to take you in disgust. I’m sure we’ll meet again before I leave.”

She kept the smile pinned to her face until the door closed behind him, and then she sank back into her chair. The world seemed to have collapsed about her ears. And yet what annoyed her most was her own utter naivety in imagining that Claud would have remained faithful. She felt very silly and very alone.
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Unlike Jess, Jonathan had a good idea of Claud Darcy’s purpose in coming to Blackhaven. He had glimpsed the dancer waiting for him toward the back of the theatre.

Accordingly, once he had escorted Lady Bella home and stayed to drink a glass of brandy with her husband, he retrieved his horse and rode not on to Whalen but back to the center of Blackhaven.

His timing was good. For as he turned his horse into Black Street, where the theatre was located, he caught sight of Claud Darcy striding in the opposite direction, a jaunty spring in his step. In fact, he looked rather pleased with himself, so much so that he did not even see Jonathan riding toward the building he had presumably just left.

The houses opposite the theatre rented rooms to performers, and Jonathan happened to know those rented by Miss Antonia Bliss—otherwise, Aggie Blake.

The dancer appeared genuinely delighted to see him. “Why, Captain Barnaby! What a charming surprise! This is turning into quite the evening! Do come up.”

She led him to her boudoir, basically her only room, lit by two lamps and hung all over with shawls, hats, and scarves, making a decoration of her wardrobe.

“Some refreshment, Captain?” she asked brightly.

“No, thank you. I can’t stay. I just wanted your opinion.”

“Well!” She preened, smiling, and sat beside him on the sofa.

“On a young man called Darcy who I think is an acquaintance of your.”

She cast him a glance that was half-arch and half-anxious. “Jealous, Captain?”

He shook his head. “No, I just want to know what kind of a man he is. Did he follow you to Blackhaven, Antonia?”

She sighed. “We met in York. And since your interest has clearly waned, I invited him here. Didn’t think he’d come, though.”

“Why not?”

“He’s engaged to some lady at home.”

“Ah.”

“Don’t think badly of me, Captain.”

Jonathan sighed. “I don’t. I think badly of him. Seems to me, you could both do better.”

“Both?” Antonia said, bewildered.

“Never mind.” He rose to his feet. “Take care of yourself.”

Her eyes widened. “You’re going already? Is it because he was here?”

“As it happens, no. But I suppose it might have been.” He found he was gazing at a silk shawl draped over a looking glass behind her. Frowning, he took a step nearer. “Antonia, where did you get that?”

“It was a gift,” she said defensively, “from a gentleman.”

“Mr. Darcy?”

She giggled. “Bless, you, Captain, no. Quite a different kind, less of the gent and more of the man, if you see what I mean.”

“Does he have a name?”

She met his gaze with something fierce in her own. “Yes, but I’m not going to give you it.”

“Perhaps he lives in Whalen.”

Antonia’s eyes gave a fearful leap before she veiled them. She shrugged.

“A sailor?” he asked. “A warehouseman?”

“A good man,” Antonia muttered. “Who’d give me the shirt off his back if he thought I needed it. Deluded fool.”

“Perhaps,” Jonathan said non-committally. “Has he given you other presents?”

She shook her head. “He’s a poor man. I don’t want presents off him.”

“Interesting,” Jonathan observed. In his experience, she was voracious. Of course, it could be her father or brother who had given it to her, certainly someone she was protecting-which meant she knew the shawl was stolen. “But a poor man could not afford this kind of silk. It’s a beautiful fabric, all the way from China.”

“You don’t know that,” Antonia scoffed. “You can’t!”

He smiled faintly. “Actually, I can. I brought it. Good night, Antonia.”
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The following morning, having set a few subtle enquiries in motion in Whalen, Jon rode over to Blackhaven to call on his father. His aim was to clear the air, to talk honestly to the old man and stop playing the old, childish games, games that were liable to ruin all of their lives, especially Jess Fordyce’s. He knew he would have to swallow some pride, make some concessions, and bite his tongue. But it needed to be done.

He hoped to catch the old man alone, but as soon as Holmes admitted him with a wide smile, he saw that Claud Darcy of all people was in the sitting room, too, along with Hector, Miss Crabtree, and a rather dowdy Jess, once more in her dull, unfashionable old gown. Another thing to speak to his miserly parent about.

To his surprise, Jess’s face reddened as soon as she caught sight of him. A flood of conflicting emotions rushed through her expressive eyes and seemed to culminate in a plea.

“Ha!” exclaimed his father, distracting him briefly. “It’s you, is it?”

“In the flesh,” Jonathan said mildly. “How are you, Father?”

“I’ve drunk the waters for three days now and feel no different.”

“Perhaps you’re too impatient, Uncle,” Jess said.

In answer to her silent plea, Jon veered toward her, but before he could get there, Darcy jumped up and wrung him by the hand. Beyond him, Jess looked as though she were in agony.

“Allow me to congratulate you, Tallon!” Darcy exclaimed. “You have won a very fine young lady, and I truly wish you all the happiness in the world!”


Chapter Six


Jess wanted the world to stop.

Her humiliation could not have been greater. Even before Claude had arrived that morning, she’d been asking herself why on earth she had told him she was engaged to Jonathan. Only for the sake of her own pride, surely, and now look where this had led her. She was about to be revealed as a liar and a somewhat pathetic human being, not just before Claud, but to her uncle, Crabby, and Hector. Jonathan, of course, already knew as soon as Claud had shaken his hand.

If only she hadn’t been paralyzed by shame, she would have bolted to her bedchamber and locked the door.

“What?” Lord Viscral uttered into the stunned silence that followed Claude’s congratulations. He stared from Jess to his son and began to laugh. “Damn me, you’ve done it already! I’ll say this for you, Jonnie, you always, always surprise me!”

“Ah, well, we had hoped to surprise you a little less publicly. But, yes, Jess has done me the honor of accepting my offer of marriage.”

“When did you do that?” Crabby hissed in her ear.

Jess barely noticed. She was too stunned by the discovery that Jonathan was going along with her lie. Her shame didn’t disintegrate, but it was diluted now with gratitude. Crabby seemed about to embrace her, then changed her mind and jumped up to give way to Jonathan, watching them with her hands clasped joyously under her chin.

Jess swallowed, still in some agony as Jonathan took her hand and kissed it. His eyes danced with amused understanding, and he might even have winked, so quickly she could not be sure. And then he leaned down and kissed her burning cheek, and she remembered the scent of him, warm sandalwood and spice, when he’d kissed her lips.

Bemused, she let him draw her to her feet and walked with him to be given Lord Viscral’s somewhat triumphant blessing. And then Hector, his cold eyes boiling beneath his stiff smile, kissed her cheek and wished them both very happy.

“I know it has long been my uncle’s dearest wish to unite you. Even he cannot have expected it to happen so quickly.”

“I was afraid some other impudent fellow might snap her up.”

“May we go for a walk, Uncle?” Jess pleaded. “I really feel the need of fresh air.”

“Of course, of course,” Lord Viscral replied indulgently. “Off you go. Come back for luncheon and we’ll talk.”

“I thought I might buy Jess a betrothal gift,” Jonathan said.

“Oh, no!” Jess blurted in dismay. “You mustn’t!”

“Why ever not?” Hector asked, his eyes darting from her to Jonathan and back.

“Because she is not used to being showered with gifts,” Jonathan said with aplomb. “Come, my sweet, we shall have some fun.”

Her face all but splitting with delight, Crabby dragged Jess away from her “betrothed” to help find her old pelisse and bonnet.

“My dear, it is quite proper to accept gifts from one’s betrothed. Even quite expensive gifts.” Crabby gave her a rough and yet sincere hug. “Truly, I could not be happier for you! I believe Captain Tallon is a most estimable young man and has a quick wit into the bargain. I just know you will be happy together.”

“Oh, Crabby, I—”

“Don’t you dare cry,” Crabby said fiercely. “Go and be happy and enjoy this moment. You can tell me all about it when you return.”

Crabby was right. She couldn’t cry now, although what her next step should be—apart from falling at Jonathan’s feet in abject apology—she had no idea.

In silence, with a smile fixed to her lips, Jess emerged from the bedchamber, bade a cheerful goodbye to Lord Viscral and his visitors, and left the hotel on Jonathan’s arm.

“Shall we walk on the beach?” he suggested. “It’s quite soothing.”

“I’m sorry,” she whispered.

“We can talk when there is more…space.”

She swallowed and took comfort from the fact that at least he did not appear to be angry. It was not a long walk to the beach. The tide was only partially in, so it was pleasant to walk down to the water’s edge and along the damp sand, watching the waves roll gently closer to their feet.

“I don’t know what came over me,” Jess said. “I just blurted it out to Claud, but I never dreamed it would go further.”

“This is Blackhaven. Everyone will know.”

“Oh dear.” She glanced at him. “I hope you don’t think I did this to entrap you just so that I could inherit my uncle’s fortune.”

“Actually, I’m flattered to be considered preferable to the hat shop at last.”

“Sadly, you’re not,” Jess said with a choke of rueful laughter. “But Claud can’t lend me the money, and he has engaged himself to Mary Francis, besides.”

“Ah.” His eyes bored into the side of her face. “I see.”

“I instantly saw how foolish I had been to rely on so old a promise, and I didn’t want him to know, or think me so…clinging.” She cast him a flickering glance. “But don’t worry. I shall invent a quarrel and cast you off, only I have to think of a way of doing it so that it won’t upset his lordship.”

Instead of the blistering comment she expected, Jonathan merely nodded. “We’ll come up with something. Were you upset by his faithlessness?”

She was about to deny it. But it was her pride which had landed them in this mess in the first place. “I suppose I was. I suppose I expected everything to stay the same as it was, even though I wasn’t there.”

“Well, I don’t suppose you are the same either. For what it’s worth, I don’t believe Claud would have made you happy.”

“Don’t you like him?” she asked in surprise.

Jonathan shrugged. “I like him well enough. But he’s too young to marry anyone. In my opinion.”

She gazed at him curiously. “You can’t be much older.”

“I’m four and twenty.”

“And you’d have us believe you were married four years ago?”

“Some people are born old.”

“I don’t think you’re one of them,” she retorted. “Besides, should we only marry when we’re old?”

“I understood we were not to be married at all.”

She gave his arm an annoyed push, and he laughed.

“Very well,” he said. “Let us think of a way to become unengaged without sending my father into an apoplexy, while simultaneously giving you a London season that might introduce you to an agreeable and honorable husband.”

Jess blinked. “A London season?” she repeated in awe, then shook her head. “No, no, that would be far too expensive, and my uncle would never countenance it. Besides, if I were engaged to you, I doubt many honorable men would court me. If they did, I probably wouldn’t like them.”

“How fastidious,” Jonathan said sardonically. “But I see your problem. On the other hand, if I were sailing to South America and you let it out to just one or two of your very closest friends that you were beginning to think your engagement was a mistake…”

“It seems so dishonest,” she said, depressed. “My one lie is growing arms and legs and will soon be a monster I can’t control… Oh!” She stared at him. “I believe I have a better plan, now that we are friends! You said you were wealthy—although I’m not sure you weren’t just trying to annoy your father—but if you truly are, you could lend me the money for the hat shop!”

“I could,” he said cautiously. “But my father wouldn’t like it.”

“Would he need to know?”

He was silent for a few moments. “Here’s the thing, Jess. I might not have literally run away when I was seventeen. I told him I was going. But having gone, I think I wrote him two very short letters in seven years, informing him only that I was alive and well. I was full only of my own self-righteousness, not even considering how my absence affected him. I’m not sure I want anyone else to do that to him.”

“And yet, you’ll keep doing it.”

His lips curled. “I didn’t say I was perfect.” He glanced at her. “You’re fond of him. I can see that. And I believe he dotes on you.”

“Not to the extent of a London season!”

“Or a hat shop.” He let out another of his infectious laughs. “Well, we can mull it over during the next few days. I suggest you at least have a Blackhaven “season” and see where that leads. Lady Bella will take you to call on Mrs. Winslow and the vicar’s wife and then you will be set up.”

In Jess’s experience, the approval of a local vicar’s wife hardly added to one’s social success, but she smiled gratefully. After all, she only had one evening gown, which would hardly support a riot of parties.

“Do you still love him?” Jonathan asked unexpectedly.

“Claud?” She dragged her gaze free, looking out over the sea instead. “I don’t know,” she said at last. “It’s become such a habit to assume that I do… But I didn’t really miss him until this nonsense about marrying you came up. I should have missed him.” She sighed. “I think perhaps I am not a very kind or constant person.”

“Oh, I don’t know. You told me off when I would have walked away from my father.”

She glanced at him. “Would you have come back? If I hadn’t spoken?”

“Once my point was won. Would you believe I am a quite different man at sea? Just, equitable, efficient. There, it seems I have no need to play games to assert my authority. And yet as soon as I come home to family, I revert to angry, manipulative adolescence.”

“You need time,” she said gently. “With him.”

“I know. I came to talk to him today, to try for a little more honesty and sense.”

“And I ruined it by pretending our engagement,” she said guiltily. She swallowed. “I shall confess the whole to him and—”

“Not yet,” Jonathan interrupted. “He is not innocent in all this, remember? His attempt to force you to marry a stranger for such reasons is infamous from every angle. You should at least have some fun out of it.”

“But where is the fun for you?” she demanded. “You will have to escort me to all sorts of events you don’t wish to be at—”

“And then I shall sail away and leave you to extricate yourself from our engagement… Although I could write you a letter confessing my infidelity, and you could throw me over.”

“Or I could discover that your first wife is real after all!”

He glanced at her. For an instant, his expression was unguarded, and she glimpsed the echo of unbearable pain, of desperation. And then his eyelashes swooped down. “No. We won’t talk of Izlan. It seems a betrayal to mention her.”

Impulsively, she opened her mouth to ask and then closed it again. He had said he wouldn’t talk of her. The rising tide had driven them further up the beach, and Jess paused, leaning against a rock to gaze out over the gray, unquiet sea. Ships bobbed in the distance, but beyond them was nothing but water.

“I like the sea,” she said abruptly. “It has this sense of vastness that make you realize the unimportance of your own trivial life, your own silly little problems.”

He nodded.

“Is that what draws you?” she asked.

“Partly,” he admitted. “For me, the sea is a force I can’t fight, a goddess I both love and fear, and yet it’s the only place I’ve ever found peace. Even on a crowded ship.”

For a moment, they gazed at each other in silence. Then she touched his fingers. “You should tell your father that.”

“I will.” He looked at her pale fingers on his brown ones, but made no effort to be free. Slowly, he raised his eyes to hers. For no obvious reason, her heart gave a funny little flutter. She didn’t know whether to snatch her hand away or curl her fingers around his.

In the end, it was he who moved, drawing her back the way they had come. “About that betrothal gift.”

She laughed, and hurried along beside him.
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Toward the end of the high street was a rather smart shop called Madame Monique, where an exquisite gown of sprig muslin and silver net adorned the window. Inevitably, Jess paused to admire it.

“Shall we go in?” Jonathan suggested.

“You can’t mean to buy me a betrothal gift from here!” Jess exclaimed, for somehow clothing seemed too intimate.

“Well, there’s not much point in giving you jewels until you have something to wear them with.”

She flushed. “Jon, this pretense is all my fault. I won’t have you wasting—”

“It’s not wasted. I’m not a poor man. Besides, it’s not nearly as expensive as you think.”

“How do you know?” she challenged.

“The vicar’s wife told me,” Jonathan said blandly and opened the door.

Inside, Jess was amazed to discover Lady Arabella and another very beautiful lady of similar age. They both rose to meet her, and once she had greeted Arabella, John introduced her to the other lady. “My cousin, Miss Fordyce. Jess, this is Mrs. Grant. I’m going to leave you in their capable hands and step across to the hotel.”

Jess almost stopped him in panic, for she seemed to be losing all the control on her life she had ever had. But in truth, quite aside from her own worries, she wanted him to spend time with his father. He obviously sensed her emotions, for he gave her a flickering smile and one eye closed just before he bowed to the other ladies and vanished.

“Don’t worry,” Lady Arabella said. “You won’t miss him! This is Madame Monique…”

Madame Monique appeared delighted to meet her, and to show her a bewildering array of gowns designed for every conceivable occasion. Lady Bella contented herself with smiling when she liked something particularly, though it struck Jess she wasn’t terribly interested in fashion. Her own gown was well made and becoming, but her hair was styled rather casually. She didn’t seem terribly concerned when a shawl slipped, or a lock of hair loosened from its haphazard pins. It was her friend, Mrs. Grant, who entered into the game with enthusiasm. She had an excellent eye for color and style, and once she had helped Jess choose a charming day dress of turquoise-trimmed muslin, she turned her attention to ball gowns.

“Oh, no,” Jess said hastily. “I already have an evening gown, and I doubt I will be going to any balls…”

“Of course, you will,” Mrs. Grant said in surprise. She delved inside her reticule. “In fact, I have brought you vouchers for the assembly room ball next week. Now.” Having thrust the vouchers into Jess’s numb hand, she looked her up and down critically. “Madame, what of that dusky pink silk you showed me last week?”

“Of course!” Madame Monique exclaimed. “It will be just ravishing on Mademoiselle!”

In the end, she emerged with two day dresses, the pink ballgown, and the evening gown with the silver net. And not only those, but a smart blue velvet spencer, a beautiful evening cloak, and dancing slippers. But finally, she refused to consider hats and other accessories.

“I have a huge collection of reticules and shawls,” Mrs. Grant said. “You must come and rifle through them for whatever you want.”

“You’ve been so kind to me already,” Jess said, torn between awe and anxiety. “I never meant to choose half so many gowns.”

“Barnaby was quite specific,” Lady Bella said vaguely. “I should give him his head. He’s quite determined in his own way.”

“Oh, I know that!” Jess muttered.

“I’m no judge myself,” Bella said apologetically. “But you may rely on Kate here. She is our arbiter of fashion.”

Jess turned to Kate Grant with curiosity. “Is your estate very close to Blackhaven, then?”

Kate blinked. “My estate?” She laughed. “Round the corner, there. My husband is the vicar.”

Jess’s mouth fell open, remembering something Jonathan had said. “You are the vicar’s wife?”

“Shocking, isn’t it? Come, ladies—to the hotel! Captain Tallon promised us tea, and there’s nothing like spending other people’s money to whip up an appetite.”
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Jon found his father glaring out of his sitting room window. He spun around at the sound of Jon’s voice greeting Holmes, but said almost immediately, “Where is Jess?”

“With Lady Arabella and the vicar’s wife. Respectable young matrons of noble birth.”

His father’s eyes narrowed. “Are you mocking me? For caring about her reputation and her future?”

“No,” Jon said peaceably. “She’s had no one else to care, I gather. You took her in, gave her a home, and education. You’ve cared for all her material needs. I would never dream of mocking that.”

A hint of humor pierced the ferocity of his father’s eyes. He walked away from the window and took his favorite chair by the fire. “I sense a but. Now that you’re engaged to the girl, you want to lay down the law about how she’s treated, is that it?”

Jon sighed. “No, not exactly.”

“Good, because I want a word with you about how you will treat her!”

Jon stared at him. “And how is that?”

“With courtesy, respect, and kindness!”

“Damnation,” Jon said mildly. “How can you make demands like these when you must know I particularly wish to insult her, beat her, and lock her in the coal cellar?”

His lordship snorted. “Yes, yes, you’re very amusing. But the truth is, I don’t know what rough habits you got into at sea. I don’t know how you treated your heathen wife. I don’t know anything about you—except that you don’t want to be pushed into marrying Jess.”

“No, I don’t,” Jon said frankly. “I came home with no intention of marrying anyone. But even you must acknowledge your proposal to cut her off without a penny unless she marries me is infamous.”

Hs lordship flushed. “I had good reasons. This way, you both inherit. The estate stays intact, and I know someone’s looking out for her. I won’t have Hector bamboozling her.”

“I think one would have to get up considerably earlier in the morning than Hector if one wished to bamboozle Jess.”

“That’s all you know. I’ve kept her too sheltered, I admit it. She isn’t fit to go on the town, look after herself amidst all the pitfalls of society.”

“Then you should let her learn,” Jon snapped before taking a deep breath and deliberately softening his expression. “While we are both here with her. She is choosing a couple of new gowns…”

“I gave her one for coming here!” the old man interrupted.

“Yes, I know. But she will need more. Since it’s my idea, I’m more than happy to make her a gift of them. I would just like your permission to take her to the assembly room ball and a few other parties.”

“And if I say no?”

“I don’t know. I’ll probably take her anyway. But I can see no reason why you would say no. You can even come too if you wish.”

“How very generous of you!”

“I thought so. In fact, I’ve arranged to meet Jess with Lady Bella and Mrs. Grant for tea downstairs. I think we’d all like it if you came.”

His lordship stared at him and then, to his surprise, looked away. “You’re not staying, are you? You’re making the most of me—and Jess—before you leave again.”

“Something like that,” Jon said steadily. “Maybe you should do the same.”

“The world does not revolve around Jonnie Tallon!”

“Nor around Viscount Viscral.”

The old man met his gaze again, his eyes fiery. “You can’t take responsibility for the girl and not for the estates you will inherit! They go together.”

Jon shifted in his seat. “You must let me do things in my own way.”

“No,” his lordship said in a hard voice. “You must let me do them in mine.”

“To the detriment of both Jess and me?”

His father let out a half-bitter, half-triumphant laugh. “You engaged yourself to her fast enough! Are you telling me that was pity?”

“Common humanity.”

The old man sat back in his seat. “So that’s it. You want to show her off, and hope she sets her sights on someone else. Neither of you will get the money in such circumstances.”

Jon shrugged. “Hopefully neither of us will need it. And I’m sure the orphanage will be grateful.”

“Hmm. It’s a dangerous game you’re playing, Jonnie.”

“I don’t see how.”

His father laughed, with just a trace of malice. “You will when she gets under your skin, and you’ve thrown her to the wolves.”

“I never knew you to be so dramatic,” Jon said mildly. “A hand of piquet before tea?”
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To Jess’s surprise, not only Jonathan but his father awaited them in the hotel dining room, where a very fine spread was served, including tea, bread and butter, savory pastries, scones, and cakes. Jess, after greeting Lord Viscral with pleasure, and Jon with a little more shyness, immediately sat down beside the latter and whispered.

“Jon, I have spent so much money! I don’t know what came over me, but I’m sure I can cancel at least two of the gowns!”

“Why, how many did you choose?”

“Four,” she whispered.

His lips twitched. “My dear girl, you may have four-and-twenty before I look askance at the bill. If you like them, I am happy.”

“Are you so very wealthy, then?”

He shrugged, “It’s accumulated over the years. I’ve never had much to spend it on. Don’t spoil the fun with guilt. This is all new to me, and I expect to enjoy it thoroughly.”

Jess certainly enjoyed their little tea party. Lord Viscral revealed a new side to himself with his exquisitely old-fashioned gallantry as he entertained Lady Arabella and Mrs. Grant, with whom he quickly discovered common acquaintance, including Lady Bella’s father, the Duke of Kelburn. Jon told some amusing stories of places he had visited, and managed not to rise to his lordship’s occasional bait.

After about half an hour, a tall, harsh-faced gentleman walked up to the table and bowed to the party in general before placing a gentle hand on Lady Arabella’s shoulder. Although she hadn’t seen him approach, she immediately smiled, before glancing up at him with a murmur of welcome.

“Allow me to introduce my husband,” she said to Lord Viscral. “Mr. Alban Lamont. Alban, Lord Viscral who is Barnaby’s father, and his ward, Miss Fordyce.”

So this, at last, was the famous Captain Alban, a man with a rugged, weather-beaten face and hard eyes. However, his gentleness with his wife was not lost on Jess. Nor was the quick, easy grin with which Jonathan greeted him. He bowed over Jess’s proffered hand and shook hands with Lord Viscral before nodding more casually to Kate Grant, clearly an old acquaintance.

“Join us, if you have a moment,” Jon invited, pulling over a chair for him and summoning the waiter for another cup.

Alban glanced at his wife, who smiled. “I am not tired.”

“Then I will be glad to join you for a moment,” Alban said civilly. He accorded Jon a brief slap on the back. “It’s a pleasure to meet this man’s family at last.”

Lord Viscral’s nostrils flared. “I can only imagine what he told you.”

“Very little,” Alban said. “On my ships, a man earns respect for his work rather than his name. You’ll be glad to know your son quickly won mine and that of the other officers and crew. He’s my youngest captain and my most trusted lieutenant.”

His lordship glanced at Jon and then Alban. He rubbed the back of his neck. “I suppose I am glad,” he said grudgingly.

Jon laughed.

But Alban did not appear to be offended. In fact, there was a certain amount of understanding in his rather hard face. “I disappointed my father, too. It’s hard for strong-willed sons to fall in line. For myself, I’m not sorry I did what I did, though there are some things I would have managed differently. But however long I was away, my family never stopped being important to me. And perhaps, now that I have a son of my own, I have more understanding of my father’s point of view.”

“Does he understand yours?” Jess asked curiously.

Alban turned to her. “I’ll never know. He died several years ago. But I like to think he would have appreciated the responsibility I learned at sea. It’s a useful skill in every walk of life.”

He stayed another few minutes and then rose with his wife to say goodbye. “Come and see the baby tomorrow, if you wish,” Bella said to Jess.

“Thank you, I will!” Jess said.

Kate departed at the same time as the Lamonts. Jess expected her uncle’s first comment to be on Captain Alban, but perhaps he was still mulling over that surprising gentleman’s words and character, for he said only, “So, that’s Wicked Kate Crowmore.”

“Not since she married the Reverend Grant,” Jon said. “Now she’s the soul of the Blackhaven community, in terms of both charity and entertainment. People change.”

“Hmm,” Jess said. “I don’t precisely know why they called her wicked, but I doubt she ever was! She’s great fun and kind to boot. I like her.”

Lord Viscral snorted. “Well, she’s more amusing than our vicar’s wife at home.” He sat back in his chair, regarding her. “So, these are your new friends. Alban’s wife and Wicked Kate?”

Jess lifted her chin. “Yes.”

“Can’t think why Kelburn’s daughter would have married such a creature.”

“Because he’s an honorable man and a gentleman,” Jon said stiffly.

“Do honorable men go by quite so many names?” his lordship demanded.

Jon laughed. “Like me, you mean?”

“Yes, like you.”

“Maybe you will find out,” Jon said, meeting his gaze. “If you look.”

“For my part, I found him both unexpected and likeable,” Jess declared, rising to her feet. “But I shall leave you to quarrel while I go in search of Crabby.”

She found her old governess just waking from a nap.

“You missed tea,” Jess informed her. “With the vicar’s wife who used to be called Wicked Kate, and Captain Alban, himself! Oh, and Crabby, I have four—four!—new gowns! And I’m going to the assembly room ball next week!”

As Crabby sat up, exclaiming and asking questions, Jess stood by the window to catch the last of the fading sunlight. Below, Jonathan emerged from the hotel and strode up the street. She liked the way he moved, with his easy, long-legged stride. She could imagine him moving thus about his ship, at once quick and steady, issuing orders that would be instantly obeyed, despite his youth and the hint of humor in his manner. Watching him gave her an odd, secret sense of excitement that she didn’t quite understand. Although she had never imagined she would like her guardian’s run-away son, she did.

She had begun to answer Crabby’s stream of questions when she noticed the other man slouching along the street behind him. He was a working man of some kind, in an old, military coat, and his leg dragged quite badly when he walked. She would have thought little enough about him, except that he was probably one of the many soldiers returned from the late war with an injury. Only ahead of him, Jonathan paused to speak to some acquaintance, and the man stopped, too, immediately turning toward a shop window. And when Jon moved on with a friendly wave to his friend, the man immediately followed again.

That is odd… Did the man mean him harm? Somehow, she guessed Jonathan could take care of himself, but nevertheless, it made her uneasy.


Chapter Seven


The following morning, Jess received several cards of invitation, including one to a musical soiree that very evening from one Mrs. Prescott, who had scrawled at the bottom: Forgive the short notice, and I know we have not yet met, but dear Mrs. Grant told me this was something you would enjoy.

On account of never having met the woman, Lord Viscral vetoed the event. For once, Jess made no effort to change his mind, for it was to be held in the hotel, in the same hall she had first met Jonathan. She had doubts about the propriety. However, she hastily dashed off a note to Mrs. Grant, asking if she had indeed asked Mrs. Prescott to invite her.

By then, both her day dresses and her evening gown had been delivered, and Crabby exclaimed over their beauty in a most gratifying manner.

“Am I to go to the pump room on my own?” Lord Viscral roared into these transports.

“Oh, no, sir,” Jess said with alacrity. “Give me five minutes, and I shall happily go with you.”

With Crabby’s help, she donned the smart, new walking dress with the velvet spencer and, a new spring in her step, sallied forth with her uncle. It was another cold but sunny day, perfect for walking. Jess would have liked to go further, but she accompanied Lord Viscral into the pump room with good grace, and ran after him for an hour, fetching water and being polite to the other frail and elderly patrons with whom he had become acquainted. For the first time, one of the younger men accompanying his mother, contrived to be introduced to her, although he had totally ignored her on previous visits.

“What a difference a few new feathers make,” she observed cynically to her guardian as they left. He, however, was looking thoughtful and did not reply.

After an early luncheon, Jess and Crabby took one of the hired carriages outside the hotel to the Lamonts’ house. There, they discovered Lady Bella kneeling on her drawing room floor, tickling her small son who giggled and crawled away from her at high speed, clearly for the pleasure of being caught again.

Her ladyship welcomed them without embarrassment and Jess, who found the scene rather charming, immediately joined them on the floor to be introduced to young Master Lamont.

“Alban will be in shortly,” Bella said. “He’s busy on the farm.”

“Then he enjoys being a country gentleman again?” Jess asked.

“He likes the variety. And he prefers to be on land when it’s difficult for us to join him at sea.”

“You go with him?” Jess asked in surprise.

“Not always, but often.” She raised her gaze from the baby, who was falling asleep on the carpet. “Why, do you not wish to go with Barnaby?”

Jess flushed. “I hadn’t really thought about it.”

“Well, I understand The Albatross won’t be ready to leave now for several weeks, so you could be married in March and accompany him to South America if you chose.”

Among the guilt and embarrassment, Jess felt an unexpected leap of longing for such an adventure, to travel to the other side of the world… And if her desires stretched to spending time with the oddly fascinating Jonathan, then that was yet another secret. But it felt too uncomfortable to be lying to the kind Lady Bella, and so she scrabbled for something to say, to change the subject even a little.

“Was he truly married before?” she blurted.

“Yes. Before I met him,” Bella answered, lifting her son in her arms and rising to her feet in one practiced movement. “Izlan. Her death was a tragedy.”

“She died?” Jess asked in dismay.

Bella, laying the baby in the cradle under the window, glanced over her shoulder in surprise. “Didn’t he tell you.”

Jess dropped her gaze, shaking her head. “He doesn’t talk about her.”

“It was a sudden fever, I believe. Barnaby was devastated, according to Alban, but after the first day, he never showed it. He went back to sea within the week and threw himself into work. He can only have been twenty or so years old.” She straightened, smiling. “This is one reason I am so pleased for his new happiness.”

Out of the frying pan and into the fire. There was very little she could say to that without lying even more. Perhaps she could justify deceiving Lord Viscral because of his infamous scheme to force her into marriage, but Lady Bella was Jonathan’s friend and had shown Jess nothing but kindness.

Fortunately, Captain Alban came in shortly afterward, and refreshments were served. At the sound of his father’s voice, the baby woke up again and chortled with glee to be marched around the room on Alban’s shoulders, clinging to his head.

In the midst of the general laughter, Jonathan walked in. “What are you doing to my godson?” he demanded, dropping to the floor and lying flat.

Alban immediately swung his son down and dropped him on Jonathan’s chest, where he giggled and dribbled and held on while Jonathan rocked from side to side like a boat on a stormy sea.

Jess could not help laughing at this new vision of her “betrothed”. It was Crabby who nudged her, a silent reminder of the passing time.

“Oh!” Jess jumped up. “I had not realized it was so late. We must go.”

“I’ll order the carriage to take you back,” Bella offered.

“Oh, no, thank you, there is no need. I told the hackney to come back for us.”

“It’s waiting for you,” Jonathan said, sitting up and tumbling the child into his lap. “Sorry, forgot to say. In fact, give me five minutes and I’ll ride with you to Blackhaven. I just wanted a quick word with Alban.”

“In private?” Alban asked.

“No need,” Jonathan replied with a shrug. “Just, I believe I’ve found at least one of our thieves. A warehouse worker desperately trying to buy the affections of a certain actress, though it’s possible his friend is involved, too.”

“At least they’re not our men, then.”

“No, but they’re old Royal Navy seaman. The one I’m after is injured. Drags his leg quite badly.”

At that, Jess’s head snapped up from the gurgling baby to Jonathan. “Truly? But I saw such a man following you up High Street yesterday afternoon.”

“And so the hunter is the hunted,” Alban said, amused. “What are you going to do about that?”

“What I was always going to do,” Jonathan said dryly. “Have a word. Do I have discretion to act as I see fit?”

“Of course.”

Jonathan nodded and rose to his feet, depositing his godson in Alban’s lap before brushing down his coat and pantaloons. “Then I’ll be on my way! Ladies?”

The Lamonts waved them off from the doorstep, Jess and Crabby waving back from the carriage, while Jon rode on horseback beside them.

“Charming people,” Crabby pronounced. “Most kind, whatever anyone says about him. And what a dear little baby! I am so looking forward to you having babies of your own, Jess.”

Appalled on any number of counts, Jess flushed and opened the carriage window to cool her burning cheeks. Of course, this brought her too close to Jonathan, trotting along beside the carriage.

He bent to speak to her. “All well?”

“Oh, yes,” she said, hastily dredging up the things she wished to ask him about. “I just wanted to inquire…a Mrs. Prescott invited us to a musical soiree this evening. She says she’s a friend of Mrs. Grant’s.”

“I was invited, too. I’ll be happy to escort you—unless you don’t want to go?”

“Well, his lordship isn’t keen since we don’t know this Mrs. Prescott. Also…it’s in the hotel.” She lowered her voice in the hope Crabby wouldn’t hear. “In that room?”

His eyes danced, though the rest of his face remained perfectly grave. “You may rest easy. Many unexceptional events happen in that room. And outside it.”

She narrowed her eyes. “Are you being outrageous?”

“Not yet. I’ll have a word with my father if you’d like to go.”

In the end, he didn’t need to have a word, for Kate had replied to her earlier note, informing her and Lord Viscral that Mrs. Prescott was indeed a friend and that Kate and her husband would also be attending that evening. As a result, his lordship withdrew his objection, although he refused to go.

Jess, in her new evening gown, accompanied by Crabby and her “cousin” Jonathan, descended the staircase and crossed the hotel foyer to the flung open double doors at the back.

From its appearance, she would scarcely have recognized this as the same room which had enticed her only a few nights ago. Then, from the inside, it had looked little better than her idea of a gaming hell. Now, it was decorated with potted plants and early daffodils, with rows of seats arranged in a semicircle around an empty space at the front. The space at the back was crowded with bright, wealthy people and expensive scents, discussing music in knowledgeable and reverential tones.

“Have you not heard him, yet?” said a lady with nodding feathers in her headdress just to Jess’s right. “My dear, he is sublime. Such lightness of touch, such exquisite sensitivity.”

“But where has he come from?” asked her companion. “No one mentioned him in London last week.”

“I do not believe he has been in London yet. I understand Harriet Prescott heard him playing outside the theatre in York and has combined with Mrs. Grant and Mrs. Winslow to let us hear him in Blackhaven. I heard him play at Henrit Manor House on Saturday afternoon, and I absolutely agree that he must be heard.”

“What do you think, ma’am?” someone else murmured close beside Jess. “Will he be the next Paganini? Or even Mozart?”

Jess glanced around and found she was being addressed by an extraordinarily handsome young man with raven-black hair and a scar down the side of his neck. He gazed down at her with a bold yet cynical smile.

“I’m not perfectly sure who Paganini is,” Jess confided. “But I see no reason why not, if he is as good as everyone says. Is he? Have you heard him?”

“Interminably,” replied the bold young man. “And sometimes not, sometimes yes. Allow me to tell you, mademoiselle, that you are the most beautiful young lady I have ever seen.”

Jess laughed. “Go and flatter the violinist, sir. He is bound to be more receptive.”

The young man blinked in surprise, but after a stunned instant, he smiled, his dark eyes growing more intense. But before he could speak further, Jonathan was at her side, presenting her with a glass of champagne.

He smiled amiably at the young man. “I wouldn’t.”

The young man seemed to understand, for he let out a rueful laugh, bowed with a hint of mockery, and sauntered away.

“I see you have already met our exquisite discovery,” Kate said, appearing beside Jon.

“Him?” Jess exclaimed. “He is your violinist?”

“Alessandro de Rizzo,” Kate said, watching his back. “Don’t be offended. He ignores convention, but he is quite harmless, and his playing is divine. Come, shall we sit? I think we’re about ready to begin. Oh, you haven’t yet met my husband, have you? Tris, this is Miss Fordyce and Miss Crabtree.”

The tall, handsome man beside Kate bowed and smiled. This was, apparently, the vicar of St. Andrews in Blackhaven, but on first glance, he was as unlikely in the role as Kate seemed to be in hers. However, he was friendly, and Jess was glad to see him pay attention to Crabby, who tended to be neglected in public gatherings.

As the stout but fashionable Mrs. Prescott stood in front of the audience to introduce her “discovery”, Jon leaned closer to Jess. “Just to the left of Mrs. P. is where you almost found yourself playing hazard.”

“Hush!” Jess said severely. “Don’t you like music?”

“It’s well enough when played with skill.” With apparent reluctance, he straightened, and the young man she had spoken to earlier, walked across the floor, now carrying his violin and bow, and bowed to the company.

It became obvious almost immediately that Alessandro de Rizzo was not short of skill. He played Bach exquisitely and followed it up with traditional tunes she had never heard before, but which made her want to dance. And from there, he slid into another unknown piece that both pierced the soul and filled the heart with passion. He had talent that raised him above mere skill. He didn’t simply touch the emotions, he took hold of them, wrenched them free, and made them soar.

Only as the last note died away into rapt silence, could Jess move. Impulsively, she turned to Jonathan, wishing only to communicate her wonder and joy in the piece. But Jon was staring straight ahead, most of his face carefully expressionless. His eyes were full, a trace of dampness on his cheek.

Stunned, Jess looked away again. She hadn’t suspected him of such deep emotions. He didn’t wish to be seen, for as he stood to applaud with the rest of the enraptured audience, he brushed his cheek surreptitiously against his shoulder.

Hesitantly, Jess reached between them and touched his hand, linking her fingers to his in comfort. He snapped his head around, staring at her. Then he looked hastily away. But his fingers squeezed back before he murmured, “Excuse me.”

He vanished through the still madly appreciative audience.

De Rizzo was induced to play one more piece, which he did with joy and grace, and then refreshments were served once more. Jess, despite being involved in pleasant conversation, noticed the moment Jonathan returned to the hall. Her heart gave a little skip—of relief she supposed—and she couldn’t help being glad when he strolled over to join her and Crabby. Kate had introduced her to several other people, both residents of Blackhaven and visitors. Two young men asked Crabby for permission to call on her charge tomorrow.

“I told you you’d be a social success,” Jon murmured when they had a moment.

“Everyone is so kind!” She looked about her. “I haven’t seen Hector here, have you?”

“No. Do you wish to?”

“No! It just makes me wonder what he’s up to.”

“He’ll have gone back to London since you are engaged to me.”

“You think he’ll give up so easily?” Jess asked with a trace of indignation. “He didn’t before, even after I told him I wouldn’t have him, and even if I did, my uncle wouldn’t leave his money to either of us.”

He regarded her with amusement. “You don’t mince your words, do you? I can’t imagine Hector taking such a set-down very well.”

“Oh, no, he was furious. Fortunately, Crabby brought his lordship into the room, and I wasn’t forced to suffer him any longer. The next time he came, he was conciliatory and hoped we could still be friends.”

“Still?” Jon queried.

“Well, I suppose we were never unfriends until the marriage thing came up. Apart from his constant scolds.”

While they strolled around the room talking to each other or to new acquaintances, Jess caught the violinist’s gaze on her more than once. She suspected Jon noticed it, too, though he said nothing.

After about half an hour, guests began to drift away, either to their next event of the evening or to bed. The Grants were so unfashionable as to leave arm-in-arm, and a little later. Jess suggested they go up and see his lordship before he retired to bed.

Jon agreed without a quibble. “Always leave your admirers wanting more,” he advised.

“You are absurd,” Jess said haughtily.

“Oh, nicely done,” Jon approved, and she only just stopped herself sticking out her tongue at him.

On their return, Holmes fetched tea and hot chocolate while Crabby told his lordship all about the concert and how admired Jess had been.

“The musician was not the only one to single her out for special attention,” she said proudly.

“Ha!” his lordship responded, turning to his son. “And what did you think of that?”

“I was glad to see her make friends,” Jon said mildly.

“Hmm. You won’t seem so exotic to her when she does!”

“Exotic?” Jon repeated, clearly revolted. “I should hope not. What now, Father? Have you turned against the match you were insisting on yesterday? Or do you wish me to lock her up where she can’t find anyone better?”

“Oh, be damned to you!” Lord Viscral growled.

Jess rose to her feet. “Jon, will you walk with me before I retire?”

“Of course,” Jon responded at once.

“Take Crabby,” Lord Viscral said maliciously.

“Crabby needs some rest,” Jess said.

His lordship did not press the matter, merely advising them not to scandalize the town.

Jess fetched her new evening cloak, and they left the room.

“Is this to prevent an argument?” Jon asked.

“Partly. I don’t know what’s the matter with you both. If he’s not provoking you, it’s the other way round.”

“He enjoys it,” Jon said as they descended the stairs.

“In so far as he would rather you here fighting with him than a thousand miles away ignoring him.”

“Are you planning to scold me through our entire engagement?”

“Probably.”

He grinned and held open the front door for her. “Then here’s to a short engagement.”

“Be sure I do not mistake that remark for gallantry.”

“I am quite positive you do not.”

“No, but I am grateful for what you’re doing. Giving me the gowns and introducing me to your influential society friends. Even if I spend the rest of my days buried at Viscral Hall, or in some position like Crabby’s, I will always remember with pleasure this time in Blackhaven.”

“Don’t,” he said too quickly. “It’s little enough.”

They walked on in silence. Then she said, “I enjoyed this evening very much. I’m glad you like music, too.”

A breath of bitter laughter shook him. “I don’t like it.”

“But it moves you.”

“That’s why I don’t like it.”

She glanced at him. “I didn’t believe you. About Izlan.”

He didn’t seem surprised. “I suppose Lady Bella told you.”

“I asked her,” Jess admitted. “I’m sorry. I should never have made you to go through this fake engagement of ours. It must seem like a mockery of—”

“It has nothing to do with my marriage to Izlan,” he said shortly. “There is no comparison anywhere.”

She swallowed. “I know that.” And she did. She ignored the silly hurt. For one thing, she didn’t really know where it came from or why it was there.

He let out a muttered oath and abruptly swung his arm around her waist, dragging her off the high street and into the dark lane between two buildings.

“I’m sorry,” he said intensely, gazing down at her. “You’re kind, and I’m ungracious.”

“You loved her and lost her. I don’t need to understand, but I can care.”

To her surprise, his forehead dropped to hers, warm and intimate. They stood very close together, and her heart drummed. She didn’t feel quite steady. And then his bare fingers touched her cheek. He bent further and kissed her mouth.

At first, she thought it would be like his brief kiss the first night they met, the one he had later claimed was comfort. But it wasn’t like that at all. Perhaps he meant it to be, but from instinct, she pressed her lips against his in return, because this time, it was he who needed the comfort.

But it seemed she opened a flood gate, for quite suddenly, his lips moved, parting hers, seizing them in the kind of kiss she’d never known, deep and slow, and the most sensual experience she had ever imagined.

His arms were around her, holding her close against him. One of her hands clung to his upper arm, the other touched his rough cheek in wonder. She never wanted it to stop.

But it did. Very gently, perhaps reluctantly, he parted his mouth from hers. Her eyes, which she couldn’t remember closing, fluttered open and found his, warm and turbulent, devouring her.

She swallowed. “I suppose that is the difference.”

A frown of confusion tugged at his brow, and then a breath of laughter brushed her lips. “Between comfort and desire? I suppose it is one of them. In the interests of honesty, I should also mention avoidance.”

“Avoidance?” Of speaking about emotion, about Izlan, and grief.

“And I should apologize. But the truth is, I like kissing you.” He bent toward her mouth once more, but she turned her face aside. He paused.

“Perhaps you do,” she managed. After all, she had some pride. “However, I don’t.”

He considered her. “Not honest, Jess.”

She shrugged, extricating herself from his hold. He let her.

“Honest enough,” she said with dignity. “I won’t deny I was intrigued. No one has ever kissed me like that before, but it’s not an experience I care to repeat.”

“Very proper,” he approved. “And probably for the best.”

She turned from him, back toward the high street, when suddenly a shadow moved—two shadows—rushing upon her so quickly that she gasped. The shadows resolved into black, very human figures, one with his arm raised to strike her.

At the same time, she heard a thud and an Ouff! sound, as though someone had been struck and winded. And then, hands flung her back out of harm’s immediate way as Jon leapt in front of her.

“Run,” he commanded.

Blocking her attacker’s blow, he struck his own quickly, sending the man reeling backward. But the first man had recovered and was charging Jon, head-down like an angry bull.

They both crashed into him at once. In panic, Jess seized her hat pin and ran at them, the hat tumbling from her head. One of the attackers fell, tripped by the swipe of Jon’s boot, but the other had him in an armlock from behind. Jon jumped, using the man behind as leverage, lashing out with both feet at the oncoming bully, who saw it in time to avoid more than a glancing blow, and then lurched in, both fists raised.

One of the men held a blade, which glinted in a stray beam of moonlight.

Jon was held from behind, his elbow only half free enough to thrust back into his captor’s chest, and he couldn’t hold off the blade man with his feet for very long.

Instead, he spun, taking his captor by surprise, as well as the blade man, who had to pull up sharply to avoid stabbing his friend. The maneuver also brought Jon’s captor directly in front of Jess, and she struck hard, jabbing the pin right into his rear.

The man howled, releasing Jon as he instinctively grasped at his backside with both hands. As Jess stepped smartly out of the way, Jon elbowed the man hard in the face and almost immediately struck out at the blade man, knocking the knife from his fingers before following that up with two hard blows to the head. While the man reeled back, Jess darted forward and swept up the knife. Jon turned on the man who had previously held him, who, however, backed off.

“Enough,” he snarled, though whether at Jon or at his friend, wasn’t clear. At any rate, both of them ran off into the darkness, away from the lights in the high street.

Panting, Jon strode to Jess, grasping her face between his hands. “Dear God, are you hurt?” he demanded, his eyes wild.

She shook her head numbly. He swooped. His open mouth pressed briefly to hers, making her gasp—a breath of life—and then his hands dropped. He snatched up her poor, fallen hat, then strode a few more steps to pick up his own, which he clapped casually on to his head.

“You?” she whispered, able to speak at last. “Did they hurt you?”

“Devil a bit,” Jon said, apparently cheerful again. He took the assailant’s knife from her cold fingers and pocketed it. “Come, I think I should get you home before anything else happens. I’m sorry our walk has been curtailed.”

She gave a shaky laugh, allowing him to draw her hand through his arm. She pulled the hood of her cloak over her tumbling hair as they walked into the streetlights.

“Who were those men?” she demanded. “I didn’t realize Blackhaven was such a dangerous place!”

“I don’t think it is. Usually. But there are always incidents.”

“They didn’t even try to rob us! Perhaps it’s someone who hates you, Jon. The thieves you were talking about with Captain Alban?”

“Perhaps,” he said thoughtfully. “But it is certainly a lesson to us both… You’ll be careful where you walk when you go out without me? And no, there is no need to remind me that it was I who led you into the dark alley and kept you there. What on earth did you do to the fellow holding me in that vice-like grip?”

“I stabbed him with my hat pin. In his rump,” she added with satisfaction.

Jon let out a shout of laughter, “You are wonderful!”

“Well, you were rather splendid yourself, taking on both of them.”

“I didn’t have much choice. You should have run.” His lips quirked. “Though it turned out well that you didn’t.”

“Perhaps I should join the crew of your pirate ship.”

“I don’t have a pirate ship,” he said mildly. “I captain a trading vessel. And either way, I can’t have a crew that disobeys orders.”

She sighed. “So much for gratitude.”

As they stepped past the doorman and back into the hotel, the blaze of lamp and candlelight showed her the beginnings of a bruise on the side of Jon’s face. His knuckles were split and sluggishly bleeding. Seeing the direction of her gaze, he hastily dragged York-tan gloves from his pocket and pulled them on.

“It’s nothing,” he said deprecatingly. “Schoolboy stuff.”

She wasn’t sure about that. But when she thought of the glinting blade, and how much worse the whole attack could have been, she swallowed convulsively.

“Did they mean to kill us?” she asked hoarsely as they climbed the stairs.

His gloved hand covered hers. “If they did, they failed. Don’t think about it anymore. I’ll find them.”

“Not alone,” she said in alarm.

“I have friends if I need them,” he soothed.

She hesitated, then said abruptly, “What do we tell his lordship?”

“Nothing. He’ll only worry pointlessly. Let him assume we’ve had a row. You had probably better sort your hair out before he sees you, though, or he’ll accuse me of ravishing you.”

She flushed, but met his gaze with a tilt of her chin. “You almost did, didn’t you?”

He smiled, a wicked, predatory smile that deprived her of breath. “Another difference I shall have to show you at some point.”

She had to close her mouth on whatever furious retort would have come out at that, for he reached past her and pushed open the door to Lord Viscral’s rooms.


Chapter Eight


Although he made light of the matter to Jess, the attack bothered Jon far more than he was willing to admit. He had learned early to defend himself—in more dangerous port towns than Blackhaven—and rarely came off worst. But he had never been in such a situation with a female, let alone one he was responsible for. Worse, they had attacked her directly.

Off-hand, without robbery, he could only think of two possible reasons for such infamy. Neither seemed likely, but he considered them seriously as he left the hotel and strode in the direction of the harbor tavern.

The tavern was not a salubrious establishment. In fact, it was little better than a thieves’ den with ale on tap and smuggled brandy for the more discerning palate. Despite this, the more reckless gentlemen occasionally drank here, even the great Earl of Braithwaite, whose castle overlooked the town and the sea.

Jon found himself hoping he wouldn’t encounter any gentlemen on this particular quest, at least none that he knew. And in fact, he saw immediately that the one he would have hated most to discover was not present.

However, as he strolled up to the counter, nodding to a couple of sailors he knew from past voyages, the smoke cleared, and he saw another gentleman alone in the corner, drinking somewhat gloomily.

“Brandy, if you please,” he ordered. “And one for the gentleman there.” He nodded casually to the gloomy drinker and sauntered over to join him.

“Good evening,” he said, pulling up a stool.

Claud Darcy jerked his head up and blinked. “Oh. Mr. Tallon. How do you do?”

“Very well, compared with you by the look of things.”

“Oh, just thinking,” Darcy said with a tentative smile. “What would you do, sir, if you found the girl you had just given presents to, spends time with another man?”

“Well, that would rather depend on the girl and the—er—quality of the time spent.”

“She’s beautiful,” Darcy said wistfully. “Fascinating and elusive. Sweet and yet grasping.”

For a moment, Jon thought he was talking about Jess, and only just stopped himself from giving the man a mouthful of pithy advice. The rest of the description might fit her, but he had long since decided she was not remotely grasping. In fact, his words more clearly fitted someone else entirely.

“If she is the delightful dancer I am thinking of, then I’m afraid you are unlikely to obtain exclusive loyalty. Without paying through the nose, at least.”

“But I am at her feet,” Darcy confided. “Utterly.”

Jon folded his arms, unwilling to rest his elbows on the sticky table. Two glasses of brandy were plonked in front of them.

“Very civil of you, Tallon,” Darcy said gratefully.

“Health and happiness,” Jon toasted, raising his glass and drinking. “Which,” he added, “is unlikely to be obtained by embarking on matrimony with the divine Antonia in your back pocket, as it were.”

Darcy looked shocked. “Matrimony and Antonia are two separate things,” he protested. “They’ll never come in contact with each other.”

“Your funeral,” Jon said, shrugging. “But if it was Jess you were still engaged to, I’d knock your teeth down your throat.”

Darcy flushed at the unexpected attack. “What do you mean by that?”

“Just that you seem to take your promises rather lightly.”

“Damn it, Jess and I were never truly engaged!” Darcy protested. “We were children. And she, obviously, took it just as lightly as I, since she engaged herself to you!”

It was a fair point and one, moreover, that would be emphasized when Jess broke her “engagement” to Jon, hopefully in order to marry someone else. “None of my business in any case,” he admitted.

“Every man has his peccadillos,” Darcy said, still defensive. “In fact, it’s my belief Antonia was one of yours. She certainly speaks of you highly enough!”

Jon said nothing. His liaison with Antonia had been brief, with no expectations on either side, over when he sailed to the east last year. But he’d had enough of Claud Darcy. Raising his half-empty glass to him, he stood up.

“Good luck,” he said, and walked away. This time, he lounged against the counter and gazed toward one of his own crew, Bill Bains, currently with a skimpily dressed young woman draped on him, with a mug of ale in his hand.

Eventually, Bains pushed her off and ambled over. “Evening, Captain.”

“Evening, Baines. Been here all night?”

“And most of the day if you want the truth.”

“The gentleman I was just talking to—has he been here all day, too?”

“Nah, just this evening.”

“Did he meet anyone here?”

“Not that I saw. Seemed intent on getting bosky without any help.”

Jon nodded thoughtfully. He couldn’t really imagine Claud Darcy trying to kill Jess just to get her out the way of his betrothed, or his mistress. But stranger things had happened. “See any other toffs in here the last couple of days?”

Bains shrugged. “A few. Why?”

Jon lifted his hand to reveal two guinea coins. Bains scooped them up without seeming to see them.

“I’d like to know of any transactions involving toffs. Maybe you could even draw any you see.”

“Maybe I could,” Baines grinned, tugged his forelock, and shouted for more ale.

Jon fought his way out of the fug and into the fresh, cold air. It was time to collect his horse and ride back to Whalen.
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The following morning, Jess and Crabby were still breakfasting when Cousin Hector called to say goodbye.

“Goodbye?” Jess queried, civilly offering him a cup of coffee and trying not to sound too relieved. “Are you leaving Blackhaven?”

Hector sat across the table from her while Crabby poured him a cup of coffee. “Yes, I’m going to stay with friends in Yorkshire for a few days and then I’ll travel back to London. Unless you require my escort when his lordship chooses to travel south?”

“I have no idea when that will be,” Jess said. “So, I wouldn’t stay north on our account.”

“His lordship is deriving some benefit from the famous waters then?” Hector asked.

“I think he derives benefit from Jon’s presence,” she replied frankly.

“Then Jonnie really does mean to give up the sea and return home?”

“Who knows?” Jess said lightly.

Hector picked up his coffee cup, meeting her gaze with a smile she didn’t quite like. “I rather thought you would, being engaged to marry him. Having second thoughts, cousin?”

“Not in the least,” Jess said at once. “His returning to Viscral and our engagement are two different things.”

“Are you sure his lordship sees it that way? He can rewrite his will again, you know.”

“Of course, he may do so as often as he wishes,” she said impatiently. “That is his privilege.”

Hector drank down his coffee and lowered the cup back to its saucer. “Indeed, it is. But I beg you will remember, cousin, men do not change. Not his lordship, and not Jonnie Tallon.”

Jess opened her mouth to retort, but Crabby broke in, demanding in her rough way, “Shall I see if his lordship is receiving?”

“No, no,” Hector replied, rising to his feet. “I’m too well acquainted with his lordship’s morning temper. Merely pass on my affectionate duty and farewells. Cousin.” He held out his hand, and Jess felt obliged to take it. “Remember where I am if you need me,” he said, giving her fingers a significant squeeze before he released them and made his stately way to the door.

“How can I remember where he is?” Jess demanded when the door had closed behind him. “He never told us where in Yorkshire he was going!”

“Well, why would you need him anyway?” Crabby said reasonably. “You have Mr. Tallon.”

Hardly. Jess doubted any woman—except perhaps Izlan—ever had Jon Tallon. He was far too elusive.
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Jess was returning to the hotel with Lord Viscral, after taking the waters, when she caught sight of a familiar figure stepping out of the coffee house. The man had a bandage round his head, not entirely covered even when he replaced his hat on top.

“Goodness!” Jess exclaimed and came to a halt on the flags, forcing his lordship to pause, too, or stomp on alone. “Claud? What on earth happened to you?”

With a quick, rueful grin, Claud veered across the road to them. “Good morning, Jess, my lord.” He touched his bandaged head. “Dashing, don’t you think?”

“Not if you dashed into a wall or down the stairs,” Jess said worriedly. “Are you badly hurt?”

“Lord, no, nothing like that.” Claude glanced past her, and his face abruptly changed. A frown replaced his slightly embarrassed, good nature. A wariness, something very like anger entered his eyes.

Jess could not help following his gaze to an approaching horseman. At once her heart skipped a beat, for it was Jonathan.

“Ha!” Lord Viscral greeted him.

“Well met, Father. I was just on my way to see you.” He bowed in the saddle, his gaze flickering over Jess and Claud as he murmured their names.

“I’ll be back in five minutes,” his lordship said, starting suddenly across the road. “I’ve just seen a friend.”

He might have, or it might simply have been a way of making Jon wait for him. A quick glance at Jon told her he wondered the same thing, for he was watching his father stride toward the coffee house, frustration in his eyes. However, he quickly brought his gaze back to Claud.

“What happened to you?” he said, dismounting and turning to face them once more. For the first time, Jess glimpsed the faint bruise on the side of the face. Fortunately, it looked no worse than last night. And at least he was not sporting a bandage like Claud.

“I wondered if you might tell me,” Claude said as their eyes met.

“I?” Jon asked.

Claud glanced at Jess, looking uncomfortable, and then he shrugged. “To be honest, I can’t remember what the devil happened, but I do recall seeing you in the tavern. I believe we were quarrelling.”

“Only in the mildest sense,” Jon said. “It was hardly the material for a tavern brawl. I hope you weren’t foolish enough to pick a fight with anyone else in there.”

“So do I! But if I had, I’d probably be dead.”

“What on earth are you talking about?” Jess demanded. “You were both in that horrid tavern, quarrelling? And you were so intoxicated you can’t remember who hit you?”

“Or even if you fell over,” Jon said brutally.

Claud flushed.

“What were you quarrelling about?” Jess demanded while she wondered if the same men who had attacked her and Jon had also hurt Claud.

Claud shook his head, although she could have sworn a gleam of memory lit his eyes for an instant.

“He can’t remember that either,” Jon said wryly. “Besides, it was more of a discussion than a quarrel, though I must have riled you more than I thought, Darcy. Do you remember leaving the tavern?”

“Vaguely. I remember walking…”

“Walking where?”

Claude’s gaze flickered. “Near the theatre, I think. I was on my way back to the inn. Then I landed on the ground. I suppose I might have fallen, but I remember going down with some force. It’s all a bit of a muddle to be honest, and I can’t quite recall whether the crack on the head came before I hit the ground.”

“Interesting,” Jon murmured. “Did you lose consciousness?”

“Yes, I think so, because the next thing I remember, two soldiers were helping me up. They took me back to the inn.”

“Have you seen a doctor?” Jess demanded.

“Yes, some quack came round—Bellamy? I think the soldiers sent him. He says I’ll be fine when the headache wears off. Feeling a trifle the worse for wear.”

“I suspect you would, even without a knock on the head,” Jess remarked. She glanced at Jon, frowning. “Is this Bellamy a good doctor?”

“No idea. Never met him. Lampton is best, I believe, but he’s out of the country on his wedding trip.” He gave Claud a long, clear stare. “He looks well enough to me.”

“Thank you, Doctor Tallon,” Claud said sarcastically.

“I didn’t hit you, you know,” Jon drawled. “Beating drunks from behind would give me no sense of achievement. And frankly, I was not that angry with you.”

Which meant Claud was angrier with Jon. She couldn’t help wondering why.

Jon must have sensed some of her unease, for he said abruptly, “We’ll discover what is going on and fix it.”

Claud looked slightly baffled by this pronouncement, but since Lord Viscral returned at that point, he didn’t pursue it. Instead, they all repaired to the hotel for refreshments.

“Does it not seem too much of a coincidence to you,” she hissed to Jon as they entered the sitting room, “that Claud was attacked on the same evening as we were? He wasn’t robbed, either.”

“There may be a connection,” Jon agreed, “though I’m not yet convinced of it.”

“You mean there are two sets of ruffians assaulting gentle folk at random?”

“I don’t know yet,” Jon said peaceably. “But I have a few ideas.”

Infuriatingly, he strolled away to speak to Crabby, and she stalked past them to leave her spencer and bonnet in her bedchamber. When she reemerged, he was in conversation with his father, and since it didn’t appear to be fractious, she decided reluctantly not to interrupt them.

“How well do you know him?” Claud asked, sitting down beside her with his cup of black coffee.

“Who?” Jess asked.

“Your betrothed,” Claude said dryly. “Your cousin. Tallon.”

“Oh.” Annoyingly, she felt a blush rise to her cheeks. “Not very well, I suppose. I hadn’t met him since we were children before we came to Blackhaven.”

Claude blinked. “Less than a week ago? And you are engaged to him?”

“Well, sometimes one knows…there are matters which…”

“Thing is, Jess,” Claude interrupted, much to her relief, “I’ve been making a few inquiries myself. And he’s associated with Captain Alban. Alban owns his ship. Not saying the fellow isn’t a hero, or even a gentleman by what I hear, but there is a past there. Who knows what Tallon has got up to in that time?”

“I think it is the present that matters,” Jess muttered.

“Absolutely. And the on-dit of the present is that Viscral has cut his son off from the bulk of his estate, which he’s leaving to you. I’m fond of you, Jess, and I don’t want you to be married for such a reason, let alone fooled as to the true state of his affections.”

“Oh, don’t be silly, Claude,” Jess said hastily. “He and I understand each other very well.”

He looked dubious. “What I’m trying to say is…I doubt Mary would like him.”

Jess stared at him. “Mary doesn’t need to. She isn’t going to marry him.”

Claud became flustered. “Well, of course not. I just meant…you probably won’t be comfortable with his past either—actresses, you know—and…I’m still not convinced it wasn’t he who hit me.”

“Now you’re being silly,” Jess said, frowning at him. “Why on earth would he hit you? Just because you argued in the tavern? I wouldn’t put it past him hitting you during your quarrel, but to lie and wait and attack you from behind, unseen? I truly don’t believe so, Claud.”

Claude sighed. “Perhaps you are right. I just don’t want you to be blinded by his rather dashing air. He seemed just a little too interested in our past engagement and…and other such matters that might affect you.”

Her lips twitched. “You think he is jealous? Oh, no, Claud, you are quite out there!”

“Well I don’t see what’s so dashed amusing about it!” he said indignantly.

“Trust me,” she said. “He is not jealous, and he did not hit you.” She glanced around. “For one thing—and you must keep this to yourself, for I don’t want word to get back to his lordship—Jon and I were also attacked last night when we took a walk.”

“Dear God!” Claud exclaimed, staring at her in horror. “So that is a bruise on his face. I wondered if I’d done that, to be honest.”

“Well, you didn’t.”

Claud stared at Jon’s face, apparently reluctant to give up the idea.

“Stop it,” Jess hissed, “you’ll attract his attention.”

Claud turned and took her hand. “Are you really so frightened of him?”

Jess frowned in incomprehension. “What? No, you idiot, not Jon, Lord Viscral! I don’t want the old gentleman worried, so we are keeping the matter from him.”

Claud narrowed his eyes. “I see. What happened?”

Jess gave him a brief account, including the hat pin, which made him grin almost like the old Claud she remembered. Then he looked thoughtful.

“He could have set that up,” he said. “He could have meant to pretend to be overrun and let those men kill you. He won’t have bargained on your unlikely weapon, the hat pin.”

“No, he didn’t,” she agreed, holding back her flash of anger. “But he fought them off most efficiently.”

“Jess,” Claud said carefully, “it’s not so easy to fight off two men at once.”

“I know, but I suspect he is used to dealing with all sorts of threats, and I can assure you, none of what you suspect is true. Apart from anything else, what reason could he possibly have to hurt me?”

Claud glanced across the room to where Jon threw back his head and laughed at some remark of his father’s. “To get all the old man’s money without having to marry you.”

“You’re being ridiculous!” Jess exclaimed, outraged now on Jon’s behalf. She tried to snatch her hand free, but he held onto it.

“No, I’m not, Jess,” he said urgently. “Think about it. With you gone, he can play the grieving lover, console Lord Viscral, and become heir to the whole estate once more. All he needed to do was hire a couple of ruffians.”

“How? Where?” Jess demanded.

“From the tavern. You’ve no idea the types who frequent that den of vice! I admit last night’s all a bit woolly, but I do remember Tallon being dashed comfortable there—quite at home. And he slipped some coins to the most villainous fellow you’ve ever seen.”

“But there could be any number of reasons for that!” Jess exclaimed. “He’s a seaman! His ship is docked in the next town. I do appreciate your concern, Claud, but truly it is not necessary. I can’t explain how I know this nonsense is simply not true, but I do. Jon and I have an understanding that you don’t appreciate. Besides which, he does not want to stay in England. He’s going back to sea. And he is already a very wealthy man. He does not need to inherit his father’s fortune.”

Giving into her tugging, Claud released her hand, but stared fiercely into her eyes. “How do you know, Jess? How do you know?”


Chapter Nine


The truth was, she didn’t know.

Despite the unconventional nature of their first meeting when he had deceived her as to his identity, extracted information from her, and then insulted her with an impudent kiss, she had believed everything Jon had subsequently told her. Except the existence of his wife, which had turned out to be true.

In fact, she was gullible. She did believe what people told her, especially if they were pleasant. And Jon was pleasant. She liked sparring with him, laughing with him, hearing about his journeys, discussing her ideas and his. She’d even liked kissing him, although she would never admit it. The thought that all of this pleasure could be the result of calculation and manipulation appalled her. The idea that he was befriending her only to kill her and inherit the old man’s money was simply too mind-boggling to contemplate.

Could I believe such a thing? Do I?

She found herself gazing across the room at him. He happened to glance up and caught her eye. The smile on his face died and swiftly turned into a frown. With a word to his father, he stood and walked across the room to her. Something within her seemed to be bursting to get out, something vitally important and yet terribly sad. She couldn’t breathe.

“Excuse me,” she mumbled, jumping to her feet. “I need to…” Without finishing, she fled, brushing past Jon to get to her bedchamber.
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She didn’t emerge again until luncheon, by which time both visitors had gone. By then, she had things clearer in her mind. She truly didn’t believe Claud’s nonsense about Jon, but on the other hand, thinking about it all had made her realize how far she was falling under her cousin’s spell.

Their engagement was not real, but her growing reliance on his company and his opinion was. Somewhere beneath the banter, she was in danger of believing in his kisses, of falling in love. And that was madness, for he would not stay, and he certainly would not love her back. Apart from anything else, he still grieved for Izlan. She had seen that only too clearly yesterday evening.

Having made her excuses to Lord Viscral and Crabby concerning her absence, she tried hard to be cheerful over luncheon. And then several people called during the afternoon, including Mrs. Prescott and Alessandro de Rizzo, who brought her a posy of flowers. He seemed inclined to flirt although Crabby glared at him, but he made way good-naturedly enough for a young officer and Lady Sylvester Gaunt who arrived with another young man called Mr. Muir.

She did not see Jon again until the evening when he came to escort her and Crabby to dinner at Lady Goddard’s house overlooking the sea. Chatting happily with both of them, she carried out her resolve to be friendly but just a little more distant. During the short walk and dinner, she thought she succeeded very well. She even enjoyed meeting new people and getting to know her acquaintances better.

But she congratulated herself too soon. When the ladies had retired to the drawing room after dinner, she took the opportunity to make herself more comfortable. And as she returned downstairs, she caught sight of Jon crossing the hall toward the dining room.

Cravenly, she paused, waiting for him to go in so that she wouldn’t need to reveal her presence. But to her surprise, he halted and turned, gazing directly at the staircase. Then he walked toward it.

Drat the man! Giving in to the inevitable, she carried on downward.

He waited for her, one foot on the first step. “I thought you’d been turned to stone,” he observed.

“That would have been inconvenient for Lady Goddard. I was just wondering if I had left my reticule in the drawing room or abovestairs.”

He flicked the frippery dangling from her wrist. “And here it was all the time.”

“As you say.”

Still, he didn’t move out of the way. Instead, he kept looking at her until a faint smile flickered on his lips.

“Out with it,” he said ruefully. “How have I offended you?”

“You haven’t, of course,” she said at once. “I don’t know why you would think so.”

“I feel dismissed.”

She raised one eyebrow. “You had better get used to that, since it has been our plan all along.”

“Do it now, if it makes you more comfortable.”

It would break all ties with him. Although, surely, he would still come to see his father and continue mending their relationship. Or was their reconciliation still too frail to withstand such a blow?

“Do you think I should?” she asked doubtfully.

He took a step closer, and she caught the faint whiff of brandy on his breath. It wasn’t unpleasant, although her heart drummed even harder.

“Actually, no,” he said. “Though I’m damned if I know why.” To her surprise, he placed both hands on her waist and swung her down against the landing wall. “Privilege of the betrothed,” he murmured and bent his head.

She couldn’t breathe. She saw only his parted lips, their fine texture and the way they quirked in anticipation. Her stomach seemed to dive downward, and suddenly it didn’t matter that her determination had failed at the first temptation. All she wanted was another kiss.

A door opened across the hall, letting out a blast of male voices and laughter. Jess gasped, but John didn’t move as footsteps sounded across the floor. “Put her down, Tallon. You’ll shock my mother, and you’ll be married soon enough.”

The footsteps receded. Jon’s lips curved into a proper smile. His dancing eyes invited her to see the joke. She didn’t know whether to laugh or cry or slap him.

“What a thought,” he murmured, his hands falling from her waist in a way that managed to caress her. Her whole body flamed. “What a thought, indeed.” He stood aside. “You had better flee before I ruin all our plans.”

She swallowed, but pride compelled her to say, “I never flee.”

She did not hurry as she walked across to the drawing room. But she was sure he watched her, for she didn’t hear his footsteps until she finally took hold of the door handle. For some reason, she felt both powerful and afraid, and she thought the knot in her heart would never go away.
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The following day was market day in Whalen. Jon, desperate for something to do that did not involve Jess, donned the clothes he wore at sea and strolled around the stalls, taking particular note of spices, cloth, and tea. Then he bought a newly baked pie and sat on an upturned box to eat it.

He didn’t have long to wait before he spotted a familiar face. One of the warehousemen he had spoken to, the one he had made open the box of saffron, was at the spice stall, examining things but never, apparently, making up his mind to buy. Two women, who might have been cooks or housekeepers, were also examining the wares. While one was being served, the man moved closer to the other woman, dragging his leg as he moved, and exchanged a few words with her. After a brief conversation, the woman moved away with him.

Jon stood up and followed them to a busy corner just behind the market, where several horses and donkeys were tied up, some harnessed to carts. They went to one covered wagon. The man called out, and a boy stuck his head out from behind the canvas. A moment later, he delved back inside and passed three small parcels to the woman, who handed over money to the warehouseman, smiled, and nodded, then went on her way very cheerfully.

The boy and the warehouseman exchanged grins and then the man limped back toward the stalls. This time, he skulked around the edges, watching the spice stall. Jon strolled past him and on to the main cloth stall. He fingered some fine muslin and a bolt of watered silk, and asked the stall keeper for the prices.

In truth, they were very reasonable for the quality, but he forced a chastened smile to his lips and thanked her before moving reluctantly to courser cambric.

“Looking for something a bit special?” asked a sympathetic voice in his ear.

Jon glanced up and nodded. He recognized another of the warehousemen who, however, didn’t seem to connect him with the over-curious ship’s captain. “For my sister. She’s getting married, and I want her to have the best. Only…”

“Only the best costs,” the other man sympathized. “I can see you’re a man of taste, so…I can give you a beautiful length of silk for half the price she’s charging. Make a beautiful gown for a young, married lady. I’ll show you if you like.”

“Where’s your stall?” Jon asked innocently.

The man beckoned, and Jon duly walked with him across the square to the same covered cart.

“Tommy,” the man called, and the same boy’s head poked out.

The boy grinned. “Da.”

“Show this gent the lovely silk.”

As the canvas opened, Jon caught sight of a few pieces of neatly folded fabric and a few small, closed boxes. A smell of exotic spices wafted out to him. The boy pulled two of the fabrics toward him.

“They are beautiful,” Jon said, raising his eyes to the man’s. “Which was why we bought them in the first place.”

Recognition dawned at last in the man’s widening eyes. He swore, hurling himself at Jon to barge him out of the way. “Go!” he yelled to the boy.

But Jon was ready and stepped smartly aside, letting the man fall to the ground while Jon threw himself at the cart and sat on it. The boy, halfway to the front, presumably to drive off at speed, paused in alarm.

As the man picked himself up, the other from the spice stall came running unevenly over with surprising speed. People nearby began to look, wondering what was going on.

“Don’t,” Jon said as the men advanced on him, rather desperate threats in both pairs of eyes.

From behind, the boy seized him around the neck, but it was a half-hearted attempt, and Jon merely yanked him over his shoulder and plonked him down beside him on the edge of the cart. His father stilled.

Jon sighed. “You remember me now? I know what you’ve done. Captain Alban knows. And there is evidence that leads directly to you.”

“Then we got nothing to lose!” the lame man snarled.

“Actually, I think you have. I believe you are acquainted with Miss Antonia Bliss.”

“Aggie.” The lame man stared at him. “If you—”

“All I mean to point out,” Jon interrupted, “is that it’s up to me, not you, what happens now. We can fight if you like, but I suggest you talk to me.”
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Bella tells me you like babies, Mrs. Grant had written to Jess that morning. So I hope you may care to accompany my daughter and me to the King’s Head Inn for tea this afternoon.

Intrigued, Jess accepted, and accordingly, was waiting with Crabby in the hotel foyer when Mrs. Grant came in to collect her, a baby of only a few weeks in her arms. Once they had both exclaimed and cooed over the sleeping infant, Mrs. Grant said, “But you are not dressed to go out, Miss Crabtree. Do you not accompany us?”

“Oh, no,” Crabby said, rearing back and hastily wishing them well before scuttling off.

Mrs. Grant blinked after her.

“She doesn’t mean to be rude,” Jess said apologetically. “It’s just that she’s come to value a nap in the afternoon, so she rather likes it when I’m off her hands!”

“You don’t mind walking?” Mrs. Grant asked. “It’s a fine afternoon, and we can always take it in turns to carry her royal highness here!”

Jess agreed readily, and they set off together. “It’s an expedition of mixed charity and pleasure,” Mrs. Grant explained. “The new innkeeper’s wife was recently a patient at the town hospital, which is one of our charities, and she is, besides, setting up a kind of charity of her own—well, more of a cooperative—looking after children of working mothers.”

“I don’t really know anything about babies,” Jess warned.

“Oh, don’t worry about that. We won’t be expected to do anything. The mothers do it themselves, largely. But I’m sure it’s good for Nichola to meet other babies.”

Jess regarded the tiny creature doubtfully. “Do you think she notices other babies?”

“Not yet, but I’m sure she will!”

“My old friend, Mr. Darcy, is staying at the inn,” Jess told her. “Though I don’t know if he will be there.”

“We can invite him to tea if he is.”

Jess wasn’t quite sure how she felt about this. On one hand, she was anxious to tell Claud that Jon was perfectly trustworthy and should not be doubted. On the other hand, she was reluctant to reveal that the engagement was a ruse of her own which Jon had only gone along with from kindness. Still, it was probably time to tell the truth anyway, to Claud and to her guardian. Lies seemed to grow tentacles until you were lying merely to justify the lie and not for whatever benevolent purpose the lie had been begun.

Mind you, her purpose hadn’t been benevolent in the first place. Her purpose had been mere pride, to show Claud she cared little for their childish engagement as he did. Which would be a hard thing to admit to his face.

Perhaps he would not be there…

But in fact, once they were welcomed by the young, one-handed innkeeper and shown into the coffee room, Claud Darcy was the first person she saw.

“You’ll be quiet enough in here,” the innkeeper told them. “There was just a couple of actors reading over their lines, but it’s gone quiet now, so they must have left…”

When Jess walked in, Claud was laughing. He no longer wore the bandage on his head, and showed no signs of his recent injury. In fact, he held a lady by the hand, whirling her back to sit with him on the window seat. And it didn’t look much like playacting. For one thing, Claud was no actor, but the son of a well-to-do country squire. For another, he’d no sooner sat, with his arm around the young lady, than he became aware of Jess and Kate with her baby, and leapt to his feet again, almost knocking the girl to the floor in his hurry.

Even worse, the woman concerned was none other than the dancer from the theatre, the girl in the red gown who had fawned upon Jon in the gaming club.

“Jess!” Claude exclaimed.

The whole situation should have appalled her, for it was quite clearly no play reading but a lover’s tryst. But in fact, the pure horror on Claude’s face made her lips twitch with sudden laughter.

“Mrs. Grant,” he added, almost despairing now as he realized he’d been caught in a compromising situation by the vicar’s wife. Like a hunted animal, his eyes darted from her to Jess. “I hope you don’t imagine anything improper in the situation. In fact, I have been helping Miss Bliss with her lines.”

“So we hear,” Mrs. Grant said pleasantly. “I believe I have seen you at the theatre, Miss Bliss. I look forward to seeing you in your speaking role next time.”

The girl cast a somewhat wild look at Claud, who was no help whatsoever, merely tugging at his cravat and trying not to meet anyone’s gaze. “Thank you kindly, ma’am,” she managed. “I’ll be on my way. I think he’s been as much help as he’s going to be.”

“So do I,” Jess agreed. “Help Miss Bliss with her pelisse, Claude.”

Claud sprang into action, his main aim being clearly speed as he all but hustled the dancer out of the coffee room before closing the door on her and leaning against it as he faced Jess and Kate.

“Don’t feel obliged to stay,” Jess said coldly. “We didn’t come to see you, I’m very glad to say.”

“I knew you would get the wrong end of the stick,” Claude began coming toward her.

“No, you’re afraid I might get the right end,” Jess retorted, “and understand perfectly! Well, I do. And it’s none of my business. But still, I take leave to tell you, Claud Darcy, that while I never cared a great deal for Mary, she deserves better than you!”

“Jess!” He sounded genuinely shocked. “Truly, this has nothing to with my love and duty to Mary. You are not wise in the ways of the world—”

“No, but I am,” Kate interrupted, taking a seat by the fire, from where she regarded him pleasantly. “And whatever you might think and whatever Mary’s family might think, you may believe me when I tell them, Mary would see it very much as to do with her.”

“Especially,” Jess said indignantly, “when you are cavorting about in public with a woman I last saw—” She broke off, remembering just in time that she wasn’t meant to have seen this woman apart from at the theatre. “On the stage,” she finished. Then she glared at him. “And you had the cheek to lecture me only yesterday, about Captain Tallon’s peccadillos!”

Under Jess’s glare and Mrs. Grant’s haughtily raised eyebrows, Claude flushed to the roots of his hair.

Then he straightened his shoulders. “You don’t understand,” he said grandly. “And I must ask for your discretion.”

“What do you take me for?” Jess demanded. “But you must make this right, Claude, for I’ll not have Mary lied to and deceived anymore.”

Claude bowed stiffly and stalked out of the room.

“Well,” Mrs. Grant murmured. “That was well said.”

Jess sighed. “I suppose you think me very naïve. Everyone does.”

“On the contrary, I think you naturally principled and admire you greatly for taking such a stance. Young men are all too often brought up to believe they may do exactly as they please without considering anyone or anything but their own pleasure. It isn’t good for them.” She glanced at Jess as she sat opposite her and gave a quick smile. “It isn’t good for women, either. I should know.”

Jess stared at her, stricken. “You are good. But you’re wrong about one thing. I’m not principled at all, not where my own behavior is concerned.”

Kate searched her face. “Do you want to tell me?”

For an instant, the temptation was overwhelming, for Kate’s eyes were kind and understanding and did not seem to judge. Then Nichola stretched in her mother’s arms and squawked. The moment vanished in the baby’s smiles, and then tea was brought in by the innkeeper’s wife and a maid.

After tea, they went along to the back of the house to visit the creche, and Jess forced her mind to the usefulness of such a service for women who needed to work and still care for their children.

They saw no further sign of Claud. Jess wondered ruefully if that was the end of their old friendship. She found she didn’t mind nearly as much as she’d imagined she would, considering that up until a week ago, she’d still harbored innocent ideas of becoming his wife. Now she knew she could never have married him, and not just because of Antonia. It wasn’t just Claude who had changed. She had, too.
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As Jess and Kate bade farewell to the innkeeper and his wife, Jess’s attention was briefly distracted by the sight of a man slouching out of the gate. He limped, dragging one leg quite badly. Jess frowned, wondering if it was the same man she had once seen following Jon up High Street.

Although the man paid them no attention, the sight of him made enough of an impression on her that she mentioned him to Jon when he joined them for dinner that evening.

“I couldn’t see his face on either occasion,” she said as they sat in the sitting room waiting for Crabby and Lord Viscral to join them, “but he did look very similar.”

Jon shrugged. “I would doubt it. There are a lot of injured soldiers and sailors in Blackhaven. Apart from anything else, the vicar runs a charity to look after those who can’t get work.”

“I suppose you are right. I just keep remembering the men who attacked us the other evening for no reason.”

He frowned. “Did you feel threatened by this man?”

“No,” she admitted. “He was leaving, paid us no attention.” She gave a rueful laugh. “I’ve become frightened of my own shadow!”

“Not frightened,” he assured her, “just cautious. Which is no bad thing. So,” he added as Lord Viscral emerged from his bedchamber, attended by the faithful Holmes, “who joins us for dinner this evening.”

“The Lamonts and the Whartons,” Jess replied. It was her guardian’s reluctant way of returning the Lamonts’ kindness to Jess. The Whartons were a much older couple, friends of his own.

They dined downstairs in the hotel dining room. It would have been pleasant enough had not the Whartons congratulated Jon several times on his engagement and confided in Jess how pleased they were that she and Jon were obliging Lord Viscral in the dearest wish of his heart. Even her involuntary, pleading glance at Jon delighted them into arch comments, until she thought seriously about picking a quarrel with Jon there and then simply to end the charade.

Fortunately, the company broke up early, since Bella was tired and Lord Viscral and the Whartons did not keep late hours. As Jon returned with them to their rooms to fetch his hat and coat, he held Jess back so that they fell behind on the staircase.

“Is something wrong?” he murmured.

“I suppose I’m discovering rather too late that I dislike lying.”

“That will sort itself out,” he assured her, though on what basis he did not elaborate. “Is there nothing else? You seem almost…subdued.”

She hesitated, then took a deep breath. “I went with Mrs. Grant to the King’s Head today. Claud is staying there.”

He glanced at her, his face unreadable. “Did you see him?”

She nodded. “Yes. With that same dancer who practically sat in your lap the night we met.”

“Ah.” He did not look surprised. He gazed upward, perhaps gauging how far ahead Lord Viscral and Crabby were, to be sure they would not be overheard. To her surprise, he said, “Do you mind?”

She blinked. “He’s engaged to Mary!”

“He has feet of clay. Most of us do.”

She stared at him. “You knew. You already knew.”

He shrugged.

“Why didn’t you tell me?” she demanded.

“I believe it’s not a proper discussion.”

“Since when did you care about such things?”

He was silent for so long she thought he wouldn’t answer. In the end, they had reached the top of the stairs and were about to enter the rooms before he said abruptly, “I did not want you hurt anymore.”

Her eyes widened. In silence, she went inside, watched him collect his hat and coat, and take casual leave of his father and Crabby before he came back to her. Impulsively, she gave him her hand, more to halt his speedy exit that anything else.

“Would you do that?” she asked intensely. “Did you do such a thing to Izlan?”

He stared down into her eyes. A faint quirk curved his lips. “No. But then, I’ve always had difficulty separating such matters. For me, my wife would have to be my lover. My only lover, as I would have to be hers.”

Her body thrilled into awareness as she couldn’t help wondering what it would be like to have Jon Tallon as one’s lover. One’s only lover, as he would be hers… It felt wicked, and yet at the same time, something eased within her, a massive relief that could have no real reason.

He bent and kissed her hand and then vanished through the doorway, closing it behind him.

Ignoring the speculative glances of both Crabby and his lordship, she went into her bedchamber. Her fingers tingled where he had kissed them, and as she sank onto the bed, she held them to her cheek and let the strange, pleasurable ache rise up through her bones.


Chapter Ten


After the usual trip to take the waters the following morning, Jess left her guardian to rest while she and Crabby sallied forth to the art gallery where, many people informed them, there were beautiful paintings and sculptures to be found. Having extracted a small amount of money from Lord Viscral for the purpose, Jess hoped to be able to buy a gift for Jon. Not a wedding gift, as Crabby seemed to think, but a parting gift that she hoped would please him as well as ease her own heart.

And there were indeed a wide variety of paintings in the gallery–of wildly differing quality, too, as Crabby pointed out.

“This,” she said suddenly, staring at a small painting of Braithwaite Castle glowering over the sea at dusk. The light was amazingly well achieved and the overall impression of age and power of both the stone and the sea was fascinating.

“That is beautiful,” Jess agreed. “I do believe he would love this. And it is quite small, so perhaps I can afford it.”

“Small,” said a voice behind her. “But the name is rather large.”

Jess turned to see de Rizzo, the young violinist, gazing over her shoulder. “Good morning! What name is that?”

“Tamar. He’s become quite the rage in London, I hear. Married to one of the castle daughters.”

A painter and an earl’s daughter did not sound very likely to Jess, but Crabby didn’t bat an eyelid. She nodded. “The Marquis of Tamar,” she explained to Jess. “Had an… unusual life, and took to painting to pay his creditors. Worked out rather well for him. But I doubt we can afford him.”

“Better prices in Blackhaven than in London,” de Rizzo said cheerfully. “In fact, if you don’t buy it, I will, just as soon as the theatre pays me.”

“You’re playing at the theatre?” Jess said.

“At the end of the week. They had an hour free, and Mrs. P. persuaded them I would fit perfectly.”

“Then we must come and hear you,” Jess said enthusiastically.

“Jess?” exclaimed a woman’s voice from further along the wall. “Jessica Fordyce, that is you, is it not?”

Jess’s searching gaze finally landed on a young lady of around her own age, with raven curls and a very fetching pink bonnet of exactly the same shade as the front of her redingote. At first, despite the surge of familiarity, Jess could not place her. She smiled, desperately searching, and found the answer just as the young lady held out both her hands, laughing.

“Jess, it is I. Mary! Do you really not know me?”

“Of course I do!” Jess said, taking her hands. “Forgive me, my head is full of paintings and ridiculously slow! How are you? And what on earth are you doing in Blackhaven?”

“I am very well as you see!” She looked Jess up and down. “You also look well! My mother and I arrived only last night. We hope to surprise Claud, who is here already.”

Oh, I think he will be surprised! Fortunately, Jess managed not to speak the words aloud.

“But have you met him already?” Mary asked, with just a shade of anxiety. She searched Jess’s face. “I have something particular to tell you about—”

“Oh, if you mean your engagement to Claud, he told me already,” Jess said dismissively. “And, of course, I wish you both every happiness!”

Mary lowered her voice. “You are not hurt or angry?”

It was the oddest thing, but Jess almost imagined Mary was disappointed. She kept her smile in place. “Of course I am not! If you’re thinking of our childish imaginings all those years ago, I believe we have both grown up and realized a long time ago that we would not suit.”

“In fact,” Crabby interjected. “Miss Fordyce is also engaged. To Lord Viscral’s son, Captain Tallon.”

Mary blinked at this interruption, looking the unimpressive figure of the governess up and down.

“How rude of me!” Jess said hastily. “Allow me to present Miss Francis. Mary, this is Miss Crabtree who kindly chaperones me.”

For some reason, she was reluctant to use the terms governess or companion. She had the feeling Mary would then show poor Crabby no respect. Eccentricity, after all, was only acceptable in the very well born and the very wealthy. And she remembered again that she had never really cared for Mary when they were children.

“How do you do,” Mary said doubtfully.

Miss Crabtree nodded, her eyes darting to Jess.

“Is your mother here?” Jess asked, to change the subject.

Mary laughed. “Why, of course she is. Mama!” The proud figure of Mrs. Francis turned from her deep contemplation of a large painting, and came toward them at once. “Look, I have found Jess, whom you must remember.”

“Why of course! How are you, Jess? And Lord Viscral?”

“We are both well, I thank you. Though his lordship is trying a course of the waters. This is Miss Crabtree. Are you staying at the hotel?”

“Indeed, there seemed to be nowhere else, unless one takes a whole house, which seemed too much for just Mary, George, and me.”

“We are at the hotel, too. I hope you find it comfortable. Come to our rooms for tea,” she added recklessly. “We have to go now, or his lordship will scold. Goodbye!”

She tried hard not to rush as she all but dragged Crabby out of the gallery.

“What on earth…?” Crabby began. “Jess, slow down for the Lord’s sake! Or at least for mine.”

“Can’t,” Jess said grimly. She had to get word hastily to Claud that his betrothed was in town. Otherwise, Mary was very likely to surprise him at the inn or anywhere else in town with Antonia Bliss on his arm. Or his lap.

On returning to their rooms, she seized paper and ink and sat down at the escritoire to scribble a note.

My dear Claude,

The devil is in it, now, for Mary is in Blackhaven. PLEASE be sensible.

Yours,

Jess.

She folded the paper and sealed it before directing it to Claud at the King’s Head Inn.

“Where are you off to?” his lordship demanded as she jumped up and all but ran across the sitting room.

“Only down to the desk to ask them to have this note sent round to the King’s Head.”

Lord Viscral scowled. “Note to whom?”

“Just Claud Darcy.”

“And do you think my son will approve of your writing to other men? For I don’t!”

“It’s not other men,” she protested. “It’s only Claud, whom I’ve known forever. He is almost like my brother.”

His lordship snorted.

“Truly, Jon will not mind in the slightest,” Jess said desperately. “He understands how it is.”

Lord Viscral peered at her. “There’s something havey-cavey going on with you. Don’t think I don’t know the signs.”

“Havey-cavey!” she repeated indignantly. “I have always been perfectly open with you!” Apart from pretending to be engaged to your son… And planning to be a milliner, but perhaps that doesn’t count since I’ve never done anything about it? Oh dear…

“Ha! You’re up to tricks.”

“No, really, I’m not.” She took a deep breath. “It’s only that I have just met Claud’s betrothed. She is staying at the hotel and thinks to surprise him. It is not always a good thing to surprise Claud. I feel he would behave better, and they would both be happier if he was expecting to be surprised.”

“We did meet her,” Crabby confirmed in her gruff way. “In the art gallery. Very proud and proper, both the young lady and her mother.”

“Bah.” Lord Viscral waved one hand in the air, signifying dismissal as he stalked into his own chamber. “Very well, then, but just ring for the boy. There’s no need to run all over the hotel like a hoyden.”

Jess waited until his door closed, then turned to Crabby, a finger to her lips before slipping out of the room and hurrying down to the foyer.

Here she was kept waiting by another very demanding guest. But, at last, she laid the letter on the desk. “Please have this sent around to the King’s Head immediately.”

“Of course, ma’am.”

With a quick smile of thanks, relieved she had done all duty required of her, Jess spun around and came face to face with Mary and her mother. Mary’s gaze lifted from the letter to Jess’s face.

As Mrs. Francis began to speak to the clerk, Jess stepped away, her smile still fixed.

Mary stepped with her. “Why are you writing to Claud?”

“Why wouldn’t I write to Claude?” Jess said lightly. “I have been doing so for as long as I can remember. I’ll see you for tea later on.” And she hurried quickly upstairs, wishing now she’d followed her guardian’s advice and rung for the boy. If she had, Mary would never have seen the letter and never have looked at her with such suspicion.
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Jon had told himself that it would be better for everyone, including his father and Jess, if they didn’t see him again before the assembly room ball. He didn’t want their dependency, emotional or otherwise, and in truth, he, too, was in danger of becoming just a little too comfortable around his family. Around Jess.

It was only another day to wait for the ball. And yet, he found himself striding into the hotel in time for tea. Savagely, he hoped everyone was out, taking tea with new friends and acquaintances. Then he could ride back to Whalen as he should have as soon as he’d received the reports of his new employees.

At first, he thought his wish had come true, for when Holmes opened the door, the sitting room was empty. He didn’t like the wave of disappointment that surged over him. He didn’t like it at all.

“Nobody here, Holmes?” he asked cheerfully.

“Oh, yes, sir. We are expecting guests for tea, friends of Miss Jess, I believe. His lordship will be out directly.”

He tried to pretend he didn’t really care as he shrugged into the room and paced up to the window, gazing down on the street below without really seeing it. Turning away abruptly, he knocked against the escritoire and some papers fell to the floor. He picked them up, laying them back down when a few heavily underscored words caught his attention. Misery, flood, urgent, ruin…

He frowned. “Holmes, what is this?” he asked, holding up the letter.

“It came this morning, sir. From the one-time steward at Viscral.”

“Old Matthews?”

“No, sir. Young Matthews, his son.”

“You said one-time,” Jon pointed out.

“Yes, I did, sir. It is young Mr. Matthews belief that the estate has been neglected and needs a lot of improvement, to prevent the ruin of not only his lordship’s tenants but his lordship himself.”

Startled, Jon walked toward him. “Is that your belief?”

“It is not my place to say, sir.”

“It is if I ask you,” Jon retorted.

Holmes bowed. Clearly, this was all the permission he needed. “Then yes, sir, I believe young Matthews to be largely correct, but his lordship is reluctant to give credence to anyone so youthful, especially when it is liable to cost him money.”

Jon scowled. “What the devil is he saving it for?”

“You, sir,” Holmes said mildly.

Jon met his gaze and realized after several moments that he was holding his breath. He let it out in a rush. “Ridiculous,” he muttered. “Is he planning to reply to this?”

“No, sir. He says the estate is no longer Matthews’s business. And, of course, he’s right. But no one else is brave enough to tell him the truth of what this latest flood across the lower fields means for everyone.”

Jon closed his eyes. This was exactly what he didn’t need—a wave of memories, of visions of people he grew up among, decent, good, hard-working people, many of them with very little. It wouldn’t take much to sweep away that very little and leave them with nothing. Because his father was a stubborn, penny-pinching fool. Because he was equally stubborn. Because he’d walked away and wouldn’t go back.

He opened his eyes, then strode back to the desk. He snatched up the letter, stuffing it into his pocket. “I’ll deal with it.”

Holmes smiled, one of his rare, rather beautiful smiles. “I hoped you would, sir. You will also have to deal with his lordship.”

“I know.”

One of the bedchamber doors opened, and Jess tripped out, looking so fresh and beautiful that his breath caught.

“I thought I heard your voice,” she said with a quick smile. “What a pleasant surprise. I didn’t think you planned to call today.”

“I didn’t. But I hear you have other guests for tea, so I can easily clear off.”

“Oh, no, please don’t,” she said at once. “You’ll never guess who these guests are. Mrs. Francis and Mary.”

Clearly, she expected a reaction. “Er…who?”

“Mary! Claud’s betrothed!”

“Ah.”

“Ah, indeed,” she said fervently. “I tried to warn Claud, but Mary saw I was writing to him and now seems to think I might be her rival!”

“Do you know, the more I hear about that pair, the more convinced I am that they should have nothing whatever to do with each other?”

“Mary has done nothing wrong,” Jess pointed out.

“No, but I doubt jealousy and suspicion are a great beginning to any relationship.”

“But that was my fault.”

“Damn it, Jess, you’re not responsible for their folly!”

“And that, only too clearly, is your entre philosophy of life!”

He blinked at this sudden attack, and she immediately flushed. “I’m sorry. I had no business to think, let alone say, such a thing. You have been kindness itself to me and—”

“No, I haven’t,” he all but exploded. He seized her by the shoulders, which were soft and yielding under his fingers, and yet frail, almost like a little bird’s. She didn’t look frightened. He didn’t want to think about how she looked, or he’d back her straight through the door to her bedchamber. “Damn it all, Jess—”

A knock at the passage door forced him to release her and step back as Holmes went to answer it. She walked away from him at once, leaving him oddly bereft.

Miss Crabtree, stoically doing her duty in social situations which she hated, bolted out of the bedchamber and greeted him with gruff cheerfulness, just as Holmes admitted two ladies—clearly Mrs. and Miss Francis—and a very young gentleman who was introduced as Mary’s brother.

“Let’s put on our best smiles, Miss Crabby, and do our worst,” Jon murmured, offering her his arm.

She giggled before hastily covering the girlish sound with a severe cough as she laid her hand on his sleeve with ironic courtliness. Jon rather liked Crabby. He couldn’t help wondering what would happen to her when Jess finally married. She would have to find a new position, no doubt, unless she had saved enough to retire—which was unlikely, given his father’s skinflint propensities.

His lordship emerged from his chamber, going at once to greet the newcomers, who were almost gushingly respectful. Jess, who had stepped slightly back, watched with a faint, wry smile on her lips.

“Ah, here is my son, Jonathan Tallon. Mrs. Francis, Miss Francis, and Mr. George Francis, old friends of Jess’s from Yorkshire.”

“How do you do?” Jon said politely.

Each of them offered their hands—he was, after all, his father’s heir and would be Lord Viscral one day. Miss Francis’s eyes widened as she gazed at him. Young Mr. Francis couldn’t take his eyes off Jess, and as they sat down, parked himself so close to her on the sofa, that Jon itched to yank him up by the cravat. Jess treated him with the same friendliness she accorded everyone, even Hector. She laughed at his jokes, and in all, treated him like an amusing little brother.

Which, Jon realized with self-deprecating amusement, was the source of his unusual jealousy. Even George Francis had a shared history with her from which Jon was forever excluded. He didn’t just want to know her now. He wanted to know her then. And he was in danger of becoming ridiculous.

He was actually relieved when Claud Darcy arrived, looking slightly breathless as though he’d run all the way from the inn as soon as he’d read Jess’s warning note. Not that he let on that was why he had come.

As soon as he entered the room, he allowed himself to catch sight of his betrothed and rush at her with great joy. “Mary, how wonderful! What on earth brings you to Blackhaven?”

“Why, you do, of course,” Mary laughed.

Having kissed her hand and her cheek, Claud turned to his future mother-in-law, bravely kissing her cheek, too, and even gave young George a casual handshake before he bowed to the rest of the company.

“Your servant. Jess,” he said, fervently. “My lord. Captain. Ma’am.”

“Captain?” Mrs. Francis pounced. “Are you one of Wellington’s officers, sir?”

“No, ma’am,” Jon replied. “I’m one of Lamont’s—who is better known to you, no doubt, as Captain Alban.”

His father glared at him. Even after admitting Alban to his table and treating him like a gentleman, he didn’t want Jon’s association with him bandied around the world.

“Truly?” Mary exclaimed. “Why, how fascinating! Were you with him when he took on those French frigates?”

“Yes, I was his lieutenant on The Albatross at the time.”

They all exclaimed in wonder. “And now?” Mary asked.

“Now I am captain of The Albatross.”

“How exciting,” Mary breathed.

Jon regarded her with a trace of contemptuous amusement, for he was fairly sure she imagined she was paying Jess back with her attentions. Trying to ensnare him enough to make her old friend jealous. Jon despised such games, and yet neither he nor Jess were innocent in their own pretense. It really was time to end that.

“Not always,” Jon said. “I am currently looking forward to several weeks of boredom en route to South America. But it has its compensations.”

“I suppose the peace makes it less exciting,” Jess observed.

“I suppose it does,” he admitted. “But I like being at sea.”

Only all the time that he was, life would go on here without him. His father would mismanage his estates, depriving them of the resources they needed, to the detriment of the land and the people and his own long-term fortune. Jess would, hopefully, marry someone else who would be a good husband to her. Or someone hopelessly unsuitable who would make her miserable. He would not be there to see, to judge, to help.

Damn. He’d always known it was a stupid idea to get involved with his family again. And yet, there were those odd moments of communication with his father that he would never undo if he could, an instant of shared humor, of memory, or just enjoyment of the old gentleman’s irascible company. He might wish it wasn’t so, but in the end, blood was thicker than water. Damnation again.

“You are just in time for the assembly room ball,” Claud told his betrothed. “Providing we can still obtain vouchers. It seems to be a big event in Blackhaven!”

“It sounds delightful,” Mary said graciously. “Have you been to such events before, Captain Tallon?”

Jon shook his head. “No, I’ve never been ashore at the right time before.”

“But you will come, Jess?” Mary said. “Mama can chaperone you, too.”

“Thank you, but Mrs. Grant, the vicar’s wife, has invited us to go with her.”

“Oh, dear,” said Mrs. Francis, and Jon wanted to laugh. “I suppose you cannot break your word.”

“The Grants are charming people,” Jess assured them.

For an instant, she let her gaze flicker to Jon. Wicked humor gleamed in her eyes, greeting his before she turned hastily back to her guests who had, after all, no way of knowing that in Blackhaven, or anywhere else, the vicar’s wife outshone most in just about every way imaginable.


Chapter Eleven


After a spell of mostly fair weather, the heavens opened on the day of the ball. In between short bursts of deluge, it drizzled constantly. Since Crabby had gratefully given up her chaperonage duties for the evening, the plan was for Jon to escort Jess to the vicarage for a light dinner and then they would make their way to the assembly rooms. Originally, Kate had suggested walking, but a note came from her during the day to say they would most definitely take her carriage and offering its services to pick up Jess and Jon for dinner.

Jess hastily wrote back, saying it would be simpler for them to take a hired carriage to the vicarage, since these were always numerous in front of the hotel.

Crabby helped her dress as best she could, but beyond lacing her up and brushing out her hair, she was not a useful lady’s maid. She stood back and gave her opinion as Jess pinned up her own hair in various ways. Eventually, they agreed on a style that scooped it high in a roll at the back of her head and then trailed down her nape. Several loose tendrils framed her face.

“Beautiful,” Crabby pronounced. “Soft and feminine, and gives an impression of artful carelessness.”

“Instead of incompetent carelessness,” Jess said with a wry laugh. “Oh, well!”

“Jewelry,” Crabby said.

“I have my mother’s pearls,” Jess offered with some doubt, for she had the feeling the pearls would look somewhat insipid with the shimmering silk, which was really of the most gorgeous and unique shade of dusky pink.

Crabby helped her fasten the pearls. At least they made her feel less bare.

“It will have to do,” Jess said cheerfully, standing up. “Come, let us show his lordship! Will he scold or merely sniff?”

“Sniff,” Crabby said, opening the bedchamber door.

Jess was not quite prepared to see Jon there, for she hadn’t heard anyone arrive. Her heart gave that funny little skip she would never get used to, and she remembered that all of this—the gown and the reason to wear it—were all because of him.

Crabby, who seemed to enjoy throwing them together alone for short periods, said, “You go on, Jess. I’ll just tidy up here and join you in a moment.”

There was nothing for it but to advance alone to meet him. A quick glance showed her that neither his lordship nor Holmes were about, only Jon, overwhelmingly handsome in his black pantaloons and evening coat. His cravat was simply but neatly tied, his waistcoat a plain, white silk. And his face, as too often, was deliberately unreadable.

“Do you like the gown?” she asked nervously. “I hope you think it was worth the money.”

“I like it very much. But you should know it’s no longer my gift. My father insisted on recompensing me.”

Her eyes widened. “Why?”

“I believe he was shamed into it. Good thing, too. I believe he thought that if you never went anywhere and never met anyone, you would never leave him.” He gave a quick, painful smile. “As I did.”

“And now he believes his strategy is working. Oh, Jon, we need to tell him.”

“Not tonight,” Jon interrupted. “Tonight is for dancing and other amusements.” He came toward her, lifting a parcel from the table as he came. “Since my last gift was appropriated, I’ve brought you another. For your first ball.”

“Oh, Jon, you shouldn’t buy me—”

“Very likely not. Open it. If you don’t like them, I’ll send them back.”

Intrigued in spite of herself, she unwrapped the parcel and found a jeweler’s case inside. “Oh, Jon,” she breathed and opened it.

Her breath caught in wonder. Lying on a creamy velvet bed was a necklace and matching earrings of rubies set in gold. The stones were not large, but dainty, like finely sculpted teardrops glinting and winking in the candlelight. In awe, she lifted the delicate necklace, letting the gently swinging rubies catch the light.

“Let me,” he said, and turned her with both hands on her shoulders.

She was far too aware of his fingertips brushing her flushed skin as he unfastened the pearls. Then he urged her gently forward to face the mirror that filled one panel in the wall. Handing her the pearls, he took the rubies from her and placed them around her throat, settling the exquisite drops against the skin above her breasts.

She could barely breathe. The stones lay cool on her skin, and yet his fingers burned wherever they touched. At last, his hand settled at her nape and they both gazed into the glass.

Bemused, Jess blurted, “Why, they make me look beautiful.”

“That isn’t the jewels,” he said impatiently. “You have always been beautiful. But I believe they do compliment the gown.”

They did, bringing out the rosier shades in the shimmering silk and blending the whole with her complexion. She swallowed. He’d said she was beautiful, that she had always been. She didn’t quite believe it, but she liked to hear it. And at that precise moment, she felt…good.

“Can you manage the earrings?” he asked.

They were light, clipping onto her lobes firmly without pinching. Now she looked regal.

“Oh, my,” she said faintly. For an instant, their eyes met in the glass again. Then she twisted her head to look up at him directly. “Thank you.”

She had forgotten his hand resting on her nape, his thumb absently caressing. But he was aware of it. His eyes, dark and turbulent, told her so, flickering downward to her lips. Flame licked through her, sweet and heady. She had never wanted anything so much as to feel his mouth on hers in that moment.

She swallowed. “You have to stop kissing me.”

“I haven’t started yet.”

In spite of everything, laughter caught in her throat. And then Lord Viscral’s bedchamber door flew open, and her uncle marched out.

“Good God,” he exclaimed, coming to a full stop to stare at her. Slowly, Jon’s hand fell away, and she turned to face his father. “Very well,” he said. “You look very well.” And then he sniffed.

Crabby was right. Jess laughed, just a little shakily. “Shall we go?” she asked.

Somehow, she could not be still. She both feared and yearned to be alone with him in a closed carriage, even the short distance to the vicarage. She could not control what was happening to her and, God help her, she soaked up his slightest admiration like nectar.

Crabby came out of the bedchamber with her evening cloak. “Exactly what it needed,” she exclaimed at the sight of the new rubies.

Smiling, Jess handed her the pearls, but in a moment of inspiration, Crabby stood on tiptoe and threaded them through her hair. “Since you don’t have a proper headdress,” she said.

“Well done, Miss Crabby!” Jon approved. “That looks rather lovely.”

By some chance it did, and Jess felt like a queen as Jon conducted her downstairs to the front of the hotel.

The rain was pouring down by the bucket load, so, of course, everyone wanted a hackney. “Just one moment, sir, ma’am,” the doorman said, peering into the darkness.

Inevitably, two appeared at once, one actually overtaking the other to bump to a sudden halt in front of the door. With his massive umbrella, the doorman conducted them the two or three paces to the coach and let down the steps. Holding her beautiful new skirts as high as she dared, Jess hurried inside. Jon jumped in beside her, and the carriage bolted into motion almost before the steps were up and the door closed.

“Everyone’s in a hurry when it rains,” Jess said, amused.

Because it was easier than looking at him when every inch of her was tingling with awareness of the large, long-legged person beside her, she gazed out of the other window. She caught a glimpse of a familiar figure as they sped past. The lame man, and for the first time, he seemed to look right at her, his expression agitated, almost frightened.

“That’s him again!” she exclaimed ungrammatically as they rattled along the high street. “The man with the injured leg who followed you and was at the inn that day.”

“Blackhaven is hardly large. You see the same people all the time.”

“True,” she said, holding on to the seat as the carriage bounced over the road.

With an exclamation of annoyance, Jon reached out to steady her. At the same time, he peered out of the window. “But this is not the way to the vicarage,” he said grimly and knocked peremptorily on the carriage roof.

Getting no response, he steadied himself against the wild reeling of the coach and opened the window nearest him, leaning out into the rain to yell instructions to the driver. Then he broke off abruptly and ducked back inside. The road sped by so fast, Jess could barely see it. Alarm surged, even before Jon tugged off his coat and dropped it on the seat between them.

“Close the door after me and pray,” he said.

“Close the…Jon, what on earth is going on?”

“We no longer have a driver,” he said and opened the door. Cold air and rain blasted inside.

“You can’t!” she cried, suddenly realizing what he intended to do. “You’ll slide off and be killed at this speed!”

“We both might if we do nothing. Close the door.” With that, he reached up, swinging himself up as the coach lurched and swayed over bumps in the road.

Her heart in her mouth, Jess could only obey, racking her brains in vain for any way to help him. Reaching under the seat, she found a blanket that might help if he made it back inside alive.

With awful anxiety, she listened to the bumps on the roof, knowing at least that he hadn’t fallen off. A tree branch thumped off the window, making her jump. One of the outside lanterns vanished. And then, miraculously, the coach began to slow.

It pulled up altogether at the side of the road. Jess wrenched open the door. “Jon? Jon, are you hurt?”

“Not in the slightest,” said his cheerful voice in the darkness. “I’m about to turn the horses and drive them back into town.”

She snatched up the blanket, thrusting it in the direction of his voice. “Here!”

“Just what I need.” He sounded pleased. “Won’t be long.”

It was a longer, much more sedate journey back into the center of Blackhaven, for he drove the horses at a mere trot for most of the way.

At last, they rolled up at the vicarage, and a servant ran out with an umbrella.

“No need,” Jon called cheerfully. “The rain’s almost off now.”

Only by comparison with the previous deluge, Jess thought indignantly, though as she disembarked, she realized he was right. She walked up the path to the house, carrying her reticule and Jon’s coat and peering over her shoulder at the blanket-shrouded figure behind her.

As soon as they were inside, he hauled the blanket off, handing it to the servant. Jess ran to him, clutching his upper arms and peering into his face in search of pain or damage. Even then, she was aware of the thick muscle, taut beneath her hands. He was shivering.

“Jon,” she said helplessly, rubbing his arms. “You need to be warm…”

“What’s happened?” the vicar demanded, rushing toward them from the room on the right, Kate on his heels.

“Runaway coach,” Jon said. Gently, he took Jess’s hands and moved her aside. “Largely because the driver had managed to jump off. Got a bit wet, I’m afraid. And I suspect I’ve left a stolen hackney outside your gate. One of the horses might be injured.”

“The servants will see to the horses and fetch the Watch,” Mr. Grant promised.

Jon frowned. “Maybe we could exclude the Watch for now? I’ll find out later who the hackney belongs to.” He shivered.

“Come up,” the vicar said at once. “You shall have one of my shirts and whatever else you need. Kate, some brandy, perhaps?”

“Of course,” Kate said.

Jess held out Jon’s dry coat to the vicar, who blinked at it.

It was Jon who laughed. “You are wonderful,” he said, still grinning as he followed his coat and Mr. Grant upstairs.

By the time Jess had finished apologizing for their lateness and explaining to Kate what had happened, Jon and the vicar returned. Jess’s anxious gaze could find no trace on him of their recent adventure, apart from his slightly damp hair. He must have been wearing a fresh shirt, cravat, waistcoat, and pantaloons, but she could not tell. Mr. Grant, fortunately was similar in build.

“I blame myself,” Kate said. “Every time I befriend someone, they almost die!”

“Yes, but if you didn’t befriend them, perhaps they would die,” Jon said with a grin. “I hope we haven’t spoiled your dinner.”

“Not at all,” Kate said at once. “Let’s go through and eat. I have to say, Jess, you look quite stunning this evening. You will be quite the belle of the ball.”

It felt almost unreal after the frightening events of their journey, to be sitting down to an amusing dinner as though nothing had happened. Then, they stepped into another carriage—this time driven by the Grants’ own coachman, for Jess checked twice—and were driven to the assembly rooms.

I hope my first ball is not quite so exciting as the journey…
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At first, she found the noise and the sheer number of people overwhelming, more so than the theatre for some reason. It was like a dazzling, chaotic sea of strangers, all shouting and laughing over the surprisingly loud music emanating from the small orchestra in the gallery. For the first five minutes, Jess wanted to cling to Jon’s arm or even hide behind Kate’s skirts. Since such behavior would have been entirely unacceptable, she plastered a smile on her face and waited for the panic to subside.

Once they were seated together at a table, she grew more comfortable.

“Look,” Jon murmured, nodding toward the dance floor in the middle of the room. “Your Claud and Mary are dancing together. Clearly, they are still friends.”

“Well, that is something,” she replied, relieved as she picked them out in the nearest set. “I hope they reach a better understanding.”

She felt his gaze on her face as she watched them come together in the dance.

“You really do, don’t you?” he said curiously. “And yet this engagement hurt you when you first heard of it.”

“I suppose it did,” she admitted, “but only because my head was living in the past where Claud was concerned. We would not have suited at all. Between you and me, I’m quite relieved at my escape! Probably, I shouldn’t ever be married. I expect too much and would greatly resent being ruled by a man who could not rule himself.”

“I hope you do not include your betrothed in this category.”

She laughed, turning to face him to share the joke. But although his lips curved into a faint smile, it did not reach his eyes. Her own smile faded and died. “You are right,” she whispered. “We have to end this. I’m sorry, so very sorry, to have dragged you into it.”

His hand covered hers on her lap. “Don’t be. It’s been a great deal of fun and given me a much-needed kick besides. But you’re right. We do have to end the charade.” His lips quirked, and this time, his eyes did smile, too. “Just not tonight.”

Ignoring the strange pain twisting through her, she said lightly, “Why not tonight?”

“Because we might as well enjoy the privileges of the betrothed, and make the most of our evening without the inevitable recriminations.”

The pain intensified, but she made the effort. “Are you sure you would not like to quarrel in public?”

“Quite sure. Now, would you care to dance? I believe it is to be a waltz.” He paused as though a thought had just struck him. “You can dance, can’t you?”

“Oh, yes. Crabby taught me.” She frowned. “Though I suppose I don’t know how accurately. She is a little vague on the social graces.”

A breath of laughter escaped him, encouraging her to smile back. She would enjoy the evening.

As the country dance neared its end, Jess was astonished and flattered to be besieged by young men asking her to waltz. Among them was George Francis and a couple of charming officers from the local regiment whom she’d met before. To all of them, Jon held firm his claim with lazy humor, and when the waltz struck up, he seemed to cut a swathe through her admirers to the dance floor.

Something made Jess glance to the right as they went. Mary sat beside her mother, watching her. Claude stood resolutely by her side. None of them looked particularly happy.

“After the waltz,” Jess said, “we should talk to Mary.”

“Why?” Jon asked, taking her in his arms. “Her observation resembles a glare, and you have done nothing whatever to earn her ire.”

Overwhelmed by his nearness, by the steely arm at her waist, she took a moment to answer. “No, but she doesn’t realize that. She only knows I wrote to him. And she must remember how close he and I were before I moved away.”

“Exactly. And she still engaged herself to him without a word to you. Some might call you the injured party.”

She blinked. “I don’t feel injured.”

“And that, my sweet,” he said, swaying her backward as the dance began, “is the difference between you. Mary will always be injured.”

She thought about it for a little, distracting herself from the novel, pleasurable sensations of dancing in his embrace—which was nothing at all like waltzing with Crabby.

“Actually, she was like that as a child, too,” Jess recalled. “She was always going home in a miff for no reason that I could ever see. Even the day I fell out of the tree, it was she who had to be carried home. From the shock.”

He laughed. “Did you mind?”

“I don’t think I was very interested. Neither was Claud. But looking back, she didn’t speak to either of us for a week. We didn’t notice that either at the time.”

“Well, from the look of Claud, he notices now,” Jon said wryly.

“I suppose it serves him right for his affaire with that—” She broke off, casting him a quick, apologetic look.

“Antonia?” he suggested.

“Sorry.”

“For what?”

“Speaking of her like that to you.”

His eyes narrowed very slightly. “You may say anything you like to me.”

“Yes, but I don’t wish to insult your…friends.”

He held her gaze. “Is this based on her presence the night we met? Or has Claude been speaking out of turn?”

“Both,” Jess admitted, “though, of course, it’s none of my business!”

His smile was lopsided. “The business is largely Antonia’s. If you care, our liaison was brief during one shore leave last year, and it was over before I even went back to sea.”

“Why?” she asked curiously.

His lips twitched.

“I’m not supposed to ask that, am I?” she said with an apologetic smile.

“No, but I’ll answer you anyway. I was not looking for emotion in our arrangement, but Antonia’s complete lack of it repelled me.”

“She only wanted your money?” Jess said, shocked.

“Apparently we both prefer if I simply give it to her.”

“As you did in the gaming club? But why would you do so at all?”

“I don’t know. There was always a desperation about her, a neediness I’ve only just begun to understand. But if she has a heart, it was given long ago.”

“To another man?”

“Or to duty. I don’t really know.”

“She likes you, though. She spoke of you to Claud.”

“Did she? You know, I don’t really want to be holding you in my arms and talking of other women? Your Crabby taught you well. You waltz delightfully.”

She flushed with pleasure. “So do you. Where did you learn?”

“To waltz? In Italy, I think. Though this version is somewhat staider.”

“I would love to go to Italy,” she said wistfully.

“I’ll take you,” he offered at once.

Her smile of pleasure died quickly. “No, you won’t.”

His arm tightened. His dancing eyes coaxed a response. “Yes, I will. Tonight, anything is possible.”

There had already been much that evening that seemed unreal. It seemed quite natural to knowingly make believe that she would truly marry him and travel with him to Italy among many other places. That she would see the wonders and treasures of the world in his intoxicating company. The pretense—even knowing it was pretense—gave her delicious little tingles of pleasure that would eventually turn to pain. But she chose to live in the moment, in the warmth and laughter of his eyes, in the thrill of his embrace and the heady, rhythmic excitement of the dance.

Even when it ended, the echo stayed with her, wrapped around her like a gossamer shawl as she took his arm and walked with him toward Mary and Mrs. Francis.

Being a stickler for propriety, Mrs. Francis did not make conversation with people to whom she had not been introduced. And having just arrived in town, she really knew nobody present except Claude, Jess, and Jon. As a result, the pair sat in a bubble of isolation while conversations and introductions and promises to dance went on all around them. Even Claud had vanished, though whether to round up some friends or to seek relief from Mary’s disapproval, wasn’t clear.

“Please ask Mary to dance,” Jess breathed.

“I’d rather dance with you.”

She couldn’t deny she liked to hear it, whether or not it was true. “You’ve already danced with me,” she scolded. “Poor Mary doesn’t know anyone.”

That much was clear almost as soon as they joined her when she said baldly to Jess. “I thought you were coming with the vicar’s wife.”

Jess followed her gaze to where Kate was walking onto the dance floor with a dashing army officer. “Mrs. Grant, yes.”

“Truly?” Mrs. Francis said, torn between startlement and disapproval. “Well! She’s very fashionable for a vicar’s wife. And a little flirtatious, to be frank. I wonder the vicar allows it.”

“I expect he dotes on her,” Mary said with a faint air of disparagement.

“I’d be surprised if he didn’t,” Jon said mildly. “Mrs. Francis, may I ask your daughter to dance?”

Permission was given with some surprise that turned quickly into gratification. Jon, after all, was the heir to a viscount.

“You don’t mind, do you, Jess?” Mary asked.

Jess laughed. “Why, of course not. It’s a ball. Everyone must dance.”

In fact, despite invitations, she sat the dance out to keep Mrs. Francis company, even introducing her to the gentlemen who sought her out, and to a few other female acquaintances who paused to greet Jess.

Civilly, Jess asked Mrs. Francis about the village and surrounding area she had once thought of as home. But although Mrs. Francis answered readily enough, her attention was clearly distracted. Jess frequently followed her gaze to the dance floor, where Mary and Jon danced.

It was a country dance, so they were frequently separated. Secretly, Jess loved to watch him. She liked the way his long, lean body moved, easy and graceful, and yet almost a prowl. He did not seem to be remotely bored. On the contrary, he smiled frequently and talked to his partner whenever they came together. An unworthy twinge of jealousy tried to surface, and that was before she glanced at Mary and received a nastier shock.

Mary was flirting. Being Mary, she was hardly outrageous about it. But she was smiling, coquetting with her eyelashes, and when she allowed her gaze to focus on Jon, she looked almost…adoring.

Is that how I look at him, too?

Appalled, she dragged her gaze back to Mrs. Francis, trying to follow the thread of the conversation neither of them really cared about. What on earth was Mary playing at? She hadn’t behaved so dancing with Claud. Was she punishing Claud for his friendship with Jess, by flirting with another man?

Another covert glance told her that Jon did not appear to mind. He seemed entertained in a tolerant kind of way.

Is that how he looks at me, too?

Her stomach tightened with distress. And yet, it shouldn’t really matter to her. Her engagement to Jon was not real. She had no cause, no right to feel this…jealousy.

But Mary didn’t know that. Mary was punishing Jess.

The realization hit her like a bucketful of cold water, shocking her that anyone, any adult, could behave so.

If that is not Mary all over! Jess thought furiously, remembering several childish slights barely noticed at the time, but forming now into an understanding she did not like at all.

George Francis plonked himself down beside Jess toward the end of the dance, but fortunately, Claud appeared soon afterward, all but muscling him out of the way to claim her attention.

“Good evening, Jess,” he said cheerfully. “How very lovely you are looking.” And almost immediately, he added below his breath, “Mary read your note saying the devil was in it that she had arrived in Blackhaven. Now I am in the basket. What on earth were you thinking of?”

She stared at him. “I? Saving you from your own folly. If you wish, I shall tell her exactly what I meant!”

Claud paled. “You wouldn’t!”

“No, probably not,” she said crossly, “but don’t tempt me. It’s not my fault she saw the letter. Besides, it’s better than the alternative, that she discovered you as I did.”

He shuddered. “You’re right, of course, but now she’s threatening to break off our engagement.”

Leaving her free to pursue a viscount’s heir…

It could be the perfect solution, she realized miserably, freeing her and Jon from their own false engagement. Providing Jon liked Mary, of course. He appeared to, but he didn’t really seem to want to marry again. He wanted to be free.

“I’m sure she’ll come around soon,” Jess said, trying to focus on Claud’s problems rather than hers. “Tell her you were planning a special gift for her—with my help—and she arrived before you had acquired it.”

He seemed struck by that. “What sort of a gift?”

“Oh, think of something for yourself, Claud,” she said. “I’ve told all the lies I mean to!”


Chapter Twelve


Now that Mrs. Francis had other company, Jess stood up, meaning to seek refuge with Kate before her own chaotic feelings overwhelmed her, but she hadn’t been paying attention, and the dance had already ended. Jon and Mary were coming directly toward her, and she refused to run away.

“What an interesting man the captain is,” Mary exclaimed. “You are so lucky, Jess.”

Jess forced a smile. She was becoming good at it. “Yes, I know.”

“Of course, you must know each other very well, being cousins,” Mary reflected.

“Distant cousins,” Jon said mildly.

“Of course! I only meant you must be so comfortable with each other. Like an old married couple already.” Mary smiled. “So much easier than the excitement of new love.”

“My daughter is a romantic,” Mrs. Francis said in disapproving tones.

Mary laughed and looked boldly into Jon’s eyes. “Oh, I am sure we are all romantics here.”

“I’m not,” said her brother, clearly revolted.

Jon was holding Mary’s gaze, a faint, enigmatic smile on his lips. “I suspect we all have different definitions,” he said at last. “For now, I have come to claim my betrothed for the supper dance.”

“Supper dance?” Jess repeated, startled. “Already?”

“Well, we were a little late arriving,” he pointed out. “With one thing and another.”

Somehow, they took their leave civilly and moved toward the dance floor.

“Let’s sit it out,” Jess said, “and take a turn around the room instead. I think it might be hard to talk privately in a country dance.”

“You want to talk privately?”

“Well, yes, it just struck me that Mary’s flirting with you is a perfect reason for me to throw you over.”

He blinked. “So that I can become engaged to Mary instead?”

“Well, no. I have a good deal of faith in your ability to avoid that if you wish to. Besides, I wouldn’t like you to step on Claud’s toes.”

“I’ll happily step on more than his toes. I tell you frankly, I have had more than my fill of that pair. If you ask me, they deserve each other.”

She was about to deny that Claud deserved anyone as mean as Mary when she remembered Antonia and his accusation that his quarrel with Mary was Jess’s fault. She closed her mouth and swallowed. “Perhaps you’re right.”

He picked up two glasses of champagne from the table they were passing, and gave her one. “Jess. We don’t need to give the world a reason for anything we do. It’s your business and mine, no one else’s.” He clinked his glass against hers. “To following your own path.”

After an instant, she laughed, stupidly revived simply by being in his company once more. “And yours,” she agreed cordially and sipped the bubbles. “I had forgotten I liked champagne.”

“I thought you didn’t.”

“I did by the time I finished it,” she confessed, and he grinned.

She was back in her sweet unreality and perfectly happy to stroll around on his arm, sipping champagne and talking of everything until it was time to go in to supper, and then they continued their discussion while they ate. Although some topics they touched were serious, and they didn’t always agree, laughter was never far away. Mr. and Mrs. Grant joined them in the supper room, but seemed happy enough to converse with each other and such of their friends as were nearby. Chaperonage was much lighter for a young, engaged lady.

Which was, she acknowledged, one of the things she would miss.
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For the first dance after supper, she was promised to one of the local officers, Captain Grantham. She took a moment to visit the ladies’ cloakroom and refresh herself first. Repositioning a loose pin to hold the threaded pearls in her hair, she glanced at herself in the mirror and paused.

Her cheeks were becomingly flushed, her eyes large and brilliant. It was undoubtedly her face, and yet, she looked unfamiliar. Her heart was pounding with constant excitement.

What is the matter with me?

Nothing. I am…happy! Smiling at her own reflection, she dropped her arms and tripped out of the room.

The foyer was quiet at that moment, with just the doorman in attendance at one end, and a working man of some kind standing near him for a gossip. Or simply sheltering from the rain. But suddenly, the man moved, turning his face away from her. He shifted awkwardly, dragging his leg.

Her breath caught. Her foot faltered, and then she sped back to the ballroom as fast as she could. Every hair on her neck seemed to be standing up with alarm. The orchestra was tuning up for the next waltz, and for a moment, she feared she would not get to Jon in time. But there he was by the cardroom door, talking to acquaintances. Catching sight of her, he excused himself and immediately came to meet her.

“What is it?” he demanded.

“That man,” she gasped. “The lame man who followed you, who was there when we got into the coach tonight—he’s here now! In the foyer!”

His shoulders relaxed. “I know,” he said. “I told him to be.”

As she stared at him, stunned, Captain Grantham materialized on her other side. “Miss Fordyce, I believe I have the honor…”

“I’ll introduce you,” Jon said to her. “After your dance.”

Jess had almost to shake herself to focus on the dance and her partner. It was another waltz, and Captain Grantham was both amiable and entertaining. He was also handsome and possessed all the cachet of having fought under Wellington in the late Peninsular War. But when he held her, her heart did not flutter. Her body did not melt and thrill to his nearness. Perhaps she was simply used to being this close to a man.

Perhaps.

In any case, while part of her enjoyed dancing, the other part was desperate to finish so that Jon would explain the lame man’s presence.

But, of course, it was never going to be so simple. By the time Captain Grantham escorted her toward Mrs. Grant, her chaperone was surrounded by young men.

“Clamoring for the next dance,” Grantham explained.

“Oh dear! Flattering as it is, I’m not sure I care to be swarmed.”

“Then stay with me and have a glass of champagne instead,” Grantham suggested.

“Muscling in, Grantham?” said an amiable voice on his other side.

Grantham sighed. “Trying to, but I see I shall get nowhere. Miss Fordyce, your servant! Thank you for the waltz. Tallon, you are a lucky man.”

“I am,” Jon agreed with a quick grin as Jess primly transferred her hand from Grantham’s arm to his.

“Now,” Jess demanded, all but tugging him to the door. “Who is this wretched man, and why is he always nearby?”

“His name is Masters. He was a Royal Navy seaman, badly injured in an engagement a few years ago and left ashore. He and his shipmate, Horne, returned to their hometown of Whalen and got occasional work on the docks and warehouses. I came in contact with them when I…”

He broke off as they walked out of the ballroom and into the foyer. The lame man still stood there, but now the door was open, and he was paying no attention to Jess or Jon. There was a huddle surrounding the door, outside and in, excited voices raised in a way that filled Jess with sudden dread.

“…when I was investigating some minor thefts from our cargo,” Jon continued, walking with a little more purpose across the foyer. Jess almost trotted to keep up. “They were skimming off small amounts to support their families, but have agreed to pay it back by working for me.”

Distracted from the people in the doorway, she glanced at him with instant understanding. “He was watching me, protecting me!” That Jon had taken such care of her flooded her with warmth. “Then he wasn’t one of those who attacked us?”

“No,” Jon said. “That wasn’t either of them. What is it?” he demanded of the huddle at the door. “What’s going on?”

Several faces turned toward him, alight with excitement, wonder, and not a little fear.

The lame man said, “Bonaparte’s escaped from Elba.”
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The news spread round the assembly rooms like wildfire, causing outrage and panic. Several ladies fainted.

“This is bizarre,” Jess said. “We were at war with the French for as long as I can remember, and I don’t recall anyone behaving like this before. What is it they imagine? Is he going to sprout wings and fly across the sea with a flaming torch to burn us all in our beds?”

Jon grinned. “It’s just hysteria. It will die down again when they realize it makes no real difference to their everyday lives. In the short term at least.”

“And in the long term?”

Jon shrugged. “He will have to be recaptured and imprisoned somewhere considerably less accessible than Elba.”

“And if he isn’t? What do you think he’ll do?”

“Summon his armies, and try to put himself back on the French throne. It’s all he can do.”

“Such a shame that we should be back at war again, even before the peace is settled!”

With all the excitement of this major news, they had returned to the hotel, dropped off by the Grants’ carriage, and were climbing the stairs before Jess remembered the story of the lame man.

“So, if Masters and Horne didn’t attack us and steal the hackney, who did?” she demanded. “And why?”

Jon paused outside the door of the rooms and turned to face her. “I have my suspicions who is behind it. If and when I can confirm it, I’ll tell you. In the meantime, accept the help of Masters and Horne, who are not as discreet as I had hoped, but perhaps it’s better you know them.”

“Perhaps,” she said, still frowning with frustration because he would reveal no more.

A gleam of understanding lit his eyes. “I’d hate to blacken someone’s reputation through mere prejudice. But I should know soon. And then I’ll have you safe.”

It was an odd way of phrasing it, and the implications spread heat through her body, reminding her of dancing in his arms, of his kiss in the darkened alley, and his absent caress as he’d fastened the necklace about her throat. Did he really mean more than she would simply be safe?

I’ll have you safe… Could he possibly be considering their engagement as more than a charade? Because God help her, she wanted him to. She’d known it since she’d danced with him, since she’d been so appalled at the thought of Mary being in her place.

Her breath caught as he reached up and cupped her cheek. “Don’t look at me like that,” he said softly.

“Like what?” she managed.

He had taken off his gloves, and his naked palm was warm, rough in texture, yet so very gentle.

“I don’t know. Almost as if you could love me.”

Embarrassment flared along with an intense burst of self-knowledge. God help me, I could. I do. She opened her mouth to say the words aloud, but at once, his hand moved, and he touched one finger to her lips.

“Don’t. Words are for tomorrow, not tonight.” He bent his head. For an instant, both his mouth and his finger caressed her lips. Then his finger slipped free, and he kissed her with unbearable tenderness. Her hand lifted to his cheek as she kissed him back with shy yet fervent joy.

He opened her mouth wide, deepening the kiss. She felt the excitement of his tongue and teeth, and the press of his hard body against hers. She gasped with pleasure, and then the door at her back began to open, and he jerked her upright before releasing her.

“Miss Jess,” said a tired looking Holmes. “I thought I heard voices. Forgive me if I missed your knock.”

“Good night, Jess,” Jon said softly. “I’ll call tomorrow.”

She didn’t remember stepping away from him and through the doorway to the dimly lit sitting room, but she must have, for suddenly she was inside, turning toward him with an eagerness that was almost panic.

But she saw only Holmes, turning the key in the lock once more, heard only the faint sound of Jon’s retreating footsteps toward the stairs.
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Jon leapt down the hotel stairs, three and four at a time. In fact, if it hadn’t been for the elderly couple coming in the opposite direction, he might have jumped straight over the bannister. He had far too much energy and no idea what to do with it. At least not without bribing Holmes to let him in…

And that wouldn’t do. Clearly, Crabby shared Jess’s bedchamber. But soon, soon… The thought of Jess naked in his arms was fast becoming an obsession with him, one he should not feed by kissing her, and yet, he couldn’t help it. Her lips were so soft and sweet and willing. He could almost taste the latent passion awakening in her.

Shoving his way out into the blessedly cold-night air, he raised his face into the wind.

Tomorrow, he promised himself. Tomorrow we’ll end this damnable charade, come to a better, more honest understanding… He only hoped he was not misreading her feelings. He would be well served for arrogance if she sent him about his business with a flea in his ear.

For now, forcing himself to concentrate on matters of her safety, he went to talk to the drivers of the hired carriages, to see who had lost one, or whom they had lent it to.
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His inn lodgings were invaded early the following morning by not only Horne but Bill Bains, who dragged him out of much-needed slumber by banging relentlessly on his bedchamber door.

With a groan, he reached for his clothes and hauled himself out of bed, “I hear you. I hear you,” he shouted ill-naturedly, climbing into his old breeches. Still fastening them, he went to the door and opened it. Horne and Bains erupted inside.

“Come in,” Jon said mildly.

Bains missed the sarcasm. “Thank you, sir. We’ve got names.”

“I know your damned names,” Jon snapped, closing the door and gazing longingly at his rumpled bed. It had been almost five o’clock in the morning before he’d fallen into it, and he doubted it was much after nine now.

“No, sir, the ruffians who had a go at you and the lady,” Bains said, grinning.

“Ah.” Jon walked over to the washstand and dunked his face into the bowl until his forehead touched the bottom. Then he emerged, shaking himself like a dog before he reached blindly for the towel. “That’s better.”

“For who?” Horne demanded, brushing drops of water off his sleeve.

“Me,” Jon said without apology. “Tell me.”

“Couple of louts for hire in the Blackhaven tavern,” Bains said. “Saw ’em bruised the day after you spoke to me, Captain. But a lot of ’em look like that a lot of the time. So, I didn’t think nothing of it until I drew ’em and showed them to Horne here.”

He took a crumpled paper from his pocket and gave it to Jon. Two, stony-faced thugs with chunks of their faces shaded stared vindictively up at him.

“They look like the ones,” Jon agreed, frowning. He stabbed his finger on the face of the man on the left. “I remember him in particular.”

“I know them villains since I were a nipper,” Horne said with a curl of his lips. “Never prepared to work for their money, but happy enough to thump people or steal for it. Masters couldn’t see for definite who it was who drove that hackney last night—all muffled up against the rain—but he says it could easily have been this villain here.” He stabbed a none-too-clean finger at the ruffian on the right. “Anyhow, I knew them right away when I saw Bains’s picture. He’s caught them right well.”

“He has a talent,” Jon agreed. “So where can I find these gentlemen?”

“I think you probably want to find the gentleman who paid them,” Bains said, taking a folded paper from a deep pocket in his disreputable coat. “I drew all the nobs I could think of who came into the tavern. Including this fellow.”

Baines smoothed the rough portrait onto the table and raised his eyes to Jon’s. “I saw him in there, but it was Horne and Masters who saw the money change hands between him and our villains.” Baines pointed at his two drawings. “He paid them.”

“Want us to talk to him and discover why?” Horne asked hopefully.

“Oh, I know why,” Jon said ruefully. “Now that I know who. No, don’t get into fights unless you need to. I want you to concentrate on looking after the lady. Where’s Masters?”

“Skulking outside the hotel. Or will be in half an hour,” Horne said. “We figured your lady wouldn’t move much before midday after the ball.”

Jon didn’t point out that he’d been at the ball, too, and then ridden to Whalen before he could fall into bed. He was glad to be wakened to hear the truth, even it was going to make life difficult.

After a reviving breakfast and several cups of coffee, Jon changed into more respectable clothing for a gentleman and called for his horse. Despite the difficulties ahead, he felt excited, hopeful. His heart beat fast, egging him on. Compromises would have to be made, but he felt good about them. He felt good about everything because he was going to see Jess again.

He found himself whistling as he strode from the stables down to High Street and the hotel. He even hummed as he ran upstairs and rapped on the door.

Holmes admitted him, which was when he had the first inkling that something was wrong. The old valet’s eyes betrayed more than a hint of warning and straightforward fear. Jon frowned at once, but said only, “Good afternoon, Holmes. I suppose my father is at home?”

“Not to you, I’m not!” his lordship yelled from inside the room. “Throw him out, Holmes!”

Holmes spread his hands. But he hadn’t closed the door. Clearly, he expected Jon to walk straight back out, which was somewhat lowering if understandable. But he’d had enough of running from his father’s tantrums.

He closed the door himself with his heel and sauntered further into the room.

His father was sitting by the fire as usual, but the glare of his eyes was considerably fiercer than normal. This time he was truly angry. A ball of crumpled paper lay on the floor a couple of feet away from him—the source, perhaps, of his anger.

And then he had an inkling of that source, of what he had forgotten to do. His head full of Jess and would-be-murderers and thieves, he hadn’t taken the time to talk to his father as he should.

“Good morning, Father,” he said cheerfully.

“Judas!” roared his father. “Interfering, ignorant fool!”

Oh, yes, his father knew about his communication with his dismissed steward, and he was, understandably, incandescent with rage. Jess stood behind his lordship’s chair. Clearly, she had been trying to soothe him, without notable success. He knew a pang of guilt for putting her through this from nothing more than carelessness.

On the sofa in the middle of the room, Miss Crabtree sat tense and anxious. He felt bad about that, too.

Bad-tempered old tyrant. “I’m very glad to see you, too,” Jon said, wryly. “Though I could wish you happier.”

“Happier?” That appeared to be another red rag to this bull. “How could I be happy at all when my son, my heir, goes behind my back, goes deliberately against my wishes in order to humiliate me, waste my money, steal from me, in effect!”

Jon frowned. “I have never stolen a bean from you, and you know it. In fact, I’ve saved you the expense of paying me an allowance these last seven years.”

“Don’t change the subject!” the old man snapped. His fingers curled into claws with fury. “You had no business reading letters addressed to me, and certainly no authority to issue orders in my name!”

“That is true,” Jon admitted. “But I didn’t issue any orders in your name. I issued them in mine.”

“Then they should not be carried out!” the old gentleman yelled. “A fine thing it would be for any Tom, Dick, or Harry to wander onto a gentleman’s land and change things as they see fit!”

“But I am not any Tom, Dick, or Harry, am I?” Jon inserted when the old man paused for breath. “I am your son.”

“My son by blood,” the old man retorted. “Who ran away from his responsibilities when he was seventeen and stayed away for seven years! How could you even imagine that such behavior qualifies you to make judgements, let alone changes to my land? My pocket!”

That stung, because it was true. Oh, he could split hairs. He hadn’t run away, he had left, and he still didn’t regret it. But he shouldn’t have borne the grudge so long. He shouldn’t have stayed away.

He saw the gleam in his father’s eyes, too. The old man knew he had finally riled him and pressed his attack as he always did.

“Did you think I was so decrepit that I wouldn’t notice? When you sail away for another seven years leaving me to the cost of your folly, the ruin of my own land—”

“Oh, stop it!” Jon snapped at last. “You’re not decrepit. You’re just penny-pinching and stubborn and refuse to listen to men who tell you the truth because you’d rather hear what you want to. That’s why you dismissed young Matthews, isn’t it? Well, I can’t reinstate him, but even I can see that he’s the one with sense, and so yes, I wrote, authorizing the work that will save you and many of your tenants from eventual ruin. You can thank me later.”

He swung away, as if he was about to storm out, but instead, into the stunned silence, he spun around in the middle of the room and added. “And you needn’t worry about the expense. I never expected you to pay for it. Look on it as an early birthday gift.”

“I won’t!” his lordship raged. “Because it will never happen! I’ve already written to stop it.”

Jon felt the blood drain from his face. Only his father had ever made him this angry. “You’d do that? Just to spite me? You’d keep these people in poverty until you’re all ruined? It won’t cost you a penny, you and they will be better off within a year, but it’s more important to you to oppose me! Why in God’s name did I ever come here?”

“Enough, Jon,” Jess breathed, intervening for the first time, although somewhere he’d been aware of her growing distress at their quarrel.

“I oppose you?” the old man spluttered in fury. “I am your father!”

“Then act as if you are,” Jon retorted. “Act—”

“Oh, I will!” his father interrupted. “I withdraw my permission for you to marry my ward. You’ll get nothing from me but the title and the demesne which I can’t change. Jess can marry who she chooses, and they will get the money.”

Jon laughed in his face. “Don’t you understand? Jess could always marry who she chose.”

“Jon, this isn’t the way,” Jess warned.

He ignored her, didn’t even take his eyes off his father’s. “Haven’t you worked out yet that our engagement was false? It is fake, pretense, designed solely to let her enjoy life a little and actually meet someone she might want to marry. She’s not your damned servant, and you owe her more than such a scurvy trick.”

Jess closed her eyes, hiding her emotion. Guilt surged for doing this in such a way, but he couldn’t take back the words or whatever pain they caused her. He would make it up to her, beg her forgiveness…

His gaze slid back to his father, whose face had drained to white. A fresh pang of regret smote him. He had almost forgotten he had the Tallon temper, too.

“Get out,” his father ordered, in little more than a whisper. “Go back to whatever bilge you crawled out of.”

The insult was meant to hurt. Because Jon had just hurt him. Again. An intense jumble of emotion rushed on him, confused him. Through it all, he knew he was to blame for a large part of this mess, and that it wasn’t something he could fix with a simple order, or even an apology.

For the moment, all he could do was obey. He nodded curtly. “But I would beg a few words with Jess first.”

The old man would have refused. He saw it in his eyes. But Jess released the chair back, which she had been gripping so tightly, her knuckles shone white, and without a word, walked to the door.

“Don’t tell me it was ill-done,” Jon said as he paused there. “I know it.”

“Good.”

He rubbed at his forehead, bewildered now as to how he had got to this position. He was almost surprised to find that his hand shook. “I’m sorry. It was not meant to be like this.”

She said nothing. Her gaze was aimed somewhere around the middle of his chest.

“Our engagement was false,” he said abruptly. “Please…consider doing me the honor of making it real.”

She was so still, he almost thought she hadn’t heard him. But her gaze looked almost fierce, glaring at his waistcoat buttons. He could see why when she raised her eyes determinedly to his. They were too bright, too full of emotions. She was trying not to cry. Shame surged up from his toes.

“I can’t,” she said simply. “I can’t leave him like this. And you have to go. Goodbye, cousin.” And she walked away, back to his father, leaving him not only stunned but with the oddest impression of his entire being crumbling into dust.


Chapter Thirteen


Holding herself together by a thread, Jess poured Lord Viscral a glass of brandy and asked Holmes to bring some tea. After that, she took Crabby by the hand and tugged her into the bedchamber. Nothing could be done until his lordship was calmer. But it stretched her nerves to breaking point that she couldn’t be alone to cry her heart out.

This day, of which she had expected so much, had turned into a nightmare. And not just because she’d seen a side of Jon she could not like—everyone, including herself, was subject to moments of temper, of lashing out without care of the consequences. It was the sudden knowledge that she had been a mere pawn in his power struggle with his father.

No, not a sudden knowledge, for she had always known it somewhere. Awareness of that knowledge. He hadn’t so much been helping her as beating his father, and she, poor, naïve, silly Jess, had begun to fall in love with the lie. With the man behind the lie. None of it meant anything to him. But he was an honorable man in his way, and so had offered her marriage anyhow. An engagement which, in its own manner, would have been as false as the first.

She’d thought—she really had thought—that he liked her. And yes, on one level, perhaps he did. They had got on well, made each other laugh. But…when it mattered, he had chosen to hurt his father over anything else. That was nothing even approaching love. And even his offer of marriage, abrupt and stilted, had been an afterthought. Surely, he had known she would refuse, had to refuse, and not just because of Lord Viscral who, in his own grumpy, tight-fisted way, had been kind to her, the only father she had truly had since the tragic death of her own parents.

Damn them both. Now she could not even run away to be a milliner.

Her sudden burst of bitter laughter clearly startled Crabby, but she couldn’t help it. How naïve had been that dream! Along with the alternative of marrying Claud, who had not thought of her in years before meeting her here, and who was obviously as faithful as a snake.

“What is the matter with men?” she demanded of Crabby.

“Oh, dear, where do I begin? But you know, Jess, they might behave badly and still have good hearts.”

“Ha!” Jess said derisively.

“Like you,” Crabby added.

Jess scowled, then sighed and sat down beside Crabby on the bed. “I’m sorry I did not tell you. I thought you would either go to his lordship or let it slip by accident. So, yes, you are right. I behaved badly to both of you. To the world, I suppose. If it’s any consolation, I haven’t enjoyed the lie.”

“Oh, I think you have,” Crabby said. “You might not have enjoyed the lying, but the lie itself has brought you a great deal of fun. I have been glad to see you so happy.”

Jess closed her eyes. “What sort of a person am I?” she whispered in shame.

“A young and spirited lady denied for too long the normal little pleasures of such a position. I mean only to point out that no one is perfect.”

Jess gave a watery smile. “Apart from you, Crabby.”

“You cannot get around me that way,” her old governess said severely. “I know my own flaws better than anyone. Suppose we go for a walk while his lordship sleeps off his rage?”
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The day did not improve a great deal, for from enraged, Lord Viscral grew morose. Jess pleaded indisposition to save herself receiving the young men she had danced with at the ball, who left bouquets for her with Holmes. She even turned down an invitation to drive out with Captain Grantham so that she could stay in and read to her uncle, hoping to distract him from the wrongs that had been done to him.

Curiously, he did not seem to blame her much for the engagement charade, even after she had confessed it was her idea.

“I haven’t treated you fairly,” he muttered. “I’ve kept you too close. Never mind. Now you shall marry whomever you choose, and my fortune will be yours. Apart from that which legally must go to Jonathan. He won’t get a penny more.”

“That will teach him,” Jess murmured.

He looked at her suspiciously.

“Sir, he does not need your money,” she said. “Stop thinking of it as a weapon to beat him with.”

For a moment, she thought she had gone too far and undone all the tranquility they had managed to achieve. But his glare quickly dissolved into a bitter smile, and she carried on reading.

It was only late that night, with Crabby’s soft snores echoing in her ears, that she could finally indulge in the luxury of tears.
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As if nothing had happened, the following morning, they went about the same routines they had followed since arriving in Blackhaven. Jess and Crabby breakfasted in the sitting room, his lordship in his own chamber. Then Crabby was left to her own devices while Jess accompanied her uncle to the pump room to take the waters.

“Have a glass yourself,” his lordship instructed. “You’re looking peaky.”

Giving him no excuse for anger, she obeyed meekly enough, and sat by his side when she wasn’t fetching and carrying for him and his elderly acquaintances. Most of the time, she kept a faint, friendly smile fixed to her lips and lost herself in her own miserable contemplations.

She only jerked into full attention when someone sat down on his lordship’s other side and said, “Don’t shout for the law, I’ll be gone again in a minute.”

In spite of everything, her heart lurched into her throat. Jon sat on his father’s other side with no trace of challenge or aggression. No one could have called his face meek, but it was serious and just a little rueful. Moreover, there were shadows around his eyes, tighter lines around his mouth that spoke of tiredness, even exhaustion. She tried not to care.

In any case, he barely looked at her beyond a civil nod when their eyes met, before he returned to his glaring father.

“I haven’t come to quarrel,” he said quietly, “but to apologize. For losing my temper and saying things I should not. For deceiving you over Jess. For interfering on the estate without your knowledge. I meant most of them for the best, but it does not excuse them. I would like you to forgive me, but I do not expect it.” He stood, having deprived his stunned parent of breath. “I’ll call on you tomorrow, to give you time to decide whether or not Holmes should shut the door in my face.” He bowed, his gaze sweeping both of them, before he turned and left.

Clever, Jess thought, impressed in spite of herself—so much so that hysterical laughter had bubbled up inside her trying to get out. Very clever, indeed.
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Jon thought his visit to the pump room went rather well. At least, he hoped it did, for none of the rest of his plan would work if the basic apology fell on stony ground. He was far from blind to the ground he had to make up with his father and with Jess. But the quarrel, and his subsequent sleepless night, had brought a fresher, deeper understanding of himself and others.

Although he did not consider himself cruel or heartless, he had got out of the way of considering people’s feelings. He had needed his men’s obedience and their health and strength, and he had learned how to achieve those goals. He thought he was just, for the most part, but perhaps he had also grown too hard. Neither his father nor Jess were men under his command. God knew it was more difficult—a lifetime more difficult—to deal with family.

But he needed to learn, quickly, or everything he truly wanted would be lost, including his father’s happiness and, perhaps, Jess’s.

Having left them in the pump room with a display of humility which was largely sincere, he nodded to the watching Horne and made his way to the tavern. There, he met Bill Bains, and they sat in a quiet corner with a mug of ale each. Jon didn’t want his brain clouded by even a small amount of brandy.

Bains leaned forward. “Seem to have gone,” he said.

He meant the men—the incompetent men, fortunately—who had been hired to kill himself and Jess. He had cornered them yesterday, with the help of Masters and Bains and several other of his crew, and, in the small corridor between the taproom, the stairs, and the back door, he had put the fear of living hell into them. They had given up their master without hesitation—not in name, for he’d given them none, but they recognized Baines’s drawing—and promised to leave Blackhaven.

Jon had tended to believe them, but taking no chances, he’d asked Bains to keep an eye open and to keep asking around. On the whole, Jon thought Jess was probably safe now. Which was another very necessary step in his plan.

“Keep a look out,” Jon instructed. “I’ve asked Horne and Masters to keep watch over J – the lady, for a while longer, too.”

Bains nodded. “How’s The Albatross?” he asked. “When do we sail?”

“Just about ready. This news about Bonaparte makes a difference, though. We need proper protection if we’re back at war. I’ll be seeing Captain Alban about that. But I’m guessing we should be ready to go in a fortnight.”

Which didn’t give him long.

[image: *]*

The following morning, with his fingers firmly crossed, he knocked on the door of his father’s hotel rooms. He was counting on Holmes letting him in, though there was still no guarantee either of them could persuade his lordship to speak to him.

Holmes opened the door and, with the upward jerk of one eyebrow, immediately stood aside. So far, so good.

With a lopsided smile to the manservant, Jon walked in.

His father was crossing the room, probably from his bedchamber. He glared at Jon but said nothing. Jon bowed, darting a quick glance around in search of Jess. She wasn’t there.

He told himself it didn’t matter, not yet, but the disappointment was intense, almost physical.

It seemed his father was determined not to speak first. That, too, had been one of the weapons in their old quarrels, along with having the last word. Looking back, it had been ridiculous, childish, and there was no denying his father had been both tyrannical and unreasonable. But it was Jon who had taken quarrelling to a whole new level by leaving and making sure he couldn’t be found. Worse, he no longer felt justified. He was older, wiser, and still in the wrong.

Since his father did not call for his ejection, he followed him to the fireplace, picked up a chair, and plonked it down opposite his lordship. He had many things to say, things he should have said when he first met his father again. He meant to say them now, and yet when he sat down and gazed at the fierce, proud old gentleman, determinedly hiding his hurt behind his glare, the rehearsed words vanished, and he had to swallow the sudden lump in his throat.

Even at his angriest and most self-righteous, he had always loved the old devil. And he had missed him.

“I’m sorry,” Jon blurted. “Sorry for all of it. I’ve been a poor son and an indifferent man.”

The old man blinked, revealing a glimpse of emotion, quickly hidden again. He hadn’t expected those words.

Jon said, “I could tell you that since I came to Blackhaven to see you, and stayed beyond what I originally intended, that I meant everything for the best—for you, for Jess, for Viscral as well as for me. And that would be true.”

The old man jerked one shoulder, a gleam of ferocious argument back in his eyes.

Jon held up one hand in surrender. “It is true,” he insisted. “But no, that doesn’t make it right. There were other, better ways to go about things, and I ignored them in favor of continuing our old quarrel, even while I told myself I was ending it.”

A faint, rueful smile formed on his lips as he met his father’s frown. “I did mean to, you know. I liked being here with you. I’d missed our blistering exchanges, and it was good to resume them on a slightly friendlier footing. It made me realize what I’d missed, what I’d thrown away. I liked being friends again, and I think you did, too.”

The old man looked away, gazing into the fire. For once it seemed, he had nothing to say.

Jon said deliberately, “None of that takes away from the fact that you are a stubborn, unreasonable, tyrannical martinet. And trying to force Jess and me into marriage was infamous. You do know, she would have run away?”

The old man looked stunned, and Jon took advantage. “The same is true about the land. You are wrong and, somewhere, I think you know it.”

“You know nothing!” his lordship burst out, and Jon was almost relieved, for the old man’s silence had not been natural.

“I know a great deal,” Jon countered. “But I don’t know everything. And despite how you went about it, your wisdom concerning Jess and me was greater than I gave you credit for. I’ve come to see that we should be together…but only if she wants it and agrees to it freely.”

“Ha!” uttered his lordship. “Well, you’ve messed that up, too, haven’t you?”

“Yes,” Jon admitted. “But if my time with you has taught me anything beyond my own folly, it is that feeling doesn’t go away. I have hopes she cares for me, but I need to win her. As I need to win your trust, and my right to interfere in the running of the estate.”

The old man stared, then gave a derisive laugh. “And how are you going to achieve that from South America or the high seas?”

“I’m not,” Jon said with a sigh. “I have a longer-term solution forming in my mind, but I need to speak to Captain Alban, for I do have commitments to him.”

“Then you have at least learned that much!”

Jon inclined his head. There was no point in quarrelling. “Commitment to family is different. I always had it. I just went about it badly.”

The old man leaned back, his expression still deliberately hard. “What do you intend to do about it?”

Jon’s lips quirked into a smile he hadn’t intended. “Go home.”
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Inside her chamber, Jess sprawled on the bed, pretending to read and to pay no attention to Crabby, who had her ear pressed to the door and was relaying what she could overhear of the conversation in a whisper.

“He says he wants to win you.” Jess had barely heard anything since Crabby had passed on those words, which made her sore heart sing.

Until Crabby said, “He’s going to Viscral.”

The book Jess wasn’t reading collapsed on the bed. “What? How can he win me from Viscral?”

“Sh-sh,” Crabby shushed her with an irritated wave. She was silent a long time, while Jess’s irritation mingled with disappointment to produce a growing outrage. “It seems he’s going to prove to his father that he’s right about the drainage. They’re agreeing he will go and listen and learn for two weeks. If he still thinks he’s right, the work will go ahead, with young Matthews in charge. If—”

“Two weeks!” Jess sat up, staring. “He sails in two weeks!”

It was talk, all talk to get around the old gentleman. She was a mere pawn to him as to his father. If he truly cared for her, he would spend these two weeks here trying to win her as he had claimed to Lord Viscral. Instead, he was going to prove his wretched point—and presumably his worth—to his lordship. Presumably, he imagined “winning her” could wait for nine months or a year or however long it took to voyage to South America and back.

Crabby came away from the door, looking unhappy. “I’m sure he has something in mind.”

“So am I,” Jess raged, jumping impetuously to her feet. “Damn him, I would rather marry Claud than sit around waiting for Jon Arrogance Tallon!”

“Jess!” Crabby exclaimed. “There is no need for such language, or such heat.”

“Bah!” Jess flung out, pacing furiously across the floor until a knock at the door halted her in midstride.

Crabby went and opened the door a crack. “Yes?”

Holmes’s voice said, “His lordship asks if Miss Jess would care to speak to Mr. Jon before he leaves.”

Crabby turned toward her, eyebrows raised.

Jess’s instinct was to snap a sharp, “No!” But she was aware that would only display her anger and the hurt beneath. No, her best course was to pretend indifference.

“I’ll come out in a few moments,” she said idly. “If he has time to wait. Otherwise, pass on my farewells.”

Crabby, a frown of worry on her brow, relayed the gist of that and closed the door. “My dear Jess—”

“Could you please help me with my hair?” Jess interrupted. “It seems to have escaped several of its pins.”

Crabby compressed her lips, not best pleased. But she came and repinned Jess’s hair and smoothed her skirts before Jess sailed past her and out the door.

She fixed an easy, casual smile to her lips, although her heart beat with fright that he might have already gone.

She needn’t have worried. He stood near his father, his back to the fireplace. Some communication seemed still to be going on between them. Secretly, Jess was delighted to see that the awful tightness around the old man’s eyes had vanished. If nothing else, Jon had done that much for his father, although it was true, he had caused the pain in the first place.

Catching sight of her, Jon’s face lit up in a way that made her turbulent heart dive into her stomach. She would not give in to that again, for she knew now it was a calculated charm.

He strode across the room to her, his hand held out. She considered ignoring it, but again, that would hardly have been proof of indifference. So, she placed hers into it, meaning to withdraw it almost at once. But he raised it to his lips and kissed it.

Her skin tingled, thrilling to the caress, but she would not give in. She allowed a hint of amusement into her eyes. “Hardly a proper greeting between people who are not engaged.”

“Old habits die hard.” He searched her face, which she kept carefully, amiably neutral. He lowered his voice. “I wanted to tell you, you should be safe now. All those concerned have left Blackhaven and scattered.”

She had forgotten all about the attack and the runaway coach. How had it become so unimportant to her? “Thank you,” she said.

“I’ll deal with those concerned after I’ve been to Viscral.”

She allowed herself a cynical smile at all the things he was going to fit into this fortnight.

Perhaps sensing her doubt, he hesitated. “Will you walk with me?”

“I don’t have my outdoor shoes on,” she said carelessly. Press me, persuade me, make me come with you…

He said nothing. She thought something faded in his eyes, but his lashes swept down, veiling it, and when they lifted, she saw only resignation.

“Whatever you wish,” he said. “I will miss you.”

She smiled. “No, you won’t, Jon.”

For an instant, his eyes glowed with triumph and another fierce emotion she couldn’t name, and she knew she’d given something away. That she cared he wouldn’t miss her at all.

He cast a quick glance at Lord Viscral, who was pretending to pay them no attention. “I have to make this right, Jess. And then, perhaps we can talk.”

If he had a spare half hour between his return, having attempted murderers arrested, and sailing for South America. “Perhaps,” she said carelessly. “Goodbye, Jon.” Don’t say goodbye, not yet. Ask me again to walk with you. Ignore his lordship and simply take me in your arms…

“Goodbye, Jess,” he said softly. Since he still held her hand, he turned it and dropped a kiss on the inside of her wrist. Her pulse leapt, but she only smiled, drew her hand free, and walked blindly away.

Dear God, what am I doing? Call me back, damn you, come after me, don’t let me go… In the deafening silence, she turned on him in fury, just in time to see the door finish closing. Again, he’d walked away from her, leaving her disconsolate and angry. Mostly with herself.
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Two days later, having travelled post through the nights, too, Jon’s chaise finally swept around the bend into Viscral land. He’d been looking forward to the end of the grueling, tedious journey which he’d whiled away taking notes of questions he needed to ask, making plans, and writing letters. Eager to begin his education and his judgement, he was desperate to arrive. But he was not expecting the flood of emotion to hit him as he sped into his ancestral home.

It had been seven years since he’d left, seven years he could not and would not regret. But he hadn’t even realized he had missed this place until he saw the gentle, rolling hills he’d used to climb with his friends and by himself, the spire of the village church sticking up at its familiar jaunty angle, the woods where he’d played and learned to hunt, the farmhouse where he’d first fallen in love. And the inn where he’d first got drunk and made his first female conquest—on quite different occasions. And in the distance, Viscral Hall, as enduring as the landscape, towering over all, not his prison after all, but his home.

He wiped his wet eyes on his sleeve and tried very hard to laugh at himself.


Chapter Fourteen


After Jon’s maddening departure, Jess spent the next few days in hectic pursuit of pleasure. She drove out with Captain Grantham and with his amiable friend, Mr. Muir, dragged Crabby to tea with several acquaintances, and to an evening party hosted by Colonel and Mrs. Gordon at the regimental headquarters just outside town. There, she danced as though her life depended on it and rejoiced in the number of young men who declared themselves at her feet. Not that she believed them, but there was a perverse pleasure in becoming the rage of Blackhaven.

To everyone who asked about Captain Tallon, she said carelessly, “Oh, that is quite at an end. He has gone into the country, I believe.”

“The wolves will circle,” Crabby said ominously if obscurely.

Jess only laughed. “Let them. I’m having fun!”

She didn’t even mind when, on the fourth day after Jon’s departure, she returned from another drive, this time with a different officer, Lieutenant Green, and discovered Cousin Hector had returned.

He was taking tea with Crabby and Lord Viscral, who looked none too pleased about it, but he rose as soon as she walked into the room to take her hand and kiss her cheek.

“Cousin, how ravishing you look!” he remarked. “Positively radiant! I gather extracting yourself from the engagement to Jonnie has proved reviving in many ways.”

“Do you?” Jess said vaguely, withdrawing her hand and stepping back.

“Do I what?” Hector asked, apparently bewildered.

“Gather that,” Jess said. “Oh, apple cake, my favorite.” She sat down next to Crabby and helped herself to tea and cake. “Were your friends in Yorkshire not amusing, Hector?”

“Deadly dull, if you want the truth. And since I have no need to be in London before the end of next week, I thought I would return here and see how you are all getting on with the prodigal. Who, I discover, has gone again.”

“To Viscral, not Timbuktu,” his lordship snapped.

“Of course. That must be most gratifying. I have been beseeching my uncle, Jess, to come to the theatre tonight. I have got up an agreeable party, so even if the play is shocking, the company will be good.”

“Can’t stand the theatre,” his lordship snapped. “Not under any circumstances.” He glanced at Jess. “But you can go, if you take Crabby with you.”

“Is that necessary, my lord?” Hector inquired. “We are cousins, after all.”

“I have had quite enough of unaccompanied cousins,” Jess said. “And I would very much like Crabby to come,”

“Then there is no more to be said,” Hector agreed, although Jess could have sworn he was irritated. After all, Crabby was not to everyone’s taste. “Miss Crabtree is most welcome to join us.”

As it turned out, Hector’s party already included a chaperone whom Jess had known longer than Crabby—Mrs. Francis. She along with Mary and Claud and a rather rakish-looking gentleman by the name of Gaunt, made up the group who gathered in Hector’s box. In spite of herself, Jess was rather touched that he had chosen her old friends to make up his party.

“Are you perhaps related to Lord Sylvester Gaunt?” Jess asked the rakish gentleman, who curled his lip at her question.

“My younger brother. How do you know Syl?”

“I’m a little acquainted with Lady Sylvester.”

“Haven’t met her,” said Lady Sylvester’s odd brother-in-law, “Can’t say I want to. Can’t see what he’s doing with a mere squire’s daughter anyhow. At least Tamar married money. So, you’re Viscral’s ward, eh?”

“Gazetted fortune hunter,” Mrs. Francis warned her while Lord Julian Gaunt was chatting to Claud at the back of the box. “All the Gaunts are, but he’s worst of the lot.”

“Then, not having a fortune, I expect I’m quite safe,” Jess replied, amused.

“The word is, you’ll have Viscral’s,” Mrs. Francis said bluntly.

Jess shrugged. “The word is wrong. I’m as sure as I can be that he’ll leave everything to Jon in the end.”

“Then you played your hand badly,” Mrs. Francis told her.

Jess blinked. She had no idea how to answer, so she was quite relieved when the curtain went up to reveal the violinist, Alessandro de Rizzo. He played two pieces that had quite an effect on the audience. The last time Jess had been here, there was a great deal of chatter throughout every performance, but for his, the noise died away and people actually listened.

Of course, he played with considerable emotion that almost overset Jess’s precarious hold on her own. As it was, her fingers clung together in her lap, and she had to dig her nails hard into her skin to prevent the lump in her throat from dissolving into tears.

She missed Jon. She wanted Jon. A future without him, without his love, seemed unbearably bleak. And Mrs. Francis was right. She had played her hand badly. She should at least have talked to him, discovered if he truly cared for her in that way or not. Instead, she had jumped to conclusions that she didn’t want to believe and protected her pride before her happiness. Just as she had accused Jon of doing with his father.

Of course, she could not compare the two situations. She could not even think beyond the aching, all-consuming sadness released by the violinist’s beautiful music. Stop. Please stop.

Eventually, he did, and she drew in a deep, shuddering breath. A quick, surreptitious glance showed Claud looking in her direction, a frown marring his brow. She gave him a bright smile that she hoped was reassuring, and turned to prattle to whoever was on her other side. Hector.

“He does appear to have a talent above the average,” her cousin said.

Only then did she realize she had been praising de Rizzo’s skill. She had to control her tongue or God knew what she would blurt out next. On one level, this frightened her. On another, she didn’t really mind what she said or what anyone thought of her. She could not make herself care about anything very much at all if she could not be with Jon.

Foolish, ridiculous woman, she told herself, and concentrated instead on the people she was with.

“How do you find his lordship?” she asked Hector. “Do you see much change in him in the week since you left?”

“Not in the slightest, unless his temper is even worse. You will be bearing the brunt of that, Jess—as always.”

Jess had never looked on their relationship like that. “I suppose we bear the brunt of each other,” she said lightly. “He took me in and gave me a home. And I learned long ago his bark is worse than his bite.”

“Is it?” Hector said, regarding her with unusual seriousness. “My dear, despite the roof over your head, he has kept you in penury, at his capricious beck and call and quite isolated from company.”

“Not from deliberate malice,” she said at once. “From mere thoughtlessness. At the moment, as you see, I have lots of company.”

Hector cast her a shrewd look. “That, I think, is Jonnie’s doing.” He leaned closer. “Be frank, Jess. Have you never been discontented with your life?”

“Not until he decided I should marry a man I had never met.”

“And yet you went along with that.”

“Eventually.” Though she had seriously considered running away to become a milliner—the thought made her laugh now—at the expense of Claude. Dear God, what a little fool she had been. No wonder Jon had never taken her seriously. She forced a smile. “After all, Jon turned out to be quite charming, but there, we would never have suited.”

“So, Jonnie’s jaunt to Viscral…is that designed to get back into his father’s good graces? For his lordship tells me you and whoever you marry will get all his money now.”

“I don’t think of such things,” Jess said with a dismissive wave of her hand. “There’s no point, for he’ll change his mind again next week. Besides, it’s my belief he’ll outlive all of us!”

Hector gave a faint, perfunctory smile, and she turned to talk to Mary instead. A few people called during the interval, including Captain Grantham and Mr. Muir. Claud, she noted, vanished from their box. She didn’t see him in any of the others, and she wondered with a certain amount of indignation if he had gone to see Antonia, right under Mary’s nose.

When he returned, just before the play was about to begin, she stared at him, willing him to sit beside her for a moment. Although he didn’t appear to glance at her, he did unexpectedly sit in the recently vacated chair beside her.

And before she could question him about Antonia, he said, “Everything well with you, Jess?”

“With me? Yes, of course.”

“Just thought you seemed a bit…unlike yourself. Wondered if you were upset about Tallon.”

“Jon? Lord, no. The engagement was largely to please Lord Viscral, you know, and we knew very quickly we would not suit. What of your own engagement? Does it prosper?”

He grinned and lowered his voice. “That was a dashed good idea of yours. I bought her the prettiest necklace, said it was your advice and it had to be specially set for her and everything, which explained the silly note. And now she’s quite in charity with both of us.”

“I thought I detected a softening.”

“Well, I hope so, for that’s my allowance gone until quarter day. I’ll barely be able to get home at this rate.”

It was on the tip of her tongue to tell him to give no more to Antonia in that case, especially in light of what Jon had once revealed about her totally mercenary ways. But she had said her piece on that score already, and the theatre was quietening for the beginning of the play.

It was during the first act of Twelfth Night that Jess became aware of Hector’s friend gazing at her fixedly. She ignored him until he brought his chair nearer hers.

She turned and met his gaze. “Do I have a smut on my nose? A tear in my gown?”

“I would not care if you had. You are incredibly beautiful.”

“No, I’m not,” she said flatly. “And you make me uncomfortable by staring.”

“I beg your pardon,” he drawled. “I’ll limit my attention to glances.”

“My lord—”

“Call me Julian. My lord makes me sound like my father, may he rest in peace, although I doubt he does.”

“Well, be quiet, you’re spoiling the play.”

He obeyed, but only until the interval, when he edged his chair beside her and engaged her in conversation that consisted largely of his fulsome compliments and her careless denials.

“You do know you’re boring me,” she said at last.

He only grinned. “Then take a stroll with me in the corridor.”

“The play is about to continue.”

“Even better.”

“No,” she said firmly, “it isn’t. And I won’t.”

However, he was relentless. As the play continued, and he moved his chair behind again, she could actually feel his breath on her nape as he murmured occasional blandishments in her ear. Some of his sallies were quite amusing and to do with the play, others were compliments just a little too warm to be proper. Before she had come to Blackhaven, before she had met Jon, this might have overwhelmed her, though she doubted she would have succumbed to his flattery. As it was, she more or less ignored him. Crabby, frowning, gave him a few repelling glares that he did not appear to notice.

At the next interval, Hector made him move on some pretext, and murmured to Jess, “Is Gaunt making you uncomfortable? Shall I send him about his business?”

“I’d rather not make a fuss.”

“There will be no fuss. He’s an amusing chap, but he has no idea how to stay within the lines of what is pleasing. None of the family do. It was their upbringing, of course, but I won’t have him annoying you.”

“Thank you, Hector,” she said, surprised and not a little touched by his care. She even felt a pang of guilt for her frequent spats with him. He was family, after all. Crabby nodded her approval.

The general conversation and visitors to the box kept Lord Julian fairly diluted throughout the interval, but as soon as the play resumed, he returned to his old place.

“Aren’t you bored with this drivel, yet?” he whispered. “Come, walk with me. I promise you a more entertaining time.”

“Sh-sh.”

“I love this curve in your neck. It makes me want to kiss you, just here.” And his fingertips actually touched the side of her neck, where it joined her shoulder.

She stiffened, leaning forward to get further away from him. For a moment, she feared he was actually moving his chair to compensate, for there was some movement behind her. But then there was only silence, and when, cautiously, she glanced over her shoulder, Lord Julian was nowhere to be seen.

Hector caught her eye and gave a rueful half-smile. Clearly, he had got rid of her importunate admirer who was, no doubt, the fortune hunter Mrs. Francis accused him of being. Jess smiled gratefully and returned to the play.

“Glad your cousin threw that fellow out,” Claud said as they left the theatre. “Beyond the pale! It seems what they say of the family is true!”

“I have met Lord Sylvester Gaunt, and he isn’t remotely like that,” Jess replied.

“He was,” Hector said wryly on her other side. “Worse because he was younger. In Blackhaven, they say marriage has been good for him.”

“Maybe it has,” Jess said, “but I wouldn’t care to be married to Lord Julian!”

“I’m sorry I asked him now,” Hector said. “I thought he would behave better in polite company.”

“It’s of no moment,” Jess assured him. “I enjoyed a very pleasant evening in spite of him. Thank you, Hector.”

Since it was a fine evening, they walked back to the hotel, where they enjoyed a late, light supper. Mary, clearly, had “forgiven” Jess, for she invited her to call the following morning. Jess, who needed company constantly to stop herself from wallowing in unhappiness, agreed at once, and they all repaired to their own rooms.
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In the morning, after another somewhat troubled night, Jess breakfasted with Crabby as normal and then accompanied her uncle to take the waters. Lord Viscral was also somewhat subdued since Jon’s departure, though it wasn’t clear if he was brooding over his absence or over his attempt to usurp the old man’s authority over the land. They were mostly silent lost in their own private miseries. But she found it an odd comfort to have him there, and he actually patted her hand once for no obvious reason.

It was as they sat in the pump room, both drinking as if expecting miracles from a glass of water, that she overheard a remark that made her sit up straight. Bits and pieces of various conversations penetrated her reverie now and then without making any further impression, until one old lady she’d never met said to another, “It was ridiculous. I am a grown woman of intelligence, with an independence, so I took matters into my own hands and came here to Blackhaven.”

Jess jerked up her head, frowning. She was not even sure which direction the voice had come from. And it didn’t actually matter.

What on earth was she doing, moping and feeling sorry for herself and doing nothing? If she loved Jon, why had she let him go and assumed it was all over? Mere pride and an over-developed sense of self-protection. If Jon did not love her, could she not have tried to win him? After all, he must surely care for her to some degree.

When had she become such a milksop that she would simply sit and let things happen to her and around her without making any effort to influence the way things should be? The way she wanted them to be. Was she not still the same person who would have tried to live independently by making a success of millinery rather than give in to her guardian’s outrageous demands?

Love didn’t have to sap her spirit. If she wanted Jon, she had to fight for him, not let him leave without making some effort.

She sprang to her feet, as though determined to begin this instant, and then laughed as Lord Viscral waved his glass under her nose for a refill. She obeyed him with rather more of a spring in her step—a natural one rather than the false, desperate vivacity of the last few days.

As they walked back to the hotel, she said abruptly, “Why did you let Jon go to Viscral? To prove to him that he knew nothing? Or to see if he could succeed?”

The old man was silent for a few moments, then he grimaced. “To see if he cared.”

And if he didn’t… Bella Lamont sailed with her husband when she could. They divided their time between the sea, Blackhaven, and an estate in Scotland. Both Jon and his father seemed to imagine his life had to be either the sea or Viscral. Jess was not so sure.

She thought furiously, assessing and discarding many ideas—such as bolting to Viscral after him, either with or without Crabby, inventing some reason to summon him back to Blackhaven, and pretending to be ill to make him understand the danger of losing her. In the end, the notion she liked best was simply writing him an honest letter and telling him how she felt. She didn’t wish to push him into anything, but if she wanted him to be honest, she had to be, too.

After seeing his lordship comfortably settled by the fire, she retreated to her bedchamber to write the letter in private. However, she discovered Crabby there, writing her own letter.

“Ah,” her old governess said brightly. “Are you going to call on Miss Francis?”

“Oh, drat, I’d forgotten!” Jess sighed. “I suppose I had better go.”

“You don’t need me to come, do you?” Crabby asked. “They are such old friends and staying in the same hotel.”

“No, of course, stay here unless you wish to come.”

After several days of feverishly pursing distraction, Jess could have done without this one. Still, cementing old friendships was a good thing, she told herself as she climbed the stairs to the next floor, where the Francis family had their rooms.

A maid answered her knock. “They went to the market, miss, and they’re not back yet.”

“Oh. Then I’ll call again this afternoon.”

“Jess, is that you?” came Claud’s familiar voice from within. The door was taken from the maid’s grasp and opened wide to reveal him in his overcoat and hat. Beyond him was a sitting room quite similar to her own, with slightly different furniture. “I was just writing a note, but…since you’re here, come in. I particularly want to talk to you.”

“Well…just for a moment,” Jess said, stepping inside. She supposed the maid’s presence was propriety enough. “What is it?”

“Just a bit worried about you,” Claude said, searching her face. “You seemed not quite yourself last night. And I’m not sure I believe that hum about you and Tallon becoming engaged to please the old man. From what I’ve seen of him, Tallon is more likely to try and disoblige his father, and it seems to me you were quite taken with him.”

Jess swallowed. “Oh, I was,” she whispered. “I never meant to be, but I was, and to him I was only—oh it doesn’t matter.” She flapped her hands helplessly and swung away to hide her sudden tears.

“Jess!” he exclaimed in horror. “Are you crying? I have never seen you cry, please don’t!”

A hiccough of laughter broke through her tears, and she dashed the back of her hand across her eyes before turning to face him once more. “You needn’t worry, I’ve stopped. And I have quite decided to win Jon back.”

Claud grinned, largely with relief, she suspected, that he wouldn’t have to deal with a weeping woman after all. For he had never cared much for Jon before.

“That’s my girl,” he said, giving her a big, brotherly hug, just as the door opened without warning and Mary and her mother walked into the room.

They stopped dead, staring in shock while Claud’s arms fell away from Jess, who saw at once that she must act quickly.

Wreathed in smiles, she hurried to Mary and her mother, with one hand held out to each. “Oh, I’m so glad I haven’t missed you! Claude has just been congratulating me on my engagement, and I hope you will wish me happy, too!”

It dealt with the worst of the suspicion, if not the bewilderment.

“Another engagement?” Mrs. Francis said faintly, allowing her hand to be taken. “Already?”

Jess laughed. “Well, yes, I suppose it is the chief cause of the first one ending.” She was thinking ahead, a blindingly clear solution to everything emerging from the mist.

“But…but who is it you are to marry now?” Mary asked.

“Why, my cousin Hector, of course.”


Chapter Fifteen


Even before she said the words, Jess recognized that her plan was fraught with difficulties—the chief of them being how to keep it from Hector and the general population of Blackhaven. While still making sure that the word filtered through to Jon. In the short term, of course, it also excused Claud from any impropriety in hugging her, and kept his engagement as smooth as it could be. The only potential awkwardness that Jess could foresee was that Mrs. Francis might still harbor hopes of Mary snaring a wealthy viscount’s heir instead of a merely comfortable squire’s son of dubious fidelity. In which case, at the moment, she would merely be glad to see Jess out of Jon’s reach, tied to someone else.

Somehow, she kept the excited smile on her face while she drank tea and tried not to look at Claud who, however, clearly too grateful to have avoided a return to the Francis black books, was going along with it.

“We are not announcing it yet, for obvious reasons,” Jess told them. “So, I beg you will not speak of it to anyone, especially not my uncle.” She laughed. “Or Hector himself, for he will be cross I could not keep the secret we had agreed on! I just needed to tell my oldest friends.”

Claud cast her an admiring glance, which at least caused Jess a minor pang of guilt, for she was lying again, and it rolled off her tongue much too easily. It was in a good cause, of course—the pursuit of happiness for Jon, Claud, and Mary, as well as for herself—but she made herself a promise that this would be the last lie she ever told.

After a very correct half hour’s visit, she flitted back to her own rooms, where she found his lordship muttering over the newspaper reports of Bonaparte’s whereabout since giving the Royal Navy the slip in Elba. After listening for a few minutes to his irritation with such incompetence, she left him to it and found Crabby finishing up her letter.

Hastily closing the door, she confessed, “I have done another bad thing for good reasons.” And told the alarmed Miss Crabtree about events in the Francis rooms.

“Oh, dear,” Crabby said in an agitated voice when she’d finished. “His lordship will have an apoplexy.”

“Which is why he must not know. I have asked Mrs. Francis and Mary not to say a word, too.”

“Even if they do keep it to themselves, there is still the maid, who must have heard something! Word will get out, Jess.”

“Well, I shall just deny it. At least that will be the truth. But what do you think I should do about Jon? Should I write and tell him about my new engagement or just wait for someone else to tell him?”

“What if he immediately writes to Hector to congratulate him? Or if the news simply drives him back to sea before he intended to go?”

Jess felt the blood drain from her face. “Why would he do that?”

Crabby actually took her by the shoulders and gave her a little shake. “Because he loves you, you imbecile!”

The insult barely registered. “He…he loves me?” she uttered, torn between a stunned hope and total disbelief. “Then why did he go? Why did he say…?”

“Oh, Jess, because he doesn’t know what to do about it anymore than you do. I don’t know why it should be, but in my observations, when people fall in love, their common sense flies out the window. He is trying to win you by being responsible and caring for the land and dependents he’ll inherit.”

Jess sat down on the bed with a bump. “And I am being quite irresponsible and childish and trying to make him jealous. I was so eager to do something, and all I’ve managed is to tell a completely different set of lies that are bound to give him a disgust of me.” She covered her face with her hands, then dropped them and stared at Crabby. “Do you truly think he loves me?” she asked wistfully.

“Sometimes I don’t know why any of us love you,” Crabby said crossly, “but it seems we all do! You may leave Jon to me. You had best keep as many people as possible away from his lordship in case word gets out.”
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Keeping his lordship isolated was not very difficult since it suited his natural inclinations. But to deflect any suspicion, Jess carried on with her many outings—driving out with whichever respectable young man asked her, going on an expedition of young people to a local ruined abbey—properly chaperoned, of course—and attending various evening parties in the town. All the time, she was counting the days until they could look for a response from Jon to Crabby’s letter.

The first hint she had that the news of her next invented engagement was out, came in the pump room when an old lady of her uncle’s acquaintance said kindly to her, “I believe we are to wish you happy, Miss Fordyce!”

“You are too kind, ma’am,” Jess said quickly. “But my engagement came to an end. Mr. Tallon and I decided in time that we should not suit.”

“Oh, well, that’s what I thought,” the old lady said with a confused smile and wandered away with her companion.

Lord Viscral snorted. “You’ll be labelled a jilt,” he snapped. “And quite right, too.”

More right than he knew since she was about to discard another betrothed. But the old lady’s words bothered her, just in case they were based on some new rumor and not on her late engagement to Jon. She decided the best thing to do was to end that farce immediately. Jon should at least have received Crabby’s letter by now, whatever he chose to do about it. Hoping she would see Mary at Lady Harrow’s reception that evening, she prepared her brief, careless announcement in her head. They would probably think badly of her, but she wasn’t sure she cared.

As soon as she arrived at Lady Harrow’s hired house overlooking the sea, she realized her plan would not be so easy to implement. For Hector was present, and it was going to be doubly difficult to both “end” the engagement and prevent Hector knowing about any of it. The previous time they had met at a party, she had spent some time in his company, largely to support her story with Mary and Mrs. Francis. This time, she avoided him and, strolling out of his way, she came face to face with Lord Julian Gaunt.

“Want to run away with me, little butterfly?” he drawled.

“No, large hawk, I don’t.”

He laughed aloud as though he hadn’t expected that particular response. “You are delightful, you know. Quite wasted on all of them.”

“You’re too kind,” she said, passing on before she realized his work was done. He’d held her up long enough for Hector to catch her.

“Cousin,” Hector said amiably. “Don’t run away. I thought we were better friends than that.”

“Of course, we are,” she agreed lightly.

“Quite a lot better than friends, in fact,” he murmured. “Did you know that we were engaged to be married?”

Oh, damnation. “No, I didn’t.” She managed a smile. “It appears to be a wretched calumny, incomprehensibly spreading around town.”

“Oh, not so incomprehensively if it comes from you, my sweet.”

She regarded him with some misgivings. She had no idea what he had heard or from whom. “What on earth do you mean?” she asked at last.

Hector had always teased his victims, like a cat playing with a mouse. He smiled. “I mean, if you wish to marry me, you should simply have said so. It would have saved me the trouble of courtship.”

“Courtship?”

But, of course, he and Julian Gaunt had clearly not fallen out at all. They were still working together. She was sure now; Gaunt’s insulting behavior at the theatre had been premeditated, planned between them to enable Hector to deal with Gaunt so swiftly and so sympathetically. And it was true, it had softened her toward him at a time when she had been feeling very low.

“You mean you didn’t notice?” Hector said, hand on heart. “You’d cut me to the quick, except I know you must have noticed. How else would we have become engaged?”

“Hush!” Jess smiled at two ladies passing them and turned to say intensely to Hector. “You know perfectly well we are not engaged.”

“I thought I did,” he agreed. “But apparently, I was wrong. Still, you should know it suits me very well to be engaged to you. Did my uncle not say he would let you choose your own husband and that he would inherit everything?”

“Everything but Viscral,” Jess said. “But it makes no odds, Hector, for I haven’t chosen you.”

“Several different sources tell me you have,” he argued, a supercilious light of amusement in his muddy eyes. “So, I believe we shall go along with it.”

“My uncle will have an apoplexy and die!”

“Then we shall inherit early,” Hector said callously.

“No, we won’t, for he hasn’t changed his will.”

His eyes narrowed with irritation. “Then it’s up to you, my sweet, to see that he does.”

With a little wave of irritation, she would have passed on, but he caught her hand. “Jess. I mean it. You have until tomorrow evening to get him to change it, and if he doesn’t, I will make him. And marry you at once.

“Just for a few thousand pounds?” she whispered furiously. “You’re insane! Hector, I’d be a terrible wife for you! I’d make your life a misery.”

He laughed. “No, you won’t. But I shall definitely make yours so.” His smile faded. “If you fail me.”

Her angry denial died on her lips, for he simply bowed and walked away, leaving her feeling cold and extremely uneasy.
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Hector was undoubtedly a bully. He had been so as a boy, according to Jon and his lordship and most of the older servants at Viscral. Jess had witnessed his unpleasant manner to those of a lesser degree than himself, including Crabby. On top of which, his manner to her ever since she’d come to Viscral Hall, had varied between ignoring her entirely and superciliously criticizing everything she said or did. Under no circumstances would she give in to him, let alone marry him, however chilling his sudden threats.

On the other hand, she didn’t want him upsetting the old gentleman, especially so soon after his fresh quarrel with Jon, a quarrel still not resolved by Jon’s visit to Viscral. In fact, the old man was baffled, torn between pride and suspicion. At first, Jess had tried to persuade him to go home, too—at least there, she would have seen Jon and his lordship could have observed what his son was up to. But apparently, that would have been giving in, and Lord Viscral was determined to stay in Blackhaven for precisely as long as he had originally planned, which was another two weeks, he said. By which time, Jon would have sailed.

The morning after her unpleasant encounter with Hector, she tried again to persuade his lordship, but he was adamant. And so, they went to take the waters as usual. Perhaps her awareness was heightened by Hector’s threats, but several times, as they made their stately way along the road to the pump room, she imagined someone following them. Quiet footsteps sounded in the distance, but when she glanced back, she saw no one. Only on their return journey, when the streets were busier, did she finally glimpse a familiar figure through the crowd. There could be no proof that he was following them at all, let alone that he meant them harm, but it was clearly Masters, the lame man who had been stealing from Jon’s cargo.

Why was he still following her? Before he’d left, Jon had told her there was no longer a threat, that the men who had attacked them had fled and scattered, and that since there was clearly no rush, he would be dealing with them later.

Her blood ran cold. Had Masters changed sides? Was he simply working for someone else who paid him? For Hector?

But that made no sense. Hector wanted to marry her in order to inherit the old man’s unentailed wealth. If anything happened to her, if she died, she couldn’t see his lordship leaving Hector more than a rather derisory small legacy. Either Jon or the orphanage would get everything.

Yesterday, she would simply have walked up to Masters and asked him what he was about. Now, Hector, damn him, had made her careful, suspicious, and anxious.

There was worse to come.

Shortly after luncheon, when she was preparing to walk round to the vicarage, Hector called. Jess, trying out the new plumes with which she had decorated a revived hat, turned in quick alarm before she could stop herself. Hector’s eyes gleamed. He liked to cause alarm.

“Charming,” he pronounced, presumably about the hat. “Most charming.”

His bow, however, was directed more at Lord Viscral, who regarded him unmoving from his chair by the fire. Jess rather thought that was deliberate, too, to make her feel small by depriving her of basic courtesy. Well, he had chosen the wrong enemy.

“Sir, I trust I find you well,” Hector said smoothly.

“Do you?” his lordship snapped.

Hector ignored that, merely glanced around him, taking in the presence of Crabby and the hovering Holmes. “I would ask you for a private interview, but I see there is no need.”

“Quite right,” the old man agreed. “What do you want, Hector?”

“Your permission, sir, to pay my addresses to my cousin.”

Jess’s whole body flushed with irritation. He had given her until tonight, and here he was annoying his lordship before she had even given Holmes the instruction to deny him.

But to her surprise, the old gentleman only laughed with undisguised mockery. “No point. Jonnie won’t have you.”

Hector colored slightly. “Most amusing. I mean, as you very well know, your ward, Jess.”

Lord Viscral took out his snuff box, which he only did when he anticipated some superior entertainment. “Go ahead,” he said affably. “You won’t need a private interview for that either.”

“Jess,” Hector said in a somewhat bored voice. He didn’t even trouble to approach her. “You know what I’m going to ask. Considering everything we discussed yesterday evening, would you do me the honor of becoming my wife?”

“No, thank you,” she replied at once. “Especially considering everything we discussed last night.”

A flicker of surprise crossed his face. He didn’t even know her well enough to recognize her spirit. But, more ominously, he didn’t seem remotely cast down. “You should know, my lord,” he drawled, “if you don’t already, that Blackhaven believes her to be betrothed to me.”

Jess glared at him. He gazed blandly back.

“Then Blackhaven is crazier than I gave it credit for,” his lordship sneered.

“Perhaps, but the good folk of the town do have some reason in this case, since Jess herself has been spreading it around.”

“I have not!” Jess exclaimed, goaded by the downright lie.

Hector’s eyebrows shot up. “You deny being the source of the rumor.”

She closed her mouth. “No,” she admitted. “But it was a small untruth to help out a friend, and it wasn’t meant to go any further.”

Her uncle scowled at her. “What the devil have you been about now, Jess?”

“Does it matter?” Hector asked, bored. “The point is, the rumor is probably in London by now. The world believes she is engaged to me, within a week of breaking her engagement to Jonnie. What do you imagine it will do to her reputation or her chances of a decent match, if she then breaks her second engagement to me?”

“It will make absolutely no difference!” Jess exclaimed. “The engagement to you is mere rumor, and we shall simply deny it.”

“Mere rumor,” Hector repeated with open mockery. “Rather like your last engagement to my prodigal cousin. The world doesn’t look too kindly on those either, particularly when you take full advantage of the additional freedoms accorded to a young lady about to be married.”

Jess’s mouth fell open.

“Mind your tongue, sirrah!” Lord Viscral snapped.

Hector shrugged. “I only mention what others will say. I offer a way out—the only way out, I think you’ll find. Jess will marry me and have every comfort…providing you keep your word.”

“My word?” Lord Viscral asked, scowling. “I always keep my word. I, sirrah, am a gentleman.”

“He means about willing your unentailed fortune to my husband,” Jess said with undisguised contempt. “I beg you will leave him nothing at all, sir. For my part, I would not marry Hector if he were the last slug on the planet.”

She wanted to storm away, but she had seen the flash of venom in Hector’s eyes, and she feared suddenly for the frailty of her uncle. So, instead of slamming doors, she stalked up to the old gentlemen and stood beside him, meeting Hector’s stare with an equally fierce one of her own. Crabby, she noted, came and stood behind them.

Hector laughed. “How sweet. How touching. And yet, you all know it’s the only solution to Jess’s personal ruin and family disgrace. I’ll leave you to mull it over, my lord. You know where to find me.” And with a faint bow, he strolled out of the room, not even glancing at Holmes who held the door for him and shut it somewhat smartly behind him.

In the sudden silence, Jess counted to five in her head. She expected Lord Viscral to explode in fury at that point, but he didn’t. Instead, he rubbed his forehead, saying tiredly, “Whatever your reason, you made him a gift of that.”

Jess swallowed. “I know. I’m sorry. But it makes no real difference to us, does it? Our friends will believe my denial, and the world will not bother us at Viscral.”

“Maybe. Maybe, if it were anyone but Hector.” His eyes sparked with sudden violence. “If I were only twenty years younger, I’d—”

“Yes, but you’re not,” Crabby interrupted bravely. “So, what are you going to do?”

He stared at her until Jess feared her total annihilation. To her surprise, Crabby didn’t run away, just withstood his glare, until his lips twisted.

“I’m going to send for Jon, of course,” he said.

And in spite of everything, Jess’s heart soared.
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However, it was not in Jess’s nature to sit back and wait for things to happen around her or to her, so she was deep in thought as she and Crabby walked around to the vicarage. It was to be an unfashionable gathering of friends and children, but instead of looking forward to playing with the infants, Jess’s mind now was on Lady Bella’s fearsome husband, Jon’s friend and captain.

En route, her vague idea turned into determination, for as she and Crabby turned out of the high street toward the church, she glanced over her shoulder and glimpsed not just the lame man, Masters, but Antonia as well.

Antonia was thrusting a small parcel into his arms and talking quickly as though instructing.

“Jess!” Crabby remonstrated. “Really, you can’t walk like that!”

Hastily facing the way they were going once more, Jess still frowned. Antonia’s presence somehow made Masters even more sinister. She neither liked nor trusted the woman, and not just because she had come between Claud and Mary. Jess was honest enough to admit to herself now that her antipathy to the dancer had always stemmed from the way she had draped herself around Jon the night she had first seen them.

But it did look very much as if they were up to mischief. They had no reason to be following her for any reason unless someone had paid them. She had no idea what they intended or why, but she did blame Hector. Without him, she was sure, Masters and Antonia would have come nowhere near her.

So perhaps Captain Alban was precisely the man to help her. Of course, he was unlikely to be present at such a female-oriented event at the vicarage.

But it seemed she was in luck.

The gentlemen were to attend a meeting in the vicar’s study, something to do with the local chartable hospital. But when Jess and Crabby arrived, the vicar was in the drawing room, along with Captain Alban and a scarred gentleman of military bearing introduced as Colonel Benedict. The colonel had a baby son, currently kicking his little feet on the carpet and blowing bubbles at his sister, a laughing girl of perhaps twelve summers, who was helping entertain the babies.

“So, you are the newest baby worshipper,” Mrs. Benedict said, smiling at Jess.

“I don’t know about worship,” Jess said doubtfully, “but they do make me laugh with their tiny fat, little faces and all their smiles and bubbles.” She smiled down at Mrs. Benedict’s small son and got a grin and a kick in return.

“We could just hold our meeting in here,” the vicar suggested.

Colonel Benedict wrinkled his nose. “I don’t see Bellamy or Winslow agreeing to hold serious discussions while surrounded by crying, spitting babies.”

“Yes, but nothing’s serious until Nicholas returns in any case,” Kate Grant said.

“No, Benedict’s right,” sighed the vicar. “It would be neither proper nor conducive to business! Shall we, gentleman? I think that’s Bellamy now.”

As the men rose and walked to the door, Jess followed quickly to detain Captain Alban. Or Mr. Lamont. She was never quite sure how to address him.

“Sir,” she said, choosing the simplest option. “I wonder if I might have a quick word? I will only keep you for a moment.”

“Of course, please do,” Alban said with a humorous twitch of one eyebrow.

Jess took a deep breath. “I would like your advice. Or perhaps your help. Concerning a…family matter. I know of someone, someone unscrupulous, who would not hesitate to employ people to act against Jon. Or me. In fact, they may already have.”

Alban’s eyes were serious “I remember the incidents.”

“I was wondering how you might feel about…the possibility of employing men of your own, Jon’s men even, to…deal with this threat.” Realizing suddenly how this might sound, she added hastily, “I do not mean kill them or anything like that! Obviously. But maybe they could be frightened? Sent away from Blackhaven or even arrested? Is it something you could advise upon?” Or even carry out? The unspoken words were obvious, she thought. Alban was too quick not to pick up her meaning.

And in truth, his eyes were even more serious as they bored into hers. There was a hardness in Alban, as there was in Jon. But Jon’s, she thought, was only skin-deep, at least until he had a reason. With Alban, it was his core. On the other hand, his expression was not unkind.

“Miss Fordyce, if you have any reason to fear for your immediate safety, you must send to me at once. But beyond that, I cannot interfere in Jon’s family affairs.”

“Of course not,” Jess said hastily, despite her disappointment. “But what would you advise me to do?” It wasn’t a serious question. She had already asked and been rebuffed. Asking for advice was merely her pride, so it didn’t look as if she had truly been asking him to kidnap or otherwise scare off her cousin.

Alban’s brows lifted. “Nothing,” he said gently. “I would strongly advise you to do nothing. Miss Fordyce.” And he bowed and strolled out after the other gentlemen, closing the door behind him.

Jess returned to the women, chastened and just a little angry. Do nothing? What did he take her for?

Damned mercenary, she accused Alban unkindly in her head and then felt guilty as she encountered the intelligent, kindly gaze of Alban’s wife. In any case, Alban was right. She must not rely on friends in matters such as these. She had to take things into her own hands.


Chapter Sixteen


It seemed a lifetime ago that she had last waited for her uncle and Crabby to retire so that she could sneak out. Only this time, she had every intention of going beyond the hotel foyer. And there was no chance of running into Jon Tallon.

There had been no party that evening.

“Just as well,” Crabby had said comfortably. “It gives us a chance to clean your evening gowns properly.”

For some reason, that caught his lordship’s attention, for he glanced up from the latest newspaper from London and scowled. “How many do you have?”

“Two,” Jess replied with pride. “And the ballgown.”

The old man’s face almost contorted. Then he ordered, “Holmes. Bring my purse.” When it was duly brought, he rummaged inside and brought out a roll of notes. He halved it and stuffed one part back inside. The other he thrust toward Jess with his eyes narrowed so tightly they were almost closed.

“Order another,” he commanded. “And something for Crabby, too. Can’t have her disgracing you.”

“Oh, thank you, Uncle,” Jess said in awe. “If you’re sure.”

“Take it quickly, before I change my mind,” he growled.

She did, but as she put it away in her own reticule, she realized she had never had money of her own before. Admittedly, this was for gowns, and she was more than happy to spend it on such a frivolous purpose. On the other hand, if a guinea or two went on some other, much more vital cause, that was surely fine, too. Hopefully, he need never find out.

She knew where to go to find men like Masters, like those who had attacked her and Jon and tried to kill them in the runaway carriage. She had never been in any such establishment before, but she knew where it was.

As soon as dinner was finished, she changed into her old gown and delivered both her evening gowns up to Holmes to be cleaned. Thus, she had a good reason for being in her old clothes when his lordship and Crabby retired. Her reticule lay under her hat on the table by the door.

At last, everything was quiet, and she slipped out of the room with a key. In the hall, she donned her old bonnet and gray cloak, before hurrying downstairs. Since there was no gaming club or other event held in the large back rooms, the foyer was quieter tonight than the first time she had bolted down there to have her letter to Claud posted. Vaguely, she wondered if it would ever reach him, and what he would think of it.

But mostly, she thought of the matter in hand, and exactly what she would pay her mercenary ruffians to do. They had to understand that they weren’t to kill Hector, merely remove him from Blackhaven and make sure he understood he was never to come near her, Jon, or Lord Viscral again.

High Street was still busy with pedestrians and carriages, and besides, was well lit with streetlamps. Jess glanced all around but saw no sign of Masters or anyone else paying her any undue attention.

Once she turned into the market square and the narrow street leading to the harbor, it was much dimmer and much quieter, and Jess found herself anxiously avoiding shadows as she approached the disreputable tavern. Her heart drummed, for entering the tavern which had just ejected two sailors flailing their fists at each other in pointless, drunken fury, no longer seemed quite such a good idea.

She waited in the shadows until the drunks forgot what they were fighting about and weaved off toward the harbor with their arms round each other’s shoulders. Then, she drew herself up to her full height and stepped out of the shadows, making straight for the tavern steps.

Almost at once, she was aware of clattering hooves behind her, two horses and a wheeled vehicle traveling much faster than was safe on such a road. She paused to glance wildly behind her, but there was no time to react.

Someone leapt out of the shadows just as the carriage door flew open. She cried out but it was too late. Hands seized her, sweeping her right off her feet and all but hurling her inside the carriage.

“Drive!” growled the owner of the hands and leapt in beside her only just in time before the carriage bolted onward. Somehow, he managed to catch the flapping door and haul it shut and at last, by the pale, frightening light of the carriage lantern, she saw his face.

Masters.

The scream died silently in her throat. Blood sang in her ears. Only anger at her own stupidity kept fear from swamping her. She was a novice, and she’d been out-ruffianed. It had probably been inevitable, but she had so wanted to deal with this herself and impress Jon.

Masters said nothing, merely gazed at her from the other side of the carriage. He looked wary, which at least restored some of her fast-failing courage. Reaching up, she extracted her trusty hat pin.

“Where do you imagine you’re taking me?” she asked, and was proud her voice did not shake.

“Whalen,” he replied. “Don’t be frightened. I won’t lay a finger on you as long as you sit still until the carriage stops.”

“Frightened?” she repeated with disdain. She even raised one haughty eyebrow. “It’s you who’ll be a lot more than frightened if you do not set me down this instant.”

His expression was neither fearful nor contemptuous. If anything, he looked somewhat frustrated as he began, “Look, if you…” He trailed off, frowning beyond her at the back window of the carriage.

Beyond the racket of the bouncing, swaying coach and the clatter of the horses’ hooves, Jess imagined she could make out another vehicle behind them. Hope sprang in her breast as she twisted around to peer out of the window. There was definitely another carriage behind, thundering after them. It looked like one of the hackneys that usually waited outside the hotel. The driver whipped his horses, yelling encouragement.

Surely it was vastly improbable there should be a second carriage travelling at such speed out of the town and along the Whalen road? Which meant someone was trying to save her. Had Crabby seen her departure after all? Had Lord Viscral? Or was Captain Alban aiding her? Was this why he had told her do nothing? Because he was already watching for her safety? Had Jon asked him to before he left? The thought both warmed her and shamed her. How could she keep getting into so much trouble? He must have known she would…

Forcing her mind to practical matters, she laughed aloud with joy and knocked furiously at the roof.

“Stop that!” Masters cried in alarm, though he needn’t have worried.

Either the driver of their own carriage didn’t hear or simply paid no attention. He swerved around the bend in the road so fast that the carriage seemed to take it on two wheels, hurling both Jess and Masters into the side before righting itself by some miracle. After that, to Jess’s disappointment, they seemed to pull further away from the coach behind, though it was still visible, still following. And certainly, their own carriage showed no signs of slowing. There was never a chance to risk throwing open the door and leaping out. At least, not without serious injury.

As the coach finally slowed a little, through the streets of Whalen, Masters scowled at her and held on to the door.

“Why are you doing this?” she demanded. “Whatever you’re being paid, I will give you more just to take me back to Blackhaven.”

His eyes slid away from hers. “I can’t do that, miss,” he muttered. “Sorry.”

At their slower pace, the carriage behind drew closer again, travelling too fast and forcing theirs to do the same to keep ahead. Fortunately, at this time of night, the streets were relatively quiet, but as they drew nearer the harbor, they swerved round huddles of people and staggering drunks until they emerged onto the docks, still at a fast trot.

Dear God, I’m to be put onboard a ship! The implications of that truly terrified her. Under no circumstances could she allow that to happen. Gripping her hat pin tightly, she prepared to jump and flee.

The carriage lurched to a halt, jerking her forward so that she almost fell and had to cling to the seat to avoid falling to the floor. She tried to be quick, to reach the door first, but Masters was there, grasping her wrist.

She stabbed him with the hat pin.

“Ouch!” he yelled but didn’t let go. Nor did he hit her, which was her next fear. At least she retained the pin, even if she had no time to use it to more effect. He wrenched open the door and dragged her to the ground.

In front of them was a large ship, a gangway running between its deck and the quayside. Two sailors were running down it, calling over their shoulders. Masters was shouting, too, but she was too busy trying to wriggle and jerk herself free of his hold to make out his words.

At last he held her still, yelling in her ear, and she finally realized what he was saying. “Look at the name of the ship!”

It made no sense to her but surprise brought about instinctive obedience. She did look, and there it was, painted on the side.

The Albatross.

Her shock gave Masters the moment he needed to yank her over to the gangplank where she was surrounded by seamen, separating her from the shore.

The coach which had followed them so hard from Blackhaven had pulled up now, too, and a man emerged from it, furious but dignified.

Hector Tallon.

“I don’t understand,” Jess uttered in total bewilderment.

“That,” said a familiar voice behind her, “is because you never do as I ask.”

She gasped with the sheer joy that flooded her from his first syllable. Spinning around, she saw he had just stepped off the deck.

Jon Tallon wore old, comfortable clothes. His blond hair blew back from his handsome face and no sight in the world had ever been so beautiful. Without thought or planning, she launched herself up the gangplank and threw her arms around his neck.
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Jon had been prepared to be slapped, scorned, or ignored. But there was no trace in her now of the cool, disdainful young lady who had sent him away a week ago. The last thing he had expected was for her to throw herself instantly into his arms, with complete trust and instant happiness.

Stunned, it took him an instant to close his arms around her soft, yielding body. He pressed her to him convulsively, relief at her safety warring with wonder and sudden, overwhelming lust.

“Are you hurt?” he whispered into her hair. It smelled of lemon and pure Jess.

“No,” she gasped. “I never thought, never imagined—you are back!”

“Of course I am,” he said lovingly.

But this wasn’t yet over.

“Jonnie, I’ll thank you for the return of my betrothed,” Hector called from the quay. Still full of his own importance and despising the boy he had once bullied. Had he forgotten that Jon had fought back and won? No, he probably despised him for quite other reasons now—for working aboard a merchant ship. He had no idea.

“Come aboard,” Jon invited.

Jess’s head jerked up from his chest, and instinctively, he stroked her hair. Her hat had fallen off when Masters had dragged her out of the carriage.

“He won’t hurt you,” Jon promised. “He won’t get near you.” Partially releasing her while keeping his arm at her waist, he called to Hector, “Planning on abducting her yourself?”

Hector stepped gingerly onto the gang plank. “Well, the old man was dithering, and I really hate to wait.”

The seamen he didn’t seem to notice actually stood aside for him.

“Wait for what?” Jon drawled. “To borrow a bit more on your expectations once you had secured the bride?”

“That, and the bride assured me his lordship would expire of an apoplexy if I married her.”

Jon stepped in front of her as Hector drew nearer. He still seemed unaware that the seamen had closed in behind him, blocking his exit.

“You really are the slug of the family, aren’t you, Hector?” Jon remarked.

“That’s what I said,” Jess exclaimed, so clearly delighted that Jon grinned.

Under the light from the deck lanterns. Hector flushed furiously. “Just because I won’t be viscount? Don’t count on that either!”

Jon laughed. “Are you threatening me, Hector? On my own ship?”

Hector curled his lips. “But it isn’t yours, is it, Jonnie? It’s Alban Lamont’s. You have nothing.”

“Nothing you esteem, perhaps,” Jon admitted, delivering his instruction with a mere nod. At once, his sailors seized Hector, and Jon turned, drawing Jess’s hand through his arm to guide her fully onto the deck and out of the way of Hector and his captors. “But it is not nothing, as I believe you’ll find.”

“Unhand me, this instant!” Hector blustered, trying in vain to throw off his captors. “How dare you?”

Jon didn’t need to laugh this time. His men did it for him. Through it, John attracted the attention of his lieutenant. “This is Mr. Griggs,” he murmured to Jess. “He’ll take you to my cabin. You’re quite safe.”

“Yes, but—”

“I need to deal with Hector,”

Her eyes widened. Quite clearly, she wanted to ask what he was going to do, but she bit her lip and was silent. Which was just as well, because he wasn’t sure yet of his best course.

“Oh! Mr. Masters!” she exclaimed suddenly, pulling back to look for the man who was somewhere behind Hector and the seamen. “I am so sorry I didn’t trust you, and I regret very much stabbing you! Jon, do you have a surgeon who—”

“It’s nothing, miss,” Masters said, including Jon in his glare.

“Come aboard,” Jon commanded, and strode after the still protesting Hector.

As instructed, his men took Hector below and shut him in the spare cabin, which had often been used for mysterious and much more worthy guests than Hector Tallon. With a flick of his eyebrows, Jon sent the men about their business, although he allowed them a lopsided grin that was returned by all.

Then he opened the door to find Hector standing ramrod straight in the middle of the cabin. Somehow, he had even kept his hat which he now held by his side. He looked the picture of gentlemanly outrage.

“I will not be kept here,” Hector stated. “You have no idea the trouble you are in. I am a well-known gentleman of no little importance, and you—” He gave a contemptuous flap of his hand, “You are nothing.”

“So you said.” Jon strolled further into the room and poured himself a glass of brandy from the almost empty decanter. There was only enough for one, so he drank it down quickly.

“I am nobody in your world, perhaps,” he allowed, without heat. “In my own, I am somebody. Here on this ship…” His lips quirked. “I am everything,”

Hector’s eyes flickered. He was not a man of great imagination, but even he clearly began to see that he might have misjudged, that he had made a mistake delivering himself straight into Jon’s power.

He swallowed. “Very well, you have me fair and square. In this instance, in this place, you hold rather more cards. What do you intend to do?”

Jon sighed. “I don’t know yet. You hired men to kill Jess and me. They tried twice.”

“Incompetent buffoons. But they were not meant to kill—”

“Don’t bother lying,” Jon snapped. “It would do you no good to simply injure us. You wanted us both dead so that you would be my father’s sole possible heir.”

“Oh, nonsense. I was not even in Blackhaven when—” He broke off, perceiving the pit he’d been about to jump into.

Jon laughed. “When what? When your man stole the hackney, jumped off, and whipped the horses into a terror? You were seen conducting business with those men, Hector. Your being somewhere else at the time proves nothing. You certainly came back quickly enough as soon as I left Blackhaven. Now that Jess was free again, you wanted to marry her yourself. One way or another.”

“Then you didn’t go to Viscral?” Hector demanded in frustration.

“Oh, I went. But I left people to look after Jess and my father. They wrote as soon as you appeared, and here I am. Though I gather no one actually expected Jess to go out alone in the dark. I meant to abduct her in the morning, but she rather forced both our hands there.”

“The girl has no decorum,” Hector said waspishly. “I always said so.”

“Thus speaks the man pursuing her at night in a hired coach, who has already tried to kill her twice. On board ship, you know, the price of such crimes is death.”

Hector whitened. “You wouldn’t.”

Jon grinned. “I am a good captain. I keep strict discipline. But I mention it merely to give you food for thought. Perhaps, between us, we can come up with a better solution. But understand this, Hector. I don’t forgive you. I will never forgive you.”

With that, he turned and walked out, closing and locking the door behind him. With a shout, he called on two men to guard it. Then, feeling suffocated, he climbed up to the deck and let the wind rush past his cheeks while he cleared his mind of the noxious Hector and thought about Jess.

He turned to Griggs. “Make ready to sail.”


Chapter Seventeen


Left alone in the captain’s cabin, Jess tried to calm the erratic beat of her own heart before finally looking around her.

This was where Jon lived, where he spent his real life, where he was happiest.

At the center of the room was a large table on which were laid out charts and plans and various maritime instruments. When she wandered over, she saw someone had plotted a course across the Atlantic, from Whalen to some port in South America she had never heard of and didn’t want to think about.

Hastily, she walked to his bookshelves, discovering works on natural history, exploration, native customs from Australia to China, India, Africa, and America. Among the weightier tomes, she found books on Renaissance art and architecture, Greek mythology, the Egyptian pyramids, and a complete set of Shakespeare.

She was tempted to take several books from the shelves, but in truth, she was too curious about her current surroundings to settle down to read about others. She gazed out of the huge, sloping window at the sea, watching the crying birds playing in the wind currents and diving for food. Distant vessels bobbed on the rolling waves, tempting her. Just to run away to distant shores, to adventure and love. To Jon.

He came back. He must love me. Mustn’t he?

Restlessly, she moved away and walked through an open door to a smaller chamber. This was where he slept. There wasn’t much there but a large trunk and a four-poster bed bolted to the floor. All furniture had to be bolted to the floor, she assumed. On the wall opposite the bed, a portrait attracted her attention.

Drawn in pencil, framed in simple wood, it depicted a young woman with a veil covering her hair. Undeniably beautiful in an exotic way, she had faint laughter lines around her sparkling eyes and generous mouth.

Jess’s stomach twisted. Izlan. This was his late wife, with whom no one could compete. He kept her portrait opposite the bed, so that he would see it every night when he went to sleep, and every morning when he awoke. It must be a wonderful comfort to him…

She walked out of the room, looking for more decoration to distract her. She found it in a beautiful seascape hung opposite the window. It reminded her of the painting in Blackhaven’s art gallery that she had wished she could buy for him. And when she looked closer, she saw that it was indeed signed Tamar. The brother of Lord Sylvester Gaunt, and of Lord Julian, Hector’s creature.

The door opened quietly, without warning, and she swung around to face Jon. For an instant, he stood framed in the doorway, his dark eyes seeking and finding hers. Her heart lurched. She couldn’t breathe, because he was everything she had ever wanted and hadn’t even known it until now.

She swallowed, watching as he closed the door with quiet deliberation. “I wished to buy you a painting very like this—a gift. At least I know now you would like it.”

“Lady Bella gave me that one,” he said, without taking his eyes off Jess. “She and Alban are friends of Tamar.”

She nodded, her heart thundering as he closed the distance between them. He came to a halt only inches from her. She was afraid he could see her trembling.

“Am I right in thinking,” he asked, holding her gaze, “that you didn’t want me to go to Viscral at that point, or give up our engagement?”

“Perhaps,” she whispered. She cleared her throat. “Am I right in thinking your affections were not all false or calculated?”

His lips quirked. “Perhaps.” His hand lifted, cupping her cheek, and she gasped at his touch. “Do you love me, Jess?”

Heat flooded her. “You know that I do.”

“No, I didn’t know. All I had was hope. And fear that I was a coxcomb to trust even that much.”

She covered his hand on her cheek. “I sent you away because I didn’t have the courage to admit it.”

He bent his head so that she could feel his breath on her lips. “Then you admit it now? Will you marry me?”

“If you love me,” she whispered.

“I adore you.” His lips closed on hers, soft, wondering, and she melted into him, opening her mouth to kiss him back. His arms closed around her while they kissed with long, slow sensuality.

Devastated as soon as he raised his head, she followed and took back his lips. Every inch of her thrilled with fire. His mouth, his arms, the hard contours of his body crushed to hers, overwhelmed her. She had wanted this for so long, and yet her fantasy hadn’t even approached this reality. She felt weak, helpless in his hold, and yet she gloried in his strength, and in her clear effect on him. His eyes had grown hot and clouded, his breath came in pants, and in spite of her trembling knees, she began to feel powerful. She could move him. He loved her.

Emotion swamped her, scalding her eyes. He took her face between his hands, staring down at her. His turbulent gaze showed both desperation and shame.

“Don’t cry,” he whispered. “I won’t hurt you. I won’t let anyone hurt you. Come, sit here and I’ll get the boy to bring us tea.”

“I don’t want tea,” she blurted, holding on to him. “I want you, Jon.”

Desire and something more leapt back into his face. “Oh, Jess,” he groaned. “Have you any idea how a man might interpret that?”

“Show me,” she pleaded. “Show me how you interpret it.”

A wicked, sensual smile played about his lips. “If I do, there will no going back. You will have to marry me.” His hands slid slowly down her sides, from her neck and shoulders, brushing her breasts and waist until they lingered on her hips, caressing. Deliberately, he pulled her against him, moving, letting her feel the physicality of his lust.

Then he lowered his head once more and kissed her deeply. She moved with him, writhing against him, and with a muttered curse, he lifted her in his arms. His fingers plucked at her clothing even as he strode across the cabin and into the bedchamber where he dropped her on the bed and swept off her gown and chemise.

His eyes devoured her nakedness, but she felt no shame, only a greater intensity of that thrilling power and an aching, desperate desire she had no idea how to assuage. She just knew that she needed him.

He tore off his coat and cravat and lowered himself over her. He drew the pins from her hair, letting it fall across the pillows. He smiled. “My God, you are beautiful. Do you have any idea what you do to me?”

“I’m hoping it’s much the same as you do to me,” she said shakily.

He gave a breath of laughter and lowered his lips to the galloping pulse in her throat. “I think it might be.” His hand swept over her hip and thigh as his mouth moved down to her breasts.

Small, inarticulate sounds escaped her throat. She burrowed beneath the soft linen of his shirt, smoothing her palms greedily over his hot, damp skin. His back seemed to undulate in response to her every caress.

As he kissed her nipple, sucking strongly, she moaned in pleasure. “Take off your clothes,” she gasped.

He smiled, settling over her to kiss her mouth again. “In time. There is plenty of time.”

But as it turned out, there wasn’t. He took her with his clothes still half-on, and only afterward, as she purred with awed delight, did she remove the rest for him, kissing wherever her wicked notions took her.

He stretched like a cat under her caresses until she came to the large shaft which had already pleasured her so astonishingly. Only then, did he pull her under him and take her again, much more slowly and sweetly, and she finally understood that this was the kind of delight that was always new and always different.

And this time, when he reached his own massive climax, she wept with joy.
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The creaking of the ship and a very pronounced rolling motion permeated her dazed, half-asleep brain. Jess lifted her cheek from Jon’s naked chest and blinked down at him. “Are we sailing?”

“Yes.”

Her eyes widened, “To South America? Jon, I can’t leave—”

He grinned and pulled her back down to him. “No, not South America. But going out to sea for a little was part of my plan to keep you safe from Hector. I was never more frightened in my life than when I heard he had returned to Blackhaven.”

“But doesn’t it defeat the object to have him on the ship with us?”

“Well, I couldn’t leave him to run back to Blackhaven and annoy my father either.”

She frowned. “He should stand trial for what he did. To us and to Claud.”

“Oh, he never touched Claude. That was someone else entirely. But I take your point.” He sighed. “The old gentleman won’t like it much, dragging the Tallon name through the mud, but I suppose it is the only solution. We certainly can’t leave him running around the country trying to dispose of anyone whose death might benefit him.” He ran his fingers through her hair and smiled ruefully. “In all my dreams, I never imagined lying in bed with you discussing murder and Hector.”

She thought about that. “It isn’t pleasant, I suppose. But it doesn’t seem to matter much what we talk about now I’m with you.”

He kissed her. “You are wonderful. Do you want my father present at our wedding?”

“I can’t imagine he wouldn’t be there. Why?”

“Well, we could ask Tristram Grant to marry us in Blackhaven. Or wait until we go home to Viscral and do it there. Or…I happen to have a clergyman on board. He doesn’t have the purest reputation in the church, but he is still licensed to marry.”

She raised her head again, propping her chin on his chest while her heartbeat quickened yet again. “Truly?” she said breathlessly.

“Whatever you wish.”

“Was this part of your abduction plan, too?”

“Of course, it was. Full confession. Crabby told me you loved me, and that I shouldn’t give you up.”

“Crabby!” she exclaimed. “Why, the treacherous, tattle-tale! And wonderful human being.”

“She is,” he agreed. “So, when I heard from Masters that Hector was back, I hatched a plot to abduct you and persuade you to love the sea, too…and agree to marry me into the bargain.”

“I would have had no choice if you’d carried me off to sea. My reputation would have been ruined.”

“Well, my original plan was to take Crabby as well. I did mean you to have a choice.”

“And now my reputation is ruined anyway,” she said happily, kissing his chest. “In fact, I think I have been ravished.”

He rolled her onto her back, looming over her in a predatory and entirely thrilling manner. “And debauched and loved. And will be again. Constantly.”

“Goodness,” she whispered, reaching her arms around his neck. “I suppose I’d better marry you, then.”

“Oh, I hoped you’d say that…” He kissed her for a long time. Then, lifting his head, he added, “But if you would rather wait, I still have a chaperone. We’ll rendezvous with Alban and Lady Bella in…” He shifted position, leaning over the bed to rummage among the clothes on the floor, and came back up with his watch. “In about half an hour. Where has all the time gone?”

She laughed a little breathlessly, for his every movement against her body brought fresh delight. “I think we both know the answer to that.” As she sat up, her attention was caught, for the first time since he had entered the cabin, by the portrait of his late wife.

Jon, seeing the direction of her gaze, said, “Bains, one of my crew, drew her. He has a gift. It’s an excellent likeness.”

“She was beautiful.” She glanced at him a little uncertainly. “Do you think she would mind?”

“About you and me? No,” he said emphatically. “She would be glad I had found love again. And she would have liked you. I think you would have liked her.” He sat beside her on the bed, his long legs dangling down to the floor, and put his arm around her shoulder. “I was devastated when she died, for I loved her very much. But I came to terms with her loss a long time ago. What I feel for you is…different, because you are, and I know it will only grow and deepen.”

She leaned her head on his shoulder, closing her eyes to hide the sudden tears of emotion. Then she kissed his shoulder, stood up to wash and dress and face the world.
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Jon, his mind and body both singing with joy, stood at the rail to welcome Alban aboard, and shook hands warmly. “Thank you for this.”

“I left Bella on the yacht,” Alban said, nodding his head in the direction of his vessel. “I don’t want her risking the climb up and down ladders.”

“Of course not! My plan was for Jess and I to join you there, rather than the other way about.”

“So, how goes your plan? Are you married yet?”

“Not yet. I thought you could stand my best man if you didn’t object.”

“I’m happy to oblige. And your cousin, Hector?”

Jon sighed. “Locked up below. I’ll deliver him to the magistrate when we return to Whalen.”

“Then you just have to decide which ship you’d rather be married on.”

“I’ll ask Jess. She might prefer to have Lady Bella with her.”

“Sir!” a seaman yelled from across the deck. It was one of the guards Jon had set on Hector. “His nibs is breaking things down here!”

“Maybe I should just fight a duel and kill the bastard,” Jon said between his teeth, though he strode off to deal with the situation at once. Alban followed him down the ladder to the cabin, from where they could hear nothing at all.

“He’s gone quiet,” the other guard told him unnecessarily.

“Unlock it,” Jon ordered.

The man obeyed, throwing the door wide. Hector lay in the middle of the floor, unmoving. Bits of glass from the decanter lay strewn about him.

Jon swore, and strode across the cabin. He dropped to a crouch by Hector’s body—and saw the broken glass in his hand only a fraction of a second before Hector moved, thrusting the jagged glass straight at his heart.

Jon knocked his wrist aside in time to feel only a glancing scrape across his arm instead. But Hector threw himself at Jon, the razor-sharp glass still a dangerous weapon in his hand. Jon went down under him but rolled forcefully, until he sat astride his cousin who was face-down on the floor, and yanked Hector’s left hand behind his back, forcing it upward. Hector didn’t even yelp. But his other hand was hidden beneath him.

Alban appeared on his right, grasping Hector’s shoulder. “Turn him. Carefully.”

When they did, the jagged glass was protruding from his heart, and he stared lifelessly into space.

Jon gazed down at him and swore under his breath. He swallowed hard and dragged his hand through his hair.

“Accidental death,” Alban said coolly. “Anything you did was simply self-defense. But perhaps you shouldn’t tell Jess until after the wedding.”
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Jon told her of Hector’s death at once. She blinked several times. “What a waste of a life. I believe the world is better without him.”

“Then you are still prepared to marry me?” Jon asked in awe.

She smiled. “Of course I am.”

And so, on the deck of the Albatross, under the moon and stars, she was married to Jon Tallon by a not precisely sober but very amiable clergyman, formally witnessed by Captain Alban and Mr. Griggs. Informally, the wedding was also witnessed by the entire crew and by Masters, who all cheered at the pronouncement of man and wife.

“Is this legal?” Jess whispered to her husband under cover of the noise.

“Quite,” Jon replied, somewhat belatedly producing a special license from his pocket.

Jess began to laugh.

“Blackhaven?” Jon suggested.

“Oh, yes! His lordship will be worried sick.”

“No, he won’t. I sent him a note that you were safe with me and all was well.”

“Do you think of everything?”

“Most things,” Jon said modestly.

Taking Masters with them, since he was eager to be home, they crossed to Alban’s yacht by the long boat. Lady Bella welcomed them with champagne, and Jess had never been happier in her life.

But there was another surprise in store. As they docked at Whalen, with the sunrise still red and gold in the sky, Jess saw a familiar figure on the quay. Antonia Bliss.

Inclined to outrage, she glared at Jon, who only smiled and placed her hand on his arm. “She hasn’t come for me, you know.”

Masters ran down the gangplank ahead of them. Antonia stormed up to him, giving him a furious tongue-lashing before she suddenly threw her arms around his neck in a fierce hug and dragged him off. Masters was smiling.

“It’s an odd relationship,” Jon remarked. “Masters is the only one she loves, but there’s very little she won’t do for money so that they can be together.”

“He can’t like that!”

“He doesn’t. Which is why he thumped Claud when he realized he was going to her house that night. I think Masters and Antonia might have reached a better agreement now.”

“You’re right,” Jess said. “There are all sorts of love.”

“Talking of which, our carriage to my father awaits.”

Jess laughed.


Chapter Eighteen


The Albans accompanied them to the hotel, and left them there to face the music.

“Good luck,” Alban said wryly.

Lady Bella, mindful of her role as chaperone, made sure to lean her head out of the carriage window to shake hands with both Jess and Jon.

The hotel foyer was quiet, but it seemed almost inevitable that on the stairs, they should run into Mary and Mrs. Francis. Neither looked as if they knew whether to be delighted by Jon’s return or disapproving of Jess’s presence at his side.

“Goodness, you are abroad early this morning,” Mary said. “Have you walked far?”

“Merely from the front door,” Jon said amiably, “where the carriage dropped us. We were lucky enough to spend the night on the Lamonts’ yacht.”

Mrs. Francis’s eyes could have frozen hot coals. “A delightful expedition, I am sure,” she said, looking pointedly behind them. “But without Miss Crabtree, Jess?”

“Exactly,” Jess said, fixing her smile. “But with Lady Arabella.”

“Of course,” Mary said quickly. “And how delightful to find Captain Tallon and you still friends, Jess…after your latest news.”

“Oh, news is always changing,” Jon said, with a slight bow. “Good morning, ladies.”

Mary and her mother exchanged glances as though wondering what he meant, and whether it was still worth pursuing a viscount’s heir over poor Claud.

Prompted by sheer wickedness, Jess paused to whisper in Mary’s ear. “And he and I are more than friends. Much more.”

Mary gawped at her as she sailed on upstairs with Jon.

“Poor Claud,” Jess said with feeling.

“Don’t spare him too much sympathy,” Jon murmured. “It’s perfectly possible he will always have an Antonia of some kind in the background. I believe many such marriages prosper very well.”

“Ours would not,” Jess observed, and received a quick, hard kiss in return.

They must have been seen from the window, for the door to Lord Viscral’s rooms was wide open when they reached the landing, and Crabby flew out to welcome them.

“Oh, my dear Jess, is everything well?” she demanded anxiously, dragging her into the sitting room.

Jon strolled after them and closed the door, nodding at the wary Holmes as though to reassure him.

“Yes, everything is wonderful!” Jess exclaimed, hugging her before she glanced around the room for her uncle. A twinge of unease pinched her. “Where is he?”

Crabby pointed at his bedchamber door. Before she even lowered her finger, his lordship’s door flew open, and he walked out into the sitting room.

“Ah. Good,” he said to Jess as if she had never been away. “In time to accompany me to the pump room.”

Jess closed her mouth. After a moment, she managed to say, “Of course. But we have news for you. I hope you will wish us happy.”

He grunted, easing himself into his favorite chair. He must have known from Jon’s note that their quarrel was over, that marriage was likely, for he was taking it far too calmly. On the surface at least.

“We are married,” Jon stated, in case there was any doubt.

His lordship grunted, pretending not to care. “Good.” His gaze flickered. “Off to South America, are you?” he asked with studied nonchalance.

“No,” Jon said. Taking Jess’s hand, he led her over to him. “Captain Alban and I have come to an arrangement that suits both of us. With Bonaparte on the loose again, he wants me doing the Mediterranean trade routes instead. Which entails much shorter trips. And there will be fewer of them as I become more involved in Viscral.”

His lordship snorted. “Oh, you decided that, did you, in the few hours you managed to spend there already?”

“I spent almost three days there,” Jon said mildly. “Long enough to see how little I know, as well as how much needs to be done. We need to be in agreement, Father. If I curtail, or even give up the sea, I need to know I’m doing something worthwhile. You must give me—and Matthews, a say in the land.”

The old man glared at him, then at Jess. “I suppose I must,” he said ungraciously.

“I suppose you do,” Jess agreed. “It will be much more fun, you know.”

The old man’s lips twitched. Suddenly, he looked very like Jon. There was humor as well as rare affection in his eyes. “Well, I wish you well of this reprobate I spawned. I hope you won’t regret your haste.”

Jess smiled, reaching for Jon’s hand once more. “I won’t,” she promised.

And she didn’t.
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