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A small cry escaped Sirena as he kissed her with passion-bruised lips. Tenderly, his lips clung to hers, softly he tasted the sweetness that was hers alone. She was warm and supple beneath him, her breasts flattened against his chest, her hips answering his.
 
 

 
She craved his touch, the taste of his mouth, the smell of his skin. She had been starved for him while he was gone, and hadn’t even realized it. She had turned away from Regan because he had made her feel that she was alive and she hadn’t wanted to be alive. But now he had put her in contact with life.
 
 

 
Against his lips she murmured, “Have me, have me, Regan. For now, for tomorrow, for always...”
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TO MARY

 







Chapter One
 
1628
 
 

 
 
The late afternoon sun dipped low on the western horizon, suffusing the tropical isle of Java in a red glow that crept through the tall, narrow windows and reflected off Luanna’s slim naked beauty. Sleekly formed hips, narrow as a boy’s, caught the sun as she raised her arms to undo the pins at the back of her head, allowing her jet-black hair to cascade to her slim waist. Her small breasts were firm and high; her body absent of hair as was the Javanese tradition. Luanna was fully aware of the sensual picture she presented to Regan van der Rhys. As the most sought after and notorious prostitute on the island, it was her business to know how to appeal to a man’s lusty appetites.
 
Regan watched Luanna’s preparations; mentally comparing her to a sultry feline. She moved toward the bed where he waited, sliding in beside him, pressing her hips suggestively against him. Her oblique, dark eyes smiled into his. Regan pulled her to him, conscious of her slender length against his flesh, feeling his responses rise to a throbbing urgency. Her skin was cool and fragrant, her hair perfumed and silky, falling over his face as she kissed and nibbled artfully at his lips. He returned her embrace, tasted her mouth, enjoyed the suppleness of her body. His hands found her breasts and he heard her make a faint sound almost like the purring of a contented cat. He wanted to taste, to feel, to lose himself in her, to forget.
 
Passions mounted and he tumbled her beneath him, burying his face in her cloud of hair, experiencing the slow curl of heat in his belly, aware that Luanna was matching his movements with a rhythm of her own.
 
Luanna’s hands kneaded the broad muscles of his back, drawing him closer, excited by his increasing passion. Her thighs closed savagely around him, locking him to her as she felt herself being swept away by the wild emotions this man created within her. “Regan ...” she moaned against his demanding mouth, tasting the sweetness of the wine he had consumed.
 
She was aware of the thick golden fleece on his chest brushing against her breasts, stimulating their coral tips to stand erect, the hard flat muscles of his stomach pressing against her, the strength of his arms and hands, the clean masculine scent of him. Each of her senses was heightened and filled by this man who could make her feel as though she’d never known another lover, who could make her believe she was created for his pleasure alone and, in giving that pleasure to him, find her own.
 
Her fingers traced the lines of his face and, even with her eyes closed, she could perceive his image. The brightness of his hair was like moonbeams captured on the water, thick and crisp and whitened like the grasses on the hillside during the summer. His heavy brows gave such a defiant, determined expression to his cool, agate-blue eyes, eyes that could pierce a woman’s soul and make her his slave. The bronze of his skin, warmed by the sun and stung by the sea; his full sensitive lips—his smile, white and strong—the cleft in his chin which gave him a certain boyishness and endowed his handsome, almost craggy features with a vulnerability.
 
Touching his broad shoulders and rock-ribbed torso, she knew the power of this man, a force and energy that made a woman aware of her own defenselessness. But she also knew his gentleness, his consideration. She was reminded of it and reassured by it with each caress stirring her desires and leading her to the threshold of ecstasy. His hands reached down to grasp her hips and she gasped with anticipation. His mouth closed over hers and she began to moan and he carried her with him. Together they spun over the threshold of sensuality into the universe, whirling on a roll of thunder and blinded by a flashing bolt of rapture. In the quiet of the room she heard his voice, deep and heavy, “Sirena ...”
 
Afterward Luanna’s fingertips traced the frown that furrowed his brow. Lightly she kissed the slight downward pull at the corner of his mouth. She had seen him this way many times in the past months and she knew he only came to her when his passions demanded release and he needed the arms of a woman to comfort his sorrow. “There was a time, Regan, when I would have cheerfully killed you if you had whispered another woman’s name while you lay in my arms,” she said softly, watching the traces of bitterness cloud his eyes. “Do you know you call out for her?”
 
“I don’t know what you’re talking about!” Regan growled, making a move to leave her side.
 
“No, stay here with me,” she whispered, pressing him back against the bedding. “It’s time you told someone of your grief.”
 
Regan turned and looked at Luanna’s lovely face beside him on the pillow. “There is nothing to tell.” Wresting himself free of her, he rose from the bed and reached for his clothes.
 
Luanna sat up, her long hair falling over her shoulders, cloaking her nudity from his eyes. “You lie! Each time you come here to be with me it is her name you call out. Don’t you think I feel it in your touch? It’s not my body you reach out for, it is hers!”
 
“Leave me alone, Luanna. You don’t know what you’re talking about.” He spoke in a monotone, teeth clenched, frightening in his intensity.
 
Still, Luanna persisted. “I know. I am not stupid! Ever since you came back to Java with your wife and infant son you do not seek Luanna’s arms. You want no other woman, only Sirena. Yet, since your young son died it is to Luanna that you come with such loneliness in your eyes.”
 
“Nonsense!” Regan growled as he fastened the buttons on his shirt and reached for his boots.
 
“It is not nonsense. Do you think it is only Luanna who sees this change in you? Bah! You men! Always so strong! But a woman knows, Regan.”
 
“It’s your female imagination,” he bristled, angry with this turn in the conversation. “I don’t come here for advice, Luanna,” he smiled with bravado.
 
“You can’t fool your Luanna. It is not for me that you cry out at the moment of release. It is for your wife... Sirena! Go back to her, Regan, go to your Sirena. I can’t bear to see your heart breaking this way. Don’t you think I know a man starved for love when I see him? Go to her. Bare your heart to her. Make her love you. Force her if you must. Break through her grief, Regan, make her see that she needs you and loves you!”
 
Regan was taken aback by the sincere tears he saw in Luanna’s eyes. In the manner of a woman she saw straight through to the root of his problem. “Is this what I’ve come to, Luanna? A man who evokes a whore’s pity?” he asked softly.
 
“And the best damn whore in all the Indies!” Luanna a defended proudly.
 
Tentatively, he stretched out a hand to brush away the tears glistening on her smooth round cheeks.
 
“Get out of here, Regan! Go back to your Sirena!” Picking up the bedside lamp, she held it threateningly. “Go home to your wife!”
 
Silently Regan left the room, closing the door quietly behind him.
 
 

 
 
Twilight was descending again upon the long stretch of lawn that came to an abrupt end at the edge of the dense primeval jungle surrounding the van der Rhys mansion. From here, the busy growth of Batavia, Java’s primary seaport, was unnoticed. The vibrant foliage insulated the house’s inhabitants against any intrusion from the outside world. The splendid dwelling and outlying plantation had become the entire world to Sirena van der Rhys in the six months since the death of her only child, Mikel.
 
Tonight, as every night, Sirena took her place near the delicate pane-glass doors leading out to the garden, to stand sentry. Her deep green eyes penetrated the falling darkness as her mind trod the path to the edge of the lawn where Mikel’s lovingly tended grave rested.
 
If the once ebullient servants in the van der Rhys home were subdued and watchful in her presence, Sirena did not notice. If their once spirited steps were now a quiet shuffle, she did not care. If Regan looked to her for a sign of affection or a soft word, she did not think to respond. Sirena’s only thought was of Mikel. His world was her existence; his eternity her fate.
 
Regan watched his wife from beneath lowered eyelids as she stood near the doors. The muscles in his lean, clean-shaven jaw tautened as he observed her shoulders slump and her classic profile turn once more to gaze out over the lawn. It had been an error of judgment to allow Sirena to place Mikel’s grave so close to the house. He should have insisted that the child be placed beside his grandfather in the small plot of ground at the far end of the nutmeg grove. This standing guard, playing sentinel to a child six months cold was bringing him to the breaking point. He ran a sun-bronzed hand through his thatch of wheat-colored hair and groaned inwardly.
 
Why couldn’t Sirena turn to him? Where had he failed her? Could she not see that the loss of their son was as painful a cross to bear for him as it was for her? Couldn’t she see that sharing the loss would make the burden lighter for both of them? Where was the woman he had once known? Where was his Sea Siren? Had the spirit left her at the same moment the breath had left Mikel’s body?
 
Regan closed his eyes against the mournful sight of Sirena and he saw her once again as he remembered her; tall and slender, an expression of supremacy on her delicate features, the light of challenge burning in her eyes. Once again he reveled in the memory of her long raven tresses swept by the sea’s errant winds and the haughty set of her shoulders and the daring lift of her chin. He lived again the moments when he had seen her with a mantle of spindrift clouding her hair and settling in a salty wetness on the smooth, tawny flesh of her long, sensuous limbs.
 
How long had it been since he had heard her laugh? He imagined he heard it now as he had that day when he first saw her aboard her phantom ship, nearly six years ago. She had been a sea witch as she stood with feet placed firmly apart, the rapier’s point dug into the deck and her rippling laugh coursing over the waters to taunt him. Then, he had been aware mostly of her abbreviated costume which revealed much of her swelling breasts and all of her lightly muscled legs.
 
He had never seen a woman as beautiful as the Sea Siren and he realized that beneath the somber, heavy gowns which had become Sirena’s regular attire, the same beauty still lurked. The same loveliness, yet so much more. Her skin was still buffed ivory. Her eyes, once flashing emeralds, now without luster beneath a thick black fringe of lashes, were nevertheless wide and slightly tilted at the corners, giving her an Oriental appearance. And her full, sensuous lips were now drawn into a firm line. But once they had been mobile, smiling over strong, dazzling teeth. Motherhood had ripened her beauty and softened it. Though still as slim as a girl, there was a lushness about her.
 
His arms ached to hold her, to press her head lovingly against his chest and fill her world with love and tenderness and share with her again that all-encompassing. yearning for one another. His desire to love and be loved was only secondary to his wanting to comfort her, to be comforted.
 
Yet Sirena had denied them both this sweet release from grief. She had spurned his advances and turned him away. And fool that he was, he had allowed it His desire to see her comforted had controlled his passions. In his respect for her grief he had determinedly quelled his needs for her as his wife.
 
Currently, as Regan shifted his weight in the deep armchair he knew that the constraints of that respect had reached the breaking point. He wanted her, he needed her now! Mikel was dead and if the situation were allowed to continue there would be no respite from the eternal sorrow.
 
Night had fallen swiftly and the edge of the lawn was barely discernible. There was no moon to light a silvery path to Mikel’s grave. These were the times Sirena dreaded the most—when Mikel was shrouded in darkness.
 
The sound of Regan shifting in his chair caught Sirena’s attention. In the glass panes of the doors she saw his reflection. A deepening grudge burned within her. It was this emotion that was the only part of her still alive. She returned her attention to the darkness outside and recalled her horror the day Regan had come upon her soon after the child’s death when she had been placing a lantern upon his grave. “It’s for when the nights are black and long,” she had explained tearfully. She had expected Regan to understand. Instead he had wrung the light from her hand and sent it crashing against the simple stone marker. There had been a fury in his blue eyes and a tensing of the muscles along his jaw.
 
“Mikel is dead!” he had exploded in a demonstration of rage. “There is no earthly light which can ease his soul. Where’s your Christian belief, Sirena? Were you not taught that all little children find their place beside the Lord?”
 
“My son,” she had returned, “was fearful of the dark!”
 
“Your son!” Regan had bellowed. “Was he not also mine? Would you deny me my own grief that he should be taken from me so cruelly?”
 
“You bury what misery you feel in your damnable office. You leave this house with thoughts of business on your mind and give not a second thought to your own flesh and blood placed so heartlessly beneath this ground. Tell me, Regan, was it for you Mikel called in the night when a stray wind would blow out his lamp? Did you hurry from your bed to cradle him and chase away his imaginings of winged creatures?” Sirena’s face became alive with anger. “More than once you pulled me back against you with reassurances he would be over his terrors that much quicker if I paid them no mind! When I think of the times I heeded you, when I rested again in your arms and closed my ears to his whimpers to listen instead to your soft murmurings of love, it grates my soul! And now you would deny him this final respite which we alone can give him—a lantern on his grave!”
 
Regan had appeared as though struck full in the face. His features whitened, his mouth drew downward with sorrow. “You would have me believe Mikel cried out in fear. Think back, Sirena, and know the truth for what it is. When Mikel suffered nightmares, there was no chance for anyone besides you to go to him. I swear there were moments when I felt as though you kept your slippers on your feet perchance he should call to you. And those whimperings. Childhood dreams! The boy never turned in his sleep or sighed over dreams of angels that you didn’t rush to his crib to watch over him. If there were indeed nights when I was able to take your thoughts from him and turn them to me, they were rare indeed!”
 
“Now you would have me know you were jealous of your own son!”
 
“No, Sirena,” Regan had said truthfully, his rage calming and a tenderness creeping into his tone, “both of us know we exaggerate. It wasn’t nearly the picture we paint. You were a loving mother and I a loving father. We both know this. Scenes of our son resting against your breast still haunt me. Would that we could have another child to soothe your sorrow and lighten my heart.” A gentleness shone in Regan’s eyes as Sirena looked up at him. His golden head had been framed by the blue of the sky and the deepness of his eyes paled the heavens. He pulled Sirena close, crushing her against him, reveling in the feel of her breasts firm and full against his chest and the fragility of her waist’s small span.
 
Sirena’s senses had been filled with him, this man who could still quench her desires and fill her life and consume her, robbing her of every thought save him. The sun had beat warmly against her back but warmer still had been contact of their flesh; her body against his, his mouth upon hers, drinking in the sweetness of her kiss.
 
Regan’s hands had explored the soft swell of her breasts and he had reached lower to press her hips more firmly against him. Their thighs had strained toward union and their breath came in rasps of long-suppressed passion. Here was life, here was promise in Regan’s arms. His fingers found the lacings of her gown and she had felt the bindings loosening and the touch of his hand against her bare flesh. Her arms had tightened about his neck, pulling his head down to her, feeling his breath upon her cheek. She had offered him her mouth, her breasts, her rapture and the sweet remembered sharing between them became alive again.
 
Regan had been overcome with the return of his ardor and had felt the desire within his wife bloom to full flower. The sensation was heady, drowning his senses in the flood tide of longing for her. He had tasted her salty tears running in rivulets down her cheeks to the place where their lips met.
 
Sirena had felt herself on the verge of giving herself to him when the sound of Regan’s booted foot crunched upon the splintered glass from the lantern. The sound had penetrated her being and imbedded itself in her soul. Fraught with anger she had wrested herself from his embrace. “Would you take me here within sight of Mikel’s grave? Where is your decency? Upon the very earth which covers his tiny coffin? You rutting scurve! To think I almost was a party to your perfidy!”
 
Regan’s gaze locked with Sirena’s. Slowly and deliberately he had ground another shard beneath his heel. “Where will You lay with me, Sirena?” he asked in controlled fury. “Not anywhere near here, not within the walls of our bedroom, not upon a deserted windswept island ... where, Sirena? Where will you give yourself to me?”
 
The brilliant sparks had seemed to fly from Sirena’s eyes, the furies unbound her rage as she had turned to face him. Were she a dragon her nostrils would have spewed fire, were she an angel the vengeance of Heaven would have crashed down upon him. Her voice was a low, menacing hiss and the cords of her neck bespoke hatred. “I am not Gretchen Lindenreich. That German bitch, that flagrant whore, who would have no respect for those things sacred. She would have lain with you upon any grave, upon any deserted isle, indeed upon the Avenue of Lions within the heart of Batavia for all of Java to witness!”
 
Regan had knotted his hands into fists, his rage consuming him, depriving him of all good sense. “How easily you spit Gretchen’s name,” he had menaced, “now that she’s dead and therefore no threat. Leave the dead be, Sirena.”
 
“How quickly you jump to her defense! If that German bitch were here among the living, we would not be here spitting like two cats. You’d be in her bed!”
 
“You could do with a bit of the warmth Gretchen yeilded to me!” Regan had heaved in injury.
 
“To you and any other man upon the island!”
 
“Gretchen was always there,” Regan had said in a lowered tone, his eyes piercing Sirena’s with meaning.
 
Her eyes had murdered him as her reflexes had their way and the palm of her hand stung the flesh of his cheek in a resounding blow.
 
Without a second’s hesitation, Regan had retaliated in kind, sending her a blow which had knocked her off her feet and left her sprawling upon the shallow mound of Mikel’s grave.
 
That had been nearly six months ago and the same measured footsteps by which he had left her there, sobbing upon the soft earth, were now advancing upon her as she stood sentinel at the doors. She looked again at Regan’s reflection in the dark glass and saw there an expression about his mouth and a light in his eyes which spoke of his intentions.
 
Sirena withdrew from the doors and skirted past a small table, her movements wary and her sea-green eyes feral. Her fists, alabaster white in the dim lamplit room, clenched tightly into balls as she turned to face her husband.
 
Her eyes pleaded with him; her breath caught in shallow sobs. She thrust her chin upward in a silent demand that he understand her feelings. Still he advanced, slowly, purposefully. She was assaulted by a memory of a long-ago occasion when he had confronted her just this way, with the same deliberate glinting in his eyes. Then he had taken her against her will. Regan had had his way. Rising above her desperate agony, Sirena managed to whisper, “I need more time, please, Regan. Don’t do this to me. Just a little longer.”
 
Regan stalked her slowly, insidiously, the magnitude of his strength looming between Sirena and the glowing light. His shoulders were massive and appeared even broader in comparison to his tapered hips and lean length of thigh. The white shirt he wore emphasized the bronze of his skin and was open to the waist, revealing the golden fur on his chest. He held his arms at his sides, his strong, capable hands barely touching his tight-cut breeches, calling to Sirena’s attention the swell of his manhood beneath the thin, buff-colored fabric.
 
Regan realized the effect these movements were having upon Sirena. He could see the wild look of apprehension in her eyes and sense her sharp anxiety with each step he took. Within him, he was aware of a desire to quell her misgivings and tell her of his yearning for her, the longing, the agony of this life apart from her, the need to be yet still within the reaches of her gaze and the aura of her presence. He needed her as he needed the air he breathed and the blood which coursed through his veins. He needed his wife, for she alone could ease this void in his heart. Yet these words would not come from his lips. He knew she would find argument with them and he would spend another night alone with his arms hopelessly reaching out in his sleep to cradle her close to him. If Sirena were to become his wife in every way, as she had once been, it would call for stronger methods.
 
“You have avoided me long enough, Sirena. You asked me for just a bit longer months ago and since that day, we have been separated in more than body. We have separated in spirit. I’ve respected your wishes, but the time has come for you to respect mine.” His voice was low and matched his deliberate motions.
 
“Please, Regan, a little longer,” Sirena breathed, taking a step backward.
 
“Do my ears deceive me, are you pleading with me? The Sea Siren begging?” His laugh came harsh and tinged with menace in the quiet room.
 
“The Sea Siren is dead. That was another life, long ago. Before Mikel, before everything.” Still Regan advanced and Sirena read the determination in his eyes. She felt his powerful emotions as if they were tangible. Ironically, she remembered the effect his blue eyes had once had upon her. She knew how they could render her immobile, bent on his bidding.
 
Regan advanced another step as Sirena clutched at the edge of a square table, keeping its width between them. “How long?” he taunted. “A day, a week, a month? How long?”
 
“I don’t know. Just a bit more... I...”
 
“My patience is at an end. Six months is more than any man can be expected to bear. You’re my wife and I expect you to act like it!”
 
“I can’t ... not yet ... just—”
 
“Mikel is dead. You can’t bring him back! Put it behind you and go on from there. If you don’t, then we’re both doomed. There can be other children; we have years.”
 
“Easy for you to say, your arms aren’t empty! I was his mother, he was my flesh and blood! I’ve had everyone taken from me, everyone I loved. Tio Juan, Isabella—and now Mikel. This godforsaken land has taken everything from me.” Sirena’s gaze became misty and her lower jaw trembled from suppressed tears.
 
Regan’s heart went out to her. She was so vulnerable, so defeated. “And what of me, love? I haven’t been taken from you. Can’t you find some small joy in the fact that we still have each other?”
 
Regan’s words caught Sirena’s attention and stirred her from the depths of self-pity. The lamplight behind him cast deep shadows over his rugged face but there was an emotion to be read there which made Sirena issue a slight moan. Regan was a virile and vital man, not one to be put aside to spend the remainder of his days in celibacy. She loved him, she knew that, yet her arms seemed weighted and strapped to her sides, her feet frozen to the floor. There was a dull ache deep within her as she recognized his loneliness, yet she was powerless to lift her arms to embrace him. Her feet refused to take that first small step which would take her to him and find her crushed against him, sharing the burden of grief and finding joy in loving.
 
Regan watched the play of emotion Sash across Sirena’s face. He saw the thick, black fringe of lashes close over her wide, cat-like eyes. He experienced a weakness, an anticipation of hunger soon to be fed, a longing and yearning near the brink of being fulfilled. Her moist lips parted and he could not take his gaze from them, remembering their warmth and sweetness as they clung to his, easing his passions and replenishing his sense of wonder that this vivacious goddess, who had once been named “Sea Siren”, should have chosen him above all other men to gift with her love.
 
Regan’s heart thundered in his chest. Somehow he had to stir Sirena from her apathy and make her come alive. Again he pressed, “Am I to think I count for nothing?”
 
“That’s not what I meant...” Sirena stammered. “I speak of what was mine. My flesh and blood.”
 
“You told me once that a person can’t own another. You didn’t own your uncle and your sister. We were both parents to Mikel.”
 
The dark head lifted, her sea-green eyes turned murky. “Mikel was mine. I gave birth to him and now he’s dead. That fool of a doctor killed him and you let it happen!”
 
Regan’s shoulders slumped, but only for a moment. “There were two doctors and they both agreed. Even the natives, who have lived with the fever for as long as memory, agreed. Mikel was beyond saving. Place no blame on my shoulders, Sirena. If it’s children you want, then you’ll be pregnant nine months out of the year,” he grinned mischievously.
 
Her eyes sparkled dangerously. “So you can run with every whore from Java To Sumatra? No thank you.”
 
“You expect too much,” Regan said with forced evenness. “I’m a man and six months is—”
 
“Too long to be faithful!” Sirena interrupted. “Say it, Regan. You don’t care how I feel and what I think. All you know is that you must have your lust satisfied. Then go satisfy it somewhere else,” she hissed, her eyes narrowing, the delicate line of her jaw tight and forbidding.
 
“I will do exactly that,” Regan growled, “but not until—”
 
“Think again, Regan. I’m only yours if I want to be.” Sirena said softly, blood surging through her. “I have no intention of playing this cat-and-mouse game. I know what you want. I know what all this is leading to. I gave you my answer once and I will only repeat it one more time. I am not leaving this island!” She came around the table, stepping close to him, challenging him, speaking slowly, giving each word its full weight. “I stay here with Mikel. I will not live with the thought of the damnable jungle creeping over my son’s grave, obliterating it! I stay here. When I begged you to leave while Mikel was still alive, you refused. Now the shoe is on the other foot. I’m staying here! Go, go to Spain and see to my, holdings. That’s what you want. You want to take everything from me. Take it. I no longer care!”
 
“Your inheritance is mine, but only in the eyes of the law. You speak as though your holdings are my sole interest in you. Still, someone must put them in order,” Regan said defensively.
 
“And you’re that someone! I know the laws, you made me painfully aware of them a long time ago. What I own is yours, not mine, not ours, yours. Take everything that belongs to me and I’ll still survive to tend my son’s grave.”
 
Regan drew his breath in sharply. “The child is dead, you must stop grieving. Life is for the living,” he said, reaching out for her.
 
“Leave me alone,” Sirena warned, grasping a decanter of wine, holding it aloft.
 
“And if I don’t? Will you fight me when I simply want to claim what is mine?” Regan asked churlishly.
 
“Why can’t you be more patient? Why do you have to be such a bull? Listen to me, Regan,” she said softly. “Much has happened to me. So much, too much to forget. My arms ache to hold Mikel. My eyes burn for the sight of his sweet face. My heart is dead. In time I’ll accept my loss, but that time hasn’t come. I do love you. I’ll always love you, but you can never replace that which I felt for my son. Why won’t you understand?”
 
His agate eyes clouded, spelling their own message of loss. “He was my son, too. We should share our grief. We should comfort each other. I tried to ease your agony but you rejected me just as you rejected Caleb. How do you think the boy feels?”
 
Sirena’s hand, holding the decanter, lowered. A new pain came into her eyes when she thought of young Caleb. She adored him. He was like a brother to her. A much-loved brother. But he wasn’t Mikel. Somewhere in her mind it registered that Regan was too close, almost upon her. “You have Caleb. He is your son, your flesh and blood. I have nothing. You lost one son. I lost my only son! I have nothing. Nothing!”
 
Regan grasped her arms, pulling her across the floor, her heavy, black skirts trailing.
 
“Take your hands off me! No man will ever again subject me to rape and that includes you!” she snarled, her teeth bared. “Sooner or later you’ll have to release one of my hands and the moment you do, you’ll be blinded. I’ll pluck your mocking eyes out of your ignorant head!”
 
Regan merely laughed, the sound raising the hackles on the back of Sirena’s neck.
 
“Damn your soul to Hell!” Sirena shrilled, her fists beating against his hard chest. Regan’s hold on her forearm was viselike, yet she continued to struggle. Her legs thrashed out at him from beneath her cumbersome skirts.
 
Regan locked both her thin wrists in one large hand, his other drawing her face to within inches of his. He looked deep into her stormy eyes and grinned. This was the Sirena he knew and loved. This woman of determination, of vitality; who would fight and spit and turn the fates to her advantage; who could stir his blood and arouse his passions; who would meet him on equal footing or see them both dead before admitting failure. Sirena, his Siren. This was the temptress who was the creator of her own destiny; who would never compromise with what life sent her way but would rush out and meet life and savor it and change that which was not to her liking.
 
He forced her face still closer and crushed her mouth with his. “Devil!” he shouted furiously as he drew back, blood oozing from his lip. His grip loosened momentarily and Sirena wrenched free, racing to the long, curved stairway and up to her bedroom and the security of its locked door.
 
In a rage Regan bounded up the steps, his arms reaching out in an attempt to catch her by the skirt.
 
Fleet of foot, Sirena eluded him and breathlessly gained the top of the stairs. Regan was close behind her, careening in a zigzag pattern, his heavy shoulders glancing against the wall.
 
Sirena reached her bedroom and successfully slammed the door, turning the key in the lock. Her eyes wide and staring, she backed across the room, cursing herself for her foolhardiness. A wooden barrier would never stop Regan; she should have run through the garden doors and out into the jungle. There, in the dark, hidden from view, she could have bided her time until Regan’s fury cooled.
 
Regan threw himself against the door. Once. Twice. The third time the teak splintered as a result of his force and Sirena’s spine stiffened as she prepared herself for his attack. Regan stepped over the fallen fragments. His head lowered, glaring up at her from beneath hooded lids, his mouth a line of grim resolution.
 
“Have you no respect for bereavement? Have you no respect for your son’s death or his mother? Do you think of nothing save that which rests between your legs? Get out of here! Satisfy your lust somewhere else!”
 
Still he came, step by step, shoulders hunched, eyes blazing.
 
“Leave me to my mourning. I’m warning you, Regan ...,” she said huskily, backing into the room, putting the width of the bed between them. An instant later Regan was across the bed, his arms reaching for her. Sirena jerked her arm free of his grasp and felt the fabric of her sleeve rip as she luched around the foot of the bed.
 
“Bastard!” she shrieked. “Tear my clothes, will you?” The lamp found its way into her hand and sailed past Regan, missing him by a scant hairbreadth. A crystal scent bottle followed. Regan tried to brush the scent from his clothes. “Now you smell like the brothels you play in,” Sirena gasped as a brush and then a heavy jar sailed toward him.
 
Regan chuckled, “How is it you know how a brothel smells?”
 
“Whoring bastard!” Sirena shrilled. “You talk in your sleep. I learn everything about you when you sleep. I ask you questions and you, fool that you are, answer me.” Suddenly she laughed, a high, silvery tinkle that bounced off the walls and came to rest on Regan’s ears. He flinched at the sound but leapt across the bed.
 
Deftly, she sidestepped him, flinging a small, jeweled coffer at his head.
 
“If that had found its mark, I would be seriously hurt,” Regan growled.
 
“I know,” Sirena answered softly, “you’ve grown fat, Regan. You’re slow and clumsy, like all Dutchmen,” she trilled. “Rich food and too much rum has added inches to your girth. I have no desire to bed an obese man,” she taunted. “Find your way out of my presence.”
 
“You can’t win, Sirena. I mean to have you and I will. Come here to me and we’ll make a new son.” The instant the words were out of his mouth he wished he could take them back. Never had he seen such unleashed fury.
 
The room was a living explosion of objects hurtling as though they had a life of their own. Dresser drawers and anything that could be lifted had to be reckoned. with. Dodging a high-flying shoe, he covered his head, cursing all Spaniards and women in general. Sirena returned his oaths just as quickly and vehemently. “All you want is for me to be ugly and heavy with your child.”
 
“I’m a man,” Regan said through clenched teeth, “and you’re a woman!”
 
“Which means what?”
 
“Which means I’m the superior. We’re not fighting with weapons now. Now it’s man versus woman and the man is the stronger.”
 
“I have only your word for that. Chaezar Alvarez made the mistake of thinking the same thing,” Sirena said quietly as she gauged the distance between herself and the doorway.
 
“Chaezar,” Regan sneered, “was an animal, not a man! I am a man, Sirena, your husband, and when I say I mean to have you, I will! You are also coming with me when I leave for Spain. I’ve had enough of this nonsense,” he said, racing toward the door as soon as he saw what her objective was.
 
Roughly he grasped her by both shoulders, his fingers biting cruelly into her flesh. He issued an epithet of disgust as he threw her onto the bed. The breath driven from her body, Sirena could only gasp. Regan stood looking down at her, his face a mixture of emotions. “I mean to have you ... one way or the other,” he said distinctly. “And make no mistake, you’ll be aboard my ship in the morning. I have just now decided to hasten my departure and you will be with me!”
 
Sirena lay quietly, her eyes half closed. She neither acknowledged hearing his words nor that she cared what he stated.
 
“Stand up!” Regan ordered.
 
“No.”
 
Regan pulled her to her feet. “Take your clothes off,” he ordered. “You always did have a penchant for wearing mourning garb. When you first came here, you hid yourself beneath your black gowns and your prayer beads. All the while you were commanding a ship, playing the part of a lady pirate. Lady! Bah! You were no more a lady than the monkeys in the trees. I’m sick of this drab attire. Take it off!”
 
“No.”
 
“Then I will do it for you,” Regan snarled as he tore her gown from throat to navel. Her breasts, free of their restrictions, were taut and erect beneath the thin chemise she wore.
 
“Remove the rest,” he commanded sharply, his eyes on her quivering bosom.
 
“No.”
 
Staring steadily at his face, Sirena felt the rest of her gown slip to the floor and lay about her feet. Regan’s hands were clenched into fists and it was with effort that he opened them to lower her gently to the soft mattress. She remained limp, her eyes wide and unblinking as his lips crushed hers. Desire mounted in him as he touched and caressed her, knowing which delicate caress awakened her desire and response.
 
Caught in his passions, he mouthed sweet words of love as his lips feverishly sought her mouth, her throat, her breasts. He willed her to respond, demanded it, needed it.
 
His kisses were gentle and expert as he worshipped her. Tenderly, his lips clung to hers, softly he tasted the sweetness that was hers alone. Their breath mingled, the pulse of her throat beat a tattoo against his hungry mouth. She was warm and supple beneath him, her breasts flattened against his chest, her hips answering his.
 
A small cry escaped her as he kissed her with passion-bruised lips. Her senses whirled and soared, making her dizzy with a joy that bordered upon lust. Her arms closed about him, drawing him nearer.
 
She craved his touch, the taste of his mouth, the smell of his skin. She had been starved for him and she hadn’t even realized it. She had been so caught up with thoughts about Mikel that she had lost all touch with her own feelings. She had turned away from Regan because he could make her aware that she was alive and she hadn’t wanted to be alive. She had denied Regan and herself. This man she adored with her whole being, wanted her, needed her, and she had needed him in return.
 
Now he had put her back in contact with life. And she wanted to give herself—her body, her love–to him. Her sensuous embraces were answered with Regan’s scorching passion. Moaning with ecstasy, she turned her body in his arms, pliant to his demands, relishing the sensuality that was rising to the surface. A sensuality too long held dormant.
 
Exulting in his pleasure, Sirena sought for and found the most sensual caress and was enraptured with the pleasure and inspiration she gave him. Against his lips she murmured, “Have me, have me, Regan. For now, for tomorrow, for always...”
 
Afterwards they lay in each other’s arms, both of them having found peace. Sirena’s eyes closed languidly.
 
“Darling, have you changed your mind? You will come with me, say it. I need to hear you say it.” Regan’s voice was warm and his arms tightened about her, urging her answer.
 
“Shhhh,” Sirena whispered, laying a gentle hand on his lips. “We’ll speak of it later.”
 
“No.” Regan’s tone was gentle. “We must discuss it now. I want you to travel to Spain with me. Caleb is in school in Holland. We’d be closer to him in Spain. Say you’ll come.” He was just making a formal gesture in asking. There wasn’t a doubt in his mind that her answer would be in the affirmative. “Your holdings must be put in order. You’ve always wanted to return to your homeland and now I’m ready to go with you.”
 
“But Mikel. I can’t leave him,” Sirena said tearfully.
 
“Sirena,” Regan said kindly, “Mikel is gone. Staying here won’t change anything.”
 
“I can’t. I can’t leave. I hate this island and what it has robbed from me,” Sirena cried, “but I can’t leave. How can you be so inhuman as to ask me such a thing. Didn’t Mikel mean anything to you? How can you want to abandon the one thing our love created? I don’t understand you, you’re his father.”
 
“Was his father. Why don’t you understand? Day after day you sit there by his grave and pull the weeds so the jungle won’t claim that small mound of earth.”
 
“I can’t leave,” Sirena repeated, burying her head in the pillow. “Don’t force me to go with you.”
 
“No, I won’t make you do something against your will,” Regan said sadly. “But I’ve decided to leave in the morning. If you change your mind ...”
 
He was answered by Sirena’s sobs as she buried her face deeper. Regan stretched out beside her, holding her, comforting her. God, how I love him, she thought. Why can’t I do as he asks? He meant to go with her or without her. Regan never made half statements. How could she survive without him? How could she desert Mikel?
 
Sometime during the long night Regan quietly left their bed. He stood looking down at Sirena for a long moment, etching her lovely features upon his memory.
 
Sirena stirred, feeling his glance as though it were a loving caress. She sat up in bed, hair tumbled into a wreath of cloudy darkness, eyes bright with unshed tears, and cheeks flushed with emotion. “Regan, your ship isn’t ready to set sail. You planned this trip for the end of the month, why are you leaving so soon?”
 
“You know the answer to that, darling. It’s become a simple matter of choice. Mikel or me. Last night reminded me how much I love you and need you. There’s no place in my life for half a wife. Come with me now, Sirena. Be my love. Take Mikel with you in your heart.”
 
She dropped her eyes, not being able to bear seeing the pain in his. When she again looked up, Regan’s look was cold and bitter. “Then this is good-bye, Sirena. If you should ever tire of your prayers and your vigils, perhaps you will join me in Cádiz. But I won’t wait forever, Sirena.”
 
“I understand,” she said flatly. “Have a safe voyage,” she whispered, her throat constricting with her words.
 
“Sirena ... I ... ,” the words were lost as she lay back against her pillow, her face calm, her eyes tearless. Regan smacked one large fist into the palm of the other hand and looked down at her. She appeared as if she were already dead and his heart went out to her. Was there nothing he could say to bring her out of this lethargy? Last night there had been a fire in her. He glanced about the room and saw the shambles they had created with their struggling. Was that the only way he could bring about her response? Did he want to spend the rest of his life raping his own wife, begging her for a physical expression of caring? For the first time he accepted the fact that she would never journey to Europe with him. Never join him on a new adventure. She had made her choice and he would have to acknowledge it, no matter how difficult it might be.
 
 

 
 
When Regan left, Sirena lay on the tumbled sheets for some time. Emotion flooded through her, threatening to drown her, choking off air. Regan ... Regan ... her heart cried. She cried for the love they had shared, the life they had made together ... the son they had lost.
 
Why couldn’t Regan realize that somehow her loss of Mikel was easier to bear when she was near the little plot of ground where the child rested.
 
Sirena rose and scouted the room for her dressing gown and slippers. A smile brightened her face as she perused the wreckage of the evening before. He had been magnificent. He had conquered the feelings of emptiness engulfing her. He had demanded her love and had received it. He had been right. She did need his love. She did want it. She was a vital woman—a woman grown used to feeling the arms of her lover around her and the passions he could arouse in her.
 
The house seemed suddenly empty. More desolate than it had when Caleb had gone off to school in Holland. Then, she still had Mikel to fill the day. And Regan to fill the nights. Now it was the loneliest she had ever known it to be. Even Mikel’s death had not made her feel this way. Regan’s leaving had made it become no more than a frame, a dwelling. Regan had made it a home.
 
Down the stairs she ran, out to the garden. The dew glistening on the lawn soaked through her slippers and the chill morning air made her shiver.
 
Heedless of the wetness, Sirena knelt beside the grave. Images of Mikel’s laughing face scampered through her memory. “Mikel ... Mikel ... ,” she cried, throwing herself face down over the shallow mound as she had done on so many days in the past. Only this time she could not feel her son’s presence. This time he seemed so distant Pathetically her fingers dug into the soft earth, clutching, gasping, refusing to be separated from her child. Heaving sobs shook her body, tears mingled with the dew. Her grief was a lonely monster strangling her, cutting off her life, making her one of the living dead.
 
To her own amazement the name she cried out was not Mikel’s, it was Regan’s. Over and over she repeated his name, suffering his loss. Then an image of herself crept into her consciousness. It was of an old woman, alone and unloved, weeping over the grave of a child hundreds of years dead. She was empty ... There was no comfort to be derived from this little plot. Mikel wasn’t really beneath this ground, he was in her heart. He was in Regan’s heart. No matter where Regan would go, no matter what he would do, he would carry Mikel with him. And so could she. She could leave Java and take Mikel with her. He would always be with her in a place that was warm and bright.
 
“Regan! Regan!” she called, stumbling across the wide lawn, running, running toward her love. “Regan!”
 
Up the stairs and into her room, searching and seeking for her gown, her shoes. She would go to Batavia and tell him to wait for her. She would go anywhere with him, now, tomorrow, forever! And Regan would wait, she knew he would. They would come home together and see to closing the house. There was packing to be done and Frau Holtz would need time to gather together her own possessions. They would be together. Always together.
 
“Frau Holtz!” she yelled from the top of the stairs, “Frau Holtz, where are you?”
 
“Ja, I am here,” came the reply from the old housekeeper as she began to climb to the second floor.
 
“No, don’t come up. There’s no time. Have a horse brought around to the front of the house for me.”
 
The urgency in Sirena’s voice alarmed the aged woman. “Is there anything wrong? Where are you going, Mevrouw?”
 
“No time to answer questions,” Sirena said with exasperation. “Just do as I say!”
 
“Ja, I do it!” Frau Holtz agreed as she turned on her heel toward the back of the house. Her step was lighter than it had been in months and for some strange reason her bones didn’t ache as badly as they had just a moment before. A smile on her wizened old face, the housekeeper went to find the stable boy. This wonderful change in Sirena was a miracle. Only yesterday she had thought that she would never see that spark of life lighting Sirena’s eyes again. “Ja, I do it,” Frau Holtz repeated to herself. “I do anything to see her alive again!”
 
 

 
 
Galloping down the dusty road to Batavia, Sirena laughed and urged the horse onward. Her long, dark hair billowed out behind her, her eyes flashed vibrantly, her smooth cheeks were flushed with excitement and she carried in her the picture of Regan’s face when she told him she would never let him depart without her. They belonged together. They had the strength, the wonder, of their love to draw upon. Wildly thrashing the horse’s flanks, she urged it faster, faster, to Regan.
 
Down the elite Avenue of Lions she galloped, then through the narrow little streets to the offices of the Dutch East India Company. The wharf was a cacophony of longshoremen and traders. They turned to glance at her in amazement. The horse’s hooves beat like drums upon the planks leading out over the water. Regan’s office was at the far end of the wharf and she could see his mount tethered outside the door.
 
Sirena rushed into the offices, breathless and disheveled and looking more beautiful than she had in months. The Company clerks dropped their quills, their mouths gaped open in astonishment. Not stopping to make explanations, Sirena burst into Regan’s office, her face wreathed in smiles, her eyes glowing with anticipation.
 
“Regan, darling, I’m coming—” the words were choked off in her throat. Instead of Regan there was their friend, Captain Dykstra.
 
“Peter,” Sirena asked breathlessly, “where’s Regan? I have wonderful news for him—” Captain Dykstra’s handsome features were drawn into a scowl and something in his bright blue eyes frightened her.
 
“Peter, where is he?” Sirena asked again, this time quietly, almost subdued.
 
“Peter?”
 
“Sirena, he’s gone.”
 
“Gone? Gone?” she stammered, not comprehending what he meant. “But that’s impossible? I’ve come down here to tell him I’ve made up my mind. I’ve decided to go with him, go anywhere with him? Where has he gone?”
 
Peter Dykstra’s throat swelled with emotion. He knew Regan and Sirena when they were first married. He had seen their love grow and now the pain in Sirena’s eyes was almost more than he could stand. Wordlessly he took Sirena’s arm and led her over to the window facing the sea. There, just at the horizon she perceived the top of a sail.
 
Her flashing, green eyes searched Peter’s wildly. “He’s left? Without me?” She needed no answer; it was there in Captain Dykstra’s face.
 
“The tides were right, Sirena. He said there was no sense putting off sailing. I tried to stop him, his ship hasn’t been properly careened for such a long voyage. I told him it was foolhardy but he wouldn’t listen. He never listens!” Peter grumbled.
 
Staggering to a chair, Sirena dropped heavily into it, covering her face with her hands. Beneath her nails was the thin, black line of dirt that had come from digging her fingers into the earth on Mikel’s grave. Gone! Regan was gone! “Peter, you’ve got to help me. I must go to him! Help me,” she implored, reaching out and clutching his sleeve.
 
Peter Dykstra was helpless. Her agony was clearly apparent and mirrored that of Regan’s which he’d witnessed earlier. “I can’t help you, Sirena. There isn’t a ship in the harbor ready to make sail. Even if there were, they’re filled to the brim with cargo. You’d never catch him. The best you can do is wait a month when the next ship sets sail for Europe.”
 
“The Rana,” Sirena said hopefully, “I could—”
 
Peter Dykstra shook his head. “No, you couldn’t. She’s not seaworthy. She’s been in drydock. Be reasonable.”
 
Sirena looked to the window. Even from where she sat, she could see the tip of Regan’s sail drop over the horizon. Peter was right. She could never catch him.
 
“Sirena, let me take you home,” Peter said softly, touching her hand in consolation.
 
“Home? Where is that?”

 







Chapter Two
 
Month after dreary month passed with Sirena doing no more than making a daily pilgrimage to the burial site. Afterward she would sit in the garden until the rains came, then return to the house and apathetically work on embroidery. She grew thin and gaunt, the hollows in her cheeks more pronounced with each passing day. The once vibrant green eyes were now as dull and lifeless as her spirit.
 
Nearly five months had passed since Regan had left, and Frau Holtz was observing Sirena from the doorway. She would never forget that morning when Captain Dykstra had brought Sirena home from the wharf. Regan was gone. Over and over Sirena whispered the words, tears glittering in her eyes.
 
Regan’s leaving alone had taken the life from the Mevrouw. By nightfall Sirena had been put to bed with a raging fever, and it had been several weeks before she regained even a semblance of her former strength. The absence of those she cared for most was almost more than she could bear. Sirena had never again spoken of joining Regan. It was almost as though he, too, were dead and buried. Every so often Frau Holtz would encourage Sirena to talk about him, hoping that in doing so Sirena would be persuaded to leave Java and follow her husband. Always she would receive the same response.
 
“If Regan had loved me, he would have waited for me. It’s obvious he wanted no part of me. He knew I didn’t want to leave Mikel and he was counting on it to keep me here. No, I won’t chase him. I want nothing to do with a man who doesn’t want me.”
 
From her position near the door, Frau Holtz noticed a figure on horseback approaching the long drive leading to the house. She squinted into the bright sunlight and realized it was Peter Dykstra.
 
Wiping her hands on her apron, the housekeeper hurried out to meet him. It would be good for Sirena to have company.
 
“The Mevrouw is in the garden, Captain Dykstra. Come, I’ll take you to her. She will be happy to see you. Visitors don’t come very often.”
 
Captain Dykstra drew his breath in sharply at the appearance Sirena made. What in the name of God has happened to her? Alarmed because of the news he brought, he debated a second and then sat down beside her.
 
“Peter, how nice to see you,” she said, her voice a thin wail. He looked at her dull expression and flinched. Yet he knew he must tell her why he had made the call.
 
“How have you been, Peter? You look well.”
 
“Sirena, I’ve come to tell you something. I have some disturbing news.” She appeared so ill—no, that wasn’t it exactly; she appeared tired, exhausted, as though life had become too much for her.
 
Sirena tilted her head out of the sun’s direct glare. “Yes, Peter, I’m listening. Is something amiss at the office?”
 
“No, the Company is still doing well. I have information concerning the Spanish Lady, Regan’s ship.” Sirena waited patiently for him to continue. Her face was unreadable.
 
“The reports I received were ... incomplete, to say the least. What I’m trying to say, Sirena, is that the Lady was sunk off the coast of Spain. No one is certain if the hands were captured by a marauding ship or lost at sea. There was a violent storm and that’s all I know. I myself just arrived back from ports near Cathay and the Far East. One of the men returned to port only this noon hour and gave me the message. I’m sorry, Sirena. If there’s anything I can do, feel free to ask.”
 
Peter Dykstra’s brow was beaded with perspiration. It was unbelievable, she registered no emotion at all. He glanced at Frau Holtz and then back at Sirena.
 
“You must feel terrible about this, Peter. I know Regan was your friend.” She reached out and patted his hand in consolation. Her touch was ice cold, sending chills racing up his spine.
 
“Certainly I feel terrible, Sirena, but I must say you’re taking it rather well. He was my friend, but he was your husband!”
 
“You have just learned that Regan is lost to you today. He’s been lost to me for months. Ever since he sailed away from Java, leaving me behind. My grief is an old one, yours is fresh. Forgive me if I didn’t react the way you anticipated, Peter. But I can’t. I feel as though I died a year ago and no one has had the decency to bury me. Thank you for coming here to tell me. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I want to be alone.”
 
Dykstra rose from the bench. She was right. Her sorrow was an old one. She was dead inside. He heard it in her voice and saw it in her eyes. Regan may be dead but he hadn’t left behind a widow. His wife was dead long before he was. He placed a tender hand on Sirena’s shoulder. “Remember, if there’s anything I can do—” He realized she wasn’t listening.
 
Frau Holtz watched Captain Dykstra as he rode toward the road leading back to Batavia. She stood closer to Sirena. The elderly woman was also puzzled by the Mevrouw’s lack of emotion.
 
Suddenly Sirena laughed. “It’s a trick! Can’t you see through it? This is Regan’s way of getting me to come to Spain. He must need my signature on some documents or something of the sort. He has no interest in me, only in my money. I never thought he would do anything so drastic! Imagine. Regan, one of the best seamen in the feet, allowing his ship to be sunk. Never. The Spanish Lady could ride out any storm no matter how violent.”
 
“Mevrouw, I know Captain Dykstra told you on the day Regan left that the ship was not fit to sail. And I, myself, heard them arguing two days before the Mynheer left. Captain Dykstra was telling the Mynheer that the six months that he had been filling himself with rum the vessel was unattended. Captain Dykstra warned the Mynheer and told him to have the Lady seen to. There was no time to do it; the Mynheer left before he could—”
 
“Poor Frau Holtz. I should have realized how Peter’s news would upset you. You’ve taken care of Regan since he was a small boy and you love him like your own.” Tenderly, she took the housekeeper into her arms and comforted her while the old woman shed tears for Regan.
 
Something crept into Sirena’s heart. “Frau Holtz, do you really think that something has happened to Regan?”
 
“I only tell you what I heard with my own ears. I woud not lie to you,” the old woman sobbed. “I raised that man from the time he was a boy. He would never trick you into believing he was dead. For what reason? For your name on a slip of paper? No, he would find his way around that. And it is not to pull you away from Java. If he wanted a woman, there is always someone beautiful ready to fall into his bed. No, Mevrouw, you may be his wife, but I know the Mynheer. Something terrible has happened. I can sense it!”
 
Sirena comforted the other woman and felt a sinking sensation in her own heart. Perhaps Frau Holtz was right. But then that would mean that Regan was dead! No, she couldn’t believe that. She would never believe that. Not Regan!
 
 

 
A week passed and then two without Sirena going to the small grave. From her position on the balcony, she watched the jungle creep closer to the shallow mound. At the end of the third week, the vines had already trailed over the little marker, and she was aware that within the next few days there would be no sign that a much-loved little body rested beneath the lush foliage.
 
Dry-eyed, she called for Frau Holtz and pointed to where Mikel rested. “It’s gone. I can leave now. I’m going to take the Rana and set out for Spain. Do you want to remain here or will you come with me?”
 
“Ja,” Frau Holtz said sternly, “I’ve been packed since the day Captain Dykstra came here. Your trunks are mostly ready also. Jacobus and your crew have already taken the ship out of dry dock and she is well stocked with provisions and ready to sail. We only wait for you.”
 
Sirena swallowed hard and looked at the housekeeper. “I still say it’s a trick! Yet my heart tells me otherwise. Dismiss the servants and give them ample wages. Close the house and we’ll leave.”
 
“Ja,” Frau Holtz said happily. “Ja. If anyone can discover what has become of the Mynheer, it is you, Mevrouw.”
 
“Ja,” Sirena teased, “it is me.”
 
 

 
 
The Rana’s crew greeted Sirena joyously, their faces filled with delight. It was old Jacobus who bowed low with a grand flourish and then impulsively gathered her close and swept her across the polished deck. Sirena giggled for the first time in months, her eyes sparkling. “Take me to my homeland, Jacobus. Take me to Spain.”
 
“Aye, Capitana, your homeland it will be. But it will be you who takes us there. There’s not one among us fit to captain this ship. If the boy Caleb were here, it would be a different matter. Have you heard any more news of the captain?”
 
“Why are we standing here?” Frau Holtz demanded. “The longer we stand here mooning around the less time we’ll have to search for the Mynheer.”
 
“This is my first mate,” Sirena said to the grinning seamen. “You heard the lady, hoist the anchor and raise the sail. Jacobus, take the wheel, and I’ll relieve you shortly.”
 
“Aye, Capitana,” Jacobus answered, using the name her crew had given her when they had ridden the seas on their vengeful mission to locate and destroy the man known as “the Hook.” He had been directly responsible for the death of Sirena’s sister, Isabella, and their search for him had led them through an adventure it would fill a book to tell. She had been Sirena Córdez then. Proud and beautiful, as she still was. She had been humiliated and badly used by a band of ruthless pirates. When she and the young boy, Caleb, plotted their escape, they had taken command of an elusive vessel and she had earned for herself the name “Sea Siren,” in her thirst for revenge.
 
It was to Regan van der Rhys that her sister Isabella had been betrothed. Sirena had taken her dead sister’s place and married the impassioned, sun-gilded master of the Dutch East Indies whose lusty tastes were stifled by his marriage to the seemingly demure Sirena. The Sea Siren and Regan clashed on land as man and wife and on the seas as enemies, before finding that they loved and desired each other more than either had ever thought possible.
 
Jacobus smiled. Nothing would give him more pleasure than to sail the seas with her again and discover what new exploits the future held.
 
Frau Holtz bustled around the cabin, unpacking the trunks and tidying, muttering something about sloppy seamen and the mildew that was fast taking hold between the floor planks.
 
Sirena chuckled as she tied her blouse in a knot beneath her full breasts. “I’ll leave you to your housekeeping duties and take the wheel from Jacobus.”
 
On deck, the wheel in her grip, Sirena felt as though she had taken a grip on life. She was at peace. A feeling which had eluded her for too many months. A feeling she relished and accepted.
 
 

 
 
Lashing rain beat against the tall, narrow windows of the expansive, gray stone building across the canal from The Hague. For once Caleb van der Rhys took no notice of the harsh weather which cursed Holland. Usually, his mood would blacken with the low, scudding clouds and his thoughts would invariably return to the sun-filled days of the East Indies. He detested this country, the school he attended, and the boredom of his existence. The regimentation of his days was a far cry from the excitement and danger he had experienced at sea when he served as cabin boy to Sirena van der Rhys, his stepmother. In those days she had been known as the Sea Siren and he had fought beside her as she wreaked her revenge on those who had made her life a living hell. He had been a badly misused cabin boy, indentured from ship to ship, when she had found him and had made him her friend.
 
Because of Sirena he had been reunited with his father, who had thought him dead for many years. Regan was everything a young man could hope for in a father and Sirena, who had met her lusty match in Regan and married him, was more than a young man could wish for in a stepmother.
 
Caleb stood before the tall looking glass, smoothed his dark hair and straightened his silky, white cravat. He nervously brushed minuscule specks of dust from the sleeve of his jacket and stood on one foot, rubbing the toe of a polished boot against the back of his other leg. Satisfied that the tips of his boots were dazzling and his cravat was properly tied, he brought himself to full height and purposely restrained himself from running headlong down the corridors to the austere front parlor to greet Regan.
 
Caleb had been wrestling with Latin when the dormitory messenger had interrupted his studies and relayed the information that Mynheer van der Rhys was awaiting him downstairs. In the midst of his excitement, Caleb held a single wish in his heart; that Regan had come to take him out of school and return with him to Java. Mingled with that hope was the certainty that Regan would view him as a full-grown man and accept him as such. Caleb glanced once again in the mirror and straightened his shoulders and lifted his chin. There was no denying that he was no longer the boy Regan had left behind in Holland. Caleb’s features had matured. The soft, boyish roundness had disappeared from his jaw and he had been shaving regularly for more than six months now. His coat fit snugly around his broad shoulders and emphasized his muscular build. In a few months he would be eighteen, surely old enough to make his own way in the world and take his place as a man among men.
 
He bounded down the steps three at a time and only had a second to tighten his lips over an ebullient whoop of joy.
 
Caleb walked into the sparsely furnished parlor where visitors were admitted. His dark eyes lighted at the sight of his father, then immediately darkened to a scowl. “Sirena isn’t with you?” he asked accusingly.
 
“No,” Regan answered, his voice little more than a deep growl. “I told you in my letter not to expect her. Why do you torture yourself with the thought that she would come here? Look at you!” Regan said jovially, trying to distract Caleb from his thoughts, “I left a boy and now I return to find a man!”
 
Caleb stood next to his father at eye level, a replica of his father except for his dark hair. “I’m pleased you accept me as a man. Then you understand my feelings and have come to take me out of school.”
 
“No, Caleb, that is not my intention,” Regan answered with a deep sigh. Why did everything have to come to an opposition of wills? Caleb might be his own son, yet he was more like Sirena than Regan cared to admit. At times it seemed to him that Caleb had never had another mother; that Tita, the Javanese princess who had birthed the boy, had never existed. It was Sirena who had formed the boy’s spirit. And like Sirena, Caleb spoke his mind and was willing to fight to win his objective.
 
“Father, I gave you my word I would stay until the end of the term, but when it is over, I’m leaving. I’m through with this dark land that is Holland. Nor will I stay with you in Spain. I’m going back to Java.”
 
“You’re going back for Sirena, is that it? I always knew that if it came to a choice, you would choose her over me, your own father.”
 
“I just said I was going back to Java. I plan to sign on a ship with Captain Dykstra. I’ll look in on Sirena and see how she’s faring without a man in the house. You shouldn’t have left her alone on the island,” he said flatly.
 
“And you refuse to forget it or understand why! You’ll always hold it against me, is that what you’re saying?” Regan’s face deepened into an angry frown and he impatiently tossed back the fringe of white-blond hair which fell across his tanned brow.
 
“No, Father, that’s what you’re saying,” Caleb parried. “I have no mind for school and being a gentleman. I’m going back to sea where I can be what I want to be. And if my going where I belong means I lose my father... ” Caleb shrugged his shoulders in a gesture of pretended indifference. He loved Regan and Sirena and he rationalized that what they did with their own lives had little to do with him. But the pain was still there and now it rose in his throat like bitter gall. He hoped that Regan would not test him and refuse to understand his feelings.
 
“This is not what I came all the way to discuss with you,” Regan said quietly, settling himself upon a stiff, hard-backed chair and reaching in his pocket for a cheroot.
 
“When I saw Sirena wasn’t with you, I immediately surmised that,” Caleb lowered his voice. He searched the inside of his own jacket for a black cheroot which he lit with a glowing taper from the ever-present fire that had slight effect on the damp room. Offering Regan a light, he tossed the taper into the flames and sat opposite his father.
 
Regan had never seen Caleb smoke until now and was strangely rankled. Chalking it up to regret that his son was so close to manhood, Regan forced down his misgivings when he noticed how appropriate the thin, dark roll of tobacco seemed in Caleb’s large, capable hands.
 
“Why are you so hostile to me, Caleb? I thought I had explained the entire situation in my letter. If you are truly on the threshold of becoming a man, surely you must make an effort to understand and accept the fact that Sirena and I are a thing of the past.”
 
“Even a man can’t ignore cruelty, and that’s how you’re behaving. By now, word must have reached Sirena that the Spanish Lady was sunk off the coast of Spain. What torment Sirena must be going through believing you are dead! I can only hope my letter explaining that you are alive and well reaches her before she suffers overmuch. Even now, I’m puzzled as to why you’ve come here.” Caleb eyed Regan boldly, unnerving his father.
 
“There’s a matter we must discuss. I was hoping for a quiet hour alone with you so I could explain something to you.”
 
Caleb’s eyes were dark and cold as he looked at Regan, daring his father to say what he had come to say. Caleb, himself, was silent, his expression hostile. Under his father’s scrutiny, he stood and walked the few paces to the fireplace to flick his ashes onto the burning logs.
 
“Sit down, Caleb. We must talk.”
 
“I prefer to stand, thank you.”
 
Regan’s eyes were speculative as he looked at his son. The shock of seeing this tall, muscular youth was still something he could hardly come to terms with. His voice was hesitant and then gradually it quickened, gathering momentum as he watched the angry look in Caleb’s eyes turn to incredulity. “When I left the islands, I knew in my gut Sirena would never come with me. Don’t ask me how I knew, I just did. I was convinced she would never leave the island nor would she leave Mikel’s grave site. You must understand that I sincerely believed this. I still do. Our life together is over. From now on, it is only we two. When I was picked up by the ship that rescued us, I went to Spain and met the Córdez business manager in order to explain the circumstances of Sirena’s and my parting.”
 
Regan cleared his throat as though he were reluctant about continuing. “I have taken over the handling of all the Córdez holdings.” Suddenly, his voice thickened and his agate-blue eyes took on a faraway look. “I know I must make a new life for myself and that is what I intend to do. In fact, I’ve already begun. I’ve divorced Sirena,” he said huskily.
 
Caleb kept his silence but his eyes accused, judged, and found his father guilty. Without another glance in Regan’s direction, he turned and walked from the room.
 
“Caleb, come back here,” Regan shouted. “That part of our life is over! Finished! We have to make a new beginning here!” His eyes searched the long corridor, willing Caleb to return. He went back into the front parlor and sat down heavily, his heart hammering in his chest. Head reeling, he smacked one large, bronze fist into the other. Caleb was gone, just as Mikel was gone. Just as Sirena was gone.
 
Caleb would never forgive him, never come back to him. The same woman who had returned Caleb to him was taking his son away. What he had now was a divorce from a woman he loved dearly, and a young woman of excellent breeding who was demanding marriage in exchange for her wealth and virtue. God! What had he done?
 
His broad, muscular shoulders slumped as he looked toward the doorway where Caleb had taken his exit. Something churned in the pit of his stomach. Was this what Sirena had felt when he left her? Was this the damnable emptiness she lived with, this total loss?

 







Chapter Three
 
The Rana berthed in Cádiz, Spain, nine weeks after leaving Batavia. The voyage, usually taking anywhere from twelve weeks to five months, had been speedy owing to excellent weather and a good wind. Since reaching the northern limits of the African continent, Sirena had discontinued wearing her familiar sea garb. Wisely, she realized as they reached the more routinely traveled shipping lanes, her abbreviated costume of slashed short breeches and a blouse tied snugly beneath her full breasts would raise questioning eyes. Worse yet, it was possible her reputation as the Sea Siren might have preceded her arrival into the more civilized reaches of the world and being recognized would make her an easy mark for some adventure-seeking sailors wishing to gain the reputation of having conquered the infamous female pirate.
 
Spain’s ancient seaport was buzzing with activity. Longshoremen were loading and unloading cargo and the horizon was impeded by a forest of ship’s masts.
 
As Sirena leaned over the quarterdeck rail drinking in the familiar sights about her, a deep anxiety in the pit of her innards began to creep insidiously around her spine. Throughout the voyage, she had convinced herself beyond doubt that she had left Batavia because of Regan’s manipulations and trickery. He couldn’t have gone down with his ship! This was just his way of luring her off Java.
 
Yet, throughout the voyage, she had found it more and more difficult to discount the possibility that she might be wrong. Sirena bit into her lower lip, her green eyes narrowed against the fear which kept bobbing to the surface like the cork on the end of a fisherman’s line. Regardless of Regan’s expertise, regardless of anything, she knew that the sea was a powerful mistress and oftentimes did win the battle she waged with the sailing vessels that dared to cross her domain!
 
Sirena had been wrestling with this thought ever since Captain Dykstra had brought her the news, even though she had been careful not to admit it to herself. But when they had sighted the tall cliffs of Gibraltar, she would find herself more and more often whispering silent words of prayer that Regan would be found safe and sound. She loved him, God, how she loved him! Please God, let him be well!
 
Sirena was broken from her pathetic prayers by a harsh cry from the atracar obreros, those longshoremen who made their livelihood by unloading the wealth of the world from ship’s holds.
 
“Hey, Capitán,” one burly, sweat-beaded obrero called to Jan, assuming he was the Captain of the Rana, “what you carry in your hold? Feathers? You ride high on the water.”
 
“No cargo, amigo,” Jan answered. “You’ll find no work here!”
 
“Where you coming from, Capitán?”
 
“Java, the East Indies.”
 
“And no cargo?” The burly dock worker shook his head incredulously. He turned to his small contingent of men and tapped a finger to his temple.
 
Sirena laughed. Jan turned and looked at her, his face flushed with color. “They think you’re loco, Jan. Who ever heard of traveling halfway around the world without a cargo to make the journey worthwhile?”
 
“Perhaps I should have referred him to you, Capitana,” Jan teased. “If he learned that a woman captains this ship, he would forgive the stupidity of sailing without cargo and merely think me crazy for sailing under a female.”
 
“A hungry woman!” Sirena laughed. “I wonder if Jacobus has any of those biscuits and hot coffee left. Come, Jan. I’ll need you to run interference for me if Jacobus has already cleaned his galley and stowed away the larder.”
 
Over old Jacobus’ protests, Sirena and Jan leaned their elbows on the galley table and sipped at their steaming mugs of coffee. “Tell me, Capitana, how long has it been since you were last in Cádiz?”
 
“Tio Juan, my sister Isabella and I sailed from Cádiz just before we. arrived in the Indies. Like all old cities, it hasn’t changed from what I could see of it from the quarterdeck.”
 
“Then you are familiar with the city?”
 
“Certainly,” Sirena answered. “A grand place it is, too. I always loved it when I was a child. As a matter of fact, my family still owns a magnificent casa not far from the dock area. It sits up on a hill and from there it is possible to see the ships in port. It belonged to Tio Juan, but now it is mine.” Sirena’s eyes turned murky with sorrow. “How I loved to visit my uncle when I was a child, Jan. Isabella and I would race up and down the cobblestoned courtyard and our dueña, Magdelena, would throw up her hands and screech that we were children of the devil. Then, Isabella and I would go somewhere and hide and giggle till our sides hurt. Tio Juan would listen to our dueña’s complaints about our incorrigible behavior and pretend to be angry with us. But all the time he was scolding us for Señora Magdelena’s benefit, we could see his eyes twinkling and a barely concealed smile hiding behind his carefully trimmed mustache.”
 
“You loved your Tio Juan very much, Capitana. It is there to be seen in your eyes.”
 
“Yes, Jan. Both Isabella and myself cherished him very much. But it was my father who was my hero. He was tall and dashing and always carefully groomed. I thought he was the most magnificent person ever put on earth. He was greatly respected by all and feared by most. But for my sister and me he was the kindest, most loving man. His arms were always open for us to run to and he would swing us up, high above his head. And he loved us to a fault.”
 
“And it was from him you learned the ways of the sea?”
 
“Yes. Isabella and I were very different in nature.” Sirena’s voice became husky with emotion.
 
“If it pains you to speak of her, Capitana, I will understand.”
 
“No, Jan. It has been so long since I have spoken of Isabella, though she is never very far from my thoughts. When we became of age, Isabella and I were sent to the convent school. She was the model of decorum while I... I was...”
 
Jan smiled. “I can imagine. I can see where the good nuns had their hands full with you.”
 
“How right you are,” Sirena laughed, and picked up her mug for another swallow of coffee. “In fact, it reached a point where my father was implored to take me out of the school. Isabella remained behind with the nuns and I traveled the world aboard my father’s ships. It was from him I learned to sail the seas. Tutors were brought aboard to teach me, and my father insisted that I excel in my studies. While he pampered me in almost every way thinkable, he was, nevertheless, a taskmaster. If I did poorly with my studies, I was forbidden my turn at the wheel or my lesson in fencing. These things I savored, so it wasn’t often I gave my tutors any trouble. Summers, Isabella would travel with us. It was she who tried to undo my hellion ways by showing me the manners of a lady. Poor Isabella, how often I would hear her say that I was giving her gray hair at the tender age of twelve! You see, Jan, I was surrounded by gentle, loving people and my early years were very happy.”
 
“Aye, I can see that. Was it on a voyage with your father that you came to the Indies?”
 
“No.” Sirena’s eyes became overcast again. “If my father were sailing this ship, the fates wouldn’t have turned against us as they did. Tio Juan was a businessman and knew very little about commanding a crew. My father had already died. It was due to a drunken, stupid captain that the Rana was attacked by pirates and the lives of Tio Juan and Isabella were lost.” Sirena’s last words were whispered, charged with sadness. She would never forget what had happened to them on that cursed day. A happenstance that had changed her life forever.
 
Frau Holtz burst into the galley. “Mevrouw, if you are to go ashore, it would be best if you began to dress. You can’t go about the city dressed in the gown you are wearing, it is not befitting someone of your station.”
 
Sirena glanced down at the drab, light woolen gown she had hastily donned over her sea costume before they sailed into port. “Yes, I’m coming, Frau Holtz. I was just reminiscing with Jan.” Placing her mug down on the rough-hewn table, Sirena stood up resignedly. “While I am changing, Jan, take a walk on the dock and find out what you can about Regan’s ship. I won’t leave the Rana until you report back.”
 
As Sirena pushed her head through the delicate lace camisole which covered her stays, Frau Holtz went about getting her shoes and gossamer stockings. “Do you think Jan will learn anything about the Mynheer’s whereabouts?” the housekeeper asked. Sirena noted that the woman was very careful to omit the very real likelihood that Regan might have gone down with his ship.
 
“Fairly certain. I told Jan to check in with the harbormaster. Most assuredly, if anyone knows the circumstances surrounding Regan’s ship, that official does. I imagine it’s only a matter of time now and I’ll come face to face with my husband.” Sirena tried to make her voice as casual as possible but a glimmer of her anxiety came through.
 
“Ja, most certainly, the harbor master will know,” the Frau agreed. “Am I to believe you no longer think the Mynheer has tricked you, Mevrouw?”
 
“Yes. After thinking many hard hours on it, Regan would never tempt the fates by pretending to have lost the Lady at sea. But I’m certain Regan is safe and sound. He’s much too expert a seaman to become a casualty at sea. Besides, how many times he’s boasted that he has more lives than a cat.”
 
“Ja,” Frau Holtz grumbled. Her heavy brows came together in a look of consternation. Even cats only had nine lives and Regan’s colorful and adventurous past would seem to suggest that he already had outdone that number.
 
 

 
 
Three days later neither Sirena nor her crew had found any information about Regan. It was only known that the Spanish Lady had gone down off the coast of Spain as she traveled toward Cádiz.
 
Each time Sirena had gone in search of details concerning Regan she had started out in high spirits, certain of learning his whereabouts. Each evening she had come back to the Rana more defeated than the day past. Her crew searched earnestly for word of Regan van der Rhys, but they too returned to the ship without news.
 
Sirena’s optimism began to flag. She had tried in vain to locate Señor Arroya, Tio Esteban, the Córdez family business manager. She knew without a doubt that if Regan had come into Cádiz, he would have seen Esteban Arroya concerning the takeover of the Córdez fortunes. But Tio Esteban was somewhere in Salamanca and was not expected to return for several months.
 
At first Sirena considered going to Salamanca in search of Tio Esteban, but the possibility of missing him somewhere along the way was deterring. She had to be doing something, anything! Besides, no one in his offices could give her assurance that he had not traveled on to Italy to visit with his daughter who had married a banker from Milan. The prospect of sitting in Cádiz awaiting her uncle’s arrival grated on Sirena and all indications pointed to Regan having gone under with his ship.
 
Hour by hour Sirena puzzled the problem, becoming more depressed and fearful. Regan! Regan! Her heart cried. She squeezed her eyes shut and prayed. “Please, God,” she whispered, tears welling behind her lids and gathering on her thick lashes. “Please, God. Give Regan his life, don’t let him be dead. Please, God, please. I was such a fool, I should have listened to him, I should have left Java with him. Forgive me for putting my grief for my dead baby above the love I have for my husband. Above You, God. We’ve all lost so much, suffered so much. Me, Regan, Caleb. Please, don’t let me lose the only love in my life. Please, God, please!”
 
On into the night Sirena prayed, and it was morning when Frau Holtz found her slumped beside her narrow bunk, tearstained face at last peaceful in sleep, her sister Isabella’s rosary clutched tightly in her fist.
 
Sirena refused to eat her breakfast as well as her lunch. She stayed secluded in her cabin, thoughts of Regan whirling through her head. She remembered how on their last night together, they had battled each trying to impose their will on the other. She shed bitter tears when she recalled how long she had pushed Regan from her. How many nights she had lain in her solitary bed castigating him over and over in her mind, refusing to regard his need for her, refusing to admit that she needed him. And when at last they had found one another again, it had been like a sip of cool water after an interminable dry trek on the desert. They had sipped and then drank deeply, at the well of love and tenderness they were each capable of giving. And after their loving they had lain in each other’s arms, at last finding peace.
 
And now this torment. If only she knew for certain whether Regan lived, or had died at sea. She couldn’t go on this way. This not knowing was killing her as surely as an arrow through the heart. And there was no one, nobody to whom she could go! She had rejected not just Regan, but Caleb as well. How unfair she had been, how selfish! Caleb was more than a son to her. He had been her friend, her little brother, and no son of her own flesh could ever take his place in her heart. Yet she had actually hated the fact that it was Caleb who lived and Mikel who had died.
 
Caleb! As if seeing the light for the first time, Sirena cried aloud, “Caleb! Regan would have made contact with him! Frau Holtz! Jacobus! Jan!” she called excitedly, flinging open the narrow door of her cabin. “Make ready to sail! To Holland!”

 







Chapter Four
 
“Mynheer van der Rhys,” the housemaster said imperiously, “I believe you were informed a lady awaits you in the visitor’s room. You will not ignore me as you did our young dormitory messenger,” the elderly scholar warned sternly. “A gentleman never keeps a lady waiting. Be on your way, now, before she thinks you have a sorry lack of manners.”
 
Caleb frowned. “I have no wish to see anybody.” Since Regan’s visit weeks ago, Caleb had kept himself apart from the young society which he had learned to enjoy. He supposed his female visitor was still another of his friends’ sisters come to flirt with him and break the heavy black mood that engulfed him.
 
“Did I hear you correctly, young man? Ah, I see I did. Of course, I can’t force you to see her, but it is especially awkward since the woman says she has traveled all the way from Java to see you.”
 
Caleb’s head jerked upright, his dark eyes alight in wonder. “Did you say Java, sir?” Not waiting for an answer, he took off at a dead run for the parlor.
 
“Sirena!” he shouted boisterously. “Is it really you?” He wrapped her in his strong arms and swept her off the floor. “I was leaving as soon as the term was over to come back to Java. The days drag on and on and at times I thought I’d never see you again. You look beautiful. How did you get here? Never mind, I know. The Rana!” Abruptly, his exuberance faded and he put her a little distance from him. “You heard,” he said softly, “that’s why you’ve come. You’ve had word from Father.”
 
“Regan! You know where he is?”
 
Caleb nodded. Sirena’s joy was so full, so ebullient she threw her slender arms about his neck and hugged him fiercely. “Oh, Caleb, I’m so happy to see you. And Regan, where is he? God, I can’t wait to see him again. To tell him it was all my fault, the doings of a foolish woman who loves him. Is he well, where is he?” she asked anxiously.
 
“Father is in England.” What was he going to do? How was he going to tell her? He hadn’t seen her this happy in ages. He couldn’t allow her to go to Britain and find Regan without knowing. He must tell her.
 
Sirena clung to Caleb, her beautiful face alight and happy. “I’m so happy to see you. Now we can be a family again. I’m sorry it took me so long to get over ... never mind. That’s all behind us now. Just think, Caleb, if I take the Rana I can see Regan in a matter of days. Won’t he be surprised? I can barely wait to see the expression on his face. I know that he’s lost patience with me, but I told him I would be able to leave Java as soon as I had settled things in my own mind. Do you know, Caleb, I was ready to depart with him but his ship had already sailed? I was a fool, but I’ll make it up to him. I swear I will. And to you, Caleb,” Sirena babbled, not noticing the anguish in Caleb’s eyes.
 
“Tell me, little brother, have you missed me?” Again, she didn’t wait for a reply. “You’re so grown. You’re an adult!” she said, her voice colored with amazement. “I always knew you’d make a fine man, I just didn’t realize it would be so soon. Frau Holtz is with me, what do you think of that? It was no small feat, I can assure you,” she laughed. For the first time, she noticed Caleb’s silence. “I’m sorry. Just listen to me. I haven’t given you a chance to say a word. Sit down and we’ll talk. It’s just that I’m so excited,” she said, hugging him again. “Tell me about school and how you’re doing. Tell me everything, don’t leave a thing out.”
 
“You didn’t receive my letter, did you, Sirena?” Caleb said, licking his dry lips, his dark eyes tormented as he looked at Sirena.
 
“Letter? No, I must have left Java before it arrived. No matter. I’m here and you can tell me in person.”
 
Caleb began hesitantly. “I hate school. I hate these shoes and I hate Holland,” he said calmly, gathering steam as he spoke the words. “I hate the interminable rain, I hate books! I hate Latin! I hate everything! I Hate My Father!”
 
Sirena’s eyes betrayed her shock. “Caleb! I’ve never seen you this way! What’s come over you? Regan only wants you to have the benefit of an education. He isn’t punishing you by sending you to school. He sent you here for your own welfare. I don’t want to hear you speak of Regan that way. Now tell me what’s troubling you. Perhaps we can work out a solution.”
 
“There is no solution,” Caleb said miserably.
 
Sirena’s heart went out to him. For all his size and budding manhood, Caleb was still more of a boy than a man. “Come, little brother, it can’t be as serious as all that Two heads are better than one. Tell me what it is and we’ll find a solution.”
 
“You’re too late, Sirena. You came too late,” he said in a thin voice that threatened to break.
 
“It’s never too late. I know we’ve lost touch with one another since you’ve been at school, but we’re still every bit the friends we were before.”
 
“You don’t understand,” Caleb blurted. “Regan divorced you! That’s why I hate him!”
 
Sirena’s face drained of all color and the room seemed to whirl about her. Caleb thought she would faint and he cursed himself for his bluntness as he reached out to support her. He fanned her face with his handkerchief. “Sirena, are you all right? Forgive me. I hadn’t meant to tell you this way. It was all in my letter. Every blasted word of it.” Damn his father, damn his soul to Hell!
 
“Sirena, I couldn’t let you go to Regan not knowing.” Sirena’s dark lashes fluttered open, her emerald eyes sick and begging for an explanation. Caleb helped her to her feet and again apologized for being inconsiderate.
 
Sirena rubbed her temples and gazed at him, her eyes blank. “I must be certain I understand what you’ve told me. Regan divorced me?”
 
Caleb nodded, his eyes guarded.
 
“No! It isn’t so! I know Regan went to Spain to take over the Córdez holdings ...” Sirena’s voice was heavy, her eyes pleaded with Caleb to deny what he had told her. Yet, somewhere within her, all hope died. She knew Caleb would never be so callous to say such a thing were it not true. Her eyes widened, the delicate lines of her jaw tightened as did her small clenched fists. “Regan divorced!”
 
Caleb again nodded miserably.
 
“Why?”
 
“Father thought you would never leave Java. That your lives together as man and wife were over,” Caleb whispered.
 
“I told him I just needed more time, just a little more time and to please be patient with me. Caleb, did he tell you this himself?” Sirena asked. One small hope which had blossomed died when she saw Caleb avoid her in misery.
 
“Yes. He came here to the academy and told me himself. I had already given him my word that I’d stay here until the term was over, otherwise, I would have come to you in Java. I heard it from his own lips that he divorced you.”
 
“But how? I don’t understand,” Sirena breathed as she sank down into the same hard-backed chair that Regan had used.
 
“Sirena, nothing is impossible for those who have money. Here in Holland divorce is not unusual. A little greasing of the palms to facilitate the necessary paperwork and a handsome stipend to the clergy and a Royal marriage can be nullified.”
 
“What else did your father say when you spoke with him?” Sirena’s voice was just a shade above a whisper, her hands rested in her lap, palms up, fingers still, in a humble facsimile of supplication.
 
“I’m ashamed to admit it, Sirena, but I behaved like a child. I ran from the room and refused to speak with him again. Sirena, I don’t care what he does any longer. As far as I’m concerned, he has no son. I don’t want him for my father.
 
“Sirena,” he asked anxiously. “What are you going to do?” He had noticed her green eyes turn dark and dangerous.
 
“How many days until the term is over?”
 
“Ten.”
 
“Do you want me to remain in port and wait for you and then we’ll look into this matter together?”
 
“I’ll leave with you right now.”
 
“Perhaps you can. Let us speak to the headmaster and see what he says. If he’s agreeable, then we will leave this place of little sunshine.”
 
Caleb noted that each word she spoke was slow and precise, her emotions under control. Only her eyes indicated what was going on inside her and, from the sparks shooting in their depths, her emotions were murderous. Upon confrontation, the headmaster was more than amiable to their plans. Caleb had been a constant source of irritation ever since he had arrived. What could he possibly learn in ten days that would be worth the rascal’s impatience and aggravating manners.
 
“I’ll wait outdoors, Caleb. Hurry and pack your belongings.”
 
Away from Caleb’s scrutiny, Sirena relaxed, her emerald eyes narrowed in thought. Divorce me! Take my money, will he? Not as long as I live! No, that wasn’t right. Not as long as he lived. Whoring bastard! Soon as her back was turned, he leaps into bed with another. He was no better than a wild, blood sucking pig! Spend my money on some other woman, will he?
 
She slammed her fists into her sides. “I knew I should have killed him when I had the chance. Divorce me! Dirty Dutchman!”
 
He would pay for this, she thought as she let her gaze focus on the canal and the shimmering water. She would brand him with two large S’s. One on his buttocks and one on his chest. She’d fix him. “You’ll never live to spend money,” she cursed. She’d send his branded body back to those damnable nutmeg trees she had nearly broken her back planting for him. And this was the thanks she received. “I’ll brand an S on his forehead, too,” she said viciously as she kicked out at the iron bench beside her. She winced with pain. Leave me to die on that godforsaken island, will you? Well, I’m here now! And if you’re not ready for me, it would behoove you to get ready. I’m ready to fight! For you, Regan, she sobbed inwardly. I’ll fight for you, to get you back. I won’t let you go, Regan, I can’t! I love you.

 







Chapter Five
 
The red gold of the setting sun was hidden by the heavy, gray clouds which hung over the wharves. Long shadows were forming into a haze, obscuring the topmost sails of the tall ships which lined the waterfront. Here and there, the yellow gold of a lantern dotted the buildings and illuminated the oily windows of the merchants’ shops crowding the docks.
 
Jacobus and the Rana’s crew stood at the rail watching Sirena and Caleb climb from the carriage which had brought them from the academy. Sirena’s green eyes were flashing angrily and the delicate line of her jaw was grim and determined. Even from this distance, Jacobus could see something was wrong.
 
Caleb was taking long strides to match her furious pace. Caleb. The boy was now a man, forged in his father’s likeness. The beauty of height was there as was the magnificent breadth of shoulders. There was no doubt he was Regan’s son. Except that the boy’s hair was dark where Regan’s was the color of winter wheat; the seed hadn’t fallen far from the tree.
 
Frau Holtz hurried to the rail for a glimpse of Caleb. She, too, saw immediately that Sirena was behaving strangely. The old woman brought her hand to her mouth and shivered inwardly. Sirena was walking as though she were a puppet and invisible strings were attached to her limbs.
 
Sirena moved up the gangplank keeping her gaze straight ahead, neither looking right nor left. Jacobus eyed her warily and with a slight motion of his hand warned the others to remain quiet. He knew that burning look, and it struck a chord of warning within him.
 
“Hoist anchor,” Sirena said tersely. “We sail for Spain.” With a nod to Caleb, she moved jerkily toward her quarters and a change of garments.
 
Caleb, his expression forbidding and unreadable, nodded slightly to the crew and held out his hand to Franco, the second mate.
 
“You’ve grown, boy,” Franco said quietly. “School must have agreed with you.”
 
“It’s good to have you aboard again, Caleb,” Jan welcomed him softly.
 
“The last time these old eyes saw you, you were a mere child. And now you’re a strapping young man. We missed you,” Jacobus grinned. “It’s good to have another pair of reliable hands aboard. Welcome back.”
 
Frau Holtz gathered him to her bosom in a motherly embrace and was momentarily startled that it was her head resting against Caleb’s chest and not the other way around. Standing on tiptoe she whispered, “I must talk with you. Now!” she added urgently.
 
The crew busied themselves readying the Rana for departure, having taken on stores as soon as they had made port earlier that day. Soon the frigate’s tightly strung sails billowed and thumped as they caught the early-evening breeze.
 
Frau Holtz led Caleb to her cabin. “What is it? What happened back at the school—and don’t lie to me. What’s wrong?” Her voice took on the harsh note it always did when she knew something was troubling her Mevrouw.
 
Caleb debated for a moment before speaking. His gut churned as he tried to find the right words to answer the housekeeper. “Sirena ... Sirena, for the first time in her life has ... No, Frau Holtz. It’s not my place to discuss it with anyone. Sirena will have to tell you.”
 
The elderly woman looked at Caleb and grimaced. “I see they taught you many things at your fancy academy. I admire your loyalty to the Mevrouw; but, perhaps, if you were to tell me what it is that’s troubling her, the crew and I could help.”
 
“Frau Holtz, at this moment there is no one on this earth who can help Sirena. You must believe me when I tell you this. For now, she must work it through in her own mind. Nobody, not even you and least of all me, can help her.”
 
“And you learned all this from books?” the housekeeper asked snidely, indignant to be excluded from Sirena’s troubles.
 
Caleb grinned. “No, Frau Holtz. Not books. You must remember Sirena was my teacher for a long time. I learned many things from her, things that I ... Never mind. It’s not important for you to know what I learned from Sirena or my books.”
 
“You may have been taught many things, but the lesson you have learned best is your father’s arrogance! Be careful, young man. that you’re wise enough to handle this haughtiness. You may look like a man and you may act like a man, but are you a man in here where it counts?” she challenged, jabbing her finger repeatedly into his chest.
 
Caleb laughed. “Make no mistake, Frau Holtz. Boyhood is far behind me. And,” he said coolly, “I am my own man. I make my own decisions and I lead my own life.”
 
“Brave words,” the Frau noted petulantly, taken aback. Caleb’s smile was so like Regan’s. “I suppose you’re going to tell me that you are now a master in the art of self-defense and can handle a weapon as well as the Mevrouw and the Mynheer.”
 
“But of course,” Caleb teased, assuming an air of self-importance to irritate her. “I have earned several medals at the academy for fencing. I am considered an expert!” he exclaimed confidently.
 
Frau Holtz could feel the iron-gray hairs at the back of her neck stand out with her agitation. These van der Rhys men were all alike, loving the sport of needling her to distraction! Although she knew he had purposely exasperated her, she believed his statement about the medals implicitly. Could Sirena’s pupil and Regan’s son be anything less than an expert with the rapier?
 
“May we talk later, Frau Holtz? I could never climb the rigging in these foppish garments.” He smiled as he looked upward to the crow’s nest and the old housekeeper was again struck by his handsomeness. The virile ruggedness of Regan’s features was clearly evident, but Caleb had also inherited dark eyes and hair from his Javanese mother. Along with her exotic coloring, he had received a certain gentleness in the soft tilt near the corners of his eyes and a sensuousness in the pout of his lower lip. Regan’s handsomeness and Tita’s loveliness had spawned in Caleb a refined elegance which, while totally masculine, was still no less than beautiful. Tall and broad-shouldered with the flat stomach and lean haunches of youth; a noble head held proudly by the strong column of his neck and dark hair with warm, golden glints that was thick with a tendency to unruliness. A high, intelligent brow accentuating sensitive eyes. Frau Holtz suffered a twinge of sympathy for the women who would throw themselves at Caleb’s feet. And if he followed in Regan’s footsteps, which Frau Holtz was certain would be the case, it would take the most remarkable of girls to snare that wild heart. As remarkable and magnificent as the Mevrouw, the Frau smiled to herself, and then beware young Caleb. for your fate will be sealed by a pair of honeyed lips and smooth limbs.
 
“Frau Holtz,” Caleb’s voice broke her thoughts, “I’m so glad you agreed to accompany Sirena.” His tone was soft and intimate. On a sudden impulse, he leaned down to kiss her warmly on the cheek before going below to change clothes.
 
“Young whelp,” the Frau muttered to herself, gently touching the spot where Caleb’s lips had touched her. He has no right to return looking like he does, she grumbled inwardly in the way of the aged when the young are grown, leaving them without a child to nurture and guide. The world wasn’t ready for two van der Rhys men.
 
At loose ends, Frau Holtz sought out toothless Jacobus and complained bitterly of her inactivity and fears that something was wrong with the Mevrouw.
 
“Aye. I, too, saw the odd expression in the Capitana’s eyes. Agh! It does no good to worry and speculate. All in good time. She’s not so proud that she won’t ask for help if she needs it. She knows we’re here and she has only to ask. Amazing how the boy has grown, eh? He’s a fine figure of a man Resembles his father.”
 
“In more ways than you know,” Frau Holtz commented. “I wish I knew why we were going to Spain. I’ve been accustomed to an orderly life, not this seafaring way I’m being forced to cope with. I feel like a water gypsy without a home. I’m too old for this.”
 
“We’re all growing old. I never thought I’d live to see the day when I wanted solid ground beneath my feet, but my bones are beginning to ache and my eyesight’s not what it used to be. I’ve been giving serious thought to becoming a landlubber. If you’ve a mind to, we could set up housekeeping on some small island,” Jacobus said wickedly.
 
“That will be the day!” Frau Holtz responded haughtily. “What would a fine woman like myself want with a toothless old man?” To add emphasis to her words, she let loose with a high-flying blow in the direction of Jacobus’ ear.
 
“Who knows?” Jacobus smiled, dodging her cuff. “If you change your mind, let me know so I can prepare myself for the wedding.”
 
“Get your addled mind on sailing this ship,” the housekeeper said tartly as her face flushed a rosy hue. “I’ve no mind to end my life in these waters.”
 
“I’m not a sailor, I’m the cook!”
 
“Then go and see to your galley,” she answered over her shoulder as she flounced off in the direction of her cabin. Her first marriage proposal—and it had to come from a toothless old man who admitted his eyesight was failing. She sniffed to herself as she looked at her graying hair in her mirror, smoothing the coronet of braids she wore atop her head. A slow smile crept onto her lips. At least she could go to her grave knowing she had received one proposal.
 
 

 
 
Alone in her cabin, Sirena refused to allow her mind to dwell on the heart-stopping information she had received this afternoon. She concentrated on the tasks at hand and, for the moment, that consisted of freeing herself from the lengthy row of fabric-covered buttons running down her gown.
 
Sirena had taken special care with her toilet earlier that day in her eagerness to appear unchanged to Caleb’s eyes when she went to see him at the school. After a much-needed bath to cleanse her skin of the spindrift, she had taken extra pains with her dress. Frau Holtz had spent hours with a heavy flatiron, pressing the folds from a deep-gold afternoon gown with intricate ruching around the neck and sleeves. Petticoat after petticoat met with the Frau’s sizzling iron and the steam rose from her table and heated her cheeks into a fiery red. While Sirena had dressed her luxurious, ebony hair into a modish style atop her head, leaving a long hank to curl winsomely over her shoulder, the Frau had fussed with the frothy wisp of veiling which decorated the feminine version of the wide-brimmed Cavalier’s hat Sirena had chosen to wear.
 
Now her rakish chapeau was carelessly thrown on her bunk; its crisp veiling had wilted in the dank, moisture-laden air and its curling feather looked as tired as she felt. When she had changed into her abbreviated costume and tied her blouse tightly beneath her voluptuous bosom, she reached for her high-heeled black kid boots and pulled them on over her slim, well-shaped calves up to her long, supple thighs. She would not think about what Caleb had told her. She would concentrate on her ship and her crew. Once the Rana’s wheel was in her hands, her world would be right side up. She clenched and unclenched her hands as she paced the narrow confines of the cabin, her heels beating out a tattoo of emotions.
 
How much could one person be expected to bear in this lifetime? How in God’s name had she allowed this to happen to her? Was it her fault? Was Regan to blame? Don’t think about it, she warned herself, as she continued to pace distractedly. Did it matter whose fault it was? All that counted was that Regan no longer loved her and had divorced her.
 
Her shoulders shuddered convulsively and tears gathered in her eyes. Didn’t Regan realize how much she loved him? So many times he had told her of his love for her. How could he cast her aside like a stale cigar and leave her to smolder to ashes.
 
The quivering shoulders grew still. She relaxed her hands and ceased pacing. Was she or was she not a woman? The taut shoulders relaxed and her hands grew limp. Her emerald eyes sparkled momentarily and then grew misty again. Time. Time was the answer.
 
Suddenly her shoulders slumped and tears again threatened to well her eyes. Regan would find another to hold in his strong arms. His soft words of love would be whispered in the ear of some other woman.
 
A sob caught in her throat. How could a love like theirs die? A vision of a faceless female in Regan’s embrace swam before her. “No!” she cried in torment. “No, no, no!” The pain in her breast was sharper than any knife wound. “No!” she screamed and her cry held the anguish of all the women who had gone before her when they had lost their lovers.
 
 

 
 
It was Caleb who heard her high-pitched wail first, and it was he who grasped Willem’s arm to restrain him from running to the Capitana. “She is in no danger. Leave her. When she comes up on deck you will see she will be in control of herself. She needs this time alone.” Willem glanced at Caleb, a look of wonderment in his eyes.
 
Jan’s expression questioned Willem as they watched Caleb stalk across the deck. His bronzed skin glowed in the last light of day and his surefooted stance was all too familiar. Mynheer van der Rhys had stood like that on the deck of his burning ship, stripped to the waist, his breeches tattered at the knees, a grim, purposeful expression on his chiseled features.
 
 

 
 
Away from the cloud-shrouded coast of Holland, the sea’s fresh winds dusted away the low fog and the red glow of the setting sun reflected off the calm, azure sea through the sterncastle’s mullioned windows. Sirena glanced about and then headed for the deck. She relieved Jan at the wheel and shouted her orders. “Look to the sky, there’s a storm blowing in from the west. Full speed away,” she called. “If we’re in luck, we might be able to outrun her by changing course. Caleb,” she yelled harshly, “why are you standing about? Move! Anyone who sails on my ship must do his share of the work!”
 
Caleb, who had been coiling a length of rope, straightened and stared at Sirena. She was tightly strung and boiling with determination. Still, she had never taken her vengeance out on him and this new, bitter note in her voice when she addressed him pierced his heart. He clenched his teeth and bent to his task. The line secure, he nestled himself in the shrouds, beyond the reach of Sirena’s attention.
 
From this level, Caleb could observe Sirena as she held her stance at the wheel. She was a magnificent seaman. The sea and the approaching storm would never beat her. There was a time when Caleb would have said that nothing in this world could best Sirena. But that had been before Mikel’s death and this treachery of Regan’s. Sirena had always said that no man would ever get the better of her. Regan divorcing her had proved how wrong she had been and now she would have to come to terms with it. In his heart, Caleb knew that she would never, could never, accept it. Without Regan, Sirena would be an empty shell. And what of Regan without Sirena? Was he whole? Would he find life to his liking without her? For one brief moment Caleb pitied Regan. Then, setting his jaw, he decided he would no longer take sides. They couldn’t keep playing him like a string on a fiddle. Whatever they would do, they would do it without him!
 
Watching the nearing storm, Sirena picked up the horn near the wheel and shouted orders. “All hands to the deck to secure ship!”
 
The wind howled in the rigging as she steered the frigate under closely reefed sails. She kept her bow pointed into the wind as much as possible. Gigantic waves spun by the gale into curly, white combers rolled continuously from the west. Spindrift flew in flakes, stinging Sirena’s face as she fought the wheel.
 
Nature’s fury demanded her full attention. Hands gripping the wheel, all other thoughts fleeing her mind, she stood erect and brazened the onslaught. Lightning flashed, illuminating the horizon. Spectral clouds assumed violent shapes and scudded across the sky. Rain had not yet begun to pelt the decks, but it was out there waiting for her. Sirena knew the rain was her enemy, just as the fizzing sea foam whipped by the winds was, just as Regan was now her enemy. Rain could beat the strength out of a man, wearing and draining his vitality bit by bit, sip by sip, like a vampire draining life’s blood. It could choke off a man’s air by driving in solid sheets, whipping up the nostrils and down the throat. The rain could pound a helmsman from the wheel and the wind could lure a ship onto a certain course of destruction.
 
Fleetingly, her mind questioned one method of destruction versus another. Regan or the storm? Which was worse? For now, the storm, she answered herself. Fearing the worst, she lashed herself to the wheel with a length of narrow sailcloth.
 
The rains came and Sirena, blinded by the savage downpour, kept the Rana to its heading by instinct. Her body was battered by the elements and her hair came loose and beat against her face, twisting about her neck like insistent, strangling fingers. When physical strength began to fail, an iron will to survive became her mainstay. She must see Regan again. She must hear from his own lips that he no longer loved her. She must see his face, touch him. “Damn your soul to Hell, Regan van der Rhys!” Sirena screamed. “You’re mine! Mine!” And her howl was matched by the furies of the storm.
 
The wind buffeted Caleb against the quarterdeck rail and only by taking a fast hold on the rigging was he able to pull himself across the deck to Sirena. “I came to help,” he shouted to be heard above the elements.
 
“I don’t need your aid,” Sirena shouted, never taking her eyes from the sea swells.
 
“You’re tiring. Let me take the wheel. This is no time for you to play Conquistadora. Now hand the wheel over to me! I’ll get behind you and loosen your bindings. Get ready!”
 
“Get back to your post! An error on your part allowing her to lay broadside and broach will be the end of us! We cannot change positions now. Hear me well, Caleb! I captain this ship. When I have need of your assistance, I’ll ask for it!” she shouted above the howling winds. “And,” she added ominously, “don’t interfere in my affairs again!”
 
Caleb gave her a long, level look and made his way back to his former position. Tons of water suddenly crashed onto the frigate’s decks, threatening to stave in her hatches. The massive onslaught of water crashed upon him just as he grasped the rigging.
 
Sirena called out, but was too late. She watched the water pick Caleb up and swoop him down the deck. She screamed but knew the sound did not reach the crew. “Please, God, let him be all right,” she prayed. “If it weren’t for you, Regan, I wouldn’t be here battling a storm with your son. If he drowns, it will be on your conscience, not mine!”
 
It was nearly an hour before Sirena ran the frigate before the wind to the northeast and into calm water. “Caleb . . . Caleb, where are you?”
 
“Up here, Sirena. Were you worried about me?” came a weak answer from the quarterdeck.
 
“Of course I was worried. I’m responsible for every man aboard my ship.”
 
“For a moment I hoped you were concerned for me personally,” Caleb retorted bitterly. Sirena offered no reply as she loosened the bindings which held her to the wheel.
 
“Now you can take over,” she said to Caleb, “until I get someone up here to take your place.” She watched as he made his way forward, his body drenched, his dark hair falling low on his forehead. How like Regan he looked. She stood a moment and watched as he planted his feet firmly. The hard, sinewy muscles in his arms bunched as he straightened his shoulders, grasping the wheel securely. He was as tall as Regan and almost as muscular. Sirena felt a lump rise in her throat as she watched him, his mouth grim, his dark eyes angry and smoldering.
 
Caleb noticed her walk away, no words spoken between them. Her shoulders slumped slightly and her arms hung limply at her sides. She stumbled once and rejected Willem’s arm when he extended it. From his position, Caleb watched her bring the back of her hand to her eyes to wipe at her tears. He couldn’t help her. Only Regan could do that and he was far away living a new life.
 
Frau Holtz clucked and crooned as she assisted Sirena in shedding her sodden clothing. The older woman wrapped a towel around her mistress’ wet hair and made her comfortable on the hard, narrow bunk.
 
As if by magic, Jacobus appeared at the door with two steaming cups of coffee. “I laced them liberally with rum. The Capitana appears to need it. And,” he said grinning toothlessly, “this is a gift of love.” He handed the Frau the second mug. “The first of many,” he quipped as he backed hastily out of the doorway, reading the woman’s intention of dashing the scalding brew at him.
 
Comfortable and dry, the hot mug in her hands, Sirena leaned back on the bunk, her long, tawny legs curled beneath her. “I see many questions in your face, Frau Holtz.”
 
“And I see strange things in your eyes, Mevrouw. If you need someone to talk to, I’ll not ask any questions.”
 
Sirena sipped at the coffee and spoke carefully. She exerted great effort to keep her countenance blank and her eyes unreadable. This ache was solely hers and she did not need anyone to share the burden. “Regan went to Spain, secured my holdings, and then he set sail for Holland, where he divorced me. I no longer have my inheritance nor my husband. He plans to pension me off, using my money.”
 
“Mevrouw! What are you talking about?” Frau Holtz asked fearfully.
 
Suddenly all Sirena’s control dissolved. “Didn’t you hear me? Regan divorced me.”
 
“Bah! I will never believe that. He loves you like no man has loved a woman. Didn’t he chase you halfway around the world to prove it to you?”
 
“That was a long time ago. This is the present!”
 
“Then why are we going to Spain? What are you going to do? It would seem to me that if the Mynheer is in Holland that’s where we should have stayed.”
 
Sirena took another drink before replying, “At this moment I’m as near destitute as a person can be. I have nothing save this ship and my personal belongings. I must see my family’s solicitor and guardian of the family’s estates.”
 
“But, Mevrouw, you just told me the Mynheer has confiscated everything.”
 
Poor Frau Holtz. Sirena had never seen her so staggered with shock. Not even on the night when Mikel was born and she had had to relinquish Sirena’s welfare to the wizened, black African midwife. “True, Frau. Regan has, by law, the right to my inheritance. But I am hoping that Tio Esteban will have kept my mother’s fortunes intact. The law reads that Regan is entitled to the Córdez wealth, I’m hoping the Valdez fortunes from my mother’s side of the family do not come under that requirement. Poor Tio Esteban, I can imagine his shock when Regan presented himself to claim my property.”
 
“Forgive me, Mevrouw, but are your holdings from the Valdez family as great as those your husband controls?”
 
“Dear lady, remember Regan is no longer my husband,” Sirena reminded bitterly. “And yes, the Valdez fortune is even greater than that of the Córdez. The reason it has remained intact was my father refused to accept one peseta of my mother’s inheritance. He said he was a young man and capable of making a living and building his own fortunes.”
 
“What will you do?” the Frau asked, wringing her hands in sympathy. She knew the loss of the estates meant nothing to Sirena. It was the loss of Regan’s love which could deal a lethal blow. “Will we stay in Spain? Have you given any thought to the future?”
 
“What future, old friend? Everything escapes me save for the fact that Regan has divorced me. I can’t think beyond that point. When I speak with Tio Esteban, then I’ll make my decisions. Have no fear, we won’t make our home aboard ship. I know how you yearn for solid ground beneath your feet.”
 
“And Caleb? What of the young man? Where will he go, what will he do?”
 
Frau Holtz watched Sirena’s green eyes cloud. “I’m certain Caleb will see to his own future. He claims to be a man, let him act like one.”
 
“He’s a magnificent youth. A replica of his father.”
 
“Yes,” Sirena sighed. “He’s seen the best and worst of his father and the best and worst of me. Let us hope he has learned wisely from his experiences with both of us.”
 
“He’s gone further than that,” Frau Holtz said with a touch of awe, remembering her conversation with Caleb when he first boarded the Rana. “He’s quite knowledgeable in book learning and he claims he is a master of fencing, having won many medals.”
 
“Has he now?” Sirena said with interest. “Perhaps we can have a small exhibition for the crew. I’d like to see for myself how much he has learned.”
 
“I have a feeling, Mevrouw, that you might be surprised at what the young man has learned. He’s more confident than his father at the same age. I knew it was a mistake to send him to school. I told the Mynheer that it was a mistake. Did he listen to me? No. He said Caleb needed to be educated and the boy certainly is that.”
 
“Frau Holtz, with growth comes knowledge. We must accept the fact that Caleb is no longer a boy but a man. I know how your arms ache to hold a child,” Sirena’s voice became softer, almost a whisper as she thought of little Mikel. “But for Caleb’s sake, accept the fact that he’s now a man,” she repeated, her voice again strong and confident.
 
“Somehow I could accept it more readily if he didn’t act and look so like the Mynheer,” Frau Holtz said sourly, inadvertently reflecting Sirena’s own feelings.

 







Chapter Six
 
The journey from Holland to Spain was exquisite torture for Caleb. How long he had yearned for the feel of the deck beneath his feet while he had been at the academy. How he had dreamed of Sirena’s beautiful face and coming beneath her loving gaze. And for the sight of his father, too, he grudgingly admitted to himself. Now, everything was in turmoil thanks to Regan’s doing.
 
Day after day Caleb watched Sirena as she stood at the wheel, her hands tightly clutching it. Her green eyes held smoldering fires, her face was a frozen mask of fury. Although she spoke quietly, there was a cold ring of steel in her voice. No one questioned her or gave her cause for anger. Even Frau Holtz kept her distance and remained silent.
 
What would Regan do when he came face to face with Sirena? Caleb imagined the duel. There was no question in his mind it would come to a duel, that the two of them would pace off and attack. In Caleb’s imagination, the sound of the hasps as the hatch was lifted became the sound of rapier against rapier as Regan and Sirena fought once again. God, no, he muttered to himself. He never again wanted to see his father and Sirena square off against one another. Regan would kill her this time. Motherhood and grief would have taken their toll on the long-legged creature who now stood at the helm. She would not be a match for the dynamic Regan van der Rhys.
 
A land bird flew close to the swiftly moving Rana. Soon, thought Caleb, soon they would sight Spain and make the port of Cádiz. Then Sirena’s real troubles would begin. She wouldn’t be able to tire herself with exhausting hours at the frigate’s wheel so when she did finally lie down in her bunk, a heavy sleep could be her escape. He, also, would be forced to face much unpleasantness. He could feel it in his bones. What would Regan’s reaction be when he discovered that he was with Sirena? Would he feel betrayed and enraged or would he be secretly relieved that Caleb could look after his ex-wife. Ex-wife? Caleb felt the need to spit even as he thought the word. He tossed his dark head and knew he didn’t care what Regan thought. Not now, not tomorrow, nor the day after tomorrow.
 
“Caleb, take over,” Sirena called.
 
Caleb hastened to do her bidding, glad to free his mind of his tormenting thoughts.
 
“Within the week, barring bad weather, we should sight Spain. Home,” she said with a wistful note. “My birthplace, Caleb.” Abruptly, Sirena snapped herself from her melancholia. “Three hours at the wheel and then have Franco relieve you. We’ll have a fencing lesson after our meal? What do you think?”
 
Caleb’s heart leapt to his throat. Was she going to practice to prepare herself for meeting Regan? Caleb gulped but agreed to the match, hoping he would make a worthy show of himself. Although he had practiced the sport with the best masters Holland could offer, he knew that when Sirena was at her finest she could have easily taken any of his teachers. Still, the fear kept niggling at him that Sirena was not as quick as she had once been and that she would make an easy target for Regan’s onslaught if it were ever to come to a confrontation. His thoughts brightened as he remembered Sirena as she had once been. Fleet of foot, quick of reflex, feisty and daring, determined never to allow any man to put her at a disadvantage. She had been filled with torment and the need for vengeance just as she was now. He knew from experience the effect that emotional state had on her; it could give her impetus and heighten her reflexes and accentuate her expertise. He would have to bring into play everything he had ever learned in order to make a worthy opponent and not make a fool of himself.
 
Below deck Sirena unsheathed her rapier and looked at it for a moment. Slowly, she ran her fingers down the smooth shaft of steel and flexed the slender blade. Suddenly, she dug the point into the floor with a quick, fluid motion. She smiled at the shocked look on Frau Holtz’s ruddy face. She held her arms out before her and clenched and unclenched her honey-colored hands. “Still nimble, wouldn’t you say, Frau Holtz?” she laughed and withdrew the weapon from the floorboards. Swiftly, she spun about and rested the blade’s tip against the portly woman’s middle.
 
“Extremely nimble,” the Frau grimaced.
 
“A few simple exercises and practice sessions with Caleb and my form will return,” Sirena observed confidently.
 
“And then . . . ?” the old housekeeper asked quietly.
 
Sirena shrugged her graceful shoulders. “Just that. My form will have returned,” she answered airily. “I’ve never killed for the sake of killing, Frau Holtz. You know this is true. It is only that I feel it to my advantage to keep in form,” she laughed. “I believe I’ll rest until it is time for our meal. Wake me when it’s ready, will you, old friend?”
 
“Ja. I wake you. Sleep, Mevrouw.” The housekeeper settled herself on a hard, wooden chair and waited for Sirena to doze off. Her faded blue eyes were sad and tender. The Mevrouw had had more than her share of misfortune and, if she could find some escape from the loss in sleep, then the old woman decided no one would rob Sirena of it by awakening her.
 
As Frau Holtz stared down at Sirena, her heart lay heavy in her ample breast. Sirena had suffered more than any woman should. Everything had been stripped from her. Her wealth, her property, the man she loved and the son she adored. Only Caleb remained, the flesh of another woman. How long, Frau Holtz wondered, would it be before Sirena found Caleb too painful a reminder of Regan? Hadn’t she already seen a coldness creep into the Mevrouw’s eyes when she looked at the boy? Wasn’t there a strident, hostile note to be heard in her voice when she spoke to Caleb? Frau Holtz shook her iron-gray head and attempted to turn her thoughts to happier times.
 
Jacobus had outdone himself in the preparation of the evening meal and it was with glowing pride that he placed a serving of flaky, baked, freshly caught fish before Frau Holtz. He had conceived a special treat for them by digging into his treasure trove of potatoes and frying them with one of his precious onions. Fresh vegetables were always a luxury aboard ship and from somewhere in his larder he produced a finely shredded cabbage stewed with morsels of salt pork and seasoned with vinegar.
 
Frau Holtz sniffed haughtily at his small miracle and began to pick delicately at her platter. To Jacobus’ delight, one forkful was followed by another and another, until the Frau’s plate looked as though it had been licked clean. The crew was more vocal in their appreciation, and the compliments were music to Jacobus’ ears.
 
Only Sirena and Caleb ate sparingly. If anyone noticed their apparent lack of appetite, it went unmentioned. All knew they were measuring each other for the dueling match and both contenders knew an empty belly made a better warrior.
 
A brisk breeze blew up with the approach of evening and Caleb waited for Sirena to appear on the quarterdeck. The crew had gathered about, propping themselves against the rail or lazily lolling on the hatch doors. Caleb was aware of an exhilaration building within him.
 
Sirena appeared on deck, dressed as she always was when at sea, in her short, tatter-edged breeches and full-sleeved blouse which she tied tightly beneath her high, proud breasts. She had wrapped a multicolored silk scarf about her head to keep her long, heavy hair from flying into her face. Caleb felt a familiar pride in her as he watched Sirena walk toward him. It was easy to see why she had captivated Regan’s passions. Open admiration shone in his dark gaze. Time and motherhood hadn’t changed her at all. She was still as sleek as a cat and moved with a feline’s easy grace. Her sinfully delightful legs were enhanced by the knee-high, black kid boots which were a part of her uniform, and her hips were still narrow and swung seductively when she walked. God, thought Caleb, how could my father turn away from such a magnificent creature.
 
There was nothing sexual in the way Caleb appreciated Sirena. He loved her, yes, but as a sister, and he hoped that one day he would find himself a woman as captivating and as exciting as Sirena, although at this moment he was certain that another such as she could never exist.
 
“Are you ready, Caleb?” Sirena asked, her eyes bright with challenge.
 
“Aye, Sirena, ready and waiting,” he answered, a grin splitting his face.
 
“Then select your weapon,” she instructed, holding forth the hilts of two rapiers. Caleb reached out, chose one and tested the thin blade by bowing it against the deck.
 
“You’ll notice the fencing tips are in place. I wouldn’t want you to take revenge for some real or fancied offense,” she laughed, a sour note in the tone. “We stepmothers have a reputation for being evil, or so you may have heard. Does the weapon meet with your expert satisfaction?” she teased lightly.
 
“More than you realize, Stepmother,” Caleb answered wickedly, taking fast swipes at the open air, the blade singing in a high-pitched whizz.
 
“If you’re ready then, en garde!” she ordered, taking a stance, feet spread for balance, rapier extended.
 
Caleb moved to stand opposite her, his lean strength adding to his princely grace. He waited for her to take the first thrust and she did, the tip of her blade piercing the space between his arm and his midsection.
 
Sirena brought up her arm and flexed her knees, slashing again at Caleb’s weapon. The blow nearly knocked the rapier from Caleb’s grip and he took a firmer hold on the hilt. Sirena’s strength surprised him and something in her eyes was unsettling. For a brief instant he wondered if she would have cut him with her first thrust had not the fencing tips been affixed.
 
Caleb took the initiative, aiming for Sirena’s midsection. She parried, recovered and nimbly sidestepped as again her blade struck out. His arm flew backward and he was astounded at her agility.
 
Caleb parried, feinted to the right and touched the tip of his weapon to her shoulder. “Touché!” he shouted exultantly.
 
“So, Caleb, the lessons you learned under your fencing instructors were not for naught. How nimbly you handle yourself,” she breathed heavily. “You are a greater challenge than I imagined.” Quickly, her rapier touched the hard flesh of his thigh and he jumped backward away from the pressure. “You still have difficulty with your concentration; someday it may mean the end of you.”
 
Caleb’s eyes widened then narrowed. Something in the tone of Sirena’s voice and the wicked glare in her clear green eyes chilled his blood. Allowing her opponent no time to regain himself, Sirena plunged onward, driving Caleb back against the rail. Time and again the tip of her weapon sought his flesh, time and again he parried, eluding the dangerous thrusts.
 
Fine beads of perspiration glistened on Sirena’s upper lip and it was evident to all who watched that she was hard pressed to see the contest to its finish. She moved with the grace of a cat, but to Caleb’s knowing eye she had become slower, out of practice. Her offensive tactics were contrived to conceal her deficiencies.
 
For an instant Caleb considered allowing her this win. He felt it would abate some of her torment and perhaps restore her faith in herself. A small voice called to Caleb. Let her win, let her win. It’s what she wants, what she needs! Save her this disgrace before her crew.
 
So totally against his principles were Caleb’s thoughts, that he rose to his own defense. His movements were those of a dancer, light and sure-footed. His motions were limited to protecting himself from her onslaught. He knew that at any time he could take her. The muscles in his back were bunched in anticipation. His blood ran fast, but his breathing remained light and unlabored. He had almost decided to give her a further advantage over him when he saw the smile on her face. Macabre! A grimace more than a smile. Deadly! A hatred burning from within. Caleb knew in that instant that Sirena was not seeing him, Caleb, within pointed range of her weapon. Her adversary was Regan.
 
Sirena’s heart pounded within her breast. Her arm was heavy and becoming impossible to lift. The rapier which had once been an extension of her own limb had become awkward and alien to her. Still, she pushed Caleb backward. Her blade came up with lightning speed and slashed across Caleb’s chest. She did not take her eyes from him. She watched him feint from one side to the other, always staying out of reach. Only the clash of steel upon steel could be heard above her ragged breathing. She was out of condition and she knew it, and her possible failure drove her onward with a vengeance.
 
The falling night lengthened the shadows, and in the half-light Caleb seemed to become Regan. Regan whom she hated; Regan whom she loved. Caleb’s costume enhanced the resemblance to his father: white shirt open to the waist, baring an expanse of bronze chest.
 
Reckless fury overtook her, blocking out all reason. Beyond feeling, she took the advantage again, swiping at Caleb’s weapon, sending a jarring blow near the hilt where he gripped it, sending the rapier sailing across the deck.
 
The silence of the onlookers was ominous, bated, waiting for Sirena’s next move. Jan stood ready to intervene, knowing Sirena’s mood had become lethal, waiting to step in to Caleb’s defense if necessary.
 
“Pick up your weapon,” she ordered in a tightly controlled voice. “This contest is not over.”
 
Caleb stepped across the deck, the hackles raising on his neck as he reached for his rapier. He had sensed a change in her since the contest began. This was the old Sirena—as she had been. when she met with her enemies. But he wasn’t her enemy! He was Caleb! Astounded that her feelings toward him had changed so radically, Caleb moved mechanically back to the opposing position.
 
Horrified, he and the crew watched Sirena pointedly remove the protective tip from her blade. Glaring at him through half-lowered lids, she warned, “You see what I have done. Protect yourself, remove the tip from your weapon!”
 
The crew was aghast. Frau Holtz held her breath, disbelieving what she had just heard. The old woman’s hand groped the air in horror. “No! No!” she heard herself cry out. Had Sirena gone mad?
 
Caleb watched Sirena as she advanced. Her eyes penetrated his being and held him locked in a stare. Again her blade flashed, and she lunged, aiming for his heart. Tears of rage blinded her as she thrust again, this time with frenzy.
 
Caleb’s gaze darkened as he effectively parried the offensive thrusts. She had backed him across the deck again. Soon he would be off balance if he couldn’t distract her long enough to turn around. “Kill me if you must, Sirena. I’ll fight no more!” he breathed, dropping his weapon defenselessly to his side.
 
Something in his words, in his voice disarmed her. She had heard those words before, but where? Who had said them to her in that same deep, gentle voice. Regan! Regan had said those words to her in the heat of a duel. The night had been dark as it was now. She had found the pirate Blackheart aboard his ship and she had met the swarthy Englishman at swords’ point. Then she had killed him. How many men had she killed? Oh God, is this the divine retribution You have sent me?
 
Dick Blackheart, the worst scurve ever to ride the seas! He had murdered Tio Juan, seen Isabella slain, raped Sirena, then offered her to his filthy crew. The night she had killed Blackheart, Regan had said those very words to her. “Kill me,” he had said softly. “I’ll fight no more ... You can’t win, lovely Sea Siren. You may have pinned me halward but you still have to kill me ... Can you do it?” His eyes had darkened and glints of admiration shone as he had gazed at Sirena.
 
But she hadn’t killed him, although there were times afterward when she almost wished she had. That night of bloodshed had ended in incomparable passion.
 
They had slipped aboard the deserted Rana, previously named Sea Siren, to bind one another’s wounds. The cabin was dim, the oil from the lamps gone, the globe shattered. Regan had noticed a telltale stain on the back of her blouse.
 
“You could do with a bit of ointment. Come here!” he had commanded.
 
Sirena had bristled at his tone and was ready to turn on him and loose her wrath. But she had been tired, every nerve within her clamored for relief. Wearily, she had joined Regan on the bunk, allowing him to bathe the backs of her hands with water from the ewer and apply the salve.
 
His attitude had been so intent as he went about the business of dressing her wounds. Gruffly, he had ordered her to turn around and Sirena had surprised herself by obeying. Roughly, he pushed her down on the bedding and, before she could protest, ripped the bloody, tattered shirt from her back.
 
“Hold still, Sea Witch, I don’t mean to hurt you.” Pressing her against the mattress, Regan had bathed away the blood, gently cleansing and tending the cut.
 
Slowly, Sirena had felt the tension of the fight drain out of her. The feel of his fingers on her flesh had been soothing, delivering her into a state of mind where she felt warm and peaceful.
 
From touch to caress, he had made love to her. He had awakened her sexuality with his lips, covering her breasts, her stomach, her thighs. She had moaned with exquisite joy and had welcomed him, pliant to his need and demands. They had shared love that night in the sequestering fog. Here, aboard this very ship, in her own cabin; her own bunk. Even now, she could almost hear her own voice as she had moaned against his lips, begging, imploring, “Have me! Have me now!”
 
Sirena saw Caleb give an imperceptible shake of his head to someone behind her. It was distraction enough for Caleb to change direction away from the rail. He began to move to midship, fending off Sirena’s slicing weapon with the clash of steel. Still, she advanced on him, taking leaps to bridge the distance he managed to put between them. Her mouth was set in a straight line, her eyes murky with anguish and tears glistened on her flushed cheeks. Caleb understood. And with that sudden comprehension came a sharing of her pain and, at that moment, he would have given his life to rid her of it.
 
Again and again she attacked, her rapier making singing noises as it dangerously passed his ear. In her madness she had opened herself to attack. She had left herself unguarded. Caleb could have easily brought her down.
 
The crew waited; Frau Holtz covered her eyes. Jacobus stepped closer to the Frau and comforted her, hushing her mindless wailing.
 
Back, back, she drove Caleb, back against the mizzenmast, trapped between the great solid shaft of wood and the rage of the Sea Siren.
 
Wordlessly, she made her intent clear. Her rapier’s tip slashed at his shirtfront, leaving tatters of the white cloth. Caleb could hear her deep heaving, saw the tears falling like silent soldiers on her cheeks.
 
Jabbing, she had him trapped; he could feel the heavy knots of the rigging hard against his back. She was so close he could feel her breath upon his cheek, but still he would not defend himself.
 
Sirena raised her arm, the rapier’s point aiming directly for his neck. With a cry of the forsaken damned she lunged forward, the last shred of her sanity compelling her to deviate from her intended target. The point buried itself in the mizzenmast mere inches from Caleb’s convulsing throat.
 
For a long moment they stared into one another’s eyes. The horror of her actions dawned on Sirena and she shuddered with shame. Caleb held his arms out to her in forgiveness.
 
Holding her close, he whispered, “Sirena, forgive me for looking so much like my father.”
 
Trying to control a torrent of tears, Sirena’s body shook. Her proud head hung low in shame and she would receive no comfort for what she had almost done. Not trusting her voice, she silently turned and walked slowly across the deck to her cabin.
 
Frau Holtz and the crew watched as she stepped inside and quietly closed the door, shutting out the world, preferring to suffer in isolation.
 
Sirena spent the next three days confined to the cabin, refusing to open the door even for Frau Holtz. Food left outside was left untouched; and when the Frau pressed her ear against the solid oak frame, no sounds could be heard from within. Only the lamp lighted within gave the housekeeper reason to sigh with relief.
 
Several times Frau Holtz implored Caleb to break down the door. “I’d do anything for you, Frau Holtz,” he answered softly, “anything but this. I know Sirena, and she needs this time without interference.” As he murmured the words, the housekeeper saw the depths of sympathy. His thoughts were plainly visible. Caleb was of the mind that Sirena had locked herself away because she could not bear the sight of him.
 
“I know what you’re thinking, Caleb,” Frau Holtz soothed, “and you’re wrong. Sirena loves you.”
 
“No, Frau Holtz,” he replied, “that was in the past. Now when she looks at me, she sees my father and she can’t bear it. If I thought it would give her any peace, I’d throw myself overboard and be done with it.”
 
The woman clasped him tightly. “Never say that Sirena would be lost without you; all she needs is time to straighten things in her own mind.”
 
Caleb patted her reassuringgly. “I know. Of course, you’re right. There’s no doubt in my mind she will come to terms with the divorce, sooner or later. Meanwhile, she has to face me and the memories I conjure. She’ll come out of this; I have faith in her.”
 
The Frau released Caleb from her embrace and did not refute what he had told her.
 
On the fourth day, when the housekeeper tried Sirena’s door, she was surprised to find it open. Balancing a laden breakfast tray on her hip, she kicked the door wider and entered, her sharp eyes raking the cabin. Sirena sat on the side of her bunk, her hair disheveled and her clothing wrinkled and untidy. The room looked exactly as it had the last time the Frau was in it, just before the contest with Caleb. So, Sirena had spent the past days huddled atop her bunk, sorting out her thoughts and emotions. From the expression of weary resolution on her face, apparently Sirena had come to terms with herself.
 
The fragrant aroma of coffee captured Sirena’s immediate attention. “I’ll be needing a bath, Frau Holtz. Will you see to it?”
 
“Ja, I will see to it,” the old woman answered, a cheery note in her voice as she spread honey on one of Jacobus’ biscuits and handed it to Sirena.
 
Sirena ate voraciously and swallowed down the last of the coffee while the Frau went to ask Jacobus to heat water for the high-back, copper hip bath. Jan and Willem returned with the water, deftly handling the heavy pails as though they were weightless. They offered her a jaunty salute and, after several moments’ conversation about latitude and longitude, Sirena dismissed them.
 
The Frau watched her Mevrouw carefully and saw that the hot water and fragrant bath salts were working their own special magic in restoring Sirena’s spirits. She watched Sirena’s green eyes take on their familiar glitter and her mouth hover somewhere between a smile and a pout.
 
As Sirena went about dressing in her abbreviated sea costume, Frau Holtz asked innocently, “Ja, it is good to see you yourself again, Mevrouw. Am I to take it you have come to terms with what the Mynheer has done?”
 
“Yes, Frau Holtz, you could say that. I know exactly where I stand! And I can tell you I don’t like it one bit!” Sirena’s movements became as angry as her emotions as she pulled on her tall kid boots. “Divorce me, will he!” she muttered. “Pension me off, as he no doubt intends to do. Oh, Regan is too much the gentleman to think of me destitute and starving and he certainly wouldn’t like to consider me taking to piracy to seek a living! No, he’ll see to it that I’m given a generous allotment.”
 
She slipped a brilliant silk print blouse over her smooth shoulders and tied it tightly beneath her jutting breasts. “Cast me aside like an old shoe, steal my inheritance! Bastard!” she cursed, to Frau Holtz’s stunned amazement. “He’ll rue the day he ever left Java!”
 
“How do you intend to do this?” Frau Holtz asked fearfully.
 
“You heard me, I’ll get it all back and then some,” Sirena shouted, “one way or another. And Regan, too! He’ll not get away with stealing from me and then divorcing me!”
 
“But, Mevrouw,” Frau Holtz soothed, “the law reads that a husband has control of his wife’s holdings. You relinquished all rights to your inheritance when you married him. That is hardly stealing!” “Well, I call it
 
Sirena turned to the other woman. “Well, I call it thievery! Listen, old friend, when I was Regan’s wife, anything and everything was his, with my blessings. When I knew he loved me, I gave myself and all I owned to his safekeeping. I trusted him, with my heart, my life, everything. Well, he’s betrayed that trust! Oh, I know all about men who become tired of their wives and look for excitement in another woman’s bed. The most those wives can hope for is that their husbands do it discreetly, leaving them the tatters of their dignity to shield themselves from the mockery of the world. Regan has not even left me this. He has stripped everything away from me and left me to live from his charity. Yes, I told you it was quite possible Tio Esteban has my mother’s fortune in safekeeping for me, but it is essentially the same. I don’t even have a sham of a marriage to hide behind; he has left me a scorned woman!”
 
“No, I don’t believe it,” the Frau protested. “There’s an error, a misunderstanding. Never have I seen two people so much in love ... so right together ... The Mynheer is—”
 
“The Mynheer is stupid!” Sirena finished her sentence. “He should know better than to do this to me. Does he think I’ll sit idly by while he philanders around and spends my money? He thinks I’m still in Java. He considers himself safe and free to do as he wishes ... with my money! Oh! I can almost see him, so smug and content with himself. Hear me well, Frau Holtz, I’ll get it back, every last penny. He’s going to live in England. Hah! If he can still call it living, when I’m through with him. I’ll take everything that’s mine; and, if he’s lucky enough to withhold a single pound sterling I’ll shove it down his throat! He has his own wealth from liquidating his properties in Batavia. Let him go back there and uproot those awful nutmeg trees I nearly broke my back planting for him. You, too, Frau Holtz. Don’t you remember the long hours we spent restoring the plantation after the volcano erupted, leaving nothing behind but ashes? And who reaped the harvest? Regan! And what does he do? He takes everything I worked so hard to give him and runs to Spain where he can take everything my family struggled for. My inheritance, my ships, everything!” Exhausted from her tirade, Sirena threw herself on her bunk and stared up at the ceiling.
 
Sirena’s anger was a relief to the Frau. Too long Sirena had been lethargic, a shell of herself. Anything, even this rage, was better than that stillness.
 
 

 
 
Later, on deck, Sirena held the wheel, which was nearly as tall as herself, in her capable hands. This was where she belonged. The tang of the salt air, the spindrift spraying her ivory cheeks as she stood with her feet firmly placed on the rolling deck. This was home. Yet, there was something missing. A tight feeling of discontent still lay heavy on her. Home was the deck of the Rana but, soon now, she would have to face the world and society. She wondered if somehow it was stamped on her features that she was a woman who had been found lacking by her husband. That she was unwanted, rejected, scorned. An icy-cold glare crept into her eyes and she was aware that a part of her retreated into herself. Was she destined to ride the sea for the remainder of her life, a soul-less being, hiding from the world’s condemnation?

 







Chapter Seven
 
Sirena sailed the Rana by rote. Hour after hour, she stood at the wheel, her eyes on the bright, glistening waters of the Atlantic. As time passed, the strangeness in her eyes became more pronounced. She never allowed anyone to take the wheel from her when the weather became rough. Frau Holtz explained to Caleb that it was Sirena’s way of punishing herself. Caleb nodded and managed to stay out of Sirena’s range of vision whenever possible. It seemed that every time she noticed him she would complain about something he had or hadn’t done. No matter what he did, it was not to her liking. Her eyes would become bitter and defensive when she spoke to him or when he offered to help her.
 
Once, when she was nearly asleep at the wheel, Caleb crept up on her and gently led her back to her cabin. She had looked at him in the old, loving way and said softly, tears in her eyes, “You are your father’s son. If I seem ... if it’s hard for you ... what I mean is—”
 
“Sirena, there’s no need for words. I understand. My presence is unbearable for you. It’s well that we talk now for when we reach Spain on the morrow, I will leave you there and make my way to England. I’m telling you this so you’ll know where to reach me if you should ever need me. All I ask is that you don’t hold me accountable for Regan’s actions. My days of defending you to each other are over. I’ll start to make a life for myself. I’ll work hard and, if I’m lucky, I may one day meet a woman like you. I’ll demand that she be as beautiful as you, as intelligent; and I’ll insist that she loves me more than you do. You see, Sirena, I know you do love me. And I care very much for you, Sirena,” he said, so softly that a rush of tears began to form in Sirena’s eyes. “Now,” he said on a lighter note, “do you think I’ll ever find the woman of my dreams?”
 
“If there is such a woman, you’ll find her. I wish you well, little brother.”
 
“Sirena, about Regan. I—”
 
“Not to worry. I’ll manage and I’ll survive. I have endured worse than this. I’ll make a new life for myself and I might even be happy. I’ll miss you. Remember, this ship is yours. I promised you would receive it when you came of age, and I believe the time has come. The necessary title will be made out to you when we reach Spain. I’ll take Frau Holtz with me, but the crew is yours. I’m certain they would be honored to sail the Rana with you as her master.”
 
“Your men will never leave you, Sirena. Besides, I feel they resent me. I’m not blind. I’ve seen how they react to me. They don’t understand why your feelings toward me have seemed to change, and I don’t feel that I should explain. No, they’re loyal men. And Jacobus would be loath to separate company from Frau Holtz. I’ve heard that he’s proposed marriage to her.”
 
“Is that why she’s been curling her hair and borrowing my lip rouge?” Sirena giggled.
 
“I’m glad you still have a sense of humor, Sirena. For a while I was very concerned for you. Sirena, I owe—”
 
“Shhhh,” Sirena said as she held a finger to his lips.
 
“I understand perfectly. Whatever I may have done for you, you have returned twofold. No thanks are needed. I ask only that you care for the Rana as you would for this fine, beautiful, intelligent girl you’re looking for. Caleb, you must have money! At the moment I have none but that will be remedied as soon as I see Tio Esteban. Take my jewels. Please. Another time and another place, you can repay me. I insist,” she stated firmly.
 
Sirena looked away as she saw a slight, glassy film swim over Caleb’s eyes. “I’ll talk to you later, for now I must rest. Take everything out of the coffer from beneath the bunk. Be certain you get a good price for the pearls, they’re perfectly matched.”
 
“I’ll haggle without mercy,” Caleb grinned.
 
“Little brother, can you ever forgive me for my actions when we ... when I nearly—”
 
“Sirena, no apologies are necessary,” Caleb interjected softly, his brown eyes gentle with loving understanding. “What is past is past. What is important to me now is that I know you love me.” He took her in his arms and held her close, warming her with his love, sensing the rigid core within her bend a little as she accepted his embrace.
 
“Sirena,” he whispered huskily, “I know how dead you must be feeling inside, how lost. I know you feel there is nothing inside you to offer, no warmth, no love. So, for the time being, just accept my love. Just take it and keep it as you always have. I make no demands on you, what is a brother for if he can’t love his sister?”
 
Sirena was choked with emotion. How well Caleb understood her. How kind he was. “Caleb, I am more proud of you at this moment than I have ever been. You have become a man in every sense and your consideration is more than I deserve.”
 
“Hush, Sirena. You know you deserve everything, more than I can ever give you. I am who I am because of you. I owe you my life and I need nothing more from you than to hear you call me ‘little brother.’ ”
 
Sirena was overcome. “You are my little brother, Caleb, in the fullest sense of the word.” Fiercely, she clutched him to her, tears stinging her eyes. “Vaya con Dios, little brother. We will meet again.”
 
She released him and Caleb brushed his lips across her tear-streaked cheek, too moved for words. Before the divorce, Sirena almost never cried and her futile sobbing was tearing at his heart.
 
 

 
 
When he returned to the deck, Caleb motioned for Jan to join him at the rail where they stood looking down into the ebony, swirling waters as the Rana plowed her way gracefully through the waves. Caleb spoke quietly. “Listen to me, Jan, for I must speak with you. When we reach port tomorrow, I plan to lay in provisions and sail the Rana to England with a crew of my own. Sirena has given me permission to take all of you with me, and nothing would please me more. But I told her these sailors would insist on staying with her. She needs all of you. I can’t stay here with her,” Caleb said sadly. “Every time she looks at me, she’s reminded of my father. I can’t go on tormenting her day after day. She’s going to make a new life for herself and she needs your support.”
 
Jan looked away. The sadness in the young man’s eyes had a haunting quality, and Jan felt his emotions rise up to choke him.
 
“Jan, you and the crew must be curious to know what’s happened. My father divorced Sirena. She didn’t know until I told her at the academy. I had to tell her. I couldn’t let her go to her solicitor in Spain and find out from someone else. Do you understand what I’m saying?”
 
“Yes, I’m afraid so. Rarely have I seen a love like theirs. I’m sorry for the Capitana. Of course, we’ll stay with her. The strange look in her eyes haunts all of us.”
 
“Have you ever seen that look before, Jan?”
 
“No. I’ve tried to put a name to it but it eludes me. Have you ever witnessed it, Caleb?”
 
“Yes,” Caleb answered, without hesitation. “Once, a long time ago, when the Rana was assaulted by Dick Blackheart’s pirates and they raped Sirena and killed her uncle and sister. The expression you see in her eyes is humiliation and scorn. She’s been rejected by the man she loves, by the man with whom she had a son. You must help her. If I thought for one moment I could be of some use to her, I would stay and not a soul could drive me away. Unfortunately, I’m the one person she can’t bear to see. For that reason, I must go.”
 
Jan nodded in agreement He knew how strong the bond between Sirena and Caleb was, and he knew what it was costing Caleb to leave Sirena this way.
 
“I wonder if you and the others would do me a favor when we reach port? I want the name of the Rana changed to read Sea Siren. Will you do that for me while I see about laying in provisions and getting a new crew together?”
 
“Hell, I’ll do it myself!” Jan grasped Caleb’s shoulder and shook it roughly. “We’ll watch over her, have no fear. You’ll be in England, you say? If I ever find myself there, I’ll be sure to look you up.”
 
“Make that a promise and tell the others the same. I have to relieve Willem at the wheel. Remember, Jan. Watch over her.”
 
“Aye, with our life, Caleb.”
 
 

 
 
The sun was high when the Rana docked once again in the port of Cádiz. Sirena stood on deck and looked in frustration at what was once her homeland. She no longer felt a bond with either Spain or Java. It was as though she didn’t belong anywhere.
 
“We can go ashore now,” Caleb said quietly. “It’s time to say good-bye, big sister. I wish you well and good fortune. You’ll find happiness. I know it as surely as I know I must take my next breath. Godspeed, Sirena,” he said gruffly as he gathered her into a strong embrace.
 
Sirena watched as he leapt ashore, carrying his shirt in his hand, his strong, bronzed back rippling from the impact of hitting solid ground. He shaded his eyes and gave her a jaunty salute before he raced off in search of men and supplies.
 
“Godspeed, little brother,” Sirena whispered hoarsely, her throat working convulsively. Behind her, the crew had gathered, their jackets and sea bags slung over their shoulders. They watched her expectantly, waiting for their Capitana’s orders.
 
Sirena eyed them all with fondness and compassion. They had brought her to Cádiz and because they had declined Caleb’s offer to sail with him, they were left stranded without a ship. She couldn’t allow them to leave her now. Where would they go? The sea was the only life they knew. “Willem has gone to hire a conveyance to take me to my solicitor’s office. I pray that he has returned from his journey by this time. Currently, I can’t tell you what my plans are, but you are welcome to make your home with me. The decision is yours. My offer is sincere and I won’t harbor ill feeling for any of you who do not wish to join me.”
 
Sirena waited, hardly daring to hope that the loyal sailors would accept her offer. When the unanimous shout of affirmation rose up, she had to fight to keep her tears in check. They were her friends, and loyalty of mind and spirit was all that was necessary to bind them all together, no matter what happened in the future.
 
Frau Holtz stood on one side of her and Jacobus on the other as they descended the gangplank to the dock. “Don’t look back, Capitana,” Jacobus suggested. “She’s only timber and a bit of sail.” Sirena gulped and bit into her lip. She faltered only once before squaring her shoulders and marching up the walkway, with her crew trailing behind, singing lustily of bawdy women and ripe love.
 
Willem removed his cap and bowed low with a sweeping flourish as he ushered Sirena and the Frau into the carriage he had summoned. With final words of how the crew could be found in the taprooms dockside, Sirena promised to send Jacobus for them as soon as she had made arrangements to occupy the stately Córdez casa which overlooked the harbor.
 
Frau Holtz settled her ample form beside Sirena, carefully pushing aside her Mevrouw’s crisp, finely striped gown of pearl gray and black taffeta. Glancing covertly at her mistress, she appreciated the delicate open ruff that was cut to reveal Sirena’s slender throat and lush rise of bosom. From beneath the wide-brimmed Cavalier hat, set firmly atop her glossy, dark curls, Sirena’s attention was fixed upon the scene outside her carriage window.
 
This was still the Cádiz of her childhood, and she doubted it would ever change. Here the sun still baked the whitewashed buildings and the shadows still offered a cool respite from the heat. Children ran the streets playing with a stone and stick, calling to each other in spirited voices. The narrow cobbled streets reached in curving roundabout paths to the crests of the small hills overlooking the harbor. Red-tiled roofs overhung terraced courtyards and sported hanging pots filled with exciting blossoms, as though they were badges worn proudly upon a soldier’s breast. Every once in a while, it was possible to glance into the alleys between the houses and see clotheslines hung with linens and bedding to catch the sun and the fresh ocean breezes. Sirena could remember sleeping upon pillows that had aired in the sunshine and smelled of the salt tang. She had lain her head upon many pillows since she was a child, but there was something special in the winds which blew into the Cádiz port. Rife with the natural elements, there was also a sense of excitement and life; something which was a part of Cádiz itself.
 
“Where are we going?” the Frau questioned, breaking into Sirena’s thoughts.
 
“The first order of the day is to inquire after Tio Esteban, Señor Esteban Arroya. When we were last in Cádiz, Tio was not in his offices. He was visiting his daughter and journeying on to Italy. He has always handled the business dealings of the Córdez family; and, since I was a child, Isabella and I referred to him as uncle.”
 
Since Sirena did not continue with any further information, Frau Holtz kept her peace and allowed her mistress to turn her eyes once again to the window and her reverie.

 







Chapter Eight
 
The coach turned into a side street and the horses heaved their burden to the top of a steep hill. Sirena craned her neck for familiar landmarks and pointed out the structure which housed Tio Esteban’s offices.
 
Sirena motioned Frau Holtz to follow her and entered the building, blinking in the dimness after the golden brightness outside. It was just as she had remembered it from her school days: chairs with faded green cushions lined one wall and the fiber carpet produced puffs of dust that made her sneeze. Frau Holtz wrinkled her nose and Sirena knew she itched to take a pail of soapy water to the small chambers. A low, carved railing separated the end of the room where a wizened man sat behind a cluttered desk, sleeping peacefully.
 
Sirena unlatched the railing gate, stepped over to the hunched form and gently shook his thin shoulder.
 
“Tio Esteban, wake up. It is I, Sirena Córdez.” She stooped to plant a kiss on his brow. “Tio, it is really me, don’t look so surprised.”
 
“Surprised! Child, you’re a sight for these old eyes. I knew you would come in spite of what your husband said.”
 
Sirena looked into his alert face and felt a sadness that he should have aged so. Once-plump cheeks were sunken and wrinkled, and the wealth of dark hair had receded and was snow white, standing in tufts around his ears. Never a tall man, he seemed shrunken, and fine blue veins stood out starkly on his thin hands. Only his eyes were the same, always bright and piercing.
 
“I heard you had come to Cádiz when I returned from Italy. Since then, I’ve waited for you every day. I’ve turned over my accounts to others long ago. Alas,” he laughed, “there is no one who wants a doddering old man handling their affairs.” His dark eyes fell upon the formidable figure of Frau Holtz.
 
“Frau Holtz,” Sirena introduced, “Señor Esteban Arroya, Tio Esteban.” Frau Holtz murmured a greeting and seemed flustered when the lawyer leaned over her hand and respectfully grazed his lips against her fingers.
 
Señor Arroya went about placing chairs near his desk and he gestured for the ladies to make themselves comfortable. “Sit down, child, there is much to speak of. I know little of what you’ve made of your life since your husband has been handling your affairs. Last word I had from you was on the birth of your son, Mikel.”
 
Sirena’s eyes glittered with moisture and this did not go unnoticed by the elderly gentleman. “No, no, I did not mean to make you cry. Your husband told me your sad news. Mynheer van der Rhys also told me other things. Odd, scandalous things . . . ,” his eyes twinkled with devilish lights. Glancing toward Frau Holtz, Señor Arroya’s eyes became guarded.
 
“Speak freely, Tio, there is little the good Frau does not know about me. As a matter of fact, she proclaims to know me better than I do myself,” she laughed. “Though I hesitate to admit it, there are times when I am certain she is correct. What things did Regan tell you?”
 
“Stories of a female pirate! The Sea Siren, men called her,” he whispered conspiratorially. “And he told me that this enchantress had retired from the sea to be his wife! Escandalo! Blasphemy!” he roared, all the while his eyes twinkled proudly.
 
“Sí, Tio, a scandal yet most necessary. For the soul, comprende usted? It was for what was done to Tio Juan, Isabella and to myself.”
 
Gently, the elderly man patted Sirena’s hand. “Comprendo, niña, Your husband was kind enough to inform me of the details. Sí, much sorrow you have suffered,” he sighed deeply. “The news I have to give you will not lighten your burden.”
 
“Tio, don’t feel you must spare me. It is important that you tell me everything.”
 
“There was little I could do,” he explained. “The law reads that I must turn over your properties to him. Perdonar, niña, forgive me.”
 
“Tio, I do not place any blame on you. Please, you must understand. I know that what happened between my husband and myself was as much my fault as it was his. It is over and done with. Now, I must gather up what remains to me and begin over again.”
 
“And still you love him. I see it in your eyes. That, child, is one thing that will give you away. Your eyes, even when you were a child, they were a mirror of your emotions. Tell me, what happened?”
 
“It is over, there is nothing to tell. Regan no longer loves me and has divorced me.”
 
Rage filtered through the old gentleman’s charming demeanor. Sirena expressed his thoughts verbally. “Sí, bastardo. No more questions, Tio. Tell me, where do I stand with regard to my mother’s inheritance. I would imagine that the circumstances have changed since Isabella’s death. And the house on Via Arpa here in Cádiz?”
 
“Sí. It is already in readiness for you. As for your other holdings,” he hesitated, “they have been transferred to Inglaterra.”
 
“England! Why England?”
 
Tio Esteban’s expression fell into mysterious lines. “Because, Sirena, I felt that is what you would ultimately do, so I saved you the bother. I know you, child, I know you so well I was not even surprised to learn that you had taken to the seas as an avenging angel for the deaths of Juan and Isabella. You always had the fire and fight any man would admire in his son but would mourn to find in his daughter. And then there was a certain look about Mynheer van der Rhys when he spoke of you.”
 
“But, Tio—”
 
“No, Sirena, allow me to finish,” he brushed off her protests with an extended hand. “I said I knew you and I am glad to see I was not wrong in doing what I did. I knew you would never consent to wed a man you did not love and I knew that love would last a lifetime. You would never toss off something as important to you as your marriage with a shrug and a witty comment that you had made a misalliance. Never you, Sirena. And, apparently, not your Regan. There was a somber tone in his voice. And when I tried to persuade him to breach the differences between you, he became enraged. The anger of a man who thinks himself rejected by the woman he loves.”
 
“I don’t wish to hear you continue with this, Tio,” Sirena implored, pain evident in her misty green eyes. “Frau Holtz,” she turned to the formidable woman beside her, “make him stop. Make him stop telling me these things.”
 
“Nein, nein, Lieblich,” the Frau soothed. “Señor Arroya is merely telling you what I’ve believed all along. Listen to him. Let him give you his reasons.”
 
Sirena brought herself under control. “Perdonar, Tio. I’m sorry. You don’t know all the circumstances. Continue, tell me why you’ve transferred my meager investments to England.”
 
“It is really quite simple, Sirena,” Tio Esteban smiled cherubically. “It is simply because that is where your husband—”
 
“Ex-husband.”
 
“Ex-husband,” the Señor amended, “is going to reside. I believed you would someday make the decision to follow him there and correct this mistake you have both made.”
 
“And you are saving me wasted time by forming that decision for me. Is that it?”
 
“Sí, and because I am an old man and I knew you would forgive me my whims.”
 
Sirena smiled. “And I suppose there is nothing here in Spain for me?”
 
“Nothing, Sirena,” Tio Esteban said softly. “That which you seek is waiting for you in England.”
 
Turning to Frau Holtz, Sirena sighed, “Then I suppose it’s to England we will go.”
 
“Ja, to England,” the Frau confirmed dourly. The prospect of still another sea voyage was not to her liking. Her stomach still grumbled from the last one and her legs could not yet seem to hold her up properly on dry land.
 
“And as to your fortunes being meager, Sirena, I’m certain you will be pleasantly surprised. You mustn’t forget that Isabella’s holdings reverted to you and are not a part of the original marriage agreement. Furthermore, they did not come into your title until after your husband obtained his divorce.”
 
“You sly fox,” Sirena laughed.
 
“A mere technicality but one which would hold up in a court of law, I assure you,” Señor Arroya smiled craftily.
 
Sirena hugged him enthusiastically. “Now I know why my father and Tio Juan referred to you as a treasure. When can I book passage to England?”
 
“We will come to that. First I wish to discuss your affairs.” Sirena watched as the man shuffled papers on his desk and finally extracted a thick, yellow packet tied with string and sealed with red wax. “Everything is here inside. Read it over carefully and understand what you read. In brief, you are an extremely wealthy woman. I doubt if in your lifetime you will touch the capital. I have sent everything necessary to a distant cousin of your mother’s in England. He has since communicated with me and said that everything is in order. His son, Tyler, is more directly involved with the business as his father grows older. Be assured that both father and son are trustworthy, else I would not have involved them in your affairs. I understand that the son, Tyler, is a bit of a rogue—very dashing, a ladies’ man. You know the sort. However, he is sharp of wit. You could have none better to advise you. There is a letter from him and I included it in the packet I’ve given you. He has offered several plans of investment. I replied that I trusted his judgment and told him to make whatever plans are necessary. I’ve been told he is quite handsome, this Tyler Sinclair, and you may find him to your liking,” the Spaniard said cunningly.
 
“No matchmaking, Tio. Regan—what did he say his plans were?”
 
“He seemed interested in importing and exporting. A trade he is very well equipped to handle seeing how his background is firmly entrenched in the success of the Dutch East India Company. You will no doubt cross paths sooner or later. He has the bulk of the Córdez fortune at his disposal and, by the time you reach London, he will have established himself. You are entitled to a share of his dividends. I haggled for twenty-five percent but he drove me down to twenty. Monies are to be paid quarterly to Tyler Payne Sinclair. If Señor van der Rhys defaults, the entire business reverts to you.”
 
“Tio, how did you manage this?” Sirena asked incredulously.
 
“Ah, so you appreciate that your husband is no fool. He is a shrewd businessman. But I remained stubborn and threatened to withhold my cooperation in transferring the Córdez titles. Knowing it would mean a lengthy delay and one in which these corrupt Spanish courts would find a way to line their pockets, he agreed.”
 
“Threats have never worked with Regan,” Sirena observed, puzzled.
 
“Would it help you to understand that I threatened to shoot him dead with this,” Tio Esteban withdrew a rusty blunderbuss from the depths of his desk drawer. “He knew I meant it. The twenty percent will hamper him in the beginning but, when he starts to show a profit, he will manage very well. I believe he would rather starve than default on his payment. At first, he wanted to pay you three percent,” the old man cackled gleefully.
 
“Tio, you are marvelous,” Sirena laughed, throwing her arms around his skinny neck. “So, we will all be in England.”
 
“Yes, I am certain that you will be pleasantly met by the arrangements that have been made for your arrival.”
 
“My arrival? Tio, how could you have been so sure I would go to England?”
 
“As I told you, I felt I know you well enough to predict your actions. I already instructed Señor Sinclair to purchase a home for you. Something befitting a woman of your station and wealth. It was to be furnished and made ready for you whenever you decided to use it. Go to see Señor Sinclair when you make port in London. A new life awaits you. Leave all the unpleasantness behind. Regan was one man, there are others who would fall at your feet in worship of you.”
 
“Gracias, Tio, for everything. I’ll do the best I can, more than that I cannot promise.”
 
Señor Esteban stood up from his desk and reached for his walking stick and hat. “Oh, yes, I mustn’t forget to tell you, there are stories circulating here in Spain and also in England of a sea witch known also as the Sea Siren. Sailors do have their way of spreading rumors. It seems that Señor Sinclair has heard of this enchantress. If one reads between the lines, he could easily become enamored of such a sultry woman.”
 
“Tio, you didn’t tell—”
 
“Of course not. My allegiance is to you, Sirena. I would not propagate such gossip,” he said sternly. Then, turning to her again, “Your wicked past is done with. It is over, isn’t it?” he asked fearfully.
 
“Certainly, Tio,” Sirena’s laugh tinkled across the room and seemed to brighten the shadows. “Now, let us see about passage to England.”
 
“I take it by your sour expression that you don’t care to sail under another captain, Sirena.”
 
“This is so, Tio. The last time I sailed with someone else at the wheel besides Regan, the fool had us captured and Tio Juan and Isabella lost their lives.”
 
Frau Holtz shuddered visibly.
 
“Calm yourself, good woman,” Señor Arroya soothed. “Perhaps, we will find the situation will remedy itself.” Dark eyes dancing, Señor Arroya led the ladies out into the bright sunshine and the waiting carriage. When the coach at last reached the harbor, he directed the driver to the dry docks.
 
“Follow me, child. There is something I wish you to see—the last ship your grandfather commissioned. She is almost complete but I want you to see the lady before she receives her final coat of paint.”
 
Sirena accompanied the ageing family friend to the fitting berth. She walked along the planks, which were covered with sawdust, and relished the heavy scent of varnish, paint and hewn wood. Familiar sounds of hammering and sawing assaulted her ears and she thrilled to them. She had been brought here many times when still a child and watched amazed as the skillful hands of the artisans created a thing of beauty and purpose.
 
Esteban Arroya pointed to the farthest berth and watched for Sirena’s expression as she drew in her breath, amazed. “Tio!” she exclaimed. “He did it! He really did it! Abuelo Córdez made his dream come true!”
 
Sirena’s eyes skimmed over the graceful ship, her sharp gaze committing every detail to memory. The sleek vessel seemed to come alive beneath the hands of the artisans. On the bow, men spread shimmering coats of varnish on her deck stanchions and rails while others, with smaller, more delicate brushes, dabbed at the figurehead of a lusty, buxom woman. Awestruck, she watched as men began taking in a main mast, shortening the purchase as it upended. Not daring to speak, Sirena knew that if all wore well, the great spar would drop to keelson. She waited, praying. The masts were the spines of the ship. They were as essential as life and death.
 
“Tio, I still can’t believe it! Grandfather said he would do it someday and he has. My hands itch for the wheel. Tell me, what was the reaction of the others in Cádiz when they heard he finally built his dream ship? And see the copper bottom? Just like a petticoat peeking from beneath a lady’s skirt. How did he manage to design her to be so graceful? Look at the way the bowsprit and the jib boom point toward destiny. It’s almost as if she had the confidence instead of her captain. I never thought I would live to see this,” she cried excitedly. “Look, Tio, at the dolphin striker, the blade of her cutwater, the swooping sweep of her cathead.”
 
“I see, I see,” the elderly man laughed indulgently. “I wish your grandfather had lived to see this ship.” Then the old eyes clouded over. “No, I’m glad he wasn’t here to listen to the ridicule and the jibes the other builders would have heaped on him. Today, they still claim she’ll never make open water. Your grandfather drew the plans and had her nearly finished when he died. Your own father and Tio Juan were too busy with the business to care much for his dream. So here she stayed in dry dock, nearly completed. I saw to it that monies came out of the business to keep her sheltered and in prime. If your father and uncle ever knew, they never said anything to me and I never pressed them. I had extreme confidence in your grandfather, Sirena, and I knew that his dream only waited for the right captain. I believe that captain is you, and I wish you well with her.”
 
“Gracias, Tio, thank you for everything. And you will be there to see this sea spirit skim the waters like the nymph she is. She is years ahead of her time and may the heavens bless my grandfather for having had the courage to build her. He designed my frigate, Tio, and there is no finer ship in water than the Rana.”
 
Señor Arroya smiled at the young woman who radiated with delight. Sirena Córdez had loved the shipbuilding industry ever since she was a child and she still retained that joyful ebullience like a child at Christmas. She had come into his offices that afternoon, somber and constrained. The break in her marriage and the loss of her son had taken their toll and there had been a bitterness in the thrust of her lower lip and in the fine lines between her brows. He had been right in ordering the completion of this ship. He had given her back some small happiness, an indefinable part of her beginnings, a glad eye to the future. The elderly gentleman narrowed his eyes and scanned the day and the weather. Aside from the busy carpenters’ pounding, the day was quiet. The gentle lap of the water against the wharf was calming. A flock of gulls screeched and swooped down from the sky and flew off again, leaving behind a stillness. As he looked again at Sirena, he imagined he could hear her heart thumping and her pulses racing as she committed every line and detail of the ship to memory. “She’s a beauty and she’ll sail you true to your course, Sirena. Whatever it may be.”
 
“Oh, Tio, I can’t wait to get her into open water,” Sirena laughed, her green eyes flashing. “And yes, Tio, I believe you are right. The Sea Spirit will carry me on whatever course I chart. For now, my bearings lead me to England, to Regan.”
 
Her voice became soft, almost a whisper as she murmured Regan’s name and the lawyer muttered a silent prayer that this beautiful woman would find that which she sought.
 
 

 
 
Reluctantly, Sirena followed Frau Holtz and Señor Arroya back to the carriage that would take them to the Villa Valdez on Via Arpa. As they settled themselves in the jostling coach, Señor Arroya broached a problem. “Your aptly named Sea Spirit is considered a disaster. I doubt you will find a reliable crew.”
 
“No problem, Tio, my own has decided to remain with me. Sons of the sea, they’re as reliable as the rising sun.”
 
“Your ship is a work of art. Two thousand tons, carved from the finest oak and hard pine, and fitted with wooden nails. She carries miles of canvas on her yards. She’s every captain’s ideal.”
 
“No, Tio, the Sea Spirit is this captain’s ideal. She’s mine and only mine. A small wager, Tio. How long do you think it will take me to reach England?”
 
“Three weeks, plus a few days,” the gentleman offered, giving Sirena a conservative length of time.
 
“Two weeks to the day,” Sirena smiled. “I can see my departure now. When we release her mooring lines and ease away from the wharf, her sails will gleam as the crowds watch. I can see her heel in the wind, just enough to show the unusual. Her hull will pick up reflections of the water, like first morning dew on the petals of a flower. She’s born to the sea. I can feel her pulsate and throb with life. She’s magnificent!”
 
The old Spaniard grinned. “Two weeks, eh?”
 
Sirena answered, her face wreathed in smiles, “Not a day more.”
 
“Then a wager it is,” he laughed again, a sound like the rustling of dry papers. Usually much more conservative in his bets, Señor Arroya glanced at the long-legged creature sitting opposite him. He was a fool to wager with her. If Sirena Córdez said she would dock in London in two weeks, then two weeks it would be.
 
The ride to the Villa Valdez was short. “What do you think of Cádiz, Frau Holtz?” Sirena questioned. “You’ve been so silent since leaving Tio Esteban’s office. Perhaps you don’t look forward to another trip, is that it?”
 
“Ach! My poor feet are not even accustomed to the feel of land and already you talk of more weeks on water. Also, I am not so impressed with your new ship as you are, Mevrouw.”
 
“What troubles you, Frau? Don’t you think the Sea Spirit gorgeous?” Sirena smiled indulgently at the elderly housekeeper, knowing that the woman would never find beauty in a ship. Now a house, that was different!
 
“Who ever heard of a ship with a copper bottom. Ships should be made completely of wood. Wood at least floats!” the Frau blurted, her brows pulled down in a scowl.
 
“If Grandfather designed her, she will float,” Sirena soothed, patting Frau Holtz’s gloved hand. “If you like, you can remain behind in Cádiz. Tio Esteban will watch over you for me.”
 
“Watch over me, will he?” the Frau sniffed haughtily. “And who will watch over you? Nein, I go with you but I do not like it” Not for all the tea in China would she allow Sirena to go off to England without her and, if it meant she must sail aboard a doomed ship to stay with her mistress, she would do it.
 
The carriage wheels clattered over the worn cobblestones up the winding streets toward the Valdez Villa. Before reaching the top of the incline, Señor Arroya begged to be let off a short distance from his home. When Sirena protested that they could drive him to his doorstep, he insisted that the short walk would help to increase his failing appetite. After warm adios and a promise to come for lunch the next day, Sirena and Frau Holtz continued on to their destination.
 
“You still haven’t told me what you think of my birthplace, Frau Holtz.”
 
“All the buildings look alike,” the German woman complained. “Why are all the houses so white? And the streets, they are all so narrow and winding. I wouldn’t care to walk them after dark. Nein, I do not think I like it.”
 
“All the streets lead to the sea and they twist about so the incline is not so steep. Cádiz is an ancient and wealthy city. Ah, good friend, you lack the soul of a romantic. We’ll have to do something about that. However, we will only remain here long enough for the Sea Spirit to be completed. At the rate the carpenters are working, it will only be long enough for me to walk again the halls of my mother’s home and to taste the fruits of my homeland.”
 
“Ja,” Frau Holtz murmured, not at all convinced.
 
“When you see the Valdez estate, you will fall under its spell,” Sirena chattered on to relieve the housekeeper’s apprehension of strange places. She had lived so long on Java it was understandably difficult for her to acclimate herself to new surroundings. “At one time many gardeners were employed to keep the gardens and orchard in prime. The Valdez home was the most beautiful in Cadiz. Tio Esteban said the house had been kept in good repair but I’m certain it will require your firm hand.” With that statement the Frau seemed to glow. “And the gardens, wait till you see them. Oranges and grapes in the arbor. And home-pressed wines! We’ll have a bottle of Valdez wine with our dinner tonight. Oh, Frau Holtz, you have no idea how much I’ve missed Spain. Even I had forgotten how much a part of my homeland I really am. Java seems like a lifetime ago.” A frown settled over her lovely features. “It doesn’t matter now,” she whispered as the Frau reached for her hand. “Look! There’s the villa!”
 
Frau Holtz leaned toward the window and looked to the top of the hill. There, in sprawling splendor, was Sirena’s home. The tiled roof was constructed to overhang the walls on all four sides and myriad pots and ceramic jars were hung, filled to overflowing with bright blossoms and fragrant herbs. As the carriage approached, outbuildings could be seen in the distance and the Frau surmised these were the servants’ quarters. The walkways were pebbled with white stones and glittered in the sunlight and directed the eye to the deep shadows where light, airy furniture, suited to the outdoors, blended in with the foliage. The two-story building sported grilled windows and a balcony embraced the top floor.
 
The next hour was spent doing all the things that women naturally do when taking occupancy of a new dwelling. The first action Frau Holtz performed was to survey the spacious kitchen area and the linens. Sirena reacquainted herself with several of the servants and was introduced to the others. She toured the home of her childhood and complimented the staff for their care and vigilance. She took Frau Holtz by the arm and led her through the rooms, pointing out this article or that and relating a story connected with each. Finally, with last instructions to a houseman on where he could find Jacobus and the message that the crew was to join her for dinner that evening, Sirena closed the door to her room and settled herself discontendedly on the bed where she had spent her girlhood dreams.
 
It’s true then, she thought to herself, there is no going back. Only ahead. I don’t belong here. This isn’t my home. I should be feeling something, she thought sadly, I should be happy to be here. How many times in the past I’ve thought about it. But without Father, Isabella and Tio Juan here to share this with me, it’s all so empty. My home was anywhere Regan was. Regan and Mikel. But Mikel was taken from me and I drove Regan away. No, she cried silently, closing her eyes against the cool greens and soft beiges of her room, this is no longer home. The Villa Valdez, it is only bricks and beams and long-ago memories. This part of my life is over. Perhaps one day Caleb would want to live here with his bride. If not, the house could rot and decay and become part of the earth on which it stood.
 
Without warning, a round ball of black fur jumped onto the bed beside her. “Ah,” Sirena said, “don’t tell me you too are homeless with no one to love you. There is nothing in this life more terrible. I love him so much,” she crooned as she stroked the cat’s sleek head. “I gave all I had to give and it still wasn’t enough. I stopped giving and I destroyed the only love I’ll ever want. I have nothing more to offer to any man. I gave it all to Regan.” Sirena nuzzled the kitten and whispered, “I’ll make him love me again. He has to. I’ll seek him out, tell him how much he means to me, that I love him. I’ll beg, I’ll plead, I’ll do anything, say anything if only he’ll love me again!” she cried brokenly, oblivious to the stranglehold she had on the animal. In defense of itself, it struggled from her arms and lashed out at her cheek, leaving behind a long scratch. As the kitten leaped from the bed, Sirena ran her slender fingertips over the wound and studied her bloodied finger. Her emerald eyes narrowed as she once again traced the length of the injury. “And if there is nothing I can say or do to make him mine, I’ll kill him. He belongs to me and I to him. He loved me once and he’ll love me again!”
 
As she stopped weeping, an anger rose in her for the life she had led. She held her bloodstained finger before her and recalled what life had had to offer her since she had last seen Cádiz. Raped at sea by pirates, drugged and raped by Chaezar Alvarez. A life of deceit and lies to gain vengeance on Regan because she blamed him for the deaths of Tio Juan and Isabella and the crimes against her. Marrying Regan, loving Regan, giving him a son born of that love.
 
A niggling voice whispered something about her destiny and nutmeg trees. Trees she had labored to plant to insure her son’s future. Now her son was dead and the trees still stood. Regan deserting her. Refusing to wait until she had adjusted to Mikel’s death. Assuming control of the inheritance left her by her family. Then insult of insults, offering to pay her three percent and poor Tio Esteban fighting for her interests. “Beware, Regan van der Rhys!” she intoned doom-fully. “I’ll track you down and in one way or another we’ll come to terms ... my terms!”
 
Frau Holtz stood concealed near the door which she had quietly opened. For the first time in her long life, murder was in her heart. If possible, she would wield the weapon herself. The Mynheer must have taken lessons from the Devil himself.
 
The housekeeper gathered the anguished Sirena in her thick arms, soothing her with gentle pats and tender cluckings. All the while she muttered oaths and obscenities in German to which Sirena nodded her agreement, but punctuated with swelling sobs of: “I love him! I love him!”

 







Chapter Nine
 
“The only word which describes the Spirit is sleek,” Jan boasted proudly. “Even her name seems to fit her, Capitana.”
 
Sirena nodded, “It does have a nice sound, doesn’t it?”
 
“Aye!” Jan agreed exuberantly. “The Sea Spirit rolls off the tongue and doesn’t get caught in my teeth. She’s long and smooth, the way I like my women,” he laughed as he ushered her aboard.
 
“She has the Rana’s lines.” She ran her hand along the quarterdeck rail and then nodded to her crew. The ship was completely acceptible to their Capitana. “A master of designs built this ship and we must do him proud.” Sirena assumed a regal stance as she issued her first order aboard the Sea Spirit. “Hoist the anchor to set sail. Willem, take the wheel, and Jan, see to the halyards. Jacobus, ready a meal fit for royalty. We dine at dusk.”
 
“Aye, Capitana,” they chorused. It was Jan who observed the Capitana closely. She wasn’t fooling him for a moment. She still carried the same look as when she had boarded in Holland. Perhaps when they reached England, the haunted expression would cease.
 
The sailing was uneventful as far as Frau Holtz was concerned. All this fuss over a length of sail and planks of wood were beyond her ken. She didn’t marvel at how easily this copper-bottom tub cut the water. She wasn’t at all impressed with the well-hung rigging or the cut of the jib. True, the cabins were more spacious than aboard the Rana, and the fresh varnish and shining settings were easier on the eye of a scrupulous housekeeper. But she couldn’t share Jacobus’ enthusiasm for the superbly equipped galley because it wasn’t her domain. Yet she did listen tolerantly to Jan’s prideful boasts about the ship’s responsiveness. It was Sirena who occupied the Frau’s thoughts. The Mevrouw spent long hours alone in her cabin and Jan and Willem took their watches at the wheel. Jacobus spent long hours in the galley concocting what he hoped was tempting fare for the Capitana who, in turn, merely picked at the proffered food. All in all, it was not a happy voyage. The crew became subdued when Sirena strummed on her guitar on the moonlit deck and sang haunting love songs with a strained voice. At such times Frau Holtz wanted to wring Regan van der Rhys’ bullish neck.
 
 

 
 
Two days out of the port of Cádiz, Sirena again had her sea legs. Looking toward the sky, she knew she was in for heavy weather. Her heartbeat quickened at the thought of a storm. This would be her chance to see what the Sea Spirit would do in a heavy gale. Already she could feel the approaching fog. Soon it would snake its way across the water and come to rest on the decks, wrapping itself around her legs and body like tentacles.
 
Sirena looked toward the sky again, willing the thoughts of Regan to flee her mind. She had to keep her mind on the Sea Spirit and her crew. Since she hit open water she had been plagued by a strong westerly wind. Her eyes were blank, almost unseeing as she watched the fog creep up on the Sea Spirit. She flinched when she saw that it was creeping around her boots and crawling up her thighs. A shudder ripped through her, demanding she pay attention to her position at the wheel.
 
“Sail ho!” came a shout from the rigging.
 
“What flag does she fly, Jan?”
 
“None that I can see, but she’s tightened sail.”
 
“All hands to the deck! Four men to mount the shrouds, four men to the yardarms—they’ll slice the rigging if she’s bent on attacking us.”
 
“She’s a clumsy ship, Capitana,” Jan called. “From the looks of her she won’t heave to in a gale under a reefed main topsail and that’s what we’re going to have shortly. If she’s bent on attacking us we have the advantage. Marauders, wild marauders,” he spat angrily.
 
A deafening crash sounded as a cannonball made contact with the Sea Spirit, splitting a-hole in the deck. The crew ran to check the rolling cannon. The crackling and rending of broken wood was deafening. “Bastard!” Sirena shouted hoarsely. “You’ll pay for this.”
 
“Fire!” Sirena ordered. “I’ll steer the Spirit directly astern at full speed and our ram will puncture the other ship’s stern. Look lively now and tighten sail. We’ll survive the damage to the deck, at best it was a lucky shot and one she won’t repeat. Steady as she goes, the gale is whipping up. She can’t tack. Fire!” Sirena commanded again.
 
As the cannonballs found their mark a large cloud of thick black smoke whipped upward, followed by a deafening screech of splitting timbers and decks as another missile found its mark. Sirena could see, even in the fog, that men toppled over the side as other seamen ran to check the sails.
 
Sirena shouted the order to take over the other vessel. “Quickly, she’ll sink within minutes.”
 
“Lower the flag,” Jan yelled as one of the men swung out with his cutlass at an approaching seaman.
 
Sirena stood on the bow of the Spirit and watched as her men fought tooth and nail with the seamen who stayed on the marauding ship.
 
“Secure her,” she screamed to be heard above the sound of clanking metal and the snapping and crackling of the burning wood. With an agile move, she grasped the rope from one of the crew and leaped aboard the fast-sinking brig, her cutlass rattling on the deck as she landed.
 
“Who captains this ship?” she demanded arrogantly. “Answer me quickly and honestly or you’ll see your tongue flop at your feet like a fish out of water.”
 
A tall and heavy man stood apart from the others. From his dress and cocked hat, Sirena knew he was the captain. They locked stares. Sirena’s lip curled in distaste as she watched him sweat while his chest heaved, his thick lips trembling in fear.
 
“A small error on my part,” the captain said hoarsely. “Who are you?” he demanded as his beady eyes took in her scanty attire.
 
“The Virgin Mary,” Sirena said coolly. “What do you carry in your hold? No lies.”
 
“Crystal and silk. It’s mine, I stole it fair and square,” he blustered.
 
“I can well believe you did. Now it belongs to me. Where you’re going you’ll have no need for the cargo. I, on the other hand, fancy I could use such articles. Quickly, Jan. It will bring a good price if we can manage to sell it someplace.”
 
“What about these scurves?” Willem called out.
 
“Toss them overboard and if you feel charitable, lower the jolly boats. If not, let them drown,” she said callously.
 
“All cargo aboard!”
 
“All hands back to our ship!” She jumped the widening gap between the two vessels with agility. “That’s it, Jan, heave way from this scurvy brig! She’ll not last long. Steer before the wind, quickly now!”
 
The Spirit now on a westward course, Sirena stood at the bow, one hand on the cutlass, measuring the sea. The churned-up waves beat furiously against the ship. It would still be a fight to best the wind and she might have to veer off the south or north until the gale changed somewhat.
 
What seemed like hours later, Sirena shouted happily, “The worst is over, calm waters ahead.” Jan looked at Willem with a smirk on his face. “The Capitana hasn’t lost her touch; her expertise is as great as ever.”
 
“Aye,” Willem agreed. “For now we must see to repairing and shoring up the Spirit. The booty will bring a grand price in London. Not that we have need of money, but it is nice to know that it rests in one’s sock should the occasion ever arise for a quick buy.”
 
“Well done, men,” Sirena called. “You haven’t lost your touch in the heat of battle.”
 
Jan studied her carefully. She might be wearing a smile but it never reached her eyes like in the old days. He shifted uncomfortably, first on one foot and then the other. Time. Time was the answer to all things. There would be a day when the sparkle returned and the glow would be back. For now they would wait and watch and help when they could.
 
The Sea Spirit glided into harbor on a depressing, rainy day in early February. Ice floes were choking the Thames and churned beneath the vessel’s bow. A dense fog was settling over the wharf as Sirena and Frau Holtz retired to the captain’s quarters to prepare for their excursion into the heart of London. The first order of the day was to go to the offices of Tyler Payne Sinclair, Esquire, and the second was to make inquiries concerning Regan. After that, Sirena would locate Caleb to see how he was faring, if he was still in port.
 
 

 
 
The moment Sirena was docking in London, Caleb van der Rhys was striding through the doors of the Owl and Boar taproom to meet with his father.
 
The air of the cavernous room was hazy with tobacco smoke. The sound of sizzling grease could be heard coming from the open hearth where a haunch of pork was slowly turning on a spit. The stale odor of ale and the damp sawdust strewn about the floor assailed his nostrils, as he peered into the gloom searching for Regan. Caleb sighted him some moments later in the shadow recesses of the room. He was having a conversation with an elegantly clad gentleman who was obviously of the aristocracy. Both were guzzling ale and wore serious frowns.
 
Caleb strode the length of the floor, his lithe figure weaving between the milling patrons being catered to by lusty serving wenches. He was so intent upon reaching his father he failed to see the admiring glances of the bawds and the open speculation of the men who sipped their ale.
 
Caleb swung a lean, muscular leg over the rough plank bench and seated himself. He offered no greeting but signaled to the serving maid for a drink. His eyes were darkly hostile. The aristocrat interpreted the look and excused himself from their company. It was Regan who spoke first. “How did you find me?” he asked bruskly.
 
“It wasn’t difficult,” his son replied coolly. “I’ve been in England for several days. I noticed your offices near the docks and assumed you frequented one of the taprooms nearby. I thought it better you learn about my presence here in England from me rather than from someone else. I plan to stay, at least for a while. Ultimately, I intended to take advantage of the new shipping outlets in the colonies. For now, I’ll feel my oats and see if I’m capable of making a living on my own.”
 
Regan’s face was forbidding. Caleb’s casual manner irritated him, and he still remembered their last meeting at the academy in Holland. “I’m afraid you’ve come at a bad time,” he said harshly. “My money is tied up and there’s not much left for further investments. After our last meeting I didn’t expect to see you again, least of all in London,” he added bitterly.
 
Caleb’s mouth was compressed into a thin, tight line. “I didn’t come here for money or for your help. I came looking for you as a son to his father. I ask for nothing; I want nothing from you.”
 
Regan’s expression remained unchanged as he measured his son—filled with a hostility as consuming as his own. How was he to reach him? What could he say? Should he offer to take him into his small, fledgling business? Would Caleb reject his offer? In a tight, constrained voice Regan asked, “What ship did you sail from Holland?”
 
“In a manner of speaking, you might say I worked my way to Spain and from there I sailed my own frigate to England.” Regan’s smoldering blue eyes questioned the statement but he said nothing. “Sirena came to the academy to see what I knew of your whereabouts. She was frantic that you had gone under with the Spanish Lady off the coast of Spain. When she learned that you were hale and hearty, her relief was heartbreaking, considering what further information I had to offer. You see, Sirena knew nothing of the divorce until I was forced to tell her.” Caleb’s eyes met Regan’s, the air between them charged with smoldering rage. “Because of the effect my news had on her, I was released two weeks early from my studies and sailed with her to Spain. In Cádiz she turned the Rana over to me as she had promised long ago. Having nothing else to give me, she gave me the Córdez jewels. Before I turned them into gold I wanted to hear from your own lips that you ...” Caleb hesitated, hoping Regan would give some sign that his feelings for Sirena had altered. That he didn’t want to honor the divorce, that he still cared for her and what happened to her.
 
“Spit it out, say it, don’t talk around it,” Regan ordered, his voice level and impersonal.
 
“You’ve taken everything else she had, why not the gems?” He hadn’t meant to say it that way. He hadn’t meant to be so cruel. But Regan’s manner incited him to cruelty. He wanted to see Regan as helpless and as crushed as Sirena was.
 
“If Sirena gave them to you, then they are yours,” Regan growled through clenched teeth. Just her name, just hearing Caleb say she was as near as Spain sent shock waves through his body, almost choking the breath from him. Had she come for him after all this time? He controlled his face so that it became impassive, and waited for Caleb’s next words.
 
Regan had finished his ale and was well into another and still his son had said nothing. Unable to keep himself under control, Regan started to rise from the table when Caleb motioned for him to sit down. “Very well, Father. I see that you’re not going to ask, so I’ll tell you about her anyway. I owe you that much and I’m certain Sirena wouldn’t mind. First, however, I want it understood that I’ll not be a go-between. As to facts, she seems to be handling matters. She is aware that you have seized her fortune. I would have stayed with her, worked my fingers to the bone if necessary, but she wouldn’t have it. The truth of the matter is, Father,” Caleb used the address cynically, “Sirena can’t stand the sight of me. I remind her too much of you. In time this will change; I must believe this; but for now, I can’t bear to watch her suffer. I love Sirena, and you have taken her away from me.”
 
Regan swallowed another gulp of ale and sharply slammed the mug on the table. He turned away from Caleb, not wanting to look directly into the bitter face of his own son.
 
“You’ve taken something that can never be replaced. You told her you loved her and then you divorced her, stripping away everything that was hers. I can never forgive you for leaving her the way you did.”
 
“Dammit, boy,” Regan roared, uncaring of inquisitive glances. “What do you mean, ‘never.’ You well know Sirena will be fine. Why continue with this?”
 
An intense rage erupted in Caleb, blinding him to the fact that Regan was his parent. His hand clamped over the arm Regan rested on the table. Caleb could feel the tension and anger between them. Through clenched teeth he hissed, “I saw Sirena suffer at the hands of pirates. I watched her when they mutilated and murdered her sister. I witnessed her grief when her uncle died. I was there when they strapped her to the mizzenmast and whipped her. It was I who brought her a tattered, filthy shirt to cover her nakedness. And even after these bodily abuses she was never as debased as by you!”
 
Regan shrank back, his conscience stung by the hurled statements. There was no way he could explain what had happened between Sirena and himself. How could he tell Caleb of the endless hours he had watched his beautiful wife wish herself into the grave alongside Mikel? How could he hope to make Caleb understand that the last night he spent on Java he had held Sirena in his arms and had felt the wonderful revival of soaring passions? How could he describe his joy—and the final rejection? Even though she had gone in search of him, it was too late! Life had too much to offer and Regan was determined to live it to the fullest.
 
“Whatever happens to Sirena, Father, whatever road she chooses to follow, she’ll do so alone. It will be interesting to see who makes the most of the situation.” Caleb swilled his ale and drained the mug.
 
“And which side of the fence do you sit on, Caleb?” Regan asked harshly.
 
“Neither. But, there is something you should know. I heard a bit of scuttlebutt as I was preparing the Rana to leave port. I learned that Sirena’s enterprising crew has managed to put a price on your head. There’s not a one of them who would blink an eye at seeing your heart cut out for what you’ve done to their Capitana. And from what I understand, contracts in the underworld are more binding than impressive legal documents. Even thieves and cutthroats have their code of honor, Father.
 
“However, that is not what I meant to tell you. I was happily tossing down the brew in a taproom in Cádiz when I discovered that by some technicality of the law, Sirena is entitled to not only her mother’s, but her sister’s and Tio Juan’s holdings. The Valdez estate is a hundred times greater than that of the Córdez. So, you see, Sirena is far from destitute. I’ll give you one small bit of advice—as a son to his father,” Caleb said quietly. “Once before you underestimated Sirena. This time, it wouldn’t be wise.”
 
“You tell me all this then claim that you don’t take sides. Do you take me for a fool?”
 
Caleb threw back his head and roared with laughter. Regan was jarred and his eyes widened at the outburst. It was like looking at a ghost of himself. “I recall Sirena giving you the answer to that question several years ago. Do you want me to refresh your memory?”
 
“Let’s talk cold, hard facts, Caleb. The monies I’ve taken from Sirena are an investment. On the first of each month I am to pay her twenty percent of the profits and a healthy sum of interest on the principal.”
 
“That’s very generous of you, Father. As Sirena says, you’re pensioning her off with her money,” Caleb smirked.
 
“Hear me well, you young bull. If I hadn’t taken over Sirena’s wealth, the Spanish Crown would have. That country is forever in the throes of upheaval. This way, she’ll be paid a comfortable sum on a steady basis. If the Spanish government had seized her property, she would have nothing. It is I who will be working twenty hours a day to make this business endeavor survive. It is I who will build the firm. My father made the Dutch East India Company what it was and then it was through my labors that the trade increased and grew to what it is today. Tell me, what better man than myself to take charge of her affairs? Transferring those holdings into my own name was for the sake of expediency.
 
“What you say would be true,” Caleb countered. “If you were still married to her,” he added bitingly. Standing up, nearly knocking the plank bench over, Caleb said, “Father, that is the one thing I hold against you. In my eyes you stole from her.” With a last stony look into Regan’s icy blue eyes, Caleb threw down several coins and turned on his heel, leaving his father hunched over his tankard of ale.
 
Regan sat, reviewing his meeting with Caleb over and over in his mind. Sirena in Spain. She had finally abandoned the little gravesite. All the angels in Heaven would never have convinced him she would ever leave Batavia. He had acted too hastily. Why hadn’t he waited as she asked? Sirena, with the flashing emerald eyes and satiny skin. Sirena, with hair the color of a raven’s wing. A tight band seemed to close around his chest as these thoughts whirled through his mind.
 
His sun-darkened hand reached beneath his vest and withdrew a paper, crackling as it was unfolded. Regan studied it with narrowed eyes. It was legal and binding. Aside from the twenty percent dividend Arroya had forced out of him, the paper stipulated Sirena was to receive half of all the profits on a quarterly basis. Before any and all expenditures, her money was to be set aside in a separate account. It had been Regan’s own idea—one the Spaniard had no knowledge of. When his business flourished, as Regan knew it would, Sirena would share equally in everything. Why hadn’t he shown the document to Caleb? Because, he answered himself, Caleb wouldn’t have believed it. He would have thought it a trick.
 
Regardless of what was said, Sirena would always come first with Caleb. She was, and would always be, all things to the boy. Regan knew instinctively that Caleb would die for her if he had to. A vision of himself and Sirena floundering in shark-infested waters with Caleb flinging out a lifeline was so clear Regan almost choked on his drink. There was no question as to who would be saved. Caleb’s emotions were as easily read as Sirena’s.
 
Regan’s eyes raked the dim room and he was startled to see that Caleb had seated himself with several seamen. Caleb ordered rum and drank it down with a gulp. He ordered another, then a third. The sailors joined in with a fresh bottle, while a giggling wench plopped herself on Caleb’s lap and nuzzled his ear. Regan watched his son whisper something and the girl giggled again. Regan’s gut churned as he observed Caleb’s finely tapered hand slip inside her low-cut bodice.
 
Caleb drained his tankard and reached beneath the wench’s skirts. She nuzzled closer and pointed to the far end of the room where a stairway led to the second floor. Caleb threw back his head and roared with laughter. Regan wanted to drag his son back by the scruff of his neck as he watched Caleb make his way up the stairs with the voluptuous redhead slung over his shoulder.
 
Angrily, Regan settled his bill and stomped from the taproom, wondering if every father saw his own youth through his son. The thought struck him that he wasn’t certain if seeing Caleb with the lusty wench rankled him because he regretted the loss of his own carefree youth, or because he wanted to save Caleb from the same mistakes he had made. Whatever the cause, he had relinquished all rights for any voice in how Caleb behaved.
 
 

 
 
When Sirena emerged from her cabin, with Frau Holtz in tow, the men of the Sea Spirit whistled their admiration. Following the style of the day, Sirena wore a long-waisted, closely cut gown of topaz silk trimmed with wide bands of delicate lace running down the front of the skirt and also accenting the cuffs of the full-blown sleeves and wide, revealing neckline. The matching silk hose felt smooth and luxurious against her skin and the frilly garters that held the filmy gauze taut over her thighs made Sirena feel decidedly womanly and almost decadent. After weeks at sea wearing kid boots, the lightly constructed high-heeled pumps—a deeper shade than the gown—made her feel like dancing and she loved the way they peeked shyly from beneath her rustling petticoats. These French-influenced garments were so refreshing after wearing the bulky, awkward styles that were the accepted attire in Dutch-governed Java.
 
When Frau Holtz had seen the dresses that Sirena had ordered in Cádiz before sailing on to England, she had sniffed her disapproval and firmly stated that she intended to keep on wearing her stiff, concealing Dutch-style clothes. “These,” she had scowled, “are too like the raiments of a certain blonde German woman.” She was referring to Gretchen Lindenreich, whose vanity and lack of morals had been well known.
 
“They are not quite what that slut wore, Frau Holtz. Although the way she turned Regan’s head, she may have been wiser than I gave her credit for being. I have it on the word of the dressmaker that this is what fashionable women in England are wearing and I mean to take advantage of every means at my disposal. And if a show of smooth skin and feminine form can be of benefit, so be it.”
 
Sirena had chosen to ignore Frau Holtz’s negative thoughts when she skimmed back her ebony hair into a thick coil at the nape of her neck and allowed a wispy fringe of stray curls to fall flirtatiously over her forehead. Angling a wide-brimmed hat of satiny bronze atop her head and adjusting the frou-frou of feathers before stabbing it securely with a long hatpin, she picked up a pair of gloves and turned to measure her effect on the housekeeper. “Do I remind you so much of Gretchen?”
 
“Nein. There’s none of the whore about you, Mevrouw. But...” she hesitated.
 
“But what?” Sirena prompted, trying to hide her annoyance with the Frau.
 
“But nothing, Mevrouw. Come, we must be on our way. Too long you’ve amused yourself before the mirror.” Quickly, the Frau had averted her eyes, not wishing Sirena to press her further. What she had been about to say was that, although the Mevrouw was obviously a lady, unlike Gretchen Lindenreich, there was something about the look in her eye which reminded Frau of Regan’s former lover—a hungry look.
 
Frau Holtz grumbled and complained about the close confines of the coach. Truth be known, she would have much preferred remaining aboard ship arguing with Jacobus and complaining about his accomplishments in the galley.
 
“How can that driver see where he’s taking us in all this murk,” the housekeeper complained. “We will meet our death at his hands, mark my words,” she groaned, clutching her iron-gray hair as the wheels rumbled over a rut in the road. “Is this what London is like? Where’s the sunshine? Everything is so cold and damp. Already my bones ache!”
 
Sirena’s own temper was short and she replied in cool, biting tones. “As I remember it, the warmth and sunshine of Cádiz were not to your liking either. Perhaps I should send you back to Java. If you insist, I’ll have the driver stop and you can walk back to the ship!”
 
Frau Holtz looked toward the grimy window and reviewed her situation. The streets were muddy and in sore need of repair, and unsavory-looking beggars lingered about. Even as she peered out, several ragamuffins came running beside the slowly moving coach, hurling clods of filth at the vehicle.
 
“Shall I have the driver stop?” Sirena asked, a smile breaking on her lips, taking a small, perverse delight in the formidable housekeeper’s reluctance to leave the safety of the carriage.
 
“Nein,” Frau Holtz grumbled. “The Mevrouw mustn’t go about this vile city unaccompanied.” She then sat back and clasped her thick arms before her, sniffing audibly and rocking herself back and forth to ward off the chill.
 
It was midafternoon when their carriage turned onto Thames Street, which ran parallel to the river. London was a polyglot of the ages, old and battered and hinting of evil, but also brimming with color and a certain decadent beauty. The streets and by-ways were narrow, most of them unpaved, and down either side, or sometimes in the center, ran the sewage troughs. Houses leaned heavily upon each other, creating an obstacle to light and air. Thames Street was lined at intervals with scarred and beaten posts which served to separate the traffic from the narrow, pedestrian walkway.
 
The streets were crowded with porters struggling to carry their staggering loads of merchandise and they issued vile epithets at any who impeded their hasty progress. Vendors and merchants pushed their carts through the alleys and housewives swarmed to purchase their wares. Merchants loitered in their doorways, cajoling, beckoning, even physically urging customers into their shops.
 
The skyline was punctuated with church steeples stabbing the gray air, and their clanging, musical chimes added to the cacophony. The center of life was the innumerable taprooms and inns which were denoted by the swinging signs painted brightly with ogle-eyed owls, blue bulls, golden lions’ shields and swords, and burly seamen swigging tankards of ale.
 
The air was thick with malodorous smoke from the chimneys and soap stewers. Impervious to the stench, beggars, cripples and minstrels vied for the carelessly tossed coins from silk-stockinged dandies and elaborately coiffed ladies. Sedan chairs burdened smartly liveried footmen and, peeking from behind the closed draperies, an occasional member of the “quality” could be seen. Often it was quicker to traverse the streets of London on foot, even though it was dangerous. Traffic was frequently stalled several minutes at a time due to an overturned cart or a religious procession to one of the churches that seemed to be found at every turn in the walled city.
 
As their coach made its progress down Thames Street, Sirena absorbed the tempo of the city by drinking in the sights through the grimy coach window. Suddenly, her attention was caught by a sign hung above the door of a corner establishment. Imports-Exports, R. van der Rhys. “Driver, Driver,” she called, excitement rising in her voice, “what street is that we just passed?”
 
“That be Saint Dunstan Hill, milady.”
 
Frau Holtz, quick to perceive a situation, glanced backward through the muddied glass and noticed the sign. “Sit down, Mevrouw,” she urged, “before we overturn on this murderous road.”
 
Sirena stood up, leaning precariously out the hastily opened window for another glimpse of the sign. Regan! Regan! She felt herself being forced back into her seat by Frau Holtz and, when she lifted her eyes again, they were glistening with unshed tears. “Kind, Kind,” the Frau soothed, “child, child, the time will come soon enough.” She sought Sirena’s shaking hand and clasped it tightly, the heated words of moments ago forgotten in the compassion for her Mevrouw.
 
Sirena committed the location of Regan’s establishment to memory and settled back in her seat, the sights and sounds of London no longer diversionary.
 
When, at last, the rocking coach stopped at the corner of New Queen Street and Cloaks Lane, Sirena and Frau Holtz disembarked with the aid of their driver, issuing him instructions that he should wait for them. Here the neighborhood improved markedly.
 
Head held proudly, Sirena approached the wide brick steps leading to the offices of Tyler Payne Sinclair, Esquire. Her hand poised to knock on the multi-paned glass door, a chill washed over her as she debated her next move. A sidelong glance at the grim countenance of the elderly woman beside her made her square her shoulders as she swung open the door.
 
The inner vestibule was well lit, a welcome sight after the dinginess without. Unlike Tio Esteban’s office, this was opulently furnished. Sitting at the far end of the room was a secretary perched on a high stool, leaning over ledgers. Coughing lightly to attract his attention, Sirena waited to introduce herself.
 
“Sir Sinclair has been expecting you,” the cranelike young man stated in a cultured voice. “I’ll tell him you have arrived. Won’t you make yourself comfortable?” he asked, gesturing toward masculine leather couches.
 
“No, thank you,” Sirena replied. “If you will just tell Sir Sinclair I’m here.”
 
The secretary smiled appreciatively at her, taking in every detail of her appearance. Then his glance settled on Frau Holtz’s stern expression and he hurried to do Sirena’s bidding.
 
From out of the inner office stepped a tall, dark-eyed man attired in the current elegant fashions without assuming some of the more ridiculous feminine exaggerations. His doublet was of blue brocade and revealed a wide expanse of snowy white linen shirting which was laced at the neck and wrist. Following the trend, in place of the stiff, unbecoming ruff, his waistcoat fell into a casual, wide collar of deepest indigo velvet. His boot tops were loose and ornamented with spurs as was the style since the start of the conflict between Catholic and Protestant. For the most part the animosity between the two factions was still contained in Germany but outcroppings of it were slowly creeping across the continent and threatened to engulf most of Europe.
 
Turning his gaze on Sirena, he exclaimed, “Mevrouw van der Rhys,” clearly enunciating the Dutch form of address. “Welcome to England, welcome. Had I known your ship had docked I would have sent a private coach for you.”
 
“Thank you, but it wasn’t necessary. Frau Holtz, from all appearances, this is Sir Sinclair.” Sirena flashed a winning smile at him. “Congratulations on your knighthood. Señor Arroya told me it was quite recent.”
 
Tyler Payne Sinclair was unnerved at having such a lack of manners in not introducing himself formally. Usually at ease with any situation, he was babbling like a schoolboy instead of a man in his twenties in front of this raven-haired, green-eyed goddess. Taking a breath to recover himself, he leaned over Frau Holtz’s hand and bowed, murmuring his pardons. At a loss again for greeting the housekeeper before he paid his compliments to Sirena, Tyler decided to forego the amenities and simply took Sirena’s offered hand and pressed his lips to her fingers.
 
Sirena didn’t miss Frau Holtz’s disapproving indrawn breath, nor did she fail to notice Tyler Sinclair’s open admiration mingled with a devilish glint as he observed her over her slim, white hand.
 
“Please, be seated. Allow me to offer you a glass of wine. You must both be weary from your drive from the wharf.” Sirena inclined her head in acceptance while the Frau flatly refused the offer.
 
“This is excellent Maderia,” he said softly. “Perhaps you’ll recognize the bouquet.”
 
Sirena studied Sinclair over the rim of her crystal goblet and was amused by the expression she read in his eyes. She liked what she saw and her emerald eyes lightened. He was handsome and well built. He’d look magnificent stripped to the waist on board ship with the wind ruffling his black curls. His gaze was direct, and his eyes the color of ripe chestnuts beneath thick, straight brows. His features were masculine and regular, but there was a sensuality in the mouth, and when he smiled, a cleft developed in his chin. Sirena noticed he had caught her in her open inspection of him and reddened slightly. “Excellent wine, thank you.”
 
Tyler Sinclair drew a chair opposite Sirena and seated himself, his long legs stretched out in front of him in a relaxed pose. “Allow me to apologize for the beastly weather,” he laughed. “I imagine Englishmen have been apologizing for it for centuries. Tell me, when did you arrive in London and on what ship did you book passage? I’ll send someone to see after your baggage. Was your voyage comfortable?”
 
Sirena placed her goblet carefully on the small table nearby and spoke softly. “We sailed on the Rotterdam and we had a most enjoyable trip,” she lied. There was no need for the man to know she captained her own ship and commanded her own crew. It didn’t pay to tell everything. In fact, as of late, she believed it was best to reveal as little as possible. She would be wary of how much she divulged to this handsome rake with the devilish glint in his eyes. Very careful, indeed. Even though Tio Esteban had assured her of Sinclair’s honesty, she would still rather keep her own counsel and maintain a silence about her personal life.
 
“You are aware that I’ve been in communication with Esteban Arroya, are you not? I see by the packet in your hand that you did indeed visit the gentleman. I’m certain he explained how he came to my father and myself and turned your affairs over to our care. If it will be more agreeable, I will come to call on you the day after tomorrow and we will discuss your affairs in greater detail. You must have had a wearying day and I don’t wish to burden you now. Let it suffice to say that all is being handled according to Señor Arroya’s specifications; meeting your approval.”
 
“That will be most appreciated, Sir Sinclair. It has been a hectic day and I’m certain Frau Holtz is in need of her rest. As to my baggage, there is no need for you to send for it. There are final arrangements I must make at the ship and Frau Holtz will see to it. I understand that you have been commissioned to purchase a house for me.”
 
“Yes,” Tyler Sinclair stated, with a degree of enthusiasm. “It is a grand house in a very fashionable section of the city. It is on King Street, just across from Saint James Park. Westminster Abbey is down the road a piece and you’re not far from Whitehall itself. It has been furnished for you, exquisitely so, according to my mother, the Baroness, who has a certain eye and flair for such matters. I trust it will be satisfactory.”
 
“I’m certain of it, Sir Sinclair. I hope the matter didn’t inconvenience you too greatly.”
 
“On the contrary. I rather enjoyed making the purchase and haggling over the price. Once you are settled, the Baroness intends to set you on a social whirl. Prepare yourself,” he cajoled. His grin lighted his eyes and encouraged the rakish cleft to appear on his chin.
 
“Servants?”
 
. “Everything has been seen to, so my mother assures me.”
 
“Perhaps you will stay to dinner the day after tomorrow?” Sirena flashed a smile and was amused at its effect.
 
“I would enjoy that greatly, Mevrouw van der Rhys.” Damn the woman, Tyler thought, that smile near takes my breath away and leaves me sputtering like an idiot. “There are a few matters which must be seen to as soon as possible. Among them is your ... one of them is Mynheer van der Rhys.”
 
Sirena felt her heart begin to pound at the mention of Regan’s name. God in Heaven, would it always be like this? Struggling for control over her emotions, Sirena asked, “How is Regan?”
 
“Hale and hearty. He’s established his import-export business and I imagine he’ll do very well with it. He has some very sound ideas and, of course, his endeavors with the Dutch East India Company are to his credit. As a matter of fact, we discussed his plans at some great length. I can see by your expression that this puzzles you. Your ... ex-husband must keep me informed of his business dealings and open his ledgers to me at the first of the month. I wish I could tell you he was amenable to it, but he’s not. He objected quite strongly. Thanks to Señor Arroya’s shrewdness, the Dutchman has little choice but to do so.”
 
“Did you mention to Regan that I was expected in England?” Sirena inquired quietly, averting her eyes from Sir Sinclair’s in an effort to conceal her emotions.
 
“I saw no need to discuss your plans with him.” Tyler could see this turn in the conversation was causing Sirena a good deal of pain and he admired the way she kept herself in control. God, what could the Dutchman be thinking of to leave a woman like this? The man must be a fool! Yet, in his dealings with Regan, Tyler realized van der Rhys was anything but a fool. The Dutchman was a sharp businessman of keen intelligence. In fact, had they not been working at opposite sides of the court, so to speak, Tyler would have taken a sincere liking to him.
 
“Then Regan has no idea that I’m here, or for that matter, that I’ve left Java.”
 
Tyler’s brown eyes narrowed slightly and he observed the grim lines around Sirena’s mouth. Was it possible she still loved the Dutchman? Esteban Arroya had given no indication that this was the case. There must have been something irreconcilable to have driven two such vitally attractive people apart. Without a doubt, she was one of the most beautiful women he’d ever seen. He sensed she held banked fires in check. Regan van der Rhys’ eyes betrayed the same haunted look as Sirena’s. If she did love him still, what would she say once she learned of rumors linking the Dutchman with the lovely, fair-skinned Camilla?
 
“Ladies, the hour grows late and the fog seems to have rolled in thicker than before, if that is possible. You must allow me to escort you to your new home. The streets aren’t safe. On your drive here you must have noticed the presence of an inordinate number of street riffraff. Not since the founding of Bridewell have we had such a convergence of scoundrels on the city. The matter would have been seen to quicker except for this damnable fog which has settled itself on us for the past week. The special committee of beadles has been attempting to round them off to Bridewell but they keep escaping and moving deeper into the city. Today, at the noon hour, I heard that Graie Friars—a hospital for beggar children—is filled to overflowing. These vagabonds bring their entire families and when they get rousted, they leave the offspring behind. I shudder to think what condition Saint Bartholomew’s is in.”
 
“St. Bartholomew’s?” Frau Holtz questioned, disliking London more by the minute.
 
“A hostelry for the poor,” Tyler explained. “These beggars bring disease with them and there have been noises of a cholera epidemic. These institutions may sound cruel, but the people are fed, clothed and given medical attention there. As for now, the streets aren’t safe.”
 
Frau Holtz recalled the milling throngs of urchins and their hostility when their carriage drove by. “We would be most grateful for your company!” Frau Holtz exclaimed. “Ja, Mevrouw?”
 
“Yes, thank you, Sir Sinclair. Also I want to thank you for all you’ve done in my behalf.” She rose to her feet and looked into his chestnut eyes and for the first time since leaving Batavia she was fully aware of being a woman. A woman who was being admired by a tall, dark-haired, dark-eyed, attractive man.
 
“Must we be so formal? Please, call me Tyler; I’m still not comfortable with my new title. There’s time enough for that when my father passes on and I’ll be the Baron Sinclair.”
 
Sirena laughed, the first genuine expression of amusement Frau Holtz had heard from her in more months than she cared to remember. “Then you must call me Sirena. My legal and formal name is too staggering for the human tongue.”
 
“As I well know, having written it several hundred times in preparing a legal brief. See here,” he said, reaching across his desk for a slip of cream-colored parchment. “You are, as it says, Sirena Magdelena Consuela Ramosy Córdez. You no longer carry the van der Rhys name. You are a free woman.”
 
His words were a shock. All the color drained from her face and she felt weak-kneed. Tyler raced to put his arms protectively around her. Through the shock of hearing that years of her life had been erased, that she was no longer a van der Rhys, Sirena was aware of Tyler’s steady support. She heard his quick intake of breath as he gazed down at her. She watched as he moistened his lips with the tip of his tongue.
 
Sirena smiled in spite of herself. She liked this strong, lusty man. What was it Frau Holtz was always saying? Ah, yes, “A bird in the hand is worth two in the bush.” This bird would be well worth taking in hand. His tail feathers were definitely plumed. And then, too, if Regan found another man attracted to her, he might ... Deliberately, Sirena leaned more heavily into the closeness of Tyler’s embrace and lowered her thick lashes. She allowed her mouth to quiver slightly before carefully extracting herself from his arms. She held his gaze with her own, her eyes grass-green and shimmeringly moist.
 
Frau Holtz was scandalized and tapped her foot on the shiny floor to get the Mevrouw’s attention. When Sirena still paid no notice, she coughed as though she were strangling on a fish bone.
 
A smile tugged at the corner of Tyler’s mouth and Sirena found it infectious and laughed aloud. Tyler gave her a heavy-lidded wink before he led her to the door, Frau Holtz blowing her nose with gusto in their wake. What would the Mynheer think? It dawned on the old German housekeeper that the Mynheer would not be in a position to think anything. The Mevrouw no longer carried his name and she was free to do as she pleased. Vaguely, she wondered if Sirena would insist on being referred to as Señorita now that she carried the Córdez name again.
 
Harrumph! she snorted as she again dabbed at her watery eyes. This Tyler Payne Sinclair was a handsome man, she would give him that. And from where she sat she could tell he had breeding and manners. The Mevrouw could do worse!

 







Chapter Ten
 
When the hired coach pulled into the circular drive in front of the massive, white stone building, Sirena was disappointed that the heavy mist obscured her first glimpse of her new home. As she climbed down from the coach, it was impossible to see more than a few feet ahead. Tyler Sinclair took her hand in his and offered Frau Holtz his arm, escorting them up the cobbled walk to the wide double doors which sported gleaming brass fittings and a bulky knocker. Sirena strained to peer through the gloom, but relented as the wide doors were opened by a young girl. The servant ushered them inside and Sirena suppressed a smile when Tyler pinched the maids cheek, making her flush and stammer a greeting.
 
“Peggy, see to the ladies’ comfort. This is Señorita Córdez and her housekeeper, Frau Holtz.”
 
Peggy curtsied, uncomfortable under the scrutinizing gaze of Frau Holtz. “Would you like a cup of nice, hot tea, Mrs. Holtz?” Peggy asked quaveringly.
 
“It’s Frau Holtz, not Mrs.,” the housekeeper answered sternly, ready to pull the house staff under her indisputable control. “And we would all like tea to be served.”
 
“Not for me, if you please, Frau Holtz,” Tyler broke in, then turned to Sirena with his explanation. “I’m sure you’re exhausted, and there are matters which I must attend to. Before I leave, I’d like to show you the house.”
 
Tyler led Sirena into the parlor, which was to the right of the spacious foyer. “Well, Sirena, what do you think? Was my choice suitable or not?”
 
“It’s lovely,” Sirena said sincerely. “It’s so spacious and opulent. Even in Cádiz, I’ve never seen a home like this. And the furnishings! Magnificent. Velvet, brocade, completely to my liking,” she said, running her hands over a rich, sky-blue settee. Everything in the expansive parlor was done in shades of blue. The velvet hangings at the windows were a rich hyacinth color and the tiles in the floor picked up the indigo tones in the matching chairs, strategically placed around the room. The glowing luster of the oak-paneled walls shimmered in the bright, lamplit room. A monster of a fireplace with an intricately carved mantle adorned the far wall. Huge tubs of evergreens stood near the burning hearth, giving a cozy appearance to a corner where a many-tiered bookshelf stood. Colorful paintings hung about, giving added light and beauty. “It’s exquisite,” Sirena said as she touched a high-backed chair. “It’s very peaceful.”
 
Tyler smiled happily. My mother will be delighted to hear you approve of her choices. For weeks she’s been in a dither. However, if there is anything not to your liking, you are simply to say so and not worry that you will offend her.”
 
“If the rest of the house is like this, the Baroness has worried needlessly. Tell your mother that I am very pleased and could not have done better myself. Please tell her that I will call on her at the first opportunity to express my thanks in person.”
 
“You will make her very happy,” Tyler said, hesitating to interrupt her .He was intoxicated by her light, Spanish accent and her flashing green eyes.
 
When Tyler had made his departure, with the promise to come to dinner the day after next, Sirena turned to Frau Holtz with instructions. “Before we complete our tour, please make arrangements with the footman to bring our luggage from the Sea Spirit and inform the crew where they can find us. I have no desire to ride through the city again if things are as unsettled as Tyler told us.”
 
“Ja, I was hoping you would not go back near the wharves. Just the thought of those beggars sets my teeth to chattering,” the Frau intoned, her obvious disenchantment with the City of London evident.
 
Sirena left the Frau to her errand and climbed the stairs in search of her room. After inspecting several opulently furnished bedrooms, Sirena came upon a door to the left side of the second floor which opened on a large, combination bed and sitting room which was obviously meant for her. It was restful and feminine, decorated with care. The satin bed coverings and window hangings were apricot with heavy russet fringe. The low settee and the deep chairs were covered with heavy brocade of the same colors. Cherrywood tables were placed around the room, some accented by silver bowls of cut flowers while others held small, porcelain figurines. A massive painting hanging above the cold hearth cried for attention. Sirena judged it to be a scene of an English countryside in autumn. The rich golds and oranges blended with the apricot furnishings and the rich browns of the thick carpet underfoot.
 
Alone at last with her thoughts, Sirena’s shoulders slumped as she lowered herself onto the settee. How was she to stay by herself in this magnificent house? How was she to carry on a life as Señorita Córdez as though her marriage with Regan had never been? What was she doing here? Why had she come? She had come because of Regan. He was the beginning and end of everything. He was the reason behind her every thought.
 
Tomorrow, as soon as she awakened and dressed, she would go to St. Dunstan Hill and seek him out in his offices. Street ruffians be damned. She would make him tell her face to face that he no longer wanted her, no longer loved her. She had to hear it from Regan himself. Then and only then would she believe it. Until that time she could dream and she could hope that it was all some macabre misunderstanding.
 
Sirena was weary, yet she could not close her eyes and rest. Her mind whirled and her stomach churned at the prospect of seeing Regan shortly. As soon as she had seen where his offices were, she knew she would go to him. She had known it when she was still in Cádiz. She had felt the need to see him as long ago as when she had seen the tip of his tops’l skim over the horizon in Port Batavia.
 
Sirena leaned her head back against the settee, her thoughts swimming with Regan. And when sleep did come, it was to dream of a tall, muscular man with hair the color of ripe wheat.
 
 

 
 
Within a matter of hours Frau Holtz had her domain under control. She issued orders in a firm voice and waved her arms imperiously for all to know that she meant business. Within moments she had the cook in tears, the footman stammering, and the downstairs maid in a state of utter confusion. She swept through the downstairs like a Dowager Queen. She informed the staff she wouldn’t tolerate sloppiness, wastefulness, laziness, or slapdash cleaning methods. She also declared she was in the habit of making a daily inspection to see that her orders were carried out and woe be to those who fell short of their mark.
 
Her tirade over, she demanded a light tray for Sirena and carried it upstairs to her quarters. When she saw her mistress napping, she tiptoed from the room and sat down at the top of the stairs. Listlessly she ate the food, then carried the tray back to the kitchen. She decided she didn’t like this place or the people in it. Where in blazes was Jacobus? When the baggage had arrived from the Sea Spirit, she was surprised to see that Jacobus was in tow. When she questioned him as to how he had pried himself away from his precious galley, he had answered perfunctorily that he didn’t trust the Capitana’s luggage to anyone and that he had come along to be certain it was delivered in one piece.
 
Although the Frau grumbled and complained that she didn’t need Jacobus hanging about the house and getting underfoot, she was nevertheless glad to see a friend. Now, she was in search of him. Where could he be? Perhaps she could devil him into a game of checkers. But Jacobus was wise to the way she cheated and he wouldn’t make any bones about telling her subordinates about it. She shook her iron-gray head and decided she would make it cards.
 
She found him in the greenhouse, which was an extension of the kitchens. He was puttering around with a small trowel, a look of confusion on his wizened features. “Madame Holtz,” he said sternly, “there is nothing I don’t know about my ship’s galley and the sea. However, I don’t know anything about flowers except that I like the way they look and smell. Here,” he said extending a delicate bloom for her inspection, “I thought of you when I cut it. I believe it’s an English rose.”
 
Frau Holtz let out a small yelp as she fingered the thorny stern. “You old sea salt,” she sputtered.
 
“I warned you that the bloom reminded me of you. It’s as sharp and thorny as your tongue,” he grinned toothlessly, “yet it is as beautiful as you are.”
 
Frau Holtz flushed a bright crimson. “Oh scat! You old fool,” she exclaimed as she fluttered her apron as though shooing away a pesky fly. “There’s nothing you can do out here; can’t your old blind eyes see it’s getting dark? I thought we might have a game of cards. Or perhaps just keep each other company. I’m afraid I don’t like it here,” she said forlornly.
 
Jacobus felt drawn to the dour-faced woman. “You’ve got me to talk with anytime you feel the need for it. While we’re out here, tell me what I’m supposed to do in this glass cage.”
 
Frau Holtz glanced around with a practiced eye and placed her hands on her hips, a look of concentration pulling the corners of her mouth. “Jacobus, I don’t care what you do with the flowers. The Mevrouw won’t care what you do with them and neither will anyone else. My advice is do whatever you want. No one will know the difference. Why should you care?”
 
Jacobus shrugged. “I only meant to make myself useful and I really like flowers. I’d like to try my hand at them.”
 
“Suit yourself,” said the Frau. “Come inside for that game of cards and perhaps another piece of pie?”
 
Jacobus eagerly followed at the mention of the pie. It was the best he’d ever had and that cook in the kitchen was no fool. It would take some doing to get her to show him how she had made it.
 
 

 
 
As soon as Sirena got up in the morning, she had. the entire household in an uproar. She demanded pails and pails of steamy water for her bath. She had Peggy tending her as a personal maid and the poor girl was all a dither when Sirena insisted she press one gown and then another only to change her mind a third time. Finally, settled in the tub, she asked Peggy to bring her scents from the still unpacked baggage. Peggy handed her new mistress a slim bottle of amber liquid and thoughtlessly Sirena tipped it into her bath water. Recognizing the scent, Sirena slapped angrily at water sending out small showers in every direction.
 
“Have I done something wrong, Mistress?” Peggy inquired fearfully.
 
“No, how could you know? Go now, leave me to my bath, I’ll call you when I need you.” Sirena’s voice was stern and Peggy wasted no time in escaping her mistress’ wrath.
 
Sirena slipped down in the tub, the hot water draining her tension. She was ashamed at having treated Peggy so harshly. The girl couldn’t have possibly known that Sirena. disliked the scent she had unwittingly poured into the bath. Civet musk, heady and sensual, wafted to her nostrils. She hadn’t worn this particular fragrance since her wedding night. Wedding night! Sirena scorned, reliving her own personal embarrassment. The day had been endless and exhausting. She had married Regan under duress, it had been part of her plan to avenge Isabella’s death. At the time she had still held Regan responsible for the treachery committed upon her and her family.
 
Throughout her wedding day Regan had remained attentively at Sirena’s side. Considerate of her needs, introducing her to the guests she had not met before, he was the picture of a delighted groom.
 
Sirena’s nerves had been strung as tautly as the violin strings on which the musicians played. She had passed through the celebration as if in a dream. Nothing had seemed real or to have substance. The food was tasteless, the wine flat, the conversation meaningless.
 
Later, alone in her room, Sirena had prepared for bed. The windows overlooking the gardens were open, allowing the night breezes to carry the sweet aromatic scents of the flowers and spices inside. She had slipped away from the last of the lingering wedding guests to seek the peace of solitude. As she had climbed the stairs, she had looked back and her eyes had been drawn to Regan. As if her glance were a physical touch, he had turned from his conversation and looked at her and their eyes had locked. After a long moment, she had turned her head and proceeded up the stairs.
 
By the time she had reached her room, her heart was beating wildly, her pulse throbbing savagely. His one, brief glance had desired her, coveted her, and she had seen that he regretted his promise to free her from sharing his bed. She had recalled the smile that had played about his lips when he made that promise. Could it be he had no intention of honoring it?
 
In spite of herself, Sirena had taken elaborate pains with her toilette. For a final touch, she had placed a few precious drops of civet musk on her pulse spots; it had enveloped her in a cloud of heady sensuality.
 
She had arranged a soft, loose knot atop her head with wispy ringlets feathering her brow and the nape of her neck. Satisfied that she created an alluring picture, she had waited ...
 
Over and over she had rehearsed the scene in her mind. Regan would tap on the door seeking admittance. Hesitantly, shyly, she would admit him. His eyes would cover her hotly, their searing passion and need burnishing her soft flesh. She would stand with her back to the dim lamplight, allowing him to discern the voluptuous outline of her body through her thin lavender nightdress.
 
He would stand close to her, the musk intoxicating him with desire. His hand would reach out and touch the soft ringlets falling against her cheek and then caress the silky skin of her neck. Roughly, desperately, he would pull her against his muscular body, his breath would come in a light, wine-scented panting. His mouth would seek hers in a long, enveloping kiss. Drawing away, his eyes would burn into hers, pleading, begging her to release him from his promise.
 
Tormented, Sirena broke from her reverie. That had been her wedding night! Ashamed, she covered her face with her hands. Regan had never come to her room, had never pleaded for her caresses. He had left the house; she had heard his footsteps, had heard his horse’s hooves. He had gone to Gretchen Lindenreich’s. He had given the Teutonic bitch the satisfaction of knowing that Regan had left his nuptial bed to fly to his Valkyrie’s arms and die a little in the throes of passion as she transported him to Valhalla.
 
Sirena pummeled the water with her fists. She had planned on humiliating Regan by her sweet rejection of him. Instead, he had never come to her. The sharp talons. of scorn raked her as though she were again reliving the night Regan had left her for the German whore, denying Sirena even the right of refusal.
 
Frau Holtz entered Sirena’s room and waited on the settee for Sirena to complete her bath. All of this for that bull-headed Regan van der Rhys. And if she was any judge of men, he wouldn’t even notice. All these lavish preparations would be for naught and the Mevrouw would be devastated.
 
“Have you decided which gown you wish to wear?”
 
“The emerald silk.”
 
Frau Holtz was laying the dress on the bed when Sirena changed her mind. “No, Frau Holtz, the scarlet I think.” The Frau pursed her mouth and replaced the green with the scarlet. “On second thought, it is such a depressing day, I think I’ll wear the yellow. Regan likes yellow.”
 
Three hours, nine gowns, and four pairs of slippers later, Sirena was finally clothed. Frau Holtz heaved a sigh of relief as she watched the Mevrouw flick her cheeks with red Spanish paper and pat her hair. When she turned for inspection, the old housekeeper blanched slightly when she saw how low the neckline was cut.
 
“What do you think?” Sirena questioned.
 
“I knew you’d go back to the emerald silk. How else do you think you look? Beautiful, ja, beautiful. The Mynheer will be entranced.”
 
Sirena clenched and unclenched her fists while Frau Holtz went to call the footman. What if Regan turned her away? What if he refused to even speak with her, saying the marriage was ended and there was nothing to discuss? What if! What if! There was no use speculating on it. She had to see him, it was as simple as that. She had to see for herself what his reaction was when he saw she was here in England.
 
Frau Holtz watched Sirena climb into the carriage; Jacobus sat beside the driver. The Frau’s throat felt constricted and she found swallowing difficult. What would become of Sirena if Regan rejected her? Would she become withdrawn and hollow-eyed. the way she was in Batavia or would she revert to her former ways and fill herself with vengeance and hate? Whatever, Frau Holtz knew her life would be miserable and difficult if Regan turned Sirena away.
 
Through the streets of London, Sirena rode. Several times throughout the trip she heard Jacobus and the footmen cursing and beating off the riff-raff and beggars who impeded their progress to Saint Dunstan’s Hill. The drive, which normally took less than an hour, was dragging into nearly two, and Sirena became fretful that Regan would leave the office for the day or that business would call him away. Why oh why had it taken her so long to decide on her gown? Regan never cared for women’s trappings. If he still loved her and was happy to see her, he wouldn’t care if she were dressed in sack cloth and ashes.
 
The carriage stopped on the corner of Saint Dunstan’s Hill and Thames Street. Her head high, her back ramrod straight, Sirena raised her hand to knock on the door of Regan’s offices. All she had to do was turn the handle, the door would open, and she would see Regan. They would look at each other and ... and what? What would she say? How should she behave? She had to do the talking and the explaining before Regan could protest, or should she wait for Regan to explain why he had divorced her?
 
Quickly, before she could change her mind, Sirena entered. Regan was standing beside a large wall map, his arm raised to place a marker on what looked like a navigation route.
 
Just the sight of his broad back sent shivers up Sirena’s spine. She saw him tilt his head as though he pondered a different route from the one he originally intended. He moved slightly and then rocked back on his heels. He hadn’t changed. He still carried himself well, his hair was still tousled and pale. Her arms longed for him, her lips burned for his kiss. She felt herself being restored; just seeing him again did that for her. All this time, since they had been apart, she had only been half a person. Now, with Regan so close, she could be whole again. If only she could hear him say it had all been a mistake, that he still loved her.
 
“Regan,” she said softly, from somewhere within her soul. His name was out and spoken before she even realized she’d uttered it. His name was a plea, a cry from the depths of her heart. She saw his muscular back tense. Slowly, as though caught in a void of time, Regan turned to face her. His eyes held an expression of incredulity. If he recognized the emotions behind the sound of his name, he gave no sign.
 
Sirena let herself drink in the sight of him. All her wants and needs were there to be read in her emerald eyes. She had to say something, make a move. She felt rooted to the floor, her tongue thick and swollen. “You ... you look well, Regan,” she finally managed. He hadn’t changed at all. His square, chiseled features were the same. The sheaf of light golden hair was rakish and falling low over his brow. His agate eyes were aloof, just as she remembered them.
 
The muscles in his arms bunched as Regan clenched his fists at his side. His tone was cool and almost mocking as he looked at her. “And you look well, Sirena. I see you’ve managed to put your grieving behind you. And do my eyes deceive me, you’ve lost your rosary!”
 
“Regan ... I—”
 
“You just thought you would come to England and pay me a visit. Is that what you’re about to say? You’re too late, Sirena. Whatever you came for is not here.” His voice was harsh as he stared at her through narrowed eyes. “Look around you. What you see is what I am. A small, dingy office with room for only one person. I am a one-man company, but someday I’ll make the van der Rhys import-export a rival to the Dutch East India. I agreed to the terms your old Spaniard demanded. Your solicitor receives your payment on the first day of each quarter as I agreed.”
 
“That’s not why I’m here, Regan. I wanted to see you and talk to you. I want to know; I want to hear from your own lips the reason you divorced me. I want to hear you say you no longer love me. Say the words and I’ll leave and never bother you again. Tell me why,” she cried brokenly, daring him to tell her, refusing to believe he would. “I loved you, Regan! I love you now! I gave you everything I had; my heart, my soul, my body. I gave you a son. I loved your son, Caleb, as though he were my own. I would have lain down my life for you. Why? Simply tell me why? I have nothing . . . you’ve taken everything. Even Caleb has turned away from me.” Great tears welled in the bottle-green eyes, but remained in check. “Why?” It was a cry birthed in her soul and erupting from her throat in an explosion of torment.
 
Regan stiffened as he noticed her outstretched hand. “How prettily you beg, Sirena. I remember another time such as this when you pleaded. You said you needed more time to come to grips with losing Mikel. I didn’t believe you then and I don’t believe you now. You’ve led a life of lies and deceit. Trickery was your mainstay. You’ve spilled blood and laid with Chaezar, then told me it was because you were drugged. I forgave all these things when you gave birth to our son and I loved you as much as you now profess to love me. When Mikel died, there was no sorrow greater than mine save your own. You wouldn’t let me help you come to terms with this terrible happening in our life. I begged you then for days, for weeks, for months, and you scorned me. Again I asked you to come with me to this new land where we could make a fresh start for ourselves and you refused. You said you would never leave Mikel’s grave. Because I forgave you everything and because I loved you, I believed you. You left me no other choice. If we must place blame, Sirena, let us be certain to place it where it belongs.”
 
“Yes, Regan, place the blame on me. I want it, I deserve it. I accept it.” The tears spilled over onto her smooth, ivory cheeks, running in rivulets, but her voice held firm and she controlled the quaking sobs she felt rising in her breast. “I accept the fact that I demanded more patience than you had to give. I was wrong when your body cried for mine and I turned away. I did deny you the comfort I should have given. I accept the truth that I would not be comforted. My shoulders are not as broad as yours, but lay the blame on them. I’m truly sorry for the way things worked out. I’m here now to make amends and I beg you to come back and begin again. Forgive me, Regan, it was my love and my anguish for our son that blinded me. Our son, Regan, not just mine or just yours. Can’t you forgive me?” Regan said nothing, his expression unreadable.
 
An inner voice niggled at Sirena. Get down on your hands and knees and crawl to him if that’s what he wants. You already know how much it hurts to be without him. Beg! Isn’t that what you said you’d do? She waited, watched. The corners of Regan’s mouth pulled down and the familiar mocking look was there again. She squared her shoulders slightly. She must have been mad! Women didn’t have to grovel to men, at least not this woman to this man, she thought bitterly. “I see that you will not allow yourself to utter the words I want to hear. Why is that?” she asked in a dangerously low voice.
 
“There is no need for further discussion,” Regan replied coldly. “We are divorced. It is just as well you came here today, there’s something I want to tell you. I’ve met someone. I plan to marry her if she’ll have me. So you see, Sirena, it really is over between us.”
 
Please, dear God, help me, Sirena prayed silently. Don’t let me falter now. With every ounce of strength within her, Sirena steadied herself. Her emerald-green eyes flashed a warning as she met his gaze. Her words, when they came, surprised her, for they were as completely controlled as Regan’s.
 
“I want to be certain I understand.” She enunciated each word slowly and carefully. “We are divorced. By your decision. You plan to marry another. Everything you’ve taken from me by what you claim is your right, I will reclaim. You may have it now, but,” she said so faintly that Regan had to strain to hear, “I will get it back. You won’t spend one cent of my money on another woman. What’s mine is mine. Not yours, no longer ours, but mine! Believe what you will, do as you wish, but consider this the only warning I’ll give you. Oh, over one other matter,” she added casually. “I looked over the agreement you made with Señor Arroya. I’ve made a slight change as the gentleman said was my prerogative. I no longer want a profit statement. I want more shares of this company. See to it that the matter is handled. In three days it will be the first of the month.”
 
“You want what?” Regan bellowed in outrage.
 
“I want my payment to buy extra shares in your company. I have great faith in you, Regan. I know that if you work twenty hours a day as I did in the nutmeg fields you will make me a rich woman. You should have learned to read Spanish. It is the bottom line on the contract you signed. Your bold, brave signature rests directly beneath it. Shares, Regan, and don’t stint yourself.”
 
“The law—”
 
“I’ve had enough of you and your damnable laws. I’m sick and tired of you telling me what I can and cannot do. You have no choice in the matter. Think of it this way; it will increase your capital to improve the business. Play me fair, Regan, else I’ll kill you. I can’t make it plainer than that. And don’t think I’ll shed tears of remorse. There is no judge in this land who would convict me when they learn what you did to me. In case you’re not aware of the fact, the Valdez fortune has come into my hands. If one has enough money, judges and lawmakers can be bought. Just as husbands can be.”
 
“If there is one thing which sickens me, Sirena, it’s a jealous, spiteful woman,” Regan sneered.
 
Sirena’s laugh tinkled off the walls. “A rich, jealous, spiteful woman!” Again, her green eyes flashed dangerously. “It would be advisable for you to work your fingers to the bone ... for me. And if I am in a generous mood, then I will allow you to continue ... ,” she laughed again, “... to continue to make a living for me. Adios, Regan.”
 
Regan watched her leave, her loose-limbed stride regal and confident. Damn woman! He sat down slowly on the hard chair and put his head in his hands. She had come to England, for him. Why had he been so bull-headed and so cold to her? Just the sight of her had almost driven the breath from his body. She hadn’t changed since he had last seen her, damn her. If anything, she was even more beautiful. His heart thundered in his chest. It had been all he could do to keep from crushing her to him.
 
What had he done? God in his Heaven couldn’t have convinced him she would ever have overcome her despair and come to him. He had believed her implicitly when she cried that she would never leave Mikel’s grave. And here she was, threatening to ruin him as she had almost done once before. A wild, frightening feeling churned in his guts as he recalled the dangerous glint in her eyes. He had seen that look before and had seen the results of the emotions behind that look—when she had mowed down the scurrilous pirate, Dick Blackheart!
 
When she had enjoyed her escapades as the Sea Siren, Sirena had waited for the day when she could repay Blackheart for what he had done to her and her sister. That day had come, just as she had known it would. And now she was threatening to ruin something that he, Regan, was building. Not this time, Sirena, Regan thought as he gritted his teeth. He groped for some way to protect himself from her. Some way to get his hands on a healthy income that had nothing to do with the money he’d vested for Sirena. Something apart from the business.
 
Over and over he mulled things in his mind and his logic kept bringing him back to the same point. Camilla Langdon. Daughter of Sir Stephan Langdon, a wealthy landowner and financier.
 
Actually he had been seeing quite a bit of Camilla since coming to England. Not that he sought her out; she just seemed to be at every party or dinner he attended and had more or less attached herself to him. Recently, whenever asked to a social function, it was assumed he would bring Camilla with him.
 
A forced smile tightened on Regan’s lips. He could do worse than a lovely, young, fair-skinned heiress, couldn’t he? And he’d already told Sirena that he intended to marry. Well, perhaps it was a bit before the fact. He knew instinctively that Sir Stephan would welcome the alliance. As for Camilla, he would swear she was hot for him. Besides, what better way to protect himself from Sirena’s allure than to be a happily married man?
 
Sirena collapsed in the coach, heart-racking sobs engulfing her body. Jacobus cradled her in his thin, sinewy arms and let her cry. He cursed the Dutchman silently and wished him a slow, painful death. Poor Capitana. There was no need for her to suffer so. If this was what dry land was going to do to the crew and captain of the Sea Spirit, then it would be best to return to sea. He knew in his heart that the Capitana would never depart as long as the Dutchman was here in this hellhole known as London. He made a mental note to speak to Jan and the other crew members and see if they could think of something that would ease the Capitana’s anguish. Love was for fools, he reasoned. The sea and ship were his only loves. They didn’t break your heart. If he ever went over the side he would go straight to the bottom and not fight the inevitable. He would rest in his watery grave, in the arms of his only true love, the restless sea.
 
Pale sunshine was streaking the sky when the carriage finally stopped at Sirena’s new home. Inside her room, with the door closed, Sirena looked about like a trapped animal. Why had she said what she did to Regan? Where had all her good intentions gone? What had possessed her to threaten him the way she did? Because he hurt me, she cried silently. He rejected me. He plans to marry again. I had to do what I did. I couldn’t let him see how he hurt me, I just couldn’t let him see.
 
Anger abruptly shot up her spine and flushed her cheeks. Regan had ruined everything. Now, as before, it was up to her to do something. She raised her eyes to the heavens. Oh, God, I love him. I want him back. I want him to love me. The niggling voice returned. He loves another.
 
“In a pig’s eye!” The ornate, feminine dressing table suddenly found itself leaning haphazardly against the wall, the decanters of cologne and perfume spilling over the thick carpet. A sliver of mirror and a hairbrush smashed against the door and landed in a heap side by side. Down came the draperies as her fist shot through a pane of glass. She looked in wide-eyed wonder at the slim scratch which ran the length of her thumb. She lashed out at the bed and ripped the coverlet and threw it across the room. Her hand found the andiron by the fireplace and she set about whacking whatever fell into her path. “Get rid of me like one of your foul cigars, will you? Marry somebody else, will you? I’ve ruined you before and I’ll do it again. I’ll make you pay for what you’ve done to me!” she screeched. “You married me. You’re mine!” she screamed as Frau Holtz rushed into the room, Jacobus behind her.
 
They looked about at the devastation and quietly closed the door. There was nothing they could do. The Mevrouw had to work things out for herself. She wouldn’t thank them for interfering in her rampage. “No,” the housekeeper said to Jacobus, “there is nothing for us to do. The Mevrouw will make a decision and she will live with it.”

 







Chapter Eleven
 
On the Pall Mall, near Charing Cross, the townhouse of the Baron and Baroness Sinclair presided over the affluent neighborhood. The heavy fog which had descended upon London had all but obscured the impeccably tended garden which made passersby pause to enjoy its symmetry and formal landscaping. It seemed to those who had occasion to walk by frequently that the Sinclair garden boasted continually blooming flora regardless of the season. This was mostly due to the efforts and foresight of the Baroness Helen Sinclair herself, who was now tapping her foot impatiently on the library floor and piercing her husband, Baron Charles, with a steely look.
 
“One would think Tyler would be here to welcome us back to London after our holiday in the country.”
 
“Perhaps the boy had pressing business at the office and he hasn’t realized the lateness of the hour. Besides, this weather brought traffic almost to a standstill,” Baron Charles said quietly.
 
The Baroness looked down her long, aristocratic nose and frowned. “When are you going to stop defending Tyler? He’s no longer a boy, but an eligible man. You’ve been too indulgent for too long,” she criticized. “How many times have I warned you that he requires a strong hand.”
 
“My dear,” the Baron sighed, “on the one hand you tell me he’s no longer a boy and on the other you advise me to take a strong hand with him. Every young man must sow his wild oats before he settles down and it will serve to make him a better husband. I was allowed a few oats in my day and haven’t I made you a good husband?” The Baron winked at her roguishly, hoping to erase the frown from her face.
 
“Yes, you’ve been wonderful,” the Baroness answered honestly. “But, Charles, a few oats are one thing. The rascal is sowing an entire field! It has to stop; his reputation is beginning to suffer and then where will he be? We must step in and take a firm hand just the way we did when he was smitten with Camilla Langdon. You must admit, Charles, that if we hadn’t stepped in at that time he would have married that snippet.”
 
“Now, now, Helen, I don’t think Tyler’s reputation will be damaged. You must admit he’s more enterprising than those ridiculous fops who walk the halls of Whitehall hoping to be invited to the King’s Court. Tyler is a respectable businessman, just as I was.”
 
“True,” the Baroness reluctantly conceded, “he does have that. But you must admit it was only because we insisted upon him doing something with his life that he read for the Law. Just as your father insisted you do. It was a wise move on our part and I thank God for it. But it doesn’t excuse Tyler from his social behavior. You can’t have forgotten how frantic we were when he insisted he wanted to marry that scheming little Camilla!”
 
“He was immature then. Surely, you can understand his attraction to the young lady. She was and still is a beautiful woman.”
 
“A poor woman. A poor relation!” the Baroness spit. “And to think I brought her into our home along with that ne’er-do-well father of hers, Stephan Langdon.”
 
“My dear wife, Camilla’s impoverished state is something she cannot help,” the Baron pointed out kindly.
 
“I expected you to say that,” Helen sniffed. “Camilla and her father are your relatives. And don’t tell me you haven’t been paying their bills! Why couldn’t you send them away somewhere where they wouldn’t be a constant threat of embarrassment?”
 
“In truth now, my dear, where could I send them? Camilla would just pine away for London’s society and Stephan would literally die if he were away from his clubs and gaming houses. I can’t take the responsibility for their lives. If all it takes is an occasional loan and I have it to give, where’s the harm? I consider the matter closed.” Charles’ tone indicated this was an old argument which had been worked over time and again between himself and the Baroness, and both stood firmly and intractably in their feelings toward the Langdons.
 
“Very well,” the Baroness agreed. “But one last thing, Charles. Is it true what I hear about Camilla and that Dutchman keeping serious company with each other? Van der Rhys is his name, I believe. I certainly hope it is. Then I can rest easy knowing that Tyler will have to put her out of his mind once and for all.”
 
“I heard it said at the club that Stephan himself was boasting of the wealthy Dutchman’s interest in his daughter. Another source close to Camilla said she is already selecting her trousseau.”
 
The Baroness’ face brightened and her blue eyes sparkled at her husband’s words. She patted her carefully coiffed hair and smiled. “That means Tyler is safe until some other designing female gets her hooks into him. I believe I’ll have a small sip of wine, dear, my throat feels dry. Perhaps it will ease my annoyance over Tyler. We will wait exactly fifteen minutes and if he hasn’t arrived, we’ll dine without him.”
 
“The hour isn’t that late, dear. Tell me, have you heard anything more about this van der Rhys. I know the ladies are forever gossiping behind their hands when an acceptable man comes to town. Every mother within miles will be trying to rid herself of her marriageable daughters.”
 
“We have spoken on the subject,” the Baroness remarked coyly. “Actually, there is not much to discuss. He’s a handsome brute and seems to be making success in his importing-exporting enterprise. I’m given to believe he’s quite wealthy and is considered very, very eligible. Lady Constance told me, when she came to call, that he was received socially and has been invited to every social function that was held while we were away on holiday. She said the men hold him in respect and the women fawn over him.”
 
The Baroness turned her attention to her round-faced husband. It was true what he had said. He did make a good husband and he was an excellent father, even if somewhat indulgent. Of late, however, he was becoming forgetful, and he could ramble on for hours of things that had happened in the past She reached over and patted his hand affectionately.
 
“I think I hear Tyler now,” the Baron said smiling. He rose from his chair to greet his exuberant son and clasped him firmly on the shoulder.
 
“Welcome home, Mother,” Tyler said, leaning to kiss her powdered cheek. “I had some pressing details at the office, else I would have been home earlier. ”Señorita Córdez arrived yesterday. I’ll be dining with her tomorrow to go over business affairs. Now tell me, how was your holiday?”
 
“We missed you,” the Baroness sniffed elaborately. “One would think you could have driven out to see us at least once.”
 
Tyler winked at his father. “Mother, I toiled in my offices from sunup to sundown and came home to fall exhausted into bed only to start over again the next day. The Córdez affairs have taken so much of my time I’ve done little else. And, Father, there is something I’d like to discuss with you after dinner.”
 
“Does it concern the Señorita Córdez?”
 
“Yes, her affairs are in fine shape and there’s an abundance of capital which must be invested. That is what I’d like to discuss.”
 
“Tyler, did the Señorita approve of the house and the furnishings?” the Baroness asked inquisitively.
 
“She was effusive in her praise, Mother. She asked me to tell you she would call as soon as possible to thank you herself. She’s quite a remarkable woman.”
 
“In what way,” Baroness Helen asked.
 
“Well, for one thing, she’s beautiful. She is every inch a lady and, as you already know, extremely wealthy. She is intelligent, forthright and I think, Mother, you will grow fond of Sirena.”
 
“Oh, Sirena, is it?” the Baron chuckled.
 
Tyler correctly interpreted his mother’s look and immediately reassured her. “Mother, have no fear. I have no plans of marriage for the present or in the near future. In fact, I’ll go one step further and assure you that I’ll never marry.”
 
“That is a rash statement, Tyler,” his father said, frowning.
 
“You can’t mean it,” the Baroness gasped.
 
Tyler laughed, a low, husky sound which pleased his mother. “I have no desire to marry. And why should I? I have quite a choice among London’s most desirable young women. It would be a pleasure to give each and every lady the benefit of knowing me and appreciating my charms. Rest easy, Mother,” Tyler amended, “I’ll be careful not to tarnish my reputation beyond redemption.”
 
“If what you said is true, Tyler, then I have no hope of grandchildren to daddle on my knee and fuss over.”
 
“Somehow you do not strike me as the grandmotherly type. However, I can always change my mind.”
 
The Baroness sent her son a slanted look and told him not to be too hasty in his decisions. “Perhaps one day the right girl will come along and you’ll know what to do.”
 
Tyler laughed and linked his arm through her’s as he led the way into the dining room, winking again at the Baron.
 
At that moment the Baron would have given up his entire fortune to be Tyler’s age again, with London’s society at his feet.
 
After dinner, Tyler followed his father into the leather-furnished library and settled himself with a glass of port. His eyes scanned the massive shelves as he slouched into the deepness of the chair. The Baron held out a fragrant cigar and, after both men lit up, Tyler spoke. “Father, what do you think of my investing some of Sirena’s capital in Ireland? I’m told there is a great demand for linens and laces. I was thinking of taking a trip there to investigate the business. Perhaps Sirena would like to go and observe first hand what her money would be vested in. I plan to broach the matter with her tomorrow. If my calculations are correct, she could double her investment in a year’s time. Providing we can import according to schedule.”
 
“It sounds like a wise selection to me. I’ve looked into it myself, as a matter of fact. Perhaps you could make a few investments for me while you are there. At any rate, you seem to have worked it out, although possibly the woman may not want to make the voyage to Ireland.”
 
“It’s only a matter of a week’s sailing, winds prevailing. What concerns me is her husband, pardon, ex-husband. The animosity between those two is so thick you could slice it with a knife. My guts tell me he’s not a man to be pushed or coerced and that’s exactly what this arrangement he made with Señor Arroya is doing.”
 
“And the other investments? How are they faring?” the Baron asked, blowing a fragrant, blue-gray cloud of smoke into the center of the room.
 
“Much better than I expected. However, there is a problem. Her affairs take every moment of my time. I’ll have to find an associate. I’ve already asked about for referrals. All I can do for the time being is wait and see.”
 
“You still haven’t told me your opinion of this Spanish señorita,” Charles noted shrewdly.
 
“She’s a woman held in tight control, but her emotions are not far under the surface. I sensed this almost at once. Sirena is a most gracious lady, and I’m certain I’ll enjoy getting to know her better. I believe she is still in love with her former husband, but I’m just as certain she would deny it vehemently.”
 
“Your mother told me that Lady Constance informed her that Camilla Langdon is on the verge of betrothal with van der Rhys. Have you heard this, Tyler?”
 
Tyler’s dark eyes held no answer for his father. “Yes,” he said quietly. “I knew they were seeing a great deal of one another. Don’t concern yourself, Father. To Camilla, wealth is all important, and van der Rhys is far from being impoverished.”
 
“You’ve had dealings with the man. If his former wife is still enamored of him as you suspect, what are his feelings for her?”
 
“I’ve no idea, actually. If he does become betrothed to Camilla, I can only assume that he does not share Sirena’s feelings. I really don’t know why they divorced. Sirena is one of the most beautiful women I’ve ever seen. Whatever the reason, it must have been quite serious, van der Rhys is a bitter man.”
 
“And, you, Tyler, what’s to become of you? You’re a constant cause for your mother’s concern. When are you going to settle down and raise a family. You’ve a brilliant mind, don’t waste it. Curtail this wild, reckless life you seem determined to live and give the ladies in London a rest. I’ll wager there are few you haven’t bedded. And, mark my words, someday one of their husbands will thirst for your blood.”
 
Tyler chucked. “Father, I’ve slept with my share. When I take a bride, I certainly hope she isn’t a virgin. I find them tiresome. There’s nothing I like less than dealing with false modesty and the chore of teaching a foolish, giddy young girl the ways of the bedroom is too time-consuming. By the time she’s learned her lessons, you’ve gotten bored with her and she is free to give some other man the benefits of her education. Don’t you agree?”
 
Baron Charles tried to look urbane and sophisticated. It was difficult when he had only bedded one woman in his entire lifetime. And at times the Baroness left much to be desired. All the stories of his wild and willful youth were simply that, stories. “Yes, yes, quite right, son, virgins are tiresome indeed.”
 
“And if one of my wild oats should suddenly take sprout, then I’ll deliberate the consequences. For now, I’m content with things as they are.”
 
Baron Sinclair looked at his son and thought he saw a sadness in the depths of his brown eyes. Yes, it was definitely there. Charles sighed inaudibly. So, it still pained Tyler to think of what might have been with Camilla.
 
 

 
 
Sirena had dressed and was ready for Tyler Payne Sinclair’s arrival for dinner. The topaz gown she wore complemented her ivory skin and deepened the color of her eyes. She had arranged her hair in a thick coil at each side of her head and a pearl shell comb took on a special lustre against the gleaming black locks. She knew she looked attractive and knew that Tyler would appreciate her toilette this evening. A man is a man, she thought smugly. A pretty face, a show of flesh and they fall at a woman’s feet.
 
She smiled as she recalled her interview with the noted dressmaker, Mrs. Wittcomb, earlier that day. The small birdlike woman had arrived at Sirena’s invitation and proceeded to measure lengths of pattern muslin. Mrs. Wittcomb, her mouth full of pins, had stood back to survey a hem and thought she had never seen a better model for her expertise with the needle. The Spanish woman was slim and lithe yet well fleshed in important areas. The smooth ivory tones of her skin could complement almost every color of the spectrum and her dark hair was a relief against her cool, incredibly green, dark-fringed eyes.
 
“I’ll take this and this and this,” Sirena said quietly. “And you mentioned a particular bolt of fabric. May I see it now?”
 
Mrs. Wittcomb reverently unwrapped a length of cloth from its protective layer of rice paper and held up a shimmering length of serpentine green silk that seemed to light up the room. Sirena drew in her breath and handled a corner of the fabric. “Perfect, Mrs. Wittcomb. Now, this is the way I would like you to fashion the gown.”
 
The tiny woman’s mouth dropped open as she listened. “Can you do it?” Sirena asked, a smile tugging at the corners of her mouth.
 
The seamstress nodded, her eyes perplexed. “Madame, I feel I should tell you that such fashions have not been worn in London.”
 
Sirena shrugged. “That is no concern of mine. Stitch this gown first, exactly as I described it to you. How soon do you think I can have it?”
 
“A fortnight?” Mrs. Wittcomb answered hesitantly. This would be an important account for her and she was grateful to have been chosen on the suggestion of Mrs. Wilks, Sirena’s cook. Once the merchants and vendors learned there was a rich woman new to England, the Spanish lady would be besieged and she, Mrs. Wittcomb, would have little chance for her trade. “Madame, you’re certain...”
 
Sirena’s bottle-green eyes flashed but her voice was quiet and controlled. “Very sure.”
 
Mrs. Wittcomb lowered her head and pursed her mouth. Such a lovely woman, yet with this particular gown she would be an overnight scandal. Well, she was paid to sew and not to speculate on the morals or choices of wealthy ladies.
 
Sirena smiled again as she remembered how Mrs. Wittcomb had bustled out of the house, burdened with her bolts of fabric and a scandalized expression pinching her features.
 
A calculating gleam shone in Sirena’s eyes. The gown would be a sensation and she could almost predict Tyler’s reaction to it. There was no denying he was an attractive man. If she were careful and shrewd, she could pit him against Regan and see if jealousy was the answer. It was a shame to use Tyler this way, yet desperation called for desperate measures. The difference between men and women was not so great. If she could feel jealousy because Regan planned to marry again, Regan could easily find himself eaten with jealousy over her relationship with Tyler. Sirena frowned, her delicate, arched brows puckering low over her blazing eyes. If Regan ever should marry, she knew she would be like a wild jungle animal. But Regan wasn’t married ... yet.
 
Shaking off thoughts of impending doom, Sirena straightened her shoulders and glanced about the opulently handsome drawing room. Everything boasted the sheen of newness and was obviously designed for comfort. The crimson settee and the matching armchairs were placed intimately near the open hearth. Rich, vibrant oil paintings adorned the paneled walls, adding warmth and color. Heavy draperies shot through with thread the color of recently minted gold hung at the windows and long paned doors leading to the side yards. In the center of the Italian marble mantle a large, trailing fern rested in a silver bowl. The fronds were tapered, long and graceful, and glistened like uncut emeralds. It was a pleasing room and Sirena was comfortable in it. The subdued lamplight glanced off a nearby cherrywood table bearing a silver tray with a decanter of ruby red wine. For a brief moment she felt guilty using Tyler the way she intended. Pushing away the uneasiness, she decided she would make it all up to him when she and Regan were together again.
 
While she waited for Tyler, she allowed thoughts of Caleb to creep into her mind. She wondered how he was faring and realized again how she had hurt him with her rejection. Even when he said he understood her feelings, she wondered if he really did or if he had said it to allow her to save face.
 
Sirena was jarred from her thoughts as Frau Holtz ushered Tyler Sinclair into the room. The old housekeeper watched as the gallant knight brought Sirena’s hand to his lips, then gazed deeply into her eyes. Harrumph! she snorted as she backed from the room, closing the carved mahogany doors with a loud bang.
 
Tyler looked at Sirena and smiled approvingly. “Allow me to say how lovely you are this evening.”
 
“You may,” Sirena laughed and the formality was shattered. “Please, sit down and let us get this bothersome business done with so we can enjoy dinner.”
 
After an hour, Tyler gathered his papers together and placed them carefully in a smart leather case. “As you can see, you’re a very wealthy woman, Sirena. Are you satisfied with the way I’m handling your investments?”
 
“Quite satisfied. You mentioned prospects in Ireland. Are you certain my investment will be recouped by the end of the year?”
 
“Oh yes, but I would like you to make an inspection and see for yourself. My thoughts were to leave as soon as possible, but I looked into the sailing schedules and the only ships leaving port for Waterford are those of Regan van der Rhys. We’ll have to wait till the first of the month to see what opens.”
 
“I’ll have to think about it, Tyler. I’ll let you know,” Sirena said quietly, her mind racing. Why did she have to book passage on another ship when her own sat in the harbor? If she were careful, she might be able to manage something. She smiled slightly. Everything was working out just as she planned, in fact better. “There is one other matter I’d like to discuss with you before dinner is announced. I went to see my ... I saw Regan yesterday and I’m sorry to say we didn’t part on the happiest of terms. I told him I was taking advantage of my prerogative for shares in his company in lieu of cash exchange.”
 
Tyler laughed, “Very clever, Sirena. Would you care to join me in my practice? I can use a helping hand.”
 
“No, I have no head for business,” Sirena smiled. “Tell me about your practice, Tyler. Do you enjoy it?”
 
“Yes and no. If I were as rich as you are, I think I’d be a scoundrel living off my income. My father, the Baron, turned over the business to me several years ago. It’s a sort of tradition in my family. It is thought to be the cure for keeping first-born sons from becoming outright reprobates,” he laughed.
 
Sirena liked the sound of his low, lusty laughter. “In time you’ll require a son of your own to take over the tradition. Tell me, is there a lady somewhere in your affections?”
 
Tyler sobered at her words. “One day perhaps. For now, I enjoy my position as a bachelor. I must admit,” he grinned, “at times it gets to be a bit of a bore dodging matrimony-minded females. As I said, I’d like to be a scoundrel, a dashing rake without conscience, who loves a woman and leaves her without a backward glance.”
 
“But, Tyler, Tio Esteban warned me that you already enjoy that reputation,” she giggled.
 
“Ah! balm for my soul! What I actually meant was I’d like to be a highwayman, something wicked and unlawful, a rogue. I think everyone dreams of an exciting life. When I was a boy I wanted to be a notorious pirate with a patch over my eye. Unfortunately, I learned that to legitimately wear one I should have to lose my eye. As I grew older, I had a desire to rob from rich and beautiful women while I kissed them scandalously, leaving them breathless with only warm affection in their hearts for me. However, when I approached maturity I had no desire to hang by my neck, so I relegated my dreams to oblivion and began to practice law.”
 
“I can understand how dry it must be after your exciting dreams,” Sirena cooed. “Ah, there is Frau Holtz; come, dinner is ready.”
 
Sirena enjoyed the elaborate dinner of roast duckling as Tyler regaled her with tales of his many near trips to the altar. Frau Holtz was beside herself as Sirena laughed and complimented the dashing Tyler Sinclair. She became alarmed as Sirena’s eyes took on a sparkle and her wit became pronounced.
 
When the dinner was over, the housekeeper was in a state bordering shock when Sirena offered to play her guitar for the Englishman. Quietly, she withdrew from sight and listened as Sirena softly strummed the strings, testing the chords. Her audience of one sat in rapt attention as she began the opening strains. Frau Holtz knew immediately that Sirena was going to play a flamenco. “Poor man,” the Frau muttered to herself, shaking her head, “he hasn’t a chance.”
 
When Tyler first heard the tone, he thought it was the guitar. The sound blossomed and poured forth, spilling into the hushed corners of the room with perfection and clarity of pitch. Sirena’s voice.
 
She sang the flamenco with inspiration and her audience of one was caught up in the music’s passion. It was Frau Holtz, standing outside the door, who understood the sweetness and the poignancy behind the notes. Sirena might be looking at the Englishman, but she was singing for the Mynheer, wherever he was.
 
The song over, Sirena lifted her eyes and felt a sharp jab of disappointment that it was not Regan who was sitting across from her. It should have been Regan with his sheaf of white-blond hair falling low on his forehead, his agate eyes loving her, devouring her. In-steady, she looked into dark eyes filled with admiration and interest. Sirena was flattered; Tyler was a most attractive man. Handsome actually, and if she weren’t still in love with Regan, she would have found it very easy to be attracted to him.
 
She smiled coyly, refusing to play again. Tyler’s praise was genuine and enthusiastic. Sirena rose, indicating the evening was over. Graciously, she extended her hand and, as always, Tyler touched his lips to it.
 
“Thank you for a most enjoyable evening, Sirena. We must repeat it someday soon. I’ll be in touch with you in a day or so. Good night, Sirena.” His lips touched her hand again and lingered there a moment longer than necessary. Sirena felt the current of emotions run between them. How easy it would be to fall into his arms, offer her mouth for his kisses. She was lonely, so lonely, and she knew somehow that Tyler was also looking for a relief from the same thing. There was a bit too much bravado in his voice when he said he had no plans for marriage. Sirena suspected that Tyler was in love with someone who did not return his affections. How easy it would be to console one another, to reach out for the warmth of another, the tenderness, the affection. But where would it lead to? She had nothing to give him. Her heart was Regan’s. And if her instincts were correct, Tyler was floundering in the same lonely sea.
 
Their eyes met. “Good night, Tyler. Sleep well,” she said softly.
 
 

 
 
Dockside, at the Owl and Boar, Caleb was talking to an aristocratic gentleman by the name of Lord Farrington. The interminable fog was still hampering trade, so Caleb had taken to whiling away the hours at the inn, enjoying the brew and the company of a particular serving wench the boisterous patrons called Sally.
 
Over the period of days since Caleb had met at the inn with Regan, Lord Farrington had conscientiously engineered a continuing acquaintance with him. The stylish, older gentlemen had watched with interest whenever Caleb carelessly tossed a generous handful of uncounted coins on the stained table to pay for his meal and ale. To the nobleman’s eye it seemed that several fierce-looking thugs, who were regular patrons of the Owl and Boar, also had more than a cursory interest in Caleb’s overflowing pockets.
 
“Have you been waiting long, love?” asked Sally as she ambled seductively over to Caleb, swinging her ample hips and greeting him with a slow smile.
 
Caleb, who was well into his cups, reached for her and swung her down onto his lap, burying his face in the soft skin of her throat.
 
“Tush now, sir!” Sally pretended indignance. “How you men do handle a poor girl. By a Jew’s eye, I’d swear it’d been years since you had a tumble instead of last night. Here, here,” Sally laughed, disentangling herself from Caleb’s arms, “let me show you the new ribbons I bought at the Change with the coin ya gave me.” Sally brought her fingers to her bosom and leaned over to show Caleb the bright, pink ribbon she had woven into the laces of her soiled and dingy chemise. “Now, don’t that do somethin’ to ya, love?” she asked, noting the way Caleb’s attention was focused upon the swell of her breasts. He was a handsome devil, and any wench on the wharf would be glad to have him put his shoes under her bed.
 
“It does something, all right,” Caleb groaned, holding Sally tighter and reaching inside her bodice, making her squeal.
 
Lord Farrington’s attention was again brought to the two thugs who now were lingering near the stairs. Sally seemed to notice them too and a silent look passed between them. Turning to Lord Farrington, Sally giggled, “Surely you won’t be missing myself and the young lord here for a few minutes, will you? Heave to, sailor,” she said to Caleb, rising from his lap and pulling him to his feet. “You and me go upstairs and Sally will take you to the moon. Heave to, now.”
 
Dizzy-headed, Caleb stood and lurched after Sally as she tossed her red curls and called out greetings to a familiar face.
 
Caleb was in a stupor, there was no doubt about it. How could any man who drank a bottle of rum expect to do a woman justice when the prospect of sleep was more attractive? Farrington realized he should have warned young Caleb about flashing around the coins he carried and the small pouch of gemstones which hung from his belt. It was clear that Caleb had hardly any knowledge of the evils of the city. It was not unheard of for a doxie and thieves to conspire together and to roll a man while he was engaged in romantic pursuit. And now, for the past hour, Lord Farrington had noticed the two ruffians eyeing Caleb and watching his every move. And when Sally had given her silent signal before leading Caleb up the stairs to the bedroom, Farrington knew without doubt what the end results would be.
 
Aubrey Farrington drained his tankard, pushed his chair back from the rough table and stood up as he reached for his walking stick. I think I’d best get a bead on this situation, he thought to himself. Fluffing the frou-frou of ruffles at his neck and brushing an imaginary speck from his impeccable shirtfront, he drew himself up to his full height and made as if to leave the establishment When he was about to step out into the thick fog, he turned to see the move he was anticipating. The burly thugs were making their way to the second floor.
 
It was no gallant gesture of the samaritan which propelled Lord Farrington back across the crowded room to the bottom of the stairway. It was more a protection of his own interests. Caleb had been very generous with his company and his pocket, buying food and drinks for him. The stylish aristocrat was loath to see this come to an end, as it certainly would if the young man put up a fight and the two crooks spilled his brains out.
 
His walking stick securely in hand, he made his way to the upper level. Carefully, in the dimness of the corridor, he extracted the concealed rapier from its sheath. He paused in a small alcove and smiled to himself as he listened to the lusty sounds coming through the door. Ah, to be young again and know what I know now, he sighed.
 
Suddenly, he was aware of soft footfalls approaching. The same moment he heard the door being thrust open he followed the thugs into the room and shouted to Caleb, “Move, boy, they want your money and your life!”
 
Caleb’s brain was fogged with rum and his eyes had difficulty focusing on the quick events. Sally’s mouth was open in horror and she visibly shrank beneath Caleb’s weight.
 
“Move, boy!” Farrington shouted again. “Do you mean to tell me a roll with a bawd is more important than your life?” he demanded, as he flourished his rapier in a wicked slash at one of the scoundrels.
 
“I’ll be damned, who is he?” shouted the other thug as he attempted to pull Caleb from atop Sally, meanwhile brandishing a cudgel. “You said you’d take care of things,” he yelled accusingly at the horrified serving wench.
 
“Out! Out!” Aubrey Farrington yelled. “Or I’ll have the watch on you.” With a last flourish of his weapon he drove the defenseless men through the door and down the stairs. A few minutes later Sally followed them, hastily pulling on her chemise and dragging her stained skirts behind her. The throng of patrons in the taproom howled their approval as the thugs grabbed hold of Sally and tore from the inn, swearing oaths at her and each other.
 
Lord Farrington climbed the stairs again and entered the room where Caleb lay stretched on the bed, deep snores of oblivion coming from his mouth. Looking at Caleb’s lean, muscular body, Aubrey Farrington again longed for his youth. There was something aside from Caleb’s generosity which appealed to him. He was about to toss a dirty quilt over the man’s prone form when Aubrey thought differently. With a mighty shove, he rolled Caleb’s inebriated body over the side of the bed onto the floor. Then he gently took the quilt and covered Caleb’s lower regions. Carefully removing his own doublet and waistcoat, Lord Farrington smoothed the covers on the bedstead and lay down, placing his walking stick, which held the concealed rapier, at his side.
 
As the impoverished lord had nowhere else to sleep this night, due to an unkind landlady who had given him boot for nonpayment of his rent, this was as good a place as any. When the young man woke, he would tell him how he had single-handedly saved his life and fortune. A born gambler, Lord Farrington was certain of the outcome. He made himself comfortable and dozed as he waited for Caleb to waken.
 
It was dawn when Caleb muttered in his sleep and rolled over. At his first sound, Lord Farrington was awake and smiled expectantly to himself.
 
Caleb sat up and scratched his head. His tongue licked at his dry lips. He seemed surprised to see he had spent the night on the hard floor. Before Caleb even noticed his presence, Lord Farrington spoke. “Dear boy, how good to see you are awake and well.”
 
Caleb’s eyes focused questioningly on the gentleman. Rubbing his eyes and stretching to relieve the aches from a long night on the hard boards, Caleb stood up reaching for his clothes. “What, may I ask, are you doing here? And how did I leave my bed for the floor?”
 
Lord Farrington informed Caleb of the night’s happenings, eyeing him suspiciously. Only the dried spots of blood from the wound the aristocrat’s rapier had dealt to the thief’s arm convinced him that the lord spoke the truth.
 
“And so you see,” Aubrey Farrington explained, “when I came back in here to stay guard over you through the night, I found you there on the floor. I’m afraid, dear boy, your weight was too much for me, so I made you as comfortable as possible; and, since the bed was not being used, I did not think you’d mind if I availed myself of it.”
 
Caleb touched the pouch of gems at his belt and dug in his pocket till his fingers came in contact with his coins. All seemed to be as it should.
 
“I hope she was worth it,” Lord Farrington said smugly.
 
“She was,” Caleb grinned, vaguely remembering an expanse of smooth, white skin and full, ripe breasts.
 
“Why don’t we order a bit of breakfast and talk. I have several things I’d like to discuss with you.”
 
“Anything to get this taste out of my mouth,” Caleb muttered, as he glanced down to his jerkin and the stains that marred its front.
 
“Only a raffian drinks rum from the bottle,” Aubrey said distastefully. “That is one of the things I must discuss with you. However, I find I am temporarily indisposed. I left my purse at home and I must impose upon you for my meal.”
 
Caleb nodded; he would agree to anything just to get out of this stinking room and get a drink of something in his mouth.
 
Settled downstairs in the taproom of the Owl and Boar, Caleb waited for the lord to broach whatever was on his mind. The moment Aubrey finished with his breakfast, he daintily pulled his immaculate handkerchief from his sleeve and dabbed at his mouth.
 
“Young man, I see you are in need of a small amount of guidance. I recall last eve you told me of a ship, a frigate, I believe you referred to her. As I told you then, but you have no doubt forgotten, I have been thinking of how you could put this ship of yours to good use and make a fortune.”
 
Caleb turned to signal the barkeep to pay his bill, obviously not interested in any schemes this elderly, but dubious, gentleman had to offer.
 
“If you are amenable, that is,” Lord Farrington pressed. “Hear me out. Not long ago I heard of a ship that was berthed in Marseilles, France.” Aubrey Farrington lowered his voice to a bare whisper. “It was a gambling ship. The French call it a ‘folly’ and it is frequented by the richest and most fashionable of society. The ship’s owner made a killing,” the lord said winking at Caleb. “Now my proposition is this. At the moment I find myself with very little capital. I may as well tell you the truth. My landlady, and a dastardly woman she is, had literally tossed me out on the street with nothing save what is on my back and my reliable walking stick. I have lived my life by my wits and the generosity of ... er, friends. If we could manage, somehow to get enough together to buy gaming equipment and refurbish your ship with trimmings to give it atmosphere, we too could prosper. I have my title, which is by the way, legitimate. And I do know anyone who is anybody. I can offer you my expertise and inherent good taste which would insure the success of the endeavor. Well, what do you think?”
 
When Caleb didn’t answer immediately, Aubrey threw in another morsel. “It’s known that women of breeding frequent these ‘follies.’ Not only do they spend their money freely, they give of their favors just as generously. For a healthy young man like yourself, what better business to go into? That clap-ridden wench you bedded last night is good enough for a common man, but not for two such as ourselves.”
 
Caleb pretended thought. It might be a good idea and he would be available to keep his eye on his father and Sirena, who was bound to show up in England sooner or later. No matter what, Sirena couldn’t stay away from Regan when she learned where he was.
 
“And how would the profits be divided?” Caleb asked craftily.
 
Lord Farrington took the plunge and hoped for the best. “Half, what else?”
 
“The ship is mine. The money is mine. I will be giving you a home. No, fifty percent is not satisfactory.”
 
Aubrey Farrington gulped again. He had underestimated this cocky, young provincial. Seeming to give in with good grace, he said, “Very well. A quarter to me, seventy-five to you.”
 
Caleb shook his head. “You will be receiving the food I provide and will no doubt play against the house. You are a gambler, are you not? I think ten percent as your share is more than fair. Take it or leave it.”
 
Lord Farrington’s face split into a wide grin. “I’ll take it!” The young rascal should only know I would have settled gladly for two, Farrington thought. They shook hands and the bargain was sealed. Caleb van der Rhys and Lord Aubrey Farrington would open a gambling ship to entertain the bored rich of London.

 







Chapter Twelve
 
On the second floor of a modest-looking gray stoned dwelling on Lime Street, Regan van der Rhys prepared himself for the evening ahead. His movements were fluid and unhurried. Not so his thoughts. They raced like a wild bird caught in a snare. Just that afternoon Sir Stephan Langdon had visited his office and told him the reason for Baroness Sinclair’s reception that evening was to introduce a certain Spanish lady, newly arrived from her homeland.
 
Regan rubbed his chest with a strong, bronzed hand. Why was it every time he thought of Sirena, he experienced this damnable pain in his chest, like a giant vise squeezing the breath from him? He shook his proud, leonine head and buttoned his fine lawn shirt. He glanced at his image in the long looking glass and tried to calm his angry eyes. Brushing at his sheaf of blond hair impatiently, he bent to pull on his boots.
 
Regan van der Rhys stomped about his room, his agate-blue eyes cold and hard. His stubbornness was evident in his lean, square jaw and the way he kept smashing one capable hand into the palm of the other. Something was happening to him, something he didn’t like, something over which he had no control.
 
Until the day Sirena had stepped into his office unannounced, weeks ago, he had been trying to put the pieces of his life together, to sort them in a semblance of order. Now his life was upside down again.
 
Shortly after his meeting with Sirena, he asked Camilla Langdon for her hand in marriage and was accepted. Now that he was betrothed to Camilla she was the woman who should occupy his thoughts, not Sirena.
 
Regan forced his thoughts to conjure up a vision of the pink-and-white Camilla. He had to blink several times before he could focus and, when he did, it was emerald eyes and dark hair that looked back at him. It was ivory skin with a tawny glow and a wide, sensuous mouth with pearl-white teeth that smiled at him. His arms began to ache as did his nether regions. “Bitch!” he shouted hoarsely to the empty room. Even here in England she sought him out, threatened him, lied to him and taunted him. Was he never to know peace? Would she haunt him for the rest of his days? And merciful God, what would she do to the poor, unsuspecting Camilla, who had led such an unspoiled, sheltered life?
 
Sirena would make short shrift of her with a few well-chosen words. The petal-cheeked Camilla would be little more than pulp if Sirena took . matters into her own hands. Camilla certainly was no match for the wily, cutlass-wielding Sirena. Come to think of it, he wasn’t so positive he was a match for her either.
 
Had she truly come to see him, as she said, or did she have an ulterior motive? “Now she wants shares in my business,” he blustered to his reflection in the mirror. “She’ll watch me work seven days a week so she can have her share, and she’ll fritter it away on costly gowns and fine furnishings.” Regan felt his shoulders bunch at the thought. There had to be an answer.
 
Bitterly, he accepted the fact that Sirena had all the solutions! With the way his luck ran when it came to dealing with Sirena, she would own the damn company in a year’s time. He would break his back carving out his business and she would sit back and live lavishly on his efforts. “My ass!” he thundered to the room.
 
A more pleasant thought crossed his mind. Sirena wouldn’t be able to touch Camilla’s fortune. He would have to be very careful to see that a strict accounting was kept and that not a cent of Langdon money was invested in the import-export business he was building. If he made an error, Sirena would get her hands on that, too! Time was the answer. He needed it to work out some plan to outwit Sirena. Hadn’t he already taken the first step in asking Camilla to marry him?
 
Regan surveyed himself again and wondered at the sour expression on his face as he thought of being wed to the delicate Camilla.
 
 

 
 
Regan lifted the heavy knocker on the Langdon front door on fashionable Drury Lane and waited for the family retainer to admit him. He was impatient this night and in no mood for cooling his heels waiting for Camilla. He hoped that for once she was ready to leave.
 
Just as he was about to light a cheroot, he looked up and saw her standing at the top of the wide, circular staircase. She was becomingly dressed in a demure silk gown of daffodil yellow which enhanced her petite, dainty figure. Fragile was the word that came to Regan’s mind when he thought of her—defenseless and in need of a protector. And he was that champion.
 
Before descending, Camilla hesitated a moment for Regan to gain the full effect of her appearance. Her pale blond hair had been laboriously curled into an elaborate coiffure and tumbled about her head in a studied disarray to frame her piquant features and highlight her creamy white skin and soft violet eyes. Her small, pink mouth trembled slightly at the sight of the tall man waiting for her at the bottom of the stairs.
 
Camilla was picture-pretty with small pearl drops nestled on the lobes of her tiny, shell-like ears and a wide ribbon sash tied about her incredibly tiny waist. She held out her hand for Regan as she neared the last step and looked up at him with a smile that brought out the two adorable dimples in her velvety cheeks.
 
“You’re so handsome, Regan. Every woman at the Sinclairs’ will want to scratch my eyes from their sockets.”
 
Regan gulped as an image of Sirena, looming over the delicate flower who was Camilla, swam before his eyes.
 
“I’m really looking forward to this evening’s entertainment. My father tells me that a visitor to our fair London is being introduced this evening. A Spanish lady, I heard. I understand she is quite beautiful and, therefore, I’ll not allow you out of my sight,” she cooed playfully.
 
“You have no fear of me leaving your side, sweetheart,” Regan muttered beneath his breath. He would never allow Camilla and the wild, untamed Sirena to get within inches of each other. Not while he was alive, at any rate. His hand shook slightly. Sirena could always remedy that situation if she took it into that unreasonable Latin head of hers.
 
The hired carriage came to a creeping stop and Regan helped his fiancée disembark to the cobbled drive. Music spilled into the grounds from the Sinclair mansion and every window was aglow with light.
 
Inside, the vast ballroom was decorated with fresh-cut flowers and massive tubs of ferns. Small, gilt, velvet-seated chairs lined the perimeters of the room. Everywhere servants carried trays bearing cups of punch and sweetmeats of marzipan. A toast was being made as Regan and Camilla entered the room. The guests tipped fragile, long-stemmed glasses to their lips in celebration of the night’s festivities.
 
As the musicians resumed their playing, Regan and Camilla were announced. The couple worked their way down the receiving line to the Baron and Baroness. A portly gentleman behind Regan was heard to mention that everyone seemed present save the guest of honor. He also mentioned it was Sir Sinclair who was the lady’s escort for the evening.
 
Regan’s gut churned at the softly spoken words. Where was she? If his guess was correct, she was deliberately going to make a grand entrance on the arm of the dashing rake, Tyler Sinclair.
 
 

 
 
Tyler apologized for his tardiness for the tenth time. “It was this blasted shirt, you see,” he explained again. “Two of the servants are ill and my personal valet among them. So, instead of obeying my instructions concerning my evening clothes, my mother interfered... Oh damn! You see,” he joked, “if I were a highwayman, this would never have happened. Mother will be having an attack of the vapors about now, seeing how late we are.”
 
Sirena smiled. “So long as it is you who are the reason behind her vapors and not myself, you can save your apologies, Tyler. I really don’t mind since it took longer than I expected to complete my toilette.”
 
“And the results are quite fetching, to say the least, Sirena.” Tyler glanced at her approvingly. “Green does incredible things to your eyes. You’ll dazzle every man at the ball. I intend to keep a sharp eye on you, so be warned. I want to keep you all to myself.”
 
“I won’t mind, Tyler, if it’s a plan you intend to keep,” Sirena laughed softly, edging closer to him on the luxurious seat in the Sinclair coach.
 
“Sirena,” Tyler said seriously, “Regan van der Rhys and Camilla Langdon will be there. I feel it only fair to warn you that you’re bound to meet them in the course of the evening. I’m certain you’ll be able to carry it off and no one need know you were formerly married to him. Mother and Father both think it’s in your best interests not to make mention of the fact. Divorce is still a social blight in England, regardless of the Crown’s policies. I’m also certain that Regan has kept the fact under wraps. I doubt if even Camilla knows, otherwise it would be a matter for gossip. It’s not a piece of information she could keep to herself.”
 
“Tyler, do you mean to say Camilla is a gossipmonger?”
 
“When it doesn’t affect her own reputation, yes,” he answered, the touch of bitterness in his voice raising Sirena’s curiosity.
 
“Surely the girl’s mother would have taught her better.”
 
“She lost her mother when she was very young and her father, Sir Stephan Langdon, has never remarried. It’s true, Camilla could have done with a firm female hand in her upbringing.” Sirena thought Tyler was about to say more on the subject of Camilla, when he glanced out the window and saw they had arrived. “Here we are. The Baroness will be in a carefully controlled rage, if I know my mother. We’ll both have to put our best foot forward.”
 
As Sirena and Tyler moved through the spacious hallway of the Sinclair home, Tyler led her directly over to the receiving line. All heads turned to see the elegant couple and Sirena noticed out of the corner of her eye that the women were whispering and the men were smiling with interest. Where was Regan? All she had to do was turn her head and look for the tallest of men with a thatch of gold hair. It was too late. Tyler was introducing her to the Baron and Baroness. Sirena was at her most gracious as she spoke softly, a lilt in her voice, her eyes demurely downcast. Baron Sinclair was obviously entranced and the Baroness liked her immediately.
 
“My dear Señorita,” the Baroness said delightedly, “you are quite the most exquisite creature in the room this night. Tomorrow you’ll be the talk of all London. Come, stand beside me and receive my guests, they’re near dying to meet you.”
 
A thousand greetings and polite exchanges later, the Baroness took Sirena upstairs to a tiring room where she could refresh herself before the dancing began. Baron Charles took his son by the arm and led him to the punch bowl where several elegant young ladies eyed Tyler seductively. Tyler accepted his drink and complimented the ladies with his attention in his own gallant way before joining his father at the far side of the room.
 
“The Dutchman must be blind,” the Baron blustered. “She’s lovely, simply lovely, eh Tyler?” he jostled his son’s arm enthusiastically, nearly spilling his punch.
 
“Without a doubt,” Tyler answered as he stretched his neck to see Sirena descending the stairs beside his mother. Why he felt this concern for her he could not imagine. With the formidable Baroness at her side, nothing could go amiss. “Father, look, Camilla is dragging van der Rhys to be introduced to Sirena.”
 
“Not to worry, my boy, she has the situation well in hand. Even my faded eyes can see that she’s every inch a lady and won’t give herself away.”
 
It was Regan who wore the wary look. When he met Sirena’s amused emerald eyes, his chest constricted. He felt his muscles tense when he saw how graciously she inclined her head to acknowledge the introduction. His throat closed entirely when she purred softly, “From Batavia, Mynheer van der Rhys! Someday you must tell me of the nutmeg trees which grow there. Why,” she trilled, “I’ve heard tales of women working their hands raw in the fields for their husbands. And then the ungrateful wretches leave them somewhere by the wayside when they are of no further use. Have you ever heard of anything more inhumane?” she asked of the pink-cheeked Camilla.
 
“Never! What a terrible thing to do. The men must be beasts!” Camilla said, properly horrified.
 
“Tell me, Mynheer, have you heard this tale?” Sirena asked. “I’d always heard the Dutch brought civilization to Java. Obviously, such is not the case. Don’t you agree? Excuse me, I seem to have forgotten your name.”
 
The Baroness hastened to refresh her guest’s memory while Camilla looked properly aghast. “I couldn’t agree with you more.”
 
“And you, sir?” Sirena pressed of Regan, a sly smirk at the corner of her mouth.
 
Regan chose his words carefully, his eyes on the creamy shoulders and voluptuous bosom revealed by the cut of Sirena’s gown. He felt light-headed and his palms were perspiring. “I believe it is said the tale you speak of involved only one woman and she was a notorious pirate in the Indies waters. A woman who was a skilled liar, a master of deceit, a murderer, and when she reformed her ways, she contented herself with her rosary.” Regan cocked his head and stared intently at Sirena. “It was said this lady professed to love the man she planted the fields for; but, when he was forced to leave Java, she refused to go with him. So you see, Señorita Córdez, he did not cast her by the wayside, she preferred not to stay with him.”
 
“How sad. Isn’t that a sad tale, Baroness? But it seems to me the tale goes even further. Wasn’t there something about the man stealing this woman’s fortune and then offering to pension her off with her own money?”
 
The cords in Regan’s neck threatened to burst. Before he could utter a reply, Sirena pressed her advantage. “Miss Langdon, have you ever heard of a more despicable act?”
 
“Never!” Camilla said forcefully.
 
“Nor I!” the Baroness interjected. “The rascal should be hanged by the neck!” She was happily enjoying every moment of this playacting.
 
“Exactly my thoughts on the matter,” Sirena said softly. “The end of the story is this ... lady sought out this ... gentleman and ... good heavens, I don’t wish to spoil the gentleman’s evening. I’m certain he has heard the tale so there is no point in repeating it again. Poor man, poor, poor man,” Sirena said sadly, a wicked light in her eyes, as she followed the Baroness to her next guest.
 
“Darling, she is a striking woman, isn’t she?” Camilla asked innocently.
 
Regan looked down into Camilla’s beautiful, piquant face and said harshly, “Sweetheart, she’s as striking as a viper!” His mood shattered, Regan felt his gaze trail Sirena every time she was within sight. Never once did she look his way, as far as he could tell.
 
All through the evening Regan stayed at Camilla’s side. Ever on his guard for Sirena to steal a moment alone with his betrothed, Regan even refused a respite in the gardens for a much wanted cheroot. If he could help it, Sirena would not get the opportunity to regale Camilla with further tales of Java and perhaps even go so far as to reveal to his sweet and very young intended that she was once Regan’s wife. Consequently, each time Sirena glanced his way, Regan was paying court to the demure flower who was to replace her.
 
Through the course of the evening, Sirena felt her spirits sink lower and lower. Regan appeared to absolutely dote on the girl. Sirena was reminded of how he used to dance attendance on her. He had been so loving, so tender, so attentive. When he had wanted to be, she reminded herself. Nevertheless, Regan wasn’t a man who became preoccupied with a woman unless his interest in her was sincere. And tonight Regan’s behavior was almost—her mind grappled for the word —vigilant! Down, down, her spirits sank and her heart was near to breaking. He loves her! He loves her! her heart cried. It’s true, Regan loves Camilla!
 
Toward the end of the evening, Regan settled himself on one of the gilt chairs placed near a huge assortment of evergreens. Camilla had obviously retired to refresh herself. As he waited for Camilla’s return, a voluptuous redhead passed him as she was led by her escort to the garden. Regan eyed the woman appreciatively as she swayed seductively and gave him a saucy smile which he returned.
 
Sirena, who was standing near the evergreens, watched Regan and knew in that split second that he did not love Camilla Langdon. If he had a thousand willing, beautiful women falling at his feet, Regan would have looked right through them as if they’d been carved from glass. When he loved a woman, Regan was the kind of man to whom no others existed. When they were married, after they discovered their love for one another, Regan had never had eyes for another woman. He had been completely faithful and devoted to her.
 
Sirena’s heart lifted, her spirits soared. There was still hope, still that chance to win him back. To make him declare his love for her. To hear him say the divorce had been a mistake. He still wanted her, still loved her!
 
Suddenly, Regan stood and found Sirena directly in his line of vision. “Don’t tell me you sought me out to finish your bitter little tale.”
 
“No,” Sirena laughed, her heart lighter than it had been in what seemed like centuries. “The tale is not yet finished. There is still a question as to how it will end.” Her voice was quiet, holding Regan in the unexpected tenderness of her tone. The moment between them seemed an eternity, as though time stood still, and they were caught forever in this instant of infinity.
 
Breaking through the spell she seemed to weave about him, Regan demanded, “Then why have you sought me out?”
 
“I came to bid you goodnight and to tell you how lovely your child bride-to-be is.” Sirena laughed lightly, knowing full well the message she read in his eyes.
 
Regan stood his ground when Sirena laughed. The sound seemed to settle around him like a mantle, enveloping him in emotions he had been struggling to overcome. He wanted to lash out. Those exciting cat-green eyes were laughing at him, mocking him, tormenting him. God, how he wanted her. Wanted her in his arms, his lips crushing hers.
 
Sirena smiled, joyously interpreting his thoughts. “Anything more than a formal handclasp would be tantamount to rape, Regan,” she laughed. “You divorced me, remember?” she taunted. “Perhaps I’ll marry again, myself. No, no, not Tyler. Perhaps someone more impressive, like that gentleman speaking with the Baroness.” She pointed discreetly.
 
At Regan’s shocked expression she laughed again. “Would my marriage to Lord Langdon upset you? Ah, Regan, darling, this decadent society we find ourselves in is too much for you.” A devil danced in her eyes and her mouth broke into a grin as she continued. “If I were to marry Sir Langdon, who is by the way quite enamored of me; if his pursuit of me all evening is an indication, I would then be your stepmother-in-law. It’s utterly fascinating,” she laughed once more, the rich peals making Regan quake with rage.
 
“Bitch!” Regan hissed between clenched teeth, as Sirena left his side in search of Tyler Sinclair.
 
Inside Sirena was trembling. Had she pushed Regan too far? She teased him unmercifully. It was a dangerous game she was playing and she was fully aware of the consequences should she lose. Yet she was impelled to play on. She had to make Regan aware of her. Make him feel something toward her, and if anger and rage were the first steps to opening his eyes to her then she would have to take her chances and play the game out to the last turn.
 
She found herself beside Tyler, pleading weariness and asking to be taken home. If he noticed a strange light dancing in the depths of Sirena’s eyes, he said nothing. But he looked at her questioningly, for only minutes before he had seen her talking with Regan and she had been animated. Now there was a flush on her ivory cheeks belying the exhaustion she claimed.
 
“You can’t be leaving us so soon,” Sir Langdon interrupted them as she bade her farewell to the Baron and Baroness. “The night is still young and you’ve only given me the pleasure of dancing with you once. Please, won’t you stay a while longer?” Though his words were pleasant enough, there was a silent demand behind his request.
 
Out of the corner of her eye, Sirena noticed Regan leading Camilla out onto the dance floor for the quadrille. Suddenly, her mind made up, Sirena smiled brightly and took Sir Langdon by his arm. “Perhaps one last dance,” she said sweetly, looking up into his handsomely craggy face.
 
Stephan Langdon was a tall man of fifty-five who appeared ten years younger. His slender physique bespoke the grace of an athlete and his manner was gracious and winning. A ladies’ man, Sirena thought. She studied him as they danced. His sense of fashion was indisputable, and he wore his frothy white linen and severely cut silver-gray doublet with a flair. His legs were long and well shaped and he seemed not to care for the current fashion of adorning himself with an abundance of jewelry, save for the ruby stickpin in his cravat and a simple, masculine onyx ring on his finger.
 
His gray eyes were warm with golden lights as they appraised her, and his mouth was full; yet there was nothing weak or feminine about it. Rather, it was well defined and curvaceously shaped beneath a well-trimmed, steel-gray mustache which was just a shade darker than his full head of hair. His arms were strong and his hands square and able. As he talked, Sirena found herself enjoying his company. Sir Stephen Langdon was well versed in the social graces and immediately put her at ease.
 
“Will you allow me to show you our fair city of London?” he inquired, his arm fast about her waist, his voice warm and sincere. “Nothing would give me more pleasure than to take you to Whitehall and flaunt you before the court or take you for an excursion through Saint James’ Park.”
 
“I would like that very much, Sir Langdon,” Sirena replied, smiling up into his face.
 
“Please, as a relative of the Baron and Baroness shouldn’t we find ourselves on more familiar terms? My given name is Stephan.”
 
“Then Stephan it will be. And please do call me Sirena.”
 
“Sirena—how fitting a name for you. Yet, do I detect hidden excitement behind those incredible eyes of yours?” he asked flirtatiously.
 
Sirena dropped her glance to the floor, not wanting to reveal just how excited she was by the plan she was forming in her mind.
 
“I did not mean to embarrass you, Sirena. Still, a man can find himself lost in those green depths. Certainly, I’m not the first to tell you this.”
 
“No, not the first,” Sirena said coyly, “yet a lady likes to hear it all the same.” The music came to an end and Sirena was amused at the petulant look on Sir Langdon’s face.
 
“I had hoped the music would have continued forever,” he murmured in a husky voice that, in spite of herself, Sirena found thrilling. His hand on her arm as he led her back to Tyler was gentle, yet there was a certain possessiveness that remained even after he removed it.
 
“I trust you will allow me to call upon you,” he said, lifting her hand and touching his lips to her fingers.
 
“Please do, Sir Langdon—Stephan,” she amended. “I will look forward to seeing you. But you must forgive me this night for I am very tired and must beg Tyler to see me home. Baron, Baroness,” she said to Tyler’s parents, “there is no way to thank you for the wonderful welcome you’ve so graciously extended me. Especially, you, Baroness Sinclair, for all the help you’ve been in readying a home for me. You must allow me to reciprocate your hospitality as soon as possible.”
 
Baroness Sinclair smiled warmly. She sincerely liked this lovely, young Spaniard and was delighted in Tyler’s obvious interest in her. “Yes, my dear,” she said in a motherly tone, “I can imagine how trying things have been for you tonight. However, there was little to be done about it, you know.” By the Baroness’ tone and expression Sirena knew she was apologizing for Regan and Camilla’s presence. “However,” the Baroness continued, “I am glad you count the Baron and me among your friends. London is a strange city.” Her expression grew guarded and warning. “Please not to take everyone at face value. There are those who are acceptable in society’s drawing rooms, dear, who are quite unacceptable under other circumstances.”

 







Chapter Thirteen
 
As soon as Tyler departed, Sirena danced her way out the back door of her house to the stables. Pulling her cloak tightly about herself to ward off the chilly, damp night, she rapped on Jacobus’ door to awaken the old man. Bleary-eyed, he answered the summons and immediately was put on his guard when he saw her.
 
“Aye, Capitana, what be the trouble?”
 
“Nothing, Jacobus. There’s something I want you to do for me. Something I can’t ask the coachman.”
 
“Anything, Capitana, what is it?”
 
“I want you to hitch up the carriage and drive me somewhere. And bring a blanket with you. I can promise you it will be a long night.”
 
“Aye, Capitana,” Jacobus agreed unquestioningly. “Now, if you’ll just allow me to pull on me breeches—”
 
“Just hurry,” Sirena laughed, “and be as quiet about it as you can. I don’t want all of London to know what I’m about.”
 
“Aye, Capitana,” Jacobus smiled, closing the door for privacy. The toothless seaman was amenable to anything the Capitana might suggest. Had it just been the moonlight or was the old sparkle there in her eyes again?
 
Through the city Jacobus drove the carriage, following the instructions his Capitana gave him. Due to a piece of luck and a bit of wrangling, she was able to discover from Tyler the address and location of Regan’s house on Lime Street. Though the fog was still dense, it had lifted some in the cool night air and the flaring links which were burning at crossroads made it possible to read street signs. Following the now familiar Thames Street, they found Regan’s office on St. Dunstan’s Hill, turned left to Eastcheapside and then over six blocks to Lime Street.
 
Finding the address was more difficult, but Jacobus snatched a lantern from the side of the coach and searched the housefronts until he found it.
 
“It’s just as you said, Capitana, but from the looks of it, there’s no one home.”
 
“Good! Then we’re not too late. I’ll leave breaking past the lock up to you, Jacobus. Do you think you can do it?”
 
“Oh, aye, Capitana. And when I’m finished there won’t be a sign to tell it’s been picked. But before I have a go at it, do you want to tell me whose home I’m breaking into?”
 
“Only if you’ll keep the secret. It’s Regan’s. Now, get on with it, will you. We don’t want the watch to catch us in the act and I want to be in there before Regan returns.”
 
Without another word Jacobus reached under the driver’s seat and removed several tools. “One of these should do nicely,” he breathed, looking up and down Lime Street for a patrolling constable. Within a few moments he was finished. “It’s done, Capitana. Just go in and close the door fast behind you. No one will be able to tell the lock’s been tampered with. Do you want me to go with you?” he asked, fearful for Sirena’s well-being.
 
“No, Jacobus, I told you it would be a long night. Just pull the coach up the street a ways and wait for me there. If things go according to plan, you won’t see me till morning.”
 
Even in the dark Sirena thought she saw the old man blush. “Well, it will be a long night at that. Don’t think I’ll close my eyes till you’re safe in your own home,” he promised. “Besides, there’ll be no sleeping in the likes of this city. I’d wager if a man closes his eyes they’d steal the bed right out from under him, let alone something as valuable as a coach and pair.”
 
Into the dark house Sirena crept, her hands trembling, her heart in her throat. Her eyes already accustomed to the dark from her long ride through the city, she easily found the stairs and quietly mounted them. It had not crossed her mind until she was actually inside that Regan might have a live-in housekeeper in his employ. What a sticky mess that would be if she found herself clobbered over the head to awaken with a member of the constabulary looking down at her. Chills danced up Sirena’s spine and, breathlessly, she mounted the flight of steps.
 
Following the landing she came upon the master bedroom. She knew it to be Regan’s room by the aroma of bay rum and the faint but pungent smell of his cheroots. Hastily, before she could change her mind, she straightened the bedcovers and removed her clothes. Naked and trembling with anticipation, she slid beneath the covers and waited for Regan.
 
The minutes passed at infuriating snail’s pace. Time and again Sirena was tempted to rise and throw on her clothes and run into the street to her carriage. Then she would quiet her pounding heart and convince herself she was doing the right thing. I saw the hunger in his eyes for me, she reminded herself. He wants me just as I want him. If the mountain won’t go to Mohammed, then Mohammed must go to the mountain. If he can feel my arms about him, know how much I love him, see to what lengths I’d go to have him love me again. He can’t refuse me!
 
She sensed rather than heard Regan’s arrival. He slammed the door shut behind him and climbed the stairs. Silently Sirena thanked Jacobus’ expertise in picking locks. Obviously, Regan did not suspect anything was amiss. Suddenly, she was seized by panic. Suppose he had not returned home alone. Suppose he had brought Camilla with him. She didn’t think for one moment that Regan would patiently await the blessing of his marriage vows before bedding the pretty girl. Regan’s need for a woman in his bed was too great to wait for a legal decree.
 
Tensing beneath the blankets, Sirena squeezed her eyes shut, praying that Regan had not brought her. Almost without warning, Regan was in the room. Gratefully, she realized he was alone. Steeling herself for the moment of discovery, Sirena held her breath.
 
Not bothering to light the lamp, Regan shed his clothing. Sirena could hear the rustle of his garments as they fell to the floor or chair or whatever was handy. When his boots dropped, Sirena’s heart raced. What would he do when he slid into bed and felt her next to him? God in Heaven, what had made her do this? Whatever it was, it was too late to change her mind. Regan was sitting on the edge of the high bed and she could feel the warmth of him and smell the faint aroma of his last cheroot.
 
As Regan’s leg touched bare flesh, he let out a shout and jumped to his knees, imprisoning the interloper between his legs, his hands holding her shoulders firm against the bedding. “Who the blast are you?” he asked, shaking her shoulders in an iron grip.
 
“I always said you were a bull,” Sirena said quietly, her voice as smooth as silk, belying the quaking she was experiencing.
 
“What are you doing here?” he blustered, recognizing her voice; his eyes penetrating the darkness for the sight of her.
 
“Foolish man,” Sirena breathed, wrangling her arms free from his loosening grip to wrap them about his neck and surround him with her warmth.
 
Regan perceived her form against the white bedclothes. All of his pent-up yearnings, all of his desires rose to the surface as he slid beside her and encircled her in his embrace. Just the feel of her satiny skin, the nearness of her, caused him to close his eyes with remembered ecstasy. She belonged to him, and only to him. How could he have thought otherwise? A sound escaped him, a sound of pain as he drew her closer. As his lips sought hers, he heard her murmur, “I love you so. Never let me go. Love me, Regan, love me.”
 
His lips crushed hers and her head whirled as her body came to life beneath his caresses. He was gentle and unhurried, his mouth moving against hers. Her senses reeled as she strained against him, trying to make them one.
 
With infinite tenderness, Regan loved her, putting a guarded check on the growing feverishness he was experiencing. Sirena once again became his pagan goddess. His mind formed a picture of her as he perceived through his fingertips. The ivory luster of her full breasts; her slim waist; her firm velvet haunches. He placed a long, sensual kiss on the silky triangle her nudity offered, and Sirena gave herself in panting surrender.
 
A hundred times his lips touched her body, satisfying himself in his passion for her beauty. Many details, details hardly noticed before, intoxicated him with their perfection; the flatness of her stomach, the distinct curve of her thighs, the dimples in her haunches, the elegant length of her legs. But he lingered in the warm shadows of her breasts while their coral tips beckoned him in a silent and provocative appeal.
 
Sirena’s body voiced a will of its own. She writhed as though maddened with the desire to offer herself wholly to the searchings of his fingers and lips. And Regan, sensing this in her, resumed his advances, thirsting still more for her boundless beauty and to plant his kisses on the voluptuous moistness of her silky fleece which held such attraction for him.
 
Regan rejoiced that his passion was met equally and totally.
 
He felt Sirena brush his hair back from his forehead as she kissed him lightly on the lips. Straining toward him, her body rose and fell rhythmically in obedience to her desire to culminate their love.
 
Her hands firm against his shoulders, Sirena pressed Regan back against the bed. His breath came in short, rapid gasps; and, when she leaned over him, pressing the fullness of her breasts against his chest, she heard him emit a barely audible groan. Beneath her touch his skin glistened with a gleaming wetness, the fine furring on his chest teased the tips of her breasts and the long, hard length of him brought comfort to her yearning need for him. She tasted every detail of his physique, touched the rippling, muscular smoothness of him. She placed her lips at the hollow of his throat and licked the sweet saltiness she found there.
 
His hands were on her back, drawing her closer; her legs tangled with his as she held herself above him, her body touching the full length of him, rubbing against him lightly, bringing him to the apex of his erotic desires. She crushed his face against the ripe plentitude of her breasts and reveled in the teasing touches of his mouth. He came alive beneath her fingers and she felt his expectancy throb between them. The contact of her flesh on his was as smooth as silk and her whole being concentrated on giving to him, enjoying the emotions she evoked in him, bringing him pleasure and pleasuring herself.
 
His well-delineated chest became an altar on which she offered herself; his firm legs were the pillars on which her house of passion was built; his arms were the cushions which protected her from falling into a dark abyss where life had no meaning and loneliness was torture to her heart.
 
She felt his eyes upon her, delving the darkness, sensing her love. And Sirena loved. Joyously, without reservation. And when she mounted him, they cried in unison for the time they had been lost to one another. And when she felt the river of life warm her from within, she whispered hoarsely, “You love me, Regan, I knew I could make you love me!”
 
Sirena lay back against Regan, her head cradled on his shoulder, peace and contentment readable on her features. Regan was silent, his breathing steady and even.
 
When Sirena reached out a hand to touch his chest, she felt him stiffen beneath her fingers and was aware of his retreat from her. “Regan, darling, what’s wrong? Aren’t you happy we’ve found each other before it was too late?”
 
“It is too late, Sirena!” Regan growled, heaving himself from the bed and going in search of his robe.
 
Hurt and perplexed, Sirena sat up in bed, imploring him with her eyes to look at her, to tell her what she had done wrong. When no answer was forthcoming, she pressed. “Talk to me, Regan! Tell me what I’ve done to displease you!”
 
Regan was silent, the only sound she heard was the striking of the flint box and his struggles with the lamp. Abruptly, the room was flooded with the warm, yellow light and her gaze lifted to look into the cold, agate depths of Regan’s eyes. His mouth was a thin, grim line and his jaw held stubborn determination.
 
“Tell me what I’ve done, Regan!” Sirena demanded, hurt beyond words, her pride forbidding her to share her pain.
 
“It’s nothing you’ve done, Sirena,” Regan said at last, his words clipped and controlled. “You’re still the best piece to ever warm my bed.”
 
“Then what is it?” she demanded, tired of parading her emotions before him.
 
“You’re too damned confident of yourself, Sirena. Tell me why I found you here in my bed tonight? Tell me! Wasn’t it a damned plot to prove I can still be made a fool over you? Didn’t you come here and throw yourself at me so you could reduce me to the idiot you already think I am?”
 
“No, Regan, no! I came because I love you. Because I knew you still loved me!”
 
“The words you used, Sirena, at the height of our passion were, ‘I knew I could make you love me!’ I’m a challenge to you, you can’t face the fact that I could divorce you as I did! So you came here tonight to tempt me with your kisses and drive me wild with your beauty.”
 
“No, Regan, no!”
 
In two strides he was beside the bed, his fingers biting into the flesh of her arms. “I won’t be used, Sirena, and that’s what you’ve got planned for me in that pretty head of yours, isn’t it? You thought you’d come here and remind me of what we had together. Had and lost, Sirena! I never did care for a woman who was overconfident of her charms. And if you think I’d allow you to get close enough to me to gain your revenge for what you think I’ve done to you, think again!” he bellowed.
 
“Please believe me, Regan!” she implored, crawling out from under the covers, kneeling, her arms outstretched in a gesture of supplication.
 
“Believe you! I, who know what lengths you’re capable of going to? Remember, it was I who married you thinking you were your own sister! It was my house you lived in while you were wreaking havoc on the business my father and I had spent a lifetime building! You bore my name and slept with another man! You are the epitome of deceit, Sirena, and God help me, but I loved you! I can still love you, damn my soul, but I won’t let myself. I’m wiser now and I won’t fall into your traps again!” In a gesture as old as time itself, Regan reached for several coins and placed them on a table within her sight. “Little enough payment for a good roll in the sack. Take it, like the good little whore you are, and get out of here!”
 
Before Sirena could find the words or strength to answer him, he turned on his heel and left the room, slamming the door behind him.
 
Too stricken to cry, too pained to move, Sirena heard him stamp down the stairs and, from below, there was the sound of shattering glass. Slowly, in choked, laggard movements, she dressed herself. Glancing once about the room where she had found meaning to her life only a short while ago, she closed the door behind her. Soundlessly, she descended the stairs and stepped out into the night, the foggy dark a cover for her shattered, humiliated heart.
 
 

 
 
Throughout the next weeks Sirena found herself much in demand to attend social functions given in her honor. Though she wore a mask of gaiety for the world to see, only Frau Holtz and Jacobus knew her true feelings.
 
But there was nobody more aware of what she was suffering than Sirena herself. She knew she was beyond controlling the circumstances of her life. She felt powerless to salvage what was left. The only reason she stayed in London was to be near Regan. Somewhere within her was the small hope that the damage between them could be repaired.
 
In the dark, lonely hours before dawn, while she lay in her solitary bed, scenes from their last time together flashed before her, warming her in a half-dream where she could feel Regan’s arms about her and his lips adoring her. And from this she could draw strength. Regan loved her. Hadn’t his arms told her, and his lips? And when he had turned her in his arms, hadn’t he reveled in her offerings? Regan loves me, I know he does! And God help me, I love him so much! He doesn’t want to admit it because of his pride, but he cares!
 
Then, just as the early sun was lighting the horizon, her spirits would fall into that desolate abyss. And before she at last closed her eyes in sleep, she would cry with the firm belief that she was only fooling herself. That if Regan loved her, he wouldn’t have been so quick to misunderstand what she had meant when she had cried out. Yet loving Regan was the only thing she had left and no matter what pain it brought her, she could not give it up.
 
One afternoon, Sirena lounged after lunch deliberating on what costume she would wear that coming evening. Frau Holtz knocked perfunctorily and entered, bearing a small, silver tray on which was stacked invitations. Sirena smiled and picked up the first and then another. Near the bottom of the stack she picked up a formal, cream-colored square and laughed delightedly. “This,” she said, waving the invitation in the air, “is from Sir Stephan Langdon.” She had already explained that Stephan was Camilla’s father. “He requests the honor of my company at dinner tomorrow. He would be delighted to be my escort at the Fallows’ dinner party.”
 
Frau Holtz watched as Sirena quickly penned off her reply and handed it to the housekeeper for a footman to deliver. The aged woman trembled slightly at the sight of her mistress dancing about the room. What was the Mevrouw up to? Whatever it was, it had to do with the Mynheer.
 
“Listen to me, Frau Holtz. There’s another message to be delivered. I think Jacobus is the man for it. Tyler Sinclair has asked me to accompany him to Waterford so I can examine a factory he wishes to buy. As there aren’t any ships sailing on a regular basis there save Regan’s and, of course, the small schooners that are not allowed to take passengers, ask Jacobus to go to the wharf and have Jan or Willem go to Tyler’s office and say their ship is taking a few passengers. Whoever goes is to act as captain and his reason for going to Tyler should be to inquire as to the levies on Irish laces. When we sail to Ireland, you will accompany me as well as Jacobus.”
 
Frau Holtz frowned at the prospect of a sea voyage, no matter how short; then she found her spirits lifting a little. She had never been so bored and lacking something to do since she had come to this house in England. When the Mevrouw and Mynheer lived together, there was always something going on, sparks were always flying and one never knew if it were safe to leave one’s bed from day to day. As always, when the Frau was upset, her thoughts went to Batavia and her life on the islands. How she missed it.
 
“Jacobus,” she called out into the greenhouse from the kitchen window. “The Mevrouw has an errand for you.” Quickly she explained and did not fail to see the man’s eyes light at the prospect of going to sea again. While Jacobus might say he yearned for dry land, he longed to be once again on a rolling, pitching deck. But, he would never leave Sirena. He had promised to look after the Capitana and Frau Holtz and he would never go back on his word, no matter how miserable he was.
 
Several days later, baggage in tow, Sirena and Frau Holtz stepped aboard the Sea Spirit. Sirena winked roguishly at Jan, who welcomed his passengers aboard.
 
To all intents and purposes, Sirena and her crew behaved as though they were complete strangers to each other. Willem showed her to her cabin while the others were made comfortable in quarters which had been arranged for them. Sirena whispered to Willem that Sir Sinclair had a tendency toward billiousness in open water. Pray for calm seas.
 
Willem promised to do his best and, while she carried her baggage into the cabin, he asked how she found London.
 
“I hate it!” Sirena responded vehemently, her eyes stormy. “For some reason I find myself bound there.” She looked into Willem’s face, scrutinizing what she read there. She smiled sadly, “I have this feeling, Willem, that something is going to happen to me. I keep telling myself it’s my own sense of insecurity, but somehow I feel it’s something more. Perhaps it’s because I have no home, no roots. Oh, I have a house and I’m told I’m wealthy, but ... everything is gone,” she said softly. “Can you understand that?”
 
“Aye, Capitana. More than you realize.”
 
“I’m sorry, Willem. Of course you as a sailor understand what it is to be homeless. Forget what I said and sail this ship to Ireland, and I’ll let the sea convince me these feelings are just attacks of a woman’s fancy.”
 
The Sea Spirit was three days out to sea, headed for Waterford, Ireland. Sirena was strolling the deck, Tyler on one side of her, Frau Holtz meandering on the other, her eye to an approaching storm. Sirena, too, watched the encroaching gale warily. Another two hours and they would find themselves in the thick of it. Her flesh tingled and her hands itched to take the wheel, but she forced down her feelings.
 
Later, leaning over the rail, Sirena watched as the Spirit lifted and dipped and sliced through the diamond-shaped waves with all the grace and certainty of a water sprite. She showed she was made of more than just the wood and nails that man had hammered into her. Satisfaction was the Spirit’s reward and the roar in her rigging was her ovation. On she raced through billows and groaning squalls. She met the wind and licked up the sea, dipping more than heeling, as if she knew she was the most magnificent ship beneath the sky.
 
“Sail ho!” came the cry from the rigging.
 
“Where away?” Willem called as Sirena narrowed her eyes to peer into the gloom.
 
“Due north and there’s another sail on her bow!”
 
Sirena climbed onto a tackle box and watched as the brig held to her course. Wet down, her canvas straining, the ship held her speed for nearly an hour. With the wind coming aft, Sirena watched as her booms swung out under the reaches of her sails. The water boiled and churned aft until her wake was long and white. Even from this distance, Sirena could see the other ship gaining on the floundering brig.
 
Her own Sea Spirit secure, Sirena watched as the British flag whipped in the wind. She knew in a second what the pursuing ship’s objective was, a brig carrying English cargo. Her eyes questioned Jan and he nodded. It was a pirate ship and bent on destroying the unsuspecting vessel. Sirena shook her head slightly. They would not interfere.
 
Tyler was watching with a keen eye as the brigantine tried to outrun the pirates.
 
Sirena fought to keep her agitation from showing as she watched the lightning play in brilliant sheets, frolicking over the line of earth and sky. The lady of the sea was unhappy. She was betrothed to the wind, a prodigal and unpredictable suitor.
 
“Look!” Tyler called excitedly, “it’s really a pirate ship!” He could barely contain his excitement as a roar split the air and thick, black smoke eddied upward above the smoking brigantine.
 
“How does it feel to witness this, Tyler?” Sirena asked. “Do you still entertain thoughts of being a lawless seaman?”
 
“I’d give anything to be one of those pirates!” he exclaimed, his eyes shining brightly. “I’ve never seen anything like it. My father used to read me stories when I was a child and it was just like this, the storm and all,” he said, waving his hand at the flashes of lightning and the thundering sky. “That’s van der Rhys’ ship!” he suddenly exclaimed, recognizing the English brig for the first time. “I can tell by the flag she flies. I only saw it being loaded at the wharf just last month. He’ll have a bloody fit!” Suddenly he caught himself, “Sorry, Sirena, I suppose those are a share of your profits, too.”
 
Sirena’s eyes flashed suddenly. “Are you certain?” she shouted as a roar of thunder split the air.
 
“Positive!” Tyler announced, his eyes glued to the attacking pirate brigantine. “If I had that booty from the van der Rhys ship, I’d never have to go to those damnable offices again. I could be free to live as I like! I wouldn’t have to live by rules and convention. I’d be free!”
 
“Do you want it?” Sirena asked quietly. In the roar of the storm Tyler wasn’t certain he’d heard her or if he’d read her lips. He tore his glance away from hers and riveted his eyes on the pirate ship again.
 
“I’d give anything in this world for it,” he said huskily.
 
“Then you will have it!”
 
Tyler didn’t notice her leave, so intent was he on his objective. When Sirena appeared, she was in her sea costume; the full-sleeved blouse tied snugly beneath her breasts; her tall, wide-topped boots which rose above her knees and accentuated the long length of thigh exposed by her cropped-off trousers. “All hands to the deck,” Sirena shouted, her legs firmly planted on the rolling planks. “We’re going to run. The wind has changed to the south!”
 
Tyler’s eyes nearly popped from his head as Sirena ordered, “Haul the yards about for the port tack. Move lively, men, there’s not much time!” She looked over her shoulder and grinned at Tyler’s obvious shock. “You wanted it. Station yourself securely or you might go overboard and you’ll not live to enjoy your booty.”
 
Every crew member knew what lay in store for himself. Each manned his station. The Spirit would maneuver a short round to, and in so doing would pivot on her stern under headsails, piling up great lee waves on her starboard side. Sirena had to heist forward and reply to the ship’s head with helm at the exact moment. She had to push aft at just the right time, when the helm was moved to shift her forward. She would be forced to lay oil from her bows and, most important, before the order to fill headsails, wait for a smooth. If not, she was in deadly peril.
 
One false move, no matter how minute, and the Spirit would be at the mercy of wind and sea. Sirena took the wheel and it was touch and go. The seamen’s cries rained on the wind. The helm shifted and the jib sails and forestaysail rose, cracked in the wind, ballooned and, with the forward seamen playing tug-of-war on the sheets, the mighty foresail reefed, catching a fill of wind and buoying up the fore. The Spirit began to swing. The arrogant lady dug her nose into the rolling seas and pushed up more starboard. The lady came about in a boil of water and foam, her port side exposed to the full force of the ferocious wind. She shuddered, heeled dangerously in the vise of windward and lee seas, rocking, unsure of herself. Then the helm shifted. To cries aft and forward, the headsails spilled their wind as the aft gave bright sail to bear. Foresail was set on the fore and main, yards readied on the port tack sprouted sail. The helm met the press of canvas. The graceful lady groaned, trembled, heeled and shot forward.
 
“Smartly done,” Jan yelled from the stern.
 
“Willem, the wheel,” Sirena called.
 
“Magnificent,” Willem complimented.
 
“We must make our guest happy,” Sirena smiled, satisfied with a job well done.
 
For better than two hours the Sea Spirit pursued the pirate ship. And when they at last had her within reach, Sirena shouted, “Hear this! We take the marauding pirate brig! When we have her, gut her. A pirate on open seas is fair game to any and all. The prize goes to our guest,” she said emphatically.
 
“Aye, Capitana,” the crew shouted as they readied a grappling hook to board the brig bearing the Jolly Roger. “The fight’s gone out of her and it’s all she can do to stay afloat after that storm. A few of the English trader’s shots were well aimed from the look of her crew. If we don’t take her booty now, it’ll go to the bottom,” Franco yelled.
 
Sirena searched out Tyler, who was hanging on to the mizzenmast for dear life, his face pale and white. “Poor Tyler, you’re ill.”
 
Sinclair, his hold on the ropes slipping, eyed the long-legged creature before him with awe. He tried to speak, but words would not come.
 
Sirena brandished her cutlass in the air and laughed aloud. “I’d take the brig for you but she’s rotten with toredo worms and practically worthless. The cargo is yours and, within the hour, will be secure in the hold of the Sea Spirit. It’s all yours, Tyler, but remember, you said you would do anything for the booty. One day I’ll lay claim to that promise.”
 
“You must be ... you can’t be! I thought it was a story, a fabrication made for amusement! But you are real!” he exclaimed with excitement. “You are the Sea Siren!”
 
“Yes, I’m real, not a myth.”
 
“Sirena, that cargo the pirates took belongs to Regan van der Rhys.”
 
“Not any longer. Now it belongs to you,” Sirena laughed. “It was fair game. We didn’t take it from Regan’s vessel, the pirates did. There is a difference. I didn’t attack Regan’s ship,” she said firmly.
 
“He’ll bloody well kill the pair of us,” Tyler laughed nervously.
 
“Do you plan on advertising the fact that you’re in possession of his cargo?”
 
“No ... but—”
 
“Then he will never know who sunk the pirate ship or who has his cargo. Unfortunately for the scurves, they repelled the attack and paid with their lives.”
 
Some of Tyler’s color was returning. “What should I do with the cargo?”
 
Sirena shrugged, “You have several alternatives. You can sell it on the black market in Ireland or, if worse comes to worse, you could sell it back to Regan. I should think he’d pay handsomely for its return. Don’t forget I get my finder’s fee if that’s what you do.”
 
“We could bloody well end up in Newgate or strung from the end of a yardarm for this little stunt,” he said, scowling.
 
“Only if your mouth begins to flap,” Sirena said coolly. “And before that happens, I’d shut it for you, Tyler. For good, if necessary. Think about it. Right now, you’re as guilty as the rest of us.”
 
As Sirena strolled back to her cabin, she bubbled over with laughter. Regan’s, cargo. What a stroke of luck! Poor Tyler, he’d never be the same!
 
 

 
 
Regan was in the taproom of the White Dove when word reached him that his ship had limped back into port after being plundered at sea. He stood still, his eyes shocked, as he listened to the sailor’s report. He tried to clear his rum-filled head. His tongue was thick and his muscular body moved sluggishly as he tried to grasp the seaman by the arm to demand more information. “What pirate? Was it a woman?” he shouted hoarsely, a murderous glint in his eye. The sailor, frightened for his life, jerked his arm free and backed away from the wild Dutchman.
 
“I only came here to give you the news as I was instructed. What’s this you ask me about a woman pirate? How am I to know if there was a woman,” the sailor shouted belligerently. “Go to the wharf yourself and see with your own eyes. All I know is your cargo is aboard another ship and yours limped into port. Your captain told me to inform you the reason word hasn’t reached you before this is because he took time off the Cornish coast to shore up your ship well enough to sail back to London.”
 
Regan looked about wildly at the interested, amused faces that surrounded him. It was clear they thought him insane. How could he explain about the notorious Sea Siren to these grog-soaked individuals. If he wasn’t careful, they’d lock him away in Bedlam. Goddammit, it had been his biggest cargo so far in his fledgling business, and one that would have paid handsomely. Suddenly, his brain cleared and he tore from the room as if the hounds of Hell were on his heels.
 
He flagged down the first hackney he spotted and told the driver he’d pay double for a quick ride to King Street “I’ll wring her neck, damn her!” he shouted viciously into the clear night air.
 
The ride through the city of London did little to cool Regan’s temper. Stopping before Sirena’s house, he raced to the wide double doors and kicked at them like a petulant child. Frau Holtz, her hair standing on end, opened the door and immediately backed off when she saw the wild look in Regan’s face.
 
“Where is she?” he demanded.
 
The woman blanched and brought her clenched fist to her mouth. Incensed, Regan tore her hand away and demanded an answer. “Answer me or I’ll break your arm and old bones don’t mend quickly. Where is she?”
 
“In her room. The second door from the top of the landing,” Frau Holtz whispered fearfully.
 
Sirena had been in the process of reading a note when she looked up and saw Regan framed in the doorway, filling the opening, murder in his eyes. Sirena held a letter opener loosely, wary and angry at this intrusion. “Don’t come any closer,” she said vehemently, brandishing the slim blade.
 
Regan’s face contorted with rage. He leaped over a low footstool and slapped her, the palm of his hand drawing blood from her lip. Sirena tried to sidestep the blow and lost her balance just as Regan reached for her flowing hair. He grabbed a handful of the ebony tresses and pulled her to him, ignoring her scream.
 
“Attack my ship and steal my cargo. Oh, no, not again! Never again!” he shouted. “When I’m finished with you you’re going to cry for mercy, beg my forgiveness. In the end you’ll beg me to kill you. I warned you, and this time I mean what I say. I’ve had enough!” he shouted, each word distinct, his voice venomous and full of hate. “You’ve gone too far!” Intent on his own fury, his hold loosened. With one quick motion, Sirena cut up and lashed through her long mane of hair and found herself free.
 
She backed off and held the knife in front of her. “This,” she said, waving the impromptu weapon, “makes things a little more even between us,” she said coldly. “Why are you here? What’s your problem? Whatever it is, we could have discussed it like civilized human beings. You don’t belong here. I have a paper signed by you that says you are no longer my husband; so get out and take your rage and your stale, sweaty body out of my room. You make me sick!”
 
“I’ll leave when I’m damn good and ready. First you will tell me where my cargo is and when you plan to pay for damages done to my ship.”
 
Sirena stepped her way around the room, Regan stalking her like an animal. “Hear this, Regan. I didn’t attack your ship. Pirates hauled your cargo to their brig. Not me, understand? I didn’t plunder your property.”
 
“You lie!” Regan hissed. “You’d lie to me with a prayer book in one hand and a rosary in the other. Your entire life is one lie after another. Deceit, trickery, killing are the rules you live by.” He pounced on her and she brought up the letter opener in defense. He had her slender wrist in his strong grip as she frantically tried to free herself. He had her trapped. She brought up her knee and thrust it in the direction of his groin. His yell of pain forced him backward as she reached out with the blade and brought it down and around his cheek. She saw the blood spurt from the wound, and Regan doubled over.
 
“I hope I crippled you,” Sirena spit viciously. “Go back to your delicious peach and let her nurse your injuries. I hope you die,” she cried. “I told you I didn’t attack your ship, and I didn’t. You believe whatever is convenient at the time. Just as you wanted to believe Mikel was Chaezar’s child. Be glad I didn’t kill you because from this moment on you’re fair game. You couldn’t even give me the decency of hearing me out. No, you come to my house and threaten me and expect me to stand meekly by and take your punishment.”
 
Kicking her way past him, Sirena turned and looked down at him, disgust and loathing written on her features. “You’re smelling up my bedroom,” she sneered. “Now get out of here. If you can’t make it on your own two legs, I’ll have the servants toss you out the window.”
 
Regan straightened painfully and looked at Sirena. He blinked as he watched her face break into a smile that stretched from ear to ear. Deftly she reached behind her and grasped a small, silver-backed mirror and tossed it to him. “A small memento of this night. A mistake, but then who will ever know.”
 
Regan’s face drained of all color as he brought up his arm to wipe his cheek with his sleeve. His agate-blue eyes became slits as he looked into the mirror and then at Sirena. “You’ll pay for this,” he shouted hoarsely. “If it’s war you want, then it’s war you’ll get.”
 
“It would seem I’ve won the first battle. I hope you like the way I’ve carved my initial on your cheek. Think how nice it will feel when your little darling runs her fingers over it so lovingly. Tell her the S stands for seduction ... hers!” Sirena laughed, the familiar tinkle that grated on Regan’s ears and made his teeth rattle.
 
“I’ll see you dead,” he breathed harshly.
 
“First, you’ll have to catch me,” Sirena taunted. “And from now on, you’ll be so busy seeing to your cargoes, you’ll have little time for me. Adios, Regan, don’t trip over your own feet on your way out.”
 
The ache in his groin was intense but he’d never let her know how she hurt him. He’d walk from the room on his own two legs if it killed him. And it probably would, he thought as an ocean began to roar in his ears. His teeth were clenched so hard he thought his jaw would crack as he turned to make his way down the endless staircase. The white line around his grim mouth caused Frau Holtz to catch her breath. She wanted to help him but his forbidding look prevented her from doing so.
 
Regan had three steps to go before he reached the bottom. Sirena stood at the top of the landing and called his name. She still held the letter opener by its point. The moment Regan turned she threw and the sleek weapon soared through the air and, by some strange fluke, penetrated the toe of his boot. “I did not attack your ship. I sunk the pirate ship that stole your cargo. The rules of salvage make the booty mine.” Sirena leaned over the railing and laughed. “Frau Holtz, help him. The poor man seems to be hurt.”
 
Regan brought himself under control and stalked from the house, the stiletto bobbing from the thick leather of his boot.
 
“Insufferable bastard. If you ever allow him into this house again, I’ll send you to sea, Frau Holtz, and you’ll never touch dry land again! Do you hear me?”
 
Frau Holtz gulped, knowing it was useless to argue. “Ja, I hear, Mevrouw.”
 
Tears streaming down her cheeks, Sirena made her way to her suite and threw herself on the bed, sobing.
 
 

 
 
Regan staggered into his room, his eyes burning with rage as he fell across his bed. He slumped down, his hands grasping his midsection. His mouth was a grim, ashen line as he drew deep breaths into his lungs. She was a bitch! He should have grasped her by the neck and squeezed till her eyes bulged from her head and her tongue turned black. He should have taken her and smashed her against the wall till she was a bleeding, pulpy mass.
 
He remembered the wound on his cheek and slammed his fist into the hard wood of the headboard. A yowl of outrage escaped him and then he nursed his bruised hand. His blood boiled as he tried to get to his feet, only to fall back on the softness of the bed. He closed his eyes as wave after wave of pain washed over him. There was no doubt in his mind that he could have killed her, stopped her in some way. Why did he always stop short of doing her harm? Why did he allow her to taunt and torment him time and again? Was it because she was in his blood? Because he loved her? How much longer was he going to let her have her way? When was he going to put a stop to it once and for all?
 
He rolled over on the bed as another wave of pain coursed through him. He had to do something. Make up his mind and stick to a course of action. If only she were more typical, more predictable, then he would feel ... safer.
 
He ground his teeth together at the thought. He was a man and she was only a woman. A stabbing sensation surged through his groin with such force, he drove his fist into the bed, tearing the sheet. “Bitch! Goddamn murdering bitch!” he groaned.
 
Hours and half a bottle of rum later, the pain subsided and Regan slept. His dreams were those of a hunted man with a cutlass-wielding Sirena hot on his trail.
 
When he woke it was with grim determination to do something. She said she loved him, that her life was incomplete without him. Once and for all he would put her in her place and she would never shake loose from it. “I’ve had enough!” he roared. “Two can play this damnable game!”
 
War, she called it. Men fought wars, men won wars. Women caused wars! This time it would be no different. He would fight her with the one weapon she couldn’t resist, he thought smugly, himself. He would lull her into a false sense of security and then he would strike. Then he would pick up his life and lead it without her interference. He had to do it; she was leaving him no choice. There comes a time in every man’s life, he told himself, when he has to do the impossible. And this was going to be it, he thought morbidly. It was time Sirena learned the hard way who the superior force was.

 







Chapter Fourteen
 
Caleb sat with his knees drawn to his chin on the sparkling decks of the Rana as his gaze followed Lord Farrington and the workmen who were busily following the dapper gentleman’s orders. He watched as gaming equipment and box after box of decorations, befitting an exclusive gambling parlor, were brought aboard. There was a wary look in his dark, luminous eyes as he imagined the expression on Sirena’s face should she ever see the way her ship was outfitted. And Caleb was certain that sooner or later she would see it. Lord Farrington had told him, only this morning, that handbills were being printed to be distributed through London.
 
The argument between himself and the aristocratic lord still rankled Caleb, but he was glad to have won. Lord Farrington had presented the idea of having the hull of the Rana opened and a dockside room attached, forever condemning the frigate to be moored to land. Caleb had immediately negated the idea, refusing to alter the ship in any way which would impede her seaworthiness.
 
The soft lap of water against the hull of the ship had an hypnotic effect as Caleb leaned against the quarterdeck rail. He let his eyes travel to the top of the mizzenmast and wished fervently he was out to sea. The back-breaking hours of being a longshoreman had taken their toll. He knew that particular life wasn’t for him, but he didn’t give up until yesterday when Aubrey Farrington said the gaming equipment was due to arrive. Until that moment, Caleb didn’t believe he had agreed to the lord’s proposition. Now, it was a reality.
 
He watched a gull as it swooped toward the shoreline, then take wing and soar overhead. He wished he had someone to talk to, someone other than Farrington, who only cared to discuss business and profits. When he tired of that subject, he would invariably switch to women. Caleb wished Willem or Jan were aboard so he could exchange sea tales. The two old salts would have plenty to say and would entertain him as they had on many nights in Java. It had been a long time, too long. Thoughts of Sirena and Regan seeped into his mind and he quickly pushed them away.
 
Lord Aubrey Farrington tapped Caleb’s shoulder with the tip of his walking stick. “Cal, the men have been telling me of a pirate operating in these waters. I think it best if we take a few precautionary measures to assure the safety of our profits, and our patrons, of course.”
 
An old, familiar feeling churned in Caleb’s gut as he stared in disbelief. “What did you say?”
 
“I said there is word of a pirate operating in the waters off the southern coast. A ship belonging to van der Rhys was sacked and came limping into port with the news. I said we should take a few measures to protect ourselves, sitting out here on the wharf this way.”
 
Caleb’s mind raced. Regan’s ship! Sirena wouldn’t! Not again! He schooled his face to hide his emotions and asked, “What manner of pirate vessel was it?”
 
“By the stars, Cal, how should I know? A pirate ship, an ordinary pirate ship, whatever that may be!”
 
Caleb hadn’t realized he was holding his breath until the dapper lord uttered his last words absolving Sirena. She certainly wasn’t an “ordinary” pirate and, if indeed it was she who sacked Regan’s ship, she would have been certain he would know it.
 
“Well, boy, do you agree we should hire guards?” Aubrey tapped Caleb impatiently with his walking stick again.
 
“Get that damn thing away from me before I break it over your back! I’ve told you before I don’t like it!” Caleb threatened and Lord Farrington cautiously lifted the stick out of his grasp. “As far as protection from the pirates, that’s ridiculous. But I do agree to taking on a few men to safeguard our cash box from the scoundrels loitering about the docks.”
 
“Yes, I agree,” Lord Farrington said smoothly, “whatever you think best,” he walked away from Caleb, his stick tapping the deck.
 
An uneasy feeling settled between Caleb’s shoulder blades as he got to his feet. His brown eyes narrowed as he stared across the water at the horizon, to another time and another place, remembering ... remembering...
 
 

 
 
At the top of the wide, curving staircase in the Sinclair townhouse on the Pall Mall, Baroness Helen Sinclair marched haughtily in front of her husband, her thin form bespeaking her indignation. She was angry, angry enough to spit, and she minced no words in proclaiming this.
 
“Make no excuses to me, Charles. You had very poor judgment in inviting Stephan Langdon to my dinner party!”
 
“Helen, dear,” Baron Sinclair pleaded, “what would you have had me do? When Stephan approached me, he already knew the invitations for your little soirée were out. He simply stated that perhaps his fool of a housekeeper had misplaced it I knew what he was aiming at; I couldn’t profess ignorance.”
 
“Oh, couldn’t you?” the Baroness looked down her long nose at her husband. “I should never know why! Charles, when will you learn that Stephan Langdon is ignorant beyond insult?”
 
Floundering for an excuse as to why he went over his wife’s head to invite Sir Langdon to the dinner, Baron Sinclair said innocently, “Stephan seems genuinely interested in our lovely Sirena and she also seems quite taken with him. Perhaps a match is in the making.”
 
“Over my dead body,” the Baroness muttered as she lifted the hem of her gown to step down the stairs. No sooner had she settled herself on a settee covered in rich ruby brocade when the first-floor maid announced Sirena and Sir Langdon and showed them into the drawing room where the Sinclairs were enjoying the brightly burning hearth.
 
As always, the Baroness drew in her breath at Sirena’s loveliness, who today was wearing a copper-colored silk which enhanced her fragile ivory skin and shining dark hair. Now, why can’t Tyler find himself in love with her, the Baroness thought sourly, disapproving of her son’s taste in women. She sighed inwardly, realizing that a man like Tyler could never be a match for the fiery Spaniard. Sirena needed a man like Regan van der Rhys to compliment her beauty and spirit. A man who could take control and offer a constant challenge to her. Tyler was yet a boy compared to Regan. How sad that the marriage between the Dutchman and this beautiful creature had gone awry.
 
“How lovely you are today,” the Baroness said sincerely, extending her hand in greeting.
 
“Thank you,” Sirena smiled. “Your drawing room is lovely, Baroness.”
 
“I ordered the materials from your homeland, Sirena, and brought a draper from Spain to see to the decorating. I’m pleased you like it.”
 
Sirena smiled again and accepted a glass of sherry from the Baron. “Tell me, Sirena,” he asked, “how did you enjoy your trip to Ireland?”
 
Sirena sipped the cordial and looked at the Baron over the rim of the crystal glass. “It was ... interesting,” she said softly.
 
“I’d like to see some of the laces you brought back from Waterford,” the Baroness stated.
 
“Laces and crystal, Baroness. As a matter of fact, you will receive a small gift of the most exquisite glasses I’ve ever seen. It should arrive in a day or two. As for the laces, I’d love to show them to you. Perhaps later in the week. They are so delicate and novel in design. I must commend Tyler on his choice of investment. A woman never has enough ribbons and laces.”
 
Baron Sinclair, having little interest in the topic under discussion other than the potential profit to be gained, spoke to Stephan Langdon. “Have you heard that van der Rhys lost a cargo to pirates?”
 
“Everyone had heard of it,” Stephan said harshly. “And to think they sail in English waters! It’s not to be tolerated.”
 
“I heard the Dutchman was in a murderous mood when the news was brought to him. The story making the rounds is that he seemed a bit tetched, peculiar. He demanded to know if the pirates were led by a woman. Did you ever hear of anything so outrageous?”
 
Sirena placed her glass on a small table and raised her eyes to Baron Sinclair. The heavy, black fringe of lashes hid the sparkle in her emerald eyes. “Several years ago there was a tale of a woman pirate that originated in the East Indies. They say there was no seaman her equal. She fought and cursed like a man, and was said to be the most beautiful woman ever to sail those waters. Men named her the Sea Siren, but I understand the Dutch East India Company and its stockholders had other names for her.” Sirena smiled, a cool, enigmatic expression that caught Stephan Langdon’s eye and interest. “Some say she was a myth, others say she was real and that she still roams the waters searching for prey. I myself inquired of Mynheer van der Rhys if there was any validity to the story since he recently came from the Indies. He told me there was no such person, and, if there was, she’s dead now. Knowing this, I don’t understand why he should ask about a woman pirate. Perhaps there is something to the rumor that he’s a bit unstable.”
 
all eyes turned to Sirena, listening attentively as she continued. “I’ve no doubt it was pirates who plundered the van der Rhys cargo. Why, just today, I stopped by Tyler’s office and he told me a rather wicked rumor. It seems the pirate offered to sell van der Rhys back his own cargo for double what he paid. Ingenious, wouldn’t you say?”
 
“Quite,” Langdon said, sipping his wine. “Perhaps that explains Regan’s foul mood when he came to call on Camilla. That and the confrontation he had with several ruffians who attacked him and left him with a rather nasty cut on his right cheek.”
 
“You sound so bitter, Stephan,” the Baroness said snidely. “One would believe Regan’s fortunes, or misfortunes if you will, were your own.” Baroness Helen shot Stephan a speculating glance. Lifting her tone, she asked, “Speaking of Camilla, how is the dear child?”
 
“Very content with the betrothal. And, as you know, Helen, Camilla’s happiness is foremost in my heart.” Now it was Stephan’s turn to throw the Baroness a smirking look. “By the end of the evening she will have him smiling out of his black mood. He’s quite enamored of my daughter, you know. One has only to see the way he stares at her. He absolutely dotes on the child.”
 
“Doesn’t it annoy you, Stephan, that the Dutchman is nearly old enough to be Camilla’s father? You English, I’m finding, have a tendency to be indulgent with your children,” Sirena laughed, amusement bubbling in her green eyes.
 
“Camilla needs a strong hand,” Stephan said firmly, defending the situation between Camilla and Regan.
 
“A strong hand should be her father’s responsibility. A girl doesn’t need two fathers, Stephan. A husband should be a lover,” Sirena purred.
 
“She’s right,” the Baroness noted sharply. “Whatever were you thinking of to allow Camilla to become involved with the Dutchman?”
 
Stephan sighed. “The girl has a mind of her own and once she set her sights on him there was little I could do. Besides, he’s quite wealthy and a poor, motherless child could do worse, and my little Camilla does love him.”
 
Regan or his money? Sirena thought nastily. She lowered her gaze and offered the Baroness a conspiratorial wink which the regal lady returned.
 
The dinner party was a success. Sirena and Sir Langdon were joined by eight other couples and all enjoyed the Sinclairs’ lavish hospitality.
 
Because of the Baroness’ maternal interest in Sirena, a broad spectrum of society accepted this visitor from Spain with open arms. She was beautiful, intelligent and rich! If any other qualities were necessary to become society’s little darling, nobody found them lacking in Sirena. Her entrance into the closed ranks of London’s ton was successfully accomplished.
 
Much later, when the evening was nearly at an end, the other guests gone, and only Sirena and Stephan remained, the Baroness and Sirena withdrew to a far comer of the drawing room while the Baron and Stephan enjoyed a private smoke in the library.
 
The ladies, left to themselves, discussed a variety of topics—the weather, lace, and the balls which were being held. Finally, the Baroness could stand it no longer. Fully aware of the wary look in Sirena’s eyes, she attacked forcefully, intent on learning the truth. “You still love him, don’t you, dear?”
 
“Yes,” Sirena answered softly, turning her face away from the glowing lamplight, her features cast in mysterious shadows.
 
“And you’ll do whatever necessary to get him back?”
 
“Yes.”
 
“Even if he loves another?”
 
“No, not if he truly loved another. He doesn’t love Camilla Langdon. He loved me once. He can’t have forgotten,” she whispered, the passion of her statement charging the air.
 
“Just suppose, now I said suppose, that what you say is untrue. Suppose he no longer loves you, can never love you again? What would you do?” the Baroness asked, concern lining her otherwise smooth brow.
 
“What will I do? I think I should simply die. There’s no life in me without Regan. He’s mine by right of marriage; my religion forbids divorce. In my eyes we are still married and will remain so until death parts us. Not whimsical secular laws. I won’t spend my life being half alive. I want it all or nothing!” The eyes Sirena turned to the Baroness were so filled with grief, so tortured with rejection, the older woman was caught in their glimmering sadness.
 
“But, dear, what can you do? You can’t make someone love you!”
 
“Please, Baroness, no more questions. All I know is I must do what I must do. The circumstances between Regan and myself were my doing and I must try to rectify that mistake in the only way I know how.”
 
The Baroness gazed at Sirena with genuine fondness. If only Tyler were man enough for this woman, what sons they would have! “I understand, Sirena, I really do. If there is anything I can do, you have only to ask.”
 
“You are very kind, but this is something I must do alone. But I beg you to remember that I love him.”
 
The Baroness wondered vaguely if she would have gone to any lengths for Charles. She thought not. It sounded like a great deal of trouble for one man. Still, Charles wasn’t Regan van der Rhys. She shrugged as the men entered the room, Tyler behind them, returned from a dinner engagement. His chestnut eyes lit up at the sight of Sirena; and, after greeting his mother, he bowed low over her hand and brought her fingers to his lips.
 
“Tyler, how elegant you are,” Sirena laughed. “And who was the lucky lady this evening?”
 
“Some little drab,” he answered, his mouth turned downward. “I was literally forced into this evening by the girl’s mother. Since the family is a client of mine, I could not refuse.”
 
“Tell us what we missed, son,” his mother smiled indulgently.
 
“The usual,” Tyler said sourly. “Rich food, flat wine and dancing. The musicians left much to be desired. The conversation at dinner was lively, however,” he grinned. “Regan van der Rhys regaled the party with the tale of his pirated ship. It seems the scurves offered to sell him his cargo back at double the price.”
 
“Don’t keep us in suspense, Tyler, what did the Dutchman do?” the Baroness asked, her gaze going between her handsome son and the lovely Spaniard. Was she wrong or was there a private understanding between the two?
 
Tyler suppressed his excitement. “He said he has no other choice. He must regain those goods to honor the contracts with his clients, else his reputation will suffer. For a fledgling business, it is to be avoided at all costs.”
 
“How terrible for the poor man,” Sirena pretended sympathy. “How often can his business survive such attacks?” she asked, her voice low and throaty, her eyes keen and sharp.
 
Tyler shrugged, his own glance anxious and wary. “Who can say? It depends on how much he has invested.”
 
Sir Stephan Langdon’s aloof gray eyes were disturbed and his tone bordered on panic. “Are you telling me the Dutchman is near ruin?”
 
“No, that’s not what I’m saying. I said it depends on how much of his capital he had invested. He could well lose it all and still be far from ruination. Only a fool puts all his eggs in one basket and that van der Rhys is far from being.”
 
Langdon’s face showed relief and Sirena wanted to slap his face till his teeth rattled. If Regan were penniless, Stephan would snatch the lovely Camilla away so quickly he’d leave her breathless. It always came down to the size of the bank account, she thought sadly. Poor Regan, he should only know.
 
“If you’ll excuse me, I’ve had a long day,” Tyler said, getting to his feet He favored Sirena with a heavy-lidded wink before quitting the room.
 
“The Dutchman should never have acceded to the pirate’s demands,” Charles Sinclair said in a miffed tone. “In doing so, he jeopardizes all British trade. Still, it’s been quite a while since London has seen this kind of excitement, eh?” He directed his question to Stephan.
 
“A pity we won’t see it through to the end,” Baroness Helen interjected. “We will be leaving for Scotland shortly. Affairs of family holding,” she said to Sirena. “We may never learn how Mr. van der Rhys settles his affairs.”
 
“Before you leave, Stephan, there’s something I’d like to ask you,” Baron Sinclair interrupted his wife. He was loath to hear again how she detested the barbarous Scots and their hostile country. “While at my club this afternoon, a group of us were decrying the fact that our young sons of England are deprived of proper training in the art of fencing. A group of us would like to institute such instruction and, naturally, your name was mentioned. We feel it would be a profitable endeavor and would attract scions from all of London. A short-term project actually. We would like you to come in on it with us, Langdon, if you would consider seeing to it that the boys were correctly taught. Since you are an expert of renown, your name would have quite a draw in recruiting students. The tuition would be rather stiff and, if you would agree, you wouldn’t be asked to take part in the financing of the school. Your efforts with the students would be your contribution and we all seem to think the profits would be handsome.”
 
“Stephan, there seems to be so much I don’t know about you,” Sirena murmured. “I had no idea you were a fencing master.”
 
“The best!” Baron Charles bragged as he slapped Stephan soundly on his back. “The very best. He’s never lost a match to my knowledge.”
 
“I hope it doesn’t upset you, Sirena,” Stephan said anxiously. “Some women frown on such accomplishments.”
 
“On the contrary. I find it a very masculine sport,” she answered quietly, her face composed. “Perhaps one day you will teach me something about it. I understand the women in France find it an amusing sport.”
 
“I should be honored,” Stephan responded in his courtly manner. “I will leave it to you to name the time and place.”
 
 

 
 
In the carriage on the short ride back to Sirena’s house, a change seemed to have taken place in Stephan. He was almost withdrawn. Sirena thought he would be full of ideas concerning the fencing academy. But he remained quiet, answering only when spoken to. Taking sidelong glances at Stephan, Sirena scrutinized this man who had become her almost constant escort. He was rakishly handsome and the moonlight, spilling through the coach window, reflected off his silvery hair. His complexion was a bit swarthy and his teeth perfect. She had noted his athletic build earlier, and now she knew how he came by it. Fencing was a demanding sport and one which required top physical condition. She decided he must have enjoyed a reputation as a lothario in his younger days. There was still a certain sensuality about him. At times, when she caught him unawares, she saw him watching her and there would be a certain excitement behind his aloof stare. A titillating excitement she found somewhat pleasing coming from a man of his ilk.
 
It was gratifying to know that an attractive man found her desirable after Regan’s rejection. As though reading her thoughts, Stephan placed his arm about her shoulders and pulled her close. Gently, he placed a finger beneath her chin and lifted her face to look down into her eyes. “Do you know how beautiful you are, Sirena?” he breathed, his voice husky. Slowly, seductively, he covered her mouth with his own in a long, searching kiss. His arms tightened about her and she felt the strength in them and succumbed to it. Stephan was a most attractive man, yet Sirena was surprised by the response she experienced. And when his hand cupped her breast, she allowed it to remain there and enjoyed a small, womanly thrill to be found exciting by a virile, worldly man.
 
When the coach pulled into the drive to her house, Sirena extracted herself from his arms. She wanted no mistaken impressions that she would allow him to stay the night.
 
Stephan did not protest her action. Once again, he fell into the same silence and somehow Sirena suspected he was thinking about Regan’s money, or the lack of it, whichever the case may be. He walked with her to the entrance and waited till Frau Holtz appeared. Bowing over her hand, he took his leave and Sirena watched him with a frown at the corners of her mouth.
 
 

 
 
Regan sat in his unheated office poring over his ledgers and papers. The hour was late and his head throbbed. The figures in the columns swam before his tired eyes. If he had more time, just a little more time, he could build a thriving enterprise. If he had it, he could liquidate some of Sirena’s holdings to cash, thereby giving him more capital to work with. He had been a fool to start on such a large scale with so little cash and hope that sheer effort would insure success.
 
Now, he had Tyler Sinclair breathing down his neck demanding shares for Sirena in lieu of pounds sterling. With no other alternative, he had reluctantly agreed. He couldn’t see to affairs here on land and be at sea with his ships to protect the cargoes as well. Life had been so simple in Batavia. What in the name of God ever possessed him to come to England? He longed for the warm, easterly trade winds and the ripe, golden sun. If he had dug in his heels on Java, things may have worked themselves through for him and Sirena. Now, since she had come to England, things had gone from bad to worse.
 
He rubbed at his aching eyes as a vision of Camilla rose before him. He could always arrange to have the wedding moved up to a closer date and then he could take control of Camilla’s dowry. Only temporarily, until he settled his debts. He would make it clear to her in the beginning. He resolved he would return every penny. He had learned his lesson. Never again would he be accused of stealing a woman’s money.
 
There was no point in working the figures over again. Staring at them and wishing wasn’t going to change them. Why was he lying to himself? Why didn’t he admit he didn’t want to go home? He had no home, not really. He remembered his fine house in Batavia and then he compared it to the luxurious mansion which Sirena occupied. Just Sirena living there made her house a home. Frau Holtz’s scrupulous care kept it spotless, not like the hap-hazard cleaning methods of his lazy housekeeper.
 
In a split second his life flashed before him and he knew in that instant he had made the biggest mistake of his entire adult years. One he couldn’t alter or repair. Or could he? In order to amend the situation, he would have to go to Sirena and admit his wrong actions. Also, he would have to explain to Camilla that the marriage was off. He would have to face Caleb and the boy would know that Sirena had won again. He would have to close his offices and face the fact that his business had been a fiasco.
 
Regan pounded his fist on the desk. “No! Never!” he shouted into the echoing darkness. He wouldn’t give up! He’d not make that error again. This time he would dig in his heels and make the best of it. If he could simply find some way to get his next shipment to Scotland, he might salvage the enterprise. Caleb would help him. Caleb could sail the cargo for him and wait for payment. The first thing in the morning he would find his son and put forth the offer. And at the same time he would see about liquidating more of the holdings.
 
Locking the door behind him, Regan stepped out into the gray before dawn. His shoulders slumped as he made his way through the crooked alleys to Lime Street. The closer he got to his house, the heavier his feet lagged. The damp mist circled around him and wrapped him in its arms. His tired eyes were bitter and his mouth was tight. The thin, S-shaped line on his cheek was raw and stiff. He touched his fingers to it lightly and felt a stab of humiliation. Sirena had branded him with her initial. His reason told him it was merely a coincidence, but something deeper, more basic, recoiled at the knowledge that, given a chance, Sirena would have sat upon his chest and carved her name into his forehead. He felt the stubble of growth on his chin and estimated how long it would take for the beard he had started to cover his disgrace.

 







Chapter Fifteen
 
London was awake from its night’s sleep. The peddlers were hawking their wares. Outside the Langdon residence two overblown fishwives were slapping it out with oily flounders to determine which of them would secure the Langdon trade that day.
 
Regan had just dozed off into a fitful sleep when his bride-to-be was stirring for the beginning of another day.
 
It irritated Camilla that she had to dress herself and arrange her own hair. Her pretty face settled into a heavy frown as she looked into the mirror trying for a seductive effect with her long, yellow curls. Disgusted that nothing she could do would ever disguise her girlishness, she threw down the brush and stamped from the room. Why did she have to be all pink and white? she wondered with a pout. Why couldn’t she look like that Spanish woman her father seemed so enamored of lately? Her own coloring and features required a softly feminine style of dressing while Sirena C[image: e9781601830784_img_8057.gif]rdez’s ivory skin and luxurious jet hair commanded more sophisticating grooming. Camilla hadn’t missed the way Regan’s interested gaze had followed the sultry Sirena at the Sinclairs’ ball. The thought of losing Regan set Camilla into a panic. The Dutchman was the best catch of the season aside from Prince Charles himself, and Camilla wasn’t taking any chances on losing him to a dark-haired, green-eyed beauty who was at least five years older than herself!
 
When Camilla joined Stephan at the breakfast table, her mood hadn’t improved. She looked with distaste at the thin slice of bread and at the nearly empty marmalade pot. She knew she would have to distract her father somehow if she wanted to have the jam on her bread. There wasn’t enough for two. “You seem in fine fettle this morning, Father,” she trilled as she snatched the pot from beneath his nose. Quickly, she smeared her bread with the thick, golden spread and then licked the spoon. Correctly interpreting his look, she spoke bitterly, “Yes, it’s come to this. I hope you have good news today. You did win at whist last evening, didn’t you?”
 
“Yes,” Stephan sighed, “but a paltry amount.”
 
“I hope it was enough to pay the cook. She’s threatening to leave, you know. She said she’d finish out the week and, if she wasn’t paid her wages, she wasn’t coming back,” Camilla sneered, her rosy mouth curled in distaste. “I’d love to know just how that hag manages to keep so plump and fat while I’m wasting away to nothing! I’d wager she steals more than she cooks for us! She constantly complains the allowance you give her isn’t enough to cover the price of food, but she looks healthy enough.”
 
Langdon looked up from the billet sheet he was reading and smiled perversely. “A certain gauntness adds mystery to your charms, darling.”
 
“Gauntness! Starvation is more the like! It was all I could do to keep from bolting my food at the Waver-sons’ dinner last evening. It’s different for you. A man eats a hearty meal and his hostess approves. But women must pick daintily and leave half on their plate. I tell you, I’m starving!”
 
“Child, self-denial is an attribute to be cultivated,” Stephan said piously.
 
“I don’t see you denying yourself anything!” Camilla retorted, her rosy mouth puckered into a bow. “Every night you manage to dine out while I must listen to my innards rumble with hunger. Did you at least win enough to buy some eggs and cheese?”
 
“Something can be managed, perhaps a few staples. Remember, I have to keep enough for the next game. My credit is doubtful, to say the least.”
 
“Then cheat!” Camilla cried heartlessly. “I’m your child and I’m starving!”
 
“It’s only a temporary state of affairs,” Stephan said airily.
 
“You’ve been saying that for over two years! I’m warning you, Father, if I don’t get a substantial meal in me, I’ll be too weak to make it to the altar with Regan. And then all your bubbles will burst!”
 
Suddenly remembering something, Camilla ran into the parlor and came back with the reticule she carried the night before. From out of the small purse she withdrew a linen napkin. Carefully, she unwrapped the cloth and revealed a leg of pheasant. Ignoring Stephan’s disapproval, she began to tear into the tender meat as though it were the last food she would ever see. Stephan Langdon had to clench his fists to avoid snatching it from her hands. He watched as her small, sharp, white teeth tore into the succulent meat, savoring each bite.
 
“That was a dangerous thing to do, Camilla. What if someone saw you?”
 
“What if someone did? I don’t care any longer. I’m hungry and I could eat a dozen more just like this,” she said, licking her fingers and then sucking on the bone.
 
“Which of us will answer the door today to ward off the bill collectors?” Stephen asked.
 
“I’m tired of pretending to be the maid,” Camilla complained. “You do it. You do make a rather impressive butler, Father.”
 
Stephan eyed her with disgust and turned back to his billet sheet, studying the advertisements.
 
“Father, I hate to bring this up, but my seamstress is demanding payment and is threatening to spread the word of my poor credit. We really must do something. Your own tailor is making noises about taking the same action. I cannot think of another lie to save my soul. You must do something. Ask Baron Charles for another small loan. He is your cousin; surely he can’t refuse you when you tell him how impoverished we are!”
 
“As for asking Baron Sinclair for a loan, I refuse. It mustn’t get about how we’re fixed for money. It would immediately get back to van der Rhys. And our fortunes are looking brighter. Only last evening the Baron asked me for my expertise in schooling young scions in the art of fencing. I won’t have to invest anything, I’ll just reap the profits.”
 
“But that could take months! If only you’d allow me to convince Regan to hasten the wedding. At least in his house there would be food on the table.”
 
“My dear,” Stephan placated, “I’ve been toying with an idea. I think you should go to Tyler and ask for a small advance. He wouldn’t dare tell his parents for fear of their disapproval.”
 
“I knew you were out of your mind,” Camilla screamed, her fair complexion blotched with rage. “That is the worst suggestion I’ve ever heard.”
 
“I’m afraid we’ve no alternative. It’s either ask Tyler or starve,” he said craftily, watching her carefully.
 
Camilla looked at the cleanly picked bone and then at the empty jam jar. “Very well.”
 
“Today, Camilla,” Stephan urged. “I looked in your engagement book and you have no dinner invitation for this evening. Nor do I. You’ll have to do it today or we’ll both go to bed without eating. Of course, we could always stop at the Radcliffs’ near the dinner hour on some premise or another.”
 
“We did that last week, or have you forgotten?” Camilla snapped.
 
“We haven’t visited the Beckmans or the Palmers lately.”
 
“That’s because when we do their butler tells us they’re not at home. Father, soon all of London will be wise to us. Must you keep coming up with such weak solutions? Either you’re going to have to become more adept at cards or you’ll have to take up stealing.”
 
“There will be no need for such drastic measures. Not if you go to Tyler. His money will tide us over for a while.”
 
“How much do you think he’ll give me? Enough for a few days and then we’ll be right back where we are now. Starving!” she cried bitterly. “And another thing. Why must I do all the worrying about our credit. You’re the man of the house and you’re my father. You’re supposed to take care of me!”
 
“True, true, my dear. But then I have my reputation to think of,” Stephan commented affably.
 
“What reputation?” Camilla snorted. “If anyone’s reputation is hanging for inspection, it’s mine. I still cannot believe I’m doing what you ask. Do you realize, Father,” she asked, leaning over the table, “if Tyler takes it in his mind to stop my marriage to Regan, where does that leave us? In Newgate! That’s where! Bigamy is a serious charge. And if Regan discovers that I’m still married to Tyler Sinclair, he’ll kill both of us!”
 
“Camilla, if this little act of yours is to get me to agree to extend our credit against the Dutchman’s name, give over now, child. I’ve told you. Regan is a serious, sensitive man. And I don’t believe his love for you would stand in the way of his better sense. And if you are worried that Tyler will reveal your little ... er ... secret, I’ve told you often enough, I can remedy that situation. I’ve merely to make a widow of you.”
 
All the color drained from Camilla’s face. “You wouldn’t! You always said Tyler was our ace in the hole! Father, you must use your brain! The trouble here is Regan, not Tyler!”
 
“Sweetheart, have you ever thought of becoming a rich widow, or do you feel black is not your color? And while we’re discussing your position in life, have you given any thought as to how to pay for this wedding?”
 
“How else, I’ll be married on credit!” Camilla sniped. “That is, if there is anyone who will still extend us any. A promise to pay up the day after the wedding should suffice.”
 
“As always, you’re very astute. I was more or less thinking the same thought. I do hope you will have the foresight to have the larder well stocked before hand.”
 
“You can count on it.”
 
“Tell me, my dear, how did you get Tyler to agree to remain silent about all this?”
 
“You know as well as I. He knows bloody well if he marries, he gets cut off without a farthing.”
 
“I don’t think you have that quite right, Camilla. You mean that happens if he marries you,” Stephen said smugly. “I told you it was a mistake not to endear yourself to the Baroness.”
 
“It wasn’t me the Baroness objected to, Father. It was you! She has no closeness of kinship to give rise to her conscience. Besides, Tyler isn’t a fool. He knows our circumstances as well as his own. He agreed to say nothing and that is it in a shell. He also realizes it was a mistake for us to have eloped. And he knows full well the Baroness’ unforgiving nature where we Langdons are concerned.”
 
“Thank God for small favors and for Tyler still being in love with you,” Stephan said sincerely.
 
“And what of you? How is your romance going with that witch, Sirena Córdez?”
 
“I think the lady is quite impressed with me. It’s too soon to close in for the kill. I want to woo her a while longer. I’ve looked into her affairs and, if anything, she’s wealthier than your van der Rhys. I feel it safe to say I have the inside peg with her.”
 
Camilla looked at her father and wanted to tell him the chances of making a match with the sultry Spaniard were almost nil. “There must be something to eat in this house,” she said, rising from the table. “I’ll just bet that miserable cook has a larder stashed away somewhere and she’ll tell me where it is if I have to tie her to the spit and roast her for our dinner!”
 
Stephan watched his daughter with an amused look and thought she was the most endearing little cannibal in all London.
 
 

 
 
The weather was fair; and when Sirena rose she was aware of a vague boredom which she knew would increase before the day was through. She scowled to herself. She wasn’t used to this indolent life. Even as a child, she had been physically active. On Java there had been horseback rides into the jungles and along the inland river. On board ship she used her muscles to hoist rigging and stand watch at the wheel. Here, a lady was tightly restricted as to what activities were offered her. Sirena didn’t care to adopt the fashion of entertaining vendors and merchants in her suite while she attended to her toilette. In fact, there was nothing she considered more a waste of time than to sit before a mirror half the day while some simpleton dressed her hair and she puzzled over one length of cloth after another.
 
She longed to walk through Saint James’ Park, but that was unheard of among the upper classes. Either a lady went attended in a coach or not at all. The weather still prohibited a picnic in the country where she could stretch her limbs and enjoy clear, fresh air. The prospect of spending another day indoors fell on her like a blight. Suddenly, her eyes fell on a billet sheet which had been brought in with her breakfast tray. It announced the opening of several new shops in the Royal Exchange. The idea interested her and she determined that she would go there in the company of Frau Holtz later that morning.
 
Frau Holtz busied herself about Sirena’s room, happily looking forward to the shopping expedition. Like all other women, the prospect of perusing the many shops and bargain tables at the “Change,” as it was popularly called, excited her. Mentally, she made a list of the things she wished to buy. Money was really no object for the Frau as she had been well paid throughout her years as the van der Rhys housekeeper and her needs were few. Besides, on Java, what did a woman of her status need in the way of luxuries save a few new gowns every year and a pair of sensible shoes. But the city of London fired the Frau’s tastes. Her few excursions into the park and the marketplace alerted her to the fact the servants of the rich reflected their employers’ tastes and pockets. She had become dissatisfied with her plain, black bombazine gowns and yearned for a frill or two at the neckline and sleeve.
 
Sirena turned to the looking glass for the full effect of her costume. She was wearing a new aquamarine outfit. The color of the Mediterranean, she thought when she selected the velvet fabric. The gown sported a snug-fitting jacket, deeply embossed with golden scrolls at the lapels and full sleeves. Her hair gleamed darkly against the pale color and her eyes were enhanced, looking brighter and greener from under her black lashes. Although severely tailored, the delicate hue lent a femininity to the costume. On her head she set a narrow, peaked hat with wispy veiling falling over her face and an array of exotic feathers decorating the crown. Pulling on white kid gloves, Sirena was ready to depart.
 
“Is the carriage ready for us, Frau Holtz?” she asked, smiling as the older woman hastened to clamp her plain hat firmly on her gray head and don her heavy, woolen cloak.
 
“Ja, and Jacobus is waiting for us. He thinks it all fun and games to play footman to you, Mevrouw. Sometimes I wish he’d go back to the ship,” she complained. “All he does is spruce himself up in that fine livery you bought him and hang about the house all day plying cakes and pies out of Cook.”
 
Sirena’s smile broadened. “Frau Holtz, do I detect a spur of jealousy?”
 
“Nein! And why should I be jealous of the likes of him? I can’t shake loose from the man! He’s taken it upon himself to watch over the two of us and he does a fine job of that. Whenever I turn about, he’s there. He’s always underfoot! And God forbid you should return from a party or dinner later than he thinks you should, Mevrouw! Ach! The man’s a fool!” she exclaimed, but Sirena noted there was a softening in her eyes when she spoke of the old man.
 
At the intersection of Corn Hill and Threadneedle Street stood the Royal Exchange. The immense building was in the shape of a quadrangle and encircled a courtyard and galleries that were divided into tiny shops which were attended by comely girls to draw the trade of the gallants and fops who frequented the pubs and eateries. The traffic surrounding the famous marketplace was thick and disorderly.
 
After a lengthy ride through town along cobblestoned streets and the various disputes with hackneys over the right of way and interminable processions of chicken carts and tallow carts and vehicles bearing every variety of goods, Jacobus’ patience was at an end. “Just give a man the freedom of open water,” he complained to Sirena. But she knew Jacobus would be heartbroken if she ever sent him back to the Sea Spirit with the rest of the crew. Jacobus would be lost without the Frau and herself to look after. He had appointed himself their guardian and he meant to see the job through, whatever the costs to his temperament.
 
As Sirena and Frau Holtz went into the Exchange, they were assaulted by myriad aromas coming from cookfires and heard the hawkers displaying their goods. Ascending the stairs to the top gallery with Frau Holtz close behind, Sirena pretended not to hear the compliments extended in her direction by fastidiously dressed gallants who hung about flirting with the shopgirls and unescorted ladies. Frau Holtz sniffed and sent them scourging looks as she huffed up the steps after her Mevrouw. Daunted, they left the women to their shopping and bedeviled other likely prospects.
 
Through the shops the women wandered, stopping now and again to examine a pair of gloves or a length of ribbon. Sirena was caught up in the enthusiasm of the Change. She bought seven pairs of gloves, each in a different color. Frau Holtz, too, was enticed by the bargains. She also bought gloves, two pairs, both black.
 
Stockings, feathers, fans, laces, buttons, needles, spices, exotic essences, all found their way into their packages. On the lower gallery, Sirena and Frau Holtz happily neared the end of their adventure. The Frau’s feet hurt and Sirena’s head ached and her nerves were taut from being jostled by the crowd. In the center of the courtyard, merchants dickered over the prices of stocks and mortgages and their prospective cargoes which were coming by ship.
 
Just as they were about to leave, they rounded a goldsmith’s shop and Frau Holtz stopped to admire a pair of earbobs. On impulse, Sirena stepped into the stall and bought them for her friend. The jeweler looked at Sirena with a speculative eye, noting her rich dress and obvious wealth, and he said in a low voice, “If Madame would be interested in a most unusual piece of jewelry, she has come to the right shop.”
 
Sirena glanced at him and was reminded of the wealthy old Jews who used to come to her father’s house in Cádiz. She instinctively knew the goldsmith was to be trusted in the quality of his merchandise. Jewelers’ reputations were more precious to their trade than diamonds. “If you would care to show me,” she said, “I would be most interested.”
 
The man’s expression brightened as he glanced warily around his stall. It wouldn’t be wise to advertise to the scoundrels who hung about the Change that he had something valuable in his possession. Swiftly, he bent over to bring out a box from beneath the table, and Sirena caught a glance of the spotlessly clean yarmulke covering the crown of his head. The tiny satin cap was in such contradiction to his otherwise seedy appearance that Sirena knew him to be a wealthy man under the guise of a poor merchant. She realized the goldsmith knew it was unwise to sport his comfortable circumstances.
 
His hands shook slightly as he raised the lid for her. “This came to me by way of the Orient, madame, and when I saw your eyes, I knew it had been crafted for you.” Sirena’s eyes were fixed on the jewels which lay on a bed of black velvet. There was the most spectacular piece of jade jewelry she had ever seen. It was in the shape of a mandarin dragon with two glowing rubies for eyes. The craftmanship of the pendant and gold chain were exquisite.
 
Thinking of the gown she had commissioned Mrs. Wittcomb to create for her out of the serpentine silk, Sirena knew she must have the piece. “You are truthful, sir. It is by far the most beautiful necklace I’ve ever seen.” Her voice was excited and, try as she might, she could not disguise the thrill the object caused in her. She knew it was bad bargaining to allow the merchant to see this, yet she would gladly pay thrice what the pendant was worth to wear it with the gown.
 
Breathlessly, she told the merchant where she lived and invited him to come by. He introduced himself as Solomon Levy and gave her one of his cards. When Sirena reluctantly placed the royal dragon back in its case and walked away with Frau Holtz, Solomon Levy smiled with satisfaction. He certainly could pick a likely prospect, he congratulated himself. The jade was beautiful, rare and worth every cent Sirena would pay for it.
 
Goldsmith Levy was an honest businessman with insight as to character and means. When Sirena hadn’t inquired about the price, he knew she could afford whatever he asked.
 
Tucking the box safely beneath the table again, he thought to himself that it had been a profitable day. He experienced a small regret at having sold the pendant. Sometimes at night, when he was all alone and safe from prying eyes, he would take out the velvet box and look at the Chinese jade in the flickering light of a candle. His consolation in losing this enjoyment was that Sirena was as lovely as the pendant itself.
 
Frau Holtz and Sirena bustled out of the Change, laden with packages. “You wait here, Mevrouw,” the Frau said. “Look at the filth on the streets. You’ll ruin your shoes. I’ll go and fetch Jacobus and the carriage. I wear sensible shoes!”
 
Sirena succumbed to the Frau’s mothering. “All right, but leave the parcels with me so you won’t have to carry them around.” Looking up at the sky, she muttered, “It looks like rain. We’d better get home as soon as we can. I’ve heard of carriages turning over on the slick cobbles.”
 
“Ja, I hurry!”
 
Standing alone, Sirena ignored the inquisitive glances and bawdy appeals directed at her, a lady without escort or companion. Across Threadneedle Street carriages were lined up waiting for their charges. Sirena strained to see if her coach was among them. A chill washed over her which she attributed to the sun going behind clouds and the change in the air. From out of the corner of her eye, she saw a hired hackney pull out of line on Threadneedle Street and block the traffic behind it. The drivers swore epithets at the impeding vehicle, which seemed to be having some sort of difficulty. Just then, Jacobus came up behind her.
 
“I’ll take those packages off your hands, Capitana,” he said softly, relieving Sirena of her burden. “We’ll have to cross the road. Corn Hill’s impassable; there’s been an accident.”
 
Jacobus stepped into the street, Sirena behind him, her thoughts on the royal dragon. When she was nearly across, the hired hack drew into the road, the team of horses broke into a gallop, their driver whipping them into a frenzy. They were almost upon her before she saw them and then it was too late.
 
Whinnying, snorting, the steeds came. She looked up and saw the dark driver with whip raised, standing with his cloak billowing about him. In that instant, Sirena saw death!
 
Jacobus saw it, too. He threw the packages away from himself and rushed back to Sirena, tumbling her to the ground and knocking her out of harm’s way. The coach plunged forward, the thundering of the horses’ hooves loud on the cobblestones.
 
It was a full minute before Sirena and Jacobus collected themselves to get to their feet. Numerous passersby looked on, but none offered aid. Sirena’s velvet suit was ruined; the filth of the gutter staining it beyond repair. Her hands were scraped right through her gloves and she had twisted her ankle painfully.
 
Jacobus inquired if she had been injured. “I’ll be fine, good friend, but what of yourself?”
 
“I’m only glad I’m not too old to take swift action. You were very nearly killed, Capitana! I swear that vehicle bore down on you with intent!”
 
“Nonsense, you’re imagining things!” she scowled, remembering something vaguely familiar about the driver of the onrushing hackney.
 
“Don’t tell me nonsense, Capitana. I saw it myself!” Embarrassed by the commotion she had caused, Sirena was grateful to see her carriage round the corner and drive up to where she and Jacobus were standing.
 
“Liebchen!” Frau Holtz cried, “what happened? You old fool!” she scolded Jacobus, “what did you do to her!”
 
“He saved my life, is what he did,” Sirena stammered, still shaken. “Move over Frau Holtz, Jacobus has had as much a shock as I did. I want him inside with us.”
 
“Ja, ja,” the Frau uttered, a new respect for Jacobus in her eyes.
 
When they had settled in the coach and were on their way home, Sirena thought of her near miss with death. She must keep her wits about her in this city, she scolded herself. London is a busy place and can be cruel to those who don’t keep their mind on the affairs at hand.
 
Sirena rested her head against the plush interior. The vision of the hackney and its wild, heavily cloaked driver pierced her thoughts. There was something about him she found familiar. Was it the size of him, or the set of his shoulders or the tilt of his head? She sighed and admonished herself for being fanciful. Perhaps it was because of her interest in the arts of self-defense. Fencing required her to develop a certain perception of the way a man moved, his height, his agility. Somehow the driver of the hack reminded her of someone but, for the life of her, she couldn’t think who it was!
 
 

 
 
The ride from Drury Lane to Tyler’s offices on New Queen Street should not have taken over half an hour, as Camilla knew quite well. But just before she left the house, dark clouds had descended over London and the populace prepared for the oncoming storm. Hackneys and coaches jammed the streets as people rushed toward home before the downpour obliterated the kennels in the streets and sewage and filth floated about, foul-smelling obstacles to foot and vehicle. Checking the tiny timepiece pinned to her dress, she realized she had been riding for forty-five minutes and was still quite some distance from Tyler’s office.
 
In the gloom of midday Camilla tried to relax. As a native of London, she knew it was useless to prod the driver to hurry or to curse the weather. She lifted the paper shade covering the mud-spattered window and looked out. If anything, the sky grew blacker, the impending rain making the air thick and still. Suddenly, the hackney came to a stop and she leaned forward to see what the trouble was. There, coming out of St. Bride’s Lane, was a cart rigged with wooden slats that made it a cage. Inside was a woman, her hair matted with filth and her body emaciated. Camilla shuddered, knowing the cart was taking the poor soul across London to the Bethlehem Royal Hospital, popularly known as Bedlam.
 
Camilla watched, mesmerized by the woman’s suffering. Her rags hung in tatters, revealing her scrawny form and the raw, bleeding sores across her upper chest and bony arms. A sign on the cart stated that it belonged to Bridewell, a combination prison and hospital for women and children. Desperation and panic clutched at Camilla’s heart. The vacant apathy and confusion in the eyes of the incarcerated woman brought back fearsome memories Camilla had thought were long forgotten.
 
How many years ago had it been when she had seen that same vacant terror in her own mother’s eyes? She had been only a child, no more than ten. “Mother is very ill, dear,” she could still hear her father’s voice. “Papa is going to put her in a hospital where they can help her.”
 
“No, no! Please, Papa, don’t take Mummy away! Please, Papa, I’ll watch over her, don’t take Mummy away!” But he had. Stephan had explained to his young daughter in the gentlest of terms that Lady Langdon needed more than the loving care of her family. She needed expert help. Help she would receive from the doctors at the Bethlehem Royal Hospital.
 
Camilla squeezed her eyes shut against the vivid memory of that last afternoon when she had run into her mother’s room and threw herself into her arms in spite of the nurse’s protests. But there had been no answering embrace, no loving kiss.
 
And when, at the last, Stephan had led Lady Langdon down the stairs and into the carriage, Camilla had hated him. Hated him for the times he had spoken bitterly to his wife. Hated him for the cries in the night that had awakened the little girl from her sleep. Hated him for always being a kind, loving father, yet a bitter, cruel husband to the gentle Lady Langdon.
 
When Camilla looked into the street again, her coach had begun to move and the cart from Bridewell had passed on. Surprised to find her cheeks stained with tears, Camilla searched in her reticule for a handkerchief. The pain was still there, the loneliness of a child missing her mother was still able to come up from the bottom of her soul and engulf her in a black web of helplessness.
 
Camilla loved her father, Stephan Langdon, in the emotional, all-encompassing way an only child loves her sole surviving parent. She blinded herself to his shortcomings, turned a deaf ear to his outrages and attributed to him all the endearing qualities of a storybook prince. Even their constant financial difficulties she did not really blame on his penchant for gambling and his inbred lack of responsibility. Rather, she believed him when he decried his bad luck. Even being hungry did not daunt her affection for him. If there was no food, they starved together. If they were besieged by creditors; they banded together; if they were homeless, they were homeless together. The only thing she had ever come to count upon in life was his true affection for her, and she rewarded this with her loyalty.
 
And yet, whenever confronted with a reminder that there was such a place as Bedlam, Camilla experienced a deep-seated hatred for Stephan. It had become the fashion among the gallants and popinjays to pay a penny and tour the asylum to gawk at the miserable inmates. Camilla always constricted with fear and dread as she listened to these tales with a macabre interest. To this day, she did not believe Stephan was forced to commit her once lovely mother to that institution. She harbored the niggling belief it was because Stephan wanted his wife out of the way.
 
As Camilla squeezed her eyes shut again against the boiling brew of mixed emotions which welled up inside her, she had the familiar recurring memory of Lady Langdon laying in her husband’s arms without protest as he carried her to the waiting coach, her eyes vacant and staring. Camilla remembered thinking how easily her father had lifted her mother. How delicate and thin she had been, a mere shadow of the lovely, bright-eyed girl whose portrait hung over the mantle in the parlor. And, at the last, when Stephan had closed the carriage door and turned back to the house, Lady Langdon had turned to look at her daughter who was standing in the open doorway, tears running down her face. For the first time in months, Camilla saw her mother make a voluntary movement. Slowly, ever so slowly, the thin, skeletal hand reached up to wave good-bye.
 
Stephan must have seen a change in Camilla’s expression, for he immediately asked, “What is it? What did you see?” and quickly turned to look back at the carriage. For a reason she’d never been able to explain, not even to herself, Camilla looked at Stephan. and said, “Nothing, Father. I saw nothing!”
 
But her little girl’s eyes had followed the vehicle down the drive and into the street, waiting for her mother to turn back and look after her. She never did.
 
By the time Camilla’s hackney turned onto New Queen Street, she had made the necessary repairs to her appearance. All traces of tears were gone and she had smoothed and straightened her deep-brown velvet gown. Tyler loved her in dark, rich colors; she had worn the gown expressly for him.
 
Tyler happened to be looking out his window down onto New Queen Street when Camilla arrived. He was surprised to see her out on such a rainy afternoon. He knew Camilla abhorred thunder and, from the looks of the sky, thunder seemed more than likely. Sourly, he thought to himself, the only thing that could drag Camilla out on a day like this was the need for cash. Tyler mentally calculated how much he could spare her and took a quick glance into his billfold. Since turning that quick bit of profit by selling van der Rhys back his own cargo, it was a good deal more than she would ever expect. Aware of her suspicious nature, he decided he would only give her ten or twelve pounds. It wouldn’t do to have Camilla or her sly father poking about in his affairs. All it would take was the smell of money and they would delve into his activities like gophers in a turnip patch.
 
It was only a minute before he heard her enter the outer office. He smiled to himself as he opened the door and saw his clerk, Whipple, stammering and gawking at Camilla, trying to speak intelligently. Whenever Camilla came to the office, Whipple acted like an ass.
 
“Hello, darling,” she breathed when she noticed Tyler. “Have I come at a bad time for you? Now, you haven’t been overworking sweet Mr. Whipple, have you? The poor dear seems overwrought.” She smiled in Whipple’s direction and the young man’s pimples glowed fiercely beneath his blushes. Camilla knew full well the effect she had on the skinny clerk and she reveled in it.
 
“Not at all, sweetheart,” Tyler said, motioning her into his office. As he closed the door behind him, he laughed, “Tell me, Camilla, do you come in here to practice your charms on unwitting Whipple? It’s a blasted sin what you do to his nerves. The youth’s complexion will never clear if you keep at it.”
 
Camilla laughed, the sound light and girlish and tinkling with gaiety. “Don’t be silly, darling, how could little me have such a devastating effect?” she pouted, her eyes sparkling.
 
“You little pagan, you know you love it when I accuse you of being a femme fatale,” Tyler smiled affectionately.
 
Sighing, Camilla kissed Tyler lightly on the cheek. “You know me so well, dearest, it’s a wonder you still like me.”
 
Roughly, Tyler pulled her into his arms, kissing her sweet mouth with savage earnestness. Then, holding her away from him, he teased, “Now that you’ve gotten what you came for, get away with you and let me be on with my accounts.”
 
Undaunted, Camilla patted her hair back into place and adjusted the brim of her flowered hat. “Tyler, you know why I’m here. Don’t make a muddle of it. Father’s been having a turn of ill luck at the tables and I’m near to starving! Can you spare me enough to buy a good meal!”
 
Tyler laughed aloud. “Really, Camilla, from the bloom on your cheeks I wouldn’t say you were starving!”
 
“That’s only because I’ve not taken to eating my red Spanish paper. The bloom you see, dear, is artificial, applied with a deft hand. Believe me, Tyler, I’m starving!”
 
“Don’t burden me with your affairs; go tell your Dutchman. He’s more able to fatten you up than I am.”
 
“Darling,” Camilla pleaded, “you’re not going to be tiresome and have me beg, are you?”
 
“No, sweetheart, I’m not. Will ten pounds see you over? It’s all I can spare right now. It’s near the end of the month and Whipple tells me he’s taken up the nasty habit of eating right along with the rest of us. It would be a shame to stint the chap of his earnings.”
 
“Ten pounds?” Camilla asked, obviously not caring whether Whipple received his salary or not. “Can’t you do better than that? I’m telling you, Tyler, the larder is empty!”
 
“Twelve pounds, then.”
 
“Fifteen, not a penny less!”
 
As Tyler pulled the extra five-pound note out of his pocket, he said seriously, “Camilla, sweet, do you always get what you want?”
 
“Whenever I set my mind to it,” she replied, snatching the fiver out of his fingers and looking with interest at his half-opened billfold.
 
“I think that’s what I admire most about you. You set your sights on something and you go after it.”
 
“Father’s training,” Camilla murmured as she poked the notes into her reticule. “You’re certain you can’t spare any more, Tyler. My seamstress is badgering me for payment.”
 
“I’ll feed you, Camilla, but I won’t clothe you. In a matter of weeks van der Rhys will see to both,” he scowled.
 
“Darling, you’re jealous!”
 
“Bloody well right I’m jealous! If your dear father hadn’t such an influence over you, things might be different between us. Mother never objected to the fact that you were penniless, Camilla, only to the fact that you’re a little schemer and you’d do anything for your father. Even to the point of selling every one of us Sinclairs down on pauper’s row.”
 
“Not all the Sinclairs, darling, even a white slaver wouldn’t have the Baroness and I doubt the wisest Jew could profit a penny from your doddering old father. Only you, sweet, would bring a handsome profit. I can see you being set loose in the streets of Verona and making your fortune as a gigolo to an Italian Countess.” She tossed her yellow curls and giggled, “Remember, I can speak for your talents, darling.” She stepped closer to him and trailed her hand down his chest, feeling his heart beating wildly beneath her touch. His hand came up and imprisoned hers and they looked into each other’s eyes with a world of longing between them.
 
Suddenly, a low rumble sounded outside the window and a flash of lightning streaked the sky. Camilla stiffened and buried her face in Tyler’s chest, clinging tightly. His arms went around her, feeling the trembling slimness of her, the childlike framework beneath her budding womanhood. At last, she raised her head, tears glistening in her eyes and Tyler was drowning in the droplets skimming down her cheeks. They kissed, tongues touching, breaths mingling, urgent needs blending. And they were lost in one another as they had been when they were little more than children.
 
Masterfully, Tyler led Camilla to the wide, leather couch in a dim corner of the room. He had not lit the lamps before the start of the storm and the gray halo of light penetrating the windows gave a feeling of intimacy and solitude to the spacious office.
 
Somewhere between hungry kisses, Tyler had removed his vest along with Camilla’s light jacket. And she, impatient with her cumbersome skirts, had slipped them to the floor, leaving on only her chemise and petticoat.
 
Claiming his lips with her own, she pushed him down on the couch and settled herself in his lap. Under the warm pressure of her thighs, desire was renewed in Tyler. Her tongue slowly followed the outline of his mouth, moistening it, penetrating it. A tremor passed through her to Tyler and she seized his hand, which was resting on her knees, and brought it against her breast.
 
He could feel the perfect symmetry beneath his fingers. His left arm made a support for her back and Camilla arched herself toward him. The purity of her breasts when he pulled her chemise to her waist astonished him. It had been so long since they were together like this. Not since immediately before Regan came to London. Her skin was a glowing white that seemed almost luminous in the dimness of the room. Slowly, very slowly, despite his lusty impatience, which he was having difficulty restraining, his fingers grazed her satin skin. Her petticoats rocked up and Tyler was excited by a glimpse of a creamy thigh above her stocking.
 
Fiercely, Tyler cupped her face and kissed her with breathtaking swiftness. Beneath her legs Camilla was aware of his passion for her and of the building need within herself for Tyler. He felt the change in her, felt her rosy crest stiffen beneath his palm, felt the heat from her loins and knew a sense of power over her. He could never get enough of her. The freshness of her skin, the delicate paleness of her hair, the sweet spareness of her breasts and torso; all of her was created to entice him, fever his desires, quell his want for any other woman. And when she was beneath him and her legs clung fiercely to his hips, he knew a sense of coming home. Of a familiar welcome, of a path much traveled and greatly loved. His brown eyes burned with exaltation when he entered her and she trembled beneath him, opening herself to him. Camilla moaned softly, relishing the weight of him. Loving it when he talked to her, whispered to her, told her how he enjoyed her, loved her body, the feel of her. And Tyler knew her almost better than she did herself. Others could be confounded by her unpredictability, but her moods were like phrases in an often read book to Tyler. He loved her in spite of herself.
 
He crushed her mouth beneath his, savoring the fullness of her lips, tasting the nectar of her passions. And when he leaned near her ear, he whispered in throaty tones intimate things, bawdy phrases, sultry words.
 
He withdrew from her, and entered again so forcefully, she cried out and raked his back with her nails, knowing what his next move would be. Tyler rolled over onto his back, bringing her with him, both still firmly joined.
 
Camilla’s heart pounded violently, her tumultuous breathing heaving her breast. “Oh, Tyler, we are made for each other; we are like hand in glove.” She looked down at him, at the adoration there in his face. She was aware of his hands, possessing her, driving her to the brink of ecstasy. She felt his muscular torso between her knees and the heat where their flesh joined. And when they both approached the apex of desire, Tyler gently laid her under him once again. He covered her mouth with his as she began to cry out for fulfillment. and together they soared and spun out beyond the stars, seeing the moon with rapture in their eyes.
 
 

 
 
The rain was pelting against the windows as Camilla fussed with her hair and completed the buttons on her jacket. Another sudden clap of thunder unnerved her. If the sky had opened up and lightning had rained down upon London when she and Tyler were locked in each other’s arms, she had not been aware of it. She didn’t care for the thought of traveling across town in a hired hack while the elements still crashed, but there was no help for it. If she was to get home in time to pay Cook and lay in ample provisions, she would have to leave immediately. Her innards were already growling in protest over the scanty breakfast she had had.
 
“Are you certain you want to leave right away, Camilla?” Tyler asked. “I know how much you detest storms.”
 
“Yes, but I detest starvation even more. Really, I must depart. Before I do, though, have I thanked you for your little loan?”
 
“More than adequately, sweetheart,” Tyler kept his voice light and even. Yet Camilla perceived a hint of contempt edging his words and looked at him inquisitively.
 
“You’re quite a girl, Camilla. One can always say you never take without giving. You always pay somehow or other for what you get, don’t you?”
 
Fury fired Camilla’s eyes. “I’d like to think this afternoon was worth more than fifteen pounds to you, Tyler,” she said caustically.
 
“I could have gotten the same and more down on Rotten Row for a shilling,” he lied, wanting to hurt her.
 
“Then it’s to there you should go, Tyler. And a pox be on you!” her temper flared. “How would you like it if I dropped it in the Baroness’ ear that her son frequents the whorehouses in the slums?”
 
Tyler laughed. “I wouldn’t do that, Camilla. My mother is apt to ask you where on Rotten Row your father has opened a house for you.”
 
“You pig!” Camilla screamed, slapping Tyler soundly across the face. “Perhaps I should let all be damned and confess to your beloved parents that we’ve been married for nearly three years now and you’re simply waiting for them to pass on to their reward to claim me as your bride!”
 
“What, and have me disinherited? Camilla, you shock me,” Tyler remarked scornfully. “When I wanted to tell my parents, you and your father talked me out of it. ‘Don’t do it,’ he said, and like a fool I listened to him! I tought it was my skin he was saving, but we both know that’s not true. I would be ostracized, disinherited and, along with me, your father would find himself resting in the dung heap! It was his own skin he was watching out for. He knew my parents would banish him from their society and the only reason he is acceptable at all among his peers is that he has my father’s endorsement. Without that he’d be cast out of those fashionable drawing rooms like a leper!
 
“Besides, I’m interested to see to what lengths you’d go to please your Papa. I’ll reach my majority of twenty-five in two years’ time and that is when I intend to lay my claim to you. Whether you’re married to van der Rhys or not! I’ll come forward and demand you, Camilla. I have warned you before and you don’t seem to believe me.”
 
“You wouldn’t dare! You agreed to pretend our marriage never happened. My father paid thousands to have the records obliterated! You couldn’t prove a thing!”
 
“Ah, sweetheart, but I could. You forget the mariage paper both you and I signed, and I’m happy to say your father’s signature giving his consent is also present. I have that document, Camilla, and I’ll use it. You know how little I care for society. I much prefer my parents’ country estate. And a little scandal never harmed a man’s acceptability. It’s you and your father who will suffer. I’ve begged you not to go through with this farce, but you insist. You refuse to stand up to Stephan Langdon. Then pay, Camilla, pay by never knowing when I will strike.”
 
“You’ll never have the chance! My father would kill you first!” Her eyes blazed, her skin flushed, yet her voice was smoothly controlled. “Only this morning father told me he’d make a widow of me. Beware, Tyler, you know as well as I what he is capable of doing when crossed.” Swiftly turning on her heel, she stamped from his office, slamming the door behind her.
 
Tyler smiled, chuckled, then broke into a raucous laugh. The Langdons both thought Regan was far wealthier than he was in reality. Everything he had been able to secure from Sirena’s holdings he had poured into his business. It also occurred to Tyler that Regan thought the Langdons well endowed with property and stocks. He laughed again, the sound bounding hollowly off the walls. They deserved each other, he thought, and he intended to be somewhere about when they learned the truth concerning each other’s state of affairs.
 
Tyler stepped over to the window and looked out. Camilla was just stepping into the hackney carriage. He experienced a knot of jealousy deep in his gut. There was no sense to it, but he knew he loved her. He probably always would. Why couldn’t he pull himself up by his bootstraps and go to his parents and tell them the truth? What difference if they did disinherit him?
 
Sadly, he knew the truth. The difference lay in the fact that if he were penniless Camilla wouldn’t have him. The only small satisfaction he could reap from the whole stinking situation was that Camilla was marrying Regan for the money, not for the man.

 







Chapter Sixteen
 
The trees in Saint James’ Park burst into bud and then into bloom. King Street, which passed in front of Sirena’s house, became a well-traveled thoroughfare as spring spun greenly toward summer. The ladies of London dug through their wardrobes for lighter gowns of pastel colors. Seamstresses experienced the usual rush for their handiwork. Coaches were polished to gleaming, their matched equine beasts curried to perfection. London was wearing the mantle of sunlight and flora like a new bonnet, and a sense of celebration freshened the air.
 
Sirena was becoming well known in aristocratic circles. When Stephan Langdon wasn’t on her arm, it was Tyler Sinclair. Many other prospective suitors sought her company and she often obliged; but when they would promise her their undying love, she would gently and thoroughly put them aside. She had no wish to enter a relationship with any of them. Tyler was a friend and she enjoyed his company; it was strictly a platonic relationship and Tyler never pressed it further. For this, she was grateful. Stephan, on the other hand, was a perfect gallant, but he never insisted on her kisses or to strengthen their companionship. He sometimes seemed intimidated by her, almost cautious, as though a false move on his part would find him cast from her society.
 
Stephan enjoyed being Sirena’s almost constant escort. His status in the social whirl climbed, and he did not fool himself for a moment that it was his charming self who was welcome at the balls and intimate soirées. It was Sirena and her endorsement by the Baron and Baroness and, of course, her money.
 
Sirena found herself in demand as every hostess requested her presence whenever they entertained. In return, Sirena repaid their hospitality with lavish balls and elegant dinners that were the envy of the entire city. She spared no expense on food and music. Her gowns were the most stylish and beautiful, and her entertainments gracious without ever being gauche.
 
Tyler watched her budding romance with Langdon with a cautious eye. He wanted to tell her what he knew about Stephan, but decided against it. Sirena was capable of taking care of herself, and would probably resent his interference.
 
“Nine more days till Camilla’s wedding,” Tyler moaned through clenched teeth. How was he to attend that bogus affair and behave as though there were never anything between himself and Camilla. For a moment he felt pity for van der Rhys. The poor man was getting it from all ends. Then he experienced a bitter bite of hatred for Regan because he was taking Camilla for his own; would share her bed and know her intimately; would learn to know how satiny those girlishly round arms would feel around his neck; would be offered those smooth, white charms and alluring lips. Tyler still loved her; there was no point in denying it. He was helpless. If his parents ever discovered his youthful marriage, they would disinherit him without a second thought. They loved him; they indulged him in all but this. He knew, without doubt, they meant what they said. Until he reached his majority, there was nothing he could do.
 
How often he had dreamed of proclaiming to the world that Camilla was his wife and inheritance be damned. Yet, while it would free him from this paralyzing agony of loving her and being unable to claim her, it would also be his total undoing.
 
The lights on the Thames reflected in the inky water like thousands of fireflies. It was the middle of May and the Royal Flotilla was a highlight of the season. Each year, according to tradition, the King, his Court and invited guests, would gather at the Whitehall Privy Stairs, where hundreds of barges and small craft took on their passengers for a leisurely cruise on the river accompanied to minstrels’ rhymes and music. All along the route torches blazed, guiding the way. On the banks the citizenry gathered en masse for a glimpse of their sovereign and his party. Finally, when the flotilla passed beneath London Bridge, the passengers would disembark for food and drink on the bridge itself and dance to the minstrels’ jaunty tunes.
 
Because Tyler’s parents, the Baron and Baroness, were abroad in Scotland, he took Sirena to the annual event with their invitations. The night had been warm, yet the air was fresh with the salt breeze from the Channel. King Charles had been most charming to his guests and roamed among them freely, wishing them welcome.
 
The cruise had been a gay affair and Sirena was still laughing at some ridiculous remark of Tyler’s when they walked along Thames Street to find Tyler’s carriage. The vehicles were lined up and down the thoroughfare, even extending up Bridge Street and onto Fish. It reminded Sirena, suddenly, of the commotion outside the Change where she had very nearly been run down by the mysterious hackney. Even as she thought of it, her blood ran cold and chills coursed up her spine. She had no reason to suspect it had been deliberate, but the occurrence had come back time and again to haunt her dreams.
 
“Come back here, ye filthy little sniper!” A man’s angry voice rang over the distant celebration coming from London Bridge. Tyler immediately pulled Sirena closer to him, protecting her against an unseen threat. This particular section of London was notorious for beggars and thieves. “Come back here!” the loud masculine voice sounded again.
 
Without warning, from around the corner of St. Martin’s Lane came a barely distinguishable form, careening at breakneck speed directly toward them. Beneath the light of flaring links, it was only possible to perceive it was a child, tattered and ragged, wild-eyed with terror, running away from a pursuer. Behind the child raced a footman, the gold braid on his livery gleaming, the light glancing off the heavy cudgel he waved in the air. “I’ll get ye, stinking little hellion!”
 
Unexpectedly, the hurling figure of the child ran directly into Sirena, becoming tangled in her skirt. In that one, brief instant, Sirena looked into the face of a little girl, not more than ten. Frantically, the child tried to disengage herself. Sirena gathered her close, protectively, smelling the rank odor of unwashed hair and filthy rags. The girl looked behind her, shrieking in terror as her pursuer gained ground.
 
“Please, Mum, let me go! He’ll kill me for sure!”
 
Looking down, Sirena saw a tangle of curly, brown hair and a thin petite face whose dark, shoe-button eyes were too large for it. Not only was there terror in those eyes, but a stricken expression of mistrust and loneliness, the look of the hunted animal. Twisting in Sirena’s arms, the child was gone as suddenly as she had come, running down the street on tiny feet which were bare to the elements. The liveried footman came abreast of Tyler, the expression on his face vicious.
 
“Tyler! Stop him!” Sirena shouted. The thought of what this burly, rough-hewn man could do to that fragile child was abhorrent to her.
 
Instantly, Tyler imprisoned the footman, wrestling him down to the ground. They struggled for a while before the servant realized he was resisting a member of the gentry. The footman offered no further resistance and quickly lay still beneath Tyler’s grasp. “I’m sorry, sir,” he uttered. “You can let me up now.”
 
When Tyler stood, the footman jumped up and began brushing at his clothes, murmuring over and over again how sorry he was to inconvenience the gentleman.
 
“That’s not important now,” Sirena said angrily. “I want to know why you were chasing that child?”
 
The footman stopped what he was doing and said, “I’m sorry to have troubled ye, milady. But the filthy little urchin was hiding in my master’s carriage and cutting the brass buttons off the seat cushions, she was. When I caught her at it, she spit right in me eye! Little trashmonger!” he said scornfully.
 
“Watch the way you speak to the lady,” Tyler warned.
 
Immediately, the footman lowered his head. It would never do to go against the gentry, that was a lesson he had learned early in life. A trough boy from the slums of Whitefriars didn’t become footman to a nobleman by bucking the classes.
 
“And where were you, that the girl was able to slip into the coach?” Tyler asked. “I’d be willing to wager you were visiting a nearby taproom, eh?” From the way the man shifted, Sirena knew Tyler had hit the mark.
 
“I was feeling a terrible thirst, milord,” the footman excused. “I merely chased the beggar to retrieve the ornaments. I’ve a wife and four young’uns to support. Them buttons are worth a half-year’s wages! My master won’t be pleased, sir, not pleased at all,” he whined, glancing off in the direction the child had taken.
 
“Give him five pounds, Tyler, that should more than cover the cost. I won’t have him chasing after the poor little thing when we turn our backs.”
 
Tyler reached into his pocket and withdrew a gold sovereign. “The lady’s being much too generous with you,” he scowled. “I, for one, would have your master discover what a sluggard you are. Here,” he said, pressing the coin into the footman’s palm. “Now, be on your way and leave the mite be. After you’ve seen to new buttons, there’s more than enough left for your trouble.”
 
“Yes, sir. Thank ye, milady,” he stammered obsequiously, as he bowed and turned off in the direction of his coach on St. Martin’s Lane.
 
In the Sinclair coach Tyler watched Sirena. Evidently, the scene with the little girl and the footman had upset her. He had seen a bit of the tiger in her as she protected the waif from the footman.
 
Sirena knew Tyler was concerned by this sudden silence of hers. Yet, she could not help herself. Somehow the dark, bright eyes of the small child became confused with her memories of Mikel. Mikel, her baby. Beyond the fact they were both children, there was no similarity between the gaunt, dirty beggar with her springy mop of dark curls and the plump, precocious, fair-haired Mikel. Yet, the waif had struck a long, silent chord of motherhood in Sirena and brought with it all the pain of her loss and the need to feel a child near her once more.
 
She squeezed her eyes shut and barely controlled the shudders of sorrow reborn as she remembered the touch of her son’s arms about her neck, the brightness of his smile, the warm, fragrant scent of his hair and the smoothness of his plump cheek beneath her lips. Her heart cried out, her body rebelled at this hollowness, her breasts craved the feel of a child’s head resting against it in sleep.
 
Thankfully, the carriage pulled into the drive; and, before Tyler could disembark and help her down onto the cobbled drive, Sirena tore out of the vehicle and ran past him into the house. The tears had welled up within her and threatened to bellow forth in a scream of anguish. Up the stairs she raced, nearly tripping on her skirts, twisting an ankle, nearly toppling over on her head, till she reached the solitude of her room where she could cry out her rage and enmity to the fates who had taken Mikel.
 
 

 
 
Jacobus settled himself comfortably beneath the sycamore tree in the garden and watched through rum-soaked eyes the progress the workmen were making. He wondered vaguely if he should offer to help. One look at the bottle clutched in his hand and his decision was made. Why work when he could drink? Completely satisfied with his decision, he brought the jug to his lips and guzzled greedily.
 
The sound of furious cursing woke the seaman from his half-drunken sleep. His hand still clutched around the handle of the jug, he opened a bleary eye, and grimaced. Hell’s bells, now what? He forced his other eye to open and looked around. Was it too much to ask to get a little sleep? An unsavory lot if he ever saw one, he thought virtuously. Paid to work and they spent their time arguing. He vowed to bring the matter to the Capitana’s attention as soon as he could get his land legs to working.
 
He was drunk, he decided, and this was no time to go to the Capitana with anything. For now all he could do was sit and hold his hands to his head to ease the pounding between his ears. Dastardly lot of men. A motion in the thick yew bushes to his left drew his attention and he squinted to see if it was Frau Holtz on his trail with another of her make-believe errands. Ever since she told him what her first name was he knew she meant business. She was not the type of person ever to reveal that fact unless she planned to marry him.
 
He blinked his watery eyes again. It couldn’t be, he must be seeing things, he mumbled to himself as he rubbed at his eyes to clear his vision. Dick Blackheart! Next thing he would be seeing was flying angels with harps. The Frau had warned him that when he started seeing things it meant his mind was being eaten by the liquor. What did a crazy old woman know about visions and rum?
 
Struggling to his knees, his hands still clutching the bottle, he tried to creep nearer to the hedges. It was Dick Blackheart and he would wager his drink against anything anyone wanted to put up against it that he was right. “Damn and blast,” he grumbled. “You there!” he yelled. “What’s your business here?”
 
The figure looked up, then quietly withdrew into the thicket of greenery. When Jacobus opened his eyes again the man had disappeared. He glared at the rum bottle and then tossed it into the hedge. If seeing Blackheart was what rum was going to do to him he would give it up. From now on it was the love of a good woman and strong black coffee. He grinned to himself as he cradled his head in the crook of his arm and was asleep instantly.
 
 

 
 
In the meantime, Sirena walked beside Frau Holtz, nodding approvingly at the preparations behind her mansion for the party she was holding that evening. The previous owners of the dwelling had seen to it that the grounds were a tribute to horticulture, and Sirena had hired several proficient gardeners to foul-low suit.
 
The weather had held and the lush grasses underfoot were dry. Early spring blooms had burst into color in neat borders surrounding carefully pruned shrubbery. Michaelmas daisies had been brought in, it being too early in the season for their delicate simplicity, and were bowing gracefully in the gentle breezes. The fruit trees and ornamentals sported new green foliage; but most spectacular of all was a strange blossomed tree which one of the gardeners had told her was a raintree. Its leaves were like feathers of spun gold and it held and reflected the sunlight like the armor of a warrior god. The bottom branches dipped in the attitude of a swan, and it was beneath this spectacular sentinel Sirena had ordered the construction of a dais for the musicians.
 
Long tables covered with exquisite lace cloths were placed in a row alongside the house. Later they would be laden with pheasant, turkey, breast of lamb, racks of veal and succulent hams. “I did as you asked and told the cooks to flavor the sweets with nutmeg, Mevrouw,” Frau Holtz smiled. “The Mynheer will think he is back on Java. Even the decorations you have chosen will bring him back to the East Indies. Chinese paper lanterns, the flowers, even the musicians you’ve hired.”
 
“And you’ll never know how difficult it was, Frau Holtz, to find them. Jacobus was the one who suggested trying the wharf for ships coming in from the Indies. He says most sailors are fair musicians. Luckily, a ship arrived carrying several Javanese sailors and two from Bali. I should think their performance will offer a touch of the exotic to the affair.”
 
“Not to mention making the Mynheer homesick,” Frau Holtz snorted, plainly indicating she did not think Regan worth the trouble. “All this foolishness! If the people in England would put their mind to work instead of play there wouldn’t be so many beggars roaming the streets. All I ever hear is parties, balls, dinners! And now this!”
 
Sirena laughed. “I take it you don’t approve of masquerade balls?”
 
“Bah! As if these people need the excuse to pretend to be something they’re not! And what will the Mynheer appear as? A sheep? And that child he intends to marry, will she dress as a shepherdess? Bah!” Suddenly Frau Holtz was sorry she had mentioned Regan. Sirena’s eyes took on a pained expression and the anticipation of being in Regan’s company showed in the strained lines surrounding her mouth.
 
The smile left Sirena’s face. “Regan will marry in just six days,” she said softly. “I thought for a time he wouldn’t go through with it, but he is. I’ve heard of the lavish preparations being made for their wedding. It’s said no expense is being spared. Tell me, Frau Holtz, how can I attend this ceremony and behave as though it meant nothing to me? I’ve lost him completely,” she whispered, “forever.”
 
The old housekeeper’s face was bitter. “You will do what you must do. Just as you have always done.”
 
Tears glistened in Sirena’s bottle-green eyes. “It was different in the past. I had a hate and vengeance in me then. It was what kept me alive. And when Mikel was born, I had my babe to clasp to my breast and give me comfort. Now it’s all gone and I have nothing.”
 
“You will always have me, Mevrouw,” the elderly woman said haltingly, trying to keep the tears from her voice. “There are still comforts I can bring you.”
 
“You are my friend, and whatever would I do without you and Jacobus and the others,” Sirena said softly. “Frau Holtz, I’ve been thinking. After Regan’s wedding would you like to return to Batavia? Once the marriage takes place I will know there is nothing left for me here.”
 
“Mevrouw, I am an old woman, but I know that it is not possible to run away from life. You’re only tormenting yourself. What will you do in Batavia? There’s nothing there for you now.”
 
“I could help rebuild the island. There is still much to be done since havoc struck when the volcanoes erupted. But, you’re correct, there’s nothing there anymore. Or anywhere else, for that matter. I’m a wanderer without roots, no ties. What good is all the wealth in the world if there is no one to share it with? What use beauty and jewels if there is only emptiness? Even Caleb has deserted me. He has not even come to see me once since I last saw him in Spain. I know he’s here in England. Jacobus told me the Rana is berthed at the wharf.”
 
“Perhaps he feels he would only upset you by visiting here. Don’t doubt that Caleb loves you, Mevrouw,” the housekeeper soothed.
 
“Yes,” Sirena sighed dejectedly. “After the miserable way I treated him aboard the Rana, I can’t really blame him for staying away.” Suddenly, Sirena gripped Frau Holtz’s wrist, a world of emotion brimming from her eyes. “All I ever wanted was for Regan to love me! When he needed me, after Mikel died, did I really turn from him?”
 
Frau Holtz gathered Sirena close to her, patting her gently, clucking soothing noises. “Hush, Mevrouw, if you did fail him, the same could be said for the Mynheer.”
 
“How can I face Regan again? Each time I see him, my heart breaks all over again!” The scene in Regan’s room when she had waited for him, bubbled up within her. She knew if she gave in to her desolation, it would destroy her, resign her forever to a place where life had no meaning and the needs of the heart were buried beneath a legion of regrets.
 
Frau Holtz felt Sirena’s spine stiffen beneath her ministering hands. And when she looked into her Mevrouw’s face, her generous, mobile mouth was pinched with determination and the emerald eyes were flashing with resolution. “Ja, this is better. Tonight you must be in his company and your paths will often cross. You will not wear your heart on your sleeve; you will keep up this charade as long as you must!” The housekeeper’s voice became gruff as she led her mistress back to the house. “A little nap, you will take, to make your eyes sparkle.”
 
Through the house and up to her room, Sirena walked on leaden feet. She lay staring at the ceiling, waiting for sleep, and her thoughts strayed far away to another time and another place. Regan’s face flashed before her, and she threw up her arm to cover her eyes as though warding off a blow.
 
Fitfully, she thrashed about on the bed. Her slender arm lashed out and knocked the lamp from the nearby nightstand and the tinkle of the shattering glass reminded her of that night, long ago, when Regan had stormed into her bedroom.
 
It had been after a party at the Spaniard’s, Chaezar Alvarez. He had come to her door, demanding to be admitted, demanding an answer to his question. “Is Chaezar Alvarez your lover?”
 
“I refuse to answer you, Regan, you’re drunk!”
 
Regan’s face had shown his uncertainty. Then he reached out and pulled her against him. “I want you,” he had murmured huskily, his lips seeking hers.
 
Sirena had fought his embrace, but her struggles were useless against his powerful arms. Ignoring her protests, he had picked her up in his arms and cradled her head to his chest, all the while whispering soft, indistinct phrases.
 
Almost tenderly, he had laid her on the bed and began to remove her gown. Head reeling, Sirena gasped. “Please, Regan, don’t do this. Don’t do this to either of us. We won’t be able to face each other in the morning.”
 
His lips had found hers again; his hands worked at her gown. Lost in the moment, Sirena could only surrender to the emotions engulfing her. All the anger and bitterness was forgotten and she had felt herself in the cabin of her ship, the Rana, surrounded by the isolating fog. “Regan, stop!” she had cried hoarsely, pushing him away from her as she rolled across the bed to escape him. He said nothing, his eyes said it all. She was his wife and he meant to have her.
 
Drunkenly, he had stumbled toward her. She knew if he got his hands on her she would be powerless against him. She had backed away, groping behind her for a weapon to stave him off. Her hand had closed over a silver-backed hairbrush. “Don’t come any closer, Regan,” she threatened.
 
In the end Sirena had found herself once again on the bed. She had lain there wild-eyed, anticipating his next move. And Regan, still glaring at her, had knocked the glass chimney from the bedside lamp and extinguished the flame with the palm of his hand.
 
He had come to her, locking her kicking legs between his knees. He had torn the clothes from her body, leaving her naked. Sirena remembered the feel of the hard network of muscles beneath his sun-ravished back.
 
Despite her struggles, his hand had grazed her body, his fingers had woven in her hair, and his lips had sought hers, parting them and seeking out the warm recesses of her mouth.
 
His kisses had covered her lips, her cheeks, her eyes, her throat. In spite of herself, Sirena had been aware of a building response. This was Regan, her mind had cried. Regan who had taught her about lovemaking aboard the gently rocking frigate. She had closed her eyes and imagined she could smell the thick, pungent salt tang that rolls in with a sequestering fog.
 
Like the sea, Sirena had felt her resistance ebb to be replaced by a surging tide of passion. Her lips had answered his, her body had arched against him. She had pulled his head down and pressed her warm, passion-bruised lips to his.
 
Even now, years later, Sirena could taste his mouth against hers, feel his hands on her body, relive the response he evoked in her. And when she reached out her arms to bring her lover closer, the pain of loneliness clutched her heart like sharp talons.
 
 

 
 
Frau Holtz looked in on Sirena and found her preparing her hair. The Mevrouw’s eyes were wounded and hurt. The sparkle she had hoped to see was missing. “Are you ready for your gown, Mevrouw? Do you need help with the fasteners?” The woman hoped her voice was light and cheerful.
 
“Yes,” Sirena nodded dully. Her reminiscing had left her drained of spirit and life.
 
Frau Holtz removed several wide petticoats from Sirena’s wardrobe. “Will you need three or four, Mevrouw?”
 
“None,” Sirena stated simply, steeling herself for the Frau’s disapproval.
 
“Your gown has its own petticoats attached,” the housekeeper declared confidently.
 
“No, as a matter of fact, it doesn’t,” Sirena said, “and I don’t want to hear any of your objections. Just help me dress and not a word out of you! Now, if you’ll come over here and help me with the pins for my hair.”
 
Frau Holtz snapped her mouth shut. It was rarely the Mevrouw worked herself into a black mood like this, but at those times it could be outright dangerous to displease her. If the old woman didn’t want to find herself back aboard the Sea Spirit, cooking and cleaning for the crew, she knew she’d better do as she was told. It was also possible to make an excuse that she was needed elsewhere in the house, but her inborn curiosity prevented her from doing so. If the Mevrouw was up to something outrageous, it would be best to know it from the first.
 
Sirena sat at her vanity table, hairbrush in hand, sweeping the bristles through her long, thick tresses. When Frau Holtz picked up the curling iron to heat it in the lamp’s flame, Sirena said tersely, “We won’t be needing that.” She brushed her hair severely away from her face, catching it at the back of her crown and tying it with the Frau’s help. Dipping her fingers in the pomade jar, she rubbed it vigorously between her palms and smoothed it over her hair, the light oil bringing out glistening blue-black highlights. The remaining tail of hair was twisted into a full coil at the back of her head and secured with pins. Into it she pierced long, decorative sticks with jeweled tips.
 
“Mevrouw,” the Frau whispered, “you’ve done your hair like a Chinee!”
 
“Chinese,” Sirena corrected. “If I’ve done the gardens to remind Regan of the exotic Indies, why should it end there? He always had a taste for Oriental women and I intend to whet his appetite. Now hold your tongue, Frau Holtz, and help me.”
 
From the jars and pots on the dressing table, Sirena produced a vial of Indian kohl and a tiny, pointed brush. With it, she lined her eyes with delicate, thin strokes, sweeping the ends out toward her temples. When she had finished, the effect was startling. The natural tilt of her eyes was enhanced and produced the oblique slant of the Asian eye. A blending of powders, a touch of Spanish paper to her high cheekbones and a gloss over her lips created the effect she sought. The delicacy and piquancy of her features lent themselves perfectly to her artistry.
 
Frau Holtz was stunned at the reflection in the mirror. “Mevrouw, you look like ... like—”
 
“Stop stammering. I know what I look like. It’s just as I intended. I look like the Eurasian girls in Clarice’s brothel on Java. Since Regan was such a loyal patron of that establishment, I thought he would appreciate this small touch of home.” Sirena stood and walked away from the vanity table, unable to meet Frau Holtz’s gaze. From the interior of the clothespress she withdrew the gown Mrs. Wittcomb had created for her. The serpentine silk overlayed a heavier, dazzling green satin. When the old housekeeper saw the gown Sirena had commissioned, she gasped.
 
“Mevrouw! What can you be thinking of? You’ll be a scandal!”
 
“I’ll live with it!” Sirena said sarcastically.
 
“You’ll live to regret it, you mean!” the Frau shot back.
 
“Whatever. Now bring me the new slippers I ordered from the cobbler. Remember, I told you to hold your tongue, I meant it. Hurry.” Even as she spoke, she cast off her dressing gown, revealing she wore nothing beneath it save long silk stockings held up by diamond-studded garters. Frau Holtz nearly swooned and was about to ask where Sirena’s chemise and underwear were but cautioned herself not to comment.
 
The shoes the housekeeper found, still in their wrapper, matched the gown and sported ridiculously high heels. “You’ll break your neck for certain in these,” she muttered.
 
“That’s my worry, not yours,” Sirena answered as she slid the shoes on her feet.
 
“Harrmph! You’ll see over every man’s head! You—” A wicked look from Sirena snapped the Frau’s mouth shut.
 
Sirena held her arms up so the Frau could slip the gown on. The bodice fit snugly, the wide, open neckline dipping to a point between her breasts, revealing their lush fullness. The sleeves were long and tight, showing the smooth, round curve of her shoulders and the elegant length of her limbs. The long, narrow, sheathlike skirt hugged her body and looked wet, pouring over her hips and down her legs like the tail of a mermaid. The hem in front was slashed and cut away so, when she walked, the length of her silk-clad leg was exposed halfway up her thigh. Frau Holtz gulped. “Mevrouw! The flesh above your stocking shows when you move!”
 
“It does, doesn’t it,” Sirena said casually, wondering where she would get the courage to appear like this in public. Refusing to dwell on it, she reached for the jewel box on her dressing table and opened it to reveal the royal dragon pendant. When she slipped it over her neck, the jade rested high on her breasts, drawing the eye to her seductive cleavage. In her ears she hung dangling jade earrings which accentuated her long neck and heightened the ebony of her hair. When she turned to Frau Holtz for a comment, she thought for a moment the woman was going to throw herself against the door to prevent her from leaving. Instead, the Frau pursed her lips and looked down her nose, scowling.
 
“After tonight, we’ll be leaving this damnable country sooner than I imagined! You won’t be able to show your face after you make your appearance in ... in that!”

 







Chapter Seventeen
 
Practically all the guests had arrived at Sirena’s informal affair, and they strolled through the gardens or danced to the music while others surrounded the long tables where the array of food was amassed. Sirena had yet to make her appearance and Stephan was becoming very impatient. As he looked through the doors out into the milling throng, he mentally counted eight shepherdesses, eleven cavalrymen, nine soldiers of the Crown, three tavern wenches, two medieval knights in full armor, four astrologists, and eight gypsy dancers.
 
“Father, must you wait in here for our hostess?” Stephan turned and saw Camilla standing beside the Dutchman. His eyes flicked over his daughter, and he thought how tiresome her costume was. Another shepherdess, bringing the total up to nine.
 
“I thought it only proper, my dear,” he answered kindly. “How lovely you look.”
 
“Not very original,” Camilla observed, tossing her bright, yellow curls. “However, it was the best I could manage, considering how frantic I am with the arrangements for the wedding. Isn’t that correct, Regan?” she cooed.
 
The Dutchman looked decidedly bored with the whole conversation, and Stephan could imagine Camilla had wearied him with the tedious details of the nuptial preparations. Regan was dressed as a common sailor, his short-sleeved, striped shirt revealing the power in his arms and chest. His visored cap was worn at a jaunty angle over his eyes and his snug-fitting breeches were stuffed into knee-high boots. “You wear the costume well, Regan,” Stephan complimented. “You look for all the world like an able-bodied seaman. And allow me to say that scar on your cheek only adds to the effect”
 
Regan’s hand flew up to touch the red line. His agate-blue eyes became stormy as he recalled the circumstances under which he been marked. He swore under his breath. The last place in the world Regan wanted to be this night was here at Sirena’s party. But Camilla had insisted, saying how she “simply adored” costume parties and they simply had to make an appearance. As usual, Regan had given in to her whims, but he regretted it the moment he stepped into the garden and saw the decorations. Chinese paper lanterns glowed softly, casting their alluring light amid the shrubbery. He saw the cages holding the tropical birds and heard the Javanese musicians strum their instruments and pound their drums. Even the tantalizing aroma coming from the banquet tables was calculated to remind him of Batavia and the lushness of Java. Grudgingly, Regan had to admit to himself that Sirena’s preparations had succeeded in bringing back a vague feeling of nostalgia. Sirena knew his weaknesses and was capitalizing on them. Bitch! he thought as he vowed he would not fall into her traps like the fly into the spider’s web.
 
“Doesn’t Father look dashing, Regan? Regan?” Camilla asked again, her blue eyes seeking his. Gaining his attention, she persisted, “Regan, I asked you if Father doesn’t look dashing? Have your thoughts flown to business again, darling?” she pouted.
 
Regan smiled indulgently. “Sorry, sweetheart, what? Oh, yes, very inventive, Stephan,” he said, noticing Sir Langdon’s costume for the first time. “You make a convincing devil.”
 
“I suppose I should take that as a compliment,” Stephan said smugly, brushing away imaginary specks from his black vest and adjusting the long, red satin cloak over his shoulders.
 
“Where are your horns, Father?” Camilla asked innocently, her sarcasm meant only for Stephan’s ears. “And your tail! Surely you haven’t forgotten that?”
 
“Yes, where are your horns, Stephan?” asked a voice behind them. They turned and gasped with astonishment. There stood Sirena, dressed as a Chinese courtesan, the shimmering green of her costume matching exactly the blaze of her eyes.
 
For a full moment, Stephan was speechless. His eyes took in her womanly curves from the deep wide V of her neckline to the high slash in her hem which revealed her spectacular legs.
 
Camilla was visibly astonished. She had expected Sirena to dress as a chaste, Spanish lady, complete with high ruff and full farthingale. Not this slender, full-hipped woman who appeared as though she had been poured into her gown. Camilla’s feminine speculation took in every detail, from the high crown of dark hair sleeked back from her beautiful face to the outrageously high heels on her slippers. Even the diamond garters winking out from the slash in the front of her skirt did not escape Camilla’s scrutiny. Suddenly, she flushed as she realized how ridiculously juvenile she looked beside this full-blown image of seductiveness.
 
Regan stared frankly at Sirena. His cool eyes were lit from within and a mocking smile played about his lips. She was gorgeous! If he didn’t know better, he would think he was in Clarice’s brothel, which boasted beautiful Oriental temptresses to suit any man’s taste. But Clarice had never imported anyone like Sirena. If she had, she would have increased her business a thousandfold.
 
Regan’s forthright admiration was evident and Sirena considered scandalizing herself small payment for Regan’s renewed interest. “You haven’t answered me, darling,” she directed to Stephan. “Where are your horns?” Her voice was low and as seductive as her dress.
 
Stephan blanched uneasily. “I ... er ... I’ve got them here,” he said, pulling out a cap with bright red satanic horns fastened to it. “I felt rather ridiculous wearing them. Sirena, I’ve told you how I detest these masquerades.”
 
“Yes, you did, Stephan. However, I like them. They give one the opportunity to see what people secretly consider themselves.”
 
“Heavens, Sirena! I should hope not!” Camilla said sweetly, her voice dripping with honey while her gaze flicked over Sirena’s costume.
 
“And you, little Camilla, how lovely you look. A shepherdess, is it? And where are your sheep?” she laughed. “There aren’t many women who can wear that paricular shade of lavender. In Spain, when a child dies, he is laid out in lavender. It compliments the waxy pallor of death.” Camilla blanched slightly, but managed a smile.
 
“Mynheer,” Sirena smiled, offering her hand to Regan, “how nice of you to bring Camilla to my little party.”
 
“Little party?” Regan questioned, raising his eyebrows. He could have operated his business for three months on what she had spent on this gathering.
 
“When we’re married, we must have a ball exactly like it, Regan! I think masquerades are going to become the rage,” Camilla cooed.
 
“But of course, dear, when money is no object, you can have whatever your heart desires. Isn’t that so Mynheer?” asked Sirena.
 
“Only what can be bought with money. There are things, as well as people, that can never be bought,” Regan replied curtly.
 
“Everyone has his price,” Sirena said smoothly. “If not money, then something else.”
 
Camilla’s hand trembled slightly on Regan’s arm. What manner of conversation were they having. The Spaniard sounded as though she were baiting Regan and he was livid. She could feel it in the tenseness of his arm. When Regan became like this, her whole evening was ruined, and tonight she was in no mood to cajole and flatter him into being agreeable. All she wanted to do was eat and eat till she became sick and they had to carry her home. The aromas from the banquet tables were wafting in through the open doors and Camilla’s knees felt weak with hunger. She looked to her father to end this conversation between Sirena and Regan; but what she saw there nearly made her mouth gape.
 
Stephan, having gotten over the shock of seeing Sirena’s costume, now had his attention focused on the valuable necklace. The rubies twinkled in the precious jade. For one horrible second, Camilla thought her father’s hand would reach up and caress the jewel as it lay between Sirena’s breasts. Careful not to catch either Sirena’s or Regan’s attention, Camilla jabbed the end of her shepherd’s crook into the soft leather top of Stephan’s shoe and smiled with satisfaction when he cried out in pain. “Oh dear, Father, are you ill?”
 
Stephan managed to compose himself. “No, no. I’m quite well, thank you.” Adroitly, he turned his attention back to the conversation at hand.
 
“How is your fledgling business, Mynheer? Has it taken wing yet? Or are those vicious rumors true, that because of the pirate attack your wings were clipped, so to speak? I only ask,” she said casually, “because I was considering having you export back a hold of nutmegs. I know of a place where they can be gotten at a very good price.”
 
“I’m sorry I can’t help you,” Regan said coolly. “I have all the business I can handle. I’m afraid it would be impossible to take on any new clients.”
 
“Too many clients! How wonderful!” The emerald eyes flashed warningly. “That can be so easily changed. One trip to sea and poof!” she snapped her fingers, “no more clients.”
 
Her message was not lost on Regan. His own expression became murky and dangerous. “If I should ever find myself without clients, I would be forced to take ... other measures.”
 
Sirena laughed, the sound causing the fine hairs on the back of his neck to prickle. “It always comes back to money, doesn’t it? Money can buy anything.”
 
There was a new tone in Regan’s voice when he replied. One Sirena had never heard before. “Take me, for instance,” he said. “Money cannot buy my services. There is a word for what I’m referring to, it’s called ethics.”
 
“Where I come from, we call it stealing. Whatever it’s called here, it’s punishable by death. Think about it, Mynheer. Enjoy yourselves,” she said, turning to Camilla, “I must see to my other guests. Are you coming, Stephan?”
 
Regan watched her for a moment, his eyes the color of deep indigo and brimming with cold hatred. Hatred for what he knew she could do to him and hatred for himself because he would not be able to stop her.
 
Later in the evening, Sirena stood alone in a dim comer of the garden. The stir caused by her daring costume had died down although the women still gazed at her covertly and the men still ogled her everywhere she went. Watching the merriment all around her, her eyes fell on Stephan Langdon as he talked with a buxom lady and offered her a glass of punch. When she saw the woman glance up at Stephan with a flirtatious gleam in her eyes, Sirena made a decision. She would marry Stephan and, in this way, she could destroy Regan’s plans to inherit the Langdon fortunes through Camilla. Regan would be left holding an empty bag. Frau Holtz said there were more ways than one to skin a cat and this was the time to do it. It was only a few more days until Regan took Camilla for his wife. If there had been any hope left that Regan would come back to her, it was gone. Dead like the leaves of autumn. All her calculations had gone awry. This party, this costume, everything, had been wasted. Regan was stronger than she thought. Sirena sighed miserably. But she would never let him win. Let him marry Camilla if he must; she would never believe he loved her. Never! A shudder ran through her as she remembered the last time she had lain in his arms and felt him bring her with him to the heights of ecstasy. It was all becoming clear to her. Regan felt he had to fortify himself against her. And the only defense he could rely upon was gold sovereigns. The Langdon money. “And he claims to have no price!” she snorted. “He’s determined I won’t get the better of him this time. Regardless of how many times I try to tell him I love him, he believes it to be a trick. His conscience pricks him so savagely and he’s strangling in his own guilt. He could never believe I would forgive him.” Foolish man, she thought, but if it’s games he’s willing to play, he’ll soon find who’s the winner.
 
Sirena strolled toward Stephan, masculine eyes following her every step. As she approached him, he turned and quickly looked about to see if someone else was the recipient of her outrageous flitting. Seeing no one else save a group of chattering women, he preened like a peacock and stepped forward to take her hand in his.
 
“Darling Stephan, where have you been hiding all evening? I’ve been waiting for you to ask me to dance. Come now,” she said rubbing her hand up and down his arms in a caress.
 
Stephan’s eyes widened and then took advantage of the situation. “Sweetheart, I thought you were too busy with your guests to bother about me. I’ve waited this whole night for this moment,” he said, whirling her onto the dance floor.
 
Breathless from the quadrille, Sirena laughed up into Stephan’s face. He really is quite handsome, she thought. Older men have a certain style, a gaily charming, debonair quality. Seeing her opportunity, she gazed into the gray depths of his eyes. Then, dropping her lids demurely, she said in a wan voice, “How fortunate these ladies are. They’re going home with their husbands to spend the night together ...” She risked a sidelong glance to see the effect of her words.
 
Stephan swallowed hard and said nervously, “Marriage has a lot to be said for it, Sirena.” Stephan couldn’t believe his good fortune. The answer to all his prayers. He would have to tread lightly so he wouldn’t scare her off. A Jew’s toenails! How much was Sirena worth? From the most modest estimations, millions! He almost groaned aloud as he forced his mind back to the matters at hand. “Darling, Sirena, if I thought you would say the word, I’d ask you to share my life with me. However, I realize I could never hope for a young, vital woman like yourself to wed an older man like myself.”
 
“Stephan, do my ears deceive me or have you asked me to marry you?” She let her eyes widen into incredulous wonder.
 
“If I were to be bold enough to ask you, Sirena, would you ... could you—?”
 
“Ask me!” Sirena demanded, annoyed he was taking so long to get to the point.
 
“Sirena, sweetheart, darling, will you ... do you ... I want you to ...” The words were choking off his air. Damn it, Stephan cursed silently. How often he had planned this, and now at the moment he couldn’t for the life of him get the words out.
 
Her patience at an end, Sirena said, “Yes, yes. I’ll marry you! When?”
 
“Camilla will be married in a week or so. Anytime after—”
 
“Darling, that will never do! Now that I’ve found you, I won’t let you get away. We will be married immediately before Camilla. We’ll share her wedding reception. Until then, it will be a secret. We’ll elope! How romantic! I’ll count the hours!”
 
Sirena couldn’t believe she had just done what she did! “Darling!” She was actually making herself sick! How would she ever go through with this farce when her heart cried out for Regan? She thought about her impending wedding to Stephan, then recalled the same event with Regan. But she still loved Regan and could never feel the same way about Stephan Langdon!
 
Regan was talking with several people not far from where Sirena stood with Stephan. Something about that relationship annoyed him. Somehow, whenever he saw Sirena in Stephan’s company, he felt the urge to rush over and snatch her away from the silver-haired gentleman who was soon to be his father-in-law. It wasn’t jealousy, exactly. He didn’t feel this way when Sirena was with Tyler Sinclair, only when she was escorted by Langdon. It was more a protectiveness, he decided. Suddenly, he burst into laughter, drawing curious looks from those around him. Sirena needed about as much protection as a barracuda in open water!
 
As he watched, one of the musicians brought Sirena her guitar. Excusing herself from Stephan, Sirena. made her way to the dais and was seating herself on a chair which had been placed there for her. In spite of himself, Regan found he was moving toward the dais, his eyes locked on Sirena. The overhead lantern cast shimmering light on the sleek and sensuous gown she wore and threw blue-black highlights into her hair. Hungrily his eyes devoured her and he realized his heart was pounding in his chest. Damn her! Would he never get this green-eyed siren out of his blood?
 
The stage was set and Sirena strummed lightly on her instrument, catching the attention of the guests. The milling throng advanced toward the dais, pushing their way in front of Regan, who contented himself with standing in the shadows.
 
Sirena’s manner was completely composed. She lowered her head, her long, graceful hands plucking the strings. Her back was straight, only the curve of her arms and the bend of her leg breaking the study of perfect linearity. Sirena played, capturing her audience with the lilting music. The light from the overhead lantern swung gracefully on its wire, sending arcs of brilliancy onto her face and illuminating her features with radiance.
 
Throughout the melody, Regan became increasingly drawn under the spell she wove. Her voice called to him, coming to him like a whisperous feather on the wind, thawing the glacial restraints he had erected between them. He was oblivious to all as her song wove a silken web about him. Forward he moved, skirting the edges of the crowd. He was unaware of time or space, knowing only that he had to be near her, breathe in the special fragrance of her, knowing it would be as fresh as the salt tang and spindrift. His arms ached to hold her, caress her, feel her supple beauty crushed against him. He was hungry for her, hungrier than he ever remembered being, dying for a taste of her lips and to feel the throb of the wild pulse in her throat beat against his mouth.
 
Sirena felt his smoldering eyes upon her and, when she looked up, he was there, an arm’s length away. As she continued with the ballad, she sang for Regan. She saw in his eyes the reflection of her own desire, her own needs. Unaware of the speculative glances about them, Sirena sang of her love, caressing each syllable before she offered it to him, her senses reeling, her heart catapulting across the distance between them and coming to find its home with him. She basked in his attention, preened in his fascination and luxuriated in his adoration as she sang her serenade to him, for him.
 
The lantern lights reflected on his hair, casting a nimbus of spun gold about his head. She drank in the sight of him, the fires of her passions unquenchable.
 
She glanced down at her guitar as her fingers sought a change of chord. When she looked up at him again, his attention was directed somewhere above her head, a look of consternation bordering on horror was on his chiseled features.
 
Regan was distracted by the peculiar swinging of the oil lantern. The light was beginning to make wide, awkward motions, unaccountable in the soft breezes. A rustling in the shadows of the trees caught his ear; and, when he again looked back to Sirena, it was too late! The lantern was falling, the wire which had held it fastened in the tree boughs hanging free.
 
“Sirena!” Regan shouted, his urgency causing her to leap to her feet. Abruptly, the world about her was ablaze. The lantern crashed to the dais, breaking and splashing the flammable liquid against her skirt and legs, causing them to be ignited by dancing flames.
 
In an instant Regan had vaulted onto the low platform to push Sirena away from further harm, but not before the planks beneath her feet were a miniature inferno. The party guests shrieked in terror, backing away from the fire. Helplessly, Regan looked about for something to smother the flames. He called to Stephan, who was also retreating, shock and terror written on his face. “Your cloak, man!” Regan shouted. “Your cloak!” Stephan was beyond comprehension.
 
In a blur of action, Regan leaped for Stephan and tore the satanic cloak from his back and threw it around Sirena’s legs, carrying her off the platform.
 
Several others seemed to come to their senses and break into action. A footman came rushing forth with two planters full of flowers and dumped the moist soil on the burning wood.
 
Frau Holtz came on a run, fright creasing her features. She had seen the lantern slip and had been pushing her way through the huddled guests. Seeing she could rely on Regan to have things in hand, her concern for Sirena quieted. “Mynheer! Take her into the house! We must see what damage has been done!” Although her voice was strong and confident, Regan saw the white ring of horror about her pursed mouth.
 
Sirena’s hands covered her face and she was very still as Regan lifted her, the Frau taking off her snowy white apron and covering the Mevrouw’s legs. She tried not to think about the black charring she saw when she had removed the scarlet cloak.
 
As she followed Regan inside, the old woman prayed silently, Please, God, don’t let her be burned! Don’t let her be crippled! Not that, God, never that! she beseeched as she thought of Sirena’s vitality and agile grace.
 
Regan carried Sirena up to her room, the Frau bustled in after him, turning back the bed covers before he tenderly laid Sirena down. Helplessly, he stood by as the housekeeper carefully lifted the apron to bare Sirena’s legs. The movement must have caused some pain because Sirena stirred fitfully before falling against the pillows with her eyes shut.
 
The front of her shimmering, green gown was singed and her silk stockings were burned into an uneven pattern of dark circled holes. “Ja,” Frau Holtz said confidently after surveying the damage. “She is burned, but not badly,” she assured Regan as he bent solicitously over Sirena’s still form.
 
“When I think of what might have happened to her,” he muttered, his voice thick with emotion. “The first time I saw her this evening, I cursed her for her revealing costume. Now I can only thank God she didn’t wear those billowing petticoats. They would have gone up in flame like dry kindling.” He sank to his knees and picked up Sirena’s hand. “Frau Holtz, why is she so still?” he demanded. “You said she wasn’t seriously injured!”
 
“The shock, Mynheer. You seem as though you’re in a state yourself; now be useful or get out of my way!” The old authority was in her voice and Regan snapped to attention, waiting for her orders. “While I go down for ointments, you take her gown and stockings off. Cut them off if you have to, but be careful! I won’t have you peeling away half her skin with your clumsy hands!”
 
Regan bent to his task, gently turning Sirena over so he could reach the long row of tiny buttons at the back of her gown. It wasn’t long before he realized she was completely naked underneath, and he quickly covered her nudity with a light blanket before the Frau could accuse him of being a ravisher of unconscious women. He undid the diamond garters and began rolling the stockings off her legs. Those magnificent, smooth-muscled legs! They had been what he had dreamed of after he saw her for the first time as the Sea Siren with the Tita sinking in the background.
 
A wistful half-smile played about his mouth as he recalled the first time he had ever made love to her. He had known her as the Sea Siren then and they were alone in her cabin aboard her frigate. He had nursed her then too, a cut received in the heat of battle. The lamp in the cabin was running dry of oil and he remembered cursing the flickering light. She had tended his wound and he had returned the favor. As he wiped the greasy salve from his fingers, he had gazed down upon the most remarkable woman he had ever known. She was lying on her stomach across the narrow bunk. Her wealth of dark hair obscured all but the tip of her chin and a glimpse of her brow. Her body had relaxed from his ministrations and her arms were extended over her head.
 
Beneath her upstretched arms the soft spill of her full, round breasts was visible. The long, low slope of the small of her back rising again to the firm spherical hillocks of her bottom, ending in her slightly parted, firm-fleshed thighs aroused him, beckoned to him as sweetly as the song of the legendary sirens for which he had named her. Gently, he had leaned over and pressed his lips to the hollow of her spine. In the dark of the cabin, with the sequestering fog creeping in, her lissome, supple beauty was perceived through his fingers. The delicious fragrance of her, the silken texture of her skin, had heightened his desire as he had fondled and explored her secret charms. Her lips tasted of the sea and her pleasure in him had been unaffected, her responses genuine and unpracticed.
 
And almost innocently she had sought and found the most sensual caress, exalting in the pleasure and inspiration she had given him. And when she had murmured against his lips, “Have me! Have me now!” he had known that this woman would always be a part of his life. She was life!
 
Frau Holtz bustled in again with an ewer of water and a crock of ointment. “Here, help me!” she commanded, tossing Regan a cloth dipped in water. “We have to get the threads of silk stocking away from the burns.”
 
“She’s so still,” he whispered.
 
“Better for us,” Frau Holtz said curtly. “There’s no pain while we clean.”
 
“How badly is she hurt?” Regan pressed, as he rinsed out another cloth for the housekeeper.
 
“Ach! It is almost nothing, thank heavens. No worse than a laundress gets from the flatiron.”
 
Regan seemed reassured, and Frau Holtz watched him lean over Sirena and press his lips to her cheek. The tender moment brought tears to the Frau’s eyes, and she knew that if Sirena ever dreamed that a frightening incident could bring Regan back to her, she would have doused her head with lamp oil and set fire to her hair!
 
“Frau Holtz, has anyone been lurking about the house?” Regan asked cryptically.
 
“Someone lurking? Nein, Mynheer,” the Frau answered, puzzled at such a question. Suddenly, she was frightened. “Why? Do you suspect—”
 
“No, no, calm yourself. Still, if I hadn’t seen that lantern swinging and hadn’t called out to Sirena, I shudder to think what might have been the consequences.”
 
Frau Holtz gasped. “And you think this is the doing of some mischief-maker? Nein! It was an accident!” Strangely, a vision of Sirena and Jacobus nearly being run down by a runaway hackney flashed through her mind. She was about to say something to Regan when Sirena began to stir. From a drawer in the nightstand, the Frau withdrew a small bottle of laudanum. “This will help. Let her sleep through the worst of it,” the old woman muttered, forcing a spoon of the clear liquid against Sirena’s lips.
 
Silent as they worked, Frau Holtz and Regan wrapped Sirena’s legs lightly in strips of soft sheeting. The pins were removed from her thick dark hair and, while Regan sent a servant for fresh water, the Frau removed all traces of makeup from Sirena’s face. Once more, looking like herself rather than a Chinese courtesan, Sirena lay peacefully against the pillows.
 
“Will she be all right?” Regan asked, concern deepening his voice.
 
“Ja. Knowing the Mevrouw, she’ll be walking about tomorrow,” she replied, watching his actions out of the comer of her eye.
 
Regan went to kneel beside the bed, gazing down at Sirena’s face, praying the Frau’s prognosis was correct. He realized he would rather give his life than see her maimed, see her less than she was. A shudder coursed through him, prickling the hairs at the back of his neck and tightening his jaw muscle. Sirena’s face was pale, her lips bloodless. That lantern could have crashed down on her head. Killing her. The disfiguring flames eating greedily at her hair, her face. The flaming oil spilling down her back, her breasts . . . Too horrible to think about, Regan’s mind reverted to the sound coming from among the trees. Without rhyme or reason, somehow Regan knew this act against Sirena had been deliberately contrived to destroy her!
 
The slim body on the high bed became restless. Sirena’s eyelids fluttered and she sighed deeply. Gradually, her eyes opened, their green lights dimmed by the drug. Barely audible, she whispered, “Stephan.”
 
Regan’s head snapped around to where Sirena’s gaze was directed. There, framed in the doorway, was Langdon, a nervous expression lining his features, worry and concern darkening his eyes. Before his jealous rage could take hold and he smashed everything in sight, Regan sprinted to his feet and rushed out of the room, roughly pushing Stephan aside.
 
Frau Holtz’s mouth opened to stop him. She, too, had heard Sirena’s word and immediately understood that in her drugged state she hadn’t realized Regan was beside her and had merely said the name of the first person she recognized. Unreasonably, the elderly woman knew the urge to hit Stephan Langdon, hit him until his teeth rattled. Instead, she moved quickly to the door and slammed it shut in his face.

 







Chapter Eighteen
 
“I won’t wear these, I won’t!” Sirena rebelled at the thin woven stocking Frau Holtz had brought to her.
 
“Suit yourself, Mevrouw, but when the silk stockings make your legs feel as though they are smothering and they keep your body heat, you’ll be sorry!” the housekeeper snapped. “Who can see these beneath your gown? Who will know?”
 
Sirena made a face as she looked at the unattractive hose. Reluctantly, she snatched them out of Frau Holtz’s hands and fell heavily on the side of the bed to put them on. She had still not gotten over the incident at her party two nights earlier. From all aspects it was a horrifying experience. Not only that, but she was piqued with herself for passing out in a faint. The last thing she remembered was Regan rushing to her aid and sweeping her up in his arms. After that, all was a total blank until the next morning. And to make her mood blacker, each time she questioned Frau Holtz about what happened afterward, all the woman would say was that she had given her mistress laudanum for the pain and dressed her wounds.
 
Frau Holtz sighed as she watched Sirena fasten the thin woven stockings to her garters. She knew the reason for Sirena’s temper. It was because she refused to tell her anything about Regan. How could she tell Sirena how gentle Regan had been with her? How he had helped tend her burns and had worried over her, hovering near her bedside. And then, due to the worst possible luck, that Sirena had looked up to see Stephan standing in the doorway and had murmured his name. No, she determined she would never tell her. It would break her heart and wouldn’t come to any good. The Frau knew that Regan would never understand. Hadn’t she herself seen the rage in his face?
 
“I believe I’ll wear my bronze day dress, Frau Holtz. Would you get it from the clothes press?”
 
“Mevrouw, I wish you wouldn’t go out today. You only left your bed yesterday afternoon, it’s too soon yet! You stay home, ja?”
 
“I stay home, no. There’s business to take care of and I’ve already sent word to Tyler that I would come to his office.”
 
“He can come here. For dinner, ja?”
 
“No. I can’t stay about the house.” Then her tone softened. “Good friend, I know you worry for my welfare, but I’m fine. Really. Now, please help me. I promise I won’t be long. What is the difference if I sit at home or in the coach? I won’t be on my feet much; I promise.”
 
Realizing it was useless to argue, Frau Holtz sighed loudly and went about helping Sirena dress.
 
After a pleasant ride through the city, Sirena’s coach pulled up in front of Tyler Sinclair’s offices. Jacobus climbed down from his perch beside the driver and helped her to the ground, taking care not to hurry her. If Sirena so much as winced with discomfort, the Frau would have his head.
 
Sirena mounted the steps to Tyler’s office with care. She hated to admit it, but the bums were bothering her, and she was more than grateful that Frau Holtz had had her way about the stockings.
 
When she opened the door, Tyler was having a discussion with Whipple. When he saw her there, delight shone in his eyes. “How wonderful to see you up and about, Sirena. Did your housekeeper tell you I called as soon as I heard of your mishap?”
 
“She did, and thank you for the lovely flowers. As for myself, I’m perfectly fine.”
 
Tyler strode over to her and grasped her hands. “I’m glad to hear it, Sirena, very glad. Could I offer you coffee, tea?”
 
“No, thank you. This isn’t a social call, Tyler, but a professional one.”
 
“Sounds serious. Come into my office where we can talk freely.”
 
After she had seated herself near his desk, Sirena blurted, “Stephan Langdon has asked me to marry him and I’ve accepted his proposal. We’ll be married immediately before Camilla and Regan. Just a small, intimate ceremony. As a matter of fact, we plan on eloping. You’ll be our witness.”
 
Tyler’s eyes nearly popped from his head. How in the world had this come about? He had to tell her, warn her of Stephan! Yet, how could he convince her without revealing his circumstances with Camilla?
 
“Tyler, you don’t seem very happy about my news.” Sirena studied him for his reaction.
 
Tyler smiled, his heart pounding. He had to warn her somehow and let her think it was her own evaluation. Once that jack a napes relative got his hands on her money, it would be the end of Sirena. The stories of Stephan’s unfortunate, dead wife were still vivid in Tyler’s mind even though he was a mere boy when he’d heard them. He could still hear the Baroness’ angry voice when she accused him of gambling away Flora’s money. And when she accused Stephan of squandering his wife’s inheritance and committing the poor woman to Bedlam, the young Tyler had run and hidden beneath his bed. Stephan was a terrifyingly vicious man and he regretted that he hadn’t warned Sirena right from the beginning.
 
“Sirena, this is rather sudden, isn’t it? You haven’t known Stephan that long to want to make a permanent tie. Whatever possessed you to consider marriage?”
 
“That really isn’t important, Tyler. I came here to have some business contracts drawn before the wedding. First of all, I want three-fourths of my holdings divided between Frau Holtz and Caleb van der Rhys. All holdings and monies are to be in their name. Of course, it’s only to be in trust, they wouldn’t inherit until my death. The balance of my wealth is to be placed in Regan’s name. Should anything unforetold happen to any of these people, the estate would revert to the survivors. Of course, this is to be in a trust whereby I can draw on the principal if need be.”
 
Tyler relaxed visibly. So, Sirena was not a fool after all. “Do you realize what you’re doing? You’ll be going into marriage with very little free capital. This could cause a problem,” he said, furrowing his brow.
 
“I’m not entirely ignorant of the law, Tyler. If I dispose of my property before my marriage, it’s nobody’s concern save my own. For all I know, Stephan could be contemplating the very same thing himself. Regan was able to take the Córdez inheritance away from me and not anyone will find the Valdez inheritance available to them.”
 
“Sirena, I must warn you this is not entirely wise. Have you thought of what Stephan would say? Afterward, when he learns you have only enough to get by on?”
 
“If and when the time ever comes I need more than what I have available, then you will liquidate some of the capital. It’s really quite simple, why are you making such ado about it?”
 
“Sirena, English law states you are subject to your husband’s rule. You must listen to what I’m trying to tell you.”
 
“No. You must listen to me! I’m paying you a handsome sum to handle my affairs. Not to interfere in my personal life. If you interfere again, I’ll be forced to engage another solicitor.”
 
“Very well, Sirena, but don’t say I didn’t try to warn you. Please,” he said, holding up his hand for her to stop talking. “I speak as a friend. You can’t possibly love Stephan Langdon; he’s old enough to be your father. Have you thought of the more romantic side of marriage?”
 
Sirena gulped. This was a thought she had been pushing away all yesterday, ever since she had embarked on this scheme to marry Stephan.
 
“I can see by your face you haven’t considered it. Don’t rush into this, it’s a big step and deserves further consideration.”
 
“Tyler, can’t I have a contract drawn up ...” her words faded off, she knew she was trapped. If she married Stephan, she would have to share his bed. For an instant she almost retracted; then she thought of how undemanding Stephan had been in their relationship. More than a kiss on the cheek or a soft pressing on the lips, he had not demanded. He would probably be just as yielding about his marital rights.
 
“If you were about to suggest a premarital contract giving you sole rights to your own bed, I must hasten to tell you again English law does not recognize anything of the sort. These things are usually decided upon by the parties involved. Stephan will never submit to any such request. What man would, being married to you? Sirena, when you wed, you lose your voice. Your husband is your lord and you must yield to him in all things. Financial and intimate.”
 
Sirena was thoughtful for a moment. “In other words, what he has is his and what I have becomes his also. That leaves me nothing for myself and we don’t share jointly; in fact, we don’t share at all. He will provide for me and, beyond that, his obligations end.”
 
“Exactly. At last you understand. Now, perhaps, you will reconsider.”
 
“No. But don’t worry, Tyler. Simply arrange things the way I’ve asked. I will manage Stephan, have no fear.”
 
But Tyler did worry.
 
 

 
 
It was late in the afternoon when Frau Holtz charged into Sirena’s suite, a handbill clutched in her fist. “Mevrouw, Mevrouw, look at this! May the saints preserve us,” she cried dramatically. “It’s Caleb and look what he’s done!”
 
Sirena snatched the advertisement from the housekeeper, a puzzled look on her face. “Caleb has outfitted the Rana as a gambling folly?”
 
“Not the Rana, Mevrouw, he calls the ship Sea Siren!” the woman exclaimed harshly.
 
“I can’t believe he would do this! I wonder if Regan is behind all this. Why would Caleb do such a thing? Is this why he hasn’t paid me a visit, because he can’t face me? Because he’s so guilty over what he was planning to do with the Rana?” She looked at the paper again. “He plans his opening tomorrow night. Gaming till dawn, food fit for kings ... It’s Regan! I know it is. He thinks he can get back at me through Caleb.” Sirena stormed about her room. “He won’t get away with this! He probably shares the profits!”
 
“What does it matter now, what can you do?” Frau Holtz asked worriedly. “You gave the boy the ship to do with it as he pleased.”
 
“Yes, but to go into the shipping business. Not this ... this ...” words failed her, “. . . this den of iniquity! And,” she shrilled, “you see how he’s named this folly the Sea Siren? Frau Holtz, somehow I must stop him! I’ll go to see Regan. No, I can’t. He’s a part of this. I have to think. I must decide.” She lowered herself onto the settee, her hands at her temples. “Leave me. I must concentrate without any distraction.”
 
“If there is anything—”
 
“I’ll call you if I need you, friend.”
 
The housekeeper closed the door quietly as Sirena leaned back, her eyes closed. “How could you do this, Caleb? My Rana! A gaming ship!”
 
Caleb was so inexperienced. He’d grown up among good, hard-working people. He’d be no match for wicked gamblers and scheming women who would frequent his gaming palace. “Damn you, Regan, you’re responsible for this!”
 
Sirena opened the door to call for Frau Holtz. “Tell Jacobus to ready the carriage. I’ll be down as soon as I change my gown.”
 
An hour later, dressed in a watered silk of vibrant rose, matching her temper, Sirena thrust open the door to Regan’s house and marched in. Her eyes flashed angrily, the handbill clutched in her fist. “I’ll destroy that ship before I let you get away with this! I’ll sink it there in its berth! I’ll gut it, and when there’s nothing left, I’ll put a torch to it! And if you stand in my way, you’ll go to the bottom with it! The same goes for Caleb. How could you allow him to do this?” she shouted vehemently at the startled Regan. “I should have known—Frau Holtz warned me—but I wouldn’t listen. You couldn’t get to me any other way so you’re using Caleb and the Rana!” she shouted viciously. “How could you allow your son to get involved with something like this?”
 
Regan’s jaw tightened as he watched Sirena advance on him, a paper clutched in her hand. “What are you doing here and what are you screaming about? Has something happened to Caleb?” he asked anxiously.
 
“That’s right. Play the innocent! Pretend you don’t know what’s going on. Your business is floundering and this was a way for you to make money. On my ship with your son! You’ll stop at nothing to get what you want. I’ll not permit you to do this to Caleb.”
 
Regan reached for the paper and his eyes raked the bold lettering. “I know nothing of this. This is the first I’ve heard Caleb was involved with the gaming folly. The only name I’ve heard connected with it was an old reprobate by the name of Farrington.”
 
“Liar! Trickery! I don’t believe a word you say.”
 
Regan grew amused. “Listen to who speaks of lies and tricks. Oh no, Sirena. It’s the person who stands in your shoes who is those things. I’m telling you, I know nothing of the matter. I haven’t seen Caleb since he first arrived in England.”
 
“If you aren’t a party to this, then you put Caleb up to it. Caleb isn’t the type to come up with an idea like this. He’s just a boy.”
 
“My dear Sirena, you’d better take another look at him. He’s an adult with a mind of his own. As usual,” Regan drawled, “you only see what you want to. If it’s any consolation, I don’t approve of this either, but he is his own man. He’ll have to learn the hard way if he’s to survive in this world.”
 
“The Rana wasn’t intended to be a den of iniquity!”
 
“The Rana is a ship. Not a shrine!”
 
At that moment Sirena detested Regan more than she had ever dreamed possible. He had come too close to the mark and she knew it. The Rana was a temple of sorts and her immediate wrath was because she felt the frigate which had seen her through some of the worst trials of her life was being defamed.
 
“Damn you, Regan. I know what I’m talking about! Stop Caleb, stop him before it’s too late! Gambling is not a trade which prolongs one’s life! Scurrilous gamblers have been known to claim they’re being cheated and someone’s death usually results. In this instance, it could be Caleb.”
 
“Perhaps you’re right,” Regan said conversationally. “I have been remiss in my parental duties. Caleb needs a fatherly hand. I’ll seek him out and take him to the finest brothel in all of England. I’ll see to it that his manly education is complete. And there’s no need for you to worry about some gambler killing him. Caleb has mastered the art of self-defense, thanks to a certain female pirate who took him under her wing.”
 
“You’d do that, wouldn’t you? You would take your own son to a whorehouse and stand by while he learns the van der Rhys methods in carnality. I swear if you do, Regan, I will kill you!”
 
“So you’ve told me,” he answered harshly. “Do it and get it over with, it has become a source of boredom. But before you do, let me tell you that I think your mothering concern for Caleb is a little late. Motherhood doesn’t become you Sirena.”
 
Sirena blinked as though she had been slapped. Scalding tears escaped her eyes as she tried to bring Regan into her line of vision. “Motherhood doesn’t become you!” Did she hear him say those words? Even he couldn’t have said that to her. He couldn’t be so malicious. Crystal tears glistened on her sooty lashes. “Caleb is your son. I was wrong to come here; I see that now. I gave him the Rana and what he does with it is his affair. I will pray with each breath I take that as a parent you will do the wise thing.” Sirena faltered a moment as she wiped at her watery eyes. “I apologize for coming here. Forgive me, Regan,” she said, turning to leave.
 
Regan tensed. She was up to something. Sirena never apologized to anyone for anything. Two long strides and he had her arm in a viselike grip. She was really crying! he thought, stunned. A ploy. She was as wily as a lean, hungry fox. In one heartrending second he saw in her eyes what he thought he would never see again. Defeat!
 
At his touch, Sirena felt herself stiffen. What was that look in his eyes? Dear God, no, she cried silently as she tried to disengage her arm. Never, never again! Regan would never do that to her! “Take your hands off me!” she cried, her voice tinged with fear. “Leave me be!” she insisted, wrestling loose.
 
No sooner had she gained her freedom than she turned to run from the room. Suddenly, Regan’s fierce hold imprisoned her again. “What is this I see here?” he asked mockingly. “Are you afraid of me? The brave and cunning Sea Siren afraid of a mere man?” he smiled churlishly.
 
“Let me go, Regan. I don’t like you this way,” she said defiantly.
 
“And how is it you like me, Sirena? Do you ever like me? A few moments ago you said you would kill me. You couldn’t have liked me then.” His voice was as smooth as satin and the gleam in his eyes was as glassy as chips of shaved ice.
 
“You’re right. I didn’t like you then and I hate you now!” she snarled, baring her teeth like a trapped animal. “God help me, but I wonder what I ever liked about you!”
 
“Do you wonder?” Regan smiled, both hands grasping her shoulders, drawing her against him. “Shall I tell you? Don’t you already know?”
 
“Regan! Release me!”
 
“No, Sirena. You came here to my home. You sought me out. Was it really to tell me about Caleb or did you have another reason?”
 
“What other motive could I possibly have?” she spit, her beautiful face contorted into something feral.
 
“Perhaps to seduce me again. You have been known to do that, love.” His grip on her became stronger, pressing her against him till she thought it impossible to take another breath. His voice was smooth, yet his tone harbored a seething dislike.
 
“Regan, don’t do this.”
 
“Do what, love? Take you in my arms? You love the things I do to you, my hands, my mouth. Won’t you sing for me passion’s song? You sang it for me so prettily the last time you were here.”
 
“You’re a pig!”
 
“Ah, love, those are not the words. Don’t you remember them? Shall I help your memory? Shall I press my lips to that most secret place where your passions are stirred and your melodies evoked?” Not waiting for an answer, Regan wrapped his arms about her, forcing her head to be still, covering her mouth with his.
 
Sirena clamped her lips shut, feeling his teeth biting against her mouth, his tongue seeking entrance.
 
“Tell me what you like about me, Sirena,” he taunted, forcing her to her knees on the thick carpet, his menacing face only inches away. He pinned her arms to her sides, knocking her backward, falling heavily atop her. “Tell me, love, let me hear you say the words. Do you like it when I touch your breasts and make them swell?” His hand groped inside the wide neckline of her gown, seeking the firm flesh, questing for the stiffening rosy crests. “What do you like, Sirena? Tell me,” he urged, using a silky, deprecating tone.
 
Sirena remained silent, refusing to speak.
 
“Do you like it when I cover your skin with my mouth? Do you like the emotions I release in you, Sirena?” His head dropped and his lips were where his hands had been, his tongue teasing her sensitive skin.
 
This was not Regan, her heart cried. This was not the man who could bring her to the heights of rapture with his tenderness. These were not the hands that had caressed her flesh, worshiping her, adoring her. These were the hands of a beast, the mouth of a devil. When his hands groped beneath her skirts, Sirena stiffened, abhorring his touch. He was using her—worse, mocking her. There was no pleasure in this for him. He wanted to hurt her, wound her, ultimately destroy her. The hostility was there to be heard in his voice as well. What he was doing was worse than a beating, worse than killing her, and he knew it! That knowledge ate at her soul, chipping away at her heart. This was his revenge, his reprisal, to defame her and denigrate her. His pleasure was not in the act, but a brutal attempt to revile her.
 
She had stripped him of all weapons. She had attacked him and threatened to destroy him and forced him to come to this. The ultimate injury a man could inflict upon a woman. Rape.
 
She loved Regan too much to allow him to do this. It would destroy both of them. He wouldn’t be able to live with himself. He would hate himself and her. He would never be able to look her in the face again. Tears stung her eyes and coursed down her cheeks. “Please, Regan,” she cried hoarsely, “don’t do this to me. Don’t do this to yourself. Please.”
 
Something in her voice stilled Regan’s movements. The moment seemed like an eternity and she waited with bated breath. Suddenly, Regan seemed to slump. She heard his breath come in ragged gasps as he lifted his weight from her body.
 
“Get out of here, Sirena. Get out before you wish I would kill you, or you me. Get out, Sirena, for God’s sake go!”
 
Sirena reached out to comfort him wanting to touch his shock of golden hair, she checked her hand in midair. His pride would be inconsolable if she offered to forgive him. He would never allow it.
 
Slowly, she dragged herself to her feet, taking a brief moment to arrange her skirts and bodice before departing for the waiting carriage. When she looked around again, Regan was on his feet, his back to her.
 
“Get out of here, Sirena, and don’t ever return.”
 
Imperceptibly, Sirena straightened her shoulders as she exited the house and blinked the burning tears away. She had to get home, where she could give into her humiliation, where no one save herself would see or care.
 
Sensing a commotion, she looked around to hear a frightened wail. Mikel had cried like that once. Sirena watched in horror as a small, thin child struggled with a man who was bent on dragging her down the cobbled street. “I swear, I didn’t take it,” the girl pleaded. “I gave you all the money. I didn’t keep any.” She continued to whimper during her feeble struggles.
 
Sirena’s head jerked up as she raced after the pair. “Unhand that child this minute,” she shouted hoarsely, her clenched fists lashing out at the burly, bearded man. Stunned, the man loosened his hold and the child was free, running toward the carriage. “I demand to know what you were doing,” Sirena shouted, her green eyes full of venom, her lips curled back into a snarl.
 
“She cheated me,” the man blustered. “She’s been keeping some of the coins for herself, that’s what she’s been doing, and it’s none of your affair, my fancy lady. Now she’s gotten away and for that you can thank yourself. She’ll get a whipping the likes of which she’ll never forget.”
 
Sirena brought up her booted foot and aimed a well-placed kick in the direction of the man’s groin. “If there’s any whipping to be done, it will be you who gets it, not the child. If I ever,” she said acidly, “see you near that girl again, I’ll have you thrown in Newgate and that’s where you’ll rot. Get out of my sight,” she spat as she turned on her heel and raced to the waiting vehicle and gathered the youngster in her arms.
 
How wasted she was. She’s not much more than a baby and forced to work on the streets for the likes of that slovenly bastard. Gently, Sirena touched the gaunt face and looked searchingly into round, terrified eyes. “I remember you,” she said softly. “You had a fistful of gold buttons in your hand the last time I saw you.”
 
The child stared at her, saying nothing.
 
“There’s no need for you to fear me. I’m going to take you home with me and keep you safe. You have my word that nothing will ever harm you again. Do you understand what I’m saying to you?”
 
The child nodded.
 
“I promise you that you will be safe with me,” she said, hugging the frail figure. “Get into the carriage and wait for me.
 
“You,” Sirena screeched at the driver, “climb down from your seat and tell me why you sat there, letting a grown man beat upon a child and not go to her aid.” The man was thunderstruck at her tone and the menacing look on her face, but he descended and stood before her, a sullen look on his face.
 
“It was no affair of mine,” he said defensively. “I would only have gotten the ruffian’s boot for interfering.”
 
“Now you’ll feel my boot,” Sirena said, kicking him in the middle of the shin. At his cry of pain, she kicked again, this time at his other leg. “There’s one place left,” she said coldly. “If I were you, I would get back up there on your perch and drive this coach home. While you’re doing it, remember that a defenseless child could have died for your neglect. Tomorrow I will decide if you are to remain in my employ.”
 
“Oh Missy-ma’am, what you did for me was so wonderful. I will never be able to thank you,” the girl said, throwing her dirty arms around Sirena’s shoulders. “You helped me. Nobody ever did before. It was always, Wren do this, Wren do that, Wren where is the money and Wren you must get a whipping because you didn’t make enough money today. Thank you, Missy-ma’am,” she said, smacking Sirena on the cheek with a wet kiss. “I’ll do whatever you want. I’ll be so good you won’t be sorry you helped me. I just love you, Missy-ma’am!” she exclaimed, hugging Sirena again.
 
Sirena cradled the small dark head to her and smiled. You were wrong, Regan, this child knows and feels that I am a mother. Was a mother, she corrected the thought. She stroked the child’s hair the way she had stroked Mikel’s. Her heart lightened as she saw the small eyes close in weariness.

 







Chapter Nineteen
 
“Sirena, darling, we really must go to the opening,” Stephan said firmly. “Everyone will be there. Our absence will be conspicuous. We don’t want that now, do we? I like to try my hand at a new gaming table, and your reluctance to accompany me is quite puzzling.”
 
“There is nothing strange in my reluctance to attend this ‘gala’ as you call it, Stephan. I simply don’t wish to come.” Sirena’s temper threatened to flare. Stephan was speaking to her as though she were a spoiled child. “If it means so much to you, go by yourself.”
 
“I wouldn’t enjoy it without you, darling. If you’d rather a quiet evening here at your home, then I will oblige. As a matter of fact, it has been some time since we’ve had privacy.”
 
When it became obvious that Stephan had every intention of spending the evening with her, Sirena had second thoughts. The idea of whiling away an entire evening listening to him recite the inane gossip he acquired in drawing rooms and taprooms was hardly appealing. Nor did she care to listen politely as he told her of his luck at the faro table or his plans for the fencing academy. Stephan had told her also that Regan was taking Camilla to Caleb’s new enterprise and the last person she wanted to face was Regan. It had been only yesterday that she went to his house. It would take some time to get over what had nearly happened. Still, if Regan had recovered himself to spend a night out with Camilla, what was she to do? Hide away in the house and refuse to show her face? “Very well, Stephan, but let us make it an early evening.”
 
“Wonderful,” Langdon smiled. “I will do all I can to make the evening. a success for you.”
 
Sirena’s stomach churned at the thought of going aboard the beloved Rana and seeing Caleb again and all the gaming equipment. She wasn’t entirely certain she would be able to contain her irritation over what he had made of the frigate.
 
Reluctantly, Sirena ascended the stairway to get ready. She took special care with her toilette in order to compensate for what had transpired between herself and Regan. A gown of rich gold with a low, yet modest, bodice was her final choice. She fastened a large, triangular-shaped emerald at the V of her gown and attached matching gems to her earlobes. Her dark hair shone like the sleek feathers of a raven as it took wing. A light touch of Spanish paper brought color to her cheeks and lips.
 
As Stephan waited for Frau Holtz to bring Sirena’s light wrap, he said appreciatively, “Sirena, have I neglected to tell you how breathtaking you are tonight.” His gaze centered upon the brooch and his finger itched to snatch it from her bosom. He contented himself with knowing that, sooner or later, his hands would close around it. “By the by, darling,” Stephan said sweetly, “it seems as though I’ve forgotten to bring my purse. Could you extend me some pounds to amuse myself at the tables? A few hundred would do nicely.”
 
“A few hundred what?” Sirena asked sarcastically. “You say it as though you were talking about fish!”
 
“Darling, I wouldn’t ask you save for the fact that until I’ve established an account at the Sea Siren’s tables, I’m at a disadvantage. Of course, we could always stop by my house to retrieve my purse.” Tiny beads of perspiration broke out on Stephan’s forehead. If she didn’t lend him the money, he would have to contrive another lie to keep her from discovering he hadn’t a farthing to his name.
 
“Very well, Stephan, darling,” she added the endearment with a curled lip. “I wouldn’t want to spoil your evening, would I?”
 
Suddenly Stephan turned around, sensing an unexpected presence in the room. There stood Wren, her dark eyes shining as she looked admiringly at Sirena.
 
“Wren! Shouldn’t Frau Holtz have put you to bed? It’s very late, little one.” Stephan raised an eyebrow at Sirena’s soft tone and brought his attention back to the child. “Stephan, this is Wren. Curtsy to Lord Langdon, sweetheart,” she directed affectionately.
 
Wren made a quick, embarrassed curtsy and shyly glanced up into Stephan’s face. The soft lighting in the room heightened the pink glow on the girl’s smooth cheeks and her brown hair bounced in springy curls with her action. Stephan reached out his hand and smoothed the errant locks back from her brow and lifted her chin to study her features. “Wren, now, is it? A niece of yours, Sirena?” he questioned. “Where did you ever find such a lovely child?”
 
“No, not a niece. Wren was in sorry straits when we found each other. Isn’t that right, sweetheart?” Again her tone gentled and Stephan noticed. “I’ve taken her in as my ward and the situation pleases both of us.” Her smile was maternal and loving.
 
“Sirena, you can’t mean to say you’ve taken a waif off the streets and brought her into your home?”
 
Sirena bristled at Stephan’s tone and tenderly ordered Wren to run off to bed. After the girl left Sirena turned hostile, glittering eyes on her intended. “Don’t ever talk in that deprecating manner around Wren. I won’t have it!”
 
Stephan sensed the danger of his actions. Immediately, he amended: “Darling, it is only for your own sake I ask these questions. You’re such a child yourself when it comes to the horrors of London. You have no way of knowing whether or not that urchin is part of a gang of thugs and intends to make it possible for them to rob you blind! Haven’t you thought of that possibility?”
 
“Much to my own merit, Stephan, no I haven’t. Wren is a loving, beautiful and grateful child. As a matter of fact, I intend to adopt her sometime soon. As such, she deserves your respect, if not your affection.”
 
Stephan sensed he was journeying on shaky ground. The light in Sirena’s eyes had heightened to the glow of molten metal. “Of course, darling, how generous of you. I should never have spoken as I did, regardless of my apprehensions. Forgive me.”
 
Sirena remained silent. Tugging her wrap closer about her shoulders, she moved to the door, waiting for Stephan to open it for her. As she stepped out into the cool air, Stephan turned and saw Wren staring down at him from the second-floor balustrade. Her dark eyes bore into him and held a wise and knowing look that made the hackles on the back of his neck rise to attention. Long after he had closed the door behind him, Stephan could feel the child’s eyes boring into his back.
 
 

 
 
As they rode toward Rosemary Lane, where Caleb’s ship was anchored near Barking Church, Sirena listened with half an ear as Stephan droned on and on about gambling halls and fortunes men had won and lost. She seethed and her body trembled. What was wrong with her? Here she was, in a civilized society, and she was behaving like an ignorant schoolgirl. Was it possible that she could only come to life at sea, free to roam the decks of her own ship dressed as the notorious Sea Siren? I’ve made a shambles of my life, she thought sadly as she felt Stephan inch closer to her in the coach. And, she thought unexpectedly, Stephan nauseates me. And here I am, sitting beside him and I’ll marry him in a few days’ time. Regan is right. I must be insane!
 
The carriage lurched and came to a grinding halt. Sirena fell sideways and Stephan caught her in his arms. She swallowed hard to fight back the tears as she righted herself. Strings of festively colorful lanterns lit the wharf surrounding her beloved frigate. The newly painted name on the bow was stark and eye-catching. Elegantly clad women strolled the decks, their arms demurely tucked into those of their escorts as they laughed and chattered excitedly of the evening ahead.
 
On deck, the newly varnished rails were sleek and smooth to the touch. For a second Sirena was frightened to walk beneath the swaying lamps, remembering the near catastrophe at the masquerade party. Her attention was directed away from her fears to the bright ribbons and lanterns festooning the wheelhouse. Stifling her annoyance, she allowed Stephan to escort her into the main room, which had once been the crew’s quarters and quarterdeck.
 
The center area was devoted to the gaming tables while the perimeters were furnished with intimate dining tables. A small stage had been erected in the far corner and was lengthened with a narrow runway, making it visible at every angle.
 
The room was so crowded it was almost impossible to move. Men argued in brisk, friendly tones as they waited their turn at dice or faro. Sirena noticed a distinguished, aristocratic gentleman weaving in and out of the throng, assuring the guests they would all be seen to and each would have their chance. Over and over he repeated that the Sea Siren would be open every night for dining, entertainment and for a toss with Lady Luck.
 
After Stephan seated Sirena at a dining table, he positioned himself across from her, his eyes continually roving to the dice game in progress. “Go on and enjoy yourself, Stephan, I’ll be perfectly happy to sit here and watch.”
 
“You’re certain you wouldn’t mind?” he asked perfunctorily, already rising from his chair, an excited, hungry look marking his handsome features.
 
“I’m certain. Go, have a try for me.” She saw Stephan’s hand go unconsciously to the breast pocket where he had put the money she had loaned him. Gallantly, he leaned over her hand and pressed his lips to it, murmuring a promise he wouldn’t be long.
 
It was some time before Sirena noticed Caleb in the crowded, airless room. Her eyes met his the instant he looked up. She was stunned once again by the close resemblance to Regan. Why did she keep thinking of him as a young boy? It was apparent to everyone that he was a very handsome and, judging from the number of patrons on the ship, promisingly rich young man. Sadly, Regan had been correct in saying Caleb had put his immaturity behind. His shoulders were broad and muscular as he lithely snaked his way among the gay guests. His dark eyes flashed happily and a wide grin split his face as he finally succeeded in arriving at Sirena’s table.
 
When he perceived her cold attitude, his smile faded and his eyes took on a wary, brooding expression, so like Regan’s. “I’m glad you came tonight, Sirena. My father is somewhere with his young lady. He wished me success and I was hoping you would do. the same.”
 
Even his voice seemed to have changed—low, husky and almost seductive. His evening wear fitted him perfectly, as though the tailor cut it to his precise form. She noted his eye follow a slim, young woman bent on winning at dice. “Hello, Caleb,” she said softly. “I can do no less than Regan. Of course, I wish you well. If tonight is any indication of your success, you’ll turn a handsome profit. What will you do with your wealth?”
 
“First, I plan to repay what is owed to you. Then I want to go to the American colonies. How soon this will be depends upon my success here. And what of yourself, Sirena, how do you fare?”
 
“If you cared how I was, you would have called and not let me discover what you’ve done with the Rana by means of a carelessly thrown handbill. You’ve inherited a good deal of your father’s traits,” Sirena said cooly.
 
Caleb sat down opposite her and said seriously, “I am not Regan, Sirena. Remember that. I made a promise to myself not to interfere in your lives and I expect the same from both of you. I could well be making a terrible mistake with this enterprise, but I will have only myself to blame. Haven’t you noticed I’m no longer that young boy?”
 
“I’ve noticed,” Sirena answered quietly, a part of her mourning for that tousle-headed youth who climbed like a monkey up the masts and through the rigging. “Tell me, Caleb, what do you think of Regan’s betrothed?”
 
Something flashed in Caleb’s eyes as he squirmed beneath Sirena’s scrutiny. Even in the dim light she could detect the beginning of a flush. “They look well together,” he hedged. “My father has had little to say to me since he came aboard this evening. Sirena, what are you going to do—do you plan to stay in England?”
 
“Did he instruct you to discover my intentions?”
 
“Of course not. I ask because I’m interested.”
 
“When I decide, I’ll let you know. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I think I’ll try my hand against the house.” With a nod to Caleb, she rose and walked off, aware of him staring at her receding back.
 
This wasn’t the old Sirena, Caleb thought dejectedly. Never had he seen her so hostile. Between Regan and himself, they had succeeded in stealing the spirit right out of her. His dark gaze searched the room for Regan and Camilla. His eyes became speculative as he walked in their direction, his attention centering on the beautiful blonde who was soon to be his stepmother.
 
Regan settled his fianceé beside a portly woman, with whom she seemed familiar, and made his way to the crowded faro table. Just as he turned his back on the ladies, Caleb sauntered up to Camilla and offered to point out the attractions of the Sea Siren. Camilla flushed and prettily agreed.
 
Out on deck, beneath the festive lanterns, Camilla looked up at Caleb. “Regan never told me he had a son. I can’t imagine why, since you are a very attractive man.”
 
Caleb smiled, barely keeping himself from grimacing. Regan kept many secrets to himself, he was thinking. Then, looking down into Camilla’s fragile face, he realized how reluctant Regan would be to admit he had a son nearly as old as his future wife. “Perhaps Father was frightened I would steal you off.”
 
Camilla looked up at Caleb, the resemblance to Regan amazing. Despite the fact that Caleb’s hair and eyes were dark brown while Regan resembled a Norse god, their gestures and stride were the same, as well as the breadth of shoulders and slender hips. But in Caleb, Regan’s good looks were almost exotic, owing to the slight tilt of his eyes. “Would you, Caleb? Steal me off, that is?” Her frank appreciation for him was evident in the languorous look she bestowed on him.
 
“Yes, I suppose I would have,” he answered truthfully. She was the most exquisite creature he had ever seen and merely being near her did odd things to his pulse. “Would you have come with me?” he asked huskily.
 
For an answer, Camilla gazed into his eyes, allowing him to see there a torrent of emotion. Abruptly, she looked away, a faint blush on her smooth cheeks, and retreated slightly as though putting herself out of temptation’s way. Several paces distant, she stopped and leaned over the rail, studying the star-filled night.
 
Caleb felt as though his heart would rise up in his throat and choke him. He had to be near her, even the few feet separating them made him feel as though he’d stepped into shadow after the bright warming sun. She was so lovely, and in her pale blue gown she looked like a spring flower basking in the moonlight.
 
Sirena’s eyes had narrowed as she watched Caleb and Camilla leave the main room. She had thrown the dice and left her winnings on the board, to the astonishment of the company. Quietly, she had followed Caleb and Camilla across the familiar deck. She knew each creaking plank, each worm hole in the salt-scrubbed deck. It was several minutes before she found the young duo at the rail of the stern looking out over the water. Their manner was so intimate she became embarrassed and was about to leave when she saw Caleb bring up his hand and gently stroke Camilla’s cheek. The girl leaned her face into the palm of his hand, searching his face as he gazed into her eyes.
 
Camilla seemed to shiver involuntarily and Caleb swiftly removed his frock coat and gently placed it around her shoulders, bringing it close around her neck. Sirena knew that Camilla had aroused Caleb’s protective instincts. She was the first woman he had ever seemed truly interested in, and in the manner of all young men, he imagined himself Camilla’s knight on white charger. She flattered his masculinity, catered to his virility and swept him into her carefully spun web.
 
Sirena watched, all her female instincts knowing Camilla’s ploy. Oh, Caleb, she sighed silently. I thought I taught you about wily women! Unbidden to Sirena’s mind came the memory of Caleb as a child and his protectiveness toward her. She recalled how, as a lad, he had sought to save her from the lecherous crewman, Wooster. He had put his life on the line for her that day, taking up sword against the seaman and risking death, to protect her.
 
An anger rose up in Sirena, directed toward Regan. Camilla was too young for him. The anger subsided and worry took its place. Caleb was playing with fire when he entertained thoughts of Camilla. If Regan should ever find out, Caleb would be placing himself in as great a danger as he did when he confronted that scurve, Wooster.
 
Sirena drew in her breath as Caleb’s voice carried across to her and she heard him murmur to Camilla that her eyes were unequaled by the stars and her hair was liquid silver in the moonlight. They leaned closer to one another as though pulled by an invisible force. Caleb gathered Camilla near him and brought her lips to his in a long, lingering kiss. Camilla’s smooth, white arms tightened about his broad back as she strained closer.
 
Sirena felt her heart pound as she heard faint words from Caleb and watched them make their way to the captain’s cabin where Regan had made love to her so long ago. When they were out of sight, Sirena saw the irony of the situation and threw back her head and laughed, the sound carrying out over the water and coming back to rest at her feet. “You’re too late, Regan. Your son has no need of a brothel. Like father, like son.”
 
 

 
 
Back in the main room, Sirena managed to wiggle her way between Stephan and Regan. Regan was making losing tosses of the dice time and again. Stephan, however, had won a modest sum, to Sirena’s amusement. From Regan’s expression, not only was he losing, he was also on the verge of inebriation.
 
“Mynheer van der Rhys, I believe Camilla is looking for you,” Sirena said, a wicked smile on her face. “She was strolling the deck a minute ago and the poor child seemed lost. I assume she lacks your attention.”
 
Regan turned, glanced at her and left. Stephan took her arm and escorted her back to their table.
 
“What do you think, Sirena? God, how I wish I’d thought of doing something like this myself. The lucky fellow who owns this enterprise will make a fortune in a fortnight. Lord Aubrey Farrington is part owner, I understand.”
 
“Then you don’t realize that your step-grandson is his partner.”
 
Stephan looked at her quizzically.
 
“Didn’t you realize Regan has a full-grown son, Caleb. This is his ship. How nice for you, two entrepreneurs in the family!”
 
Stephan Langdon seemed shocked to learn Regan already had a son, but he didn’t seem altogether displeased. “I had no idea; Camilla never mentioned—”
 
“It’s possible she didn’t know.”
 
Mentally, Stephan calculated what effect Regan having a son would have on Camilla’s prospects to inherit his fortune. Deciding that the loss would be negligible, he brightened. The younger van der Rhys would certainly extend credit to his prospective step-grandfather. “Whatever. I am proud to have such an inventive young man join my family. Our family,” he quickly amended. “Perhaps I can give him a few pointers. For one point, exclusivity is the key to a thriving establishment. Perhaps I should avail this Caleb van der Rhys of my knowledge of such matters. Of course, Lord Farrington has a certain acquaintanceship with these things, but I fear he lacks the important degree of finesse. Is something wrong, Sirena,” he interrupted himself, “you suddenly seem very quiet.”
 
“A raging headache, Stephan. I wonder if you would mind calling it a night? We can return some other time.”
 
“Darling, we haven’t seen the gypsy dancers yet!” Stephan declared, unwilling to accommodate the request.
 
“I have seen all manner of gypsy dancers in Spain and I told you I have a headache. If you refuse to escort me, I will avail myself of your coach and go alone,” Sirena said hotly.
 
Stephan recovered himself and spoke warmly. “Forgive me, darling. I allowed myself to be carried away with the gala atmosphere. I couldn’t bear to have you suffer. Can you forgive my thoughtlessness?” He became solicitous and led her out onto the deck.
 
“Look, Stephan, there’s the Dutchman and he doesn’t seem to have had much luck in locating your daughter.”
 
“Regan, where is Camilla?” Stephan called.
 
Regan weaved his way to the railing and looked at Sirena first and then at his future father-in-law. “I don’t know where the hell she is,” he slurred. “An explanation will be in order when I do find her.”
 
“Perhaps I can be of some help,” Sirena offered. “I saw her walking the deck with a handsome young man. She called him Caleb, if my memory serves me.”
 
Regan noticed her inflection when she said ‘young man.’ “And that pleases you, doesn’t it? It’s made your evening complete,” he said savagely, gripping her arm.
 
“See here, Regan. Remove your hand from the lady; your drunkenness in unbecoming. If a man cannot hold his liquor, he should not drink.” Stephan raised his voice.
 
“If a man cannot control his daughter, then he should not take her out in public,” Regan countered menacingly.
 
“I hesitate to remind you it was you who brought Camilla here. And it was you who left her to her own devices for amusement while you gambled!”
 
“I knew this was a wicked ship, a wicked, wicked ship,” Sirena said coyly. “That is the reason Stephan is taking me home. I really don’t think this is a fitting place for a lady and dear, dear Camilla—why, anything could have happened to her. That man certainly was strong. Why, one little flick of his hand and she would be ... pulp!”
 
Stephan had no intention of telling the lovely Sirena that the demure Camilla would have the gentleman over the railing in a split second if she wanted. He would have to find her before van der Rhys had second thoughts about marrying her. Stupid girl, what was she up to?
 
“Stephan, Mynheer van der Rhys is absolutely correct. Camilla needs a controlling hand; and, until their marriage, the chore is yours. The poor child needs supervision. Poor baby, something absolutely awful must have happened to her.”
 
“Shut up, Sirena,” Regan said harshly.
 
Stephan stiffened. He was in a most untenable situation. He hesitated to encourage Regan’s wrath and perhaps ruin Camilla’s chances, yet he was honor-bound to protect Sirena from the Dutchman’s insults. “Regan, I must caution you not to speak to Sirena that way. The only reason I won’t call you out is you’re betrothed to my daughter and you’re drunk.” Fine perspiration broke out on Stephan’s brow.
 
“Disgusting,” Sirena said pertly. “I will overlook his rudeness, Stephan, because I am so worried about Camilla. Do you think we should organize a search party? I, for one, would be glad to help.”
 
Stephan’s tone was suspicious. “I believe you said you had a headache and wanted to go home.”
 
“Do you think for one minute I would be able to sleep with that infant lost? What kind of woman do you take me for?” she demanded virtuously. “Come, Mynheer, I will help you find her,” she said, taking Regan’s arm.
 
Stephan uttered a cry of relief. “There’s no need, darling, here is Camilla now. Young woman, where have you been?” he asked firmly.
 
“It was such a lovely evening I thought I would explore the deck while Regan had his turn at the table,” Camilla said happily.
 
Regan was glaring at Camilla, and Sirena wondered if he noticed her lips were slightly swollen. Leaning near Regan, Sirena whispered, “You really must tell me where she’s been the next time we meet. If for some reason her excuses don’t satisfy you, seek me out and I’ll be happy to tell you.” She gathered her skirts in her hand and deboarded with Stephan, leaving Regan staring after her with rage engulfing his features.
 
Sirena was very quiet on the ride home and Stephan soon tired of trying to engage her in conversation. Her thoughts swung back to Regan and what he would do if he discovered Caleb was romantically involved with Camilla. Belatedly, she realized she shouldn’t have baited Regan. The last thing in this world she wanted was for him to learn where Camilla had been ... and with whom.
 
Relations were strained between Regan and his son as it was. This was a breech that would never heal! Caleb’s disloyalty and Camilla’s infidelity would never be forgiven. She thought of the relationship once enjoyed between Regan and Caleb and a lump swelled in her throat. Theirs was a loving bond and it had always included her and Mikel. They were so alike, the man she loved and his son, and they never forgot for a minute that it was because of her they were together again.
 
Regan and Caleb had once shared something beautiful and they still could. This breach would not last their lifetimes. Pushing back the tears of regret that something she had almost said would have destroyed the two people she loved most in the world, she resolved she would never tell Regan anything.
 
 

 
 
Regan helped Camilla into the carriage, all signs of drunkenness gone as he thrust her against the side of the seat. “Now, tell me where you were and what you were doing! You made me the fool in front of your father and that Spanish witch.”
 
Camilla allowed a tear to spill down her cheek. She had no intention of telling him where she had been. Her body still ached for Caleb. The soul-shattering ecstasy in his arms was something she would want again and again. “Dearest Regan, I was so piqued when you left me for a pair of dice, I just knew I had to go outdoors for a breath of air to compose myself. A gentleman was smoking one of those filthy cigars and giving me a headache. When your son offered to point out several attractions of his ship, I agreed. Soon after, he was called away on a matter of business. What harm was done?” she asked softly, nestling closer to him. “Regan, are you jealous? How gallant of you!” she giggled. “I quite adore you when you’re like this. And darling, please, you mustn’t concern yourself about being made a fool. No one could ever do that. You’re so strong, so manly,” she breathed. “As for Sirena, she would never consider my behavior unladylike. She’s so earthy. Why, she has been in my father’s bed many times,” Camilla lied. “I’m not a child, Regan. I know what is going on around me, and you must believe me when I tell you my evening was innocent.”
 
A chill washed over Regan. He withdrew his arm from her, his muscles tensed. Camilla continued to speak. “I have a feeling, mind you, it is only a hunch, but I think something will develop between them. I’ve seen the way she looks at him, and I suspect she would like to become Lady Langdon,” Camilla babbled on. “Of course, my father is not a fool. I’m certain he will do the honorable thing and marry her sooner or later.”
 
On and on Camilla babbled, till Regan thought he would lose all patience.
 
Why did he feel this way? What Sirena did with her life was her own business, just as what he did was his own. Something deep inside him knew that Camilla was lying to him about her evening stroll and about Sirena. Camilla had been with Caleb and ...
 
The carriage had come to a halt and Camilla waited for Regan to escort her to her door. “Darling Regan, I am so sorry I neglected you,” she pouted. “When we’re married, I’ll be at your side constantly. I’ll be the most devoted wife in all England.” She held up her face for his kiss and immediately went into the house.
 
Regan walked back to the carriage with the thought racing through his head that he should return to the Sea Siren and beat the truth out of Caleb. His broad shoulders slumped and he brought his hands to his temples when he relaxed against the seat. Camilla wasn’t worth it. He knew he didn’t love her; she was only a means to an end. Suddenly, he felt like retching. Sirena was right; even he had a price. Nothing was working out the way he planned it.
 
Camilla danced up to her room and flounced down on the bed. Her thoughts were on Caleb and her hour with him. Tonight, there were no thoughts about her empty stomach and the food she had cached away in her reticule. She lay back, a dreamy expression on her face.
 
The last patron gone, the bolt secure, Lord Farrington began to count the night’s profits. From time to time he smiled happily as he divided the money into separate piles. Caleb watched him, a strange look lighting his eyes. In one night he had become a successful businessman, seduced his father’s betrothed and antagonized Sirena. In the last few hours he had left the last vestiges of boyhood behind. He had found love.
 
When Camilla had crept from the bunk to return to the gaming hall, he had felt no remorse, only complete satisfaction. All the other times and all the other women meant nothing. This time it had been different. Camilla was special.
 
He sighed happily as he watched Lord Farrington fill two pouches with the profits and separate what they would need to pay expenses.
 
When Camilla had bent over his naked body and whispered in his ear that she would return, he had thought he had died and gone to Heaven. Clutching her to him, he had kissed her ardently till she was breathless. Gently, he had pushed her away. “Another time,” he had whispered in her ear.
 
“No,” Camilla had panted. “Again! Again, Caleb,” she had said, slipping her gown off her shoulder so he could see one creamy, coral-tipped breast.
 
Caleb had licked dry lips and straightened her gown. “Another time,” he had stated firmly. Some instinct had cautioned him that this was not the time to satisfy their wants. Another long, passionate kiss and Camilla, her breathing harsh and ragged in the quiet cabin, gathered up her reticule and left, but only after bestowing on Caleb a long and promising look.
 
“I will count the hours and the minutes,” she had whispered.
 
Caleb grinned and forced his attention back to the present. “Well, how did we do tonight?” he asked.
 
“With what we took in tonight, we could both live comfortably for a long time. But that’s not the end of it, eh Caleb, my boy? A toast, Caleb, to our success,” Aubrey Farrington said, pouring wine into two goblets. “To our continued success,” he said, regarding Caleb over the rim of the glass. His rheumy eyes narrowed slightly when he noticed the expression on Caleb’s face. He had seen that look before, worn it himself as a matter of fact. “And which of the ladies offered you her favors? Don’t deny it, lad, it’s there on your face.”
 
Caleb shrugged and drained his goblet, not offering any explanations.
 
“You’ll soon discover you have your pick of women, and most will want to crawl between the sheets with you. Do yourself a favor, lad. Taste them all and don’t tie yourself to one. There’s a long life ahead, long and profitable, and if you play your cards right, it will be very enjoyable.”
 
Farrington laughed at his little witticism and Caleb joined him, leaning back and stretching his long, muscular legs in front of him. He was completely relaxed. When he moved, Lord Farrington was reminded of a large, jungle cat who had felled his prey. Caleb enjoyed his women and made the best of his lusty appetites. Whatever, if he were to indulge his manly prowess, he wouldn’t pay too much attention to the profits.
 
 

 
 
Stephan Langdon burst into his darkened house calling for Camilla at the top of his voice. He had never been so furious with her in her whole life! It had taken all his control not to thrash her there on the gambling folly in the presence of Regan and Sirena. She had very nearly ruined their plans and he would see it never happened again. That romantic dalliance with Regan’s son had very nearly cost them the marriage to the wealthy van der Rhys.
 
Bounding up the stairs toward Camilla’s room, the rage welled up in him, reddening his finely drawn features. He knew if he didn’t get himself under control Camilla would be the worse for it. “Camilla! Camilla, you little fool! I mean to see you, so open this door!”
 
Camilla had been lying against her pillows dreaming of Caleb’s strong embrace and ardent lovemaking when she heard the front door bang shut announcing her father’s return. She knew he would be angry with her and she sincerely hoped he would leave her to herself until morning. She wanted nothing to interrupt her languid thoughts of the tall, dark-eyed young man whom she had only this night discovered was Regan’s son. Caleb was vital, daring and enthusiastic. Regan was a strong, fascinating man, but he was so staid, so mature. He lacked imagination. That was the difference, Camilla decided. Regan had never attempted to take her to bed. He treated her as though she were a mere child whose head was empty of everything save a new gown or pretty hats. Regan had never even thought to scratch her surface to find the sensuous woman who lurked beneath. But Caleb, yes, Caleb was quite a man. His youth was appealing, exciting, with a wild, urgent quality no woman could resist.
 
“Camilla! I mean to see you! Open this door!” For a fleeting moment Camilla was frightened. She had never heard this rage in Stephan’s voice directed at her. This was the tone he used with lazy servants or insolent shopkeepers who plagued him for payment. With a shock she remembered this was the voice he had used with her mother, leaving her sobbing and tearful.
 
“The door is open, Father. Please come in,” she said sweetly, ignoring his frame of mind. She would have to keep her wits about her.
 
Stephan entered. “What in the world were you trying to prove this evening, daughter? Don’t you know you very nearly destroyed the betrothal between yourself and the Dutchman?” He advanced on her and she resolved he would not obtain the advantage and reduce her to a cloying, crying weakling. As he had done with Mother, a little voice echoed through her head.
 
Standing erect, tiny chin jutting in defiance, Camilla faced her father. “Calm yourself. Regan was quite satisfied with my explanations. Besides, Caleb is his son, or didn’t you know? He would never suspect his son of being interested in his fiancée. Regan has very definite scruples and, naturally, attributes the same to his son.” She had kept her voice steady, had even ended her little speech with a stifled yawn.
 
Stephan grasped her arm in a hurting hold. “So say you! But you didn’t see him when he couldn’t find you. There was murder in his eyes, and I don’t think he would have stopped to consider who the young man was! As for you, he would have snapped you in two!”
 
Camilla wrestled free, tears stinging the backs of her eyelids, but she managed to say, “Perhaps. But he was very different with me. And he didn’t murmur a word about calling off the wedding.”
 
Stephan was not satisfied with his daughter’s assurances. “You can’t be smug where the Dutchman is concerned,” he growled. “Regan can’t be made the fool, like Tyler Sinclair, or even be trifled with, like his son. Now get your wits about you, you little ninny!” He shook her violently to punctuate his words.
 
“Get your hands off me, Father,” Camilla sneered, her voice low and seething. “I tell you nothing has happened between Regan and myself. But perhaps it should! Caleb is much more to my liking! And rich, too! As for Tyler, don’t underestimate him, Father. He’s not quite the fool you think him!” Roughly, she pushed him away from her. “Ooh! If I had any sense at all, I would quit this whole business and run to Tyler and beg him to tell his parents about us! The Baron and Baroness would accept me if I promised never to have another thing to do with you! It’s you they object to, Father, not me!”
 
With lightning speed Stephan brought up his hand and cracked her soundly on her face. Camilla staggered backward, tears springing from her astounded eyes.
 
“So this is what I get for being a devoted father! Treachery! Bah! You are like all women, faithless, traitorous! Like your mother!” He loomed over her, his face contorted with hate. “I should have done away with you when I did away with her. I should have known you would leave childhood behind and grow to womanhood!” He spit the word “womanhood” as though it were the name of a leprous disease. “As for our plans, they will be executed on schedule. You will marry van der Rhys. After we have secured his fortunes, if you wish, I will make you a lovely young widow. Until then, see you behave accordingly!” He stalked from the room, leaving Camilla nursing her wounded face.
 
She stared after him, horror mingled with astonishment dulling her pansy eyes. Until this moment she had never been frightened of her father. She had always thought his remarks concerning widowhood were in jest. He had often threatened to do away with Tyler if he became a nuisance, but he had actually seemed serious when he said he would rid her of Regan. A chill crept up her spine when at last she was able to face the statement he had made concerning her mother. “... I did away with her!” A nightmare memory of her mother’s face as the coach drove out the drive flashed before her. Her eyes so empty and hopeless, that simple gesture of lifting her hand to wave good-bye.
 
“Oh, God! No, God, no!” Camilla gasped, sinking to her knees on the thick carpet. “She knew! Mother knew what he was doing to her!”

 







Chapter Twenty
 
Frau Holtz stamped around Sirena’s suite going through the motions of helping her mistress dress. The hour was very early, the sun was just breaking over the horizon. The woman’s pinched face clearly stated she thought this marriage to Stephan Langdon the most foolish idea the Mevrouw had ever dreamed up. More than foolish, outright stupid! Frau Holtz disliked Sir Stephan Langdon intensely. Whenever she was in his presence, it was all she could do to keep from sweeping him out of the house like a spider.
 
“You can stop overdramatizing the situation, Frau Holtz. I’ve explained my reasons to you and enough has been said,” Sirena spoke commandingly. I’ve decided to marry Stephan and the matter is closed. Now will you help me get ready or should I call Wren?”
 
“Nein. You’ll do no such thing. The poor little child needs her sleep, and she doesn’t have to remember the day you make a fool of yourself,” the Frau answered tartly.
 
“Then hurry and get my shoes out of the clothes press. Stephan will be here any moment.” Sirena turned to look in the mirror, patting her hair into place. It promised to be a long day. Her own wedding this morning and Regan’s this afternoon. How she would manage to get through it, God only knew. She wrung her hands anxiously, trying to bring some warmth to them. Her whole body was like ice and there was a pounding in her temples. Covertly, she risked a glance at Frau Holtz, some part of her praying the old woman would tie her to the bed and refuse to allow her to leave the house with Stephan. Taking a deep breath, she knew her fate had been sealed. She herself had arrived at this decision and would follow through with it, regardless of the black cloud looming over her. Sirena cast her thoughts and apprehensions away and made a supreme effort to brighten her spirits. She told herself that Stephan was past fifty years of age and his demands on her would be few and far between. And if he should become overzealous in his duties as a husband, she would make short work of that! She meant to keep the upper hand in this marriage and Stephan had better make no mistake about it.
 
“I wish you would allow me to come with you, Mevrouw. You will need a woman to be with you.” The Frau’s voice had softened and she was sympathetic, as though Sirena were going to a funeral and would need the support of a friend.
 
Reaching out her hand and touching the Frau’s sleeve, Sirena answered in a like tone. “This is something I must do alone, good friend. Thank you for your offer.”
 
“Where is the ... the ceremony to take place. Why couldn’t you have arranged to have it here?”
 
“Stephan has a friend who has kindly offered us his home in the outskirts of the city. We will be met there by the clergy. Immediately after, we will return to London, in time for Camilla’s wedding to Regan.” In spite of herself, Sirena nearly choked on the words. “As you know, Stephan will be living here with us. He’s already moved a number of his belongings here. He is leaving his house on Drury Lane for Camilla and ... her husband.” The last phrase was uttered in a whisper and nearly broke the Frau’s heart.
 
“Mevrouw, I would rather see you face pirates than see you with this man Langdon. There’s something about him that frightens me. Don’t ask me to explain it, I can’t.”
 
To offset the impact of hearing her own suspicions spoken by Frau Holtz, Sirena laughed uneasily. “You’ve seen me deal with pirates, and they are men, just as Stephan is a man. Why do you doubt my ability to deal with him?”
 
“Because a pirate is a pirate. It is there for all the world to see. This Lord Langdon wears many faces, and my instincts tell me he’s not the person he would have the world think he is.” Again, Frau Holtz’s face crumpled into worried lines.
 
“Don’t worry about me. If it ever comes to dealing with Stephan, rest assured, I’ll know how to go about it!” Even to herself, her voice sounded less assured than her bravado.
 
Before the footman could announce him, Sirena heard Stephan’s carriage wheels on the drive. Picking up her beaded reticule from the bed, and with a cursory glance in the mirror, Sirena swept from the room with a last instruction, “Kiss Wren for me, Frau Holtz, and tell her I’ll be getting home rather late. I’ll see her in the morning!”
 
Stephan waited for her at the bottom of the stairs. When he saw her, his eyes lit in appreciation. There was no denying it, Sirena was a beautiful woman, and she was bringing more into this marriage than social status and money. He knew he would not have been half as smug if he were marrying a rich, old woman who would lend him social acceptance as well as an indefatigable supply of funds. As important as it had always been to him, Stephan was discovering, once having gotten it, there were some things more important than money.
 
Sirena swept down the stairs toward him, her apricot silk gown bringing a fresh, healthy tint to her cheeks and throwing her shining ebony hair into contrast As she pulled on her matching gloves, she looked up and smiled at him. “Are you ready, Stephan?”
 
“More than you’ll ever know, darling,” he reached for her gloved hand and pressed his mouth to her fingers. “You’ll need a wrap, Sirena. The morning is still chilly.”
 
“I have it here,” she remarked, pointing to a dark brown capelet trimmed with sable. Stephan took it and placed it about her shoulders. His touch against her flesh held a distinct possessiveness and Sirena shuddered slightly. An impulse compelled her to run from this man, run as far away as she possibly could, yet she stood her ground and pulled the capelet around herself as though warding off a blast of cold air. Stephan did not seem to notice, and led her out the door to the waiting coach.
 
It was so early in the day little activity took place on the streets of the city. Few merchants were up and about at this hour and the citizens, who loitered about the pubs and alleys, were usually worse the wear from the tippling the night before. In the quiet, the bells of St. Paul’s rung out, welcoming the new day, to be joined by the melodious chiming from St. Peter’s, St. Olave’s, St. Botolph’s, St. Dunstan’s, St. Sepulchre’s and, finally, Barking Church near Hounditch Road, denoting the city limit.
 
They had made exceedingly good time through London, owing to the desolation. Within the hour they were embarking upon White Chapel Street past Goodman’s Field to the home of Anthony Webster, where the exchanging of vows would take place.
 
Stephan became increasingly unsettled by Sirena’s silence and watched her as she smoothed the folds of her gown between nervous fingers. “Sirena, tell me you’re not angry because I declined to have Tyler Sinclair be our witness. Please try to understand, darling, Anthony Webster is the only witness we need. It seemed unreasonable to drag Sinclair all the way out into the country with us.”
 
Sirena lifted her head. “I don’t understand your objections, Stephan. It is only natural I would like to have a friend present at this important event. However, I acceded to your wishes; let’s make no more of it.” Her tone was cool and reserved, but her fingers still plucked anxiously at her dress.
 
“You really are a winsome child, darling,” Stephan whispered as he put his arm around her and drew her close for a kiss.
 
Sirena’s blood froze and she strangled on her panic. She pushed him politely away, murmuring something about crushing her gown and wanting to look as lovely as possible on this most special day.
 
Stephan’s gray eyes became like shards of ice at her rejection and his already thin mouth pinched tightly, thrusting his stubborn chin outward. Sirena looked at him and wondered that she had never before seen the lines of cruelty in his face. Finding himself beneath her scrutiny, Stephan smiled in what he hoped was a display of affection and released her from his embrace.
 
“Poor child, every woman has the right to be nervous on her wedding day,” he soothed, patting her hand affectionately.
 
For an answer, Sirena turned her head and gazed out the window at the passing scenery, wondering why in heaven she was here with a man she did not love, could never love, traveling down the road to marry him.
 
As the coach swung up a wide, curving drive canopied with oak, Stephan reached into his smartly tailored vest and noted that his timepiece had just struck the hour of eight. The watery sunshine had now blossomed to a full golden splendor and promised a beautiful day. “Happy is the bride the sun shines on, darling,” Stephan recited, watching for Sirena’s reaction. It peeved him greatly that she was pensive and distracted rather than graciously, or even coyly, exuberant over their coming marriage. Regardless of how attractive Sirena’s fortune was to Stephan, his ego demanded his bride be flatteringly excited over sharing his name and his bed.
 
The Webster home came into view, and Sirena saw it was constructed of fieldstone and heavy hewn timbers, giving it a rustic charm. Once inside, however, the rustic gave way to gracious furniture and bright, airy rooms. Anthony Webster, a man close to Stephan’s age, greeted her warmly, his bovine, brown eyes smiling into hers.
 
Weakly, she returned his smile and thanked him for offering his hospitality. “Think nothing of it. Stephan is one of my oldest friends. I was more than happy to oblige.”
 
“Then you will be driving to London with us to attend Camilla’s wedding,” Sirena said with certainty, relieved she would not have to share the carriage all the way back to the city alone with Stephan.
 
Anthony Webster seemed at a loss for words. “Why, no, er . . . that is . . . ” His eyes flew to Stephan.
 
Smoothly, Stephan interjected, “Sirena, darling, you have our own wedding to think of, why must you dwell on Camilla’s? In fact, Anthony finds it impossible to attend the fair. He has other plans for today concerning his political ambitions. Don’t you, Anthony?”
 
“Yes, yes, as a matter of fact, I do. I was so sorry to refuse, but there was little help for it. Now, let us not stand here wasting time. Justice Tallman is waiting in the drawing room.” Squire Webster took hold of Sirena’s arm and escorted her through the hall to the flower-bedecked drawing room. “I hope you approve of the decorations.” Once again his eyes went to Stephan, who had followed them into the room.
 
Near the mantel stood a short, rotund gentleman of the cloth, who smiled in greeting. Seeing him standing there brought Sirena’s panic so close to the surface, she nearly turned and ran. In fact, she would have if Squire Webster hadn’t had such a firm grip on her arm.
 
The next few minutes swept past Sirena’s consciousness in a blur. She realized vaguely that she had signed the marriage contract. She heard Justice Tallman recite the vows and she heard her responses. Her finger, where Stephan had placed an impressive, square-cut, emerald ring, felt heavy and strangely cold. At last, when the ceremony was completed, Stephan embraced her. Her lips were bloodless, her vision foggy, her hands atremble. What had she done? Why had she married Stephan Langdon?
 
When they were alone once again in the coach returning to London, Stephan kept his arm about her and insisted upon kissing her. When she felt his tongue probe her lips, she was hard pressed not to display her disgust. His tongue was soft and felt thick against her mouth and too smooth, too wet, like a thing alive, like something she could find living a dark existence beneath a rock in the garden.
 
“Stephan, please,” she protested. “Control yourself! We’ve still Camilla’s wedding to attend; would you have me appearing mussed and wrinkled?”
 
“To hell with Camilla’s wedding,” Stephan said against her mouth, his hands groping beneath her skirts. “I’ve waited too long to claim you, Sirena.”
 
“Stephan! Please!” she shoved him away with what she hoped was a smile. “You can’t miss your own daughter’s marriage! What would Camilla think of me if I kept her father from the most important day of her life?”
 
Reluctantly, Stephan pulled away, straightening his waistcoat and adjusting his trousers. “You will have your way for now, Sirena. But I warn you; I find you the most desirable woman I’ve ever met, and I’ll be waiting for tonight. Darling,” he added as though the endearment were an afterthought.
 
Sirena looked into her husband’s eyes and saw there a terrifying lust. Stephan meant every word he said. Why had she never noticed how glitteringly hard his gray eyes could be? Why had she supposed that Stephan’s interest in sex would be merely perfunctory? He had never made advances or pressed her for her favors until this moment. She had been mistaken in assuming that age had dulled his appetite for the nuptial bed. Now, glancing at his slim, athletic body, she realized what a fool she had been.
 
“I’ve brought along a trifling surprise to celebrate our union,” Stephan announced, reaching beneath the seat to withdraw a wicker basket. Opening it, he revealed two crystal glasses and a bottle of white wine. With an expert economy of motion, he poured the wine into the goblets and handed her one. “To us, darling.” He clicked the glasses together and drank heartily.
 
The wine was cool to her throat and Sirena drank greedily, holding out her goblet for more. “It’s delicious, Stephan.”
 
“I’m delighted you like it, darling. I’ve saved another bottle for tonight.”
 
Hearing his words, Sirena gulped the wine down, feeling it warm her innards. God, she thought, she would need a whole bottle to herself if she were to get through the hours ahead with Stephan. She had been so purposeful about throwing stumbling blocks in Regan’s path she thought nothing of what marriage to Stephan would mean. Regan, she thought, taking another long drink. Camilla would be going home to spend her wedding night in Regan’s bed while she would be left to Stephan! She drank again.
 
Stephan sipped at his wine, savoring the fruity flavor, his eyes darting to his new wife. “I’m glad you like it so well, Sirena. I’ll arrange to import it for our wine cellar.”
 
Sirena barely heard him, she was so intent on her thoughts. She had been a fool. Again! The wine had already gone to her head owing to her empty stomach. She tried to review the reasons she had married Stephan. Somehow they all became confused and muddled in her mind.
 
Sirena shook her head and drained her goblet. She couldn’t think. Relaxing against the plush interior of the coach, she allowed Stephan to refill her glass.
 
 

 
 
Camilla Langdon sat before the mirror applying the finishing touches to her buttercup-yellow hair. The timepiece on her nightstand told her it was nearly ten o’clock. Her father would have married Sirena by this time, and they would be headed back toward London if they had not already arrived. The Langdons had at last secured their futures, Camilla thought sourly. Or at least Father had, she amended. Her own future was still uncertain. She was entering into a bigamous marriage. A vision of Tyler stepping forward to protest her marriage to Regan flashed before her.
 
Camilla wasn’t certain what had gotten into Tyler lately. He seemed more self-assured, self-confident, as though he harbored a wonderful secret. At times she wondered if his financial condition had improved, but then she would think of the paltry amounts he gave her on loan and discounted the idea entirely.
 
Along with these reflections came the memory of her first wedding day. She had been young, so young and in love. The way only a sixteen-year-old girl could be. They had spent the summer at the Sinclair’s country estate, and Tyler and she had been immediately attracted to one another. More than attracted, wildly in love! Stephan had kept a wary eye on the young couple, giving them excuses to be alone together, covering their trysts, condoning their relationship, and, at last, helping them elope and giving his blessing. At first, she thought herself lucky to have such an understanding parent, but then she learned the truth. Stephan had his goal set for the Sinclair money, and what better way to get his hands on it than to have his daughter marry the heir to the title.
 
Her wedding day to Regan was so different from that day nearly four years past when she and Tyler had run off together. Then she had been breathlessly in love; today she was going through the motions. Though she considered- Regan one of the most fascinating men she had ever met, she was frightened of him. Regan was no schoolboy who could be toyed with. He was a worldly, intelligent man who knew what he wanted from life and went after it. While his treatment of her was always courtly and gentle, she knew his ire could be aroused. She still shuddered to think of the night they had gone aboard Caleb’s Sea Siren and Regan could not find her. Regan was a challenge and would never knowingly allow himself to be manipulated. Camilla gulped when she thought of Tyler’s threat to expose her to the Dutchman. She could almost feel Regan’s strong, capable hands closing around her throat. Perhaps that was why she found herself So enamored of Caleb. He was a younger version of his handsome father without that terrifying aura of power which Regan exuded.
 
Suddenly, a heartrending sob tore from Camilla’s throat. “Damn you, Tyler! Why couldn’t it have worked for us?” she cried, lowering her head to her folded arms on the dressing table. “We’re both too greedy for our own good.”
 
That was how the maid found her when she brought the freshly ironed wedding gown to Camilla’s room.
 
 

 
 
Stephan ushered Sirena through the front doors of his house on Drury Lane. Guests were thronging through the rooms, looking for the best vantage point to witness the wedding of Camilla Langdon to Regan van der Rhys. Gratefully, he realized the shabby furnishings and worn carpets were not noticeable because of the gay decorations and crowds of people. As he led Sirena through to the drawing room, several gentlemen clapped him on the back and congratulated him as father of the bride. He answered their good wishes with a smile, but was concentrating on Sirena, who had had more than enough wine. He felt a slight tug at his arm as she stumbled once and decided the safest thing was to seat her near the doors to the garden where the vows would be said.
 
As he glanced around the room, he felt an uncontrollable desire to announce that Sirena and he had been married that very morning. The sooner word spread that he had become the husband of an heiress, the quicker his credit would improve.
 
Sirena allowed Stephan to seat her and she tried to focus on the milling guests. She had definitely drunk too much wine and she knew it, but somehow it seemed the only way to get through the day. An ominous pall hung about her as she saw Stephan smile and speak first to one guest, then another. She hoped he thought she was the blushing bride and that was why she was so remote. She would hate to have him know she was holding onto her chair for dear life as the room spun around her.
 
Through blurry eyes, Sirena looked toward the rear of the room and saw a manservant open the door to admit yet another guest. Fuzzy though her mind was, she wondered snidely if Stephan had invited the whole of London to witness Regan make a fool of himself. Her eyes adjusted and her attention strained to see the person was Caleb. He entered and fumbled uncomfortably with his cravat and his fashionable narrowly cut waistcoat seemed to strain against his broad shoulders. Her first impulse was to rise and rush to greet him, so relieved was she to see a familiar face from the past. But her feet were anchors and her knees wobbly from the wine, and she sat back down on her chair, hoping Caleb would notice her and cover the distance between them himself.
 
Caleb scanned the crowd and almost immediately observed Sirena. He turned away, hoping she hadn’t seen him. He didn’t want to speak with her, to open himself to her possible sarcasm, to expose his vulnerabilities to her. He strongly suspected Sirena knew what had transpired with Camilla.
 
Before coming to the Langdon house on Drury Lane, Caleb had contrived several excuses which would prevent him from attending the wedding. He knew none of them would be acceptable to Regan, who had made it clear he wanted his son present.
 
Gnashing his teeth, Caleb reached for a glass of wine from the tray of a passing servant. Two swallows and the glass was empty. He reached for another. He was a cauldron of boiling emotion.
 
Caleb had never desired a woman the way he did Camilla, and in a few moments she would be his stepmother, married to his father. He had never felt so ashamed as he did for his betrayal of Regan. Even worse was the knowledge that he was allowing Regan to march innocently into a marriage with a woman whose disloyalty would ultimately destroy him. And yet, selfishly, Caleb could say nothing. If he implicated himself in Camilla’s infidelity, whatever bond existed between Regan and himself would be severed beyond healing. He hated Camilla for what she was doing, and yet, just thinking about her made him want her. Her pale yellow hair in the silver of moonlight creeping through the porthole of the Sea Siren; her skin, alabaster white against his own darker body. Her scent . . . her feel ...
 
Unexpectedly, a hand clamped on his shoulder. Caleb turned to see a handsome man smiling lopsidedly at him. “So you came to bear witness to this farce, did you?”
 
Caleb realized this gentleman was worse the wear for drink. “What do you mean, ‘farce’? Who are you?” Caleb challenged.
 
“Oh, rather rude of me, chap, not to introduce myself first. Tyler Sinclair. I gather you’re Caleb van der Rhys. Spitting image of your father, you know,” Tyler awkwardly tried to correct his faux pas, with little success. Giving up the effort, he continued, “Surely you don’t think it’s love for the Dutchman that makes our pretty Camilla stand before the preacher, do you? Ha! More likely your father’s prospects! You know, originally I’d planned to be elsewhere today. However, I couldn’t bear not seeing the Langdons pull this one off!”
 
Caleb bristled. Whatever private thoughts he might entertain concerning Camilla, his protective instincts made him rise to her defense. “Sir, you seem to forget you speak of my father’s bride.”
 
“And it would serve you well if you remembered that fact yourself. Camilla is Regan’s bride, not yours.” Tyler seemed a bit unsteady on his feet and his color was ruddy.
 
Caleb paled. How many people suspected his connection with Camilla?
 
“Oho! Don’t look so alarmed,” Tyler soothed. “I’ve known our pretty, fair-haired sparrow too long not to know her tastes, Caleb.” The musicians struck a chord. “If I’m not mistaken, here comes our little bird now on the arm of London’s cockiest rooster!”
 
Caleb looked to the stairs where Tyler’s attention was directed. Camilla came into view on Stephan’s arm. She was a vision of purity and loveliness. For one insane moment, Caleb imagined he was the only other person in the room and that Camilla was walking hesitantly toward him. He imagined it was to him she came, wreathed in a smile of innocence. That her smile was for him, her eyes, her lips . . .
 
Camilla’s gaze fell on the two men and for one instant she was frightened. Disregarding Caleb, she studied Tyler’s features, trying to read his intentions. Would he dare hold to his threat and interrupt the wedding and declare publicly that she was already married, to him? For what seemed an eternity her heart stopped beating and she willed Tyler’s eyes to meet hers. When they did she breathed a silent sigh of relief. There, instead of a burning resolution, was the familiar amused expression she had seen countless times. So, she assured herself, Tyler would keep her secret for as long as she wanted. The Dutchman would be hers. And so would his money.
 
If Sirena saw Camilla make her way down the stairs, she did not show it. She only knew Camilla looked adorably young and innocent in her froth of white lace. All else escaped her when she saw Regan take his place near the garden doors, looking trim and fit in a suit of royal blue with silver accents. His doublet was cut in military style and hugged his slender waist while it emphasized his broad shoulders. Breeches worn inside knee-high boots of soft pigskin revealed his well-muscled legs and his sheaf of near-white hair blazed against the dark of his garments. He looked more handsome than she ever remembered. It was only when he turned to look at her, and she saw the faint outline of the S-shaped scar on his cheek, that the irrevocable past flooded back to her. Regan was marrying Camilla. He would be lost to her forever.
 
Where was the delight she was to have anticipated in telling him she had married Stephan earlier that morning? Where was the victory? Hopelessly defeated, Sirena slumped upon her chair and was an unwilling witness to the event taking place. As Regan stood framed in the doorway leading to the garden, Sirena imagined he was reciting his vows for her. In her befuddled state it was she who wore the white gown, not Camilla. It was she who Regan looked down upon, swearing to love and to cherish. It was she who looked up at him adoringly, waiting, longing for that moment when they would be alone and he would take her in his arms and turn the world upside down with his kisses. And it was she who would welcome him to her, feel his heart beating against her mouth, his smooth, bronze skin against her hands. And when she opened herself to him, the world would become a distant place as they soared to the heavens with their love to guide them.
 
A woman sitting beside Sirena tapped her gently on the arm and silently offered her a handkerchief. “I always cry at weddings, too, my dear. That’s why I brought several hankies along.” Until that moment, Sirena had no idea that her cheeks were streaked with tears.
 
Tyler and Caleb stood beside one another, each lost in his own thoughts. Several moments into the ceremony, just before the vows were sworn, Tyler nudged Caleb. “What would you say if I invited you to the nearest tavern to drink to the happy couple.”
 
Caleb faced Tyler and saw his own misery reflected in the other man’s eyes. “I’d say the first round was on me,” he smiled weakly.
 
Together, to the servants’ astonishment, they clapped arms across each other’s shoulders and marched out the door.
 
The newly wedded couple was toasted and glasses lifted in their honor. Somebody pressed a glass into Sirena’s hand and, before Stephan could retrieve it from her, the burnished liquid had found its way down her throat.
 
“Darling,” Stephan cautioned, “you really will be quite ill if you take any more wine.”
 
For answer, Sirena reached for a glass from a passing servant and glared at Stephan.
 
“Sirena,” he said sternly, “it promises to be a very long day and, as father of the bride, I am duty-bound to stay until the last guest leaves. It will be quite late before we can be alone together.” Even as he spoke, Sirena took another gulp from her glass and glared at Stephan with hostility.
 
“I can see I must make our happy announcement immediately, while you’re still on your feet to accept the congratulations from well-wishers,” he said through clenched teeth.
 
“Yes, do that, Stephan. It will be most interesting to note how our news is taken.” Her tongue had difficulty forming the words and her speech sounded slurred and thick, even to herself.
 
Regan looked over Camilla’s head toward Sirena. He had never seen her this way, and he felt a small tug of remorse that his marrying Camilla had spurred Sirena on to drink.
 
Camilla glanced up at her new husband and noticed his intense gaze directed at the other side of the room. Following his glance, she saw that Stephan had picked up a spoon and was ready to clink it against the side of his glass. “Come with me, Regan, I think Father has a little announcement to make. I nearly told you about it last night, but Father swore me to secrecy.”
 
As Stephan clinked the silver spoon against the crystal glass to capture the guests’ attention, Sirena saw Regan and Camilla come toward them. She was looking straight into Regan’s eyes when Stephan made the announcement.
 
“. . . and lucky man that I am, our lovely guest from Spain, Sirena Córdez, consented to be my bride. We were married early this morning.”
 
At first, Regan didn’t seem to comprehend the message in Stephan’s words, then it hit him with full force. His face whitened, a terrible, ghastly hue. His lips compressed and the blue of his eyes became like chips of granite. While everyone gathered about Sirena and Stephan, she lost sight of Regan but could still feel his eyes on her and was aware of the hatred emanating from him.
 
The long day went on and on; Sirena was oblivious to what was going on around her. The wineglass in her hand always seemed empty and at every opportunity she helped herself to another. Regan kept his distance, dancing with Camilla or joining intimate little groups for conversation. Stephan was the most gracious of hosts, seeing everyone’s glass was filled and that each guest had access to the buffet table. Later, when she would think of this day, Sirena would see it as a whirl of activity and grotesque smiles. The details would be hazy and she would never remember what was said either to her or by her, but she would forever remember the misery.
 
 

 
 
The room was dark and still, yet Regan was strangely ill at ease within its confines. It was a small chamber and undeniably girlish in its decor. The furniture was light and feminine; the bed barely large enough to hold the both of them. If he stretched out, his feet would touch the footboard. He realized his error in not insisting they spend their wedding night in his house on Lime Street among his more comfortable belongings. But he had acceded to Camilla’s preferences, deciding she longed to take her first step into womanhood surrounded by her childhood possessions.
 
The strains of music coming from below was distracting as were the raised voices of the departing guests. From behind the discreetly placed screen in one corner of the room, he could hear the rustle of taffeta and the occasional splash of water as Camilla readied herself for bed. Poor child, he thought, she must be terrified. He would be as considerate of her as possible. He would take his time, initiate her into lovemaking as gently as he could. It wouldn’t be difficult, he decided. Camilla didn’t exactly inspire a heated passion in him.
 
A shadow appeared on the wall and Regan turned to its source. Camilla stepped from behind the screen. Her hair was free and loose about her shoulders like a silky, golden mantle, falling almost to her waist. It was then he noticed her nightdress. Long and full, sleeves coming to her wrists and neckline nearly up to her ears. Christ! Another inch of fabric and she could pass for a nun!
 
In spite of himself a vision of Sirena’s naked, tawny splendor came to him. He almost had to shake his head to free himself of the haunting memory.
 
Regan motioned to a place on the bed beside him and Camilla coyly stepped forward, keeping her eyes downcast.
 
Tenderly, he took her into his arms, kissing her lightly, aware of her fragile framework. Wordlessly, he worked the buttons at the throat of her gown and slipped his hand inside against her warm skin.
 
Taking her cue from Regan, Camilla shyly undid the row of buttons and allowed the nightdress to slip off her shoulders. And when she came again into his arms, flesh touched flesh and Regan was aware of a building response in his loins.
 
 

 
 
Downstairs, Stephan was bringing Sirena her wrap, placing it around her shoulders and tucking it about her chin. “You mustn’t take cold, darling,” he whispered, leading her to the door. “The servants will take care of things here. We’ve had a long day and it’s time we went home.”
 
Sirena looked up at Stephan and wondered what he was talking about. This was his home! Like a blast of freezing air, she realized that she now shared her home with Stephan, everything she had was Stephan’s. He was her husband! The wine she had consumed still made her thinking fuzzy. Just before he led her outside to the waiting carriage, Sirena turned and looked up the stairs. Regan was up there. With Camilla! Her bottle-green eyes flashed dangerously as she thought of what they were doing.
 
She actually had her foot on the bottom step when Stephan pulled her away. “Where are you going?” he asked harshly, startling her.
 
Suddenly she realized she had intended to climb the stairs and search out the room where Regan lay with Camilla. In her mind’s eye she imagined she could see Regan’s broad, muscular back as he leaned over his wife. She could see the back of his head where his light, silvery hair curled at the nape. How often had she tangled those errant curls through her fingers? How familiar the bronze skin was to her.
 
She would kill him! She would climb those stairs and search him out, and take the life from him as he had done to her.
 
Slowly, she sunk to the floor, tears streaming down her face, shoulders shuddering violently. Ultimately, she would take her own life because there was no life without Regan.
 
Someone had grabbed her arm and was dragging her to her feet, “Stand up,” Stephan growled. “You’re making a spectacle of yourself before the servants!” When she looked at him, his face was contorted into cruel lines. His lips curled in disgust. “I never knew you were a sot, Sirena. How did you manage to keep it hidden?” His tone was sarcastic and demeaning.
 
Sirena shrugged her arm out of his grasp. Head high, she walked out the door to the coach. She was silent during the short ride from Drury Lane to King Street. Stephan sat opposite her, glaring at her through the darkness.
 
Sirena’s house was dark save for a few lights which Frau Holtz had left burning. While Stephan turned to lock the door behind them with a proprietary hand, she tripped up the stairs, heading for her room. Just as she was opening the door to her suite, Stephan came silently up behind her, his hand grazing the surface of her arm.
 
“Your room is next to mine,” Sirena said thickly. “I’m sure you’ll find everything you need there.”
 
“I’ll join you shortly.”
 
“Don’t bother, I’ve a wicked headache. I need my rest. I’ll see you in the morning.” She tried to make her voice casual, but her throat was choked with apprehension. From Stephan’s surly attitude she doubted he would conform to her wish to be left alone. Tonight and every night, Sirena thought with panic. The very idea of sharing a bed with Stephan was abhorrent to her.
 
“You won’t dispose of me so easily, Sirena,” he said bitterly. “You are my wife and this is now my house. I am lord here, and it is my wishes that will be considered.” Roughly, he pushed her into the room and slammed the door shut.
 
Sirena turned to him, her fingers curling into talons. He recognized the expression in her eyes. “I wouldn’t do anything foolish, like crying out, Sirena. You forget, you are my wife and none of the servants will interfere with our marital . . . harmony!”
 
“Perhaps your servants, but not mine!” she hissed. “Frau Holtz and Jacobus would run to my defense!”
 
“And they would lose their positions before morning. Is that what you want, Sirena darling?” His voice was heavy with threat. “Now prepare yourself for bed, I’ll be in presently.” With a last backward glance, Stephan walked through the connecting door between their rooms, leaving Sirena in a paralyzing dread.
 
If only she could think! Do something! How could she allow herself to be cowed by Stephan Langdon? Her head was buzzing loudly, her arms were too heavy to lift and her eyelids felt as though they were lined with gravel. Her mouth was dry and tasted sour. Her gaze fell on a silver tray bearing a decanter of brandy and two glasses. Hands shaking, she poured out two fingers of the amber liquid and sat down near her dressing table. Moments later, when Stephan returned, that was where he found her, asleep in her chair, the last drops of brandy spilling from the glass and down her skirt.
 
His hand closed fiercely on her arm and dragged her from the chair, flinging her to the floor, bringing her back to awareness. “Why aren’t you ready for bed?” he growled.
 
Gasping for breath, Sirena looked up at him from the floor, her foggy vision and dulled senses rebelling against this assault.
 
“Get up, you wench! Take off those clothes!” Viciously, his fingers found the delicate fabric near her throat and tore it asunder. Staggering from the impact of his attack, Sirena stumbled backward. “Look at you! Staggering drunk! What do you think my friends will say when they discuss your disgusting behavior at my daughter’s wedding? They’ll laugh and think me a fool for taking a lush for a wife!”
 
Her hand lashed out and found his face, leaving a trailing imprint across his cheek. “Shut up, Stephan. You’re as hysterical as a fishwife.” Her tone was cold and deadly, causing Stephan to look at her in astonishment. “I don’t have to explain my actions to you or anyone else! Now, get out of here and leave me alone. I’d sooner sleep in a nest of vipers than share a bed with you.”
 
Stephan’s eyes blazed, blood rushing to the surface of his face. As quick as thought, his hand flew out, knocking her on the jaw, sending her reeling across the room.
 
Then he was upon her, tearing away her garments, pinning her beneath his surprisingly strong body, flailing her, hitting, hurting, pulling her to the bed.
 
Sirena retaliated, punishing him with her fists, yanking at his hair, kicking out with her legs. But her movements were slow, hampered by the amount of wine she had consumed. She felt her energy ebb, knowing she was leaving herself victim to his violence.
 
And when he had divested her of the last shreds of her attire and her body was revealed to his eyes and his cloying touch, she heard a strange, alien sound floating to her ears. It was remote and distant, and it was with horror and defeat that she realized it was the sound of her own whimpering as Stephan forced himself between her thighs and pummeled her resisting flesh with the staff of his manhood.
 
Her resistance yielded to subjugation as she lay beneath him, repressing her instincts to fight him, overthrowing her defiance against his victory to become subservient and submissive. She hoped he would finish and be done with her, leaving her in isolation to lick her wounds like the wounded animal she was.
 
 

 
 
Regan turned on his side, away from the sleeping Camilla. His bride was a lovely girl and would have made any man look forward to the prospect of having her warm his bed each night. Any man who had never slept beside Sirena, he thought with chagrin. Camilla could never compete with the warm-skinned, fiery-natured Sirena. Camilla was a delight, a confection, with her bright hair and pink skin, but she definitely bored him. It was Sirena with her cloud of dark hair and wet luscious lips he wanted. He squeezed his eyes shut against the image of Sirena sharing Stephan’s bed. The bitch! She had contrived to marry Stephan to prevent him from using the Langdon money to secure his business. Sirena always managed to get the upper hand somehow, regardless of what it cost her.
 
Unexpectedly, Regan felt the urge to turn over and grab Camilla by her shoulders and shake her till her eyes fell out of her head. She had known Stephan and Sirena were getting married that morning! She knew it and she hadn’t told him! For once in her life Camilla had kept a secret, and it had to be the worse luck for him. If only she had told him about Stephan’s wedding plans, he would have walked away from his marriage to Camilla, laughing his head off. For once he would have beaten Sirena at her own game! Would have, he thought sourly as Camilla’s hand crawled over his shoulder and came to rest against his chest. He looked down at her hands and thought, There’s no fool like an old fool! he snorted. “And she wasn’t even a virgin.”

 







Chapter Twenty-one
 
“Mevrouw, Mevrouw, come quick! Jacobus is having trouble keeping them out!” Frau Holtz cried hysterically. “Quick, before they break down the door!”
 
“Before who breaks down the door?” Sirena asked, raising her head from the pillows and then lowering it again as a surge of pain shot through her temples. “Please, Frau Holtz, lower your voice. Ooh, my head!”
 
“Mevrouw, come instantly, there is a line of creditors in the street. Each is waving a sheaf of bills for which they demand payment. Your husband’s bills!” the housekeeper said sharply.
 
Sirena’s sleepy eyes were suddenly wide and alert, the effects of wine and brandy forgotten. “There must be a mistake! Where is Stephan?” she asked, throwing her long lissome legs over the side of the bed.
 
“He left after he breakfasted. He said something about going to see a boy’s school and he wouldn’t return until the dinner hour. Hurry, Mevrouw, or they’ll kill Jacobus to get into the house!”
 
“There must be some mistake!” Sirena exclaimed, again as she donned a demure dressing gown. Each time she moved, her muscles ached and she noticed several bruises on her arms. Adjusting the sleeves of her dressing gown so Frau Holtz’s quick eye wouldn’t notice, she pulled a brush through her long, dark hair, gathering it into a knot at the back of her head. She had some difficulty with the pins and the housekeeper came to her aid. “Frau Holtz, send one of the footmen for Tyler. Have him come here immediately.”
 
The old housekeeper’s all-encompassing eyes had already scanned the bedroom and settled on the torn and shredded gown Sirena had worn the day before. Picking it up, she examined the wide rents in the fabric and then her gaze flew to Sirena. “Vish!” she snorted in disgust. “The man is a beast! How badly did he hurt you?” she demanded.
 
“Don’t worry about me, Frau Holtz. Just be assured it will never happen again.”
 
“Ja,” the Frau grumbled, “and just how do you think to accomplish that? He is your husband.”
 
Sirena didn’t want to discuss it. It was painful enough to bear this humiliation without having it talked about. “Please, Frau, send someone for Tyler.”
 
After Frau Holtz had left her alone, Sirena inspected the damage done to her person. Her arms bore faint black-and-blue marks which would deepen in color as the day progressed. Her legs ached, the muscles of her inner thighs twinged each time she took a step.
 
Stephan had used her roughly and she would never forgive him for it! Had she had him within her sights at this moment, she would gladly run him through. And now these bill collectors.
 
She splashed water on her face and scrubbed her teeth with the rough side of the washcloth. She didn’t ever remember feeling so terrible. The huge quantity of liquor combined with Stephan’s treatment had left her sick and sore. No time to think of that at the moment; she dressed hurriedly, donning a day dress of light green with a paler lace edging. Stuffing her feet into slippers, she took a moment to compose herself before facing the growing crowd downstairs. Even from her room which was at the far side of the house, she could hear angry male voices.
 
Out in the hall, little Wren ran to Sirena and buried her face against her, a wild, frightened look in the child’s eyes. “There now, Wren. There’s nothing to be frightened of Go back to your room and Frau Holtz will bring up a nice breakfast for you.” In spite of her own apprehensions, Sirena managed to quiet the scared girl before leaving Wren in her room.
 
Bustling down the stairs, Sirena encountered an ashen-faced Jacobus. “Show the gentlemen into the library, one at a time, and we shall see what this is all about. Don’t look so concerned, Jacobus, I’m certain it is a misunderstanding. When Sir Sinclair arrives, show him in to me right away.”
 
Sirena had no sooner positioned herself behind the desk when the first creditor was admitted. She listened patiently, then slipped into fury as she was presented with a lengthy list of debts.
 
“Sir Langdon assured us they would be paid immediately upon your marriage.”
 
Swiftly, she calculated the staggering amount and then leaned back in the chair. “How long have you extended credit to Sir Langdon?”
 
“It seems like forever, Lady Langdon,” the merchant said sourly. “In truth, these bills are two years in arrears. Occasionally, when the dice are in the lordship’s favor, he pays a small amount on the account.”
 
Puzzled, she pressed her slender fingers to her throbbing temples. “Why was such extended credit allowed?”
 
The merchant shrugged. “It is usual to extend credit to the nobility. Considering your husband’s affiliation with Baron Sinclair, every courtesy was extended him. Neither I, nor the others who are waiting to see you, had any desire to lose the Baron’s patronage and, from time to time, the good lord would be generous and pay a grand portion of the account, such as he did last Christmas.”
 
“I think I understand. I wonder if I might ask you to be patient for a short while longer. My solicitor is on his way here and the matter will be settled to your satisfaction. You have my word on it. If it wouldn’t trouble you, would you convey this message to the others waiting outside?”
 
Sirena went into the kitchen where Frau Holtz was preparing a breakfast tray. Her mind was whirling. And she had thought Regan a bastard! Duped! Sirena Córdez van der Rhys had been duped! She had married a debt-ridden old man. Penniless! What a fool she had been. Regan. If she had married an impoverished nobleman, then Camilla was also without a farthing to her name. She threw her head back and laughed as she pictured an identical gathering of creditors lining Drury Lane outside Regan and Camilla’s cozy love nest. They had both been fools, especially herself! There had been no reason to rush into marriage with Stephan to insure that Regan didn’t avail himself of the Langdon fortune. Fortune! A fortune in bills!
 
Standing near the stove, drinking her morning coffee, Sirena could not force herself to meet Frau Holtz’s eyes. “Would you care for more coffee, Mev . . . Lady Langdon?” the woman asked. Only the day before yesterday Stephan had asked why the housekeeper used the Dutch form of address. He made it clear he did not approve and cautioned that as soon as the wedding took place Frau Holtz was to use Sirena’s correct title.
 
“No, thank you, Frau. Has Wren had her breakfast yet?” Sirena’s eyes were tragic and Frau Holtz wondered what had transpired behind the closed bedroom door last night after she heard Sirena and Stephan return home.
 
“Nein, I bring it now. Poor Liebchen, terrified out of her wits. And you were going to see to it that she never had reason to be frightened again! Harmph!”
 
“Sirena! Sirena!” Tyler’s anxious voice called her from the front of the house. Rushing through the door, she nearly knocked him over. All she needed to see was the look on his face and she knew it was all true.
 
“Why didn’t you tell me!” she demanded, color suffusing her face.
 
“I tried to warn you, Sirena. Look, there’s no need to go into that now. The first thing you must do is to settle these accounts and plan from there. Come, let’s take care of this immediately.”
 
By the noon hour all the creditors had been paid in full. They left the library, smiles on their faces, exchanging knowing winks over the fact that Sir Langdon had gotten better than he deserved when he married the beautiful Spaniard.
 
After they had departed, Sirena allowed herself to relax. An expression of rage was evident in her eyes and in the hard, firm line of her jaw.
 
“How could you allow me to marry Stephan knowing his circumstances?” she demanded of Tyler.
 
“I tried, Sirena; I really did. You would have no part of what I was trying to tell you. And if I had come right out and proved to you that Stephan was living on credit, would it have made any difference?”
 
“Yes! You’re damn right it would have made a difference. I wouldn’t have married him. As it was, I only married him to stop Regan from getting his hands on the Langdon money! If I’d known there wasn’t any, I would have warned Regan and the both of us could have avoided a terrible mistake.” She shot her words out at him, her voice seething.
 
“Would you have? I don’t think so, Sirena.” Tyler’s voice was calm, unruffled, and Sirena could have slapped him.
 
“What do you mean? Of course, I would have told him!” She advanced on Tyler. He saw in her the reason she had been named Sea Siren and understood the temper which enabled her to slay men. Sirena lifted her arm to strike him, strike anyone, anything.
 
He grasped her arm and forced her into a chair. “Listen to me: I don’t believe a word you’re saying and, if you stop to think on it, you’ll realize I’m right. You wouldn’t have told Regan! You would have let him marry Camilla and tie himself to her because you know he doesn’t love her. Possibly, you even know he could never love her. You’d never take the chance he would find someone he could love! Camilla is a nice, safe little girl and no one knows better than you that she could never take your place as Regan’s wife. No, Sirena, you wouldn’t have told Regan under any circumstances. And as for marrying Stephan, what better way to insure your remaining, in some way, connected with Regan? You would have married Stephan if he’d been a pox-ridden, one-legged beggar. You went into this marriage with your eyes wide open and you can’t place the blame on my head.”
 
Sirena lowered her head in dejection. God help her, Tyler was right. She would have paid any price to insure further relations with Regan. She had to be a part of his life, even if it meant she played the role of his stepmother-in-law.
 
“I told you English law put the female at a distinct disadvantage. As much as I hate to admit it, you are at your husband’s mercy. From the moment you uttered your vows, you became his chattel. I warned you and you thought you could outsmart him. Why else do you think I hurried to place the largest bulk of your inheritance into trusts? It was to keep Stephan’s greedy hands off it. You are responsible for his debts and, right now, he is probably sweeping the city running up bills. That is if he isn’t on that gambling ship frittering away your money. There is nothing you can do about it.”
 
“You could have given me something to go on, Tyler. How could you have let this happen to me?” Sirena shouted angrily. “You betrayed me, Tyler, in spite of everything you say, and I mean to find out why!”
 
“I did try to warn you. You just said to take care of the disposal of your money. If it’s any consolation to you, you did make the wise move when you had most of your holdings transferred to Caleb and your housekeeper and, upon your death, to van der Rhys. Stephan cannot touch those.”
 
“What will happen now?” Sirena asked pathetically. “I hate him, Tyler. I hate him, and we’ve only been married twenty-four hours. The man is a beast!”
 
Tyler shrugged, pity welling up in his breast. Somehow, he couldn’t tell her what fate the first Lady Langdon met He didn’t think she could bear it at this moment.
 
Sirena lifted her head and looked into Tyler’s face. “You know something,” she hissed. “What is it? Tell me, you must!”
 
“I can only tell you what happened to Camilla’s mother.”
 
“Tell me! Tyler, please, I must know!”
 
“I don’t want to frighten you unnecessarily. It is only conjecture.”
 
“If you won’t tell me, I’ll go to your mother, the Baroness, and inform her of the way her son betrayed me.”
 
“Save your threats, Sirena. I’ll tell you so perhaps you can prepare yourself somehow. Remember, I said it was only conjecture.” Tyler’s voice was firm and deep.
 
In the last few moments he had grown in Sirena’s esteem. This was a new side to Tyler. It was a forceful character which she could respect. She admitted to herself that all he said about her was true, and he wouldn’t be cowed by her threats to go to the Baroness. Now, when he spoke, she listened.
 
“Stephan Langdon is a very determined man. A man who wears two faces. There are those in my family who call him a cold and dangerous man. When Stephan married my Aunt Flora, his finances bordered on poverty. His own father was afflicted with the gambling vice and what was not lost on the tables he frittered away on get-rich-quick schemes which, I’m sorry to say, were not always on the white side of the law. I’ve heard she was near out of her mind for loving him, and, against her family’s advice, she married him. Since she was of a gentle and sensitive nature, my grandfather feared for her health. It was the only reason he was induced to give his blessing to the marriage. In the end, Stephan had worked his way through my aunt’s inheritance as well as Camilla’s.”
 
“It’s not a pretty story,” Sirena whispered.
 
“There’s more,” Tyler said sadly. “In the end, Aunt Flora could not bear the disgrace she felt she had brought down on the family. She became . . . ill. She spent her last days at Bedlam.”
 
“Bedlam!” Sirena was shocked. She had heard of the infamous institution for the insane.
 
“I don’t know if Aunt Flora actually lost her mind or if Stephan contrived to have her committed there. In England all that is necessary is for the husband to swear she is insane, bribe a physician and affix his signature to a document. She died there, Sirena.”
 
“Good God! If what you say is true, Stephan is demented!”
 
“I believe so, Sirena. If you cross him, even once, you may find yourself in the same position. Especially when he learns he was outsmarted when you placed the bulk of your holdings into trusts.”
 
“And Camilla, does she know all this?” Sirena asked, wondering how the girl could be so obviously devoted to a father who had had a hand in destroying her mother.
 
“I doubt it,” Tyler said soberly. “She was very young at the time. Myself, I hadn’t the heart to tell her what the family whispered about behind closed doors. There didn’t. seem any sense to it Stephan has always doted on his daughter.”
 
“And Regan? Does he know any of this?”
 
“No. Who would tell him? This is not something known outside the perimeters of my family. By the way, if it would make you feel any better, Regan finds himself in much the same position as yourself. Camilla’s creditors are lined up outside the house on Drury Lane. I saw them on my way here. Fortunately, you are coming out in the clear; you have more than enough to carry you through. But van der Rhys is not in your position. He’ll go under.”
 
Sirena felt pity for Regan. Regardless of how he had hurt her, she had never wished this upon him. “Tyler, I want to thank you for your honesty and for straightening out the matter of the debts. I’ll be very wary of Stephan and warn my most trusted servants to keep their eyes open.”
 
“Sirena, have you looked at your employees since you married Stephan. I know the wedding only took place yesterday, but his own footmen and valet have already joined your staff. And a motley crew they are. It would not surprise me to learn they keep Stephan informed of your every action. Sirena, if he had little compunction about ridding himself of my aunt, a few trusted servants will make little difference. Be careful,” he warned as he prepared to leave the house.
 
For the first time in her life, Sirena knew true terror. She had fought pirates, suffered at their hands, braved storms at sea and faced death, yet she had never been as terrified as she was at this moment. Her hands trembled as she paced the library, reviewing her situation and desperately trying to find a solution for it.
 
When Frau Holtz brought Sirena’s luncheon tray, she found her mistress before the cold hearth. Sirena explained the situation quietly, her eyes dry as she made a pretense of nibbling at the food. “We must all be careful around Stephan until I find a way out of this mess. Have Jacobus go to the Sea Spirit and bring back Jan and Willem. Tell him they are to apply here for work. They are to ally themselves with Stephan’s valet and the new footman. For now, I can think of nothing else.”
 
“I could go to the Mynheer and tell him. I’ll ask him to help you,” Frau Holtz pleaded.
 
“Regan is in much the same position. No, Frau Holtz, I got myself into this predicament and I will have to get myself out. Just be cautious around the new servants and, whatever you do, don’t cross swords with Stephan. Do whatever he says. Frau Holtz, how could I have been such an idiot? How could I have made such a dangerous mistake?”
 
“You did it because of the Mynheer,” the old woman said dourly.
 
“Yes, because of Regan,” Sirena said softly. “And now I’m worse off than I was before. If I had my hands on his neck right now, I would choke the life from his body and laugh while I’m doing it.”
 
Frau Holtz was shocked. “You would do no such thing! You know you love him.”
 
“Not Regan. I would cheerfully kill Stephan!”
 
“And I would help you,” the Frau grimaced.
 
“Instead, I must play his game until I learn what his plans are. When he comes home for dinner, I’ll behave as though nothing happened. I’ll wait him out. If he mentions it, then I will behave as though it is an everyday occurrence to have bill collectors beating down the door. I’ll not give him the satisfaction of knowing what hell he has put me through today. I’ll play his game, Frau Holtz, and I’ll beat him at it!”
 
 

 
 
Camilla met Stephan near the gangplank of the Sea Siren. “Up to your old vices, Father?” she asked sarcastically, lifting a finely arched eyebrow.
 
“Camilla, child, how much I’ve missed your voracious appetite at the breakfast table. I haven’t been in your company since our weddings. How do you find married life?”
 
Camilla smiled. “Regan is wonderful, Father. Precisely as you said he would be. He barely allows me . out of his sight.” There was a sour note in her voice, but Stephan preferred not to hear it.
 
“The man must love you dearly; he can’t bear to be separated from you.”
 
“More that he worries I’ll run up my accounts. Father, if you could have seen him the morning after the wedding you would have thought him a madman! He terrified me. I can’t imagine that fire-breathing Spaniard you married was in a much better frame of mind!”
 
“Nonsense, Sirena knows her place. She didn’t utter a word. She knows when to keep her mouth shut, that one.”
 
“Do I hear a note of disenchantment in your voice, Father?” Camilla sent him a piercing look.
 
“Just call it straining at the bit. Marriage doesn’t agree with me, I’m afraid,” he sighed, brushing an imaginary speck from the front of his new brocade frock coat.
 
Camilla glanced down at his hand and saw that he waited for her to comment on a huge ruby set in diamonds glittering on his finger. Perversely, she clamped her mouth shut.
 
Camilla wondered if her father had disliked being married to her mother and just how far he had gone to rid himself of the encumbrance.
 
“Well, we did it, young lady,” Stephan laughed jubilantly. “No more poverty, living off the charity of others, keeping up a front. Our credit has been restored, the riches of the world are open to us.”
 
“Your credit has been restored, Father. Regan has closed all my accounts. Before I make any purchases, I am to clear it through him. God only knows what he’ll say when he learns I purchased new draperies and carpets before the wedding. They should be delivered any day now, along with the new furniture.” Camilla shuddered.
 
Stephan struck a pose of sympathy. “At the very least, dear daughter, the Dutchman won’t allow you to starve. If I remember correctly, that always was your main concern.”
 
Camilla’s nose rose into the air. “It is much more than could be said for my own father,” she retorted.
 
“You know, Camilla, there are times you remind me of your dear, departed mother. And let me say the resemblance is not flattering. Good-bye, darling, remember me to the Dutchman.” He tapped her on the arm with his walking stick and turned to his carriage.
 
Caleb stood at the rail and watched Stephan depart, leaving Camilla to climb the gangplank. His heart hammered in his chest and his hand itched to bring her head close so he could run his fingers through her hair. His brown eyes narrowed as he saw her lift her eyes to meet his. This was wrong! Brutally wrong! Technically, Camilla was his stepmother. Over and over since the wedding, Caleb had agonized over the situation. His involvement with Camilla stung his conscience, made him sick with himself. But there was no help for it.
 
He was falling in love with her. She was so young, so sweet, so tender. Too tender to be at the mercy of Regan’s rough hands. Even now, as he looked at her, he could see that something was desperately wrong.
 
“Caleb, oh Caleb. How glad I am to find you here!” Her voice was on the point of breaking into tears.
 
“Camilla, what’s wrong? Tell me! Come into my cabin; we can talk in privacy there.”
 
Meekly, Camilla allowed Caleb to lead her into his dim quarters. Tears dribbled down her cheeks and she pushed a fist to her face to wipe them away. The gesture was so like a child’s that Caleb’s heart turned over in his chest.
 
“Camilla, love, what’s wrong?”
 
Suddenly, she threw herself into his arms, holding. onto him for dear life. “Oh, Caleb! I’m so miserable! It’s Regan! He’s a madman!” she sobbed, hiccoughing to punctuate her words.
 
“What has he done to you?” Caleb demanded, remembering Regan’s temper.
 
“He frightened me. Several merchants came to the house and asked payment on the accounts. Oh, Caleb, I’m such a foolish ninny. I have no head for figures at all. I assumed those bills were paid. In fact, I know they were. When Regan demanded I show him the paid receipts, I couldn’t. I never received any.”
 
Caleb fumed, imagining the scene. She was so sweet, so trusting. He could understand how easy it would be for an unscrupulous merchant to cheat her.
 
“Regan settled the accounts,” she sobbed, “but now he won’t let me out of his sight. He’s horrid, I tell you! I didn’t even have enough to pay the fare on the hack that brought me here. Thank goodness I met Father and he offered to pay it for me. Otherwise, I would have had to ask you.” Camilla sniffled prettily and dabbed at her eyes while she watched Caleb covertly. She prayed he went for the bait. Although she had exaggerated greatly, Regan did insist, on putting a halt to her spending.
 
“Little love, here, here, don’t cry. Here,” he said, pulling gold guineas out of his pocket and forcing them into her hand. “Keep this aside and use it for the hack fares. And if you need more, you must come to me, I insist. I won’t have you being made a prisoner because of my father’s penurious nature.”
 
“No, no, I couldn’t,” Camilla protested, already opening her tiny reticule and dropping in the coins, liking the weight they created in the slim beaded bag.
 
She broke out into a new fit of tears and Caleb felt helpless. He gathered her close, all feelings of guilt dispelled. Camilla was only a child. Regan didn’t deserve someone as sweet and innocent as she.
 
Camilla’s arms tightened about him. “Oh, Caleb,” she breathed softly, making the tiny hairs at the back of his neck prickle, “how I wish it was you who took me to wife. I need you, Caleb. I need you.”
 
She offered him her lips and he took them greedily, feeling her fragile weight in his arms. He was overcome with emotions of love and protectiveness and desire. “Love me, Caleb,” he heard her whisper breathlessly, “love me.” Her mouth was warm against his, her arms twined around his neck, pulling him nearer.
 
Caleb reached down and swept her into his arms. He carried her to his bunk and she pulled him down beside her. The scent of her skin and the soft swell of her breasts exorcised all the mixed emotions of deception and hatred for his father. Camilla was here now and she needed him.
 
 

 
 
Lord Farrington adjusted his cravat and gave himself one last glance in the mirror. Satisfied he looked the part of a wealthy entrepreneur, he nimbly walked past Caleb’s cabin, smiling knowingly because he knew Camilla Langdon was sharing the boy’s bunk.
 
Aubrey nimbly jumped from the gangplank to the ground. His destination was the haberdasher’s, to choose a new wardrobe. The tailor, Mathias, would have a fit when he learned Lord Farrington was paying off his account. If things went according to plan, he would be able to have all his debts settled within a short time. “Thank God for young Caleb,” he muttered to himself as he sauntered along Mincing Lane to White Chapel Street.
 
Aubrey was weary of living by his wits and robbing Peter to pay Paul. No, he corrected himself, cheating Peter to pay Paul. It never paid to lie to oneself. He had really fallen into the cream crock when he met Caleb van der Rhys. From now on, it would be cash for everything and peaceful, sleep-filled nights.
 
He turned the corner onto Philpot Lane and entered Mathias’ haberdashery, a wide smile on his face, his purse in his hand. “Ah, Mathias,” he beamed, “I’ve come to square my account. Get out your ledger before I change my mind.”
 
The tailor looked puzzled. “But, my lord, your man settled it days ago. Have you forgotten? Look!” he said as he pulled a thick book from beneath the counter. “See, paid in full!”
 
“My man? What do you mean, ‘my man’?” Lord Farrington questioned disagreeably. Before meeting Caleb and finding his fortune aboard the Sea Siren, the lord would have been most grateful for just such a misunderstanding. However, his fortunes had changed and he considered himself in control of his own affairs. This news was startling and somehow disquieting. Roughly he pulled the ledger from the man’s hands and peered nearsightedly at the awkward script. “Where have you marked me? Show me.”
 
“Right here, milord,” the tailor said nervously, pointing to Farrington’s name with a needle-scarred finger.
 
“I don’t understand,” Aubrey persisted, “I made no provision to settle my bill. Who was this man who said he served me?”
 
“I’ve no idea, milord. But a tough-looking thug he was. All crippled up or something. Couldn’t seem to move too well. He just marched in here one day last week and said he had come to pay your bill and would I please tally up the debt. I did so, not thinking anything amiss. I’d heard of your successful gaming house—”
 
“Stop blithering!” Farrington demanded. He was becoming exceedingly nervous about this whole transaction. Beads of perspiration were breaking out on his neck. He’d heard of this kind of thing before. Someone bent on destroying another could buy up all debts and hold that person accountable on demand. Visions of ruination blinded his vision. “Now tell me again. This man, did he tell you his name?”
 
“Blimey no, milord. I never thought to ask him! Say, you don’t suppose someone is planning to put the crush on you . . .” No sooner were the words out of the tailor’s mouth than he regretted them. “Crushing,” the popular term applied to such an action, was a fearsome practice and he could see that Lord Farrington was well informed of the ultimate consequences. For a terrible moment, he thought Aubrey Farrington’s eyes would bulge out of his head and the nobleman would suffer a stroke.
 
Lord Farrington felt the first stirrings of panic. “No, no, this is not the case,” he insisted, visibly trying to compose himself. “How could I have forgotten something so important,” he murmured. “Mathias, I’ve just remembered something I must do. I’ll return in a few days’ time and make my purchases... now that my account is clear.”
 
“Anytime, milord,” Mathias answered, looking after Aubrey as he hurried out the door.
 
Once again on White Chapel Street, Aubrey looked around him, his breathing ragged. He didn’t know exactly what he expected to see. Business seemed to be going on as usual. No one was looking at him suspiciously or paying him any kind of attention at all. Yet fear crawled up his spine and his natural gambler’s instinct told him something was devilishly wrong.
 
His suspicions were confirmed when the bootmaker and the barber also told him his accounts were settled. His fear was rapidly turning into blind panic when he entered the Blue Nose Pub and sought out a bookmaker named Hawkeye. Aubrey was in debt to Hawkeye for several thousand pounds. There were others who had extended Lord Farrington credit in like amounts. When Hawkeye raised his head and greeted Aubrey warmly, panic turned to terror. Even before the bookmaker said it, Aubrey knew that this account, too, had been paid and in his bones he knew all his debts had been taken care of.
 
Stumbling out of the Blue Nose, he walked blindly down White Chapel to the Boar’s Tooth, where he found an empty table and ordered wine to quench his thirst and calm his shattered nerves.
 
He could be called to reimburse his so-called benefactor at any time. When that happened, even selling the Sea Siren and making off with Caleb’s share wouldn’t bail him out It was a perfectly splendid means of ruining a man if someone had a mind to do it. The practice was legal, although not usual. The person buying up a man’s debts was within his right to demand exorbitant interest on the loan. Aubrey had even heard of one-thousand-percent interest being upheld in the courts. Numbly, he shook his head and lowered it to the table. Just when everything was going along so well. He was pulling his affairs together. Young Caleb’s ship and his brains were going to make them both rich. And now this.
 
A tall, swarthy man entered the pub. His eyes surveyed the room and came to rest on the drunken Lord Farrington. His eyes became slits and his cruel mouth curled into a smirk. Limping painfully, his left arm at his side at an awkward angle, the man seated himself and called for a jug of rum.
 
When he paid for his drink, he was not surprised to discover he had but a few shillings left. A few coins and a sheaf of paid receipts from Aubrey’s accounts. He had existed on less and still lived, the man told himself. He would do it again and survive. Hadn’t he survived that oily Spaniard’s vicious tongue and underhanded ways? Bah! he spat. Chaezar Alvarez was long dead and, if what he heard was true, it was by the Sea Siren’s hand. What a fool he had been to listen to Alvarez. He had been a respected pirate in those days, and somehow that bastard had lured him into becoming a part of his schemes. From the moment he had agreed, his life had changed. And all because of that woman! That bitch, the Sea Siren! He would gain his revenge on her if it took him the rest of his life!
 
He swallowed his rum and poured himself another. Twice, he had tried to kill her and twice he had failed. He had followed her for days and, when she was shopping at the Royal Exchange, he had stolen a hack and tried to run her down. Another time, at a masquerade party at her house, he had rigged the lantern over the dais to crash down on her and send her to her death in a crackle of flames. This, too, had failed. Now he wanted her out in the open sea, like before, only this time he would be the winner.
 
He poured another tot. He had almost given up hope of ever finding her. By sheer luck, he had heard of the folly, Sea Siren, and knew that wherever that ship was, she would be close by. How he had wrangled with one idea after another until, one night, it had come to him. The sweat in his armpits ran down his sides and his hair was plastered to his head. Even now, he could remember his excitement. The boy. Caleb. He would use the boy to draw her out. And the way to get to young van der Rhys was through Lord Farrington’s debts. Then that living, breathing she-pirate would be his for the taking. All he had to do was be careful and play his cards the way he planned. He couldn’t lose.
 
Another glass of rum, then another and his mind wandered as the pain in his arm eased to a dull ache. How long ago that had been when the bitch drove him against the rail and shouted, “En garde! En garde!” as she flexed her arm and brought up her cutlass and slashed at his weapon. His arm had flown backward and he was stunned with the force of the blow. He had recovered quickly and jabbed straight for the Siren’s midsection. Nimbly, she had sidestepped his attack, her blade striking repeatedly. “How does it feel, Blackheart, to see your arm in tatters?” she had mocked. “Guard it well, for I will strike again and again until I lay it open to the bone!” She had feinted to the right, her cutlass finding its mark across his shoulder. The crack of shattering bone had brought cheers from the Siren’s crew.
 
“Let me hear you beg, Blackheart!” the Siren had demanded. “Shout for quarter and I’ll throw you to the sea!”
 
“Never!” he had hissed through clenched teeth.
 
The Siren had held the cutlass loosely in her hand as she watched his agonized face. “You have only one leg left to you. Surrender to me or you leave me no choice.”
 
“Never!” he had spat, using his uninjured arm to lash out with his cutlass. He never saw the blade as it ripped his other leg from thigh to toe. The Siren had backed off. “You have only seconds to surrender.”
 
His weapon had thrust forward, aiming for her abdomen. In the instant of protecting herself, she had avoided his attack and her cutlass had parried and found its mark in the flesh of his belly and he had crumpled to the deck.
 
The pain had been unbearable but he had lived, lived to see another day, then another and another. She thought she had killed him, but he had survived. And he would continue to do so. At least until he saw her dead, the blood flowing from her wounds, wounds that he inflicted. But first, he would see her humiliated, tortured in both mind and body.
 
Even the rum he consumed could not dull the knifelike pain that shot across his gut. He doubled over and cursed the Sea Siren vehemently. Damn her soul. She would pay and pay with her life, he muttered through clenched teeth. When the stabbing sensation eased a trifle, he wiped at his perspiring brow and cursed again. If she made one mistake, she could make another. She had left him for dead, being so intent on van der Rhys. All women were idiots. If it hadn’t been for the quick thinking of one of his old crew, he would be dead. Rolph had told him later how he laid in a near coma for weeks and then miraculously pulled through. He knew now that it was his vengeance that kept him alive. And it would keep him so till he killed the Sea Siren.
 
All his dastardly, insidious plans would not be in vain. Madame Córdez’s little accidents would take on a new meaning now that he had Lord Farrington in his pocket. He would do whatever he was told or he would rot in Newgate.
 
Blackheart finished his whiskey and watched Aubrey reel drunkenly from the pub, a look of fear in his eyes. “You have good reason to be scared, my friend,” he muttered as he followed Farrington.

 







Chapter Twenty-two
 
Sirena had awakened feeling well and rested. Sitting in her bedroom, sipping strong, hot coffee, she watched as Frau Holtz threw open the long windows to admit the fresh morning air and bright sunlight Wren had accompanied the old housekeeper to help with the bed and just to be in her benefactor’s company.
 
“Oh, Missy-ma’am, it’s a beautiful day!” the child cried with exuberance, using with affection her adopted name for Sirena. “Would it be all right if I went to help Jacobus work in the garden?” she asked, looking at Sirena with adoring eyes. “I’ll earn my keep so I can stay here with you,” she added happily.
 
“Wren, there’s no need for you to work in the garden unless you would like to. And,” Sirena added sternly, “I don’t want to hear any more about your earning your keep, is that understood? Frau Holtz and I love having you here.”
 
“But, Missy-ma’am, I have to pay my way! My mum always taught me you can’t take something for nothing!”
 
What was she to do with the child? She gathered the small, thin body close to her and looked at Frau Holtz. The old woman shook her head and smiled. She, too, adored the wide-eyed little girl.
 
“Instead of working in the garden with Jacobus, why don’t you cut some of the flowers, and we’ll arrange them in bowls to brighten the rooms? Go on now,” she said when she saw Wren’s eyes turn to the unmade bed, “I’ll help Frau Holtz here.” Sirena knew that Wren’s main concern was assisting the German woman with her chores. Frau Holtz had told Sirena how often Wren insisted she sit down and put her feet up while the child continued with the work at hand. “Go on now, and remember to mind Jacobus.”
 
Sirena watched the child skip away, a smile on her face. How beautiful this little urchin was and how she brought joy to her days. Eventually Wren would grow into a beautiful woman. The problem was, how could Sirena give her the best possible start in life? “Frau Holtz, what shall we do with Wren? I’ve taken her away from the only life she knew, and she’s now my responsibility. In the short time she’s been here, I’ve grown so attached to her. Just as you have. Don’t deny it, I’ve seen the way you cuddle her every chance you get.”
 
“Ja, Wren needs love and affection, and she gives it in return. If only she knew how she’s brightened an old woman’s life, she wouldn’t be so obsessed with earning her keep, as she puts it.” Frau Holtz plumped up the pillows on Sirena’s bed and bent to the chore of straightening the sheets. The maid could tend to the keeping of Sirena’s room, but the Frau wouldn’t hear of it. She preferred to do it herself.
 
“Well, I guess that’s part of our answer. We’ll have to contrive small things for Wren to do so she’ll feel useful and wanted. However, there’s always the question of schooling. She’s almost ten and has had no formal training.”
 
“Ten!” Frau Holtz exclaimed. “She looks no more than seven or eight!”
 
“You would look the same, old friend, if you were left to fend for yourself on the streets of London and have occasional scraps for food. Do you see how she’s blossomed with your good care? She needs someone to mother her, Frau Holtz, and you are that person. She loves you; I see it in those magnificent eyes of hers.”
 
“Ach!” the Frau exclaimed, clearly flattered. “What do I know of raising a girl? The Mynheer was the only child I ever had a hand in raising and look at the way he’s turned out! Bah!”
 
“Then you will learn to raise a little girl.” Sirena’s eyes followed Frau Holtz around the room and her gaze came to rest on the connecting door between her room and Stephan’s. “Frau Holtz, have you seen my . . . husband this morning?”
 
The housekeeper’s face became hostile and she answered with a note of venom in her voice. “Ja! I’ve seen him. He’s in the library sipping whiskey and water. He has his feet on the desk and he looks like he’s taken root there. I have to say it, Mevrouw, marrying that man was the biggest mistake of your whole life! He’ll be the end of us all,” she said doomfully. “I feel it in my bones!”
 
“I can’t dispute you on that. But for the moment, at least, I must make the best of a bad situation.”
 
“Your husband wishes your company at luncheon,” the woman snapped. “I nearly forgot to tell you, Lady Langdon,” she added pointedly.
 
Sirena felt her stomach chum. God in Heaven, what did he want now? Surely he wasn’t going . . . he wouldn’t, not in the full light of day! He revolts me! Sirena thought as she walked to the wide windows that opened out over the garden. He makes my flesh crawl. She couldn’t help but remember how she had used the only weapon open to her. Immediately after their wedding night, Sirena had quickly learned that if she remained completely impassive, not moving a muscle, Stephan became impotent. It appeared his passions were directly proportional to the degree of her struggles. She had steeled herself against his demands; and even when he became enraged and hit her and treated her roughly, she would not fight back. Within a few moments Stephan would lose all interest in sex and would go back to his own room, cursing her. She wasn’t certain which sickened her more, Stephan’s aberration or her own passivity. How often, since their marriage, had she cursed the English system of law wherein a wife was a man’s chattel? A man could beat his wife, kill her even, and the law would stand on his behalf.
 
What did he intend to do with her this afternoon? Once or twice he had brought home preposterous costumes. One of a serving wench, complete with laced stomacher and short, knee-length skirt, whose bodice left her breasts almost completely exposed. Another was of a Roman goddess which draped over one shoulder leaving half of her chest open to his salacious eyes. Each time she had hesitantly donned the costume. Each time she had remained cold and aloof, as unmoving as a statue, and no amount of his cruelty would draw a cry from her. Thankfully, so far he had left her in a rage of helplessness.
 
His unctuous voice, when he tried to make love to her and failed, sickened Sirena. When it happened the first time, she thought he would kill her, so angry was he with his own inability to perform. How many nights of his insidious torture was she to endure before she took matters into her own hands.
 
What was worse? The humiliating nights or his hate-filled eyes staring at her across the dinner table? His remarks of late had been frightening. The day before, at breakfast, he had watched her pour cream over her figs. “I never remember your using so much cream before, darling,” he had drawled. “Doesn’t it seem to you that your behavior is undergoing a change?”
 
“And what do you mean by that?”
 
“Oh, nothing really. It is only that I have noticed a change in you, Sirena. A radical change. And your fondness for the grape? Really, darling, you must pull yourself together.”
 
“If you are referring to our wedding day, Stephan, I want to hear no more about it. I have never drowned my sorrows in wine and I doubt I ever will. But you must admit, darling,” she added, using the same deprecating tone as he, “our wedding day was reason enough to drink!”
 
“Do you see what I mean, Sirena?” he pretended concern. “I can barely utter a word that you don’t bite my head off.”
 
“I’d like to cut your head off!”
 
“Tsk, tsk, control yourself, darling. I wouldn’t like to see you do anything rash; Smythe and Rathbone might have to take you in hand.” He was referring to his valet and footman, two brutal-looking scurves that Sirena wouldn’t have had scrubbing the bilges on her ship.
 
“Did I ever tell you about the first Lady Langdon? Sad woman,” he said smoothly, fingering a new diamond stickpin that he had purchased with Sirena’s money. “It was pathetic. In the end I had to have her committed to Bedlam. For her own good, you understand.”
 
Too angry to retort, Sirena left the table, cursing herself for the position she had placed herself in. She was also afraid for her life and she didn’t like the feeling. She was no fool. One word from Stephan and these burly servants of his would have her in their clutches and that would be the end of her.
 
Her head began to ache as she thought of myriad wild schemes to leave this house and free herself from Stephan.
 
 

 
 
The luncheon hour arrived all too soon for Sirena. She had changed into a watermelon-colored day dress with crisp ruching around the modest neckline. Patting her hair into place, she descended the stairs to meet Stephan. Only one hour of his company and the remainder of the afternoon would see her free of him. Until evening, she thought, gulping, her mouth dry as sand. Not to think of that now, she chastised herself. Just take it hour by hour.
 
The table was set according to Frau Holtz’s scrupulous standards. The white lace cloth was pressed faultlessly and the silver service gleamed with a high sheen. Stephan was already seated and digging with relish into his brisket when Sirena entered. He hadn’t even lifted his head to acknowledge her.
 
Sitting opposite him, she watched him out of the corner of her eye. She felt she would choke on her food if she had to swallow another bite. When was he going to get to the point? She could tell by the set of his jaw there was something on his mind. She refused to meet his eyes and would not speak unless spoken to. Her heart fluttered madly and she wanted to strike out in order to slash his head from his body. How she hated him with a passion.
 
“Tell me, darling,” he drawled, “how do you plan to spend the afternoon?”
 
“I thought I would go into town and see my dressmaker,” she answered quietly.
 
“That will never do, darling. You must have your dressmaker come here. I don’t want my wife strolling through the merchants for all the world to see. It’s definitely not seemly,” he cooed unctuously. “No, have your little seamstress come here. Sirena, I find it strange you haven’t asked me how my affairs at the academy are going. Somehow, I thought you would show a bit more interest in your husband’s activities. Especially since the whole idea can be attributed to your dear friend, Baron Sinclair.”
 
Sirena could feel his eyes on her, waiting for her to placate him. Despising herself, she heard herself say, “How is the academy coming, Stephan?”
 
“The school will open within a fortnight. I have scheduled my classes for two afternoons a week. Only the sons of the best families will attend. The cost is prohibitive, quite expensive. I was quite impressed by the engraved plaque near the door with my name on it. Of course, the stipend is ridiculously small, no more than a pittance. But then, I have no need of money, do I, darling? I feel I am being more than gracious in accepting the appointment.”
 
“Yes, it is generous of you, Stephan. Most befitting a man of your stature.”
 
His pale gray eyes widened and then narrowed. It was difficult to tell what Sirena was thinking at any given moment. Bile rose in his throat when he considered she was mocking him for his ineptness in the bedroom. Yes, he decided, she was indeed. And his inability to perform was all her doing! Well, his little purchase this morning would change all that. “Sirena, I brought a present home for you. When you retire tonight, I want you to wear it for me.”
 
Unable to restrain her tongue, Sirena lashed out, “Are we to again witness your impotence, Stephan? What did you conceive this time? I can barely wait to see what it is you think will stir your manhood!” She rose from the table, her emerald eyes glittering. “There is no device known to man that will bring life to a dead man, Stephan.” Gathering her skirts, she stamped from the room, leaving him at the table, feeling the pinpoints of his glare stabbing her back.
 
At a sound from near the kitchen door, Stephan snapped his head around to see a large-eyed Wren standing there holding a relish dish. Apparently Frau Holtz had instructed her to bring it into the dining room. Blood rose to Stephan’s face as he thought of what the child had overheard. The glare he fixed on her paralyzed her on the spot.
 
“Come here with that dish,” he commanded. Still Wren didn’t move. “Give it to me!” he commanded again, his voice louder and harsher.
 
Slowly Wren advanced. She didn’t like Sir Stephan, not one bit. She had seen men of his ilk in the back alleys of London. Nasty men, men who beat the whores after using them. It was sufficient for Wren to know he was cruel to Sirena and that she was frightened of him to encourage Wren’s dislike to bloom into hatred.
 
“Not over there, I can’t reach it. Here,” he instructed, taking pleasure from the child’s apparent terror.
 
Wren did as she was told, carrying the relish dish carefully so as not to spill a drop of the pickling on the Frau’s spotless carpet. Just as she neared him, Stephan reached out a hand and deliberately tipped the dish, spilling the sweet-sour juices down the front of Wren’s apron. “Now see what you’ve done, you clumsy girl!”
 
Astonished, horrified, Wren stood helplessly by as the fluid dripped down onto the toes of her shoes. Choked with fear, she raised her eyes to her master, her childish pink mouth forming a soundless O. Stephan dragged her toward him and placed her between his knees. “Stupid girl,” he scolded as he reached for his linen napkin and began to wipe the front of Wren’s dress. “See what you’ve done to yourself!”
 
Wren was in severe distress. She wanted to cry out for Frau Holtz and explain that it wasn’t her doing, but no words would come out of her throat. She didn’t like the way the master had trapped her between his legs and was cleaning her clothes in light, long touches. She didn’t know exactly why his actions scared her so much, she only knew she wanted to run away from him, away from his white fingers and wine-scented breath. In the way of a child she stood firmly planted to one spot, determined not to turn toward him and aid him in his ministration.
 
Stephan gripped her arm and tried to force her to face him when Frau Holtz suddenly stepped into the room. Immediately, Stephan released her and pushed Wren away from him.
 
“Look what this nasty child has done!” he roared. “Get her out of my sight!” he commanded a bewildered Frau Holtz as he stood up from his chair and stomped toward the library.
 
Wren flew into the kitchen. and out through the back door to the garden. Her cheeks were flushed red and her dark eyes welled with tears. She hated him! Hated him! He was the nasty one, not her. He was dirty! Tears streaked her cheeks and she thought of going to the Frau or to Sirena to tell them what had happened. But even as she formulated the words in her own mind she realized there was not much to tell them. Mayhap the master was right. Could it be she was really a nasty, clumsy child and that she was the bad one for even thinking for a moment that the master liked touching her?
 
Back in her room, trembling hands clutched at her sides, Sirena noticed the package on her bed and sent it sprawling to the floor with a sweep of her arm. Gold chains! Thick chains, thin chains.
 
She kicked at the half-opened parcel and one of the chains looped about her ankle. Sirena looked down at it and tried to shake herself free of it. She bent over and ripped it from around her foot and tossed it against the wall. An expression of hatred and loathing on her face, she gathered all the shining links and threw them under the bed, too revulsed to look at them and too frightened of Stephan to dispose of them.
 
“I’ll take your present, Stephan darling, and rope it around your skinny neck, choking the life from your odious body!” she spat. “I’ll watch your eyes pop from your head and laugh when your tongue swells and your face turns blue!”
 
The only other person in her life she could remember hating this way was the pirate captain, Dick Blackheart.
 
Blackheart! she thought. Rapist, murderer, kidnaper! On that day, long ago, when he had boarded her ship while it sailed to Java under the guise of being in distress, he had led a band of ruthless pirates who had used her brutally at will. Time and again they had used her, beat her, stripped Sirena of her will. She had become less than human, praying for death.
 
And then that final day, when her spirit and will to survive had been restored by Caleb, the cabin boy, and Blackheart had sent her to his quarters. Sirena’s eyes narrowed and her chest rose with deep, heavy breaths. The memory came back to her in all its harsh reality. Her flesh had recoiled from what she knew Blackheart had planned for her. “You’re mine now,” he had growled. “The crew won’t come near you again.”
 
Sirena had backed away, dreading the touch of his pawlike, calloused hands. But there was no escaping his long arms which pulled her toward him, crushing her. With savage intent, he had wound his fingers in her sable curls and yanked her head back until she had thought her neck would snap. His thick, wet mouth had burned her throat where he kissed her, nipping at her tender flesh, making her recoil.
 
She had fought him, writhing to escape his grasp, but when she had been almost free, he caught her again and had flung her onto the bunk. He had stood over her, a lustful glitter in his eyes, his tongue wetting his viscous mouth. She had cowered on the bunk, apprehensive of his next move.
 
He had thrown himself atop her, his weight pushing her into the bedding. His intimate touch to her stiff, unyielding form had been light and seductive in its intent. His kisses to her unwilling mouth, throat and breasts had been fraught with suppressed frenzy.
 
Sirena had refused to allow him to take her without a struggle. His attempt at arousing her had been almost worse than the attacks she had suffered previously. At those times she had been used, nothing had been expected of her except as a receptacle for their lust. But this attack of Blackheart’s had been a blatant effort to elicit a willing response from her. It had been an admission that she was alive, real, capable of choice. That the barbarian has assumed she could be enticed by his advances had added outrage to her already wounded dignity. She couldn’t . . . wouldn’t have allowed him to assume she might respond like a wanton to his insidious caresses.
 
“Get your filthy hands off me!” she had cried. “Leave me alone!” she had spat, pushing him away and wriggling out from under him.
 
The shock on his grizzly face had been almost comical.
 
Sirena had wrestled to her feet, her eyes flying to the door and its bolt. The helplessness of her situation had nearly rendered her insensible. In that moment Blackheart had pounced on her.
 
She had felt herself being forced to the floor, his weight knocking the breath from her body. She had lashed out at him blindly, her nails gouging the flesh on his cheekbones. He had cuffed her on the back of the head and then had pinioned her arms to her sides. Her struggles had been the minuscule protests of a flea biting a dog.
 
“So, there’s spirit left in you yet,” he had crowed exultantly. He had forced her arms above her head, holding them there with one powerful hand.
 
She had spit and snarled, twisting her head, trying to sink her teeth into his capturing arm. He had smashed his fist into her face, splitting the lower lip against her teeth, filling her mouth with blood. His knee had forced her legs apart; his free hand had touched her breasts, her stomach, between her thighs. His face had been directly above hers, and he had salaciously grinned down at her. She recoiled her head and sprayed his beast’s face with spittle and blood.
 
“You can take me morning, noon and night!” she had spat out her words with revulsion and disgust, “but I’ll never be yours. Never!”
 
“And I’ll never be Stephan’s either,” she said aloud, the sound of her own voice breaking her from her reverie. She had hated Blackheart and ultimately had destroyed him. She was repulsed by Stephan, in some ways more than by Blackheart, and she would find her way to victory again. Slowly the tears rained down her face. Such brave words from such a frightened woman.
 
 

 
 
Throughout the remainder of the day, Sirena was distracted. Even Wren’s cheerful chatter couldn’t jar her loose from the thought of what was hidden beneath her bed. She was nervous as a cat. By the dinner hour she pleaded a headache so she wouldn’t have to join her husband at the table.
 
Hour after hour she sat in her room, refusing the tray Frau Holtz had brought her. The old woman looked at her with puzzled, worried eyes, but did not question Sirena about her state of mind.
 
The downstairs clock chimed nine, then ten. With each melodious note, Sirena grew more feverish. Any minute now he could climb those stairs.
 
By eleven o’clock Sirena was in a state of near hysteria. She hoped, prayed, Stephan would retire soon. Anything, just to get it over with! Simply to know she could close her eyes in sleep and not have to think about him till the following day. Abruptly, there was a sound from the room adjoining hers.
 
Slowly, the connecting door opened and Stephan stood framed in the doorway, the light behind him, throwing his face into shadow. “Why aren’t you dressed and waiting for me, Sirena? Didn’t you like my gift?” His voice was low, deprecating.
 
Sirena’s eyes flew to the bed where she had placed the chains. Earlier, after Frau Holtz had retired for the night, she had crept down on hands and knees and retrieved them from the darkness beneath, but could not find a good place to dispose of them.
 
“Ah, I see you have waited for me to dress you. How charming,” he said, closing the door behind him. He wore a brocade robe and, when he walked past her, she could detect the sweet aroma of brandy. “Take off your clothes, darling. Let us see how you would look in bondage.” Picking up one of the lengths, the links tinkled against each other.
 
“I said undress!” he menaced. “Shall I do it for you?”
 
Never taking her eyes from his, Sirena divested herself of her own attire and stood there in her chemise.
 
“Everything!”
 
Locking her stare with his, she peeled off her chemise and petticoats.
 
“Leave the stockings,” he ordered. “I somehow like the feel of silk against my skin.”
 
Almost completely naked, Sirena stood poised, ready for his next move.
 
Selecting a chain, Stephan walked over to her and draped it about her neck, crossing it between and under her breasts and fastening it at the back. Another length was draped around her waist and over her hips. On and on, he applied the cold, metal links until they were wound about her limbs. While he was doing this, Sirena stood with her arms outstretched, never flinching when. he tugged at a coil and it cut into her flesh. For all the world she seemed a mannequin, moving only when told, posing however he directed, while her face was a study in passivity.
 
When he was finished, Stephan stepped back and admired his handiwork. “Beautiful,” he murmured, the heat of his passions lighting his eyes. “Now come here to me!”
 
Hesitantly, she stepped forward, anticipating his next move. Roughly, he seized her by the chain looped about her waist and forced her to him. His lips found hers, pressing, hurting, while his hands covered her flesh, probing, seeking. Suddenly, he threw her away from him. “Bah! You’re an icy woman, Sirena, and you need to be taught a lesson.” His hand reached out and clubbed her on the side of her head. Unflinching, she readied herself for his next attack.
 
Stephan slipped his dressing gown to the floor. Beneath it he was naked as she knew he would be. Again, he reached for her, this time knocking her to the carpeted floor, his arm hovering over her, ready to strike again.
 
In spite of herself, Sirena flinched, throwing up her arms to ward off his blow. Again and again, he struck her, pulling her by the chains, pushing her lower to the floor, watching her feeble attempts to protect herself.
 
“And you think me not a man?” he demanded. “Look, look you bitch! Tell me I’m not a man!”
 
Slowly, she lifted her head, knowing what she would see. Stephan’s slim, athletic body showed its supple strength and the object of his pride rose out from his body in masculine power.
 
“Now, let me hear you say I am more than a man! I am a god! Say it!” he demanded. “Say it! Stephan, you are more than a man, you are a god! Say it, you bitch!”
 
Unexpectedly, the whole situation seemed ridiculously funny. She, cowering on the floor covered only by numerous links of gold chain, and Stephan, standing naked as a jaybird before her, wearing only his dubious erection, demanding she tell him he was a god. A peal of laughter was born in her throat and bubbled forth. The sound filled the room and danced off the walls. Hearing it, she laughed again and again. Stephan loomed over her, hatred in his eyes, his fists clenched at his sides. Dropping her gaze, she noticed the effect her hysteria was having on his passion. Again, she allowed the sound of her laughter to ring out.
 
Stephan was enraged. “Laugh at me, will you, bitch?” He struck out with his fists, catching her in the fleshy part of her arm, in the lean section of mid-thigh. The more he punished her, the harder she laughed. She was beyond controlling herself and for one instant wondered if she were as insane as Stephan.
 
The longer and louder she laughed, the more limp Stephan became until his staff, which had caused him such pride, was completely flaccid.
 
Long after he had sent her one last ineffectual kick and stamped from the room into his own, slamming the door soundly behind him, Sirena remained on the floor, laughing till the tears came from her eyes and blinded the last few moments from her thoughts.

 







Chapter Twenty-three
 
The weeks passed with Sirena a virtual prisoner. She was watched over constantly. Beside Smythe and Rathbone, Stephan had added two more footmen who lived in the loft over the stables. Jan and Willem had joined the household, acting as gardener and stable hand. From time to time she would see them, and they would nod politely, but due to instructions from Frau Holtz and Jacobus, they were not, under any circumstances, to engage in conversation with her. It was important that they establish themselves as being in Stephan’s employ and solidly faithful to him.
 
Invitation after invitation was sent back with Sir Langdon’s regrets that his wife was not well enough to attend. Stephan was too tired after his arduous days at the academy and his many trips to the Sea Siren to be concerned about missing social engagements.
 
In one way Sirena felt relieved, because he no longer came to her room at night after the debacle with the golden chains and the ridiculous costumes ceased appearing on her bed. Still, she was afraid and the hackles on the back of her neck would rise every time Stephan came within range. By now, she told herself, his impotence was an embarrassment and he was finally going to leave her alone. For some reason this annoyed her almost as much as his pestering and violating her.
 
Day after tiresome day dragged by with Sirena doing little more than pacing from room to room or supervising a few informal lessons for Wren. Her eyes became haunted with deep hollows underneath. Even Tyler Sinclair had not come to see her recently, and she suspected Stephan was at the bottom of that.
 
She longed for the warm, easterly trade winds and for the sight of Regan’s face. She knew she would have sold her soul to be free again, aboard the Sea Spirit, feeling the motion of the sea and the spindrift on her face. She prayed for a violent storm to purge her emotions, so she could run out into the garden and let the pelting rain wash down on her and the wind blow through her hair. She would drink it in, taste it, drown in it. And when the lightning streaked the sky, she would lift adoring hands and give thanks to be amidst the elements.
 
“No more. Never again,” she said in a quiet, deadly voice. Slowly, she walked to the large wardrobe and flung the door open. She licked at her dry lips. She knew exactly where it was. All she had to do was reach in and draw out the rapier that had killed Dick Blackheart, the Hook, and wounded Regan.
 
Imperceptibly, her shoulders straightened and the muscles in her legs tensed. The feel of the blade in her hand was all she needed to remind herself of who and what she was. A killer of men, Regan had once called her. She frowned. Perhaps. But she was Sirena Córdez van der Rhys—her own woman. She would remain so till the day she died. What a pity Stephan Langdon didn’t know that. Though, soon he would, she promised herself.
 
Tears shimmered in the sea-green eyes as she lifted them upward. She flexed her legs, brought up her arm and parried the weapon. She lashed out at the draperies and slashed them to ribbons. She attacked the coverlets and perforated them with knife sharp slashes. She thrust at the stout wood of the clothespress. Each time she pulled the rapier from the wood, she smiled. The Sea Siren was reborn!
 
Frau Holtz entered her room carrying a full load of bedding. Her watery eyes took in the shambles and she shivered, dropping her burden. “Mevrouw!” she whispered hoarsely. “What are you doing? God in Heaven, when your husband sees what you’ve done, we will all suffer!”
 
“And if a wager were placed as to who would come out first, where would you put your money, Frau?” Sirena asked as she flicked the rapier point in the air.
 
“Mevrouw, they hang people in this godless country. Jacobus has told me what the prisons are like. That man you married will have the lot of us locked up,” she said. “If you can’t think of yourself, think of Wren. The poor child is terrified of Sir Langdon as it is. He’ll do away with the Liebchen, too!”
 
“Not if I kill him!”
 
“God in Heaven,” Frau Holtz muttered. “And how do you plan to do that?”
 
“I’ll take a page from his book and stalk him the way he does me. Tell Jacobus to go to the harbor and ready the ship. Stephan rarely ventures out into the gardens so he’ll never miss him. Do it, Frau Holtz,” she ordered coldly, “now!”
 
“They’ll hang you by the neck,” the old woman warned as she backed from the room.
 
Sirena shrugged. “First, they’ll have to catch me. I don’t think there is anyone on the face of the earth I hate more. I’ll carve the manhood from Stephan’s body and laugh while I do it. I’ve had enough!” she screamed. “Enough!” Without warning, she collapsed to the floor, her arms reaching out to her old friend.
 
Frau Holtz ran to her, holding her close, crooning to her as though she were a small child while heaving sobs shook Sirena’s shoulders. The Frau knew that Sirena had vented her rage and there would be no need to send Jacobus to the ship. Sirena wasn’t going anywhere.
 
 

 
 
Regan’s head pounded as he looked at the figures in the thick ledgers. How Sirena must be laughing. Although, come to think of it, maybe not. She might have money to pay off Stephan’s debts, but he was also gambling away her fortune; and, at the rate he was going, she would be impoverished fairly quickly.
 
He lit a cigar and swung his booted feet onto the desk. An aromatic puff of gray-blue smoke circled the room and came to settle around his head like a halo. A month, two at the most, and he would be finished. Figures didn’t lie. Something had to be done soon. His small capital was dwindling alarmingly and, when he told Camilla to stint herself for a short while, she had laughed and said she would not be made the fool. In her new position as his wife she had to entertain and dress correctly. There was no point in arguing, so he was now controlling his anger with an effort. Before the day was over he would have to arrive at some sort of answer to his miserable affairs.
 
Groping in his desk, he opened some rum and drank thirstily. He thumped the bottle on the rough desk just as the door opened to his offices. “Dykstra! You son of a bitch, what are you doing here?” he said, jumping up and heartily clapping the Dutchman on the back. “Christ, I never thought to see your ugly face again. What brings you to England?”
 
Dykstra beamed good-naturedly. “You. I came to hand over the profits from the sale of your crops in Java. As yet, the plantation has no buyer, but all things in good time. It’s a tidy amount and more will be coming shortly. Tell me,” he laughed, “how much is left in that bottle and is there another handy. I feel a drink coming on.”
 
“There’s plenty more where this came from. Dykstra, do you remember the time I took you to the brothel back in Batavia. Do you remember how magnanimous I was in giving you the two ‘virgins’?”
 
“Virgins, my ass,” Dykstra guffawed. “You didn’t fool me. Those were the two most experienced virgins I ever saw. They taught me a few things!”
 
Dykstra downed his rum and poured himself and Regan another hearty jolt. “What are these English women like?” he asked. “Are they as good as Clarice’s women?”
 
Regan stood and leered down at his friend. “Dykstra, old friend, I hate to tell you this but here isn’t a woman in the city who could hold a candle to the worst of Clarice’s girls. They cover themselves with twenty-three layers of clothes and a man gets sorely tired trying to remove them.” He grasped Dykstra’s shoulder and leaned over. “They bat their eyes and swoon. Dead away,” he said, throwing his arms wide and losing his balance and tumbling against the wall. He laughed drunkenly as Dykstra’s eyes popped. “And,” Regan said indignantly, “either they’re too skinny or too fat That’s why they wear so much. So we men can’t see what we’re getting.”
 
“Well, what are we going to do?” his friend asked piteously. “I came all the way to this goddamn city knowing you would take care of me. I was hoping for a woman tonight.”
 
“And you shall have one,” Regan laughed. “I’ll find you a woman if I have to waylay her husband for you. Nothing is too good for you, Dykstra,” he said virtuously. “What kind do you want, old, young, skinny or fat?”
 
“One of each,” Dykstra hiccoughed.
 
Regan pursed his lips together. “I know just the place,” he said drunkenly. “My son, Caleb, is operating a gambling ship at the harbor, and I’ve seen some women that might appeal to you.”
 
“We need another bottle,” Dykstra mumbled.
 
“Whatever you want,” Regan said, pulling the cork from another bottle and handing it to the captain. “Dykstra,” he muttered, “if you had a real virgin, would you know what to do with her?”
 
“What kind of question is that?” Dykstra asked, slurring his words. “I had a virgin once in Sumatra. Hours, Regan, it took hours. But, by God, she was worth every minute of it,” he said, sighing deeply.
 
“What happened to her?” Regan demanded as he took another pull from the bottle.
 
“You should ask, you bastard, you snatched her from me right under my very nose. You remember that dark-skinned beauty. The one who wore all the bangles. The one who pierced your ear! Now, do you remember?”
 
“That wasn’t all she pierced,” Regan mumbled as he slid half on and half off the chair. “I never forgave you for that. Look, I still have a scar from that damn hole in my ear,” he said, fumbling with his earlobe.
 
“What’s a bit of a scar between friends. I broke her in for you. You should thank me instead of grumbling,” he said, slipping from his chair onto the floor.
 
Regan eyed his friend and grinned. “I’ll forgive you for the virgin, but not for the damage to my ear. Is that all right with you?”
 
“Now that I think about it, she was a little too handy with that needle. How’s your wife, you bastard?” Dykstra demanded, thumping Regan on the back.
 
“Don’t ask and I won’t have to lie,” Regan laughed.
 
“The most beautiful woman I ever saw. You have luck up your ass, Regan,” he groaned.
 
“You got it all wrong, Dykstra. I divorced Sirena. I married someone else. Her name is ... is . . . What the hell is her name?”
 
“Whose name?”
 
“The woman I married.”
 
“How the hell should I know? Right now, I can’t remember my own. Maybe it’s Polly?” he said, trying to bring the rum to his lips only to have it dribble down his chest.
 
Regan leaned over to look at the front of Dykstra’s shirt. “You spilled good liquor, you bastard. What the hell kind of friend are you, anyway? You don’t even know my own wife’s name! Polly! It’s as good as any,” Regan laughed.
 
“I always liked Sirena,” Dykstra said, punching Regan on the arm. “I think she’s the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen and you’re the biggest goddam fool ever born. Come to think of it, I should punch your teeth out for the way you treated her. Maybe I will,” he threatened, raising his arm only to find it too heavy. He let it fall back on the table.
 
Regan looked at his friend from beneath scowling brows. “You want to fight? Why? What did I do to you?”
 
“I like Sirena,” Dykstra complained, “and you left her behind when you left Java. Christ, Regan, I thought she’d become a madwoman when she watched the tip of your tops’l drop over the horizon.”
 
Suddenly Regan grew serious. “When was this?” he asked, trying to enunciate.
 
“The morning you sailed out of Batavia harbor. Sirena came riding up to the company office with her hair flying down her back. Ah, I’ve never seen a more beautiful woman.”
 
“She came to the offices and what?” Regan pressed.
 
“She came riding down the wharf like the hounds of Hell were on her heels. She ran down the dock and into the office calling for you. I don’t think I’ve ever seen a woman happier than she was at that moment. Cheeks all flushed and pink from the ride, the glow of love lighting her eyes ... Christ, man! How could you leave her behind? When I told her you’d already gone I watched the destruction of a woman’s heart. You really are a bastard, Regan.”
 
Regan fought to clear his head so he could absorb Dykstra’s words. Sirena had told him the truth. Heaven help him, what had he done? Blindly, he reached for the bottle and wrested it from Dykstra’s hands.
 
“You’re more than a bastard, Reg, you’re the biggest idiot I’ve ever met! There can’t be another woman as gorgeous as Sirena. Or is there, you old dog? Is Polly as beautiful?”
 
Regan shook his head. “No one is as stunning as Sirena,” he said, lurching to his feet. “And do you know what, you son of a bitch, she said she’s going to ruin me.”
 
“Serves you right,” the captain retorted, holding out his hand for Regan to help him to his feet. “Anybody with a scar on his ear doesn’t deserve someone like Sirena. I hope she does split your gullet. I hate the name Polly. Parrots are named Polly.”
 
“A bird, eh. Well, she doesn’t eat like a bird. She eats like a ... a wolf, and all she wants to do is spend money. Come on, old friend, it’s time you met ... what’s her name. I’m going to take you home so we can sober up.”
 
“I hope she eats you out of house and home and sends you right into the poorhouse.”
 
 

 
 
Camilla donned her shawl in preparation for going out when the doorpull sounded. She opened the door and stood back, a look of shock on her finely wrought features. “You’re crocked,” she snapped. “Quickly, get inside before someone sees you,” she said, grabbing Regan by the arm and pulling him into the foyer. “Who is this?” she demanded as she let her eyes fall on the staggering seaman at Regan’s side.
 
“He’s the one who told me your name,” Regan laughed uproariously.
 
“Take him out of here before you embarrass the lot of us. Wherever you found him, take him there and leave him,” she demanded imperiously. “I won’t have two drunks in my house. This instant, Regan!” she said, stamping her foot.
 
Regan swiveled and almost lost his balance. “Did you hear what . . . she ... said? I’m to take you all the way back to Batavia.”
 
“What does she know?” Dykstra slurred as he reeled behind Regan to a large overstuffed chair. “What kind of brothel is this; there’s no liquor. For shame,” he leered at Camilla. “You’ll never do any business this way. Is she the keeper of this establishment?” he asked Regan in a low whisper.
 
Regan shrugged. “Fetch my friend some rum,” he ordered Camilla.
 
“Fetch it yourself,” she snapped. “I’ve never been so ashamed.”
 
Regan assumed his full height and wobbled slightly on his legs. “And how do you think I feel; here I bring my friend home and he thinks you run a whorehouse?” He wagged a finger under Camilla’s nose and reached for her. Nimbly, she sidestepped his outflung arm and moved away.
 
“You’re drunk,” she hissed. “Father was right, you do love your rum!”
 
“Regan, you sly fox, you didn’t tell me this was a father-daughter enterprise. How grand. Now where in the hell are the rum and women?” he asked, struggling to his feet.
 
“Get him out of here,” Camilla said through clenched teeth.
 
“Captain Dykstra brought me money from Batavia. Do you still want me to take him out of here?” Regan demanded, his eyes narrowed. “Enough money to pay your bills for another month.”
 
Camilla reconsidered for a moment. “All right,” she acquiesced, “but have him back where he belongs before I get home. Enjoy your own soused company,” she sniped as she closed the door behind her.
 
“You bastard,” Dykstra shouted. “The only woman to be seen and you let her get out the door. Now, what are we going to do?” he cried pitifully.
 
Regan thumped his friend on the back and grinned. “No loss, she’s not for the likes of you ... or me. I think we should sleep off this drunk, Dykstra. I don’t think either of us could take a woman in this condition. Come with me and I’ll find you a bed.”
 
“Speak for yourself, you son of a bitch,” Dykstra shouted as he followed Regan. “You’re burned out, an old man,” he needled. “You lost a good and beautiful woman and you live in a house of ill repute run by a father and daughter. I never heard anything so disgusting in my whole life,” he said piously. “Never.”
 
“Just shut the hell up, Dykstra, and mind your own affairs. I’m not an old man and I’m not burned out. And I didn’t lose Sirena. I can have her anytime I want her. All I have to do is snap my fingers and she’ll come running.”
 
“Ha! And what will Polly what’s-her-name say to that?”
 
“Dykstra, didn’t you learn anything. Any man whose had a hole in his ear is superior to all others. It’s a sign of virility.”
 
“Bastard, you made that up,” Dykstra said, falling on the bed. He was asleep immediately. Regan leaned over, lost his balance and laid down next to his friend. Loud, erratic snores permeated the room for hours.
 
 

 
 
Lord Farrington amused himself by shuffling a pack of playing cards. His thoughts worked as quickly as his nimble fingers. A pall seemed to be settling over him, and it was an effort to quiet his racing mind. Who was torturing him this way? What could anyone want with him? For the first time in his gambler’s life he had landed in a safe berth, and now he was about to be tossed into the swelling, churning sea.
 
A strong gust of wind came up and the cards scattered over the deck. Dropping to his knees, he noticed a slim pair of ankles boarding the ship. A foolish look on his face, he rose to acknowledge the young woman who asked for Caleb. With a mischievous smile, Farrington escorted her to Caleb’s quarters. A haughty look about her, she thanked him and entered the room, carefully shutting the door in his face.
 
The lord smirked to himself. If the young rascal weren’t careful, he would find out he bit off more than he could chew. The lovely thing with the ravishing ankles belonged to Caleb’s father and somehow he didn’t think Regan would take lightly to Caleb playing games with his wife.
 
 

 
 
Regan woke first, his mouth dry and his tongue cottony. He shook Dykstra out of his stupor, then called the servants to administer to them both. An hour later, they descended the steps in preparation for an evening aboard the Sea Siren.
 
“That was some bout we both had,” Dykstra laughed. “I seem to remember getting here but not much else. Tell me, Regan, how is it that Caleb opened a gambling ship? And, I believe, you told me it was the infamous Siren’s ship he is using.”
 
Regan shrugged. “Bought it from a harbor master in Spain. I would think when the Siren retired from the seas she would have her ship in Cádiz and moved on to other interests.”
 
Dykstra looked at Regan suspiciously, but said nothing.
 
“I’ve been toying with the idea of going into business with Caleb. I have something I want to talk over with you when we get aboard. I’m glad you came, my friend. I was at a low ebb when you walked through my office door. It’s not a pretty story, but I need another ear for now. I would appreciate your unbiased opinion, Dykstra.”
 
Captain Dykstra frowned. They had been friends for quite a number of years. It was obvious something was bothering Regan. Was he in some kind of financial trouble? He remembered the lightened look in Regan’s eyes at the mention of the profits from the nutmeg crop. “Regan, I wanted to tell you something, but when we were in the offices, the rum made me forget. I can’t swear to it, but I think I saw Dick Blackheart on the wharf when I debarked. He spotted me staring at him. He seemed as though he were defying me to acknowledge him. He walks with a stiff leg and his left arm is damaged, but his face is still as hateful as ever. I would swear that it was him. I figured to myself that after the Siren ran him through he made off somehow and managed to make his way back here to his homeland. Have you seen him or heard that he’s about?”
 
Regan was stunned. “I saw the Siren kill him with my own eyes!”
 
“Did you see him die or did you see her injure him and toss him overboard?” Dykstra asked.
 
“Neither,” Regan answered shortly. “Things were wild. The Siren was ordering her wounded and my own to be tended. I suppose he could have gotten off the ship. For both our sakes, I hope you’re wrong, Dykstra.”
 
“So do I,” the captain mumbled to himself.
 
“Here we are. What do you think of her?” Regan said, pointing to the twinkling lanterns that outlined the ship in the hazy fog.
 
Captain Dykstra nodded. “An impressive sight. Did the boy do all of this on his own?” At Regan’s affirmative nod, he fell in line to board the ship behind a long string of people chattering like magpies.
 
“I don’t think my gut can take any more rum today; let’s just head for the tables and see how our luck is running,” Regan suggested. “What’s your fancy, Dykstra, cards or dice?”
 
“I think I’ll take a crack at the dice,” the captain grinned.
 
“See that man at cards, the one who’s scowling? He’s Sirena’s new husband,” Regan said coolly. “He’s also my father-in-law.” Dykstra shot his friend a grim glance, but said nothing. “You can tell by the look on his face he’s on a losing streak.” What in the hell was going on, Regan wondered as he threw the dice and watched the tiny dots appear.
 
Midway through the evening, his pockets empty, Regan stepped back to study the milling gamblers as they tossed money on the round tables with gay abandon. Women dressed in their finest, their jewels sparkling in the glowing lamplight, squealed with delight at every toss of the dice or flick of the cards. He felt his eyes drawn time and again to Stephan Langdon. It seemed his luck had turned for the better. Regan noticed a deft movement of Stephan’s. Caleb, who was standing behind Stephan, was obviously angry. He nodded his head slightly to Lord Farrington and moved away from the wild activity Stephan was creating. Regan grinned to himself. Langdon was a card cheat and Caleb had found him out and was about to inform the lord. It would be interesting to see what happened.
 
Captain Dykstra tired of the dice and sauntered over to Regan, a glass of wine in his hand. “How much did you lose?” he asked quietly.
 
“Enough,” Regan answered curtly. “Watch,” he said as Caleb walked over to Sir Stephan and whispered in his ear. Even in the dim light, Regan could see the man’s eyes were alarmed and indignant. He laid down his hand, picked up his money and followed Caleb.
 
“What is it I’m supposed to be watching?” Dykstra asked.
 
“Caleb just caught a card cheat who happens to be my father-in-law and Sirena’s new husband. It will be interesting to see how my son handles the situation.”
 
“If he’s smart, he’ll give him a warning and let it be known that from this point on he’s going to be observed sharply. I’ll say one thing for you, Regan. Wherever you are, there’s always some sort of trouble brewing. Do you think the boy can manage it or should we give him a hand?”
 
“For now, let’s let him have his head. He’s got his partner to help him if he runs into difficulty. If the boy doesn’t panic, he’ll be all right.”
 
“I’ll stake you to a game of faro,” Dykstra said affably as he withdrew a sheaf of bills for Regan’s inspection. “Keep your eyes out for a comely wench for me.” Regan laughed as his eyes circled the room. He was glad Sirena wasn’t in evidence. If word got back to her of Stephan’s escapade, he wondered what she would do. A ripple of apprehension washed over him as he picked up the cards.
 
Stephan Langdon stood on the deck, his stance arrogant. “Whatever you called me out here for had better be important,” he said coldly.
 
“Oh, it is,” Lord Farrington said in exactly the same manner. “Cal caught you cheating with cards tucked in your sleeve.”
 
“What a dastardly lie!”
 
“Then what do you call this?” Caleb demanded as he handed over two identical cards.
 
“How am I supposed to know. I could call you out for this humiliating experience.”
 
“That won’t be necessary”, Lord Farrington said suavely. “From now on, one of us will be watching you every time you come here. We had no wish to embarrass you in front of your friends, that’s why we asked you out on deck. The next time we will show no such courtesy, but will make an example of you in front of the others. This,” he stated, “is just a friendly warning. It would be wise if you left now and didn’t come back for a while. There might have been someone other than Cal who saw what you did.”
 
“This is despicable,” Stephan snarled. “You, sir, are a cur of the worst sort. Believe me, I will not forget this. A cheat indeed! I believe you maintain a crooked operation and are using me as an excuse to cover your own dastardly ways.”
 
“Perhaps you would like to go inside and make that accusation in front of the rest of the patrons,” Caleb said in a deadly voice. “Then we could retaliate with our charges against you. It was a foolish thing you did.”
 
Stephan bristled and then looked into the cold faces of the partners. Whatever he was about to say remained unvoiced, and he left the ship.
 
“You have a good eye, Cal,” Lord Farrington said, thumping Caleb on the back. “It was bound to happen sooner or later and this was as good a time as any. In the future, if Langdon comes here, one of us will have to keep a vigil over him. I’ve seen episodes where men were killed on the spot for cheating. Gambling,” he said virtuously, “is an honorable profession. One does not cheat. Our venture is too new for us to have a scandal. Keep your eyes open, Cal, and keep me informed.”
 
“Damn it to hell,” Caleb muttered under his breath. Of all the men in the world it had to be Regan’s father-in-law. How was he going to explain it to Camilla when he next saw her? His shoulders squared, he grinned in the dim light. He shrugged; he didn’t have to explain anything he didn’t want to. It was as simple as that.
 
Thoughts of Camilla were pleasant for the moment, but before long a frown settled over his face. Bedding Regan’s wife was something he couldn’t come to terms with. When Regan came aboard this evening, he had felt so guilty he could not look at his father. What would Sirena say if she knew Stephan had been caught cheating at cards? Should he warn her or leave it alone? He decided to leave it alone. He would keep his promise not to interfere in either Regan’s or Sirena’s affairs.
 
 

 
 
Stephan stormed his way into the house and up the stairs to Sirena’s room. Not bothering to knock, he thrust open the door and shouted for Sirena to get up and join him in the ballroom.
 
“Are you out of your mind?” Sirena snapped. “It’s after midnight and I’m tired.”
 
“I won’t ask you again, my dear,” Stephan said, leaning over the bed and leering down at her. “Now!” There was no mistaking the vicious mood he was in.
 
“Give me time to dress and I’ll join you in a few moments,” Sirena said, sliding from the bed.
 
“Your nightdress will do nicely. I’ll be waiting for you, so don’t tarry.”
 
Sirena looked around wildly for some form of escape. What did he plan for her this time? Something must have happened aboard the gambling ship. Afraid to delay any longer, Sirena crept from the room and descended the stairs to meet Stephan. She watched in horror as he lit one candle after another till the immense room was bathed in yellow light. She drew in her breath when Stephan walked over to her and held out a rapier. “I’m going to teach you how to fence,” he said in a calm, though bitter voice.
 
“At this time of night?” Sirena demanded incredulously.
 
Stephan ignored her as she grasped the rapier at the hilt, holding it loosely in her hand. “Listen to me carefully,” Stephan said, flexing the thin blade above his head. “Fencing does not take any enormous strength. Anyone with normal reflexes and a relatively conditioned body can do it. Your coordination is very good, my dear, so I don’t anticipate any great problem. As we progress with the lesson, you will see that you must have constant mental concentration as well as total body control. Actually, you could liken fencing to a game of chess but played at lightning speed. What makes fencing exciting is that one needs great intelligence to be masterful at it. Tactics are the brain work of fencing, based on observation and analysis of your opponent, and wise choices of action against him.”
 
Panic gripped Sirena. With the weapon in her hand and Stephan so close, she could easily slit his gullet. “Stephan, I could never learn this sport,” she lied. “I’m a woman. Why are you making me do this?”
 
Again, he ignored her comments. “Courtesy is a word closely associated with the sport and is an integral part of the engagement. Each match is preceded by a salute and an acknowledgment of your opponent. Every fencer, no matter how good or bad, can learn something from his adversary, and one should never assume one will win. My old master told me fencing is a school of humility. I don’t necessarily agree with him. I’m going to teach you to maintain control of your body. In the beginning your upper arm muscles and your inner thigh may become sore, but as we work out all of your muscles will loosen up and then there will be no problem.”
 
“Stephan . . . I—”
 
“Bring your rapier up to touch mine and say, en garde!”
 
“But Stephan,” Sirena protested, “don’t we need some form of protective equipment. I really would rather not do this,” she said in a trembling voice.
 
“You need have no fear, my dear. I shall not hurt you, and there is no way you could touch me, as inexperienced as you are. We will parry and thrust and do a few lunges and then we’ll rest and go at it another day.”
 
The next hour was a revelation for Sirena as she fumbled and moved awkwardly with the rapier, to Stephan’s amusement. He knew his sport and it interested her to see where this charade would lead. She managed to handle herself well enough to keep his interest, yet awkwardly enough not to give herself away.
 
“Do you see what I mean about perfect coordination?” Stephan laughed as he flicked at her nightdress, exposing her rosy-tipped breasts.
 
“If you wanted to see my naked body, why didn’t you just come to my room instead of this insidious cat-and-mouse game you’re playing? You know that I can never hope to be a fencer and yet you want me to play with you.” Suddenly, the tip of his blade was at her neck.
 
“I wouldn’t move if I were you, my dear, nor would I speak. I am fully aware of the fact that I can see your body whenever I desire. You are here because I want you here. And you will do what I want when I want it. Is that understood?” The tip of the blade moved downward and pricked at her breast. “Answer me, Sirena, do you understand?”
 
“Yes, Stephan, I understand perfectly,” Sirena said in a cool, calm voice, her eyes downcast.
 
“You can go back to bed now, my dear, unless, of course, you would like to join me in my chamber. Ah, I see by the revulsion in your eyes you have no desire to climb in my bed.” He shrugged as he brought up the rapier and sliced downward across her naked breast. Sirena’s eyes widened and then narrowed.
 
“You see, my dear, what a master of my craft I am. I didn’t draw one drop of blood. All you have is a slight welt which will soon disappear. Good night, Sirena,” he said, turning his back on her.
 
“Insufferable bastard,” Sirena muttered under her breath as she left, the tatters of her sleeping gown trailing out behind her as she climbed the curving stairway.
 
 

 
 
Wren walked across the rear lawn humming softly to herself. The morning was bright, the air fresh and the sun glanced off Jacobus’ brilliant blooms in a kaleidoscope of colors. Her pretty yellow ankle-length dress matched the marigolds for vibrancy and heightened her glossy curls and huge brown eyes.
 
Wren had removed her stockings and shoes, glancing cautiously around for signs of Frau Holtz, who was bent on teaching her to become a proper young miss. But Wren loved the feel of the icy morning dew creeping between her toes and the spongy earth giving beneath her slight weight.
 
When she had first come out to the garden she had searched for Jacobus, hoping he would let her help him cut fresh flowers for the house. The old man was nowhere in sight and Wren assumed he was lingering for a second cup of morning coffee with the Frau. It was just as well, the child smiled to herself; she loved having the garden all to herself. It had become her own private heaven. The green lawn, the gay flowers, the small summerhouse at the edge of the walled acreage, had been almost more than she could comprehend when she first explored the area. To her mind it was as large and sprawling as St. James’ Park across the way and twice as beautiful. Raised in the slums and alleys. Wren drank in the beauty of nature and could feel it nurture her soul.
 
Humming a nonsensical tune and stopping occasionally to caress a velvety petal or bask in the fragrance of the rose hedges, she didn’t notice a tall, silver-haired figure treading the path parallel to the one she was taking. Near the end of the rose hedge, where the paths merged, Wren walked blindly into Stephan’s arms.
 
Her first impulse was to free herself from his grasp and run, run, as fast as her little legs could carry her. But Stephan had taken a firm hold of her bony shoulder and forced her to stand as she was. Panic seized Wren as she remembered the scene in the dining room not too many days ago, and the sound of her own heartbeat echoed in her ears.
 
“Such a pretty little girl in such a pretty garden,” Stephan said softly. As he shifted his weight the gravel made a grating noise beneath his boots and Wren somehow knew beyond a doubt that the master had stalked her, walking on the spongy grass so she wouldn’t hear his footsteps and race back into the house.
 
Stephan tipped her chin up to look down into her face. Stubbornly, Wren kept her gaze lowered. “Do I frighten you, child? You shouldn’t be, I had a little girl like you, once. Now she’s a grown woman and married. Camilla is her name.”
 
Wren had never heard the master mention his daughter before and she became curious. “Was she pretty and did she wear pretty dresses?” she asked in a squeaky voice that seemed to please the master.
 
“Yes, she did. As a matter of fact, she once had a yellow dress almost exactly like yours.” He touched the sleeve of Wren’s garment, feeling the fine muslin with appreciation. “She was a good little girl, my Camilla. Are you a good little girl, Wren?” Color suffused the child’s features. “No sir,” she answered softly, “I’m not.”
 
Stephan was amused. “And why aren’t you? Don’t you have everything you could wish for?”
 
Wren shrugged her shoulders in a helpless gesture. The master had never spoken to her this way before and she wasn’t certain how she should react. He seemed different this time. She wasn’t scared of him. His voice was so low and gentle and she hoped he would tell her more about Camilla.
 
“Is it because I told you you were a nasty, clumsy girl, that you feel you are not good? I was angry that day, child. I didn’t mean what I said. I even apologize for spilling the relish dish on you. There, are you happy now?” His fingers had crept up from the sleeve to her neck and he touched the tender skin behind her ear.
 
Wren shook her head. “No, that’s not why. Here, see?” she said, poking forward a tiny foot. “I took off my stockings and shoes and Frau Holtz says a proper miss doesn’t ever go barefoot. But I like the way the dew feels between my toes and at least I won’t ruin my shoes.”
 
“Yes, I see,” Stephan answered, staring at her chubby foot with its pink button toes. “Frau Holtz is correct, Wren.” He couldn’t seem to take his eyes from her foot and Wren tucked it beneath the hem of her skirt, somehow embarrassed. All her life she had run the streets of London minus shoes and stockings, but nobody ever looked at her bare feet the way the master did.
 
“Where are your shoes and stockings?” he asked. Wren pointed to the beginning of the path where she had left them. “Be a good girl and run and get them. I’ll help you put them on. I always helped my Camilla with her shoe straps when she was a little girl. Just like you,” he added, seeing interest light her eyes whenever he spoke of Camilla as a child.
 
Wren hesitated, but on the master’s urgings, she ran back down the path on the narrow border of grass so the gravel wouldn’t hurt her feet, which had lost their callouses since living in the big house. Almost at once she returned, carrying her soft kid slippers and white lisle stockings. “I can put them on myself,” she said in a boast. “It took me a week to learn to work the lacings, but I can even do it in the dark now!”
 
“I used to help my little girl,” Stephan sighed, “and then just like you she grew up and didn’t need me anymore. A father misses being needed by his daughter. Did I ever tell you about the time Camilla was invited to her first party and she couldn’t decide which of her lovely dresses she would wear? You see, her mother was dead and she came to me for help.” As he spoke he led Wren to the bench at the end of the path and pressed her shoulder gently to make her sit. He bent on one knee and continued the story of Camilla and her party dress.
 
Mesmerized by the soft sound of his voice and by her curiosity about another little girl, Wren allowed him to take one of the stockings from her hand and slide it over her foot, all embarrassment gone. The master kept his gaze level with hers, his fingers working mechanically as he regaled her with his tale. But as she watched him something else became evident on his face. Wren was too young and inexperienced to put a name to it but her basic female instincts rebelled. The master seemed to be having trouble with his mouth, he kept wetting his lips with his tongue. All of a sudden, her stocking seemed to be giving him trouble; his fingers kept straying up the inside of her leg. Almost before she knew it, he had rolled her dress up past her knees and his fingers were fumbling and stroking the soft skin leading to her thighs.
 
Wren stared at him, no longer hearing his words. She knew his voice had become thick and he was stumbling over the phrases he was uttering. The flesh on her leg crawled and goose bumps broke out on her arms.
 
In her mind’s eye she remembered sleeping in an alleyway when a doxie and a man were suddenly beside her. They had awakened her but she was wise enough not to utter a sound. The woman had been leaning against the wall of a building and the man’s hands were roaming over her body. The couple had stepped off the street because they wanted to be out of sight. If they discovered Wren they would have cursed her and the man would have possibly hit her to chase her away. Wren hadn’t wanted to go away. She had found a nice supply of old rags to make a soft bed and she was tired.
 
In the darkness Wren had seen the man press himself against the prostitute, she had heard his breathing become ragged. In the moonlight she had seen his face and the expression he wore was the same one the master was wearing now.
 
Just as Stephan’s fingertips slid higher up her leg, Wren jumped off the bench and began to run for the house. She hadn’t gone more than a few steps when Langdon grabbed her by the hair and dragged her backward. “Stupid little bitch! Come back here!”
 
“No!” Wren screamed, terrorized. Quick as a flash, she pushed and managed to knock him off balance. In order to keep himself from falling, Stephan released Wren’s hair and swayed against the bench.
 
Without looking back, Wren tore for the house, leaving her shoes and stockings behind, not caring whether or not the Frau would scold her. This minute, she would dearly love to hear the housekeeper’s voice, to feel her stocky arms go around her protectively. But When Wren reached the kitchen the Frau was nowhere to be seen. Glancing blindly over her shoulder, the child ran to the front of the house and up the stairs to her room, fighting back shudder after shudder of revulsion.

 







Chapter Twenty-four
 
As the days passed, Frau Holtz came to love the young girl placed in her care. At night she would tuck the child into her bed and tell stories of life in the Spice Islands.
 
“Frau Holtz, could you tell me the story about the Sea Witch again? It’s my favorite. I don’t mean to hurt your feelings, but you’ve told me the story of how you worked to plant the nutmeg trees seven times. Do you think someday I could grow up to be like the Sea Siren? I wonder where she is now, Frau Holtz. Do you think she’s happy?”
 
“No, little one, I do not think she is happy where she is. The Sea Siren loved only one man and he chose not to return her love.”
 
“What will happen to her, Frau Holtz?” Wren asked sadly.
 
“Only the Lord above knows, child, only the Lord above.”
 
“She sounds so beautiful when you tell me about her. And the man she loved, he sounds so handsome. If there is a God, like you teach me there is, why doesn’t He help the Sea Siren?”
 
“Perhaps because Heaven helps those who help themselves. I don’t know, Wren,” the old woman said, gathering the child close to hide her own tears. “I don’t know. It is time for sleep,” she told the child, patting her firmly on the rump and laying her against the snowy pillow. “It is you who will grow to be as beautiful as the Sea Siren. Already your cheeks have filled out and your hair shines to match the sparkle in your eyes. That is what proper living and happiness does. When you are older, you will find someone as handsome as the man the Sea Siren loved. But you will be luckier, ja. He will love you back.”
 
“Oh, I hope so,” Wren cried, throwing her arms around Frau Holtz. “But I must not keep taking all of this proper living and happiness for granted. I must help Missy-ma’am. I hope I dream of the Sea Siren tonight. Each time I do, she becomes more beautiful. Like Missy-ma’am. Good night, Frau Holtz, and thank you for the warm milk.” Wren snuggled beneath the covers and whispered a few quick prayers the way Frau Holtz had taught her to do and was soon asleep.
 
Hours later, while the girl slept, a dark shadow crept into the room. Cautiously and stealthily, the figure walked to the window and drew the heavy curtain to block out the moonlight. Slowly, on cat feet, the tall figure moved toward the bed. Inch by inch, the coverlet was pulled back to reveal the petite body.
 
A sensuous smile crossed the face of the man who stared at her. He dropped to his knees and gathered her small form to him, jarring her awake. Quickly, he covered her mouth to prevent an outcry. “Not a word, do you understand? Keep silent.”
 
Wren’s eyes widened in fear and she pushed against him, trying to pry herself from his grasp. She hated him more than she ever hated anyone. He was so strong, too strong to break away from. And when she struggled, he laughed, low and menacingly.
 
His hands covered her body and he pressed his mouth to hers, rubbing his hands over her slim legs and trying to part them so he could steal his hands between her thighs. She wanted to die as his tongue found hers. She squirmed and tried to kick herself free of him. Unexpectedly, he released her and she rolled out of his reach.
 
“Remember, not a word of this to anyone. If you tell, Frau Holtz will find herself out of work and your precious Missy-ma’am will develop a limp,” he threatened before departing just as quietly as he’d entered.
 
Wren gagged and threw up in the chamber pot, her shoulders heaving and arms trembling. She had lived on the streets long enough to know what his next step would be. She wanted to escape down the hall and throw herself into Missy-ma’am’s arms and tell her what he did. But she couldn’t. She remembered his heavy threat. Frau Holtz was too good to know how to watch out for herself. And Missy-ma’am. Beautiful Missy-ma’am. He would hurt her. Terribly.
 
For a moment she thought of running away, but she knew she couldn’t. Frau Holtz and Sirena would suffer for it if she did.
 
Perhaps she could ask for a bolt on the door. Hugging her knees to her chest, the child pondered her problem. The housekeeper would want to know why she wanted a lock and what could she say? Perhaps she would say she was afraid of spooks. Yet, in her heart, she knew a lock could never keep the master out.
 
 

 
 
Caleb walked back through the crowds into the gaming parlor, saw Regan notice his return, and knew he could not escape his father’s company. Regan was signaling him to pay his compliments to Captain Dykstra. The pleasant amenities over, Caleb joined them for a drink. In quiet tones he explained about Stephan’s gambling methods and the warning he and Farrington had issued. “I know he’s Camilla’s father, but I couldn’t allow him to continue his practices. We run a clean ship here, and we wouldn’t want to sully our reputation. The question is, do you think Sirena should be told. He’s bound to get himself into difficult straits and, perhaps, she should be warned. Also, he’s lost fantastic sums of money, and I’m certain it is hers he’s so generous with. What do you think?”
 
“Yes, definitely. Though, she probably already knows what effect Stephan is having on her finances. However, I shouldn’t advise you what to do, Caleb, you’re your own man. Whatever you think is right. Actually, I came here tonight to talk business. Do you have time to listen or should I return in the morning?”
 
Caleb cast a practiced eye around the room. “Now will be fine. Lord Farrington has matters well in hand. What is it?” he asked, his heart pounding in his chest. Surely Regan didn’t know about Camilla coming to see him during the afternoon hours. Then he remembered Regan had said business, and Caleb sighed with relief.
 
“I want to invest in your enterprise. Captain Dykstra has come to England with profits from the nutmeg crop in Java and I don’t like to keep reinvesting in my own venture. Whatever terms you decide upon, I would find most agreeable. Do you have to consult with Aubrey Farrington, or can we keep this between ourselves?”
 
“Between us,” Caleb answered. “It would be part of my share.” How could he refuse? He couldn’t. Because of his guilt over Camilla, Caleb would have to compromise. “Of course, I would only agree if you consented to a binding agreement that the shares be sold back to me and no one else.”
 
Regan smiled at Caleb. His son was a level-headed businessman and he was proud of him. “Of course,” he readily agreed. “Actually, I hesitated to ask you, but there is nowhere else to turn. Your ship would be a wise investment to earn some ready capital. I hate to admit it, son, but I’m nearly wiped out.”
 
“And without Sirena’s help,” Caleb couldn’t help adding. Somehow it gave him pleasure to see the wounded look in Regan’s eyes. “I agree. I’ll arrive at the figures tonight after closing. Aubrey will be told, naturally; I feel it only fair. I’ll stop by your offices in the morning on my way to see Sirena.”
 
“Sounds fine to me,” Regan smiled. “Caleb, Dykstra here has a yen for a—”
 
Caleb laughed and pointed a finger. “She’s been waiting for somebody like you to come along. Tell her I said to give you a drink on the house.” Dykstra grinned and sauntered over to a voluptuous serving maid who was eyeing him openly.
 
“Now that Dykstra has been taken care of, I think I’ll go home. I have a bride waiting for me,” Regan laughed. “Keep Dykstra here and see that he gets to my office in the morning.” He clapped Caleb soundly on the back and left.
 
Caleb stared after him with tortured eyes. What would Regan do if he ever discovered that he and Camilla ... He swallowed hard and began to make his rounds, stopping to talk to various patrons and having a drink here and refusing one there.
 
A few quick rolls of the dice and he found himself near Lord Farrington. He drew Aubrey into a secluded corner and quickly explained that he had agreed to sell Regan shares into the business.
 
Farrington. didn’t take the news well. An angry spark lit the depths of his eyes and his body tensed.
 
“He’s my father and the shares I sell him won’t have any effect on your profits. As a matter of fact, your share will improve in that we have more working capital to help us reap higher profits. It’s my ship and my money, don’t make me remind you of that again,” Caleb said coldly.
 
“And does he pay you for these shares by the use of his wife?” Aubrey muttered to himself as he watched Caleb’s retreating back. “We’ll just see about that!” Every gambler kept an ace in the hole and sweet Camilla would be just that!
 
 

 
 
Caleb deposited a bleary-eyed, satisfied Captain Dykstra at Regan’s office the following morning. He winked at his father and pointed a thumb at Dykstra. “He’ll never be able to say I wasn’t hospitable.”
 
“That you were, boy. That you were,” Captain Dykstra smiled.
 
“Here,” Caleb said, extending a slip of paper to Regan. “I worked out an informal agreement. If you have no revisions to suggest, sign it and bring your investment to the ship. I spoke to Lord Farrington and, while he was less than enthusiastic, he had no other choice than to accept it. With the money you invest, we can seal off a portion of the quarterdeck and buy more equipment. More space, more equipment, and we can raise the limit of patrons we take on every night.” Caleb held out his hand and his father shook it.
 
Later, Caleb rang Sirena’s front doorbell and was surprised when she answered it herself. Her face lit up and she hugged him soundly. “How nice of you to come, Caleb.” Her expression sobered instantly. “Is something wrong, did something happen?”
 
“No. Everything is fine. Sirena, where can we talk undisturbed?”
 
Sirena frowned, but ushered him ahead of her into the library. She closed the door and waited expectantly.
 
Caleb was blunt and to the point. “Your husband is losing vast amounts of money, and I suspect it is yours. Last evening, I caught him cheating. I discreetly brought him out on deck and, with the help of Lord Farrington, properly dressed him down. I don’t know if we made an impression. It was our intention to put the fear of God into him. Instead, he became downright nasty. The reason I came here was to ask if I should allow him to patronize the ship. I’m almost certain he will continue his swindling methods and it could be dangerous. I can’t keep my eye on him every moment One of these days someone else will realize what he’s doing and call him out. It’s bad for business and I may have to take extreme measures. I wouldn’t want anything to come between us, Sirena. Whatever you decide should be done, I will abide by it.”
 
“There’s no decision to make, Caleb. There’s nothing I can do. Let him continue as he is. Their damn English laws are not made for the likes of me. I should be so lucky to have someone challenge Stephan out and kill him for me. I really don’t want to discuss it. I do, however, appreciate your coming here. I might not approve of what you’ve made of the Rana, but I also know a gift is a gift and I do wish you well. I love you, Caleb, and whatever makes you happy will make me happy. Please believe that.” The library doors opened and Frau Holtz and Wren entered. The old woman’s eyes lit up and she clutched Caleb to her stout bosom.
 
Sirena glanced at Wren, whose eyes were as large as saucers and full of disbelief. “Come here, Wren, there’s someone I want you to meet. This man is very dear to me and he comes from the Spice Islands the same. as I do. His name is Caleb and he is Mynheer van der Rhys’ son.”
 
“We were just coming in to show you Wren’s new dress,” Frau Holtz explained the intrusion. “Pink is her color, ja?”
 
Wren was staring at Caleb. Oblivious of her frock, she slowly moved toward him and softly asked, “Do you know the story of the Sea Siren?” Her amber eyes lit like tapering candle flames.
 
Caleb laughed, his strong, white teeth catching the light. “I know the story very well. She was a beautiful lady.” He took a step closer and dropped to his knee. “I think she was almost as beautiful as you are,” he said, taking her hand and bringing it to his lips. His smiling eyes sobered as he looked into Wren’s.
 
When she spoke, it was quietly and her words startled Frau Holtz and Sirena both. “I hope the man the Sea Siren loved looked like you.”
 
Caleb temporarily tore his gaze from Wren and looked at Sirena. After a brief period he whispered, “I hope he looked like me. I would be proud to have someone like the Sea Siren love me.”
 
Wren giggled. “When I grow up, I’m going to be like the Sea Siren, then I can...” she hesitated. “Will you wait for me to grow up?”
 
Caleb laughed and suddenly became serious. “I very well may do that.”
 
“Caleb, this is my ward, Wren,” Sirena said, putting her arm around the girl’s shoulders. “Soon she’ll be off to school and, when she returns, she will be a proper young woman.” Wren couldn’t seem to take her eyes off Caleb, and the young man seemed to share her fascination.
 
Sirena’s gaze sought Frau Holtz’s. He doesn’t know it yet, Sirena thought, but he’s looking at his destiny. Wren is Caleb’s future.
 
“It’s time for Wren’s lessons, Frau Holtz,” Sirena said softly. “I want to be alone with Caleb for a bit.” She smiled at her “little brother,” who seemed intrigued with the bright-eyed youngster in her frothy pink dress.
 
“Ja, the lessons,” Frau Holtz murmured as she drew an unwilling Wren along with her.
 
“Caleb, can you stay and have lunch with me? It’s been so long since we have spoken.”
 
“I’ll stay a while longer, but I must refuse your invitation for lunch. Sirena, did you know Captain Dykstra is here? Regan brought him to the ship last night. Sit down, there’s something I must tell you.”
 
Sirena could feel the tension in him and her own nerves grew taut “Of course, I should have realized you wouldn’t come all the way to tell me about Stephan. You could have handled that yourself; you didn’t need my opinion. I’m not stupid, Caleb.”
 
“I know you aren’t. That’s why I came today. And you’re right, I could have decided what to do with Stephan on my own and you need never have known. You taught me too well, Sirena.”
 
“Get on with it, Caleb. Whatever it is must be important.”
 
“As I told you, my father came to the ship last night. He told me his business is failing and he is in difficult straits. Most of his capital is tied up and he needs money now or his business will go under.”
 
“And he managed this all by himself,” Sirena said in amazement. “Are you telling me he has only himself to blame?” She laughed. “What makes you think his business affairs interest me? I couldn’t care less.”
 
“You can’t deceive me, Sirena. Right now, you’re delighted Regan is going bankrupt. The money he took from you has brought him no luck, and you’re glad. Once again, you’ve proven yourself victorious. Is your victory bitter or sweet?”
 
Sirena leaned over and looked Caleb square in the eyes. “I did teach you well, little brother. Believe what you will; I love Regan and always will. I’m not a whole woman without him. I’ve lost him and I’ve nothing left except bitterness and humiliation. Now, why have you come here to give me this information?”
 
“So you’ll understand why I allowed Father to buy shares in the gambling folly. I dropped off the agreement this morning.” He watched anxiously for some sign of her anger, but instead saw sadness. “I felt I owed you an explanation. I wanted you to hear it from me and not someone else. Least of all, from your ... from Stephan.”
 
“I think it’s time you left, Caleb,” Sirena said, standing and moving to the door.
 
“Tell me you understand, Sirena,” Caleb pleaded, his face young and boyish in his apprehension.
 
“I understand, Caleb. I understand you are doing what you swore you would not do. Take sides. I don’t think I can forgive you. You’ve compromised yourself, and I think I know why. It’s because of Camilla.” Caleb was about to deny her accusation, but she raised her hand to silence him. “Yes, I saw the two of you together the night of your grand opening. You’ve been sleeping with her, haven’t you?” she questioned rhetorically.
 
Caleb was stunned and his lean jaw trembled slightly. He became a boy again in her presence. He tried to defend his actions, but Sirena held up her hand again.
 
“Somehow, Caleb, I thought there was one small portion of you that belonged to me. In many ways I felt we were bound to each other by an invisible cord from those days long ago when we risked life and limb to right a wrong. I’ve misjudged both you and Regan, and for that I’m sorry. I don’t know who has hurt me more. I’ve had all I can take from the van der Rhys men. Good-bye, Caleb, and good fortune.” She turned on her heel and stalked from the room. Moments later, she was running, tears streaming down her cheeks. She felt as though a part of her heart had been cut away.
 
 

 
 
An hour before Stephan was due home, Sirena sought out Frau Holtz in the kitchens. She drew her aside and whispered to her. “In a fortnight, Frau Holtz, I want to leave this house. I want you to seek Jacobus out and get word to the men. Little by little, so no one will notice, I want our things taken to the ship—in the dead of night if necessary. There must be no mistakes to make Stephan suspicious. We’re going back to Batavia. Tomorrow, I will pen off a note to Tyler and Wren is to deliver it after Stephan leaves for the academy. Do you think you can handle this in secrecy, Frau Holtz?”
 
The old eyes lit up happily. “Ja, Mevrouw. I can take care of it. What about the child, is she to come with us?” she asked anxiously.
 
“But of course, there is no one else to look after her. I plan to take you all to Batavia and make certain that you are settled there.”
 
The Frau grew agitated. “And you, Mevrouw, where are you going?”
 
“I have a yen to see America. Perhaps I’ll go there, or perhaps I’ll just sail the ship till I see someplace that takes my fancy. I don’t belong anywhere anymore, Frau Holtz.”
 
“The Mynheer, what of the Mynheer?”
 
“What about him?” Sirena snapped. “That part of my life is over. It was over back in Batavia. I acted the fool. When something is over, it’s over. I should have realized this before. Regan doesn’t belong to me; Caleb doesn’t belong to me. I’m alone. Father and son have struck up an alliance and that is as it should be. There is no room in either of their lives for me. It would appear that you and the crew, as well as Wren, are saddled with me.”

 







Chapter Twenty-five
 
Stephan, in a lighthearted mood, talked endlessly through lunch. Sirena couldn’t have cared less. She allowed him to drone on and on, listening with half an ear. She tried to be amicable to Stephan since he currently left her totally to herself.
 
“And what have you planned for the next few days, Sirena?” he asked, nibbling on his lamb chop.
 
“Whatever could I have planned, Stephan? I haven’t left the house in weeks.” Although she tried to keep her voice level, even she heard the note of contempt which crept into it.
 
“Ah, then you have none. Good. I’ve organized a little outing for us. I’ll expect you to be ready in approximately half an hour.”
 
“Where are we going? I must know so I can wear something suitable.”
 
“What you have on will be fine, darling,” he said in his most unctuous voice. “It is only a short carriage ride, nothing more.”
 
“I don’t think so today, darling,” she imitated his tone. “I have a violent headache coming on—”
 
Stephan threw his flatware against a china plate, creating a loud clattering sound. “I said I would expect you in half an hour. You have no choice, Sirena. Go prepare yourself!”
 
Sirena watched the muscles work in his jaw and his lips compress. God, how she hated him. “And I told you, I don’t care to go.” Her voice was level and strong, meeting his in challenge.
 
Stephan took his attention away from her and continued eating his lunch. She knew he wasn’t finished with her and she waited for his next move. “Sirena, darling, have you noticed any of your jewelry missing? I was looking for my gold timepiece this morning and it was nowhere to be found. I wondered if you, too, were missing any valuables. How long did you say your stoic Frau Holtz worked for you?”
 
Sirena gasped. He wouldn’t! In her heart she knew he could and would. It wouldn’t be the first time an employer had accused a servant of thievery and had the poor unfortunate sent to prison. “It won’t work, Stephan. I would swear to Frau Holtz’s innocence. Your accusation won’t hold water.”
 
“Ah, darling, you women are so loyal, so sentimental. The courts would see at first glance that you would forgive your servant of so many years almost anything. Especially when you protested the poor woman was getting on in her years. But I’m afraid, darling, the judicial system is not based on sentimentality and, as master of this house, it is my word that would stand.”
 
Sirena sprang up from her place at the table. Thank heaven she would only have to endure another two weeks of this insanity. By then, the Sea Spirit would be ready to sail them back to Batavia.
 
“Where are you going, darling? You haven’t finished your lunch?”
 
“I’m going to prepare myself, as you requested, Stephan!” she retorted hotly, feeling his cold glare as she turned from the room.
 
In the coach, Sirena stared silently out the window. Jacobus had not been in sight when the carriage had been brought around to the front drive. At the reins was Stephan’s own driver. Rathbone acted as footman. The day was bright. Early summer had warmed the air and the people of London were taking advantage of the fine weather. The busy streets were more crowded than usual, and from several pubs the sounds of minstrels’ music wafted out into the open.
 
The coach was following a direct route to the outskirts of the city, and Sirena wondered where Stephan was taking her. He had given his instructions to the driver after she had climbed into the coach, so their destination was still a mystery. Out, past Charing Cross, along the Pall Mall to Whetstone Park on the High Holborn. The driver took a sharp left onto Gray’s Inn Lane and Sirena looked at Stephan with puzzlement. They were nearly out of the city.
 
“If you’re wondering, darling, we’re nearly at Codpiece Row at Clerkenwell Green.” He watched her face carefully to see if his words held any meaning for her. She turned him a blank look and Stephan smiled.
 
The carriage pulled up outside the gates of a dark gray, stone building and, in the ironwork over the gate was the sign, Bethlehem Royal Hospital. As the coach drove under the high arch, Sirena craned her neck to read the plaque. When she looked back at Stephan, she saw his amused grin. She was horrified, terrified. Bedlam!
 
She sprang to her feet, knocking her head on the cab’s roof, striking with her hands, seeking to gouge out his eyes.
 
Stephan defended himself by grabbing Sirena roughly and slamming her against the seat, pinning her arms to her sides.
 
“Control yourself, darling, else they will think you mad and take you from me to pen you in a cage.” His breath was hot against her cheek.
 
“Let go of me! You’re the madman! There’s not a soul in all Bedlam more crazed than you!”
 
“Control yourself!” he ordered. “We only came for a visit. That is all, I promise you. I often come here of an afternoon to take in the sights. It’s an inexpensive form of amusement. Many do it. Only a ha’penny and you’re admitted into another world.” He laughed, the sound cruel and maniacal in the confines of the coach.
 
Presently, the vehicle pulled up at the heavy, ironbound doors, and when they entered, Sirena noticed the only latch was on the outside. A guard admitted them and smiled at Stephan with recognition. So, it was true, the bastard did come here to entertain himself by watching the pathetic, soul-less creatures.
 
Stephan tugged a linen square from his vest pocket and held it to his nose. She saw him hand several coins over to the guard, and she thought she saw the glint of a gold guinea.
 
The odor was putrid. Sirena was assaulted by the stench of rotting fruit and human waste. Down the dark passage Stephan led her, the smell becoming more fetid with each step. The guard stopped to lift his neck cloth over his mouth and nostrils. When he saw the expression on Sirena’s face, he laughed coarsely. “You’ll soon get used to it.”
 
As they descended into the bowels of Bedlam, the stories she had heard about the place accosted her mind. She heard that if the lunatics became too quiet, retreating into a world of their own, the guards would tease, starve, prod and abuse them until they were unmanageable. Only in a wild, tormented state would they draw a paying audience of peasants and gentlefolk who came to sightsee.
 
As Stephan held her tightly by the arm, Sirena came to believe every rumor she had ever heard about the infamous Bedlam. She heard the shrieks and moans of the patients. The gruntings, growlings, ravings, rantings were awful, but worst of all was the deadly silence of some of the cells they passed. In these cells the poor creatures sat, contaminated by their own filth; vacant-eyed hollow shells of people who used to live within healthy bodies.
 
As she was led past a tiny, thin window cut into the stone wall, Sirena realized they were going even further below ground. The smells were even more acrid and horrible, if that was possible. The stench made the air rank, pinching her nostrils and causing her to choke for breath.
 
“How do you like it here, darling?” When Stephan received no answer, he continued. “No one likes it at first, but some learn to live very well here. Provided, of course, they have someone on the outside to insure they are cared for by supplementing the guards’ income.”
 
Sirena was silent, closing her eyes against the cubicles on either side of her, keeping her gaze straight ahead, dreading each step she took.
 
Stephan veered off to the right, dragging her with him. “This way, Sirena. There’s something I want you to see.” Down the corridor and through double bolted doors, which the guard opened, Sirena stood in the entrance to a high-ceilinged room furnished with peculiar-looking items. At first her befuddled mind couldn’t conceive any use for them, but then as Stephan pointed out several fine points—leather straps, canvas jackets, muffs and handcuffs, chains and dousing buckets—she felt herself retch.
 
A chair, solid and built low to the floor, was equipped with manacles and straps to tie the victim firmly. Thankfully, none of these torture devices was in use, but as Stephan described them, Sirena realized he had come to see their effect on some human wretch.
 
Unable to stand it another moment, Sirena pleaded, “Please, can we go now?”
 
“Go?” Stephan asked, taking his pocket watch from his waistcoat. “Yes, it is time to go. Guard!”
 
Gratefully, Sirena stayed close to Stephan, trying to hurry his steps.
 
“There is something else I thought would interest you. It is over here,” he said, pulling her arm. “Come.”
 
Unwillingly, Sirena followed, hoping that if she gave him no resistance he would take her out of here. They stopped before a dank cell. “This is where the first Lady Langdon spent her last days.” His eyes pierced hers for a reaction.
 
Suddenly, his hands were clasped around her wrists, holding her firmly. Before she realized what was happening, the guard’s key was clanging against the iron bars. “Stephan! No! Stephan, you can’t! Stephan, please!” she shrieked.
 
Her cries resounded throughout the cell block, stirring the inmates and causing them to echo her screams. “This is madness! Stephan!”
 
Rough hands threw her into the blackness at the rear of the cell. Before she could recover her footing, the door shut with a clank of finality, and the last thing she saw was Stephan’s face before he sauntered away.
 
In one section of the cell straw matting rustled, and when Sirena’s eyes became accustomed to the dark she realized she had been placed with three other prisoners. There was no telling how long these women had been confined, but from the looks of them she ventured to guess it had been quite some time since they had seen the light of day or had a breath of fresh air.
 
They were emaciated creatures, bathed in their own filth, ragged and pest-ridden. Her flesh crawled and she prayed that she would be removed immediately or else lose her mind in short order. They watched her shrewdly, and one of them began to laugh shrilly, cowering in the corner like a primitive animal as she scrutinized Sirena with hate-filled eyes.
 
Sirena backed away, taking up a position in the single unoccupied corner. The dim light cast by the torch in the corridor allowed her to survey the surroundings; stone walls sweating with the damp, dirt floor strewn with filth and excreta, and a moldy hay heap, soaked with urine that served as a bed. Pitifully, she wondered how long it would be before she, too, succumbed to these conditions. Every nerve in her body was taut.
 
Without warning, she was jumped upon and had her thin capelet seized. Another inmate, apparently the oldest, knocked the wind from Sirena in addition to stripping the slippers from her feet.
 
The third followed her cellmates’ example and tore at Sirena’s gown, ripping it from her shoulders, while emitting half-human sounds.
 
Sirena tensed and stood her ground and, as if by some unspoken command or understanding, they all came at her together. She found herself fighting for her life.
 
They scratched and beat her, and pulled her hair. She swung, cracking one of them hard on the head. The inmate whimpered like a whipped dog and skulked away. But, the other two persisted. Sirena swung out again, knocking another of them backward, hearing the breath escape in a loud whoosh. The last, being denied the protection of her cellmates, merely retreated. Sirena stood in the center of the cell, glaring at them, ready to defend herself further if need be.
 
Silently, she advanced on each in turn, taking back the garments they had ripped from her. They made no protest, seeming to respect her strength. Sirena supposed they had not expected to find that she was stronger than they. She only hoped they wouldn’t try to overpower her again.
 
It was many hours later when the wardens brought slops and water. Sirena could hear the banging of the small grids through which stale bread, soaked in an unidentifiable gravy, and wooden mugs of water were passed. Sirena’s companions had also heard the commotion the meal hour had created and, even as she watched them, they slavered in expectation of their ration.
 
Hour after hour Sirena huddled against a wall, not daring to sleep or move lest she incite another assault. A sole desire burned through Sirena’s being—to get out of this lunatic asylum and run as far away as possible.
 
Again the guards delivered rations. Again, came howls and shrieks, and the awful sound of iron scraping against iron. When she saw the bowls of thin gruel passed to her cellmates, she realized it must be morning. She had spent the entire day and night staring into the dark, her eyes constantly returning to the dim flare of the torch in the corridor. Her body ached; chills racked her spine and still she sat, quietly, silently, praying for a divine miracle to release her from this place.
 
Wondering how Stephan explained her absence to Frau Holtz, Sirena realized with a feeble ray of hope that Stephan could not leave her here. He could not! The sightseers! Instantly, she calculated on her fingers. Tomorrow was Saturday! Curiosity-seekers would be coming to pay their ha’penny. Surely, someone would recognize her. Surely, she could promise to pay someone to bring a message to Frau Holtz. Jan and Willem! They would get her out! Somehow they must!
 
Then a fatal tremor of fear shook her. Why should anyone believe her when she told them who she was? They would see she was locked in an asylum for the insane! It was hopeless!
 
Sirena shut her eyes, sensing the three madwomen were watching her, waiting for their chance to attack again and steal her clothing—strip her naked if possible. She did not care. Nothing mattered. Let them kill her. Death would be a welcome visitor compared to living out the rest of her days in Bedlam.
 
When the key sounded in the lock, she did not even hear it. Suddenly, a bright light blinded her, and strong hands gripped her arms, pulling her to her feet. A voice she recognized and would hate for the rest of her life spoke. “Have you had enough, Sirena, darling? Will you come home and be a good, obedient, little wife or shall I leave you here for another day or so?”
 
Sirena hung her head in complete dejection and humiliation. She would be his slave.
 
“Come along, then. Don’t be offended, but may I say you sorely need a bath! I hesitate to ride in the same carriage with you. Really, Sirena, you must learn to take better care of yourself, else you’ll drive me to the arms of another woman.” He chuckled, loud and harsh. It had the familiar ring of the lunatic laughter she had heard during the night.
 
Later, gratefully at home among her own things, Frau Holtz bathed her and put her to bed. The old woman had tears in her eyes but was lovingly silent. And when Sirena at last fell into an uneasy sleep, it was the Frau’s arms about her that chased away the nightmares which came to taunt her.
 
 

 
 
Time and again, Stephan would waken Sirena and insist she go through the intricate fencing maneuvers. Endless nights would pass in sleeplessness, waiting for him to drag her out of bed and down the long staircase into the ballroom. It seemed to the dispirited Sirena that whenever she waited in anticipation of him he would not come. Yet, no sooner would she close her eyes in exhausted sleep than Stephan would be beside her, pulling her from the bed, stating it was time for another lesson.
 
Sirena never objected beyond a grimace. She remembered Bedlam all too well. Telling her that a husband reigned supreme was not enough for Stephan. He had shown her. She remembered his perfidiousness and was powerless against it.
 
She spent her days pacing her suite in distraction. Indecision was her downfall. She found it impossible to choose between an egg for breakfast or sweet rolls. The choice of which gown to wear was completely beyond her ken. This terrifying hold Stephan had over her left her confused and tearful. Sirena was totally demoralized, confused and disoriented.
 
Frau Holtz, who had never seen Sirena this way, not even when a captive of Chaezar Alvarez, was at a total loss for an answer. She knew what Stephan had done to Sirena. She knew the effect being imprisoned in Bedlam had on her mistress, and the old housekeeper decided patience and loving care would bring Sirena out of this state of malaise. Even Wren had difficulty breaking through Sirena’s depression and rarely was able to draw a word from her benefactress.
 
The Sea Spirit was nearly ready to sail, but when Frau Holtz related this to Sirena, the green eyes became distracted. Each time the Frau tried arousing Sirena’s interest in escaping with Wren and the crew, Sirena would burst into tears and wring her hands in pitiful helplessness. She feared Stephan would find her and place her in Bedlam. At last the Frau desisted, feeling she was doing more harm than good by forcing Sirena to a decision.
 
One night Stephan had come for Sirena, bringing along a pair of breeches and a boy’s shirt for her to wear. Obedient to his wishes, Sirena had donned them and they had become her regular costume for the lessons Stephan pressed on her. The breeches were tight, hugging her hips and thighs like a second skin, and the shirt was far too small and could not be laced over her ample breasts. Soft, lisle stockings and flat-heeled, kid slippers completed the costume.
 
Sirena had stood in the center of the ballroom waiting for his first move of offense. The night was warm and he had opened the long windows which looked out over the parklike front drive and into the street. Occasionally the clatter of carriage wheels on the cobblestones could be heard along with a “Yah!” from an impatient driver to a recalcitrant horse.
 
For a moment Sirena stared outside, a winsome expression lining her face. Angry, Stephan made a sudden move to catch her attention and tossed her the rapier. “Don’t look so stupidly toward the window, darling. You’ll have me thinking you’d rather be out there instead of in here with me. Now take your stance!” he ordered harshly, the light in the room glancing off his eyes, giving them a hard, silvery appearance.
 
Resignedly, Sirena tightened her hand around the hilt of the weapon and knew again a fierce compulsion to pierce his heart. She would enjoy seeing the life flow from his body and onto the shining floor.
 
“That’s the spark I want to see in your eyes,” Stephan cooed, “the fire of a winner. I hope you’ll be worth the effort tonight. You haven’t been putting to use all I’ve taught you.”
 
Wordlessly, Sirena glared at him and with a toss of her head to throw her gleaming dark tresses over her shoulder, she made the first thrust, hoping to catch Stephan off guard. But he was too much the master, too quick. His reflexes were superb and he was ready for her. “You’ve forgotten to say ’en garde!’ darling,” he said condescendingly. “If I didn’t know better, I’d think you meant to kill me!” His feeble attempt at humor seemed to please him and he threw back his head and laughed, all the while keeping a careful eye on her.
 
With the gesture he exposed the flesh of his throat and Sirena could almost feel the tip of her rapier slitting his neck in two. Several more times Stephan drew her into a parry and Sirena defended herself admirably. “So, it would seem these lessons have been serving you well, darling. Your agility impresses me.” Feinting to the left, but striking to her right side, the hilts of their weapons meshed and locked. Before Stephan could force her arm down, Sirena was ready for him and made an upward slice. Her weapon was free and she swiftly touched his midsection with the protected point.
 
Stephan seemed startled and pressed another attack. Sirena realized he was trying to discover if it was mere luck on her part or if she had become a truly able student. Wisely, she allowed him the advantage this time, smiling to herself that the master of fencing had a flaw after all.
 
Time and again he pressed her into the same position, repeatedly she allowed him the win. But her heart was beating rapidly and a small feeling of triumph sizzled through her veins. It had been worth being dragged from bed, she thought. Stephan was becoming too sure of himself, too certain of the win. By keeping alert she was learning his habitual reactions to her actions. Reactions which could prove fatal to him if she ever sought his life. For the first time in weeks, Sirena knew hope.
 
The session over, Sirena pleaded thirst. While he was putting his prized weapons back in their rack on the wall of his study, Sirena went into the kitchen. What she had learned during the lesson had exhilarated her and she knew it would be difficult to fall asleep. Perhaps warm milk would help.
 
While she was waiting for the liquid to heat, she turned and was surprised to see Wren sitting at the table munching on a thick slice of cake. “What are you doing here at this hour? You should have been asleep hours ago.”
 
Wren’s wide, amber eyes took in Sirena’s strange attire, but she said nothing. “I couldn’t sleep and I was hungry.” She would never tell Sirena how she had been hiding in various places so the master would not find her in her bed.
 
The fine hairs on the back of Sirena’s neck seemed to rise when she saw a shadow near the doorway. Stephan! Carefully, she poured the milk into a heavy mug and sat down beside the child.
 
Stephan stepped into the kitchen, a smile on his face. Sirena saw the reflection of fear in Wren’s eyes and something in her became alive again. The girl dropped her cake on the floor and drew her breath in what sounded to Sirena like a stifled sob.
 
“You’re a nasty piece of baggage,” Stephan sneered as he stood over Wren. “Were you born in a pigsty? You dropped your cake, now pick it up and eat itl”
 
“No, Wren, I’ll cut you another piece,” Sirena said quietly. Both Wren and Stephan seemed shocked that Sirena had spoken; she had been silent for so long.
 
“No, Missy-ma’am, it’s all right,” the child said in a strange voice as she stuffed the cake into her mouth.
 
Sirena looked from the trembling child to Stephan and frowned. Wren was petrified. Was it Stephan who terrified her? Wren finished the cake and licked her lips. Sirena pushed the warm milk toward her and told her to finish it and go to bed. Round eyes pleaded with Sirena. “What is it, Wren? What’s wrong? Did you have a bad dream? Is something troubling you? Come, finish your drink and you can sleep in my room tonight. We’ll talk until you fall asleep.” The relief on Wren’s face stirred all of Sirena’s maternal instincts.
 
Stephan stepped closer to the girl, looming over her, his bulk throwing Wren into shadow. The child cowered, trembling and shaking so violently it was impossible for her to hold the cup in her hands.
 
Oh, dear God, no, Sirena thought to herself. It couldn’t be. He wouldn’t. Not this beautiful, sweet child! Her emerald eyes became like frozen chips of ice when she stared into Stephan’s mocking, pale eyes. “Good night, Stephan,” she said with all of her old authority. “Come, Wren.”
 
“It’s not fitting for a child her age to sleep in your bed,” Stephan said coldly. “Take her to her own room.”
 
“Go to hell, Stephan,” Sirena spat as she took Wren’s arm and led her from the kitchen. Sirena seemed to stand straighter; her shoulders were drawn back and her head held high. Stephan might be able to threaten her and reduce her to a cowering imbecile, but he would never do that to Wren. Not while there was life left in Sirena’s body; she would never allow it.
 
“Did you hear me, darling Sirena,” he snarled. “Take the girl to her own room.”
 
Sirena turned and was beside him before he could blink. “And did you hear me, Stephan. I said go to hell. Wren comes with me!” She allowed her hand to slip over the scrubbed kitchen table top and grasped the handle of a stout carving knife. With a lightning movement, the blade was at his jugular. “Tell me again where Wren will sleep tonight and then tell me where I said you were to go. Speak, my husband,” she said menacingly, pressing the tip of the knife into his neck. Droplets of bright red blood dripped down into his collar. Imperceptibly, she moved the blade, almost making a circle around his throat. She laughed, the sound eerie and chilling. “I’m waiting, Stephan.”
 
Malevolent hatred spewed from his pale eyes as he murdered her time and time again in the confines of his mind.
 
Slowly, Sirena backed off, the carving knife held in front of her. “Sleep well, Stephan. You may not have many nights left to you. I want to kill you as much as you want to kill me. Which of us will realize his goal?” she whispered before she left the room.
 
Stephan fingered his neck and wiped at the blood on his fingers. For the first time in his life, he knew fear of a woman. He would have to get rid of her sooner than he had thought. There was something about her, something about the way she moved and the way she had handled the weapon. He wondered why she was so clumsy and inept with the rapier. A musing look settled on his features as he cut himself a piece of cake.
 
 

 
 
It was a bleak, rainy day, and the lamps in the office couldn’t seem to dissolve the gloom. Tyler Sinclair’s eyes ached from the strain of looking through his finely scripted legal papers. Time and again his gaze went to the window and the fog that eddied around the treetops. He stood and walked to the window, longing for a day of warm sunshine to make him feel energetic. What was wrong with him? Why was he acting this way when he had mountains of work to do? It was Camilla. It was because he had seen her aboard the Sea Siren the night before with van der Rhys, and the encounter had left him with unbidden pangs of jealousy.
 
He knew she was married, unhappily so from the appearance of things. But that wasn’t the cause of his jealousy. No, it was because she was apparently having an affair with Cal. If anyone knew Camilla, it was himself. It was too late for him to do anything now. For some reason, he was always after the fact. Was it because secretly he wanted it that way? No responsibilities, no ties.
 
His thoughts ran to Sirena and he blanched at what he supposed were her circumstances. She had not been seen out of the house since she married Stephan. An uneasy feeling settled itself between his shoulder blades and he made a move to return to his desk and the work waiting for him. A sparrow, flying blind, crashed against the window and fell to the ground. Startled, Tyler felt the bird’s pain and flinched. Was that what he was doing, flying blind? Of course it was. It was what he had always done when things threatened to get the best of him.
 
Before he could change his mind, he reached for his coat and threw it over his shoulder as he left the office. He would go to Camilla and settle it all. He wanted her. He could no longer deny it. And, by all that was holy, he would have her.
 
 

 
 
Tyler was admitted to the house on Drury Lane and shown into the parlor while a maid went to announce him. When she returned, she asked him to wait, the mistress would be down shortly and would he care for tea. Tyler declined, he wasn’t here for tea. As soon as the servant left the room, Tyler bounded up the stairs, calling Camilla’s name.
 
“In here, Tyler,” she answered languidly from her nest in a high bed surrounded by frilly, fluffy pillows. “How shocking! What would Regan say if he found you here? He might take it into his head to call you out,” she answered her own question.
 
“Would he call you out if he knew you were bedding his own son?” Tyler demanded harshly.
 
“How dare you make such an accusation? What right have you to storm in here and say things like that to me? I won’t listen,” she put her hands to her ears.
 
“You’re damn well going to listen to me whether you like it or not,” Tyler shouted as he leaned. over the bed and pulled her hands away from her ears. “This isn’t van der Rhys you’re talking to. Remember, Camilla, I knew you a long time ago and, if my mouth should ever decide to flap, then you could find yourself in some pretty dire straits. Why,” he said ominously, “you know they still stone adulteresses.”
 
“You can’t frighten me, Tyler. You would have as much to lose as I would.”
 
“True, but then I don’t care anymore and you do. I’m a man and you’re a woman and that makes a big difference.”
 
“What do you want; why are you here? I’ll have Regan pay you back the money you advanced me. I’ll see to it today.”
 
“That’s not what I want.”
 
Camilla giggled. “Are you saying you want me? How gallant! I was always fond of you, Tyler, you know that. I even married you. That should prove something to you.”
 
“It proves something, all right. It proves you married me for what you thought you could get. You and your father both thought my parents would relent about my inheriting if I married before I was twenty-five. When they didn’t, you left me, convincing me you would wait for me. You lied, Camilla. You always lie. I know you for exactly what you are.”
 
“And you still want me? That doesn’t say much for you, does it, Tyler?” Her voice became soft; there was a shine in her pansy eyes and a tear fell on her cheek. “You know the worst about me and you still want me.” She reached up and her delicate white hands pulled his head down to hers. “Come here, Tyler, let me hold you close.”
 
“Why couldn’t you have waited just a little longer?” he groaned as she brought her lips to his.
 
Camilla drew out of his embrace and looked into his eyes. Her breathing was loud in the silence of the room. “I couldn’t wait, Tyler. I want it now. You’re no good for me. We both know it. You loathed coming here, I can see it in your eyes. In your own way, you’re the most honorable man I’ve ever known. You hate yourself for wanting me. We both agreed to forget our marriage; no one needed to know, we told each other. We were free.”
 
“You mean you were free of me to hook another fish on your line,” he muttered. “You’re right about one thing, though. I do hate myself for loving you. If you can bed van der Rhys and his son, then you can spread the wealth a little further. For me, Camilla,” he said in a husky tone, finding her lips with his own. “I need you, Camilla. I’ll always need you.”
 
His hands slipped the nightdress from her shoulders and soon they were naked together, beside one another, his eyes devouring the purity of her form and the silkiness of her skin. Gently, he ran his fingers through her wealth of golden hair. How he loved the satin feel against his hands and cheek. For a time he held her tight, simply enjoying the nearness of her. He felt her breasts grow taut with desire, and he drew in his breath, relishing the clean, sweet smell of her.
 
Camilla stretched out, leaning closer to him, the warmth of his body seeping into hers as she pressed her slimness against him. Shivering with his hot breath on her neck, she answered his light, teasing kisses and offered him her throat, her breasts. His hands were practiced and sensual and they moved over her, caressing each curve. She found herself moving to the rhythm he initiated and felt herself take wing and soar. All the forgotten sensations coursed through her as she brought her hands down his back, feeling the strength of his muscles and the smoothness of his skin.
 
She felt her buttocks being lifted slightly as he began a series of sensual thrusts. Frenzied, she arched her back to meet each wave of passion. Lightning and thunder rolled across the sky as she burst internally time and time again till she didn’t know if the storm outside her window could excel the tumult within her.
 
An eternity later Tyler leaned on one elbow and looked deeply into Camilla’s eyes. “Tell me you’ve enjoyed anyone more than me. Tell me you haven’t missed my caresses and my arms holding you. You’re mine, Camilla. You belong to me,” he groaned as he buried his face between her breasts.
 
Camilla stroked his dark head. “You know I’ve never found anyone like you, Tyler. I still love you, will always love you. But I can’t go hungry! I won’t! There are other things I want from life, Tyler. Things you can’t give me, can never give me if your parents disinherit you. If I could have those and you, too, I’d go with you in a moment.”
 
Tyler’s head jerked upright. “Do you mean that? Is it only wealth that stands between us? I’ll give you everything you’ve ever dreamed of, Camilla.” His voice was low and steady; she believed every word he said. As she crushed his head to her breast, she wished she could be a different kind of person. She wished she could tell him money be damned, the only thing that mattered was being with him. But she wasn’t strong enough, she just couldn’t do it.
 
Tyler’s fingers wound through her blond hair. “I’ll have you yet, Camilla; do you know that?”
 
For answer, she lifted his head and brought her mouth to his. “Make love to me, Tyler. Again and again,” she whispered throatily.
 
 

 
 
When Sirena awoke that morning, she felt better than she had in weeks. She remembered exactly where she was and what had transpired between herself and Stephan the night before. She was herself again; she had stood up to Stephan; he could bully and threaten her no more. Turning over, she felt Wren’s slight, warm body beside hers. God, when she thought of what could have happened to the child. Why hadn’t she or Frau Holtz been aware of what the little girl was suffering?
 
She looked down at the sweet sleeping face and silently begged forgiveness. How in heaven could she have been so incredibly foolish? She knew what kind of man Stephan was, she knew he was bordering on the insane. Poor little Wren, when Stephan couldn’t satisfy himself by torturing his wife, he had turned his terrifying tactics on her.
 
That was all behind them now. All Sirena had to do was keep her wits about her and she could leave it all behind. She would tell Frau Holtz this morning that she would adhere to her plan to leave England. Two more days and she, Wren and Frau Holtz would be free of Stephan Langdon.
 
Sirena climbed from the bed, careful not to waken the child. She dressed quietly and, in her mind, listed which belongings she would take with her when the Sea Spirit sailed out of port.
 
Could she leave without seeing Regan for one last time? She must. She faced in her heart she would never see him again. When they found her gone, Caleb would tell Regan of his visit to her. Tears stung her eyes when she thought of Caleb.
 
Her head began to ache and she rubbed cologne on her temples in an effort to abate the pounding. There were things to be done but she didn’t think she had the energy or the stamina. She had been her own prisoner since Stephan had brought her back from Bedlam. She had been unable to conduct even the most mundane affairs of everyday living. She hadn’t been eating correctly, sending the trays back to the kitchen barely touched. She was weak and much too thin. But, last night had changed all of that. Stephan had robbed her of the will to fight for herself, but he hadn’t counted on her deep, maternal feelings for Wren and didn’t know she would fight like a tigress protecting her cub.
 
Sirena descended the stairs to the dining room and made short work of her breakfast. She would need every bit of strength. She was relieved Stephan had left early for his classes at the academy but she knew he would join her for luncheon. He wouldn’t want the happenings of the night before to reinforce her will if he could possibly help it.
 
No sooner had she finished her meal when she heard the sound of the doorpull and a few moments later Frau Holtz ushered Tyler Sinclair into the dining room. She saw the old woman, who as yet knew nothing of the events of the night before, look at her empty plate with pleased amazement.
 
Sirena’s face brightened. “Tyler, how nice of you to come and see me, in spite of my husband’s orders to the contrary. What a miserable day to visit, though. I don’t know how you English abide this weather. Even in summer the fog rolls in and cloaks the city for days at a time.”
 
“I suppose I’m accustomed to it. When you don’t know anything else, it is easy to live with.”
 
“You should visit the Spice Islands, Tyler: You would love it there and never want to leave. Warm, gentle breezes the whole year through, sparkling clear blue water. Smiling, happy people. Slow, easy living. A peaceful atmosphere to live in. Do yourself a favor, visit the East Indies someday. You’ll never want to leave.”
 
“Sirena, I came here to talk to you about a matter of importance. To me,” he amended. “Listen and don’t interrupt before you make a decision. I need money, Sirena. A lot of it.”
 
Sirena’s face fell into perplexed lines. She never remembered hearing Tyler sound so serious and, as she listened to him, her expression became incredulous.
 
“If you help me,” Tyler said, “I can promise you a clear road back to Regan. Don’t ask me how I can make such a promise, but believe me when I tell you it is so. At the same time I will take care of your current husband so that he never bothers you again.”
 
“Tyler, what is it? How can you make me such rash promises? Are you in some sort of trouble?” Her eyes were large and full of shock at his desperate words and at the wild look he projected. “Tell me,” she said softly.
 
“I don’t know how to ask you this,” Tyler hedged.
 
“Just say it, Tyler,” Sirena said impatiently.
 
Tyler blurted, “I want us to go to sea and be partners. I want us to sail the seas and be pirates. That’s the only way I can get enough money for what I ... Will you do it, Sirena? Believe me, I wouldn’t ask if there was any other choice open to me.”
 
Sirena’s mind raced. “Are you saying ... do you expect me ... Tyler, that’s piracy!” she said virtuously. “Outright thievery!”
 
“Exactly!” Tyler beamed. “I knew you would understand. Will you do it?”
 
Sirena’s mind continued to race. “Tell me why and then I’ll let you know my answer. You know, Tyler, piracy is not a matter to take lightly. You could hang by the neck if you’re caught and then what good would all the monies and cargoes be to you. I, for one, have no desire to be executed.”
 
“Don’t you want Regan back?” Tyler asked, his eyes moist and pleading.
 
“And if I agree to your plan, then you can guarantee that?” She shook her head. “If I get Regan back, if it’s meant to be, then I will do it myself. I do appreciate your offer, but I fail to see how you can help me,” Sirena said sarcastically.
 
“Sirena, I give you my word.”
 
“Tyler, what do you take me for? Piracy is a dangerous business. I told you I have no wish to hang by the neck.”
 
“You miss the sea; you hate your husband and you’re in fear of him and you want Regan. If you do as I ask, then you will have everything you want. Help me,” he pleaded.
 
Sirena was torn by the look in the man’s eyes. She ached to give him some form of comfort. “If you would just tell me why, then—”
 
“I can’t tell you, that’s the problem. I’ve never begged for anything in my life, but I am now. You’re the only person who can help me.”
 
“There’s no need for you to grovel, Tyler. I’ll help you, but not for the reasons you suggest. I’m leaving here in two days to take my housekeeper and crew back to Batavia. If you wish to sail with us, it will be your chance to see the Spice Islands. If we should come across any prosperous ships along the way ... well ... ,” she shrugged.
 
Tyler wrapped his arms around her and kissed her soundly on the cheek. “I knew you would help me. I just knew it. Stephan, does he know?”
 
“Of course not, and you must not give away our secret in any way.”
 
“Never!” Tyler yelled, outraged that she would suggest such a thing.
 
“Good. Take your baggage to the ship and be ready to sail at midnight the day after tomorrow. If you aren’t on board at that time, we’ll sail without you.”
 
“I’ll be there, have no fear. Thank you, Sirena. But, Regan...”
 
“That’s over and done with. Don’t mention his name or bring him up to me again,” Sirena said coldly.
 
“Whatever you say,” Tyler agreed happily as he made his preparations to leave. “I think you just saved my life, lovely lady.”
 
“Don’t count on it, Tyler. This could well be the beginning of the end of your life. And no recriminations later. I warned you, remember that.”

 







Chapter Twenty-six
 
In his coach on his way home from the academy, Stephan Landgon passed Drury Lane and he thought about his daughter, Camilla. He was going to return home for luncheon but the prospect of seeing Sirena was far from attractive. He hadn’t yet decided what to do about her sudden about-face into the old self-confidence and he was loath to have her get the better of him once more before he decided on a course of action. He should have taken the knife away from her last night and cut out her heart with it. He blanched, his ashen features a mask of consternation and fear. He knew in his heart he could never have taken the weapon out of her hand; she would have killed him with it first. His fingers sought the small wound on his neck and he remembered the feel of the sharp point held there. Wherever had she learned that unpleasant and dangerous tactic?
 
Rapping on the roof of the cab with the head of his walking stick, Stephan commanded his driver’s attention, and gave directions to his former abode on Drury Lane. Rather than going home, he would join Camilla for lunch.
 
Several minutes later, Stephan disembarked, carrying his cane at a jaunty angle. He lifted the brass knocker and let it fall several times, annoyed and impatient with the servant’s tardiness in answering. He must speak to Camilla about that When the door was finally opened by a flighty young maid with frizzy brown hair, he gave her a searing look and demanded to see his daughter.
 
In a flurry of activity and nervousness, the trembling maidservant showed him directly to the dining room where Camilla was enjoying a solitary meal. When she saw her father enter, she pointed to a place opposite her with her fork and continued eating.
 
“Really, Camilla, must you eat like a little cannibal? It is most unbecoming.”
 
Camilla shot him a venomous glance. They had never really repaired their disagreement of the night she had met Caleb. Her hostility for Stephan lay just beneath the surface of her civility. “At least I can’t complain of not getting enough to eat, which is more than I could say when I looked to you for my welfare.” She pushed a sweet roll to her mouth and took an enormous bite, filling her cheeks like a greedy squirrel.
 
“Aren’t you going to invite me to luncheon?” Stephan complained. “I was about to join my lovely wife when I decided it had been too long since I had you to myself.”
 
Camilla picked up the small silver bell resting near her plate and shook it. The tinkling sound brought a maid from the kitchen. “Service for my father,” she ordered. “Are there any more brandied peaches in the kitchen?”
 
Stephan snorted indignantly as he watched Camilla tear into her broiled trout. “Where have you been, daughter?” he asked after he had been served. “I swear it’s been days since I’ve seen you.”
 
“If you mean you haven’t seen me aboard your favorite gambling folly, that’s right. You haven’t. I’ve been there but you haven’t been able to pick your eyes off the faro table long enough to see me.”
 
“Don’t sound so peeved, Camilla. It’s not becoming. Besides, faro is a game of concentration, and I must admit I’ve been taking a trouncing lately. If I don’t keep my wits about me, I’ll lose my shirt.”
 
Camilla stopped chewing long enough to say, “Perhaps you will be asked to remove your shirt before anyone will play against you, father. Even cheating doesn’t seem to insure your winning.”
 
“So, it would appear you still visit your young admirer. Caleb van der Rhys, isn’t it? You’re hardly the one to talk about scruples. Has it ever occurred to you your relationship with that young man is nearly incestuous? You are his stepmother. Really, darling,” he used the unctuous voice Camilla hated, “your behavior is not motherly, no, not motherly at all. Tsk, tsk,” he shook his head.
 
Camilla threw her flatware down on her plate. She was sick of his supercilious, superior attitude. “And just how is it a mother behaves? I wouldn’t know, Father, since you saw to it my mother was taken from me. All these years I suspected; I even heard whispers among the relatives and from Tyler, but I never believed it. I believe it now! You killed my own mother! You had her sent to Bedlam and she died there!” Once into her tirade, Camilla found it difficult to control herself. She hadn’t known she was going to say this. She hadn’t even known she had harbored these feelings toward Stephan until the words were finally out.
 
“I didn’t kill your mother,” Stephan hastened to explain. “She died of an illness in the Bethlehem Royal Hospital. She was very ill.” His face flushed and he stammered. He had never known Camilla was aware of her mother’s fate much less that he had been the cause of it.
 
“So, Bethlehem Royal Hospital, is it now? Do you think it sounds better than what it really is, Bedlam? Why even the name is synonomous with insanity. My mother was not a lunatic!” she screamed. “Mother was sick and dispirited, she had given up hope. You drove her to madness in the end. You did!”
 
Stephan stepped around the table and clutched his daughter by the arms. “Hush your mouth, Camilla,” he hissed. “Do you want the servants to hear?”
 
“I don’t care if the whole world hears me!” she bellowed, standing up and wrestling free of his grasp. “You killed her!”
 
Stephan struck her full force in the face and Camilla reeled, holding her hand to her injury. Her tone low and venomous, she spat, “I despise you! Do you know that? I hate you! I hate you for what you’ve done to me all these years. First, you took my mother away and then you convinced me to desert my marriage to Tyler. Then you offered me like a piece of goods to any oncomers who were rich enough to interest you. You sold me to Regan, into a loveless marriage. And now you dare to chastise me for finding a little diversion with Caleb. Well, it’s over, Father. It’s finally over. You’ve had too much influence over my life. I did things I never wanted to do because you told me to do them. I don’t like the woman I am, Father, and I mean to change! And when I do, it will go the worse for you. I promise you that!”
 
Stephan staggered backward. Camilla had never spoken this way to him. She had always acquiesced to his wishes. They had been more than father and daughter, they had been partners. It was all true what she said, but to hear her say it with such hatred rocked the foundations of his life.
 
“And I’ll tell you another thing, Father,” she spat the word as though it were a disease. “I plan to right situations. For one thing, I’m going to tell Regan exactly what we did to him, how we lured him into marrying me. If my guess is right, he’ll be relieved to be rid of me. And then I’m going to Tyler on bended knee and beg him to take me back. I don’t care if he’s rich or poor, I love him; I’ve always loved him.” She waited for her words to sink in. She picked up Stephan’s hat and walking stick from the sideboard where he had put them and handed them to him. “And may I tell you, Father, when word reaches the Baron and Baroness of how great a part you took in this whole sordid affair, I hesitate to think of what the Baron will do. You may have married a rich wife and have money to burn, but it won’t get you into polite society.”
 
Stephan was nearly out of his head with rage. “You would do that, wouldn’t you? Bitch!” he cried, raising his walking stick over his head to strike her down.
 
Camilla stood up to him unflinchingly, waiting for the blow to fall. But when Stephan saw the resolve in her face, he seemed to crumble like a dry leaf in a wind. His shoulders sagged and he looked suddenly older by twenty years.
 
“Go on, hit me! If it was good enough for my mother, it is good enough for me!” Stephan lowered his arm, the cane falling from his hand. “Get out of here and never come back!” she hissed. “And if you should pass me on the street, don’t even glance my way! You’re dead to me; I have no father!”
 
 

 
 
Camilla stepped lightly aboard the Sea Siren, delicately lifting her skirts to keep them from dragging in the soapy water being used to swab the decks. She avoided the neatly coiled rigging lines and hurried to Caleb’s cabin. What she had to tell him was very important, and she couldn’t lose her nerve. It was never easy to admit you were wrong.
 
She tapped lightly on the solid cabin door and Caleb answered it. He was in the process of shaving and still had lather on half his face. He smiled and bade her enter and went back to his mirror, stroking the straight razor over his face in smooth, practiced motions.
 
“Caleb, I’ve come to talk to you,” Camilla said, trying for his attention.
 
“Talk away, I’m listening.” He drew his mouth over to the side in a comical way and continued shaving.
 
“I’m afraid I’ve come to say good-bye, Caleb.” Her voice was soft and so girlish, at times Caleb found it difficult to believe she was a grown woman.
 
Caleb’s throat constricted. Did she mean, could she mean, Regan had found them out? “This is so sudden, Camilla. What brought this about?” he asked, fearing the worst.
 
“If you mean has Regan discovered us, no. And he will never know.” Imperceptibly, Caleb’s muscles relaxed.
 
“Then you must have some other reason—”
 
“Yes, yes I do,” she blurted. “It’s because it’s wrong. Everything in my life has been wrong and I mean to set it straight. I’ve wronged you, Caleb, and I’ve wronged Regan. I don’t think I ever loved either of you. I ... I love someone else and have for a long time. Since I was a child, really. I’m going to make a life with him and I only thank God he still wants me.” She was nearly in tears, but they weren’t the winsome, pathetic tears he had seen her shed in the past. These belonged to a woman ... a happy woman.
 
Caleb felt as though a great burden had been lifted from his shoulders. His conscience had been more than twinging him and he found it difficult to be in Regan’s company. He would never really be absolved of the sin of bedding his father’s wife, but he would try to make it up to Regan in every way he knew how.
 
“Do you plan to explain this to Regan?” he asked, coming near her and taking her hand in his. “What do you think he’ll say? A divorce is difficult to obtain under English law, Camilla. Do you plan to desert him?”
 
“No ... no,” Camilla flushed. “You don’t understand, Caleb. Those times I came crying to you that Regan was beastly ... well, it really wasn’t true. Regan and I ... we used each other. We never loved each other and I’m certain he’ll be glad to be rid of me.” She sobbed brokenly into her glove, but she persisted. Her tears were actually more from relief of at last telling the truth than from a broken heart. “As far as a divorce is concerned ... it won’t be necessary. You see, Caleb,” she said, raising her pansy eyes to level with his, “I was already married when I married Regan. I’m counting on his being a gentleman about it.”
 
Married! Caleb’s eyes widened and he jumped to his feet. “Married!” he echoed his thoughts. “Were you crazy to try a stunt like that on my father! He could have snapped you in two with his bare hands!”
 
“I know!” Camilla cried hysterically.
 
“God, Camilla, I hate to think what he would do to you if he really loved you!”
 
“I know, I know!” she repeated, nodding her head, her brilliant yellow curls dancing.
 
“And about us? What was that farce? I thought you loved me!”
 
“Oh I did, Caleb, truly, please believe that,” she raised her eyes imploringly. “I never meant to hurt you; it’s just that I love someone else more. I never have to pretend with him, he knows me exactly for what I am and, wonder of wonders, he loves me in spite of it all. Please try to understand, Caleb.”
 
Camilla was genuinely distressed and Caleb’s heart went out to her. He patted her hand soothingly, murmuring words of encouragement After all, he could be generous about this whole thing, couldn’t he? Think of what a pickle he’d be in if Camilla had decided it was Caleb she couldn’t live without! “There, there, darling, don’t cry. I’m certain my father will do whatever is right. If it is as you say, Regan will be more than generous about it all, I’m certain of it. Now, can you tell me who this lucky man is?”
 
Camilla smiled brightly and whispered, “He’s the most wonderful man on this earth, Caleb, and perhaps you know him. It’s Tyler Sinclair,” she beamed.
 
Caleb laughed. Tyler Sinclair! He laughed till the tears came to his eyes. He found it ridiculously funny that Camilla should think Tyler more a man than Regan! Suddenly, he sobered. Obviously, Camilla also thought Tyler more a man than himself!
 
 

 
 
An ominous undercurrent of excitement crept around the main room aboard the Sea Siren. Caleb felt it; Aubrey Farrington was aware of it and Stephan Langdon knew it also. Professional gamblers milled about, their eyes sharp, their shoulders squared as though they were marching into battle.
 
A chill washed over Caleb as his glance went back and forth between Regan and Langdon and then to the gamblers who were making ready to play. Purses of coins and gold guineas were placed on the green baize tabletop. Satisfied with their surroundings, they had placed themselves at the same table where Stephan was gambling recklessly against the house.
 
Farrington withdrew some silver from his pocket and worked his way through the crowd. His eyes sought Regan’s as Regan, too, inched past the guests. Stephan stood, his money in his hand, oblivious to everything except the stacks of silver in the center of the table. If he knew he was playing against professionals, he gave no sign.
 
It was close to midnight when Stephan looked up from his dwindling supply of cash and noticed Regan and Aubrey Farrington. He glanced at his nearly depleted hoard and licked his dry lips. Out of the corner of his eyes he saw Caleb walk from the table. His thoughts raced. It was now getting to be a matter of principle. He would not leave empty-handed. At best, he had another hour of play. His son-in-law was a fool and Farrington was little better. What could they do to him in a room full of guests? They had their reputation to think of. They knew as well as he that a scene would be regrettable.
 
He was nervous and jittery. The scenes with Camilla that afternoon and Sirena the night before had left him strained and an eerie foreboding haunted him. He must get his emotions under control if he were to pull off any tricks. If his hands shook, he would drop the cards and he would be finished.
 
He played listlessly for a while, his thoughts conflicting with his better judgment. Did he dare try the card in his sleeve? He looked furtively at Regan and Farrington. They knew. If he had any brains left to him, he should leave, but his sickness for a gamble overruled his better judgment.
 
Worms of fear crawled around Lord Farrington’s belly as he concentrated on Stephan Langdon. Why did that fool have to pick tonight of all nights to try his tricks? These were professionals he was playing against They played with a vengeance and their eyes were as sharp as axes. Farrington knew the blade would fall within minutes.
 
Damn, didn’t he have enough troubles with that scurve Blackheart breathing down his neck? The man was a monster. He must leave the gaming room to get back to his cabin to see what the swarthy seaman wanted this time. Deftly, he withdrew his round, gold timepiece and the sickening sensation moved to his throat. Almost an hour had gone by since he had taken Blackheart to his cabin with the promise he would return shortly. How long would the scurve wait? Would he come into the gaming parlor and make a scene? What was he to do? Caleb, where was Caleb? He lifted his long-fingered, aristocratic hand and tried to catch Caleb’s attention.
 
The young man was greeting a new arrival, appreciating the deep cut of her neckline and smiling wickedly. Damn! Cal would be of no use to him. The young man had other thoughts on his mind at the moment. Regan then. It was time he did something to earn his share in the Sea Siren. Let him handle it. He didn’t give a damn if the gamblers killed Langdon. “It’s my own neck I’m worried about,” he whispered to himself. Blackheart wasn’t going to wait much longer.
 
Carefully, he inched his way between a small cluster of murmuring women, unmindful of the gaiety at the other tables and the soft, sensual music in the background. And that was another thing; why in the name of God did Cal insist on music? Everything was bothering him. Now, the sounds of the gaming tables and the music hit him full force as he came abreast of van der Rhys. He would have to shout or signal Regan so he would move from his position beside Langdon.
 
Just as he was about to tap Regan on the shoulder, Stephan Langdon doubled over, his face a mask of pain. Play stopped while the dealer looked around for help. Regan, who was closest to Stephan, reached out to grasp his arm, fearing a seizure of some sort, when Stephan straightened, a grim look on his face. “It’s nothing,” he said huskily. “Let’s resume play.” He tossed his cards down and pandemonium broke loose.
 
“Asinine fool! That trick is as old as my grandmother,” one of the players growled.
 
Farrington hissed in Regan’s ear, “I thought you were watching him!”
 
All play in the room ceased. The soft music came to a tinny halt as Caleb, a murderous look on his face, approached the card table.
 
“Cheat!”
 
“Liar!”
 
“Double-cheating scurve!”
 
“Unhand me, you lout,” Stephan shouted, fear in his eyes. “Unhand me this instant or I’ll call you out,” he threatened.
 
Two of the gamblers grasped an arm and literally dragged him to the nearest exit. The taller of the two, his face sharp and hateful, shouted so that everyone could hear him. “Then call me out, in front of everyone.”
 
Fear snaked its way to Langdon’s throat, making it impossible for him to speak. If he did as the gambler wanted, the gambler would have the choice of the dueling weapons. Christ, what if he chose pistols! He licked at dry lips and tried to squirm loose.
 
“Do it,” Regan said harshly. “You have no other choice. If you don’t, by this time tomorrow, you’ll be a dead man, and you know what I say is the truth. Not only is it your honor but it is also your life. Decide now, before some of these gentlemen take matters into their own hands.”
 
Stephan Langdon swallowed hard and nodded. The viselike hold on his arms loosened and the sharp-faced man smiled. “Pistols at dawn. Name your second.”
 
Stephan looked around the room and could sense hostility and animosity. Guilty of cheating at cards. He was ruined. He pointed a trembling finger at Regan who immediately backed off a step and felt murder rage in him. He, too, had no other choice. He nodded curtly at the circle of gamblers and made as if to leave. A gambler brought up a pistol from his belt and flourished it in the air. “One of my men will escort you home and watch your house. We wouldn’t want you to lose your way.”
 
Regan shrugged. The only thought he could cope with at the moment was if Stephan were dead, Sirena would be a free woman. Now, why in the name of God should that thought enter his head and why should it bother him? He watched as Langdon and the gambler left the ship amid catcalls and raucous shouts of “Cheat!”
 
For the first time in his life the urbane Aubrey Farrington was out of his depth as he looked to Caleb to bring order to the salon. Regan was no use; he was following Stephan and the gambler.
 
Caleb spoke soothingly as he made a motion with his hand for the music to resume. He winked roguishly at the ladies and grinned at the men as he shrugged helplessly. His attitude clearly said these minor upsets were bound to happen.
 
Within moments the room was as before with wine flowing freely, compliments of the house.
 
Caleb walked on deck, his hands clenched at his sides, the sweat pouring off his face. If he were a gambling man, he wouldn’t give a farthing for Langdon’s chances of living to see another sunset. What would Sirena say when she found out? How would she hold up her head as the wife of a man caught cheating at cards? Somebody must warn her. He couldn’t leave the ship. Would Langdon himself tell her? Not likely. No man wants to be made a fool in front of his wife. Then who? Regan? No, that would be like pouring salt in an open wound. Sinclair. He was the one to tell Sirena. After all, he was her solicitor.
 
Caleb returned to his cabin and scrawled a brief message. He handed it to a cabin boy with instructions to deliver it to Sinclair’s house with all speed. Poor Sirena. Why did she have to be beset by so many traumatic problems? Would she ever attain the normal life everyone else took for granted?
 
The water was choppy as it slapped against the sides of the Sea Siren, and the vessel rocked slightly as Caleb stood in the dark at the rail. Whispers reached him and he spun about. There seemed to be an urgent malevolence in the hushed words filtering to him. He strained to hear and, at the same time moved closer to the ladder where he surmised the voices were coming from. Lord Farrington and another man. The second voice was familiar; he had heard it somewhere before. He frowned but was unable to distinguish the words because of the rough slap of water against the hull.
 
Something teased at his memory but would not surface. He knew in his gut he had heard that harsh, evil whisper, but where? And why was Lord Farrington hiding in the dark like a criminal? What was the distinguished lord up to? It must be something not quite legal, he thought to himself, otherwise why did he need an out-of-the-way place to discuss his business. He had been jittery of late. Caleb had not failed to see how assiduously he counted the monies at the end of the night and the grim, tight line around his mouth when he pocketed his share. Always the look was in his eyes that it wasn’t enough. Something was wrong. The hackles on the back of Caleb’s neck rose as he heard the words, “kill ... suffered enough ... my right ... you have no other choice if you want to live.”
 
Caleb withdrew further into the shadows as the figures emerged from their hiding place. Damn, he could only see the other man’s back. He limped and his arm seemed to hang lamely at his side. Caleb scowled and knew the set of the head and height, as well as the voice, were familiar. Who was he and where had he seen him? Why was he threatening Lord Farrington? This was his ship and he deserved to know what was going on. As soon as the man left, he would go to Aubrey and demand answers. If Aubrey were in trouble, perhaps he could help him.
 
On catlike feet Caleb walked to the hatchway and waited for the crippled man to descend the gangplank. He moved and grasped Farrington by the arm. “Who was that?” he demanded harshly. “I want to know what’s going on and I want to know now.”
 
Lord Farrington turned, a look of fear on his face. “A small matter, Cal, and one that need not concern you,” he said, trying to force a light note into his voice.
 
“I’ve heard that voice and seen that man somewhere and, if I’m not mistaken, he can mean only trouble. Are you in some financial difficulty, Aubrey? Perhaps I can help. We have a good thing going here; we’re both becoming prosperous and I wouldn’t want anything to jeopardize our business venture. Let me help you.”
 
Aubrey clapped Caleb on the shoulder, his face all smiles. “Cal, my boy, it’s a matter of personal ... let’s just say it concerns a lady and her good name.”
 
“You’re lying, Aubrey. I’m not going to ask you again. If you won’t accept my help, the least you owe me for what we have going together is honesty.”
 
“You won’t leave it alone, will you?” Aubrey said coldly. “I told you it’s a personal matter. I wonder how quick you would be to confess to me of your affair with your father’s wife if I were to press for details? Ah, I see that my statement has hit home. I have no wish to discuss your affairs nor mine with you. The matter is ended.”
 
Aubrey Farrington watched Caleb walk away, his face stony and hard. His own face wore a hate-filled look at the position he was in. He felt like fiddle strings were being stretched throughout his whole gut.
 
 

 
 
When Regan shook the fair-haired Camilla awake, she rolled over and murmured sleepily, “Not to—”
 
“—night, I have a raging headache,” Regan finished for her. “It isn’t your body I desire but I must tell you something. Wake up, you must listen to me. Your father was caught cheating tonight on the Sea Siren and one of the gamblers called him out. There’s to be a duel at dawn. Are you listening to me, Camilla? Dawn is just a few hours away. I’m going to be your father’s second. The weapons are pistols and we both know that rapiers are your father’s strong point.”
 
Camilla sat up in bed, her hair tousled as though she were having a restless night. The eyes she turned to Regan were deep violet and there was something he had never seen in them before. If he had been forced to put a name to it, he would have to call it maturity. He had expected a tearful scene full of recriminations. Not this quiet, pensive girl.
 
Camilla waited for Regan’s words to sink in to her consciousness. She waited to feel the guilt of Stephan’s and her last parting. Her father could be killed and yet the grief and concern would not come.
 
“Stephan is a fool,” Regan said as kindly as he could. “This isn’t the first time he was caught cheating on the Sea Siren. He was given a warning and this time it was professional gamblers who caught him at it. Now, every man in London who ever lost a farthing to your father will be certain he was cheated. Even if somehow Stephan manages to come through this duel, which is unlikely, he’s a ruined man.”
 
“He has nobody to blame save himself,” Camilla said quietly. “I’ve warned him time and again. When you do something that hurts others, eventually you have to pay for it. Father is just beginning to pay.”
 
Was this Camilla speaking? Regan asked himself. Before his eyes she had changed; for the first time Regan found himself liking his bride.
 
“I’m only sorry you became involved in this, Regan. I wouldn’t like to see anything happen to you. You’re a good man.” Tears welled up in her large eyes and spilled down her cheeks. Regan traced the path of one salty drop with his fingertip. Yes, Camilla had definitely changed. Before tonight her tears had always been for herself and had taken the form of childish tantrums. These were the tears of a woman. The tears of regret.
 
“I’ll have to be leaving, Camilla,” he said softly.
 
“Take care of yourself, Regan. Father isn’t worth one drop of your blood.”
 
He left the room, closing the door behind him. “I’ll be damned!” he swore lightly, finding his way to the stairs.
 
 

 
 
Sirena stirred fitfully in her sleep, dreaming she heard Mikel calling for her. Even in her dreams she knew it couldn’t be Mikel. Her son was dead, his tiny bones rotting in Javanese soil.
 
She moved again and curled herself into a tight ball for warmth. It was no use; she was awake so she might as well get up and get another light cover. The moment her bare feet touched the floor, she clearly heard the soft mewing sound. She hadn’t been dreaming! It must be the cook’s cat. She would have to find him and return him to the kitchen before he woke the whole house.
 
Quickly picking up a dressing gown and slipping her feet into her mules, she grasped the lamp firmly and entered the hallway. The lamp cast flickering shadows on the high walls and ceiling. “Here kitty, here kitty,” she called, peering into dark corners. At the top of the stairway she stopped and listened. Cats didn’t hiccough!
 
The light held high, the front of her robe clutched in her hand, she raced down the stairs and into the library. She was shocked by the sight that met her eyes. Wren stood with her back to the cold hearth, clutching her nightgown close to her, while Stephan was trying to forcibly strip it from her.
 
A bellow of rage burst out of Sirena as she threw the smoking lantern at Stephan and watched it roll into the depths of the fireplace. “Run, Wren!” she screamed as Stephan retreated into a corner near the desk, shock on his face at having been caught in the act. He was stunned by the force of the blow from the lamp as it glanced the side of his head, and he rocked precariously on the balls of his feet as he brought Sirena into his line of vision. Sirena emitted a bloodcurdling call for Frau Holtz, never taking her eyes from the most loathsome creature on the face of the earth.
 
His eyes hate-filled, a sneer on his thin lips, Stephan advanced on Sirena, his intent clear. Wren cried a warning as Frau Holtz rushed into the room and took in the scene. She gathered the child to her and, with one swift motion, had one of the crossed rapiers off its wall brackets and tossed it to Sirena. “Do it, Mevrouw. He doesn’t deserve to live,” she menaced viciously. “Do it!”
 
Sirena needed no second urging. She hefted the thin blade to test its flexibility and nicked the air. She backed off as Stephan stopped short, an evil smile on his face. Sirena took that moment to shed her negligee and slice at the nightdress till it hung in tatters high above her knees.
 
When she next looked at him, Stephan had armed himself with the second rapier. As he sliced the air, Sirena kicked off her slippers and crouched low, flexing her knees. “En garde!” she threatened softly as she advanced, bending her knees, and the tip of her rapier scraped Stephan’s cheek.
 
Scarlet beads dripped onto the snowy ruffle at his throat. He blinked, unable to believe his eyes. He had lost the advantage he might have gained when Sirena advanced and parried, her weapon finding its mark time and again. “I’ll kill you for what you tried to do to this child!” she exclaimed, lunging toward him and bringing up the rapier till it cut his upper arm.
 
Stephan stepped backward and Sirena lunged again, her aim sure as she brought up the rapier with all possible force, jarring the weapon from Stephan’s grasp. He reached out to grasp the hilt with his left hand. In that moment Sirena knocked the weapon to the floor and drove him to the wall till he cried out, his eyes bulging with fear.
 
“Don’t kill me,” he cried brokenly, “don’t kill me!”
 
Sirena was beyond hearing, beyond caring as she coldly and mercilessly advanced, one step and then two, till she was inches from him. Her green eyes were glazed and all she could hear were the whimpers of a child. She thrust the blade into her husband’s chest and watched his mouth fall open. Blood and crimson gore gushed forth. Savagely, she pulled the rapier free and wiped it across his shoulder. He reached out for her arm, but fell within inches of her bare legs.
 
The deadly implement dropped from Sirena’s hold as she clasped her head, tears welling in her eyes. Frau Holtz gathered her in a comforting embrace. “You could do no less, Mevrouw. Vermin the likes of him deserves to die.”
 
Wren came to Sirena and hugged her waist. “Missy-ma’am, he didn’t ... I’m all right now, truly I am, she assured.
 
Sirena staggered over to the softness of Stephan’s favorite chair and lowered herself into it. Frau Holtz poured her a tot of rum and Sirena gulped at the liquor as it seared her throat.
 
“Did I kill him?” she asked in a quivering voice.
 
“Ja. It is finished.”
 
“Frau Holtz ... what will happen to me if ... I’ll go to prison for this. I’ll be hanged!” she cried brokenly. “He deserved to die for what he did, but no one will ever believe me.”
 
“Nein!” Frau Holtz said harshly. “No one will ever know and neither Wren nor I will ever tell. Is that right, child?”
 
Wren inched closer to Sirena. “I love you, Missy-ma’ am. I loved the Sea Siren ever since the day the Frau first told me about her. I’ll do whatever you say. I’ll never tell.”
 
“We bury him, Mevrouw. Who is to say why or where the likes of him disappeared? Men disappear every day. Doesn’t he haunt those dockside pubs? Who is to say he did not meet his end at the hands of a criminal? Ja, we bury him like the trash he is. I go get Jacobus.”
 
“All the blood! There’s too much blood!” Sirena said in a dazed voice. “We can’t have his servants clean it. We have to do it ourselves. Get a pail of water and some soap, Frau Holtz. I’ll clean it myself.”
 
“We’re going to need more than one pail of water,” Frau Holtz said grimly as she left the room with a parting shout to Wren to get dressed.
 
Wren wrapped her arms about Sirena and kissed her lightly on the cheek. “I’ll be right back. You sit here and don’t move. We’re going to help you.”
 
Sirena nodded, her mind whirling. She couldn’t think. All that blood. It was like a river. She would be executed for this crime. People with Stephan’s standing didn’t do things like he did. They wouldn’t believe her.
 
Frau Holtz came back into the room dragging a drunken Jacobus beside her, an empty bucket in her other hand. “Look!” she yelled, “he’s as drunk as sin. He won’t be of any use to us. We’ll have to do it ourselves.”
 
“We have to get rid of the body. This fool,” she said, jabbing a finger at Jacobus, “is no good to either of us. We’ll have to bury the body ourselves.”
 
“Where? Where will it be safe, Frau Holtz? When Stephan doesn’t make his daily rounds, someone will come looking for him. How long before someone thinks he met with foul play? The first place they’ll come is here. We can’t bury him.”
 
“A piece at a time. In different places,” Frau Holtz babbled.
 
Sirena blanched and gulped. “For some stray dog to dig up. No, it won’t work.”
 
“The ship. Take him to sea and toss him overboard.”
 
“Toss who overboard?” Jacobus asked drunkenly
 
“First, we have to get him on board. Good thinking, Frau Holtz. Yes, that’s what we’ll do. Think,” she said, pressing her hands to her temples. “A barrel. We’ll have to stuff him in a barrel and load it into the carriage. It’s the only way. Oh, God, I can’t believe I’m doing this.”
 
“The Mynheer. I’ll fetch the Mynheer,” Frau Holtz cried excitedly.
 
Sirena’s head jerked upright. “You’ll do no such thing. If Regan were to know about this, he would toss me over the side with his father-in-law. No. Not a soul is to know, save us. We’ll manage, Frau Holtz. Fetch a barrel and see if there isn’t something you can do about sobering up Jacobus. While you’re doing that, I’ll get dressed. When Wren returns, send her to the stables to waken the groom and have him ready the coach. We’re going to have to move quickly as it will be dawn soon. Hurry, Frau Holtz.”
 
Within the hour, working fast and furious, Sirena had dressed as had Frau Holtz, and Stephan’s body was tightly fitted into a wooden stave barrel and the lid nailed shut. It was a grisly business but there was no one else to help. Jan and Willem had left the house nearly a fortnight ago to prepare the Sea Spirit for sailing. It was simply thought by Stephan that they had run off for a better position.
 
Stephan’s valet, Smythe, and the footman, Rathbone, were still in the household staff. Smythe’s room was at the far end of the house near the garden and Rathbone’s was over the stable. Something would have to be done about them. Although, apparently, neither of them had overheard the commotion because they hadn’t come anywhere near the library.
 
 

 
 
The sounds of furious knocking set Sirena’s teeth on edge. Who, in their right mind, would be rapping on the door at this hour of the night? Cautiously, she walked into the foyer and peeped through the heavy draperies. Her eyes widened. Tyler Sinclair. Something was obviously wrong. Something must have happened to Regan. Quickly, she opened the door and dared him with her facial expression to reveal the bad news, whatever it was.
 
“Sirena, what are you doing up at this hour of the night? I fully expected to have to stand here for hours till someone came to let me in. There’s something I must tell you, so, please, sit down and let me get you a drink. You’re going to need it when you hear what I have to say.”
 
“Tell me, is it ... is it Regan?”
 
“It has nothing to do with him. It’s Stephan. He was caught cheating this evening on the Sea Siren. Caleb sent me a note that I should come and tell you. He was called out and they’re to duel tomorrow at dawn. Actually today, since dawn is but an hour away. Regan is Stephan’s second.”
 
“Did you say at dawn?”
 
“Yes. Pistols were the gambler’s choice. There’s not much hope for Stephan, Sirena. If it had been rapiers, I would have put my money on Stephan—” Tyler stopped in mid-speech. Sirena had sat down on a seat and was laughing! She laughed until the tears streamed down her cheeks and Tyler thought she would choke to death.
 
Frau Holtz ran into the foyer, her eyes frightened and confused. When she saw Tyler she stepped backward, the pails she carried slipping from her hands and falling soundlessly on the thick carpet.
 
Sirena managed to gain control of herself and grasped Tyler by the arm. “Come with us, Tyler, there’s something you must see.” She led him into the library and pointed.
 
Tyler walked to the container and looked inside, expecting to see it full of jewels and gold; plunder of the Sea Siren. When the enormity of what he beheld hit him, he gulped and swayed dizzily.
 
“We’re taking the barrel and its contents to sea. Nail the lid shut for us, Tyler. We don’t have much time. If you’re coming with us, this is it. You won’t have the opportunity again.”
 
“Oh my God!” Tyler exclaimed hoarsely as Sirena pressed the hammer into his hand.
 
“Nail it shut, Tyler!” she commanded. Woodenly, Tyler took the tool and the nails which were offered by a silent and stern Frau Holtz. He squeezed his eyes shut as he banged the first nail and his thumb along with it.
 
“Has Jacobus readied the carriage?” Sirena asked of the Frau.
 
“Ja,” the old woman nodded.
 
“Do you want to come along with me or will you stay in London with Wren?” Sirena asked, already knowing what her answer would be.
 
“We go! The child has already taken what is most necessary and put it in the carriage. She waits outside with Jacobus.”
 
Sirena smiled and fondly clasped her loyal friend’s sturdy hand. “I will see to the child’s welfare and yours,” Sirena promised. “But I think it best that you and Wren should go to Spain for the time being. I will join you when I’m sure things are safe. For now, take some of my jewels; it will tide you over till I can get cash to you.”
 
Sirena looked at Tyler, who had just finished his gruesome task. “I’ve been thinking. What should be done about the servants? And Stephan’s valet and footman, Smythe and Rathbone?”
 
“Don’t worry about them. The cook and housemaids will go to my mother to complain their mistress skipped off without paying them their wages and, to keep peace, mother will pay them. As for those ruffians Stephan hired, they’ll make off with anything of value in the house. They won’t want to be running to the law. They don’t have loyalty to anyone or anything. Besides, what they’ll manage to steal from here would be twenty times what they could earn in a lifetime of fetching and carrying for the gentry.”
 
“All right. Now, please roll the barrel through to the kitchen and Jacobus will help you get it into the carriage. Hurry, we’ve only half an hour before dawn. Someone is bound to come looking for Stephan when he doesn’t appear for the duel.”
 
“What’s this?” Jacobus cried happily as he saw Tyler rolling the impromptu casket out the kitchen door. As he hurried to lend a hand, he asked jubilantly, “Booty for the crew?”
 
“It goes over the side as soon as we make open water,” Sirena said coolly. “This booty you wouldn’t want, my friend.”
 
In the dark of the coach Sirena looked out the window. “Tyler, did you notice that man standing outside the courtyard? Have you ever seen him before?”
 
Tyler’s face whitened and he leaned toward Sirena to look but her window. “Yes, I know who he is. He’s one of the gamblers sent by the man who was to face Stephan in a duel. He’s there watching to see that Stephan doesn’t try to get away.”
 
“Well, I suppose his suspicions aren’t aroused, otherwise he would have made an effort to stop us. To all intents and purposes he still thinks Stephan is in the house.”
 
“Yes, and a lucky thing for all of us,” Tyler breathed.
 
Through the streets of London Jacobus drove the horse team, wildly and recklessly. As they approached the wharf he slowed the animals. Wren squealed and grasped Frau Holtz for support as the coach came to a jarring halt and Tyler opened the door for them to exit. Jacobus raced to the ship on his skinny bandy legs and, within minutes, all hands were aboard. The anchor was hoisted and the ship ready to sail. The first faint glimmer of dawn was showing when the copper-bottomed ship slid from her berth in search of open water.
 
 

 
 
Regan pounded on the door with a vengeance. Where the hell was Stephan Langdon? Why wasn’t someone answering the damned door? His eyes sought those of the gambler who was waiting patiently.
 
“He’s in there. I saw him go in and he didn’t come out. Break down the door,” he said flatly.
 
Regan tried the handle and was surprised to find it unlocked. Cautiously, he entered the mansion. Lamps were lit and smoking everywhere. He shouted for Stephan and was not surprised when he didn’t answer. Something was wrong; Regan could sense it instinctively. He picked up one of the lamps and walked around the ground floor, his eyes alert. When he entered the library the sight made him draw in his breath.
 
The floor was still wet from the scrubbing Frau Holtz had given it, and he only needed to see the carelessly tossed rapiers on the desk to become suspicious. Upon closer examination, he found bloodstains on the draperies and dark vermillion specks spattered on several papers strewn on the desk.
 
His booted foot slipped. Bending over, he picked up a thick nail. Frowning, he let his eyes circle the room. The library even held the metallic smell of blood.
 
A knot of fear settled in his gut as he raced through the first-floor rooms. All were empty. His search of the second floor convinced him that Sirena and Stephan had done battle.
 
A growing sinking feeling crept through Regan. Stephan was a master of fencing. His reputation was known far and wide. Sirena had grown weak being out of practice. Stephan had the advantage. Sirena! Sirena! his mind cried. Anger and vengeance filled his chest and constricted his heart. He would kill Stephan with his own bare hands if Langdon had harmed one hair on Sirena’s head! The thought of Sirena inert, slain, brought shudders up his spine.
 
Through one room and into another, Regan searched. Hoping, yet dreading to find Sirena. At last he came upon her bedroom and his eyes fell on the tattered nightdress and negligée tossed carelessly on the floor. Relief flooded him. From the condition of the nightdress he knew Sirena had been wearing it when she faced off Stephan. If Stephan had killed her he wouldn’t have removed her clothes and left them here on the floor as evidence. No, his mind raced. He broke into a smile. It was the other way around after all. Sirena had killed Stephan.
 
Killed him and ran. But where was the body? He looked blankly at the nail still in his palm. This piece of evidence was undoubtedly linked to the missing corpse. Sirena must be riding out to sea already.
 
He should have known better. What a fool he had been to think for one moment that Stephan had slain Sirena. Sirena would always live to fight another day. Sirena would always survive, with Regan or without him. The thought gnawed at him and caused him pain.
 
Regan descended the steps slowly, coming to stand next to the gambler who waited outside the door. “He’s gone. There isn’t anyone in the house except a cook and a servant. Check for yourself.”
 
“I saw no one leave this house except two women, a child, a young man, and a bandy-legged coachman. I know what Langdon looks like and he wasn’t with them,” the gambler said.
 
“Look for yourself and if you find him, fetch me at my office. I need some sleep, so if you’ll excuse me.”
 
“He won’t get away with this. He’s hiding, the coward. I’ll find him,” the man threatened.
 
“You do that,” Regan answered coldly, turning up his collar against the damp morning air and turning his back on the house on King Street. If he didn’t miss his guess, a storm was brewing and London would feel the force of it before noon. Just the kind of weather Sirena loved, reveled in. It occurred to Regan that Sirena didn’t need to wait for storms to happen; she created them for herself.

 







Chapter Twenty-seven
 
The copper-bottomed Sea Spirit sliced through the churning swells as if bound for hell. Sirena stood near the bow, her feet firmly planted against the heaving deck. Soon, she would take the wheel and command her ship.
 
Her eyes flicked sideways to the barrel lashed to the foremast. In a short while it would be time to hoist it overboard. Stephan deserved no more than that. He was scum, a scourge against humanity. She didn’t regret that he was dead; she only regretted she had been the one to kill him. At one time she had sworn that she would never take another life and she had reneged on that promise. There was no recourse open to her except to live with it just as she had learned to live with the other tribulations of her life.
 
Her emerald eyes searched the open waters for a sign of another vessel. The horizon was clear; no mastheads jutted sharply from the faraway line where sea met sky. A squall was heading in on the Sea Spirit from the northeast and would engulf them within the hour. Time enough for her to take the wheel. At the proper moment Jacobus would drill holes in the sides of the wooden stave barrel and it would be tossed into the sea. No prayers would be said for this burial.
 
The wind began to lift, billowing the canvas and lifting Sirena’s long, dark hair and whipping it about her face. The squall had moved in quicker than she expected and she heard Jan issuing orders for all unneeded hands to go below decks. Sirena waited, feeling her spirits lift along with the bowsprit, loving the salt tang on her face, exhilarated by the force of the elements.
 
Taking her place at the wheel, the wind howled in the rigging as she steered the Sea Spirit under her close-reefed sails.
 
Gigantic swells, whipped into curly white combers by the gale, rolled in continuously from the north. Spindrift flew in flakes stinging her face as she fought the wheel.
 
The holocaust demanded her full attention. Hands gripping the slick, stout steering mechanism, which was nearly as tall as she, Sirena stood erect, and brazened nature. Lightning flashed, illuminating the dark, spectral clouds scudding across the sky. Rain had not yet begun to pelt the decks, but it was out there, waiting. Making ready for the onslaught, she lashed herself to the wheel.
 
Minutes seemed hours and hours eternities. The storm raged in full fury. Sirena was blinded by the savage downpour, but she kept the ship true to its heading. Her body was battered by the elements; her hair beat against her face and twisted about her neck like insistent, strangling fingers. When physical strength began to fail, an iron determination to survive became her mainstay. Nothing could stop her. Not Stephan’s death, not Regan’s rejection, not Caleb’s siding with his father against her. Nothing. She would survive by her own wits and determination just as she had always done.
 
Tyler Sinclair fought his way across the deck with Willem. Their hands grasped lines and rigging as they struggled against the wind. Gaining the bow, they flanked the barrel, Stephan Langdon’s cylindrical coffin, and struggled to tip it on its side. For a moment the vessel got away from them and Tyler imagined Stephan’s body pushing out against the wooden staves and escaping the container. A horrific vision flashed through his mind as brightly and as instantly as the sudden lightning. He could almost see the body sliding on the decks, propelled by the wind and rain; almost giving it life. Gasping, taking in a mouthful of rain, Tyler choked, and grasped the barrel more firmly. Stephan Langdon would not haunt this ship! Not if he, Tyler, had to drown to make certain of it.
 
Willem grunted from the weight, his body fighting the strain and the elements. Turn by turn, they rolled the barrel to the rail, cursing the weather and their own clumsiness. Soaked through to the skin, the deluge plastering their hair to their heads in dark slabs, they hefted one side of the cask and tipped it upright. Without a final prayer or ceremony, the barrel went over the side and Stephan Langdon rested in the watery depths amid the crashing waves and the thundering sky. Ominous and deadly were the elements and a fitting graveyard for one who had been both. Sirena shouted for Tyler to go below; the deck of the Sea Spirit in a storm was no place for a landlubber.
 
The ship heaved with the force of the swells, the masts groaned with the weight of the saturated rigging. Rhythmically, the Sea Spirit rose and fell as she rode the turbulent waves. Sirena guided the vessel from the trough to the crest of each swell. For moments she would balance dizzily on the crest, then plunge steeply into the next trough. Each time she rode up onto the next crest, she became buoyant and invincible.
 
 

 
 
The weather held as the Sea Spirit and the crew made headway into Waterford’s port. Under Frau Holtz’s protests about being halfway around the world in Java, Sirena consented that she and Wren should return to Cádiz and set up residence in the Valdez house on Via Arpa.
 
Preparations were underway, packing, letter-writing and instructions that Frau Holtz should contact Señor Arroya immediately upon arriving. The Frau and Wren might have several weeks’ delay in booking passage on a ship bound for Cádiz so plans were made for Tyler to go to Waterford with the Frau and Wren and visit several acquaintances he had there. He was certain they would see to their welfare until passage could be secured to Cádiz.
 
Tears glistened in the elderly woman’s eyes as she descended the ladder to solid ground on Waterford’s wharf. Wren threw her arms around Sirena, stifling the sobs which choked her. Sirena forced herself to remain composed and quickly kissed the young girl on the cheek with the promise to see her soon.
 
“Mevrouw,” Frau Holtz called from quayside, “when will we see you in Cádiz?” When Sirena did not reply, the housekeeper reached put an arm in entreaty. The iron-gray head shook as she read the expression in Sirena’s eyes. The Frau said nothing, turning with Wren and following Tyler to the harbor master’s office.
 
Sadness pricked Sirena’s sea-green eyes. You know me too well, Frau Holtz, she cried silently. Thank you for turning away. If you hadn’t, I would have leaped over the rail after you. Vaya con Dios, good friend.
 
She started for her cabin, barking several orders at her crew to lay in stores and fresh water. They would sail out on the evening tide. The crew hastened to do her bidding. To a man, they agreed the only thing in this world they could not stand was to see tears in their Capitana’s eyes.
 
Shortly before sundown, Sirena awoke from her brief nap. She ate sparingly of the food Jacobus set before her and then went out on deck. Tyler was just returning from the city.
 
When he climbed aboard, he went directly to Sirena, answering her unspoken question. “The Frau and Wren have been settled in with friends of my family. They’re delighted to have them. It’s been some while since they had a child to pamper. There’s a ship leaving for Cádiz within the week, but I preferred them to sail on the packet leaving ten days from now. I thought you would want them to be among missionaries going to Africa, rather than take a chance on their traveling with a motley crew of mercenaries.”
 
“Thank you, Tyler, it is exactly as I would wish.” Her voice was low and husky. “We sail on the evening tide. Three hours should see us out of Irish waters.”
 
It would be none too soon for Tyler, who remembered, even if Sirena did not, that English law reigned supreme here in Ireland and they would be just as subject to English justice as they would have been in London.
 
Shortly before nine o’clock the Sea Spirit slid out of her berth. The sea was calm and the fugitives followed the path of the Moon.
 
Late that night Tyler came on deck and, to his surprise, found Sirena leaning over the stern, watching the wake created by the ship’s rudder. He had been hoping for an opportunity to talk with her and was glad to find her alone.
 
“Sirena,” he called softly, interrupting her thoughts. She turned to face him, and from the glint in her eyes he could see she had been weeping.
 
“What is it, Tyler? It’s very late, I thought you would be bunked down.”
 
“I wanted to discuss that little arrangement we made. I’ve decided it was unfair of me to ask you to embark on a career of piracy. I’ve changed my mind; I don’t think I could go through with it. That last time, it wasn’t our fault Regan’s ship was sunk. We really did nothing more than salvage the cargo from going down with her.
 
Sirena smiled. “I thought you would see it that way, Tyler. In fact, I was certain you would.”
 
“Then we can go back and get Frau Holtz and little Wren!”
 
“No, Tyler, that is the one thing we cannot do. I don’t want them associated with me until I know I am clear of what I did to Stephan. They’re safer sailing to Cádiz without me. As for you, you can always go back to London after we reach Spain. Who knows, Tyler, luck may be with you and you will cross paths with pirates? They are one breed of fish I consider fair game. You may have your fortune yet.”
 
The Sea Spirit rode her southern course, and shortly before twilight a few days later, a cry was raised from the crew. “Sail ho!”
 
“Where away?” Sirena answered, rushing out onto the deck from her cabin near the stern.
 
“Breaking the horizon coming from the west,” came the reply.
 
“Keep to course, and as she runs in, tell me what flag she wears.”
 
As Sirena and the seamen kept their eyes peeled to the west, they cursed the darkness which was rapidly falling, obscuring the arrival except for its outline against the blackening sky.
 
“Man the guns,” Sirena said softly, “I don’t like the looks of her. Let her pass unmolested, but ready yourselves.”
 
As Tyler peered, his eyes focused on a pinpoint of light coming from the bow lantern of the distant ship. He was apprehensive. Sirena had warned that pirates and soldiers of fortune peppered the well-traveled shipping lanes, seeking easy victims. Jan had loaded the starboard gun and the wind blew a haze of powder Tyler’s way, burning his eyes and stinging his nostrils.
 
Coughing and sputtering, he moved upwind of the gun and concentrated on the western horizon.
 
Sirena and her crew were tense. They, too, were aware that this spectral vessel could be manned by pirates. Silence fell over the crew and Jacobus made a last tour of the ship to be certain no lanterns were lit, giving away their positions.
 
The sky was totally black now. Just as the darkness shrouded the oncoming ship from the Sea Spirit, so was the sleek, copper-bottomed brig hidden from it.
 
They could feel the presence of the other ship even though they could not see it. Jacobus studied the sky, hoping for the stars to light the scene, yet dreading that they might, and reveal the Sea Spirit’s position. Sirena changed course to southeasterly, hoping to outrun the pursuer.
 
All eyes fastened to the west and, suddenly, they saw a flare not a quarter of a mile away. A lamp was being held aloft and circling to starboard. The mystery ship had found the winds to her advantage and had gained on the Sea Spirit more quickly than they could have imagined. The ship was so close that Sirena could almost make out the features of the seaman who signaled with the lamp.
 
“They signal to heel to starboard!” she said incredulously. “They expect us to give up without a fight!”
 
Just as she uttered the words, the mystery ship’s port gun fired, blazing red and fiery gold. “She attacks us! Jan! Fire the starboard gun!”
 
Feeling his way to light the fuse, Jan struck the flint and kept his eyes directed away from the flare to keep from losing his night vision. He found the fuse and lit it, the small red glow travelling up the wire. The Sea Spirit rocked from the recoil of the cannon. Quicker than the eye could follow, the ball shot, shuddering the opposing vessel’s hull and splitting her timbers on the port side.
 
Feverishly, Jan reloaded with Jacobus’ help; the cannon was ready to fire again within moments.
 
“Fire!” Sirena commanded, not wanting to lose the advantage. A deafening roar ripped through the night and an inky black smoke billowed upward.
 
“Dead on its mark,” Willem called direly.
 
The other ship, which was now identifiable as a galleon, limped to starboard, away from the Sea Spirit.
 
“They run like mice!” Jan cheered, his voice shrill with excitement. Suddenly, he ran down the deck to the wheel to Sirena. “Capitana ... the ship...”
 
“It was a good shot, Jan, you have a keen eye.”
 
“Look,” Jan said, pointing his long arm at the floundering galleon. “Look at her flag!”
 
Sirena studied the foremast, now illuminated by the flames shooting from her deck. The flag of England! And flying just below it was the Monarch’s crown. The King’s ship!
 
“Capitana, we attacked the King’s galleon. We’ll have to make a run for it!”
 
“Too late,” Willem cried. “Look who’s coming up behind her!” he shouted incredulously.
 
“Merciful God!” Sirena cried. “We can’t outrun two; they’ll hem us in.”
 
Tyler groaned aloud as he brought his hands up to his head. The enormity of the situation hit him and he thought he would retch.
 
Sirena had no time for Tyler now. She pushed him out of her way and stepped closer to the rail for a better look. “The galleon is floundering, but she can be shorted up. She’s hit well above the water line.”
 
“She wasn’t signaling to us to heel to starboard,” Jan said, “she was signaling to her escort. She probably didn’t even see us when she fired her gun.”
 
“Capitana,” Willem directed, “go to your cabin and change your clothes. We don’t need more trouble than we can handle. Hurry!” he instructed hoarsely.
 
When Sirena returned on deck, the two vessels had sidled in close to the Sea Spirit and the order was being called for her men to stand back and make way for the boarding party.
 
A tall officer in the King’s navy led his men aboard from the jolly. He was a striking man in his gold braid and high boots. “Who captains this oddity of the seas?” he demanded. “Present the ship’s papers.”
 
Jan handed the officer the documents and Sirena moistened her dry lips and was about to speak when Tyler stepped forward and spoke. “I am the captain,” he said imperiously.
 
“He lies,” Willem said, shouldering Jacobus and Jan out of his way. “I am the captain.”
 
“Liars, the lot of them, nothing more than scurves,” Jacobus protested as he maneuvered his way to stand directly next to the naval officer. “There is only one captain aboard the Sea Spirit and it’s me!”
 
Jan smiled wickedly. “A man of your intelligence will certainly know these sea rats are not fit to command a jolly boat. I am the captain.”
 
“Enough!” roared the officer. “Next you’ll be telling me the woman is the captain.”
 
“That’s exactly who I am,” Sirena said coolly. “I gave the order to fire upon the galleon and I will take the consequences. My men merely followed orders. If you’ll examine the papers, you’ll see this ship belongs to Sirena Magdelena Esthera Córdez. Langdon,” she added as an afterthought.
 
“Madame, as owner of this ship, do you have any idea of the position you are now in?” the English lieutenant asked.
 
“I only know,” Sirena said coolly, seeing the admiration for her in the officer’s eyes, “that the English galleon came upon us in the dark. We saw a lantern signal to heel to starboard and then a shot was fired. Naturally, we thought ourselves under attack and we retaliated in kind. It was not until we saw her escort that we realized our error.”
 
“An expensive error,” the Englishman said with courtliness.
 
“I agree. Naturally, I will pay for the damages, and ask her captain and your King to please accept my apologies.”
 
“Dear lady, there will be no need for that. You can extend your apologies in person. It is said His Majesty tours Newgate prison once a year. You will have ample time to prepare your speech. My men will board your vessel and escort you to London where you will be incarcerated until your trial.”
 
He gave the order for Sirena and her crew to be placed in the hold till they reached London. Only Tyler protested weakly as he was dragged over the deck and dumped unceremoniously through the hatch.
 
 

 
 
Sirena and her crew spent eight dark days in the hold of the Sea Spirit as the ship made headway through the Atlantic, retracing her wake to London. Several times each day they were brought up on deck to breathe the fresh air and to eat their meals. At these times they were under close guard by Lieutenant Fenner, who now captained the brig.
 
In deference to her sex, Sirena was allowed the privacy of her cabin several times a day for her personal needs and to change clothes as necessary. Often, when strolling out on deck, she would find her way to the wheel where Fenner stood watch. She found him to be a pleasant young man with a deep sense of duty, and when he went on at length with admiring comments on the Sea Spirit, Sirena found herself liking him in spite of the fact she was his prisoner.
 
One blustery day, when the cliffs of Dover were rising starkly out of the horizon, she questioned, “What do you think will become of my crew, Lieutenant? It was an honest error on our part, firing at the King’s galleon.”
 
Fenner smiled at her with sadness in his eyes. Over the past few days he had come to recognize she was a remarkable woman. She had kept her head while most women would have become hysterical, screaming banshees. And she was beautiful in spite of the deep sadness he saw in her bottle-green eyes. “I can’t answer that question for you, Lady Langdon. I can only suggest you bring whatever money you have at hand. You will need it in Newgate in order to insure that you are treated in a humane manner. I can’t, in all conscience, hold out any hope to you. The King takes a dim view of piracy unless, of course, it is his navy which commits it to his profit.”
 
“You’re an honest man, Lieutenant Fenner,” Sirena said warmly. She liked this red-headed man with the twinkling, blue eyes. He was the kind of individual she would like to serve on her ship. When she turned away, Fenner touched her arm lightly.
 
“When my men searched your ship, no money was found. Was there any? I wouldn’t put it past some of these swabbies to filch it.”
 
“No, there wasn’t any,” Sirena said truthfully. Every available farthing was given to Frau Holtz when they had docked in Waterford. “I have come from a business appointment in Ireland and, I am sorry to say, was returning empty-handed. The supplies for the galley and some new rigging emptied my coffers.”
 
Fenner looked genuinely concerned. “I haven’t much, but what I have is yours,” he offered.
 
“Thank you, but—”
 
“Please take it. You will need it until your family comes to your aid. Please,” he implored.
 
“On one condition,” she smiled, “that you call me Sirena. I can’t possibly borrow money from anyone who calls me Lady Langdon.”
 
“Please, Sirena, you can repay me if you wish when you gain your release. I’ll give it to you in the morning, before docking. It’s only a few pounds, but it may help.”
 
On the eighth day Sirena, Tyler and the crew were in the hold when they heard the hull scrape against the berth. They knew they had arrived in London. Through the broadside they could hear voices and the commotion on the dock. It was only moments later that the hatch opened, and Lieutenant Fenner stood looking down at them. “Come on up, men. Sirena, if you’d care to repair to the privacy of your cabin before going ashore, I’ll understand.”
 
Sirena mutely nodded her head. Since bedding down last night, the crew had become silent, afraid to voice their apprehensions. She herself had barely uttered a word except to beg their forgiveness for dumping them in the middle of this mess. They had all been so gracious, swearing to her that it hadn’t been her fault. Tyler was especially vocal, insisting she not take the blame for any part of it.
 
Up on deck, Lieutenant Fenner led her to her cabin. He was quiet and Sirena could see he was very concerned. He, at least, believed it all to be a horrible mistake. Before entering her cabin, she threw a glance at the busy wharf. London. And she had hoped never to see it again.
 
Throughout the long days at sea, Sirena and her crew had concocted a feasible story concerning Stephan. He had been washed overboard at sea. Their time of departure would coincide with the squall that was certain to be reported and there was no one to refute their tale. Still, Sirena was terrified that someone would know she had been responsible for Stephan’s death. There were the servants, Smythe and Rathbone, and what about Camilla? Surely, owing to her closeness to her father, she would demand an inquiry.
 
“You will have to hurry, Sirena,” Lieutenant Fenner broke in on her thoughts. “In a few moments the carriage will be here to transport you to Newgate. Your men will ride in a cart, but I didn’t want to see you ridiculed through the city streets and tormented by urchins. I’ve hired a coach for you. One of my officers will accompany you while I make out my report to the Commissioner of Navies. Trust my report will be in your favor.”
 
Sirena thanked him and stepped into the dim cabin. The first thing she saw was a small cache of coins that Fenner had left for her.
 
 

 
 
The young officer in the carriage with her seemed embarrassed by her presence. He kept watching her covertly while pretending to look out the window. Sirena had made a small neat bundle of clothes to take to Newgate with her when Lieutenant Fenner stopped her. “They won’t allow you to keep it, Sirena, and someone might try to murder you for it. It’s best to leave it here.”
 
She had looked at him blankly. What kind of place was this Newgate prison? “My ship—”
 
“The Sea Spirit will be seen to, I promise you. And when you return, she’ll be here waiting for you. Good-bye, Sirena, I hope we meet again someday under different circumstances.”
 
“So do I,” she assured him, taking his hand, almost loathing to let it go for it represented the world she knew and not the place she was going to.
 
The hack took its course along Thames Street. The same route she and Frau Holtz had driven how many months ago when she had first arrived in London. They were nearing the corner of St. Dunstan’s Hill where Regan’s offices were. She remembered how she had first glimpsed his sign and how she had looked back at it, searing its location into her brain. Now, as the carriage wheels took her past it, she slumped in a comer, not daring to glance out for fear she would see him and call out to him, begging him to help her. It was too late. Where had she heard that? Had Regan told her that? “It’s too late, Sirena,” she could hear his voice as he growled the words.
 
Through the city she rested her head against the seat back, her eyes closed, refusing to look at the passing people, refusing to acknowledge they were free to walk the streets while she was on her way to prison.
 
She only opened her eyes again when the carriage stopped and she was aware the escort was climbing down from the hack. He extended his hand to help her, but she refused it. She would manage on her own. This was something she had to face alone and she would go the last few steps of it exactly that way. Alone.
 
Gray granite, rising several stories high and displaying iron bars where windows should have been, ran around the perimeter of the yard. She thought of the Bethlehem Royal Hospital where Stephan had had her incarcerated for a day, and felt the old terror begin. Then she squared her shoulders.
 
 

 
 
The cells on Condemned Row were dark, dank and incredibly filthy. Straw rushes lined the dirt floor and the solitary window was set high in the wall. Even if one could climb to it, it was too sharply cut and too narrow to permit escape. Sirena sat on a low, scarred stool, staring at the heavy chains they had placed about her wrists and ankles. They were encrusted with rust and the bright orange flecks rubbed off and stained her skin. Following Lieutenant Fenner’s suggestion she had dressed warmly, and she blessed him for the advice. The light of day and the warmth of sunshine had never seen the inside of Newgate prison. A solitary candle, no greater than an inch in length, burned feebly, unable to penetrate the dark. Vaguely, Sirena wondered what she would do when the candle gutted itself and she was left in darkness.
 
A jangle of keys clanking together reached her ears and when she picked up her head, a tall woman with forbidding features was entering her cell. She had voluminous breasts which hung down onto her belly and her dark, bombazine dress was grease-stained with large wet circles showing under her arms. Her hair was caught up at the back with greasy strings hanging over her face. Her shoes were stout and she wore an apron of an indeterminate color. “I’m the jailor’s wife!” she announced harshly. “I’ve come to see if ye’ve enough to pay yer way out o’ Condemned Row.”
 
When Sirena looked at her blankly, the woman exclaimed, “Lor’, ye’re a stupid one! Have you any money to pay garnish?”
 
Wisely, Sirena. asked her how much money she would need if indeed she did have any.
 
“Come now, me fine lady, you’ve not been brought ’ere for bein’ a debtor. Ye’ve committed a crime against the Crown! Surely, ye’ve a few pounds ta make yer stay ’ere more pleasurable.”
 
“How much!” Sirena demanded.
 
“Two pound ten,” the jailor’s wife spit, having no patience for the uppity likes of Sirena.
 
“And what will it buy me?”
 
“For one thing, yer ladyship, it’ll get ye out o’ Condemned Row while ye wait yer trial. Fer another, the conditions are much improved on the other side o’ the prison. Fer another thing, ye’ll ’ave fresh water and yer biscuits won’t be wormy. An’ ye’ll have a bed ta sleep in ’stead o’ ’ay on a dirt floor.”
 
Sirena only needed to hear about the bed and she stood and fumbled beneath her skirts to retrieve the price the woman asked.
 
“Oh, an fer another shillin’ yer chains and braces will be a lot lighter, I promise ye that.”
 
Aghast at such practices, Sirena dug beneath her skirts once more to find the shilling. Thank the Lord for Lieutenant Fenner’s generosity.
 
As Sirena walked along behind the jailor’s wife, she asked, “Have you heard when my trial will be held?” Her voice echoed off the high ceilings and tunnel-like corridors.
 
“If’n yer lucky, it’ll be before yer money runs out,” the woman laughed harshly.
 
She showed Sirena into a cell with two other women. Her chains and braces were exchanged for lighter ones, but she didn’t think they were that much lighter to cost her a full shilling. Suddenly, she laughed, seeing the humor of the situation. Here she was worrying about a shilling when she had thousands, hundreds of thousands, but she could not get her hands on any of it. Tyler, who controlled her money and investments, was also a prisoner.
 
Before the jailor’s wife left the cell, after depositing a leaky pail of foul water beside her, Sirena asked, “How can I get a letter out of here?”
 
“It’ll cost ye six shillings and two more for the paper and five more for the quill.”
 
“How much for the ink,” Sirena asked tersely, lifting her skirts to find the little medicine pouch where her hoard was kept.
 
“We’ll have none o’ yer lip!” the woman scowled. “If’n ye wants ta write a letter, say so!” Her eyes glittered greedily as she looked at the coins in Sirena’s palm.
 
“On second thought, you’ll be paid after I receive the paper and quill. And ink!” Sirena demanded.
 
“Tosh! Ain’t she the fine and mighty one?” a voice from behind her taunted. “Who does she think she is? Braggin’ ’ow she can read and write! It ain’t proper somehow, her bein’ ’ere in Newgate an’ all!”
 
“Oh, shut up, Nell, leave her alone. Don’t you remember how it was on your first day in this pest hole!” another voice commanded. While the tone was harsh, the diction was perfect, and there was a quality about it that suggested the woman was used to commanding servants. Sirena turned and saw a willowy redhead with the blackest eyes she had ever seen. When she smiled her thanks, the redhead smiled back. “See here, sweetheart, what are you in for?”
 
“It’s all a misunderstanding,” Sirena began to explain when she saw she had the attention of the jailor’s wife and the woman named Nell. She snapped her mouth shut, not wanting to discuss her affairs in their presence.
 
“Certainly, what else could it be. My name is Theodora, Theo to my friends.” Theo looked up and her eyes fell on the jailor’s wife. “Well, why are you standing around gawking? Surely, there are others in this hell hole you can filch for a pail of sour water. Get on with you! And don’t forget to bring the lady her paper and quill, you want her money don’t you?”
 
The slattern turned and locked the cell behind her. Theo’s haughty tone and commanding nature had moved the woman into action. Then she turned about and pressed her face up against the bars. “An, why am I doin’ yer biddin’, yer ladyship? Yer the one who’s the prisoner!” She broke out into raucous peals of laughter as she walked the length of the corridor, her keys jingling loudly at her waist.
 
“What a hag that one is,” Theo said to Sirena, “I’ve seen whores peppered with disease who looked better than her.”
 
“If’n she’s a ’ag, imagine what her ’usband looks like,” Nell interjected. It appeared she didn’t want to alienate herself from her cellmates, and it was bound to happen if Theo took a liking to the new girl and she were to keep taunting her.
 
“So, Newgate’s a novel experience for you, is it? You didn’t tell us your name,” Theo said, pulling her dark green cloak about her to keep the hem from dragging on the floor.
 
“Sirena.”
 
“Well, Sirena, how did you know enough to dress warmly? Most of the new ones come in here dressed according to the weather. Seeing it is summer I would have to think this isn’t your first visit to Newgate.”
 
“But it is,” Sirena protested. “A ... a friend warned me to dress warmly.”
 
“Did your friend tell you anything else?” Theo looked at Sirena with interest, scrutinizing her attire and listening carefully to the way she spoke and watching her mannerisms.
 
“He told me I’d have to pay garnish.”
 
“And so right he was!” Nell agreed. “Lord only knows what’ll ’appen to me in a week’s time. Me money’s near gone an’ I ’aven’t enough fer a drink o’ water.”
 
Sirena pointed to the leaking pail the jailor’s wife had left her. “Help yourself. You might as well drink it before it all seeps out.”
 
“You mean to tell me that shrew didn’t tell you for a pence more you could have a pail that doesn’t leak? Really, Sirena, the conditions here become more intolerable each time I come. Here, if you pour it into my pail, we’ll manage to save what’s left of it.”
 
Sirena hobbled over to Theo’s supply, carrying her own leaking pail, and carefully poured the water in.
 
“I can see you’re new here. That could have been a very costly oversight on your part if it were anyone but me you were dealing with. It could have meant you your week’s water. But it won’t. I believe in share and share alike. That’s the reason I’m here in the first place.”
 
When Sirena looked at her questioningly, Theo explained. “I’m a prostitute, Sirena, when I can’t find work at my real vocation, which is the stage. I’m a first-rate actress.”
 
Nell started to giggle, nervously pulling at her straggly brown hair and biting her fingernails past the quick. “Act somethin’ fer us, Theo. G’on. She’s the most bee-you-ti-ful lady I ever seen when she play-acts.”
 
Sirena smiled. “How long have you two been here.”
 
“This time?” Theo asked. “Oh, we’ve been together nigh onto three months now. Nell here was quite worried about her children at first, but she’s over that now, aren’t you, Nell?”
 
Nell’s bottom lip began to tremble. “I imagine they’re dead and gone by now, right, Theo? No sense wonderin’ and worryin’ about them. They’ve passed on ta their reward, ’aven’t they, Theo?”
 
“You bet they have, old Nell. And a damnsight better than this world it is, believe me. Now, don’t you feel better since you don’t pull your hair out and scream half the day and night calling for them?” Theo glanced at Sirena and her eyes said that Nell was near to the breaking point when Theo finally convinced her that she was worrying herself into Bedlam for nothing. The cruelty of Theo’s words were actually a kindness to keep Nell’s body and soul together.
 
“Well, Theo, don’t ye think we should tell our Sirena ’ow to get along here in Newgate? You tell her, Theo, ye know I loves the sound o’ yer voice.”
 
 

 
 
Sirena wrote her letter to Baroness Sinclair, omitting the details, telling her only how she and Tyler managed to get themselves locked in Newgate. She was confident the Baron would exert his influence to see to their release as soon as possible.
 
The jailor’s wife came by to see them each morning, trying to induce them to spend their last farthing on this luxury or that. Theo, Nell and Sirena were quite fortunate as prisoners in Newgate went. Since they were being held for specific crimes, they were closed out of the Lady Debtors’ Ward, and since they were not hardened criminals, they were spared Condemned Row.
 
Nell had been arrested for stealing food for her starving children. She had already had her day in court and had been sentenced to two years in prison. Both Theo and Sirena knew Nell would never outlive her sentence.
 
Theo had been a prostitute in one of the most expensive bordellos in London. Her crime had been holding back on her madam. In retaliation, her employer claimed she caught Theo stealing, and since the madam had more money to bribe the officials to seeing matters her way than Theo, the courts had sentenced her to six months and the confiscation of all her personal property which the madam promptly bought at auction at a ridiculously low price.
 
Theo’s education of Sirena about the intricacies and intimacies of Newgate was thorough and dramatically told. Even Nell was mesmerized by the sound of Theo’s voice and her gesticulations.
 
Sirena learned how fortunate she was not to be located in the Lady Debtors’ Wards where overcrowding was so severe fifty or sixty women were assigned to the same quarters. As there was bedding for only twenty or so, it was impossible for everyone to sleep at the same time. Eating utensils were at a premium and had to be shared.
 
Theo had suggested to Sirena that she use her supply of water for washing only, pointing out the algae and specks of sewage floating on its oily surface. “It is much better to spend a few shillings for ale or mead, Sirena, than find yourself sick with dysentery,” she advised.
 
Twice a day they were permitted to go into the yard for a breath of air and on their way they were permitted to empty their slop jars. Since on their way to the cistern, they had to pass the long row of cells where condemned men waited for the gallows, it was not a part of the day any of them enjoyed. Not even getting outside in the sunshine was incentive enough to go through that narrow corridor where the prisoners would hoot their approval and shout obscenities while they stretched their arms between the bars reaching and clutching for an unguarded breast or buttock.
 
Just the day before Nell had found herself in an inmate’s clutches, and his rough handling before a guard could beat his hands off her with his bull’s pizzle, a leather weapon for commanding discipline, caused Nell to spill the contents of her slop jar down the front of her already filthy gown.
 
While beating off the prisoner’s hands, the guard had succeeded in belting poor Nell several times with his club, leaving her with a bruised arm and a blackened eye. But the worst of it was when Nell had been compelled to clean the mess, leaving her to the tauntings and ravings of the men.
 
Theo, whose protective instincts toward Nell were admirable, if not wise, had stood her ground and wrenched the bull’s pizzle away from the guard and beat him over the head with it several times. “Watch who you are swinging at!” she had ordered, throwing a haughty look at the inmates, freezing their lecherous leers on their faces. Since the episode, which Theo paid dearly for with nearly the last of her cache to keep from being thrown in Condemned Row, she was known as the Duchess by the men throughout the ward. Where before she had been able to pass their cells with only the usual taunts and groping hands, the men were now more determined than ever to get her into their clutches.
 
Nell’s dress had been ruined beyond repair. There simply wasn’t enough water to wash the offal from the already too thin and worn fabric, even if soap had been available. Generously, Sirena had offered Nell several of her petticoats and Theo contributed the waist-length long-sleeved jacket right off her own back. Nell was delighted to be wearing something so fine as Theo’s jacket and she preened and sported it for all to see.
 
The jailor’s wife came to their cell and breathlessly asked if they would care to attend a party given by a gentleman in the Tap Room. Her eyes avoided Nell, whom she knew would not please the gentleman. Nell had become more than gaunt; she was taking on the macabre look of a skeleton and the skin was stretched tightly over her cheekbones. She had developed a hacking cough and several times Theo and Sirena had seen blood in her spittle, although Nell tried to keep it carefully hidden. “There’s food aplenty and enough wine to float a ship. Seein’ as ’ow ye two are the closest things to ladies here in Newgate at the present moment, when they asked for some female companionship, naturally, I thought o’ ye.”
 
“And how much did they pay you?” Theo demanded. “How much will you kick back to us if we do go?”
 
The stout woman bared her blackened teeth and menaced at Theo, “If’n the party of gentlemen ain’t ter your likin’, I can have it arranged fer ye to spend a day with the condemned men.”
 
Theo knew she was beaten; the threat would be made good. Standing her ground, Theo took another tack. “And what about poor Nell here? She could do with a good meal and a healthy tot of wine.”
 
“As I said, the gentlemen were looking for presentable females, and that one,” she said, jabbing her thumb in Nell’s direction, “ain’t no more than a bag o’ bones! Now, are ye comin’ or ain’t ye?”
 
Theo was not about to give up so easily; she suspected the jailor’s wife had received a handsome sum for providing quality ladies and would be loath to return it. “What’s a bit of food and a tankard of wine compared to what you have already profited? Surely, poor Nell will hardly be noticed among the crowd. Sirena and I will go gladly if Nell comes with us. Else you’ll find yourself dragging a couple of slatterns from the Debtors’ Ward and you know it.”
 
The woman’s eyes glittered as brightly as the coins she had tucked beneath her apron. “Well, come along then, they’ll be waitin’ fer ye.”
 
Sirena looked at Theo questioningly. “Lots of well-to-do gentlemen find themselves in an unfortunate position, Sirena,” the black-eyed redhead explained. Just because they are prisoners doesn’t necessarily mean their social life is past. Come along, I assure you it is only our company they seek, nothing more. The food is usually sent in so you won’t be eating this prison slop. Come along, Nell. Here, let me straighten your hair a bit,” Theo clucked over Nell and used her own comb to untangle the snarls in her dingy brown hair.
 
“There’s no time fer that!” the jailor’s wife protested. “Who’s gonna look at her anyhow?”
 
“Nell likes to look pretty, don’t you, Nell? It will only take a minute.” The woman stood watching Theo’s ministrations while she tapped her foot impatiently. “There, all done, doesn’t she look nice, Sirena?”
 
Nell looked at Sirena hopefully, waiting for her answer. “As pretty as I’ve ever seen her,” Sirena answered smiling, extending her hand for Nell to take.
 
“Harrumph! Who’d ever think the likes o’ you would take yerself on a full-grown baby?” the wardeness sneered at Theo. “Well, enjoy ’er. From the looks o’ ’er, she hasn’t got much time left ta ’er!”
 
Nell glanced quickly at Sirena, fear narrowing her eyes which now seemed too big for her face. “Don’t listen to her, Nell. She’s only jealous. She knows how fashionable it is to be thin,” Sirena assured. The wardeness had uttered her own secret thought but it was cruelty to have Nell hear it.
 
The high rate of mortality in Newgate was a well-known fact. It wasn’t the first time Sirena wanted to take the wardeness’ keys and stuff them down her throat.
 
 

 
 
The Tap Room was thick with smoke. The wood burning in the fireplace must have been damp because it was giving off white vapor and a heavy choking aroma. Combined with the pipes which many in the prison smoked, believing tobacco warded off many diseases, the atmosphere was stifling and gloomy. The long benches set near the planked tables were filled with people, mostly men. They were eating heartily and taking great gulps from their tankards.
 
Sirena’s mouth began to water as she noticed the fare; crisply done briskets and haunches of lamb and pork, and bowls of fresh fruit! How long had it been since she’d sunk her teeth into an orange? She hadn’t realized how much she hated the moldy bread and charity meat the prison served until now.
 
Theo led Nell over to a far table and sat her down. Then she filled a plate with an assortment of meat and picked up a whole bowl of fruit and set it in front of her. She filled several tankards of wine and lined them up in a row, directing Nell to eat and drink as much as she could hold and to fill the front of her jacket with everything that would fit. Especially the fruit.
 
Sirena found herself holding a tankard of wine that someone had thrust into her hand and she sipped at its coolness, relishing the flavor after weeks of bitter ale and stale mead.
 
“We might as well dig in and fill our bellies, Sirena. There’s no telling when we’ll be this fortunate again,” Theo said, dragging Sirena over to the table.
 
Several of the men moved over to make room for them, putting their arms around the women familiarly. Sirena felt herself stiffen. There was a certain price she would never pay to fill her belly.
 
Theo made short work of them by fixing her freezing Duchess stare on them till they removed their arms. “I’ve no objection to your company, gentlemen,” she said politely, “only you must remember a hungry girl does not make for pleasant company.” She then turned back to her plate and signaled for Sirena to do the same.
 
After Sirena had eaten, swearing it to be the most delicious food she had ever put to her mouth, she was in the process of draining her tankard when she heard a familiar voice.
 
When she turned to the voice, she found Tyler at the head of the table, coaxing his companions to eat well else the jailor and his wife will sell the food in Condemned Row the next day. From his proprietorial manner Sirena knew he was the host of this affair. She narrowed her eyes to peer through the smoke. No wonder she hadn’t recognized him. A full, dark beard had grown on his face and his hair was longer and curlier than before coming to Newgate. In spite of her pleasure at seeing him, she wondered where he had gotten the money to host such an expensive affair. Had the Baron and Baroness somehow come to his aid? Had they received her letter? Why hadn’t she heard from them herself?
 
Dropping her meat back on the plate and wiping her greasy hands on the petticoat beneath her skirt, she stood away from the table and walked over to him.
 
“Tyler?”
 
She caught him in mid-laugh and his eyes were shocked to hear her voice. “Sirena!” Quickly he rose from his bench and led her over to a quiet corner. “How are you? How are you faring?”
 
“Not as well as you are, Tyler. Where did you get the money to afford this little party? I thought we hadn’t a farthing left between you, me and the whole crew? I thought we gave it all to Frau Holtz?”
 
Tyler lowered his eyes in shame, not able to meet her penetrating gaze. Then a thought occurred to him. “And where did you find enough money to keep you looking so well all these weeks?”
 
“Lieutenant Fenner gave me his last ha’penny, that’s where. I felt guilty enough taking it too, until he assured me a woman needed it more than a man did,” she said reprovingly. “Have you heard anything about when we come to trial? When I first arrived, I penned off a letter to your parents, thinking you wouldn’t have any money to pay the bribe to have a missive sent out of this Godawful place. I can see how wrong I was.”
 
“I could have told you my parents have left the city for the Netherlands. A cousin of my mother is getting married and—”
 
“Spare me!” Sirena held up her hand. “Tyler, what are we going to do? We’ll die in this place before they hear our trial and, even then, we may not be released.”
 
“It will all be taken care of, Sirena,” he assured. “I’ve seen to it.”
 
“Seen to it? How?”
 
Again Tyler seemed hesitant to meet her gaze. “I ... I sent a letter to Regan.” Seeing the anger rise in her, he hastened to explain, “Actually I sent it to him in care of Whipple. I had to do it! I knew you never would and I had to sign your name!” he said, telling more than he intended.
 
“Sign my name! You stupid lout! You knew Regan would be the last person in this world I would ask for help! Tyler, I could cheerfully kill you!” To emphasize her words, she kicked out and struck him in the shins with the toe of her shoe.
 
Tyler hopped around on one foot holding the other up in his hands. “Please, Sirena, listen to me. It was our sole hope! And it’s some time since I sent the last one. I’m praying this letter got through to him!”
 
“You sent more than one! With my name on it, so he thinks I’m the one begging him for his help?” Again she kicked him, this time on the other leg.
 
“Sirena, forgive me,” Tyler cried out in pain, “it was the only thing I could do! Forgive me.”
 
Sirena stood with hands on hips, glaring at him through slitted eyes. “How much money have you, Tyler?” she demanded.
 
“I don’t know—” he began.
 
“Don’t lie to me, Tyler. How much money have you left after this gay affair you arranged for tonight? You’d better tell me else I’ll spread the word you’ve tucked a fortune away up inside your bowels and there’s not a man here who wouldn’t be glad to slit your gullet just to see if I tell the truth.”
 
Tyler was horrified. “You’d do that?”
 
“Damn right I would. Now, how much have you?”
 
“I ... I’m not really certain, but whatever it is, it’s yours. Honestly, Sirena, I wasn’t trying to hold out on you. It’s just that I hadn’t the chance to give it to you. Ask Jan and Willem and the rest of the crew. I divided everything I had between all of us.”
 
Sirena believed him and immediately warmed to him. She had been deeply worried how her men were faring here in Newgate. Now that she knew they each had a bit of money to pay their easement, she was grateful to Tyler. “You did that? You shared with the crew? Then you must forgive me, Tyler. Still, my small cache is running dangerously low. How much can you spare?”
 
“I’ve forty pounds left—”
 
“Forty pounds! Are you certain you didn’t steal the Frau’s purse when you took her to your friend’s house in Waterford? Forty pounds left! And how much did you share with the crew?”
 
Tyler winced. “They each received fifteen.”
 
Sirena was relieved. She herself had come to Newgate with eight pounds and she had been sharing with Theo and Nell. Her men would do quite well.
 
“Keep fifteen for yourself, Tyler; give me the rest. I’ve Theo and Nell to look after, now give it to me.”
 
Tyler pulled off his boot and fished in the lining for the amount she asked, a sheepish grin on his face.
 
“When was the last letter you sent to Regan?”
 
“A couple of days ago; with any luck we’ll be hearing from him soon. I gave it to a man just being released from the Men’s Debtors’ Ward. I’d done him several favors and he promised he would see that Regan received it.”
 
“Go back to your party, Tyler. I’ve got a great deal to think about. For one thing, I have to decide just how I’m going to face Regan when he discovers where I am and why.”
 
After Sirena and her two friends left the party, Tyler discovered he wasn’t having a good time. The wine flowed generously, the food was more than ample, and quite delicious compared to prison fare, the company was jolly, and yet his mood became blacker and blacker. Sirena was unhappy with the letter he had written to Regan. He had seen it in her eyes, heard it in her voice. Damn! he cursed himself. The woman had had more than enough to bear without his interference. He swore again, cursing his own impotence in arranging to have himself and Sirena along with her crew released from Newgate. The Baron and Baroness were off on their travels and were of no help to him. For the first time the name Sinclair was without influence.
 
Newgate was a horror to Tyler. He had come to the gray-walled prison several times when a client had found himself in sorry straits and even at those times the atmosphere was rank and he would hurry through the transaction and rush for the outer gates where he would take deep heavy breaths to clear his lungs of the putrid odors from inside. He remembered the first time he had been summoned to Newgate; sweat broke out on his brow and he could feel his armpits become damp and sticky. He had thought to himself then that he would rather die than ever be confined in that awful place.
 
Yet here he was, acting jolly and paying his easement, making the best of the situation. He had wondered how Sirena was faring and from the look of her he saw she was getting along well enough. Sirena always would, he thought. She was a special breed, strong and confident, seeing even the worst of times through to the end.
 
Back in his small, square cell along with three other men, Tyler lay on his bed of moldy straw and made a silent prayer that Regan would receive his letter and act on it. Even the money he had given Sirena didn’t guarantee she wouldn’t come down with a fatal disease; or that he was immune from disease, for that matter. Money didn’t protect one from the sudden bloody flux and the death that followed.
 
Turning on his side, away from his cellmates, Tyler brought a picture of Camilla into his mind. Throughout these past long days and nights it was her face that brought him the strength to go on. A new resolve had taken hold inside him. He knew now, without a doubt, that if he should ever gain his release from Newgate, he would stand tall and strong and confess everything to Regan. Camilla was his, Tyler’s, wife and nothing save death would keep her from him. The days of the weak, vacillating youth were over, and in their stead was an assured, determined man, willing to take the risks necessary to gain that which he most wanted in life. Camilla.
 
 

 
 
Each time Sirena heard the jangle of keys at the wardeness’ waist jingling through the halls, she held her breath expectantly, waiting for an answer to Tyler’s letters to Regan.
 
Each day passed slowly as she adhered to her routine. The money she had extracted from Tyler went to use buying worn, although clean, coverlets for the bare mattresses for herself, Nell and Theo. She had also spent four shillings for a bottle of spirits of turpentine to chase away the body lice that made them scratch and itch with unbearable regularity. The turpentine burned their skin and left an oily film of acrid stink but it seemed to do the job and they were grateful. They even rinsed their hair in the vile solution and they prayed they would not be forced to shave their heads as so many of the women did to rid themselves of the vermin. With scrupulous fine combing and daily doses, the problem seemed to be resolved.
 
The turpentine, however beneficial, was an irritant to Nell’s weakened lungs. She coughed and spat and was generally weaker, dark hollows showing beneath her too-large eyes.
 
Nell lay feverish in the center of her narrow pallet, coughing and retching. That day when she had emptied her slop pail in the free-flowing cistern, one of the other inmates jostled her. Whether by accident or on purpose, the results were the same. Nell fell into the cistern, gasping and hollering and taking in great mouthfuls of filth-strewn water. It took three guards to hoist her out while Theo berated them for their slowness. Sirena had run back to their cell to retrieve a thin coverlet to wrap around the shivering Nell.
 
With her newfound fortune from Tyler, Sirena induced the wardeness to bring her dry clothing for Nell, throwing out the wet and stinking petticoats and underwear. Nell would not hear of tossing Theo’s jacket into the rubbish and insisted that when she felt better she would wash it and it would be as good as new. It was one among many things which showed Nell’s hero-worship of Theo.
 
Sitting outside in the yard, the hot summer sun beating down upon, her did little to warm the ailing Nell. Theo watched her with worried eyes, tugging at her coverlet, tucking it high under her chin, making clucking, motherly sounds. Theo’s morals may have been. lacking but never her devotion to the poor, wretched creature who was her cellmate.
 
Now, as Nell lay shivering and coughing, Theo crooned to her, wiping her fevered brow with cool water and heaping blanket after blanket upon her thin, wasted form.
 
Sirena dug into her petticoat again and paid the jailor’s wife for a small brazier and several bricks which they heated over the flame and tucked around Nell. When the wardeness looked down at their patient, she clicked her tongue and shook her head. Theo turned venomously on the woman, pushing her out of the cell, cursing and calling her names. Sirena realized how important Nell’s survival was to Theo. If the thin, wasted woman who was racked with choking cough could survive, there was hope for the healthy, snap-eyed Theo.
 
Through the night and well into morning, Theo and Sirena alternated caring for Nell. When dawn was breaking over the high, gray walls of Newgate, Nell gave up the ghost, her filmy eyes looking adoringly at Theo, silently thanking her for all she had done these past months.
 
The fiery-haired Theo gently released Nell’s bone-thin hand and placed a last kiss on her sunken cheek. Then she and Sirena sat quietly saying their silent prayers for poor Nell, wondering who in the whole of Newgate prison would pray when death finally came to them.

 







Chapter Twenty-eight
 
Caleb stood on the deck of the gambling folly, the old feeling of being hemmed in nagging at him. It was time to close up the Sea Siren, repaint her hull, re-outfit her decks and change her name back to Rana. He wanted to take to sea again. He’d had enough. There were other things in life besides money. He would last out the winter here in London, then take on a crew and set sail in early spring. He considered going back to Batavia but thought how lonely he would be there without Regan or Sirena. No, he would see if he could secure a letter of marque from the King and set out for America.
 
Sirena herself had made off for parts unknown. Probably to Cádiz, Caleb thought. Even Regan, when Caleb questioned him, didn’t seem to know where she had gone. It was well known that Stephan Langdon had run off from the duel with the gambler, and when Caleb had asked Regan if Sirena had left with Stephan, Regan had an unreadable expression on his face and said, “In a manner of speaking. I suppose you could say that.” Then he had snapped his mouth shut and refused to say any more on the subject.
 
Another subject for secrecy was Regan’s marriage to Camilla. Caleb knew that Regan had moved into the room behind his office on Saint Dunstan’s Hill, but he hadn’t given his son any explanation of the move. Caleb shrugged. When Camilla thought the time was right, she would tell Regan. He wondered how his father would take the news.
 
Caleb knew dissolving his business would come as a blow to Lord Farrington, but then he would hand over all the gambling equipment to him and help him get started somewhere else. The Rana was a seagoing ship and Caleb was glad he hadn’t let Aubrey talk him into opening her hull and expanding their business dockside.
 
A frown pulled Caleb’s mouth downward. Aubrey had been behaving very strangely as of late. Several times in the past weeks he had seemed about to confide in Caleb, but at the last minute he would clamp his lips shut and stride away. In the past month he had gone from morose to belligerent to outright hostile. Caleb didn’t know what sort of trouble the lord could be in. Profits from the Sea Siren had skyrocketed and he had little opportunity to gamble since he put in long hours aboard the ship. Whatever it was, Caleb had no patience for coddling the ageing aristocrat. It was time Caleb got on with his life and his future, and adventure lay just over the horizon.
 
Caleb flexed his muscles, trying to work loose the knots of tension in his back. An ominous feeling kept wrapping him in a cloak of depression and uneasiness. His brown eyes flashed as he heard the bone crack in his back. The muscles in his chest rippled and his biceps bulged through the fine lawn of his white shirt. He threw back his head and twisted his neck to work loose the knots that were settling between his shoulders. But the ominous feeling wouldn’t leave him. Should he try to talk to Aubrey again, would it do any good? No, he told himself. Aubrey was saying only what he had to say and counting his money with a vengeance. No, it was too late for talk. He would have to wait it out as Sirena had. Waiting was like a game except this time Caleb didn’t know who the other players were.
 
Aubrey Farrington watched Caleb, a haunted look in his eye. If anyone could give Blackheart a run for his money, it would be Cal. He owed Cal more than he could ever repay and it bothered him when Cat repeatedly asked if he could help. How many more times would he have to turn on the young man? Cal could deal with the hatred and vengeance Blackheart dealt him if he were given an opportunity. If he could in some way warn him, caution him that ... “I value my own shiftless life too much to take a chance on warning him,” Farrington muttered to himself. Cal had the strength of youth on his side, plus a keen eye and sharp reflexes while he, Aubrey, was old and getting older by the moment. He no longer had the wit, the expertise to get himself out of a scrape.
 
His throat worked convulsively as he was hit by a thought too horrible to put into words. What if Blackheart didn’t keep his promise and killed him? What if the swarthy seaman sneaked up on him after he overpowered Caleb and comandeered the ship. He wouldn’t put anything past that scurve. If there were only some way he could absent himself when the event happened, he would be safe. He could hide out; he had plenty of money.
 
Aubrey looked skyward and felt the knots tighten in his stomach. Twelve hours more and it would be the end. The end of him and the end of Cal. What would Regan van der Rhys do when it was all over? He would bellow like a wild animal and unleash his animal strength. Wherever Aubrey went he would have to be sure that he was safe from Blackheart as well as Regan. Would he ever have a peaceful night’s sleep again?
 
Caleb watched a seagull take flight and soar upward. He marveled at the incredible wing spread and the slow, effortless glide of the bird. He wanted to be like that—free, free to go where he wanted, do what he wanted with no ties, no binds. He watched a moment longer as the bird swooped and dipped his way into the thick, gray mist hovering overhead. Did the gull fly by instinct; did he depend on others to get what he wanted or did he do it alone? How would he find his way in the thick fog? Gut instinct, he told himself. The same gut instinct that was telling him something was going to happen, and happen soon.
 
If he had the sense he was born with he should up anchor now, this minute, and sail as far away as he could. Nobody mattered to him. Not Regan, not Sirena, and certainly not the yellow-haired Camilla. He grimaced ruefully. Somewhere, someplace there was a woman who would belong to him. All he had to do was find her.
 
An hour before the gaming rooms were to open, Aubrey Farrington sought out Caleb and complained of severe stomach cramps. “You’ll have to manage alone for a while, Cal, I have to go into town and seek out a physician. The pain is becoming unbearable,” he mumbled as he grasped his stomach and wobbled back and forth over the deck.
 
“Of course, I can manage,” Caleb said quietly. He was completely aware of the fact that Aubrey would not meet his eyes. Now, why did he want to absent himself from the Sea Siren this night? Damn, and Regan had said he had a pressing business engagement. Something was in the wind; and Aubrey exuded fear as though it were a tangible thing. “You better hurry before the pain gets any worse and you can’t make it to the doctor.”
 
Farrington stood up, forgetting about his stomach for a moment. “Cal ... I ... good luck.”
 
“Do I need good luck to run the games tonight? What makes this evening any different from the other nights?” Caleb asked sarcastically.
 
“Not ... nothing. It was just a figure of speech. I hate to leave you alone. Tonight should be a big night.” In more ways than one, he muttered to himself as he scampered down the gangplank. He turned once and waved a hand wanly. “Good luck and Godspeed, young Cal,” he said softly.
 
That evening Caleb wandered among the gaming tables and was aware of the undercurrent of charged emotions. He looked around and could find nothing to explain the feverish gambling and the reckless atmosphere. Satisfied that all was running smoothly, he walked out to the deck and stood stock-still. Even here in the stillness, the uneasy feeling wouldn’t leave him.
 
Quietly, he called over two of the deckhands and told them to search the ship. When he was asked what they were to look for, Caleb shrugged and replied if they found it they would know. He frowned and strode to his cabin and withdrew a stiletto from his heavy sea chest. He unbuttoned his waistcoat with the intention of slipping it in the band of his trousers. Then he changed his mind and buttoned his waistcoat and slipped the blade up his sleeve. Deftly, he secured the ruffled cuff at his wrist and moved his hand back and forth. Warily, he walked back to the deck and knew that he could do no more for the moment. Whatever was going to happen would happen.
 
One of the deckhands returned to Caleb’s side, a puzzled look on his face. “We found nothing but wet footprints on the stern deck. Someone was here and one step ahead of us. We circled the deck but could not lay hands on the intruder. The anchor chain is loose and ready, as if the order to up anchor were due any second. It’s been freshly oiled, within hours, would be my guess.” Caleb nodded to show he understood and told the men to go back to their duties. So, he was right. Another hour and the ship would be empty. All the gaming patrons and serving help gone. Then he would be alone with the unknown force who moved on his ship, unseen and unheard.
 
When the last of the kitchen help exited the ship, Caleb sprinted to his cabin and tore off his waistcoat and removed his shoes. He rolled his trousers up to his knees and, on catlike feet, moved out again to the deck. He knew the ship like the back of his hand so he had the advantage. Quietly, he extinguished each of the smoking lanterns until the Sea Siren was in total darkness. “Come and get me, you bastard,” Caleb whispered to the stillness around him.
 
Stealthily, he stalked the ship, his eyes wary and alert till he came to a stop near the anchor chain. His bare foot told him the deckhand spoke the truth. Fresh grease and used lavishly.
 
Crouching low, he moved like a hunted animal, his teeth bared for whatever was to come.
 
When he felt the prick of a blade in his broad back, he was stunned. “If you move even one muscle the knife will go through your ribs.” The voice was cold, deadly and familiar. The same voice that spoke with Farrington in his cabin and whispered hoarsely on deck. “Your ship is surrounded with my men and there is no hope of escape for you. I speak the truth so do nothing rash. It’s a wise man who knows when to surrender. And it’s a wise man who returns to fight another day. I am the living proof of that statement. Light a lantern,” he called to a figure that hovered nearby. When the lantern was lit and hanging, Caleb was told to turn around.
 
Caleb’s eyes bulged as he backed off a step. “Blackheart!”
 
“Yes, Dick Blackheart at your service,” the hate-filled voice sneered. “As you can see, I’ve lived to return another day to fight. Only my quarrel isn’t with you. You, my fine young man are the bait.”
 
“You scurve! I saw the Sea Siren kill you with my own eyes. How did you survive?” Caleb demanded harshly.
 
“Does it matter? A murderous attack it was. There isn’t a day that goes by when my body doesn’t ache with pain. In truth, I’d be better off dead. Now, it’s my turn. An eye for an eye, my fine feathered friend. Very just, wouldn’t you say?”
 
“You’re a fool, Blackheart, if you think holding me will help you. Help you to do what?”
 
“To draw out the Sea Siren. Why else would I be here? And you’re wrong, I’m not the fool, it is you who are the fool.”
 
“The Sea Siren is dead, haven’t you heard?” Caleb lied.
 
“The Sea Siren is very much alive and living in England. I’ve been watching her for months and your little lies do not bother me. I’ve been waiting and biding my time for a long while. You won’t cheat me. I’m sailing this ship out onto open water and then a message will be sent to her. A message that you will write so that she’ll know it’s no trick. She’ll come to your aid. And if for some reason you aren’t important to her, she’ll come after me to finish the job she left undone.”
 
“You’ll have to cut off my hands before I write any messages for you,” Caleb said coldly.
 
“That, too, can be arranged. I can also manage to have an accident befall your father, the lovely Sea Siren’s husband, or should I say ex-husband. You see,” he sneered, “there is little I don’t know. Make no mistake, you’ll write the message if you want to see your father continue with his good life.”
 
Caleb’s shoulders slumped. He had to play for time until he could figure out what his next move should be. How many men did the damn cutthroat have with him? Were they as savage as he was? If he could just get the bastard alone, he would run him through the first chance he got.
 
As if reading Caleb’s thoughts, Blackheart laughed evilly. “Don’t think for one moment I’ll leave you alone or that both of us will be alone together. I can no longer use a weapon to defend myself, thanks to your Sea Siren. I give only one warning and let this be it. One false move, one trick, and your father will have a knife in him. Do you understand what I just said? If your father dies it will be because of you. His death will rest on your shoulders. I want to hear you say you understand.”
 
“Yes, I understand what you said, damn your eyes. You win. This time, but the day will come when you—”
 
“Enough! Lead the way to your cabin so you can write a message to the infamous Sea Siren. You know it was the name of your gaming parlor that led me to you. And to her,” Blackheart laughed. “It was talked about on the docks weeks before you actually opened. Now, move! And while you’re in a writing mood, you will also pen off a message to Regan van der Rhys. Just in case the Siren has any qualms about coming to help you, your father will bring pressure to bear, even if he has to kidnap her. He’ll move heaven and earth to save his own flesh and blood.”
 
Caleb moistened his lips and felt something die within him. The cutthroat spoke the truth. Caleb would do as he was told, for now. At the moment, he had no other choice.
 
Inside the dimly lit cabin, Blackheart tossed Caleb a quill and told him to write. “And,” he said menacingly, “I can read well enough to know if you write what you’re told. So no tricks!”
 
 

 
 
Sirena: 



Dick Blackheart has comandeered the Rana and says he will kill me if you don’t join us at Pelee in the Caribbean. Blackheart is very much alive and means every word he says.
 
 

 
Caleb


 
“Now write one to your father; only this time let it say, if Sirena doesn’t join us at Pelee ...”
 
Caleb looked up at Blackheart. “You know this ship hasn’t seen open water since before opening the folly. Her caulking is dry and the equipment is too heavy for her top decks—”
 
“Shut up and write! Do you think me a fool? It’s a small matter to take her down the river to Portsmouth where she’ll be careened. We’ve plenty of time, young Caleb. All is ready and awaiting our arrival.”
 
 

 
 
Regan was just closing the door of his office when Camilla disembarked from the carriage parked on the corner of Thames Street and Saint Dunstan’s Hill. When she saw him, she lifted her tiny gloved hand in signal for him to wait for her. Regan sighed; he had hoped to avoid a long, tearful scene with his bride caused by his leaving the house on Drury Lane.
 
Resigning himself to the fact that this moment was inevitable, Regan took several steps toward her. She seemed extremely overwrought, and Regan’s thoughts flew to Stephan. He himself had seen to it that everyone thought Langdon escaped London to avoid the duel with the gambler.
 
“Regan, Regan,” Camilla called. “I’m so grateful I found you here. Please, I must talk to you! Please,” she implored, her pansy-colored eyes searching his.
 
Resolutely, Regan fished for his keys in his pocket and turned back to the office door. In a moment he had the lamps lit and he placed himself at the desk opposite his wife.
 
“I think I should warn you, Camilla. I’m not in the mood for a long-drawn-out scene. Can you get to the point? If it’s about me returning to the house on Drury Lane, forget it. It’s over, Camilla. It was a nice try, but it’s over.”
 
Camilla shook her head, her yellow curls bobbing on her head. “No, no, that’s not why I’m here. Actually, if you hadn’t left, I would have had to. Regan, I came here for your help.”
 
“How much do you want,” Regan said crassly, reaching for his pocket.
 
“No, I don’t need money. You were very generous, thank you. First of all, I came to tell you something and then I want you to help me. Only, I don’t know where to begin,” she faltered. “It’s such a long, involved story.”
 
Regan had never seen Camilla like this. And she wasn’t crying in an hysterical tantrum; she seemed truly in distress. “Start at the beginning, Camilla, I’ve all night. I was on my way to see Caleb to tell him I could give him a hand after all. Originally, I had a business appointment, but that was canceled. Just take a deep breath and start from the beginning.”
 
Camilla stared at Regan wide-eyed. She had never known him to be so patient with her. Perhaps telling him would be easier than she had thought. “Regan, a long time ago I met Tyler Sinclair...”
 
Regan listened incredulously to Camilla’s sordid tale. She spared no detail, telling him how she and Stephan had contrived to lure him into marriage for the sake of his money. She told him how Stephan had worked on Sirena to the same end. But, most of all, she told him how she had never stopped loving Tyler and that she would love him if he were a penniless pauper living at the Haymarket.
 
The further she progressed with her story, the wider the grin on Regan’s face got. At the end they found themselves laughing together over the way each had expected the other to bring a fortune to the marriage.
 
Regan supposed he should be incensed at how he was duped, but he was so relieved to know their marriage had never been legal and binding, he graciously assured her he would never press charges. Then Camilla’s eyes filled with tears again. “And that’s why I’ve come to you, Regan, to explain everything and to beseech your help. Tyler is missing! He’s not anywhere in the city. I’ve even checked with the Baroness’ staff and they all assured me that Tyler did not sail to the Netherlands with his parents. Why, the housekeeper saw them off herself!”
 
“Where do you think he could be?” Regan asked. He was willing to bet Tyler had somehow implicated himself in Stephan’s killing and had fled London with Sirena.
 
“I have no idea! And that’s why I’m beginning to panic. Regan, Tyler would never just leave the city this way, without a good-bye or anything. No, he’s in trouble, I know it, I just know it!”
 
Regan was moved by Camilla’s tears. Reaching over his desk, he patted her hand comfortingly. “There, there, don’t cry. It won’t help us find Tyler.”
 
“Us?” Camilla asked querulously. “Does that mean you’ll help me?”
 
“It does. Now, can you tell me where his office clerk lives? Perhaps I’ll pay the young man a visit.” Regan lifted his timepiece from his waistcoat pocket and studied it. Caleb would just have to do without him tonight.
 
 

 
 
Sirena combed her hair idly, watching Theo out of the corner of her eye. It had been two days since they had come and dragged poor Nell’s body out of their cell. Theo was already showing the effects of Nell’s death. She hadn’t combed her hair or washed her face. Her hands were gray and grimy and there was a thin line of black forming beneath her nails. The healthy pallor of her skin now looked sickly and green and there were hollows in her cheeks because she had refused all food.
 
Sirena understood Theo’s depression. Nell’s death had proven her own mortality to her. “Theo, please have a sip of mead, and there’s still a bit of meat left from this afternoon’s meal. Take it before you waste away.”
 
Theo looked at Sirena vacantly, shaking her head in refusal. “I don’t think I could get it down, Sirena. Thank you.” Even her voice lacked its usual vibrance.
 
“Are you going to sit there and waste away till they come to drag you out by your heels?” Sirena had lost all patience. Her tone was harder than she intended.
 
Theo looked up at her, a sneer turning down the corners of her wide, full mouth. “What do you know?”
 
“I know enough to survive! Do you think Nell is the first woman to die in this stinking place? Now shape up, Theo, before they bring out the death cart for you!”
 
“What if they do? It will happen sooner or later. None of us has a chance here, including you, Sirena.”
 
“No. I won’t believe to that. Listen to me, Theo, I’ve gone through hell many times. There were moments I thought it was the end for me. But it wasn’t, because I wouldn’t allow it!” There was a spark in Theo’s black eyes and Sirena knew she had captured her curiosity. Theo looked at her the same way Nell had looked at Theo when she waited to hear some bawdy fantastic tale of life in an exclusive bordello. Or for Theo to regale them with tales of the theater, which was prohibited to women at that time in London. Theo’s stories had kept them alive, including Sirena. Now it was Sirena’s turn to repay the favor.
 
“What kind of hell could you know about? It’s clear from your manner of speaking and everything else about you that you were born with a silver spoon in your mouth!”
 
“Perhaps I was. And I’m wealthy to this day. But I’m not talking about money, I’m talking about living! I fought for my life. I know how easy it is to have that feeble flame flicked out, Theo, and I’m not about to help it extinguish itself. I wanted to live; I want to live now and always will. When my time comes, I won’t give up easily, I can promise you that.”
 
Theo brushed the hair out of her eyes and Sirena tossed her the comb. “Now, if you fix yourself up a bit, I might be induced to tell you a story.” Theo ran the comb through her hair, pulling at the snarls and tangles which matted near the ends. Her eyes never left Sirena’s face, waiting for her next words. Sirena had always been very closemouthed about herself, answering even the most basic questions with a yes or no.
 
“Tell me, Theo,” Sirena began, “have you ever heard the tale of the Sea Siren?”

 







Chapter Twenty-nine
 
The jailor’s wife was announced by the jingling of her keys and the sound of her voice. Sirena and Theo looked at each other in puzzlement. Instead of the harsh cursing which usually preceded the woman’s arrival, her tone was soft and womanly, almost coy as she giggled over something someone had said.
 
“What has gotten into that hag?” Theo questioned.
 
“It almost sounds as though she’s flirting, doesn’t it?” Sirena smiled. Suddenly, she jumped from the bed and straightened her skirts and rubbed her face to bring color into her cheeks. Regan. It had to be him. She had seen him have that effect on hundreds of women. Then she heard a deep, booming voice and knew she had been right.
 
A moment more and he stood outside her cell looking well and fit. She stepped sideways, sliding into a shadow to hide her appearance. “Sirena? Where are you?” he asked.
 
“She’s in there all right, sir,” the wardeness said coyly, looking at his fine, strong build and sheaf of near-white hair with interest. “Mayhap she doesn’t want ye ta see what’s become o’ ’er ’ere in Newgate.”
 
Sirena stepped forward. “Regan. I’m glad you’ve come.”
 
“Can you open the door for me?” he asked the wardeness, his clear, blue eyes smiling down at her. The jailor’s wife pushed her greasy hanks of hair from her face and preened, took the keys from about her waist and opened the cell door.
 
“If’n ye be needin’ anythin’, just call. Me name is Myrtle.”
 
“I’ll do that, Myrtle,” Regan said softly, flattering her with his notice.
 
Theo scrutinized this tall, blond man who had captured the heart of the infamous Sea Siren. Seeing him, she could understand why Sirena had sailed the seas from Batavia in search of him; why she had been willing to move heaven and earth to make him love her again. As the snap-eyed redhead saw the way Regan was looking at Sirena, she knew that whatever lengths Sirena had gone to to make Regan love her again it had all been in vain. To Theo’s wise and knowing eyes, it was apparent Regan had never stopped loving Sirena.
 
Regan stepped close to Sirena, and his hands wanted to reach out to brush away the pain he saw in her eyes. “I’ve come to take you home, Sirena.”
 
“Would you like me to step out?” Theo asked, not wanting to intrude on this reunion.
 
“No, Theo, that won’t be necessary. There’s nothing Regan can say to me you can’t hear. Is there, Regan?” Sirena said, her eyes flashing.
 
Regan turned and looked at Theo for the first time. “I suppose not. I’ve come to take Sirena home.”
 
“Home?” Sirena asked querulously. “Where’s home? I have no home, Regan.”
 
“Look, I haven’t come to argue. I’m taking you out of this place. Now, if there’s anything you have to bring with you, get it and come along.”
 
“Not until I explain a few things,” Sirena protested. “I didn’t send you the letter you obviously received, Tyler did.”
 
“I know that. The signature was obviously not by your hand and who else, aside from Tyler, would realize I could be contacted through his clerk? Now, don’t carry on, Sirena.” Regan bristled. “Let it be enough that matters have been resolved and the King and captain of the galleon accept your apologies and restitution. The thieves, they squeezed out ten times the amount over what the actual damages were.”
 
“And my crew? Tyler?”
 
“All has been taken care of, they were released several hours ago. I sent all of them, except Tyler, to your ship to make ready to sail. Tyler has sworn never to set foot on another ship.”
 
“Are you telling me I’ve been banished from England? Little I care, Regan, this country has nothing to offer me.”
 
“You haven’t been banished, not at all. But I need the Sea Spirit, Sirena, mine are all at sea, and I need your crew, but most of all I need you. Caleb needs you.” Regan’s expression was grave and somber and there was a deep hurt in his eyes, turning them cloudy. “I received a message, and when I went by your house on King Street, you’d also received one. Your past has come back to haunt you, Sirena, only this time it affects the innocent. I’ll read it to you,” Regan said, reaching in his coat and withdrawing the letter in Caleb’s handwriting.
 
When she heard what it said, Sirena remained passive, her eyes downcast. “Did you hear what this letter said?” Regan demanded.
 
“I heard and I’m thinking what I should do. Caleb is your son, Regan, not mine. You do recall the day you pointed that out to me, don’t you?”
 
Regan cringed as though he had been struck by a blow. “Yes, I remember, but I also remember the circumstances. I was angry then and I didn’t mean what I said!”
 
Regan looked into her eyes and wanted to gather her close, to ease away her anguish for those long ago memories. He wanted to make right the wrongs he had done her. The misunderstandings between them. “You forget, Sirena, Mikel was also my son.” His voice, while quiet, resounded throughout the cell and sounded hollow to his own ears.
 
“Yes, he was your son, Regan, and contrary to what you think, Caleb is more than a son to me. Between Caleb and myself there is a bond stronger than a woman giving birth to a child. When I call Caleb ’little brother,’ it means more than that, much more. I’ll find Caleb and I’ll help free him from the monster who holds him captive. But I do it for Caleb, not for you, Regan.”
 
“Then let it be for Caleb. That is more than I have a right to ask. Hurry, have you everything?”
 
Theo rushed to Sirena and threw her arms around her neck. “Good-bye, Sirena, good luck. Think of me sometimes.”
 
Sirena held Theo close and looked into Regan’s eyes. “Isn’t there some way . . . could you ... ?”
 
Regan stepped over to the cell door. “Myrtle! Myrtle! Where are you, sweetheart. Come here, I’ve got something for you!”
 
The wardeness pranced down the corridor and opened the door to the cell. Her face was flushed and she seemed flustered. How long had it been since a handsome gentleman like Regan called her sweetheart? “What can I be doin’ fer ye, sir?”
 
“Myrtle, darling, I seem to have run into a problem and I know you can help me out of it. This stubborn woman here,” he said, pointing to Sirena, “has vowed to spend her last days here in Newgate rather than leave her friend behind. You don’t suppose we can come up with something between the two of us, do you?”
 
“D’ ye want me ta use me bull’s pizzle on her?” she asked, delighted with the notion.
 
“Only if it must come to that,” Regan hastened to say. “Look here, darling, surely you can find some use for this,” he said, pulling forth a purse heavy with coins. “Last time I looked there was two hundred pounds in there. Now, if by some chance you could say that Theo had ... er ... passed on during the night, that money could be yours and none the wiser.”
 
Myrtle’s fascination with the purse almost made her slaver. Looking up at Regan, she smiled her black-toothed smile. “Well, as it happens, sir, there was a poor lass from the Debtor’s side who met ’er maker durin’ the night. It would seem the poor little thin’ had no family ta claim ’er. Who’s ta say it weren’t Theo ’ere?”
 
“No one. I’m certain,” Regan assured, pressing the purse into her hand. “Of course, we will be wanting to leave at once. Can it be arranged?”
 
“If’n she was to wear that one’s cloak and pull the hood over her ’ead ta ’ide that fiery ’air o’ ’ers. I’ll walk ye out to the gates myself, sir. It’s time I ’ad me a breath o’ fresh air!”
 
Theo seemed dazed by her good fortune. She was constantly thanking Regan and Sirena for getting her out of Newgate. There was a new life in her black eyes and her cheeks were tinged with pink. In the carriage Sirena wrote a note to Tyler and handed it to Theo. “Now, promise me you’ll take this to the address on the back. His name is Sir Tyler Payne Sinclair, Esquire. He’s my business manager. I’ve told him to give you a thousand pounds, Theo. All I want in return is your promise never to put yourself in such straits as to land in Newgate again.”
 
“A thousand pounds! Lor’ wha’ a lass couldn’t do wi’ a thousand pounds!” Suddenly, she clapped her hand over her mouth and looked at Sirena, who began laughing till tears formed in her eyes. In her excitement, Theo had slipped back into her native cockney and had given herself away.
 
“When you said what a marvelous actress you were, Theo, I didn’t half realize how truthful you were being. Oh, if those slobs in Newgate could only know the refined and articulate girl they called the ‘Duchess’ was really a cockney.”
 
“And if they had known,” Theo said, slipping back into her Duchess role, “do you think they would have respected me? Oh, no, they would have torn my hair out!”
 
After the final kisses good-bye and good wishes and promises to stay in touch with Tyler, who could keep them in contact with one another, Theo climbed from the coach. “You’ve given me a new start on life, Regan, and I won’t forget it. If there’s ever anything I can do for you, let me know.”
 
When they were alone, Sirena looked at Regan. “That was a wonderful thing you did for Theo, Regan. I know how careful you’ve had to be with your money and realize how generous you were.”
 
“It was only money, Sirena. You can’t put a price on life.” His voice was somber and serious as though he were remembering something painful. Then he brightened. “The two hundred pounds was a lot easier to give than that kiss to Myrtle whan we reached the gate. God! What a hag!”
 
Regan and Sirena laughed. The first laugh they’d shared together since before Mikel had died. It felt good and natural, as though all the awful events since that time had never happened. When Regan reached out and touched Sirena’s hand, she clasped it as they thought again of the smitten, black-toothed Myrtle.
 
 

 
 
Tyler Payne Sinclair stepped lightly out of the carriage that brought him to Camilla’s house on Drury Lane. He smoothed the hair at his temples and frowned when he saw how pale his hand was in the bright sunlight. Prison pallor. Even with paying easement for better food and larger portions, Tyler’s clothes were too large by several sizes. He was self-conscious of the way his frock coat sagged over his chest.
 
Earlier that day, Regan had come to Newgate to see him. He had explained in detail the restitution necessary to resolve the upset with the King and captain of the galleon the Sea Spirit had damaged. He had also told him of Camilla’s confession to him and that he held no malice toward either of them. Regan was greatly relieved to be free of a loveless marriage and wished them both well. Tyler expected to hear him say that Camilla and Tyler deserved each other, but he hadn’t. Before leaving, Regan explained that he hadn’t told Camilla of Stephan’s death, he was leaving that chore to Tyler. Wordlessly, there was a communication between the two men that Sirena would not be implicated in Stephan’s death.
 
Tyler stepped up the wide tiled stairs to the front door and lifted the brass knocker. He was prepared to announce himself to the servant answering the door when the solid mahogany panel flew open and there stood Camilla. For what seemed an eternity they stared at each other, each drinking in the sight of the other. Tyler could see faint purple smudges beneath her blue eyes and her long dark lashes were moist and spiked as though she had been crying.
 
Camilla noticed immediately the weight Tyler had lost and his pallor, and her heart went out to him “Tyler!” she breathed, hardly more than a whisper. Her knees felt shaky and she nearly tumbled into his waiting arms.
 
He was overcome with the sight of her, the feel of her in his arms, the sweet clean fragrance emanating from her silky yellow curls. And when his mouth touched hers he savored the taste of her, reveling in the fact that her mouth sought his just as eagerly.
 
Camilla pulled Tyler into the house, closing the door behind her and leaning against it for support. “I thought you were dead,” she whispered tonelessly, her distress showing in her eyes. “I thought I would never have the chance to tell you how much you meant to me; how much I love you.”
 
Suddenly she was in his arms again and he soothed her tears and quieted her, holding her fast, swearing he would never leave her again, never let her go.
 
When at last their torrent of emotions was under control, Tyler led Camilla into the drawing room, seating her gently on the settee and sitting down beside her. “Camilla, sweetheart, there’s something I must tell you.”
 
She looked at him, her huge eyes holding puzzlement and fear. “You’ve come to tell me about father, haven’t you?” she said softly. “Then tell me, Tyler, quickly, before I lose my courage.”
 
“Stephan is dead, sweetheart. I . . . I saw him go over the side during a storm.” His voice was gentle, consoling.
 
“You saw him go over the side? Side of what?” Camilla persisted.
 
“Your father was running away from a duel, Camilla. Frightened, he learned of a ship in the harbor which was sailing to Ireland. I had gone to the house on King Street just as he was preparing to leave. He begged me, pleaded with me, to accompany him so I could introduce him to family friends in Waterford. I did. That first day out a storm came up quite unexpectedly. Stephan . . . went over the rail. He’s dead, Camilla.” Tyler scrutinized her face for sign of emotion.
 
“I’m glad he’s dead, Tyler,” Camilla said in a barely audible voice. “He can’t hurt anyone again. He was my father but I’d always suspected what connection he had in my mother’s death. When I learned the truth, I wanted nothing more to do with him. I suppose what I’m feeling right now is regret for the man I thought he was; not for the man he truly was. Camilla’s eyes cleared and the corners of her mouth lifted hesitantly in a smile. “All that matters to me, Tyler, is that we can be together.”
 
His arms tightened about her, drawing her to him, pressing her close. Camilla offered herself to him, reveling in his embrace, feeling his love nourish her soul. There would never be another man for her. Only Tyler. Always Tyler.
 
 

 
 
Sirena leaned against the quarterdeck rail, watching her crew lay in stores. Regan had calculated that the journey to the Caribbean would take roughly fifty days, providing they were lucky and caught the easterlies. Jacobus was directing Jan where to put the crates of live chickens they would need for their voyage and the pig for a change of diet. Salted meat and grains were hauled on board by the sackful, along with numerous casks of fresh water in which a limestone had been dropped to keep it sweet.
 
As Sirena surveyed all the activity going on around her, she scowled. Regan, who was testing the rigging and had jumped the last few feet to the deck, observed her. “What’s troubling you, Sirena? Have you thought of something we’ve forgotten?”
 
Sirena looked up distractedly. “I was just wondering when Blackheart found the time to lay in the stores needed to make a journey of this length. Even calculating the time from when he left, doesn’t it seem like a terribly long way to go just to avenge himself on me?”
 
Regan’s eyes widened. “I should have thought of it myself. I see what you mean. Where are your charts?”
 
“In the cabin,” Sirena said, starting for the sterncastle.
 
Regan peered over the charts. “Pelee,” he murmured, drawing lines and calculating routes. “It’s just as you suspected, Sirena. The quickest way to Pelee is along this route; all the others go round about the Caribbean Isles. Blackheart knows we wouldn’t waste time weaving in and out of these islands, so he’s pretty certain of which course we would take. Even if he miscalculated us, he’d still catch up to us in Pelee.”
 
Sirena was excited. “And knowing our course, he could come up behind us while we’re at sea! Blackheart never meant to sail all the way to the Caribbean to pay a debt owed.”
 
“That’s right. Unless I miss my guess, he’ll be waiting for us right here,” the point of his quill stabbed the map just at the cliffs of Dover. “There’s plenty of places to take cover around the western side. We’d sail right out on top of him and never see him until it was too late. That bastard is only four days away, not sixty!”
 
Suddenly Regan sobered. “Sirena, I don’t want you to come with us. Now that we’ve uncovered his most likely plan, I think the men and myself can handle it.”
 
“I thought you wanted me to come. That’s what you said yesterday in Newgate.”
 
“I know what I said, but that was because I wanted the best crew available, the best possible seamen, the most courageous fighters. You, Sirena are all those things. I wanted the best and I asked you.” His voice grew gruff, as though embarrassed by admitting these things.
 
“And have I changed since then? Am I less an able-bodied seaman? Am I not a courageous fighter? Don’t say any more, Regan, I go with you.”
 
“No! You will stay here in London. I’ve made up my mind and I’ll hear no more about it.”
 
“You seem to forget, Mynheer van der Rhys. This is my ship and I give the orders. Either I go with you or you find another ship and another crew. That is final.” The heat of her temper blazed in her cheeks and lit her eyes from within. Regan stared down at her and she backed away.
 
“You also seem to forget that you’re a married man!” Before he could say a word in protest, she turned and went out on deck.
 
 

 
 
The evening tide rose with the moon and the Sea Spirit’s moorings and broadsides groaned with pleasure at her release from the quay. Sirena stood on board, watching Regan take the wheel, guiding her ship down the Thames to its mouth. Regan’s hands were firm on the spokes and his eyes peered ahead watching for small craft and buoys marking the channel. The sight of him standing there nearly took her breath away. He handled the ship the way he handled a woman, the way he had handled her, with concentration and a gentle touch.
 
The moonlight reflected off his hair in a silvery halo. The fine white lawn and billowing sleeves of his shirt fluttered in the breeze, his breeches hugged his firm muscular thighs and the pigskin boots he wore gave him an air of the military. He hasn’t changed. Sirena thought. He’s as handsome as when I first met him. The expanse of his chest which showed in the gap at the neck of his shirt had whitened from lack of exposure to the sun; but his strong capable hands and his face still held traces of a bronzed tan. He still exuded that healthy strength, that feeling of being at one with the elements.
 
He had not tried to speak with her since she had stormed out of the cabin that afternoon and she wondered what he had been about to say when she turned her back on him. Perhaps it was time they stopped this game-playing and spoke what was on their minds. To hell with the fact he was married to Camilla. She loved him; she had always loved him; that would never change. She had allowed pride to come between them and she had sworn it would never happen again, but it had and there was no retreating. What mattered was the present, and Sirena didn’t want to face possible death without having told him that she loved him still. The past was past and it could only rear its ugly head if they allowed it. Now, with the prospect of meeting Blackheart again, she realized how precious life was and how much the prospect of confronting that scurve frightened her.
 
She had been pushing it down since Regan had come to Newgate and told her about Caleb. She was frightened of Blackheart. Facing him would be another open confrontation and she didn’t think she could defend herself against him. Too much blood had flowed past the tip of her rapier. She didn’t know if she could kill again and, with Blackheart, it would come to kill or be killed.
 
The Sea Spirit slid through the dark water and Sirena was looking at London’s rooftops against the night sky. She had admitted her worst fears to herself and was better for it.
 
The hour was late, and when she looked toward the wheel, Willem mastered the ship. The thought of going back to her cabin did not appeal to her. She wanted to see the stars in the sky and feel the breeze on her cheeks. Her feet found their nimble way past the coils of rigging and marine equipment to the bow. The Sea Spirit’s bowsprit was painted white and reached out over the water as though it were pointing a path to the brightest star. She leaned over the rail and felt the salt tang wet her cheeks, or was it tears? The night was silent and clear as they glided free of London into the wider channel. Suddenly, she was aware of someone behind her. Sirena turned and looked up into his beloved face. His arms came around her, holding her tightly. She pressed her face against the place where his shirt came away and felt his hard chest beneath her lips. She answered his embrace and her love overflowed.
 
In his embrace she was safe. She could hide behind his strength until her own courage was restored. His arms protected her, sheltered her from the world. His solid virility shielded her from the unknown and became a haven where she could revive her flagging will and brace herself against the terror of things to come.
 
“Tell me,” he said, his voice warm and gentle.
 
“I’m afraid,” were the only words she spoke, yet he understood.
 
He lifted her off her feet and took her to the place where the bowsprit rose out of the scrubbed deck. He sat, leaning against the rail, cradling her as though she were a small child. He did not speak, yet offered her his protection. Long into the night he held her, loving her.
 
She felt his caring in his touch, in the tender way his lips rested against her brow and in his silent comprehension. She had never loved him more than she did at this moment, when they watched the stars blink at them from the heavens, leading them onward, together.
 
The Moon made its graceful arc across the sky and Sirena nestled against his chest, feeling as though she were an extension of him. His arms kept her warm, his fingers making tiny, soothing circles on the flesh of her arm. This is the way it feels to be reborn, regenerated; she thought silently. This is where I begin and end, here with Regan. Out there, somewhere, my fate awaits me, but for the moment I am here, with my love, sheltered by his love.
 
If they slept, she did not know it, and if they moved, she was not aware of it. On through the night he held her, letting his love flow into her, asking for nothing, save her acceptance of him. Giving her all he had to offer. And when the sky began to light he pressed his lips against her ear and whispered, “And now, my love, let me tell you about my marriage to Camilla.”
 
She let him tell her, listening silently. And when he was through, a smile brighter than the new sun upon the glistening waters lit her face and she found her peace.
 
 

 
 
The next two days were an idyll. The crew attended to their chores in quiet respect of Regan and Sirena’s newfound love. The days were bright and joyous, a balm to the soul. And the nights were long and silent and they passed them in each other’s arms, renewing their passions and feeding their desires. It was their last night wrapped in their snug little world. Tomorrow, dawn, would show them the chalk-white cliffs of Dover and the brutal power of Blackheart.
 
Regan joined Sirena in their cabin where she was brushing her lustrous black hair. Her arms were lifted to her head, revealing the outline of her proud breasts beneath her nightshirt. The lamp cast its yellow light onto her face, polishing her skin with buff tones of ivory.
 
He had never known her to be more beautiful. Her features were calm and serene; her eyes were aglow with her love for him. Wordlessly, he took the brush from her hand and smoothed her sable curls with his palm, feeling the silky strands between his fingers and thinking her hair was like the sea itself. Dark and curling and glowing with a light of its own.
 
When she turned to him it was to offer her lips and body in tribute to their love. There was a hint of desperation in her kiss and the way her arms wound around his neck, as though she would never let him go. Her emotions found an answering response in Regan and his mouth took hers greedily. Unable to satisfy his need for her, Sirena’s fears for the future echoed in the core of him.
 
They were both aware what the confrontation with Blackheart could mean. Death was eternal, a forever loss, and it was looming out there, beyond the world they had created for themselves. Both were aware of the havoc and destruction which threatened their bliss. But they still had tonight and their bodies could comfort and be comforted and their rapture could ease their hearts.
 
She separated from him and Regan looked down adoringly at her. It was as though he were trying to memorize her features, her lips, her eyes, the classic tilt of her nose. Tenderly they silently agreed to commit this moment to memory, to have it, to cherish it whatever the fates might bring. Their hands reached out for one another, softly touching, sweetly caressing; hair, cheeks, lips. Rediscovering the wonders of each other, those intimate, beautiful differences which made them unique. The turn of a lip, the tilt of an eye, the soft, velvety feel of an earlobe. They were like children discovering a world of glorious wonder.
 
Tenderly, so tenderly, Regan removed her nightshirt, touching his lips to those soft, mysterious places near the back of her neck and the crease where her arm rested against her breast. His mouth lingered, giving and taking pleasure and love.
 
Her hands sought the skin of his back beneath his shirt and luxuriated in his warmth. He shrugged out of his shirt, freeing himself for her touch. Her mouth covered the place where his neck joined with his shoulders and she was aware of the shudder of delight and anticipation which coursed through him. A tear fell from her eye and rained down her cheek. Seeing it, Regan kissed it away, tasting the saltiness of it, as though it had come from the sea. And he knew and understood though not a word passed between them that her fingers and lips were committing him to memory. That her lips and eyes were devouring him in tiny pieces, so that if the fates should be cruel and if she were the only one to survive, she would be able to close her eyes and see him again as he was now; remember the feel of him, the taste of him, and live again this last night of bittersweet love.
 
Regan moved away from her and when they touched again he was naked just as she was. Magic spun a web and cloaked them from the world. They were two in love as none before and none after would ever be. And when his hands slid down her body, it was to adore her, worship her, take her with him to newfound heights, where passions of the flesh became a gift to the gods.
 
She offered herself to him, her body a shrine on the altar of their love. Never had their love been so pure and untainted, untarnished by the misunderstandings that had always loomed between them. They were one in body and heart. As they lay in each other’s embrace, their desires sated, they knew they had the strength to face what must be confronted.
 
Sirena’s eyes were bright and clear, unclouded by the apprehensions which had haunted her. She would face Blackheart with courage and valor. She had the world now, and the stars in the heavens. She had it all. Regan loved her.

 







Chapter Thirty
 
Regan and Sirena stood together near the wheel, their eyes turned toward starboard as the high cliffs of Dover loomed in the distance. The early-morning sun cast a golden light over their chalk-white surfaces and they seemed like sentinels guarding the gateway to the Atlantic.
 
Regan’s arm slipped around Sirena’s waist, his hand warm and confident against her bare midriff. She turned to smile up into his eyes. She was ready to face anything, anyone. She was restored.
 
The current and the tide complemented the winds and the Sea Spirit sailed toward the end of land as if the ship knew that beyond the soaring cliffs she would find open water. Regan and Sirena found themselves holding their breaths. If their instincts were correct, Blackheart would be hiding on the westerly side of the jutting cliffs. It would be only moments before they gained free water and they waited expectantly to see the Rana slide out of hiding and follow them out of the channel.
 
Sirena’s prayers echoed Regan’s. Dear God, let Caleb be alive and well.
 
Ten minutes out into the Atlantic and a cry was heard, “Sail ho!”
 
Regan and Sirena had seen it also and he looked to her to give the order. “Loosen sail!” her voice rang out, strong and sure and unwavering.
 
“A kiss for luck, sweetheart,” Regan murmured, finding her lips with his. “This is your show, Sirena, give him hell!”
 
The sleek, three-masted frigate was coming about. “Heel to starboard and make ready to come alongside!” she ordered her crew. “Willem, to the wheel! Jacobus, down below!”
 
The old man was about to protest, but saw the determination in her eyes and realized it was useless. Coffee mugs clattering, he went toward the galley, closing the door behind him.
 
“Regan, look! There he is! Jan, hand me the spyglass.” Their attention was focused on the Rana’s mizzenmast. Lifting the lens to her eye, she focused on a figure secured there with his arms stretched behind him to encompass the thick, sturdy beam.
 
“I see him, Regan. Here, look. He’s alive!”
 
Regan took the glass from her. She saw some of the tension go out of his shoulders and the lines of his mouth relaxed. “So he is, the young cub. Thank God for that.” Regan trained the glass on the oncoming ship. “I count six crewmen and old Blackheart himself. Good Lord, Sirena, have you seen him?”
 
He handed her the glass. “There, on the quarterdeck.”
 
Sirena focused on the Rana’s quarterdeck. She gasped when she saw Blackheart hobble across the deck, one leg dragging behind him, his left arm held at an awkward angle. “No wonder he wants to kill me. He’s maimed beyond all help, Regan, and I did it to him.” She allowed the hand holding the spyglass to fall to her side. Her eyes clouded over.
 
Regan took her by the shoulders. “I won’t have you punishing yourself for what’s become of that scurve. He should have died long ago when you found him among my crew. He’s an evil man, Sirena, and never forget what he did to you. Never. Remember your uncle and your sister and what he did to them! You can never go back, Sirena, only ahead, and it has come down to either you or him!”
 
Regan’s words awakened a long-dormant portion of her memory. She thought of the man Blackheart had once been, strong and powerful and evil. Only the evil remained. She had once thought herself rid of the stain he had put upon her; she had thought that part of her life over, dead along with Blackheart himself. But it wasn’t; it could never be as long as he drew breath. But how could he fight in his present condition? It would be worse than murder.
 
Seeing Caleb stretched on the mast strengthened her resolve. Caleb. He was the reason she had survived the ordeal with Blackheart’s crew. Caleb. He had nursed her back to health. He had instilled in her a will to survive. He had witnessed her debasement with eyes older than time itself and his compassion and understanding had seen her through the most terrible trial of her life. Sirena lifted the glass to her eye again. Caleb was still strapped to the mizzenmast, struggling against his bonds. She remembered another time she had seen him strapped there, with the flesh of his back exposed and taking a cruel lashing at Blackheart’s hands. And the boy had not cried out. That was the most terrible part of it all. His silence and his wordless suffering.
 
And that last day flashed through Sirena’s memory, when her spirit and will to survive had been restored and Blackheart sent her to his cabin. Her eyes narrowed and her chest rose with deep, heavy breaths. That was the final straw and she would never forget or forgive him. Her skin had had a crawling sensation for what she knew he would do to her. “You’re mine now,” he had growled. “The crew won’t come near you again.”
 
Sirena had backed away, dreading the touch of his pawlike callused hands. But there was no escaping his long arms which pulled her toward him, crushing her. With savage intent, he had wound his fingers in her sable curls and yanked her head back until she had thought her neck would snap. His thick, wet mouth had burned her throat where he kissed her, nipping at her tender flesh, making her recoil.
 
“Sirena!” She had been so lost in her thoughts the sound of Regan’s voice startled her, making her jump. She had retreated so far into the past and with such concentration she had not even been aware that the Rana had pulled alongside, dangerously close. Blackheart had left a scarce ten feet between the hulls and the two ships rose and fell together on the swells like lovers in the throes of passion.
 
Her green eyes flashed and skimmed the decks of the Rana, the hunted searching for the hunter.
 
“Sirena!” came a hoarse cry from the deck of the sterncastle. “Are you ready to feel the point of my blade?” Blackheart hobbled crablike across the deck, his once great height diminished by his maiming. She could see him clearly now, his face a feral mask of vengeance, a fire of insanity banked in his eyes.
 
“How do you like the popinjay I’ve secured to the mizzenmast? Have you come to watch me carve his guts from his body? I told him you would come! I knew you would!”
 
“So I have,” she called back, her voice, strong and clear, rang out over the water. “And now that I am here, what is your next move?”
 
“Don’t you know?” he laughed. “Can’t you guess? Shall I come to you or will you come to me?”
 
“Stay there! It is fitting I end it where it all began—on the Rana!”
 
Regan looked hesitant when she asked him to heel into the Rana and throw a plank between the rails. Her finely muscled legs found their footing and she stepped lightly and quickly across the plank and leaped onto the deck of the Rana. She avoided Caleb’s eyes, not wanting to see what she would find there. She had expected Regan to follow her, but when she quickly looked about, he was nowhere in sight.
 
“Come and get me, Blackheart,” she beckoned with her rapier. “Let’s get it done with. Or don’t you have the guts? Did I kill at least that in you?” Sirena brazened.
 
“As you can see, I’m not quite the man I was. So, I have come prepared to even the odds.”
 
“Sirena!” Caleb cried. “Watch out. He has a pistol!”
 
Sirena rapidly sidestepped as the ball whizzed past her ear and soared out to open water. Blackheart stood holding the smoking weapon.
 
“Would you have me believe you would end this so quickly? After all these years of planning, that you would merely point your gun and finish it? And what would you do with the remainder of your life?” she asked. “What would be your reason for living?”
 
Her alert eye saw his hand tremble. She knew that he, too, had thought of this. Once the Sea Siren was dead, Blackheart might just as well follow her corpse into the sea. All the purpose to his life would be swallowed beneath the swells.
 
His good right arm reached into his belts and withdrew another pistol, and she heard the click as his thumb brought back the hammer to cock it. He laughed, a wicked, menacing laugh. “Your cutlass will do you little good, Siren! You won’t get close enough to me to use it! I mean to shoot you dead where you stand. I should have spilled your blood along with the rest of the crew when I first set foot aboard this vessel so long ago. I was a whole man then, and I had other appetites as you must well remember. But I’m as good as dead now, with what you’ve left me. And the dead belong with the dead, Sea Siren. It will be you and me for the rest of eternity!” He threw back his head and laughed, taking his eyes off her for that one second.
 
Like a flash of lightning, she closed the distance between them, holding her cutlass out before her, ready to sever his arm from his shoulder if he raised the pistol in her direction again.
 
Blackheart recovered and waved his arm, menacing her with his weapon. “I’ve got a good shot left in me, Siren, and you’re going to have it.” He leveled his arm, directing the barrel straight at her; she could see his finger playing with the trigger, seemingly reluctant to have it done with.
 
Was this how it was going to end? she thought wildly. Here on the deck of the Rana without a chance to defend herself? At least she had given him that ... a chance.
 
Over the rail of the sterncastle a figure climbed. Regan! He dripped seawater on the deck, his hair was plastered to his face. That’s why she hadn’t seen him after she boarded. He had gone overboard and swam to the Rana’s stern, taking the dangerous climb up the anchor chain and halyards.
 
Blackheart saw her attention focus on a point behind him, and turning, he saw Regan approach and fired. The sharp, crackling sound rang out over the waters.
 
Sirena acted instantly on impulse to finish Blackheart. He had dared to attack Regan. No one, not the Devil himself would be permitted to harm the man she loved! All reluctance because of Blackheart’s disabilities was dispelled. In three long leaps she covered the distance between herself and the pirate. Her cutlass found its way between his ribs as he moved to face her.
 
She watched the expression on his face pass from hate to incredulity. Blackheart sank to his knees, clutching his chest. Blood bubbled up in a froth on his lips and drenched the deck red.
 
He lay crumpled on the boards, more dead than alive. His mouth worked with difficulty as he tried to utter his last earthly words. Stepping close to him, Sirena watched his hand reach out to grasp her boot. His grip was loose, no strength in his meaty, pawlike hand. He breathed harshly, choking and sputtering on his own blood. “You should have finished it the first time. And now it is done.”
 
Sirena backed away, pulling her ankle free of his hand. It was a full moment before she realized Blackheart was at last dead.
 
Regan came to stand beside her as they turned to face the commotion behind them. The crew of the Sea Spirit had come aboard the Rana, blades and pistols drawn. Blackheart’s men, having no stomach for a fight, agreed to come peacefully.
 
Together, Regan and Sirena went to the mizzenmast where Caleb was still held by his bindings. Taking the dagger from his belt, Regan cut his son free and clasped him tightly. No words were necessary. In tacit understanding they clapped one another on the back, the way men do at times to express strong emotion. Caleb turned to Sirena, a sheepish grin on his face. Instantly she was in his arms, both forgiving and being forgiven for the anger that had been between them.
 
Blackheart’s scurves were escorted across the plank to the Sea Spirit and Jan offered Sirena a jaunty salute.
 
“Capitana!” Willem called from the quarterdeck. “Shall I toss him over the side?” he asked, pointing to Blackheart’s inert form.
 
Sirena’s eyes fell to the body near Willem’s feet. Her eyes became cloudy and her expression sober. Her eyes flashed spars of green lightning and her voice was stern and crisp. “Give him a decent burial, Willem. Take him aboard the Sea Spirit and have Jacobus prepare him for the sea. And when you say a prayer for his soul say it at the top of your voices. Perhaps it will serve to remind God’s angels that once he had a soul.”
 
Jacobus smiled toothlessly and called from the deck, “Can we go to Cádiz, now? Wilhelmina will be worried about me!”
 
“Who?” Sirena called, her eyes puzzled.
 
“Wilhelmina!” he answered. “Frau Holtz!”
 
“Is he serious?” Regan laughed. “Could it be Frau Holtz has found the love of her life?”
 
“It must be,” Sirena answered, her face glowing with happiness, “even I didn’t know her first name. If she’s told it to Jacobus it must be true love.”
 
The crew wrestled with Blackheart’s body, taking it to the Sea Spirit to prepare it for burial. Sirena’s quick eye saw Caleb follow the men, and then remove the stout board bridging the distance between the two ships. “Caleb!” Sirena called. “Where are you going?”
 
“I thought you and Regan could take the Rana back to port! You don’t need me! I’ll sail with the crew. Do you think you can handle it or should we tow you in?”
 
“We’ll handle it, son! Won’t we, Sirena?” Regan asked, his voice husky with emotion.
 
For answer, Sirena smiled up at him, her eyes saying what his heart needed to hear. Caleb beamed across the distance. Somehow, somewhere, Regan and Sirena had found each other again. Their being together was as good and natural as the wind in the sails and the spindrift misting in the air.
 
“Where to, Capitana?” Jan called.
 
Sirena looked up at Regan, waiting for his answer. Her emerald-green eyes revealing all he needed to know. She would follow him anywhere in this world or the next. He was her world.
 
“Back to London to clear up our business and then to Cádiz!” Regan called back. “Caleb tells me there’s a new addition to our family. A little girl with dark hair and laughing eyes! Then we’ll catch the trades and sail back to Java. Back home!”
 
Arm in arm, Sirena and Regan entered the captain’s cabin. His hand lifted her face to his and he gazed lovingly at her beautiful face. As their lips found each other’s, they knew with silent understanding that here, aboard the Rana, they had discovered their love. Here they would find it again.
 
In Regan’s arms, protected by his love, Sirena’s world became whole again. She was his woman; he belonged to her. Here she could feel his outpouring of love for her; and she returned it. Regan’s arms tightened, pressing her closer, holding her as though he would never let her go; giving Sirena her reason for being. She would always be happy here; wanting, needing, loving to be here, in his captive embrace.

 







If you enjoyed CAPTIVE EMBRACES be sure not to miss the next book in this exciting series
 
CAPTIVE SPLENDORS
 
Read on for a special preview.
 
 

 
 

 
A eKensington e-book exclusive on sale March 2014.
 
Prologue
 
Soft sounds emanated from the center of the large four-poster bed which dominated the geranium-silk-draped room. Impatiently tossing back the bedcovers and exposing their naked bodies to the chill air which even the fire in the grate would not dispel, Caleb van der Rhys rolled over onto his back and brought her with him. In the fire’s glow Celeste read his features, seeing there his unadulterated lust and thrilling to the gleam of dominance in his night-dark eyes.
 
Grasping her hips firmly, he lowered her body onto his, watching the display of emotions cross her face. Her fingers tore into the furring of soft hair on his chest and stroked the tight cords of muscles banded across his ribs. His hair was tousled and dark against the pillow and his eyes bore through her, seeming to command her senses, greedily enjoying the pleasure he was giving her. His strong, lean thighs accepted the burden of her weight; his hands caressed her breasts, then strayed to where their bodies merged, becoming one.
 
From below, the throb of music could be heard, and the familiar clinking of taproom glasses blended with laughter. As her passions mounted, Celeste lost her awareness of the sounds in Madame du Toit’s bordello. The man beneath her was all-consuming.
 
She felt his eyes burning into her, watching for the approach of her ecstasy. Low moans of desire escaped from deep in her throat, her pulses raced, and a thin sheen of moisture veiled her skin. Suddenly she felt herself tumble backward against the mattress; he followed her movement, burying himself deep within her. And still his eyes watched her, triumphant now, realizing the power he held over her senses, fulfilling her passions while he slaked his own.
 
In the two years Captain van der Rhys could be counted among Celeste’s clientele, she had always found herself looking forward to his next visit. Lusty and powerful, he was a magnificent lover, showing many sides to his expertise. Even now, as she watched him dress, she realized the power he exuded, the heady, masculine strength and potent domination he held over women.
 
Demanding, forceful, yet with a boyish charm which most women found irresistible, Caleb sat on the edge of the bed and pulled on his soft knee-high boots.
 
“If you like,” she whispered, her voice a soft, contented purr, “I could meet you outside Madame du Toit’s.”
 
He smiled, seeming to weigh her words. “Meet me where, my sweet? My ship is my home. Ships’ captains don’t’ usually keep apartments in port.”
 
“Marseilles is a very big port,” she pouted. “You come here often. I could keep the apartment for you, see to things . . .”
 
He threw back his head and laughed, the sound filling the room. “Could you, now? Celeste, don’t ruin the evening. I’ve told you before, I have no need for an apartment and less need for a woman to keep it for me. Isn’t it enough that the time I do spend in France I spend here with you?” To soften her disappointment, he leaned over and buried his face in her breasts.
 
“No! It is not enough! Once again I will be the laughingstock among the other girls. I am the only woman you seek out here at Madame du Toit’s, and yet you care so little for me that you do not keep me for yourself.” Her lower lip jutted out in a display of pique, and her finely arched brows came together over the bridge of her upturned nose. “I think perhaps you have other women.”
 
“Certainly I have other women!” he answered good-naturedly. “Just as you have other men!”
 
“But that is my business!” she retorted, throwing back the covers and kneeling beside him, wrapping her scented arms around his neck in gentle persuasion. “How would I live otherwise? I am sick of Madame du Toit’s. Why is it you never bring me out to your ship? I could stay with you, be there whenever you wanted me, instead of only for a few hours at night.”
 
Her petulance was beginning to grate on him. He reached for his waistcoat and pulled it on with a fury. “I’ve told you I never bring women out to my ship.”
 
“Yes, yes, something about it being a sacred shrine where your father and stepmother realized their love for one another. Bah! I never thought you could be accused of being sentimental!”
 
Once again Caleb regretted ever having told Celeste about the history of his ship, the Sea Siren. He owed his foolishness to the liquor he had consumed and perhaps to a barely admitted loneliness. Instantly he knew he would never again return to Madame du Toit’s. Celeste had begun to bore him with her strident demands and pleas.
 
As if realizing she had pressed too far, Celeste became immediately contrite. She drew herself against him, her lips near his ear, whispering that she would never plague him about his ship again.
 
His hands found her wealth of golden hair and pulled it viciously until she was once again lying back on the pillows. His mouth came crashing down upon hers, his breath hot and wine-scented. Her pulses throbbed rhythmically, her fingers tore at his clothing, her hips arched in offering. His lips trailed a familiar path from her mouth to her breasts; his hands possessed her, igniting fires she had thought were quenched.
 
A slow, sly smile tugged at the corner of her mouth and her long, slanted eyes gleamed with conquest. He forgave her; he always would. In time she would manipulate him, make him see he couldn’t live without her. She wanted him, needed him; in all her experience she had never known another man like him. His touch could fire her passion, his lips could conquer her desires. A slow curl of heat warmed her like a summer sun, and she knew she wanted him, again, and again . . .
 
When she had reached a dizzying height, Caleb tossed her away from him, leaving her hanging over an empty abyss. “That’s right, Celeste, you’ll never plague me again.”
 
His boots were almost soundless on the carpet as he strode to the door and banged it shut behind him.

 
Chapter One
 
Tyler Payne Sinclair strode down the wide gallery which winged out over the main staircase and entrance hall of his London town house. As he glanced at the impressive row of family portraits lining the wall, he again realized how difficult it was for him to comprehend that, since his father’s death, he had inherited the title of Baron and taken his father’s place in Parliament. All the dire threats put forth by his parents to disinherit him if he should ever marry his distant cousin, Camilla Langdon, had not come to fruition. When Camilla’s jackanapes father had finally met his end at the hand of Sirena van der Rhys, the elder Sinclairs had experienced a change of heart. Or so they had told themselves and Tyler, explaining that Camilla, once free of Stephan Langdon’s evil influence had been found to be a girl of exquisite taste and a loving nature. It had never been spoken aloud that they would sooner have cut off their arms than alienate themselves from their only son.
 
Tyler’s dark eyes became thoughtful as a squeal of girlish laugher rang in his ears. He would sorely miss Wren when she left with Sirena and Regan, who were expected in London within a fortnight. Now that Camilla had at last come into her own with approaching motherhood and little else filled her thoughts, he would be lost without Wren’s exuberance for life and her flattering dependency on him.
 
How alike the beautiful Sirena and Wren were, yet how unalike. He supposed he should resign himself to the fact that he would always worry about her in the manner of an older brother. He could never seem to gain the detachment toward her that even the role of a substitute stepfather would designate during these years in which Wren had come under his care. He sighed heavily. It was time for Wren to return to the Spice Islands with Sirena and Regan and find her place in life, whatever that might be. Just as long as it didn’t include that dandy, Malcolm Weatherly.
 
God! How was he to explain that fop to Sirena? He shuddered as he pictured how those emerald eyes would spew fire when she was told that her little Wren was bent on marrying that rapscallion as soon as he could properly ask for her hand. A grudging smile split Tyler’s handsome face. If Malcolm Weatherly managed to escape Sirena’s fury, he would find he still had Regan to deal with. Tyler imagined he himself should be chagrined to consider that Regan might be able to gain control of a situation where he had not, but he soothed his spirit with the thought that Regan had not lived under Wren’s charm and winning ways for these past three years.
 
Tyler had found it impossible to deny Wren anything, and Camilla had found herself in the same predicament, especially where it concerned Mr. Weatherly’s courtly attentions. In fact, Camilla’s fondness for Wren was surprising on all accounts. Tyler smiled again as he thought of his pretty blond wife. Camilla had come a long, long way from that pretty, empty-headed young girl he had known and loved in spite of her selfish, self-serving behavior. She had grown into a loving, tender woman, and Wren, as well as he, was grateful for her cloak of maternal regard. The only area where Camilla was disapproving of Wren lay in the young girl’s friendship with the Puritan, Sara Stoneham. But even in that Camilla was being protective and defensive of her little family. The Puritans were speaking out dangerously against the King’s control of the Church of England, and there were even rumblings of civil war.
 
As a member of Parliament, Tyler knew Camilla’s fears were not unfounded, but he refused to allow his own concern to color his feelings toward Wren’s young friend. Sara Stoneham was a lovely girl from a notable family, one he had known for years. If her religious preference was different from his, it mattered little to Tyler. Besides, how could he, in all conscience, have turned Sara out into the street when she had come here, at Wren’s invitation, to await the arrival of her parents in London?
 
Tyler quickened his step toward the elaborately carved door of Wren’s apartment to bid the girls good night. He had lifted his hand to knock when the sound of their voices penetrated the thick panel.
 
“Wren! In the name of all that’s holy, I didn’t think you were ever coming back! What could you have been thinking of? Sneaking off with Malcolm and staying out so late! What if the Baron or the Baroness popped in to say good night? What would I have told them?”
 
Wren spun around the room, her blue and mauve striped silk skirt ballooning away from her slim legs like a brightly colored parasol. She hugged her arms close to herself, an expression of rapture softening her features. “Ooh, Sara, don’t spoil this for me. You’re always so disapproving every time I’m with Malcolm. Not tonight. Please?” Wren’s eyes glowed softly in the light of the lamp, her thick lashes casting feathery shadows on her smooth cheeks.
 
Sara noticed the huskiness in Wren’s voice and that her hair was disarrayed and wispy tendrils curled toward her ivory brow. There was no mistaking that look of voluptuous satisfaction which pouted her kiss-bruised lips, nor the languid, sensuous expression in her eyes. Sara was familiar with these outward signs of lovemaking. She had seen them branded on her own features after slipping out of school for a spring night’s rendezvous. And, like Wren, but unknown to her, she, too, had spent breathless hours in Malcolm Weatherly’s arms. She knew how the touch of Malcolm’s hands on her flesh could transport her to worlds never before imagined . . . how his lips could plead and then tease until she was half mad with wanting him, with wanting to give herself to him. Then, suddenly, it had ended. The secret notes had stopped arriving; when she had slipped out of the dormitory at night, hoping to meet him, she had waited until the chill, damp, early-morning air had penetrated her clothing, causing her to shudder from the cold and from the deeper, more painful quiver of love lost.
 
After several weeks of pining for Malcolm and experiencing rapidly dropping grades, Sara had heard it rumored that Wren van der Rhys was keeping trysts with a handsome stranger. Her suspicions aroused, Sara had managed to befriend Wren and learned that indeed it was Malcolm Weatherly who tempted the innocent, young Wren to brave the dark and perilous rose trellis for a few moments in his arms. It was torture being here with Wren and knowing she was Malcolm’s new love, but Sara was beyond helping herself. In some undefinable way, being close to Wren was like being near Malcolm.
 
“You don’t like Malcolm, do you, Sara?” Wren said quietly, touching her friend’s sleeve. “I know you’ve gone along with my little deceptions, but underneath you disapprove, don’t you?”
 
Sara turned so that Wren couldn’t’ see her face. She wanted to lash out, to scratch Wren’s beautiful face, to force her to face the truth. Poor silly little Wren. Couldn’t she see that Malcolm was more interested in her family’s wealth than he was in her? Sara wished she had the courage to tell Wren that Malcolm had loved her, Sara, until he had discovered that the Stonehams had lost favor with the Crown over some loose remarks about the King’s failure to call together a session of Parliament. Times were uneasy for Puritans, to say the least. A swift seizure of properties, and the Stonehams were on the verge of bankruptcy. But to reveal this to Wren would mean a certain end to their relationship and to her vicarious closeness to Malcolm. Sara’s only satisfaction lay in the fact that Malcolm didn’t love Wren. It was just a scheming, self-serving game he was playing. Sara knew she should hate Malcolm Weatherly, and she’d even experienced twinges of guilt because she was keeping the truth from Wren, but she couldn’t’ hate him. She loved Malcolm Weatherly more than she had ever loved another person in her entire life. I must love him, she told herself; otherwise what kind of person am I, to have allowed him to do the things he has done to me?
 
A sly smile tugged at the corners of Sara’s generous mouth when she remembered the nights alone in Malcolm’s arms, the things she had done, the things she had permitted Malcolm to do to her. No one in the world knew what they had shared, and Malcolm certainly wouldn’t tell.
 
“Sara, answer me,” Wren persisted. “Why don’t you like Malcolm?”
 
“Wren, it’s not that I don’t like him. It’s just that . . . how will you explain Malcolm to your . . . to Sirena and Regan?”
 
“Why can’t you ever bring yourself to refer to Sirena and Regan as my parents? They are, you know. They’re the only parents I’ve ever had, and they consider me their very own daughter,” Wren announced defiantly, her amber eyes lighting from within.
 
“Not in the true sense of the word, Wren,” Sara said falteringly. She recognized that light in Wren’s eyes, and it only meant an ensuing argument for the unfortunate person who dared to cross swords with her. Sara swallowed and pressed onward. “One of these days you’re going to realize that Sirena doesn’t belong on a pedestal and that she’s a human being like the rest of us mortals. And you must stop thinking about the infamous sea witch—you’re always talking about her and making her your idol. For shame, Wren! Here you are, contemplating marriage with old Mally, and it’s time to leave such fantasies behind. Now that you’ve finished school and are ready to meet society, you must put all that nonsense behind you. Do you understand what I’m saying?”
 
Sara faced Wren and saw that her ploy had been successful. Once again she had put doubts in Wren’s mind about the relationship between herself and her parents. She was quick to see that the seeds she had sown weeks ago as to Wren’s rightful use of the van der Rhys name had taken root and had begun to flower. Besides, this well-worn path of conversation was a perfect distraction for Wren’s too-personal questions concerning Sara’s opinion of Malcolm.
 
Outside the door, Tyler massaged his temples. He hadn’t meant to eavesdrop, but hearing that Wren had slipped out of the house for a clandestine meeting with Weatherly had stunned him. He hadn’t realized things had progressed so far. Now he found himself anticipating Wren’s answer. Sara was correct. Wren had been living in a make-believe world, and her fantasies were the prime reason she had fallen prey to Malcolm Weatherly’s charm. The stories about the Sea Siren, infamous piratess, told to Wren when she was a child, were meant to be just that. Stories. Fairy tales for a child to dream about, not a basis on which Wren should build her life.
 
“Sara Stoneham! There is a person, a real person, who was the Sea Siren! I really don’t care if you believe me or not, but you’re wrong—she doesn’t occupy all my thoughts, and I know you think I’m trying to pattern my life after her, but I’m not! There could never be another Sea Siren.” A wistful note crept into Wren’s voice. “The Siren was the most beautiful creature who ever rode the seas. Long, flowing hair, eyes the color of emeralds and skin like spun honey. She was a master of fencing, and there wasn’t a man who could best her. I could never hope to compete with her, either in looks or in actions. My eyes are the wrong color and my skin is too pale. And I’m too short, much too short. And try as I might, I’ll never equal her skill with the rapier.”
 
“See? Listen to yourself! Do you hear you compare yourself to that sea witch in such an unfavorable light?” Sara grasped Wren’s wrist and dragged her over to the pier glass. “Look at yourself! Look!” Reluctantly, Wren lifted her eyes to the glass. “Now, tell me that what you see there is not more beautiful than any fantasy about a female pirate! Tell me that just the sight of you doesn’t turn all men’s eyes. I’ve been to the Royal Exchange with you, Wren. I’ve seen the effect you have on the masculine sex. Didn’t Rolland Chalmers send you love notes that nearly singed the fingertips? What did he say to you? That your hair was a cloud of dark night and your eyes were golden embers and your skin—”
 
“Stop it, Sara!” Wren wrenched herself away. “I never said I was ugly!” she protested.
 
“True. But you compare yourself to this sea witch and it eats at you. Admit it, Wren. Why can’t you put these thoughts behind you? Take a word of advice from an old friend. You’d better concentrate on the problem at hand. Prepare yourself for what your guardians are going to do when they find out about Malcolm. Somehow I can’t see the van der Rhyses giving their blessings over old Mally, not after what you told me about them.”
 
“They’d better give it, otherwise I’ll run away,” Wren declared recklessly.
 
It was time to intervene, Tyler decided. Privacy be damned. He knocked and opened the door at the same time. “It’s late, young ladies, and you need your beauty sleep. Or so my wife has been telling me all these years.” He looked from one girl to the other. Sara was tall and slender, like a yellow tea rose, he told himself. And Wren was like a tapered candle flame. Right now her eyes were like banked fires, ready to flare into flame if the conversation were allowed to continue. The girl had an ungovernable temper where it concerned Sirena and the Sea Siren.
 
Sara laughed, tossed her white-gold curls and quickly embraced Wren. “Baron Sinclair is right, Wren. We get along so well and we’re best friends. Let’s not spoil it now. Besides,” she added coquettishly, “Baron Sinclair has been so kind in allowing me to spend these few days with you before my parents arrive, I must insist that I am on his side.”
 
“I didn’t realize we were taking sides,” Wren snapped as she wriggled out of Sara’s embrace. “Tyler is right, though. We do need our beauty sleep—at least I do. Malcolm is taking me to the country tomorrow and I want to look my best. Don’t frown so, Tyler,” she said as she threw her arms about him. “Sirena will love Malcolm just as I do, and believe me when I tell you she won’t hold it against you that I’ve been permitted to see him. She’s going to love him, you’ll see.”
 
“Somehow, little one, I can’t share your optimism.”
 
“You’re behaving like the new father you soon will be,” Wren teased, yet there was a ring of steel in her voice that could set Tyler’s teeth rattling. He knew in his gut that Sirena would take one look at the modish Malcolm Weatherly and rip out her rapier and cut him to pieces. Also, Sirena would blame him from start to finish for the relationship between Wren and Weatherly. Sirena van der Rhys never did things in half. No, he would receive full blame, and if she didn’t cut him down, then Regan would. Wren was the apple of Regan’s eye, and no dandy was going to snap up his little girl. Perhaps they would take mercy on Tyler when he told them he was about to become a father. He blanched as he imagined Sirena’s face after she heard the news. How well he knew her. She would say, “Congratulations,” and then cut him down. She had style, he must admit. Camilla would be forced to intervene on his behalf, and he would take the coward’s way out. God, how could he have been so foolish to let Wren get herself tangled up with Weatherly? How could he have foreseen that a mild flirtation would blossom into an engagement? Why didn’t he insist, right now, that she make a quick end of Weatherly? Because the girl could wrap him around her little finger—it was that simple. Women had always been his weakness. Jehovah! He hoped Camilla gave birth to a boy; otherwise he wouldn’t have a chance of living to forty. He had to get himself in hand; he couldn’t let the girls see how upset he was. He forced a smile to his lips, quickly pecked both of them on the cheek and exited the room, his stomach crawling with fear. Sirena would cut him down in his prime.
 
Sara’s hyacinth eyes were watchful as she and Wren prepared for bed. “Are you really going to take a drive with Mally tomorrow?”
 
“Sara Ann Stoneham, stop calling Malcolm Mally. Yes, I’m going for a carriage ride with the man I’m going to marry. Not another word, Sara Ann,” Wren shouted as she dived under the covers, her amber eyes peeping out from behind the satin-edged quilt.
 
“Very well,” Sara acquiesced. “As your infamous Sea Siren would say, ‘It’s your neck!”’


 







 
[image: e9781601830784_i0003.jpg]
 
Photo by M21FOTO


 
FERN MICHAELS is the USA Today and New York Times bestselling author of the Sisterhood and Godmother series, The Blossom Sisters, Tuesday’s Child, Southern Comfort, Betrayal, Return to Sender and dozens of other novels and novellas. There are over seventy million copies of her books in print. Fern Michaels has built and funded several large day-care centers in her hometown, and is a passionate animal lover who has outfitted police dogs across the country with special bulletproof vests. She shares her home in South Carolina with her four dogs and a resident ghost named Mary Margaret.
 
 

 
Visit her website at fernmichaels.com.

 







[image: e9781601830784_i0004.jpg]

 
Fading into the background isn’t the Sisterhood way. Even after all the adventures they’ve shared, the courageous, close-knit heroines of Fern Michaels’ New York Times bestselling series are always ready to embrace another challenge . . .
 
 

 
All good things must come to an end. But Myra Rutledge isn’t ready to put the Sisterhood—the stalwart band of friends who’ve become legendary for meting out their own brand of justice—behind her just yet. Though she loves her beautiful home and her husband, Charles, Myra can’t deny that she’s restless. And as it turns out, she’s not the only one longing to dust off her gold shield and get back in action.
 
 

 
When Maggie Spritzer, former editor-in-chief of the Post and an honorary member of the Sisterhood, arrives with a new mission in mind, Myra welcomes her in. Maggie’s newshound instincts haven’t dulled since she left the Post, and she suspects that two Maryland judges—identical twins Eunice and Celeste Ciprani—are running a moneymaking racket that sends young offenders to brutal boot camps, often on trumped-up charges.
 
 

 
Soon the Vigilantes are gathering in their war room once more, catching up on the momentous events in each other’s lives even as they plan their campaign. The Ciprani twins are powerful and ruthless, and taking them down won’t be easy. But with the aid of formidable allies—including former President Martine Connor—Myra, Annie, Maggie and the gang concoct a scheme that will bring justice to the innocent—and eave the guilty blindsided ...
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From the beloved #1 bestselling sensation Fern Michaels, a haunting portrait of love and war—and the passionate woman swept into an epic journey of desire, heartbreak, and destiny.
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
Casey Adams, a dedicated nurse, loses her heart overseas to idealistic officer Mac Carlin, heir to an immense fortune. Then tragedy strikes. Believing that Casey has died in an explosion, Mac returns to San Francisco grief-stricken, to a life he never wanted. But Casey is still alive, keeping Mac in the dark after learning that he kept from her a shattering secret. Once home, Casey finds healing in the hands and heart of a brilliant plastic surgeon and forges ahead under a new name and with a new career. But fate charts a collision course for her and Mac, now a U.S. senator who doesn’t recognize the compelling TV producer getting under his skin. For Casey, this full-circle journey cannot be denied, no matter what. For only by reclaiming the woman she was and the life she lost can she embrace the magic of unexpected love.
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An unforgettable novel from the national bestselling sensation Fern Michaels, about a young woman’s journey into the heart of the unknown . . .
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
Callie James learned to survive in the squalid back alleys of Dublin. Tough, spirited, and possessed of a singular beauty, she was sent to New York to find her fortune. But everywhere she turned there were men who saw only what they wanted to see in her. Byrch Kenyon offered friendship and encouragement, but he also saw the desirable woman she would one day become. Rossiter Powers, the rich son of a respected family, saw something else in Callie—and nearly destroyed her. Hugh MacDuff, rich only in love and compassion, did his best to save her. But Callie—strong, smart and determined to succeed—insisted on taking charge of her own destiny.
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