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  Prologue
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Norfolk, England 1796 (or a variation thereof) 
Twelve Years Ago
“Violet, Sweetheart, wake up.”
Snuggling deeper into the pillow, six-year-old Violet Winters, daughter to Viscount Silcox, tried to hold on to the sweet oblivion of slumber. Still, her mother’s gentle but insistent voice reached her little mind, tickling it awake and chasing away the last remnants of sleep.
A deep yawn opened Violet’s mouth, and she rubbed her hand over her eyes. Blinking into the night’s darkness, she looked up at her mother sitting on the side of her bed, a heavy woollen cloak wrapped around her shoulders and a small bundle sitting in her lap. Her golden hair—the same colour as Violet’s—was hidden under the black cloak and her blue eyes seemed dark in the dimness of the room. “Mummy?” Violet squeaked, her voice sounding too loud in the silence that engulfed them.
“Shhh,” her mother whispered, putting her right index finger to her lips, her eyes darting to the door at her back as though she expected someone to happen upon them at any moment.
A frown drew down Violet’s brows as she saw the strain on her mother’s face. Something was wrong! Even at the innocent age of six years, Violet could see that the slight tremble in her mother’s hands was not due to the chill of the season. Nor could the way she glanced over her shoulder every few seconds be attributed to anything harmless. 
Violet swallowed as she recognised the hint of fear that rested in her mother’s eyes. “What’s wrong, Mummy?”
A soft smile came to her mother’s face as she brushed a gentle hand over her daughter’s head and then cupped her cheek. “Everything’s fine,” she whispered, leaning close as she kept her voice down. “We’re going on a little adventure.”
“An adventure?” Violet glanced toward the windows where heavy curtains shut out the night. “But it’s still dark.”
Squeezing her daughter’s hands, Alexandra Winters, Viscountess Silcox, nodded. “Precisely,” she whispered, and for the first time, Violet thought to see a touch of excitement under the fear that clouded her mother’s eyes. 
“Come, you need to get dressed.” Pulling back the blanket, her mother reached for a dress and a cloak lying over the back of Violet’s bed. “But quietly. We must not make a sound, but be as quiet as mice, do you understand?”
Although Violet could not imagine why her mother urged her out of bed in the middle of the night, she nodded and quickly did as she was bid. After all, Violet’s little heart felt nothing but unconditional love and trust toward her mother. Always had she wiped away her daughter’s tears. Always had she comforted her on stormy nights. Always had she whispered words of love and promise in her ear.
No, there was not a single doubt in Violet’s head as she pulled the cloak tightly around her small shoulders and then followed her mother out into the corridor.
Still, her heart beat loudly, and the fingers of her right hand curled almost painfully into the woollen cloak while the other rested safely in her mother’s.
Like shadows, they rushed down the dark corridor, past closed doors and then down one of the servants’ staircases in the back of Silcox Manor. Everything looked different at night, with the sun locked away tightly, and nothing but the silvery light of the moon touching the world. There were no sounds of rushing footsteps—none but their own—nor any voices whispering nearby. Only the wind howled around the house as it blew in from the sea and swept over the cliffs to the east of her father’s country estate.
All her life, Violet had lived here, in a house full of servants with her mother by her side. Her father occasionally visited them and insisted that his wife accompany him to London for a few weeks each year during the season. These weeks were the most awful of Violet’s life. 
Away from her mother.
Alone and unwanted.
Despite her young age, Violet knew very well that her birth had been a disappointment to her father as was the fact that no further child had been born these past six years. Her father wished for nothing more than a son.
An heir.
He had no use for a daughter, and he did not try to hide his resentment.
Early on, Violet had learnt that her father was not one to turn to with the joys and sorrows of life. Instead, her little heart had turned to the woman who never failed to look at her with love and devotion shining in her blue eyes.
Alexandra Winters, Viscountess Silcox, was her daughter’s whole world…and Violet would have followed her into hell if she had asked.
Unlocking the heavy door, her mother looked down at Violet, a slight smile playing on her lips, and squeezed her daughter’s hand. “Are you ready?”
Violet nodded. “Where are we going?”
“On a ship.”
“A ship?” Violet’s little heart skipped a beat. “You mean, like Gulliver’s Travels?”
Her mother sighed, momentarily leaning against the door. Then her dark blue eyes turned to her daughter. “I do not know what awaits us, my sweet child, but I am certain that we will find happiness out there that has been denied us in here.” Then she drew in a deep breath, pushed open the heavy door with a slight grunt and pulled her daughter out into the night towards a new life. 
Before they had even taken more than two steps, the wind rushed toward them, brushing over their cheeks and stealing under their hoods, pulling strands of their golden hair loose. Her mother’s hand tightened on Violet’s as she leaned into the wind and headed down the small path leading down toward the cliffs and the beach below.
Violet could hear the howling of a nearing storm, and even in the dark she could make out heavy clouds drifting in from the sea. Beside them, Silcox Manor loomed like a giant in the night, and Violet could not help but feel relieved with each step they took toward their adventure and away from the prison that had been their home.
With her mother’s hand wrapped tightly around her own, Violet followed her down the small path snaking toward the beach, her little feet stumbling over rocks here and there. Still, her mother’s grasp never wavered, catching her when need be.
Heading down the slope toward the beach, Violet glanced apprehensively at the tall boulders that seemed to have risen out of the earth and cast dark shadows even in the dim light of the silvery moon overhead. Her heart thudded wildly, and she did her best to remind herself that they were not monsters come to devour her, but merely tricks her mind played on her in the dark.
Still, when her eyes caught movement among the shadows and then something jumped into their path, a terrified shriek tore from Violet’s lips.
Fortunately, it was drowned out by the howling of the wind.
Clinging to her mother, Violet stared at the shadow as it moved closer and then stepped into the light of the moon. Only then did her heart slow down as she saw that the monster was not a monster after all, but a man.
A man dressed almost completely in black were it not for the white shirt peeking out from under his vest and tailcoat. His dark hair was half-hidden under a sea captain’s hat, and his eyes shone steel grey in the light of the moon. A sword dangled from his hip, and he moved with cat-like stealth. Everything about this man seemed dangerous, threatening.
Everything but his eyes.
For they looked at Violet’s mother with such longing and devotion that the little girl soon forgot to be afraid. Instead, curiosity filled her as she observed the way he took her mother’s hand, his thumb gently brushing over her knuckles as his gaze held hers. “Are you all right, ma chérie?” he asked, a strange lilt to his voice. “Did anyone see you?”
“I do not believe so,” her mother replied, a soft smile on her face as she looked at him…and for a long moment, neither one of them said a word, the world around them all but forgotten.
Squeezing her mother’s hand, Violet looked up at them, surprised by the glow that had come to her mother’s face. “Mummy?”
Her mother swallowed, then blinked as though waking from a dream. “This is my daughter,” she said, looking down at Violet and pulling her closer into her arms. “Violet.”
The man nodded, and his eyes drifted down to her. “Bonsoir, Violette,” he addressed her, a gentle smile coming to his lips as he knelt in front of her. “Have you ever been on a ship?”
Violet shook her head. “Are you a pirate?” she asked, surprising even herself by asking that question.
The man laughed. “Not quite, ma petite. My name is Antoine Duret, and I am a privateer sailing under a French flag.” He glanced up at her mother, and the corners of his mouth curled into a smile. Then his eyes returned to Violet, and once more, she could see the depth of his emotions plainly on his face. “I’ve come to steal your mother away.” Again, he smiled as though his heart’s desire had just been fulfilled. “Your mother and you.” Then he held out his hand to her. “Will you come with me?”
Glancing up at her mother, Violet could see that her eyes were glistening with tears. Still, her face held neither fear nor sorrow, but hope and trust instead. And in that moment, Violet knew beyond the shadow of a doubt that her mother had found someone to love.
Someone who loved her just the same.
And despite being only six years of age, Violet knew how precious that was.
After all, did not her mother always say that love was the one thing not even the rich could buy?
Taking a deep breath, Violet slipped her hand into Antoine’s, and his fingers closed around hers warmly, the same way her other hand rested in her mother’s. Perhaps this man who had come for them in the dark of night could not only love her mother, but Violet as well. 
As Antoine guided them down toward the beach, Violet wondered if she would ever know the love of a father, if she would ever know what it felt like to be looked upon with pride.
Violet could only hope so.
Let the adventure begin.






  
  Chapter one
Of the Sea
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Somewhere off the coast of France 1808 
Twelve Years Later
Standing at the bow as the ship cut through the water, Violette gazed out at the distant horizon. The sky shone in a bright blue, and the sun sparkled on the churning waves like a million diamonds. She inhaled a deep breath, tasting a hint of salt on her tongue as the wind brushed over her face like an old friend, pulling a few strands out of her plait. 
Long ago, Violette had chosen to leave her old life behind for good and with it the dress code of a society she hardly remembered. Embracing her new life, she now stood at the bow, wearing breeches, shirt, vest and tailcoat as most sailors dressed these days.
As her father did as well.
Glancing over her shoulder, Violette caught sight of him standing on the quarterdeck, eyes on the sea, always watchful. When his gaze met hers, the hint of a smile tugged on his lips, and he nodded his head to her.
Twelve years.
Twelve years had passed since that fateful night when Antoine Duret, Captain of the Chevalier Noir—the Black Knight—had come to Silcox Manor. Twelve years since her mother’s faith had set them both free. Twelve years since Violette had become the daughter of a French privateer.
A sailor at heart.
A daughter of the sea.
A choice she had made for herself.
Thinking of her little brothers and sisters, Victor, Vincent, Aime and Aurelie, Violette wondered what they would choose one day. Still, she knew it did not matter. What mattered was that they would have a choice. A choice many others did not have. A choice that had been hers because of her mother’s courage, because of her parents’ love for one another.
That night, long ago, destiny had guided Antoine Duret to a deserted beach below Silcox Manor, not knowing that the love of his life would all but stumble upon his privateer hiding out in a cavern, waiting for the storm to pass. The moment they had laid eyes on one another, everything had changed. Even Violette’s practical-minded and often rather sceptical father had known that he could not allow Alexandra Winters to walk out of his life.
After only a few moments, they had decided to risk it all and start a new life together despite everything that had stood between them. They had taken a leap of faith, and they had been rewarded for it.
Had her mother never stumbled upon Antoine Duret that night, what would their life have been like? What would it have been like for Violette growing up in England as the daughter of Viscount Silcox?
Violette shuddered, for although she did not remember much, she would never be able to forget the cold in the viscount’s eyes whenever he had looked upon her. He had been the one who had given her life, given her his name, and yet, he had never cared for her.
For that alone, she no longer thought of him as her father or of herself as Violet.
She was French now, not English.
And it had been her choice.
Just as she had chosen to love the man who had come to find them that night, to become his daughter, and no one else’s.
Her father was the man who had stood by her side for the past twelve years. The man who had jumped into a rolling sea to save her when she had been washed overboard during a sudden storm. The man who trusted her to steer his ship and to protect herself when they boarded an enemy ship. The man who loved her.
Inhaling a deep breath, Violette knew how fortunate she was. Instead of being trapped in a cold townhouse full of servants, she now had a bustling family, chaotic and wild, but full of love and devotion. Her mother and she had both found a new home with Antoine’s family, and not much time had passed until they had thought of his family as their own.
“Where do you go when you stare out at the sea?”
Startled, Violette glanced over her shoulder and found her cousin Henri standing there, eyeing her with a hint of curiosity in his eyes and a touch of amusement curling up his lips. His dark hair, like her father’s, gleamed in the sun, and he held himself with the same quiet confidence. However, unlike her father, Henri’s eyes often sparkled with mischief, and his words had a cutting honesty to them that often disarmed even the most reclusive characters. A few years her senior, Henri had been the big brother she had never had ever since they had first met twelve years ago.
Violette shrugged as he came to stand next to her, his dark green eyes drifting over the distant horizon with the same sense of awe Violette always felt when they were under way. “My old life,” she said with a sigh. “England. The night we left.”
Not looking at her, Henri inhaled a deep breath. “Do you miss it?”
Violette snorted, “How could I? I barely remember it.”
“But you remember what’s important, n’est-ce pas?” Turning sharp green eyes on her, he held her gaze, daring her to contradict him.
Violette sighed, fighting the curl that came to her lips. “You know me too well.”
Henri laughed.
Rolling her eyes, Violette elbowed him in the ribs, and he shrank back, groaning rather theatrically. “I don’t regret my mother’s decision,” Violette finally said, her gaze once more travelling to the distant horizon. “On the contrary, it was wise. It freed us. It gave us a choice we would otherwise never have had.” She turned to look at him. “It gave me this life.”
Henri nodded. “And you never wish to be back in England?”
Violette sighed, knowing that there was no use lying to her cousin. He simply knew her too well. “I do. Sometimes.” She shrugged. “I do not wish to return or that my life had taken a different turn, but I’m curious sometimes.”
Again, Henri nodded. “That’s only natural, Violette.” A slow grin drew up the corners of his mouth, and she could see his eyes light up with mischief even before he had spoken another word. “What I wouldn’t give to see you dressed like a fine lady,” he sighed, his voice mocking. “Your hair piled high on your head, a fan to keep the flush from your face as you allow one fine gentleman after another to lead you across the dance floor, blushing as they compliment your beauty.”
Gritting her teeth, Violette glared at him. “Say another word, and you’ll swim with the sharks.”
Lifting his hands in surrender, Henri took a step back. “What a temper! And you wish to commandeer your own ship one day? I think not.”
Violette laughed, “Do you not also have that dream?”
“Mais, oui.”
“Then why would you mock mine?”
Resting his elbows on the rail, Henri cocked his head to the side, watching her through slightly narrowed eyes. “You’re English,” he finally said. “Do you think France will grant a letter of marque to an English traitor?”
Seeing the challenge in her cousin’s eyes, Violette willed her blood to calm down. “I might be a traitor to the English,” she replied, holding his gaze, “but not to the French. Whether you like it or not, I’ve chosen a side.”
“And what side is that?”
“My family’s,” Violette replied, knowing exactly where her loyalties lay. “I will fight for those I love.”
Henri’s features softened, and the humour in his eyes was replaced by an almost imperceptible spark of vulnerability. “And does that include me?” he asked, keeping his voice light as though he were teasing her.
However, Violette knew that he was not. Still, she could not help but tease him as he often teased her. It had become their normal way of communication. “On some days,” she said, feigning seriousness. “On others, not so much.”
Henri clutched a hand to his chest as though mortally wounded. “Mademoiselle, I cannot believe my ears!”
Violette laughed, slapping him on the arm. “Will there ever be a serious word between us, Henri? Or will we spend the rest of our lives speaking in riddles?”
Grinning, Henri shrugged. “Only those who know each other well can speak without making sense and still be understood.” He turned sideways, resting one arm on the rail. “I know what you dream of. I’ve always known. Still, I must warn you not to entertain such hopes.” His voice became serious. Still, there was a touch of regret in the way he looked at her. “Should we be able to outfit another ship, I doubt my uncle would name you captain.” The left corner of his mouth quirked. “After all, you’re an English lady of eighteen. He would be a fool to do so.”
Although her cousin’s words stung, Violette knew them to be true. She had dreams, certainly, but she knew how unlikely it was for them to become reality one day. Still, she could not help but give back with equal measure. “And you are more qualified?” she challenged. “France would have to be blind, deaf and dumb to grant you a letter of marque.”
Henri laughed, “At least, I’m French, born and bred.” 
Violette shrugged as though that was of no importance. 
“I’m a man.” 
Laughing, she shook her head. 
“And I’m a true Du—” Henri broke off, and all humour slid off his face, replaced by a look of regret and shame.
“A true Duret,” Violette finished for him, her gaze holding his.
Closing his eyes for a second, he stepped toward her. “I’m sorry. I did not mean…”
Violette nodded, knowing that a part of her did wonder what she had inherited from the man she refused to acknowledge as her father. Was a part of her as cold and unfeeling as she had often seen in him? When it came down to it, would she betray her family to further her own goals?
Henri reached out and pulled her hand in his. “I did not mean what I said.” His green eyes held hers steadily. “You’re my cousin in every way that counts. Do not doubt my loyalty…or my love.”
Squeezing his hand, Violette squared her shoulders as his words warmed her soul. “I know,” she whispered. “And you’re wrong. I am a true Duret.” She drew in a slow breath. “It does not matter who gave me life or whose name I received at birth. I am who I choose to be. No one else gets to make that decision for me.”
A slow smile drew up the corners of Henri’s mouth, and he nodded to her. “You have a hidden strength, ma chère cousine, and wisdom beyond your years. I have no doubt that you will find a way to claim what’s yours.”
Violette smiled. “Even when it comes to commandeering my own ship?”
Henri laughed, “Even then. If any woman—no offence intended—can do it, it’s you.”
Sighing, Violette gazed out at the wide ocean stretching out before them as far as the eye could see. “Can you imagine both of us captain of our own ships?”
“I can,” he replied, a touch of awe in his voice as he stood beside her, his eyes sweeping over the sea that had become home for both. Then he turned to look at her. “Would you return to England in order to procure a letter of marque…provided that the English king would grant one to a woman?”
Violette shrugged. “Perhaps. I cannot say.” She turned to look at him. “Perhaps one day. One day, I might.” Seeing the questions in his green eyes, Violette added, “But no matter where I go or what I’ll do, it will not change who I am or who I love. I feel no loyalty to England or to France for that matter. As I said, my loyalty lies with my family. I would give my life for them.” A soft smile curled up the corners of her lips. “For you. Never doubt that.”
Henri nodded, the same awe in his eyes that she only saw there when he gazed out at the sea. “You were right, ma chère cousine. You are a true Duret, and I’ve never met a finer one.”






  
  Chapter two
A Noble Bloodline
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A sharp pounding echoed to his ears, and Oliver Cornell, Earl of Cullingwood, rolled over in his bed, burying his face in the soft pillow, determined to ignore whoever sought his attention so early in the day. 
However, as much as he tried to separate himself from reality, it always seemed to catch up with him in a most insistent way.
When the pounding finally ceased, Oliver drew in a deep breath, feeling his tense muscles relax, only to have them tense up once more as his father’s sharp voice drifted upward from the foyer of his townhouse.
The man was a born commander, his voice sharp and loud and clear even over great distances. “Out of my way!” his father bellowed, and Oliver had no trouble picturing poor Dunston struggling for words, his face bright red as he tried to dissuade the Marquess of Northey from bursting into his only son’s bedchamber.
Sighing in resignation, Oliver pushed himself into a sitting position and cringed as a violent headache assaulted him. He pressed his hands to his temples in the hopes of regaining some sense of control over his body but failed miserably.
In the next moment, the door to his bedchamber was flung open, and his father stormed in, followed by Oliver’s butler, wringing his hands as though hoping that the scene before him was merely a dream.
“I’m sorry, my lord,” Dunston mumbled, gesturing wildly, his mouth opening and closing.
Oliver started to shake his head, but then stilled when the movement sent new shock waves through it. “You may leave us, Dunston,” he groaned, feeling sorry for the old man who never knew where his loyalties lay, with Oliver or his father.
Meeting his father’s eyes, Oliver found them to be full of disapproval and condemnation…as always. “What brings you here this morning, Father?” he asked, hoping the man would simply get on with his usual lecture about Oliver’s dubious pastimes and then leave him be.
“Such audacity!” the marquess snarled, his eyes narrowed into slits as he glared at his son, taking note of Oliver’s no-doubt bloodshot eyes, pasty skin and altogether dishevelled appearance. “Such irresponsibility! You’ve been to the docks again, haven’t you? Spent your time with sailors and harlots?” Gritting his teeth, his father shook his head, his lips pressed into a tight line as though to keep from lashing out at him further.
Oliver sighed, “What is it to you, Father?”
For a moment, the marquess looked ready to topple over as he leaned more heavily on his walking stick. “What is it to me?” he huffed, his eyes wide as though Oliver had asked him why he bothered to breathe. “You are my only son. My heir! It is your duty to act accordingly. Instead, you disrespect everything you were born to be. You’re ruining your life as well as your reputation, and it reflects badly on the family.”
Oliver scoffed, “What family?” He wished he felt better so he could simply walk away and leave his father standing and not engage in this futile argument once again. “Mother is dead. There are no brothers or sisters that could be affected by my behaviour and what little distant family we have is estranged. So, tell me, Father, what family do you speak of? Who am I to sacrifice my life for?”
“You ungrateful fool!” his father snarled, waving his walking stick like a club as though he wished to bash his son’s head in. Still, Oliver knew that as much as the old man might wish to, he never would. After all, Oliver was his only heir. “Ours is a noble bloodline that deserves respect. You, however, are throwing your life away by drinking yourself into oblivion. Is this the life you prefer? Is this truly better than what I demand of you?”
“Demand of me,” Oliver repeated, wishing he could shake his head without cringing at the pain pulsing under his temples. Sliding out of bed, he stood carefully, holding out his arms to steady himself, then slipped on a robe. “I do what I do,” he said slowly, holding his father’s accusing gaze, “because it is the only way I can bear the life you forced on me. I do what I do to forget.”
Although Oliver could not deny that a small, very small part of him still hoped to see a spark of understanding in his father’s eyes, he was not at all surprised to see nothing but open hatred in the old man’s gaze. “You were born to privilege,” the marquess snarled, his old hand gripping the knob of his walking stick tightly. “You’ve been granted everything in life, and yet, you disregard even the smallest request I would ask of you.”
“Request?” Oliver boomed, staring at his father as though he had just risen from the earth. “Request?” Pinching his eyes shut, Oliver forced the wave of nausea back down as he shook his head and the world began to spin. His head pounded, and yet, the physical pain was no match for the ache in his heart that had been with him every day of his miserable life. Would it ever cease?
Forcing his eyes back open, Oliver stared at his father. How could the man not know? How could he not see what this was doing to his son? How could he not care? “I can see,” Oliver began, unable not to say the words, “that you do not understand, and still I must tell you that this life is not a privilege. It is a cage. I am trapped in a life not of my choosing, and I would trade it in a heartbeat to be free. To be free to choose.”
Snorting, his father shook his head as though Oliver were a little boy asking for the stars. “If this is how you feel, then why don’t you?”
Taken aback, Oliver stared at his father. “I might…one day. One day, I might.”
His father laughed, “What a damn fool you are. You pretend to be above rank and reputation, fortune and family ties, but let me tell you, you would not survive one day as a common man. You might dream of a common life, but do not for a moment believe it to be the fairy tale you make it out to be.”
Oliver sighed, then sank back down to sit on the bed as his legs would no longer support him. No matter what he did, his father would never understand. 
After all, Oliver did not want a common life. He was not fool enough to idealise a life of hardship and deprivation. What he wanted was respect. He wanted his opinion to be considered, to be valued. He wanted to be asked. He wanted to be…loved.
For who he was.
Not valued for being the only available heir.
But his father would never understand. Did the man not care that no one loved him? Was his heart truly made of ice?
Clearing his throat, the marquess took a step forward, his face calm as he looked at Oliver with that haughty expression that promised another request to be made to his son. “Do as you must,” his father began, his voice as cold and unfeeling as the look in his eyes. “However, before you set out to get yourself killed, it is your duty to take a wife and father an heir in order to carry on the lineage and to ensure that the title will remain in the family.”
Oliver closed his eyes. More than once his father had encouraged him to pursue a young lady of his choosing, and although Oliver was very fond of the fair sex, deep down, a part of him still held out for the one woman who would see him not as the Earl of Cullingwood, but simply as Oliver.
So far, he had not found her.
Would he ever? Did such a woman even exist?
“Over the past fortnight,” his father continued undeterred, “I have compiled a list of eligible ladies from noble families, and I am relieved to report that I have found the one who would be perfect for you, my son.”
“Don’t you mean perfect for you, Father?” Oliver asked, unable to help himself. “I assume she is of impeccable manners as well as reputation. Her family is most likely of equal or better standing than our own, and she has an impressive dowry to her name, does she not?”
His father inhaled a slow breath, his eyes shooting daggers at Oliver. “There will be a ball at Lord Bretmore’s in two days’ time, and I have it on good authority that the lady in question will be in attendance. It will be the perfect opportunity for you to begin your courtship.” Then the marquess turned on his heel and marched toward the door. Stopping in its frame, he turned back to glare at his son. “After you have married and fathered an heir, you are free to do as you choose, but not before,” he warned. “For once, do as you’re told, and do not disappoint me again.”
Listening to his father’s steps echoing down the marble staircase, Oliver sank back into the mattress, angry not only with the man who disregarded him at every turn, but also with himself for allowing it to happen.
Despite his escapades and dubious pastimes—as his father called them—on the shadier side of London, Oliver knew that he had never truly stood up to his father. He had never gone against the man’s orders as he could not deny that family did mean something to him. He did feel a certain responsibility to the family he was born to. He did not wish to ruin its reputation and allow the title to be passed on outside of his immediate family.
Still, Oliver hoped that there would be another way. A compromise that would satisfy his father as well as Oliver’s own desires for love and home. For a life that filled him with happiness, with pride.
Unfortunately, such a compromise did not seem to exist.
Rubbing his hands over his face, Oliver sighed, remembering the many times in his life when his father had spoken out against Oliver’s plans and ordered him to change them. And as his reasoning had always been sound, Oliver had not been able to deny him. Still, a part of him had never ceased to hope that his father’s motivation stemmed from something other.
A few years ago, when his two childhood friends Frederick and Kenneth had gone to France to fight in the war, Oliver had wanted to accompany them. His father, however, had argued against it, stating that he had no right to risk his life and leave the family without an heir. Certainly, his reasoning had been sound, and yet, Oliver had to admit that he had hoped to hear his father tell him that he feared for his life. That he could not bear the thought of losing his son. That he cared.
Of course, these words had never been spoken…and they never would.
And yet, Oliver had stayed behind. He had stayed in England where he had been safe and allowed his friends to face the horrors of war alone.
And now, Kenneth was dead.
Closing his eyes, Oliver remembered his childhood friend, a man full of compassion and utter loyalty. A man who would not hesitate to give his life for someone he loved. A man who had been like a brother to him.
Guilt claimed Oliver’s heart whenever he remembered Kenneth’s death. He knew very well that his being there would likely not have changed the outcome, but still he could not help but feel that he had abandoned him in his time of need.
Oliver would never forgive himself for it.
However, now was not the time for regrets.
A few days ago, Frederick had called on him, informing him that Kenneth’s death could not be deemed a random casualty of war after all. In truth, it had been a plot concocted by an envious peer that had sent him to France and certain death…to remove him from his fiancée’s life for good.
That peer’s name was Philip Stanton, Baron Northfield. 
A man with a soul as black as coal. A man who—not unlike Oliver’s father—cared only for rank and fortune. A man who had set his sights on Kenneth’s fiancée, Lady Charlotte Frampton, an earl’s daughter with a large dowry to her name.
A man who did not hesitate to kill to achieve his goals.
After succumbing to despair after Kenneth’s death, Charlotte had been thought dead, only to resurface now as the wife of Sebastian Campbell, Earl of Weston. A man with a heart of gold, whose undying love had coaxed her back from the edge of that bottomless pit of despair.
Still, Northfield remained a threat to her as he could not allow anyone to disobey him, to cross his plans and live to tell of it.
Oliver knew that he would once more disappoint his father as he could not attend Lord Bretmore’s ball in two days’ time. For he had other plans that night.
That night, he would join Frederick and Sebastian, and they would rid themselves of Northfield once and for all.
For Charlotte.
And Kenneth.
And himself.






  
  Chapter three
Loyalty
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Two days later, Oliver found himself hiding around the corner of a decent-sized townhouse, lying in wait. 
The night was dark, and the faint light of the street lamps cast eerie shadows along the pavement. By the kerb, a lone carriage stood waiting. Although it bore the coat of arms of the Northfield family, inside sat no other than Frederick Lancaster, Marquess of Elmridge, while Sebastian Campbell, Earl of Weston, and his wife Charlotte sat atop the box. Although they had all argued with Charlotte to stay behind, she had insisted on coming along. A part of Oliver could understand her vehemence. She needed to lay her demons to rest, or she would never be free.
Dressed in concealing garb, Charlotte glanced at the townhouse, her hands holding the reins, before she turned to her husband, half-hidden on the other side of the carriage, and whispered something to him.
Oliver’s gaze slid over the carriage. It was the same model as Northfield’s with a freshly-painted coat of arms on the door that would be visible to the baron. Northfield’s own carriage was already at the bottom of the Thames while his trusted driver was busy getting drunk. Come morning, he would not remember anything that had passed that night when he woke on the banks of the Thames.
Everyone would believe Northfield to be dead.
Excitement and the need to move coursed through Oliver’s veins, and he felt more alive than he had in a long time. Although the reason for their presence there that night was one of pain and loss, he could not deny that it felt good to have a purpose, to be needed, to be asked for help. He glanced at his friends and knew that their lives were very different from his own.
For they had a family.
A true family connected by love and devotion.
Suddenly, the door of the townhouse swung open, and a dark-clad man stepped outside. For a moment, Oliver had the sudden desire to rush forward and squeeze the life from him. But he did not. He held himself back.
After all, he was not a murderer. None of them were. They would not sink to Northfield’s level.
Gritting his teeth, Oliver watched as Northfield descended the stairs to the pavement, praying that he would not notice anything out of the ordinary. Oliver’s breath lodged in his throat, and the muscles in his arms ached as he held his hands balled into tight fists.
“Home, Wilson,” Northfield ordered in a commanding voice and then lifted his foot to climb into the carriage.
The moment he disappeared inside, Oliver charged forward.
Large strides carried him to the carriage, and he flung himself inside after Northfield. A muffled sound of surprise escaped the man’s throat as Frederick tripped him onto the carriage’s floor. Then he raised a club they had brought for that purpose and brought it down on Northfield’s head.
Yanking the door closed behind him, Oliver saw Sebastian obscure the freshly-painted coat of arms. “Go!” he urged, and within moments, the carriage began to rumble down the street.
Sinking into the seat, Oliver stared down at Northfield’s limp body with a sense of disbelief. Then he lifted his gaze and met his friend’s eyes, who looked back at him, equally stunned.
“A part of me wishes we could have met him in a fair fight,” Frederick mumbled, disgust clouding his eyes as he looked down at the man who had sent their friend to his grave. “Then at least we could’ve killed him.”
Oliver nodded. “You know as well as I do that he wouldn’t have fought honourably. He would have found a way to kill you and protect himself even in a duel.”
Inhaling deeply, Frederick nodded. “Still, I cannot help but feel that he deserves a harsher punishment for what he did to Kenneth and Charlotte.”
Oliver snorted, “To tell you the truth, I believe taking his life would have been too kind. He needs to suffer as Charlotte has. He needs to be in agony. He needs to learn what despair is.” He looked up and met Frederick’s gaze. “And he will. I promise you.”
“You’re right,” Frederick mumbled before the ghost of a grin flitted across his face. “I wish I could be there when he wakes up.”
Oliver laughed, “As would I. I would give all I own to see his face when he finds himself on a convict ship to Australia.” Glancing at the bundle of clothes they had brought, Oliver gestured to his friend. “Let’s get to work.”
Despite the tight space in the carriage, the two of them managed to remove Northfield’s fine clothes and replace them with worn breeches, a stained shirt as well as a moth-infested overcoat and scuffed boots. For all intents and purposes, the baron had disappeared and now resembled a man guilty of his crimes.
Once the carriage stopped at the docks, Oliver stepped out, eyes drifting to the moored ship resting in the water beside them, the gangplank down. Then he glanced at Sebastian and Charlotte, huddling close together, and a smile came to his face. “Moon over your wife later,” he teased. “There’s work to be done.” Then he grabbed hold of Northfield’s feet while Frederick gripped the man under the arms. “The fellow is heavier than he looks,” Oliver grunted, looking up at Sebastian. “Give us a hand, will you?”
After helping his wife down, Sebastian came to stand beside the open door and glanced inside. “Why don’t we just toss him in the water?”
Although he could understand the impulse, Oliver shook his head. “Because that is not the plan.”
Boots echoed over from the gangplank, and Oliver turned his head to see the captain walking toward them.
“This yer man?” the captain asked, his yellow teeth and unkempt hair even visible in the dim light.
Oliver chuckled, “What gave him away?” Handing Northfield’s feet over to Sebastian, he walked over to the captain. “Are we clear?”
“Aye, we’re clear.”
Seeing neither suspicion nor interest on the man’s haggard face, Oliver reached inside his overcoat and pulled out a small purse. Instantly, the captain’s face came alive as his eyes eagerly turned to the small pouch. “A one-way trip,” Oliver stressed as he handed the man his payment. “No returns.”
The captain grinned, revealing his rotten teeth. “Returns cost extra.” Then he opened the small pouch and began counting the coins. Obviously satisfied, he nodded and then turned back to the ship, gesturing for two sailors to come down and take hold of Northfield. Without a word, they complied, carrying Northfield on board.
The moment the man vanished from sight, Oliver drew in a deep breath, feeling a heavy burden lifted off his shoulders. Then he turned to look at his friends, seeing an equal mixture of relief and disbelief on their faces. After everything they had suffered, it was hard to believe that it was finally over.
But it was.
Now, they could look to the future.
All of them had found love, the one person to share their life with, and Frederick had even become a father. Now, he had not only a wife who was his other half, but also a son to love and cherish.
A son he had brought into this world because he had wanted him, not because he had needed him to continue his line. That had merely been a bonus. Not the reason why.
Oliver could not help but envy them.
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“Was it too much to ask to stay sober for one evening?” he demanded, sinking into the armchair opposite Oliver’s desk. “One evening! And attend a ball?” Shaking his head, his father gritted his teeth, clearly at a loss. Never in his life had he experienced helplessness. Always had he been in control. Always had he been the one to order others around. And never had anyone dared to defy him.
Until now.
And he did not know what to do about it.
“I apologise, Father.” Speaking the words that were expected of him, Oliver leaned back in his chair and met his father’s accusing gaze. “However, I had to take care of something of great importance.”
The marquess scoffed, “Do not lie! I know where you go at night. I know what you do. Do not for a second believe that anything escapes my notice.”
For a second, Oliver tensed. However, judging from the disgusted look on his father’s face, he surmised that the marquess spoke merely of Oliver’s usual pastimes, not precisely the one he had been engaged in the night before.
As though to confirm Oliver’s conclusion, his father leaned forward, fixing him with sharp eyes, and growled, “You spend your days with women and liquor, getting in trouble with the lowlifes of this world.” He shook his head. “You’re not fit to be an earl, let alone a marquess. Believe me, if I could, I would withhold the title. You’re not worthy of it.”
Although Oliver was very much aware of his father’s lack of sentiment for his son, the words still stung, and he wondered if he would ever get past the point where he desired his father’s approval and affection. “And if I could,” he forced out as calmly as he could, “I would refuse it.”
Enraged, his father shot to his feet and turned to leave, his head hot red by the time he reached the door. “If only you had never been born!” the marquess hissed over his shoulder as he yanked open the door and hobbled down the corridor, the sound of his walking stick on the hardwood floor echoing to Oliver’s ears.
Hanging his head, Oliver sighed.
All his life, he had been torn between his own desires and his father’s as they never seemed to go hand in hand. Never had he been able to commit to being the son his father wanted him to be. After all, it was not as though he had never tried. Indeed, he had. He had tried to adhere to society’s rules and conduct himself as a true gentleman would. As his father demanded of him.
However, before long, he had been bored out of his mind.
And so, to offset the mind-numbing dullness of societal events, Oliver had taken to a secret life down by the docks. Many nights he spent in bars and taverns, trying to satisfy his taste for adventure as he listened to sailors tell of their exploits of the world and the exotic places they had seen. More than once, Oliver had wished he could simply trade places with them. And yet, he never seemed to be able to work up the courage to leave his life behind and seek out the adventures he dreamed of.
What if his father was right? What if they were merely dreams? Tempting because they could never be real?
“One day,” Oliver mumbled, gazing out the window as a small bird soared past. “One day.”
But would one day ever come? Or was it merely a hollow dream? Something to soothe his nerves and keep him where he was? Where his father wanted him?






  
  Chapter four
Memories of an Old Life
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Opening the hatch, Violette climbed down the ladder to the captain’s quarters. 
“There you are,” her father greeted her as he looked up from the map he and Henri had been studying. “Come. Have a look.”
Walking over, Violette came to stand beside her two favourite men in the world. “Where are we headed?” she asked, winking at her cousin, who grinned back at her with mischief twinkling in his green eyes.
“Up the English Channel,” her father said, his finger sliding over the map, indicating their heading. “Alain will sell off the last captured ship as well as its goods. That ought to keep him busy for a few weeks. By the time he’s finished, I hope to return with yet another prize.”
Henri and Violette nodded.
While their place was out at sea, Alain Duret—Henri’s father—had never had the stomach for spending his life on a ship. Getting seasick at the mere sight of a ship dancing over the waves, Alain had always remained behind, seeing to selling their captured goods and passing along France’s share of the profit.
“However, our plan is to proceed through the English Channel and make our way into the North Sea to disrupt trade out of Norfolk,” her father continued, his index finger grazing the old map that had been in their family for as long as anyone could remember. Privateering was a family business.
Inhaling a deep breath at the mention of her birthplace, Violette met her father’s gaze. A soft smile tugged at the corners of his mouth, and she knew that—like her—he remembered that stormy night long ago when they had become a family on a rocky beach in Norfolk.
Henri’s gaze lifted off the map and met Violette’s. “Norfolk? Is that not where you’re from, chère cousine?”
Swallowing, Violette nodded. “It is.”
As her father turned back to studying the map, Henri’s green eyes held hers. “Are you not tempted to see your home again?”
Squaring her shoulders, Violette shook her head. “I am home.”
A slow smile grew on Henri’s face as he held her gaze, then nodded.
After settling all the details, they returned on deck, and Violette’s father began yelling orders. Instantly, the quiet calm on the ship exploded in a flurry of stomping feet as sailors rushed to their stations to get the ship under way.
Violette’s heart began beating at a faster rhythm as the excitement of a new adventure loomed on the horizon. After doing her part in raising the sails and getting them on their way out of the harbour, Violette returned to her favourite spot at the bow.
Standing at the very tip of the ship, she felt as though she were flying across the water as the three-masted sloop slowly picked up speed and headed for the open ocean. Seagulls circled overhead, and the wind blew fiercely, yanking on her hair and
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