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            A GIFT FROM THE SEA

          

        

      

    

    
      July 1811, on the island of Delos in the Aegean Sea

      Harry studied the nautilus shell he had brought up with him from the sea bottom, wondering at the curve of the spiral that seemed to form its backbone. What little of the interior he could see appeared a pearly pink, the color fading as it reached the edge. The exterior, rough with layers of other sea creatures having attached themselves to its surface over the years, appeared as if it might have at one time been a light brown sprinkled with lighter dots.

      Remembering a comment made by Lord Brougham about being able to hear the ocean should he put a seashell up near his ear, he did so with the nautilus. “Beautiful,” he murmured, trying to determine what phenomena could explain how anything could be heard from the inside of a chambered shell.

      Resonance, he realized as he turned and faced a different direction. The sound of the ocean within the shell changed slightly, confirming what he suspected.

      When the sound changed drastically—a whooshing followed by a loud splash and an inhalation of breath, Harry jerked the shell away from his ear. Only a few yards in front of him, a young lady—or perhaps she was a mermaid—stood regarding him as she pulled her drenched auburn hair to one side and squeezed the water from it with long, slender fingers.

      Since she was still knee-deep in the water, it was impossible to tell if she stood on a pair of feet or on a flipper tail.

      The part of her body that appeared above the water’s edge was mostly naked, her sun-kissed flesh turning to goose bumps as seawater sluiced from her body. The scrap of fabric that covered her breasts, and as Harry slowly realized, the rest of the torso of her body, clung to her curves and allowed the silhouette of her erect nipples to show in relief.

      Harry blinked, thinking at first she was merely an apparition. It had been some time since he had eaten anything, after all. He was simply famished and seeing things. It had also been some time since he had bedded a woman—they were hard to come by on deserted islands. But he was quite sure he had felt water droplets fall onto his skin when she emerged from the water. She appeared quite solid in form and, well, he rather doubted an apparition could cause the arousal he was feeling in his breeches.

      “Do you always gawk like that?”

      The voice was definitely feminine. Definitely alluring. And quite possibly that of a siren.

      Having read Homer’s epic poems, Harry was well aware of what a siren was capable of doing. Luring a man first to her and then to his death beneath the ocean’s waves.

      He realized he might actually be willing to drown should this one call him into the water.

      Harry shook his head. Sirens were merely mythological characters, he reasoned. This particular sea nymph couldn’t be a siren. And the fact that she was standing implied she had two feet—he rather doubted a flipper tail could support her, which meant she had to be a human woman.

      Still tamping down his sudden arousal, Harry took a good deal of satisfaction in his reasoning ability. I am a scientist, he reminded himself. And she is not what she seems. Nor could she be one of the young ladies he had danced with a Season or two ago. He almost shook his head. He wasn’t in London, or anywhere near it. Of course she wasn’t one of the young ladies with whom he had danced. None of them would dare be seen in so little in the way of attire unless they were bathing at Brighton, and even then, they would be far away from prying eyes or inside a bathing machine.

      The damned things took all the fun out of watching women intent on swimming in the Channel.

      But that was neither here nor there, because here he was on a northern beach on the island of Delos, and she was standing in the water regarding him with a perfectly arched auburn eyebrow.

      Angling her head to one side, the woman took a step toward him, her naked knees showing above the water as she did so, which meant she most definitely had feet. Harry was about to tear his eyes from hers and look down into the water to be sure when she spoke again.

      “You really shouldn’t stare like that,” she admonished him, although she did nothing to cover herself. Obviously not modest, or perhaps having determined it was too late to cover herself—Harry had seen everything and was still seeing everything—she didn’t even raise an arm to cover her breasts. Instead, she bent down. Her hand disappeared beneath the water only to reappear holding a large piece of pottery. Although it had several pieces missing, it was easy to tell what its original shape had been. Covered with a layer of barnacles, though, it was impossible to tell what its original color and finish might have been.

      Harry blinked again, unable to come up with a suitable response. He had never been so tongue-tied in his entire life!

      The young woman’s eyes widened. “Oh!” she said as her free hand went to her bosom, which only caused his cock to harden again. Given the way he was crouched on the sandy beach, he found himself rather uncomfortable but not about to stand up and make his situation even more apparent. “You must not understand English,” she said with a sigh.

      Frowning, Harry shook his head. “It’s actually my native tongue,” he replied, finally finding his voice. He had to clear his throat, though, when he realized it sounded higher-pitched than normal. “I am British, in fact,” he added, his voice thankfully sounding more like his own just then.

      The hand that had been on the woman’s chest moved to her hip and she regarded him with a roll of her eyes. And was that recognition? “I should think a Brit would know better than to stare at a girl. You’d think you were seeing a ghost or—”

      “Aphrodite, actually,” Harry interrupted. “Although, I rather doubt the goddess was as beautiful as you.”

      It was the woman’s turn to blink. And then to blush when she comprehended his words. “Why, thank you, my...” She paused, as if she were about to say ‘my lord’ and thought better of it. “Mister—?”

      “Tennison,” he replied, not about to mention his title. The young woman probably thought him a thick imbecile for staring at her as he was still doing. But, damn! He had never seen a nearly naked woman in the light of day before. His favorite courtesan at Norwick’s high-end brothel, The Elegant Courtesan, had usually been half-wrapped in a snake while illuminated by the light from a single candle lamp. The challenge for any man wishing to bed her was to first remove the snake from her body, a task that Harry accomplished on many occasions. Not wanting another man to have her so easily after he took his leave of Deb’s bed, he would simply return the snake to its favorite place along her body. She never seemed to mind, and neither did the snake.

      He felt a stab of disappointment when he remembered it had been over a month since the two of them had engaged in sexual intercourse. Lord Norwick had just inherited the earldom and would be forced to divest himself of The Elegant Courtesan and his gaming hell. Most of the girls who were employed by him would probably end up married or as exclusive mistresses for the brothel’s clientele. Harry had no idea what Deb planned for her future.

      Or her boa constrictor.

      Now, the beauty who stood before him didn’t appear a bit English despite the hint of a British accent to her otherwise Grecian-tinged voice. Her skin wasn’t the pale porcelain of most English misses. Her entire body was tanned from the sun, her auburn hair streaked with sun-bleached strands and her nose sporting a light sprinkle of freckles. Harry found the combination so enticing, he wondered what he might have to do to bed her. Perhaps she was employed in one of the brothels on a neighboring island. Mykonos, perhaps?

      “You’re welcome, Miss...?”

      The woman’s attention was suddenly on something else, her beach find forgotten as she lifted a hand to shield her eyes from the afternoon sun’s glare. Holding her treasure close to her body, and without another word, she disappeared into the water, leaving Lord Everly wondering if perhaps he’d had a bit too much sun.

      Yes, that was it. Too much sun.

      Giving his head another quick shake, he returned his attentions to the chambered shell and acquiring something to eat.
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            FIRST IMPRESSIONS

          

        

      

    

    
      Later that day

      Lady Estelle Jones leaned against the edge of the fishing boat and watched the small island of Delos as it disappeared into the setting sun. Blinking, she wondered about the man on the beach. For that first minute when she had come up for air, her lungs near to bursting and stars floating behind her eyes from lack of oxygen, she had thought him merely an illusion. A rather handsome illusion, but an illusion all the same. And then he had simply remained crouched in the sand and gawked at her as if he had never seen a woman before.

      She glanced down at her drying tunic and realized she had probably been displaying far more than she should have been in front of a stranger, but she wasn’t about to dip back down into the water in an effort to hide herself. The man had seen everything her eighteen-year-old body had to offer, she supposed.

      At least he hadn’t shown a hint of disgust, his gaze apparently one of appreciation. Just because she had regained her composure before he had a chance to do so—she had been rather surprised by his mode of dress and his pale skin— meant she had the upper hand on the man.

      And enough time to realize she recognized him.

      Mr. Tennison. The name meant nothing at first. She couldn’t remember having been introduced to any Tennisons when she was last in London, but she was quite sure she had danced with the man at a ball. The fact that her left foot seemed to jerk with the memory confirmed he had been the one to step on it. Nearly crushed it with all his weight. Several times, in fact. His apologies had been profuse, his manner most sincere. He had been woolgathering during the dance, she figured. She recognized the trait as one her father had engaged in many a time, his thoughts on something entirely out of the moment.

      “Good God, I’ve maimed you,” he had said, his eyes nearly round with surprise when he was suddenly brought back to the here and now. Stella often wondered what he had been thinking when they were dancing the waltz. Although she didn’t have a voucher to do so—she hadn’t even been to Almack’s, nor met any of the patronesses, so she didn’t have one of the vouchers allowing a young lady to dance the waltz—the man who requested the dance didn’t seem to think it was important.

      “Hardly,” she had responded with a quick shake of her head, wincing when she realized the movement could cause the pile of dark auburn hair atop her hair to come loose and tumble down past her shoulders. She had never worn it dressed as her temporary maid had fashioned it for the ball. She usually wore it dressed into a braid or two, sometimes wrapped into a coronet atop her head.

      She wasn’t quite sure what she was supposed to say in such a situation. Her brief tutelage on behavior at balls certainly didn’t address the possibility of being trod upon. She hadn’t been raised in London but merely spent two years at Warwick’s Grammar and Finishing School learning what she must to be a good daughter of the ton. Although her fellow classmates had been civil, she knew most of them spoke ill of her behind their hands. She was half-Mykonian, after all. Not exactly an acceptable trait for a young miss making her come-out.

      Despite her willingness to learn, she would never fit into the aristocracy to which her father had been born. Despite having mastered elocution and dance classes, learning French and drawing and painting, she had felt as a fish out of water at the Society events her father insisted they attend for the few months they were in town after she completed finishing school.

      Including the ball the Duke of Ariley was hosting for his daughter’s come-out. It was Stella’s own come-out, as well, although her mother had warned her she might not get many offers to dance. The other duke’s daughter certainly did, but then, she was a diamond of the first water. Her father had married a well-liked and respected daughter of the ton.

      Stella was quite sure she hadn’t made a misstep in the dance. Her bespectacled partner had, though, his woolgathering resulting in him realizing something rather important, for he had said the words, “The birds, of course!” so suddenly and with such vehemence, the couples nearest them nearly lost their place in the dance.

      Limping slightly for the remainder of the dance, Stella listened as the man apologized and explained how it must be that seeds have a way to make it to islands without the help of the wind.

      The term ‘bird droppings’ wasn’t exactly something she ever thought to hear at a ball, but she supposed it was to be expected from the likes of the son of Lord Everly.

      Harold Tennison.

      The heir apparent to the Everly earldom, if she remembered correctly. Her father knew him, of course. They were both members of the Royal Society, and although they didn’t share the same interests in science, they did share an interest in the Greek Isles. For her father, an archeologist, the area was a treasure trove for research and the birthplace of the woman he had made his wife. For Harold Tennison, well, she supposed there must be some bird droppings of some import somewhere.

      Apparently on Delos.

      “The world is small,” her father had said many times, which explained how she had come upon the earl in such an unexpected manner. At least she hadn’t given him the opportunity to say very much.

      Or to step on her foot.

      Why that last thought brought on a profound sense of disappointment had Stella shaking her head. She rather liked her feet just the way they were.
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            AN EXPLORER PONDERS WOMEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Meanwhile, back on Delos

      Harry Tennison regarded the shell he held in his hand, his mind still on the woman who had just disappeared from view. He had half a mind to wade into the Aegean and around the outcropping that hid from his view whatever she had spied, whatever had taken her from his stunned gaze.

      She was young. Beautiful. Exotic.

      And rather bewitching, what with her soaked garment displaying her charms in such charming relief, her expression at once showing annoyance and at the same time a hint of appreciation as she gazed at him, as if she found him as intriguing as he found her.

      Or perhaps she recognized him?

      But how could that be? He had never been to the Cyclades before. This was his first trip to the grouping of Greek islands that seemed to have popped up out of the Aegean Sea, all in a circle north of Crete.

      Allowing a sigh, he thought to simply forget her and found he couldn’t erase her image from his mind. Curious as to where she had gone, he waded out to the spot where she had been standing. He surveyed the horizon off to the west and watched as the young woman climbed aboard a small fishing boat with the help of its only other occupant, a young man who seemed more interested in the jug she had pulled up and out of the water. In fact, the youth didn’t appear to provide any assistance as she hoisted herself up and over the edge of the boat, despite how the back of her bare thighs and calves were on full display as she did so.

      Fool! Harry thought. The real treasure wasn’t some ancient piece of pottery but the young woman who seemed to be on her own in getting herself into the boat.

      Too bad she was mostly in silhouette.

      Harry heaved a sigh of frustration. He rather wished he had brought along his pair of spectacles on this island trek. Safe back in his rented room on Mykonos, the spectacles were of more importance when he was studying leaves and other small artifacts. But they couldn’t have hurt in this instance.

      Who is she? And how much would a night with her cost me? he wondered as he watched the boat’s sails fill with the afternoon breeze. Although he had some money with him, he hadn’t expected to spend it on a harlot. After the encounter with such a delectable creature, though, he found himself in lust.

      A night with Aphrodite, he thought with a sigh, finally shaking his head when he realized he didn’t know her name or where she lived.

      Cursing his inability to converse with the woman, he watched as the boat she had boarded disappeared beyond the curve of the island, nearly in silhouette as the sun dipped into the Aegean.
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            CONCERN AT THE ROYAL ACADEMY

          

        

      

    

    
      Six years later in London, England

      Harry Tennison, Earl of Everly, regarded the two colleagues who stood before him with rather worried expressions on their faces.

      “No one has seen or heard from him in an age,” Elias Pershing stated emphatically, a halo forming around his white hair when sunlight from a nearby window bathed it in light. Given his blood-shot eyes, the astronomer appeared as if he had either stayed up the entire night staring through the lens of a telescope at the night sky or had spent it drinking an entire bottle of scotch.

      “No one,” Lord Sinclair repeated, his claim filled with far more worry than the astronomer’s. The shorter man managed to appear taller than his five-foot height due to how he held out his chest when he was in the company of those who towered over him.

      “When was the last time he was here at the Royal Academy?” Harry asked, thinking he hadn’t seen Stewart Jones, Duke of Westhaven, since the last ball of the Little Season. The man had mentioned plans to travel again, though. As an archaeologist, he was frequently gone on extended trips all over Greece and Italy to dig up bits and pieces of antiquities.

      “Last February. His Grace gave the lecture on his findings in Ephesus,” Pershing replied quickly. “Said he was planning a trip to the Cyclades Islands and would send word when he found anything.”

      “No one has heard from him,” Sinclair interjected, emphasizing the ‘no one’ again with the kind of urgency that had Harry wondering if there was more to Solomon Sinclair’s concern than a fellow peer would normally warrant.

      Allowing a sigh, Harry considered how best to remind the gentlemen that word from that part of the world could take weeks to reach London. To be gone for only four months didn’t seem particularly out of the ordinary, either. Harry’s last trek to India had taken nearly six months.

      “Look, his duchess was from one of the islands in the Aegean. Given her recent passing, perhaps he’s merely been detained with her family,” he suggested, remembering the exotic appearance of the woman Stewart Jones had married when Harry was still in short pants. Jet-black hair, almond eyes, high cheekbones, and her statuesque height made her the talk of London. The gossips claimed the duke had been duped into marriage by an Amazon, but most men knew the duke wasn’t the least bit duped. He had simply defied convention by marrying a beautiful woman from another country, a rather unusual woman to be sure, but not unheard of for members of the aristocracy.

      Harry also remembered how the women in his mother’s parlor spoke of Astria Zabat Jones, Duchess of Westhaven, especially because they claimed her golden complexion indicated she would age much faster than a typical English miss. “His Grace will rue the day he chose such an unsuitable savage to be his duchess,” he overheard as he hid beneath his mother’s escritoire and ate a biscuit. He had managed to snag the treat from Lady Pettigrew’s saucer whilst she complained of the duchess’ dark hair. “It’s so black, it’s blue!”

      But it was Lady Westhaven’s sun-kissed skin that he remembered with fondness, for he thought her the most beautiful creature he had ever seen. Well, besides his mother, but then young boys were expected to think such things of the women who pushed them head first and squalling into the world.

      Harry didn’t put voice to his opinion, however, for he was under the impression no one was allowed to say anything that might paint the Duchess of Westhaven in a positive light. It was a good thing, then, that the dukedom’s seat was in Gloucestershire and that the Duke and Duchess of Westhaven were rarely in London. That is, until they moved to town for the two years their only daughter, Lady Estelle, attended finishing school in the capital. Although she was only in attendance at one ball Harry knew of—Lord Ariley’s early Season ball toward the end of what would have been her second year of school—it was probably the ball at which she made her come-out. Too bad the other guests weren’t made aware of her status, or if they had been, then shame on them, Harry thought as an expression of pain crossed his face.

      He allowed a brief image of the very young Lady Estelle to form in his mind’s eye, wondering why it was her eyes now seemed so familiar. About to contemplate the young woman’s visage—a process that would have the others believing he was woolgathering—he was forced to clear the image from his mind when he realized Lord Sinclair was staring at him with a look of what could only be described as agitated anticipation.

      “Pardon me, but what did you ask?” Harry asked, a flush coloring his throat at having been caught whilst thinking of a beautiful chit. His momentary reverie wasn’t any worse than those of any of the other scientists at the Royal Academy, though. The whole lot of them were thinkers, after all. Ideas could be born of the simplest inspiration, the most mundane thoughts. Even Pershing seemed rather annoyed by Sinclair’s comment, apparently understanding Harry’s brief lack of attention as the opportunity to think through a problem prior to offering an answer. Before Lord Sinclair could answer his question, he added, “Did he take Lady Estelle with him to Mykonos?”

      Sinclair blinked. And blinked again, as if he had to think of how to respond. “I suppose he did. They have been inseparable since the duchess’ death. May she rest in peace,” he added quickly, his expression taking on a hint of melancholy. “She was a gem for the duke.” After a moment, he remembered his original query and repeated it. “So I suppose it’s time he seeks the next Westhaven Aphrodite. Could you see to moving up your travel plans? Since you were already going to … where is it you were going again?”

      “Delos,” Harry replied, not bothering to add the other stops on his itinerary. This trip, a follow-up to one he had taken to the Cyclades six years ago, was to continue his search for rare plants and a particular type of bird he was sure was responsible for seeding certain plants on the islands north of Crete. “It will be hot as Hades this time of year,” he complained as he gave their request more thought. “I will have to stop at Mykonos first, of course, so I shall look into the duke’s whereabouts and send word when I know more,” he promised, rather surprised at how his words seemed to bring relief to Mr. Pershing. “But a letter may take several weeks to make its way back here to the Academy,” he warned with an arched eyebrow.

      “Capital,” the astronomer said with a nod. “The duke has no direct heirs, you see,” he added, as if he already believed Dr. Stewart Jones had perished. “But his nephew is anxious to inherit the dukedom should His Grace have met his doom.”

      Harry resisted the urge to roll his eyes. “I don’t suppose he realizes his father will have to die as well?” he chided, quite sure the father in question (and the duke’s younger brother), Darius Jones, was on an archeological expedition of his own in northern England.

      Having given the situation some thought, Harry rather doubted the Duke of Westhaven had perished. A statue or a column would have had to fall on the man and crushed him.

      Harry blinked, thinking of the diseases or other maladies that might have befallen the duke.

      He quickly shook his head as if to clear it. It was bad enough the Duchess of Westhaven had died in childbirth along with her duke’s heir. “She was too old to be having a baby,” one of his fellow card players had claimed.

      “Better the babe died,” another had said under his breath. “He would not have been a welcome addition to the ton.” Harry had kicked the man in the shin, rather glad to know his Hessian had at least scuffed a boot made by Hoby. Any union that could produce a young woman as gorgeous and intelligent as Lady Estelle couldn’t have been wrong.

      “Perhaps his nephew should concentrate his copious free time on pursuing a hobby,” Harry suggested, not the least bit impressed with what he knew of Carter Jones. The young man’s tenure at Oxford had been spent whoring and gambling and discovering the most atrocious fashion for dressing the naked statues on the grounds.

      “Agreed,” Mr. Pershing said with a solemn nod. “Should he ever inherit, I fear the Westhaven dukedom will be bankrupt before Mr. Jones reaches his majority.”

      Harry felt relief when he realized he wasn’t the only one with a poor opinion of Mr. Carter Jones.

      “I shall do my best to discover what’s become of His Grace,” Harry promised again. “In the meantime, it seems I have some travel plans to change,” he added with an arched brow.

      He had an idea of where Dr. Stewart Jones could be found, and it wouldn’t be in Rome or Athens. The duke had found his duchess—or perhaps she had found him—on the island of Mykonos. Her family probably still lived there, and the duke was no doubt there to inform them of his wife’s recent death.

      And perhaps dig up some antiquities while he was there.
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            AN EARL PAYS A CALL ON SOMMERS PLACE

          

        

      

    

    
      Mid June 1817, Sommers Place

      Evangeline Tennison Althorpe regarded her parlor with a happy sigh. Just that morning, the movers had delivered the floral upholstered chairs from Rosemount House, her brother having assured her she was welcome to them. “Mother would have wanted you to have them, I suppose,” Harry had said with a shrug. “And since I’m rarely in that room, it makes little difference to me.” Besides, the chairs were old and the fabric rather worn. He figured whoever ended up as his countess would insist on replacing them with something new anyway.

      Although some might have thought her recent marriage to Jeffrey Althorpe, Baron Sommers, a step down in rank— Evangeline was the daughter and sister of an earl—Eva found she didn’t care one whit. Her husband seemed to adore her, spending the days in his study working on a his writing and eschewing late nights at White’s in favor of returning home just moments before dinner was served. “I simply leave White’s when Grandby does,” he explained one evening when she remarked on how he always seemed to come home at exactly the right time every night.

      Milton Grandby, Earl of Torrington, was her godfather and had no doubt had a hand in seeing to it she was married to the baron. Her brother, Harry, certainly hadn’t helped in finding an appropriate suitor for her. He was always off on one of his expeditions, searching for the oddest plants or fish or birds. “A naturalist he is,” their late father had announced proudly one night over dinner. “Which means he’s unlikely to get himself into too much trouble.”

      Eva supposed that last was true. Her brother had never been involved in any scandalous behavior, although she had heard tales he had spent some nights in the company of a snake.

      Well, he is a naturalist, she reminded herself.

      Now, before her association with Jeffrey, Eva was never associated with the word ‘scandal’. Although she had two best friends in Julia Harrington Comber and Samantha Fitzsimmons, she still had hours every day that would have been spent in utter and mind-numbing boredom if it hadn’t been for her ability to stitch exquisite embroideries and read books—all manner of books—that resulted in her gaining a reputation as a bluestocking. What else could she do but spend her lonely days reading? She didn’t have Samantha’s skill with a paintbrush or Julia’s knack for growing unusual flowers.

      Evangeline had instead endeared herself to the owner of The Temple of Muses. With her weekly visits, the bookseller could always count on selling a number of novels to the young lady, which is how she came to be involved in her one and only scandal.

      An author who had managed to score a bestseller with his first novel, The Story of a Baron, Jeffrey Althorpe had done so by fashioning his main characters after Evangeline and himself. Anyone reading the tale who knew something of the Tennisons probably recognized the characters of Geraldine and her brother, Richard, and could presume the heroine was Evangeline. To be anything like Geraldine, though, Evangeline would have had to be guilty of far more scandalous activities than she could ever actually do.

      That is, until she was spotted reading The Story of a Baron in the company of the baron.

      Several times.

      Without benefit of a chaperone.

      In her brother’s parlor, even.

      She hadn’t known Jeffrey was the author back then, though. He had written the book under the pseudonym, Anonymous. But once he admitted he was guilty of not only writing the book but of mistakenly portraying her in a less than flattering light—he hadn’t really known her well enough to have used her as his muse—Evangeline had been so angered, she had slapped him hard across the face and thought never to have anything to do with the baron ever again.

      It was her maid who informed her of the ton gossip suggesting Eva was having an illicit affaire with the baron. If she didn’t see to marrying the baron, her maid warned her she would take matters into her own hands. And since Jeffrey hadn’t been so easily deterred from courting her, they were married soon after.

      He was working on his next book in the study at that very moment. The Story of an Earl.

      These days, with Julia away from London on the horse race circuit with her husband, Alistair, and Samantha having just left England the day before for a tour of Europe with Lady Chamberlain, Evangeline would have to busy herself with matters at Sommers Place.

      She stepped back from where she had just rearranged a few of the knickknacks in the parlor, rather glad she had a project to keep her occupied. Sommers Place was in need of a woman’s touch—Jeffrey had admitted as much when they first married and seemed to appreciate her efforts—so she had taken on the task of redecorating the parlor. Having just finished, it was a pleasant surprise when Harry showed up at the front door, hat in hand, to pay a call and tell her of his plans for his next expedition.

      “Greece? Again?” Evangeline questioned as they entered her newly rearranged parlor.

      As it was with men in general, Harry made no mention of the changes in the parlor as he waited for Eva to take a seat in one of their mother’s old chairs. When she was seated, he took the other. “The Cyclades Islands, to be exact,” Harry replied. “I wasn’t planning to leave for several weeks, but it seems the Duke of Westhaven has gone missing.”

      “Missing?” Eva repeated as she saw to the tea. “But isn’t he always missing?” she asked, handing over a steaming cup as she did so.

      Harry managed a chuckle. “I don’t suppose your husband keeps anything a bit stronger in the cupboards?” he hinted as he took the cup.

      Eva leaned over the tea tray and lifted a crystal decanter half-filled with amber liquid. “No, but I do,” she said with an arched brow. “Tea time with my brother wouldn’t be tea time without the scotch,” she remarked as she poured a dollop into his cup.

      “Father used to drink his tea like this, too,” he replied in his defense. “And I’m afraid I shall be without the good stuff for a few months, given this trip and all.”

      Eva offered up a plate of Dutch biscuits, not surprised when Harry helped himself to two. “No scotch in... where did you say you were going?”

      “The Cyclades. They’re the islands in the Aegean, just north of Crete. They have their own poison, let me assure you. Far more potent than scotch,” he remarked as he thought of the tsipouro—pomace brandy—that was nearly half alcohol. “Apparently the duke left for Mykonos back in February and hasn’t been heard from since. Sinclair has his knickers in a knot over it, so I told him I would begin my trip a bit sooner than I planned.”

      At the news that Lord Sinclair had been the one to voice concern for the Duke of Westhaven, Eva shook her head. “But why would Lord Sinclair care anything about the Duke of Westhaven?” she asked, settling back into the comfortable chair.

      “I wondered about that, too,” Harry said as his brows furrowed. “I’m thinking he may have funded the trip with the expectation that the duke would bring him back some Greek antiquity. The duke is all about statues, especially the ones that survived all the earthquakes.”

      Eva frowned. “You don’t sound particularly impressed,” she accused.

      Allowing a shrug, Harry said, “I am not. They only prove humans were there way back when. Now, if I go and discover why it is that a rather rare tree can exist on islands where they shouldn’t be able to grow, well, then, I will have accomplished something.”

      “A tree?” Eva repeated, her face falling. “Is that all?”

      Giving her an expression that displayed his hurt at her comment, Harry sighed. “Well, I will look for some rare birds, as well,” he amended, hoping that might bring him up in her estimation.

      Her expression didn’t change.

      “And some rare flowers, I suppose.”

      “Oh!” Eva’s face brightened. “Well, I do hope you’re able to bring back some seeds so that we can plant them here in the gardens,” she encouraged.

      Harry frowned. “I had hoped to have time to do some research on those very topics before I took my leave of London.” Truth be told, he felt as if he needed several weeks to peruse the books that might exist on the birds and flowers of the Aegean. From his last trip to the region, he thought most of the islands inhospitable to grow much of anything, their rocky terrain and high winds too harsh for plant life. Without plants, he rather doubted he would find any birds.

      Delos, a small island right next to Mykonos, held some promise in that on his last visit, he had discovered a palm tree growing next to a small lake, a lake guarded by a line of lions carved from marble. There were other plants there as well, but he was especially hoping to find a particular bird on the island.

      “When do you suppose you’ll be back?” Eva asked, bringing him out of his reverie. “I only ask because...” She paused and set down her teacup on the low table. “Because I think it’s past time you find a wife, Harry. You’re not getting any younger, and you need an heir,” she said quietly.

      Harry dipped his head, knowing she spoke the truth. “I have been on the lookout,” he claimed. “I just don’t believe in taking a wife and leaving her behind, is all,” he added.

      Rather surprised at her brother’s response, Eva regarded him for a moment. “Perhaps you could take her with you?” she suggested as she leaned forward. “Samantha would welcome the opportunity to go exploring with you,” she claimed, her words becoming more hurried. “She adores you.”

      Harry’s eyes widened. “She does?” he asked in surprise.

      Eva’s shoulders slumped. “How can you men be so... so unobservant?” she countered, using a word to which she knew he could relate to describe what she witnessed when Harry and Sam were in the same room together.

      “I have given her a good deal of consideration,” Harry said then, his eyes darting about. “In fact, I have already decided to court her when I return from this trip. That is, unless she finds herself married to some European count whilst she’s on this damned tour Viscountess Chamberlain has her taking.”

      Stunned by her brother’s admission, Evangeline’s mouth dropped open. “So, you’re not as much of a dunderhead as I thought you were,” she murmured in awe, a smirk finally forming.

      Harry rolled his eyes. “Dammit, Eva! I’m preoccupied, is all. And, as I said, I can’t simply marry some poor chit and leave her for months at a time whilst I go off exploring the world. It wouldn’t be fair to her.”

      “You left me here all alone,” she accused, her manner once again serious.

      “Only because Grandby assured me he would look after you,” Harry countered quickly, not allowing the least hint of contrition in his voice. As their godfather, Milton Grandby had probably used his influence to see to it they were protected when their parents had died in a shipwreck. The fifth Earl of Everly and his countess were returning from their Grand Tour when the tragedy occurred in the waters off the African continent.

      Evangeline blinked. And blinked again as she settled back into her chair. For the five years since their parents had died in that shipwreck, Harry had left London time and again on his expeditions, Evangeline left behind at Rosemount House with little to do but read and do embroidery. If it hadn’t been for Julia and Samantha, she might have gone stark raving mad. “I apologize, brother,” she whispered.

      “I only wanted the best for you, Eva. Although I knew there were some who were interested in courting you, I certainly couldn’t allow you to end up as a wife to any of them.”

      Eva furrowed her brows, stunned at hearing her brother’s words. “What are you saying?” Them? Had there been other possible suitors besides Jeffrey Althorpe?

      “Look, I’ve grown up with these rakes and rogues,” he answered, keeping his voice low. “There wasn’t a single one of them I would have allowed you to marry.”

      Blinking, as if to stave off tears, Eva regarded Harry for several moments. “And Sommers? What did you think of him?”

      Harry allowed a slow grin to spread. “Except for Sommers.” He quickly held up a finger. “And only because the bastard was too poor to get himself into any trouble,” he added with an arched eyebrow.

      Feeling relief at his comment, Evangeline grinned. “Thank you for letting him marry me,” she murmured, deciding not to mention her baron’s sudden largesse due to the success of his first book.

      Allowing a shrug, Harry finished off his scotch-spiked tea. “You’ll have to thank Grandby. He’s the one who saw to it that you two ended up leg-shackled.”

      “A state I am finding rather enjoyable,” a deep voice sounded from the threshold.

      “Jeffrey!” Eva called out as she quickly alighted from her chair and moved to kiss her husband on the cheek. One of his arms moved around the back of her waist to pull her closer as she did so.

      “I thought I heard a man’s voice in here,” the baron stated as he moved to shake hands with his brother-in-law. “Wondered if I needed to feel jealous,” he added in a quiet voice, his comment aimed in his wife’s direction.

      Harry nodded. “Had to pay a call and say my farewells. I’ll be leaving London again on the morrow,” he replied. “I’m off to Italy for a few weeks and then onto some Greek islands,” he added as he regarded the taller man. Jeffrey certainly seemed happy. Healthy, even, although ink stained most of the fingers on his right hand.

      “I’ve been working on my next book,” Jeffrey admitted when he noticed Harry’s gaze settle on his fingers.

      “Looks as if you lost a fight with an ink pot,” Harry countered with an arched eyebrow.

      “Ah, but you should see the ink pot,” Jeffrey replied, clearly teasing. “It’s actually empty, which is why I took my leave of the study for now.”

      Eva hurried over to the escritoire in the corner of the parlor and pulled an ink pot from its cubby. “Here’s one that’s nearly full,” she offered as she held it out to her husband. “I’ll see to a replacement for yours on the morrow.”

      Harry felt a stab of jealousy just then. His sister and her husband seemed rather content. Happy, even. And the way Jeffrey was staring at Eva had him half-tempted to challenge the man to pistols at dawn.

      They were married, though. Happily married. They could stare at each other any way they damned well pleased, he supposed, an image of his Aphrodite filling his mind’s eye. He was forced to blink away the mental picture, stunned he would think of her just then.

      Do you always gawk like that?

      “Can you stay for dinner?” Jeffrey asked, pulling Harry from his reverie with his simple question.

      Thinking of what he still had to do before taking his leave of London, Harry was about to decline the offer but decided instead to accept it. “Yes. Yes, I can,” he murmured.

      “Good, because if you’re off on an expedition to the Greek islands, I wondered if you might be on the lookout for something in particular,” Jeffrey said with a glint in his eye.

      Intrigued, Harry gave a nod. “Oh, do tell, brother.”

      Dammit, but the man could bait his curiosity.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 6

          

          
            A PIRATE IS SENT TO INVESTIGATE

          

        

      

    

    
      Three weeks later

      Matthew Fitzsimmons, Viscount Chamberlain, dared a glance at the mantel clock in his office and then at his chronometer. The two displayed exactly the same time, as they should have, but he had hoped one would be off by a few minutes. That would at least account for why one of his operatives was late for the meeting that was to have started two minutes ago.

      Alexander Bradley was never late for a meeting, his arrival timed to match the chimes of the mantel clock.

      Today, Alexander Bradley was late.

      “I’m late, I know, I apologize,” the man said as he hurried into the viscount’s office. “Got caught by one of your clerks down the hall. Seems I didn’t dot an ‘i’ on my report on York,” he added with an arched brow as he took the seat in front of Matthew’s desk. “And I thought you were supposed to be in Italy,” he added, his brows furrowing. For a moment, the animated operative had displayed one gold tooth, a reminder of the man’s alter ego as a pirate.

      Matthew allowed a shrug. “Don’t I have you to thank for that trip’s cancellation?” he asked, his manner suggesting he was rather glad of it.

      Alex allowed a look of pride to appear before leaning forward. “The marquess simply believed your niece’s affections had been misdirected—to me, I might add—when in fact they were not. I merely made Plymouth aware of his mistake,” he explained, sounding ever so much the foreign operative he was. “And given that the location of marquess’ estate wasn’t too far from that smuggling ring operating off his shores, well, it made for a convenient side trip to pay him a visit and set him straight.” He paused a moment. “Did Miss Albright ever make it back to London?”

      Not surprised to hear Alex ask about their female agent, Matthew nodded. “She did,” he answered. Daisy Albright, the operative who had worked for two years to discover the identity of the man behind the smuggling ring, had already left York when Alex arrived to confront the marquess about Lady Samantha and to convince him to marry her. “Miss Albright is on holiday down south somewhere. Asked to take a few weeks off seeing as how she’d been under cover for two years,” Matthew added, a worried expression crossing his face.

      “She’ll be fine,” Alex said quickly. “She just needs time to shake off that aura of being a ‘mistress’.” He could imagine Daisy spending her days in a bathtub filled with bubbles, scrubbing the stench of her last assignment off her body. She’d had to regularly bed two different men while she was in York, and Alex couldn’t imagine she enjoyed the experience with either of them. He hoped she remembered their brief time together in a fond light.

      Alex had felt jealousy at learning Daisy was to bed men in her guise as an expensive mistress. But then he realized she treated her marks the same way most men treated the women they tumbled—as mere conquests on their way to the next one. Daisy didn’t allow her feelings to get in the way of her work—if she even had any towards those she was assigned to investigate. Sometimes it seemed as if she didn’t have any feelings at all—well, except for the two nights they had shared at the Soho Club in London.

      Had their lives been different—their occupations more pedestrian—Alex might have imagined a life with Daisy Albright. But she was too smart to be satisfied living as someone’s wife and too restless to stay put and run a gentleman’s household. No, far better that she was in their line of work.

      Spy craft suited her perfectly.

      The head of the Foreign Office took a deep breath. “Well, thanks to you, Samantha married her marquess, so my bride and I won’t be taking a tour of Europe this summer,” Matthew said, sounding rather glad. Given Samantha’s recent departure for York and her new home, Castle Keyes, the viscount had decided it would be better to remain in London for the summer—especially now that his wife was expecting a baby.

      “Is the gossip true? About your wife carrying a child?” Alex asked, leaning forward so anyone outside the door wouldn’t be able to overhear the query. He was sure the viscount’s face colored up with the question.

      “’Tis true,” Matthew admitted, a smile forming despite his best efforts to maintain a frown. “She’s not due to go into confinement for several months, though.” I’ll be a father at the ripe old age of fifty-seven, he thought with some dismay. Better late than never, though. He needed an heir, and Caroline Harrington Fitzsimmons seemed determined to give him one.

      “Congratulations. I don’t suppose I’ll be working on my own heir anytime soon now, will I?” Alex asked rhetorically, realizing just then he had been called into the viscount’s office for his next assignment.

      Matthew shook his head. “Only if Captain Jack Crawley does the siring,” he responded with a quirked lip.

      Sighing, Alex settled back in his chair. His alter ego, that of a pirate named Jack Crawley, sailed the Mediterranean to undermine threats to British interests, search for and seize contraband liquor, and whatever else the Foreign Office deemed necessary to keep the country safe. Alex had hoped his days of playing pirate had come to an end. “How long?” he asked in a whisper.

      The viscount couldn’t help but notice his operative’s disappointment at hearing he would once again be taking on the identity of Captain Jack Crawley. “Not long. I promise. Russell is nearly ready to captain the Molly, but we’ve a situation in the Cyclades,” Matthew stated quickly. “The Duke of Westhaven has gone missing, and with Greece and the Ottoman Empire about to declare war on one another—Greece wants its independence and is sure to get it this time around—I need Westhaven found and brought back to these shores,” he explained.

      Alex frowned. “Why is he even there?” he asked, and then quickly shook his head. “His wife was a Mykonian, was she not?” When Matthew allowed a nod, Alex sighed. “She died, so he probably went to see her family—”

      “That’s only part of it,” the viscount interrupted. “I had a visit from Elias Pershing a week ago.”

      The name meant nothing to Alex, at least, at first. “Isn’t he an astrologer—?”

      “Astronomer. He and Westhaven are colleagues in the Royal Society. Pershing said the duke was after an artifact and that Solomon Sinclair had funded the expedition to retrieve it.”

      “So he can add it to his private collection?” Alex ventured. Viscount Sinclair’s personal museum was rumored to contain hundreds of ancient Greek and Roman relics. Westhaven and his brother, Darius Jones, were well known for their work in archaeology, although they didn’t share the same interests in the field. Stewart Jones preferred digging up Greek artifacts while Darius spent his time researching Roman ruins.

      “Probably,” Matthew agreed with a sigh. “And I’m sure the locals aren’t too happy about having their ancient relics stolen off their shores. Pershing had the impression the piece was extremely valuable—if it could be found
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