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  Prologue
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London, 1808 (or a variation thereof) 
Four Years Earlier
Lady Juliet, daughter to the late Earl of Goswick, did not dare believe her eyes. She tried not to stare but to keep her gaze averted and merely glance at the stranger through lowered lashes.
Yet…
Was it possible? A pirate! He had the look of a pirate, did he not? Not that Juliet had ever laid eyes on a pirate before. Considering the sheltered life she had lived, she knew next to nothing of the world.
Yet…
The man’s dark green eyes seemed to spark with something almost devilish, matching that sinfully wicked smile that curled up his lips as he shifted his attention from Juliet’s newly discovered stepsister Violet to her.
Juliet immediately dropped her gaze and retreated another step toward the window, dabbing a handkerchief to her eyes. If only there was a way to hide from the man’s inquisitive gaze, for the way his eyes swept over her made her feel…
…vulnerable,
…lightheaded,
…and strangely out of breath.
“Lady Silcox, may I speak to you?” Violet addressed Juliet’s mother, urging her as well as her husband Lord Cullingwood out of the drawing room…
…leaving Juliet alone with…
…the pirate!
Juliet knew she ought to protest. After all, the door had yet to close. Violet still stood upon its threshold, exchanging a few whispered words with her cousin.
Her cousin, the pirate!
Who pronounced her stepsister’s name Violette!
Juliet shook her head as bright spots began to dance in front of her eyes. None of what had happened today made any sense, and a part of her wondered if perhaps she was still asleep, lost in a dream that felt…too real.
Again, Juliet dared a peek at the tall, dark-haired stranger with the roguish smile. He wore his hair unfashionably long and tied at the nape of his neck, his chin covered in a mild stubble that gave him a most dangerous allure. He stood tall with broad shoulders and large hands, and the way he moved made Juliet think of a feline she had once seen in a zoological garden.
Yes, he was no doubt a dangerous man, and she ought to object to being left alone with him.
Yet, she did not, for a traitorous part of her wanted to know more about this pirate—this Frenchman!—who had so unexpectedly found his way to London and into her life.
And then the door did close, and they were alone.
Juliet felt ready to faint on the spot, and she pinched her eyes shut against the bright spots that returned with full force, their light almost blinding. Was her new-found stepsister mad? Why would she leave her alone with a man like that, cousin or not?
For a long moment, silence lingered as she fought to regain her composure, her thoughts focused inward so that she did not even hear him approach.
“Will you not look at me, Cherie?” he asked in a deeply tantalizing voice.
Instantly, Juliet’s eyes flew open. 
Shocked to find him so close, no more than a few steps from where she stood, she stumbled backward until her back hit the window, her breath coming fast as she stared up into his face.
The corners of his mouth curled upward. “Do I frighten you?”
Juliet swallowed. “N-No, s-sir,” she stammered before reminding herself that she was a lady and ought to hold her head high. “I…I am merely surprised that my sister—stepsister — deemed it right to leave us alone together.” Her face felt as though it were on fire, and it was a considerable effort for her not to drop her gaze.
Instead of being offended as a true gentleman would be, the Frenchman chuckled. “Violette knows that I would never lay a hand on you…without your permission.” The dark look in his eyes whispered of daring and temptation, and Juliet could not help but wonder what he would do if she were…to give her permission.
Not knowing how to reply, Juliet drew in an unsteady breath, her mouth opening and closing as she desperately searched for something to say.
A half-sided grin came to his face before he took yet another step closer. “I hear you’re about to be married, non?” His brows rose in a challenging gesture.
Juliet felt her hands begin to tremble for the mere thought of her impending nuptials never failed to make her feel sick to her stomach.
“I hear you are to marry an old man,” he continued, measured steps moving him ever closer, his dark gaze never once leaving her face.
Juliet bit her lower lip, aware that she simply ought to step around him and leave. Why then could she not bring herself to move?
Barely an arm’s length in front of her, the French rogue lowered his head down to hers and whispered, “Do you think your future husband will honor your wishes and not lay a hand on you without your permission?”
Feeling the faint brush of his warm breath against her lips, Juliet felt herself begin to sway. Her knees threatened to buckle at any moment, and those dreaded bright spots once again hindered her vision. “You are…not to speak of such things,” she managed to say, doing her utmost to hide her mortification, her temptation even, behind righteous indignation. “A gentleman would never address a lady thus, and we are not even acquainted in the least.” She lifted her chin a fraction. “I do not even know your name.”
The rogue grinned then dipped his head in a greeting gesture. “Henri Duret, Mademoiselle, at your service. You may call me Henri.”
Juliet barely kept herself from curtseying. “You’re French?”
Again, he grinned. “What gave me away?” he asked, his French accent now thicker than before.
Juliet tried her best to ignore his mocking tone. “And you’re…a pirate?”
“A privateer,” he corrected, a touch of pride in his voice that surprised her. “For God and country and above all my family.”
His words pleased her; although, she knew they ought not. “You’re Violet’s cousin?”
He nodded. “Not by blood.” Something warm and deeply affectionate came to his green eyes. “But she is like a sister to me, and I would give my life to see her safe.”
Juliet swallowed; her throat dry as she tried her hardest not to allow his words to weaken her resolve. “Is that why you’re here? To protect her?”
His eyes searched hers, and then he inched closer, and for a shocking moment, his gaze dropped to her lips. “Here in London? Or here in this room?”
Her breath lodged in Juliet’s throat as she felt the tips of his fingers touch her arms, then trail lower, running along the fabric of her sleeves.
“Ma chère cousine asked me to speak to you,” he whispered in that voice of his that never failed to send unfamiliar sensations dancing across Juliet’s skin. “She asked me to give you a reason to choose differently.” His gaze held hers, teasing, daring, challenging, as his hands moved from her arms and reached for her waist.
Juliet drew in a sharp breath. “I am betrothed,” she defended herself. “My stepfather arranged this match for me and—”
“Though he did not ask your opinion, n’est-ce pas?” Henri whispered as his hands settled more firmly upon her waist.
“He did not,” she managed to reply and then surprised herself by tilting up her head to meet his eyes more fully. All of a sudden, she could not seem to look away as though those green eyes of his were a beacon she did not dare let out of her sight.
“Do you wish to marry the man he chose for you?” Henri questioned her as his hands slid farther onto her back. “Perhaps as an innocent lady you’re not aware of the intimacies shared between husband and wife.” A dark chuckle rumbled deep in his throat as he urged her closer, urged her to bridge that last bit of distance between them. “Would you care for me to enlighten you, Cherie?”
Warning bells went off in Juliet’s head. Innocent or not, she knew very well that this was her last chance to escape the drawing room unscathed.
To escape Henri Duret unscathed.
And then the moment passed, and instead of rushing out the door, Juliet found herself taking that last step…closer.
A wickedly triumphant smile curled up Henri’s lips before he slowly lowered his head to hers. “You are a rare treasure, Cherie. Any man would enjoy kissing you.” His lips brushed against hers in a feather-light touch, and Juliet felt herself respond in a way she would never have expected. Her eyes closed, and her hands came to rest upon his broad chest. “But would you enjoy every kiss bestowed upon you?”
Again, his lips returned to brush against hers. Only this time, they lingered, their touch no longer feather-light but with a tentative depth. “Be warned,” he whispered against her mouth, “for an arranged match is rarely of a passionate nature.” One hand grasped her chin before he nipped her lower lip.
Juliet gasped at the sensation, and heat shot into her cheeks.
“Be certain of what you want, Cherie. Be very certain,” Henri whispered huskily before words became obsolete and his mouth claimed hers without consideration for her innocence or any measure of restraint.
Juliet completely lost herself in his kiss. It was wild and passionate and dangerous like the man himself. She knew next to nothing about him, and yet, she felt oddly complete and almost at peace in his arms. 
For the first time in her recent memory, Juliet felt her heart beat not with dread or apprehension or a sense of foreboding, her impending nuptials to her stepfather’s oldest friend a constant threat looming upon the horizon. 
No, for the first time, the rapid thud against her ribcage made her feel strong and daring and…
…hopeful.
Henri’s left hand moved into her hair, and she could feel pins come loose before they fell to the floor. He grasped a fistful of her tresses and gave a soft tug, tilting her head back.
Then he deepened his kiss, his other arm slung around her, holding her pressed to his body so she could feel his heartbeat as though it were her own.
Perhaps in this short, precious moment, it was.
It was also in this very moment that Juliet realized that she had to accept Violet’s daring offer to escape the match her stepfather had arranged for her. There had to be more to life than duty and sacrifice, didn’t there?
Juliet desperately hoped that it was so.






  
  Chapter one
Stuck
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London, 1812 (or a variation thereof) 
Four Years Later
All of London seemed present at tonight’s ball. Lights sparkled everywhere, and the delicate notes of the orchestra mingled with the soft swaying of the many couples determined to dance the night away. Joy rested upon their features as they laughed and smiled and chatted animatedly. Ladies batted their eyelashes, bestowing precious smiles upon gentlemen, who bowed gracefully and offered their arms to the ladies of their choice.
Happiness and delight lingered in the air as well as the hope and promise of a future most desired.
Standing on the edge of the ballroom, Juliet heaved a deep sigh, wishing she could be one of them, wishing she still had a future.
Four years ago, she had agreed to her stepsister’s daring plan, and, yes, it had freed her of the threat of marriage. 
Marriage to an older man. 
Marriage to someone she had not wanted.
Marriage to…anyone.
“Are you unwell tonight, my dear?” her mother asked, a concerned look upon her face. Kindness and understanding rested in her eyes as she placed a gentle hand upon Juliet’s arm. “You seem distraught.”
Again, Juliet heaved a deep sigh. What was she to say? “I am well, Mother. Please do not worry.” She tried to smile but could see that her mother was wise to it.
“Is there no one you would consider marrying?” her mother inquired, her hands grasping Juliet’s and holding them tightly. “Yes, a love match is something every woman desires; however, other joys can be found in marriage.” Her hands held Juliet’s tighter, and a wide smile came to her face. “You could be a mother. Motherhood is such a joy. Will you truly deny yourself the experience?”
Once, Juliet had hoped that perhaps despite everything, she might still find love or at least affection in marriage. However, that dream had left her long ago. “Do not pretend, Mother, that I could simply choose a husband.” She sighed and glanced around the large ballroom. “You know as well as I do that very few men would consider marrying me after what happened, and those that would…”
Four years ago, her stepsister Violet had used her husband’s influence to force Juliet’s fiancé, Lord Dowling, to accept her decision to change her mind. Juliet had cried off, and her stepfather’s oldest friend had gritted his teeth and not said a bad word about her as he bowed his head in defeat. Others had seen to it that he would comply, for Violet’s husband, Lord Cullingwood, was an influential man and he had threatened Lord Dowling with severe repercussions should he not oblige.
At first, everything had seemed so promising. Freed from her impending marriage, Juliet had been able to breathe again. Hope had returned to her heart…until reality had caught up with her.
Despite Lord Dowling’s courteous acceptance of her change of heart, the ton did not forgive those who broke the rules. To break a marriage agreement was something that was simply not done, or if it was, those involved would never be able to recover fully.
A mark remained.
Something that tainted Juliet.
Something that made her undesirable to most.
“What about Lord Hastings?” her mother suggested as she turned to look at the man in question, who was presently guiding Miss Hawthorne across the dance floor. “Did you not dance with him a fortnight ago? Did you not find him amiable?” Her mother’s gaze returned to her, a pleading look in her eyes.
Juliet knew that her lack of happiness weighed heavily upon her mother’s heart. Yet, what could be achieved by pretending? “He spoke kindly to me, yes, but that was all. I have no way of knowing if he would even want to marry me.”
More importantly, Juliet did not wish to marry him.
With her reputation far from sparkling, the only men who seemed to show a small measure of interest in her were not unlike her former fiancé. They were either of advanced age or possessed some other quality or lack thereof that hindered their chances of a fortunate match. In the end, it meant that she was no one’s first choice.
Perhaps not even their second.
“I do not wish for a husband who only marries me because he has no other option,” Juliet told her mother, lifting her chin with the last bit of pride she had left. “You, yourself, know what marriage to an uncaring man is like, Mother.”
Sadness and regret lingered in her mother’s eyes as she nodded. “Of course, my dear.” She patted Juliet’s hand and cast her a warm smile. “Of course, I would not want that for you.”
While her mother had been married twice, she had not found love in either union. Not with Juliet’s late father, Lord Goswick, nor with Violet’s late father, Lord Silcox.
Yes, she had become a mother and always loved her children—Juliet as well as her younger half-brother Jacob—with all her heart. Still…
Her mother heaved a deep sigh, and Juliet could all but see her mother’s thoughts, those she did not dare voice. If not marriage, what other option was there for Juliet? Would she remain unmarried for good? Would she never have love and family? Children?
Juliet knew that she had very few options. Yes, she could agree to marry an older gentleman and hope that he would be kind to her, that she would not suffer overly in that marriage, that she would at least become a mother. Yet, whenever Juliet considered that option, her heart drew her back to that day four years ago.
When Henri Duret had come into her life.
Four years had passed since she had last seen him, since he had left England and sailed away. After all, he had only come in order to protect her stepsister, his cousin, and after doing so, he had returned to his life of privateering.
Was that another option? Juliet wondered, had wondered more than once. She often thought of her stepsister’s life, out there on the open seas. 
Although Violet had grown up as the adopted daughter of a French privateer, she had been born to English aristocracy, the daughter of Viscount Silcox. Her life had started out the same as Juliet’s, only it had taken a drastic turn. That turn had made Violet strong and daring and brave, and it had given her the courage to return to England when Juliet had been on the cusp of marriage.
Cherishing her own freedom, Violet had felt determined to offer the same freedom to Juliet.
Only things had not turned out as they had hoped. While Violet had found love with an English Lord, his own heart as adventurous as her own, Juliet had not been so fortunate. Still, she cherished every letter from her stepsister as well as every visit from Violet and Oliver, who now commanded their own ship and were rarely in England these days.
English privateers in contrast to the French family Violet still called her own.
In many ways, Juliet envied her sister. Yet, she knew she did not possess the strength and daring that seemed to come so natural to Violet. No, Juliet was timid and hesitant and fearful. As much as she sometimes dreamed of running off and leaving this life behind, she knew that she would never survive out there in the world.
What then?
Unbidden, Juliet’s thoughts returned to the one other option she currently possessed. About a fortnight ago, a letter had arrived. A letter from an old friend. A friend who was now offering her a choice.
After crying off, Juliet had found herself on the outskirts of society. She was still a lady by birth, and yet, the friends she had once thought to have had slowly, one by one, deserted her. 
And then she had met Miss Clarissa Kingston.
Since Clarissa’s father was a merchant and had made his fortunes with ships carrying goods back and forth between England and India, the crème de la crème of London society tended to look down upon them. After all, there was nothing worse than those who obtained their fortune through honest work.
Juliet sighed at the silly notions of her peers. Yes, in recent years she had come to see many things in a different light, many things she had not even noticed before or paid much attention to. Now, she knew better.
In the end, Juliet and Clarissa had formed a bond together they faced all those who would deem them unworthy. They had become fast friends, and Juliet had been relieved to have at least one friendly face to look upon, one soul to confide in.
Until Clarissa had left England as well, accompanying her father to India.
Two years had passed since, and now Clarissa was on the brink of marriage. She was happy and in love, and every letter from her made Juliet yearn to find something, something…
…anything.
Juliet’s mind drifted back to Clarissa’s letter. She had read it countless times and had all but committed it to memory, for it never failed to make her heart beat faster in her chest.
…Please, Juliet, consider this. My uncle travels on one of my father’s ships to India on the 19th. Please, will you not accompany him? Come to India and begin a new life here. I cannot bear to think of you so sad and forlorn back in England. Please, come. What do you have to lose?…
Indeed, what did she have to lose? 
It was the one question that continued to echo in Juliet’s head day and night. Ought she to risk it all and leave everything behind? Or remain in England forever and continue to sleepwalk from day to day with nothing to hope for?
Yes, these were her options, and Juliet wished that her heart knew which one to choose. She wished that there was one that was clearly meant for her. 
But there was not.
Still, the thought of going to India was perhaps the one most appealing. As much as Juliet wanted love and marriage, she knew that the only marriage open to her would be one absent of love. And ever since…
A deep sigh left her lips as it never failed to do whenever her thoughts drifted back to that day four years ago.
No, she could not marry without love and affection, without passion and temptation. Ever since Henri Duret had kissed her, Juliet knew that she could not deny her heart.
Unfortunately, it seemed that her heart was rather steadfast, for it continued to hold to the thought of Henri, to the few moments they had shared, to that one kiss.
That one kiss that had changed everything.
At least, for her.
Countless times over the past four years, Juliet had wondered if he even still remembered her. Had she merely been one among many? Had his heart not been touched by her as hers had been touched by him?
Of course, it was foolish to think that an adventurous soul such as his would ever attach itself to a timid, little mouse like Juliet. Yet, every once in a while, she allowed herself to dream.
To imagine what it would be like to see him again.
To pretend that at least, every once in a while, he still thought of her as well.
Of course, it was a lie, but it was a lie that brought a smile to Juliet’s face.
What was she to do?






  
  Chapter two
A Memory
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1812 Off the coast of France 
With his legs braced, Henri Duret stood on the quarterdeck of the Voile Noire, the Black Sail, his own ship, his pride and joy. Lifting his head, he gazed up at the dark sail billowing in the strong wind, pushing the Voile Noire through the churning waves. His crew worked seamlessly as one, some up in the rigging while others manned the lower deck. He saw determined faces, eyes focused on tasks assigned, their minds in concentration as they all worked together to bring the ship about.
Slowly, the Voile Noire turned into the wind.
Toward France.
Toward home.
Long months had passed since Henri had last seen his family. His father Alain as well as his uncle Antoine. Privateering was a family business for the Durets. It had begun with Henri’s grandfather, Hubert Duret, decades ago before he had passed the torch after many years at sea to Antoine. Now, he spent his days at home in La Roche-sur-Mer, rarely leaving his wife’s side. Unfortunately, Henri’s own father, Alain, suffered from severe seasickness and always tended to business from the safety of France.
Thus, the two brothers had always worked as one. Henri had known from the first that he, too, belonged out on the open sea. He had set sail with his uncle when he had been all but seven years of age, his eagerness for adventure unmatched and impossible to deny.
To this day, Henri cherished the feeling of the sea air whipping into his face, tugging upon his shirt as the Voile Noire surged through the waves, the sky filled with dark clouds as the wind howled around them. He loved the up and down of his ship, the way it threatened to toss him overboard as the sea rolled almost violently across the globe.
This was life!
This was freedom!
There was nothing like it.
“Back to France!” Henri called as he stepped up to the helm where his first mate stood with his hands tightly wrapped about the ship’s wheel, his flaxen hair whipping in the wind as much as Henri’s raven-black hair.
“Aye, Capt’n!” the man called, his Scottish accent revealing more about him than the few words the taciturn man ever spoke.
As many burdened by their past, Ian Stewart—if indeed that was his real name!—kept to himself. The only companion to never leave his side was a wolf, a large beast with a torn right ear and a long scar on his left flank.
As far as Henri knew, the man had been pulled out of the waters near the Scottish coast by a fisherman roughly three years ago.
As had the wolf.
No one knew what had happened, and Ian never volunteered any details about his life before. It seemed he had been all but reborn that day, a new man struggling to forget the life he had left behind.
To Henri, Ian’s past did not matter. What mattered was the man’s dedication to the ship, its crew and their captain. He never complained or argued, never gambled or ended up in brawls. He pulled his weight upon the ship, always there when needed, and over the years, Henri had come to place his trust in the silent Scot.
Moving his gaze to the horizon, Henri inhaled a deep breath of sea air. He could all but smell the soft scents of France, the mild hints of vegetation as they drew closer to the coast, and he felt a slow smile claim his face.
It had been too long!
“Do you not long to see your family, Ian?” Henri asked his first mate with a sideways glance. He did not truly expect an answer and was, therefore, not surprised to hear the man merely grumble something unintelligible under his breath.
Chuckling, Henri strode forward then climbed down onto the main deck, his watchful eyes sweeping over his crew as they secured the lines. “Home to France!” he called, and a joyous cheer went up around him.
“Home to France!” his crew echoed, pumping their fists up into the air, wide smiles upon their faces.
Henri stepped up to the bowsprit, his gaze fixed on the distant horizon as he thought of those he had left behind but would see again soon.
His early years had been spent in the one village the Durets had always called home, La Roche-sur-Mer. It lay situated in a small cove where only his family’s ships docked. It was a close neighborhood where people knew one another, where people cared about one another.
Even beyond the bonds of family.
Still, Henri longed most to see his father and uncle as he had been closest to them all his life. Antoine had been the one to teach him how to sail, how to navigate, how to be a privateer. To this day, Antoine Duret was the man Henri admired most.
Only Antoine’s life had changed the night he had stumbled upon the love of his life on a beach in Norfolk, England, and had whisked her and her little daughter—Violette!—away with him to France, leaving Viscount Silcox under the impression that his wife and child were dead.
After more than fifteen years of wedded bliss and four more children, Antoine and Alexandra were still as much in love as they had been that very first day. 
Henri remembered it well.
He equally well remembered meeting his new cousin. 
Within moments, six-year-old Violette had snatched the spyglass out of his hands because she had wanted to watch her old life disappear upon the horizon. Back then, Henri had not yet known what a fierce daredevil she was.
Today, the thought of her dauntless courage never failed to make him chuckle. Yes, he missed her, now that she was married to an English lord, a mother herself, and captian of her own ship—under an English flag, no less!
Still, she often visited home for at heart she was still a daughter of France. 
More importantly, she was still a Duret.
And family was forever.
As strong winds pushed the Voile Noire toward home, Henri found himself wondering if he would see his beloved cousin upon reaching France. Would she be there? She and her family? It had been too long since he had seen little Antoinette? Would the little girl even still remember him?
Running a hand through his tousled hair, Henri felt his thoughts stray to another face he had not seen in a long time.
In four years, to be exact.
Henri felt his teeth grit together as her face slowly took shape against his will, her shy green eyes framed by thick lashes that constantly seemed to sweep downward as though trying to hide her. Her dark auburn hair had glistened in the sun, and his right hand closed involuntarily as though he could still feel those soft, thick curls against his skin. He remembered running his fingers through them before grabbing a fistful to urge her head back and allow him to deepen his kiss.
A dark growl rose from Henri’s throat as he remembered that one unburdened moment with her. Four years had passed since, and yet, he still remembered it as though it had been no more than four minutes.
“Merde!” The curse flew from his lips as his hand once more rose to rake through his wind-swept hair. Why could he not simply forget her? Why?
She was like a plague upon his soul, always there, always reminding him of something he could never have.
Something he did not even want to have.
She was an English lady, delicate and shy, and he was a French privateer, adventurous and dauntless. Their lives were vastly different, their countries were at war, and yet…the same had been true for Antoine and Alexandra.
Once.
Henri hung his head as his grandfather’s voice echoed in his head. Often had Hubert Duret spoken to him of love and family, the same as he had spoken to Antoine when he had taken over command of his father’s ship years ago.
Once, Antoine had been a carefree young man, his only love the sea, his eyes fixed upon the horizon. Henri remembered how, as a boy, he had once overheard a similar conversation when his grandfather had urged Antoine to keep an open mind, promising him that love would eventually find him, urging him to heed its call.
Antoine had laughed at the notion.
And then, one night, something had made him turn his ship into the wind and head toward an English beach in the middle of a storm.
Alexandra.
It had taken no more than a single glimpse, and Antoine’s life had come undone. Henri had seen his uncle’s face the moment his gaze had fallen upon Alexandra.
He had been thirteen years old at the time, but he remembered it well. He remembered the look of utter shock upon his uncle’s face as well as that sense of awe that had illuminated his eyes from within.
The look upon Alexandra’s face had been the same.
Everything had changed that night.
Strangers—enemies, for all intents and purposes!—had become a family. It was a thought that constantly lingered in Henri’s mind, refusing to release him no matter how hard he fought to banish it.
Fate had guided Antoine that night.
Would it ever guide him, Henri? Or had it already and he had merely refused to listen?






  
  Chapter three
A Leap of Faith

[image: ]

Port of London, 1812 
The stench that lingered in the air urged Juliet to breathe through her mouth. She did not even dare analyze what it was made of, but kept her attention focused on the tall-masted ship in front of her. She craned her neck and allowed her eyes to run ever higher, along the rigging to the crow’s nest. It seemed to almost touch the sky.
“It is quite impressive, is it not?” Mr. Kingston, Clarissa’s uncle, asked with a chuckle. “I do remember the first time in my life that I saw such a ship.” Heaving a deep sigh, he shook his head, a small smile playing over his face at the memory. “It was a magnificent moment; one I shall never forget.”
Juliet smiled at him. “I only ever heard them described, but I never once saw one in person.” She once again allowed her gaze to sweep over the tall masts. “I never imagined they could be this big.” It was another testimony to the sheltered life she had led, and it sent a pang of fear through her heart. What was she doing here? This was madness!
“Ah!” Mr. Kingston exclaimed, as his gaze moved past her to something beyond her shoulder. “Here comes Miss Smith.” He waved a hand, then looked down at Juliet. “I’ve hired her to see to you during our voyage.”
Juliet sighed in relief. Of course, she had wondered about daily life on a ship without a lady’s maid around to assist her. Yet, she had not dared bring her own, uncertain if Martha would have even agreed. After all, who would leave England behind, her entire family, and venture out into the world to an unknown place, far, far away?
Only a fool would, was that not so?
Or someone desperate.
The thought of her own family threatened to bring tears to Juliet’s eyes. She thought of her mother and her little brother Jacob, and she quickly turned around to greet Miss Smith, hoping to distract herself and prevent her thoughts from dwelling on the significance of what she was about to do.
Miss Smith had a pleasant face, her blue eyes wide as they drifted to the tall-masted ship again and again. She gave a small curtesy the moment she stopped in front of them, a kind smile coming to her face. “Good day, my lady. Mr. Kingston.”
“Good day, Miss Smith,” Mr. Kingston greeted the young woman before he gestured toward Juliet. “May I introduce the Lady Juliet Edwards? My lady, this is Miss Elizabeth Smith.”
Juliet smiled at her, and Miss Smith curtsied again. “It’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance, Miss Smith.”
“Oh, please call me Elizabeth, my lady. Or Betsy, if you prefer.” A shy smile lingered upon her face.
Juliet nodded, relieved to find a kindred spirit in the young woman. “Very well then, Elizabeth.”
“Shall we?” Mr. Kingston asked, looking from Elizabeth to Juliet before his gaze moved to his brother’s vessel once more. “As this is a cargo ship, we will be the only passengers on board. There will be ample space on deck, however, not much company for a young lady such as yourself.” He grinned at her kindly as they moved toward the gangway to board the ship. “I do hope you’ll find a good companion in Miss Smith.”
Juliet was fairly certain that she would, for she had liked the young woman instantly. However, the moment her feet stepped on deck of the large ship, her thoughts once more turned to the daring endeavor she was about to undertake.
Her hands began to tremble, and she had trouble drawing breath into her lungs. It seemed every muscle tensed under the enormity of what lay ahead, and she barely heard Mr. Kingston continue to speak and explain the layout of the vessel. 
Walking about, he pointed out various areas, explained where the cargo hold was as well as the captain’s quarters. He introduced them to Captain Sanders and then showed them to their cabins. While Elizabeth immediately busied herself with unpacking the few belongings they had brought, Juliet could not bring herself to remain inside. She followed Mr. Kingston back out on deck where the sailors were readying the ship for departure.
With her hands gripping the rail tightly, Juliet stood next to Mr. Kingston and watched as the ship slowly pulled out of the harbor. Tears shot to her eyes as she thought of her mother and wondered if she had already found the letter Juliet had left behind.
Would she be angry? Or saddened that Juliet had not said a word but had all but left in the night?
Yet, Juliet knew that if she had spoken to her mother, she would never have been able to leave. Her mother would no doubt have convinced her to stay. After all, this was madness, was it not?
No, Juliet had not dared to say goodbye to her mother for fear she would break down and stay.
Stay in England for the rest of her life.
A life that was becoming a torment with each day that passed. 
A life that seemed to stand still.
A life that would not see her happy.
Out here, in the world, she might have a chance. It was not a big chance, but it was a chance, nonetheless. Out there, Juliet had hope.
Something to cling to.
Something to keep her sane.
As the coast slowly fell away, Juliet wondered what lay ahead. She felt a brief moment of panic, and her gaze darted down to the dark waters, her hands clutching the rail even more tightly than before.
“Breathe,” Juliet whispered to herself silently. “Breathe.”
The salty sea air chilled her skin but felt invigorating as it seemed to surge through her body. She breathed in and out a few times and slowly felt herself begin to calm. Of course, she was far from at peace, her nerves still frayed. Yet, the panic had receded and her head cleared.
Never in her life had Juliet done anything that could be described as daring. Her life had always been predictable, following the steps every young woman of her position would follow. No decision had ever been hers, her life always directed by others.
First, by her father, Lord Goswick, and then, by her stepfather, Lord Silcox.
Until the day, her stepsister had returned to England and provided her with a choice.
Despite everything that had happened in the past four years, Juliet still could not bring herself to regret the decision she had made that day. Every time she had seen Lord Dowling at an event, she had known that she did not want to be his wife. He was a man like her late stepfather. 
A man who considered women his property. 
A man who would never care for his wife’s heart.
A man who would ignore his wife’s objections.
Do you think your future husband will honor your wishes and not lay a hand on you without your permission?
Henri’s voice echoed in her ears as it often did. As much as she tried to forget the audacious Frenchman, she could not.
He was still there.
In her head.
And her heart.
What had it been that had endeared him to her? Juliet had asked herself that question countless times. Had it been the wicked glimmer in those green eyes of his? Or that sinfully tempting smile? The way he had kissed her? The affection with which he had spoken of his family? Of her stepsister? The risk to his life he had accepted without hesitation in order to see Violet safe?
Juliet did not know.
But it did not matter, did it?
In the end, all that mattered was that he was still on her mind, preventing her from ever truly considering another for a husband. Yes, once or twice, she had found a potential suitor amiable, but she had nonetheless shied back from the idea of marriage because…
…because of Henri.
Curse her heart! For a reason she could not name, the dreaded thing still clung to him, to the memory of him, to the sliver of hope that perhaps one day she might see him again.
Perhaps that was why Juliet had finally decided to go to India, to rid herself of Henri’s hold on her. So long as she remained in England, a place Violet also called home, there was always the chance of seeing him again. Violet was family to him, and he would never be far. Juliet knew that. And although she had not seen him once in the past four years, that small sliver of hope had remained.
Perhaps one day.
Perhaps.
It was a dangerous train of thought because it kept her from moving forward. But no longer! Now, she was taking charge of her own life. She had boarded the ship, and now, she was on her way to India, a different place far, far away. Juliet did not know what the future had in store for her, but it would be a future without Henri.
Half the world would be between them, ensuring that they would never cross paths again.
The thought brought utter sadness to Juliet’s heart, and yet, she knew it was for the best. Somehow, she needed to find her own place in this world. And perhaps India was the place to do it. Perhaps with Clarissa’s help, she would find a way to be happy.
Perhaps even fall in love.
As unlikely as that seemed at the moment.
Juliet’s gaze swept over the receding coast of England as it slowly disappeared from view, and she heaved a deep sigh. “Farewell,” she whispered to the wind and allowed one last tear to fall. “Farewell.”
Then she loosened her hold on the rail and took a step back. Her feet moved and turned her around. Step by step, she moved away, England now behind her, and stepped up to the other side of the ship, her gaze moving to the horizon.
A small smile appeared on Juliet’s face as she contemplated all that awaited her. Of course, she was not the woman Violet was. She was not daring and adventurous. She could never be a privateer and sail the seas, a sword strapped to her hip and her hair billowing in the wind, her heart full of joy. After all, they were only stepsisters. They did not share the same blood.
Still, the thought that Violet was somewhere out there was comforting as though, despite everything, Juliet was not alone after all. If only she could have seen her stepsister one last time because, unlike Juliet’s mother, Violet would have understood, would she not have?
“Will I ever see you again?” Juliet whispered to the wind, trying to picture her stepsister’s face. Indeed, she was leaving everything behind, not only her mother and brother here in England, but also her stepsister and…
…Henri.
Always did her thoughts circle back to him. As much as she tried to direct them elsewhere, they would not listen. And yet, how could she not think of him now? Here she was leaving England for good, leaving Europe for good. Never again would she lay eyes on him.
This was it. 
This was goodbye.
One last and final goodbye.
“Farewell, Henri,” she whispered as the wind tossed her auburn curls about, tugging her onward. “Thank you for everything. I shall never forget you. Never.”
Lifting her chin, Juliet willed a smile onto her face. 
One day she would be happy again.
One day.






  
  Chapter four
La Roche-sur-Mer
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France, 1812 
As the Voile Noire neared the small pier of the cove, Henri let his gaze sweep over the many people assembled there, waving their arms, bright smiles upon their faces. Most of them were family and friends come to greet the returning sailors, overjoyed to have their sons and fathers and brothers and husbands back for at least a few days before the Voile Noire would set sail once again.
Henri spotted his own father, Alain, walking down from the village proper, as always, a ledger tucked beneath his arm. A thick beard covered the lower half of his face, and yet, Henri could see the wide smile that lingered beneath.
Children dashed here and there, jumping up and down to see better as they waved their little hands and called out to those of his crew they held close to heart. Many of the sailors waved back, joy written all over their faces as they spotted their children and wives, the families they had not seen in months.
Four of those young faces called to Henri, and he turned toward them, lifting his hand in greeting. They were Antoine’s and Alexandra’s four children: Victor and Vincent, aged fourteen and twelve, as well as Aime and Aurelie, aged ten and eight. While Vincent and Aime greatly resembled their mother as well as their half-sister Violette, with their golden hair and sparkling blue eyes, Victor and Aurelie had inherited Antoine’s dark locks.
Everyone on deck rushed to bring the ship into port and secure it. Sails were packed away and lines tied before the gangplank was lowered and the sailors all but jumped off board and into their families’ arms.
“Henri! Henri!” The four rascals called to him before the youngest Aurelie threw herself into his arms. “Did you bring me anything?” she asked, that familiar mischievous gleam in her eyes.
Henri knew he should not but he could not help but admire her for it. “Ma chère cousine, what do you think of me? I’ve always brought you something, non?” He pulled a small doll from his pocket, and Aurelie shrieked with joy.
“Did you see any pirates?” came Victor’s excited question, his dark brows drawn down in anticipation of new adventure stories. “Was there a battle?”
Henri laughed, ruffling his cousin’s hair. He could see that Victor disliked being treated like a child; after all, at fourteen years of age he was already much older than Henri had been when he had first set sail. Henri could see that his young cousin was becoming impatient. Yet, Antoine and Alexandra were still reluctant to let him go.
Handing out small trinkets to all of them, Henri delighted in their excitement as they showed each other what they had received, small gifts from places far away, places they could only dream of. Their pure, innocent delight never failed to amaze Henri.
“So, you found your way back here,” came his father’s deep voice a moment before a familiar hand clasped his shoulder. “I was beginning to doubt you ever would.” His father chuckled warmly, then he embraced his son. “It is good to see you.” Then he pulled back, and Henri noticed his father’s gaze sweep over him the way it always did after he returned following a long absence. It was as though his father needed to ensure that his son was still in one piece, safe and sound.
“Papa!” Henri grasped his father’s shoulders and gave them a squeeze. “You know me.”
His father laughed. “That is why I was worried.”
Again, they embraced, slapping each other’s back, both relieved to be granted this reunion. After all, privateering was a dangerous business, and they both knew that.
“Is all well here?” Henri asked as his gaze moved from his father to the village. He could not say what it was, but an odd feeling settled over him.
His father’s face darkened before he turned to the children. “Go on! Rush ahead and tell your mother that Henri has returned!”
In an instant, the four children dashed off, laughing and talking as they went, their little feet carrying them through the village and then up the slope to where the Durets’ home had always been, overlooking the cove.
“What is it, Papa?” Henri asked as he fell into step beside his father. “Is Antoine here?” Indeed, if he was, his ship would be moored at the dock.
His father shook his head. “He is not, but we are expecting him back soon.”
“Have you heard from Violette?” Henri asked, unable to shake the feeling that something was indeed wrong.
Again, his father shook his head. “Not in weeks. But as far as we can tell, she’s well.”
Henri stopped in his tracks. “Then what is it, Papa?” He was about to say more, when he suddenly paused and his head rose, his gaze moving along the houses set neatly side-by-side along the road.
His heart constricted painfully when his eyes fell upon the charred remains farther up the road, closer to the woods. It was a place he had known well, a place he had visited frequently not too long ago. “Noèle?” he choked out, then he turned pleading eyes to his father. “Is she well? What happened?”
His father bowed his head. “We do not know. There was a fire one night, but we are uncertain what caused it. It must’ve raged inside for quite some time before anyone took notice.” He looked up into Henri’s face, and placed a hand upon his arm. “She’s gone, Henri. I’m so very sorry.”
Henri gritted his teeth against the onslaught of sadness and guilt that rushed over him. He had not known Noèle for long as she had not grown up in La Roche-sur-Mer. Yet, she had been all but family when she had married Étienne Clément, Henri’s childhood friend.
And then Étienne had died, swept away in an angry storm aboard the Voile Noire. Henri had never forgotten that night nor had he ever forgiven himself for failing his friend.
And now, he had failed him again.
“We believe it might have been an accident,” his father said gently. “She’d kept to herself since losing Étienne. She rarely left the house or spoke to anyone.” A heavy sigh left his lips. “We tried, but…” Sadly, he shook his head.
Henri felt his hands curl into fists as a paralyzing anger seized him. Why was it that he was never there when it mattered?
“That is not all,” his father said gently.
Henri closed his eyes, then he turned around to look at his father. “What else?” he gritted out, uncertain he even wanted to know.
His father inhaled a deep breath. “A letter arrived from England.”
Sudden fear froze the blood in Henri’s veins. “Violette?”
His father shook his head. “No, it is from Lady Silcox. Alexandra has it. She bade me fetch you as soon as you arrived. She says it is urgent.”
Without another thought, Henri rushed up the small slope toward the house. He did not know what to expect; however, the look upon his father’s face as well as Alexandra’s instructions meant something horrible had happened. But what? And to whom? If Violette was well, then why had Lady Silcox written?
Juliette, a voice deep down whispered, and a crippling pain shot through Henri’s heart, almost stilling it in his chest as he burst through the door and into the hall. “Alexandra!”
Halfway up the stairs, his grandmother paused, a wide smile coming to her face as she beheld him. “Ah, bienvenue, Henri!” Then she saw the tension upon his face, and before Henri could say a word, she gestured toward the salon.
“Henri?” came Alexandra’s voice a second later as she stepped out of the salon on the right. 
Instantly, his uncle’s wife came hastening toward him, relief in her wide blue eyes. Nevertheless, the look upon her face remained tense in a way Henri had rarely seen it. “I’m so glad you’ve returned.” She quickly embraced him, her right hand cupping his cheek as a mother would, a soft smile coming to her face as her eyes swept over him in much the same way his father’s had earlier. Then she sighed, and the expression upon her face grew serious again. “I need to speak with you. Come.” She gestured him forward the moment his father stepped through the door behind him. “Alain, you as well.”
Together, they stepped into the library, its walls covered in maps showing different routes all originating in France. “What is this about?” Henri inquired. “My father said you received a letter from Lady Silcox. What happened?”
Alexandra quickly crossed the room and stepped up to the fireplace on its opposite end. Upon its mantle sat a small wooden box, from which she retrieved a letter. Turning around, she heaved a deep sigh, a hint of hesitation in her eyes, before she held it out to him. “Here. Read it yourself.” Her gaze moved to Alain.
Henri swallowed then stepped forward. He grasped the letter and unfolded the parchment.
Dearest Violet,
As I have no notion of your current whereabouts, I have dispatched several letters to several locations, hoping and praying that at least one will reach you.
“If you were wondering,” Alexandra said suddenly, wringing her hands as she took a step toward him. “Violet gave us permission to open her letters in her absence.”
Henri nodded, touched by Alexandra’s concern. Yet, he would not have expected it to be any different. There were no secrets in their family, and yet, each family member’s privacy was upheld with the utmost respect. It was the way it ought to be, granting everyone the freedom they desired while never leaving anyone to stand alone.
Juliet has left England! A part of me still cannot believe it to be true!
Without a word, she left in the night, leaving behind nothing more than a note to explain her decision. As far as I can tell, she boarded a ship to India. 
Henri felt the shock of those words slam into him, almost making him rock back on his heels. “Merde!” What foolishness was this? What madness?
Perhaps you are aware that a friend of hers, Miss Clarissa Kingston, accompanied her father to India about two years ago. As I understand it, it was Clarissa who offered Juliet passage on one of her father’s ships traveling from England to India.
I am unaware why Juliet suddenly decided to leave England. I cannot recall her ever speaking of India nor contemplating the idea of traveling there.
I beg you, if there is anything you can do. I am utterly terrified of what might happen to her on such a voyage. You know best all the dangers that might befall her out there at sea. Bring her back home or if need be, see her safely to the Kingstons in India.
I pray for you and yours are well.
Elaine Winters, Viscountess Silcox
Without thought, Henri spun around and rushed back out into the hall, the letter still clutched in his hand. “Ian!” As the silent, tall Scot had no family of his own, he generally stayed with the Durets whenever they docked in La Roche-sur-Mer.
Barely a moment later, the front door flew open and Ian strode in, the wolf upon his heel. “Capt’n?”
Henri willed himself to calm the rapid beating of his heart as he looked at his first mate. “Gather the crew and prepare the ship! We’ll leave with the next tide!”
The Scotsman’s brows drew down in confusion; yet, he did not ask any questions nor voice any objections. “Aye, Capt’n!” With a quick nod of his head, he turned around and left, the large beast following him like a lapdog.
Henri turned around to face his father. “Do you have any information on cargo ships traveling between England and India?”
His father scoffed. “Are you serious?” His brows drew down. Slowly, he took a step toward his son. “We are at war, Henri! England and France are at war! Have you forgotten that?”
Henri’s jaw clenched painfully as his gaze once more dropped down to the crumpled letter in his hand. How could she have done this? Never had she struck him as foolish! What had happened to make her act in such an irresponsible way?
Alexandra stepped forward, and he felt her soft hands upon his arm. “What will you do?” she asked gently, those wide blue eyes of hers shining with understanding.
Henri swallowed, then turned to meet her gaze. “I will find her, and I will take her back home. Where she belongs.”
A bit of an indulgent smile came to Alexandra’s face. “What if she does not wish to return? After all, no one would upend their life without a very good reason.”
Henri could see the memory of that night over fifteen years ago flash across his aunt’s face. The night she had stumbled upon a French privateer on the beach below Silcox Manor. The night she had decided to risk it all, leave her old life behind and begin again.
Had something similar urged Juliette onto the ship to India? Henri wondered, feeling every muscle in his body tense at the thought that perhaps she had acted out of love. Had she boarded the ship alone? Or did a young gentleman travel by her side? Or possibly await her arrival in India?
Neither option appealed to Henri; however, Juliette’s motivation did not matter at this point. What mattered was that he found her as quickly as possible. After all, what other choice did he have? He could not simply remain here and do nothing!
He simply could not!
As expected, the news of their immediate departure did not sit well with his crew. Although they were all accounted for and on deck when Henri arrived, he could see their displeasure upon their faces. After all, they had only just arrived home after months at sea without their families.
Ian stepped up to him, his face taut. “The men have asked why we’re leaving so soon.” He spoke calmly, and Henri could not shake the feeling that unlike the rest of the men the Scotsman did not care whether he received an answer to that question or not. 
Although Ian never failed to obey a command, his diligence to the ship and its crew beyond reproach, the man never truly seemed to care.
Or allow himself to care.
He took one day at a time, keeping himself apart from all those around him, never showing any emotions, good or bad.
Sometimes Henri wondered if Ian truly never felt anything.
Facing his crew, Henri cleared his throat, trying his best to remain calm despite the way his pulse was pounding in his ears. “I apologize for this abrupt change of plans; however, an emergency has arisen that does not allow for time.”
The dark expressions upon his men’s faces changed from displeasure to concern as all eyes turned to him, asking for more information.
Henri swallowed, uncertain how much to say. “We are to retrieve a young woman who boarded a merchant ship to India some time ago. Further details are unclear.”
Deep frowns drew down his men’s brows. “Who is the woman?” Jacques asked, scratching his chin.
The others grumbled in agreement.
Henri knew that he needed to give them a good reason to undertake this endeavor. Yes, he was their captain. Still, if he were to lose his crew’s respect, he would not remain the captain for long. After all, there was nothing worse than a leader who made decisions on a whim, endangering those he was responsible for.
Running a hand through his hair, he straightened and met their eyes one by one. “The woman is an English lady,” he told them honestly.
Confused grumbling echoed to his ears for his words did not answer their questions but posed new ones. Still, his crew needed to know. After all, once they retrieved Juliette, one word out of her mouth would reveal the truth about her origin.
Henri inhaled another deep breath, his shoulders squared, and his gaze slightly narrowed as he faced his men. “She is to be my wife,” he lied, shocking himself as much as his crew, “and I want her back.” Oddly enough, that last bit did not quite feel like a lie.
For a moment, silence lingered as his men absorbed all he had said. Then, heads began to nod, and Henri could see that they would stand with him. Most of them had wives they loved and would defend until their last breath.
Fortunately, the fact that Alexandra and Violette as well hailed from England had helped many in La Roche-sur-Mer to look at the English as people not unlike themselves instead of seeing a faceless enemy at the mere mention of them.
Henri paused, wondering why he had not simply told them that it was Violette’s sister they were to retrieve. If only he had thought of that before!
It would have been by far the simpler reason. It also would have been the truth.
As his crew readied the Voile Noire for her next adventure, Henri stepped up onto the quarterdeck. His gaze swept over the far horizon, and he wondered where out there Juliette was. What ship had she boarded? And where was it now?
His teeth gritted together painfully as anger began to stir in his blood. How could she have done this? In times of war no less! Anything could happen to her out there on the open seas!
It was that thought that caused something inside Henri to constrict painfully. If she were to come to harm, what…?
Striding up to the rail, Henri grasped the smooth wood with tight hands, unable to finish the thought. Yet, it seemed that words were not needed, were all but oblivious, when it came to describing the painful ache in his chest. No matter where he tried to place his focus, Henri found every fiber of his being return to the brief moments he had shared with her. Whether he kept his eyes open or closed did not matter either.
Her green eyes shone in front of him like two beacons, beckoning him onward.
Henri cursed under his breath, upset with himself for responding in such a highly emotional way. Always had he prided himself on his ability to keep a clear head, to act with thought and consider everything rationally. Yes, he knew that his family often described him as a bit of a hothead. He enjoyed being impulsive and carefree, yet, when it mattered, he always did what was right.
Was it right to go after her? Or ought he simply try to find Violette and leave this up to her? He knew she was more than capable! After all, Lady Silcox’s letter had been addressed to her. This was not his concern. Juliette was not his responsibility.
Henri knew that, and yet…
He ran a hand through his tousled hair, disbelief filling him as his gaze moved to the unfurling sails above. Slowly, the Voile Noire pulled away from the pier, his men rushing to tighten the lines. 
Four years.
Four years had passed since he had last seen her, and yet, the memory of her in his arms had never abated. Why that was he did not know!
In the end, it did not matter. The truth was that whether or not she was his responsibility, Henri could not simply stand by and wait and do nothing. That odd feeling in his chest, strangely intense and overwhelming, urged him to go after her.
Now.
Again, Henri saw her soft features before his inner eye as though she were standing right in front of him, her shy, green eyes slightly lowered as she peeked up at him, not certain if she should dare.
A smile came to his face, and he had to fight the urge to reach out a hand and try and touch her. What would it feel like to see her again after all this time? What would he do once she was again within arm’s reach?
Henri could not deny that he longed to find out.
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