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      Captain Daniel Hillary's rule is simple: no ladies on his ship. But when the mysterious Lisette Lavigne's bold appearance in a tavern leads to him rescuing her from two bumbling buffoons, in a moment of weakness and sympathy for her desperate situation, he agrees to give her and her family safe passage to England. But as danger closes in on the open sea and secrets threaten to unravel, Daniel must confront a truth he didn't see coming—the woman he's protecting might be the only one who can save him.
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        New Orleans

        Late summer 1817

      

      

      “No good happens under the cloak of darkness. The witching hour is ripe with men practicing their evil.”

      With Grandmama’s wisdom whispering through Lisette’s mind, she huddled with her cousin and younger brother in the gardens of Passebon House, praying the night concealed their escape from the wickedest of men, her betrothed.

      Coarse language cut through the sluggish air—a curse, a braying laugh.

      Two days ago, Louis Reynaud’s men had arrived at her father’s Vieux Carré home, loitering outside the gate and flaunting their presence. They had even followed her to the shops on Rue Royale that day.

      Her betrothed suspected that she no longer wanted to marry him—and he wouldn’t let her walk away.

      Rafe shifted, whimpering. Cousin Serafine placed a comforting arm around his shoulders.

      “There, there, sweet child,” she murmured. “Look for your stars.”

      Lisette’s brother swayed, his quiet humming barely audible as he sought comfort searching the star-splattered sky.

      Hiding in the gardens at midnight would frighten any child, but with Rafe's sensitive nature, the situation was especially risky. One scream would alert the guards.

      The deafening trill of cicadas pierced the humid air, their ever-rising call tweaking Lisette’s taut nerves.

      “Where are they?” she whispered to Serafine. “Monsieur Baptiste said midnight, non?”

      Serafine nodded.

      “What if they don’t come?”

      Serafine shrugged. Her gaze caught the moonlight, her wide eyes mirroring Lisette’s unspoken worry. The wedding was in two days, and this was their only chance to flee.

      Lisette gripped her bombazine skirts until her knuckles ached, forcing herself to breathe slowly. Monsieur Baptiste wouldn’t let them down.

      A sultry laugh floated on the heavy air. Lisette wilted with relief. The distraction had arrived.

      “Good evening, messieurs,” a woman called, her voice smooth like velvet, dripping with a French Creole accent that matched Lisette’s own.

      “Look, Klein,” one of the men said. “Are you seeing what I see?”

      The second guard muttered a string of unspeakable words that scorched Lisette’s cheeks.

      Rafe wiggled, his control nearing its limits.

      Sweet Mary, please let this work—and quickly.

      The women’s voices grew louder, their boots clipping against the cobblestones.

      “Ah, messieurs,” the first woman purred, “what a perfect night for a stroll, non?”

      “Sí, señores,” her companion said, her tone playful, coaxing. “Such strong men deserve a rest. Come, walk with us.”

      One of the guards groaned. “We ain’t supposed to leave our post.”

      The Creole woman’s voice dropped to a conspiratorial stage whisper. “Ah, may I share a secret, mon cher?”

      “Secrets, huh?”

      “Si.” Her companion laughed lightly, almost mockingly. “Charming ladies such as ourselves do not appear by happenstance.”

      “Damn! Did Reynaud send you?”

      Lisette held her breath, awaiting the woman’s response.

      “Shh. ’Tis a secret, remember?”

      Both men chuckled.

      “Ain’t no harm in exercise, right?”

      “Non, monsieur. No harm at all. Come this way, where we may enjoy some privacy.”

      “What about here in the garden?”

      Lisette darted her gaze toward the potted flowers and garden statues, searching for potential cover.

      “Flowers make me sneeze, monsieur. But I know a better spot for amorous sport.”

      Their voices and footsteps faded as they moved away from the house.

      Lisette crept from their hiding place and slung their bag of belongings over her shoulder. “We must go.”

      She pushed open the gate, capturing her brother’s hand, and headed toward the wharf. Dressed in all black, they blended with the night. No one spoke as they crossed Rue de Chartres.

      As they neared the river, the musty scent reminded her of visits to the warehouse with her father. Moss hung like gauze from the gnarled limbs of trees overhead.

      “I want to go home.” Rafe dug in his heels, forcing Lisette to stop.

      She squeezed his hand reassuringly. “But we have a surprise for you, remember?”

      “I want to go home,” he repeated, louder and more insistent.

      Serafine tugged his other arm. “Not now, ma biche. We must hurry.”

      Rafe had shown remarkable control until now, wearing his mourning attired despite his objections and kneeling in the dirty garden. Expecting more seemed unfair, but they desperately needed his cooperation.

      Lisette crouched at his level.

      “Shall I reveal the surprise now? We are sailing on a ship.”

      “A ship?” Interest tinged his voice.

      “Oui, a majestic ship called the Cecily. We must sleep close to the port so we do not miss it.”

      “Cannot miss the Cecily.”

      Rafe resumed walking, his strides measured. “Baltimore flyer, brig, clipper, frigate,” he recited with a note of excitement.

      Lisette exhaled, no longer holding her breath. She had handled her brother without much difficulty this time, but they still needed to enter The Abyss.

      The inn and tavern lay ahead, its windows glowing. Raucous laughter spilled into the night as the front door opened.

      Her stomach churned as they drew closer. Reynaud had eyes all over New Orleans. Yet, here they were, seeking refuge among thieves and cutthroats.

      What manner of man must the captain of the Cecily be to commune with such people?

      It didn't matter. Rafe's gentle spirit would never survive an asylum, and that was exactly what her fiancé had planned for her little brother.

      Her chin quivered. What would have happened if she'd not overheard his vile threat? Better to trust a stranger, even one like Captain Hillary, than condemn Rafe to such a fate.

      Lisette forced her concerns aside. The Cecily was the only ship sailing for England—their last hope to save her brother.

      Nothing would deter her.

      She took a deep breath and entered The Abyss.
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      Lisette’s small family barely reached the safety of their rented room above the tavern when a sharp rap came at the door. Her heart leapt into her throat. Surely Reynaud’s ruffians wouldn’t bother knocking.

      Another soft rap followed. “Ma’am, I have the blanket you requested. You must take it now.”

      The feminine voice eased Lisette’s fears only slightly. She glanced at Serafine, who was tucking Rafe into bed. He curled into a ball, already half asleep.

      “One moment.” Lisette scanned the room for a makeshift weapon, grabbing the fire poker. “A blanket, you say?”

      “Aye, ma’am. The one you requested.”

      Lisette frowned. The oppressive summer heat made a blanket seem absurd.

      “You must be mistaken.”

      Raising the iron bar overhead, she jerked the door open.

      “Lord have mercy!”

      The tavern wench dropped the blanket, clutching her chest.

      Lisette shoved past her into the corridor. No hulking figures lurked in the shadows. No threats of any kind.

      With a sigh, she re-entered the room. The young woman shrank back, eyes bulging.

      “I am so sorry for startling you.” Lisette held the poker out to her. “Perhaps you know how to build a fire?”

      “It-it’s the middle of summer, ma’am.”

      “You brought us a blanket.”

      “But you said to be discreet.”

      “Of course, I, um… I forgot.” Lisette pretended to knock some sense into her head.

      The woman narrowed her eyes, watching as Lisette returned the poker. “Captain Hillary is back. He’s below stairs and might not be there long.”

      Lisette glanced down at her mourning attire. She had hoped to change before their meeting, but she couldn’t afford to miss him.

      Monsieur Baptiste, her father’s closest friend, had negotiated their fare in secret, but he’d neglected to ask the captain when they should board the Cecily. A vital piece of information to forget.

      At the landing, Lisette pressed a coin into the young woman’s palm, then reconsidering her rash behavior, added two more.

      “For your excellent service, mademoiselle.”

      The woman smiled. “Thank you, ma’am.”

      It was the least Lisette could do. Employment might be in her own future if they couldn’t find Serafine’s brother in England. Lisette would work herself into an early grave before ever returning home.

      As long as she drew breath, Rafe would never be at Reynaud’s mercy.

      “You must accompany me below and point out the captain,” Lisette said.

      As the woman led her down the staircase, the rowdy laughter and garbled conversation swelled.

      “He ain’t easy to mistake, ma’am,” she said, raising her voice above the din. “He’s the most handsome of the lot.”

      At the bottom of the staircase, the sour tang of ale lingered in the air. Lisette sank into the room’s shadowy edges, her gaze drifting across the grimy faces crowding the tavern.

      Clearly, she and the tavern wench had different definitions of handsome.

      Movement from the corner of the room caught her eye. She turned just as a striking man pushed through the assembly of riffraff, parting the crowd like Moses at the Red Sea. His wild, dark hair stuck up at angles, and his sculpted jaw bore a deep flush.

      The wench nudged Lisette. “There he is, ma’am.”

      “Oh,” she uttered on a wisp of breath.

      “I best be gettin’ back to me duties.” The woman slipped away before Lisette could respond.

      Captain Hillary swaggered across the taproom toward the stairwell, his languid movements like a feral cat on the prowl. His shirt gaped at the collar, scandalously displaying corded muscles underneath.

      Mon Dieu!

      Lowering her gaze to the sawdust-covered floor, she swallowed hard. It would be difficult to sit through an audience without gawking, but she needed to know when the Cecily would set sail.

      Determined to conclude their business quickly, before anyone took notice of her, she strode forward to intercept him.

      “Captain Hillary.”

      His eyebrows shot upward as his gaze traveled over her body. “Have we been introduced, love?”

      There was no time for proper etiquette, if such codes even existed in a hovel like The Abyss.

      “I am Lisette Lavigne.”

      She suppressed a wince at her slip. She had intended to use a false name, but a quick look around reassured her that no one was eavesdropping.

      “You met my representative Monday, Monsieur Baptiste.”

      A fierce gleam in the captain’s eyes prompted her to step back.

      She steeled herself. “M-may I speak with you for a moment?”

      “I’m retiring to my room, madame. Would you care to accompany me?”

      “Your room?” Perhaps she had been too hasty to approach him alone. “Non, we can conduct our business at a table, monsieur.”

      “Do we have business to discuss?”

      Despite his acerbic tone, he sauntered to a vacant table and sprawled onto a rustic chair. He swept an arm to the place across from him.

      “Sit, I haven’t much time to indulge you.”

      She clenched her teeth before forcing a polite smile.

      “Merci, Captain.” She slid into the seat opposite him. “Monsieur Baptiste spoke with you about carrying my family and me to England, and I must know when you expect us to board.”

      “I don’t.”

      Lisette blinked, not comprehending, even though she spoke fluent English. “Pardon?”

      “I don’t expect you to board. I refused passage to you and your family.”

      “Refused us? But why? We have the funds.”

      Her hand instinctively touched the coin purse in her pocket. Money opened doors, her papa had always said. She plunked the pouch on the table.

      Captain Hillary’s midnight-blue eyes flashed. “Good God, woman, put that away before someone liberates it from you.”

      “But—”

      “Now!” Scowling, he shoved the purse back at her.

      Lisette snatched the heavy bag, tucking it back into her skirts. Her hand fluttered to her chest before she folded both on her lap.

      Captain Hillary’s brusque manner caught her off guard, but she couldn’t allow him to see her flustered. Dealing with men of his ilk required a tough veneer.

      “I believe I made my point, Captain. I have the means to pay, and there will be a bonus when you deliver us safely to London.”

      Captain Hillary leaned back, balancing the chair on two legs. His eyes looked nearly black in the flickering light.

      “As I mentioned to your representative, madame, no women sail on the Cecily.”

      Lisette uttered a small cry of outrage, despite her intention to remain calm. “That is ludicrous, monsieur. A lady’s money is as good as any man’s.”

      “I have no need for additional funds.”

      Of course he needed money; he was simply holding out for more. “Merde.”

      “Pardon?” A touch of amusement lingered in his rich voice.

      She met his gaze, heat inching up her face as her temper rose. “Do not pretend you care nothing for money. What percentage does the owner allow you?”

      “That’s none of your concern.” His eyes narrowed slightly.

      “I am aware of how this business operates, monsieur. You assume the risk, yet walk away with a pittance.” She jabbed her finger against the table. “The fruits of your labor line the pockets of the greedy owner.”

      “Indeed? Well, the greedy owner of the Cecily might be offended by having his character maligned.”

      “What do I care?” She waved a hand in the air dismissively. “It is unlikely I will ever make his acquaintance.”

      The front legs of Captain Hillary’s chair banged against the floor.

      “I wish you luck in securing passage on another ship. The Cecily doesn’t carry women passengers.”

      He pushed away from the table; freedom was slipping through her fingers. Her heart faltered, panic clawing its way up her throat.

      “S’il vous plaît!” She shot out her hand, grasping his forearm. “Name your price. I will agree to anything.”

      He sank back into his seat, smirking. “Anything? Be careful what you promise.”

      “I can afford any price you propose.” She wet her dry lips, hoping it was true.

      Resting his forearms on the table, he raked his gaze from her head to her waist and back again.

      “Madame, are you a widow?”

      She started at his unexpected inquiry, suddenly realizing her mourning attire might be misleading. Was the captain concerned about procuring permission from a male relative to travel? Lisette hesitated only a second before nodding.

      “Then you are no innocent,” he said.

      By the saints!

      She schooled her features as best as she could, though the captain’s direct manner knocked her off balance.

      “The nature of my past is none of your concern, monsieur.”

      “Neither is your dilemma.” He shrugged, settling against the seatback. “How splendid that we may go about our evenings, neither of us concerned for the other.”

      She rubbed the bridge of her nose. This was playing out horribly. With little left at her disposal, she lifted her chin, nailing him with Grandmama’s evil eye. No field hand, house servant, nor tradesman had ever dared to defy Grandmamma when she unleashed it.

      Captain Hillary chuckled. “What is that look? Apoplexy? Should I call for a doctor?”

      “Oh! You are a beastly man.”

      Slapping her hands against the table, she bolted from the chair.

      “I will locate another ship, Captain,” she snapped, her French Creole sharp. “And may yours go to the bottom of the sea.”

      He stared at her blankly.

      Growling in frustration, Lisette retreated to a far corner of the tavern to nurse her battle wounds. Before she crossed the room, the reality of what she'd just done slammed into her. Her breath rushed from her. She had just alienated the only man who could help her. What would she do now?

      The captain lounged at the table, looking at her with his infuriatingly unreadable expression. Her bottom lip trembled; she clamped her mouth closed, turning away. She would sooner walk through the gates of hell than cry in front of the scoundrel.
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      Madame Lavigne’s attempt to recover from her outburst mesmerized Daniel. She drew in sharp, shuddering breaths as she struggled to calm herself, a storm cloud passing across her delicate face.

      The arrogance of the woman was astounding, as if offering additional money would sway him. He almost laughed out loud at the absurdity.

      If she had compensated her representative as generously, perhaps the man would have discovered that Daniel was the owner of the Cecily—and he was shared ownership of Global Trade Shipping with his two brothers. He didn’t need money.

      His gaze was drawn to the elegant curve of her neck, and an almost irresistible urge to place his lips against her honeyed skin washed over him.

      The faint scent of orange blossoms had teased his nose when she had stopped him at the foot of the stairs. Damn if he didn’t want to pluck her like a flower and savor her sweetness.

      He snorted, looking away. His brother's fiancée's nightly readings of Shakespeare on the trip to New Orleans had turned him into a sap. He didn’t indulge in flowery language when it came to women. Yet, his usual crude descriptions felt inappropriate. She was clearly a lady, even if she possessed a vulgar tongue herself.

      He smiled, signaling for another tankard of ale as he returned to observing Madame Lavigne from a distance.

      Since arriving in New Orleans, he’d discovered he didn’t understand much of the Creole language, but the French word merde, he knew.

      A serving wench placed a tankard in front of him before weaving through the tables with two more clutched in her hands. His thoughts returned to the coming journey as he took a swig of ale, the bitter taste a perfect accompaniment to his bitter mood.

      The voyage from London had been less than ideal with his brother’s fiancée on board. Amelia had fared well enough, despite a moment of fear for her health, but he still needed to see her safely back home.

      In Daniel’s experience, women had weaker constitutions. Sea travel often resulted in a death sentence for the frail, as he could attest. Cecily’s glassy blue eyes and deathly pallor still haunted his nightmares.

      He had enough responsibility without adding Madame Lavigne and her family to his burdens. Yet, he did find her mettle fascinating.

      Men often crumpled when faced with Daniel’s… determination, he would call it; stubbornness had a bad ring to it. The beguiling widow, on the other hand, had held herself together admirably.

      Madame Lavigne wandered farther into the taproom. She wouldn’t find another captain in the crowd. Daniel stayed with his crew because it built loyalty. Most captains opted for more luxurious lodgings.

      Unfortunately, the widow’s presence in the tavern had garnered more than Daniel’s attention. Through the crowd, two ruffians walked toward her, circling like she was prey.

      The burlier one approached her directly, his posture relaxed like he wanted to disarm her. The second ne’er-do-well slinked up behind her, his toothless mouth gaping in an imitation of a grin.

      “Devil’s bollocks,” Daniel muttered.

      Boasting her worth in a pit of vipers, and no escort to boot, made her an easy target. Luckily for her, he had nothing more pressing to do than save her pretty little arse.
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      Daniel’s casual swagger was calculated to hide his intentions as he approached Madame Lavigne and the ruffians.

      “There you are, my dear.”

      Gently grasping her wrist, Daniel hauled her to him, tucking her against his side. A soft “oof” when she bumped into him reached his ears.

      The larger man whipped around to confront Daniel, one eye cloudy and listing to the left. It appeared the thief couldn’t afford another injury, but it was unlikely to stop him from entering a fight he couldn’t win.

      “Shall we take our leave?” Daniel murmured as he nuzzled the widow’s neck.

      She tensed, leaning away, but he held her tight.

      The thief’s weasel-faced accomplice came up behind him. “Ever’ thing all right, Kincaid?

      Weasel-Face was too far away to strike without warning, but Daniel remained vigilant.

      “I expected you to wait upstairs, dear,” he said.

      “Then release me, mon amour”—Madame Lavigne ground her elbow between his ribs—“and I will go straightaway.”

      Ignoring the dull pain in his side, he slanted a lecherous grin at the men.

      “She’s rather impatient, if you catch my drift.”

      “I beg your—?” A tight squeeze cut her off with a grunt.

      “No need to beg,” he said, playing the role of eager lover. “Come along.”

      As he tried to usher her toward the stairs, Kincaid blocked their path. His wild eye fixed on Daniel.

      “How’d you like a real man between the sheets?”

      “Are you speaking to me?” Daniel asked, hoping to rile him.

      “No, I ain’t talkin’ to you, jackass.”

      “Splendid, because I prefer my lovers to be bathed. Now, move aside. The lady and I have private matters to discuss.”

      Kincaid’s face flushed, but he didn’t budge. “She’s coming with us.”

      Daniel dropped his arm from the young woman’s shoulders and sighed.

      “My apologies, madame. I had hoped this might turn out differently.”

      Kincaid wore a triumphant sneer. Did he think Daniel was surrendering her? He was more dimwitted than he looked.

      Warily, Madame Lavigne glanced up at Daniel with large green eyes that stole his breath. Surely, she didn’t believe he would hand her over to the miscreants, too.

      “Run,” he murmured.

      “Pardon?”

      “Run!”

      Daniel shoved her out of harm’s way, slamming his fist into his adversary’s face.

      Howls of approval thundered in the small taproom. Daniel followed with another right before punching Kincaid’s doughy gut.

      The man wheezed, collapsing to his knees and clutching his stomach. Daniel stood over him, awaiting his opponent’s next move. Kincaid plopped to his bum and shook his head, surrendering.

      “Damned fast work, Captain,” someone shouted from the back of the taproom. No doubt one of his crew.

      Daniel shook his right hand. “I think I’ve bruised my knuckles on his disgusting mug.”

      Resuming a fighting stance, he nodded toward Kincaid’s sidekick. “Come on, then.”

      The punier man’s raised fists quivered. Just as Daniel had suspected, his bravado crumbled without a bigger man to hide behind.

      “Oh, hell,” Daniel said. “Your form is awful. Off with you before I knock some sense into you.”

      The weasel turned and dashed for the back exit.

      “Let him go,” Daniel called as two men from his crew started to follow. “The coward will cause no more trouble tonight.”

      He frowned at his first mate, who was exchanging coins with another crewman at a table.

      “Did you place a wager against me, Mr. Emerson?”

      Patch shrugged. “I thought he’d last longer. Figured him for four hits at least.”

      “Indeed? That many?” Daniel’s pride was pacified. “Escort him to the door.”

      “You heard the captain,” Patch barked to a couple of lower-ranking sailors.

      As his crew hauled Kincaid off the floor, Daniel scanned the tavern, his heart racing. The widow was gone.

      “Madame Lavigne!”

      Shoving through the crowd of sweat-soaked bodies, he barreled toward the front door to search the docks. Black skirts sticking out from under a table stopped him short.

      He chuckled, tension melting away. The poor woman was probably suffering from the vapors. He sauntered to the table and crouched for a better view. Moon-round eyes stared back at him, no tear in sight.

      He cocked an eyebrow. “Lost your handkerchief under there, did you?”

      He extended his arm, his fingers curling around her hand as she climbed from her hiding spot. Their hands fit together nicely.

      She brushed dirt from her skirts, scowling up at him. “Do you always draw this much attention? Subtlety would have been appreciated.”

      “You are welcome, Madame Lavigne.”

      “Lower your voice,” she hissed.

      Ducking her head, she tugged the brim of her bonnet lower. Daniel’s gaze narrowed as he surveyed the taproom. Everyone had returned to drinking, appearing uninterested in them. Something was amiss with the lady.

      “Where shall I escort you?” he asked.

      “I can find my own way upstairs.”

      He captured her hand, guiding her toward the stairwell anyway. A genteel woman like Madame Lavigne shouldn’t be staying at The Abyss, much less frequenting its tavern. His gentlemanly duty required him to ensure she was safely locked in her room.

      She tried to break away at the landing, but Daniel kept his hold. He could feel her bristling beside him.

      “Which room is yours?”

      “There.” She pointed toward the end of the corridor. “But I don’t need assistance.”

      “You were nearly abducted, madame; you need assistance.”

      She huffed but walked with him.

      “Where is your escort?” he asked.

      Jerking free, she faced him, chin notched. “My circumstances are none of your concern. Bonne nuit.”

      “No ‘merci beaucoup’?”

      Daniel stepped forward, following her as she backed toward the wall, bracing his hands on either side of her to prevent her escape.

      “What exactly are your circumstances, madame? Are you in trouble?”

      Her eyes flared. “If an overbearing captain detaining me against my will is considered trouble, then oui.”

      Her refusal to be honest only made him more determined to get a straight answer. “Perhaps you’re no widow at all, but a runaway. Who is looking for you?”

      She rolled her eyes. “You may go.”

      When she tried to duck under his arm, he caught her around the waist.

      “Release me,” she snapped. “Our business has concluded.”

      He let her go but regretted it when she stormed down the corridor.

      “Perhaps I misunderstood our conversation earlier, madame. I was under the impression you wanted me to carry you to England.”

      She halted mid-march and slowly turned back to him. “Are you reconsidering?”

      The only thing he knew with certainty was that he wasn’t ready to end their encounter. He took a step toward her. “You’re desperate to leave New Orleans. Why?”

      Her laugh was forced, devoid of mirth. “I am not desperate. I am impatient to reunite with a male relation.”

      “Lack of patience on your part doesn’t sway me. Why are you determined to be on the Cecily when she sets sail instead of waiting for another ship?”

      “I cannot predict how long my cousin will remain in London. He is a visitor.”

      “Does he know you’re coming?”

      She pressed her lips together, her silence damning.

      “He isn’t expecting you?” Daniel frowned. The woman lacked sense in spades. “And if your kin isn’t there, what do you propose to do then?”

      She closed her eyes, as if trying to sort her thoughts. She looked too blasted fragile standing there in the dim corridor. Didn’t she know better than to lower her guard with anyone?

      “My brother is but a boy,” she said at last. “He requires the protection of his guardian, and since our cousin hasn’t come to us…”

      She must collect him.

      Daniel moved closer, lightly taking her hand. He should walk away and forget about her. She, herself, claimed she didn’t require his assistance, but his uneasy gut said otherwise.

      “Do you know anyone else in England?”

      She shook her head.

      “We have a letter of introduction and funds to rent rooms for a time.” When she looked up, her expression hardened. “But we will find him.”

      Or die trying.

      Daniel understood loyalty to family all too well. He would give his own worthless life for any of his siblings.

      She sighed. “Have you reconsidered allowing our passage, Captain? I must have an answer.”

      A whiff of her orange blossom perfume transported him to another time. Cecily had been laughing that day, such a rare sound from her.

      The Caribbean breeze had whipped off her bonnet, and he’d chased it into the surf. When she’d learned of his plans to take her to England, he’d never heard her laugh again.

      Madame Lavigne waited for his answer, appearing to hold her breath. Odd that he didn’t feel as tormented by his guilt with her near. Something about the widow eased his conscience and offered him a momentary reprieve. For a man who had known little peace for five years, the temptation was strong to keep her with him—even on ship.

      “Upon my honor, monsieur, I will pay whatever price you deem necessary.”

      “Do you promise you’re in no trouble? My ship cannot be detained for harboring a fugitive.”

      “I am no fugitive.”

      The slight tremor in her hands softened his demeanor. He couldn’t believe he was going to do this, but there was no telling what scrape she might find herself in next if he refused his assistance.

      “Very well, madame. You have my pledge to carry you to England. Arrive just after sunrise.”

      “Oh, monsieur!” She swept forward and placed a quick kiss on his cheek. “Merci.”

      Instinctively, he folded her into his arms. She sagged against him. Her softness and sweet scent filled him with longing, and an aching loneliness.

      He swallowed hard. How many lonesome nights had Madame Lavigne suffered since losing her husband?

      “Perhaps we may find comfort in one another, madame,” he whispered, his mouth grazing her ear. “I can be a sensitive lover when the situation calls for it.”

      She drew back with a soft gasp, and he released her.

      “You want me to be your… lover?” This last word was whispered, her gaze darting toward the staircase.

      “The journey would be more pleasant for both of us, I believe. Would you be amenable to sharing my bed on occasion?”

      She stood tall, her spine rigid. “If this is your requirement, I am in no position to argue.”

      My requirement? “Wait!”

      She darted into her room and closed the door.

      Hellfire!

      They’d have to clear up that little misunderstanding as soon as possible. He liked his widows willing or not at all.
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      Sweet Mary and Joseph!

      Had she just entered into an agreement with Captain Hillary to be his companion in exchange for passage?

      Lisette’s head spun as she locked the door. Serafine sprang from her seat, speaking rapidly in their shared language.

      “Where have you been? You were gone over half an hour.”

      “I was negotiating with Captain Hillary.” Lisette pulled the pins from her hat and turned to the dry sink, avoiding her cousin’s gaze.

      “I thought Monsieur Baptiste handled everything.”

      “Apparently, he missed a few details.” Lisette tossed the hat beside the washbasin and filled the bowl. “We must be at the docks by dawn.”

      Rafe mumbled in his sleep and rolled over in bed.

      “Early is better,” Serafine whispered. “Hopefully, Reynaud’s men won’t realize we are gone until it is too late.”

      Lisette grimaced before splashing water over her heated face. “There is a chance my presence in the tavern didn’t go unnoticed.”

      “Indeed?”

      She debated how much of her meeting with the captain to reveal and decided not to worry her cousin.

      “It was nothing,” she murmured.

      Serafine fanned her face, her bronzed skin glistening from the sticky heat. Lisette wet a fresh cloth and carried it to her. Her cousin thanked her, wiping away the perspiration, then draped it across the back of her neck.

      Despite their mothers being sisters, the only feature Lisette had in common with her cousin was green eyes. Serafine’s high cheekbones and regal bearing, inherited from their West Indies ancestors, often left Lisette feeling plain.

      “I suggest we try to sleep,” Lisette said.

      “I’ll sleep with one eye and ear open.”

      “As will I. Together we provide a full set.”

      That summed up their relationship. They had been a pair since Serafine came to live at Passebon House after Rafe’s birth—two fifteen-year-olds trying to raise a baby.

      They crawled into the small bed with Rafe cradled between them, but Lisette lay awake in the dark, attuned to every creak and bump in the inn.

      Her agreement with Captain Hillary weighed on her mind. Could she retract her promise without jeopardizing their passage?

      At last, sleep claimed her, only for images of Reynaud’s rage-filled face to jolt her awake. She was still awake when the robins began their morning chorus. She tried to memorize the sound of their carefree warbling, wanting to recall it in the days to come, as a heaviness settled in her chest.

      She harbored no delusions. They would never see Passebon House or New Orleans again.

      Serafine’s measured breaths contrasted with Rafe’s soft snores, alerting Lisette that her cousin was also awake.

      “Will we be safe with Captain Hillary?” Lisette whispered.

      “My readings are never wrong, ma chère. We’ll survive the journey and find safety in London. But you must promise to do exactly as I tell you.”

      Lisette clutched the thin sheet to her chest. Perhaps Serafine placed too much faith in her readings. She hadn’t seen the captain nor did she know his price for carrying them to London.

      “We should prepare to leave soon,” Lisette said, crawling from bed and grabbing her wrap.

      While Serafine dressed, Lisette slipped downstairs in search of something to fill their bellies.

      The innkeeper appeared to be the only one awake and promised to send someone with food and fresh water right away. Before long, the young woman from the previous night arrived, her eyes still swollen with sleep, carrying bowls of rice, milk, and sugar. Lisette paid her well and secured the door behind her.

      Serafine roused Rafe from sleep while Lisette freshened up at the washbasin and donned her black mourning gown.

      Her cousin wrinkled her nose. “Why are you wearing that worn garment?”

      “The captain made assumptions based on my attire last night. He believes I’m a widow.”

      “Indeed? And why didn’t you correct his mistake?”

      “It seemed easier than explaining Reynaud.”

      While downstairs, she made her decision. Rafe’s safety depended on their escape, and that meant securing passage at any cost. If her body was the only valuable asset Captain Hillary seemed willing to barter for, she couldn’t risk revealing the truth—not until they were too far from New Orleans to turn back.

      She could only hope for his forgiveness once she renegotiated their terms and explained the misunderstanding.
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      Daniel climbed on deck with Vicar Ramsey, fresh from witnessing his younger brother Jake's wedding to Amelia. His momentary contentment vanished when he spotted Madame Lavigne at the railing with her kin.

      She had failed to mention traveling with another lady—or that her brother was so frail. The lad looked as though a light gust might carry him off.

      “Patch!” he called to his first mate, motioning him over.

      Patch Emerson’s jaw tightened as he approached. “I know what you’re going to say—”

      “Why aren’t they in their cabin? I gave orders.”

      A hint of red crept into Patch’s dark cheeks as he rubbed the back of his neck.

      “I don’t think she understands English too well. The lady looked right through me when I told her.”

      Daniel gritted his teeth. Madame Lavigne spoke nearly flawless English; she chose not to listen. He had known she would be trouble from the moment they met at the inn. He should have stood firm and denied her passage, but Madame Lavigne had a way of muddling his mind.

      “Show the vicar to his quarters,” he snapped.

      “No need, Captain.” Vicar Ramsey gestured to his vestments. "I can find my way below to change."

      Daniel nodded sharply. “Supper is at six o'clock.”

      “Ah yes, with your finest vintage, if I recall?”

      Daniel's frown sent the vicar hurrying toward the hatch.

      Patch met his gaze, his own eyes sparking with amusement. “It will be an interesting journey with the vicar and our new passengers. Will we all fit at the table?”

      “Who said you’re joining us?” Daniel raised a sardonic eyebrow. “Better yet, why don’t you take my place, and I will eat in the galley with Cookwell?”

      Patch chuckled, knowing how much Daniel hated socializing with the upper crust—even though he was, reluctantly, part of London’s Society. Though considered bad ton, he still made more guest lists than he liked whenever he was home. He preferred his time at sea, where no one cared about bloodlines or had the luxury of gossiping.

      He headed toward Madame Lavigne and her kin to settle a few matters—namely, that he was in charge aboard his ship.

      His rules were law.

      The widow must have sensed his approach, for she turned toward him, her pink lips curving into a soft smile. He faltered, an odd tightness gripping his chest, making it difficult to breathe.

      “Captain Hillary, I cannot thank you enough. How long does it usually take to clear the river? Will we reach the sea before nightfall?”

      Perhaps her evil eye last night had cursed him after all, for his pulse was strumming in his ears. He didn’t feel quite grounded in his own skin when she held his gaze.

      “You should have told me you’re traveling with another lady,” he said, his tone sharper than he intended.

      Wariness replaced her friendly expression. A breeze lifted the veil of her hat, revealing her delicate features and the elegant slant of her brows. The shimmer of sunlight on her sun-kissed skin stirred an insane urge to caress her rounded cheek, hitting him like a gale-force wind.

      “I am sorry, monsieur.”

      Her lilting voice was far too pleasing to his ear; perspiration dampened his shirt, his heart racing.

      “I did not consider the information important, since you had already agreed to allow one lady passage.”

      Devil take it! Women didn’t affect him this way. Hitching his thumb toward his chest, he said, “I’ll decide what’s important, madame. You never mentioned your brother was so young either.”

      Madame Lavigne’s face pinked. “I said he was a boy.”

      “And a gust of wind could send him overboard. He’s not to leave the cabin unless I say.”

      “Non, he needs fresh air and sunshine.”

      Daniel barreled on like a bull out of the fence, unable to stop himself. “Withhold any further information from me, and I’ll toss you off my ship without reservation. Do I make myself clear?”

      Both women gaped, their matching green eyes wide. Madame Lavigne’s cheeks turned even redder, but she nodded.

      “Of course, Captain. This is my first cousin, Serafine Vistoire, and my younger brother is Rafe.”

      The boy remained by the railing, his head dropped as he stared at the water.

      Graceful and poised, Mademoiselle Vistoire stood half a foot taller than her companion, her sharp features in contrast to the widow’s softness. Her eyes, however, blazed with the same fiery determination Daniel had seen in Madame Lavigne’s gaze the night before.

      “Forgive me, Captain,” she said in clipped tones, “but I will not hold my tongue while you upbraid my dear Lisette. This is a business transaction, and we are your passengers. No one is being left behind.”

      At the mention of business, Madame Lavigne’s lashes fluttered, and she glanced away.

      Daniel suppressed a heavy sigh, frustrated with himself and his behavior—at the inn and now. She still believed he wanted her companionship in exchange for passage to England. He needed to correct the misunderstanding, but not in front of his crew or her family.

      “Forgive me for speaking in anger.” He offered a contrite smile before bowing to the ladies. “Please allow me to make amends by joining me for supper this evening in my cabin.”

      When Madame Lavigne’s breath hitched, he added, “Vicar Ramsey will be dining with us, along with my first mate and the ship’s surgeon, Mr. Timmons. My brother and his wife will join our party tomorrow evening.”

      Mademoiselle Vistoire straightened, regarding him coolly. “Merci, Captain. We accept.”

      He glanced at Madame Lavigne for confirmation. Her grim expression remained unchanged, but she inclined her head.

      “Splendid.” Daniel took Mademoiselle Vistoire’s hand and kissed her pristine glove. “Until then, I bid you farewell, ladies.”

      Madame Lavigne scowled when he didn’t offer her the same courtesy. So, she wasn’t indifferent to him after all. That lifted his spirits.

      Tonight they would clear up a few matters, then he’d see how closely their desires aligned. If she wasn’t interested in comforting one another on the voyage, so be it. He’d sailed many times without a woman’s company—though never with one aboard.

      He cleared his throat, forcing his thoughts back to his responsibilities. “I’ll send a man to escort you.”
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      When Lisette and her family entered the ship’s great cabin at the appointed hour, a lone gentleman sat at Captain Hillary’s table with a glass of wine.

      “Are we too early, monsieur?”

      “All present and accounted for, except the captain.” The man stood as she and Serafine approached with Rafe between them. “I’m Mr. Ramsey, vicar of Trinity Church in Dunstable.”

      Lisette returned his greeting and introduced her family.

      “Madame. Mademoiselle.” Mr. Ramsey snatched his half-empty glass in salute, then drained it.

      Her gaze flicked toward the main door. “I believe the first mate and ship’s surgeon are dining with us, too.”

      He shrugged, reaching for the bottle.

      “Save some for the ladies, Mr. Ramsey.”

      She jumped at the sound of Captain Hillary’s voice and found him braced in the second doorway. His intense, stealthy gaze sent a shiver down her spine. How long had he been standing there?

      He nodded as he entered, dressed in a tailored black coat, an ivory waistcoat embroidered in gold, and fitted black trousers—every inch the gentleman of means. Dashing, to say the least. But no amount of fine attire could mask the edge of danger he carried, the same as at The Abyss. The air around him crackled with tension, affecting everyone in his presence.

      Affecting her.

      She intertwined her fingers and hugged them to her chest.

      Captain Hillary flashed a crooked smile, a dimple piercing his left cheek. “I see everyone has made each other’s acquaintance. Ladies, Master Rafe—it is a pleasure to dine with you this evening.”

      Lisette’s heart warmed at his inclusion of Rafe. She dropped her hands to her sides. Most people, like the vicar, ignored him. It was easier than acknowledging his peculiarities.

      Rafe rocked back and forth, reaching for Lisette’s hand, his unfocused gaze drifting around the cabin.

      The captain gestured toward the table. “Shall we? My first mate and Mr. Timmons are dining with the crew tonight. They beg your pardon.”

      “Thank you,” Lisette said as he pulled out her chair, then assisted Serafine.

      In addition to proper attire, he had gained some manners. She could almost mistake him for a true gentleman.

      As Captain Hillary rounded the table, he took the seat across from her, raising an eyebrow when Vicar Ramsey drained his glass again. Annoyance flickered across his face as he refilled the vicar’s wine before pouring for Lisette, Serafine, and himself. Rafe’s place at the table had been set with a cup of milk.

      Vicar Ramsey took a large gulp, then launched into an insipid tale of his devotion to his recently deceased great-uncle.

      “To think, I traveled all that distance from England, risking my own life, to handle his affairs. Then the curmudgeon bequeathed every possession he had to the nuns.”

      “How inspiring,” Serafine said, her smile saccharine. “Your selfless devotion must have moved your uncle to such charitable heights.”

      “I hadn’t considered that possibility, mademoiselle.” His shoulders drooped as he stared into his goblet, swirling the wine. “’Tis true, I suppose. No good deed shall go unpunished and all.”

      Captain Hillary hid a smirk behind his napkin, amusement glinting in his eyes as he met Lisette’s gaze.

      Rafe wiggled in his chair between her and Serafine, having devoured the soft center of the bread while leaving the crust, boiled fish, and squash untouched.

      Lisette exchanged his crust for her own uneaten slice, worrying her bottom lip.

      Rafe was particular about food; he wouldn’t eat just anything, even when hungry. His diet consisted of bread, rice, milk, and sweets—especially rice pudding. Yet one stray raisin in the pudding could send him into hysterics. This journey would be far from easy, she feared.

      Lisette had taken rice and flour from the larder at Passebon House, but the small sack had quickly grown heavy. She had no idea how long the supplies would last or how long the voyage would take, much less if she’d brought enough. Tomorrow, she must locate the galley and speak with the cook. Perhaps she could bribe him to ration the foods Rafe depended on.

      When she glanced up, she caught Captain Hillary watching her brother dig his fingers into the bread. Without a word, he reached across the table to place his own serving on Rafe's plate.

      Rafe’s head popped up, though he didn’t look directly at anyone.

      “The Cecily is a three-masted ship with three square sails on
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