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Prologue

Land’s End, Cornwall, 1665

“I bring a message
from our mutual friend.” Two figures huddled in the cabin of a ship
that flew no flag. The candles had been snuffed. The only
illumination came from the moonlight that filtered through the
small porthole.

“I hope he sent gold with his message.” The
voice was raspy from years at sea.

There was the rattle of coin as the
well-dressed man reached into his pocket and withdrew a sack. “You
do as our friend asks and you’ll be a wealthy man.”

“Or a dead one.” Work-roughened fingers
grasped the sack. It disappeared from sight. “Now, tell me what it
is he wants done.”

“What he wants, what we all want, is for
Charles to remain a weak monarch, so that, when the time is right,
a certain mutual friend can step forward and claim the throne. That
will seal our fortune. But for now it means assuring that certain
shipments of gold bound for the king never reach London.”

There was a low rumble of laughter. “My men
and I have no problem with that. We were pirating these waters when
the king was learning to walk.”

“Times have changed now. Charles has his own
privateers, who know a thing or two about fighting back. That’s why
our mutual friend paid you so well. If you have to, hire an army to
ride with you.” He produced a rolled parchment. “This is a list of
some of the ships’ captains who are loyal to the king and have
agreed to stand with him. I’ll have more names soon. See that
they’re destroyed.”

“With pleasure.”

A bottle was produced, ale poured. The two
lifted their glasses.

“To England,” the well-dressed man said. “And
a new monarch.”

The second man gave a raspy laugh. “To gold
in my pocket. That’s the only king I serve.”


Chapter One

“Ambrosia.” Bethany
Lambert and her younger sister, Darcy, stepped into their oldest
sister’s room, then paused.

“Oh, don’t you look pretty.” Bethany eyed the
red satin gown Ambrosia was wearing, admiring the low, rounded
neckline and long tapered sleeves. “Isn’t that from the bolt of
satin Papa brought from Paris on his last voyage?”

“Aye.” Ambrosia turned away from the window,
where she’d been standing for the past half hour. In her entire ten
and seven years, she’d never been concerned about her clothes. Nor
was she today. She usually wore whatever their housekeeper,
Mistress Coffey, made available to her. “There’s no sign of the
Undaunted.”

Bethany, younger by a year, caught her hands
and began pulling her toward the door. “It’ll be here. If not
tonight, then tomorrow. Don’t worry. Papa and James will be home
soon.”

Darcy, the youngest at ten and five, couldn’t
hide her eagerness. “Grandpa and the others are already in the
carriage.”

The three sisters were as different in looks
and personality as it was possible to be. Ambrosia was as tall and
robust as most men, with long legs and a slender but decidedly
feminine figure. Her hair was the color of a raven’s wing. As
oldest, she was the acknowledged leader. What’s more, she was
absolutely fearless.

Bethany had red hair, green eyes and a
voluptuous figure that even the most modest of gowns couldn’t hide.
With a fiery nature to match her hair, she drew the eye of every
man from cradle to coffin. Not that she minded. Her father claimed
that she’d come into this world batting her lashes and twisting
everyone around her finger.

Darcy was tiny, delicate, with blond hair and
laughing blue eyes and a nature so sweet it was impossible not to
love her. There was a shyness about her that was irresistible.

With reluctance, Ambrosia allowed herself to
be led down the stairs and out the door.

Old Newton Findlay offered her a hand up into
the carriage. “Ye’re looking fine, Ambrosia.”

“Thank you, Newt.” She managed a smile for
the old man, who had sailed with her grandfather and her father
until he’d lost a leg to a shark. Now he hopped around in a
strange, uneven gait caused by the wooden peg that served as a leg.
Instead of sailing, he drove their carriage and helped around the
grounds of the home they called MaryCastle, built on a spit of land
that jutted into the Atlantic. The three young women had grown up
hearing Newton’s tales of his seagoing adventures.

Newton had put on a jacket over his usual
sailor’s garb to placate the housekeeper, Mistress Coffey, who
believed in strict rules of propriety.

As Ambrosia settled herself beside her
sisters, their housekeeper frowned. Mistress Coffey, a thin stick
of a woman, had taken to wearing black when her husband died more
than twenty years ago. Today’s black gown had a high neck, long
sleeves, and was starched so stiffly it threatened to crack when
she moved. Not a single white hair was allowed to slip free of the
perfect coil at the nape of her neck. “Hurry, Newton. We don’t want
to be late for Edwina’s tea.”

Ambrosia’s head came up sharply. “I don’t see
why we should have to waste our time on Edwina’s tea. Edwina Cannon
is a silly, empty-headed twit.”

“Ambrosia.” Shocked and outraged, their
ancient nurse, Miss Winifred Mellon, put a hand to her mouth. The
old woman had been brought as nurse to the children of MaryCastle
years ago, when Captain John Lambert’s beloved wife, Mary, had died
unexpectedly. But when the children were grown, and no longer
needed a nurse, they’d learned that this sweet old woman had
nowhere to go, and so they had simply kept her on. She spent her
days reminding them of their duties as proper young ladies.
Whenever their behavior was especially outrageous, she would have
one of her fainting spells. Her spells occurred so frequently, no
one seemed to notice anymore. Family and staff alike simply went
about their business until she came around.

Because she was a maiden lady, and
exceedingly proud of it, Winifred appeared only in white clothing.
This day she was dressed in a gown of white wool. Over that she
wore a heavy woolen shawl of purest white. Her white hair was as
soft as a baby’s, and fanned out around her pale face like cotton
balls. She had even tied a white lace cap around her head, which
Darcy thought looked like a sleeping cap.

“Calling Edwina names is beneath you,
Ambrosia,” Winifred said with that note of disapproval they had
heard since childhood. “Your father would be shocked to hear his
daughter speak in such a manner. And what would your brother say
about such unladylike behavior?”

“James would agree with me, Winnie.”
Ambrosia’s eyes flashed. “He escorted Edwina to a May Day picnic
last year and said he couldn’t detect a single thing in that empty
little head of hers. All she cared about was her precious bonnet.
Can you imagine wasting a whole day boasting of a bonnet? James is
well rid of her.”

Winifred glanced at the housekeeper, and the
two old women sighed. When it came to the defense of their older
brother, James, the three Lambert sisters were as fierce as the
king’s soldiers. No woman would ever be good enough for him. As for
their father, Captain John Lambert, his daughters were even more
protective. Let no man speak ill of him. They adored him, and he
returned their affection a hundredfold. Despite the fact that his
duties as a ship’s captain took him away from home for long periods
of time, his daughters were devoted to him. Whenever he returned
from the sea, their house rang with joyous laughter. His quick wit
and charm made him a much loved leader in the tiny village of
Land’s End, as well as the rest of Cornwall.

There was no denying that theirs was a
handsome family. The captain and his son were tall and muscular,
their skin ruddy from their time spent at sea. Many a woman young
and old hoped to snag the interest of John or James Lambert. As for
the three sisters, perhaps because of the early death of their
mother, and the long absences of their father and older brother,
they had formed a special bond. At times they seemed to need no one
but each other. They were their own best friends and confidantes.
But their independence worried their nurse and housekeeper.

“You’d best learn to curb that tongue,
Ambrosia,” Winifred said sternly. When Bethany started to laugh,
she turned on her. “And you’d best listen as well. Such impudence
could become an impediment to making a proper marriage.”

Ambrosia frowned. “If that be true, then I
shall simply remain as I am. Alone, and enjoying my own company,
Winnie. For I’ll not forsake my independence for any man.”

“Nor will I,” Bethany echoed. “If a man can’t
love me for myself, he isn’t worth the time of courtship.”

Sweet Darcy nodded in agreement.

This had Mistress Coffey shaking her head in
despair. “Then I’ll remind you that you could find yourselves the
only three spinsters in Land’s End.”

Seeing the shocked look in Winifred Mellon’s
eyes, the housekeeper’s face flamed. To cover her lapse she
sputtered, “At least you behave like a lady, Miss Mellon. What man
would possibly want a wife who would rather sail than sew?”

From the driver’s seat old Newton snickered.
“A man’s man, that’s who. A man of the sea.”

“See?” Geoffrey Lambert, dressed in his
finest captain’s coat and hat, cocked an ear toward Newton. “What
did you see?”

Geoffrey had been one of England’s finest sea
captains until an accident with a misfired cannon had left him
almost completely deaf. Now he spent his days regaling his
granddaughters with tales of his adventures, and teaching them
everything he could about survival at sea.

According to Mistress Coffey, he used his
misfortune to hear only what he chose to hear.

“What I see is an old fool,” she said under
her breath. “Ah, here’s the Cannon estate now. And look how many
fine carriages are here ahead of us.”

Ambrosia exchanged a look with her two
sisters. Mistress Coffey detested being late.

“Now remember what I told you,” the
housekeeper lectured sternly. “Lord Silas Fenwick is a most
important man in London. It’s rumored that he’s decided it’s time
to take a wife, and that he’s come here to look over our eligible
young maidens. Behave yourselves, and you may be able to snag a
very wealthy husband.”

As they filed inside, each sister took a deep
breath, preparing for an hour of tedium.

“Ambrosia. Bethany. Darcy.” Edwina Cannon’s
shrill voice assaulted them the minute they stepped into the
parlor. “You must come meet Lord Silas Fenwick.”

The three sisters studied the tall, elegantly
dressed young man with sandy hair and a handsome, patrician
face.

“Lord Fenwick, I’d like to present the
Lambert sisters. Ambrosia, Bethany and Darcy.”

“Ladies.” He caught the hand of each in turn
and, with a soulful look guaranteed to cause a flutter to young
maidens’ hearts, lifted it to his lips.

Edwina had her fingers locked around his arm
in a death grip. “Lord Fenwick said he simply had to take tea with
Mama and me, in order to see our lovely estate. You must come over
here and let me tell you how we met.”

“Must we?” Ambrosia saw the way his brow
arched, but in truth, she didn’t care. Not about Lord Silas Fenwick
or Edwina Cannon, or how they’d happened to meet. All she could
think about was that Papa might arrive home while they were out,
and she would miss his homecoming.

“What a fine looking gentleman,” Mistress
Coffey was saying to Edwina’s mother.

“He’s been showing considerable interest
since his arrival in Land’s End. They make a lovely couple, don’t
you think?” Mistress Cannon saw the frown on the housekeeper’s face
and decided to drive home her point. “With Edwina’s beauty and his
wealth, they’d have such a fine life. Did I tell you that he said
he’d insist that his wife keep a home in London?”

“How could anyone leave Cornwall for London?”
Ambrosia remarked.

In the silence that fell over the room,
Geoffrey Lambert held a hand to his ear. “Eh? What’s done?”

“London, Grandpapa,” Bethany shouted.

“Oh. London. Filthy place,” the old man
muttered.

Lord Silas Fenwick cleared his throat,
striving to regain control of the festivities. “This is a lovely
time of year in Cornwall. I noticed quite a few ships in the
harbor.”

Ambrosia accepted a cup of tea and a fancy
pastry. “Our father’s ship, the Undaunted, should be coming
in any day now.”

“I’ve heard of your father, Captain John
Lambert. Your brother, James, is also aboard, isn’t he?”

“Aye.” Ambrosia’s eyes lit with sudden
pleasure. “Do you know them, Lord Fenwick?”

“I haven’t met them. But my grandfather
founded one of England’s finest import businesses, which I’ve
inherited. I’ve made it my business to know many of England’s ships
and their captains.”

“Do you sail, Lord Fenwick?”

He smiled. “My interests lay more with
business than sailing. But I do own a lovely ship, the Sea
Devil. I’ve taken the king on several cruises along the
Thames.”

Edwina Cannon’s eyes widened. “You mean you
actually entertain the king of England, Silas?”

“Aye.” He patted her hand, then smiled
indulgently. “Perhaps someday I’ll introduce you to him. I know
he’ll find you as charming as I do.”

While Edwina giggled, Ambrosia set aside her
tea with a clatter. “Oh, my, Mistress Coffey. I do believe we
should be starting home.”

“Home?” The housekeeper looked flustered.
“But, Ambrosia, we just got here.”

“I can see that Grandpapa is growing weary.”
She looked over at the old man, who was staring into space.
“Grandpapa, are you ready to leave?”

“Sleeve?” He glanced down. “Is there
something on my sleeve?”

“Leave, Grandpapa,” Darcy shouted into his
ear. “Would you like to leave?”

“Aye. Had my fill of sweets. Tea, too.” He
yawned. “Might take a nap before dinner.”

Ambrosia leapt at the opportunity. Putting a
hand under his elbow, she helped him to his feet.

Edwina stood and followed them to the door,
towing Lord Fenwick with her. “But you haven’t even heard how Silas
and I met, Ambrosia. And I so wanted to tell you.” She wrapped her
hands around his arm again, staring up into his eyes.

Eyes, Ambrosia thought with sudden insight,
that looked bored. As though he’d rather be anywhere than here with
this silly female. The man must be desperate for a wife if he’d
waste his time on Edwina Cannon.

She managed a smile. “You can save it for our
next tea, Edwina. But Grandpapa’s comfort must come first. You
understand.”

“I suppose so.” Edwina offered her cheek, and
the three sisters dutifully brushed their lips over skin that
reeked of rosewater.

As they made their way to the waiting
carriage, Silas watched with interest. Then, seeing Edwina’s look,
he turned to her with a sly smile. “A... colorful family.”

“They’re considered strange by everyone here
in Land’s End. The sailors say the three sisters can sail a boat as
well as any man. And they’ve been known to handle weapons as
well.”

“Weapons? You jest.”

“Nay. It’s true. Ambrosia can wield a sword
as well as any man. Bethany has been seen shooting a coin from the
branch of a tree with her father’s dueling pistol. And Darcy can
bring down a bird in flight with the toss of her knife.” As the
carriage rolled out of sight, she sighed. “All in Land’s End are
convinced the three Lambert sisters are doomed to spinsterhood.
What man would ever want a wife who’d rather brawl like a common
sailor than sew and cook?”

* * *

“Ambrosia.” Bethany and Darcy stepped out
onto the widow’s walk, the wide balcony that ran the length of the
upper story of their house overlooking the sea.

The wind here was always brutal, gathering
strength as it rolled across the endless miles of the Atlantic.
Both young women drew their shawls around their shoulders as they
faced into the breeze, hair flying wildly, skirts whipping about
their legs. They made their way to where their oldest sister
stood.

“Mistress Coffey says you’re to come inside.”
Bethany’s voice could hardly be heard above the roar of wind and
waves. “Before you catch your death.”

“Tell Mistress Coffey that I intend to stay
here and watch for Papa.”

Bethany shook her head. “Come inside,
Ambrosia. Grandpapa is looking forward to your company at
table.”

Ambrosia turned and both her sisters could
see the troubled look in the depths of those dark eyes. “Papa’s
ship should have been back days ago.”

“Don’t say that. It’s bad luck.” Bethany
caught her sister’s hand, as much to draw strength from her as to
offer comfort. They were all concerned. But until now, none had
dared speak the words aloud. “You know how it is when Papa and
James put into some far-off port. There are goods to be bartered.
Fresh crew to hire. And supplies to be loaded aboard ship for the
return voyage.”

Ambrosia’s hands clenched at her sides. “Go
and placate Mistress Coffey and Grandpapa. As for me, I’ll stay
here awhile, and hope to catch the first glimpse of the
Undaunted’s masts.”

The two younger sisters glanced at each
other, then positioned themselves on either side of her. The warmth
of the fire awaiting them inside was forgotten. As was the comfort
of the meal their housekeeper had prepared.

“We’ll all stay.” Darcy’s hand found its way
into Ambrosia’s.

“Aye. Together.” On the other side of her,
Bethany squeezed her fingers.

These three were determined to be, as they
had been since childhood, a formidable wall of strength against the
unknown. Whatever fear was in their hearts, they would face it
together.

But it wasn’t to be. It wasn’t the cold that
finally brought the three sisters indoors. It was old Newton, who
came upon them in the fog that rolled in just before dusk. A fog so
thick it blanketed the land, making it impossible to see beyond the
railing of their porch.

Bellowing orders in that same voice he’d
always used aboard their father’s ship, he shouted, “Ye’ll get
indoors now, lasses. Or I’ll carry ye in meself.”

Without a word of protest they scurried
inside, and followed him down the stairs. Nobody but Newton would
dare to treat them in such a manner. But the old sailor had known
them since their birth. It was he who had taught them how to haul
sails, to climb to the top of a mast, and how to chart a course by
reading the stars. Just as he’d taught their father years before
them.

Now he shuffled in that strange, unsteady
gait. At the door he turned. “Watchin’ won’t bring yer father and
brother home. Now go and eat, before old Miss Mellon takes one of
her spells.”

“Winnie’s spells only seem to come on
whenever she thinks one of us is behaving in an unladylike manner,”
Bethany muttered.

“Aye. So go now. And behave yerselves like
ladies.”

Chastised, they nodded and left. But not
without giggling over their old retired nurse, who now spent her
days listening to Grandpapa repeat the tales of the sea he’d told a
hundred times or more. And arguing with old Newton about the
improprieties of teaching young ladies how to sail and handle
weapons. All of which gave their housekeeper, the elderly Mistress
Coffey, even more reason to complain about the three old people who
seemed always underfoot when she and the servants were trying to do
their work.

Now she clucked around the three brooding
young women like a mother hen, trying to lift their spirits with
silly, pointless gossip gleaned from Edwina’s tea. “Have you heard
about the gown Edwina Cannon has commissioned for the village ball?
Cloth of gold, almost as fine as that worn by King Charles’s
mistress at his masque last year.” Her voice rose as it always did
when she was caught up in the excitement of the moment. “Think of
the life Edwina will live in London if, as her mother hints, Lord
Fenwick should propose marriage. And she’s only,” she added
pointedly, “ten and six.” Her gaze lingered a moment on Ambrosia,
hoping to see a reaction.

When nobody spoke, she circled the table
pouring tea. “Will you three be going to the vicarage tonight for
the weekly psalm readings?”

Ambrosia glanced at her two sisters. “I
suppose we must. Do you think the vicar would forgive us if we
chose to decline?”

“He’d be bitterly disappointed.” The
housekeeper was reluctant to push too far. But she knew that the
young deacon, Ian Welland, who had just come up from London two
years previous, had eyes for Ambrosia. Mistress Coffey had often
seen him, while the choir sang, or the old vicar, Thatcher Goodwin,
was giving his sermon, turn to stare at Ambrosia as she sat with
her sisters in the family pew. And though Ambrosia dismissed him as
too soft and dull for her taste, Mistress Coffey harbored hope in
her heart that all was not lost. After all, Ambrosia was getting on
in years. Her own mother had been only ten and five when she’d come
here as a bride. Perhaps when enough of Ambrosia’s friends in the
village found themselves husbands, and began to raise families of
their own, she might be inclined to do the same. If she couldn’t
snag a wealthy London lord, what better catch could there be than a
gentle man of the cloth, who would neither drink nor use vile
language nor resort to violence against others?

The housekeeper looked up when she heard a
knock on the door. “Now who would intrude at dinner hour?” She set
down the teapot and hurried from the room.

Minutes later she came back looking highly
agitated. Her skin had gone pale. She was clutching her hands
together at her waist. “There is a stranger here. He has asked to
see the three of you.”

“Did he give a name, Mistress Coffey?”
Ambrosia set aside her tea.

“A Captain Spencer. He said he brings news of
your father and brother. And...” Her voice caught in her throat.
Her lips trembled slightly as she realized the serious
implications. “He is accompanied by the vicar and deacon.”

“Here now.” Though her own heart was
pounding, Ambrosia took charge, dropping an arm around the old
woman’s shoulders, before leading the others into the parlor.

The old parson and his young assistant were
seated on high-back chairs, nervously watching the door, their
hands folded stiffly in their laps.

It was a strange parade as Geoffrey Lambert
gathered his shawl around his shoulders and helped Miss Mellon, as
white as a ghost, across the room. Old Newton planted himself
firmly in the doorway, like an avenging angel, while Mistress
Coffey took two steps inside the room, then stopped.

A man stood warming himself by the fire,
staring thoughtfully into the flames.

When the three sisters stepped into the room,
the parson cleared his throat. “Ladies, this gentleman is Captain
Riordan Spencer.”

The stranger turned. He was tall, with dark
hair badly in need of a trim spilling over a forehead that was
furrowed with concern. His face, tanned from wind and sun, might
have been handsome were it not for the seething emotions that
seemed to harden all his features. His hands, big and work worn,
were fisted at his sides.

For a moment nobody spoke. Then Ambrosia
stepped forward and offered her hand. “Captain Spencer, I’m
Ambrosia Lambert.”

“Miss Lambert.” He accepted her handshake,
all the while staring into her eyes with a directness that was most
unsettling.

She felt a jolt at his touch. Such strength.
And so much tension, it fairly vibrated through him. Up close, his
eyes were as gray as the Atlantic during a storm. Eyes that
harbored pain and mystery.

“These are my sisters, Bethany and Darcy, and
our grandfather, Geoffrey Lambert. Our nurse, Miss Winifred Mellon,
our housekeeper, Mistress Coffey, and our friend, Newton
Findlay.”

The sea captain acknowledged the others, then
turned back to Ambrosia. “I bring news of your father and
brother.”

For a moment she swayed slightly, and he
reached out a hand to steady her. He could feel the slight
trembling, and continued holding a hand to her shoulder a moment
longer than necessary, as though to offer her a measure of strength
for what was to come.

“Are they...?” She couldn’t bring herself to
say the words. For in that instant, she knew. Knew by the pain in
his eyes. By the gruffness of his tone. By the fierce emotions that
clouded his countenance.

“There was a...” he glanced toward the old
people, who were staring at him, then turned back to her “...
terrible storm. The worst we’ve ever encountered. We lost many men.
Your father and your brother, James, among them.”

“No. Oh, no.” Bethany sank down in a chair
and began to weep softly.

Darcy knelt at her feet and buried her face
in her hands. Mistress Coffey fled the room in tears, while Miss
Mellon reached for her smelling salts to keep from fainting.

The others spoke not a word. But they
continued staring at this stranger, their features tight, their
eyes bleak.

Ambrosia clutched her hands together so
tightly the skin was white. “Were you with them, Captain?”

He nodded, wishing he could offer something
more than words. “My ship, the Warrior, went down. I brought
your father’s ship, the Undaunted, to its home port, along
with the sailors who survived. It was Captain Lambert’s last
request.”

Ambrosia could hear her two sisters weeping
softly, but she dared not look at them. Not yet. She had to get
through this.

“Their bodies...?”

He shook his head. “I’m sorry, Miss Lambert.
But if it’s any comfort to you, the sea holds them now.”

“Aye. The sea. They loved it so.” She bit her
lip and turned away, unwilling to let this stranger see her grief.
She swallowed hard, then assumed her role as hostess. “You’ve come
a long way, Captain. You must be hungry.”

“This isn’t necessary, Miss Lambert.” He
seemed almost annoyed at her civility at such a time. “I’ll take a
meal at the tavern, before returning to the ship.”

“You can’t possibly return tonight.” She
glanced out the windows, seeing nothing but the fog that blanketed
the countryside. “I marvel that you even made it to shore.”

“It wasn’t easy.” He continued to stare at
her in that direct manner. “But I couldn’t allow you to wait until
the morrow for such news. I knew you must be beside yourself with
worry.”

“We were. Thank you. That was most kind, to
sacrifice your own safety and comfort for ours.” She rang, and a
minute later Mistress Coffey stopped in the doorway, holding a
crisp handkerchief to her overflowing eyes.

“Please prepare a meal for Captain Spencer.
And bring ale, to chase the chill.” She turned to the vicar and his
young deacon. “Have you had your dinner?”

“Aye.” Vicar Goodwin stepped forward and
placed a hand on her shoulder, squeezing gently. “We must get back
to the vicarage in time for the Bible reading. But if you’d like,
Ambrosia, we’ll pray now for the souls of your father and brother.
I’m certain ’twould give you and your family much comfort.”

She nodded, and signaled for her sisters to
join her. The three gathered around their grandfather and elderly
nurse, heads bowed, hands linked, as the old preacher intoned the
prayers for the dead. When he had finished, he turned to the young
deacon, who added his own prayers in a slightly more eloquent tone,
hoping to impress his audience.

By this time Bethany and Darcy were sobbing
outright. Ambrosia drew them close and pressed her lips to their
cheeks. “Go upstairs now. Take Grandpapa and Winnie with you. And
when I’m finished here, I’ll come to you.”

For a moment they hesitated, and she managed
a weak smile. “Go now. I’ll be fine. I promise.”

While they fled up the stairs, she escorted
the vicar and deacon to the door, where she offered her hand.
“Thank you both for your kindness.”

“You’ll come to the vicarage tomorrow,
Ambrosia,” the old preacher said. “Even without the... bodies of
your father and brother, we must plan a proper funeral.”

“Aye.” She endured the expression of sympathy
from the deacon as well, before watching as the two men hurried out
into the fog-shrouded night. Then she returned to the parlor.

Newton was gone. He would, she surmised,
handle his grief alone in his quarters above the carriage house,
with a flask of ale.

Their guest, she noted, had turned to stare
into the flames. When the maid, Libby, entered with a tray and
glasses, Ambrosia thanked her and sent her off to assist the
housekeeper.

She poured a tumbler of ale and walked up
beside him.

He turned and accepted it from her hand.
“Thank you.” He nodded toward the tray. “I wish you’d join me, Miss
Lambert. I’m sure you can do with a bit of fortifying right
now.”

“Aye.” She filled a goblet, but instead of
sipping, she merely stared into its depths, as though searching for
answers.

“Here, Miss Lambert.” With his hand under her
elbow he directed her toward a pair of chairs drawn up near the
fire.

Again she experienced that strange tingling
when he touched her. As though all those raw emotions she was
feeling were being felt by him as well. As though they shared some
common bond of pain.

When she was seated, he settled himself
across from her and stretched out his long legs toward the heat of
the fire. “I deeply regret the pain I’ve brought you and your
sisters.”

When she said nothing, he sipped his ale in
silence.

“Now that we’re alone, tell me what happened,
Captain. I need to know the details. Did you see my father and
brother... die?”

He nodded. “It happened right before my eyes.
The ship staggered beneath the waves. They were swept overboard, as
was half the crew. There was no way to save them. We were all
fighting for our very lives, trying to keep the Undaunted
from being split from stem to stern. Their bodies had to be
abandoned to the sea.”

She closed her eyes a moment, fighting an
almost overwhelming sense of loss. She wanted, needed desperately,
one more chance to look upon her beloved father’s face and that of
her brother. To see them, to touch them, to kiss them goodbye. But
that was to be denied her. Instead, she would have to make do with
memories. And oh, the flood of tender, loving memories were almost
more than she could bear.

She opened her eyes to find Captain Spencer
watching her. “And my father’s ship? Has it sustained much
damage?”

“Aye. When you view it by morning light,
you’ll see that we were fortunate to make it to home port. The hold
is flooded. The bow is badly torn. But the hull is sturdy. She’s
still a fine, proud ship. But it will take some work to make her
seaworthy.”

The housekeeper stepped into the parlor. Her
eyes were red and puffy from weeping, but she managed to say, “I
have a meal prepared.”

“Thank you, Mistress Coffey.” Ambrosia stood
and offered her hand. “I hope you’ll understand that I must go to
my family now, Captain. I hope that after you eat, you’ll agree to
spend the night.”

He accepted her handshake. “I’d be honored,
Miss Lambert.”

She nodded. “When you’ve finished your meal,
I’ll have my housekeeper show you to my brother’s room. I think
you’ll find everything you need for your comfort.”

He continued to hold her hand. His voice
lowered. “I want you to know this, Miss Lambert. Your father
recognized the danger he was facing. While we fought the storm
together he spoke of his three daughters. Of the pride he took in
the three of you. Of his hopes for your future. And he asked a
favor of me. One that I had hoped never to have to carry out, for I
loved him as though he were my own father.” His voice was gruff
with emotion. “Captain Lambert asked me, should I survive, to bring
the Undaunted home, and tell you how very much he loved you,
and was counting on you to carry on.”

She caught her breath. “To carry on? He said
that?”

“Aye.”

Tears swam in her eyes, but she blinked them
away, desperate to get through this without breaking down. “Thank
you, Captain Spencer. For... everything.”

She turned and fled up the stairs, leaving
Riordan Spencer alone with the housekeeper, who was weeping softly
into her hands.


Chapter Two

Riordan sipped the
strong hot tea Mistress Coffey had provided with supper. He
couldn’t recall a thing he’d eaten. Throughout his solitary meal,
his mind had been cluttered with so many conflicting thoughts. And
all of them centered on Ambrosia Lambert.

He’d come here expecting something quite
different. He’d been bracing himself for an emotional scene, with
young women fainting and needing to be helped to their beds. A
house filled with helpless old people and hysterical servants,
perhaps. Which was why he’d taken the time to engage the assistance
of the village vicar.

Their grief had been deep. And sincere. That
had been all too obvious. But the extraordinary strength in them,
and especially in the eldest, Ambrosia, was remarkable.

She’d known. He could see it in her eyes when
she’d first looked into his. She’d sensed at once why he was here.
But he’d watched how stoically she had absorbed the blow and
carried on. He’d had to fight an almost overpowering desire to take
her in his arms and offer her solace. To whisper in her ear that
somehow everything would be all right, though he knew, in her young
life, nothing would ever be the same again.

He set down his cup with a clatter. It wasn’t
tea he wanted, but something stronger. As he shoved away from the
table, the housekeeper entered.

“Would you like anything else before I show
you to your room, Captain?”

“A bit of ale would be nice.”

She nodded and rang for the maid. “I’II have
it brought to you, Captain Spencer. If you’ll follow me.”

She led him up the wide, curving staircase to
the second floor. As he passed a closed door, he heard the muted
sound of women’s voices. One was weeping. Another was speaking
softly.

He frowned as he continued on until the
housekeeper opened a door, then stepped aside.

“A servant will be along with your ale,
Captain. I hope you find everything you need. If not, you have only
to ask Libby.”

“Thank you, Mistress Coffey.”

She left and he glanced around. The bed
linens had already been turned down. A fire blazed on the hearth.
Steam still rose from the basin of warm water on the washstand.
Despite their grief and shock, the Lambert family and servants had
been able to efficiently handle the addition of an unexpected
guest.

Along one wall stood a desk and chair. Atop
the desk was a small framed miniature of a handsome young man and a
beautiful woman and their four little children. Riordan picked it
up and studied the faces. His eye was drawn immediately to the girl
with dark hair and eyes. Even in early childhood, it would seem,
Ambrosia had been a rare beauty.

At a knock on the door he called, “Come.”

The maid entered and placed a tray on the
night table. Like the housekeeper, the girl’s eyes were red and
puffy from weeping. “Will there be anything else, Captain
Spencer?”

“Nothing, thank you, Libby.”

She nodded and let herself out.

With a sigh he removed his jacket and stiff
shirt before pouring a tumbler of ale. Then he walked to the fire
and stared thoughtfully into the flames as he drank.

It had been a long and difficult voyage home.
And this day had been a particularly harrowing one. The fog had
come in without warning, leaving them sailing blind. When they’d
finally lowered the anchor just offshore, it had taken more than
half a dozen trips from the Undaunted before all the crew
was deposited safely on dry land.

Riordan had taken the sailors to the village
tavern, where he’d paid them their wages, and, as a bonus, had paid
for their rooms and meals. By now they would have had their fill of
fine English ale and even finer English wenches, and would be
tucked up in their beds, snoring like beached whales. The thought
made him smile for the first time in many days. He drained his
glass and filled it a second time, setting it on the tray.

He sat on the edge of the bed and eased off
his boots, then stripped naked and climbed between the covers.
Plumping the pillows, he sat with one hand beneath his head, the
other holding the ale to his lips. As he sipped, he found himself
waiting for his mind and body to adjust to the unusual stillness of
the house.

His first days home from sea were always the
same. After the pitch and roll of a ship beneath his feet, and the
sound of the waves lapping against the hull, there was something
unsettling about the eerie quiet he experienced on land.

He forced himself to think about his future.
He was a captain in need of a ship and a crew. And he had both here
in Land’s End. There was the Undaunted. After some
much-needed repairs, she would be as good as new. And there was her
crew. They’d proven themselves to be hardworking and fiercely loyal
to Captain Lambert. And soon enough they’d be broke and restless
and eager for the next seagoing adventure. A man would be a fool
not to take them on. Especially a man who would be just as restless
for his own next challenge.

Ambrosia Lambert would be a challenge.

Her brother, James, had once confided to
Riordan that his sister could wield a sword like a man. At the time
Riordan had scoffed. Now, having seen her, he wasn’t so sure James
hadn’t spoken the truth. There was a quiet strength in her. This
was no weeping willow, bending and blowing in the wind. She would
be a majestic oak. Standing tall, while those around her were swept
away by the storms that raged through life.

Any man would be fortunate to have a woman
like that by his side. She had that rare combination of beauty and
strength of will. There was intelligence in those dark eyes as
well. A man could search the world and never find a woman to
compare. He ought to know. Hadn’t he sailed the world and back,
without ever once losing his heart? In fact, he’d despaired of ever
finding a woman who could hold his interest for more than a
night.

Perhaps, in Ambrosia Lambert, he’d met his
match.

As the thought struck, he set aside his ale.
Fool, he berated himself. He’d spent less than an hour with the
woman, and he was already giving in to fantasies. It was obvious
that he’d been without the comforts of the flesh for too long.
Besides, everyone knew that a man in love with the sea had no room
in his heart for another.

He blew out the candle and closed his eyes,
determined to put his good friend’s daughter out of his mind and
get some much-needed sleep.

* * *

Unable to settle down, Ambrosia prowled her
father’s study, touching a hand to the objects that littered his
desk. A ship’s log that had belonged to his grandfather. His first
sextant, which he’d used as a boy to chart a course around the
coast of Cornwall. She picked it up and closed her eyes, trying
desperately to feel the warmth of his touch. But all she felt was
the coolness of
































































cover.jpg
EEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEE AUTHOR

RUTH RYAN
LANGAN






