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London, April 1811
Her first sight of the wicked, dashing adventurer Trey Deverill startled Antonia Maitland immensely, for he was unmistakably, breathtakingly nude.
Seeing his unclothed body was purely accidental, of course.
Glad to be home from her select boarding academy for a spring holiday, Antonia handed her bonnet and gloves over to the waiting butler and turned toward the Map Room, where her father oversaw his vast shipping empire. She was eager to see him for the first time in over a month.
“I believe you will find Mr. Maitland upstairs, Miss Maitland,” the butler intoned. “Possibly in the gallery.”
“Thank you,” she replied with a brief smile, knowing her father must be communing with the portrait of his beloved late wife.
Antonia ran up the wide, sweeping staircase and hurried along the elegant east wing of the mansion. Eight years ago, shortly before her mother’s unexpected death of a lung fever, Samuel Maitland had spared no expense to build the grand residence in a newly fashionable district of London just south of Mayfair. But his favorite room was the portrait gallery, where he kept his wife’s memory alive.
Antonia’s current favorite room was the luxurious, newfangled bathing chamber, located at the far end of the corridor.
When she saw a footman exit the chamber and disappear around the corner, Antonia almost sighed in anticipation. Ever interested in novel inventions, her father had added a boiler in the kitchens last year that carried heated water directly above to the large, uniquely designed copper tub. The thought of a hot bath pleased Antonia to no end, since the elite Baldwin Academy for Young Ladies offered superior education and instruction in genteel social skills, but never such delightful extravagances as hours spent soaking in a steaming hot bath.
Upon reaching the corridor’s end, Antonia saw that the door had been left partway open. But when absently she glanced inside, she stopped short.
A man had just stepped from the oval tub.
A sleekly muscular, powerfully built man.
A shockingly nude man.
She could see the side of his tall form—his bronzed back and taut buttocks, his lean hips and long sinewed legs, all streaming with water. Suddenly breathless, she stood riveted at the sight of his body: hard-muscled, vital, beautiful, except for the disfiguring scars on his torso. . . .
As if sensing her presence, he lifted his head alertly and swung toward her, giving her a fuller view of his loins.
“Oh, my . . .” Antonia murmured, startled and fascinated at the same time.
Swiftly, she jerked her eyes away from that forbidden masculine territory, only to have her gaze roam helplessly back up his body. In all of her nearly seventeen years she had never seen anything so stunning as this man. Or magnificent. Nor had she experienced such a purely primal, feminine reaction.
Heat flooded over her skin, and she felt a sudden, shocking warmth between her thighs.
When she managed to drag her gaze higher, from his broad, hair-sprinkled chest and wide shoulders, up the strong column of his throat, she realized that his face was as sinfully handsome as the rest of him. Slicked back, his wet hair was a sun-streaked brown, while his strong features boasted a square jaw and slightly clefted chin, roughened now with a hint of stubble. But it was more his striking, sea green eyes beneath slashing brows that gave him such a bold and wicked appeal.
When those clear green eyes locked with hers, Antonia felt fresh heat sear along all her nerve-endings.
He reached for a towel to cover himself and draped the linen around his lean hips. “I beg your pardon.” His voice was low and deep and unmistakably sensual, but fortunately, hearing it served to jolt Antonia from her captive state.
Realizing she had been staring witlessly, she blushed to the roots of her dark red hair and stammered a reply. “No—it was entirely my fault—I should not be here. . . .”
“Miss Maitland, I presume?”
“Yes . . . Who are you?”
At her bluntness, a crooked smile flashed across his mouth.
Appalled by her uncustomary lack of manners, Antonia raised her hands to her fiery red cheeks.
“Trey Deverill,” he replied to her question, watching her expression for a reaction.
She gave him one; her eyebrows shot up as she 

recognized the name. Of course, Antonia thought distractedly, with the satisfaction of a puzzle piece fitting into place.
She’d heard tales of the notorious Trey Deverill over the years—from various shipping merchants and sea captains, and from her father as well, since they’d been partners in a minor shipping venture for some time now. Deverill was an adventurer and explorer, renowned in particular for battling pirates on the high seas.
She had often imagined what he was like, but given his celebrated reputation, he was younger than she’d expected, closer to twenty-five than thirty, she calculated. And in the flesh, he was far more . . . vital than her wildest fantasies.
Deploring the direction her mind was taking, Antonia cleared her throat to compose herself and spoke, hoping to sound more mature than the green schoolgirl she was. “Forgive me for barging in on you, Mr. Deverill. And for my rudeness. It was merely a shock to find you . . . like this. I am not normally so easily flustered.”
“Understandable under the circumstances,” he observed, amusement glinting in his remarkable eyes.
He, on the other hand, seemed not the least embarrassed, she noted. Or inhibited. No doubt he was fully aware of the effect he had on females. On her. He stood at his ease, his head cocked to one side, contemplating her.
Or perhaps he was merely waiting politely for her to cease gawking and leave.
“Would you oblige me by shutting the door?” he finally said.
“Yes . . . certainly.” Coming to her senses at last, Antonia reached forward to grasp the door handle.
“Oh, and Miss Maitland?”
She tensed, wondering what he meant to say. “Yes?”
“I don’t think we should mention this unfortunate encounter to your father. He would skin me alive for compromising you.”
Her blush only heightened, if that was possible. “Believe me, sir, I have no intention of mentioning this to anyone, most especially my father.”
Firmly shutting the door, Antonia hurried away to resume her interrupted search for her father, determined to forget her decidedly scandalous encounter with the exciting adventurer.
Yet as she fled, Antonia knew without a doubt that the wicked, breathtaking image of Trey Deverill’s body would be indelibly etched in her memory forever.
 
Dinner that evening was a discomfiting affair for Antonia, since she could scarcely meet Deverill’s eyes over the expanse of gleaming china and crystal.
Thankfully, at least, he acted the gentleman. Not by a flicker of his long, dark eyelashes did he let on that they had already met under highly inappropriate circumstances. Yet Antonia had never been so tongue-tied in her life.
Her father regularly invited various sea captains and business partners to dine at Maitland House, and sometimes, as in Deverill’s case, to stay the night. Usually she peppered visitors with questions about their ships and their adventures at sea. But in this instance, Antonia remained so rarely quiet that even her father noticed and commented.
When she claimed fatigue after the long carriage ride from school, Samuel Maitland frowned skeptically at her absurd prevarication before resuming his conversation with Deverill.
During three more courses, Antonia determinedly kept her attention focused on her plate, although she couldn’t stop herself from casting surreptitious glances at Deverill from time to time.
He looked the part of a gentleman now as well. His fashionably tailored coat of blue superfine molded his powerful shoulders, while the pristine white linen of his cravat enhanced his rugged, rakish good looks. His thick, wavy hair had dried to a lighter shade of brown that glinted with streaks of gold—likely from being bleached by the sun, she surmised. His bold, smooth-shaven features were also sun-bronzed, doubtless because he spent a great deal of time on the deck of a ship.
Then Antonia recalled that much of the rest of him was just as bronzed and caught herself blushing. She might never be able to look at him again without picturing his magnificent, virile body.
It was even more lowering to acknowledge that she was unlikely to have the same fascinating impact on him. An extraordinary man like Deverill would pay her little notice. She was still essentially a schoolgirl—tall and gangly, with unconventional red hair, although that fortunately showed promise of darkening into an attractive auburn someday. In truth, her biggest claim to appeal was that as her father’s only child she would eventually inherit the vast Maitland wealth and shipping empire.
Samuel Maitland was a self-made magnate, whose firm built the swiftest ships in the world. Although a shrewd businessman with a hand in numerous enterprises, he had chiefly made his enormous fortune with his brilliant designs for sailing vessels.
His genius, however, was considered an anathema to respectable society. He was not only a mere commoner, but worse, he was In Trade. A Cit, looked down upon by the snobbish ton. And in truth, he had little polish or refinement—which was why, in an attempt to increase his daughter’s respectability, he had sent Antonia to the most exclusive young ladies’ academy in England.
Where you had exquisite manners drummed into your head, Antonia sternly reminded herself. So why was she sitting here as mute as the potted palm gracing the rear corner of the dining room?
In an effort to conquer her deplorable bashfulness, she forced herself to speak during a lull in the conversation. “I suppose you have had a good many adventures, Mr. Deverill?”
He turned those brilliant green eyes on her, and she thought she saw a gleam of amusement shimmering in the clear depths.
“A good many, yes.”
“I should like to hear about some of them.”
Giving a chuckle, her father shook his head. “Oh, no, my girl. Any of Deverill’s tales would be unfit for a young lady’s tender ears.”
Feeling her face warming again, she gave her father an affectionate but exasperated glance as she replied to Deverill. “I love Papa dearly, but he tends to wrap me in cotton wool.”
Deverill’s sensual mouth curved with definite amusement this time. “But he is right to warn you away from me, Miss Maitland.”
“Are you so wicked, then?”
“To you, I am. I’m the black sheep of my family, I fear.”
“What did you do that was so shameful?”
Her father snorted in disgust and answered for him. “Deverill dared to join the merchant marine when he was a lad and then had the audacity to make money in the shipping trade.”
It was an extreme sore point with her father, being condemned for daring to make his fortune through his own labors.
“I defied my father,” Deverill agreed, “and ran off to sea. I and my American cousin set off together to see the world and make our marks on it.”
Antonia eyed him with curiosity. “Your father is a knight, I believe.”
“Yes, but as the youngest of three sons, I will never inherit the title.”
Yet he still had a measure of blue blood running in his veins, Antonia reflected. His Christian name was aristocratic as well, since Trey was a shortened version of Treylayne, from his mother’s side of the family.
He was also reportedly very wealthy. Deverill owned a small fleet of armed vessels that hired out to shipping companies and provided protection for the huge, lumbering merchantmen carrying valuable cargo, both from the French navy and from marauding corsairs. Rumor was, however, that he had grown rich from confiscating fabulous pirate treasure.
“I should have liked to run away to sea,” she remarked lightly, “but it would have disappointed Papa terribly.”
“Aye, daughter, you would have broken my heart. But you’ve made me proud. Antonia,” he boasted to their guest, “will make a brilliant match one day.”
When she felt Deverill regarding her, she returned her attention to her blancmange pudding, not wishing to discuss such personal matters as her father’s dreams for her.
His fondest wish was that she marry a British nobleman to elevate her position in society and diminish the stigma of her breeding. Her mother had been of noble birth, and Samuel Maitland couldn’t bear the thought of his daughter languishing on the fringes of society due to his lack of respectability.
Antonia adored her father and would do nearly anything to please him, even it if meant quelling her own secret yearnings for something more exciting and adventurous than the proper, stifling, grandiose life that most society ladies led.
She glanced at her tall, brawny father, noting that he seemed to have grown older in the month since she’d last seen him. His bright red hair was now speckled with gray and his face more lined, while his once jovial personality had dimmed, burdened by the sadness that had stricken him at his beloved wife’s death many years ago. The fact that he now lived for Antonia—his only child—was not lost on her.
She didn’t realize she had fallen silent again, however, until her father addressed her.
“It’s time you leave the men to their port, my girl. Deverill and I have a great deal of business to discuss, and he will only be here this one night.”
“Very well, Papa,” she said, hiding her disappointment and forcing a smile as she rose and came around the table to kiss her father’s ruddy cheek. “I will be in the drawing room if you need me.”
Both men politely stood for her, and as she left, she heard her father say, “Let us retire to the Map Room, Deverill. I have an intriguing new design to show you.”
The Map Room was what Samuel Maitland called the large study where he sketched out plans for his new ships. Lately, in a further effort to become more respectable, he had begun ruling his empire from home rather than traveling daily to his offices near the London docks.
He enjoyed having an appreciative audience, however, someone who recognized his brilliance as a designer, which only a fellow nautical man like Deverill could truly do. When Antonia heard their shared laughter, she winced at her own selfishness. She might be jealous of Deverill for claiming her father’s attention away from her, but she was very glad to hear her father laugh.
 
She was still alone in the drawing room an hour later when the Maitland housekeeper, Mrs. Peeke, brought her tea.
Antonia would have liked for the kind, elderly woman to stay and keep her company, but Mrs. Peeke was a stickler about servants knowing their proper place. So they merely chatted a moment, with the housekeeper asking her about school before bustling away with a smile and a muttered comment about making certain the master received proper sustenance, since he became forgetful when he locked himself away in his Map Room.
Antonia tried to ignore her loneliness as she finished her tea. Then, feeling restless, she put down the book she was reading and went upstairs to change out of her fashionable white muslin dinner gown into the warmer, green velvet riding habit she usually wore for target practice.
The April night was cool and damp when she made her way out-of-doors. On the grounds at the far rear of the mansion, her father had built her an archery range that ran the entire width of the estate. The target distance was only sixty yards rather than the standard one hundred, which most archery societies used for competitions, but for training it served Antonia well. Archery was one of the few sports that permitted female participation, and she hoped one day to be granted membership to the Royal British Bowmen.
She was severely out of practice now, for the Baldwin Academy considered even that tame sport too indelicate for their young ladies to indulge in. But shooting tended to calm her restlessness, since it required skill and concentration.
There was enough moonlight to see by as Antonia descended the terrace steps and followed the path through the landscaped gardens. She passed a gazebo with its delicate lace woodwork and clinging rose vines, her late mother’s favorite spot to enjoy a summer morning, and arrived at a small outbuilding where her equipment was stored. There, she lit two lanterns—one that she placed at the far end of the range to illuminate the circular straw boss, the other on the marble table beside the shooter’s line.
Then she retrieved her bow and a quiver of arrows and took up the archer’s stance. She was glad to feel the smooth, polished yew of the bow in her hands. And from the moment she nocked a wooden arrow and drew back the bowstring, a sense of pleasurable calm descended over her.
Her skills were indeed rusty. In the first two rounds of twelve arrows each, a majority struck the target but only three hit the golden bull’s-eye in the center.
Antonia was in the middle of her third round when she suddenly sensed she wasn’t alone. Whirling with a start, she spied Trey Deverill standing in the shadows a short distance away.
She brought her hand to her throat, where her heart had lodged, and let out a breath of relief.
“Forgive me for startling you,” he said in his deep, velvety voice as he moved toward her. “From my rooms I heard curious sounds and decided to investigate.”
When he halted near her, the lantern light illuminated his striking features. Deplorably, Antonia’s heart leapt again, this time with renewed awareness of his undeniable masculinity.
She managed a nod at his apology, yet she was annoyed at herself for always becoming so flustered in this particular man’s presence.
“I thought you were with my father,” Antonia said coolly, turning back to face the target.
“He suddenly was struck with an idea for a new staysail design, so he wanted to make a sketch and calculate some measurements.”
Her mouth curved with wry understanding. “Then he will undoubtedly be up till all hours of the night. When Papa becomes obsessed with a new design, he never sleeps until he has all the details completely worked out.” She sighed and nocked another arrow. “I will be fortunate if he emerges from the Map Room before my holiday is over.”
“Can’t you simply join him there?”
“Oh, he allows me in, but I am not truly welcome. His work is not appropriate for a lady, you see.”
She let the arrow fly and watched the whooshing arc. When the tip lodged very near the gold center, Deverill murmured in approval. “Impressive.”
“Thank you, but this is a shorter distance than customary for competition.”
“Archery is an unusual accomplishment for a lady, isn’t it?”
Antonia smiled with wry humor. “Indeed. It is also one of my few accomplishments. I am not musical, nor can I draw very well. And I detest sewing. This and riding—and perhaps languages—are my only claims to talent, I’m afraid.”
“A virtual Amazon.”
She winced at the painful image and pressed her lips together.
“I say that with admiration,” Deverill remarked, evidently realizing he had struck a nerve.
“When a lady is as tall as I, Mr. Deverill, she doesn’t appreciate comparisons such as that.”
She felt his measuring gaze skimming her body. “Your height seems unexceptional to me.”
Antonia glanced up at Deverill, who was a full head taller than she. “I suppose compared to you, I am not excessively tall, but for a girl, height is a decided drawback. I tower over a quarter of the gentleman I meet.” Picking up the next arrow, she couldn’t repress another sigh. “It would have been so much better if I had been born male.”
“Better for whom?”
“For my father. Myself. I could have taken over his company, for one thing.” She loosed the arrow, watching with satisfaction as it hit the bull’s-eye. “Papa wanted a son—I suppose all men do. But my mother died before she could give him one, and he never considered remarrying.”
“And for yourself?”
Realizing he sounded truly interested in her answer, Antonia shot Deverill an arch glance. “Why, I could sail around the world, having adventures as you do. I have never had a single adventure. The closest I’ve come is christening several of my father’s new ships. I admit I envy you. You fight pirates; I sew samplers.”
He looked slightly amused. “Fighting pirates is not all it’s cracked up to be, Miss Maitland. It’s hardly glamorous and often dangerous.”
Studying him, Antonia suddenly frowned, recalling the scars she’d seen on Deverill’s bare chest. She had glimpsed even worse ones on his back. “Is that how you acquired your scars? Battling pirates?”
In the gleam of lamplight, she could see his expression darken. “Some of them,” he answered finally.
Regretting that she’d evidently struck a nerve of his, she shook herself from her self-pity and contrived a light reply. “Well, it is still more exciting than any pursuits allowed a lady.” Her gaze turned speculative. “I don’t suppose you would consider taking me with you on your next voyage?”
His eyebrow shot up, as if not quite believing her question.
“Surely you don’t hold superstitious objections about permitting females on board your ships, Mr. Deverill?” Antonia asked, her tone teasing.
Deverill answered in kind, humor lacing his voice. “I might not object, but your father would be devastated to lose you.”
“Alas, that is true.”
“He has very definite plans for your future.”
Reminded of her father’s dreams, Antonia nodded. “Papa wants what he thinks is best for me. He won’t be content until I marry into the nobility.”
“The nobility is not all it’s purported to be, either,” Deverill said, his tone dry.
“Yet for someone of my social station, a noble marriage would be a high achievement. And most young ladies in my situation marry for convenience. Few heiresses ever make a love match or experience a grand passion. And it will make my father extremely happy.”
When Deverill’s mouth curled slightly at the corner, Antonia regarded him curiously. “I gather filial obedience is not a virtue with you?”
He flashed her a grin. “In your case, I’m sure it’s admirable, but my soul shrivels at the prospect of wedding to please my father.”
Her lips pursed in speculation. “No, somehow I cannot imagine you tamely making a marriage of convenience at your father’s behest.”
His chuckle was rich. “That is beyond the realm of imagination. In any event, I am quite satisfied with my life and have no plans to settle down. My lifestyle doesn’t lend itself to marriage.”
“Because you are always wandering the globe.”
“In part.”
Turning back, Antonia fitted another arrow to the bowstring. “I still wish I could accompany you. It would be gratifying to have just one small adventure before I settle down to a tame existence.” She released the arrow, grimacing when it went wide of the target. “Just once I would like to do something a bit wild and daring. I have never done anything wicked or scandalous or shocking in my entire life.”
“And just what would you consider wicked or shocking, Miss Maitland?”
“Oh, I don’t know. . . .” She paused, then stilled, suddenly feeling reckless. “Yes, I do know.” She slanted Deverill a glance. “A kiss would be satisfactorily wicked.”
“A kiss?”
Antonia turned fully to face him. “Would you show me what it is like to be kissed? I have never been kissed before, Mr. Deverill, and my best friend, Emily, teases me unmercifully about it. Emily is not fast, but she had a kiss a full year ago from a gentleman who was a friend of her brother’s. And I admit, I’ve always wondered what it would be like to be kissed by a dashing adventurer. This could be my only chance. The Baldwin Academy is very strict, never allowing us to associate with anyone the least bit disreputable. And I am not likely to encounter many men like you once I put up my hair and enter society.”
She had surprised him, Antonia could tell. He was regarding her with wariness, amusement, perhaps even a glint of admiration for her boldness.
“Besides,” she continued her argument, “I might as well hang for a sheep as a lamb, as the saying goes. This afternoon I violated the rules of propriety with a vengeance by seeing you unclothed. A kiss won’t be nearly as scandalous. Please, won’t you satisfy my curiosity?”
“You are actually serious,” he said finally.
“Quite serious. And truly, there is no risk that you will compromise me. And even if you did, there would be no dire consequences. Papa wouldn’t force you to make amends by marrying me, since you have no title. Are you afraid, Mr. Deverill?” she asked when he still hesitated.
She could tell her dare had sparked an answering fire in him; his dark eyelashes lowered to hood his eyes as he appraised her. “You like to live dangerously, don’t you, Miss Maitland?”
Antonia laughed. “I probably would, if I ever allowed myself. But I would never go beyond the bounds of true propriety.”
Deverill’s gaze dropped to her bow and arrow. “I make it a point never to kiss an armed female. Put down your bow and come here.”
Her heartbeat quickened when she realized he intended to comply with her request, even against his better judgment.
Doing as he bid, she stepped closer.
With one finger, he tilted her chin up. Antonia held her breath as Deverill bent his head to place a gentle kiss on her lips, the lightest brushing of flesh against flesh.
His lips were warm and soft and created a delicious tingle on hers. . . . But the chaste caress was over all too soon.
Drawing back, Antonia frowned. As kisses went, it had been far too delicate for so bold a man. “That was . . . disappointing. Can you not do better?”
Laughter lit his eyes at her deliberate challenge. “If you insist.”
This time he drew her into his arms, flush against his tall, sinewed body. She barely had time to register the delightful shock of it before he lowered his head to bring his mouth fully into slanting contact with hers.
The pressure this time was hard and scaldingly hot, and she felt the sensation like a burning brand. Then he slid his tongue deep into her mouth, making her heart leap and her senses explode.
His tongue slowly swept and plunged while his lips plundered. Antonia whimpered as a riot of fiery sensations thrummed through her body. Every part of her flared with heat.
His stunning kiss went on for some time, heightening the fierce, trembling ache burgeoning inside her. Helplessly, she reached up to clutch Deverill’s powerful shoulders for support. When he finally drew his mouth away, her limbs were so weak, she could barely stand.
Still clinging to him, Antonia opened her eyes to stare at him, dazed by the hungry yearning he had aroused in her so effortlessly.
When at last she spoke, her voice was as unsteady as her limbs felt. “That was . . . magnificent.”
His beautiful mouth curved in a very male smile as he gently released her and stepped back. “I am flattered you think so.”
Shakily, she brought her fingers to her burning lips. “Thank you, Mr. Deverill. I will never forget that.”
“It was my pleasure. Now I had best leave you to your shooting before your father finds us together and puts those arrows to better use.”
Antonia stood motionless as she watched his tall, powerful form fade into the shadows. Her head still swam, her body still burned.
She had never felt such intense sensations in her life. Worse, Deverill’s kiss had sparked a yearning deep inside her that made her long for even more of the exciting passion he had barely let her glimpse.
Her fingertips brushed over her swollen lips. She would never tell anyone about his kiss, not even her dearest friend, Emily. She didn’t want to share the 

experience. She wanted to hold it to herself, to treasure it.
Antonia shut her eyes, suddenly filled with regret. Perhaps it had been a mistake to ask him to kiss her, for now that she knew what she was missing, she would find it even harder to remain satisfied with her tame existence.
Yet one thing was certain. She would never, ever forget Trey Deverill as long as she lived.


One [image: image]

London, June 1815
She didn’t look much like a damsel in distress, Deverill decided, watching Antonia Maitland across the crowded ballroom. Nothing like a young lady who needed his protection, her life endangered by a murderer. The potential victim of the very man she was privately engaged to wed.
Instead, she seemed in her element at the glittering ball, gowned in an exquisite confection—pearl gray gauze shot with silver—that must have cost a fortune. Of course, as one of England’s greatest heiresses, Miss Antonia Maitland could well afford to patronize the most fashionable modistes.
Yet the gown, while splendid, deserved only partial credit for her enchanting looks. Antonia positively glowed in the light of myriad candles burning in the crystal chandeliers overhead.
Deverill’s eyes narrowed at the unexpected lust that shot though him. Physically she little resembled the gangly, self-conscious girl he had met four years ago. She was as tall as he remembered, but her figure had ripened to slender, womanly curves, and she carried herself now with an elegance, a graceful self-assurance, that had only been hinted at then.
He would never forget their first meeting—her endearing embarrassment at catching him in the nude—and then later that evening, her bold, completely unexpected request for a kiss.
At the time he’d thought Antonia utterly unique. Despite the advantages of wealth and luxury, she had fretted at the strictures society placed on young ladies, wishing she’d been born male so that she could control her father’s shipping empire and sail the world in search of adventure.
Her ambition was the only masculine thing about her, Deverill reflected, riveted by her brilliant smile. Certainly her appearance was purely feminine. Her coppery mane was darker now, a glorious deep auburn. That and her creamy white skin gave her a 

vibrancy that roused all his primal male instincts.
She was a beauty, no doubt about it. And reportedly her hand was sought by numerous gentlemen, despite her late father’s low birth and breeding.
This morning, Mrs. Peeke, the Maitland housekeeper and a longtime friend of Deverill’s, had proudly summed up her mistress’s success: Antonia was genuinely popular with London’s fashionable set, accepted in society by virtue of her own lively charm and her claim to genteel blood on her mother’s side. And naturally, her vast inheritance.
At present, she was surrounded by a flock of her ardent admirers, including her betrothed, the refined, aristocratic Baron Heward.
Her betrothal was the prime reason Deverill was here in England. He’d returned to London after more than a year’s absence, summoned by the housekeeper’s fearful letter, imputing that Antonia was in danger. Samuel Maitland had died last year, supposedly of heart failure, yet Mrs. Peeke suspected differently—that he’d actually been poisoned by Lord Heward after a violent argument when Maitland had withdrawn his permission for the baron to wed his daughter.
Deverill’s promise to investigate had brought him to this ball this evening in search of Antonia. He planned to renew the acquaintance and question her about her betrothal before deciding how to proceed.
It was not much of a secret that she and Lord Heward had a private understanding. They’d been betrothed only days before her father’s death, but at Antonia’s insistence had put off any formal declaration for a proper year of mourning. According to the housekeeper, the official announcement of their betrothal would be made public next month at a betrothal ball, with the wedding to take place three weeks later, after the banns were called. Once they were wed, Mrs. Peeke feared, Heward would control Antonia’s fortune, so what was to stop him from murdering her as he might have murdered her father?
This was Antonia’s first social function since coming out of mourning. Deverill watched as the baron led her out onto the ballroom floor for a cotillion.
She seemed happy enough, laughing at something Lord Heward said. But then, the tall, flaxen-haired nobleman allegedly had the suave charm and patrician allure to win the heart of any susceptible young heiress.
Deverill felt his jaw tighten. He had only a nodding acquaintance with Heward from their few encounters at gentlemen’s clubs, except for one occasion that had left an indelibly repellent impression—when he’d seen the baron viciously wield his cane on a beggar boy for the mere sin of daring to touch his elegant coat. That incident alone had roused an instinctive dislike of the man.
Directly after meeting with Mrs. Peeke this morning, Deverill had visited his own shipping offices to discover what his people knew about Heward. What he’d ascertained was mainly hearsay but unsavory enough to warrant further investigation, and he planned to call on his director tonight after the ball to see which if any of the rumors could be substantiated.
However, just because Heward was rumored to be avaricious and ruthless in his business dealings didn’t make him guilty of murder.
He wouldn’t presume the nobleman guilty without proof, Deverill resolved, but he meant to discover if the housekeeper’s suspicions had merit. If so—if Samuel Maitland had indeed been poisoned by Heward—then he would bring his friend’s killer to justice. And he would make absolutely certain that his friend’s daughter didn’t become the baron’s next unwitting victim.

 
Given the warmth of the ballroom, Antonia was glad when at the conclusion of the dance Lord Heward left her with her friend Emily and went off in search of refreshment for them both.
“Isn’t it famous—my first ball is a perfect crush,” Emily declared, surveying the crowd with delight.
Mustering proper enthusiasm, Antonia agreed. “A decided triumph, just as I predicted.”
“I am so glad that you could be here to enjoy it.”
Emily, now the Countess of Sudbury after her estimable marriage last fall, had been planning her ball for months but had waited so that Antonia could attend after she put off full mourning.
Additionally, her success had been aided by world events. London ordinarily would be thin of company this time of year, for once Parliament adjourned, a significant portion of the Quality normally retired to their country estates for the summer. But the news last week of the Duke of Wellington’s miraculous and bloody victory at Waterloo, which had finally defeated Napoleon Bonaparte once and for all, had brought the ton flocking back to town for the jubilant celebrations.
“Now if only Prinny would make an appearance,” Emily said hopefully, “my success would be assured. But I suppose that is asking too much. . . .”
Her voice trailed off as a sudden buzz of excited whispers rippled through the throng of guests during a lull in the orchestra music. Like Emily, Antonia glanced toward the entrance doors, wondering if the Prince Regent had arrived after all.
Then the crowd parted slightly, and she caught sight of the tall, powerful figure of a man moving toward them. Antonia’s pulse gave an unmistakable leap as she recognized the daring adventurer who had featured so prominently in her dreams more often than she cared to count during the past four years. Blood suddenly began pounding in her ears, making her light-headed.
“Oh, my word,” Emily breathed, dismay and excitement lacing her tone. “Is that . . .”
Trey Deverill, Antonia finished silently for her friend. “I believe,” she answered rather unsteadily, “it is Mr. Deverill.”
“What is he doing here at my ball? I sent him no card of invitation.”
He was heading directly toward them, Antonia realized, her stomach rioting with butterflies. But then, miraculously, he paused to speak to a gentleman who had waylaid him.
“He looks a bit like a pirate,” Emily observed breathlessly.
He did indeed, Antonia thought, relieved to have more time to prepare herself before coming face-to-face with Deverill.
Even dressed in a tailored black coat and white satin knee breeches, he was the picture of raw masculinity. His gleaming brown hair, thick and wavy and sun-streaked, was an unfashionable length, almost reaching his shoulders, while his striking features were still deeply tanned. With his height and sleek, powerful build, he commanded the attention of every eye in the room.
Hers in particular. Every inch of him was as vital and bold as Antonia remembered.
Then Deverill turned toward her again, and her gaze locked with his. She couldn’t look away. Absurdly, all her nerves began thrumming in anticipation, as if her entire being had suddenly come alive after a long sleep.
Emily, too, seemed unaccountably flustered. “He is moving this way. What should I do, Antonia? Should I refuse him admittance? Mr. Deverill is not considered respectable, even if he comes from a highly genteel family and is exceedingly rich.”
“No, you don’t want to make a scene,” Antonia replied in a rallying tone. “Try to act naturally, as if you expected to receive him.”
But when Deverill came to a halt before her, it was Antonia who had difficulty managing the pretense of composure.
He was breathtakingly handsome at close range, captivating with his sea green eyes gazing down into hers so intently. It aroused her just to look at him—

although surely the flush infusing her body could be attributed to the warmth of the ballroom.
“Miss Maitland,” he murmured briefly in greeting, in that deep, rich voice she still remembered.
To her surprise, though, he barely acknowledged her before bowing politely over Emily’s hand. “Pray accept my apologizes, Lady Sudbury, for appearing uninvited. I have been away in India this past year and just heard the terrible news about Miss Maitland’s father. I was a close friend of Samuel Maitland’s and wished to offer her my condolences.”
Emily was not proof against Deverill’s easy charm. “That is most kind of you, Mr. Deverill. And you are welcome to join us if you wish.”
Returning his attention to Antonia, he took her gloved hand. “I am keenly sorry for your loss. Your father was a remarkable man.”
Antonia winced, feeling the familiar sharp stab of grief that had diminished little in the year since her father’s passing. “Thank you,” she murmured, discomfited by the touch of Deverill’s fingers as they pressed hers.
“No doubt you miss him.”
“Very much.” She missed her father dreadfully. Yet she was determined to throw off her gloom and look to the future; it was what Papa would have wanted, she was certain.
Deverill was regarding her sympathetically. “Since you are out of black gloves now, Miss Maitland, perhaps you will honor me with a dance for old times’ sake.”
She eyed him in surprise, wondering what his purpose was, knowing it would not be quite the thing to dance with a man of Deverill’s notoriety. She was glad to have an excuse to refuse him. “I am afraid my dance card is full, Mr. Deverill.”
He flashed a slow grin. “I expected nothing less. But surely your intended partner will understand that we wish to renew our acquaintance. If you will excuse us, Lady Sudbury?”
Not giving either lady a chance to respond, he took Antonia’s elbow to guide her through the crowd.
Caught off guard, she lacked the presence of mind to protest Deverill’s presumption before he steered her onto the ballroom floor. She might even have admired his boldness if she hadn’t been the target of it. Over her shoulder, Antonia saw her next partner approaching, saw the gentleman’s jaw drop in puzzlement at being abandoned. And her betrothed was moving toward her as well, bearing two cups of punch. Lord Heward directed a dark frown at Deverill as the orchestra struck up the music.
The dance was a waltz, Antonia realized with a sinking heart as Deverill took her in his arms. She was required to tilt her head back to look up at him, which made her feel uncharacteristically small and feminine. Worse, she felt an undeniable heat at his closeness. Trying to pretend nonchalance, however, she braced herself and followed his lead as he swept her into the dance.
He whirled her around the ballroom with fluid grace, matching his steps to hers in perfect rhythm. At least he held her at a proper distance, yet the solid feel of his shoulder beneath her gloved fingertips was highly disturbing. She knew from experience how hard and lean his body was, but touching him only brought to mind the image of his magnificent nude form. . . .
When her cheeks warmed again, Antonia raised her eyes to the ceiling and muttered an imprecation to herself. She was an utter nitwit for dwelling on such forbidden memories. She was no longer that tongue-tied green girl who had been struck spellbound by a dashing adventurer so long ago. She was four years older now—and determined to hold her own with Deverill.
“I confess surprise,” she made herself comment airily, “that you dance so well, Mr. Deverill. I would not have guessed that dancing would number among your unusual accomplishments.”
He raised a dark eyebrow. “Why would that surprise you?”
“Because I thought you held an aversion for polite society.”
“I do occasionally consort with civilized company in other countries, Miss Maitland,” he answered her dryly. “It’s primarily London society that has never appealed to me.”
She wanted greatly to ask him why, but instead she essayed a polite smile. “Where did you say you have been this time? India? It must be delightful to travel to such exotic quarters of the globe. But I should tell you that Lord Byron is proving to be something of your rival. Have you read The Corsair from his ‘Turkish Tales’?”
“No, I haven’t had the pleasure.”
“All the ton is talking about his poetry. I admit I thought of you when I was reading it—although I suspect your real-life adventures are more exciting than Byron’s fictional accounts.”
A lazy smile curved Deverill’s lips, as if he agreed. But he made no reply as he expertly negotiated her around a knot of dancers. After a moment’s silence, Antonia continued the conversation, since talking helped distract her from the unruly sensations that were still flooding her at being in his arms.
“I actually had one small adventure since I last saw you, Mr. Deverill. In truth, I should thank you for inspiring it. Two years ago, I persuaded my father to take me to Cyrene when he had business there.”
Cyrene was a small island in the western Mediterranean, not too far from the southern coast of Spain. Antonia had relished every moment of her visit there, and every moment of the voyage to and from the island as well.
That topic had caught his attention. “And what did you think of Cyrene?” Deverill asked with evident interest in her answer.
“I found it remarkably beautiful. I can understand why you make it your home when you are not at sea. You have an estate there, I understand. My father told me,” she said at Deverill’s quizzical look, not wanting him to know how avidly curious she was about how he lived his life or where he chose to live it.
Deverill was measuring her again with that striking green gaze, which deplorably only made her heart beat faster. “I was told that you remained in London after your father’s passing.”
“Yes. London has always been my home. But for propriety’s sake, I hired an acquaintance of my late mother’s as a companion, to come live with me and act as chaperone. And my trustee is a barrister who was a close friend of Papa’s, so I am well cared for.”
Deverill’s eyes narrowed a degree. “I also believe felicitations are in order. You are soon to announce your betrothal, isn’t that so?”
It was Antonia’s turn to be surprised. “How did you learn of my betrothal?”
“Your housekeeper told me when I called at your home this morning.”
“You know Mrs. Peeke?”
His broad shoulders lifted in a slight shrug. “I performed a service for her husband once, so she tends to think of me as her prodigal son whenever I’m in London.”
Antonia studied Deverill’s enigmatic expression, dearly wanting to know what he had done to win such loyalty from her housekeeper. But he forestalled her with another remark about her betrothal.
“Mrs. Peeke says you are happy with your choice of Baron Heward.”
Even if she had no desire to discuss her future marriage with Deverill, the skepticism in his tone made her want to defend herself. “I am indeed quite happy.”
“Do you think your father would have been pleased?”
Antonia’s brow furrowed. “Yes, of course. Papa was delighted when we became engaged, since it was the brilliant match he always wished for. Lord Heward holds an illustrious title that goes back to Richard Lionheart, and he is considered the height of good ton, accepted everywhere. What is more, Papa approved of his business acumen. Heward has extensive interests in shipping—he owns his own firm, in fact. So our marriage will be a merger of fortunes and business interests as well.”
“But what of your own feelings? Are you in love with him?”
Antonia blinked at the frank question. “That is scarcely your concern, Mr. Deverill.”
“Your father was a friend of mine, Miss Maitland. I feel obliged to make certain his daughter is protected from unscrupulous fortune hunters.”
Her eyes narrowed. “Lord Heward is hardly a fortune hunter! He has a significant fortune of his own. And he certainly is not unscrupulous.”
“Are you so confident of that?”
Antonia could only stare back at Deverill, frankly startled by his intense interest in her impending marriage and by his probing questions.
Suddenly, though, Deverill shook his head, as if becoming aware he had gone far beyond the bounds of polite discourse. “Forgive me, sweeting. I didn’t mean to distress you.” He flashed her a charming smile. “I know you believe you are doing exactly what your father wanted.”
Momentarily speechless at how he had turned his apology into an indictment of her judgment, Antonia mentally reviewed all the arguments she could make in retort. The crucial one being that by marrying Lord Heward, she would be fulfilling her father’s most ardent wish. As a baroness, she would be assured of a place in the elite ranks of the Beau Monde.
It would be a marriage of convenience, true, not a love match. Yet her handsome, charming betrothed was the sort of husband every young lady dreamed of. And she was very fond of Lord Heward and enjoyed his company—although he could be a bit stuffy and proper at times. Not that she would ever admit it to Deverill.
Finally finding her tongue, Antonia gave him a frigid smile. “This marriage is precisely what my father wanted. But tragically, he died before he could see it come to fruition.”
“I’m surprised Heward didn’t press to declare your betrothal before now.”
He had wished to announce it, she reflected, but she had insisted otherwise. “Lord Heward was quite understanding when I put off our official betrothal so I could properly mourn. And in the interim, he has been wonderfully supportive. He stepped in to help oversee Maitland Shipping’s extensive concerns, which naturally, as a female, I could not do.”
“Naturally. But I don’t wish to discuss Heward any longer. I merely want to enjoy dancing with the most beautiful woman in the room.”
Antonia’s eyebrows snapped together at Deverill’s sudden about-face and dubious flattery. But she could think of no appropriate retort and so fell silent as he spun her around the ballroom.
She still had not entirely lost her annoyance with him by the time the waltz came to an end. When they drew to a halt, however, she found herself distracted, since Deverill didn’t immediately release her.
She stared up at him, aware that the heat shimmering between them had suddenly returned full force to assault her senses. His embrace was unnervingly intimate, his face disquietingly close to hers. Her gaze dropped to his mouth. His beautiful, sensual mouth that could give such intense pleasure . . .
Abruptly Antonia shook herself from the memory of his kiss. Most decidedly she ought not feel this fierce attraction for Deverill, particularly not when she was betrothed to another man.
She glanced about her, realizing that his provocative attentions had attracted undue notice from the highbrowed ball guests. And Lord Heward was casting a jealous scowl from the sidelines, she saw.
Abashed, she extricated herself from Deverill’s embrace and stepped safely back.
Seeming to ignore that he was the focus of such keen attention, Deverill sketched her a polite bow, although his mouth held a sardonic twist when he spoke. “I will pay my respects to your betrothed some other time. I would very much like to speak to him, although I doubt the feeling is mutual, considering the way Heward is looking daggers at me just now. He’ll be pleased that I must take my leave, since I have another engagement. Your devoted servant, Miss Maitland.”
With another bow, he turned away, leaving her to stare after him.
As Antonia stood there trying to gather her scattered wits, her friend Emily suddenly appeared at her side.
“Oh, my,” Emily exclaimed, “what did he say to you?”
“Nothing much,” Antonia managed to reply. “We discussed my father. And he asked me about my betrothal.” She offered her friend an apologetic smile. “I regret that Deverill showed up uninvited to create a stir, Emily.”
“Goodness, I don’t blame you in the least. He reportedly delights in flouting the rules of polite society. In fact, I believe I am quite pleased after all, Antonia. His notoriety is sure to make my ball a success, for it gives my guests something to prate about. Indeed, I heard all manner of juicy gossip about Deverill while you were dancing. So tell me, is he as fascinating as everyone says?”
Antonia was not about to answer that question honestly, or admit that Deverill’s powerful, breathtaking presence still affected her as much as it had when she was a mere schoolgirl. “He was a friend of my father’s, simply that.”
“Well, Heward looked quite put out because Deverill danced with you. And any number of ladies are jealous as cats that he spoke only to you. I hear Lady Follows has been hopelessly in love with him for years, but no one has ever succeeded in rousing the slightest longing in his heart—if he has one, which they consider debatable. There is no question, however, that women find him irresistible, with that combination of raw virility and elusiveness. Not to mention his celebrated sexual expertise—”
“Emily!” Antonia chastised, feigning shock. “You know you shouldn’t say such disgraceful things in my tender hearing. Miss Baldwin would box your ears if she knew.”
“Well, I don’t see why I must hold my tongue around you any longer. You will be wed to Heward soon enough, and then you will understand the delights of the marriage bed.”
But until then, Antonia reminded herself, she ought not be discussing a man’s sexual expertise. Particularly not Deverill’s. It was difficult enough to forget the magnificent image of his nude body and the scandalous fantasies he still roused in her dreams.
She let out a long breath. To her dismay, her attraction for the bold, exciting adventurer was stronger than ever, but she needed to remember that she was engaged to wed Lord Heward. Deverill needed to remember it as well.
It was none of his concern whom she married, although clearly he had not approved of her intentions. Inexplicably, Antonia shivered, recalling how his green eyes had darkened with searching intensity when he spoke to her of unscrupulous fortune hunters.
She suspected that she hadn’t heard the last word from him on the subject of her betrothal. For now, however, she intended to dismiss all thought of Deverill from her mind, since her fair-haired nobleman was approaching her, bearing two long-forgotten cups of punch.
Excusing herself from Emily, Antonia pasted a welcoming smile on her lips and went to meet him.

 
Deverill had a distinct frown on his face as he left the overheated ballroom. Dancing with Antonia had been a mistake, he’d realized the instant he took her in his arms. Holding her, touching her, had been dangerously, unexpectedly arousing.
Roughly he locked his jaw to counteract the still-painful swelling in his loins.
Of course, his lust had a likely explanation. It had been months since he’d enjoyed a woman’s charms, with no female companionship during the long voyage from India to Cyrene. And once he’d discovered the housekeeper’s urgent letter waiting for him on the island, he’d been too impatient to reach London to give any thought to dalliance.
Moreover, Deverill admitted with grudging honesty, he’d always been partial to red-haired temptresses. And Antonia’s auburn hair glowed with a molten flame that made a man eager to singe his hands.
He wondered if her lovemaking would possess the same fire that shone in the depths of her hair. He suspected it would, even though on the surface she appeared every inch the polished, proper, gracious lady. The flash of temper he’d seen tonight in her vivid blue eyes suggested she had merely banked the fire in order to present the genteel facade expected of her.
It was that hint of fire that called to him.
He’d had a glimpse of it four years ago, during his first intriguing encounter with Antonia, but he had managed to ignore his male urges then, sternly quelling his inappropriate desire for her. Even though he’d satisfied her curiosity by giving her her first kiss, he knew full well she was innocent and untried and completely off limits, with a protective father who intended for her to make a brilliant marriage. A rakish adventurer was assuredly not proper husband material, no matter how much Samuel Maitland had professed to admire him.
Not to mention that Deverill was too dedicated to his life’s calling to ever consider settling down in wedlock, particularly in a proper society marriage dictated by the ton.
Antonia’s appeal, however, had taken him by surprise. And now that the enchanting girl had turned into a beautiful, spirited woman, he found himself in a quandary: his fierce attraction was still bloody inappropriate.
Honorably, he couldn’t touch Antonia. Not only was she essentially betrothed to another man, but out of respect for her late father, Deverill knew he had to shield her from a slightly disreputable—and untitled—adventurer like himself.
At the end of their waltz, it had taken iron-willed control to force his desire to remain in check, even knowing they were in the middle of a crowded ballroom, the focus of all eyes. He certainly didn’t want to tarnish Antonia’s hard-won reputation.
And if Heward was not a murderer, Deverill reminded himself as he stepped into the warm June evening, he had no reason to ruin her chances for an exceptional marriage. If she truly wanted the baron for her husband, then he had no right to stand in her way.
At least in that respect, he’d accomplished tonight what he had come here to do—to discover just how enamored Antonia was of her betrothed. The answer apparently was: extremely. Whether or not she truly loved Heward, she had rallied to his defense so ardently that Deverill knew she was unlikely to believe her housekeeper’s suspicions without definitive proof.
Deverill himself wasn’t even certain he believed the accusations, even after he had relentlessly questioned Mrs. Peeke this morning within hours of his arrival in London. But the woman’s fear couldn’t simply be dismissed. She was still dreadfully worried for Antonia.
The day before Samuel Maitland had died, Mrs. Peeke claimed, she’d overheard him fiercely arguing with Lord Heward about the baron’s ships illegally transporting slaves. A staunch opponent of slavery, Mr. Maitland had declared that no man who promoted it could marry his daughter. Mrs. Peeke had expected him immediately to call off Antonia’s two-day-old engagement when she returned to town from visiting Brighton. But then Maitland had suddenly died of heart failure the following day, shortly after another, less contentious meeting with Lord Heward.
“Just think of it, Mr. Deverill,” the housekeeper had implored him. “The master was as hale and hearty as they come, rarely suffered so much as a sniffle. Why would he collapse after drinking barely half a glass of brandy? I feel certain it was poison. Lord Heward had brought him that bottle of fine French brandy—trying to worm his way back into the master’s good graces, I’d say. After dinner Mr. Maitland took the bottle to his Map Room to drink it. I found him there lying facedown on the carpet when I brought his tea.”
“But the physician determined his heart had failed?” Deverill asked.
“Yes, but it was not Mr. Maitland’s physician who pronounced the cause of death. It was Lord Heward’s. His lordship insisted, when he happened to return to Maitland House that evening. That alone was exceedingly queer. And then the bottle of brandy disappeared as well. I did not even think of it at the time—I was too struck with grief and too concerned for poor Miss Maitland to consider what his lordship might have done. But afterward, I began to wonder . . . had nightmares about it, to tell the truth. And once they began, I could not get the suspicions out of my mind. If Lord Heward killed the master to stop him from forbidding the marriage, what is to keep his lordship from murdering Miss Maitland after they are wed to claim her fortune solely for his own?”
Deverill’s hesitation had elicited an earnest plea from Mrs. Peeke. “Please, Mr. Deverill . . . You were the master’s friend. For his daughter’s sake, won’t you help me discover the truth? If I were to accuse Lord Heward, no one would heed me. He is a nobleman and I am a mere servant, an old one at that. But if you could somehow prove his lordship’s guilt or innocence either way . . . I know I won’t rest until I am certain that dear girl is safe.”
Deverill had agreed to investigate the housekeeper’s claims. Her conviction that Antonia was in grave danger was still merely a gut feeling, yet he’d learned to trust his instincts over the years, since they’d saved his life and the lives of countless others numerous times. And of course the housekeeper was right: His friendship with Antonia’s father alone obliged him to make certain she was safe.
More crucially, however, protecting innocents was his sworn duty. He was a Guardian, a member of a secret society that operated as a small, select arm of the British Foreign Office, performing missions far too difficult and dangerous for the Foreign Office to undertake.
The Guardians of the Sword functioned something like a modern force of mercenaries but with a higher calling: protecting the weak, the vulnerable, the deserving. Fighting tyranny. Working for the good of mankind.
Deverill had joined the centuries-old order nearly a decade ago. While battling pirates in the Mediterranean, he’d gained their leader’s attention—because of his courage and inventiveness, he was told—and so was invited into their elite ranks. Deverill had leapt at the chance offered him, not only in order to serve a noble cause, but perhaps more importantly, to avenge his own personal ghosts.
Since then, in addition to harassing Napoleon’s navy, ridding the seas of the scourge of pirates had been his prime responsibility, and in fact what had taken him to India this past year—to aid the huge and politically powerful British merchant enterprise, the East India Company.
Deverill believed fiercely in the Guardians’ ideals and considered serving the order his life’s calling. Samuel Maitland, although not actually a member, had also been a strong supporter of their cause, and had supplied all the Guardians’ ships for decades. Ergo, if his daughter was in danger, she deserved their protection as well.
It was through the Guardians that Deverill had initially come to know Maitland—by defending the company’s commercial vessels from Barbary corsairs. Shortly, however, Deverill had begun buying his own private ships from Maitland’s firm, for their remarkable speed and maneuverability, as had his American cousin and fellow Guardian, Brandon Deverill.
Brandon had spent the past two years during America’s war with Britain defending his country from the powerful British navy and protecting his shipping empire from their ruinous blockade.
But his cousin’s business issues would prove useful, Deverill reflected, for they would give him a legitimate pretext to associate with Antonia, and more notably, with Lord Heward, who was now a chief adviser of her shipping firm. Under the guise of untangling his cousin’s dealings with Maitland Shipping, he could pursue his much more crucial goal of investigating the housekeeper’s charge of murder.
Yet even if he disliked admitting it, one constant motive continued to drive him, Deverill knew. One deeper even than friendship or duty. His own personal vow to save those under his protection.
Absently he touched his chest above his left breast, feeling the savage, unsightly scar made by a Turkish blade. The scars still burned, doubtless because they were a physical reminder of his worst failure.
Not that he could ever forget. His dreams were still haunted by the agonized screams of his men. Men he had been powerless to save. His first crew, during his first captaincy. As their commander, he’d been responsible for keeping them safe, but he’d failed disastrously.
He wouldn’t fail this time. He would die first before he allowed any harm to come to Antonia.
Whether she knew it or not, she was now under his protection.
He might be required to put an end to her brilliant match, which would surely disappoint her and likely earn her wrath. But that was far better than seeing her fall victim to an unscrupulous fortune hunter who might eventually murder her to claim her inheritance.


Two [image: image]
His naked body was magnificent. Heat and vitality throbbed from him with a dangerous beauty that made her breath falter.
Her heart hammering, Antonia watched as Trey Deverill moved closer, his jeweled gaze riveted on her. The next moment she was in his arms, his hungry mouth hot as it claimed hers.
His kiss was scorching and sweetly ravaging. Flooded by yearning, she opened to him, molding herself against his powerful body, clutching the hard muscles of his shoulders.
He drank of her mouth as his hands roamed over her skin, gentle and ruthless at once. His touch was dangerously, wildly sensual, shooting arrows of pleasure downward to her moist, feminine center.
Then his lips followed his hands, kissing the arch of her throat, her collarbone, her breasts, the blistering heat searing her flesh. Her head fell back, and she moaned in surrender, overwhelmed by blind desire. . . .
With a start, Antonia awakened from her dream, her skin burning, her body shivering with longing. In the dim light of early morning, she lay in bed, tangled in her sheets, aching for the elusive fulfillment that had drifted just out of reach.
Giving a sigh of frustration, Antonia rolled onto her back to stare up at the canopy overhead. The dream always ended the same way—with a disappointing emptiness that left her restless and unfulfilled.
She was hot and moist between her legs, her body feverish with the desire her vivid fantasy had aroused. Regrettably, that was all it was—sheer fantasy. As a girl she’d had lovely dreams of a dashing pirate who carried her off on a glorious adventure. Then she’d met Deverill and tasted his stunning kiss. From that point on, he had become the sole focus of her dreams. For four years now she’d imagined him making love to her, kissing her, caressing her, sweeping her away to a world of dark desire and searing pleasure.
Not that she had much experience to base her fantasies upon, Antonia thought sardonically. She knew in principle what it was like to make love, for Emily had told her. But she’d never felt the ecstasy of a man’s flesh filling her, burning deep inside her. Deverill’s flesh.
Her eyes closed on the memory of her dream. She was achingly aware of her own flesh beneath the fine lawn of her nightdress. Her tingling breasts, her peaked nipples, the throbbing need between her thighs . . .
Trailing her fingertips over the budded crests, she imagined Deverill’s masterful hands stroking her. The mere thought kindled a wild, sweet fire in her blood. He had large, strong hands, ruthlessly gentle and demanding at the same time. Much like his mouth. His incredibly arousing mouth . . .
Hearing the strangled moan she made, Antonia suddenly drew her hands away from her body and forced her eyes open. She was only tormenting herself by dwelling on him this way.
She might have no control over her dreams, but now that Deverill had returned to London in the flesh, it was imperative that she quell her wanton imaginings, or she would never be able to again look him in the eye.
With another sigh, this one of self-disgust, Antonia threw off the covers and rose to dress for her usual morning ride.
She was still feeling restless and out of sorts by the time she left the house, although the bright, sunny summer morning raised her spirits somewhat as she descended the front steps of the elegant mansion.
Her horse and groom awaited her in the drive, but her thoughts were so distracted, she noticed nothing else until she came face-to-face with the very object of her wicked fantasies.
Antonia halted abruptly, her eyes widening. With complete nonchalance, Trey Deverill leaned against the stone-and-ironwork livery post, watching her, his arms folded over his broad chest, one highly polished boot crossed over the other. He was dressed for riding in a tailored, bottle green coat that reflected the green in his eyes, and he wore a tall beaver hat over his thick, unruly hair, which seemed to tame his rakish good looks the slightest degree.
For a moment, Antonia simply stared at his strong, rugged features. It was disconcerting to find Deverill on her doorstep, and even more disconcerting to remember how thoroughly he had occupied her thoughts only a short time ago—
Heat rose in her as unwillingly she met his gaze. Could he tell that she’d been entertaining erotic visions
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