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For my traveling friends and companions, and dear, loyal readers, who still dream of romance and faraway places...
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Chapter One
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Arabella Jacks was now Mrs. Arabella Teague. She’d been a wife for the sum of two days, half of which had passed in deep slumber thanks to whatever Mrs. Penn had ordered mixed into the tea before the candles were extinguished. Seated beside a sparkling window in her new bedchamber, Arabella shivered in the cast-off shawl her brother Maxwell had thought good enough for a wedding gift. She was not completely distraught that he’d coerced her into an arrangement with the detached Captain Teague of Roseberry Hall, because it meant she would never have to see her only sibling ever again. 

She gripped the edges of the shawl and pulled them up to her neck despite a modest gorse wood fire rustling in the hearth nearby. Wife, indeed. And to a perfect stranger, thanks to Maxwell. Everyone in the parish at the wedding in Pentire had ogled her like she was a strange creature, curious to see whom the former naval captain, now a fishing fleet owner, would choose for a wife. Few had looked impressed; most appeared as confused as she felt. For Arabella was a Jacks, and to those who mattered in Cornwall, the name meant destitution or worse, thanks to her brother. 

She turned to gaze at the wondrous view of the sea beyond Cornwall’s rising and dipping emerald coastline that lay west of Pentire. It was a distant swathe of blue she’d rarely seen from the confines of Lady Corick’s estate in Penzance. Arabella was no longer a companion or servant to another’s boredom or ill humor. She almost felt free. Well, as much as one could creeping from one situation to the next like a shadow woman. She squinted at the glowing horizon. The Phantom of Cornwall was said to stalk these waters in his light and fast ship, Condiddle. She looked for ships and wondered if pirates and smugglers slept in any of the inconspicuous coves nearby, until a soft rap on her chamber door made her jump. “Yes?” 

To her surprise, the stout housekeeper, Mrs. Penn, entered with a small curtsey and warm smile on her rosy face. “Captain Teague would like a word.” 

“Oh?” Arabella assumed he would not return since depositing her at Roseberry Hall like a coin in the bank. She’d heard him ride away under the stars the night before, but to her apprehension, he had already returned, and she’d slept late. Her hair was down. She glanced at the armoire, and Mrs. Penn closed the door and helped her dress rather than call the new maid-servant. Afterward, Arabella followed the housekeeper down the north stairs through a great hall of wood and stone. There were no scents of damp, only fleeting wisps of polish, tobacco, and bread. They navigated narrow corridors with fine oil paintings to a small corner room on the other end of Roseberry. 

Her heart tapped like a bird pecking a glass pane. Dear Papa had passed when she was seven, her mother at her birth. Neither of her parents would have put such a thing upon her, she was sure, but Maxwell had insisted as always, and since Arabella was dependent upon him she’d little choice in the matter. She would not miss his maltreatment, but this Captain Teague...she had no idea what to expect. Thus far, the lean and sun-browned gentleman who smelled faintly of tobacco and sun-dried linen, ignored her as one might a moth pinned to a board after being collected. She could only pray he was nothing like her brother. 

The door stood slightly ajar, and she heard the low tones of men deliberating whatever it was they discussed when out of the presence of ladies. Mrs. Penn raised her hand to knock but was suddenly called away. The housekeeper nodded at Arabella as if to hint to be of courage, then left hotfoot for the kitchen, leaving Arabella at the door like a useless mop. Once she entered, she would be in her new warden’s presence, but at least it was not Maxwell. She didn’t know why the captain had agreed to this union with no dowry, but he’d made the bargain with her brother and that likely meant nothing good. She drew in a shaky breath. Hope and faith must carry her through until she worked it out. 

The sound of a conversation from inside the room raised as she gathered her courage and squeezed her fingers. A voice moved closer to the door. “Ain’t the poor gel’s fault her brother’s a waste of flesh.” It sounded weathered. “He’d have gambled her away to anyone. Lucky fer her it was you.”

There was a responding snort. Arabella froze. Gambled? Had she been payment for a debt? “And rotten luck for the rest of us. I should have known better to keep my bets on the business of, er, fishing,” grumbled a familiar voice. “At sea we’ve rarely regrets, but at races and billiards I’ve no luck at all.”

The captain had not won her...he’d lost! Arabella’s heart seized in her chest, and her knees turned to pudding. She had not expected to understand so soon. “Never lay a wager when there’s a woman aboard,” the closer voice continued. “Losing a leg be one thing. Being forced to marry costs yer life. Might as well march straight to the gaols now.”

“It’s true, but I never wanted to take you with me.” Captain Teague’s throaty voice was penitent, and the sound of it made ripples of humiliation shoot down Arabella’s spine. This marriage had not been for his benefit—or hers. Her new husband had lost a wager to Maxwell. She was a penalty! Shame gushed through her. She stood with her hand balled in a fist to knock but couldn’t move. Married to a man no more noble than her brother meant her hopes for safety and refuge were for nought. 

The door swung open, and Arabella’s heart plummeted to her slippers. A sun-roasted old man stared at her in shock, then mumbled loudly, “Beggin’ yer pardon,” before disappearing after a clumsy bow. Arabella locked eyes with the figure across the room. Captain Teague stood half-turned at the window, gaping at her as if he saw a ghost. 
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CAPTAIN FITZGERALD Teague fought the impulse to wipe his hand across his brow so the waif at the threshold of the study did not see his fatigue and frustration. He knew better than to gamble, but wretched Maxwell Jacks had challenged his pride at the boat races, and now Jacks’ sister was his wife. Fitz glanced at the small woman then looked away. The dark eyes of Arabella Jacks were as large and luminous as when Fitz first saw them at the altar, but he suspected the innocence was an act. The Jacks’ name was a slippery one in Cornwall, and that put him and others at risk. If he failed to keep the woman ignorant of his activities, people might die. 

“Come in,” he said, remembering his manners. He motioned for her to sit down. “Good morning.”

“Metten da,” she murmured. Good morning. Arabella Jacks fastened her gaze on the floorboards before she floated across the room and sank into the chair before the desk. It probably held a subtle odor. Men smelling of sweat and sea spray used it often. Would she notice? 

Fitz ignored the quiver in his chest at having the petite woman in his study. He positioned himself across from her, pushing the clutter on his desk aside as he dropped into his chair. “I apologize for not coming to you at breakfast,” he said brusquely. “You slept well, I trust?”

“Yes, Captain...and I took tea in my chambers.” A light blush tinted her face. 

The apricot color on her skin reminded Fitz of the flowers she’d worn in her hair on their wedding day. They’d whispered of shades of sunrise and complimented her enormous brown eyes. He pretended to study the nib of a well-used quill pen. “I hope you are finding the hall and servants acceptable.” He said nothing of his avoidance of her since their vows. 

The woman looked up. “They are. Roseberry is quite...spacious, thank you,” she stammered. 

Maxwell Jacks had complained that his burdensome sister was homely and horse-like, but there was nothing equine about her. She was soft and delicate with a gaze as intelligent as a kittiwake’s. Her dark brass curls were reminiscent of late afternoon sunshine reflecting off a dark, smooth sea. “I’m happy you’re pleased,” said Fitz. “You are welcome here.” 

Fitz gave Arabella a tight smile, and the peach-rose color returned to the tips of her cheeks. It made him feel like an oncoming fever lurked beneath his skin. Welcome? He was lying, and they both knew it. He could
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