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  Prologue
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La Roche-sur-Mer, France Summer 1812 
Three months earlier
Darkness had long since fallen over the little house standing upon the edge of La Roche-sur-Mer, a small French village by the sea. It was a peaceful place with endless meadows and high cliffs, blue skies and invigorating winds, far from any bustling city. The people here knew one another and cared about one another. A neighbor was a friend, more often than not even family. It was a small community and a close one.
And once, Noèle Clément had been one of them.
By the light of a single candle, she gazed down at the small bundle sleeping peacefully in a makeshift crib she had fashioned out of a drawer. Her eyes drifted over the child’s tuft of black hair on the top of her head, her eyes slightly slanted, their color a brilliant blue even now, only days after she had been born.
How many days had it been? Noèle could not recall. Each one seemed to blur into the next.
The baby stirred in her sleep, a soft, breathy sigh drifting from her lips. Her little hands clenched, her fingers curling into fists, as she began to wave them about, as though fighting an imaginary monster.
Noèle shuddered at the thought. Oui, she knew about monsters, had encountered one such creature…and it had left her scarred.
Again, her daughter stirred, the breathy little sigh changing, now containing a note of distress, of alarm.
Without thinking, Noèle reached out a hand and placed it upon her daughter’s chest. “Hush, ma petite Ophélie. Hush.”
The moment the words left Noèle’s lips, she froze, shocked speechless by what she had just uttered without conscious thought. Oui, long ago, when Étienne had still been alive, they had spoken of children, of a little girl who might have Noèle’s dark tresses and his warm brown eyes. They had spoken of naming her Ophélie, after Étienne’s late mother.
Only this child, right here, whose little chest rose and fell with deep breaths beneath Noèle’s hand, was not Étienne’s daughter.
None of their dreams had come to pass. 
Almost two years ago, Étienne had lost his life when a storm had come upon the Voile Noire. The privateer had been tossed about by fierce winds and rolling waves, bobbing upon the sea like a teacup. Henri Duret, its captain and Étienne’s childhood friend, had done his utmost to maneuver the ship through the torrent of rain and wind…and he had.
Only he had been unable to prevent Étienne from being swept off the ship’s deck by a powerful wave, reaching out like a monster from the bottom of the sea and swallowing him whole.
Noèle still remembered the day the Voile Noire had returned to La Roche-sur-Mer. She remembered the moment her eyes had fallen upon Henri’s face.
One glimpse had been enough.
She had known instantly.
And her world had fallen apart.
Noèle flinched as the sound of hoofbeats echoed to her ears, and she looked up, her eyes narrowing as she gazed through the window at the dark world outside. The moon was barely a sliver in the night sky, casting no more than a few faint silvery beams across the village nearby. Nothing stirred, as far as Noèle could tell, and so she turned her attention back to her sleeping child.
To this day, no one in La Roche-sur-Mer even knew of Ophélie’s existence. Noèle had hidden her pregnancy as best as she could, relieved when no one had pressed her to mingle, to accept dinner invitations or strolls along the seaside. Indeed, everyone had been most considerate, giving her the time and space she needed to mourn her husband.
Oui, Étienne’s death had been a welcome excuse. Of course, Noèle had mourned him—still mourned him!—and yet his death had not been the reason for why she had retreated from the world.
A soft nicker drifted to Noèle’s ears, and once again, she looked up, a cold chill crawling down her back. Was someone there? But who—?
An involuntary shudder gripped Noèle, and she felt her teeth cluck together painfully as her jaw tensed abruptly.
The last time someone had sought her out late at night—
Instantly, painful memories resurfaced, all but flinging Noèle backward. Staggering, she felt her breath catch in her throat when her back collided with the wall behind her, her gaze fixed upon the door. Were those footsteps? Was someone—?
A quick, hard knock echoed through the still night.
Noèle flinched, unable to move her muscles beyond that short involuntary response. Her gaze darted to the table, upon which her daughter still slept in her makeshift crib. She knew she needed to move. She needed to get the child and flee.
Only her legs would not move, her eyes once again fixed upon the door.
Again, that knock came, now more forceful.
Noèle pinched her eyes shut, and she felt her fingers dig into the flesh of her arms. “Go away,” she whispered under her breath, her voice trembling. “Please, go away.”
As though to defy her, the door suddenly burst open, a hard kick shattering the fragile lock, splintering the wood around it.
Noèle’s eyes widened in shock as she stared at the monster from her nightmares, now returned to haunt her.
Capitaine Dubois.
A French privateer like Henri Duret.
Only Bastien Dubois possessed none of Henri’s compassion and consideration. He knew neither respect nor mercy. His soul as black as the depth of the sea.
Like a shadow, he moved into her home, stepping across the threshold, as though he had every right to do so. But then again, he believed he did, did he not? In his mind, he had the right to do whatever he pleased.
In the dim light, his hard features appeared almost ghostly, as though he were not truly there. Yet the moment the blue of his eyes flickered as he stepped into the light of the candle, Noèle knew that she was not dreaming. Indeed, his eyes shone in the same blue as Ophélie’s.
Panting with fear, Noèle pressed her back against the wall as she stared at him with wide eyes. Fear and panic crawled up and down her back, clawed at her heart and conjured more and more images from Dubois’s last visit.
The moment his gaze fell on her, a slow smile curled up the corners of his mouth. “Ah, Madame Clément,” he mused, closing the door behind him, as though he had come to join her for a cup of tea and a lively conversation. “It has been some time, n’est-ce pas?”
“Get out!” Noèle snapped, surprising him as much as herself. Her breathing quickened, and she began to feel lightheaded.
At her words, Dubois’s expression darkened. Something cruel and almost inhuman sparked in his eyes, and his lips thinned as he stalked toward her. “How dare you speak to me like this?”
Noèle almost laughed. After everything he had done to her, he now took affront at a few impolite words?
“You forget your place,” Dubois snarled as he watched her, a sneer of disgust upon his face. “I came here tonight to continue our conversation.”
Conversation? Again, Noèle felt a sense of almost hysterical laughter bubbling up. “We never—” she began, her voice ringing with fear and weakness. “You…”
A vicious smile teased his lips. “I did what?” he asked, clearly savoring the moment, enjoying the fear that undoubtedly played across her face at the memory of their last encounter.
“Get out!” Noèle repeated, only this time her words were no more than a whisper, a pleading, terrified sound.
Ignoring her, Dubois inhaled a deep breath. “Have you given my request any thought?” he inquired, a warning note in his voice.
Noèle swallowed, then lifted her chin despite the trembling that seemed to shake her entire body. “I will not marry your brother.” She forced herself to hold his gaze. “Never.”
Despite the lack of light, Noèle could see the look upon his face darken in a way that almost made her lose her nerve. Something feral rested in his eyes, soulless pools, that reflected no feeling upon seeing another’s pain. “You do not deserve him,” he snarled in a frighteningly calm voice, “and yet he desires you to be his wife. You should feel honored,” he moved closer, “and cherish your good fortune.”
Panic froze Noèle’s limbs as she stared into his face, now barely an arm’s length away.
“I urge you to reconsider,” Dubois hissed before his gaze dropped from her eyes and swept lower, lingering upon the places of her body he had already known intimately, “or do you require further persuasion?”
For a second, Noèle felt as though she was about to lose consciousness, her mind still torn between disbelief and horror. Was this truly happening? Again? Was he truly—?
Her daughter’s soft cry broke through her thoughts, and Noèle’s eyes whipped around, beyond Dubois’s shoulder to the small makeshift crib upon the table.
“What…?” A frown came to his face before he turned, taking note of the child. For a moment, he remained still, then Dubois once more looked at Noèle. His gaze held something contemplative as he read her expression, slowly adding up all the pieces until the image in front of his eyes shone as bright and clear as day.
He knows! A terrified voice in Noèle’s head screamed, sending a fresh wave of panic through her. 
A slow smile spread across Dubois’s face, a triumphant gleam coming to his eyes. “Our encounter,” he murmured in a sickeningly sweet voice, “appears to have been blessed.” He raised a brow in question. “A boy?”
Unable to utter a single word, Noèle stared back and forth between the monster of her nightmares and her innocent daughter, her mind circling frantically over what to do.
Denied an answer, Dubois stepped away from her and toward the crib, a possessive gleam lighting up his face that finally shocked Noèle into movement.
Rushing past him, Noèle stepped in front of her child, blocking his path. “You cannot have her! She is mine!” she stated in a voice that no longer trembled. “Get out! Now!”
For a split second, Dubois appeared caught off guard, the expression in his eyes dumbfounded. Then, however, that familiar snarl returned and before Noèle knew what was happening, his fist collided with her jaw.
Her head felt as though it would explode as the force of his punch flung her sideways. Every inch of her screamed out in pain, and yet all she took note of was her daughter’s piercing cry.
In the next instant, Dubois was upon her, his hands grasping her by the arms and hauling her upward. He shoved her against the wall, and her head collided painfully with a wooden beam. Her vision began to blur as he snarled into her face, rage radiating off him.
Again, he struck her, and Noèle was flung across the small room, colliding with some piece of furniture. Pain stole her breath and closed her eyes before she wrenched them back open. Panting, she lay on the floor, the dim outline of Dubois standing over her all she could see.
With her last bit of strength, Noèle tried to push to her feet, but a swift kick into her belly sent her sprawling across the floor. Curled into a tight ball, she lay on her side, trying to breath, as her mind fought to abandon its hold on reality. Noèle knew she could not take much more of this, and yet…she…knew…she…had…to…remain…conscious.
With Herculean effort, her eyes fluttered open once more. Yet the only thing she saw was the small flame of her candle as it rolled across the floor in front of her.
A moment later, everything went dark, the echo of her daughter’s cries following her into the dark abyss.






  
  Chapter one
Scars
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La Roche-sur-Mer, France Summer 1812 
Three months later
Flexing her fingers, Noèle felt the tightness of her skin as it stretched across her knuckles. It no longer shone in a bright, angry red as it had after the night Dubois had paid her another visit. The night her house had burned down. The night her daughter had been taken.
“How are you today?”
At the sound of Alexandra’s voice, Noèle turned from the window overlooking the sea. “Stronger,” she told Henri’s aunt. “Every day, I feel a little bit stronger.” Holding Alexandra’s gaze as the woman closed the door behind her, Noèle inhaled a deep breath, willing her words to be true.
“That’s good,” Alexandra replied with a kind smile as she moved toward Noèle. 
Almost thirty years Noèle’s senior, Alexandra was still a beautiful, vibrant woman. A woman who loved her life, her family. She had found love after all but giving up hope on her own happily-ever-after when Henri’s uncle, Antoine, had stumbled upon a beach in Norfolk one night and had whisked her and her daughter away to France. Oui, Noèle had always loved their story. It whispered of Fate and belonging, of beating the odds and finding the one soul that completed one’s own. To this day, Alexandra and Antoine were deliriously happy.
Noèle had always looked at them and prayed that she and Étienne would be equally fortunate.
Fate had had other plans.
“Do you need more of the salve?” Alexandra asked as her eyes swept over Noèle’s burns. Most had faded or were fading while others would forever remind her of the night she had lost her child. Was Ophélie still alive?
As always, that thought brought tears to her eyes and caused a painful tightening in her chest. Fear and hope warred with longing and guilt, and Noèle knew not what to feel, what emotion to give dominance over the others. In truth, Noèle knew that only hope would serve her, and so she pushed all the others away, determined to cling to that small sliver of hope that one day…one day she would see her daughter again.
“I believe I have enough,” Noèle answered Alexandra’s question, gesturing to the jar upon the table in the corner. “I no longer need it as much as I did in the beginning.”
“I’m glad to hear it,” Alexandra replied, her watchful eyes sweeping over Noèle’s face. “And how are you?”
Noèle could tell from the way Alexandra was looking at her, watching her, that she was not inquiring after Noèle’s burns, after the injuries she had sustained at Dubois’s hands. Non, as awful as these moments had been, their effects would fade.
Shrugging, Noèle turned back toward the window, her eyes gliding over the still sea, bright sunlight reflected here and there, making it sparkle like a sea of diamonds. “I cannot say,” she finally whispered, feeling that ache in her heart grow more painful. “It does not matter, does it? It changes nothing that is.” She looked at Alexandra as the woman moved to stand beside her. “All that matters now is finding my daughter.”
Alexandra nodded. “Yes, as a mother, you think first and foremost of your child.” She reached out and gently took Noèle’s scarred hands into her own. “Yet you will never be the mother she needs if you do not see to healing yourself as well.” She exhaled a slow breath, her kind eyes once more searching Noèle’s face. “To this day,” she continued gently, “you have not once spoken of what happened, of what was done to you.”
Noèle closed her eyes as the ache in her heart grew and grew, threatening to overwhelm her. Bright spots began to dance in front of her eyes, and her head spun, as though she no longer stood steady upon her own two feet.
“I understand that you wish to flee from it.” Alexandra gently squeezed her hands. “However, there are things we cannot run from, for they will follow us to the ends of the earth. Think on it. Please.” Gentle fingers touched Noèle’s face, and she opened her eyes. “If you do not wish to speak to me, then seek out another soul to confide in. Please, Noèle. All of us, we wish to see you happy once more.”
After Alexandra left the room, Noèle sat down on the bed where she had spent the past few weeks, doing her best to recover. She knew she needed to be strong for her daughter and had given all she had to strengthen her body, to heal and reclaim her old self. Yet to this day, she shied away from the memories that lingered somewhere on the edge of her mind. Memories that sometimes ventured closer, demanding her attention, when she closed her eyes and lost herself to sleep. More than once, she had woken abruptly to the feel of rough hands upon her body or the touch of flames crawling across her skin.
Even now, even after all this time, a shudder went through her again, and Noèle closed her eyes, disappointed in herself and the weakness she felt within. Non, seeking out the past would change nothing, would help no one. It was better left buried, eyes firmly fixed upon the horizon, upon the task that needed to be accomplished.
Blinking open her eyes, Noèle swept her gaze across the room. Indeed, the house was not unfamiliar to her. It was the home of Henri Duret and his family. His grandparents had built it long ago, and it now housed, at least, four generations. She had been in this house countless times with Étienne, joining the Durets for supper or some sort of family celebration. That had been long ago. Now, she had been granted sanctuary here, a place for her to stay and recover.
Still, she was a guest, and now, the only home she had ever had was gone.
A knock sounded on her door, and Noèle rose to her feet. Her hands wiped over her face, ensuring that no tears lingered before she called, “Enter.”
After a moment of hesitation, Henri stepped across the threshold. As always, Noèle found herself craning her neck, his tall stature forcing her to tilt her head back the closer he stepped. His black hair was tied in the back, and his green eyes, usually so full of mischief and amusement, were serious, guarded. He, too, felt guilt and regret over what had happened. Noèle knew that he blamed himself. After all, she was his best friend’s widow, and he felt responsible.
“How are you?” Henri asked, the look in his eyes hesitant, as though he could not bear to look at her.
Noèle sighed, having come to hate this question, for she never knew how to answer it. “What brings you here?” she asked instead, aware of the strange tension in his shoulders, something that whispered of a subject not easily broached.
As expected, Henri’s gaze fell from hers and he inhaled a deep breath. “I have to go after Juliette,” he said without preamble before his gaze rose to meet hers once more. “I’m sorry. I know I promised to reunite you with your daughter, but —” He broke off, gritting his teeth before stepping forward, his hands settling upon her shoulders, his green eyes looking deep into hers. “Ian will find her.”
For a moment, Noèle felt caught off guard, confused by the name. “Ian?” The moment the name fell from her tongue, her mind conjured the image of Henri’s first mate, a tall, taciturn Scotsman, a tame wolf always by his side. “Oh, oui. Mr. Stewart.”
Henri nodded. “I have every confidence that he will find her. Otherwise, I would not…” His green eyes looked almost pleadingly into hers.
Noèle sighed, understanding him perfectly. 
Years ago, Henri had lost his heart to an English lady, but he was convinced that there could not ever be a future for them. He had all but run from her, run from the reminder of her, determined that time would change how he felt. However, love did not work like that. Noèle knew it well. The heart could not be steered in one direction or another. It did as it pleased, and it seemed Henri had come to realize that as well.
Better late than never.
After losing consciousness the night of the fire, Noèle had woken up upon Dubois’s ship. Exhaustion and the strain upon her body had kept her eyes closed most of the time, and yet she had been aware that there had been someone else in the cabin with her.
A young English lady.
Juliette.
At that point, Noèle had not known how Juliette had ended up upon Dubois’s ship nor had she been aware who the young lady was. Still, the two of them had eventually bonded as they had tried to find a way to escape the devil’s clutches. And then Henri had come.
He had come for Juliette…and had been shocked to find Noèle there as well.
After all, he had thought her dead.
Succumbed to the flames the night of the fire.
No one in La Roche-sur-Mer had known that Dubois had taken her back to his ship upon his brother’s behest, who had begged him to save her life. Indeed, Benoit Dubois had always fancied Noèle, even before her husband’s passing. He had always been kind, his shy eyes following her whenever their paths would cross. And then a year after Étienne’s death, Benoit had come to her, offering her his heart and asking for her hand. Of course, Noèle had refused him…after all, her heart had not been free. Benoit had been disappointed…but he had left without a bad word leaving his lips.
His brother, however, had taken affront.
“Ian is readying the Chevalier Noir as we speak,” Henri assured her. “We have given him command of my uncle’s ship, and they will be leaving within the week.”
Noèle remembered the night Henri had come for Juliette, the night they had both escaped Dubois and been taken upon Henri’s ship, the Voile Noire. Ian Stewart had been the one to lift Noèle into his arms as she had been too weakened from her injuries to take even a single step. His arms had held her gently, and although Noèle had been barely conscious at the time, she remembered one short moment.
The moon had shone overhead, casting a silvery glow over the Scotsman’s bright hair. His eyes had been hidden in shadows, and for a moment, she had been afraid upon finding herself in his arms. She had felt his gaze sweep over her, tracing the burns upon her face and down her neck, and had seen his jaw harden. His arms had tightened around her protectively, as though she meant something to him, as though someone he cared for had been hurt, and in that moment, she had felt safe with him.
“Merci,” Noèle said, and Henri exhaled, the strain falling from him. “Thank you for all you did. Had you not come…” She swallowed, then willed a smile onto her face. “Go after her,” she told him then, knowing Henri would never forgive himself if he allowed Juliette to vanish from his life for a second time. “You two are meant for each other, and I wish you all the happiness in the world.” Her voice broke, and Henri pulled her into his arms, allowing her to hide her tears from his gaze.
There was still a chance for them to find happiness, for they were not separated by death.
By fear and stubbornness, oui.
But not by death.
Neither were Noèle and her daughter, and she knew she would do everything within her power to find her child. “I want to come,” she whispered into Henri’s ear.
At her words, he stilled, understanding her meaning perfectly. Then he stepped back and met her eyes. “It might be dangerous. Perhaps you—”
“I need to come,” Noèle amended, holding his gaze. “When Dubois took Juliette, could you have stayed behind?”
At her challenge, Henri’s expression hardened. He looked at her for a long time before releasing a deep breath. “Bien sure,” he murmured with a slight nod of the head. “I’ll inform Ian.” Then he turned to go.
“Do you trust him?” Noèle blurted out when a sudden shiver gripped her.
Henri turned back to look at her. “I do,” he said without a moment’s hesitation. Still, his green eyes remained upon her, looking deeper. “Do you have any reason to fear him?”
Noèle swallowed, for it had not escaped her that Henri had spoken of fear instead of trust. “No,” Noèle replied in a small voice, for it was the truth. Still…
Two large strides carried Henri back to her. Gently, he cupped her face with his large hands, his eyes never leaving hers. “You will be safe with him. You have my word.” For a second, something flickered in his eyes. “If need be, Ian will give his life to ensure Ophélie’s safety as well as your own.”
Noèle felt her breath lodge in her throat, caught off guard by Henri’s words. Why would Mr. Stewart…? After all, they hardly knew one another, had barely spoken a word. Why would he risk his life for someone—?
Of course! This was not about her. It was about him! Mr. Stewart knew the meaning of loss just as she did. Was that not so? Oui, she had seen it in his eyes the night he had carried her off Dubois’s ship. 
The shadow of pain.
Had he lost a child?
Noèle wanted to ask, but did not dare.






  
  Chapter two
A New Purpose
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Standing upon the small docks of La Roche-sur-Mer, Ian watched as the Voile Noire made way, leaving the harbor on her way to England. Up on the quarterdeck, Henri looked back over his shoulder and lifted a hand in farewell.
Ian inclined his head in return, aware that the man by his side, Antoine Duret, Henri’s uncle, shifted uneasily upon his feet. Of course, there was a risk! After all, England and France were still at war. However, from experience, Ian knew how capable Henri was. Over the years, he had learned a lot from the at-times reckless Frenchman, and he had no doubt that the Voile Noire would find her way to one particular spot along the English coast.
“How is everything going with the Chevalier Noir?” Antoine asked, his gaze still fixed upon his nephew’s ship.
“Well,” Ian replied, his hands linked behind his back. His wolf lay by his feet, head leisurely rested upon its front paws.
“I’m glad to hear it.”
Ian glanced at the tall-masted ship that was now his to command. He still felt a sense of disbelief to have been granted such a measure of trust. After leaving his past behind, he had lived from day to day, never seeking a closer connection with those around him. He had been content sailing the seas, his hands and mind occupied, his past banished for good. Yet somehow, he had not only become part of Henri’s crew but also been taken in by his family. To this day, Ian could not say how it had happened.
He certainly had not sought it.
After all, entanglements of the heart were dangerous. They had once destroyed his life, and he did not care for that to happen again.
He was content, and he wanted no more and no less.
Still, he could not refuse the Durets’ offer, their request, their call for aid. They counted on him, and he would not fail them.
His gaze swept over the Chevalier Noir, now being outfitted with black sails to match Henri’s. Ian had requested it, for he wished to signal his loyalty to the Durets. It made him feel proud but, at the same time, sent a shiver of unease down his spine. Aye, life had been easier, simpler when it had only been him.
However, it had also been lonely.
“Have you spoken to your new crew?” Antoine asked, shifting his feet until Ian felt the man’s gaze upon him.
Lifting his chin a fraction, Ian nodded. “I have.”
“Good.” For a moment, Antoine watched him before he glanced out toward the open sea once more, where Henri’s ship was slowly being swallowed up by the horizon.
Ian felt his shoulders pull back as he watched the men upon the Chevalier Noir, preparing the vessel for the upcoming voyage. How did they feel about their new captain? Ian wondered yet again. After all, they had not known him for long nor did they know him well. No one did, for Ian rarely exchanged a word with those around him. He had always liked it this way.
Now, though, it might make things more difficult.
Would they trust him to lead them? Would Antoine’s word, his command, be enough for them? On top of everything, Ian was a Scot. He was not even a fellow countryman, a fact they were reminded of every time he opened his mouth to bellow a command. Did they resent him for it? Or was he overthinking this? Seeing problems where there were none?
“What is your plan?” Antoine asked as his attention returned from his nephew’s departure and once more settled upon Ian.
Ian moved to meet the man’s gaze. “Head south to Monpont.”
Antoine nodded in agreement.
Monpont had been Dubois’s hometown, and considering their lack of information concerning the child’s whereabouts, it was the best place to start.
While they knew that Dubois had taken the child the night of the fire, he had never disclosed the girl’s location. And now, Dubois was dead, his body at the bottom of the ocean after a shoot-out on the high seas when the Durets had come together to save Juliette from that madman’s clutches. But where was the child?
All Dubois had let slip was that the girl was being taken care of by someone named Duval. Unfortunately, they knew not who that person was nor how he or she was connected to Dubois. All Antoine had been able to find out in Paris—by sheer happenstance no less!—was that the name Duval was somehow connected to a traveling circus. Which traveling circus and where it might be at this moment was anyone’s guess.
“I shall send word,” Antoine said, a deep crease of concern between his brows, “should we unearth any more information.” He took a step forward, his gaze fixed upon Ian’s. “Is there anything else you require?”
Ian shook his head no.
Antoine nodded, the hint of a smile playing across his features at Ian’s tight-lippedness. “Then I wish you good luck. Do what you can to bring the girl back alive.”
Ian nodded solemnly, struggling in that moment to hold the memories of his own little girl at bay. Over the past years, he had done his utmost not to think of her or his son, and thus far, he had managed quite admirably. Now, however, things were different.
As Antoine returned to the village, Ian stepped onto the quarterdeck of the Chevalier Noir, his wolf following upon his heel. He watched his crew go about their tasks, their faces serious, their movements precise, and only a few glanced at the beast by Ian’s side. They all knew what was at stake. They had all known Étienne Clément. They all knew his widow and would do all they could to see her child returned to her. 
It was the way of the Durets.
Family above all.
And family was not made by blood alone.
“All is going well,” Louis, Ian’s new first mate, informed him as he came to stand next to Ian, both men overlooking the deck. “Provisions are being loaded, and all repairs will be finished by nightfall.”
Ian nodded in acknowledgment. “Bien,” he said in an attempt to converse with the man. Under normal circumstances, Ian would not have done so; however, he needed his crew to accept his command, to trust him. Only he did not quite know how to go about it. Never had he been able to converse easily with a wide variety of people, and he had been out of practice these past few years.
Out of the corner of his eye, Ian thought to see a bit of a grin come to Louis’s face. How awful had Ian’s attempt at companionship sounded to a native Frenchman? How badly had he mispronounced the word?
Louis, however, made no comment nor did he give any other indication that he disapproved. He merely grinned.
Ian suspected they were of similar age and of almost identical height. However, that was where their similarities ended. A bit of a burly man, Louis possessed a full beard the color of rust. Unlike Henri and Ian, he did not wear his hair long and tied in the nape. Instead, it was cut short, but long enough to stick up in all directions of the compass. It gave him a bit of a disheveled look, like a wild savage barely able to hold a civilized conversation. That assessment, however, would be wrong.
“The men are eager to get underway,” Louis said, resting his arms leisurely upon the railing. “Most of them have little ones at home, and none can bear the thought of Noèle’s daughter out there by herself.” He looked at Ian from over his shoulder. “They will do what must be done.”
Ian nodded. “Good,” he replied, uncertain what else to say. Indeed, it had been a long time since he attempted to converse with others.
Again, Louis grinned, then straightened. “Henri Duret spoke highly of you, and there is not a man here who would doubt his word.” He nodded to Ian. “Welcome aboard, Capitaine Stewart.”
Ian did his utmost to return the man’s smile. “Merci.” Another attempt at camaraderie.
Louis grinned, then grasped Ian’s shoulder companionably before striding off to assist a young sailor.
Ian exhaled slowly, surprised by the relief he felt after such a simple exchange. He could only hope it would bear fruit. 
The animal by his side whined softly, its ears perked as it looked up at Ian. Reaching out, Ian placed a comforting hand upon its head, his gaze darting to the wolf’s ripped ear. How the creature had sustained this injury Ian did not know. It had happened before their paths had crossed.
Straightening, Ian’s gaze moved to the hatch and the captain’s quarters beyond. Now that Madame Clément was to accompany them, Ian would bunk with his crew. Perhaps it was a blessing in disguise. Of course, Ian preferred to remain apart from those around him. He had always liked solitude. However, being in close quarters with his crew might benefit him after all. And that was all that mattered, was it not? That they were successful in locating the child and returning her to her mother’s arms.
Again, an unbidden image of his own daughter flashed through Ian’s mind. He still remembered how small Blair had been the day she had been born. He remembered seeing her, her tiny fists and those softly slanted eyes, pinched shut against the sudden rush of sensations. He had stood and stared, unable to believe that such a small creature could exist, that she could be so utterly perfect.
Ian wondered if Madame Clément had felt the same upon her child’s birth. He could not imagine it to be differently. Did not every parent feel like that?
He also remembered the night they had saved her and Lady Juliet from Dubois’s ship. He remembered seeing her lying on the deck, unconscious, her dark hair hiding her face. He had crouched beside her, gently brushing back her hair, needing to know that she was breathing, when his gaze had fallen upon the burns snaking down the side of her face.
For a short, heart-stopping moment, Ian had been unable to move. The sight of such pain, of Dubois’s cruelty had stunned him. In his life, Ian had encountered awful deeds now and then; however, never before had he come across a man as dark and soulless as Dubois.
And even now, with the man safely removed from this world, people still suffered. A mother was parted from her child, uncertain if she would ever lay eyes upon her again. It was a thought that pained Ian, made his heart clench tighter and tighter in his chest until he felt he could no longer draw breath into his body. After all, he knew what it meant to be separated from one’s child.
However, while Blair was lost to him—though safe and sound back in Scotland, but still lost to him!—Madame Clément’s daughter could be reclaimed, could be returned to the parent who loved her more than life itself.
Lifting his gaze, Ian looked toward the far horizon, knowing that come tomorrow they would set sail and he would do everything within his power to reunite mother and child. He had a purpose again. After years of existing from one day to the next, Ian once again had something to focus his mind on, a reason for being here. Once again, he was needed. There were others relying on him, counting on him, and he would not fail them.
That thought brought him a small measure of contentment.






  
  Chapter three
Into the Unknown
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Upon Alexandra’s arm, Noèle walked up the gangplank onto the Chevalier Noir. She lifted her face into the wind, savoring the cooling touch upon her skin, and her eyes fell upon the ship’s black sails. Of course, they were still furled, but they were still unmistakably black.
A shiver snaked down Noèle’s back, for the sight reminded her of Henri’s ship, of Étienne and the many times she had watched her late husband sail away upon it.
“Are you all right?” Alexandra inquired, one brow raised doubtfully. “Shall we return to the house? You know, you don’t have to—”
“Oui, I am,” Noèle hastened to assure Henri’s aunt. As a mother of five, Alexandra had a way of seeing with a single glance when someone was hurting. “I’m fine. I promise. It is just…” She heaved a deep sigh as her gaze swept over the tall-masted ship once more. “There are so many memories.”
Alexandra nodded knowingly, then assisted Noèle onto the ship.
For a moment, Noèle felt her knees tremble, but she willed the tremor away, reminding herself that it was not her body that was still weak but her mind instead. Indeed, memories could be crippling! A body healed much faster than a soul, and she gritted her teeth, forcing herself onward. After all, she had gained strength these past few weeks. Of course, there were still limits that had not been there before. Scars had formed, and some of her skin was still tender to the touch. Yet her muscles finally remembered their duty.
Antoine smiled at her as they approached, the silent Scot standing at his side. “Welcome aboard,” he greeted her, gently wrapping her hands within his own. “You shall have the captain’s quarters, which will grant you privacy and a place to rest upon this long journey. S’il te plait, do not hesitate to ask for anything you might require.”
Noèle felt tears prick the backs of her eyes at the way he looked at her, the way he reassuringly squeezed her hands. “Merci, Antoine.”
Sweeping her gaze across the deck, Noèle saw that each and every member of Antoine’s crew looked at her in that same utterly devoted way. She saw their compassion and their loyalty but also their anguish and their rage. Of course, they knew what had happened to her. How could they not? They knew what she had suffered at Dubois’s hands, and they felt for her.
Noèle could not deny that a part of her had not expected it to be so. She knew them all to be good men, and yet they all had either watched her late husband grow up or grown up alongside him. Étienne had been one of them, a bond existed between them Noèle would never understand, having grown up far from La Roche-sur-Mer. Never would she have doubted their devotion to him, but to her? Oui, she was his widow, and yet Ophélie was not his child.
For a brief moment, Noèle closed her eyes, wishing for what seemed like the thousandth time that Ophélie had been her husband’s child.
Again, Antoine squeezed her hands, jarring her back to the present. “May I introduce you to the Chevalier Noir’s new capitaine, Ian Stewart?”
Noèle swallowed and directed her gaze to the tall, stoic man next to Antoine. More than anything, she wanted to look into his eyes and feel reassured; after all, her life, her well-being, everything she was would be in his hands the moment they set sail. Could she trust him?
“Madame Clément,” the Scotsman greeted her, his voice hard and detached. Not a flicker of emotion graced his features as he met her gaze, his own slightly narrowed, as though he did not wish to look upon her. Still, after the first wave of unease that briefly threatened to send her running from the ship, Noèle thought to glimpse something else below the man’s hard shell.
Pain.
Again, she saw a flicker of pain.
As she had the night he had carried her off Dubois’s ship.
It was an odd sense of recognition, and it calmed her fears a little.
“Bonjour, Capitaine Stewart,” Noèle returned his greeting, doing her best to offer him a small smile. Perhaps, with time, they would feel more comfortable in each other’s company. For now, however, this would have to do. After all, there was something more important at stake here than Noèle’s peace of mind.
A soft whine suddenly drew Noèle’s attention downward, and her eyes fell upon the Scotsman’s wolf. Of course, she had seen the animal now and then in the village, always following upon the man’s heel, always alert to his commands. Yet Noèle had only ever glimpsed him from afar. Never had she stood so close as to see the tear in his right ear or the brilliant yellow of his almond-shaped eyes.
Startled, she drew in a sharp breath, taking a step backward.
Instantly, Capitaine Stewart’s left hand moved downward, giving a quick wave, and the wolf retreated a few steps, then sank down upon his belly, resting his head upon his paws. It was such a familiar behavior, one she had observed in dogs countless times, that Noèle had to smile.
“You have nothing to fear from the wolf,” Antoine said soothingly, stepping forward and positioning himself between her and the animal. “He looks fearsome, but he is quite docile, is that not so?” Over his shoulder, he looked at the Scot.
Capitaine Stewart gave a quick nod but said nothing.
“Come,” Alexandra called, drawing Noèle away. “I’ll show you to your quarters. From experience, I can say that they are quite comfortable.” She cast an affectionate smile at Antoine, no doubt remembering the time she and her husband had spent together upon the Chevalier Noir.
Following Alexandra, Noèle nodded. 
As they moved toward the hatch, Noèle saw Antoine step toward Capitaine Stewart, his head slightly lowered, as though he did not wish to be overheard. However, the wind carried his words to Noèle’s ears. “I’m entrusting her into your care.” His voice sounded tense and imploring as he held the Scotsman’s gaze.
Capitaine Stewart nodded, the expression upon his face as stoic as before. Yet as he spoke, his voice affected her deeply, sending a shiver down her back. “I shall guard her with my life.”
Even though Henri had said something similar to her as well, Noèle had not quite believed him. She had told herself that he had simply spoken so in order to ease her fears. Yet now, Capitaine Stewart had said the very same thing again. Did he truly mean it?
Indeed, one look into his stoic face told her that he did. Yet the tone in his voice as he had spoken made Noèle wonder. It, too, had held pain. Had there been a moment in his life when such a vow had not been enough?
Following Alexandra down into the ship’s belly, Noèle felt a moment of panic well up inside of her. Perhaps she ought to have expected it. Perhaps she was a fool for thinking that she could do this. That she could spend days, weeks upon a ship, a ship like Dubois’s, and not succumb to the memories it conjured.
“Are you all right?” Alexandra inquired as she opened the door to the captain’s quarters. Reaching out, she took Noèle’s hand and pulled her across the threshold, then closed the door. “You can still change your mind,” she counseled gently. “There is no shame in that.”
Noèle disagreed.
If she ran now, she would be running and hiding for the rest of her life. Non, she needed to go after her daughter, and in order to do that, she needed to, at least, face that part of her past that threatened to bring her to her knees. Oui, she needed to stand tall. She could not break down now.
Still, as her gaze swept over the cabin, Noèle felt transported back onto Dubois’s ship. She remembered what it felt like to be his prisoner, to be locked away in a small cabin, constantly afraid of the next time he would choose to visit her. Fortunately, at the time, Noèle’s injuries had prevented him from—
Closing her eyes, she cringed away from the thought. Yet she remembered well his presence, the way his eyes had always lingered upon her, reminding her of what he had done to her, of what he might do to her again. It had been this constant fear that had robbed her of every bit of strength, more so than any of the injuries she had sustained in the fire. It had crippled her, and it still did. For even though Dubois now lay dead, his memory still lived within her.
“What is it that worries you?” Alexandra inquired, stepping around Noèle and meeting her eyes. “Say it and it might lose some of its power.”
Noèle nodded, and yet every fiber of her being cringed at the thought. “Capitaine Stewart,” she said instead, “what do you know of him?”
Sighing, Alexandra shrugged. “Not much. You might’ve noticed that the man does not speak much.” A teasing smile flashed across her face, one meant to lighten the mood. “As far as I’ve heard, he was fished out of the sea about three years ago. The wolf as well.”
Noèle nodded, having heard that story from Étienne before. 
“The fisherman’s ship was then boarded by Henri and his crew, at which point Ian asked to join them.” Alexandra moved around the cabin, straightening the blanket upon the small cot in the corner. “Of course, Henri severely tested him. You know how he can be. As reckless and hot-headed as he might often appear, he is a cautious man.” Affection swung in her voice. “However, Ian did not only prove capable but also loyal.” She stepped toward Noèle once more, reaching out to take her hands. “I assure you, you have nothing to fear from him. Henri as well as Antoine trust him completely or they would never have allowed you to go with him.”
Noèle nodded, relieved to be assured of the Durets’ trust in Capitaine Stewart. “Is there anything else you know about him? How did he end up in the sea? What of his family?”
Alexandra shook her head. “I doubt anyone knows.” Gently, she brushed a stray curl behind Noèle’s ear. “He, too, refuses to share his past with those around him.” Her brows rose meaningfully. “Still, I believe there is pain in his past. You saw it as well, did you not?”
Noèle heaved a deep sigh, momentarily shaken by Alexandra’s suggestion that she and Capitaine Stewart had something in common, something that lay at the very core of their being. “I did,” she finally said in a small voice.
“Are you certain you wish to do this?” Alexandra inquired, looking deep into Noèle’s eyes.
Blinking back tears, Noèle shrugged. “It doesn’t matter what I wish.” She wiped a tear from her cheek. “I must.”
Frowning, Alexandra pressed her hands, giving them a slight tug. “You must do nothing,” she insisted. “Whether you are on board or not, Ian will go after Ophélie. He will find her, and he will return her to you.”
Of course, Noèle knew this, and yet she could not shake the feeling that she had to be here. Was it simply a matter of duty? Did she simply feel responsible? Or guilty? Non, it was more than that. It went deeper. This was her child, and even though Ophélie was not Étienne’s, she was Noèle’s.
No doubt reading Noèle’s determination upon her face, Alexandra nodded. “I pray that the two of you shall be reunited soon.” She leaned forward and pressed a kiss to Noèle’s forehead. “Be safe, and come back to us soon.”
Noèle embraced Alexandra. “I shall.” She could only hope that it would prove true.
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