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      Malcolm Comyn gripped the reins and clamped his other hand to his hat as a gust of horizontal rain shot straight from the North Sea.

      Damnation. The rain struck like pellets of ice blasted from a shotgun.

      The gelding he’d borrowed from the White Hart in Blythburgh snorted and ducked his head. A sure-footed animal, he’d managed the journey north on the coast road and then inland on Maresrow Road briskly enough. That was before they reversed course to head east again, back to the coast road. The worst of the rainstorm had caught up with them and now, the poor fellow flagged, picking his way along the verge of the flooded road.

      “Soon, lad,” he told the steady beast. But a few minutes more and they’d turn north and head onward to Lowestoft,

      His morning mission a failure, he’d decided to push on to the Blue Boar where he could wait out the storm while puzzling out his next step. If they could make it, and he prayed they could. They’d passed no public lodgings on the morning ride. They would just have to plunge ahead.

      Three weeks he’d been searching, to no avail. ’Twas now the first day of April, the country in uproar over grain costs and Bonaparte’s escape, the weather gods wrathful as well. There’d be no hurrying back to London, neither by land nor by sea, even if he wished to give up his quest for the woman. And he didn’t.

      And he wouldn’t.

      At the end of Maresrow Road, he steered his mount left. The road north climbed above the marshes, traversing sheer cliffs that to his right loomed above a raging sea. To his left, a manor perched atop a slight rise, lights gleaming in the sparkling windows.

      Hope sparked and just as quickly died. This manor house could not be his destination. Bloodmoor Hill Manor was not on the coastal road. He might stop here and seek directions, or even shelter.

      On the other hand, making inquiries of the local gentry might raise more questions from them than he was willing to answer. Better to pick the brain of another publican or passing travelers in a cozy tap room.

      Though it must still be afternoon, the churning clouds darkened the sky to late evening, and the rain sheeted the path ahead. He rode on in the diminishing light, his mount growing twitchier and twitchier. Squinting, he pulled up on the reins.

      His heart pounded fiercely. The coast road ahead, the road that led to Lowestoft and shelter, had completely vanished.

      “Steady boy,” he said, more for himself than for the good-humored gelding. Had he put his horse into a gallop, he’d have ridden straight into the abyss, traversing that road where it now lay, hundreds of feet below on the rocky beach. Traversing it as a ghost, as ’twas sure that he’d be dead. The matter of who was the rightful Earl of Menteith would be settled.

      Damn, but wouldn’t that fit his enemy’s plan to a tee?

      Another bone-rattling sheet of rain pelted him. The full force of his predicament overcame him, and he let out a stream of oaths. Today’s quest for Bloodmoor Hill Manor had been another fool’s errand. With no sure direction, he might have missed the road; he might have passed directly by an overgrown lane leading to the manor.

      Or the manor might be a phantasm of someone’s imagination, or, more likely, a false lead planted by the villain plaguing him.

      “What now?” he asked aloud.

      The horse looked back at him with a snort.

      “I’m as miserable as ye are, fellow. Come. Let’s find the both of us shelter.”

      Turning back south, he eyed the lighted windows of the lonely manor. Asking for shelter there was an option.

      But a branch of the coastal road continued south, and he recalled that, at the intersection with Maresrow Road, a stone post had stood, leaning as if pushed by the sea winds. He hadn’t bothered to read the name carved upon it. He rode on, hoping to find a nearby village, preferably one with an inn. He would make one last foray for anonymous shelter before inquiring at the manor.

      His mount stalled abruptly, ears flicking. A shout and an equine squeal carried on the wind, the animal’s cry mixing with the crashing of waves. This distance south of the cliffs, the road fronted a field that sloped gently to a rocky beach studded with boulders. A beached vessel rested there with figures circling around it, their shouts carrying his way.

      He nudged the gelding off the road. The beast tediously picked his way through the gorse, and boulders, and rain-induced streams, whilst Malcolm prayed that the ground would hold.

      Finally reaching the beach, he saw white cloth puddled around the broken mast of the small sloop. A train of laden donkeys stumbled off to the north, two men guiding their precarious steps, whilst another man remained behind. He disappeared under sailcloth and came out with a cask, depositing it on the rocky shore. The wind swirled and sent a wave that threatened to claim the cargo, and the man dove for it, scooting it higher on the beach.

      These were free traders, and this was a foolish one to battle Neptune over a cask of spirits. The next wave could very well take him as well as the cargo.

      “Halloo,” Malcolm called.

      The man scrambled to his feet. Short and slight, his oilcloth coat tented over him. He was otherwise dripping wet, a knit cap clinging down to his eyebrows.

      He dove under the sail again and came back with another cask.

      Either he hadn’t heard or he was ignoring the greeting. “Do you need help?” Malcolm called.

      The man spun around, a scowl on his young face, and shook his head.

      Another wave swamped him, the sea tugging at his boots and legs. He fell back, unsteady and struggling against the pull of the wave, still clutching his cargo.

      Malcolm dismounted, tossed the reins around a stout boulder, and waded into the surf. He reached a hand and pulled the delicate lad up, swept the cask out of his loosening grip, and fought his way back up the beach with the lad in tow.

      Eyes flashed up at him. Gray, or green, or blue—the color was uncertain in this dim light, but the lashes framing them were long, the lips full, the face a smooth heart shape filled with annoyance.

      Feminine annoyance.

      He swept a gaze over the coats and trousers, confirming the curves below. Almost confirming.

      And if confirmed, it would be the first bit of intrigue unrelated to his earldom that he’d had in months.

      He whisked the smuggler up under his free arm, swallowing a chuckle, ignoring the unmistakably female howl of protest.
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      Merde. With fingers numb from fighting the storm, holding onto the casks was proving nigh impossible. And the man oughtn’t to be here.

      The hand reaching out was large, the arm it was attached to a strong one, and the stranger was a full head taller. He wasn’t a revenue agent though, or not a known one. They’d all be snug in their beds in a storm like this, which is where the crew would be very soon. As soon as the men stowed the barrels and the landlord of the Queen’s Barque received this delivery.

      The man was not with the government, yet his scrutiny was a close one.

      “Nooo.” The scold came unbidden because he’d plucked a body tight up against him, juggling the cask in his other arm.

      The devil he was, and too damned presumptuous. “Put me down. You oughtn’t to be here. Go see to your horse. The animal will have the reins free in moments.”

      “Ungrateful brat.” Still cradling the cask, he slogged back to the horse, soothing the creature with a gentle touch that quite impressed. Except, that he still held the cask that wasn’t his.

      “You. That’s mine.”

      “Aye, and I’m carryin’ it for ye. Come.” He beckoned. “Get yourself out of the surf.”

      That was probably wise. Whether the sloop would be there in the morning was anyone’s guess. A pity that. Nothing about this run had been easy.

      This was usually a task for the midnight hour, completed by dawn. But the storm had changed everything. They were lucky to be alive.

      “That cask is mine, and I’ll have it now.”

      He picked up the other one. “I’ll carry the both. Ye’ll lead the horse.”

      The beast rolled his eyes and snorted with only mild annoyance. This was a fine creature to be only a bit discomposed by his day’s work and the weather.

      “Fine, then. I will lead him.”

      When the man turned with the casks and stomped off toward the embankment a sharp whistle checked him.

      “Not that way. We will follow the beach. It will be faster and less treacherous than taking that hillside.”

      “Aye. Unless a wee wave comes and sweeps us away. And where would it be that we’re going?”

      And there it was, a guess before, but now, certainement: a Scots accent, one that sent a slither of fear up the spine. And why would another finely dressed Scotsman be visiting these parts?

      Courage. “I am going as far as the village. Then you may give me my casks, and I will give you your horse, and you may go your own way.”

      “There’s a village?” he asked.

      “Yes, but of course. Fenwick on Sea.” A sweet outpost of decent people in this pitiless land. “You are a stranger, I see.” The crew had seen many strange people descending on Fenwick-on-Sea seeking refuge from the weather. It was wise to be wary of strangers. “Where are you coming from? Scotland?”

      He blinked. “Not as far as all that. I’ve traveled from Blythburgh.”

      “And where were you going today that you didn’t know of Fenwick-on-Sea?”

      He quirked a lip. Water poured off the brim of his hat and coursed over a strong nose and firm jaw, yet he looked of a sudden incredibly cheerful.

      “If you are thinking to take up trading in these parts—”

      “No.” He shook his head, spraying water like Hector, the great beast of a dog that guarded the village inn. “I’m seeking shelter, for me and for this poor fellow. Is there an inn in this village?”

      How inconvenient. They were seeking the same destination. Nevertheless, seeing a horse suffer was unbearable.

      “Most certainly there is an inn. The Queen’s Barque.”

      They walked on in silence for a time, reaching the part of the beach that flowed into the road that became the village’s Market Street. Already lights gleamed in the windows of the inn and the village’s other shops and cottages, though it was likely not yet five of the clock.

      They stopped at the entrance to the inn’s courtyard. He might lead his horse and enter there.

      “Give me my casks now, and I’ll be on my way.” The casks were better carried through the stable entrance and left in the brewhouse for the spirits to be let down.

      He eyed the lighted windows of the inn. “It looks to be crowded. I can sleep in the stable if need be. Where are you taking these?”

      That question was better ignored. “A gentleman who’ll sleep in a stable? Hah.”

      He turned away from the inn and moved closer. Too close. “A lady who’ll smuggle gin?” His lips stretched into a slow grin that matched his teasing tone.

      There was no point correcting him, and anyway, Marielle Plessiers was almost to the end of her ruse. Once the casks were delivered, she, like the men in the crew, would disappear, and eventually find the way home. This weather would not continue forever.

      And this one… Yes, he was handsome and he knew it. And he was younger than she’d first thought, certainly younger than herself, and likely to think himself a stallion in bed. Young handsome men were a rarity in her world, and the ones she’d encountered could never be trusted. As for the bed skills… pah. The Comte de Fontenay had taught her to be skeptical of men bragging too much.

      “It is not gin. It is a very fine brandy. Now be the gentleman you appear to be and give me my casks.”

      “Come along. I assume these are for the innkeeper. Perhaps they’ll help me negotiate a better bed than the hayloft.”

      She ought to crack open his thick Scottish head.

      He turned to enter the inn’s courtyard. Spluttering, she hurried to catch up, and grabbed his arm. “Not this way.” She yanked him along to the stable entrance.
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      Malcolm swallowed a chuckle and went along like a dutiful packhorse. In the stable yard, carriages and wagons crowded the cobbled space. A groom hailed them and ran out, eying him closely before shifting his gaze back to the lady.

      “We were that worried,” he said.

      She gave her head a little shake. “This man is looking for shelter.”

      A boy raced out and joined the other fellow. “You can’t mean me to saddle your mare,” he cried. “The coast road is gone.”

      She chewed her luscious lip.

      “He’s right,” Malcolm said. “I was headed that way. The whole road is at the bottom of the cliff. With the rain falling this hard, I wouldn’t risk trying to go around through the marshland.”

      She shrugged. “I see. Well, I mustn’t subject the dear girl to this weather. Please see that this fellow is dry and well fed.” She handed over the reins.

      “And fetch me the bag attached to my saddle.” Malcolm turned to the lady. “And where do these go?”

      She rolled her eyes and led Malcolm over to the covered carriageway that led to the inn’s courtyard.

      A tall, lean man popped out of the inn door, followed by a woman in an apron. She scurried behind the building, but the man crossed the courtyard and joined them. Mayhap this anxious looking fellow in shirtsleeves was the innkeeper.

      “Thank heavens.” He tucked a bar towel away in his waistband. “We were worried. Ryman
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