
		
			[image: image]

	
	
		
			

			LADY ALEXANDRA’S EXCELLENT ADVENTURE

			[image: Impulse_TTLPG_Rule.ai]

			A Summersby Tale

			SOPHIE BARNES

			[image: AVONIMPULSE_Standard_Logo.pdf]

		

	


	
		
			

			DEDICATION

			To my parents, for always believing in me

			and encouraging me to follow my dreams.

			I love you.

		

	


	
		
			

			CONTENTS

			
				Dedication

			

			
				Chapter One

			

			
				Chapter Two

			

			
				Chapter Three

			

			
				Chapter Four

			

			
				Chapter Five

			

			
				Chapter Six

			

			
				Chapter Seven

			

			
				Chapter Eight

			

			
				Chapter Nine

			

			
				Chapter Ten

			

			
				Chapter Eleven

			

			
				Chapter Twelve

			

			
				Chapter Thirteen

			

			
				Chapter Fourteen

			

			
				Chapter Fifteen

			

			
				Chapter Sixteen

			

			
				Chapter Seventeen

			

			
				Chapter Eighteen

			

			
				Chapter Nineteen

			

			
				Chapter Twenty

			

			
				Chapter Twenty-One

			

			
				Chapter Twenty-Two

			

			
				Chapter Twenty-Three

			

			
				Chapter Twenty-Four

			

			
				Chapter Twenty-Five

			

			
				Chapter Twenty-Six

			

			
				Epilogue

			

			
				Acknowledgments

			

			
				An Excerpt from the Next Summersby Tale

			

			
				Chapter One

			

			
				An Excerpt from How Miss Rutherford Got Her Groove Back

			

			
				Chapter One

			

			
			
				About the Author

			

			
				Also by Sophie Barnes

			

			
				Copyright

			

			
			
				About the Publisher

			

		

	


	
		
			

			CHAPTER ONE

			London

			May 15, 1815

			Sir Percy Foxstone took a slow sip of his single malt whiskey, savoring the rich flavor as it warmed his chest before he sank down into one of the deep leather armchairs in his office at Whitehall.

			Lazily swirling the caramel-colored liquid, allowing it to lap against the edges of his glass, he regarded his friend with caution. “I’m deeply sorry it had to come to this, old chap,” he told him quietly.

			Bryce Summersby, Earl of Moorland, nodded, his forehead furrowed in a thoughtful frown. “Do you see now why I never wanted Alex to get involved?” He shook his head in disbelief.

			Bryce’s son William had joined The Foreign Office four years earlier when he was twenty-three years old. He’d had a number of successful missions during that time and had been personally thanked by The Prince Regent for uncovering a French spy who’d managed to infiltrate parliament.

			Which is why it was so difficult to now believe that William was handing over valuable information to the French.

			He’d gone to Paris in March, as soon as news of Napoleon’s escape from Elba had reached the British shores. Accompanying him on his mission was his longtime friend, Andrew Finch, who’d joined The Foreign Office a couple of years earlier, on William’s recommendation.

			Percy picked up the most recent letter that Andrew had managed to send out of the country. “Judging from the tone of this, it seems Mr. Finch was completely caught off guard by William’s behavior.”

			Bryce grunted before taking a swig of his whiskey. “I’m just not buying it,” he muttered, piercing his friend with a hard stare, his mouth set in a grim line.

			“Is that an objective opinion or one based on the fact that William’s your son?”

			“Bloody hell, Percy!” Bryce shouted, glaring at his friend. “Do you seriously believe William has betrayed us—that he’s a traitor?”

			Percy let out a deep sigh as he leaned forward, his elbows resting in his lap as he studied the glass between his hands. “I have to accept all possibilities.” His eyes settled on Bryce’s in a hard stare. “My position demands it.”

			“Who are you sending, Percy?”

			Percy paused for a moment. The only reason he’d sent for Bryce in the first place was because he considered him a close friend. He’d already shared the details regarding William’s mission with him and was beginning to wonder how much more he ought to divulge. “I’ve settled on Michael Ashford, Earl of Trenton.”

			“Thomas’s boy?”

			Percy nodded, knowing Bryce was familiar with the Duke of Willowbrook.

			“Thomas is a man of great integrity,” Bryce said rather stiffly. “I hope the apple didn’t fall too far from the tree.”

			“Would you like to meet him?”

			“What’s your plan, Percy?” Bryce asked, ignoring his question. “Are you sending this Ashford fellow to kill my son?”

			Percy sighed. “I’m not sending Ashford to assassinate your son, Bryce. I’m sending him to bring William back home so that he may face the charges against him. My hands are tied, old chap. You know treason’s an unpardonable offense.”

			“And if he resists?”

			“Let’s hope he’s wise enough not to.” Percy said softly, giving Bryce a meaningful look.

			“Michael will assume he’s guilty of all charges and will do what must be done by all means necessary. Is that it?”

			Percy nodded reluctantly. “Something like that,” he said, in little more than a whisper.

			“Then by all means, show Lord Trenton in so I may meet the man.”

			It was a delicate situation—one that Percy wished to have no part in. But now since he’d started down this road, what could he do other than hope it would soon be over?

			He was inclined to agree with Bryce when it came to William’s character. William had always been an honorable man. It seemed unthinkable that he might have turned traitor. Then again, Percy had seen it happen before. As he went to the door and called for Michael to enter, he sent up a silent prayer that he would somehow manage to bring William home in one piece.

			A moment later, Michael strode into the room with a confidence that made it clear this was no fledgling.

			Before them stood a tall figure of a man, well over six feet, with broad shoulders, a powerful chest, and strong arms. In short, he looked like he could slay a dragon with one hand while protecting a damsel in distress with the other. His hair was dark and ruffled, his eyes sparkling with boyish anticipation.

			“Gentlemen ...” Michael followed his greeting with a slight nod.

			“Lord Moorland,” Percy said, “May I present Michael Ashford, Earl of Trenton.”

			Bryce rose to his feet, all the while assessing the man who’d soon be determining the fate of his son. After a moment’s pause, he grasped Michael’s outstretched hand in a firm shake.

			“I’ve heard a great deal about you, Lord Moorland, from my father in particular,” Michael said. “He’s a great admirer of your military endeavors—says you’re quite the strategist.” He released Bryce’s hand with a wry twist of his lips. “He also says he’s never managed to beat you at chess.”

			Bryce feigned a polite smile. It had been a while since he’d last seen Thomas, but he had fond memories of the poor man’s numerous attempts at beating him at his favorite game. “How is your father?”

			Michael shrugged as he reached for one of the decanters on the side table. “Do you mind?” he asked Percy.

			“Not at all. Help yourself.”

			Pouring a glass of port, Michael glanced over at Bryce. “Still going strong,” he told him. “He will be sixty-two in a couple of months, but he’s still running around like a young lad. Trouble is, his limbs are stiffer than they used to be. I can’t help but worry he might hurt himself. In his mind, he’s no more than twenty years of age.”

			“Just wait until you are as old as we are,” Bryce told him. “You won’t believe your eyes when you happen to catch yourself in a mirror. Indeed, you will most likely draw your sword wondering who the devil that stranger is staring back at you.” He raised his glass to Michael. “Enjoy your youth while you have it, Trenton. Lord knows it will be gone before you know it.”

			“I briefed Trenton on his mission this morning.” Percy said, apparently deciding that it was time to get on with the business at hand. Bryce could only hazard a guess at how uncomfortable this whole dratted business must be for him. Nothing could be nastier than having to decide the fate of somebody’s child—especially not when that child was like family. But he also understood that responsibility weighed heavily on his friend’s shoulders. Percy would not be able to leave the matter alone—he had to investigate. As Bryce watched him sit back down in his dark brown leather chair, he desperately hoped that he truly did know his son well enough, and that Andrew was somehow mistaken about William’s actions. “He’ll be ready to leave in the morning.”

			Bryce moved to the side table to refill his glass. “How long have you and my son known each other?” he asked Michael.

			“Well, er ... actually, I ...”

			“Trenton has never actually met your son, Bryce. You know we don’t allow our agents to meet unless they are working on the same assignment. It helps protect their identities when they are in the field.”

			“Well, I certainly don’t mean to point out the obvious,” Bryce remarked, his voice laced with annoyance. “But how the devil is he supposed to find him when he doesn’t even know what he looks like?”

			“There are ways.”

			Bryce scoffed. “We both know that William is quite skilled at deception. He works well undercover—hence the reason you gave him such an important assignment in the first place.” Bryce took a large gulp of his whiskey to calm his nerves. “I want Ryan and Alex to accompany him.”

			Percy’s mouth dropped open. “But you always said—”

			“That was then and this is now. They will be able to identify their brother.”

			“And you are certain that you want Alex to go as well?”

			Bryce had no desire to let his daughter get muddled up in this mess, but she was a better horseman, a better swordsman, and a better shot than Ryan had ever been. In fact, the only reason he was sending Ryan at all was to act as her chaperone. “Quite certain.”

			Both men turned to Michael. His expression was impossible to read as he absorbed the news that Bryce’s children would be tagging along. “It will be a perilous journey,” he stated. “They will have to hold their own. I have no desire to babysit anyone.”

			“You won’t have to,” Bryce grumbled. “Alexa—”

			“Is the best swordsman you’re ever likely to come across,” Percy said as he cut off his friend.

			Bryce followed his lead and held silent, realizing that it would probably be a cold day in hell before Michael would ever agree to bring a woman along, no matter how much he and Percy might vouch for her. In truth, he’d likely quit first, and if Bryce knew Percy as well as he thought, then that was not a risk that he was willing to take.

			“Henry Angelo is a good friend of mine,” Bryce added. “He’s spent a number of years at Moorland Manor polishing Alex’s skills.”

			Mentioning the famous dueling master had its desired effect. Michael nodded his approval. “But what if Summersby is guilty of treason? ... What if he fights back? I can’t afford to have his siblings standing in my way if I’m forced to take action.” He paused. “Do you think they’ll be willing to stand idly by while I kill their brother, or will they turn on me in a foolhardy attempt to save him?”

			Bryce’s blood ran cold at Michael’s detached tone. He didn’t doubt for a second that the man before him was prepared to carry out his orders. Would Alex and Ryan let him kill their brother, even if he were a traitor? Absolutely not, but they gave him hope that he might see William again, and for that reason alone, he was prepared to say anything to ensure that they would be in a position to help their brother. “If they were to discover that he has been consorting with the French, then I cannot imagine that they would try to stop you.”

			“Very well then,” Michael acquiesced. “We leave at dawn. Will they be ready by then?”

			Bryce nodded. “I have already told them to prepare themselves in the event that they would be joining you.”

			“There’s a tavern on the outskirts of town—The Royal Oak. Are you familiar with the place?”

			“I am.”

			“Good. Tell your sons to meet me there at five. I have no intention of waiting for them, so if they’re late—”

			“They will be there,” Bryce told him sharply. “You have my word,” he added, reaching out to shake Michael’s hand.

			“And you have my word as a gentleman that I shall act fairly,” Michael responded. “Sir Percy tells me that both of you find it unlikely that William’s a turncoat. I will discover the truth of the matter, and I hope you will trust me when I say that I would never dream of harming an innocent man. Furthermore, my prerogative is to bring him back alive, so if all goes well, you will see your son soon enough, Lord Moorland.”

			“Thank you,” Bryce told him sincerely. “I shall await your return.” He raised his glass in a final salute before gathering up his coat and heading for the door. “You will keep me informed?” he asked as he looked back over his shoulder at Percy, his hand already on the door handle.

			“You will hear from me as soon as I have any news. I promise.”

			With a heavy sigh and a thoughtful nod, Bryce left Percy’s office with growing trepidation. He wasn’t a gambling man, yet here he was, willing to risk everything dear to him in order to save his firstborn child.

			Though he had faith in both Alexandra and Ryan, he hated having to sit idly by in anticipation. If only he could go in their stead but that was impossible. He’d grown too old to be of use on rescue missions, particularly with his left leg paining him as much as it did these days.

			No ... he had no choice but to send his children, and in spite of himself, he suddenly smiled. This was exactly the sort of thing that Alexandra had been dreaming about for years, and now he was finally ready to indulge her. If only the stakes weren’t so high.

		

	


	
		
			

			CHAPTER TWO

			The air was wet with rain as Alexandra and Ryan waited below an outcrop in front of The Royal Oak. A gaslight on the side of the building brightened the darkness with a shimmering orange glow as the tavern’s sign squeaked from side to side on its hinges.

			Alexandra’s cloak was drawn tight across her shoulders, the edge of her hood lowered to just below her eyebrows. About her nose and mouth, she wore a scarf, the damp chill serving as a perfect excuse for her to conceal her face.

			She and Ryan had purposefully arrived early, but they were now both shivering with cold and eager to be on their way. Alexandra watched the water drip from her hood—large, heavy drops that landed against her horse’s mane. “Have you met him before?” she asked Ryan, hoping to learn whatever she could about Michael Ashford, a man she was determined to hate.

			“Trenton? No ...” Ryan admitted, “I haven’t had the pleasure.”

			“But surely you must have heard something about him,” she prodded.

			Ryan nodded. “He is—from what I understand—the sort of man who makes an excellent acquaintance. In fact, I’ve never heard a single word said against him from any gentleman.”

			Not exactly the negative description of his character that Alexandra had been hoping for.

			“However, he’s not the sort of man that any reasonable parent would trust to as much as dance with their daughter.”

			Alexandra’s interest peaked.

			“I daresay he’s quite possibly the biggest rakehell in all of England.” Ryan told her.

			“Oh?” she asked, hoping that he might elaborate on that.

			“It has been said that he has no fewer than nine mistresses at any given moment—one for each day of the week, with a couple to spare for variety’s sake.”

			Oh my.

			Ryan glanced over at his sister, a look of surprise crossing his face as he realized what he’d said. “Forgive me. I know this is not at all the sort of thing I ought to discuss with you. It’s quite inappropriate really.”

			Alexandra stopped herself from rolling her eyes. What a silly thing to say when she was sitting there dressed like a man, about to tear off to France in the company of spies. This entire situation was inappropriate. “Not to worry,” she quipped. “I am confident my constitution can handle it.”

			“Yes, well ...” Ryan said somewhat skeptically. “If I may give you a word of advice—stay away from Lord Trenton as much as possible. He will only give you trouble.”

			“Are you suggesting he will try to take advantage of me?”

			Ryan darted a nervous look in her direction. “It is a fair assumption to make when one considers the man’s reputation,” he told her. “And once he discovers you are not a man, but an attractive, young woman instead ... well, I think you get the idea.”

			Cold anger flickered behind Alexandra’s eyes. “He will never succeed.”

			Not in this lifetime.

			Ryan muttered something beneath his breath that Alexandra could only assume must have been a curse.

			Silence followed, dragging on for what seemed like an eternity, until Alexandra finally noticed her horse’s ears perk up. He began shifting restlessly from side to side beneath her, his front hooves clawing at the muddied ground in agitation. Looking up, she spotted a lone figure emerging from beyond the darkness. He sat astride the most magnificent horse she’d ever seen—a velvety black stallion with powerful ropes of muscle that flexed with every move it made.

			“The Summersby brothers, I presume?” The figure moved toward them until his head was under the shelter of the outcrop. He then threw back his hood and wiped the water from his face with the palm of his hand.

			Alexandra tightened her grip on the reins, her whole body tensing as she stared at the man before her. His eyes were dark beneath dense black hair that hung in messy tresses to his broad shoulders. His nose was straight, his mouth set against a perfectly sculpted jaw line. Not a flicker of humor graced his features. Indeed, he was as grave as he was handsome—not at all the sort of man Alexandra had expected, for her vivid imagination had conjured a far more toady fellow instead. He was unnerving to say the least, especially since her experience with men was basically limited to her brothers.

			Her eyes narrowed ever so slightly as she studied Michael’s features in much the same manner that a botanist might study a shrub. Well, if she had to be tortured by his company for an indefinite amount of time, it was just as well that he wasn’t too sore on the eyes. Still, when he turned his deep brown eyes on her, she felt a sudden flutter in the pit of her belly that she wasn’t at all comfortable with. She disliked surprises, and discovering that her treacherous body responded to a mere glance from this cad was not only unpleasant but also completely unfamiliar territory for her. She had no idea how to handle the situation short of nodding and allowing Ryan to answer for her.

			“Indeed we are,” Ryan told him. “And you must be Lord Trenton.”

			Michael nodded, his eyes moving over both of them in an assessing manner. Alexandra’s heart hammered against her chest as she cast her eyes down, fixing them upon her horse’s mane. She knew that he wouldn’t be able to make out much of anything about her, thanks to the scarf and hood, but her nerves were still on edge as she waited for his approval.

			“Are you ready?” he finally asked.

			Again Alexandra only nodded, though the sudden surge of relief she felt was quite overwhelming. She darted a quick look in Lord Trenton’s direction, just in time to notice a look of disappointment crossing his face. Too bad. For now the most important thing was to make it to Brighton. With just a little bit of luck, they would be in France by tomorrow.

			Setting off, the group left London far behind, mud flying about the thundering hooves of their horses as they galloped through puddles and along muddied roads, the dirt caking their horses’ flanks. Michael led the team onward, while Alexandra had taken up the rear, content to keep as much distance between her and Lord Trenton as possible. Consequently, she didn’t mind at all that the only thing she could see from her present position was Ryan’s billowing cloak.

			By midmorning the rain had stilled, yet they kept up their pace until they reached Crawley, where they finally allowed themselves a well-deserved break. The horses were tended to in the stables of a roadside inn, while the three companions each paid a penny for a pint of beer and a chunk of bread to ease their aching bellies.

			Allowing her brother to make the necessary excuses, Alexandra walked away from him and Michael, her hood drawn down and her scarf still in place to conceal her face. She had no intention of letting Michael know that she was a woman until they were safely in Paris where it would be nearly impossible for him to send her back home. It wouldn’t be easy to keep him in the dark for that long, but she’d have to manage.

			She’d also decided that the less time she spent in his presence the better, regardless. Her father had put a lot of faith in her ability to bring William home safely. It was an important mission—one that would mean life or death for her brother. She couldn’t afford any distractions, least of all something as superficial as a handsome man’s face. The mere thought of him was enough to make her scold herself.

			Kicking a couple of pebbles carelessly about with the tip of her boot, she glanced back at Ryan. He and Michael seemed to be getting along well enough, though she couldn’t begin to imagine what the two of them might possibly be talking about. Lowering her gaze to the ground, she quickly reminded herself that she didn’t care. Michael was her nemesis, no matter what. But just as that thought had taken shape inside her head, she looked up to find him staring right back at her with piercing dark eyes—that same assessing look upon his face.

			On a sharp intake of breath, she spun around and looked away, her stomach flip-flopping so violently that she thought she might be sick. Things were clearly not going as smoothly as she would have hoped. She’d learned to master her emotions years ago. Granted, these were new, unexpected emotions—the sort she’d always dreaded—but they were emotions all the same. One way or the other, she would have to find a way to overcome them.

			“He’s a bit of an odd fellow, your brother,” Michael said as he took a bite of his bread and followed it with a large gulp of beer.

			Ryan eyed his sister for a moment, still wondering if it wasn’t a huge mistake, bringing her along to France. He knew that she was better skilled than he, but she was a woman, and as such, one simply couldn’t ignore the fact that she would always be at greater risk. Here she was now, preparing to travel into male dominated territory. And not just any men, but soldiers who might not have seen a woman in months.

			It was complete lunacy to put her in that situation. God only knew what might happen if she found herself outnumbered and he couldn’t be there to protect her. He shuddered at the thought of it. “Alex is a bit of a loner,” he said in response to Michael’s question.

			“Not much of a conversationalist I take it?”

			“There’s a time and a place for everything. Alex has never liked distraction. Indulging in idle conversation while on the move would be, according to Alex, a distraction.”

			“But not according to you?”

			Ryan shrugged his shoulders. “I never had the same discipline my siblings have. Hence why I’m not as quick with my sword or as fast on the trigger, but I can still manage to win a good fight,” he grinned. “You need not worry about protecting me. I can hold my own.”

			“I must say I’m glad to hear it, because where we are going, I doubt I’ll have much time to waste on novices.”

			Ryan’s eyes gleamed with mischief. Clearly, Michael had underestimated both of them. He suddenly looked forward to showing him what they were both made of, but more than that, he couldn’t wait to see the befuddled look on his face when he discovered that one of the best swordsmen in all of England was in fact a woman.

			He watched now, with some degree of apprehension, as Michael cast a careless glance in Alexandra’s direction. Following his gaze, he noted that his sister was standing as if rooted to the ground, her bright blue eyes staring right back at them. Turn away, damn it, he wanted to yell. If she kept on standing there like that the earl would certainly grow suspicious and ... she finally turned her back on them. Thank God. But when Ryan glanced back at Michael, he couldn’t help but notice that his expression had grown rather unsettled, almost as if he’d noticed something his conscious mind had yet to come to terms with.

			“Call your brother,” Michael said, his thoughts once more concealed beneath a stern facade as he patted Ryan roughly on the shoulder. “We have a boat to catch.” He then emptied the remainder of his beer and strode away in search of his horse.

			Ryan watched him go, unable to shake the unnerving sensation that Michael might pose a much greater threat to his sister than the French soldiers ever would.

			They reached Brighton by lunchtime—the salty scent of the sea greeting them before the town itself came into view.

			Slowing their horses to an easy gait, they made their way through the cobbled streets toward the docks. The sea looked calm as it lapped against the pier, sending a soft spray of seawater onto the wharf. Alexandra breathed in the pungent smell of discarded fish, increasingly thankful for the scarf that she wore about her face. A pair of seagulls squawked as they bobbed up and down overhead like a couple of marionettes, their beady eyes searching for an easy meal. Teams of men busied themselves with hauling crates back and forth, yelling instructions while a handful of street urchins ran to and fro between them.

			“We’ll be sailing with Captain Grover,” Michael said. “Would you two see if you can get us a table at that pub over there while I make some inquiries about his whereabouts?”

			After tethering their horses to a couple of iron rings that were set in the outside wall of the tavern, Alexandra followed Ryan inside, her eyes squinting against an onslaught of smoke as they adjusted to the dim lighting. The place was teaming with noisy and hungry men, all pushing each other about to attract the attention of one of the waiters.

			Ryan elbowed his way past a couple of brawny chaps and made his way toward the back corner of the room to an empty table with a couple of benches alongside it.

			Striding after him and stepping over a grizzly canine in the process, Alexandra was just about to sit down when she felt a heavy hand settle upon her shoulder. “I believe that table is ours,” a mocking voice grumbled behind her.

			Instinct roared to life inside her like a furnace. She spun smoothly away, ducking low to avoid the blow that she sensed would be coming. No man would ever lay a hand on her without facing the consequences. Metal flashed as she unsheathed her sword in so swift a movement that the man was caught completely off guard. He’d had no time to gather his wits about him and now stood staring down at the tip of Alexandra’s blade where it pushed against his chest, pressing into his coat. Her scarf had loosened, exposing most of her face as she stood there now, staring up at her adversary with eyes of steel, her mouth drawn tight in a menacing smirk.

			“You ... but you’re a ... a ...”

			Alexandra cocked her head to one side, only slightly amused by the man’s apparent awkwardness. “And you’re a bully.” Her voice was as cool as an autumn breeze. “I suggest you find yourself another table before I decide whether or not you’re worth troubling myself over.”

			The man shot a hasty look in Ryan’s direction, but Ryan merely threw up his hands and took a step backward. “I would do as she says if I were you,” he said with a lopsided grin.

			To underline her brother’s statement, Alexandra added a hint of pressure to the man’s chest and raised a challenging eyebrow. It took no more than a second for her assailant to quietly back away to the safety of his comrades. They’d undoubtedly ridicule him later, but for now, none of them were eager to draw attention to themselves. Five minutes later, they gave up on their food and left, passing Michael in the doorway.

			The moment she spotted him, Alexandra immediately lowered her eyes to the table, her face once again concealed by her hood.

			“Our ship’s not far from here,” Michael told them as he seated himself next to Ryan. He cast a quick glance at Alexandra, once again wondering at how withdrawn Ryan’s brother seemed. He wasn’t anything like what he might have imagined based on Sir Percy’s description. In fact, he’d been sure that Alex would have been arrogant—too big for his own boots so to speak. But the man who sat across from him appeared to be anything but. And then there was his peculiar habit of constantly wearing his hood.

			Michael shrugged. Who was he to question the man’s reasoning? Perhaps he had an ugly scar that he was somehow embarrassed about, or pockmarked cheeks. He remembered the glimpse he’d caught of his eyes. Surely his face must be handsome with eyes such as those.

			His thoughts were interrupted by Ryan, who’d finally managed to draw one of the waiters’ attentions. A potbellied man swaggered toward them and lazily asked them what they’d like.

			“We’ll have three stouts—Barclay’s if you have them,” Ryan told him. “And then something to eat. What do you have to offer?”

			The waiter scratched the back of his head while his belly bounced up and down. “I have some pan-fried fish and vegetables if that’ll do. If not, I can offer you some cheese and cured meats.”

			“The fish will be fine,” Michael told him, not sure of when they’d be having their next hot meal. Whatever the case, they would need something to keep them going until they were well out to sea later on in the evening.

			As it turned out, the food wasn’t even warm—in fact, it had most likely been sitting around for the last couple of hours, but the flavor wasn’t too bad, so they did their best to finish what was there, following each bit with a sip of Barclay’s.

			“You’re not much of a conversationalist, are you?” Michael asked, his eyes pinned on Alex. His head was bent over his plate with his hood pulled so low that not even his nose could be seen.

			Michael was surprised to see him freeze—his fork hovering between his plate and his mouth. What was wrong with him? The question hadn’t been meant as an insult. Michael turned to see Ryan’s fork move with a lazy slowness as he pushed his food about his plate, just as uncomfortable as Alex clearly was.

			And then, before Michael could manage to say anything else that might alter the mood, Alex simply pushed the chair back from the table, got up, and left without uttering a word.

			“I apologize,” Michael muttered after a few moments. “It wasn’t my intention to offend him.”

			“You ought not worry about it,” Ryan replied. “Alex can be a bit ... difficult at times. I’m quite sure you two will get along soon enough. You’ll see.” But even Michael could hear the trepidation underlying Ryan’s hopeful tone.

		

	


	
		
			
			CHAPTER THREE

			Alexandra leaned against the railing of James Grover’s ship while she looked out over the oily waters. She listened to the sound of the crew hoisting the sails as they slid out toward the open sea, their feet a soft pitter-patter upon the wooden surface of the deck. A couple of lights from other vessels were visible in the distance. But what fascinated her most was the night sky upon which were scattered a million stars—like specks of silver on an artist’s canvas.

			So lost in thought was she, when Michael’s sudden voice coming from no more than a yard behind her, it startled her. “Summersby?” His voice was soft and cautious, as if he half expected her to turn around and lash out at him.

			Alexandra caught her breath, her heart thumping so wildly she thought it might burst from her chest.

			“I’m sorry about earlier,” he said with an element of sincerity to his voice that surprised her. “It’s just ... well ... we’ll be spending quite a bit of time together you and I, so I was rather hoping we might be able to get along.”

			She remained perfectly still, as if she feared that the slightest movement would give her away. She heard him shift—could almost see the frown that surely graced his face at her lack of response.

			“Listen,” he insisted. “I can understand your apprehension, but you must believe me when I tell you that your brother’s case will be treated with the utmost fairness. I’m not the sort of man to act rashly. I’ll look at all the evidence first before deciding how to proceed. If you help me, it would make my job a lot easier.”

			Alexandra turned to face him with a glower.

			Michael stepped backward as if she’d physically shoved him, seemingly stunned by the blatant anger that shone in her eyes.

			“Help you?” she muttered, keeping her voice low and muffled beneath her scarf. “You must think that I am a complete blockhead.”

			“No, of course not. After all, I barely know you,” Michael said in a voice of clear exasperation. “But if we work together, we might be able to return to England sooner rather than later.”

			Less time spent in each other’s company—it is tempting.

			“Lord Trenton, I—”

			Michael winced. “Ashford,” he said.

			“What?” Alexandra asked, momentarily thrown by his comment.

			“I’d prefer it if you’d call me Ashford,” he told her. “Lord Trenton’s too formal ... too ...”

			“Old?” Alexandra offered, unable to resist the chance to provoke him. She regarded him with some degree of curiosity—it was impossible to discern what he might be thinking. Unfortunately, he didn’t seem to take the bait. On the contrary, he merely stood there, watching her in an annoyingly condescending fashion, until she felt herself quite silly. “Very well then ... Ashford. Let me ask you this—Do you think my brother is guilty or innocent?”

			“If Finch’s letter holds water ...” His words trailed off when she narrowed her eyes.

			If the man was hoping to forge a lifelong friendship, then this was certainly not the conversation that would facilitate it.

			He sighed. “I have to be honest with you. The evidence thus far doesn’t look good.”

			“Then we have nothing further to discuss,” she told him haughtily.

			A couple of crewmen ran past them, conveying orders for the ship’s sails to be hoisted. Michael waited until they were well out of earshot before lowering his voice and saying, “Be reasonable, Summersby. Suppose your brother has indeed been supplying the French with information they can use against your own countrymen. Do you honestly believe he should go unpunished?”

			“He’s innocent,” Alexandra ground out. “That is the whole point.”

			“And you know this beyond any shadow of a doubt?” His voice was barely a whisper on the breeze.

			Alexandra tensed her shoulders. She would not be distracted by his nearness. Even now, in the middle of their argument she could feel her heart rate begin to rise.

			Ridiculous.

			She gave a curt nod and did her best to ignore the effect he was having on her.

			“I must say your loyalty’s quite remarkable. There isn’t a trace of doubt in your words.” He paused for a moment. “Do you think Finch is lying?”

			“Unlike you,” she said quietly. “I won’t speculate or make assumptions before all the facts are known. I will find William, and once I do, I’ll know the truth.”

			“A bold statement, Summersby.”

			Michael served her a patronizing smile that rankled her to no end. He clearly thought her naive. Whatever his opinion of her, however, he had no cause to doubt where her allegiance lay. After all, she’d made herself quite clear—she would protect her family with her life, no question about it. “And you,” Alexandra muttered. “From what I understand, you’ve never met him. You know nothing of his character. Hell, you don’t even know the color of his hair. And yet you’re so eager to accuse him—to find him guilty of a crime I can promise you he did not commit.”

			“Shall I simply take your word for it?” His lips curled upward to form the beginnings of a smile.

			“That would indeed save us all a great deal of trouble.”

			“Hm ... I suppose it might,” he conceded. “Tell me though, for I am curious now—Why do you presume that I have already found your brother guilty?”

			She balked at that. “You just said—”

			“Actually, I didn’t. You drew that conclusion entirely on your own.”

			“But—” She stopped to think. Had he not told her that William surely must be guilty? He’d implied that he probably was, but he hadn’t actually said it. “I don’t trust you,” she finally said.

			Michael stared back at her with a steady gaze. “Why?”

			“Because of the sort of man you are,” she snapped. She was beginning to lose her patience.

			Michael’s eyes narrowed into two angry slits. “Would you care to elaborate on that?” he asked, crossing his arms as if in preparation for the verbal attack that was sure to come.

			“You’re a whoremonger, Lord Trenton,” she told him plainly, using the name that she knew he disliked, with slow deliberation. “The worst sort of man there is—the kind who has no respect for women whatsoever and who—”

			“Stop right there,” he gruffed, effectively cutting her off. “I will not allow you to speak of my mistresses in such a degrading fashion.” Michael scowled.

			“Why?” Alexandra pressed. Her tone was out right mocking. “Because of how much you care about them?”

			“Precisely,” he told her in a clipped tone.

			Few things had ever been able to shut her up, but this certainly did the trick. Alexandra’s blue eyes stared blankly back at him. She felt as if someone had just shoved a stocking in her mouth. Having two brothers, the idea that a gentleman might have a mistress was unlikely to surprise her. The fact that he might actually concern himself with their welfare did. She tried to compose herself but found it damned difficult.

			Michael apparently couldn’t help but smirk. “It’s not all about sex, you know,” he finally said as if he were discussing the weather.

			What could she possibly say to that?

			“I ... er ... I see,” she murmured. Thank God she was wearing both a hooded cloak and a scarf about her face. Surely her whole body must be blushing by now. Though she’d momentarily forgotten herself in her anger, it wouldn’t do to have him discover her now. How the devil had they arrived at this subject anyway?

			“I’m not entirely sure you do, Summersby.” There was a twinkle in his eyes that made her catch her breath. “For as much as I love an ample bosom and a pair of soft thighs, my mistresses also offer me a great deal in terms of companionship.”

			“Really?” she asked incredulously.

			He stared back at her, his dark eyes locking onto hers. “You don’t have much experience with the fairer sex, do you?”

			Was she really required to answer such a question?

			“Not to worry,” Michael grinned. “We’ll rectify that soon enough. No need to be embarrassed about it. You are after all only what ... twenty years of age?”

			“Twenty-two,” she told him hesitantly.

			“Much too old to be a virgin,” he muttered. He seemed to study her for a moment—his eyes narrowed. “Do you by any chance prefer men?”

			Yes!

			She caught herself just in time.

			“Of course not,” she lied.

			Could the conversation possibly get more bizarre?

			A look of relief came over Michael’s face. “Good. Then we’ll find a pretty little strumpet for you the minute we reach Paris.”

			Alexandra groaned inwardly. Apparently, it could get more bizarre. If only there were a way to change the subject.

			Again Michael stared at her.

			What is it? Why do you keep looking at me like that?

			“Is there a particular reason why you choose to hide your face?” he asked quite suddenly.

			“My nose and jaw are disfigured,” she told him without thinking. And then, to add to the lie, “I was born this way.”

			As if it weren’t enough that Ashford thought her a man ... well, how else was she supposed to explain her odd scarf-wearing habit?

			“I’m sorry to hear it,” he told her.

			The look of sympathy in his eyes went straight to her heart.

			Oh hell!

			If there were one thing she didn’t care for, aside from the way he could turn her legs to jelly with no more than a glance, it was feeling guilty toward the very man that she was so determined to hate.

			“You needn’t be,” she said in a tight voice. Her conscience was beginning to nag at her. This was the only way though. If Ashford discovered who she was before they reached Paris, she could bet a fair sum that he’d send her back to England one way or the other.

			The silence seemed to stretch between them until Alexandra decided that it was time to put an end to their strenuous rendezvous. She was just about to bid Michael a good evening when his face suddenly brightened. “Your father and Sir Percy are quite proud of you, you know.”

			Alexandra shifted against the railing of the ship. She’d come up on deck to be alone, not to engage in an endless amount of meaningless conversation with a man whom she wished might vanish to the opposite side of the planet. Perhaps then she’d be able to focus her full attention on William, rather than the way in which Ashford’s cheeks dimpled when he smiled.

			Before she could predict his next move, he stepped closer, put his arm about her shoulder in a companionable fashion, and began steering her toward the stern. It was the same sort of gesture she’d seen her brothers use with their friends countless times over the years. From Michael’s perspective there should be nothing wrong with behaving in such a way. After all, as far as he knew, Alexandra was a young gentleman.

			But Alexandra had no time whatsoever to prepare herself for his touch. Her knees practically buckled beneath her. But that wasn’t the worst of it. In an attempt to steady herself, she reached out and grabbed onto the nearest thing she could find, which of course happened to be Michael’s chest. She clawed at it, trying to latch on, but her hand kept slipping until he finally caught her by the elbow.

			“Are you all right?” he asked. His breath was warm against her face.

			“A touch of seasickness I suppose,” she murmured—yet another lie.

			He chuckled. “I gather you haven’t been aboard a ship before.”

			She shook her head, her hand still resting upon his chest. All she could think about at that moment was how firm his muscles seemed beneath his shirt and how fast her heart was suddenly beating. She feared it was so loud, he might actually hear it.

			For heaven’s sake, pull yourself together.

			She wondered if she were the only one affected by their brief entanglement and quickly snuck a look at Michael. He was standing with his legs planted firmly upon the deck, his hand still bracing her arm, and the look in his eyes was ... disconcerting to say the least. Never in her life had anyone looked at her quite like that. She’d no idea what it meant, but she knew that she didn’t like it. It made her feel highly uneasy.

			This is madness.

			A thought struck her—he knows. Surely that had to be it, if his perplexed expression was anything to go by. She’d thought he’d be angrier when he realized the truth, but instead he simply looked confused and perhaps even a little sad. Odd at that.

			She briefly wondered what might have given her away, until, quite suddenly, things took a turn for the more bizarre.

			“I love women,” Michael blurted out, his eyes still firmly locked on hers.

			“I never said that you didn’t,” Alexandra replied, not certain of how else to respond to such a statement.

			“I’ve always loved women and always will. This ... this...” He shook his head as if to rid it of something unpleasant.

			“Er ... Lord Trenton? Sorry, I mean Ashford.” His eyes seemed to clear at the sound of his name. “Are you all right?”

			With a soft nudge, he distanced himself from Alexandra. “Yes, quite.” he said. “Do you think you can manage?”

			“I believe so,” she told him, relieved that the awkward moment had finally passed.

			“Good, because I was hoping we might have a small contest.” A glimmer of mischief flickered in his eyes.

			“What sort of contest?” she asked, her curiosity peaked.

			An impish smile spread its way across his face. “The sort wherein we throw knives,” he told her.

			It was impossible for her not to laugh. This was precisely the sort of thing that she enjoyed most. “You’re a brave man,” she jibed. “You know I dislike you intensely—after all, I’ve made no secret of it. And yet you trust me to throw a knife and not hit you with it.”

			“Should I be afraid?”

			“Very,” she said in the gravest voice she could manage.

			But inside, she laughed with glee. She turned to Ashford who was clearly doing his best to feign a frown. He failed miserably though and eventually laughed instead. For just about the hundredth time since setting out that morning, Alexandra felt a disturbing attraction toward him. She would have to be careful, she reminded herself, or she might very well find herself falling for him, and that would be a most unfavorable outcome indeed, under the circumstances.

			She watched now as Michael pulled a deck of cards from his coat pocket and selected the ace of spades. He pushed the top of it onto a nail protruding from one of the masts and stepped back to admire his work. “This will do,” he said, casting a sidelong glance in Alexandra’s direction before shouting a warning to the sailors on deck to stay out of the way. “The object of the game will be to hit the center of the spade with the tip of your blade, so it sticks. If your knife falls to the ground, you lose.

			“We’ll start here.” He indicated the designated spot with the tip of his boot. “And move backward in one-yard increments.”

			“Two-yard increments” she told him, her competitive spirit taking over.

			“Are you quite certain?” Michael asked. “Two yards will make a huge difference in terms of—”

			“Are you getting cold feet?” she asked.

			“Certainly not. Two-yard increments it is then.”

			Alexandra was the first to throw her blade. It hit its mark just as she’d known it would. So did Michael’s. Within twenty minutes they’d reached a distance of twenty-seven feet—about as far as they could go without falling over the railing. The sailors had long since paused in their duties and were either standing to one side or hanging from the roping in eager attempts to get a clear view of the ensuing competition. Alexandra lifted her blade, took aim and ... the knife began to take flight just as Ryan called out her name, distracting her enough to make her hand flinch. All she could do was look helplessly on as her knife continued past its mark before landing on the deck with a loud thud.

			A roar of cheers filled the air from those who’d been supporting Michael. “Too bad,” he told Alexandra with feigned remorse as he gave her a sympathetic pat on the shoulder.

			She wanted to scream.

			“What the hell did you have to do that for?” she yelled, her fury directed at none other than her brother. “I could have won!”

			“Hm ... I’m not so sure you would have,” Michael remarked. He tossed his knife with practiced ease before she could voice a response. It hit the spade, dead center. “There ... see? It would have been a draw.”

			Alexandra clenched her fists. She could practically feel the steam coming out of her ears. Not only did she have to suffer her brother’s stupidity but now she had to contend with Ashford’s arrogance as well.

			“Except it wasn’t a draw of course,” Michael continued. “You obviously lost, and I won.”

			Angry sparks ignited behind her eyes. “This is far from over,” she muttered in a low tone.

			“Come on, Alex,” Ryan said as he sauntered toward her. “Try not to be such an addle plot. There’s no harm in losing every once in a while. As long as you do it with dignity.”

			She glared at him. “I take it you speak from experience,” she snapped, before she could stop herself.

			A fleeting look of pain swept over Ryan’s face, and she instantly regretted her words. How could she be so cold and unfeeling? She knew it couldn’t be easy for Ryan to acknowledge that even his sister always bested him whenever weapons and horses were involved, yet he never took it to heart and always voiced his pride in her. She wanted to pummel herself for being so insensitive. “Sorry,” she murmured, unable to meet her brother’s gaze.

			An uncomfortable silence followed.

			None of them knew what to say.

			Eventually, Alexandra shrugged her shoulders and strode off. She paused before reaching the staircase, picked up her knife and then headed below deck in search of her cabin.

			Michael and Ryan stared after her. “A bit of a sore loser, your brother,” Michael remarked.

			“I do believe this is the first time he’s lost at anything in the past five years,” Ryan told him thoughtfully.

			“You must be joking.”

			Ryan shook his head. “No, he’s the best I’ve ever seen when it comes to such things—better than William even. Just wait until you see him brandishing a sword. You’ll never forget it, for it is truly a remarkable thing to watch. It’s the reason why my father insisted he join us.” He turned to look at Michael. “But he’s young, with a tendency to act rashly. That is why I’ve come—to keep him out of trouble.”

			Michael grinned. “Well, I think he’s quite fortunate to have you around.” Then, in a more serious tone, “I have the feeling, though, he and I are unlikely to get along. A pity since I happen to quite like him.”

			“Can you blame him? After all, you do pose a very real threat to our brother—you, the man who’ll bring him home to face charges ... unless of course you find an excuse to kill him first.”

			Michael narrowed his eyes. “It seems even you are against me. And here I thought we were becoming friends.”

			“I respect you, Ashford, and I understand you’re merely doing your job, but you and I are not friends. Whether we will be or not, will very likely be determined on how this whole affair plays out. William is family. How would you feel if you were in our position?”

			Michael was quiet for a moment, as if he were giving Ryan’s question some serious thought. He eventually nodded, conceding the point. “Will you try to stop me from completing my assignment?”

			“No,” Ryan said, with a shake of his head. “I won’t. But keep an eye on Alex. I can’t vouch for him.”

			Michael nodded. “A game of whist before bed?” he asked hopefully.

			Ryan chuckled. “Why not?” he said, then paused. “The stakes?”

			“The same as what they were with your brother. If you win, I’ll promise not to harm as much as a hair on William’s head. He’ll be returned to England, unscathed.”

			Ryan stopped, dead in his tracks. “No wonder she was so peeved,” he murmured.

			“What was that?”

			“Er ... nothing ... just that I now understand why Alex was so upset about losing.”

			Perhaps he could right this wrong though. After all, whist was one of his favorite games and one of the few things he’d always been better at than his siblings. With a sudden smile on his face, he picked up his pace. It seemed as though there might still be hope.

			A couple of hours later, Alexandra awoke to the mad hammering of someone pounding furiously against her door. She leapt from her cot, threw her cloak around her shoulders and pulled the hood down low to cover her eyes.

			“Alex!” It was Ryan’s voice, hollering away at the top of his lungs. “Are you in there?”

			“Maybe he jumped ship,” another voice said. It was Michael’s. “After such a heavy loss, I probably would have.”

			“Do you sup ... suppose he might be bobbing about The Chanel then?”

			Some bawdy laughter followed. There were some scuffling sounds and then a loud thud against the wall, which told Alexandra that one of them
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