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			Prologue

			1775 Blackthorn Castle, Scotland

			Golden Masquerade Ball

			From the gilt-edged balcony overlooking the grand ballroom, she watched him move among the bustles of silks and satins that shifted like sunlight through polished glass.

			Camden St. Giles, heir to the Carrick dynasty, was easily recognizable in the crowd of revelers. No wig covered his head. His dark hair, his height, enhanced by his royal blue wool uniform, set him apart from the other dignitaries and aristocrats surrounding him. He slowed as a young white-wigged woman stopped him. His head inclined toward her in a manner of ease as he listened to something that made him smile. But like the others who had tried before her, she failed to hold his attention for long, and soon he moved past her toward the glass doors.

			His entrance into the ballroom earlier that evening had been as dramatic as that of two months ago, the day he had sailed his ship, the Royal Navy’s Endurance—the flagship to the British vice admiral himself—dressed in full seagoing rig into full view of the shoreline.

			She braced her hands on the polished balustrade and glided down the stairs.

			A feather-adorned mask covered half her face and wrapped around her jaw like the golden talons of a hawk. Her cropped blond curls were tucked neatly beneath a tall pompadour wig. This one evening, she was part of her grandmother’s aristocratic world, every bit a princess, as yard upon yard of frothy golden taffeta whispered with each step down the stairs and out onto the garden terrace.

			For some, gold was the color of warmth and summer. For others, ’twas the color of great wealth. But for Christel Douglas, gold was the color of enchantment, a pair of shiny slippers and a magical spell cast by the strains of music drifting like light over the night.

			All around her, the parkland twinkled with party lanterns set up along walkways and in the gardens. People milled around the lights and in the shadows, and footmen circulated among the revelers, offering trays of sweet wine and cakes. She snatched a glass of bubbly wine from a passing footman’s tray and savored the large plump strawberry on the edge of the glass, all the while trying to keep a casual eye on her handsome quarry as he made his way down to the lower terrace away from the crowd.

			Her heart raced. Would her intentions and desires be too obvious if he turned and saw her now? Would he recognize her? Christel knew only that if she left Scotland without telling Lord Camden everything in her heart, she would never have another chance. In another few weeks, he would choose his bride and be gone from her life forever.

			She had just swallowed a bite of strawberry when a whisper touched her neck. “I know who you are,” the owner of those warm lips said, bringing her around with a gasp.

			“Leighton!”

			Lord Leighton was Lord Camden’s scapegrace younger brother, two years older than Christel. He wore a black mask with slits to reveal his eyes.

			“I thought that was you up on the stairway,” he said.

			His discovery of her identity suddenly left her uncertain. Grams was already terribly disappointed in her, and the last thing she wanted was for her antics to publicly embarrass her grandmother again.

			But realizing she was losing Lord Camden into the night, she edged around Leighton, only to be stopped as he wrapped his hand around her arm. “Why are you here? Surely you are not one of those addlebrained females running about hoping my brother will choose you for his bride!”

			“Go away, Leighton,” she whispered. “If you want to be concerned about someone, go visit Saundra. She is in bed with a sprained ankle and could not come tonight.”

			He dropped his grip on her arm. “Does she know you are here?”

			Christel stepped away from him. “Why should she not? This is her mask.” Her eyes narrowed. “Or did you think I was she when you placed your lips on my neck?”

			“You should not be here, Christel,” Leighton said softly. “Your grandmother has already summoned your uncle to fetch you away. Do you want to be banished forever from Scotland?”

			“Since when do you care about my banishment? Or anything but your own interests?”

			The emotion seemed to drain from him. Perhaps she had been too harsh. Didn’t everyone look after their own interests first?

			A group of men stood at the edge of the yard. One held a jug and waved him over. “ ’Tis your pride,” he said dismissively, at the same time acknowledging the men’s invitation with a lift of his chin. “As for me, I am off to enjoy other pleasures this night and shall leave you to yours.”

			“You are going to the cove? Are you—?”

			“If I tell you, I will have to invite you. Give Saundra my love.”

			Watching him go, Christel did not understand why he just did not ask Saundra to marry him and have done with it.

			With Leighton finally gone, Christel whirled and took the path leading to the lower terrace. Yet as she walked farther and farther away from the music, it soon became evident that she had lost Lord Camden to the night. In frustration, she stopped at the stone wall to look out at the cove, wishing the evening had not ended for her so soon. But she dared not return to the ballroom lest someone recognize her. What did it matter that she had not waltzed even once?

			It mattered because tonight she was as beautiful as the twinkling lights. Her cousin and closest friend, Saundra, had oft said Christel could be quite “the rage” if she wanted. And until now, Christel had been content with not wanting to be anything like her beautiful cousin or half-sister, for it gave her a certain amount of independence to go unnoticed in the public’s eye. She dressed the way she pleased and ventured where she pleased, even if it did displease Grams.

			Then three weeks ago, she had accidentally met Lord Camden while she had been on the beach exploring the cove. He’d thought nothing of passing a young lad on the beach, so she’d been hidden in plain sight. He went to the cove every day on his wild stallion to swim. And she went every day and watched him. He was the most beautiful thing she had ever glimpsed rising from the spumelike mist, like some sea god carved from coral and flesh.

			Tonight, she wore not the rags of an urchin, and she was not hiding behind lichen-encrusted rocks; she was dressed as a woman and was as beautiful as her cousin.

			Out of sight of the gardens, the stars were alive in a velvet sky, a bit of silver in a golden world. She extended her arms and twirled, making her dress bell out like one of the plump roses that climbed the stone wall behind her. She had made this dress herself. One day, she would make something of herself, too, and be something more than a disappointment to Grams.

			The scent of larkspur and juniper touched her nostrils. She smelled roses ... and something else more elusive, mixing with the scent of earth and sea.

			Tobacco.

			Alerted to the presence of another, she instinctively ducked back into the protective shadows of a tall potted evergreen. Her heart beat so hard that she could scarcely breathe against the tightly laced corset, which lifted her small bosoms dramatically and made her waist nearly hand-span small. Catching her breath, she looked behind her into the shadows of ivy-covered stucco.

			She could see little in the misty darkness, and she might not have seen the man at all amid the plant life except that she glimpsed his movement and knew he was leaning against the rock wall watching her. Lord Camden!

			“Do not stop. I am rather enjoying the show.”

			Amusement laced his deeply masculine voice. His words were perfectly spoken, with just a hint of Scottish intonation for sensual flavor. He was a man who had been well educated, was someone comfortable with authority.

			She did not move as he stepped out of the darkness into the circle of torchlight flickering in the breeze. The torchlight gave him a disreputable air that was in accord with his attire. He had removed the blue button-up outer jacket of his uniform and was dressed in a high-collar white shirt and button-up white waistcoat and white breeches.

			He looked over his shoulder into the darkness, as if expecting that she was awaiting a rendezvous.

			“I was on my way to the beach,” she lied.

			“Lord Carrick’s gamekeeper is particular about trespassers on his beach,” he said. “Especially if they go near the cove.”

			“He has a most vile reputation. The gamekeeper,” she hastily confirmed. “Once he threatened to shoot a person just for chasing a rabbit onto his beach.” She neglected to say that the alleged poacher had been herself and she had been ten at the time.

			“Did he?”

			“Aye, he is most particular. I think ’tis fortunate he did not wander down to the beach yesterday or he might have been shocked by the, uh ... quite naked man emerging from the surf.”

			The tip of a cheroot glowed orange, brightened, then faded. Then she saw it drop onto the damp stones before the heel of his boot crushed it out. His gaze held a lazy aura of amusement, even as a hint of white flashed in the shadows of his face. “And you are?”

			She lifted her chin. “I am Madam Pompadour, sir.”

			“You were on the beach yesterday?” He looked over the ledge of the wall to the pit of blackness below. “What were you doing down there ... Madam Pompadour? The only people familiar with that cove are urchins and smugglers.”

			“On occasion, I do wander down there after a storm with the hope that I will find a great treasure.” But the only thing the sea has coughed up on its shore is small intriguing bits of shells and glass and an occasional naked man swimming in the surf. “Once someone found a silver sorcerer’s cup,” she said, then blushed. “They say Merlin hails from Scotland. Have you ever heard of King Arthur? ’Tis my favorite childhood tale.”

			“You are a fan of tragedy?”

			“ ’Twas only a tragedy because Guinevere fell in love with a man she could not wed.”

			“Some would consider her adultery the only tragedy.”

			She kicked at a pebble. “Perhaps you have never been in love.”

			“How old are you?”

			“Eighteen.” It wasn’t a total lie. She would be eighteen in two months.

			“Ah, that explains it then.” Folding his arms, he perched against the wall and seemed to study her with more than curiosity. “You are acquainted with Lord Carrick’s family?”

			She was finding it harder and harder to concentrate on maintaining an air of sophisticated detachment. “Who does not know the earl? A masquerade is held every year in honor of his birthday. This year it is also a celebration to honor his eldest son. He is a great hero.”

			The corners of his mouth crimped. “Humph. I am told the chap thinks rather highly of himself.”

			“The father or the son?” she asked.

			“The son.”

			She covered her mouth with a gloved palm and laughed, for she had heard the same thing on occasion from Leighton. “He is only twenty-two, not so old, I think. And any man who has received a medal for valor in his service to the Crown cannot be too vain. He is the youngest captain of a ship of the line in the Royal Navy. All the Carrick earls have done their duty by the people and the Crown, most having served as captains and admirals for generations. ’Tis a very noble family.”

			“Indeed,” he said, straight-faced.

			He didn’t know that she knew everything about him or that she had first met him through his portrait hanging prominently in the foyer, or that for years she had listened to his grandmother talk about him on the days the dowager would visit Grams at Rosecliffe.

			He didn’t know that the urchin he’d passed on the beach these past few weeks was she.

			His gloved hand suddenly lifted her chin. “Madam Pompadour, you have been following me all evening. Why?”

			No one had ever touched her quite like he did now, tenderness and possession at once, as if such a hand had been capable of holding the world.

			“When I saw you yesterday looking out at the sea,” she said, “you looked ... alone. Nay, you looked solitary.”

			“I was alone,” he teased in a low voice.

			“There is a difference between being alone and being solitary.”

			She understood solitary.

			Tipping her chin up, he gazed deeply into her eyes, and she saw that there was so much more that was a part of him he kept tucked away from the world. “Then your presence here at my side has nothing to do with wanting my body.”

			She raised her fingers to his jaw. “You looked very nice swimming, Lord Camden. Captain.”

			He gave a bark of laughter. “You spoil me with so much flattery.”

			Their gazes held, and he smiled at her. The first true smile she had seen from him. “You have me at a disadvantage, Madam Pompadour. You know who I am, but I do not know you.”

			“Perhaps if you were wearing a mask like everyone else, I would not have the advantage.”

			“Dance with me,” he said suddenly.

			An invisible gauntlet thrown, a subtle challenge. Something swelled inside her chest, making breathing difficult. He had not danced all night, and to do so with her would draw the attention of a thousand guests. Rumors would circulate. People would want to know who she was. Suddenly her desire to reveal herself to him was no longer so simple when it included the rest of the world knowing.

			Turning away from her, he dragged up his coat and shoved his arms into the sleeves. Full-dress blue cloth coat with one row of epaulettes on the left shoulder, gold lace around the lapels. “A wager then, my lady Pompadour.”

			She pulled her gaze from the gold buttons on his jacket. “A wager?”

			“I will kiss you. If you enjoy my kiss, you owe me a dance for the pleasure.”

			“And if I do not ... think your kiss pleasurable?”

			“I owe you a dance.”

			She had to tilt her head to look up at him as he drew her into his arms. “That is no sporting wager, sir,” she barely breathed the words. “You win the prize either way.”

			Conscious of the heat of his hand through the layers of her ribbed bodice, she could not ignore the feel of him as he held her provocatively against him. “Then you admit you are a prize worthy of the game,” he replied.

			No one had ever called her a prize before.

			“Do we have a wager, my lady Pompadour?”

			“I need no wager to let you kiss me, my lord.”

			Cupping her cheeks with his palms, he looked into her face. Her lashes drifted downward in expectation. His soft chuckle opened her eyes. “I usually know the name of a woman before I kiss her,” he said.

			A scar stretched the length of his hairline to his temple, but it was noticeable only with his hair swept off his forehead. Like now. “Do you? Always?”

			“Always.” His gaze dropped to her mouth. “What else do you know about me?”

			She could barely think. He was not known as “the Barracuda” for no reason. For years, his exploits had been a bane to pirates and French privateers alike. He was a topic of much gossip and speculation, and though his charm was still evident in an occasional smile, he seemed to have bored long ago of the ton. He rarely came home. He was home for the summer now only to take the requisite bride.

			But she said none of this. Instead, she smiled and said something purposefully provocative. “I like the way you look without a shirt.”

			She was cognizant of the heavy thudding of his heart. Or was that hers sending the blood rushing through her veins?

			Then, as if in slow motion, he lowered his head and his mouth covered hers.

			The kiss did not scream passion as much as it whispered pleasure. Feather light at first, like the softest touch of moonlight brushing her lips. She made a sound in the back of her throat, then lifted on her toes to better drink in the strange and wondrous sensations, only to feel him pull away as if he was slowly, deliberately testing her response.

			His warm breath brushed over her lower cheek. “You taste like strawberries.”

			Where his formidable authority had lent him only certitude moments ago, she now heard something else in his voice.

			The pads of his thumbs pressed into the curves just beneath her jaw. Her lashes fluttered open and she stared into eyes that were dark and dangerous. “You have never kissed a man before,” he murmured.

			That much about her was true. Men that she actually cared to meet were in short supply.

			“I apologize if I have offended you with my wagers and games,” he said against her mask.

			He wasn’t sorry. She could tell by the satisfied look in his eyes that he was pleased with her response. Her lips felt thick and hot. Unfamiliar. “You have not offended me,” she said, and there was a rusty catch in her voice.

			A subtle shift and he brought his mouth down on hers with a tender savagery that tightened his hand around her nape.

			Then he was deepening the contact, dragging her headfirst into a sensual tide so primal that any sense of will to protest was swept away by the roaring in her veins. His tongue slid past her parted lips, filling her with the taste of his heat and whiskey, the piercing intimacy of it igniting a hunger from deep inside her. Her half groan of surrender teetered on the brink of gasp, and lost beneath the sensuous assault, she arched instinctively against him. He seemed to want to inhale her. When he came up to breathe, she pulled air into her lungs, too.

			She wrapped her clumsy arms around his neck, sinking deeper into the sea of wondrous sensations. She could feel the corded muscles of his arms and shoulders delineated against his coat. His thumbs splayed the sensitive undersides of her breast. An intense tremor shook her. The shock of his touch sent shivers knifing through the length of her body, and she turned her head away.

			“Who are you?” he asked. “I know nothing about you.”

			I am no one, she realized.

			But the wet sea air caressed her moist lips like a drug, loosening the words from her heart. “I like the sunset over the sea after a storm and the way the air smells in spring,” she said, wanting him to know a minute piece of her self that had nothing to do with the magic of a golden night. “I love cold milk with warm bread. Roses and summertime. The smell of watercolors on canvas. I do not own a horse, but if I did, I would name him after a constellation.”

			I love you, her young heart said.

			Her eyes had not moved from his, her uncertain gaze lowering without will to his lips. She could feel a strange heat run through her veins and into the pit of her stomach, before his gaze lowered to her mouth. She leaned into him to fill her senses with him and sensed caution, as if he recognized he was wading into dangerous waters.

			“Which constellation?” The words vibrated against her cheek.

			“Orion.”

			“Ahh, poor Orion,” he chuckled against her lips, “he had the misfortune of falling in love with the virgin huntress Diana, the archer goddess who discharged the fatal arrow that killed him.”

			“ ’Twas in her grief that she placed him among the stars and made him the brightest constellation in the sky. The one that guides all seafarers home.”

			She returned her mouth to his. His palms slid to the curvature of her corseted waist, and he pulled her fully against him. “What do you want, Madam Pompadour?”

			“I wish above all things to be seduced by you.”

			There was no mistaking the feel of him against her waist. Her heart raced and she pushed aside her nerves. She might have been an innocent when it came to sexual encounters, but she was not naïve about what men and women did with each other, how male and female fit together.

			But no amount of inducement was pushing him beyond the initial kiss. “Remove your mask.”

			“Nay, my lord.”

			His hand covered her breast, tentative at first as he registered her start at the intimate touch, then boldly as he cupped her in his palm. He turned to the side, maneuvering her body against the ivy until he had neatly confined her between his arms and the stone wall.

			His lips touched hers with heat. “I could take it off you.”

			“But then the seduction would lose its magic.”

			He cupped her chin, raising her face another fraction. Moonlight glanced off his hair. He kissed her, pressing his lips to hers without regard to tenderness, sending her blood racing through her veins like a potent aphrodisiac. He plunged his tongue in her mouth and she heard herself moaning with strange torment. The echo in his chest became a growl as his mouth trailed down her neck and lingered on her collarbone. Nothing could have prepared her for the hunger that seemed to grow inside her. She leaned into his body. His hair was soft and silky. He smelled exotic, with a hint of cool citrus.

			“Is there a brother or father or uncle waiting in the shrubberies to launch at me? Call me out?” His breath was warm. “Expert swordsmen ready for an excuse to fillet me?”

			“I have no brothers or father.”

			His breathing was harsh against her shoulder as he braced his hand against the wall and leaned with his head down. It was not precisely confusion she sensed but something akin to it. “Then why?”

			Her lips trembled beneath his. “I ... wish to know what it feels like.”

			She thought she heard him swear, but she didn’t recognize the word he’d said, except by its tone.

			“Surely, ’tis no sin to be a virgin,” she ventured. As an invitation, she could not be clearer.

			“You wish to escape a marriage by ruining yourself. You have picked me because you saw me naked on the beach and thought I would be ... amenable to the idea?”

			“I picked you because ... because you are the most beautiful man I have ever seen. I mean you no harm. I will tell no one.”

			He laughed almost as if her words made him blush. He seemed gratified that his reaction was finally one she could interpret. “Are you trying to protect my reputation?” he asked.

			“No one need know, my lord.”

			The cadence of his breathing changed. “I would know.”

			“It cannot be good for you to think so much.”

			He laughed, this time not with discomfort evident in his tone but with an acknowledgement that her words couldn’t have been more true.

			Footsteps and voices on the upper walkway caused them both to pause. Someone was walking down the pathway. Neither of them breathed. She shut her eyes. They stood in the shadows like coconspirators, the bastard daughter of an adulterer and England’s hero and heir to an earldom. What would he have said if he’d known her mother had been known as Ayrshire’s “Colonial whore”? That she was no lady at all.

			The footsteps stopped. “My lord?” a voice called from the walkway to her left.

			She heard the hiss of an oath against the soft shell of her ear. Shifting his weight, he shielded her from view. “What is it, Smolich?”

			“I am sorry to disturb you, my lord, but your father is asking for you. The last set has begun and ’tis a half hour before midnight. Your grandmother is about to send out the cavalry to find you.” Clearing his throat, he added, “I saw you come down here earlier and thought to warn you.”

			“Thank you, Smolich.” Lord Camden seemed to consider his next words. He looked down at her. “You may reassure my grandmother that I am on my way inside. I would not have her disappointed.”

			“Aye, my lord.”

			Lord Camden hesitated for the briefest moment. She couldn’t read him, but she sensed that his unaffected expression, like his appearance, was an illusion. The great hero of the Atlantic and West Indies, the Barracuda himself, was vulnerable to normal human emotion.

			“I have never hidden in the flower vines before.” He regarded her, trying to make out her thoughts. “But I have a feeling you have spent a great deal of time hiding and observing the world around you.”

			Placing his hands on her waist, he pulled her nearer, peering into her upturned face, trying to see behind the mask. It was to his credit, she realized, that he did not take it from her when she knew he could have. Remnants of music floated to her. “I will play your game, madam, but we will begin in the ballroom with a dance. Do you waltz?”

			The waltz was a new dance that had become all the rage. “I do.”

			He looked up the path. “There will be others in the yard,” he said. “I will leave first. You can follow when you are ready.”

			“You do not wish to be seen with me.”

			“Nay, my love. You do not wish to be seen coming from the shadows of the yard with me. It takes very little to ruin a reputation and even less to find yourself ostracized.”

			Her throat was suddenly tight and sore. She nodded, but as she watched him vanish in the thickening mist forming around her, she no longer felt so brave. A stone was in one of her shoes. She walked to the wall and leaned against the barrier to drag in breath. Removing her shoes, she lingered in the shadows as if the darkness had been a mask to cover the one she now wore. Her feet hurt. Everything hurt. It hurt to be a lady.

			“He will turn away from you when he learns who you are?”

			For a moment, Christel thought the words had been plucked from her own thoughts. She whirled toward the path. Tia.

			A swish of silk and her half sister stood in front of her. The dress she wore was similar to Christel’s, but Tia was taller, her eyes darker. The white wig she wore covered chestnut hair. That they shared the same father only made Christel her enemy.

			“He is betrothed, you know.”

			Christel had heard the rumors. He had come home to wed.

			“The papers will be signed next week. I heard Grams and the dowager talking tonight.”

			“You are lying.”

			Tia picked up Christel’s golden slippers from the wall. “And you are a thief.” She flicked gloved fingers over the gold painted pearls Christel had sewn into the molded fabric. “Did you get these pearls from my castoffs or Saundra’s? Or did you steal them from Grams?”

			Tears burned behind Christel’s eyes. “Give them back.” Please.

			Tia held one slipper over the stone wall. Christel gasped but stopped herself from leaping after it. “Lady Etherton will be furious that you and Saundra traded places tonight. These belong to Saundra.”

			“Tell her then.”

			Christel knew Tia wouldn’t; Tia fancied herself Saundra’s best friend. Telling Saundra’s mother that Christel and Saundra had traded places tonight would only bring Lady Etherton’s wrath down upon her daughter.

			“Saundra will wed his lordship at summer’s end,” Tia said.

			Christel’s heart stopped with a thud. “I– You said the papers were not signed. You are only telling me this lie because you hate me.”

			Tia swallowed hard. “If I hated you, I would throw this slipper over the cliff so you could never go inside to dance.” Tears shimmered in Tia’s eyes behind the mask. She drew back her arm and threw the slipper over the wall.

			Christel cried out. Catching herself on the wall, she glimpsed a flash of gold in the moonlight as the shoe tumbled over the rocks to the beach far below.

			“His lordship would never have picked someone like you, Christel Douglas.”

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 1

			Nine years later

			London

			“If we do not leave on the tide, we will not get out of London, my lord.” Captain Bentwell struggled to keep pace with Camden’s limping stride. “The child’s cabin has been heated as instructed.”

			With his daughter cradled in his arms, Camden St. Giles, the seventh earl of Carrick, turned east to look at the sliver of dawn breaking through the heavy clouds. He frowned. The trip to the docks had taken longer in the inclement weather, but even at this early hour, London’s maritime district swarmed with activity on and off the water as everyone attempted to beat the snowstorm bearing down on the Thames.

			“Then see that we get out, Bentwell,” Lord Carrick said as the captain opened the door into the companionway.

			“Aye, my lord.”

			Camden stepped over the coaming, following his daughter’s stout nurse into the narrow corridor. Clearing his throat, Bentwell reluctantly added, “A woman came aboard late last night. She said she sailed from Boston—”

			Camden came to a stop abruptly in front of his daughter’s cabin. “This ship does not take passengers.”

			“I know, my lord.” Bentwell hastily lowered his voice. “But she claims to be a cousin to your dead wife. On the chance that she spoke the truth, I put her in your quarters. I did not know what else to do.”

			Despite himself, Camden felt himself turn toward his quarters and hesitate. But not out of caution or anger. His wife had had two cousins, but only one had been living in the colonies.

			Camden carefully handed his sleeping daughter to the nurse and told her to take Anna to her quarters. Mrs. Gables was like a stout brown workhorse, and he was sure that carrying a willowy eight-year-old to bed would prove to be no effort.

			Bentwell was working to prepare the ship to sail on the tide ahead of the storm. Indeed, the man had performed a miracle just having this ship and its crew prepared in the short time Camden had given him. Only yesterday, a missive had come from Camden’s solicitor reporting that Camden’s grandmother was ill.

			“See that my daughter is warmed sufficiently,” Camden instructed the nurse. “I’ll check on you both shortly.”

			Removing his hat and gloves and stomping the snow from his boots, Camden slipped an enameled watch from his waistcoat and checked the time. “The wind has come round, and if it backs up too far easterly we will have a bloody time trying to get out of here,” he told Bentwell. “Have the customs officers finished their inspection?”

			“Not yet, sir.”

			“I will see to my guest. You see to the ship.”

			Captain Bentwell slapped his hat back on his grizzled head. “Aye, sir,” he hastily answered.

			For a moment after Captain Bentwell left, Camden was alone in the narrow, dark corridor. The idea of confronting the woman who had once been a familiar centerpiece in his mind brought silence to his thoughts.

			Nine years ago, he had first encountered his wife’s unconventional barefoot and half-dressed cousin collecting shells on the beach below the cliffs of Blackthorn Castle. Christel Douglas had been a seventeen-year-old sprite, the by-blow daughter of Lady Harriet’s oldest son, though he had not known this at the time. It had been the month of the Golden Masquerade Ball, the summer he had come home on leave from his duties with the Royal Navy to do his obligation to his family and marry.

			He had not willingly allowed himself to think about her in years.

			Yet his heart raced oddly as he opened the door to his quarters. Without removing his heavy woolen cloak, he ducked under the deck beams before walking into the adjoining chamber. In the drowsy predawn, he had to be satisfied with a ship’s brass lanthorn to supply illumination. No one had come into the cabin to light the stove, and the room was cold even to him, and he was as cold-blooded as a man came in these climes.

			He dropped his gloves and hat on a chair. Like the rest of the room’s furnishings, it was bolted down.

			A rustle sounded near the gallery window, followed by a low growl from a dog. The unwelcome canine interloper stood next to the cabin’s other inhabitant behind his desk, as if his entrance had only just roused her from the window bench.

			She raised a pistol and pointed it directly at him. ’Twas his own pistol from his desk. “Do not come any closer, sir. Not until I first have your word that you will not have me removed from this ship.” She spoke in a familiar voice, commanding and cultured, with a slight hint of Scots in the drawl.

			Whatever he had been expecting to see at that moment, it had not been some mangy hound and Christel Douglas threatening him.

			He could not see her face in the shadows. She wore a thin cloak over a pair of woolen breeches tightened at the waist with rope, a loose shirt and ragged, turned-out boots. Her hair beneath a floppy felt hat curled around her chin and shoulders. He knew from memory that her hair was the color of freshly churned butter.

			They had been on the opposite sides of a war. That she might have actually come to England to shoot him flitted through his brain. Walking forward, he said, “Do you always threaten to kill people you do not like? Or do you intend to hold a gun on me all the way to Scotland?”

			She gasped. “Lord Carrick ...”

			He strode past her and, raising his arms like Moses parting the Red Sea, he yanked open the gallery curtains, letting light into the room.

			He turned, and he was suddenly looking into eyes that were still the deep blue of the warm Aegean Sea. For a moment, neither spoke. He reached around her for the pistol. He did not have to trust Christel Douglas to respect her. “I do not take threats lightly, Christel. Especially from you.”

			Her chin lifted. “ ’Tis only that I was not sure ’twould be you or that you would remember me. I would not have fatally shot you.”

			“Then your aim has improved since the last time you attempted to shoot me?” He emptied the powder from the gun.

			“That was a long time ago. I was target practicing. Besides”—she straightened—“if you had been a better rider, you would not have been tossed from your horse and knocked silly.”

			“Aye.” He lobbed the empty pistol on a chair. “Then where would our lives be today? Hmm?”

			“Exactly as we are, my lord. You would still have married my cousin and I would still have gone to Virginia.”

			She suddenly gave her attention to her tattered sleeve. He had never known her to be compliant or meek. Perhaps she was remembering that he had briefly awakened from her onerous target practice flat on his back with his head in her lap, looking up into those same blue-colored eyes. She had been wearing very little when he had come upon her after she had been swimming in the sea. It was the first time he had realized that the little urchin who had been following him around all that August had been no skinny child, and that she had been the one he had kissed at the ball.

			“You vanished without ever explaining a bloody thing to me, Christel. Then you left Scotland and sailed across the world.”

			“What was to explain? You were already betrothed to Saundra.”

			“I was always curious how you found that out,” he said quietly, “since the news had yet to be announced to anyone, including her.”

			His hand moved to lift her chin into the light. The dog growled. She abruptly bent and gently soothed it with a touch. The display of unconditional affection reminded him of the ragamuffin girl he’d briefly known, who’d rescued birds and kittens and rabbits and anything else that had needed saving. Of a time when tenderness had not been such a rare commodity in his life.

			Aye, he remembered Christel Douglas well enough. He had looked upon similar features for eight years of his life.

			Turning away, he reached for a tin pannikin in the bookcase and filled it from a flask before raking her slender figure with a glance. “As I remember, you seem to lack a knack for proper attire and introductions. Why am I not surprised to see you dressed like a stable hand?”

			“A woman traveling alone has many reasons not to trust a man,” she said without looking up.

			His eyes slid from her floppy hat to the tips of her mud-caked boots. “I hate to be the one to inform you, but no one would mistake you for a man even if you do smell like a side of smoked bacon.” He held out the pannikin.

			She snatched the cup and drank, then coughed delicately into her sleeve, causing him some amusement as she attempted not to choke on the fiery drink. “Rest assured, my lord,” she rasped, “with your dislike of pork and my distrust of powerful men we should all get along famously.”

			With this blustery declaration, she lifted her watery gaze and the light fell full on her face beneath her hat’s brim. Something inside him cracked. No longer holding his anger close to his chest, he wondered what fool notion had brought her across a hostile ocean a world away from her own. “What are you doing here, Christel?”

			“I was on my way to Glasgow. Two weeks ago a storm diverted the ship from Boston to Lisbon for repairs. What was not confiscated from me in Spain was stolen yesterday when I arrived in London. It was only by chance that I learned you were here and that this was your ship.”

			“Let me rephrase. What are you doing on this side of the Atlantic?”

			She cautiously set down the tin cup. “I ... I received a letter in Williamsburg six months ago.” While she spoke, she struggled to pull a crumpled, water-stained letter from beneath her shirt. “ ’Twas written by Saundra. She asked me to return to Scotland to be a governess for Anna.”

			“A governess?” His gaze hesitating on the tattered gloves covering her fingers, he took the letter from her hand and brought it nearer to the window for light. “Saundra has been dead almost two years.”

			“Do you think I do not know that? But that is Saundra’s handwriting. It bears your wax seal. It came from Blackthorn Castle.”

			In the uneasy silence that followed, he flipped over the letter and studied the wax seal. He shoved his hand into his waistcoat pocket and withdrew the missive he had received last evening from his solicitor concerning the onset of his grandmother’s illness. The signet wax seal matched the ring on his finger, down to the laurel leaves that framed the crossed swords. This ring had not left his finger in years. He had another that he kept locked in a desk in his library. Only Saundra and his grandmother had ever had access to the ring kept at Blackthorn Castle.

			Saundra could not have written the letter unless someone had mailed it long after she had died. He found it impossible to believe his grandmother would have done such a thing without his consent. But still ... His grandmother and Christel’s had always been close friends. Or else the letter had merely got lost for almost two years.

			“I was not aware you and Saundra communicated,” he said so casually that the question seemed to startle her.

			He looked up from the letter into her liquid blue eyes. “Why?” she asked. “Because I am the family scandal?”

			“That is not what I meant,” he said quietly.

			“We wrote to each other often.” She tucked her arms in her cloak. “Now that the war is over, you must know that there were many Scots sympathetic to the colonists’ plight. Trade and communication between us did not cease because of an embargo.”

			“Us? I am English, Christel. The Carrick title is an English patent given to one of my ancestors two hundred years ago for successfully quelling a Scottish rebellion and hanging all its leaders. Had I known she was in league with Leighton and you, I would have put a stop to it.”

			The color seemed to drain from her face. “I—”

			“You think I did not know my own brother worked with your uncle against me in the war?” He folded the letter, little caring that his voice was sharp. “Saundra may have kept in contact with you, I do not know. But if the individual who sent this letter knew anything about me, she would have known that hell would freeze over before I would ever ask a colonial urchin to be governess to my daughter.”

			“I beg your pardon.”

			“Please do. Someone should. You have a habit of popping in and out of my life like a hand full of mist. You present me with a letter mailed from a woman who has been dead sixteen months. And I should not consider this a joke?”

			Her temper flashed hotly. “Acquit me, my lord. Whatever I have done to make you angry, I apologize. But if I have earned your animosity, then let it be for a sin I have actually committed.”

			The ship lurched. Bentwell had cast off the mooring lines. Knowing what was about to come, Camden braced his hand against the timber stretching across the ceiling as the ship climbed and dropped. Despite his lame leg, he rode the ship’s movement as years of experience and practice supplanted the effects of the injury on the psyche. Miss Douglas attempted to catch her balance on the desk and missed. He hooked his arm around her waist and kept her from tumbling to the floor. He heard her breath catch as he brought her hard against him.

			Beneath the layers of homespun, her skin was warm, her curves soft. Despite the pungent scent of her clothes, he held her tightly braced against him. There was nothing about her that should have intrigued him, yet he found his interest piqued despite himself.

			“What sins have you committed since our last meeting, Miss Douglas?”

			Shoving away from him, she captured his gaze. “I have not murdered you. Yet,” she said, riding the pitch of the ship with more ease. “And for your information, I never considered for an instant that I was not qualified to be a governess.” A calm seemed to settle over her, banishing all timidity. “My grandmother saw to that part of my education before ... before I left Scotland.”

			Camden set his teeth and silently cursed himself. What was wrong with him? For a moment, all he could grasp was that she had made a dangerous trip halfway across the world alone. She could have been killed and no one would ever have known her fate.

			He also knew that she had already endured hell coming from the war-torn Tidewater region in Virginia. He was no novice when it came to understanding what war did to people.

			Despite her bravado, she was very much a person now in exile.

			Much as he was.

			Forcing his attention back to the letter, he refolded it as his gaze fell on the dog. He had forgotten the mutt was present.

			“He is mine,” she said defensively, kneeling beside the natty red and brown spotted dog as if she would protect it from being thrown into the Thames.

			He had never had pets, and when he was a boy, he couldn’t understand his own grandmother’s doting over a hairy, yapping lap dog that had never missed an occasion to bite him.

			“I am not going to toss either of you overboard, Christel.” Pocketing the letter, he looked past her out the stern gallery window into a dim, snowy morn. “When was the last time you ate something?”

			“Yesterday morning.”

			He turned and strode across the room to the adjoining chamber. The cold made his leg ache, and absently he rubbed his palm against his thigh as he opened the door and found his steward in the corridor, warming blankets in hand. He took one, then directed the rest to his daughter’s chamber. “After you deliver those to Anna’s room, bring hot water and soap to these quarters,” he said. “Then bring our guest something to eat. Coffee?” he asked her.

			“And something for my dog?”

			“Will a plate of kippers suffice?”

			At her nod, he allayed the information to his steward. “Have we any women’s clothing on board?”

			“Maybe sir,” his steward said. “Captain Bentwell’s wife keeps a trunk in his quarters.”

			Shutting the door, Camden turned back into the room. As Miss Douglas and her mongrel stared back at him, he contemplated what he had got himself into.

			“You will remove those clothes so I can have them burned.” He jutted his chin toward the trunk in the far corner. “You can find something in there to wear. My robe should provide you adequate protection until we find you something more suitable. I trust the dog will not chew up anything.”

			“But these are your quarters. Where will you stay?”

			He gathered up his hat and gloves to quit the room. “Accept my hospitality, Miss Douglas. I am not normally so accommodating.”

			She waited until he had opened the door before saying, “Thank you, my lord. You have saved our lives this day whether you like it or nay.”

			His hand froze on the latch and his gaze returned to hers. Any normal person would have been grateful for his aid. Yet with typical colonial impertinence, she seemed to reproach him, as if his character had been on trial in a room filled with his peers.

			“I will repay you for any expenses you incur on my behalf,” she said.

			Camden’s scowl gave way to a momentary lapse of amused silence. She could not afford one of his shirts. But her posture told him more eloquently than words that she intended to repay him every shilling if she had to dig turnips from the ground the rest of her life to do it.

			He was not a man tolerant of emotions, especially his own, yet he found himself possessed of the need to lift her face back into light and ask her what the hell she could possibly do to support herself.

			“Christel ... Miss Douglas,” he managed with patience, “if ’tis your conscience you need to appease, you may do what you think best.”

			“I have never thought you less than kind, my lord.”

			Her voice again arrested his hand on the door latch. Only this time it was the words spoken that made him turn. For they had not been facetious, nor had she meant to be hurtful.

			He wanted to laugh. Saundra had not died thinking him kind.

			But he could not force cynicism into his thoughts. There was none.

			“And me with no reputation for civility. You, Miss Douglas, are still too trusting by far, or you would not be stranded and in need of my help.” He cocked a brow, surprised that of everything he had been able to say, it had been the truth that had cowed her into silence. “Now do I have your leave to retire?”

			Camden’s steward was waiting for him in the corridor. “I put yer trunk in my cabin, my lord.” Carrying a tray, he hurried forward and swung open the door to his quarters. “I am heating water for the girl’s bath. She is young. I had heard she got out of Lisbon before they closed the port for cholera. She is fortunate to have made it this far alone. Why would a woman cross the Atlantic alone?”

			“I do not know, Harry.”

			“Must have been desperate to come home.”

			Camden limped past the little Irishman into a cabin that was smaller than his privy closet. He dumped his cloak, hat and gloves on the bottom berth. The room had a washbasin and a narrow space next to the wall barely wide enough for Harry’s sea bag and Camden’s leather trunk.

			His leg was so stiff that he could barely bend it to sit on the berth. His knees bumped the stove, but he welcomed the heat.

			“I can see from here that leg’s all swelled up,” Red Harry said. “Let me take a look.”

			“Have mercy on me and bring me hot coffee.”

			The old steward shut the door. He had already made a pot of coffee and forced Camden to stand to accommodate his presence as he squeezed next to the washbasin, where he set the tray.

			“That girl has come a long way,” Red Harry said. “You ought be more patient with her. She is no’ as strong as she seems.”

			“That girl survived Yorktown.”

			“So did you, my lord.”

			Camden yanked at his stock. “Duly chastised, Harry. As the oldest of the crew and more trustworthy than my own grandfather, you are tasked with her care. Make sure she eats a hearty meal. The galley will most probably be out of service once we enter the channel.” He removed his jacket and ducked to look out the porthole. “Someone will also need to take that hound of hers to the hold. There is straw in the livestock stalls for his needs.”

			He scrubbed frost off the window. Outside, a forest of masts sporting flags from several nations bobbed above a crowded watery surface and stood against a London skyline of tall brick buildings and chimneys billowing clouds of black smoke. The scene held little interest beyond a cursory glance to reassure him that his ship was leaving the quay. The voyage around the southern tip of England past Falmouth, then north into the Firth of Clyde, would last four, maybe five, days. By land with winter encroaching, the journey to Ayrshire would have lasted six weeks.

			He could survive four or five days in close quarters with Christel.

			Absently rubbing his thigh, he turned away from the porthole. Harry squeezed past him to the cupboard, forcing Camden to stand. Finding himself trapped against the bunk, the top of his head touching the ceiling and his shoulders pressing against the upper berth, he eyed his steward narrowly.

			“Ye can toss me overboard if ye wish later,” Red Harry said. “But right now ye will be lettin’ me tend to that leg.”

			Red Harry removed a tin and, slapping a towel around his neck like a drover snapping a whip, turned. “Down with yer breeches and on your side, my lord.”

			“Dammit, Harry.”

			But the old hunched-over wolf stared Camden down as if he’d been a contrary pup. After a moment, Camden’s hands fell to his waist and the next thing he knew, he was peeling down his breeches in the most humbling, humiliating way possible. He sat on the berth, accepting a flask of whiskey from his gaoler.

			“You do understand you are the only man I would ever allow to torture me in this way.”

			The man’s gnarled fingers kneaded foul-smelling balm into the swollen area around the ugly red scar just below Camden’s hip. The scar stretched to his knee. “I have known wee babes who take better care of themselves,” Red Harry muttered unpleasantly.

			“Is that a tone of hostility I am hearing?”

			“When ye be old and crippled like me you’ll be wishin’ you’d listened to me more, my lord. Ye should have stayed at Blackthorn Castle to begin with, where ye belong, my lord.”

			Tipping the flask, Camden let the warm liquid slide down his throat. “I should have listened when you thought moving to Naples would be a good idea.”

			“I never thought ’twould be a good idea. I only said any place would be warmer than England. I do no’ fancy ye goin’ anywhere but back to Blackthorn Castle.” Red Harry wiped the oil from his hands on a towel and slapped it around his neck. “No one ever believed ye would walk away and leave the place to your blackguard brother.”

			“I do not intend to remain longer at Blackthorn Castle than I must to discharge my duty to Grandmother.”

			“You’ll be returning to London to be with Miss Jordan then?”

			Camden adjusted his clothes. “Are you tiring of London’s gay life, or is it the company I keep?”

			Red Harry knew better than to question Camden’s relationship with Marie Jordan. The fact that he did surprised Camden.

			Indeed, he was more than aware of the beautiful Miss Jordan’s character. He just didn’t care. He’d ceased finding relevance in society or its over-bloated opinion of itself long ago.

			A knock sounded on the door. Camden answered it as he pulled a heavy sweater over his head. “We will reach Gravesend in an hour, my lord,” Bentwell said. “The snow has turned to ice. We may need to take the ship farther east toward Calais to escape the brunt of the storm.”

			Camden had no intention of entering French waters with
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