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Miss Sabrina Bellamy loved her Grand Tour of Europe, but her impending arranged marriage means it’s time to go home. So she sets sail for London, expecting a dull voyage leading to an even duller future. But all is not as it seems on the ship. When Sabrina’s traveling companion, the sweet and elderly Mrs. Browning, goes missing, everyone else aboard claims that the old lady was never there!

  
The only person who seems to believe Sabrina is a teasing, tempting, lock-picking, multi-lingual Scotsman named Jamie MacLachlan. Oh, and he can kiss. Wait! Just who is Jamie MacLachlan, and what sort of madcap, dangerous plot has Sabrina stumbled into? To find out, Sabrina must trust the increasingly hard-to-resist Jamie as they search the ship to recover the lost lady and the secrets she holds. If they fail, they might never step ashore again.
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Chapter 1

Miss Sabrina Bellamy had had quite the year. Despite the ongoing conflict between Napoleon, his allies, and the opposing alliance led by her native England, she’d had a carefree and marvelous tour of the Continent. She’d danced in Paris, dined with a prince in Germany, climbed mountains in Switzerland, toured the Acropolis in Greece, attended the opera in Austria, and painted with oils in Italy. She’d seen a good part of the world, and at times felt as free as a bird in flight.

Therefore, it was a cruelty to cut it all short for marriage, particularly a marriage she did not want. But there was no gainsaying her parents, and there was no sense in pretending that their letter to her had gone astray. (Showing unaccustomed foresight, they’d mailed the letter to a branch of their solicitors’ firm in Venice. A gentleman from that branch hand-delivered it to Sabrina while she was in the company of her chaperone and read it aloud to them both, making it impossible for Sabrina to be able to disregard the contents).

So.

She was to return to London.

Sabrina begged her chaperone for the indulgence of one final sightseeing excursion to the tiny alpine country of Sylrovia, largely on the logic that the trip was already booked and the funds committed. It would be a last hurrah for the maiden Bellamy before she accepted her fate and boarded the sailing ship Iris, bound for London and her future as the ornamental wife of a thoroughly respectable gentleman who—as everyone who was anyone agreed—represented the epitome of British excellence.

Which is to say, he was as dull as rocks.

Still, Sabrina was well aware of her duty as a daughter of the Bellamy line, and she was not the sort of girl who went back on her word (even if the word was actually given by her parents on her behalf).

The short jaunt to Sylrovia was a pleasure, and Sabrina would have stayed longer if she could. The bracing mountain air, however, did seem to have a less salutary effect on her hired Swiss chaperone, who caught a nasty cold and lay in bed with a fever even now. Sabrina couldn’t be too upset about it, because her ship was leaving from the seaport town of Zolnay tomorrow morning. She assured the sick woman that she would have no difficulty finding a replacement for the journey. (Though in fact Sabrina rather wished she could do without entirely. How much trouble could she get into on a ship?)

With the assistance of the hotel manager, Sabrina secured a small room in a separate cottage for her chaperone, where she could rest quietly and be away from the bustle. It was understood that the lady would remain there until she felt ready to return to her own home. Sabrina gave the hotel a generous payment in case the recovery took longer than expected.

Sabrina also retained the original room she’d reserved, which was fortunate since an unexpected storm had cut off a few mountain passes and forced a number of travelers to stay in Zolnay to either catch passage on a ship, or wait for the roads to clear.

With the inn so full, the dining room was naturally crowded as well, especially when a detachment of Dravkan soldiers stopped in and demanded meals despite not being guests. Dravka bordered Sylrovia, and the soldiers seemed to be rather vague about where that border was, since they behaved as if they were on their home sod. The maître d’hotel somehow managed to accommodate them. (Sabrina suspected that many dishes weren’t as generous as usual because of the need to stretch the kitchen supplies.) Most of the guests avoided looking at the boisterous soldiers, who acted as though they owned the place.

“Mercenaries,” one diner near Sabrina muttered in English to his companion. “On the side of Napoleon as long as it pays, and meanwhile Dravka has no one to work the fields or tend the sheep. And when they go hungry, it will be Sylrovia they’ll look to for food. Huh. As if they produce enough for both countries when so much goes for the war!”

His complaint was voiced softly, but not softly enough. Dravkan soldiers were always ready for a fight. Two got up and strode over to the man. “Say that again. You calling Dravkans greedy?”

The man looked alarmed, but stood up to confront the soldier. “You have no right to question me. I am a citizen of Britain and I may express whatever opinions I like.”

“You seem like you’re disturbing the peace,” the soldier sneered. “Maybe I should lock you up for a while until you change your tune.”

The British man’s companion, shorter and stouter with a distinctly avuncular air, stood up as well. “This is Sylrovia. Not Dravka. You have no jurisdiction here.”

“Not yet,” another soldier muttered with a nasty grin.

“Oh, all of you do sit down,” an older woman said. “We are in close quarters, but there is no reason to be rude. Let people eat in peace.” Her accent was the crisp English of an educated lady, and she had a way of looking at all the men that seemed to reduce them to mere schoolboys. She added pointedly, “The food is getting cold.”

The soldiers glanced at each other and seemed to realize the futility (and indeed the embarrassment) of treating the older lady as some dire threat. They made a few menacing sounds, but then left the dining room.

Sabrina let out a breath. For a moment, things had looked like they might get unpleasant.

She watched as the older lady resumed her seat and waved off her countryman’s apology. “Nonsense. I despise a bully.” She looked down at her plate. “I do believe I’ve lost my appetite as well. I dare say you could both do with a bit more, though. The kitchen has been strained.” She slid her plate of food over to the gentlemen and bid the pair goodnight. She walked off with the ramrod-straight posture of one who will never bend. Sabrina, who had strode many paces with a book on her head trying to learn the same skill, admired the older lady’s aplomb. She wished she’d gotten her name.

After finishing her dinner, she went to check on her chaperone, who was still miserable and coughing in the little cottage. Sabrina administered a generous portion of medicinal brandy and then returned to her own room to get some sleep. It was nearly midnight.

However, the guest upstairs apparently did not own a clock, because a terrible, clomping din reverberated from above, as if a whole troupe of dancers was rehearsing for a show.

She rang the bell for the staff, and tipped the man who arrived at her door, telling him to go and kick out whoever was shuffling elephants upstairs. The man bowed low and marched up the stairs with a determined glint in his eye.

Shortly after that, the noise ceased.

Sabrina sighed in relief.

The blessed silence lasted about three minutes.

Then the stomping began again, possibly louder than before.

“Oh, heaven help me,” she muttered. Throwing her dressing gown over her shift, Sabrina wrenched open her door and took the stairs two at a time.

Sabrina knocked hard on the door of the room where the noise was coming from. Nothing. She pounded harder.

Finally, the door was flung open, and she beheld a towering figure wearing an annoyed expression on his face, and not much else. She averted her gaze as she whipped a hand up in front of her eyes to help obscure his offending appearance.

“Dinnae I say to leave supper out in the hall!” he burst out, pulling a towel around his waist. From the waist up, he had absolutely nothing on. “Can you not tell I’m busy?”

“I can tell you’re a nuisance!” Sabrina shot back. “And honestly, sir, do I look like the hotel staff?”

Making a longer examination, he raised an eyebrow. “Not in the least. Where did you come from?”

“I came from the room directly below you, because you’re making such a racket that even a corpse would wake up! What in Heaven’s name are you thinking? This is a respectable hotel, not some barn for you to use as your own personal…whatever you’re doing!”

“Who said anything about bairns? Regardless of what you’ve got up to, I’m sure it’s not mine. I’d have remembered.”

“What?” Sabrina had rarely been so confused.

“As for my business, I will keep it to myself,” he continued on, as if he were the offended party. “I don’t go barging into your room, do I?”

“Gentlemen don’t barge into ladies’ rooms!” she said. “Will you please cease all that banging so the other guests can sleep? I’ve a very early sailing tomorrow. On the Iris, to London.”

“Me too. Hmm, if only I could book a different passage,” he mused. “I dinnae like to sail in bad weather, and you seem to carry a tempest with you.”

Sabrina frowned. “I’m only requesting that you stop disrupting my sleep!”

“Not a request I usually get from a woman,” he murmured with a slight smirk.

“What? Oh, you’re hideous!” she hissed, since she couldn’t pretend not to understand that innuendo.

Then a feminine voice came from within the room, “Jamie, darling, do you still need us?”

“Twice over, my lovelies!” he called over his shoulder, not taking his attention from Sabrina. “Stay where you are!”

Curiosity was her besetting sin, and Sabrina couldn’t help peeking through the narrow gap into the room, and gasped when she saw three women her own age in various states of undress but still wearing heavy wooden-soled boots, all lounging on the bed. It was, to say the least, suggestive. She said, “This is unacceptable! I’m going to inform the maître d’hotel.”

“If you go to the maître d’, I will simply tell him that your knowledge of my guest list comes from the fact that you were also in my room.”

“You wouldn’t dare!” she said, shocked at this direct and ungentlemanly threat.

“Try me.” He crossed his arms and leaned against the jamb so that the room beyond was obscured. “I’ve got one night left in this country and I’m not going to waste it.”

“You are the worst man I’ve ever met,” she declared, hating every inch of his smug, barely clad frame. “Good night, sir!”

Sabrina turned on her heel and made herself walk at a stately pace to the staircase and down to her own room. But even before she got there, the clomping din had started up again.

With no other recourse, Sabrina burrowed into her bed and pulled the meager covers up. She put the pillow over her head to block her ears. She tossed and turned until dawn, every dream turning into a country dance in which she was partnered with a tall and irritating Scotsman. Who was still not dressed for dancing.


Chapter 2

The next day, Sabrina woke from tangled dreams and looked at the clock on the wall. She had only a half hour to make the ship! Rising, she hurriedly dressed and threw her few remaining items into her smallest case.

“Sir!” she called to the maître d’. “Have someone put my bags in the cart going to the docks! I’ll meet them there!” She flung a few coins at the overworked man. “I only have francs left, I hope that will do!”

She heard only a faint “Oui, mademoiselle!” as she ran at an unladylike pace through the streets until she reached the harbor and found the crowd gathering where the Iris was docked.

It seemed that her mad dash gave her a small respite before boarding. She gulped big breaths of invigorating sea air, and tried not to look around to see if the tall Scotsman was present. With luck, the irritating man would book another passage after all. Or he could stay on the Continent forever!

As she watched the (Scotless) crowd, she noticed an older lady standing near the tall harbormaster’s building, sandwiched between others like it along the waterfront. She’d turned to check her luggage and hadn’t noticed that she’d dropped her pelisse and a handkerchief on the ground.

Sabrina hurried toward her and scooped up the items before a thief could. “Ma’am! Madame? Frau? Signora? I’m afraid you’ve dropped these.”

The lady turned and smiled. “My goodness, how absent-minded of me. Thank you, dear.”

“Oh, you’re the English lady from the dining room last night,” Sabrina said, now recognizing the woman.

“Yes, indeed I’m English, dear, though I’ve spent the past several years as a governess to an expatriate family. I’m sailing home on the Iris.”

“Me too!” Sabrina had a wonderful thought, which was that she could hire this lady to serve as chaperone for the voyage to replace the one she had to leave behind at the inn. Who better than a governess? “May I ask—”

A strange premonition cut Sabrina’s words short and made her suddenly push the older woman a few steps away from where she’d been standing. Unfortunately, that put her in the exact wrong spot, and before Sabrina could follow the lady’s involuntary lead, she felt a clonk on her head.

“Oh!” Sabrina reeled at the impact. She clutched her head, staring at the broken chunks of stone on the cobbles at her feet as her vision blurred, then settled. “Did I just get hit by a rock?” When whole, the stone had been about the size of a loaf of bread, though the pieces were now scattered over the ground.

“It does look like that! One of those ballast blocks the ships use to fill their holds,” said the older lady, gesturing to a stack of similar-looking stones not far away. “Are you hurt, dear?”

“Yes, I’m afraid so. I can
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