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THE MOST DELECTABLE
MAN IN ENGLAND

“I should get a room at Harker’s Inn,” he said suddenly.

“Of course you should not. Whyever would you need to do such a thing?”

He said nothing, just stared at her, his eyes dark, nearly black, really. Pru glanced nervously at her lap, smoothing away a nonexistent wrinkle.

And then his hand was at the back of her head, pulling her toward him. Knocked off balance, Pru fell against the hard planes of James’s chest. He locked his arms about her and kissed her.

Captain James tasted of darkly steeped tea, and his mouth was incredibly soft against her own. “Mmm,” she heard herself moan. She felt him grip her shoulders and knew that he was going to push her away.

Oh, she did not want to be pushed away.

She sighed as their mouths parted and looked ruefully into James’s beautiful eyes. “That was so very nice,” she said.

James just groaned. “No it was not, Lady Farnsworth. That was carnal and wrong. And that is why I must go stay at Harker’s Inn.”
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Dedication

This book is lovingly dedicated to myself.

You’re a whole lot stronger

than I ever imagined, babe.
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Prologue
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1815

There was nothing like being stuck in a dead calm on a moonless night somewhere in the English Channel to screw up a perfectly-timed homecoming. Captain James Ashley stood on the deck of his ship, legs wide to counter the gentle sway, and peered through his looking glass. It was like staring into the wrong end of a musket, darker than death. But James pretended like he could see everything and knew even more, including where the hell they were.

Nothing like a lost captain to provoke a mutiny.

And then he spotted a prick of light, no bigger than his little finger. He thought for a moment that he had certainly imagined the sight, conjured it into being with hope. But then it shone again, stronger this time. Light.

They had reached England’s coast. Or at least he had to pray they had.

They’d lost their navigating ability in a freak storm that hit about two hours after they had set sail from Calais. The whole of the day had been spent fighting to stay afloat while winds tore at their sails and waves the size of elephants had washed three of his men overboard. Fortunately, they had been able to save all three, but now the ship limped along in the dark, like a poor ragged street urchin praying for a safe place to sleep.

And there was light.

James shouted to his men, pointing out toward the pinprick of yellow in the blackness. He could see it with his bare eye now.

The men yelled, and movement roused those who had hunkered down to try to sleep. They tightened the rigging, trying desperately to catch any bit of breeze so that the big ship would turn toward the light. Because, of course, now that he needed it desperately, there was not even the slightest breath of wind.

They moved, though, toward the light, and James was finally able to make out a rocky coastline. But then the light went out completely. He squinted into the darkness.

Something was wrong; he could feel it in the air. James had learned many lessons in his years of being in the military, and number one among them was listening and reacting to his instincts.

“Drop anchor,” he said just loud enough to be heard by his first mate.

“Aye, Captain.”

Metal clashed against metal as the chain was released, then a splash echoed in the stillness. James put the spyglass to his eye once more. Now he could make out the shoreline, not well, but he could see the jutting blackness of trees against the slightly lighter sky.

He sensed movement, rather than saw it, and trained the glass at a spot just off their starboard bow. “Smugglers,” he whispered. James could just make out the light boat skimming across the water toward shore. He swept the expanse of sea about them looking for a larger cargo ship, saw nothing.

The smugglers were probably out culling the water for cargo that had been dropped earlier—casks of whiskey most likely. A shivery thrill tingled at the base of James’s skull, and the hairs on the back of his neck rose. “Drop the lifeboats,” he said, closing his spyglass with a snap. They could only hope to catch the thieves in the smaller lifeboats. And catch them they would.

He would be going back to London with a double victory, one against the French and one against crime. Damn, it felt good. He actually grinned as he scrabbled down the netting that hung against the side of his ship and into the small lifeboat below.

Grabbing an oar, James helped his men row the boat quickly toward shore.

“What the hell?”

James looked up and saw what one of the men had seen. About two hundred yards ahead of them, the smugglers sat, as if waiting for them. And at the bow of their small skiff stood a man. James could see just the dark outline of the thin figure.

“Do they want to be caught?” asked another of James’s men. And then James heard a noise he had heard so many times before; he knew exactly what it was within seconds.

“Holy Mother of God,” his first mate whispered.

A flash of light, a thud, and an explosion. James could only stare as his ship caught fire immediately. A huge gaping hole blackened the side of the dark shape of his ship.

And then the telltale gurgle.

“It’s going down!” Amazement wreathed with incredulity laced the words that James’s second mate cried.

He was right. The Defender was going down, and going down quickly.

All they could do was sit and watch. The great ship creaked, then slowly tipped, its bow jutting from the sea. James blinked a few times, closed his eyes tightly once, and then opened them, hoping against hope that he was having a bad dream.

“Where’d the cannon come from?” he heard someone ask quietly.

There was complete silence, and then from the back a youngish voice said, “It was the Wolf.”

“What?”

“The Wolf; ’e’s magic, ’e is.”

“What are you talking about, boy?”

Staring at the slowly shrinking bow of his ship, James listened to this conversation between his men like he was hearing it from underwater. And running through his own mind was the shocked reality that there would be no triumphant return to London.

“See the point over there, jutting into the bay? That’s Raven’s Head, sure as I live. We’re in Gravesly Bay. We’re in the Wolf’s territory.”

“I’ve heard of him, all right, rumor is ’e could run the king’s silver from the royal kitchens!”

Instead of being lauded for his bravery and cunning in battle, James would be the laughingstock of society. Instead of making his name one to be revered, he’d probably be earning more monikers like the dreaded one society had pinned on him last season.

James closed his eyes, clenching his fists in the material of his breeches and breathing shallowly. He wanted so desperately to rise above his birth. He wanted so desperately for his father, whoever the man was, to look in the papers and know that even without him, his son had become a figure of prominence and esteem. There were more desires, of course, some so keen he had never even allowed himself to give them complete substance. Always needs, wants, desires, his life had been built on them.

And now those papers would surely write bitingly of this horrific night. They would probably forget entirely his military successes. It had only taken one terrible rumor to shadow his triumphs last season. One untrue and horrible rumor, and the twittering women of the ton had attached that awful title to him.

And now they would have this lovely incident to stick their claws into. What god-awful name would they give him now?


PART I
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Gravesly


Chapter 1
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“The Most Delectable Man in England hunting the Most Wanted Man in England. How catching,” Lady Prudence Farnsworth whispered as she peeked around the heavy drapes of the library.

“Do not say that word.”

Pru glanced over her shoulder at her butler. “Which word? Delectable?”

“No, catch.”

Pru laughed softly and glanced back out the window. “Clifton, dear, you do worry too much.”

She could actually feel the man’s scowl.

“He’s come on horseback,” she said as she watched the tall man in mud-spattered military dress dismount. “Impressive,” she murmured.

“Hmmph.”

Pru let the heavy drapes slide from her grasp. “I meant, ’tis impressive that he came the entire way on horseback. Most of the men they send come in coaches, then spend their time here with their doors closed praying for their lives. This one comes with no outriders, a target for all on the back of a horse.”

“Captain Ashley is not most men,” Clifton said darkly.

“No, Captain Ashley is not most men. He’s a famous military hero.” Pru grinned at her mammoth butler. “We’ve seen them before, but we’ve seen their backs more often.”

The military hero’s knock sounded at the door.

“His pride’s been pricked, this one’s has. He’s out for blood, and it’s careful we need to be.”

Pru pulled her shoulders back and smoothed her palms along the skirt of her gown. “We’ll follow our plan, and all will go well.” She nodded toward the hall. “Now, go let the good captain in. I shall meet with him in the drawing room,” she said to Clifton, and whisked herself across the corridor.

“I still say we should make him live in the rooms above Harker’s Inn,” Clifton grumbled as he stomped toward the front door.

Pru, of course, knew that it would never do to have the captain living at Harker’s Inn. She had immediately offered lodging when she had found out that Captain James Ashley was on his way back to Gravesly.

It was the least she could do out of purely civic pride.

Pru heard the creak of the front-door hinges and jumped the last few steps into the drawing room. The low rumble of a very male voice echoed down the hall behind her, and it caused a strange flutter in the depths of Pru’s stomach.

The captain was terribly masculine, the low timbre of his voice and strong silhouette attesting to this fact. It made her anxious.

With a quick shake of her head, Pru picked up her embroidery and settled herself on an elegantly shabby settee. Her hand shook a bit as she slipped her needle through the stretched material of a small pinafore she was working on.

Little Emily Sawyer, the baker’s daughter, had grown out of the last one she had made—it now adorned Emily’s little sister—and so Pru was making her another.

“My lady.”

Pru jumped at Clifton’s formal address and glanced up. Her butler gave her a piercing look out of his one good eye, then continued, “Captain James Ashley, my lady.”

Setting her embroidery aside, Prudence rose calmly, smiled at her butler as he shifted his bulky frame so that she could welcome their visitor, then faltered.

If she had thought the man’s voice and stature to be masculine, it was nothing in the face of his swarthy skin, square jaw, and deep-set eyes the color of a stormy sea. He was even taller than she had thought, standing nearly eye to eye with dearest Clifton. His red coat and white breeches were spattered with mud, his dark hair windblown, but he still cut quite a figure.

The Most Delectable Man in England, indeed.

He stepped toward her, and Prudence realized that she surely had been standing there with her mouth hanging open. “Captain Ashley,” she forced herself to say, “how very good to have you.”

“How very good of you to invite me to stay with you, Lady Farnsworth.” He took her hand and bowed over it. He had his gloves on, of course, but she could still tell that his fingers were long, his hand large and strong.

She had forgotten to put on her own gloves. They didn’t stand much on formality at Chesley House, and she had always hated gloves. She stared for a moment at her own small hand encompassed by the captain’s much larger one.

“But, of course, Captain,” she said quickly, blinking back up to meet his gaze and withdrawing her hand. “When I heard that Gravesly would be getting such a courageous and intelligent officer to help rid us of smugglers, well …” She pressed her hand to her breast and smiled. “Of course, I offered my home for your convenience. I do try to be a boon to my community.”

“That is quite admirable, Lady Farnsworth.”

Her fingers, the same fingers the tall Captain Ashley had just held, were trembling. With a slight frown, Pru curled her hand into a fist and pressed it tightly against her side. Surely she was not nervous. It had been rather a long time since she had experienced an attack of nerves.

Of course she was not nervous.

“Yes, well,” she said finally, her voice sounding faintly panicky to her own ears. Pru stopped and cleared her throat. The captain had a very commanding presence, she realized, and she was certainly not used to being commanded. Pru stood a little straighter and tried to look as daunting as possible.

“I am sure you would like to freshen up from your journey.” She glanced at Clifton, who had one bushy eyebrow bunched in a frown, as he glared at the captain.

“Clifton!” she rebutted the man without thinking. At her sharp tone, both men jumped. Pru wanted to groan at her lack of subtlety. What on earth was the matter with her?

“Clifton,” she said sweetly, “will take you to your room.” She glared meaningfully at her butler and tipped her head slightly toward the doorway.

Clifton’s jaw was set at the stubborn angle Pru knew only too well, and she would not have put it past the man to tell the captain to show himself right out the door. “Or, actually,” she said quickly, rushing forward and hooking her arm through the captain’s, “I can show you easily enough.” She could feel the heat of the captain’s arm through his red coat, and she suddenly regretted her rash action, for now she would have to crowd through the doorway on Captain Ashley’s arm.

That doorway loomed in front of her, looking very much smaller than it ever had before.

“Do bring the captain’s things, Clifton,” Pru demanded, saying a quick prayer that Clifton would remember that he was a servant.

The doorway.

Pru swallowed tightly, the warmth of the captain’s body quite pronounced along her side. She couldn’t remember ever being this close to a man so tall or warm, or masculine before. There was Clifton, of course; he was very tall. But she surely could not remember thinking that he was warm, or even noticing the timbre of his voice.

Lord, how did the women in society get through their days always being pushed into close situations with such gentlemen as the captain?

“I must admit Chesley House is rather small,” she said, as they stepped toward that tiny doorway. “B-but I have had a room made up for you, and I am sure that you will find it comfortable.”

The captain’s hand covered hers, and the contact sent a shiver of some kind of unidentifiable feeling right through Pru’s arm and into her chest. Her heart did a strange double beat. Well, fine, she was just going to drop at the man’s feet, it seemed, in a fit of apoplexy. At least that would calm her sudden attack of nerves.

Pru frowned at that thought. She was having an attack of nerves. How terribly … civilian of her.

The captain gripped her hand, peeled it from his arm, and guided her through the doorway ahead of him. “After you,” he said softly.

Pru took a deep breath. Oh, yes, of course. They wouldn’t attempt to navigate the narrow opening together. Silly woman, Pru chided herself, and stepped out into the hall.

Chesley House was truly only a cottage, nothing as elegant as its name would lead one to believe. And Captain Ashley actually had to turn a bit and stoop forward to get his large frame out into the hall. The baron, her husband, had never had to manipulate his body to get around Chesley House.

The captain cleared his throat, and Pru blinked up at him. He smiled slightly, showing a row of straight white teeth and dimples that dented his narrow cheeks just under the high rise of his cheekbones. The man was too handsome by half. And dangerously masculine.

“Yes, well,” Pru said for no good reason at all, and then, realizing that the captain had let go of her hand, and that they stood staring dumbly at each other, she turned crisply and started off at a good clip for the stairway. It probably looked from behind as if she were running away. And, in truth, she was doing just that.

Worrying her bottom lip, Pru led the way up the stairs toward the captain’s room. Goodness, the man was not at all what she had expected, she thought.

Of course she knew of his exploits, that he was thought a hero to God and country, at least until he had lost his ship a month ago after confronting the Wolf.

Still, she had not expected Captain James Ashley to have disturbingly intelligent eyes, or such a command to his presence, or to be so … well—she dared a furtive glance over her shoulder only to look right into Captain Ashley’s stormy gray eyes.

She faltered as they stared at each other, and then, tightening her grip on the skirt of her gown, she turned and continued quickly up the staircase.

She just had not expected him to be so incredibly masculine.

Lady Prudence Farnsworth was not at all as he had pictured her in his mind, James thought, as he watched her unpadded bum sway before him.

This was no doddering old widow he would be staying with, but a young woman, not even in her thirties if he guessed right.

A young woman with golden hair and the softest brown eyes he had ever seen. They had immediately set him to thinking of a mink’s pelt he had once handled.

When he had first entered the drawing room, he had to admit, his gaze had gone from her wide mouth, to her incredibly small waist, and straight to her very nicely curved bosom. Basically, Lady Prudence Farnsworth was intensely feminine.

But, of course, he had been around beautiful women before.

He had just never had to live with one.

James watched her as she reached the top of the staircase and scooted down the hall as if there were sharks snapping at her heels. Lady Farnsworth stopped before a tiny doorway, hesitated, then pushed the wooden portal open. She stood very straight and gestured into the room.

He smiled slightly as he brushed past her, and noticed once more the light feminine scent of Lady Farnsworth. It was not any cloying perfume or bath soap, but rather an airy scent like that of an ocean breeze with a touch of lavender. He liked it.

James frowned fiercely at this thought, for he should be concentrating on the duty before him and not the scent of a woman. It had been a very long time since James Ashley had been diverted by emotions of the heart or weaknesses of the flesh, and it had only had to happen once. He had learned a valuable lesson.

With a shake of his head, James turned his thoughts to what he wanted to accomplish in Gravesly.

His superiors had given him only a month, since this was technically not his job. He was a captain in the navy, but of course he had no ship to command and thus was doomed to work behind a desk. But he had proposed that he be allowed to go out and bring down the Wolf.

The notorious criminal was quite a thorn in the side of England, so James was given the permission he needed to try and salvage his dignity by bringing to justice the man who had sunk one of His Majesty’s royal ships.

He just had not been given a whole lot of time to accomplish his task, and so he had to stay focused. Now, James glanced around the small room. He gave a sigh at the thought of sleeping on the tiny bed, and went to push aside the lacy curtains.

He had noticed as he rode up to Chesley House that Lady Farnsworth’s home had a lovely view of the town below and the sea beyond. Unfortunately, the lady had put him in a room that afforded him only a sliver of a view of the woods behind the house.

“I hate to seem unappreciative, Lady Farnsworth,” he said as he surveyed the dense woods. “But you would not happen to have a room toward the front of the house?”

She blinked at him, her brown eyes round and terribly innocent. “Well, of course, Captain, there are two rooms at the front of the house. One is mine, though, and I thought it very imprudent to put you in the other …” She stopped suddenly, her eyes raking him from his toes up to about waist level, then moving away to stare determinedly out the window.

“It has an adjoining door to my own,” she whispered.

“Ah.” James let the filmy curtain drop, hoping the action would hide the sudden tremor in his hand.

No doubt he was losing his mind when just the suggestion of having an adjoining room with a woman made him hard as a rock.

Sexual attraction zinged about the room like a hail of falling stars, not good. It was really too bad that Lady Farnsworth had not turned out to be the doddering old widow he had believed her to be, because now, on top of everything else, James had another problem.

He took a very deep breath, folded his arms over his chest, and contemplated that problem.

The problem swallowed hard and threaded her fingers together at her waist, shifting her weight slightly from one foot to the other. “Of course,” she said tremulously, “Clifton is below stairs, as well as Cook and Mabel. And Tuck and Paul live in the attic, so there is no worry of … of …” Obviously it was beyond her to finish her sentence.

James felt his lip twitch and bit hard at the inside of his cheek. Truly, he felt the strangest urge to laugh aloud. Very strange indeed, seeing that he could not remember laughing aloud … well, since he was a child.

“I am gratified that my reputation will remain unsullied while I reside in Gravesly, Lady Farnsworth.”

Lady Farnsworth’s brows climbed an inch, and her rosy-lipped mouth opened in a slight “O.”

Clifton barged in then, pushing past the still-unblinking Lady Farnsworth, shooting a distrustful glare at James, and dropping his old leather bag unceremoniously on the bed.

“Here you be,” the man said gruffly, and turned on his heel, stopping short in front of his mistress.

There was another one that he had never expected. This huge, bald butler with the black eye patch: a pirate gone astray.

They all stood in silent contemplation of one another for a moment, then Clifton did a very strange thing, indeed.

“C’mon then!” the man demanded, and pushed the gaping Lady Farnsworth from the room. Turning, the man beetled his shaggy brows. “You let that poor gel be!” he said, and pulled the door shut with a bang that set the window to rattling.

James stood quite still for a moment. He blinked, then actually pinched an inch of skin on his hand to make sure that he was awake. Nothing around him faltered or began to swim into reality.

He was awake. He was at his new post. And he had just experienced a very strange welcoming.


Chapter 2
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“Clifton! How could you?” Prudence wailed to her butler’s back as he marched down the stairs.

The man grumbled something she didn’t hear, turned around the banister, and started toward the back of the house.

“We must act as normally as we can, Clifton! And that was most decidedly not normal.”

Clifton stopped so abruptly that Pru plowed right into his back. She straightened as Clifton turned and glared at her. “Weren’t nothing normal to the way that man was looking at you.”

Pru blinked. “Whatever do you mean?”

“Nothing.” Clifton turned and stomped down the hall, leaving her to stare after him.

At the door to the kitchen, Clifton turned. “I’ve enough trouble afoot that I don’t need to be protecting your virtue on top of it all.”

“Virtue? What on earth are you talking about?”

“That man was looking at you like you were a woman!” Clifton nearly snarled.

“And how should he look at me? Perhaps he should see me as a dog? A cat?”

“He should see you as Lady Farnsworth, very much above himself, and definitely not someone he can look at like … that!”

“You are being absurd, Clifton.” The look on her butler’s face told her he didn’t find his statement at all lacking in sense. “Really, Clifton, I am a widow.” She lowered her voice a little. “I have no virtue that needs protection.” She could feel heat suffuse her face, and she decided in that moment that she absolutely hated Captain James Ashley for making her blush. For it was entirely his fault that Clifton would bring up this most uncomfortable subject.

Clifton growled some unintelligible retort, swirled around, and pushed through the door of the kitchen.

Pru stood staring at the door for a moment, as the full impact of Clifton’s words hit her.

The captain had looked at her as a man staring at a woman.

Pru glanced down at her fingers clutching the folds of her gown. They trembled, still.

Slowly, she lifted her hand. She had found herself staring at the captain as well. And she had trembled at his touch. It had not been nerves at all, she thought. Rather, it had been attraction. She had never in her life been attracted to a man.

Her very good friend, Leslie Redding, had spoken of the feeling, and Pru had always wondered, and, yes, wished to have her heart beat a bit faster than normal, her senses shiver.

“Goodness,” she breathed slowly, and pressed her shaking palm against her breast. “Goodness.”

She no longer hated the captain. Rather, she was very much in awe, actually, of the first man to whom her body had finally reacted. But, oh, did it have to be the captain?

Pru made a soft sound of sadness. “Of course, you would pick the one man I could not possibly have anything to do with,” she said to her stomach.

“If you want him to think you’re normal, quit talking to yourself.”

Pru looked up to see her butler’s large, bald head sticking around the kitchen door.

“Oh!” Pru twitched her skirts and pounded down the hall, as Clifton disappeared once more. She threw the door open, enjoying the crack of wood as it banged against the wall. “Clifton Rhodes you are insufferable.”

Her butler was sitting on a stool with his back to her, and he didn’t move an inch at her reprimand. Cook looked up from her work, though. “I have dough risin’, and if you two keep your stompin’ up, it’ll fall, sure enough. Get out of my kitchen if you want to keep actin’ like children.”

“Sorry, Delilah.”

“Hmmph.” Cook went back to her mixing.

“You”—Pru pointed her finger at Clifton—“follow me.” And she walked as quietly as she could out the back door, making sure that Clifton followed. Pru picked her way through the gardens and out to the stable. When Clifton entered and closed the door behind him, Pru propped her hands on her hips.

“Now, we have already spoken of what we must do while our guest is in residence, Clifton. We must, must act like a normal household.”

“I don’t like the looks of that man,” Clifton said stonily.

“Well of course you don’t! And I don’t either.” Now that wasn’t entirely true, but with Clifton staring at her every expression, Pru surely did not want to dwell on the idea that she found Captain Ashley’s looks rather appealing. “But looking at him as if he were Lucifer himself and shoving me through doors is not going to accomplish our goal in the least.”

Clifton just scowled.

“Now, we must remain calm at all costs.” Pru took in a deep breath and let it out slowly. “I think we definitely bungled our first meeting with Captain Ashley, and we mustn’t allow that to happen again.”

Still, Clifton said nothing.

“And we must also remember that part of our plan is to have me keep near him.”

“That part of the plan is now changed.”

“Oh really? So we should just let the man prance about the countryside without any knowledge of his whereabouts?”

“I’ll stay near him.”

Pru tapped her fingers against her hips for a moment of silence. “I am not sure, Clifton, that will be possible.”

Her butler folded his beefy arms over his barrel chest and scowled.

“I rather think that having you tagging after him will make him suspicious. And that is what we are trying to avoid, are we not?”

“When we spoke of this before, I didn’t know the man was a rogue.”

“Oh, please, Clifton, he is not a rogue.”

“Right, then, why would society pin him with a name like the Most Delectable Man in England?”

Obviously men could not see what women did. Delectable was the perfect name for Captain James Ashley.

“You’re leavin’ tonight!” Clifton suddenly thundered.

“What?”

“Tonight, I say, you’re leaving for a visit to your aunt’s up in York.”

“You jest, Clifton. We have a very serious mission ahead of us.”

“I do, not you.” Clifton pointed his crooked finger at her. “I see your eyes going all dewy and unfocused. You’re fallin’ for the rogue, like all the rest of them society ladies.”

“For shame, Clifton. I have complete control of my faculties.” She pushed all thoughts of the captain from her mind and tried her best to look as serious as possible. “I am good, Clifton, you have told me so, and you cannot take that back. You know that I can do this, and I will not allow you to take this mission from me.” She took a step closer to her good friend. “Yes, the captain is a pleasing person to look upon …”

Clifton looked suddenly as if he were about to erupt.

“But,” Pru said quickly, “this town and these people are more important to me than any man. And so is the Wolf.” She stared into Clifton’s one sky-blue eye.

Her butler blinked, then nodded. “Fine, but you have no idea how persuasive a man of the captain’s ilk can be.”

“Persuasive or not, Clifton, I think I have proven myself to be a woman of intelligence and focus. I will not allow the Captain’s charms to sway me in my duty. It is his persistence in finding the Wolf that we must worry about, not the outside chance that he might fancy me.”

Clifton seemed about to rebut her conclusions, but they were interrupted by Tuck. “Oh, excuse me, milady,” the boy said as he stopped just inside the now open stable door.

“Do not worry about us, Tuck, we are just having a bit of a conference.”

As if finding his lady conferencing with the butler out in the stable were an everyday occurrence, Tuck nodded and swaggered over to the stall that housed the captain’s horse.

“What are you doing with Ashley’s horse?” Clifton demanded.

“The captain ordered me to bring it ’round,” the boy said as he led the gelding out of its stall.

Clifton made a soft sound of disgust. “And what are you supposed to do when the captain tells you he’s going out?”

Tuck hauled a saddle up and over the horse’s back. “Supposed to tell you or Lady Farnsworth,” he said nonchalantly as he secured the saddle beneath the gelding’s belly.

“Well …” Clifton was obviously exasperated.

Tuck looked at him as if he were daft. “And I just did.” He rolled his eyes.

Clifton let out a huff of breath, hunching his shoulders around his ears.

“Tuck, put the captain’s horse back and hitch up the wagon instead. I’ll take the captain wherever he wishes to go,” Pru said.

“You will not.”

Pru glared at her butler. “I shall go inform the good captain that I was just going wherever he intends on going,” Pru said to Tuck, with a pointed stare at Clifton.

“Well you can’t do it in the wagon,” Clifton said, a triumphant tone to his voice. “It’s full.”

“Oh.” Pru tapped her finger against her bottom lip.

“It’s all in baskets, though,” Tuck said. “Just like we talked about, Lady Pru, I put it all in baskets to look like offerin’s to the poor.” He stopped for a moment, then cocked his head to the side. “’Course they’re a might heavy.”

“Perfect!” Pru cried. “I shall take the good captain with me as I deliver baskets to the poor.”

Clifton looked as if he would be sick. “You can’t.”

Pru clicked her tongue against the back of her teeth. “Oh, come, Clifton, it’s not as if I’m taking an entire shipment into London. I’m just taking baskets of tea to the poor.”

Her butler mumbled something beneath his breath and stomped out of the stable.

“What died in his bed?” Tuck asked.

Ignoring Tuck, Pru followed her butler, but veered off toward the front door when Clifton went through the garden. She took several deep breaths as she went, girding herself for another meeting with the captain. Only this time she was going to be calm. This time she was going to act like any unsuspicious widowed lady might act. This time she would be normal.

There was something very strange about Lady Farnsworth, James thought, as he watched the woman come up her own front walk. He had already noted that she was talking to herself as she walked. And then just before she reached the door, Lady Farnsworth stopped. She took a deep breath, closed her eyes, and ran her hands down the front of her dress.

James squinted at the sight. His gaze snagged on the woman’s hands as they pressed against her lower stomach, then smoothed down to her thighs. He was rather sure Lady Farnsworth had no idea he watched, and he was almost positive that she had no idea how provocative her actions were.

With a shake of his head, James moved away from the sitting-room window. “Provocative my ass,” he whispered to himself as he heard the front door open. “You have quite a problem if you think a woman drying her hands on her dress is provocative.”

“Captain?”

James turned quickly to see the petite Lady Farnsworth framed in the doorway. She glanced around quickly, obviously looking for the person to whom he was speaking. Wonderful, now he was talking to himself.

“Lady Farnsworth,” he said with a smart bow.

“Did you need something, Captain?” She took an audible breath and stood a bit taller. “I meant to ask if you wished tea before …” Her words tumbled to a halt, and she fluttered her fingers in the air.

Before her butler acted like a threatening father, James thought?

“Are you hungry, Captain?” Lady Farnsworth asked, an almost desperate look in her soft brown eyes.

“Actually, I’ve asked that my horse be brought around. I’d like to see the town, check on the officers at the excise station.”

“Oh, well, then you must allow me to drive you. Your horse is probably overtired from your journey, and I had just meant to go into town.” She smiled sweetly, but then ruined the effect by yelling rather loudly, “Clifton!”

The man was at the sitting-room door within seconds suggesting, perhaps, that he had never been very far away. Or had even been listening from the hallway?

“Yes, milady?” he asked, eyes downcast. It was much too demure a pose for the huge man James had seen shove Lady Farnsworth from a room.

“My baskets for the poor are ready, are they not?”

The butler said nothing.

“Good. Have Tuck load them into the cart. I shall be escorting our good captain into town.”

This announcement earned James a sharp glance of disapproval from the one-eyed butler. James straightened his spine and returned the butler’s look with a hard stare.

When the butler had finally given him one more piercing glare and left the room, James said, “Really, Lady Farnsworth, I do not wish to inconvenience you.”

“Not at all, Captain!” the woman returned merrily. He followed her out into the hall, where a maid handed the lady her bonnet and a cloak. “I had planned on delivering my baskets before supper.” She tied her cloak around her shoulders. “And I can show you around much better than you could show yourself, I daresay.”

“Of course,” James agreed, not at all sure he wished to deliver baskets to the poor. He must show the town of Gravesly his ruthless, military self. Being this woman’s fetch and delivery lad would certainly undercut that image. “But, really, Lady Farnsworth, I could not …”

“Nonsense!” the woman said with a command that rivaled that of any admiral to whom James had been privileged to answer. “I shall show you around Gravesly and take you to see our valiant excise officers.”

James took a deep breath. He was accustomed to ordering hardened seamen around, but he had never learned how to manipulate women. That was certainly obvious from the reputation he had in London. James actually winced at the thought. “Thank you,” he said finally, with a small inclination of his head.

A cart clattered up the drive then, and Lady Farnsworth’s maid opened the door. The boy, Tuck, jumped from the driver’s seat of the rather sturdy-looking wagon.

James automatically went to take the reins from the young groom, but Lady Farnsworth got there before him. “I can drive, Captain.” She smiled.

I do not like this one little bit, James thought, as he glanced from the top of Lady Farnsworth’s pert little bonnet to the baskets sitting in the back of the decidedly large cart. This would be a very
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