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      Narros Palace, Spain

      September 1816

      

      Lisandro de Aguirre, Duke of Tolosa, was not one for parties or balls. They were usually dull affairs put on purely for political purposes. He wouldn’t even be here tonight if it weren’t for the fact that this magnificent gathering at Palacio de Narros was to commemorate the marriage of King Ferdinand to the Infanta of Portugal, Maria Isabel.

      The wedding itself had taken place in Madrid some two hundred and seventy miles away. Those who supported the king were keen to celebrate, while everyone else had clearly made the effort to attend the party in order to keep up appearances.

      Lisandro was firmly one of the latter. He knew that if he didn’t make an appearance, his absence would be noted. And with the king becoming more unpopular every day, his spies were everywhere, looking for possible dissenters. There were rumors of people being arrested and disappearing. A smart man did not tempt that sort of fate.

      He finished the last of his wine and handed the glass to a passing servant. He turned back to face the dance floor, continuing his slow search of the room. Somewhere in this crowd tonight there had to be a buxom señora willing to share his bed.

      Come now, ladies. Gift me with your smile.

      The back of a long blue gown caught his eye and he paused. While it was not unusual to see a garment of such color in Spanish society, it was the style which took him by surprise. Almost every other woman there was dressed in the high fashion of the Spanish royal court; this particular female was most definitely not.

      Someone draws her inspiration from the English and French. Bravo.

      Keen to get a better look, he waited for the wearer of the gown to turn around. When she finally did, Lisandro was certain that his heart had stopped. For a moment or two he simply stared.

      From the light brown tresses that carelessly kissed her pale cheeks to those intoxicating full lips, she was every inch a true Basque beauty.

      Lisandro licked his lips.

      Perfection.

      A pair of warm coffee-colored eyes stared back. He smiled at her. The slow, deliberate blink she gave in return was all the encouragement he needed.

      His plans for seducing one of the noble wives would have to wait. He must meet this young woman.

      Quickly, but not too obviously, he made his way around to the other side of the dance floor, stopping every so often to make sure she was still standing where he had last seen her.

      She was; he knew this because he caught her gaze every single time he halted in his progress.

      Where have you been all my life? You are stunning.

      He could only pray that this mystery woman wasn’t going to turn out to be some distant relative his mother had forgotten to mention. Lisandro was certain he was somehow related to every noble family in this part of northern Spain.

      She gave a quick look back over her shoulder as she turned and headed for a nearby archway. The invitation for him to follow was clear.

      My wish is your command.

      On the other side of the arch, a door led to a wide stone terrace. The moment he stepped outside Lisandro took a deep breath. The cool night air was a welcome respite from the heat and cigar smoke of the crowded ballroom.

      Brightly burning fire-cages and torches lit the terrace, while down below beyond the edge of Zarautz Beach lay the inky black of the Cantabrian Sea.

      The mysterious woman made her way toward the set of steps leading down the rocky seawall and onto the sand. Lisandro followed, keeping a respectable distance.

      A perfect, private interlude on the beach? What an excellent idea.

      She reached the top of the stairs and stopped. Blast. He slowed his steps. She turned and faced him.

      In the light from the flickering flames of a nearby torch, he caught the unmistakable look of uncertainty on her face.

      Damn. She is an innocent playing at a game for grown-ups.

      Lisandro had rules about young, sexually inexperienced women. Unless a man had in mind to marry the girl in question, they were strictly off-limits. Perhaps he would toy a little with her, rewarding her boldness, but go no further.

      Finally, he reached her side and dipped into a low bow.

      She gave him a soft but clearly practiced smile. Lisandro stifled a grin. Someone had trained her well in the art of the subtle flirt. Of showing a hint of interest but nothing more. Women kept their reputations carefully guarded in this part of the world.

      “Buenas tardes, señorita,” he said.

      “Is it? I am not so certain. Considering that you, a perfect stranger, have been staring at me for the past while and have now followed me outside away from the other guests, I do have to question whether you are sincere in wishing me a good evening. Or is that just your usual opening line for women?” she replied.

      Oh yes, you have been well taught. Under other circumstances, you and I could have a spot of delightful fun. Such a pity.

      He chanced a look at her hands, grateful that the weather made it too hot to wear formal gloves. A white fan was held fast to her wrist with a piece of matching ribbon. Around her neck was a thick gold chain upon which hung a Santiago medallion. On her long, slim fingers there was no sign of a wedding or betrothal ring.

      An unmarried beauty.

      Whoever this vision of loveliness was, it seemed no one had yet laid claim to her. Interesting.

      “You have me all wrong. I wish nothing but the best for you,” he replied.

      She looked him up and down, the soft smile on her lips informing him that she was pleased with what she saw.

      “Are you enjoying this evening?” he asked.

      She shrugged. “It is as I expected. A party full of people discussing politics and gossiping about one another. Most people are just here to be seen.”

      Lisandro raised an eyebrow at her words. It was unusual to find a young woman of quality who didn’t enjoy major social events. It spoke of a mind that found interest in more substantial matters. “I thought all the young señoritas would be excited about this evening. It is not every day that the king takes a new bride,” he said.

      Her eyes narrowed. Her easygoing demeanor changing to one of guarded wariness. He was probing, seeking to discover what she really thought of the king. Did she see him as a tyrant too?

      “Well, of course I was excited about tonight. All loyal subjects wish happiness for His Catholic Majesty. But the rooms of Narros Palace are stifling and crowded. That was all I meant,” she replied.

      Wise words. Never let anyone know what you truly think of the king unless you fully support him.

      Lisandro came and stood beside the young woman; his gaze focused on the night sea. At the edge of the water, he could make out the line of white foam from the waves. He loved the ocean—it was a pity that his family home at Tolosa was some sixteen miles inland and these days, he rarely made the journey north to the coastal town of Zarautz.

      “Don’t you just love the smell of sea salt in the air?” she asked.

      Lisandro chuckled. This girl was truly unlike most other women he had met. She was, like the air, a refreshing change. Beautiful, intelligent, and interesting. What an enticing combination.

      “I must admit, I do find the ocean breeze does wonders for my soul. When I am out sailing in the deep blue, I find it exhilarating,” he replied.

      “Have you travelled far from Spain?” she asked, interest evident in her voice.

      He turned to face her. “Yes. Many times. I have ventured as far north as Denmark, but my travels have mostly taken me to England and occasionally France.”

      She glanced at him. “I would love to see another land. To experience different people and their cultures.”

      “Well, I hope you do. Some of my closest friends live in England, and I would never have met them if I hadn’t travelled,” he replied.

      He received a soft smile in return for his words of encouragement. A spark lit in his brain. There was a kindness about her, a warmth that had Lisandro suddenly imagining himself wrapping her up in his arms and taking her home—to meet his mother.

      Who are you? I must get to know you better.

      Heavy footsteps sounded on the stone paving behind them. The woman stepped away from Lisandro. Her gaze fell on whomever was approaching and her smile instantly disappeared.

      Lisandro turned and all sense of gaiety fled.

      Storming toward them, hands balled tightly by his side, was Diego de Elizondo Garza, the son of his family’s enemy.

      Mierda. Can’t you see I am trying to work my charms on this young woman?

      “Don de Aguirre, if you don’t step away from my sister, I will kill you,” said Diego.

      Sister? Oh no.

      The young woman, her face a study in shock, looked from Diego to Lisandro.

      “Lisandro de Aguirre? Duke of Tolosa?” she said.

      Lisandro nodded. Before this unexpected interruption, he had been on the verge of making introductions. He pointed at Diego. “He is your brother, so that makes you . . .”

      Those brown eyes which had held so much promise only a moment ago were solid granite when she met his gaze. “Maria de Elizondo Garza, daughter of the Duke of Villabona. I see I was gravely mistaken in thinking you were a polite and honorable gentleman wishing to make my acquaintance. How foolish of me.”

      Sorry, Mamá. There goes that chance of fulfilling your wish for bebés.

      Taking a quick step back, Lisandro gave a curt bow. “My apologies, I should have told you who I was sooner.” He turned on his heel and walked away. The last thing he wanted to do was to cause a scandal. Attempting to seek favor with the unwed daughter of his family’s worst enemy would certainly do that.

      But Diego de Elizondo blocked his way back into the gathering. When Lisandro took one step to the side, intending to go around him, the young noble, his face set hard, mirrored his move.

      Don’t do anything foolish Lisandro. You were talking to his sister; let him have his moment of indignation.

      Diego was a good seven inches shorter than Lisandro, who stood at six-foot-four-inches in height. And while he may have only come up to Lisandro’s shoulder, he clearly made up for his lack of stature in temper. He stepped closer to Lisandro and pushed hard against his chest.

      “What the devil were you doing near my sister?” he demanded.

      “Nothing. I merely spoke to her. Believe me, if I had known who she was, I would not have done so,” replied Lisandro.

      Anger flashed in Diego’s eyes, and he launched himself at Lisandro a second time. Lisandro took a deft step back, which had his attacker staggering as he touched only thin air. Lisandro determinedly held his composure.

      Hot-headed fool. Why would you wish to start a fight at a royal wedding celebration?

      Other guests began to file out from the palace, milling around the pair. Lisandro shook his head. Of course, people wanted to see a fight. The spectacle would give them plenty to talk about for the rest of the evening.

      His gaze took in the quickly coalescing mob. He had seen this all too many times before and was not going to give anyone that sort of satisfaction—especially at his expense. You people couldn’t care less about either of our families. You just want to see blood spilt. Damn the lot of you.

      “Diego de Elizondo, I apologize for any offence I may have caused to you, your sister or your family.” Lisandro spied a gap in the crowd and made his way toward it. Thankfully, Diego didn’t attempt to follow.

      Lisandro didn’t want to fight anyone. He was more concerned with his bitter disappointment at discovering that the woman who had captured his attention tonight was someone he could never befriend, let alone form a relationship.

      The only thing worse than being forced to attend a dull party was having made a fool of himself while trying to win over the daughter of his enemy.
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      As soon as the Duke of Tolosa had disappeared, Maria and Diego locked gazes.

      Here we go.

      She gritted her teeth, remaining silent while the other guests wandered back to the party. There was more than one grumble of disappointment about the lack of a brawl.

      Her brother was furious. And since Lisandro de Aguirre had not given him the satisfaction of a public row, there was every chance that she would be next in Diego’s line of fire.

      He didn’t disappoint.

      “Why were you here on the terrace alone?”

      “I wanted some fresh air. And to get away from the gossip. I have heard enough whispers of dissent about the king tonight to know that this is a dangerous place,” she replied.

      “Yes, there are too many people here being indiscreet with their words. But coming out here without a chaperone was also a foolish thing to do. You cannot be seen speaking to Don de Aguirre. How do you think that will look to Count Delgado?” he asked.

      Maria bit back a sharp retort. It seemed that everything she did lately was viewed through the lens of what Count Juan Delgado Grandes would think and the impact her actions might have on her bride price. The sooner the betrothal negotiations between her father and Don Delgado were concluded, the better.

      “I didn’t know who he was until you arrived. But before then he was polite, and we engaged in a pleasant conversation. The instant I discovered his identity, I made my position regarding him quite clear,” she replied.

      “You must have known who he was!”

      Maria shook her head. Until tonight, her only knowledge of the Duke of Tolosa was what she had been told by her parents and brother. “I have never met the man before. Other than not giving me his name, he didn’t actually do anything wrong. He even apologized for that oversight.”

      Diego huffed. “Everything he did in coming near you was wrong. Maria, he is the enemy of our family!”

      How many times had she heard the story of the century-old feud between the Aguirre and Elizondo clans? Maria was sure she could recite the whole thing word for word without pausing.

      From the time she was able to understand, it had been instilled in her that the Duke of Tolosa was evil. In fact, anyone from the town of Tolosa was considered bad; even the priests were viewed with suspicion.

      “I am well aware that Don de Aguirre is the devil incarnate. Should I have struck him with my fan? Would that have made you feel better?”

      “Yes. You should have slapped his face with it,” replied Diego. A curt nod finally had Maria sighing with relief.

      Diego. Always looking for a fight. “I am not in the habit of assaulting strange men who have done nothing more than make pleasant conversation,” she said.

      Diego gave a tut of disapproval before offering Maria his arm. “Well, now that I have made my position clear, I think it best that you and I go back inside. We don’t want you catching a chill out here. And Padre will want you looking well-rested and fresh for tomorrow.”

      It took all Maria’s strength not to roll her eyes. “Yes, of course. One wouldn’t want the meat looking anything but the most palatable for Don Delgado.”

      Her brother had the good sense not to reply.

      As they wandered back into the party, Maria had a sudden thirst for a large glass of Malaga—anything that would take her mind away from her encounter with Lisandro de Aguirre.

      The instant she had set eyes on him, her whole body had reacted. As the lofty noble had made his way across the room toward her, Maria’s mouth had gone dry.

      Right up to the moment he had given her his name she had been studying him with pleasured interest. He had experienced life outside the cloistered domain of Spanish nobility. He had seen something of the world. He had lived a life. Not to mention he was devilishly handsome.

      Standing alone with him on the terrace, she had been captivated. His shoulder-length, dark hair, lightly oiled and swept back from his face, set her heart racing. And those lips, full of the promise of sensual kisses—she could just imagine what they would feel like on her skin.

      Maria swallowed deep. Lisandro was no longer in sight, yet he still affected her whole being. Perhaps it was just because he would remain forever out of her reach that he was able to hold her interest. The aching hunger that had lingered long after he’d gone was surely only because she couldn’t have him.

      Forbidden fruit.

      Her mother had always said she was too passionate, unable to control her wicked nature. That someday it would cost her a great deal.

      She caught the eye of a passing servant bearing a tray of drinks and beckoned him over. After selecting a glass of the sweet Spanish wine, Maria raised it to her lips, silently toasting her lack of fortune when it came to men.

      But no matter how hard she tried; her thoughts continued to return to the Duke of Tolosa. The tall, dark and illicit Lisandro de Aguirre.

      She itched to run the back of her hand along his sexy stubbled face, then trace a soft line over the exquisite dimple on his chin. Maria shivered at the prospect of being that close to him.

      A soft chuckle escaped her lips. She would never get the opportunity to do any of those things. There was every chance that she wouldn’t ever set eyes on the Duke of Tolosa again. And if that wasn’t a crying shame, Maria de Elizondo Garza didn’t know what one was.
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      The following morning, Maria was seated at a small balcony table in the villa her family had hired. Her home was thirteen miles away —too far to travel in one day for a night of wedding celebrations.

      While finishing the last of her breakfast, she gazed lazily out over the Cantabrian Sea. Various fishing boats bobbed up and down on the dark blue waves while gulls cried overhead. It was the perfect coastal picture.

      The only thing spoiling the moment was the presence of her brother, Diego, and his continued griping over the events of the previous evening. Maria had long given up staring daggers at him, but still held out some hope that he might take the hint and shut up about the Duke of Tolosa.

      “The nerve of that man. He must have known who you were. I should have called him out and demanded satisfaction.”

      Maria took a long, deep sip of her hot café con leche, she hoped that soon the coffee would be enough to take her mind off her brother’s insistent complaining.

      Unfortunately, it wasn’t.

      “You can’t fight a duel; the Pope has forbidden them. And it was a wedding celebration, so I hardly think King Ferdinand would have taken kindly to the knowledge that someone might have died on his happy day,” she replied.

      It wasn’t as if her brother had ever found himself in the position where he had to use a sword or pistol against a man. The worst adversary Maria hoped he would ever have to deal with was an Iberian wolf or a brown bear.

      Her gaze returned to the sea. The tide was slowly working its way out, and several boats were making their way into shore. Maria doubted she would be able to enjoy lazy mornings like this once she was wed to the ambitious Juan Delgado.

      She reached for her gold chain, silently chiding herself for having forgotten to put it on this morning. As soon as she was finished breakfast she would go and get it. Maria never went anywhere without her Santiago medallion.

      “And speaking of happy days, how are the dowry negotiations going this morning? Father did not seem pleased when I saw him earlier,” she added.

      “Not good. Juan Delgado is a tough negotiator. After everything Papá has offered him, he still asks for more. At the rate things are going, you will be lucky to be a bride before Christmas,” replied Diego.

      What a shame.

      She would have to remember to feign disappointment in front of her father if he could not seal the agreement today.

      A shadow fell over the two siblings, and Maria glanced up to see her father’s trusted advisor, Señor Perez, standing close by. The gray-haired man smiled and bowed to them. “Don Diego. Doña Maria. What a beautiful morning. The sun is shining and there is not a cloud in the sky. God is truly smiling down upon us today.”

      Maria and Diego exchanged a grin. Señor Perez was always one for waxing lyrically.

      Diego rose from his chair and politely bowed to Maria. “I must go and see how things are progressing. Though I don’t hold out much hope.”

      Señor Perez nodded. “Good luck. They were still haggling over jewelry when I left a few moments ago.”

      Maria finished the last of her coffee and also rose. Señor Perez held out his arms to her, offering a hug. “Don’t worry. Your father will eventually get things settled. In the meantime, would you like to go for a walk along the beach? One of the villa staff mentioned that the fishermen often have delicious, fresh clams for sale.”

      She had known this man all her life, considered him as an uncle. Spending a warm summer’s morning with him strolling along the sand was a perfect idea. The cool sea breeze would help to clear her mind.

      “Let me go and get my necklace and then I shall meet you at the stone steps which lead down to the beach,” she said.

      “How about we leave now? The fishermen may be gone by the time you return if we delay. And it would be such a pity to miss out on those clams. I promise we won’t be gone long,” he replied.

      She nodded. “Alright, let’s go. I am sure I can survive for a few minutes without my pendant.”

      A short while later Maria followed Señor Perez as he led her onto the golden expanse of Zarautz Beach. She took in a deep breath; the salt air was magnificent. Being this close to the sea always did something to her mood.

      Lisandro de Aguirre was right about the lure of the sea.

      Not wishing to ponder why her thoughts kept returning to the Duke of Tolosa, Maria took hold of Señor Perez’s arm and grinned up at him. A change in topic was in order.

      “I didn’t see you at the ball last night,” she said.

      He screwed up his face. “You know me—I am never one for those sorts of things. All that dancing and making polite talk? No, thank you.”

      “Oh, come now, tío, I have seen you dance. The ladies are always eager to take a turn of the floor with you,” replied Maria.

      He leaned in close and met her gaze. The pale color of his face and dark circles under his eyes gave her pause. He looked tired. “I took to my bed early last evening. I am not a young man anymore. I need my sleep.”

      The sound of men crying ‘heave’ came on the wind, and Maria turned to see a fishing boat being dragged into shore. Pots, nets, and rope were tossed over the side. Señor Perez gently nudged her.

      “Let’s go and see if they have any clams for sale. I would love some tossed in garlic.”

      Maria lifted her skirts, doing her best to keep them dry. The thought of fresh seafood was a nice distraction to her new concerns about the health of her father’s trusted servant.

      As they drew closer to the small boat, the fishermen stopped their work and stood with heads bowed. One by one, they slipped off their woolen caps, acknowledging Maria.

      “Buenos días, good gentlemen. Did you have a successful fishing trip?” said Señor Perez.

      The men looked from one to another, then finally, one of them stepped forward and bowed low. “We caught many fish,” he replied.

      Maria released her hand from her friend’s arm and moved toward the boat. She was keen to see what was in the fishing pots. “Do you have any clams, or should we ask farther up the beach?”

      The man gave a cheery grin, then nodded. “Yes. Yes, we have clams. Come. Come see.”

      He motioned for her to come closer to the boat, but the water made her hesitate. Wet skirts would surely earn her a scolding from her mother.

      “Bring the pots over onto the sand,” said Señor Perez. Putting his hand into his jacket pocket, he withdrew a handful of coins. The money quickly had the desired effect, and two large pots were lifted over the side of the boat and carried to where Maria and he stood.

      Several more of the fishermen now came ashore, but two remained with the boat. They began to drag it back out into the water.

      Maria leaned over the first of the pots. “These look good. They⁠—”

      Strong arms wrapped about her waist. She was jerked violently off her feet.

      “What are you doing? Unhand me this instant!” She kicked and squirmed, fighting for release. But the man who held her only tightened his grip. With her arms pinned hard against her body, she struggled to make any headway against her captor.

      “Señor Perez help me!” she cried.

      Her friend stepped forward his hand raised. “Please no!” he pleaded.

      A large black cudgel quickly silenced him. He collapsed onto the sand, unconscious.

      Maria screamed.

      The wind swiftly carried her protests away. Then a huge, rough hand came over her mouth, ending any further chance she had to cry for help.

      Her abductor was strong, her continued efforts to gain release achieving nothing more than to tire herself. From out of the group of fishermen, another man appeared. She whimpered at the sight of his badly scarred face. From the way he spoke, it was obvious Spanish was not his first language. Maria caught snippets of words which she knew to be English.

      In his hands he held a large brown hessian sack. As he lifted it up and placed it over her head, all her hope fled.

      “Get her in the bloody boat!” he bellowed.

      Maria fought one last desperate time, lashing out with her feet. Her boot connected with a body, and a cry of pain was her reward.

      She didn’t get another chance to strike as a sudden sharp jolt of agony tore through her brain. Her world spun sickeningly, and she knew no more.
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      Two weeks later

      Castle Tolosa, Spain

      

      At the top of the ridge, Lisandro pulled back on the reins of his gray Barb and the horse slowed to a gentle walk. It was mid-morning on another fine day at his family’s estate.

      In the field below him, his workers were busy preparing the soil for the new wheat crop which would be planted at month’s end. The strains of an old Spanish folk song drifted to his ears and he smiled. Somewhere down there was his leading hand, Manuel, happily entertaining everyone while they worked.

      The horse came to a stop, and Lisandro sat back in the saddle, lifting his face to the sun. “La bendición de Dios,” he whispered. This truly was a country blessed by God.

      Spain was at peace. The war with France over. The only gray clouds on his horizon were the rumblings of discontent over the return of King Ferdinand. Lisandro privately hoped his country would not come to civil war, but the king was proving himself the worst of monarchs.

      But for the time being, Lisandro was home and working to make the Tolosa estate financially strong once more. He had neglected things while away at war. Put his own life on hold while fighting to free his country of the influence of Napoleon.

      Time at home had him thinking about many things, especially his future.

      He was lonely. His bed was empty. Lisandro ached for someone whom he could share his life with and raise a family. A special woman to hold his heart. A wife.

      Finding the right woman was proving more difficult than he had expected.

      Such a pity that the beauty at that ball was Maria de Elizondo Garza. If she were anyone else, she would have been perfect.

      A small cloud of dust on the road caught his eye, stirring him from his thoughts. Lisandro scowled. Few travelers ventured off the main thoroughfare, which ran through the old town of Tolosa on its way to the coast. This was a sleepy part of the world.

      From his saddlebag, Lisandro produced a spyglass and trained it on the moving dust. It was a carriage, headed at speed toward Castle Tolosa. He couldn’t quite make out the markings on the side; they appeared to be covered with black cloth.

      Odd.

      He gritted his teeth. In his experience, unexpected visitors rarely brought good news. And this guest clearly did not wish to announce his or her arrival.

      Tucking the glass back into its bag, Lisandro turned his horse’s head and made for home.

      In the courtyard of the castle, he came upon the coach. After dismounting from his horse, he handed the reins to a servant and walked over to inspect the carriage. He lifted the black cloth which covered the door, frowning at the sight which met his gaze.

      A black and white checkerboard shield, topped with a silver helmet and crest of feathers, was emblazoned on the side of the carriage. The Elizondo family coat of arms.

      He swore under his breath. What the devil was his family’s avowed enemy doing at his home?

      “Don de Aguirre?”

      Lisandro turned, and flinched. Diego de Elizondo was standing in front of him. Instead of waving his fists threateningly in Lisandro’s face, Diego bent himself in a deep bow. There was no sign of a sword or a pistol on his person. What on earth is going on?

      The hairs on the back of Lisandro’s neck rose. Suspicion tingled throughout his body. Why would an apparently unarmed Diego be here? He feared to know the answer.

      Remember who you are, Lisandro de Aguirre. This man is a guest; treat him with the courtesy that deserves. If he causes any problems, then you will be well within your rights to kill him.

      He grimaced at the thought; Lisandro hoped that his days of bloodletting were well behind him.

      “Don Diego, this is most unexpected. Have you perhaps lost your way?” he asked, attempting a touch of levity.

      The instant that Diego finally righted himself and met Lisandro’s gaze, all thoughts of humor disappeared from his mind. The heir to the title of Duke of Villabona was a younger man than himself, but in the weeks since Lisandro had last set eyes on him, Diego appeared to have aged, a good ten years.

      “I come in peace to seek your guidance and help. Could we perhaps speak somewhere in private, Don de Aguirre? I have a grave matter to discuss,” replied Diego.

      Lisandro patted his coat pocket, pleased that he had not given up the habit of carrying a loaded pistol with him at all times. Confident that he could defend himself if necessary, he dismissed the gathered servants.

      He caught the eye of one of his most senior estate staff and the man nodded. If anything did happen to Lisandro, Diego wouldn’t be leaving Castle Tolosa alive.

      Contingencies in place, he led Diego out around the side of the castle through a stone archway and into a small but high-walled garden.

      In the center of the garden was a wooden gazebo, its roof formed by ornamental grape vines. This was his mother’s personal place to come and sit when she wished to escape the heat of the day during the height of summer.

      Lush green English ivy trailed up the walls, covering almost every inch. While the effect was visually stunning, it also served a purpose. The glossy leaves provided a perfect form of sound insulation. Nothing echoed in the enclosed space.

      He motioned toward the table and chairs which sat under the gazebo, but Diego shook his head. Instead, he reached into his coat pocket.

      Lisandro stiffened.

      Don’t be a fool, Diego.

      He sighed with undisguised relief as Diego pulled out a piece of paper and handed it to him.
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        * * *

      

      Don Antonio de Elizondo. Duke of Villabona,

      Maria is as yet unharmed—but this could change. She is far from here, so do not seek to rescue her.

      The sum of 250,000 Spanish Dollars is to be handed to the head priest at Santiago Cathedral in Bilbao.

      Once we know the ransom has been paid you will receive further instructions.
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        * * *

      

      Lisandro read the note a second time.

      All the saints in heaven.

      He had dealt with enough of these sorts of situations to know that the people who had taken Maria were professionals. Only amateurs added threats of bodily harm to ransom notes. It was awful to think that the beauty from the wedding ball had been kidnapped. But he wasn’t sure as to what it had to do with him.

      Odd that the kidnappers stated the ransom amount in dollars not pesos. Only foreigners call our currency Spanish dollars. Perhaps that’s a clue as to who could have taken Maria.

      When he lifted his gaze from the paper, he asked the question which had been forefront of his mind from the second he saw the Elizondo family coach. “Why are you here?”

      Diego pointed to the note. “Because my father has done everything, he can to find Maria. Even Don Delgado has combed the country far and wide. There is no sign of her.”

      “Don Delgado? What does the Count of Bera have to do with this?” replied Lisandro.

      “He and my sister are meant to be betrothed shortly.”

      Lisandro kept his opinion of Don Delgado to himself. Now was not the time to make mention of his lack of regard for the count. At least the man had done what he could to find Maria.

      “Don de Aguirre, I am here because while our families are sworn enemies, I believe you are the only man in Spain who stands any real chance of finding my sister alive and returning her to us,” he added.

      Diego’s words set Lisandro’s nerves on edge. What exactly did he know about Lisandro’s past that would have allowed him to form that sort of opinion?

      “I am but a simple wheat farmer,” Lisandro replied, keeping his voice steady.

      Diego, to his credit, met and held Lisandro’s gaze. “But you were more than that when you helped force the French to release the king from imprisonment. I have heard a whisper that you worked with the English during the war. Do I need to go on?” asked Diego.

      It was common knowledge that Lisandro had been personally thanked by King Ferdinand for his efforts in returning him to the Spanish throne. But Lisandro’s clandestine dealings with the British were not something he was keen to make public.

      He held up his hand. “Enough. Let us agree that I have a history of dealing with difficult situations and leave it at that, though I do find it somewhat strange that you are the one who has come to me for help rather than your father. From the way you have disguised your family coat of arms on the travel coach, I take it that the Duke of Villabona doesn’t know you are here.”

      Diego looked back toward the entrance of the garden before turning and stepping in close. “I fear that someone in my father’s house is involved in Maria’s disappearance. And they must have been working with someone in Zarautz in order to coordinate the kidnapping of my sister. I don’t know who or how, but I feel it in my bones. A loyal family advisor, Señor Perez, was attacked when my sister was taken, and that also gives me great cause for concern. The man was found dazed and wandering the beach several hours after Maria disappeared. If whoever is behind this outrage is prepared to attack an honorable old man such as him, who knows what else they will do to my family? I think it imprudent to involve my father at this juncture. Too many eyes are watching him.”

      “Then why not pay the money? While what they are asking for is a king’s ransom, the kidnappers must know that your father will be able to find it,” replied Lisandro.

      “If only it was that simple. This is not the first ransom note we have received. An earlier amount was already paid. When we delivered it to the head priest at the cathedral in Bilbao, instead of handing over Maria, he gave us the second demand. The unfortunate man was most apologetic,” said Diego. The young man tugged the hat from his head and raked his fingers through his hair. He closed his eyes and screwed up his face.

      Lisandro doubted Diego could look any more uncomfortable. He must have swallowed a great deal of pride before deciding to come cap-in-hand to his enemy, asking for help.

      “My father has fallen out of favor with the king. I have a horrible suspicion that powerful men are behind all this—men who don’t care whether Maria is returned safely to us or not.”

      You, poor man. I cannot begin to imagine what you must be going through.

      Pity for the son of his enemy filled Lisandro’s heart. No one deserved to suffer the way Diego de Elizondo had.

      “My father would beat me if he heard me say this— but Don de Aguirre, I think you are a man of honor. I am begging you to help save my sister.”

      Lisandro had dealt with kidnappers before; he even had friends who did it professionally in return for a hefty fee. But the tenuous state of his own finances wouldn’t enable him to get very far if he had to pay his way in order to find Maria.

      “I am not sure how much use I would be, considering the situation between our families,” he replied.

      “If you want money, name your price. I will pay whatever it takes to get Maria back,” said Diego.

      Lisandro scrubbed at his face with his hands. For some odd reason, the thought of taking money from his foe didn’t quite sit right with him.

      But this might be an opportunity to gain something else of greater value than just money. Perhaps even finally put an end to this ridiculous feud—and create a bond between us.

      “You have been honest with me, Diego, so it is only right that I tell you my purse is almost threadbare, and I will need money to fund this mission. As to any other payment—I don’t want your gold. My reward price, which is not negotiable, is that if I manage to rescue Maria, you allow me to attempt a friendship with her.”

      Diego frowned. “I don’t understand.”

      How do I put this? Hmm.

      “I found your sister to be both beautiful and enchanting; she and I made a small connection that night on the terrace at Palacio de Narros. A connection that I would like to see grow,” replied Lisandro.

      Realization appeared on the other man’s face. He let out a low whistle. “That’s a high price you ask of both my family and Maria.”

      If Lisandro did manage to find Maria and bring her home, there was every chance that at some point in the journey, the two of them would find themselves alone. A young unwed, Spanish noblewoman could easily lose her reputation if that ever came to light. A reputation which would only remain secure if she somehow found a way to marry her liberator.

      Of course, if he put his mind to it, he could find ways to avoid being alone with her. But perhaps he wouldn’t; and in doing so Lisandro could turn the situation to his advantage. Gain the opportunity to get to know Maria. And she to change her mind about him.

      Say yes. Let her and I discover what could be possible between us.

      “Diego, I promise I will do everything I can to find your sister. Whatever else comes after that, you have my solemn word that Maria will be given as much choice as possible,” he said.

      Diego nodded. He reached into his coat pocket and pulled out a gold chain. A religious medallion hung on the end of it.

      Maria was wearing that the night of the ball.

      “This is Maria’s. She usually wears it but must have forgotten to take it with her when she went for that ill-fated walk on the beach. If you find her, give this to my sister. She will know who sent you.”

      Lisandro nodded. It made sense for him to have something to give to Maria to let her know that he was working on behalf of her family. Considering the long, dark history between the Aguirre and Elizondo clans, he could see how it would be hard for her to trust him without some form of proof that he was not in league with her kidnappers.

      Lisandro beckoned toward the nearby gazebo. “Come, sit—tell me everything you know. However insignificant it may seem, do not leave out a single detail. It may mean the difference between getting Maria back or holding a rosary service for her.”

      Later that day, Lisandro sent Diego home in his unmarked coach with a solemn promise that he would do all he could. After accepting a bag of silver coins and bidding Maria’s brother farewell, Lisandro went in search of his mother.

      If he was about to go and rescue his potential future wife, the dowager Duchess of Tolosa should at least have fair warning.
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      While Zarautz was the playground for the Spanish royal family and other nobles, it also had a dark underbelly. Lisandro knew all the immoral and foul places where the local criminals gathered. After taking a room at a quiet and respectable inn, he made for the less savory part of town.

      For Maria to have been taken from the beach in broad daylight, the kidnappers must have had help from someone in Zarautz. Someone who knew the tides and also where she could possibly have been that morning. Locals would have had to be involved. And the longer Lisandro thought about it, the more Diego’s words of worry about people close to the Elizondo family being complicit in Maria’s disappearance made greater sense.

      He didn’t believe in happy coincidences; he had more faith in the power of a handful of coins. Those and a sharp sword were what usually got people talking.

      Lisandro chose a grimy seaside tavern close to the villa where the Elizondo family had stayed during the wedding celebrations as the first place to scout for clues. As he walked into the inn, he dipped his functional hat toward the innkeeper, then settled himself at a table toward the back. His plain travelling attire of long black coat and dull brown trousers drew little attention from the other customers, which was exactly what Lisandro wanted.

      Nursing a glass of brandy, he waited.

      The patrons of the establishment slowly but surely got deeper into their drinks over the course of the night. The drunker they got, the louder and looser of lips they became.

      He had just set his second gently nursed glass of golden heaven onto the table when a voice rose above all the others.

      “You bloody Spanish are hopeless at handling your ships. How many times did your Armada try and invade merry old England? Too many times.”

      Lisandro searched for the loudmouth. There was a group of rowdy drinkers not far away. In their midst rose a man in a dirty red shirt. He climbed onto the table and held out his arms. It wasn’t his clothing or behavior which caught Lisandro’s attention—rather, it was his badly scarred face.

      Someone at the Englishman’s table swore at him in Spanish, and the rest of the gathering all laughed. The man clearly understood the jest. “Hijos de perros,” he replied.

      His friends obviously didn’t mind being told they were sons of dogs as they all lifted their glasses and toasted their companion.

      The man reached into his coat pocket and proceeded to rain coins upon the heads of those seated at the table. A roar of approval and cheers rang out.

      “Come on, drink up, my amigos. Lots of lovely Spanish dollars. There is plenty more where that came from!”

      Lisandro froze. Why would a poorly dressed Englishman be throwing money around? Most sailors barely scraped by, so who was this scarred man?

      And he talks of Spanish dollars, not pesos. Just like in the ransom note.

      While he didn’t believe in coincidences, Lisandro most certainly believed in good fortune. Zarautz was a sleepy fishing town; few ships from other areas docked there. Any sort of foreigner could seem out of place.

      The noise level in the drunken group steadily grew louder. If Lisandro had not been such an experienced operative, he would have continued to watch the boisterous Brit, but over the next hour his attention slowly shifted and focused on another man seated at the table.

      This reveler was well in his cups and had slowed his rate of drinking to the point where Lisandro reckoned on him lagging three glasses behind the rest of his friends. When the man shifted along the bench and struggled to his feet, Lisandro pulled his hat lower.

      “Buenas noches!” the man cried.

      “Go on, bugger off,” replied the Englishman.

      The man staggered to the front door and out into the street. The jeers and foul farewells of his friends followed in his wake.

      It was a tense five-minute wait for Lisandro before he slowly rose from his seat. He pulled the collar of his coat up and turned his head away as he passed by the raucous group of drinkers and made for the exit.

      Outside, he looked up and down the street, searching. Then his gaze landed on his prey. The staggering drunk was further up the lane, a short distance away.

      There you are.

      Following and interrogating drunks was never a fun task. They had a tendency to throw up when stopped and questioned, but they were always easy to track. An alcohol-addled mind made for slow going.

      Lisandro caught up with the man a hundred yards on from the tavern and quickly pulled him into a nearby doorway. It was far enough away from the inn that anyone else leaving would not see them.

      “My friend, you have had much to drink,” said Lisandro.

      The man grinned. “That I have, señor. Much wine. Much brandy.”

      “You sound like you have been celebrating. I hope it was good news.”

      The drunk leaned back against the inner wall of the building’s entrance and stuffed his hands into his coat pocket. “A job well done, as my friend from Inglaterra would say. And a job that paid well.”

      He pulled a handful of coins out of his pocket, proudly showing them off. Several of the coins fell with a clatter onto the stone flagging. A folded piece of paper fluttered behind them. Before the man had the chance to react, Lisandro bent and retrieved the items.

      The coins were handed back; the paper was not.

      “Do you think your friend might have some work for me? I could do with a spot of coin,” said Lisandro.

      The man shook his head. “You don’t want to get involved with people like me—and especially not with Mister Wicker. Besides, this was a once-off. There is not a lot of call for kidnapping, even in my line of work.”

      “Oh, come now, my friend—there is always someone who needs to be kidnapped. Spain has lots of castles in which to hide a wayward prince or a noble daughter,” said Lisandro with a laugh.

      He got a low, dirty chuckle in response. “You are wrong. The farther away from home you can take them, the better. Only a fool would risk keeping a prize captive in Spain.”

      Lisandro froze.

      When the ransom note had said Maria was far away, he had naturally assumed she was still somewhere in the country—possibly further south, closer to Madrid. Had he been wrong?

      “Well, I had better be off. If I am late home again, my wife will make me sleep in the stables,” said the man.

      Lisandro reluctantly let the man go. Roughing him up would serve no purpose and it might put his accomplices on notice. Besides, he had no solid proof that these were the people who had taken Maria. At the moment he had only his instincts and a handful of small clues on which to go.

      Yes, but what are the odds of some other noblewoman having been kidnapped?

      This had to be fate. Diego’s thoughts about a local connection possibly being involved made sense, as did his own growing suspicions about the scar-faced Englishman. All Lisandro’s attention now focused on Mister Wicker.

      Remaining hidden in the doorway, he retrieved the piece of paper he had quickly stuffed into his pocket and unfolded it.

      Señor Alba and the special cargo sailed on the evening tide. Keep quiet about Plymouth and you will get the rest of your money when the ransom is paid. W.

      “Oh Maria,” he muttered. Maria de Elizondo Garza had been kidnapped and stolen away to England.

      Lisandro screwed the paper up tightly in his hand and made a silent vow.

      I will find you and I will bring you home.
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      The endless hours of darkness followed by rough, grasping hands forcing vile liquids down her throat had melded into one long nightmare for Maria. Where she was and with whom, she had no idea. The only thing of which she was certain, from the constant lull from side to side, was that she was onboard a ship.

      “Drink.”

      It was one of a handful of words he ever spoke to her; the main form of communication favored by her abductor was rough manhandling. Her short intervals of consciousness usually consisted of Maria being dragged from her bed, head still covered by the sack. She was forced to drink, then use a bucket for her ablutions before she was shoved back onto the rough mattress where darkness would descend once more.

      Her only source of comfort were the memories of her mother and the promise Maria had made in those rare, precious moments between long stretches of insensibility.

      Mamá, I shall find my way home. We will be together again.

      And then came the day when she woke to silence.

      The bed no longer rocked, and the roar of waves was gone. Her hands and feet were still bound, but the coarse rope had been replaced by softer binds. Ones which did not burn her skin.

      Unfortunately, her head, remained covered by the sack. Small pinpricks of light filtered through the small holes in the hessian.

      At least I can finally see more than just darkness.

      “Hello?” she whispered.

      Her word, though muffled by the hessian, echoed in the quiet of the room. For the first time since she had been attacked on the beach, Maria sensed she was alone.

      Tears pricked her eyes as she remembered those final moments. Of the cries of pain from Señor Perez and seeing him struck violently and falling to the ground. She sent a prayer to heaven, hoping against all hope that he may have survived the vicious assault.

      She was still alive, and that was something to hold onto. Whoever had taken her clearly had plans.

      If they wanted you dead, they would have killed you already.

      The rattle of a key in a lock caught her attention. Footsteps accompanied the clink of chinaware and glasses. The soft thud of wood meeting wood had Maria guessing that a tray had been placed onto a nearby table.

      Skirts shuffled toward her, followed by a disapproving ‘tsk.’ This was something different and unexpected. Her new jailer was definitely female.

      Hands tugged at the sack over her head, lifting, pulling it free. Hope flared. Finally, she would be able to see again.

      “Oh!” she cried as blinding daylight pierced her eyes.

      Maria turned her head away, wincing as the overwhelming newness of sight assailed her senses. It took several minutes before she was able to focus properly. Only then did she attempt to look at the woman.

      A plump matron dressed all in gray stood beside the bed. Hands on hips, she appeared totally nonplussed at Maria’s behavior. “Now, the master says you need to be eating,” she said. Her gaze ran over Maria’s trussed up body, and she shook her head. “How the devil am I supposed to feed you? Honestly, anyone would think this lot had never staged a bloody kidnapping before.”

      Maria’s English wasn’t the best, but she understood enough. Any slim chance of her being able to plead for the woman to take pity on her and let her go died. This woman was clearly a willing member of the kidnap gang.

      A second person entered the room—a man wearing a colorful mask. He looked for all the world like he had just stepped out of a ball or the famous carnival in Venice. If her situation hadn’t been so dire, she might have found it amusing.

      “Ella ha comido?” he asked.

      She knew that cruel voice only too well. It had been with her all through the nightmare on the boat.

      The woman huffed. “We are in England, so speak the bloody language. You know I only understand a few words of Spanish, and most of them are insults.”

      “Has she eaten?”

      “No. I only just got here. I took the sack off her head and was still trying to decide how to feed her while she is trussed up like a chicken when you arrived.”

      With the mask on, it was impossible to decipher the man’s response. He swore under his breath, then marched over to the bed. “I suppose untying you won’t present too much of a problem. You can’t get out, and even if you did, where would you go?”

      He bent and rolled Maria over onto her side. Then, to her bone-deep relief, he loosened the knots on her bindings and removed them before pushing her back down. She lifted her hands and got her first glimpse of the damage caused to her wrists and arms by the tight ropes which had bound her for the long journey to England. Deep, black bruises and half-healed red wounds covered the lower part of her limbs.

      “Thank you,” she said.

      He ignored her, then went back to berating the woman. “Get some fresh water and soft cloths. I expect Doña Maria will wish to bathe. After she is clean, then make sure she eats. And keep this door locked. Don’t make me tell you that again.”

      Since her captor appeared to be in a charitable mood, Maria took a chance. “Please, señor, could you tell me how long I have been gone from home?”

      “I don’t know what sort of comfort this will give you, but you have been our captive for over two weeks. And in answer to what will no doubt be your next question . . . when your father pays the ransom.”

      He issued further curt instructions to the woman, then they both left the room. A key turned in the lock.

      Two weeks. She was alone, held prisoner in a foreign country. Beyond help from anyone she knew. What were the chances of her ever seeing her family again?

      The woman soon returned bearing a bowl of warm water, soap, and a cotton cloth. She allowed Maria a scant five minutes in which to wash and dry herself while she stood and watched.

      “Here. Put this on.” She handed Maria a plain beige woolen gown and a petticoat. The rough garments were nothing like her usual fine attire, but they were clean, warm, and functional.

      After she had dressed, Maria was ushered over to a small table where a plate of something that resembled a Spanish stew sat. She took a mouthful and screwed up her face. Esto es horrible

      Hunger forced her to eat a little more. The woman hovered nearby, watching Maria intently. She moved closer when Maria set down her spoon and pointed at the plate. “I want to see it empty,” she said.

      Maria blinked back tears, fighting against her growing fear; whoever had taken her knew what they were doing. They were determined and dangerous.

      Her mind began to slowly whirl with all manner of questions. Who were these people, and why had they taken her? And what had happened to the brave Señor Perez? Was he even alive?

      She had no answers. But what really mattered to her was the most pressing question of them all.

      What would happen if her father didn’t pay the ransom?
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      Two weeks later

      London, England

      
      Lisandro took the fastest possible ship and sailing route, but it was still almost a month since Maria had been taken before he finally arrived in London. He made straight for an address in Gracechurch Street and the only men in England he knew he could trust to help.

      When the hack pulled up out the front of the coaching company office, he checked the address he had written on a piece of paper and frowned. The building was rundown, dirty, and didn’t look at all like something owned by men of means.

      His heart sank. Perhaps the time since the end of the war had not been kind to his friends after all.

      He paid the fare and, grabbing his travel bag, climbed out of the carriage. His only consolation was knowing that the particular skills his friends had at their disposal were the kind that often didn’t require money. While Lisandro had the silver coins which Diego had given him, he was not keen to start throwing money around in order to find Maria. Piles of easy cash tended to attract the wrong sort of people.

      One sharp rap on the door of the coaching company went unanswered. So did the second. In frustration, he headed around to the rear mews. Hopefully someone worked in the stables.

      The yard was little better than the front of the place. There were no coaches or staff, but there was a large pile of clean hay just inside the nearest stalls.

      “What a sorry mess,” he muttered.

      A movement to his right caught his eye. A young boy, no older than six or seven, came strolling nonchalantly out of the stables. He stopped, took one look at Lisandro, then put his fingers to his lips and let out a loud, piercing whistle.

      Footsteps rumbled. Lisandro looked up to the top of the building. Three figures appeared from out of an upper door and moved onto the landing. Pistols were pointed directly at him.

      He didn’t move an inch. These men were some of his dearest friends, but he also had no doubt that the weapons were loaded and cocked. There would be little comfort in having them apologize profusely over his corpse for having mistakenly shot him.

      “I am Lisandro de Aguirre, Duke of Tolosa. I would appreciate it greatly if you gentlemen lowered your pistols,” he said.

      Two of the men instantly moved to disengage their weapons but the third kept his firmly aimed in Lisandro’s direction. A wry grin sat on his lips. “How do we know it is you? Any poorly dressed Spaniard could turn up and claim he was the Duke of Tolosa.”

      Lisandro chuckled. “Well, I was me when I woke this morning and discovered, to my disgust, that I was back in the rat-infested stench-hole of London.”

      The final pistol was lowered.

      Sir Stephen Moore hurried down the stairs to embrace him. Lisandro accepted the hug with good grace. For a man who dealt in blackmail and death, the Englishman was surprisingly effusive.

      “The Duke of Tolosa. What brings you here?” he asked. As he asked the question, Stephen’s gaze roamed over Lisandro’s tatty coat and battered hat, taking it all in. True to form, it seemed he missed nothing.

      “An important mission—one which means the difference between safely returning a young Spanish noblewoman to her family and having a very difficult conversation with them,” he replied.

      Stephen nodded. “Then you had better come inside.” He turned to the boy. “Toby, go upstairs and arrange a pillow and blankets for Don de Aguirre. He will be staying with us.”

      The young boy screwed up his face. “What was his name?”

      Lisandro beckoned the boy to come over. “I am the Duke of Tolosa. If I was English, you would call me Lord Tolosa, but because I am Spanish, I am Don Tolosa. Also, Don de Aguirre. But you may call me Lisandro if that makes it easier.”

      Toby might have been confused about the names and titles, but the lad was clearly not a fool. He dipped into a low, respectful bow. “May I take your bag, Lisandro?”

      “No, I am happy to carry it myself. But if you know where I can get a strong cup of coffee, I would be forever in your debt, young Toby,” replied Lisandro.

      The boy scampered off in the direction of the nearby stairs and took them two at a time.

      Lisandro waited until he had gotten to the top before turning to speak to Stephen. “I need to find the people who have taken this noblewoman, and quickly. To say I have little to go on is an understatement.”

      “Come upstairs and let’s see what we can do.”

      If anyone in London was going to be able to help it was one of the gentlemen who had been pointing a gun at him only a few minutes ago. With a spark of relief in his heart, Lisandro followed Sir Stephen up to the offices of the RR Coaching Company—Rogues of the Road.

      Inside, he was greeted by two of the others: Lord Harry Steele and Mister Augustus Trajan Jones. Lord Harry had a well-earned reputation for causing scandals in London high society, while Gus’s career as a smuggler necessitated him keeping a lower profile.

      “Where is the Duke of Monsale?” asked Lisandro. He needed as much help as he could possibly get in order to locate Maria’s whereabouts.

      “Monsale is at his country estate overseeing the planting of new crops,” replied Harry.

      Lisandro nodded. “I should be doing that too. The wheat was almost done by the time I left Tolosa, and hopefully they will be getting the barley field ready now. And what about George?”

      “George is . . . well, let’s just say he is keeping a low profile at present. A little thieving job went awry a month back, and
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