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Prologue


CARRICK GRANGE

NORTHUMBERLAND, ENGLAND

DECEMBER 1814






Alec touched his lips to his wife’s pale forehead, still sweat-damp. He straightened over her, feeling the distance between them that could never be crossed. It was too late now, too late to say the words that were choking in his throat. He shook his head. Finally he lifted her arms and crossed them over her chest. Her flesh was cool now.

Still, though, he wouldn’t be surprised if Nesta suddenly opened her eyes and looked at him, smiled at him, asked to see their son. She’d wanted a son so badly. His name would have been Harold. After the Saxton king who had fought and lost to William of Normandy.

Alec stared at her, hard, and thought, A child wasn’t worth your life, Nesta. Oh, God, I never should have filled you with my seed. Open your eyes, Nesta.

But she didn’t move. Her eyes didn’t open. His wife of five years was dead. And there was a scrap of humanity in another room that was alive. He couldn’t bear to think of it.

“My lord.”

At first Alec didn’t hear Dr. Richards’s low voice. Then, slowly, he turned to look up at his wife’s physician, a small man, foppish in his dress and, at this moment, sweating profusely in the hot room, his intricately tied cravat as limp as his hair.

“I am more sorry than I can say, my lord.”

Alec touched Nesta’s cheek. Her flesh was so soft, and now so cold. He rose and turned. He towered over the physician. He supposed he was doing it purposely. He wanted to intimidate, to make the man afraid of him, to make him tremble in his boots. He’d let his wife die. He looked at the dried blood on the physician’s hands and on the sleeves of his black coat and wanted to kill him.

“The child?”

Dr. Richards flinched at the harshness in Baron Sherard’s voice, but he said calmly enough, “She is apparently very healthy, my lord.”

“Apparently, sir?”

Dr. Richards’s eyes lowered. “Yes, my lord. I am truly sorry. I couldn’t stop the hemorrhaging. Your wife lost so much blood and she was so weak. There was nothing I could do, nothing medical science can do when this happens. I—”

The baron waved off the physician’s words. Three days before, Nesta had been laughing, enjoying herself immensely with her plans for Christmas festivities, despite her enormous bulk, her swollen ankles and the nagging backaches. Now she was dead. He’d not been with her when she’d died. The physician hadn’t called him. It had been very sudden, the man had said. So sudden that there hadn’t been time. Alec had no more words. He left his wife’s bedchamber, not looking back.

“He didn’t even get his heir,” said the midwife, Mrs. Raffer, as she methodically pulled a sheet over the baroness’s head. “Well, a gentleman can find another wife about anywheres, particularly a peacock swell like the baron. He’ll get his heir yet. Just see if he don’t. But daughters have to be birthed, too, poor little mites, else how could heirs come into the world?”

“Has he yet named the child?”

The midwife shook her head. “He hasn’t even visited the babe, not since looking at her right after her birth. She’s eating her head off, her wet nurse told me. Well, no telling, is there? Her mama sick and bleeding away her life, and the little scrap healthy as a ruddy stoat.”

“The baron was fond of his wife, I believe.”

The midwife merely nodded, waiting now to commence her task after the physician, that pompous good-for-nothing fool, took his leave. He felt guilty, as well he should. Hemorrhage! The baroness had been healthy as a brick. But Dr. Richards had encouraged her to eat and she’d gotten too heavy, her color too high, her blood too rich. What with the large child, the birth had taken too long and Dr. Richards had done naught but stand by her bed wringing his hands. Damnable old fool.

Alec Carrick, fifth Baron Sherard, ordered his stallion, Lucifer, saddled. He rode from the stables into the blowing snow. He was bareheaded. He wore only a black cloak.

“He’ll catch his death,” said Davie, the head stable lad at Carrick Grange.

“He’s frightful hurt,” said Morton, an underling whose main task was to muck out stalls. “The baroness was a nice lady.”

“He has his child,” David said.

As if that was the end to it, Morton thought. As if the baron didn’t have any feelings, as if he didn’t care that his wife lay dead. Morton shivered. It was bloody cold. He shivered again, but at the same time he was thankful. He wasn’t, after all, as cold as the poor baroness.

Alec returned to the Grange three hours later. He was, thankfully, numb. He couldn’t feel his fingers, he couldn’t furrow his brow, nor could he wiggle his eyebrows, and more important, he couldn’t feel the pain that was deep inside him. His old butler, Smythe, took one look at him and shooed away the footmen and the two maids. He grasped the baron’s arm and led him as he would a child into the dark wood-paneled library, where a blazing fire burned.

He rubbed the baron’s icy hands, all the while talking to him, scolding him as if he were a seven-year-old lad again. “Now I’ll fetch you a brandy. Just sit down here, that’s a good la—just sit. Yes, that’s right.”

Smythe handed him a brandy and didn’t move until the baron had swallowed all of it. “It will be all right, you’ll see.”

Alec looked up at the worn old face that held kindness and worry. “How can it be all right, Smythe? Nesta’s dead.”

“I know, my boy, I know. But the grief will pass and you’ve a daughter now. Don’t forget your little daughter.”

“I sat down here and listened to her screams. Even when she was exhausted, even when her voice was hoarse and raw, I could hear her. It’s so quiet now.”

“I know, I know,” Smythe said helplessly. “But, my lord, don’t forget your little daughter. I’ve heard her yelling like a little general for her supper. A right proper pair of lungs the little one has.”

Alec stared toward the curtained bow windows. “I don’t care.”

“Now, now—”

“I’m not in danger of becoming a likely candidate for Bedlam, Smythe. You can stop hovering over me.” Alec rose from his chair and walked closer to the fire. “My hands are biting now. I suppose that’s a good sign.” He fell silent, looking down into the flames. “I must write to Arielle and Burke, and tell them that Nesta is dead.”

“Shall I fetch you writing materials?”

“No. When I’ve warmed up, I’ll go to the estate room.”

“Dinner, my lord?”

“I think not, Smythe.” Alec stayed by the fire for another hour. He could flex his hands now and he could furrow his brow in a frown. But on the inside he was still numb.



The earth was so hard. It hadn’t crumbled under the grave diggers’ shovels. It had broken off in coarse clumps. The men had grunted at the task.

There would be no brilliant roses to place on Nesta’s grave. Only snowflakes, soft and white and cold, would blanket her coffin, and then the earth would cover it.

Alec stood silently watching the men shovel the black earth over her coffin. The Devenish-Carrick family burial plot covered the top of a wide ridge overlooking the Spriddlestone Valley. The ornate gravestones were intertwined with ivy, roses, and delphiniums. They were beautiful in the spring and summer, the vibrant colors of the flowers contrasting with the dark green of the ivy. In the winter, the pruned plants looked pitiful. Naked-branched horse chestnuts, poplars, and several weeping willows surrounded the perimeter of the site. The December winds whistled low and harsh through the trees. The Reverend McDermott had finished his eloquent eulogy and he, too, stood silent, waiting. All the Grange servants, the tenant farmers and their families, the shopkeepers from the village of Devenish, and representatives from all the local families were there, standing silently, waiting. For him, Alec realized. He was expected to do something. Tell them all to applaud? Tell them to go home now and get warm? Tell them to leave him alone?

“Alec.”

The Reverend McDermott had moved to him and spoken softly.

Alec looked into the old man’s faded blue eyes.

“It’s beginning to snow hard, Alec. It’s time to release the people.”

Release them. What a strange way to say it. Alec merely nodded and stepped back from the grave, a signal. One by one, people came to him, murmured condolences, and moved on. It took a long time, a very long time.

It was bizarre, Alec thought later as he stood alone in his library. The last of the guests had eaten their fill, conversed in subdued voices, and left, thank God. It was bizarre because he simply didn’t feel anything. The numbness hadn’t left him. It had invaded and stayed. It continued with him during the next three days.

On the third day, Nesta’s half sister, Arielle Drummond, and her husband, Burke Drummond, Earl of Ravensworth, arrived at the Grange. Arielle was pale, her eyes red from crying. Burke was stiff and looked as withdrawn as Alec felt. He thanked them sincerely for coming.

“I’m so sorry we missed the funeral,” Arielle said, holding Alec’s hand tightly in hers. “There was a snowstorm and we couldn’t leave Elgin-Tyne. I’m so sorry, Alec, so sorry.” Arielle had thought of Alec Carrick as the Beautiful Baron, a silly name, but apt. Only now he looked gaunt, the flesh of his face pulled tightly over his bones. His brilliant blue eyes, as light as a summer sky when he laughed, or as deep as the North Sea when emotion held him, were now dull, very nearly opaque. Empty. His clothes were immaculate, certainly, but he looked thin. And it seemed to Arielle that he wasn’t really with her and Burke. He spoke to them, responded to their questions, accepted their grief, but he wasn’t there. If Arielle had wondered how Alec had felt about Nesta before, she was left with no doubts now. Perhaps he hadn’t loved Nesta with a burning passion, but he’d cared for her very much. She burst into tears at his pain, at her own.

“Is the child well?” Burke asked, holding Arielle close to him.

Alec looked uncertain, shaking his head.

“Your daughter, Alec. Is she well?”

“Oh. I suppose. No one has told me otherwise. Let me call Mrs. MacGraff. She will see to your comfort. Please stay. The storm will probably continue for another week. Nesta’s grave is covered with snow now. I’ll take you there. I’ve commissioned a marble gravestone. It isn’t yet completed. Ah, here is Mrs. MacGraff. Please don’t cry, Arielle. Burke, thank you again for coming.”

Arielle got hold of herself sometime later in their bedchamber. “He’s in shock,” she said to her husband. “And I had to start crying. I’m sorry, Burke. Poor Alec. And the child. We must see her. What is her name?”

The child hadn’t yet received a name. Alec looked perplexed when Arielle mentioned it to him over dinner that evening. “She must have a name, Alec. She must be christened and soon.”

“Is she ill?”

“No, certainly not, but it must be done. Did Nesta decide upon a name for her?”

“Harold.”

“And for a girl?”

Alec shook his head.

“Have you any wishes in the matter?”

Alec didn’t say anything. He looked thoughtful as he sipped at his wine. The child was alive, well taken care of. God knew, he could hear her yelling her head off. Smythe was right about the strength of her lungs. And now these questions. Who cared? “Hallie,” he said finally, shrugging. “Hallie is her name. It’s close to Harold. I think Nesta would have liked that.”

Still Alec didn’t visit his daughter. The day before Arielle and Burke were due to leave Carrick Grange, they broached the subject with their host.

“Arielle and I have discussed this thoroughly, Alec. If it is all right with you, we will take Hallie back to Ravensworth with us.”

Alec stared at him. “You want to take the child to Ravensworth? Whyever for?”

“You are a man, Alec. At least I am her aunt. I would care for her and love her, as would Burke. There is nothing for her here, save a nurse to see to her needs. A child needs love, Alec, and care.”

He looks bewildered, Arielle thought, staring at her brother-in-law. He doesn’t seem to understand.

Alec said slowly, vaguely, “I can’t give my child away.”

“You have no reason to feel as if you’re not behaving responsibly in this,” Burke said. “You are a single gentleman, a widower. You wish, do you not, to return to your shipping? To captain one of your own merchant ships again? What is your favorite? Oh, yes, the Night Dancer.”

“Yes, a barkentine and a wonderful vessel.” Alec nodded, adding, “That is what I told you, isn’t it? There is nothing more to do here. It is so very quiet, you know. I don’t wish to remain at the Grange much longer. My steward, Arnold Cruisk, is a competent fellow and will handle the Grange business. I trained him. He will send me reports. He can be trusted.”

“You can hardly take a babe on board ship with you to God knows where,” Arielle said. “She needs stability, Alec, a home, and people to care for her. Burke and I can do that.”

“She’s part of Nesta, you know.”

“Yes, we know.”

“I must think about it. It doesn’t seem right—to leave my child and—well, I will go riding now and think about it.”

Arielle wanted to tell him that it was snowing again, but she held her peace. “He needs time,” Burke said quietly to her after Alec had left the drawing room. “It is difficult.”

That evening while Alec was dressing for dinner, he heard a baby squalling from overhead—sharp, piercing cries that made him jerk about and mangle his cravat. The crying didn’t stop; it grew louder. He looked in the mirror, pulled off the cravat, and flung it down. He closed his eyes. What was the matter? Why was the babe crying as if her life were in danger?

“Stop it,” he whispered. “For God’s sake, be quiet.”

The babe was yelling to bring the Grange down.

Alec couldn’t bear it. He strode from his bedchamber down the wide corridor to the stairs that led to the third-floor nursery. It was cold, he thought, as he stomped up the stairs. The babe’s crying sounded raw now as he drew closer.

He flung open the nursery door. There was Mrs. Mac-Graff, his damned housekeeper, holding the babe, rocking her, trying to quiet her.

“Where the hell is the wet nurse?”

Mrs. MacGraff whirled about. “Oh, my lord, Nan had to return to her home. Her own child is ill and her family—well, it’s a very tedious story, actually, but there’s no food for Hallie and she’s hungry.”

Alec cut her off. “Give her to me. Go downstairs and tell Smythe to have Nan fetched immediately. Have her bring her child back here to the Grange. For God’s sake, go.”

Alec took his daughter. For an instant he was terrified. She was so tiny. Her cries were so loud that his ears hurt. Her small body was convulsed with yells. He knew enough to support her neck. He didn’t want to, but at last he forced himself to look at her, really look. Her face was screwed up and blotched red. She had a thick head of pale blond hair. Exactly the color of his hair when he’d been little, so his mother had fondly told him many times.

He said softly, “Hush, little one, it’s all right. You’ll eat soon enough.”

The baby stopped a moment on hearing the strange deep voice and opened her vague eyes very wide, looking toward the sound. Her eyes were the color of the North Sea during a wild storm. Dark, dark blue, and deep. Just like his.

“No,” Alec said. He held the squirming body away from him. “No.”

The small body heaved and strained against the unaccustomed hands. Alec held her away from him until he couldn’t bear it. He gave it up then and drew his daughter to his shoulder, crooning meaningless words and sounds over and over, softly, again and again. To his astonishment, she hiccuped several times, stuffed her fist into her mouth, and put her head on his shoulder. Her small body shuddered again, then grew quiet. For an instant he was terrified again, that she was dead. But no, she’d fallen asleep. He was holding her and she was asleep. Alec looked blankly around him. What was he to do now?

He eased down into a rocking chair that faced the fireplace. He pulled a wool shawl over Hallie and began to rock.

He lulled himself to sleep. Nan and Mrs. MacGraff stood in the open doorway and stared.

“It’s amazing,” said Mrs. MacGraff. “His lordship hasn’t been up here before.”

Nan held her own child against her milk-swelled breasts. She hurt. “I must feed Hallie,” she said.

Alec awoke at the low sound of women’s voices. He turned to look at Nan. “She’s asleep,” he said simply. “I’ve been rocking her.”

Nan blurted out, “She looks just like you. I wondered, but I didn’t—” She broke off, appalled at herself.

Alec rose, waking Hallie as he did so. She reared back against his hand, stared vaguely up at him, and bellowed. Alec grinned. “She needs you, Nan.”

He watched Nan lay down her own child, then take Hallie from him with competent hands. “After the babe is asleep, I want to speak to you. Ask Mrs. MacGraff to show you to the library.”

He nodded to the two women and left the nursery. His step was light, his shoulders squared. He at last felt something that wasn’t pain.









    

One


ABOARD THE BARKENTINE NIGHT DANCER NEAR CHESAPEAKE BAY OCTOBER 1819






Alec Carrick stood on the deck near the Dancer’s wheel, half his attention on the beating canvas of the square-rigged foremast, and half on his small daughter, who was sitting cross-legged in the middle of a huge circle of coiled hemp on the quarterdeck, practicing her knots. From his position, she looked to be perfecting her clove hitches. She never took on a new task, or in this case, went on to a new knot, until she’d gotten the previous knot just exactly to her liking. He recalled she’d spent upwards of two days on her rolling hitch before Ticknor, the Night Dancer’s second mate, a young man of twenty-three who hailed from Yorkshire and blushed like a schoolgirl at any jest, had finally talked her around, saying, “Now, now, Miss Hallie, ’tis enough. Ye’ve got it, aye, ye have. We don’t want yer fingers to be callused as a snail’s, now do we? We’ll show yer papa, an’ jes’ see if he don’t say it’s perfect.”

And Alec had praised the rolling hitch. God forbid snail calluses.

Hallie was dressed like any of his sailors in a red-and-white-striped guernsey and blue denim dungarees. And, like his sailors’, they fitted her small body like a glove, flaring out at the feet so that, in theory, she could easily roll them up to wash the deck or shinny up the rigging. She was wearing a straw tarpaulin hat, its broad brim giving a decent runoff of drizzle when it rained, and tar and oil keeping it black and waterproof. Most important, it protected Hallie’s face from the sun. She was fair-complexioned and it worried Alec, until he’d managed to convince her never to remove her hat during the daylight hours on deck. He’d told her that he didn’t want her to be the first four-year-old with weathered leather skin like old Punko’s, the sail-maker.

Hallie had raised her blue eyes to his face and said, “Papa, really, I’m very nearly five now.”

“Sorry,” he’d said, and pulled the hat almost to her eyebrows. “If you’re nearly five, that makes me a very old man. I’ll be thirty-two not too long after you’re five.”

Hallie studied him with intense scrutiny. She shook her head. “No, you’re not old, Papa. I agree with Miss Blanchard. You’re beautiful. I don’t know much about Greek coins, like Miss Blanchard must, but even Mrs. Swindel sometimes just stares at you.”

“Miss Blanchard,” Alec repeated in a thin, stunned voice, disregarding the rest of his daughter’s confidences.

“She was here once, don’t you remember? Last May, when we were in London. You brought her here to visit. She was laughing and telling you how beautiful you were and how she wanted to do things to you, and you told her that her bottom was equally something to see and that—”

“All right, that’s enough,” Alec said, quickly closing his hand over his daughter’s mouth. He saw Ticknor staring at him, his hand over his own mouth to keep in his chuckles. “Quite enough.” He felt a large dose of guilt and an insane urge to laugh. He remembered that afternoon some five months before. He’d thought Hallie was with Mrs. Swindel, her nanny, in their London town house, so when Eileen Blanchard had begged to visit one of his ships, he’d brought her. He groaned to himself. At least he hadn’t made love to her. Hallie might just have walked in on them and asked for an explanation in that calm, quite curious little voice of hers.

Alec grinned toward his daughter. Hallie was precocious, something of a handful, very serious, so beautiful he sometimes felt tears sting his eyes just looking at her, and she was his. A gift from a God who had forgiven him his rantings, his frozenness, and his initial bitterness.

Hallie, now, was also barefoot, her small feet as brown and tough as any of the sailors’. Her toes were wiggling to the beat of Pippin’s sea chantey, a funny tale of a captain who managed to lose his ship and all his booty to the devil because he was too stupid to understand that a pitchfork and a tail were something out of the ordinary. Pippin was Alec’s cabin boy on board ship and his valet-in-training on land, a bright lad of fifteen whose mother had left him on the steps of St. Paul’s, a lad who worshipped him and adored Hallie.

Alec looked up at the foremast. The wind was northwesterly and steady. They were drifting leeward. “Mr. Pitts, bring her in a bit,” he called to his first mate, Abel Pitts, who had been with him for six years and knew a ship’s ways as well as he knew his captain’s ways.

“Aye, Capt’n,” Abel called back. “I was looking at that bloody albatross. He’s leading us a merry chase and it ain’t close-hauled he wants to be.”

Alec grinned and looked out over the horizon. The albatross, its wing span a good fifteen feet, was dipping and churning, racing back to the barkentine, then sheering off again. It was a beautiful early October day, the sun heavy and bright, the sky a rich blue and dotted with the whitest of clouds, the ocean calm, the waves gentle and rolling. They would reach Chesapeake Bay by morning if the wind held, and he would be visiting Mr. James Paxton in Baltimore after they’d navigated the one hundred and fifty miles of bay to reach the inner basin. He’d see Mr. James Paxton or his son, Mr. Eugene Paxton, he amended to himself.

Mr. Pitts called out, “There’s Clegg, Capt’n. He’s got your lunch ready. And Miss Hallie’s.”

Alec nodded and waved to Clegg, as wide in the beam as he was tall and blessed with the sunniest nature of anyone aboard the ship. Alec made his way to his daughter. She was concentrating so intently at first she didn’t see him. He merely waited, content to marvel at the splendid little creature he’d produced. She was so different from him and from Nesta. “Hallie,” he said quietly so as not to startle her.

Hallie looked up and gave him a wonderful smile. “Papa, look.” She thrust the knot under his nose. “What do you think? Your honest opinion, Papa. I can take it.”

“Why, I do believe it’s the best square knot I’ve ever seen.”

“Papa, it’s not a square knot, it’s a clove hitch!”

“Hmm. I believe you’re right. Let me study it a bit more over lunch. You hungry, pumpkin?”

Hallie jumped to her feet and rubbed her palms on her pant legs. “I could eat a sea dragon.”

“Lord, I hope not. Just think of all those scales catching between your teeth.”

Hallie scampered through the hatch and down the companionway to his cabin and followed him inside. It was a spacious cabin despite the fact that the ceiling was but two inches taller than Alec. It was airy with the two stern windows and rather elegant with the fastened-down table, wide bunk, and desk of finely carved mahogany. The port wall held bookshelves filled with nautical books, naval histories, charts, London newspapers, and copies of every issue of the British Nautical Almanac, as well as Hallie’s readers and grammars. There was a connecting door between this cabin and Hallie’s. Hers was much smaller but it didn’t matter, for she usually only slept there. She even played in Alec’s cabin in the evenings. It was rare that he was apart from his daughter. “Sit down, Hallie. What do we have, Clegg?”

“Fresh cod, Capt’n. Ollie caught a good dozen this morning. Boiled potatoes to keep Miss Hallie as healthy as a little sea rat, and the last of the string beans. Thank the good Lord we’ll reach port tomorrow, else the little lady here would be chewing her teeth off with salt horse.”

Alec fancied that the captain’s table was always better when Hallie was aboard. He realized that she hadn’t washed her hands, but then again, he hadn’t washed his either. He watched her eat, slowly and intently, as she did most things. He waited, knowing that after a half-dozen well-chewed bites, she’d want to talk, or rather, hear him talk.

Just before the seventh bite, she said, “Tell me about the Baltimore clippers, Papa.”

They’d been through this several times before, but Hallie never tired of hearing about the clippers. Alec swallowed a bite of cod and took a sip of wine. “Well, it’s just as I told you, pumpkin. The Baltimore clipper is really a two-masted schooner. It’s sleek and fast because it can sail so close to the wind. Its masts are a good fifteen feet taller than our barkentine’s. And the clippers are small, you’ll remember, not usually more than one hundred feet long with wide uncluttered decks. And they sit real close to the waterline.”

Hallie was sitting forward now, her elbows on the table, her chin propped up on her hands. “That’s right, Papa. She isn’t much good in the North Atlantic, where there are a lot of storms. Waves would wash right over her decks and the winds would tear down her masts. But she can maneuver quickly, so no frigate or brig or snow or bark can catch her.”

“That’s right. She’s lightly built and can duck and hide and race and turn faster than the albatross. Our English Navy holds a deep hatred for the Baltimore clipper, and with good reason. The American privateers, a Captain Boyle in particular, humiliated our fellows during the war. Eat your lunch, Hallie.”

Hallie managed one bite. “Do they hate us in return, Papa? We’re English, after all.”

“Hopefully not as much anymore, but don’t expect the Baltimoreans to welcome us with open arms, pumpkin. I told you once that they managed to keep our British troops out of their city, but the Washingtonians failed. They’ve got quite a rivalry there themselves.”

“They’ll welcome you, Papa. The gentlemen like you because you’re so witty and smart. And the ladies will follow you about because you’re so beautiful and charming.”

“Eat your lunch, Hallie.”

Alec insisted that she have an afternoon nap, and after he’d endured the ritual complaints from his daughter and finally gotten her to stretch out on her bunk, her favorite blanket pulled up to her chin, he returned to his cabin, sat down at his mahogany desk, and withdrew the letter from the top drawer.


Dear Lord Sherard:

My father tells me he met you some three years ago in New York. He has followed your career in shipping and is impressed with your acumen and skills. (More impressed with my ready guineas, Alec thought.)

To refresh your memory, my father and I own a shipyard here in Baltimore and we have built the most stalwart Baltimore clipper schooners to sail the seas for the past twenty years. I am not bragging, my lord. It is true. However, since the end of the war, as you probably know, there has been a severe economic setback, not only in ship building but in our major exports of tobacco, flour, and even cotton. It is all mixed up with the New Englanders and their damnable demands for higher and higher tariffs.

In any case, my father knows of your reputation and would like to meet with you regarding a possible partnership between us. The Baltimore clipper, as you know, is the most efficient vessel for the Caribbean trade, and our clipper schooners are the very best. I ask that you will consider a merger or partnership between us. I hope you will come to Baltimore soon. My father is unable to travel to England at this time.

Yours, etc.,

Eugene Paxton

Paxton Shipyard

Fells Point, Maryland



The letter was dated two and a half months earlier, in August. Alec was interested. He was, in fact, more than interested. The letter from Paxton’s son had greatly simplified the current economic problems facing the United States. Indeed, the Paxton shipyard was probably in deep financial trouble. Perhaps he could do better than a partnership; perhaps he could buy controlling interest in the shipyard. He’d wanted to build his own ships for several years now. He’d wanted to be the major force in the Caribbean trade, and with Baltimore clippers in his fleet, he could become exactly that. His current fleet included the ship he himself sailed—the barkentine Night Dancer—two brigs, one schooner, and a snow. To see a Baltimore clipper maneuver in the smooth clear water of the Caribbean would be nothing less than sheer pleasure. With its speed and ability to sail close-hauled, it could beat any other vessel of the day. It was limited, he knew, to the mild climates because of the very construction that made it so fast, and would most probably lose at least one mast in a North Atlantic storm. But it didn’t matter. He didn’t need any more vessels to dare the unpredictable northern seas, or the Cape, for that matter.

If he wasn’t mistaken, and he didn’t think he was, there were undercurrents of desperation in Paxton’s letter. So much the better. He would have the upper hand in the negotiations.

He folded the letter and slipped it into the desk drawer. He leaned back in his chair. It was at times like this when he thought not about the empire he wanted to build, but rather about the life he led and the life his small daughter led with him. It was irregular, to say the least. But he’d be damned if he’d ever leave her to be raised by someone else, even her aunt Arielle and uncle Burke, who now had two little boys of their own. If Hallie was different from other girls her age, well, so be it. It wasn’t important. And on the occasions when he thought about the life Hallie led with him, Alec also thought about Nesta and what she would have felt about it. He experienced the time-faded pain at Nesta’s memory. It wasn’t a deep pain anymore, just a gentle sadness for what had been and what had passed. His last visit to his childhood home, Carrick Grange, had been the past February. From there he and Hallie had traveled to France, Spain, and Italy. He’d even taken her to Gibraltar, where she’d dined with the English governor, Sir Nigel Darlington.

With him and Hallie had come Mrs. Swindel, her starchy nanny, whose sharp tongue intimidated just about everyone except Dr. Pruitt, Alec’s physician. There was a romance brewing there, if Alec’s nose was sniffing aright. Well, it wouldn’t matter if Mrs. Swindel left his employ. Hallie didn’t really need her anymore. She was becoming quite grown up. Except, he amended silently to himself with a grimace, when Hallie didn’t want to go to bed or have her bath in the big copper tub or have all the tangles brushed out of her thick hair. She always wailed, whined, and carried on like a deprived orphan.

He remembered Hallie’s comments about Eileen Blanchard. Lord, that had been an experience. Eileen had quite calmly slipped her hand into his breeches and fondled him, all in the dim companionway where any of his crew could have come at any time. He’d been without a woman now for several months. It was calmer without the inevitable scenes, but it was also more lonely. And he was randy. Always randy. He supposed he should remarry, but finding the right lady to be Hallie’s mother was a task that boggled his mind. A lady who would mother a nearly five-year-old who was a sailor? A little girl who’d worn petticoats and skirts perhaps a total of six times in her life? And who was quite vocal in her dislike of such fibberish things? No, he couldn’t picture such a lady, nor did he really want to. He didn’t want to remarry. Ever.

Alec looked up to see Hallie rubbing her fists in her eyes, standing in the open doorway between their cabins. He smiled at her and opened his arms. She walked to him and allowed him to lift her into his lap. She curled up against him and resumed her nap.



Genny Paxton wasn’t having it, not a bit of it, and she said so, not mincing matters.

“You’ve done a poor job, Minter, and it must be redone. Now.”

Minter complained and whined, but Genny stood firm.

The new clipper, one hundred and eight feet long, with her rigged two topsails, would be the pride of the Paxton shipyard. But not with sloppy work on the mizzen peak halyard.

Minter shot her a dirty look, sneering as was his habit but silently of course, about her dressing like a man and striding about on board the boats and climbing up the rigging, showing off her woman’s legs and hips. It was disgraceful, and if she were his wife, he wouldn’t allow it. He’d give her what for, perhaps slap her into obedience. Giving a man orders! Still, a man had to eat, damn and blast. He began reworking the halyard.

Genny nodded, saying nothing more. She had a very good notion what went on in Minter’s excuse for a brain, but she wouldn’t fire him. He was good at his job so long as there was someone about to check his work.

She thought again, as she did several times a day, of the precarious future. And of the letter she’d sent to that English lord some months before and the short reply she’d received, simply stating that he would be coming to Baltimore sometime in October. Well, it was October. Where the devil was he anyway?

Genny walked slowly about the clipper, speaking to some of the men, nodding to others, all in all doing what her father used to do. She finally went belowdecks to see to the woodworking in the captain’s cabin. Mimms, the interior worker, was eating his lunch on deck, so Genny was alone. She sat at the magnificent desk, leaned back, and propped her head against her arms. Please, God, she prayed quietly, let this English lord be interested in us. She knew he was quite wealthy; her father had said so.

She had met very few Englishmen and no English aristocracy. She’d heard that they were normally quite worthless creatures—fops, they were called in London—and were interested only in the cut of their coats and the number of intricate folds in their cravats and the number of women they could mount as mistresses. If this English lord were interested, if he did buy into the Paxton ship-building business, Genny didn’t doubt that she could keep control. Her father trusted her judgment; surely he would back her on anything she wished to do.

She sighed and straightened. The ship would be finished within two weeks. They didn’t yet have a buyer. If one didn’t appear soon, the shipyard would have to be closed. It was that simple and that final. Mr. Truman of The Bank of the United States would have to deal with their creditors. She couldn’t abide the thought, nor could she abide Mr. Jenks, a man with a leering eye, an old wife, and a patronizing manner.

And this clipper was a beauty. She herself could sail it to the Caribbean, trade flour and cotton for the rum and molasses, and make a fine profit. She’d simply have to talk her father into becoming a merchant as well as a builder. And then he’d have to talk Mr. Truman into lending them the money until Miss Genny the Captain returned from the Caribbean. That would make Mr. Truman sneer, she thought. And all the rest of Baltimore as well. It wasn’t fair that she was Genny and not Eugene. She looked up to see Mimms in the doorway.

“There’s a fellow topside who wants to talk to Mr. Eugene Paxton or your pa, Mr. James Paxton.”

“Do you know who he is, Mimms?”

“Bloody fellow’s English.” Mimms spat.

He was here. Her hands shook with sudden excitement. “I’ll go up and see him, Mimms.”

“Who’s this Eugene?”

“Never mind.” Genny tucked her thick-braided hair under a woolen knit cap, bloused up her shirt to hide her figure, and strode over to the narrow mirror propped up against the wall above the commode. She saw a tanned face that looked pleasant enough and, she hoped, manly enough. She picked up the mirror and managed to see the rest of herself in it. She looked like a male, no doubt about that. She put the mirror back, looked up, and saw Mimms staring at her from the cabin doorway. He just shook his head.

Genny said nothing. She brushed past him, her head held high.







    

Two




Alec stood on the deck of the Baltimore clipper and marveled at the sharp raking bow, the long run aft, the tall, thin masts, and the exquisite workmanship of the low freeboard. The sails were of fine canvas, the rigging of sturdy hemp, the woodwork the finest oak he’d ever seen anywhere. Set out of the water, the sharp dead rise looked nearly like a V, different from other contemporary boats whose sides were nearly straight down, their bottoms almost flat. The Baltimore clipper could slice sharp and clean as a knife through the water, leaving all behind in her narrow wake.

Men were seated about the deck eating their lunch, one eye on their food and one eye on him, a stranger. He was dressed informally, at least by his own standards, in black boots polished by Pippin to a high gloss, tight-fitting buckskin trousers, a white linen shirt open at the collar, and a loose-fitting jacket of light brown. He was bareheaded. And he was getting quite impatient to meet Mr. Eugene Paxton.

“He’s a swell,” said Minter, sneering toward the elegant gentleman.

“And a damned Britisher,” said another. “Thinks he owns the world, he does.”

“Don’t he know we pulled his tail off just a couple of years ago? They got short memories, they do.”

Mimms took a big bite of his sardine sandwich and grunted. “He’ll give Miss Eugenia fits.”

“With her dressing like a man?” Minter said. “I doubt that.”

Mimms, an enormous man who was tougher than a strip of cowhide, just gave him one of his looks, which Minter correctly translated as Keep your mouth shut or you’ll swallow your teeth.

Alec heard the low buzz of the men’s conversation and accurately assumed that he was the subject of too many of their sentences and what they said wasn’t at all complimentary to him. Where was this damned Paxton?

“Lord Sherard?”

The voice was low and mellow and youthful. Alec turned slowly to face a slender young gentleman—he couldn’t have been more than eighteen years old, for God’s sake—who was wearing clothes that hung on him, a woolen cap pulled nearly to his eyebrows.

“Yes, I’m Lord Sherard,” Alec said easily, and advanced toward the young man, his hand outstretched.

Genny couldn’t believe her eyes. She certainly hadn’t counted on anything like this. She was staring, but she couldn’t help herself. Never in all her twenty-three years had she seen such a man. No man who looked like he did should exist outside the pages of Mrs. Mallory’s romances. He was very tall, with a proud bearing, wide shoulders, hair that shone minted gold in the bright sunlight, and eyes so deep a blue that it nearly hurt her to look at him. His face was tanned, his features perfectly sculpted, bones and planes and angles all complementing one another, arranged to perfection as if by an artist’s hand. And his body was as delightful as any woman could imagine or dream about. No paunch for this man, and she knew that he would never become like other successful men who grew complacent both in their intellects and in their bodies. He was gloriously made, not an ounce of fat on that wonderful body, lean but fully filled out, too—oh, she was having mental fits trying to do him silent justice. Damn him, he shouldn’t exist. He was undoubtedly dangerous to any female between the ages of sixteen and eighty. He was undoubtedly not a fop, not affecting any excesses in his clothing, fine as they were. He was undoubtedly magnificent. Then he smiled and she swallowed painfully. His teeth were glistening white and straight, and that smile should have the highest tariff in the world on it. She was terrified of him.

“You’re Eugene Paxton?”

Genny gave him her hand, feeling that deep voice wash over her. “Yes, I am. It’s October. I’m glad you finally came.”

He took her hand and looked down at her. And he knew in that instant that this Eugene was in reality a Eugenia.

Alec knew women, knew how they felt down to the fragile bones in their wrists, and he wondered just who this girl was trying to fool. Not a man who knew anything about women, that was certain. But for whatever dim-witted reason, she fully expected to fool him, evidently. So be it. Alec occasionally made snap decisions, and most of them he’d never regretted. He would have to see about this one. He looked forward to being amused, at the very least. Perhaps even fascinated, if the fates were kind.

He looked away from her. “Well, Mr. Paxton, you’re right. It is October. I was much admiring your shipyard as well as your clipper. When will she be finished, do you think?”

He heard her give a relieved sigh at what she thought was her successful deception, and kept all sarcastic comments to himself. He would like to study her as closely as she’d studied him. There would be time.

“Two weeks, my lord.”

“Do call me Alec,” he said easily, turning that devastating smile on her again. “And I’ll call you Eugene. I fancy we’re going to become well acquainted.”

Not that well acquainted, Genny thought, and swallowed. “All right, my—Alec. Shall I show you about the yard?”

“Actually, I’ve already shown myself about. As I said, you appear to have an efficient operation and skilled men. However, it would be a problem, I would imagine, to try to continue without sufficient capital.”

“That’s plain speaking, my lord.”

“You wrote to me, Mr. Paxton. You are in financial difficulties, not I. Now, what I should like to do is finish my tour of this clipper, then meet with your esteemed father.”

“I assure you, Alec, that I am well versed in all my father’s business. Both of us will be negotiating with you.”

“You will? Hmm.” He walked to the railing to lightly rub his fingers over the highly polished wood. He saw her shadow shorten, saw her finally shrug and come to him. He wanted to pull that silly woolen cap off her head and see what color her hair was. Her brows were dark and finely arched, her eyes a dark, dark green.

He turned suddenly, taking her off guard. “How old are you, Eugene?”

“Why, I’m twenty-three.”

“Odd, I thought you younger. Your absence of beard,” he added.

“Oh, well, you see, the gentlemen in the Paxton family aren’t terribly hairy.”

“You’re from a long line of hairless men?”

“I wouldn’t put it quite so baldly.”

He laughed and nodded. Twenty-three, he thought, a veritable spinster. Was she Paxton’s only child? She looked to be in charge of the building of this clipper. He looked at her more closely and saw that her dark green eyes held even darker golden flecks around the irises. Very nice eyes, very expressive, and quite narrowed at the moment. As for her hair, he simply couldn’t tell anything about it, what with that absurd cap. Her man’s clothes were shapeless enough to prevent an accurate assessment of her female self, all save for her legs and hips. No hiding the fact that her legs were long and, from Alec’s guess, well shaped. Her hips were boyish and firm, her stride graceful but without a single swaying motion.

And here she was, a woman, running a shipyard. “What will you name her?”

Genny looked about, her look of pride palpable. “Pegasus, I think, if Father agrees. She’ll be the fastest ship in the sea and the most beautiful. Have you ever sailed a Baltimore clipper schooner, Alec?”

“Not yet. The ship I brought here is a barkentine, Night Dancer, and I have as well two brigs, a schooner—a three-masted staysail—and a snow, all of them fast vessels, but not nearly as fast as this beauty will be.”

“I would agree that they are capable boats,” Genny said, all condescension, but with a grin.

Alec liked that grin. It was unexpected and impish and quite contrary to the stiff, severe young man she’d introduced him to.

“Thank you, Eugene. I will be honest with you. I want as huge a share of the Caribbean trade as I can manage, and thus, Baltimore clippers are what I need and want. Now, when do I have the pleasure of meeting with your father?”

That made her bristle and he saw that she was keeping her tongue behind her teeth with some difficulty. After a few moments she managed to say calmly enough, “I told you that both of us would be negotiating with you, not just my father.”

Not likely, he thought, wondering how much baiting it would take to mow her down and make her reveal the woman, breasts and all. One could only try. “You are too young to be negotiating something so important.”

“I am twenty-three, and you, my lord, aren’t much older.”

“I, Eugene, am thirty-one. A venerable age, one to demand respect, particularly from green ’uns like you.”

There was that grin again, impish and quite enticing. He was going about his baiting all wrong. Doing himself in, as a matter of fact.

“There is a big difference, however,” he continued after a moment. “I have money and you haven’t a sou. I can’t believe that your father would want his fate held solely in your hands.”

Alec fancied he could see a bit of steam rising. “My father trusts me not to be taken advantage of sir. I have a lot of experience and—”

“Experience? You? Really, my dear boy, I imagine that you are still very much a virgin youth.”

That did it. She hopped right through the hoop. Her face turned bright red—an incredible red, really—and her mouth was open to yell at him, only he’d taken her off guard too completely and she didn’t know what to say. So she stared at him. He laughed.

And that, unremarkably, enabled her to bring herself back together in a semblance of order. “I wasn’t aware that my sexual prowess was at issue here, Lord Sherard.”

“My dear young man, sexual prowess is always the issue. Surely such things are the same here as they are in England or in Spain or in Brazil?”

How the devil would she know? Did he mean that men jested about sex all the time, everywhere? “Very well,” she said, bowing to what must be true, and if it were true, then she, who was a he, must appear to be like all the others.

“Very well, what? You have experience?”

“Quite a bit. But it is none of your concern. Gentlemen—American gentlemen, at least—don’t speak about ladies to other men, or about their conquests.”

“Conquests? How quaintly put. I wonder, what is a lady? A female who doesn’t enjoy men? No, I haven’t phrased that correctly. A lady most certainly enjoys a man’s attention, being showered with compliments and presents and jewels. But his body? I don’t know. What do you think?”

How had this happened? They were aboard a clipper, for God’s sake, out of the water, her men sitting around them, eating their lunches, and she was a he in this man’s eyes. He was beyond her experience and, in addition, he was the most arrogant, most forward man she’d ever met. But he thought she was a man, too. She shook her head. This was going too far. She was getting in too deep.

Up went her chin. “A lady, my lord, at least an American lady, is one who speaks of appropriate things and enjoys things when they’re appropriate.”

Alec laughed at that but missed the sight of her impish grin.

“Ah, then you mean that a lady, an American lady, doesn’t speak of enjoying men, but simply does so after she’s managed to drag the poor fellow to the minister?”

“No, that isn’t it at all. You are misunderstanding apurpose, my lord. A lady isn’t at all like a man.”

That was an understatement, Alec thought. “Too true. Ladies, in my experience, are far more sly than men, far more cunning, and because they determine when the man can have what he wants, they exercise unbelievable power. That, my dear young man, is why men allow themselves to be leg-shackled.”

“Why, that is absurd. Ladies have no power at all—they—well, I don’t know. You must stop talking like this—you’re a stranger here and sex is hardly a topic to be bantered about as if we were old acquaintances—” She stopped. Blathering, that was what she was doing, and all because he’d flustered her so badly.

“Back to being formal again, I see.”

Genny saw that Minter was giving her his patented sneering look. She prayed that none of the men could overhear this strange conversation. “Would you like to see the captain’s cabin, sir? It’s nearly finished and we can be more private.”

“If you wish.” And he thought: Would an American lady invite a stranger down to be private with her? “Is your father below?”

“No, my father is at home. Please follow me, my lord.”

Alec did, his eyes on her hips. Nice, he thought. He saw his hands on her hips, caressing her, and felt his sex swell. How much longer would she insist on this charade?

The cabin was exquisitely done and was roomy enough even for him. Indeed, it was larger than his cabin in the Night Dancer, but there was no adjoining door. “There is a cabin next to this one?”

“Certainly. It is to be the first mate’s.”

Or his daughter’s. “Now this is a man’s desk,” he said, running his fingertips lightly over the polished mahogany. “Yes, a man would be quite comfortable here. I should like to meet the fellow who designed the desk.”

“I designed it.”

“Really? And you are so young a man. Scarce a man, I should say. Well, it’s difficult to know sometimes, isn’t it? I shouldn’t have thought that you—well, do you still wish to negotiate with me, Eugene?” Alec sat down and leaned comfortably back in the chair, a very comfortable chair big enough for him.

Genny was looking at him. Did he suspect that she wasn’t as male as she purported? No, he would have said something, surely. “Yes, and with my father, of course. It is his shipyard.”

“True. You wouldn’t want to be unreasonable or take all the glory. And as his son, you are his heir and thus have some say in the matter.”

“That’s correct.”

“Shall I come to dine with you and your father this evening? You have sisters? A mother?”

Genny’s eyes glazed over. What to do? Oh, dear, she would have to speak to her father. Oh, goodness, she couldn’t be Eugene at home, with her hair falling all about her face. She gave in gracefully even as her mind raced to formulate a strategy. “Certainly. Seven o’clock? And yes, I do have a sister, but my mother died a long time ago.”

“I’m sorry,” Alec said, rising. “Seven o’clock will be fine. I look forward to meeting this sister. Now, Mr. Eugene, I would like to see the rest of the clipper.”



The Paxton butler, Moses, a black man of immense dignity, ushered Alec into the drawing room. There, an older gentleman and a young lady awaited him. Moses merely said, “Suh,” to Alec, then bowed himself out.

Genny had prepared herself, truly she had, only not enough. Alec Carrick dressed informally was one thing, but Alec Carrick in evening garb was enough to make any female lose what little sense she had left. He should be outlawed. No man should be allowed to dress like that, looking as he did. The unremitting black broken only by the white linen and white cravat at his throat made him look like the royalest of royal princes, the most proverbial of knights in shining armor. He was incredibly handsome, his golden hair brushed and gleaming in the candlelight, his blue eyes so vivid and sparkling, so very alive, that she just wanted to stand there and stare at him forever. At least forever.

“You shouldn’t be allowed in polite company.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“Forgive me, I was just reciting Latin declensions. My name is Genny, my lord. Genny, as derived from Virginia, you know, and this is my father, Mr. James Paxton.”

Alec ignored Genny—from Virginia—for the moment and took Mr. Paxton’s hand. “It is a pleasure to see you again, sir. Three years or very nearly?”

“That is so. We met in New York at the Waddels. A damned ball or something equally as obnoxious. Someone mentioned that you were married. How is your wife?”

Wife?

“She died five years ago.”

“Oh, dear, I’m very sorry. Well, as I recall from that ball, you were interested in returning to your home in England.”

“I did. There was business to attend to. However, I spend less and less time in England now. No more than four or five months out of the year.”

“You prefer sailing the seas?”

“That and meeting different people, visiting new places. Why, just this morning I had the pleasure of meeting your charming son, Eugene, and—”

“Here is a sherry, my lord, and for you, Father.”

“Thank you, Miss Paxton. Now, where was I?”

Alec heard a very feminine, very nervous giggle from behind him. He kept his attention on Mr. Paxton, who had remained seated, which meant that his health probably wasn’t very good. He looked to be about sixty, with a full head of white hair. Alec saw the daughter/son in the father. The green eyes, the high cheekbones, the squarish jaw. A handsome man, a formidable man. And there was a distinct twinkle in his eyes. What was going on here? Obviously the father and daughter were together in their charade. Well, who was he to quibble? Alec slowly turned to face Eugene/Virginia.

“You are the famous sister Eugene told me about today?”

“My brother was complimentary? I have difficulty imagining gallantry from Eugene.” She thrust out her hand and he took it. “I am Genny Paxton, Lord Sherard. Eugene was called to our uncle’s house outside of Baltimore. My mother’s older brother. He’s ill and Eugene is his heir. He had to go to him. He sends you his regrets.”

“Since you take his place, I shan’t repine.”

“I take my brother’s place? I am just a silly female, my lord. I know nothing of ships or halyards or—”

“Clove hitches?”

“Is that in a recipe?”

“Or topgallant bulwarks?”

“Is that some sort of English hat?”

“Exactly. I knew you weren’t all that ignorant.”

“But I’m just a—”

“I know. Just a female.” Except, he thought, you can’t hide that impish grin, my dear girl. He looked at her closely. She wasn’t dressed like a silly female. Indeed, her gown wasn’t at all low-cut to show a gentleman her breasts, nor was it in the first stare of fashion. The color—a pale cream—wasn’t really that flattering to her, but it wasn’t too bad either. But his practiced masculine eye told him that she’d lowered the neckline, for the lace had been cut and stitched down. She wasn’t much of a seamstress either. The lace was sewn crooked and parts were clumped together. He didn’t dwell on that lack, however. He could see the curve of her white breasts, see the slender line of her. But it was her hair that drew him. Thick, rich sable hair that was braided into a coronet atop her head with long tendrils curling down her neck. Her face wasn’t beautiful, he’d grant the objective part of him that much. He’d known a score of other women whose beauty left one nearly in tears. But her face had something he found far more compelling: character, a good deal of it. And determination. That chin of hers—like her father’s—was stubborn as the very devil. He wondered about her temper. How would she fight? Would she let go and swear and yell? Alec drew himself up short. This was absurd. He was here to buy, hopefully, a shipyard that built Baltimore clippers, not to moon over some ridiculous female who lowered her neckline at night and played at being her brother during the day and couldn’t pull it off, at least not with him.

He was staring at her, and Genny felt as if her breasts were on display. What a fool she’d been to succumb to female vanity and lower the gown. She fought the insane desire to cover her breasts with her hands. She didn’t have big breasts that drove the gentlemen wild, like Susan Varnet or Mrs. Laura Salmon. She’d been a fool. There was no way she could compete with him. He was the most beautiful man imaginable and she was far from the most acceptable of ladies. Still, she wondered what he was thinking while he looked at her.

Moses appeared in the drawing room doorway.

“Mr. Paxton, suh, dinnah is served.”

James Paxton levered himself slowly to his feet. Alec immediately was at his side. “No need, my boy. It’s my damned heart, you know. I just can’t flit about like I used to do. Everything’s slow and easy and irks the hell out of me, but one must survive, you know. You take Genny’s arm and lead her on. Moses, come here.”

“I wonder,” Alec said, looking down at Miss Paxton as she led him toward the Paxton dining room.

“Wonder what, sir?”

“How much alike you and your brother are. No, I take that back. Mr. Eugene Paxton seems a very serious fellow, and very naive, I think, despite his advanced twenty-three years. By the way, how old are you?”

“One doesn’t inquire after a lady’s age.”

“Does one not? Perhaps if the lady were long in the tooth, it wouldn’t be—well, enough of that. Now, about Eugene. Other than being on the serious side, your brother is, I also believe, something of a budding rake. He quite embarrassed me with all his talk about things sexual. It’s just that he doesn’t know how to go about it. Do you think I should take him under my, er, wing and give him some worldly advice?”

Genny wanted to smack his beautiful face. She, Eugene, was a budding rake? How could he intimate such a thing when it was he who had made references to all the raking…? “That, sir, I think Eugene would much appreciate. He perhaps isn’t all that experienced, though he would never admit such a thing to me. I believe, though, that such matters should be discussed between gentlemen.”

“No ladies involved?”

“Exactly. Won’t you be seated there, sir, on my father’s right? Now, Moses, what has Lannie prepared for our guest?”

“We’ll begin with some calf’s-head soup, Miss Genny.”

“What an awesome concept.”

“It’s quite tasty,” Genny said, trying not to grin. “Truly.”

“Veal cutlets garnished with French beans, followed by stewed rump of beef with turnips and carrots.”

“That sounds more appetizing.”

“It is Lannie, our cook’s, specialty, at least the veal part.”

“Well, if the calf’s head doesn’t kill me, I shall begin Mr. Eugene’s education on the morrow. Do you think he will have returned from his uncle’s bedside?”

“It is likely.”

“Ah, a simple indisposition and not a terminal illness?”

“Just a slight unhealthy condition.”

“Excellent. Eugene won’t be fatigued, then. I have a fancy he will enjoy what I have in mind for him.”

Genny wanted desperately to demand what it was. Alec Carrick, Baron Sherard, looked wicked. She held her tongue and took a sip of calf’s-head soup.







    

Three




The dinner was delicious. Alec, replete, sat back in his chair, a delicate crystal wineglass held in his long fingers.

“I can’t interest you in some currant dumplings, my lord?”

“No, Miss Paxton, you cannot.” He said nothing more, just looked at her expectantly.

Genny was puzzled. Perhaps he wanted some sponge cake.

Finally, James Paxton cleared his throat and said gently to his daughter, “Genny, my dear, would you like to leave the gentlemen to their port?”

Alec was hard pressed not to laugh aloud. She looked at first bewildered, then surprised, and finally quite thinlipped. This, obviously, wasn’t what she was used to. “But I—”

“We will see you quite soon, Miss Paxton,” Alec said, and his tone was as patronizing as an English vicar’s to a pickpocket. “Your father and I have business to discuss, and someone as pretty as you would be bored very quickly.”

If she’d had nails in her mouth, Alec thought, she would have spit them. There was no sway to her hips when she flounced out of the dining room.

Mr. James Paxton had been studying Lord Sherard throughout the meal. He was quite pleased with what he saw. He’d remembered the young baron as being thoughtful, intelligent, and far too handsome for his own good. He was older now, still thoughtful and intelligent, and if the glazed sheen in his independent daughter’s eyes was any indication, he was even more handsome now than he had
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