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Chapter One
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Felicity strained forward, her ear turned toward the voices of the two men on the other side of the heavy drapery. Eyes closed, she focused on their words. Her breathing slowed—every trick of silent observation and concealment she’d learned employed in this moment.

“We had a bargain, Calabra,” Count Udolpho stated. Though his tone was cool and smooth, Felicity saw in her mind the count’s hand twitching slightly, as it did when he was angry or annoyed.

“Yes, and I have returned your gold. My father has made a deal with me, and I prefer the devil I know. I shall have a beautiful young wife in the bargain as well, with Adam Cateret gone.”

“Do you really think Graziela will have you?” Udolpho chuckled.

“She will be persuaded. You’ll have to find someone else to eliminate the Englishmen.”

“A problem easily solved, though thus far the English navy has been a thorn in my side and its captains as elusive as I have proven to them.”

Felicity’s hands trembled and her eyes opened, widening. Her own uncle, James Wilcox, was a captain in the Royal Navy. Felicity had known Udolpho to be ruthless, perhaps less than moral, but she had not thought him a murderer, an assassin—or rather a man who would hire one. Biting her lip, she willed the fragments of memories, the overheard snippets of conversations, to quiet. She would recall and evaluate them later. Not in this moment.

Footsteps crossed the room. She waited, involuntarily gasping lightly, perspiration prickling her palms and where her brow was nearly pressed against the silk curtain. Reaching behind her, she felt for the cool handle of the French door. She turned it, praying the sound would be muffled by that of the other door opening and shutting at Baron Calabra’s departure. Udolpho would search for her, but she hoped she could be well away before he discovered she’d left his villa.

“Mia Felicita,” Udolpho called in a far-away, low voice.

Felicity bounded across the terrace and sprinted down the steps, gripping her skirts in her hands. At a run, she fled the grounds, keeping to the shadows, where Udolpho’s servants wouldn’t spy her. The yellowish moon illumed the inky blue-black sky, creating a shadowed, treacherous landscape. Fragrant, still unfamiliar blooms began to scent the air, which had the at-once fresh yet putrid odors of the sea—the blue, clear waters, the old fishing boats, the stench of fear, of danger.

***
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Heaving a breath when she reached she and ‘Ret’s front door, she stopped at finding the door ajar. Her head pounded. Surely Udolpho had not discovered her missing and found out where she and Adam Cateret had moved, in order to escape the notice of ‘Ret’s creditors. She pushed the door open and peered in.

“Felicity.” Antony, Graziela’s brother, faced her. His black curls were as rumpled as his clothes. He made a quick bow as she entered the room. “You are in danger—Calabra knows where you and Adam are, so do Adam’s creditors, and—”

“And we must leave.” “Ret was ready to return to England on his fool’s errand, but until now Felicity had not planned to join him. “But there is no one to travel with us...Mrs. Carter has left us for her latest wealthy gentleman.” Not that Felicity missed her mother’s cousin, but to return to England unchaperoned with ‘Ret would only undo all that others had done to conceal her follies.

She glanced at her hands, so thin and roughened...like the hands of a young lieutenant she’d known in India. “Antony, you will help us, won’t you? They do not know you are here?”

“No one but Graziela. It was she who told me to come. She has been having her visions again.”

Felicity shivered and hugged her arms to her chest. She had seen too many of Graziela’s visions realized to scoff at them now. Felicity closed her eyes for a moment and sucked in a breath. It must be very bleak for Graziela to endanger her dear brother for the sake of warning them of dangers they already knew.

“Is she well?”

Antony hung his head before he turned his deep, feeling eyes on her. “She says there is a chance for you, and Adam, but you must return to England. And...you will keep your word, about the...?”

“I will never speak of it, unless she wishes me to.” Felicity stood taller, though she ached as if she’d spent a day walking the hills and pathways of the town. It was wrong to keep such a secret from her dear friend, but she had to believe ‘Ret would be better. He would never survive here—and he would never leave if he knew Graziela was pregnant with his child. “Wait—a chance for ‘Ret and me? What of herself?”

Antony shook his head, but spoke with a fierceness Felicity recognized as the last hope, the desperation of a loved one fighting the inevitable. “She asked Aldo and Pina to raise the child as theirs—she has given up, but I have not. If she knows you and Adam are safe, she will rally.”

Felicity grasped at his statement as a drowning woman clasps the neck of her savior. “Yes, we will be off before the day is over. Best if you leave before too long. I believe I know a way to conceal our departure and assure our safety. If you will speak to the manservant for me—he must see things disposed of and safely get the maid away.”

“She may come home with me...” Antony’s cheeks reddened and Felicity smiled. “I mean, she has been good to my sister and we could use her help.”

“Thank you.” Felicity squeezed his hand. “Somehow I will get word to you when we are safe.”
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Felicity glanced at herself in the mirror. Her trousers fit nicely her slender legs, but her shirt and coat were ill-fitting, for she had not the bulk of most men. Still, she made a passable gentleman, albeit a scrawny, pedantic-looking one. She laughed. Much like her brother John. Oh, the joke—yes, she would use his name as well and do as many scandalous things as she could in his name. Goodness knows he never would. But her fun was quashed with the knowledge that she had duties, even if they were self-imposed. However, those were the only ones she had ever taken seriously.

“You are just the type of fellow who needs to be taken into my care.” ‘Ret leaned against the doorjamb, hunched slightly. Only his smile was the same as it had been. Otherwise, he was a shadow of his former self—his dark curls limp, his olive skin pale, his robust frame lean from the months of illness. Amazing how one could change in half a year. It seemed treble that to Felicity. He coughed, but quickly recovered. Felicity was at his side immediately.

“Yes, such a man I make.” She laughed and stood tall, in an attitude of masculine importance.

‘Ret pushed her shoulder, but leaned into her for support. “We shall find you a nice bride, much as ‘Dry got.” His smile faded. “He and Amelia were too quiet on their last visit, but I know they wished Cecilia with us...”

“Nonsense.” Felicity walked them downstairs. “You know you will both be happier—”

“I can never be happy without my Cecilia.” A desperate, fevered pall settled on ‘Ret’s face. “She is my love, my youth, my world. Without her...There is still a chance, is there not? She has not married Thornhill?”

“No, but do you not remember the note she gave you before we ran off?” She shook her head, knowing her words were pointless. It was not that he did not remember, but how he interpreted other’s words and actions that caused his pain. Though her cousin Cecilia had not helped with her mooning and indecisive ways.

Felicity and ‘Ret made their way to the street. The manservant had already seen to the loading of their trunks into the hired carriage. Paying his wages and a bonus for his discretion had severely depleted their funds.

“I will win her back.” ‘Ret straightened, though his eyes roved the street, which was dim in the early light. Felicity’s chest tightened—he probably felt as she did, hunted.

“Come.” Felicity bundled them into the carriage for the short ride to the port. With any luck, they could make the ship which departed for England within the hour.

She peered out the window. Antony, almost hidden in the shadow, raised his hand in farewell. Felicity quickly sat back. She needed to remain composed. She smiled at ‘Ret, but he had his eyes closed. Probably he dreamed of Cecilia again. He had fixated on her as his one hope left in the world. It was the desperation of an ill man trying to find some vestige of life to cling to. Felicity had seen it many times while working with her family at the mission in India, as well as when she had posed as a young man there. Then she’d seen how men faced pain and death—always it varied, yet was ever the same.

The fresh sea air blasted into the carriage. Felicity moved next to ‘Ret, to shield him from the chill. It bellowed into her stomach, through her limbs, at once bracing and frightening in its death-like cold. Perhaps she was being overly cautious, but his disease was only at rest, not cured. At least her sister, Jane, and cousin, Cecilia, were both recovered, if not back to their former strength. Jane was a faithful correspondent. Felicity’s lips twitched upwards, and a brief warmth buoyed her.

The sun seemed to peek from the water, casting soft color and a clear yet mellow light over the hills and small villas of the coastline. There was a special quality to the light here, something she would miss, as if she had been a step closer to heaven. Sometimes she and ‘Ret would take walks in the dawn light, admiring the changing sky as they came home after a night with their friends, or having attended a party. She shivered. It may have been heavenly, but here she had also felt the scorching evil of a living hell.

The carriage soon rattled into Naples. The city, alive and teeming at all hours, was ripe with smells, shouts, all the vagaries of existence in one cramped yet somehow picturesque town. ‘Ret woke and took in the sights with her as they approached the dock.

“Have you secured passage?”

“No,” Felicity said. But Antony had assured her the captain was known to his family and would somehow accommodate them.

“If you were dressed in your red silk gown, you could charm any captain,” ‘Ret said. “Though between us, we would have no trouble persuading a female captain.”

Felicity laughed. It was good to see ‘Ret joking and standing taller again.

They walked up the gangplank, Felicity behind ‘Ret. His steps were almost jaunty—perhaps the thought of England, of home, infused him with vigor. Or perhaps it was the thought of Cecilia. Felicity shook her head.

Once on deck, they were greeted by a young man. ‘Ret stopped him to inquire where they might find the captain.

“He’s seeing to things, sir,” the young man said. “But you can speak to the Commander over there.” He pointed to a broad, weather-beaten older man who stood watching the rigging being readied for the journey.

“Let me speak to him,” ‘Ret said with a nod that Felicity should enjoy these last moments before they were away.

She watched him walk toward the other man, sure of her friend’s powers of persuasion. With a few strides, Felicity was at the side of the vessel. Peering at the city, she hit the railing and turned.

“May I be of assistance?” A tall, lean man, with short brown hair, bowed slightly and offered his hand. She shook it. “Captain Hugh Mountbank.” He held her hand too long. With a too-quick tug, she pulled her hand away. It tingled from his touch.

Blast. Captain Mountbank. Of all the men in the navy...Felicity met his eyes. She willed her face not to redden or show any sign they’d met before. Could she pull off such a ruse with him? Not if the gleam in his sea-blue eyes was any indication.

“John,” she mumbled. “My friend is...” She nodded toward ‘Ret. Had the captain met ‘Ret before too? Most likely, yet last summer when she had danced with the Captain at her uncle’s home and at the ball in London seemed much more distant than seven months past. Rather they were the memories of another self.

“Securing passage?” He gave her a quick appraisal.

She cleared her throat and tried to feel like a boy, but what once was natural now made her squirm—or perhaps that was the effect of the Captain’s arresting eyes.

He joined her in looking over at ‘Ret. The Captain moved next to her, a normal thing for a man to do, but his body seemed to give off some sort of magnetic pull. She shook her head—she was turning as fanciful as her cousin Cecilia.

“That is Mr. Cateret, is it not?”

Felicity nodded but didn’t glance to see if the captain watched her or ‘Ret.

“We met last summer. Odd he is returning so soon. And you, sir, what calls you to England?”

“Duty.” Felicity crossed her arms.

“It is pleasant to meet so young a man devoted to duty. Most young people are not so conscientious.” His tone was at once that of a disappointed school master and his most teasing pupil.

“Does age bring wisdom and conscientiousness?” she prodded. “I find—” She glanced at the Captain. His head was inclined slightly toward her, a smile curling his lips. He must know who she was—she recalled his mirth at her opinions on their previous meetings.

He bowed again, quick and stiff. “A pleasure, Mr. John. Until later.” He strode off, pausing to acknowledge ‘Ret as they passed each other. At least the Captain seemed to play along with her ruse.

‘Ret smiled at her. “They sail shortly.”

“Not with us.”

“Why ever not? We cannot stay in Naples.”

“Captain Mountbank—he knows us.”

“Did he say he knew you?”

“No, but...”

“It is not like you to worry. Why should he care what you do?” ‘Ret signaled the coachman to bring up their trunks with the groom. Paying them would put a further strain on their remaining funds. But neither of them was strong enough to carry the trunks.

‘Ret was correct, of course—Captain Mountbank had no reason to care. So why did her limbs ache at the thought of earning his ill opinion?
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Hugh walked to his first mate. Damned if Miss Felicity Wilcox was pretty and intriguing even dressed as a man. She still had a vivacity and wit that he remembered of her—and appreciated. Though she now seemed careworn—it was no wonder, after running off with Cateret and getting herself embroiled with questionable society.

“It seems we have more passengers,” Hugh said.

“Yes, and one more besides, an Italian,” Clarkson said. “I don’t like the look of him, the way he slunk aboard.”

“I’ll see about him later. Is Lieutenant Brightwell safely below?”

“Yes, Captain.”

“Very good.” Jack Brightwell he needed safely back in England, both for the man himself, as well as for his own reasons. As to this unknown Italian passenger, Hugh had a good idea why he was on board. This would be a restless journey, for Hugh had many to keep his eye on. And one Miss Felicity Wilcox to put out of his mind.
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Chapter Two
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Felicity and ‘Ret soon settled in their cramped cabin. They had to share, since they had insufficient funds to afford two berths. Felicity opened her trunk. She only had one change of clothes, being a man now. None of her pretty dresses could be worn. She fingered the canary silk ball gown, the one that Count Udolpho had given her. She sighed and sank to the floor next to the trunk. What she felt for Captain Mountbank was too similar to what she had felt for Count Udolpho and others—and these feelings had always been her folly, and, once, a heartache she could not endure again. ‘Ret re-entered the room, having taken a turn about the passageway.

“Met an old friend.” He rubbed his hands together. “I’ll introduce you at dinner. Then a hand of cards.”

“’Ret, no more gambling. You promised.”

“Dear, I could always beat Jack Brightwell. Only at cards, though. He had me bested in female company.” He chuckled and sat on the bunk. His eyes were alight, the ‘Ret she had first met at Middleton House. “Though now...neither of us are the men we were.” He lay back and crossed an arm over his eyes. Yes, he was still ‘Ret, as quick-changing as a spring day—mellow and sunny one moment, stormy and cold the next.

“You are ever yourself, and shall be more so once we return home.” Felicity hopped up and closed the trunk with a slam. “If you insist on gambling, then pray only wager the jewels given me by the Count.”

“I cannot take those,” he said, propping himself up on his elbow, his amber eyes tender.

“I do not want them.”

“Yes, but we can sell them in London and you can have some independence.”

“My independence is nothing to our having enough cash to journey at least into London.”

‘Ret sat up and rubbed his head.

“Do you need more powders?” Felicity moved to his side.

He shook his head. “Perhaps some sea air. We are away from the harbor now. We may move freely.”

Felicity nodded and they supported each other out and above deck.
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Felicity laughed as ‘Ret and Jack Brightwell exchanged stories of their former days as young men about town. Jack was the younger son of a wealthy family near Reading, and he, ‘Ret, her cousin Wil, and Roderick Mainmount, known as ‘Mount, had all attended Oxford together, though ‘Mount was a year older than ‘Ret.

“And how is your brother?” Jack asked in a low tone, for it was not known among many that ‘Mount and ‘Ret were half-brothers. ‘Ret had informed Felicity of his trust in Jack’s discretion before dinner.

“I do not know.” ‘Ret frowned. He and ‘Mount had fallen out over Cecilia.

“Fighting over a woman again?”

‘Ret grimaced. “I suppose you could say so. And you? How is your brother, Arthur?”

Jack’s Adonis-like face fell and he ran his good hand through his golden crop. “Dead. I must return to carry on.” He adjusted his right arm, which lay limp at his side, burned during the war.

“I am sorry,” Felicity said as ‘Ret nodded. “Shall we have that game of cards?”

The two men smiled, though their eyes showed sadness. Not surprising, but it was best not to dwell on it, but to divert attention as best she could. It was easier as a woman than the man she pretended to be.

After a few hours, they stood and stretched.

“It seems your luck holds, ‘Ret.” Jack clapped his friend on the back.

Felicity smiled, beamed really, at Jack. She suspected he had let ‘Ret win. He must have known somehow their straightened circumstances. Or perhaps it was apparent they must be in some trouble.

The three walked to their cabins, saying goodnight as they left Jack at his.

“A good fellow.” ‘Ret threw his winnings down on the small table in their room as Felicity shut the door. “He’s grown more tolerable.”

Felicity laughed. “I thought you were friends.”

“Oh yes, but he was a rather vain, spoiled youth.”

Felicity laughed again. “He probably thought the same of you.”

‘Ret smiled. “Yes, and I suppose we would both be right.”

With a tug, Felicity pulled off her boots. She plopped onto the bunk and wiggled her toes. Watching ‘Ret, she bit her lip. He seemed stronger, as he undressed himself, but a heaviness pulled down his shoulders and drew lines around his eyes and forehead. She felt her own body ache with the same weight and weariness.

‘Ret climbed into the bunk opposite hers and lay his head on the pillow. His black curls waved around his head, a dark angel. Felicity shook her head. He was no angel, to be sure, yet he had a purity of spirit, a childlike joy in him...

“Felicity, we must make sure you are safe.” He held up his hand—he must have sensed she had opened her mouth to speak. “Had I been well, I would have...Damn that Udolpho.”

“I don’t need you to solve this for me or keep me safe.” It was ‘Ret and her family whom she needed to protect. Udolpho prized her as a woman would her best dress, not wanting it dirtied or torn. But he would have no qualm about destroying everyone around her to get what he wanted. Which she now realized was more than herself and added wealth. It was some sort of vengeance on the Royal Navy, though for what, she could not fathom.

‘Ret heaved a sigh. “You are too headstrong. My Cecilia knew when to bend and accept help.”

Felicity sucked in a breath to keep her derisive snort from escaping. She rolled her eyes and enfolded herself in the thin blanket.

He turned in his bunk, away from her. “My creditors are paid.”

Felicity sat up. “What? How?”

“Udolpho,” ‘Ret murmured.

“Good God,” she whispered. A fervent prayer—surely Udolpho had extracted some promise from ‘Ret before he had paid ‘Ret’s creditors, and surely it was a promise ‘Ret had not kept. She was too tired to wrangle it out of him and it was too late to change anything. “All we need do now is get to England—to London. There will be help there.” Surely ‘Mount was in town and would assist them, or if need be, perhaps even Cecilia’s aunt, Mrs. Higham. Felicity used to think her like Felicity’s Aunt Wilcox, a high-handed, vicious gossip, but Mrs. Higham had proven herself an astute and discreet woman when a crisis presented itself.

“Yes.” ‘Ret’s hand dropped and his breathing whistled.

Felicity turned in the hard bed and willed herself to sleep.

A bump awoke Felicity. Her eyes shot open and adjusted to the darkness. She swung her feet to the floor. Her heart thumped, but no one was there. Only ‘Ret’s whiffling breath joined hers in the close quarters. She fumbled for her tiny dagger, concealed in a long, thin, ornate case. She ought keep it by her at all times. No one, save ‘Ret and her family, could be trusted. Money such as Udolpho possessed had a long and gripping reach, ensnaring even men who appeared honorable.

A similar noise echoed in, followed by muffled shouts. Felicity grabbed her trousers and greatcoat, bustling them on. Pulling on boots, she shuffled to the door. She glanced at ‘Ret. He slept still, a strange contrast to his fitful sleep of late. Perhaps the gentle rocking of the boat and the sea air had done him good.

Felicity eased out the door, pulling it shut with a gentle tug. She jogged down the passage, one hand almost touching the wall. As she made her way on deck, mist and salty air surrounded her.

Felicity stood by the opening and searched the dark space before her. A few men busily went about their tasks. Partway down from her position, Felicity noticed two men holding a weasel-faced, thin man. Captain Mountbank stood before him, bent in speech. Felicity edged toward the grouping, her limbs tingling, her mind flashing through the swirling memories of home, Italy, the parties, the lackeys of Count Udolpho. If she could just get a bit closer...Captain Mountbank straightened and swiveled toward her. The two men gripped the man and hurried him past. Felicity tried to study the man, but Captain Mountbank loomed next to her, blocking her view.

“Mister John. Passengers ought stay below deck at night. I thought my first mate made that clear to you and Mr. Cateret.”

“I was unaware a paying passenger’s movements should be so limited, sir.”

“I have the safety of my passengers and crew always at heart.” He leant uncomfortably close.

Felicity backed into the railing. She would not be intimidated—or deceived—by any man again. “I am capable of safeguarding myself.” Felicity drew herself to her full height, but still had to glance up to meet the Captain’s scrutiny.

“I do not dispute that, sir.” His lips curled up in a smirk.

Felicity frowned at his supercilious tone. She again wondered if he knew who she really was. He grasped her elbow and strode toward the stairs. The same spark of warmth she’d felt as he’d led her into a dance the previous summer ignited and then fizzled. Cold pushed through her as the Captain released her, propelling her below deck.

“Good night, Mister John. We have more than a day’s journey still. Let us make it pleasant.” He stood blocking her from doing anything but retreating back down the steep stairs. “I hope you find your family and friends well upon your return.”

Felicity shivered at his tone, which was laced with derision and disapproval, even a hint of a threat. She hurried back down the corridor. She paused and hit the wall with her palm. Surely Captain Mountbank knew it was she and clearly he did not approve. What did it matter? When had she ever cared one whit the opinions of others?

Her sagging posture and defeated feeling revealed her lie to her. She did care. Perhaps too much.
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Felicity woke late the next morning to a whistling ‘Ret, whose disposition reflected the bright rays chinking through the porthole. With a groan, Felicity rolled on her side. Gloom, like the dark clouds she complained about in her native Berkshire, stole over her.

“Dearest,” ‘Ret said in
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