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    A Duke’s Duty 
 
    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    Dursley, The Cotswolds 
 
    1794 
 
    It wasn’t the pain. That could be endured. No, it was the gut-churning embarrassment that fueled his anger. Young Jack Hardy clenched his teeth as the headmaster brought the cane down once more. 
 
    Six! The boys exclaimed. His fellow classmates. The boys who had abandoned him to this monster’s whim. 
 
    Jack bit down against any display that would show weakness. Instead, he silently cursed his father, the man he had met only once in his life. Cursed him for sending him to this school. Cursed him for refusing to recognize him, for shaming his mother. But most of all, for making him a bastard. 
 
    Seven! 
 
    The searing pain flashed through him. The headmaster was laying welts over welts at this point. 
 
    Turning his head, Jack glanced up at the headmaster with his best glare. No, he wouldn’t give the man the satisfaction of knowing he’d broken him. Not today, not ever. 
 
    The Headmaster growled under his breath as he raised the cane to its full height and brought it down with every bit of strength in his body. 
 
    Eight!  
 
    His classmates called out. Their voices were not as loud as before. As if they had shifted from enthusiasm to embarrassment and perhaps even fear. 
 
    Grunting, he dropped his head as the pain flashed through him. He took a deep breath and forced his head up. 
 
    Some of them were enjoying this, Jack thought. Especially Barty, or Lord Bristol, as he insisted he be called by all of those beneath his status. Jack in other words. In Barty’s eyes, there was nothing lower than a bastard. And the fact that the school had admitted a bastard was a sin that could not be forgiven. 
 
    They’d all shunned him ever since his arrival. Some simply with a cold shoulder or a direct cut. Others with a well-placed elbow or fist to the gut. Fortunately, the physical attacks had stopped once they learned that he gave better than he got. 
 
    Instead, they had resorted to lying about him. The result, a caning in front of everyone. What made it worse was the knowledge that the headmaster knew that he hadn’t stolen the pie. But had refused to accept the truth and used the opportunity to punish the young boy, the bastard of a duke, the boy he had been forced to accept into his school. 
 
    Nine! 
 
    The pain was excruciating, but he refused to cry out. No, not in this world. He would never give them the satisfaction. His head dropped as he fought to hold back a scream.  
 
    This was his life. It always had been. The outsider. Unaccepted, an embarrassment. And now, fifteen ten-year-old boys stood watching him be punished. His life could not get much worse. 
 
    To hell with each and every one of them he thought as he braced for the next blow. 
 
    Ten! 
 
    Jack bit down on his tongue to stop from crying out. His legs were aflame with pain. But he’d done it. He’d survived without giving the devil what he wanted. Twisting, he looked back over his shoulder at the red-faced headmaster. 
 
    Not today, he thought as he gave the man his best smile.  
 
    The man scowled back down at him, obviously furious at being unable to break him.  
 
    “Dismissed,” the headmaster barked at the boys without taking his evil glare away from Jack. 
 
    Jack grunted as he tried to push up from the punishment rail. His arms shook as his muscles refused to work. He collapsed back onto the rail as he tried to gather his strength. 
 
    “Here,” someone said as they draped his arm over their shoulder and helped him up. Jack instinctively started to pull away. He didn’t need help. Especially not by one of them. His fellow classmates. 
 
    “No,” the boy whispered as a second took Jack’s other arm. “Let us show the Devil that we are with you.” 
 
    A sense of a dozen different emotions washed through Jack as he tried to force his legs to work. Why were they helping? Surely, they were aware of how the Headmaster would make their lives difficult. 
 
    A third boy joined them. Duncan, Jack remembered. Brock and Ian were the first two. His stomach clenched. Each was the son of a Duke. Was that why they were doing this? Before he could fully understand his mind wandered off into the clouds, lost in a hazy confusion, until he was gently lowered to his bed. One of sixteen hard bunks lined up against the wall. 
 
    The three other boys stood next to his bed looking down at him with pity. Their looks lit a fire inside of him. He didn’t need their pity. To hell with them. Jack was tempted to curse them where they stood but was stopped when Brock turned and charged Barty. The other two boys, Ian and Duncan were close behind as the three boys attacked Barty and his cohorts. 
 
    Pushing up on his elbows he tried to rise to go help. They were fighting because of him. It was the least he could do. But the effort was too much and he collapsed back onto the bed. 
 
    When he returned from that other world of hazy confusion, he once again found the three boys around his bed. Each one sporting bruises, cuts, and bleeding noses. They each stood there with satisfied smiles. It had been a true dust-up and they had held their own. 
 
    Brock, the Duke of Bedford since the age of three, smiled widely.  
 
    “Gentleman,” the young Duke said as he wiped the blood trickling down his cheek from a cut under his eye. “I propose we add a fourth. That we become a Quartet. I give you Jack Hardy. He might be a bastard. But he is our bastard.” 
 
    Jack’s stomach tightened. God, how he hated the term bastard. 
 
    Both Ian and Duncan nodded, approving their friend's proposal.  
 
    Brock continued, “Like us, he is the son of a Duke. And I fear that in the words of that rebellious Mr. Franklin.” Here he looked over his shoulder at the larger group of other boys. “If we do not hang together, we will surely hang separately.” 
 
    Ian used his shirtsleeve to wipe at his bloody nose then said, “It will be called, ‘The Duke’s Club.’ An exclusive group pledged to the mutual protection and advancement of its members.” 
 
    Jack winced. Why were they doing this? These boys were destined for greatness. He had been forced into this hell because he had an evil father. They were not of the same world. 
 
    Duncan nodded. “Yes, and I would add. If we are going to take a beating for stealing a pie. Might I suggest that we actually take a pie? At least that way we get something for our troubles.” 
 
    A sense of surprise filled Jack. That and a sense that not all humans were scum. It seemed there were some worthwhile.  
 
     “The Duke’s Club,” Brock said as he held out his hand. Both Ian and Duncan covered his hand with theirs. Jack looked up, staring at each of them as he tried to understand. His insides fought with himself. He couldn’t be one of them. And heaven knew, they would never understand what his life was truly like.  
 
    But, the three of them looked down at him, silently pleading that he join them. They wanted him. 
 
    For the first time in his life, someone wanted him. Someone believed in him. A dozen beatings couldn’t have stopped him. Lifting up on one elbow, he joined his hand to theirs. 
 
    Yes, he thought as they each smiled back at him. So, this was what it felt like to be accepted. Granted, it was three young boys. Not his father. But it was more than he had ever known and nothing could take this feeling away from him. 
 
    Collapsing back onto the bed, Jack buried his face in his pillow so that his new friends would not see the tears in his eyes. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Two 
 
    The English Channel 
 
    1808 
 
    Captain Jack Hardy cursed under his breath as he watched his men make preparations for port. The French frigate had gotten in more than a few blows but she now rested on the bottom where she belonged. A captain couldn’t ask for much more. 
 
    Mr. Chunley, his first mate approached. “Sir, all preparations complete.” 
 
    Captain Jack glanced up at the sails and then aft at a distant storm. “Very good, Mr. Chunley, Have second watch lay below and rest. It will be at least three hours before we hit the Thames.” 
 
    “Aye, Aye, Sir,” the Lieutenant said with a smart salute, then asked, “Any idea why the admiralty sent us to London for repairs vice Portsmouth?” 
 
    Jack grunted and shook his head. “Neither of us will ever understand the ways of the Admiralty. But I am sure that it made perfect sense in their minds. 
 
    It made no sense, he thought. But then, it wouldn’t be the first time the admiralty had its head up its own arse. The change in destination had added three days. Even now, His Majesty’s Ship, the White Tern, should be up on the weighs and swarming with dock workers making repairs. The sooner they were done, the sooner he could return to where the ship belonged. Fighting the French. 
 
    He ground his back teeth with frustration as he thought of the six men who were to be avenged. Crewmen. Men under his command. Men he was responsible for. The French would be made to pay he swore to himself. They would pay until Bonnie and his ilk were driven from power. 
 
    Chunley saluted again, then called Bosun Thompson and passed the word. Thompson saluted, then dismissed the men, yelling at them to hurry in case he changed his mind. Jack almost smiled to himself. Leave it to Thompson to keep everyone on their toes. 
 
    Once the crew had been dismissed, the old Bosun approached, saluted, and said, “The pumps are holding, Sir. In fact, I wouldn’t be surprised if we arrived drier than when we left.” 
 
    Jack snorted. Three holes below the waterline and his men had plugged and patched her up better than new.  
 
    “I expect we will receive replacements,” Jack said to the Bosun.  
 
    Thompson coughed, then spit over the side. “If they send me any more farmers, I swear I’ll quit and go ashore. You’d think an island like Britain could find a man who knew the difference between a spar and a spike?” 
 
    Jack turned away so the man wouldn’t see his smile. It didn’t do to encourage the man. 
 
    “I am sure you will whip them into shape.” 
 
    Thompson grunted. 
 
    “Packet boat approaching,” the lookout from above yelled down to the desk. 
 
    Jack shivered. He was once again in contact with authorities. Or at least their orders and instructions. It was no longer only his ship. It had returned to become part of His Majesty’s Navy.  
 
    Thompson shot him a quick look letting him know that he was perfectly aware of how much his Captain despised the politicians and hidebound admirals above him. Jack had always been extremely careful to keep his thoughts to himself. Yet, somehow, Thompson had always had the ability to read his mind. It came from serving together for almost twelve years. 
 
    “Have the mail sent to my Cabin,” Jack told the man, there were too many other vessels in the area for him to leave the deck at the moment. Fishermen and coastal traders for the most part. It would grow even more crowded as they approached the estuary. He needed his attention focused where it need be. And yes, he was perfectly aware that he was simply delaying the inevitable.  
 
    “Aye, Aye, Capt’n,” the old salt said with a sharp salute before gathering men to handle the approaching cutter. 
 
    Jack took a deep breath as he thought about the reports he had prepared. Detailed explanation of each action, each decision. Admiral Peters had already reviewed his preliminary report off Cadiz and told him to expect no problems. The fact that he had sunk the French Frigate more than justified the damage he had received. No one would second guess his decisions. 
 
    However, Jack had learned long ago that some men wanted him to fail. It would confirm their belief that a bastard could never accomplish anything and shouldn’t even be given the opportunity to prove them wrong. 
 
    Sighing, he glanced at the sails and told the helmsman to bring her three points to the East North East. Once he confirmed the sails catch that little extra bit of wind he returned to looking out over the horizon. God, he hoped they could get her repaired quickly. The only place he felt alive was commanding a ship, far from shore, with a firm mission and a good crew. A man couldn’t ask for more. 
 
    .o0o. 
 
    Captain Jack Hardy looked down at the letter in his hand with disbelief. He silently thanked God that he hadn’t seen it until after they arrived and were tied up to the dock. He would never have been able to remain focused on what he needed to do. 
 
    No, not with this news. His father wished to see him. No, his father commanded that he come to see him immediately. 
 
    A dozen emotions flashed through Jack as he tried to maintain control. He had met his father only two times in his life. Once, at ten years of age when he had been sent to that hell hole of a school in Dursley shortly after his mother’s death. And again, at fourteen when his father had informed him that he was to be sent to sea as a midshipman. 
 
    “It is probably your best chance at a productive life, an opportunity to do your duty,” his father had said to him as if that was all that was important.  
 
    Jack had wanted to ask him about a man’s duty to his son. But he had held his tongue. What right did a bastard have to question a Duke? None, obviously. 
 
    There had been nothing more since that day thirteen years earlier. Not a letter, nothing. And now, a letter directing him to appear at the Duke’s residence at the earliest. Not a request, a command. As if the old man were telling a servant to fetch him a cup of tea. 
 
    Suddenly, Jack realized why the Admiralty had sent him to London vice Portsmouth. His father was very influential in the government. A good friend to the King and his son the Regent. According to the newspapers and discussions with other officers. As a Duke, his father was as politically connected as it was possible to be. 
 
    That was why they had the White Tern coming to London. His father had pulled some strings. 
 
    Once again, Jack reread the letter as he tried to understand why his father wished to see him. Was he disappointed in him? Was he proud and wanted to tell him so? Jack snorted, that would never happen. No, it must be bad news. There could be no other explanation. 
 
    When the cab pulled to a stop before the large white house in Mayfair, Jack stepped down and paid the cabbie. Taking a deep breath, he ran a hand down over his best dress uniform and tucked his Tri-corner hat under his arm as he pulled the big brass knocker and announced his presence. 
 
    The door was opened by a stern-looking butler. 
 
    “Captain Jack Hardy to see His Grace,” Jack said as his stomach clenched up in anticipation of being denied. “He requested I call,” he added. 
 
    The butler nodded slightly and opened the door wide. “If you will give me but a moment, I will see if His Grace is receiving.” 
 
    Jack nodded as he placed his hat on a side table and examined the house. A wide staircase led to the upper floor. The white marble floor gleamed brighter than any of the brass work on his ship. Thompson would have been impressed. The walls were adorned with portraits. Where they ancestors of his? he wondered as he folded his hands behind his back. 
 
    What did the man want? Fighting to slow a racing heart, Jack examined each portrait as he waited. 
 
    “Captain, if you will follow me,” the butler said as he indicated a door off the entranceway. 
 
    Jack swallowed hard, then nodded for the butler to announce him. 
 
    “Your Grace,” the butler said as he opened the door, “Captain Jack Hardy.” 
 
    Jack clenched his teeth and entered the room. He froze for the briefest of seconds. He had expected a study or library. A parlor at the least. Instead, he stepped into a sick room. A large bed in the center of the room and a frail old man sitting up in bed, surrounded by papers and medicines on the side table. 
 
    The man appeared to be older than Methuselah with wispy white hair and brown age spots covering his arms. The Sixth Duke of Oxford had become an old man. 
 
    “You directed I come, Your Grace,” Jack said as he stood at attention. Just once in his life, he wished he could call the man father. 
 
    The old Duke studied him for a long moment. His eyes were clear and intelligent. While his body might be failing, his mind was still there. Jack sighed internally. For some unknown reason, he was pleased to realize he would be dealing with his father and not some unaware husk. 
 
    Frowning, the old man retrieved a piece of paper from amongst the pile on his bed. “Cape Santa Maria,” he read. “1804, HMS Providence, your first command.” 
 
    Jack’s stomach clenched up as he remembered the day. “Only temporarily sir. As the second mate, I was the senior officer remaining. It was my duty to assume command.” 
 
    The Duke grunted as he continued to read. “At twenty years of age, you took command and instead of retreating with a heavily damaged ship and depleted crew, you returned to the fight and led a boarding party to take a French Brig.” 
 
    Jack remained at attention, what could he say. His father was factually correct. 
 
    The Duke continued without looking up from the paper. “Instead of staying with the ship when you reached the yards and overseeing her repairs. You somehow convinced the Admiralty to give you command of a new vessel and send you back out there.” 
 
    Jack stood even straighter, “Yes sir, The White Tern, the fastest ship with the best crew in the Navy.” 
 
    The old man smiled just slightly as he continued to read. “Two frigates, a brig, a sloop, and numerous merchants’ vessels have been captured or sunk by the White Tern. Is that correct?” 
 
    “Three Frigates, Sir, I have not yet submitted my formal report to the Admiralty for the latest action.” 
 
    The Duke of Oxford sighed heavily as he finally glanced up from the paper in his hands. “I think you will agree, sending you to sea was one of my better decisions. It appears you were born for it. Probably from your mother’s side.” 
 
    Jack bit back a nasty response. It had been years of war. Men killed. His men. The old man acted as if it had been nothing but a game. And somehow the success was due to his father’s wise decisions and his mother’s ancestry. Jack forced himself to remain calm. The man would never change and it was too late to try to change him now. 
 
    “Yes, Sir,” Jack said, agreeing with the Duke’s assessment. 
 
    “It is a shame you will have to give it all up. It appears the British Navy is going to lose an excellent Captain. But Captains are easy to replace. Not so much Dukes.” 
 
    Jack rocked back on his heels as if he’d just received a French broadside. What did the man mean, give up the sea, give up command? Never. They’d have to pry his cold dead hands from the helm before he gave up his ship. 
 
    “Sir?” he asked. “Why would I lose command of my ship. I believe I have earned the right. There is nothing in my record that brings shame to the Navy, or might I add, to your name. I have repeatedly proved myself in battle. No, I will not be giving up my ship.” 
 
    The Duke laughed slightly and shook his head. “It is not your ship. It belongs to His Majesty.” 
 
    A burning anger began to build inside of Jack. This man had dictated so much of his early life all while never actually participating in that life. And now he was going to try and do it again. Well, he didn’t care what the man wanted. If necessary, Jack would resign his commission and enlist as a common sailor. Nothing could keep him away from fighting the French. He had lost too many men. Too many friends. 
 
    “Sir, I do not understand. Why must I give up command?” 
 
    The old Duke sighed heavily. “Because Prinny has dictated that peers not serve in battle. At least not those from old and distinguished families.” 
 
    Jack frowned as he fought to understand. He wasn’t a dull man but none of this made any sense. 
 
    Seeing his continued confusion, the Duke smiled and said, “I have arranged for you to be recognized and eventually you will receive my title. Rather soon if the doctors are correct.” 
 
    It was as if a strong gale had appeared without warning. What did the man mean? 
 
    “I have no legitimate heir,” the Duke continued. “The last remaining distant cousin died earlier this year in a mishap with an angry bull. Therefore, I either find an heir rather quickly or the title reverts to the crown. I have three unwed sisters, the witches’ coven, I call them. They are dependent upon me and the allowance I give them. If the crown gets the title, then what of them?” 
 
    “But, Sir,” Jack stammered. “I am a bastard. It isn’t allowed.” 
 
    The Duke shook his head. “Actually, it is, the right conditions and with the crown’s approval. As I said, I will formally recognize you as my son. You will take my name. You will become the Marquis of Newcastle and eventually will be the seventh Duke of Oxford.”  
 
    Jack stared at him. his mouth open in disbelief. 
 
    “Your aunts must agree, of course. Prinny does not wish any disagreement in the family. But as I mentioned, your aunts have little choice. They will sign the document. A rather specific privilege for women, don’t you think? They should be honored the Regent is taking their agreement into account. 
 
    Jack froze as his mind whirled. He had always wanted this man’s recognition. Not for the title, but simply so he could hold his head high. All he had ever wanted was a father’s approval. 
 
    “Sir, I never wished for the title.” 
 
    The Duke scoffed, “Regardless. You will be the next Duke. It is your duty and you will conduct yourself accordingly.” 
 
    Jack cringed inside. His ship. His future. He had lost everything. And still, the old man didn’t truly want him. He had become the only, and last, option. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Three 
 
    Young Lady Abigail Dupont tried to hide her limp as she approached the old biddies of the ton. That fleeting look of pity on their faces always sent a sharp shudder through her. No other young woman would spend their evening sitting to the side. No, they would be dancing and flirting. Enjoying themselves. The last thing she needed was more pity. 
 
    Pushing back a deep pain of regret, she gently lowered herself to the chair next to Lady Isobel Osborn and her two sisters, Mary and Elizabeth. Each of the three sisters had been pillars of the ton for over forty years. They sat there in their chairs and pronounced who would be accepted and who would not.  
 
    “Are you well?” Lady Mary asked with that look of pity that she had so feared. For the last nine years. Ever since the age of twelve, she had become very familiar with that look. The look that said it was such a shame for someone so young to lose every opportunity all because of an accident. 
 
    “I am very well, thank you,” Abigail replied as she twisted and hooked her cane on the back of her chair.  
 
    All three sisters smiled gently then returned to perusing the room. That was what the outsiders did. Watched the others. Watched and occasionally commented with biting observations. A poor fashion choice, a misstep in family politics. Anything that could hurt a woman’s chance of finding a good match. 
 
    Abigail smiled while she ground her back teeth. A talent she had learned at an early age. This was her life. On the outside looking in. Why did she even come to these things?  
 
    Because this was the only game in town she thought with an internal smile. 
 
    For the last four seasons, ever since she had turned seventeen, she had attended the ton’s galas. People had been confused at first, it was obvious that she would never marry. A woman from a minor family with almost no dowry. A woman who was lame, who walked with a cane at twenty-one, barely able to make her way across the room, let alone dance. 
 
    No, she knew the truth. But she refused to sulk and hide. She belonged here as much as anyone. Sighing internally, she lifted her chin and refused to show her true thoughts. 
 
    “Who’s that?” Lady Mary said with a nudge and a nod to the entrance to the ballroom. 
 
    Abigail looked up and froze. A tall, very handsome Naval captain was talking to the Duke of Bedford and his new wife. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Abigail said as her brow narrowed with focus. She prided herself on knowing everyone who was anyone in the ton. What else did she have to do at these things? This striking man with black hair, light blue eyes and very wide shoulders had never attended a ton event before or she would surely remember him. 
 
    Who was he? she wondered as she watched him scowl at the Duke next to him. Strange, she thought. Most people were careful around such a powerful man as the Duke of Bedford. This man acted as if he were angry and didn’t care who knew it. 
 
    The furrowed brow, the strong chin set in stone, the way the man shook his head when told something by the Duke. Everything spoke of a man who knew his own mind. A man of action, not politics. 
 
    Abigail felt her heart jump as he looked out over the room and his gaze locked with hers. For just a short second she forgot her world. It was as if everything sloughed away and it was just this man and her. 
 
    Her Grace, the Duchess of Bedford said something and pulled his attention away. Abigail felt a loss. A disappointment deep inside of her. Then the memory of her situation returned and she felt a sadness fill her as she thought of the opportunity lost to her.  
 
    “If we don’t know him,” Lady Elizabeth said, “Then he shouldn’t be here. Lady Blythe will be very upset, she prides herself on an exclusive guest list.” 
 
    Arabella glanced up to make sure the strange man was not watching, then used her hands to shift her leg to a more comfortable position. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Lady Isobel said. “The way that man looks in his uniform. I am rather sure that several of the young ladies here tonight will be pleased with his attendance.” 
 
    Lady Elizabeth scoffed and waved her hand dismissively. That was so like her, Abigail thought. The most hidebound of any woman she knew. The woman was the ultimate stickler for protocol, decorum, and most of all, not bringing shame to one’s self or one’s family. 
 
    Abigail set aside her thought about the woman and focused on the man without being obvious. The way he stood, the tanned skin and the set of his shoulders told her that this was a man of the sea. Not a functionary at the Admiralty. 
 
    And so young to be wearing the insignia of Captain. Again, she wondered who he was and why she had never seen him before.  
 
    The man bent a little to hear Her Grace say something as she pointed across the room in their general direction.  
 
    He nodded, grimaced, then bent over her hand before starting for them. Abigail’s heart jumped as both the man and the Duke of Bedford came towards them. He was even younger than she had thought. Mid-twenties, yet his eyes held a steady intensity that surprised her. What had this man seen and done? she wondered. 
 
    It was obvious they were steering towards the three sisters, yet the man gave her a quick glance with a strange look before returning to focusing on the older ladies next to her. 
 
    Of course, Abigail thought to herself. A man such as this would never be concerned with someone like herself.  
 
    The Duke of Bedford bowed towards the three sisters. “Ladies,” he began, “may I introduce Captain Jack Hardy. 
 
    Lady Elizabeth gasped and brought her hand to her throat. Both Mary and Isobel frowned, obviously upset. “Really, Your Grace …” Lady Elizabeth said with obvious anger. Abigail noticed that she did not address the young man next to the Duke. An obvious cut. 
 
    The Captain’s scowl threatened to turn to a smile, but he bit it back quickly before bowing at the waist. 
 
    Lady Isobel leaned over to Abigail and whispered, “Oxford’s bastard.” 
 
    Abigail gasped, causing the Captain to look at her with a quick frown before returning his attention to the three older women next to her. 
 
    “Ladies,” he began, “the Duke of Oxford sends his compliments and requests you attend him tomorrow.” 
 
    All three of the older ladies continued to frown as they fought with themselves internally as to whether to reply or not. Abigail wanted to yell at them. How dare they cut this man simply because of his birth. 
 
    “How is our brother?” Lady Isabell asked obviously deciding that propriety would be upheld if she was only asking as to her brother’s welfare. No one could criticize her. It was also that her question was asked because of her obvious concern. She had always been the nicer of the three, Abigail thought.” 
 
    “Not well, My Lady,” he replied. Abigail was surprised to see no hint of concern or worry in the man’s tone. Was he that cold? 
 
    “Why does he wish to see us?” Lady Elizabeth asked. “Normally, he despises our mere presence.” 
 
    The tall Captain finally smiled, just a tad. “I believe he intends to announce his intention to recognize me as his heir.” 
 
    A deathly silence fell over the group as all three older women turned pale. 
 
    “Never,” Elizabeth muttered under her breath. 
 
    To this, Jack Hardy simply shrugged. But Abigail could tell. He was neither impressed, nor cared as to their opinion on the matter. In fact, she was rather positive the man never concerned himself with anyone’s opinion. 
 
    Then, her heart jumped when he glanced at her for longer than was appropriate. His eyes taking her in and holding her in place, spellbound. 
 
    Who was this man and why, oh why was she lame? For the first time, her heart broke as she actually realized all she had lost or might never have.  
 
    .o0o. 
 
    Jack Hardy squared his shoulders as he turned away and started to leave the three old bats, otherwise known as his aunts. The cold look in their eyes and obvious distress at being introduced to their brother’s bastard was a memory he would not soon forget. 
 
    Perhaps this title might be a good thing after all. If it upset their view of the world it wouldn’t be all bad. Of course, no sooner had the thought flashed into his mind than he remembered all he would be giving up. The White Tern was ever more valuable than upsetting three old women. 
 
    “That went better than I thought it would,” Brock, the Duke of Bedford said as he rested a hand on Jack’s shoulder. 
 
    Jack scoffed but decided not to fight the man on the issue. 
 
    “Ian and Duncan are never going to believe this,” the Duke said as he shook his head.  
 
    “Well, at least now,” Jack replied, “the Duke’s club will be legitimate.” 
 
    Brock smiled widely. “We were always legitimate. The difference now is that you get to share the agony of Parliament and these things.” The Duke waved his arm taking in the ball and all of the people associated with this world. “In addition, no more sailor haunts by the docks. We’ll have to get you a membership at White’s.” 
 
    Jack frowned, “I will be avoiding these things like a hidden reef. As for Parliament, Liverpool might not enjoy my opinion. I can assure you, it will not align with most of the Lords. And you won’t get me into White’s with a belaying pin upside my head.” 
 
    Brock studied him for a moment, then smiled with relief. “Oh, my good boy, you have so much to learn.” 
 
    “As I remember,” Jack said, “I am several months older than you and with my new title, you should refrain from addressing me as boy. After all, it was you who let himself become ensnared by a beautiful woman.” 
 
    The Duke threw his head back and erupted with a deep belly laugh. “Oh, Jack, I am going to enjoy this. Once the mothers get a whiff of your title and all your father’s money, there isn’t a young woman who won’t be throwing herself at you. It will be a miracle if you survive three months.” 
 
    Jack’s insides turned over at the thought of one of these women of the ton trapping him into matrimony. No, never. 
 
    No sooner than he had the thought than the picture of the young woman sitting next to his aunt Isobel invaded his awareness. He had noticed her not long after stepping into the room. There was always something about intelligent brunets. Especially ones with high cheekbones and a hint of … awareness about her that made him wonder who she was. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Four 
 
    The clock struck noon when Carmichael opened the door and announced the three aunts. Jack took a deep breath but remained standing by the far window. This was his father’s battle, not his. 
 
    Each of the elderly women shot him a quick glance before approaching his father’s sickbed. 
 
    “Oxford,” Elizabeth said with a stern expression. 
 
    “Brother,” Mary added. 
 
    “Benjamin,” Isobel said softly as she tried to take his hand. 
 
    His father pulled his hand away before it could be captured. As he did, he slowly studied the three women before him. Jack almost smiled to himself. The last time he had experienced this much tension and awkwardness, a French captain was deciding whether to surrender or not.  
 
    “The boy told you of my intentions,” his father said. Staring up at them daring them to disagree. Jack found it surprising. The three sisters were several years younger than his father. Was that the issue? Had they supplanted his grandmother’s affection? 
 
    See, this was one of the many problems with not truly being a part of the family. It was impossible to read the undercurrents and hidden shoals. 
 
    “Really, Oxford,” Elizabeth said as she straightened her back. The dynamic was obvious, the other sisters let the oldest lead the way. “Is this wise?” she continued. “You do realize the family will become the talk of the town. Every parlor, every dance…” 
 
    His father waved a frail arm about as if he were dismissing an annoying gnat. “We are nobility, we do not fret over other people’s opinion.” 
 
    “But the Queen,” Mary interjected. “She will be so disappointed in us.” 
 
    His father scoffed. “If she was worried about scandal, she should have done a better job raising those boys of hers.” 
 
    “Brother,” Mary exclaimed as she brought her hand to her mouth. Jack could tell that she was one of those people who could not abide negative comments about the royals. After all, his own family’s power and wealth were due to some ancient king or queen bestowing honor and glory on one of their ancestors. 
 
    “I don’t believe you understand the significance,” Elizabeth said as she plucked at the cuff of her dress. “Our title, our station, is based upon the belief that God has chosen us to lead.” 
 
    “Really, Elizabeth?” his father said as he shook his head. “I’ll ask him in a couple of weeks. At least I hope so. In the meantime, we need to solve a problem.” 
 
    Jack’s gut tightened. That was it, he was to be a solution, nothing more. 
 
    “Either we have a new Duke of Oxford,” his father continued, “or the title returns to the crown. Do you wish to have the Prince in charge of your allowance? The way the man goes through money. I wouldn’t expect it to be there a year from now.” 
 
    All three women turned white. Jack watched them closely. This was it. The ultimate factor. Money.  
 
    Elizabeth looked across the room at him, her eyes narrowed. He returned her stare, holding it. Finally, her eyes dropped and returned to his father. She would be a strong enemy he realized. Either that or the best of allies. For some reason, he wondered if she had decided which. 
 
    Isobel smiled down at the Duke, then glanced over at Jack. Her eyes were creased with concern and worry. “He is handsome. A war hero I am told.” 
 
    Mary scoffed. Elizabeth narrowed her eyes even farther. 
 
    Jack could only stand there and allow this to play out. He might feel like a side of beef hanging in a butcher’s window, but his father had insisted he remain quiet until this was done. 
 
    “You will sign the paper,” the Duke said as he punched at a piece of parchment on the side table. “Prinny is insisting on it.” 
 
    The three sisters looked at each other. 
 
    “In addition,” his father said, “I will expect you to find him an appropriate wife. This is all rather fruitless unless the man produces an heir.” 
 
    Jack stiffened. Now, they were going too far. His father shot him a quick look to remain quiet but Jack refused to comply. This was his life. Besides, the old codger would be gone soon and couldn’t dictate from the grave. 
 
    “I will not be marrying,” Jack said with finality. 
 
    His father’s face began to turn red. The three sisters frowned at him, obviously unable to understand. 
 
    “Of course, you will marry,” his father sputtered through clenched teeth. “Why else am I doing this?” 
 
    Jack almost smiled. It felt liberating to realize he had power over the man in the bed. Finally, his father was forced to deal with him directly. 
 
    “I could always father a bastard of my own,” Jack said. “Ignore him his entire life, then recognize him just before I die.” 
 
    The Duke’s face grew even redder as Jack worried the man would die there and then, his heart exploding with anger. 
 
    “I didn’t ignore you,” his father insisted firmly, then wiped at the spittle specking the corner of his mouth. “Every month I received a report from the school. Then I used my contacts to make sure you received orders to the best of ships with a good captain.” 
 
    Jack scoffed in shock. “Do you really believe that exonerates you from your cold disregard for me and my mother?” The anger rushing through Jack threatened to explode. “That a distant command replaces a father’s regard. Replaces a father’s advice and guidance. Do you really feel as if you did your duty as my father? He noticed all three of his aunts staring at him opened mouthed and wide-eyed. No one talked to the Duke this way. 
 
    Clenching his jaw, Jack forced himself to stop talking before he said something unforgivable.  
 
    The two men stared at each other, ignoring the three aunts looking first at one and then the other like crows on a branch. 
 
    “Why do you think I am doing this?” the Duke said through clenched teeth. “Them?” he added as he waved a hand at his sisters. “Not bloody likely. No, you are my son. A son to be proud of. This is all I can do for you.” 
 
    Jack rocked back on his heels as his world shifted. Was it true? Did his father really care? 
 
    “Now then,” the Duke barked at his sisters, “Sign the damn thing and let me die in peace.” 
 
    Jack froze as he tried to wrap his mind around what was happening. Had his father actually said he was proud of him? Had he heard correctly? His father refused to meet his gaze. As if embarrassed by his outburst. 
 
    That would be it, Jack realized. All the tenderness for an entire life exposed in one brief statement. His father had returned to his cold, stone-like continence. Sighing heavily, he watched as his aunts dipped a quill and signed the paper, each of them shooting him a quick look before putting their name to the document. 
 
    “I have arranged for you to meet Prinny and his mother, The Queen, later this week,” his father said without looking at him. “Carmichael has the details.” 
 
    Jack came to full attention. He knew a dismissal when he heard one. Very well, they were back to their distant arrangement. Nodding to his father, Jack turned to leave. Just as he reached the door, his father called out.  
 
    “And you will marry and produce heirs or I will haunt you from my grave.” 
 
    Jack paused, his hand on the knob, then opened and stepped outside without replying. It was the last request of a dying man. His father. Could he ignore it? A sinking feeling filled him as he realized once again his father would dictate his future.  
 
    .o0o.  
 
    Jack stood before the window of his father’s parlor and looked out at the perfectly manicured grounds. Leave it to his father, everything in his world was as it should be. Everything except for his relationships with his family. It was as if the man was unable to see what was important in this world. 
 
    Last night, his aunts, the witches’ coven as his father called them, had been both afraid and uncaring when it came to the Duke’s health. But what should he have expected? The man was harder than granite. This morning had been worse. He shuddered when he thought about the look of hate in his Aunts’ eyes. He just thanked God it had been directed at his father instead of himself. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, Jack tried to wrap his mind around his new life. It was almost impossible to map out the way forward. The letter he had sent Chunley had eaten at his very soul.  
 
    Chunley had replied that the Admiralty had notified them with the arrival of a new Captain Stewart. 
 
    Jack’s insides had clenched at the thought of another man taking possession of his ship. It was as if his true love had left him for another man. 
 
    Biting back a curse, he began to pace. 
 
    A soft knock and the door opening interrupted his wool-gathering. He turned to see Carmichael, his father’s butler enter. 
 
    “Excuse me, Sir. A man to see you. He refused to leave.” The look of disdain in the butler’s eyes piqued Jack’s curiosity. 
 
    “You are slower than a Spanish Galleon in a squall,” Thompson said as pushed past the butler and into the room. A white cotton sea bag over his shoulder. 
 
    “Bosun,” Jack said as he raised an eyebrow. “Is everything all right aboard the ship.” His stomach rolled over with worry until he remembered the ship was no longer his responsibility. Yet, he couldn’t stop himself from worrying. 
 
    Thompson ignored him as he slowly examined the room, his eyes growing big as he took in the large paintings, exquisite sculptures and refined furniture. Once he was done, the Bosun turned and looked at Carmichael with a stern expression that let the butler know he was no longer needed. 
 
    Carmichael glanced at Jack. He nodded and the butler left. 
 
    Only after the door clicked shut did Thompson turn to him. “I brought your sea chest, your books, and things. Told that toady to put them in your room.” 
 
    Jack fought to not laugh. He was sure Carmichael was a perfectly good butler. But to men like Thompson, they were no more important than driftwood on a beach. 
 
    “Thank you,” he told the Bosun. He hadn’t even thought about his things. Thirteen years of service and everything he owned could fit in a sea chest. 
 
    “So, it’s true then,” Thompson said. “They’ve cast you ashore. I never thought I’d see the day.” 
 
    Jack nodded. “Yes, well when the Prince Regent says to do something, people have a habit of listening.” 
 
    Thompson scoffed and started to spit, then quickly stopped himself. Even he had enough sense not to spit in a Duke’s residence. It just wasn’t done. Instead, he swallowed and sighed heavily.  
 
    “Just wanted to be sure before I gave me notice,” the Bosun said. 
 
    Jack frowned, “Notice. Why?” 
 
    “I warned them. Believe it or not, they sent me miners this time. Six of them. Straight from Cornwall. And they expect me to turn them into sailors in a fortnight. It can’t be done, I tell you.” 
 
    Jack shook his head. He knew the man. That wasn’t the true reason. 
 
    “The truth, Mr. Thompson.” 
 
    Thompson sighed heavily and held up two gnarled hands. “The Rheumatism, can’t barely bend a line or twist a knot. Let alone climb to the yards.” 
 
    Jack examined the man’s bent and twisted fingers. Why had he never noticed? Because Thompson had always been a force of nature. A rock. It had never occurred to Jack that the man might be suffering. 
 
    “Thirty years at sea will do this to a man,” the sailor said. “I was eight, on my father’s yawl the first time. Should have left a couple of years ago, but I didn’t know if you could handle things without me around to keep an eye on you.” 
 
    A short laugh erupted from Jack before he could stop it. It was funny because it was true. This man had been looking over him since he’d reported to his first ship as a midshipman of fourteen. 
 
    “What are you going to do?” he asked. 
 
    Thompson shrugged his shoulders. “Always fancied working in a pub. Somewhere down near the docks.” 
 
    Had the man spent all of the prize money from the French Brig? Shameful. A deep frown settled over Jack as he thought about losing this man. His friend, he realized. The one man who knew what it was like to fight a storm off the coast of Africa one day and a week later fight the French off Gibraltar. 
 
    “Come to work for me,” Jack said before he could think it through. 
 
    Thompson frowned as he looked around the room. “I don’t belong in a place like this. The deck never moves and the wind never blows.” 
 
    “I’m serious. I’m entering unknown waters here. I need a good bosun to keep me off the rocks.” 
 
    Thompson continued to frown. “I wouldn’t be much use in these waters.” 
 
    “I’ll have them get you a room near me. 
 
    The old sailor blanched, “No, I’ll be more comfortable down with the rest of the crew. Never could see living aft of the mast.” 
 
    Jack smiled. “Then you will do it.” 
 
    The old sailor’s brow furrowed for a moment before he nodded. “I’ll help you get settled. But, I’m buying that pub. A man’s got to have a goal.” 
 
    “Good,” Jack said as a heavy weight lifted from his shoulders. He knew that Brock, Ian, and Duncan when he returned, would help him with the unique aspect of being a Duke and operating in this new world. But it was nice to know there would be someone watching his back and keeping him from making serious errors in judgment. Someone from his old world, not someone from this new one. 
 
    “Carmichael,” he yelled. 
 
    The butler entered almost immediately. 
 
    “Mr. Thompson will be joining our staff. Please see that he is settled.” 
 
    The butler hesitated. Jack watched him as the man slowly began to realize that Jack would soon be the Duke and the master of the house. It was probably best not to upset him. 
 
    Carmichael nodded and indicated Thompson should follow him. 
 
    The old sailor leaned forward and whispered to Jack, “I am going to enjoy making that man’s life miserable.” 
 
    Jack bit back a chuckled and shook his head. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Five 
 
    Lady Arabella Dupont forced herself to go slow. Her limp became more prominent if she hurried. But her curiosity was killing her and this was the first time in a fortnight that the three Osborn sisters were in attendance. The rumors had flown quick and fast through the ton. Arabella desperately hoped to learn the truth tonight. 
 
    Something about the tall stranger pulled at her. Had his father actually recognized him and elevated him to be a Marquis and a Duke’s heir? Would he be in attendance tonight? She hoped he was faring well. The thought surprised her, they had never even spoken, yet she was worried for the man. Why? 
 
    Leaning on her cane, she waited for a man to move, Abigail looked up and froze. Her arch-nemesis, Lord Bristol stared down at her as if she were a bug crawling across the floor. His cruel smile sent a shiver down her back. The man had always been evil, as she well knew, but now, he looked as if he were enjoying being evil. 
 
    Gritting her teeth, she wove her way past the man. She had more important things to worry about than ancient history. She needed to hurry if she was to get a spot close to the sisters. With the way the stories had tumbled through the ton, there was a danger some other woman might take her preferred place with the observers. 
 
    Sighing internally, she ignored the looks of pity as she made her way through the crowd. 
 
    “Here,” Lady Isobel said as she patted the chair next to her. “I saved it for you.” 
 
    Abigail smiled her thanks as she gently lowered herself down onto the chair. 
 
    “So,” Isobel said as she leaned over, “It appears your cousin Rose has caught the eye of Lord Smalley?” 
 
    Abigail cringed inside. The last thing she wanted to talk about was her beautiful, seventeen-year-old cousin with her golden hair and blue eyes. And of course, her perfectly functional legs that allowed her to dance and twirl like a fairy princess. And now, the girl with everything may have caught herself a young Baron. 
 
    “Yes,” Abigail said, “she has asked me to provide the lace for her wedding dress. The man hasn’t even talked with her father. Let alone actually proposed.” 
 
    Isobel smiled as she patted Abigail’s good leg, “I always forget about your … unique talent making lace. I am sure it will be lovely. 
 
    Abigail cringed inside. Lacemaking was the one thing in this world she was better at than anyone she knew. And the fact that people found it unique, or different than the normal pursuits of the ladies of the ton. It really wasn’t that different than needlepoint, but people still found it strange for some reason. Well, she didn’t care. It had saved her from going insane after the accident. Bed-ridden, scared. It had been a gift from heaven that stopped her from sinking into despair. 
 
    Her mother’s mother, Nanna, had taught her. The two of them had spent countless hours working together. The memory always brought a smile to her lips. It had been her Nanna that had pulled her up out of a depression that had threatened to swamp her. The one person who hadn’t been disappointed in her. 
 
    “Yes,” Abigail whispered back to Isobel, “I am thinking a Battenburg tape lace of silk for the hem of the wedding dress. And, a gauzy Brussels for the veil.” 
 
    She so wanted to bring up the subject of the woman’s nephew but she knew the rules. Isobel had the information that everyone wanted. It was her turn to bask in their attention as they tried to pry it from her.  
 
    “I am sure it will be lovely my dear,” Isobel said as she turned to look out over the crowd forming for the first dance. 
 
    Abigail bit her tongue, patience she thought to herself. Isobel wasn’t going anywhere. Like herself, she would sit here through the entire evening. 
 
    “The Queen is looking well,” Isobel said without turning from her perusal of the crowd. Abigail balked for a second as she tried to understand where the conversation was going. 
 
    “We called on her last week,” the older woman added. “When Newcastle was received by the Queen and the Prince Regent.” 
 
    Abigail’s forehead creased with deep lines as she tried to understand the woman. “Newcastle?” 
 
    “My nephew,” Isobel whispered. “The new Marquis.” 
 
    Of course, Abigail thought with an inner smile. The tall Captain. So, his father had gone through with it. The rumors were true. Good for him, she thought. 
 
    Isobel glanced over at her two sisters, then back at Abigail and leaned towards her. “Do you feel up to a stroll around the room?” 
 
    Abigail hesitated. While she was perfectly able to walk with Isobel around the room. She despised the looks she received from the other guests, especially the other young women. But this appeared important. And perhaps her only way to obtain the best gossip. 
 
    “Of course,” she said as she took her cane and stood up. Perhaps with most people dancing she would not be the focus of attention. 
 
    The two women nodded to the two other sisters then began to walk slowly past the dancing couples. 
 
    Isobel took her free arm and pulled her close, “I didn’t want Elizabeth to hear, But … I must say. I like the man.” 
 
    Abigail raised an eyebrow and waited for more. Surely this was not all of it. 
 
    “We have been tasked,” Isobel continued, “to help find him a wife, and quickly. Unfortunately, I believe Elizabeth doesn’t understand the man at all. She believes she can dictate who he should marry and he will accede to her wishes.” 
 
    The snort Isobel gave out let Abigail know what the older woman thought of that idea. 
 
    “The man will not be pushed into anything,” Isobel continued. “I can assure you. He is too much … man. If you know what I mean.” 
 
    Abigail couldn’t help but smile as she thought about the tall captain and his wide shoulders. She could well imagine that he would refuse all orders and dictates from his aunts. Or any female for that matter. 
 
    “That is why I need your help,” Isobel said as she stopped walking and turned to confront Abigail directly. “The candidates Elizabeth pushes forward will be meek, pliable, and completely inadequate for a man such as our Captain. He will rebel and as a result never marry.” 
 
    A sense of surprise washed over Abigail. She had never been aware that Isobel was so insightful. Perhaps she should have paid more attention to the older woman over the last few years. 
 
    “We need a strong, intelligent woman.” Isobel continued, “That is where you come in...” 
 
    Abagail’s insides tightened as a shivering fear flashed through her entire body. Surely not. The woman could never believe she should be such a possibility. His wife! The thought disturbed her on so many levels. 
 
    “… You know the young women. Their true selves. Your help will be invaluable in finding the right wife for him.” 
 
    Of course, no, they would never have thought she would be acceptable. The realization sent a pulse of shame through her, but she refused to show her disappointment. Instead, she stared off into the distance as if she were trying to think of someone else who might be acceptable. 
 
    “I don’t know the man,” she told Isobel, “It would be impossible to match him to someone else. What are his wishes? His preferences?” 
 
     “Yes, I agree,” Isobel said. “Thankfully, now would be an excellent opportunity to learn.” 
 
    Abigail’s stomach dropped when Isobel dipped her head, indicating behind her. A sinking feeling filled Abigail when she turned and saw the tall Lord walking towards them. Without thinking about it, she stood a little straighter and hid her cane in the folds of her dress. For some unknown reason, she despised the idea of this man thinking less of her. 
 
    The thought of a look of pity on his face would tear her into a thousand different parts. 
 
    “Lady Isobel,” he said as he bowed slightly, then looked at Abigail with a strange expression on his face. 
 
    “Lord Newcastle,” Isobel said, “May I present a dear friend, Lady Abigail Dupont.” 
 
    Abigail had taught herself how to curtsey while still gripping her cane close to her leg. Hiding in the folds of her gown. A delicate balancing act. It wasn’t as deep as is should be, but it was enough to get by, especially with people who knew her situation. As she rose, she examined him closely. 
 
    Black hair, cut short. Wide shoulders. Small wrinkles at the corner of deep hazel eyes. As if he had spent a life looking into the distance. Tanned skin that set him apart from the normally pasty-faced men of the ton. Men who avoided such things as wind and sun as if they were death themselves. 
 
    He was dressed in a conservative black frock coat and pressed pantaloons. A rather striking man, she thought. 
 
    “You are not wearing your uniform, My Lord,” she said before she could stop herself. Why? What was wrong with her? 
 
    He shrugged gently, but she could tell in his eyes that he was not happy about being out of uniform. 
 
    “I was informed that my aunts believed a Lord should dress appropriately. It seems a mere naval captain is not enough.” 
 
    “Oh, Newcastle,” Isobel said as she gently slapped his arm with her closed fan. “Elizabeth was simply making a suggestion.” 
 
    Lord Newcastle scoffed, “Aunt Isobel, I have spent my life-giving and receiving orders. I know one when I hear one.” 
 
    Isobel’s face turned slightly pink. Abigail watched the exchange between them. The scowl on his face showed his obvious distaste for the ton and its unwritten rules. 
 
    “I have also been informed,” he said to Abigail. “That I will be considered a failure if I do not dance. Would you care to dance with me, Lady Abigail?” 
 
    Abigail cringed. Inside though, a small part of her screamed with joy. 
 
    Isobel gasped. “Don’t be ridiculous,” the older woman exclaimed. 
 
    Lord Newcastle’s forehead creased in confusion for a moment then relaxed as understanding filled him, But, there was a hint of anger, Abigail realized. He thinks I won’t dance with him because he is a bastard. 
 
    “Of course,” he said as he bowed again. He will leave, Abigail thought as she realized the man believed she had just cut him. What other option did he have? If she had been a man, he might very well have challenged her to a dual. But with her, he had no option but to accept her cruelty. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, desperate that he not hurt her, she moved her cane from the fold of her dress and took a small step forward, using her cane for support. 
 
    “My Lord, while I am honored by your request, unfortunately, I have found it best that I not attempt to dance. I have a habit of disrupting things too much.” Here she lifted her cane slightly to emphasize the point. 
 
    He frowned deeply as he looked into her eyes and then down at the cane. Instant awareness filled his eyes. Here it comes, she thought. That look of pity mixed with embarrassment. Instead, he laughed slightly. “My Lady, it appears once again I am very fortunate.” 
 
    Abigail frowned as she looked up at the tall man and tried to understand his meaning. 
 
    His scowl relaxed enough to show a hint of a smile. “I despise dancing,” he said. “Now my good aunts cannot say I did not make an effort.” 
 
    Abigail was trapped by his look of shared pleasure. As if it were the two of them against the silly rules and expectations of the ton. Her world shifted slightly with his unexpected reply. Instead of pity, he had acted as if her handicap was of no consequence, in fact to his benefit. 
 
    She found herself trapped by his eyes as if holding her in place. Who was this man? Every other Lord would have turned up his nose and ignored her. A woman of no significance. Not this man, she realized. 
 
    “Newcastle,” Isobel said with sharp disapproval. “You will never find a wife without dancing. Don’t be ridiculous.” 
 
    His smile deepened as he shrugged and turned to watch the dancers. 
 
    “Lady Isobel is correct,” Abigail said to him, surprised at her own boldness. “It will be difficult enough to find someone appropriate.” 
 
    His small smile instantly disappeared to be replaced with that strong scowl. “Because of my birth?” he said. 
 
    “No,” Abigail answered quickly, terrified she had upset him. Obviously, it was a very sore subject. “No,” she repeated. “Because I imagine a man such as yourself will have high expectations. In addition, it is late in the season and some of the best candidates have already been taken.” 
 
    She watched as his brow softened before he returned to watching the dancers. Abigail sighed internally. It appeared as if he had accepted her explanation. 
 
    “Lady Abigail has offered to help,” Isobel interjected. “Her knowledge will be invaluable.” 
 
    Abigail cringed, Isobel made it sound as if it had been all her idea and not a request from the aunts. She watched him from the corner of her eye, hoping to catch some indication of what he thought. 
 
    But there was nothing. It was as if he were made of stone. No emotion was allowed to be exposed. Instead, he simply nodded. 
 
    Isobel sighed, then gently patted her arm. “Elizabeth is motioning for me to return. I will leave you two alone for a minute.” 
 
    A cold fear flashed through Abigail. The thought of being alone with this man, made her stomach churn with worry. Even a crowded ballroom. Why? she wondered. 
 
    Lord Newcastle nodded to his aunt, then glanced down at her. “So tell me, Lady Abigail, which woman is to make my life miserable?” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Six 
 
    What had his world become? he wondered. A few days ago, he had been Captain Jack Hardy. A man in command of His Majesty’s ship, The White Tern, with a crew of ninety-eight. Men who sailed the deep blue. Men who followed him into battle. 
 
    Now, here he was, Lord Newcastle. Destined to become His Grace, the Duke of Oxford. And he was being pushed into something he despised. What was it his first commander, Captain Thornberry, said to him when he had reported aboard HMS Providence as a fourteen-year-old midshipman?  
 
    The ancient captain had stared down at the young man before him with hard, cold eyes, and said, “Always remember, boy. A superior sailor is one who uses his superior judgment to stay out of situations that require his superior skill.” 
 
    Jack had frowned as he tried to understand. 
 
    The Bosun, Thompson someone had called him, standing next to the captain had spit over the side then said, “He means boy, don’t foul your anchor so bad you can’t get ‘er undone.” 
 
    Now, here in this ballroom, he was worried that he was allowing himself to be pushed into something he could never correct. A fatal error that should have been avoided. 
 
    Glancing down, he wondered about the young lady next to him. Who was she? He remembered the sharp pain when he had believed she had refused him because of his birth. Then the shame when he discovered the true reason she had denied his request to dance. 
 
    The look in her eyes had surprised him. It hadn’t been anger at him. No instead, she had simply accepted his error and corrected him without a stern rebuke. Unusual he thought. But then so much about this woman seemed strange.  
 
    Her understated beauty, of course. High cheekbones, a pert nose, soulful brown eyes that exposed a keen intelligence. And then, of course, there were the soft curves that pulled at a man’s attention. High, well-formed breasts and hips that curved in such a way that they reminded him how long he had been at sea. 
 
    Why was she here? Was her injury temporary? How? Or had she lived with it her entire life. If so, why attend a ball where almost everyone would dance, stroll about gossiping. Was she married? No, surely not, no husband would allow a woman as pretty as this alone at such an event. Not if he had any sense. 
 
    She looked up and caught him examining her. A pretty shade of pink flushed across her cheeks as she quickly looked away. Something inside of him came to life as he realized how much he enjoyed making her blush. A man could get used to that, he realized. 
 
    “Tell me, My Lord,” she said without taking her eyes off the dancers. “What are you looking for in a wife.” 
 
    “I have absolutely no idea. In all honesty, I never really thought about it.” 
 
    She frowned and glanced up at him, “You never thought about what you wanted in a woman.” 
 
    He snorted, “A woman yes, a wife no.” 
 
    Her lips pursed as she slowly nodded. Good he thought, she was not easily offended. 
 
    “My Lord,” she said, “I would suggest you give the matter some thought. If we are to find you a wife, it would be easier if we knew what we were to look for.” 
 
    He grunted. How had he ended up in such a conversation? 
 
    “And yourself, Lady Arabella, what are you searching for in a husband?” 
 
    Her brow scrunched up as she frowned deeply. “We are discussing your goals, My Lord.” 
 
    The words were not what he had expected. It had been his experience that every young woman knew exactly what she wished in a husband and wasn’t averse to sharing her opinion. It was like sailors discussing the best brothels. Each had a preference and was adamant that their choice was best. 
 
    An awkward silence fell over them as the two of them looked out over the crowd. What was it about this woman that made him feel uncomfortable? As if he’d entered a crowded harbor with hidden rocks and shoals. 
 
    “You really must marry,” she told him, looking up with an almost apologetic expression. “It will cement yourself in the ton. Provide your family stability. And eventually heirs to the title.” 
 
    He started to scoff but stopped himself. The woman was correct and he could no longer deny it. Regardless of his thoughts on the matter, he would have to find a wife. 
 
    “Who would you suggest?” he asked with a heavy sigh. 
 
    The young woman shook her head. “That, My Lord, depends on a great many factors., Beautiful, obviously. …” 
 
    He did scoff this time. As if beauty were the answer to all problems. In his experience, beautiful woman required more care than he was willing to give. 
 
    “… Intelligent,” Lady Abigail continued. “A well-connected family would go a long way to stopping stories spreading.” 
 
    “Once again we return to the facts of my birth.” 
 
    Her cheeks grew pink but she did not deny it. Admirable, he thought, the woman wasn’t willing to ignore reality to save herself from embarrassment. 
 
    “What else,” she asked, “Do you have a preference for hair color? Temperament, a talent you find crucial.” 
 
    “Talent?” he asked with surprise. 
 
    “Musical, painting.” 
 
    The new Lord rolled his eyes. “My Lady, I do not anticipate falling in love with the woman. You and your people deem that I need a wife. From what I have seen of the upper society. Marriage has little to do with love.” 
 
    Her lips firmed into a straight line as she nodded. “While you might be correct. Yet think of it. This will be the mother of your children. Surely there are things, traits you would wish to be passed on.”  
 
    Again, he forced himself to stop from scoffing. Her brow creased in disappointment obviously upset at his inability or unwillingness to help her find him a wife. 
 
    Suddenly, her eyes opened as she smiled up at him. “Think of it as finding a new ship. Surely you wouldn’t wish to have someone else pick out your new ship without providing guidance as to your needs. If you were to design the perfect ship. What would you be looking for?” 
 
    He felt the stern set of his chin relax just a little as he thought about it. The woman was good. She had maneuvered him into looking at the issue. 
 
    He smiled as he thought about it. “Sleek, fast, with a stern soul.” 
 
    She frowned slightly, “Are we talking about a wife or a ship?” 
 
    “Both,” he said as he relaxed with the realization that the woman was right. He must examine all of the candidates to find the right one. 
 
    Once again, an awkward silence fell over them. Lord Newcastle glanced down at the woman. A new thought crossed his mind. 
 
    “Why are you assisting my sweet aunts in this endeavor?” he asked. “The truth,” he added. 
 
    Her lips twitched with a brief smile at his mention of ‘sweet aunts.’ Taking a deep breath, she looked up. “It is how we conduct business in the ton, My Lord. Amongst ourselves. We use favors and connections. It is our form of barter.” 
 
    “I had always thought young women were in competition with each other. Need I worry that you will steer me to your worst enemy in an attempt to make her miserable. After all, I am not exactly the most eligible bachelor here tonight.” 
 
    The young woman laughed. “I assure you, My Lord. The woman of the ton will be extremely pleased to find you are in search of a wife. Your positive assets are quite numerous.” 
 
    He studied her for a moment. “And yourself, Lady Dupont. Which of my assets do you find the most pleasing?” 
 
    Her cheeks grew pink, almost red as she quickly looked down. “Again, My Lord. We were not discussing me, but your potential wife.” 
 
    Yes, making Lady Abigail Dupont blush was an enjoyable aspect of his new life. 
 
    He should probably stop teasing the woman. After all, he was in need of her assistance. He decided to change the subject. “So, My Lady. If you are to help me find a new wife. Then at some date in the future. Should I expect you to make a request for my assistance in return?” 
 
    She smiled obviously pleased that he understood how things worked in this world. “I assure you, My Lord. If I do, it will be a small matter and nothing that would bring you dishonor.” 
 
    He laughed. “My Lady, I have sold my soul to my father and his aged sisters. I have agreed to allow my future to be shaped and manipulated by people who have never shown me the slightest kindness. I have given up command of The White Tern. The one thing I have ever loved. All for a title I don’t desire. To live in a world, I despise. There is little you could ask for that could make my life any worse.” 
 
    She frowned but remained silent for a good half-minute until her restraint could no longer be contained. “Do you really despise us, My Lord? I mean, I know that many of the lower classes resent our wealth, our status. The papers talk of it often. Little do they know how many of us are not wealthy and our status brings only expectations with no resources.” 
 
    Jack studied her for a long moment. This woman was not wealthy, he realized. Who was her family? Her history. Yet, she had been born and raised in this world. Her voice. Her dress. Her intimate knowledge of every unwritten rule. Even the way she stood. Everything spoke of a woman of the ton.  
 
    “You forget my birth,” he told her. “I learned early that a man’s name meant nothing when it came to judging their worth as a human being. At sea, I’ve seen men who were raised in the harshest of circumstances rise to levels of great bravery. Men who couldn’t read a book to save their life but could read the waves and know more about the sea than any scholar you could ever find.  
 
    She looked up, obviously interested. 
 
    “No, Lady Dupont,” he continued. “I don’t despise the ton. I just find it … unnecessary.” 
 
    Lady Abigail gave a mock gasp with a twinkle in her eyes and a slight smile. “Please My Lord. If we are to be successful in finding you a wife. Do not share that opinion widely. Half the fathers and most of the mothers would find it rather disqualifying. Even for a handsome Marquis and future Duke.” 
 
    He laughed. “I agreed to allow you and my aunts to help. I did not say I would make it easy.” 
 
    Her smile continued for a second. “Again, My Lord. Why?” 
 
    The new Lord froze for a second the shrugged his shoulders. “Call it agreeing to a dying man’s wish.” 
 
    Her eyebrows narrowed while she nodded as it became obvious that there was little else in this world that could have made him go through with this abomination. 
 
    “Well, in that case, My Lord. We will endeavor to find you an acceptable wife.” 
 
    Jack scoffed, “A wife perhaps. Acceptable? Doubtful.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Seven 
 
    Abigail took a deep breath and wondered why she had ever agreed to help Lady Isobel and her two sisters in finding this man a wife. It was obvious that he didn’t want one and she doubted any woman would ever make him happy. 
 
    Such a shame really, for there was something about him that made her feel that he might make a good husband. With the right woman obviously. 
 
    Cringing inside, she tried to push down the small disappointment that threatened to bubble up. Not her of course.  
 
    Sighing internally, she looked up to find him staring intently across the room. 
 
    “Is that Lord Bristol?” he asked nodding to a man walking towards them. 
 
    “Yes,” she whispered quickly before the Lord arrived, portly with a ruddy face. The Earl of Bristol had always made her skin crawl. Even without their history, she would have despised the man. His arrogant attitude mixed with an ignorant view of the world. The man epitomized all the worse aspects of the aristocracy, privileged, unaware, and not very intelligent. Even worse was the way he looked at women. As if he anticipated bending them to his will. Literally.  
 
    The Earl scowled as he stopped and examined Lord Newcastle. 
 
    “Hardy?” he said with obvious displeasure, looking down his nose as if addressing a disgusting insect. “A bit above your station don’t you think. But then, you never did understand your place.” 
 
    Abigail stiffened, the tension between the two men was enough to make her hold her breath. Beneath their cool demeanor, a bubbling rage threatened to overflow. It was as if two mountain rams had met on a narrow path, neither willing to back down.  
 
    “Barty,” Newcastle said with a questioning frown. “Is that you? You’ve grown a little. Mostly sideways, I must say.” 
 
    The Earl of Bristol gasped, his face turning even redder as he straightened, pulling in his rather large stomach. A small speck of spittle appeared at the corner of the man’s mouth. “Where is Lady Carswell?” he asked as he looked out over the crowd. “Our hostess is obviously unaware of your presence.” 
 
    Abigail noticed that several groups of people had slowly moved closer to ensure they heard every last syllable.  
 
    Lord Newcastle laughed slightly. “Barty, you always look for someone else to fight your battles.” 
 
    The rancor between these two men was unbelievable. Men of the ton didn’t act this way. Normally It was more the knife in the back type of interplay all while smiling at each other. Instead, these two were like young boys on the playing field ready to come to blows right here at Lady Carswell’s ball. People would be talking about this for weeks. 
 
    “It is Lord Bristol,” the Earl said with as much gravity as he could muster. “I shouldn’t have to remind you.” 
 
    Abigail looked from one to the next and suddenly realized something. “My Lord,” she said to Lord Bristol. “You may not have heard. This is the new Marquis of Newcastle. The heir to the Duke of Oxford.” 
 
    The portly Earl’s face turned white. Abigail was unable to tell if it was shock or anger. He stared at her then back at Lord Newcastle and again back at her. As if trying to determine the legitimacy of her statement. The fact that a Marquis was of higher status must have made the Earl’s insides clench with anger. The look of pure hate in the man’s eyes confirmed it. 
 
    “That’s right, Barty,” Lord Newcastle said with a sly grin. “It seems, as I always said, the crown can give out a peerage to almost anyone.” 
 
    The Earl stared daggers at Lord Newcastle, his jaw clenched, his hands shaking. Abigail wondered if she had ever seen a man so angry. Surely not. Grunting under his breath, the Earl turned and marched away. Storming through the crowd and directly out the door. 
 
    Lord Newcastle chuckled as he shook his head. 
 
    “I take it you know Lord Bristol,” she said. 
 
    The tall man next to her smiled gently and nodded. “My first and dearest enemy. At school. I really must thank him. He taught me so much that has come in handy when facing the French.” 
 
    “It is unwise to antagonize such a man,” Abigail said with a frown.  
 
    “Do not worry, the man would never challenge me to a duel. I could never be so lucky.” 
 
    “I wasn’t talking about the dueling fields,” Abigail said with a heavy sigh. “I was talking about the marriage mart. The man and his family have many friends. And an open confrontation such as that will not be helpful.” 
 
    Lord Newcastle smiled down at her, “The first rule for my new wife, she or her family may not be a friend of him or his.”  
 
    Abigail took a deep breath and then let it out slowly before she nodded, accepting his requirement. “You really despise the man, that I can understand. He is a bit of a toad. But why is he so angry with you?” 
 
    The new Lord paused as he looked out into the distance. “Either a guilty conscience. Or he still harbors resentment for me defeating him at every step. The scar under his left eye. I gave him that when he and his friends caught me behind the chapel. Both he and his sycophants paid that day.” 
 
    Her heart broke thinking of him all alone, facing the hateful world.  
 
    He saw her expression and said, “I wasn’t always alone, Bedford, Suffolk, and Duncan were there some of the times. They helped by watching my back. But they couldn’t always be there. Good old Barty used to look for opportunities for he and his friends to find me alone. Although after a bit, he found it more and more difficult to find accomplices. It is amazing what a few broken bones will do to a boy's perspective. They quickly learn that certain associations aren’t always wise. Another factor he holds against me.” 
 
    Abigail turned to where the Earl of Bristol had left the room. What must it be like for a man like Lord Bristol? He had repeatedly been bettered by the tall man next to her. His only solace the knowledge that he was a British Lord and this man was but a bastard. 
 
    And now? Even that solace was lost to him. The man must be apoplectic with anger. 
 
    A small sense of glee passed over her. 
 
     “Where shall we start,” Lord Newcastle said as he looked at the people dancing. Obviously referring to finding him a wife. “Ah, perhaps the young lady there. The blond in the light blue …” 
 
    “No,” Abigail said forcibly before she could stop herself. “I mean … That is Lady Rose Dupont, my cousin and she is almost betrothed to Lord Smalley.” For the first time since hearing of her cousin’s pending engagement, Abigail sent up a quick thank you. The thought of her cousin marrying Lord Newcastle would be wrong on so many levels. 
 
    “Ah,” the Marquis said, “See, you have already saved me that most precious of things. Time.” 
 
    Abigail swallowed hard as she tried to slow her racing heart. She must take care, she realized. The man had absolutely no idea of who would be appropriate. Rose, never. While she might be sleek and fast, to use his words. Her cousins' soul would never be described as ‘Stern.’ 
 
    “I will need some time to consider the issue, My Lord. Perhaps, next week at the Hawthorn’s ball I might point out some possibilities. You will be attending, I presume?” 
 
    He sighed and nodded. “If I must.” 
 
    The thought of seeing him again pleased her for some reason. She liked talking to him she realized. There was no subterfuge. No useless small talk. As she had foreseen, he was a man of action. A man who wanted to get things done and move on to the next challenge. 
 
    “Lady Abigail,” Lord Newcastle said as he took her free hand and bent over it. A warm tingle traveled up her arm from his touch. Even through her gloves, it was as if a magical force had taken ahold of her. Her heart skipped and the world narrowed to just this man. Just this moment. 
 
    “It has been most enjoyable,” he said. “I look forward to your assisting me in finding a wife. I feel that really I must thank my aunt Isobel.” 
 
    Abigail felt her cheeks grow warm as he stared into her eyes. Suddenly her mouth was very dry as if she had spent the day in a dessert. Her heart raced and she was finding it difficult to breathe. 
 
    “Until next week then,” he said, breaking the moment. 
 
    Her heart jumped when she realized he was leaving and she began to drop into a curtsey. But to her everlasting shame, her hip chose that moment to give way. She had been standing too long and it refused to continue to support her. 
 
    Before she could fall and make a complete fool of herself, his hand shot forward, saving her, holding her steady as he assisted her back to a normal, un-embarrassing position. 
 
    “Please,” he said, “forgive me.” 
 
    There it was, she thought as her heart slammed to a halt. That look of pity. That look that sealed her fate. Her world ended at that very moment. A moment she would never forget. No man could ever come to care for a woman if he pitied her. 
 
    From the corner of her eyes, she saw several of the other women watching her, their fans in front of their lips so they could whisper to each other. She wondered if they had been upset because she had monopolized so much of the new handsome Lord’s attention. Now, to see her embarrass herself like this. They must each be sighing with relief. One less opponent on the field. 
 
    “No, My Lord,” she was able to say as she straightened her back and lifted her chin. “It was my error. I do apologize.” 
 
    He frowned for a moment, “Do you need assistance? There is a chair open next to my aunts.” 
 
    “No … No thank you, My Lord. I will be perfectly fine, I assure you.” 
 
    He continued to study her for a moment as if doubting her words. Then bowed again. “Until next week, My Lady.” 
 
    She was tempted to curtsey again, but simply nodded instead.  
 
    Smiling one last time, he turned and left to find Lady Carswell so that he might thank her before leaving. Abigail sighed heavily and watched him leave. Tall, with wide shoulders. All man she thought with deep regret. 
 
    At least she would see him next week, she told herself.  
 
    “Well?” Lady Isobel said as she stepped up next to her. “What do you think?” 
 
    Abigail thought for a moment then said, “Finding him a wife will not be difficult. Finding him the right one will be almost impossible.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Lady Isobel said, “That is why I have enlisted your assistance. If anyone can do it, you can.” 
 
    Abigail cringed inside. How had she allowed herself to be pulled into this? The man didn’t want a wife and none of the women she knew deserved him. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Eight 
 
    The newly minted Lord Newcastle handed his hat and gloves to Bedford’s footman. 
 
    “Lord Newcastle,” Mrs. Jensen, Bedford’s housekeeper, said as she approached with a broad smile. “It is so nice to see you again.” 
 
    Jack couldn’t help but smile to himself. Leave it to Mrs. Jensen, she knew every story and rumor of the ton. Of course, she knew of his new title. It had been her that had guided the Duke of Bedford. Perhaps he should hire her for himself. Heaven knew Thompson would be no help in navigating through the dangers of the British upper society. 
 
    No, Bedford would call him out and run a rapier through him if he tried to steal Mrs. Jensen from him. And that was only if his wife, Ann, Her Grace, the Duchess of Bedford didn’t do it first. 
 
    “Mrs. Jensen,” he said to her. “Is the sluggard down and about yet? It is almost ten. Surely he is receiving.” 
 
    Mrs. Jensen smiled, “His Grace should be down in a few minutes, My Lord. Would you care to wait in his study? I know he wishes to speak to you.” 
 
    Newcastle scoffed, “He wants to lecture me about being a Lord. The ins and outs of Parliament. Which club to belong to, which fork to use.” 
 
    Mrs. Jensen bit back a smile. She obviously enjoyed it when he gave His Grace a rough time. So few people in his world ever did. The man was a Duke after all. Like himself, Mrs. Jensen viewed it as their responsibility to stop the Duke of Bedford from becoming too full of himself. 
 
    As he followed her to his friend’s study, he thought about Lady Abigail and the Hawthorn’s ball that very night. They were to meet and she was to start introducing him to potential brides. The thought sent a shudder down his spine, yet, he had to admit, he was looking forward to seeing Lady Abigail Dupont once more. 
 
    Then it hit him. “Tell me, Mrs. Jensen, do you know of a Lady Dupont?” 
 
    The woman frowned as she studied him for a moment. “My Lord. I am but a lowly housekeeper. Why would I know of Lady Dupont?” 
 
    Newcastle laughed, “Mrs. Jensen, you have the best intelligence service in all of England, perhaps Europe. I am sure you could teach Lord Liverpool and his men a thing or two.” 
 
    She smiled, obviously pleased with his comment. 
 
    “Well, seeing as how you are a new Lord and a dear friend of His Grace’s.” 
 
    He remained quiet waiting for her to continue. 
 
    “Lady Abigail Dupont,” she began. “The only daughter of Earl of Grisham, from the Midlands.” 
 
    “An Earl’s daughter,” Newcastle interjected, surprised. She had not seemed hidebound or … too full of herself. 
 
    “Yes,” Mrs. Jensen said, “A rather poor Earldom…” 
 
    “I wasn’t aware there were such things,” he said with a small laugh. 
 
    “Her Grandfather left the family with quite a lot of debt. They have not yet found a way out.” 
 
    He nodded for her to continue as his interest began to rise. This was all so unexpected. 
 
    “One brother. Archibald will inherit. I believe there are several male cousins. Both her father and mother are rather aged and do not come to London much. That and the cost, of course. She is staying with an aunt, here in London.” 
 
    “And her … disability?” he asked. 
 
    Mrs. Jensen frowned, “Yes, such a shame. No one knows all the details. But at twelve she was injured. It has been said that the doctors never expected her to walk again.” 
 
    Newcastle frowned. The woman must have pushed herself hard to have recovered as much as she had. 
 
    “Well liked,” Mrs. Jensen continued. “The servants here in London, the few they have, speak highly of her. That says a lot in my opinion.” 
 
    Newcastle’s brow furrowed in confusion. “The woman seems a little older than most of the unwed women in the ton.” 
 
    “Twenty-one.” 
 
    “Yes. Why has she not married?” he asked. 
 
    Mrs. Jensen studied him for a moment, her brow focusing as if she were trying to understand if he was as unintelligent as he appeared. 
 
    “Sir, I do believe you have not yet grasped the ways of the ton.” 
 
    He frowned as he nodded for her to continue. 
 
    “The number one goal of almost every member is to improve the family’s status through marriage so that they might produce children to continue the family name. A family now better off socially and financially because of the improved status. 
 
    Newcastle thought of his father and had to admit, Mrs. Jensen was obviously correct.  
 
    “It is doubtful that Lady Dupont will ever marry, My Lord. The nature of the injury calls into question her ability to have children. When paired with her family’s poverty and lack of connections. No children, no money, why would any man of standing offer for her hand? And why would any woman accept a man of lesser standing?” 
 
    He could only shake his head. He had always believed the Royal Navy to be a cold, hard institution. But these people made it appear as soft as a hospital charity. 
 
    “Thank you, Mrs. Jensen,” he said as he tried to understand this new information. 
 
    “Of course, My Lord,” Mrs. Jensen said as she curtsied then turned to go. “My Lord,” she added once she had opened the door. “I have heard that you are in search of a wife and Lady Abigail has offered to help you find one.” 
 
    It took every effort to stop his jaw from dropping open. Was there nothing this woman didn’t know? 
 
    “I would listen to her advice, My Lord. The woman is intelligent, without an agenda of her own. It would be difficult to find another advisor with both of those qualities.” 
 
    He smiled and nodded, “Of course, and thank you.” 
 
    “And, as for your man Thompson,” she continued, “if you were to send him around, I could perhaps offer some guidance on things he should be prepared for. Things are not always as they appear. There are people with agendas he should be made aware of.” 
 
    This time, his jaw did drop open. He couldn’t stop it. Then, gathering himself he grinned and shook his head. “I will send Thompson within the day. Please forgive him his ways. The man has spent so much time at sea that he forgets how to act in refined company. And again, thank you, Mrs. Jensen. And might I add, if you ever wish another position. I would be very willing to have you …” 
 
    “Don’t you dare,” the Duke of Bedford said as he stepped into the room, shooting Mrs. Jensen a glare at merely thinking about it. 
 
    “I will keep it in mind, My Lord,” she said to Lord Newcastle as she returned His Grace’s glare, then stepped out of the room with a secret smile.  
 
    The Duke lifted his eyes to the ceiling, then stared at his friend with obvious anger. “Sir, there are some things a gentleman does not do. Steal another man’s wife, or hire his staff away from him. It just isn’t done.” 
 
    Newcastle laughed. Oh , how he loved poking at Brock, the Duke of Bedford. The man had been a Duke since the age of three and had a habit of being just slightly pompous at times. 
 
    “Who is trying to steal me,” The Duchess of Bedford said as she followed her husband into the study, reaching up to place a sweet kiss on the Duke’s cheek. A gorgeous brunette with classic beauty and an innate grace. Lord Newcastle could only shake his head at the open display of affection. Ann refused to abide by the ton’s expectations. Not when it came to loving her husband. 
 
    “He wants to hire away Mrs. Jensen,” the Duke said to his wife. 
 
    “Never,” she said as she shot Lord Newcastle a mock glare of anger. “I will call you out, Sir, or worse, tell your aunts that you are being a bad Lord and that they need to provide more and closer guidance.” 
 
    Lord Newcastle raised his hands in defeat. He well knew when he was outmatched.  
 
    The Duke of Bedford chuckled, then said to his wife, “I am taking Jack to Parliament. Liverpool has asked me to introduce him to the stumps and lost souls known as the Members of the House of Lords.” 
 
    The Duchess cringed and gave Lord Newcastle a sympathetic glance. 
 
    “Suffolk will be joining us,” the Duke said to him. “He insists on watching the good Lords squirm when you are introduced.” 
 
    Lord Newcastle smiled at the thought of the Duke of Suffolk. The man always did enjoy seeing the powerful made uncomfortable. One of the many reasons he had always admired the man. 
 
    “Have you heard from Duncan,” Lord Newcastle asked, referring to the fourth member of the Duke’s club. Currently serving in Portugal with Wellesley. 
 
    “Yes,” the Duke said with a deep frown. “A rather interesting letter concerning a girl. I gather that in the event of his death, I am to see to her. Some debt owed to one of his sergeants.” 
 
    “Not his brother?“ Lord Newcastle asked, referring to the Duke of Richmond. 
 
    Bedford sneered, “No. Instead, he tasked me. I believe because he wanted the job done right.” 
 
    A heavy pall fell over the group as they each contemplated the danger their friend faced. Newcastle cringed, he should be sharing that burden. He should be fighting the French. Not worrying about which ball to attend or which woman would make an appropriate wife. A sense of guilt filled him mixed with a longing for a stiff wind filling his sails. 
 
    “Really, Dear,” the Duchess said as she laid a hand on her husband’s arm. “Must we talk of such things, now.? This should be a moment of celebration. Our good friend Captain Jack Hardy is being seated in the House of Lords. It is remarkable.” 
 
    Newcastle scoffed but held back from commenting. There was no need to disabuse the fine Lady. But in his estimation, this was a time to mourn, not celebrate. 
 
    “Will we see you tonight at the Hawthorn’s?” Her Grace asked. 
 
    Newcastle grimaced as he nodded, “Yes, it seems I am duty-bound to produce an heir. It also seems that the only appropriate method to meet prospective brides is at these events. I do believe I would rather work my way through a force five gale in a leaky raft.” 
 
    Duchess Bedford laughed. Her husband smiled slightly. But, the new lord could tell the man understood perfectly. 
 
    “Come,” the Duke said, “the sooner we finish this, the sooner you can prepare yourself for tonight. You do realize, every mother will be pestering you like a hungry hyena on the plains of Africa.” 
 
    “Brock!” the Duchess exclaimed. 
 
    “What?” he asked innocently. “You know very well that there is no higher predator than a mother with a marriageable daughter. And their favorite prey are wealthy Lords.” 
 
    The Duchess frowned at her husband. But Newcastle noticed that she did not contradict him.  
 
    Later that evening as he prepared for the ball, he thought of the Duke’s words and realized he was pleased that Lady Dupont would be helping. He knew she would keep him from falling to some conniving mother or coy young miss.  
 
    No, if he was going to surrender to his father’s wishes. It would be on his terms. A cold, heartless marriage to someone that would not try to ruin his life with demands and expectations. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Nine 
 
    Abigail’s heart raced as she entered the Hawthorn’s ballroom with her aunt Maud and cousin Rose. Would he be here already? Would he come at all? Perhaps he had changed his mind. Either refusing to find a wife. Or determining her assistance would not be needed. 
 
    Running her hands down her dress she hoped he would like it. A cream-colored, high waisted gown with a burgundy ribbon for a belt. The lace at her collar and cuffs were made with her own hands. Some of her best, she thought.  
 
    What would she feel if he simply ignored her the next time they met? Her heart turned over as she remembered the shame of almost falling when she tried to curtsey. Could anything be more embarrassing?  
 
    That look of pity in his eyes had been like a knife to her heart. Cringing inside, she fought the anger and sadness in her soul over the accident years earlier and what it had done to her. 
 
    “I assume you will be with the older ladies,” Aunt Maud said to her as she reached up to tuck away a stray wisp of her daughter's hair. 
 
    “Yes, Aunt,” Abigail said as her heart sank. Even her own relatives had relegated her to the outside. 
 
    “Quick Mother,” Rose said as she pulled away from her mother’s attention. “There is Johnathon.” 
 
    “Lord Smalley,” Aunt Maud corrected. “Even if he does become your betrothed. You will always refer to him with respect.” 
 
    Rose rolled her eyes and left them without responding. 
 
    Aunt Maud shook her head, then glanced at Abigail with raised eyebrows. As if asking why she was still there. 
 
    Abigail took a deep breath as she turned to work her way across the room. She would have to get over the shame of people seeing her use her cane. There would be no other way, she would be expected to accompany His Lordship as she introduced him to the right women and their mothers. 
 
    She wondered what it would feel like when he made a choice? Pleasure at knowing she had assisted a gentleman in making a good match? Not bloody likely, she thought to herself. While she never cursed aloud, obviously. She did occasionally do so inside her own thoughts. And this seemed like a perfectly appropriate time. 
 
    As she made her way, she glanced down to ensure she wouldn’t place her cane in the wrong position when a man stepped in front of her. Looking up slowly, her heart jumped at the strong chest, wide shoulders and a handsome face. A face with a soft smile. A smile for her that set her insides alight. 
 
    A hint of sandalwood and salt air washed over her. His scent she realized. Unique, strong without being overwhelming. 
 
    “Lady Dupont,” Lord Newcastle said as he bowed slightly.  
 
    Abigail shot him a quick smile before setting her jaw as she prepared to curtsey. She was determined to do it without embarrassing herself. However, before she could begin, he took her hand and tucked it into his arm. 
 
    “Come,” he said, not giving her an opportunity to make a fool of herself. She cringed inside at his kindness. No other woman would have been seen as so … so … inadequate. Not unless they were ancient crones already bent and twisted with age. 
 
    Yet, the sense of security his arm provided sent a warm feeling of happiness through her. His arm felt so firm that she barely had to use her cane at all.  
 
    “We must see to my aunts,” he added as he led her across the room. As they made their way, she noticed that he moved slower than normal. Intentionally allowing her to keep up with him. 
 
    Once again, she was struck by this man. He was observant, and kind when he wished. Yet she knew that a born warrior lurked behind that charm. 
 
    Abigail noticed the glances shot her way. It was so obvious what was racing through the mothers’ minds. Who would he select? Would it be their daughter who would become a duchess? Which young woman would live a life of luxury, status, and security? And therefore, pass along those benefits to their mother. 
 
    Of course, the looks and glances from the younger women were a mix. Some, like their mothers, could see only the benefits of being a Duchess. Others though, their looks held a touch of something almost primeval. Baser. The looks of a woman who wanted this man for themselves. 
 
    Several of the older, married women also looked on with an intense interest. 
 
    Her insides turned over at the obvious avarice and blatant longing. She feared that none of them would ever see the man for who he truly was. 
 
    “There you are,” Lady Isobel said as she rose to greet them. Abigail noticed that Elizabeth frowned, obviously still upset at the entire idea of this man becoming a Duke. Mary, the middle sister looked at her older sister, then at her younger sister, obviously torn. 
 
    “Ladies,” the Lord said as he bowed, perhaps more deeply than he needed to, with a small grin on his lips. He enjoys teasing them, she realized. Most men would have simply ignored the older women. Refusing to submit themselves to their disapproval.  
 
    Not Lord Newcastle. No, every time he merely interacted with them, he reminded them of the situation, and the fact that he would be in charge of their finances one day. A day rapidly approaching if the rumors were correct about his father’s health. 
 
    The women were placed in an untenable position and he loved exploiting it. 
 
    “So, you have agreed to take a wife?” Lady Elizabeth. “I am pleased that you have come to your senses.” 
 
    Lord Newcastle laughed slightly. “I have agreed to consider it. But then, I have also considered renouncing the title and returning to fight the French. This war will not last forever.” 
 
    The shocked white faces made Abigail want to laugh. Surely, the man was teasing. Then something in his eye told her that it was not a bluff. He really was thinking about making such a radical decision. Was he that desperate to return to battle? What kind of man sought out danger and death? 
 
    Lady Isobel was the first to recover as she smiled up at him, “Don’t be ridiculous, My Lord. You were born to be a Duke.” 
 
    Lady Elizabeth let out a very unladylike snort before she could stop herself. 
 
    Lord Newcastle’s brow narrowed for the briefest moment. He really hates being reminded of his birth. No, she corrected herself. He despises others judging him because of it. I slight difference. 
 
    “So,” he said to her, “Who will you tempt me with? Which of these young ladies might become the mother of the next Duke?” 
 
    All three of the elderly sisters stared at her, obviously wondering about her plans. She could see by Lady Elizabeth’s glare that she wished she were managing this project. 
 
    “I believe, My Lord,” Abigail said, “that you should allow me to introduce you. We will see if any catch your fancy.” 
 
    He scoffed, obviously doubting it, but dipped his head in agreement and then waved his hand for her to lead the way. 
 
    Abigail took a deep breath. Deep down at the base level of her soul, her instincts told her not to do this. Yet, the rational part of her mind demanded she go through with it. He deserved to be happy. It was up to her to make sure he found the right person. 
 
    As they approached a small gathering, she made the necessary introduction to Lord and Lady Stewart and their daughter, Sarah. A striking brunet. Tall, slim, with a pretty face. Abigail forced her jealousy down as she held herself back and watched the exchange. 
 
    Lady Stewart was obviously pleased. Lord Stewart frowned, as a father should when a handsome man came within his daughter’s orbit. But it was Young Sarah that Abigail watched closely. Dressed in a forest green gown that looked particularly fetching. The woman was considered one of the most beautiful coming out this season. It was surprising to many that she had not yet accepted one of the many offers for her hand. 
 
    The young woman played the moment perfectly. Coy, without being too shy. Intelligent conversation without creating any awkward moments or placing herself or his Lordship in a bad light. A true master of the art of social grace. And so young, Abigail thought. 
 
    It was the gentle waving of her fan that made Abigail admire the performance. The young woman used it to draw attention to herself. Her mother had taught her well. Or was it natural? she wondered. A skill innate in beautiful women. Women who were sure of themselves and what they had to offer. 
 
    His Lordship was perfectly charming, all without showing any obvious interest. Acting as if he had met his lawyer or banker. All business.  
 
    After a few minutes, he glanced over at her, his eyes secretly sending her a message. 
 
    “If you will excuse us,” she said to the Stewarts. “We must make the rounds. You know how it is.” His Lordship bowed and let her lead him away. 
 
    Once they were out of earshot, she pulled him down so that she could whisper, “What do you think?” 
 
    He glanced down at her with a furrowed brow. “I’ve seen sharks with warmer eyes.” 
 
    Abigail giggled as she quickly brought her fan up to hide her large smile. The man wasn’t wrong. 
 
    For the next hour, she led him through the room to different people. The small gatherings would talk while other’s danced. More than once, she noticed a mother hold back a daughter from departing for the dance floor when she saw them approach. 
 
    As a result, several dance partners looked at the new Lord with less that happiness at his presence. 
 
    People were very interested in meeting the new Marquis and future Duke. Each time, mothers would smile broadly, young women, girls really, would either blush, afraid to meet the eyes of this powerful man, or blatantly bat their eyelashes in hopes of enticing him. 
 
    The conversations usually followed the same path. The health of his father? Secretly asking how soon before he became a Duke. Then they would switch over to his service against the French. Abigail noticed that he shifted and dismissed the topic before it could be delved into in any depth. 
 
    Everyone would make small talk, inane comments of no meaning. After but a few minutes, he would shoot her a quick look. His signal for her to get him out of there before he said something he shouldn’t. To save him as it were. 
 
    “Really, Lady Abigail,” he said as they left yet another small group. “I am surprised. I had hoped to meet someone interesting.” 
 
    “No you didn’t,” she said as she gently slapped his arm with her fan. “You wanted to be disappointed. An excuse not to marry. That was why I steered you to the women I knew you would find lacking. Now that it is out of the way. We can focus on the better of the bunch.” 
 
    He tilted his head slightly and looked down at her as if he had not seen her before. Then nodded, as if agreeing with her tactics. For some reason, she felt as if he found it surprising. Someone who could outmaneuver him when it came to tactics. 
 
    The look of his gave her the confidence to ask the question that had been bothering her since she met the man. “Tell me Lord, why the antipathy to marriage? Most men end up there eventually. Some even by choice.” 
 
    He snorted and shook his head. “There are a dozen reasons. As any man with any sense could tell you.” 
 
    “Such as?” she pressed. 
 
    Sighing heavily, he stopped walking so that he could turn and face her. “There is the normal desire to not want to be tied to one woman for the rest of one’s life.” 
 
    Abigail shrugged, “Few men of the ton are faithful.” 
 
    His eyes narrowed and she worried that she had upset him. “If I commit to something, I know but one way, with every bit of my soul.” 
 
    Her heart skipped. If only all men viewed their honor so intensely. 
 
    “There are the normal concerns about being dictated to by another person. Of losing control as it were.” 
 
    She studied him for a moment, there was something more. It was there buried behind his eyes. 
 
    “I am a sailor at heart, My Lady,” he continued. “I refuse to leave a family on the beach. My children raised without my guidance. My wife alone, probably seeking solace in another man’s arms.” 
 
    His birth she realized. His mother and the way he had been raised. Surely, it had impacted him. 
 
    “I understand, My Lord. Yet, duty must.” 
 
    He sighed heavily, then grinned slightly, “But first,” he said, “I wish to talk to Bedford and his bride.” 
 
    Her stomach fell. She would have to curtsey and her leg was growing weaker by the moment. She had been standing for almost an hour. If she stayed in one place, she could lock her knee. But the memory of almost falling the last time she tried to curtsey in front of him poked at her pride. 
 
    “Of course, My Lord,” she said. After all, what choice did she have? When they approached the Duke and Duchess, she took a deep breath and prayed her leg would not fail her. Thankfully, Lord Newcastle bowed at the same time, then took her elbow as they both rose. 
 
    Had he done that on purpose? Was he afraid of her embarrassing herself, or him? Before she could consider it, Her Grace pulled her into a conversation as the two men turned to discuss something about a man named Duncan. 
 
    Just like everyone else of the ton, Abigail knew the story of the Duke who had married a commoner. There was even a rumor that the woman had been his maid, and not an heiress as the dowager duchess had put out. 
 
    “Tell me,” Her Grace asked, “Any luck?” 
 
    Obviously, the woman was asking about his Lordship’s search for a wife. Abigail gave him a quick glance to see if he had heard. What was she allowed to pass on? These were good friends of his. 
 
    Lord Newcastle gave no indication that he had heard the question. She shrugged internally. What was the worse thing that could happen? He stopped asking for her assistance? The thought sent a mixed message of emotions flashing through her. She would not have to watch him choose another woman for a wife. Yet, it would mean she would no longer have a reason to be in his company. 
 
    “No, Your Grace,” she said to the young Duchess. “But, it is early yet.” 
 
    “Yes, well, if you are successful. Perhaps I should have you assist Suffolk.” 
 
    “Assist me with what?” the Duke of Suffolk said as he stepped up next to the Duchess and her husband. The questioning frown on his face indicated he obviously didn’t enjoy two women discussing him. Abigail felt her stomach fall. How had she gotten into this situation? The last thing she needed was to have a Duke upset at her. 
 
    A tall man, well dressed, he was well known as a bit of a rake. With more women interested in him than any man should be allowed. 
 
    The Duchess, however, seemed unconcerned. “I was telling Lady Dupont that if she is successful with Jack, … I mean Lord Newcastle, perhaps she could find you a wife.” 
 
    “Never,” the Duke of Suffolk said with a stern expression. “That is why I have brothers.” 
 
    “Besides,” Lord Newcastle said as he and the Duke of Bedford rejoined them. “What woman would want him for a husband?” 
 
    The Duke of Bedford laughed as he nodded, obviously agreeing. Abigail had to fight from gasping with surprise. People did not talk to a Duke this way. But then she saw the small smile of the Duke of Suffolk. She realized just how strong their friendship was. A small part of her felt a pang of regret that she had never had such a bond. 
 
    A lonely childhood followed by years of being bedridden had never provided her the opportunity to form such friendships.  
 
    As she glanced up at Lord Newcastle, she wondered just how much this friendship had formed him? How much had it shaped the man he became? Quite a bit she would wager. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Ten 
 
    Jack took in a deep breath of the night air. Lady Abigail had been upset when he had announced he was done for the evening. She had remained silent, but it was obvious in her eyes. 
 
    A man, however, could only take so much. One more empty-headed young lady or an overbearing mother. It was enough for him to unfurl his sails and beat a hasty retreat. It was only after he had assured her, he would attend the Burnett’s event next Tuesday, had she been able to relax.  
 
    “Please remember, we have just begun, My Lord,” she had told him. 
 
    He had nodded, bent over her hand, and made a hasty retreat.  
 
    It had been a long evening. He had played his part to the best of his ability. But no more. He had felt as if the walls were crashing in on him. That familiar sense of doom had overwhelmed him.  
 
    Too many times since coming ashore he had felt the constriction of his world. As if a giant snake held him in its grasp. Squeezing the life out of him. 
 
    Never at sea. But whenever he stepped ashore, he felt it. Ever since that first battle off Cadiz all those years ago. His mind had been unable to shake the images of the dead and dying. The mayhem and agonizing sorrow. He could hold it at bay when at sea. When his life was filled with important demands. 
 
    But here. In a place such as this, he would flash to memories that could not be put aside. 
 
    He had to leave. Ann, Bedford’s bride had shot him a concerned look. He wondered if she knew of his … bouts of doubt, he called them. One drunken night he had told Bedford and Suffolk the truth. Had he told his wife? 
 
    Newcastle shook off the concern. It was not a large problem. Just something he needed to deal with. Unfortunately, the best solution. A ship racing before the wind was no longer an option. 
 
    Sighing heavily, he watched as his father’s carriage approached the Burnett’s front door. Thompson sat on the box with the driver.  
 
    “You don’t need to be here,” he said to the man indicating the carriage box.  
 
    Thompson shrugged his shoulders. “I’m learning the currents,” he said. 
 
    Newcastle laughed and started to pull himself up into the coach when the dark blackness made him hesitate as once again that sense of doom filled him. No. Not tonight he told himself. 
 
    “I will walk,” he said as he backed away from his greatest fear. Loss of control. 
 
    “Sir,” Thompson said as he started to get down. “London ain’t exactly welcoming. Not at night and not with a man dressed like you. You stand out like the Longships Lighthouse off Land’s End.” 
 
    Newcastle scoffed then smiled. “I will be fine. Go home. I may not be there for hours. I need to walk.” 
 
    Thompson frowned, but he knew an order when he heard one. They had come to an agreement long ago. Thompson was allowed to question an order once, and only if he had considerable concerns. And that was only because he was trusted. But never more than that initial question. If he could not change the Captain's mind the first time. Then, there were to be no more attempts. 
 
    The look in the old sailor’s eyes showed his concern. For a moment, Newcastle wondered if the man would breach their agreement. Instead, he sighed and nodded as he dipped his hat, then nudged the coachman to go. 
 
    Lord Newcastle sighed as he began the walk home, it wasn’t that far, but he knew that he might very well spend the night walking, passing his father’s home repeatedly until he could push aside this sense of wrongness that pulled at him. 
 
    Turning for his father’s house, he folded his hands behind his back. A habit he had unknowingly picked up when pacing the quarterdeck of his ship. Dipping his head, he let his mind wander. Tonight, had driven home the fact that his life was no longer his own.  
 
    Duty. It had been drummed into him from an early age. School, the Navy, everyone repeatedly stressed its importance. England was depending upon men such as himself to perform their duty. Regardless of the cost. 
 
    Glancing up at the stars, he smiled to himself. It would be six bells in the early morning soon. The watch would be switched. Groggy men fighting the brisk air to wake up while flapping their arms against their chest to get warm in the night air. 
 
    God, how he was going to miss it. Sighing, he accepted his fate. He would find a wife. Marry, have children. Sit on parliament’s cold benches. Offer his support and advice to the government and the crown. He would become the model of a perfect Duke. It was his duty. He could do no less. 
 
    But he knew deep in his soul. The loss of that sense of adventure would eat at him for the rest of his days. 
 
    However, he thought with determination. It would be a woman of his choice. Perhaps Lady Abigail would be successful in finding him a prospect that did not set his teeth on edge. 
 
    He scoffed to himself as he reviewed everyone he had met that night. They had all seemed so desperate for his attention. Either that, or … potentially manipulative. Yes, that was the word. The thought sent a shudder through him.  
 
    And so young, he realized. None of them had ever really faced adversity. Never had to rely on themselves to survive. They had been given every advantage and were experts at using it. 
 
    Taking a left, he turned beside the park still lost in thought. Now that he had accepted his mission he started to work on strategy. Only once that was decided could he decide on the appropriate tactics. 
 
    A rustle behind him pulled him back to the present. He turned to find two men, roughly dressed, one with a rather large knife pointed directly at his stomach. Instant awareness snapped in like a harpoon finding its mark. Thieves, brigands. They had found themselves a wealthy pigeon, all ready for plucking. 
 
    The larger of the two held the knife, a grizzled man in his mid-thirties who looked as if he knew how to use the weapon. A straggly short beard, only a few days old, already turning gray. Next to him, a smaller man, hyper, jumping from foot to foot.  
 
    Newcastle could see it in their eyes. These were serious men who were well versed in their craft. Unfortunately for them, they had chosen the wrong target at the wrong time. 
 
    Newcastle's face slowly broke out in a cold smile as he stared at the two of them. He was going to enjoy this. Here he had been lamenting the loss of adventure, these two had kindly decided to provide it for him. 
 
    Really, he should thank them. 
 
    “Stick him,” the little one said. “And let’s be off.” 
 
    Newcastle tensed, ready for an attack. His coat was too tight for easy movement and he had no weapon. A fact that he would be sure to rectify in the future. If he had a future that was. 
 
    The large one's eyes narrowed just before he lunged, aiming the knife to Newcastle’s gut. Edge down, the knife blade flashing in the moonlight. 
 
    Lord Newcastle sucked in his stomach as he jumped back, sweeping his arm to try and brush the knife aside. A sharp pain seared his arm as if it had been burned with ice. He ignored the pain and used the opening to punch at the man’s throat. 
 
    He must end this quickly, he realized. There were two of them. They would stand off and tire him until they could get their knife in and his purse from him before disappearing back into the London night. 
 
    His punch to the attacker’s throat was not a perfect shot. But enough to make the man cough and pull back. Newcastle used that moment to kick out and catch shorty in the knee, then shifted to bring his other foot up into the man’s groin with enough force to lift him off the ground. 
 
    The man dropped like a cannibal from the crow's nest. 
 
    A distant female scream echoed down the street. Newcastle ignored it, twisting to face the large man who was coming in, swing his knife back and forth, desperate to find a target. 
 
    Newcastle waited until after the third swing before he caught the arm at the wrist and elbow. Turning inside the man’s reach, he brought the arm down over his knee and was rewarded with a satisfying crack as the bone shattered into three pieces. 
 
    The knife fell to the ground, clinking off the paving stones.  
 
    The two thieves backed off, one holding his mangled arm to his chest, the other with both hands between his legs. The two men shot him looks of pure hate before turning and disappearing into the bushes.  
 
    Without taking his eyes off the fleeing attackers, he reached down and retrieved the knife with his good hand. It felt wonderful to have a weapon. Yes, he would never be found unarmed again. 
 
    “Lord Newcastle!” a female voice called from behind him. 
 
    He paused for a moment to make sure his attackers were truly gone then turned to find Lady Abigail stepping down from her coach, her eyes as big as the moon above and her face as white as alabaster. 
 
    “Stay there,” he barked before turning and looking into the night, they may have gone to get assistance and the last thing he needed was Abigail being threatened. 
 
    The click of a cane on stone informed him that she had ignored his command. 
 
    “You’ve been wounded,” she said as she lifted his arm. 
 
    The woman was correct. A long slit had been cut in the sleeve of his coat and even now, blood seeped out of the wound and onto the ground in bright red drops. 
 
    Shaking her head, she pulled the sleeve closed and clamped down to try and stop the bleeding. “Your father’s home is closest, Come with me. Drop that,” she said, indicating the knife. “And hold this,” she added as she held out her cane. 
 
    Newcastle took the cane without dropping the knife and allowed himself to be led to her coach. 
 
    “The Oxford House,” she yelled up to the coachman before having him get in the coach, all without letting go of his arm. 
 
    “Your aunt and cousin?” he asked when he realized the two other women were not in the coach. 
 
    Lady Abigail did not look up from the wound as she replied, “They have remained. Rose refuses to be separated from her Baron any more than necessary. If you ask me, she fears that he might change his mind. I was to send the coach back for them after I arrived home.” 
 
    He nodded, then winced when the vehicle bounced over a pothole making her twist his arm. 
 
    “Sorry,” she gasped. 
 
    The soft scent of lavender filled the coach. Her, he realized. A tender aroma that soaked into his soul. Who was this woman? he wondered. Her hands were covered in his blood, yet she showed no distress, no whimpering fright. She had seen a problem and taken action to fix it. 
 
    Before he could think more on the matter, the coach rocked to a halt in front of his father’s house. Lady Abigail helped him down, all while gripping his arm like a hawk with a hare. Without her cane, she moved tenderly. Either that, or she feared falling and pulling him to the ground.  
 
    He thought of suggesting she take back her cane, but held off. Instead, he continued to hold both her cane and the knife. 
 
    When they reached the front door, he used his foot to kick at it. Almost immediately, Carmichael opened the heavy oak door, his eyes grew large with surprise. Not the expected end to the evening, Newcastle would wager. 
 
    “Send for a doctor,” Lady Abigail said with a commanding voice that would have made Thompson proud. “His Lordship has been wounded,” she added for emphasis.  
 
    Newcastle had to give the butler credit. He quickly began issuing orders as a dozen different servants jumped to his demands. Then the man turned and led them to the parlor. 
 
    “I will inform his Grace,” Carmichael said as he turned for the door. 
 
    “Not yet,” Newcastle told the butler. “He needs his rest. I will see him after the Doctor sews it shut.” 
 
    The butler hesitated then nodded. He had started to leave once again when the door was pushed open by Thompson, his brow furrowed with pure anger.  
 
    The sailor scanned the room, taking in Lady Abigail and her hands holding his arm together. 
 
    “What you done now, Capt’n?” Thompson said. “I swear, I can’t leave you alone for nothen. You do have a habit of finding trouble.” 
 
    Lady Abigail’s eyes narrowed. As if she were going to admonish the man. But the sailor smiled at her then nodded down at her hands holding the wound. “You’re doing a good job miss, you hold him tight till the sawbones shows up. No need to put more blood on the deck than necessary.” 
 
    Newcastle almost laughed. Lady Abigail was confused and taken aback. He was willing to wager that was a rare occurrence. 
 
    “In the meantime,” Thompson said, “You twos sit over there on that nice couch before the Capt’n gets wobbly.” 
 
    Newcastle handed Thompson the knife and cane, then let Abigail lead him to the settee. 
 
    Thompson nodded, studied Lady Abigail for a moment, then shot him a strange look before shaking his head.  
 
    “I’ll make sure they’re up and doing,” Thompson said as he started for the door. Reaching it, he turned back and shook his head again, then left, muttering something about a man finding more than one kind of trouble at the same time. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Eleven 
 
    Abigail had to turn away as the doctor pulled the thread through the skin of Lord Newcastle’s arm. He had removed his fine coat. The sleeve had been sliced from mid-forearm to his elbow. The man in question looked down and watched the doctor do his job as if he was ready to correct the physician if he made an error. 
 
    Her heart continued to race. It hadn’t slowed since the moment she had seen those two men attacking Lord Newcastle. One moment, she was traveling through the night, the curtain pulled back to let in fresh air. Her mind lost in thoughts about this very man. The next moment, there he was, fighting for his life. 
 
    Tall, strong, and surprisingly fast. He had dispatched the two attackers as quickly as a terrier with a pair of rats. It was enough to make any woman’s heart race with fear and admiration. 
 
    Then, to see him wounded. She wondered if she would ever forget the terror that had shot through her body. After that, it was as if her mind had disappeared and her body took over. Doing what needed to be done without thinking about it. 
 
    “Here, My Lady,” a maid said as she placed a basin of water and several towels on a side table. 
 
    Abigail frowned as she tried to understand, then looked down at her own hands and gasped. They were covered with Lord Newcastle’s blood. At some point, she had removed her gloves, but the memory was lost in the chaos of the night. They must still be in the carriage. 
 
    For the first time, she realized what had happened. She noticed that the lace edging her cuffs were turned red. In fact, wide swaths of both her gown and coat were covered in rusty brown blood. 
 
    The gown and her coat were ruined, she realized. She had so few fine clothes, it was a shame. A sense of guilt flashed through her. Lord Newcastle had almost been killed and here she was worried about a gown and coat and possible misplaced gloves. 
 
    “Thank you,” she said to the maid as she dipped her hands in the cold water and began to scrub. 
 
    “Don’t go anywhere, Margaret,” Lord Newcastle said to the maid. “I will want you to accompany Lady Dupont home. You too, Thompson.” 
 
    “There is no need, My Lord,” Abigail said, “I am perfectly …” 
 
    “Please,” he said as he looked up from the doctor’s work. “Humor a wounded man. Either that or I will have to escort you myself and it has been a rather trying evening.” 
 
    Abigail swallowed before she nodded her acceptance of his plan. It would place his mind at rest. 
 
    “Why did those men attack you?” she asked as her curiosity flared inside of her. She would never forget pulling the curtain back and seeing Lord Newcastle walking by the park. Even in the silvery moonlight. She would know those shoulders anywhere. It wasn’t only that, but the way he walked. Like a large lion, strong, confident. 
 
    Then, from nowhere, two men stepped from the bushes to attack him. She remembered screaming for the coachman to stop. By the time he had pulled the horses to a halt and she was out the door, he had already dispatched his attackers. 
 
    Remarkable, truly. The memory refused to leave her mind. Over and over she watched it unfold, again and again. 
 
    “Thank you, Doctor,” Lord Newcastle said, interrupting her thoughts.  
 
    Abigail turned to see the doctor putting away his instruments in a leather bag. Lord Newcastle was looking down, examining the bandage wrapped around his arm. 
 
    The Doctor gave him a quick smile then left, Lord Newcastle turned to the maid Margaret and his Mr. Thompson. “Please leave us,” he said to them. “Lady Abigail will be out momentarily.” 
 
    Abigail’s stomach fluttered when she looked up to find Lord Newcastle staring intently at her. He stood up once the servants had departed. He approached and took both of her hands., 
 
    “Are you all right?” he asked her. “I know tonight must have been a bit of a shock.” 
 
    His obvious concern twisted her stomach into a tight knot.  
 
    “Yes, My Lord,” she was able to answer. 
 
    “Jack,” he said with a sweet smile. “Please call me Jack. After tonight, it seems only appropriate.” 
 
    It was the smile that tore at her. That look of shared experience. No longer could she hold herself above everything that had happened that night. A sense of guilt and relief engulfed her like a waterfall of pure emotion. A strong shudder traveled through her as she bit her lip to stop from crying. 
 
    “Here,” he said as he pulled her into his arms, holding her head against his chest. The tears erupted as she hung onto him as if he were a rock in a raging storm. 
 
    “I … was so … afraid,” she choked out between sobs. 
 
    “Let it out,” he said as his hand rubbed her back. “You are safe now.” 
 
    Her sobs halted for a moment as she looked up through bleary eyes. “I was never in danger. But you…” 
 
    He smiled down and placed her head against his solid chest. “It is behind us.” 
 
    Abigail sighed heavily as she sank into his warm embrace. The sense of safety was delicious. As if the world’s problems could be kept at bay. Oh, to feel this way each and every day. The thought reminded her of her situation. The ache in her leg emphasized the point. 
 
    She was a woman who would never be loved by a man such as this. Even now, in his arms, she still held her cane. Pity! That was the only emotion she could ever expect. A woman who would never know what it was like to be loved. The thought sent a shaft of pain to her heart. 
 
    “Thank you, My … Jack,” she said as she pushed herself away from the one place she wanted to be. Wiping her eyes, she felt her cheeks grow warm with a blush as she realized what a fool she had made of herself. Crying all over the man. What must he think? 
 
    He stared down at her with tender eyes and lifted her chin so that she could see how important what he was about to say would be to her. “Tonight. When you are trying to sleep and failing miserably. You will go over every action. Every thought and decision.” 
 
    She nodded, fighting to hold back the tears. 
 
    “When you do, you must promise me that you will remember that you acted with intelligence, bravery, and most importantly, honor. You didn’t run away. You ran towards the battle like a true warrior. You should be proud of yourself. I know I am.” 
 
    She sniffed as her heart melted. 
 
    The two of them stood there for a moment, so close she could feel the heat of his body, looking into each other’s eyes. A secret message passed between them. She saw his eyes roam to her lips. Instinctively, she ran her tongue across them. His eyes flashed, watching intently. Something changed, his expression became cloudy as the British Lord was replaced by a beast.  
 
    Was he going to kiss her? Every muscle trembled with anticipation. Could this man desire her? How was it possible? Yet, his eyes told her a different story. Leaning just slightly forward, she silently prayed. 
 
    But the moment was lost. 
 
    “But …” he continued as he took a step back. “ … You must get home so that you can send your carriage for your aunt and cousin. We mustn’t have them waiting.” 
 
    Her heart broke as she realized she had been mistaken. Obviously. Taking a deep breath, she gripped her blasted cane and gave him a quick curtsey before leaving. She couldn’t speak, her voice would break and he would realize her pain. 
 
    No, she must never put him in that spot. Instead, she gave him a last smile before leaving him and finding the servants who would escort her home. 
 
    Of course, the man was correct. That night in bed, she once again relieved the incident. Every color was brighter than expected. The smell of the park, the carriage horse, most of all his sandalwood scent. Then there was the look of hate on the attacker's face. Once again a shudder passed through her body.  
 
    Every detail was etched in her mind and would never be forgotten. Yet, she did as he instructed and realized she had responded appropriately. She was proud of herself. His lordship had been correct. She could hang onto that and get through the night. 
 
    Jack, she reminded herself with a small thrill. Her friend Jack. 
 
    The late morning light woke her with a rush of memories of the night before. It had been true. Not a dream. Lord Newcastle, Jack, she thought with a smile, had been attacked, wounded. And she had helped. 
 
    A sense of disbelief filled her. The feeling mixed with a sense of being alive. The world seemed brighter, more real.  
 
    However, when she went down to breakfast her thoughts turned to her aunt and cousin. What should she tell them? If anything. Of course, she never had the opportunity. No sooner had she stepped into the small dining room when her aunt looked up with a heavy scowl. 
 
    “Is it true?” her aunt demanded. “You were with Lord Newcastle when he was attacked.” 
 
     “No,” Abigail said as she sat down across from her cousin. Rose’s eyes were as big as soup bowls. Obviously, the servant network had spread the word throughout London. “I arrived after the attack. His Lordship was wounded. I helped him home.” 
 
    Aunt Maud’s face scrunched up in obvious distaste. “Really, Abigail. You need to think of Rose. I won’t have anything happen that ruins her chances.” 
 
    A sharp pain stabbed her heart. Rose, of course, everything must be done to ensure her cousin had a wonderful life. The pain lit a fire in her stomach. 
 
    “I am curious, Aunt,” she said as she leaned forward to retrieve some toast and the bowl of marmalade. “Should I have allowed His Lordship to bleed to death there next to the park. Would that be the correct etiquette?” 
 
    Her aunt’s scowl grew even deeper. She hated being thwarted. Her statements were to be taken as gospel and never questioned.  
 
    “Don’t be flippant,” her aunt said. “It is not endearing.” 
 
    Abigail refused to look away, she had not been in the wrong and she refused to be made to feel guilty over her decisions. Then she remembered her gown and coat. Both stained with His Lordship’s blood. Would she be able to erase the stain? No, she thought not. 
 
    “While assisting His Lordship,” she said as she spread the marmalade, “I may have ruined both my gown and coat, and I can’t find my gloves,” she said without looking at her aunt. 
 
    The older woman snorted, “Well, you will not be getting funds from me. You must write to your father. Perhaps he can pull himself away from his blasted cows long enough to send you some.” 
 
    Abigail’s heart fell. The thought of asking her father for funds was unthinkable. Not because he was an unfeeling ogre. But because of the simple fact that there no funds. He had allowed her to come to London on the condition that she would not be a burden on his brother’s widow or his purse. 
 
    As she brooded, Abigail tried to think of a solution. She had other gowns but nothing really appropriate. And there were no other coats. She had been limited to that one. 
 
    “Excuse me, Mum,” Molly said as she came into the room. Their only maid, and only servant other than cook, curtsied. “A package has arrived, Ma’am.” 
 
    Aunt Maud frowned as she held out her hands for the brown paper wrapped bundle in the maid’s arms.”. 
 
    “It is for Lady Abigail,” the maid said with a surprised frown. “The man said so.” 
 
    Abigail’s heart jumped. Who would send her a package? Was it from home? 
 
    “Who is it from?” Rose asked, her eyes dancing with anticipation. 
 
    A sudden thought jumped to the front of Abigail’s mind. Jack? Her fingers shook as she pulled the paperback. Gasping, she pulled out a gorgeous new burgundy velvet coat and a cream-colored gown. 
 
    Rose’s eyes opened wide. Abigail ignored her as she opened the note. 
 
    ‘Again, Thank you,’ it said. But it was the signature at the bottom that pulled at her heart. 
 
    ‘Jack’ 
 
    He must have ordered these first thing this morning, she realized. Standing, she held the gown up next to her and then slipped on the beautiful coat. 
 
    She wanted to twirl like a princess but her leg would never hold her. Instead, she ran her hands down over the fine material and marveled that he had selected her favorite color. 
 
    “Lord Newcastle,” she said to her aunt and cousin as she looked over her shoulder to see how the coat fell. Ending at mid-thigh, the garment fit perfectly. She wouldn’t have to alter it one iota. 
 
    “Really,” Aunt Maud said as she rolled her eyes. “It is rather unbecoming if you ask me. A gentleman buying a woman clothes.” 
 
    Abigail bit back a nasty response, “he was only replacing items that were ruined while assisting him with his wound. Surely no one could complain about such an act. In fact, it seems rather gentlemanly to me.” 
 
    Rose’s jaw continued to hang open for a moment until she remembered how to act. “It is beautiful, Abigail.” 
 
    Abigail smiled her concurrence and took a deep breath. Of course, this meant nothing. It was as she had said. The man felt guilty for her misfortune and had taken steps to alleviate the matter. Nothing more. 
 
    But, deep down, deep where no one would ever see, her heart fluttered. He had bought her this and she would never forget this delicious feeling of being valued. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Twelve 
 
    As Jack returned Lady Caroline Dundee to her waiting mother he forced himself to hurry. The older woman was almost as red as an apple, holding her breath as she waited for some indication of how the dance went. 
 
    For the umpteenth time in the last two weeks, he was going to disappoint someone. Abigail, standing next to the girl’s mother, watched with close attention. After, but a short observation, her shoulders slumped just slightly. 
 
    Leave it to Abigail, she could read his mind. Another failure. 
 
    Once he had returned Lady Caroline to the safety of her mother, he bowed and thanked her for the dance. The girl blushed, then looked at her mother as if desperately hoping for some suggestion. Jack bowed again and left them, walking to the far corner of the ballroom. 
 
    He needed space. The room was becoming tight. Constricting. Surely not tonight, he thought to himself as he shuddered internally. He should be well versed in these events by now. But the threat of pending doom surrounded him 
 
    Should he leave? The smell of candle wax and too much perfume was like a cloying cloth covering him.  
 
    After all, this search was becoming hopeless. None of them seemed to fit his expectations of a wife. But then, would any woman? He didn’t want to be married. So, of course, no one would be a match. Maybe he should allow his aunts to select a wife for him and just live with the results. Heaven knew that it probably wouldn’t be any worse than having himself select his mate. 
 
    “Well, My Lord,” Lady Abigail said as she joined him. The woman looked up at him expectantly. 
 
    “I think not,” he said as he looked down at her. She really is rather fetching, he thought. The cream-colored gown was a wise choice. He wondered if it was the gown he had sent to her house. He had tasked Margaret to run to a modeste and pick something appropriate. Apparently, the maid had done a good job because Abigail had thanked him sincerely. 
 
    She frowned for a moment. “I thought for sure,” she said, obviously referring to Lady Caroline. “The woman is beautiful, a fine family. And isn’t dull.” 
 
    He laughed, “No, but she looks at me as if I am to be her savior.” 
 
    Lady Abigail glowered for a moment. “Isn’t that what all men want. To be thought of as a hero?” 
 
    “Perhaps,” he answered. “But for their actions, not their name. It is a difference.” 
 
    “In that case, My Lord. The list of potential candidates is becoming rather slim. Can you tell me of the Ladies you have met, which comes closest to meeting your criteria? Perhaps it would help me steer you in the right direction.” 
 
    He thought for a moment. “Miss Malone,” he said. “While not a Lady, her grandfather was an Earl.” 
 
    Lady Abigail frowned as she shook her head, obviously surprised. “Why? My Lord.” 
 
    Jack laughed to himself. “Because the entire time we were together, she never spoke. Perhaps a good quality in a wife.” 
 
    “Really, My Lord,” Abigail admonished as she slapped his arm with her fan. “You need to take this seriously.” 
 
    Grinning, he nodded. “Lady Burnley. She didn’t appear overly desperate.” 
 
    Again Abigail frowned. “I think not, My Lord. I don’t believe she would make a good wife for you.” 
 
    Now it was Lord Newcastle’s turn to frown. “Why ever not?” 
 
    Pausing for a moment, Lady Abigail’s cheeks turned slightly pink, “Let us say, I don’t believe she … enjoys men.” 
 
    Jack rocked back on his heels. Had he really been that oblivious? But then a few things made sense. The way she had stiffened when he took her into his arms for a waltz. The formal tone without a hint of excitement. Perhaps Abigail was correct.  
 
    Taking a deep breath, he suggested Lady Brumfield. 
 
    “She has just become betrothed, My Lord. I am afraid you are a little late there. What of her sister?” 
 
    He shuddered as he shook his head, the woman laughed like a braying donkey. 
 
    “What of Lady Clairmont?” He hadn’t really enjoyed the woman, but he was running short of names. 
 
    Abigail shook her head, “Lord Bristol’s cousin.’”  
 
    Jack sighed. Another disaster avoided. Although, it would be enjoyable to marry the man’s cousin out from under his nose. Just imagine those family get-togethers these people enjoyed so much. Bristol would grind his teeth to nubs at having to address him as Your Grace. 
 
     “Lady Turnbill, maybe. But, only if I can find no one else.” 
 
    Abigail shook her head. “What every woman wishes in a husband. A man who chooses her only because he can find no one else acceptable.” 
 
    He sighed heavily, “This is a duty and will never be a love match. After all, in reality, it is nothing more than a business arrangement between families.” 
 
    An awkward silence fell over them as they both tried to determine the next course of action. As his mind worked at the problem, he looked down at Abigail and wondered why she was helping him so much. Her insights had been invaluable. Take Lady Burnley, for example. He might have made himself a fool. Or worse, allowed himself to be wed to a woman who despised the very idea. 
 
    No, Abigail had been a Godsend. 
 
    “Do you need to rest?” he asked as he realized how hard he had pushed her this evening. As the night dragged on, her limp became more pronounced and her fingers had begun to turn white where she gripped her cane, a sign of how much she needed it. 
 
    “My Lord,” she said as her cheeks grew pink. “I am perfectly fine.”  
 
    Jack admonished himself. She despised it when he made reference to her infirmity. Much like he despised people judging him for being born a bastard. Was that why he enjoyed her company so much? he wondered. Two people on the outside, neither meeting the expectations and criteria for a true insider.  
 
    “Tell me,” he said with a soft smile. “Have you thought about what favor you will ask in return for all of your assistance. I can tell you, in my view, you have earned a large obligation. Not only do you help with wife hunting, but you are invaluable when it comes to knife wounds.” 
 
    She laughed, obviously pleased that the awkward moment was past them. “No, My Lord. I haven’t thought of it. Although. I agree, it will not be a simple matter. If I am able to find you an acceptable wife, believe me, you will owe me half a king’s ransom.” 
 
    He laughed. “Tell me, Lady Abigail, if you could have anything, what would it be? Perhaps a diamond necklace? Or is it gold you desire?” 
 
    A concerned frown crossed her brow as she pondered his question. “Really, My Lord. It is not wealth so much. Although my father would admonish me for saying such a thing.” 
 
    “Then what, if not treasure or baubles?” 
 
    She sighed heavily. “I would have an experience. A memory I could hold onto instead of a silly piece of jewelry.” 
 
    “Really?” he said in surprise. Didn’t every woman wish for sparkling, shinning objects? “What kind of experience?” he asked her.  
 
    She paused for a long moment then said, “An adventure, My Lord. It doesn’t matter what. A day spent doing something that will make me glad to be alive. A day that will allow me to forget … to live as a person should live.” 
 
    He immediately understood. She wished for a day where she was not reminded of her injury. A day where she could be as any other woman. Yet, a day filled with excitement and memories. 
 
    “Can you get away from your aunt? Spend a day without her hovering and worrying about where you are and what you are doing?” 
 
    She looked up at him with a confused expression. “Yes, My Lord. My aunt doesn’t really concern herself with my whereabouts. As long as I don’t bring shame on the family, of course.” 
 
    He nodded as a plan began to form. A plan that sounded better and better. 
 
    “Monday, my man Thompson will retrieve you. Shall we say at ten? It should give us enough time.” 
 
    Her eyes lit as if they had been set on fire. She really wanted this. He could see her mind working out the details of how to get away without being discovered. There was danger in his proposal. Castigation by her aunt. Dismissal by the rest of the ton. Yet, he could see it. She wanted this. 
 
    “Tuesday would be better, My Lord. That is the day that both my aunt and Rose make the rounds, visiting friends. She does not expect me to accompany her. In fact, I believe she prefers that I don’t. It is also our maid’s day off. If I am home by the evening meal, my aunt will never know I have been away.” 
 
    Jack nodded. At some point in the future he would repay her aunt’s cruelty. All without upsetting Abigail obviously. He smiled to himself. The woman next to him hadn’t even questioned him. She had jumped at the opportunity like a hawk after a hare.  
 
    Truly remarkable he thought. The woman never ceased to surprise him. How many of the other women of the ton would have leaped at the chance to be with him? Not unless they hoped to be caught in a compromising position. 
 
    At least with Abigail, he didn’t have to worry about that.  
 
    .o0o. 
 
    Abigail fought to keep from squealing with delight. The man had promised to take her on an adventure. Alone. At least she believed they would be alone. Just the two of them. And while she knew that she could rely upon his honor. Still, the thought sent a thrill through her. 
 
    He had asked her to accompany him.  
 
    A sick feeling quickly replaced the thrill when she realized that if they were discovered. No one would truly care. She was old enough, and after all, no man would ever marry her so she needn’t worry about her reputation. It was almost as if she were a widow. All she need do was not flaunt her freedom. Actually, it was more like she could not be caught being brazen. 
 
    For the rest of the evening, it was difficult to focus. Where was he going to take her? The Park. No, it would be too public. The Museum? They could pretend to meet there. Then perhaps a coffee house. Or better yet. A chocolatier? Granted, not much of an adventure. But the thought of being alone with a man not of her family sounded intoxicating. Especially this man.  
 
    The danger of being discovered would add spice to anything they did. Imagine, her, crippled Abigail spending the day alone with Lord Newcastle. Her heart raced as her stomach clenched.  
 
    While he escorted her back to his aunts, she couldn’t help but wonder again what he had planned. 
 
    Do not get your hopes up, she admonished herself. Do not make this a romantic fairytale. He was repaying a debt. Nothing more. Yet, she knew deep in her soul that she would treasure the day regardless of where they went or what they did.  
 
    Just the fact that he wished to do something nice for her was more than she could ever have hoped for. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
    Abigail ran her hand down over her dress for the twelfth time in the last ten minutes as she tried to slow her racing heart. A thousand questions danced in her head. Where would they go? A picnic? A long carriage ride perhaps. No, the museum. That had to be it.  
 
    She wondered for a moment what would she hope for. What kind of adventure? The longer she pondered it, the farther from an answer she got. It was impossible. And at its heart, unimportant. Not as long as he was there with her. The adventure was just being alone with a man not of her family. Especially this man in particular. 
 
    The sharp knock at the front door made her jump. Opening it, she smiled at Mr. Thompson. The old sailor tipped his hat, “Good day, Miss.” 
 
    Abigail smiled to herself. She found it charming. Mr. Thompson seemed to treat everyone the same. He even referred to Lord Newcastle as Captain. She chose to follow Jack's example and withhold from correcting the man. Somehow being called Miss by Mr. Thompson was more respectful than being called M’lady by almost anyone else. 
 
    “Good day to you Mr. Thompson,” she said as she pulled on her glove and followed him out to the carriage. Her heart sank a little when she realized the coach was empty. “Where are we to meet his Lordship?” 
 
    Thompson smiled as he opened the coach door. “He said you’d ask me, Miss. And I wasn’t to answer.” 
 
    She sighed as she sank into the coach’s squabs. What did he have planned? she wondered. Pulling the curtain back she tried to decipher their route, hoping to discover a clue. But nothing stood out until they passed the Tower of London. 
 
    The gulls cried to each other as the sharp aroma of the Thames at low tide washed through the coach. 
 
    Why here? she wondered as the coach came to a halt. Thompson jumped down and held the door for her as he handed her down. 
 
    No Jack, she saw. Where was he? Scowling at Thompson, she raised a single eyebrow. He simply smiled back and pointed to the pier. “He said for you to go to the end, Miss.” 
 
    The pier was crowded with fishermen fixing their nets or unloading their catch from small, compact fishing boats. She swallowed hard as her stomach clenched. Was this some kind of joke? Was Jack being cruel? No never.  
 
    Thompson touched two fingers to his hat, then climbed up onto the coach’s box. The coachman glanced at Mr. Thompson then looked down sadly at her as if he didn’t like the idea of abandoning her here. Especially in this part of London. But he sighed, then flicked his reins, and the carriage was off. Thompson nodded for her to proceed down the pier. 
 
    “Don’t worry, Miss,” he called out. “The Capt’n would keelhaul ‘em if they bothered you. And they know it.” 
 
    Mr. Thompson’s assurance did not alleviate her fears. Especially when he and the carriage disappeared around the corner. Her stomach turned over as she thought of all the things that could go wrong. 
 
    “You wanted an adventure,” she mumbled to herself as she set her shoulders and started to make her way down the pier. With each step, she made sure to place her cane carefully so that it did not slide between the planks. 
 
    That would be so typical, she thought. Her falling flat on her face in front of all these strange men. Big workmen, with gnarled fingers and keen eyes, dressed in thick sweaters and wool caps. Each of them looked at her strangely. As if she were a catch brought up from the deep sea. Some new creature they had never seen before. Some tipped their hat, others stoically puffed on their pipes. But no one told her she didn’t belong. They simply watched her, then returned to there work. 
 
    Holding her hat in the blowing wind, Abigail focused on walking without falling until she reached the end of the pier with no sight of Jack. Where was he? Her insides began to turn over. Surely, he hadn’t abandoned her.  
 
    “Abigail,” a strong voice called to her. She turned to find every girl’s dream of a pirate. Big, handsome, Jack Hardy, Lord Newcastle, dressed in a flowing white shirt open at the neck and rough woolen pants. His dark hair blowing in the wind. No jacket, no vest. All man. 
 
    He stood on the deck of a small sailing boat. One hand resting on the door to a cabin, the other pushing a boom out of the way. 
 
    “Lord Newcastle,” she said as she fought to slow her racing heart. The man looked both delicious, and dangerous. 
 
    “Jack,” he reminded her as he stepped off the boat and onto the pier, towering over her. “Are you ready?” 
 
    Her stomach fell. “Ready for what?” What did he have planned? Were they to walk there? If so, where? And why make her come all the way down the pier. And, most important, would her hip stay strong enough to last the day? 
 
    “Sailing,” he said as his strong hands took her waist, his long fingers gripping her, sending a bolt of pure pleasure and excitement through her entire body. Smiling, he lifted her as gently as a feather on the wind.  
 
    Gasping, she fought to understand. He smiled at her then slowly placed her onto the boat. 
 
    Abigail gasped as the vessel rocked under her feet. Grabbing the corner of the cabin, she fought to steady herself. What was he doing? What was the meaning of this? Sailing. Surely, he wasn’t serious. 
 
    “You’ll get your sea legs in no time,” he said as he hopped onto the boat and started undoing lines. “Have a seat,” he said pointing to a cushioned bench at the back of the boat. 
 
    Frowning, Abigail leaned on her cane with one hand and held onto any free piece of the boat as she took two steps over the shifting deck to the rear of the boat. It was like walking on ice, never a good feeling for a woman dependent upon a cane. 
 
    Once she sat down, she sighed with relief as she adjusted her dress. Only when she was slightly comfortable did she examine her surroundings and immediately pull away from the long tiller, afraid to touch the wrong thing and cause a problem.  
 
    He really was taking her sailing. Just the two of them out on the water. The thought sent a thrill through her as she realized she was going to experience a real adventure. Something she had never done before. In fact, something she had never anticipated ever doing. The idea was intoxicating. 
 
    A memorable day. 
 
    Smiling to herself, she watched as Jack scrambled over the boat, doing things she had no concept of. Raising the sail, tying off lines to cleats, loosening others that held them to the pier. Then, smiling at her as he pushed the boat away from its mooring, he climbed over the cabin and came to sit down next to her. Letting out a long breath he pushed the long tiller to the left, allowing the sail to catch the wind. 
 
    Abigail gasped as she felt the boat jump in response and heeled slightly, just enough to make her worry as it leaned over, threatening to dip its rail under the water. She gasped again as the wind began to pull at her clothes. Her hat fluttered and threatened to come undone. Unable to stop smiling she took in every aspect of the day. The high, blue sky. The calling gulls that dove and darted behind the boat, obviously hoping for fish. The way the far river bank was rapidly approaching.  
 
    All of it, every aspect made her feel happy to be alive. 
 
    “Oh, Jack, this is so wonderful,” she said as she stared at him for a long moment then leaned over and kissed him, “Thank you,” she said as she pulled back. Then the reality of what she had just done sank in and a feeling of shame washed over her. 
 
    How could she? She had ruined everything within a few minutes of their adventure’s very beginning. He would surely take her back. No man liked a forward woman. Especially not a crippled old maid. But that had not been her intention. All she had wanted to do was thank him. It had been an impulse. 
 
    Her face grew very hot and she just knew her cheeks were apple red, and not from the wind. Gritting her teeth, she looked down at her hands folded in her lap, too afraid to look into his eyes. He might laugh at her silliness or worse, she might see that look of pity that would break her heart. 
 
    “Here,” he said as he took her hand to place it on the tiller. “When I tell you, push it to port.” 
 
    Her eyebrows scrunched up in confusion.  
 
    “To the left. Away from you,” he said as he got up to do something with the sail. 
 
    “You want me to steer the boat?” she asked with disbelief as her heart pounded in her chest. The mere thought was terrifying. 
 
    “Either that, or you can swing the boom and I’ll steer.” 
 
    Her mind raced as she tried to sort all these new thoughts and ideas. Deciding it was better to go along, her spare hand gripped the tiller next to the hand he’d placed there. Both of them held the wooden tiller as tight as she could. Inside, a dozen emotions and thoughts were fighting with each other. He hadn’t laughed. Hadn’t even commented about the kiss. No, instead, he put her in charge of steering. 
 
    What was he thinking?  
 
    “What if I do it wrong?” she called out to him. He simply laughed and removed a line from around a cleat. 
 
    “Then we sink and die,” he said. 
 
    Abigail gasped, her heart in her throat, until she saw him chuckling to himself. 
 
    “Don’t worry. I promise,” he said shooting her a reassuring glance. “I won’t let anything go wrong. We will just do it again if it doesn’t work the first time. In fact, by the end of the day, you will be bored with the entire evolution.” 
 
    She gritted her teeth as she gripped the tiller waiting for his command. One thing she knew without fail. She would never grow tired of this. The thought was preposterous. Moving across the water with ease. Alone, just the two of them. No, never. 
 
    “Now,” he said as he let out line with one hand and pulled another line with the other.  
 
    Abigail pushed the tiller away from herself, as far as it would go. It surprised her by shifting position relatively easily. Jack ducked and let the boom swing out over his head. Once again, the sail caught. 
 
    “Amidships,” he said as he watched the sail while pulling in the line and tying it down. He then turned back and used his arm to indicate she should bring the tiller back in a straight line with the boat. 
 
    That was what he meant by amidships, she realized as she pulled the tiller straight and once again the boat heeled to the other side as it picked up speed. 
 
    “Your first tack,” he said as he sat down. “Good job.”  
 
    Abigail’s heart soared. She had done it. Swallowing quickly, she bit back a squeal of excitement. She was too afraid to do or say anything unless she curse herself. Instead, she sat back and pretended that she knew what she was doing. All the while, her eyes danced from the sail, to Jack, then to the water before them. What if they hit something? 
 
    Jack seemed unconcerned as he sat back down. She waited for him to retake the tiller, but he leaned back and closed his eyes. She, Abigail Dupont was steering a sailboat up the Thames river. Would the world ever be the same again? 
 
    The tiller vibrated in her hand, forcing her mind back to the present situation. She focused every part of her being on her surroundings. Every detail needed to memorized so that she could recall it years from now. The day she sailed up the Thames. 
 
     The boat made a swishing sound through the water and her heart soared. Glancing over, she caught him smiling at her. My God, she realized. I am in love with the man.  
 
    A satisfied happiness filled her. What other man in the entire universe would do this for her? Take her on an adventure where her leg had no significance. There would be no having to walk slowly or waiting for her to catch up. No people watching her, judging, pitying. 
 
    Instead, he had come up with the most perfect way to spend the day. And then, to top it off. Not laugh at her when she kissed him. Her heart melted with happiness mixed with regret. 
 
    He must never know her feelings. She must never forget her true standing. The man needed a wife. A wife who could give him children. In addition, a man such as Jack could never come to care for a woman he didn’t admire. And no man truly admired a cripple. 
 
    Yet, that would never be able to erase the feeling she would feel for this man. A tenderness filled her as she quickly looked away so that he would not see her feelings in her eyes. 
 
    “A little to starboard,” he said as he placed his hand over hers and guided her to pull the tiller slightly to her.  
 
    The sail flapped slightly before it caught more of the wind and snapped tight.  
 
    “Thank you,” she said. Yes, she had told him that already, but she worried that she would spend the rest of her life thanking him for this. 
 
    “My pleasure,” he said. “But it is Thompson you should really thank. The man was as angry as a Kraken with a toothache until he learned I would be taking you. Then he willingly gave up his spot. I must say, for Thompson to give up a day on the water. You must rank pretty high.” 
 
    Abigail laughed. “He may never get it back,” she said, as she pulled the tiller just a little to catch more of the wind. The realization of what she had just done, surprised her and sent a feeling of pride shooting through her. She was truly steering the boat. 
 
    Jack leaned back again, closed his eyes, placed both hands behind his head and tipped it up to the sun, soaking in the warmth. She studied him for a long moment. Worried that he might catch her staring but unable to look away. The man was just … so … wonderful. 
 
    “You miss it?” she asked. “The sea? Sailing?” 
 
    He laughed but didn’t open his eyes. “You will never know how much. A heavy blow off a windward shore, pushing us out, every line humming, straining to hold the sails. The waves falling away behind us. The bow shooting up salty spray with each dip. Land disappearing over the horizon. Men working as a team to get the most out of her.” He paused for a long moment, took a deep breath and said, “Yes, I do miss it.” 
 
    A sadness fell over his face and her heart ached for him. 
 
    “Yet,” he said as he sat forward and smiled at her. “This is not my day, but yours.” 
 
    Her heart filled with happiness. “Teach me,” she said, pointing to the boat. “Teach me everything. What to pull, and why. How do you know when to turn …?” 
 
    “Come about,” he corrected then smiled to her letting her know this was her first lesson. 
 
    She laughed with him as she nodded that she understood and that he should continue. 
 
    He smiled back at her and began his instructions. Abigail grabbed every word and demonstration and refused to let go. She would remember this forever. After today, she’d be able to handle herself in a conversation with the saltiest Admiral, or maybe even Mr. Thompson. 
 
    All she knew was that the day could get no better.  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
    Jack smiled to himself. The day was a success. Abigail was enjoying herself. Taking to a day on the water like a true sailor. He had been worried as to whether it would be adventurous enough for her. But it seemed that he had chosen wisely. 
 
    Besides. There was something to be said for sitting next to a beautiful woman on a mid-summer day as your boat made its way up the Thames.  
 
    Opening his eyes slightly, he studied her without her being aware. A strong, attractive woman, he realized, a pert nose that made him want to smile. Kind, intelligent eyes. A chin, a little stronger than fashionable, but it worked on her. 
 
    And then, there was the rest of the woman. Tall, without being gangly. Even now, sitting, she appeared … classic. That was the word he needed. High, firm breasts, flaring hips, curves that said, woman. He thought about what it had felt like to put his hands around her small waist and lift her onto the boat. The woman was as light as a dream. 
 
    “So,” she said without taking her eyes off the water in front of them. “Have you come closer to selecting a bride?” 
 
    “Perhaps,” he answered. “I am narrowing down my list.” A lie, but he didn’t wish to pursue the matter at the moment. He was enjoying his day too much to ruin it. 
 
    Her brow furrowed for just a moment before she glanced over at him with a strange smile. “That is good. I am sure your father would like this matter settled as quickly as possible.” 
 
    He scoffed. To hell with what his father wanted. But, that dreaded sense of duty washed over him once again, as it did every time he thought about the old man that was his father. Sighing inside, he decided to change the subject. 
 
    Jumping up, he stepped into the small cabin and retrieved his rough cloth coat and then draped it around her shoulders. 
 
    “The wind can become biting,” he said in answer to her questioning look. Then smiling at her, he gently removed her hatpin from her hair and pulled her hat. A flimsy straw and feather confection that wasn’t made for sailing. 
 
    Without asking, he placed the hat inside the cabin to stop it from blowing away. 
 
    She smiled at him, then sniffed at the collar of his coat before quickly looking away and pretending that she hadn’t. 
 
    The two of them sat there quietly for a moment, both lost in their own thoughts. Abigail pulled the coat tight around her as she sighed. 
 
    A curiosity burned inside of him. He wished to know everything about this woman. She was helping him after all. But, there was more. They were becoming friends. But again, there was even more than friendship between them. 
 
    “I have never asked…” he started as he kept a sharp eye on her to ensure he did not push things too far. 
 
    She stiffened as her face turned slightly whiter than normal. Had he gone too far? 
 
    “My injury?” she asked. 
 
    “Only if you wish. But it seems that I have had to tell you everything about myself.” 
 
    “To help find you the correct bride.” 
 
    He waited. Somehow he knew that if he pushed too hard she would freeze and he might never know. 
 
    Abigail continued to study the water before the boat then took a deep breath. “I was thirteen. I fell from the hayloft. The Doctors thought I would never walk again.” Her shrug hid the pain he could see in her eyes.  
 
    “Why?” he asked. 
 
    “Why did they think I would never walk again. Really, my injuries to my hip and leg were rather severe, it was a long fall.” 
 
    “No, why did you fall. You are not a clumsy woman. And I imagine you were an agile girl. Probably a bit of a hellion. Climbing trees and riding horses. Always on the search for a new adventure.” 
 
    She turned to look at him, her mouth dropping open. “That was exactly who I was.” 
 
    He smiled. Lady Abigail Dupont was not difficult to understand. An adventurous soul trapped in a body and society that held her back. 
 
    She closed her mouth, then returned to staring forward. 
 
    “A boy,” she said without looking at him. As if afraid to see what he thought. “A few years older than me. His family was visiting ours. He caught me away from the house. Away from my family.” The shudder that passed through her body made his stomach churn with worry. 
 
    She paused as the memory came back to her. His blood boiled as he began to understand what had happened. But she needed to tell him he realized. Perhaps more for herself than him. 
 
    “I ran … I climbed up into the hayloft. It was one of my favorite hiding places. When mother wished me to come in for lessons. When father was angry about something. It was my safe place. No one would ever look for me there.”  
 
    He bit his tongue to stop from demanding the name of the boy. Not yet. 
 
    “The boy found me. I don’t know how. Perhaps … It doesn’t matter, but he climbed the ladder. I still remember the sound of him. Each rung. One at a time. I remember everything. The sparrows singing out in the apple tree. The smell of fresh hay and horses. The taste of fear in my mouth. Everything.” 
 
    He forced himself to take a calming breath. If he moved, she might never finish it.  
 
    “When he stepped up into the loft, I will never forget the look in his eyes. It was an animal’s look. Cold. You know?” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    Abigail took a deep breath. “I don’t remember what happened. That part is blanked out. I remember backing up as he advanced. The next I remember is waking up in agonizing pain in my own bed surrounded by our doctor and my mother looking terrified.” 
 
    “I can imagine, the loss of a child is every mother’s worst nightmare,” he said. 
 
    The silence grew between them. She was reliving that day he realized.  
 
    “What happened to the boy?” he asked hoping to help her end the bad memories. 
 
    She gasped and twisted to look at him, “I never told anyone. I never told that story to anyone.” 
 
    His brow furrowed in confusion. “Why not?” 
 
    The young woman paused for a moment as she gathered herself. “At first, I thought it was my fault. I must have done something to make him act that way. Then, when I finally thought it through. Really, months later when the pain had subsided enough. I realized there was nothing to tell. He could merely say that he had only wanted to talk. What could I say?” 
 
    Jack ground his teeth. “What is his name?” he asked through gritted teeth. 
 
    She glanced over at him then shook her head. “No,” she said. 
 
    “Why not.” 
 
    She studied him for a moment then smiled gently. “Because I fear you will kill him and I’ll never get you married off. The mothers don’t like their daughters marrying killers. It tarnishes their reputation. And makes parties rather bothersome. You have to be careful who you invite. They might be related to the deceased.” 
 
    He hesitated. It was nice that she understood him so well. It was also nice that she could make light of it now. But deep down, he knew that he would spend his life wanting the name. Yet, he must be careful. She had revealed her deepest secret. He couldn’t push her or she would never open herself up again. No, he would bide his time. It would make this scoundrel’s death all that sweeter.  
 
    “We need to come about,” she said as she looked forward, obviously wanting to change the subject. 
 
    “No,” he said as he stood up and loosened the boom to spill the wind from the sail. The boat settled onto an even keel. “We’re going to anchor for a bit. Cook has prepared us lunch. Then we will have to head back if we are to catch the tide.” 
 
    As he made his way forward to let go the anchor, he pushed the anger away. He would deal with the matter of her attacker at a later date. In the meantime, his goal was to make Abigail’s day as special as possible. To return that happy smile to her face and help her forget her troubles. 
 
    Letting the anchor go, he let it play out then tied it off. He watched for a moment as the boat swung around. Yes, it was holding.  
 
    They were out of the way here. They should be fine until the tide turned. 
 
    “You hungry?” he asked as he held open the door to the cabin. 
 
    She smiled up at him. God, she is so beautiful, he realized. Letting go of the tiller, she reached and used the door to steady herself as she stepped down the two stairs into the cabin. 
 
    He sighed heavily as he scanned the area. There was no danger, he told himself. But habits were hard to break. When he followed her down into the cabin, Abigail had already removed his jacket, retrieved the hamper and was looking for a place to put it. 
 
    .o0o. 
 
    Abigail wondered if her heart would ever return to normal. Surely, he could hear it beating. The cabin was tiny and Jack’s wide shoulders and broad chest seemed to make it feel even smaller. 
 
    “Here,” he said as he reached around her to lower a small table built into the boat’s side. A wave of salty sandalwood washed over her making her sigh internally. An aroma she would never forget. His. All Jack. 
 
    He nodded for her to place the hamper on the table. As she shifted, the boat rocked unexpectedly. Without thinking she reached for him. His two strong hands gripped her waist, steadying her. A thrill traveled through her. Such strong hands. A man’s hands, she thought as her mind began to wander. God, how she wished he would wrap his arms around her and never let go. 
 
    For a brief moment, they stood there, two people. A man and a woman in a small space, staring into each other’s eyes. Her heartfelt as if it would melt. Dissolve into a puddle.  
 
    He stared at her with a knowing look. As if he were seeing something he wanted. Desperately needed. Once again, she realized just how in love she was with this man. 
 
    Jack, however, pulled away and guided her to sit on the wide bench across from the table. Abigail sighed. The moment had been broken. A sadness filled her. There would be nothing between them. Obviously, she had misread that look. Of course, she had. 
 
    He sat down next to her, his leg resting against hers. A tenseness filled her as she froze, unable to move. The man was so powerful, so commanding and they were so alone. A thousand un-lady like thoughts danced through her mind as she imagined things she shouldn’t. She tried to push herself back to reality, but it was impossible. Instead, the two of them sat there, neither moving. 
 
    The awkward tension began to build. But still, neither moved. Swallowing hard, she looked up to find him staring down at her. 
 
    “God, Abigail,” he said, “you are so beautiful. And I really think you are not aware of just how beautiful you are.” 
 
     Her heart jumped. Beautiful. He thought she was beautiful. Was there any more wonderous word in the English language. Especially from his lips. Her cheeks grew warm as she quickly looked down, terrified if she looked at him, he would be able to see her true feelings. 
 
    How could she respond? Should she? Her mouth had gone dry and she doubted she could have formed words even if she knew what to say. This was all so new to her. A man telling her she was beautiful. A man like this. No, never could she have prepared herself for this. 
 
    Staring at her hands folded in her lap she fought to think of what to say when he reached and gently took her chin and tilted her face up so that he could stare into her eyes. Every muscle stiffened in fear and excitement. The rest of the world disappeared. There was only Jack. 
 
    The soft slap of the water against the boat. The distant call of the gulls. Even the scent of the Thames. Everything evaporated into nothingness as his eyes locked with hers. Then, as if in a dream, he slowly lowered to take her lips with his. 
 
    A wave of pure happiness filled her as he held her there, taking, caressing, teasing. 
 
    God, was this what it meant? Was this what other women felt? To be kissed by a man such as this. It was the meaning of life.  
 
    A soft moan escaped before she could stop it. Without thinking, her arms reached up to hold his head in place. No, this must never stop. As if reading her mind, his strong arms wrapped themselves around her, pulling her closer as he deepened the kiss, his tongue gently probing, demanding more. 
 
    Once again, she moaned as she sank into him. 
 
    He chuckled deep in his throat as his arm slipped under her knees and lifted her up onto his lap. God, it felt so deliciously wicked and so right. To sit on this man’s lap and kiss him to abandon. 
 
    The kiss lasted for half of forever as the heat between them grew, faster, hotter. A new feeling filled her. A feeling of need. A strange demand for more. She continued to kiss him as she fought to understand this new strange calling deep inside of her.  
 
    She had no sooner began to work it out when he shifted to gently place kisses to her neck as his hand drifted up from her waist to cup her breast.  
 
    Gasping with pure pleasure she let herself sink into his caresses. Yes, this was so right. His thumb brushed her nipple and she thought she would be lost forever. 
 
    “So perfect,” he said as he gently unlaced the front of her dress so that he could take a nipple into his mouth.  
 
    Abigail realized she was no longer in control. She would never be in control when it came to this man. She was his to command and she loved that feeling. That knowledge that she was safe in his arms. 
 
    His tongue flicked and fluttered around her nipple making her moan as she squirmed on his lap. 
 
    Then, without warning, he pulled back to look up into her eyes. A sense of loss filled her followed by a new fear. No, he couldn’t stop. Not now. She couldn’t lose this. 
 
    “This was not in my plans,” he said to her. 
 
    She smiled at him, “If you stop now, I will never speak to you again.” It was a lie of course. But she needed more. She needed all she could ever have. Now, with this man.  
 
    His brow furrowed. “Are you sure? If this continues. I will …” 
 
    Abigail took a quick breath as she placed a hand on each side of his face and held him there so that he would understand the truth of her words. “I will never marry. We needn’t worry about me becoming with child. The doctors have told me often enough. No one need ever know. And I would experience what it means to be a woman. At least once in my life.” 
 
    Still, he hesitated. Her insides churned with fear of rejection. He continued to look at her doubtfully, but she could see in his eyes. He wasn’t rejecting her, not truly. It was a worry about doing something she would regret. 
 
    “Please,” she whispered. 
 
    He looked into her eyes, then smiled as he once again took her lips. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
    A burning need filled Jack as he moved to take a nipple, his hand caressing and squeezing. God, the woman was so enticing. That soft scent of Lavender. The curve of her waist, the taste of her nipple. Each and every aspect designed to drive a man mad with need. 
 
    Granted, he should do the honorable thing and refrain. But, he was lost. The woman had bewitched him.  
 
    As the heat grew between them, she became more demanding. Her hands roaming over his shoulders, down his back, pulling him closer. Then, she frantically pulled his shirt up and over his head. A serious frown creased her brow as she studied him. Her fingers gently running down his chest. Caressing, learning, admiring. 
 
    His soul soared as he fought back the urge to take her there and that very moment. No, not yet, he told himself. She was an innocent. A thought that pushed his need even harder. But he forced it aside and focused on making this special for her. 
 
    Jack lifted Abigail up off his lap to stand before him. She frowned for a moment until he started to unlace her dress. His fingers slowly pulling the ribbons until it became lose enough to push it off her shoulder and let it fall to the deck of the small cabin.  
 
    Standing before him in her shift, she peered into his eyes, as if trying to learn some deep dark secret. The look between them was filled with hidden meanings and future promises. Without smiling, yet holding his stare, she slowly lowered her shift and allowed it to join her dress to stand before him fully exposed. Bare, vulnerable. 
 
    My God, the woman was perfection, he thought as his eyes slowly examined her.  
 
    She blushed, her cheeks growing pink, yet she didn’t look away. Instead, allowing his eyes to travel over her breasts, down over a flat stomach to a soft triangle.  
 
    “You are even more beautiful than I thought,” he said as he put his hands on her hips, gently running his hands down over them. A small scar the only evidence of her injury. And such wonderous hips. Round, soft, and demanding his attention. 
 
    His guts tightened in anger at the thought of this woman ever being hurt.  
 
    Abigail gently pulled his head to her breasts. Giving herself to him, demanding his caress. 
 
    Shifting, he lowered her to the padded bench then stood and quickly removed his pants. She gasped, unable to take her eyes off of his erection. Her tongue darted out to lick her lips as she shivered. A look that could make a man want to charge dragons for her. 
 
    Hesitantly, she reached towards him. Looking up, she silently asked if it was permissible then slowly took him in her hand. Exploring, learning, feeling. 
 
    He groaned with pure pleasure as he allowed her to caress him, increasing his excitement a dozen fold. 
 
    “You …” 
 
    She smiled up at him as her hand began to move back and forth, stroking him. 
 
    “God,” he whispered as he sank down next to her. It was as if a threshold had been crossed. Their hands, their lips, frantically sought to bring and obtain pleasure. The heat between them grew, Abigail shuddered as his fingers found her core. Pushing her higher. 
 
    He needed this woman. More than ever before, now, here. Nothing would hold him from obtaining what his body demanded. 
 
    .o0o. 
 
    Abigail felt as if she was no longer herself. This new world of sensation, of emotion mixed with overwhelming need. A world she hoped to never leave. 
 
    The man was so perfect. He lay with her on the bench, barely enough room. Yet neither would have wished it differently.  
 
    Her hands roamed over his strong muscles. Demanding. Admiring. His fingers caressed and moved to touch her at her most intimate spot. She gasped and threw her head back in abandon. Never … My God, the way he made her feel.  
 
    How was this possible? Please, please do not stop. 
 
    His fingers continued to caress as he took her breast with his lips. A frightening sensation began to build inside of her. Up, leading to more fear and hope. Building, higher until her world exploded into a thousand colored lights. 
 
    “Jack!” she screamed as she gripped his shoulders. Hanging on for dear life as wave after wave of pure pleasure washed over her. He held her, kept her safe as her world slowly returned to some semblance of control. 
 
    He shifted so that she was laying on the, then positioned himself between her legs.  
 
    Abigail held her breath in anticipation. Yes, she wanted this so much. She would surely die if he did not complete the act. 
 
    Slowly, ever so slowly, he pushed himself into her. Yes, she thought as she opened for him. Stretching, taking him into her. Him, her Jack. My God, he was so large. So strong. And yet he continued to enter her, pushing her world to a new awareness. 
 
    He stopped for a moment then pushed through her barrier. A quick sharp pain filled her, to be almost instantly replaced by a sense of fullness. A sense of rightness. Yes, this was what life meant. 
 
    Taking a moment, he allowed her body to adjust then pulled back slightly before thrusting into her again and again. 
 
    “Yes,” she moaned as she wrapped her arms around his shoulders and pulled him close. She needed his weight on her. Needed him inside of her. Needed this heat between them. And still, he continued to thrust into her. Over and over. His hips shifting to attack from a new angle, then shifting again, over and over again. 
 
    There, almost there, yes, she thought it was going to happen again, it was coming and the anticipation was glorious. 
 
    Jack’s forehead was furrowed in concentration, his very soul consumed with thrusting into her. Then, without warning, he gave one last mighty push and exploded inside of her. His warm seed filling her. His pulsing shaft pushing her over the edge into oblivion. 
 
    Never … My God, over and over, wave after wave, a thousand pieces. … Oh … God … Yes. 
 
    It felt as if it would go on forever. Just when she thought it might begin to end, he would shift slightly and once again she would explode. 
 
    He let out a last heavy breath and collapsed on her. Abigail held him tight as a tear slowly fell when she realized this would never happen again. Once he had chosen his bride, she would never come to him. She knew her Jack, he would never be so dishonorable to his future wife.  
 
    No, this would be her only time with this man. The one time she knew what it was like to be a woman. A woman desired by a man such as Jack Hardy. 
 
    No sooner had the thought entered her mind than it was followed by a thousand others. All of them filled with fear and trepidation. How could she possibly talk to him in public without remembering the feeling of him being inside of her? What if he no longer wanted to know her? Had she ruined their friendship? The thought sent a new shaft of pure misery into her very soul. 
 
    No, she thought. No matter what, she would not allow that to happen. A sense of completeness filled her. No matter the sadness she would face. No matter the heartache. No one could ever take this away from her. And she would be this man’s friend until the day she died. It was all she could hope for and all she had to offer. 
 
    “Here …” he said as he pulled away from her. A sense of loss filled her but she bit back the tears. He smiled gently, then lifted her as if she were but an afterthought before twisting to lay down on the narrow bench and placed her to lay on top of him. Chest to chest, his long legs wrapping around hers.  
 
    Oh, the sense of her skin next to his, such a glorious feeling. He continued to smile up at her as he tenderly pushed the hair from her eyes while his other hand rubbed her back, gently telling her that everything would be all right.  
 
    Had he enjoyed himself? Had she done anything wrong? Perhaps she had been too forward, too demanding. He had made no comment about her leg. She knew it was slightly deformed, thinner than her good leg. Had he found it unbecoming? 
 
    As if reading her mind, he smiled and leaned up to kiss her. “I like your hips,” he said as his hand ran down to caress them and squeeze. “They are a woman’s hips. But the special part.  This is,” he added as he squeezed her rear, “this is your best asset.” 
 
    Her insides turned over with joy. He found her, Abigail Dupont, attractive. No woman could ever ask for more.  
 
    Sighing, she placed her head on his chest and listened to his mighty heartbeat like one of those new steam engines. Powerful and hypnotic. 
 
    They lay there, both lost in thought and satisfaction, his hand gently caressing her. Then, he pulled her up so that he could kiss her. My God, the man was the devil himself as once again she felt the need begin to build inside of her.  
 
    But surely, they were done. She had obtained everything she could ever hope for. But no, not Jack, obviously the man was never satisfied. Slowly, she felt him grow hard once again. For her. He wanted her.  
 
    Wiggling, she smiled down at him as he moaned. Oh, the sense of female power. It was intoxicating. Shifting back and forth she started to drive him mad until he frowned up at her, a serious expression. 
 
    “You woman, are a minx,” he said, then grabbing her waist he lifted her up and slowly lowered her onto his shaft. 
 
    Abigail froze, confused, but then he thrust up and she was lost. He held her in place, pushing her higher as he thrust again and again. Slowly she responded, meeting him, falling into his rhythm until once again they both exploded. 
 
    Taking quick breaths, Abigail collapse onto him and sighed with contentment. He remained inside of her. A part of her that she would never have again. But now, here, it was all she could ever ask for.  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
    Jack fought a dozen different emotions as he helped Abigail up into the carriage. Was she all right? It seemed wrong to be parting so soon, so easily. Yet, what choice did they have? Nothing could be allowed to bring her shame. 
 
    Thompson shot him a concerned frown. But surely the man could not tell what had happened on the boat. They had worked to return Abigail to every indication of a British Lady. Her hair, her dress, even that silly hat. Nothing that was out of sorts. 
 
    Yet, somehow Thompson knew. 
 
    Swallowing hard, he closed the door behind her then leaned in through the window. 
 
    “You will be all right?” he asked. 
 
    She bit her lip as she nodded. What was she thinking? What thoughts were flashing through that mind of hers? Normally, Abigail was easy to understand. She was so honest and so open. But now. It was if a cloudy fog had come over her, refusing to let him see the true Abigail. 
 
    “Thank you, My Lord,” she said as she reached to put her hand over his. “You … sailing is an experience I will never forget.” 
 
    He laughed then said, “I can’t remember a more enjoyable day on the water.” 
 
    Her cheeks flamed bright red. And that was the last look before the coachman snapped his whip and pulled away. 
 
    Jack could only stand there and think of their day and wonder… No, he told himself. His duty to his father was heirs. And Abigail had told him over and over that she could not have children. 
 
    Besides, she would never make a good wife. She was too intelligent, too quick to point out his flaws and most of all, deserved the very best. He had too many demons to ever burden a woman like Abigail. 
 
    He sighed heavily, then turned and hailed a taxi. He gave the coachman his address as he slammed the door behind him. A disgruntled feeling filled him. A feeling of disappointment. Not with Abigail. No, everything had been so perfectly wonderful. Unexpected, which had made it all that more special. No, this feeling was a disappointment in the future. 
 
    That feeling of doom and dissatisfaction filled him again. Would he ever get rid of it? he wondered. Only on the water could he push it aside.  
 
    Grumbling to himself he watched as the cab turned down his street. As they approached his home, he noticed three men across the street and down a way. Men who did not look as if they belonged in an upper-class neighborhood such as Mayfair. In fact, they looked as if they’d been drug out of the gambling dens and gutters of the London Docks. Men with hard eyes and too many scars. 
 
    Although dressed as workmen in rough cloths and cloth caps. Workmen didn’t normally spend their day standing on Mayfair streets watching a Duke’s home. Especially not men such as these. Not unless they had evil intentions. Every alarm sounded in his mind. 
 
    The almost healed wound on his forearm reminded him of what men such as this could do. An anger began to build inside of him. This would not be allowed, he thought as he opened the door and swung down before the cab could come to a stop. 
 
    Without forethought, he started across the street for the men. Why were they here? Again, he was unarmed. A factor that he must correct, he told himself as he hurried across the cobblestones. 
 
    All three attempted to pretend they did not see him approaching, then, without warning, the shortest removed a pistol and fired. 
 
    Something tugged at the shoulder of his coat as the explosion echoed down the street. 
 
    Jack, froze in shock. It was daylight. In London. How dare these men try to kill him. The brazenness of their actions was the most shocking of all.  
 
    A red rage settled over him as he charged towards the men. Kill or be killed had replaced all thought. The man had wasted his only shot.  
 
    Each man registered surprise. Either at his not being killed outright. Or the fact that he was charging them after being shot at. Regardless, he would give them something to truly worry about.  
 
    The surprised expressions were quickly replaced with one of fear as all three men turned and began to run. The trio quickly split up, going three different directions. One East, one South, the shooter turned West. 
 
    Jack focused on the man who had tried to kill him. That was the target, but it was soon obvious he wouldn’t catch him. The man was too fast and if Jack had to wager, to well-versed in alluding pursuers. When the man turned down an alley then became lost in a street market filled with barrows and a hundred shoppers. He had to admit defeat. 
 
    A sudden worry filled him. What if they had been after his father? Or their home? Perhaps he had interrupted something and even now they were circling around to finish the job. The household was unprepared. 
 
    Would Carmichael even recognize a pistol firing outside his front door? Thompson would have, but he was escorting Abigail. No, he must return home. That was his duty. 
 
    He slid to a stop as he took in huge gulps of air. Really, living ashore was making him weak, he thought with shame. Perhaps he should join Brock in his work in the boxing ring. Heaven knew, waltzes and searching for a wife wasn’t strenuous exercise. 
 
    Only after he had regained his wind did he start for home. When he stormed into the house, it was as if nothing had happened. Carmichael came to take his coat and turned up his nose at the rough woolen sailor’s jacket. Then frowned at the hole in the shoulder.  
 
    “I will have His Grace’s valet, Peterson, repair this, My Lord,” the butler said as he stuck a finger through the hole. The butler obviously despised the idea of the Son of a Duke being seen in anything less than the best. 
 
    Jack bit back a nasty response. “Send Thompson to me when he returns.” 
 
    “I’m here,” the sailor said as he stepped out from the stairs that led down to the servant’s quarters. The man’s eyes immediately shot to stare at Jack’s shoulder. Jack looked down to see a torn shirt and a thin red line. Only then did the stinging pain register. It seemed the marksman hadn’t failed completely. 
 
    “Did she get home safely?” he asked Thompson. 
 
    “Of course, Capt’n.” 
 
    “Get men,” Jack said. “The right men. I want two men out back and two out front. Twenty-four hours a day. Do you understand?” 
 
    Thompson pursed his lips, then nodded as he glanced at the jacket being held by the butler, his finger still sticking through the hole. “I know just the ones.” 
 
    Jack sighed internally. He could rely upon Thompson. Turning to Carmichael, Jack asked, “Does my father have any pistols?” 
 
    The butler frowned for a moment then nodded. “Yes, My Lord. In the Library. But he is resting at the moment. I …” 
 
    “No need to wake him,” Jack said as he started for the library across from his father’s sick room. Glancing back, he noticed Thompson was already leaving. Turning to the butler, Jack said. “I want the coachman armed and no maid is to go out without being escorted by a footman. Do you understand?” 
 
    The butler frowned. Jack thought the man might argue, but he wisely pulled back and nodded. “Of course, My Lord.” 
 
    Jack continued on to the study before the man finished. Why? he wondered. Why had the man tried to kill him? It hadn’t been fear of discovery. The men had done nothing wrong. Not until he pulled a pistol and tried to kill him. 
 
    That simple act hadn’t been unplanned. Perhaps the tactics had shifted. But those men had been in that very spot to kill him. Why? It made no sense. Not robbery, not in broad daylight. And definitely not in Mayfair. Again, why? He had no enemies. At least not here in Britain. Although he was sure, there were more than a few French sailors who would desire to see him dead. 
 
    Had they hoped to kill his father? Again no, the man was on his deathbed. So, why? 
 
    He hated not knowing. It was impossible to attack an unknown. Not and ensure victory. A queasy uneasy feeling filled him. One thing though, he thought with a smile. That black cloud of doom had disappeared. It was amazing how being shot at could make a man appreciate the finer things in life. 
 
    Either that, or his afternoon with Abigail had abolished the feeling. Immediately, his thoughts jumped to remembering his afternoon with Abigail in exquisite detail. 
 
    No, he told himself. He must focus. Now was no time to become lost in thoughts of a woman. Now was a time to prepare. The next time, he wouldn’t be unarmed. The next time, his attacker would receive a lead ball square between the eyes. 
 
    .o0o. 
 
    Abigail changed quickly for dinner. Although being poor and only slightly above being destitute, Aunt Maud insisted they dress for dinner. It was her way of maintaining appearances. Abigail’s heart raced as her body continued to hum from her day with Jack. The glorious feeling of fulfillment washed over her. It was as if she had achieved a new height of awareness. 
 
    Of course, that beautiful feeling was mixed with regret and fear. What did he think of her? Surely the man must think her a wanton hussy. Her cheeks grew very warm with shame. She had practically begged the man to take her. Had it been nothing more than a sense of obligation on his part? 
 
    How was she to ever know? The realization that she could never discuss it with anyone sent a sadness through her, threatening to overwhelm this new feeling of joy. 
 
    Oh, how life could be so confusing? she thought. Sighing heavily, she made her way to the parlor to await Aunt Maud and Rose. Again, appearances, they must enter the dining room together. Molly, their only maid would serve cook’s dinner, all the while fighting to stop from rolling her eyes at their silliness. 
 
    As she limped down the hall, her mind returned to her afternoon in Jack’s arms. Oh, how wonderful it had been. That sense of power and shared intimacy. The feeling of him inside of her would be something she remembered for the rest of her life. The way the scent of sandalwood mixed with salt had seeped into her very soul. The rock of the boat as they came together. Everything. 
 
    Would they know? she wondered. Her aunt? Rose? Would they be able to read it on her face? Surely the changes she felt inside, this new Abigail must be evident. That thought added a new emotion to all the existing fears. 
 
    Tightening her hand on her cane, she stopped and took a deep breath to calm her racing nerves. No, Aunt Maud must never discover the truth. She would be sent home to her father in shame and never see Jack again. And while she could not look forward to another … such encounter. She would miss her friend. Miss him terribly. No, Aunt Maud must not learn the truth. 
 
    Pushing down the fear she entered the dining room to receive the shock of her life. Lord Bristol stood up from the chair next to Aunt Maud to bow slightly to her. 
 
    Abigail froze, one hand on the doorknob, the other on her cane. Her world shook in a dozen different directions as she fought to stop from fainting on the spot. 
 
    Why was he here of all places? 
 
    The man smiled at her. That knowing smile that said he knew her every secret. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Seventeen 
 
    Abigail remembered to curtsey then quickly glanced at her aunt as she raised an eyebrow, silently asking what was going on. A man like the Earl of Bristol did not spend his evenings visiting with women such as themselves. 
 
    Aunt Maud smiled back. Her face aglow with hope and anticipation. Abigail instantly recognized that look. That was the look of a mother who hoped to upgrade from a Baron to an Earl for her daughter.  
 
    Rose appeared confused. Abigail smiled internally. At least her cousin had not been corrupted. She truly loved her Baron and had no interest in Lord Bristol. Unfortunately, she had a mother who would make her life miserable until she succumbed to her wishes. Of course, that would be contingent on landing the Earl in question. 
 
    “It is so nice to see you again, Lady Abigail,” Lord Bristol said with that knowing smile. Everything about the man was off-putting. His hips were wider than his shoulders. How did a man of such girth stand on such thin legs? But worst of all, his smile hid an evil intent that could not be kept from his eyes.  
 
    She was surprised her aunt couldn’t see it. It was so obvious. Yet the woman was distracted with the thought of her daughter becoming a Countess instead of a Baroness. 
 
    Her insides turned over as memories from the barn all those years ago flashed through her mind sending a quivering nervousness through her body. 
 
     “It is nice to see you again as well, My Lord,” she managed to say as her mind raced to understand his intentions. Was he here for Rose? Or did he know about her afternoon with Jack? And if so, was he here to tell Aunt Maud. 
 
    Every fiber of her being held on the edge. If the truth was discovered it would not only be herself impacted. Rose, her father, both would suffer severe embarrassment. Even Jack would be shamed. 
 
    The man looked at her as if trying to decide which way to go, then sighed and shot her a slight smile. 
 
    “I must be going,” he said to her aunt as he bent over the older woman’s hand. “I am meeting friends at the opera.” 
 
    “Oh, we do love the opera,” Aunt Maud said. “Don’t we Rose?” 
 
    Lord Bristol smiled, “Yes, it can be quite enjoyable.”  
 
    However, Abigail realized, he didn’t offer to share his opera box. Either tonight, or at some future date. Aunt Maud’s face fell as she realized the slight cut.  
 
    His action told Abigail everything she needed to know. He had come here for one purpose only, to let her know that he knew of her afternoon alone with Jack and all that meant. How had he discovered the truth? And so quickly? 
 
    Why? To frighten her? Why not simply spread the story? 
 
    Surely the man should be ashamed of himself for chasing a young girl out of a hayloft. You would think he would feel some guilt. Perhaps a desire to make things right. No, not this man. He was unconcerned about what he had done. It was too long ago and no one would believe her. Besides, who would care? 
 
    The thought of Jack flashed into her mind. He would care. She had seen it in his eyes when he asked for the name of the boy from all those years ago. That was why she hadn’t told him. He would kill Lord Bristol and everything would be destroyed. She ruined, Jack in the Tower of London awaiting trial by the peers. His father’s last thought would be about his son the murderer. 
 
    People would say that you should expect such an action from a bastard. 
 
    No, she refused to have that guilt on her conscience. 
 
    A shiver traveled down her spine as Lord Bristol took her hand. “Lady Abigail, I do hope I will see you at Lord and Lady Howell’s next week.” 
 
    Her stomach clenched into a tight ball. Was that where he planned to spread the story? Would he wait until he commanded a room full of members of the ton? She could well imagine his starting the story and it spreading through the room like a fire. Jumping from group to group, person to person. Each of them looking at her in shock.  
 
    “Of course, My Lord,” she responded. “Lady Howell was my mother’s maid of honor. We are good friends.” 
 
    He smiled, “Yes, connections are so important. The approval of friends and family so critical. We must take care to never … strain them. Don’t you agree?” 
 
    Abigail swallowed hard but held her head up. She refused to let this man intimidate her. She didn’t know where this new sense of strength came from. All she knew was that not this time. She would not allow herself to be pushed. 
 
    “Yes, My Lord,” she told him. “We must all try to live a life of honor. We never know when an incident from our past will come back to haunt us.” 
 
    Both Aunt Maud and Rose shot her quick looks of worry. Both of them obviously confused by the hidden messages being sent between them. 
 
    Her heart jumped with joy when she saw the hesitation behind his eyes. What would people say if they learned that she was crippled because of his actions? Her heart told her that the man had always believed the matter of no importance and long forgotten. Yet, it was the only thing she possessed which might make him second guess any intention to shame either herself or Lord Newcastle. 
 
    Unfortunately, he quickly composed himself. Abigail was unable to determine if it was because he had no worries on the matter. Or if it was his natural arrogance. A deep belief that because of his standing, his title, his wealth. That nothing could hurt him. A belief she feared might be well justified.  
 
    “Until next week,” Lord Bristol said before bowing again to her aunt Maud and cousin Rose. 
 
    Only after he had left did Aunt Maud grip her arm and pull her around. “Whatever was that all about?” she demanded. “We were having a perfectly wonderful time. Weren’t we Rose? Then you arrived and the man couldn’t leave quick enough.” 
 
    Abigail was tempted to tell the woman the truth. To expose the fact that the man she admired so much had been the cause of years of pain and misery. No, she thought. Her aunt wouldn’t care, not if it interfered with her hope of marrying Rose to an Earl. 
 
    “I am sure His Lordship has a very busy evening. After all, it is rather late for a gentleman to be calling don’t you think?” 
 
    Aunt Maud rolled her eyes. Rose looked as confused as a new kitten meeting her first bulldog. 
 
    Abigail took a calming breath as she ignored the strange looks coming from her aunt and cousin. How had he discovered the truth? They had been so careful. No, she had bigger problems, she realized. Should she warn Jack? That was the question she should be asking. The man should be prepared for the storm that would wash over them if the truth was exposed. 
 
    .o0o. 
 
    Jack examined Thompson across from him in the coach. The man had insisted on accompanying him. 
 
    “Really there is no need for this, Thompson.”  
 
    The sailor’s brow furrowed. “Sir, you’ve been attacked twice in the last two weeks. I swear you having a title is more dangerous than facing the French.” 
 
    Jack laughed. “I doubt my title makes any difference. There is no benefit to anyone in my death. Except perhaps for the crown itself and if they wanted my title, they need never have approved my father’s actions in obtaining it for me.” 
 
    Thompson continued to frown. “Don’t bloody matter why. It’s who that worries me at night. Never did like cutthroats and brigands. Too much like pirates if you ask me. Scum of the earth. They should be hung from the yardarm and let the crows have ‘em.” 
 
    That was Thompson at the very core, Jack thought with a smile. Kill them all and let God sort them out. 
 
    “I never asked,” Jack said. “Your meeting with Mrs. Jensen. What did you discuss? After all, I don’t think you are concerned with the housekeeping aspects of things.” 
 
    The sailor paused before answering. As if he were being careful of what he said. A unique occurrence Jack realized. The man had never been known for being reticent.  
 
    “Unusual woman,” Thompson finally said with a frown. “Don’t know if I care for a woman knowing that much. It goes to their head. They start thinking they have power. Upsets everything.” 
 
    Jack laughed.  
 
    “But,” Thompson continued, “she did pass along some information I found useful.” 
 
    “Really? Such as?” 
 
    Thompson smiled, “Oh, things that shouldn’t concern the likes of you and your lot. You know, fo’c’sle stories. Who to trust. Who to keep a sharp eye on if you want to protect your silver. Not only which Lord’s to watch, but their butlers. Good old-fashioned gossip, but the kind that can stop a man from fouling an anchor.” 
 
    Once again, Jack was reminded of his ship and his sailing days. The strong divide between the officers and the men. The iron-clad rule that gossip could not be shared. That thought obviously led to him thinking about Abigail and their day on the water. 
 
    His insides tightened as he thought about never having that opportunity again. He, both of them, had pushed the limits. They had risked discovery. If found out, they would be forced to marry. His father’s dreams would be dashed and Abigail would find herself shackled in an unhappy marriage to a man haunted by too many demons. 
 
    “This Miss Abigail,” Thompson said with a sly smile, interrupting his thoughts.  
 
    Jack startled, not for the first time, he wondered if Thompson could read his mind. He always did seem to know what the Capt’n wanted before being told. 
 
    “Lady Abigail,” he corrected. 
 
    Thompson shrugged, “She don’t mind me calling her Miss. And if’n you ask me, she’s better than them ones you call Lady.” 
 
    Jack was tempted to argue the point but became more interested in his thoughts about Abigail. “Why do you say that? Besides, do you have a lot of experience mixing with the Ladies of the ton?” 
 
    Laughing, Thompson shook his head. “No, can’t say that I have. But I know strength when I sees it. The woman is tougher than Old Bill’s arm. You remember Old Bill, the carpenter’s mate on the Providence.” 
 
    Jack could only smile. Old Bill was famous for continuing to fight even after losing an arm to a French cannonball. He’d used his own belt to tie off the stump then picked up his detached limb and used it to bludgeon a French sailor over the head. Knocked the man cold. 
 
    Suddenly, the memory made him realize just how strong Abigail truly was. She’d faced her injury and overcome its limitations. She hadn’t sunk into a world of victimhood as so many people would have. She’d stared down the looks of pity and forced her way into their world. Refusing to surrender. 
 
    Before he could comment, the coach pulled to halt before Bedford’s home. The footman opened the door before they could get to it. 
 
    “His Grace is expecting you, My Lord,” the liveried footman said. 
 
    Jack glanced at Thompson. How could they know why they had come? Thompson shrugged his shoulders then smiled. “Mrs. Jensen, the woman is a wonder.” 
 
    Laughing, he slapped Thompson on the back and entered the house. The footman led them to the study. As he prepared to open the door, Mrs. Jensen stepped out from the back hall and gave him a quick smile. Then she saw Thompson, she hesitated for a moment and Jack could have sworn her cheeks had become flushed. 
 
    He frowned as he glanced at Thompson. The man was actually twirling his hat in his hands like a schoolboy who had met a pretty milkmaid. 
 
    The two of them stared at each other for a long moment, then simultaneously broke off to focus on him. 
 
    “Mr. Thompson,” Mrs. Jensen said with her strict nature, “if you have a moment, perhaps we could discuss the recent attack.” 
 
    Jack could only shake his head, there wasn’t an incident in this town that Mrs. Jensen didn’t know about. Her network of servant informants was notorious for providing her information about the upper crust of society. He nodded to Thompson to go ahead. The man would probably find out more information than Jack would ever get from Bedford. 
 
    Thompson looked up at him as if he’d just been ordered to charge the French guns with a bucket of water. Swallowing hard, he left with Mrs. Jensen.  
 
    The footman opened the door and introduced him. Jack found both Brock, the Duke of Bedford, and Ian, the Duke of Suffolk. Both with glasses of amber whiskey. 
 
    “You heard?” Jack said as he nodded to Brock, the Duke of Bedford who was holding up a decanter asking if he wished a drink. 
 
    “Of course, we did,” Ian, the Duke of Suffolk. “I must say, you become a British Lord and become the center of all the worst aspects of London. Tell me, is it a talent, or must you work at being hated?” 
 
    Jack laughed as he took a long drink. The whiskey burned as it traveled down his throat. The good kind of burn. The kind that Scotland had perfected. 
 
    “So, what do you think?” he asked. “Despite what you may have heard. I really am unable to believe that I am hated that much. At least not here in Britain.” 
 
    Both Brock and Ian shook their heads. “Are you sure?” Brock asked. “I mean, that they were planning to kill you. It wasn’t just a chance encounter. Or an accident.” 
 
    Jack set his teeth to stop from snarling. Instead, he said, “When you have been shot at as often as I have, you get to where you can tell. The man wanted me dead and was looking forward to completing his task.” 
 
    An awkward silence fell over the room as each man thought about what this meant. 
 
    “In addition,” Jack continued, “I have come to believe the attack the other night was not mere thieves after my purse. The way they talked, the shorter was most insistent I be carved into a dozen pieces. I believe they followed me from the ball and cut across the park to wait for me.” 
 
    The other two men nodded, obviously in agreement.  
 
    “So, what are your intentions?” Ian asked. 
 
    Jack sighed heavily, “Really, the only thing I can think of is to set a trap. Perhaps if we capture one of these men, he might lead us to the true culprit. 
 
    Brock nodded, “When do you need us and where?” 
 
    Jack could only laugh, that was the tightness of their bonds. The Duke’s club of their youth had never faltered. He had known he could rely on these men. 
 
    “I will allow you to help,” he told them both. “But you must promise me not to get killed. The Prince Regent would never forgive me. To say nothing of your wife, Brock” 
 
    The three men laughed. And for the first time since the shooting, Jack looked forward to getting his hands around the neck of his enemy, whoever it might be. The only thing that would have made it better was if Duncan could have joined them. Unfortunately, the man was fighting his countries true enemies in Portugal. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Eighteen 
 
    Abigail continued to pace. The click of her cane on the hardwood floor echoing through the parlor. Six days of worry and fear had eaten at her insides. A terrifying dread had hung over her as she waited to hear the story of Jack and herself reaching Aunt Maud. 
 
    Her life would be over, she realized. No one would accept her. No more fancy balls. No more afternoon teas in rich parlors. People would refuse to even talk to her, turning their backs when she approached. 
 
    Why had she allowed herself to get in this situation she thought as she leaned on her cane to turn and start once again to walk back the way she had come.  
 
    Oh, the memory of Jack and the way he had made her feel was glorious and would never be forgotten. But the price. 
 
    How had Lord Bristol learned? Who else knew? These and a thousand other questions and fears continued to race through her. It was as if she were a reed rushing down a stream, bouncing from rock to rock. 
 
    If the story broke, her family would be devastated. What is more, if they didn’t banish her, shun her, they themselves would be shunned. That was how it worked in this God-awful world of the ton. Anyone associated with dishonor and shame was tarred with the same brush. 
 
    Her father, would his friends refuse him? Rose? Would she lose her Baron? The thought tore at her insides. 
 
    Once again, she debated on informing Jack. But how? A note? Who would deliver it? and might the very act of contacting him set in motion a process that resulted in their secret being exposed? Then she added the entire worry about Jack’s impression with her. What if he didn’t care about her being exposed to ridicule and rejection? 
 
    No, she thought, she couldn’t feel this way towards such a man. Not Jack. She loved him with all her heart. It was impossible to imagine loving a man who was so cold. 
 
    Yet, there had been no word from him. Nothing to let her know that he was thinking of her. Six days and not a word. 
 
    Her stomach churned with worry. 
 
    “Sit down,” she mumbled to herself, “before you stress your leg.” Scoffing to herself, she gingerly sat on the settee and stared into the fire.  
 
    The thoughts of Jack, set a new fear racing through her. She would never again know what it felt like to be in his arms. This latest scare from Lord Bristol had seen to that. She would never again share that intimate moment with Jack. A dozen reasons would prevent it. The man needed a wife who could give him children. He didn’t wish to marry in the first place, and the last, but perhaps the most, important reason; the man didn’t love her.  
 
    But what if the story forced Jack to ask for her hand. What if he put aside his father’s dying wish? The thought sent a shaft of pure pain to her heart. Forcing Jack to marry her would ruin him. It would ruin the memory of their time together as he became resentful and grew to despise her. 
 
    She could well imagine that look of pity turning to a look of hate. 
 
    No, never. Not in a thousand years could she allow that to happen. She would accept her fate and disappear into the mist. Leave London, perhaps leave Britain itself before she allowed that to happen.  
 
    Perhaps she could become his mistress? Somehow keep their secret. The forbidden thought flashed into her mind before she could stop it. That was how desperate she was to be close to him. No, never, not because she wouldn’t accept the disgrace. No, simply because she could not fathom sharing him with his wife. 
 
    If somehow, the story did not break. If she was able to maintain her standing within society. Then she must leave London. Return to her father’s home. Never again could she risk her family's honor as she’d done. 
 
    But first, she thought, she would help him find a wife. A good woman who would treat him well and give him the children he needed. It was the least she could do. She loved him so much, he deserved to be happy. 
 
    The thought tore a hole in her heart. A hole that she knew would never be repaired. But there was no other choice. Yes, she thought with a sigh of despair. It was the only course open to her when it came to Jack. As for Lord Bristol and his evil intentions? What could she do? If he spread the story, she would slink off in shame. If somehow there remained some semblance of honor in the man and he refrained from spreading the story. Then, she would leave anyway, but only after she had found Jack a wife. 
 
    It was as if her head was on the chopping block as the fates argued amongst themselves. But what they didn’t understand was that either course of action would make her life miserable. One way she and her family were ruined, Jack hated her, and she was banished. No story. She watched Jack marry another woman. Then banished herself. 
 
    A tear began to slowly crawl down her cheek. She would never know true happiness again. 
 
    .o0o. 
 
    Six days, Jack thought. You would think something would have happened. He and his friends had spent that time trying to entice an attack. But with no luck. He had repeatedly walked the streets of London in the dark. His friends, Thompson and two of Thompson’s men, always close. Always ready. 
 
    But there had been no attempt. Not even a hint of an attempt. Either he and the others had been too obvious, or the killer was holding back. 
 
    Either way, life went on. One good thing to come out of it was that the sense of doom, the depression that followed him around like a black cloud. It was gone. At least for now.  
 
    Jack glanced at the Doctor and Carmichael, let out a long sigh, then knocked twice before entering his father’s sick room. The old man moaned softly before slowly opening his eyes. The Doctor had been correct, he was getting worse Jack realized as a strange feeling of pending loss filled him.  
 
    Why this feeling of disappointment and worry? His father had never shown him kindness. Yet still, there was something inside of himself that feared the loss of this old man. 
 
    “Your Grace,” Jack said as he stepped to the side of the man’s bed. 
 
    His father looked up, his eyes unfocused, as if searching. At last, he returned to reality as his eyes narrowed and he saw his son. The two of them stared at each other for a long minute before his father sighed heavily. 
 
    “It is up to you,” he said. “The family. Our ancestors' name. It must continue.” 
 
    “Yes, Your Grace,” Jack said as he bit back the resentment.  
 
    The old man reached and gripped Jack’s hand with surprising strength. “Promise me.” 
 
    Jack looked down at the pale hand squeezing his arm. The blue veins, the thinness of the wrist. It was the first time his father had ever touched him, he realized. And now, here at the end of the old man’s life. What choice did he have? 
 
    “I give you my word.” 
 
    His father slumped back on the bed, letting his hand fall away. His eyes closed, as he fought to take a breath. “Your Mother, … a good woman.” 
 
    Then why treat her so poorly? Why didn’t you make her your wife, raised me as your son? A dozen questions needed to be asked. But, he bit back the angry rebuke. It would do no good and change none of the past. Nothing ever would. Instead, he took his father’s hand in his and watched, and waited. 
 
    Slowly, the old man’s breaths became deeper, farther apart until there were no more. 
 
    Jack continued to stand there, looking down at his father, gritting his teeth to hold back the pain. He had seen death before. Men he truly cared for. Yet, here, now, perhaps nothing had ever hurt so much. 
 
    Abigail, Jack thought, he wished she were with him. She would understand. Perhaps the only person on this earth. Brock, Ian, even Duncan, they would never truly understand. They had never been shunned to the outside. Denied and ignored. No, Abigail would understand though. He felt a strong urge to tell her his innermost thoughts. To explain. To talk about the dread that filled him when he was away from his ship. The feeling of still being an outsider. Not truly accepted.  
 
    Perhaps she could help him understand why it meant so much. He was just an old man who had known his mother. Yet, … 
 
    Sighing heavily, he gently placed his father’s cold dead hand back on his chest then stepped back.  
 
    “Carmichael, Doctor,” he called out without looking away from the man before him. The door opened and both men came in. The doctor quickly went to his patient, placing his hand next to the old man’s neck and then again, his wrist. Only then, did he lean down, turn his head, and put his ear next to his father’s lips. 
 
    He held there for almost a half-minute before rising and solemnly shaking his head. The doctor’s pronouncement once again filled Jack with a sorrow that hung on him like a heavy weight. 
 
    “Your Grace,” Carmichael said to him with a deep bow. “Do you wish me to make the arrangements?” 
 
    Jack hesitated until he realized yes, he was now the Duke of Oxford. There were responsibilities.  “Thank you, Carmichael. And please, … I will need one of the footmen. I must send word to the palace. And I suppose the Prime Minister should be informed.” 
 
    “Of course, Your Grace,” the butler said as he bowed again, then turned and left the room. 
 
    The doctor pulled the sheet up and over his father’s face. Once again, Jack was hit with the reality of the situation. The man was gone, never to come back. 
 
    “My condolences, Your Grace.” the doctor said. 
 
    Jack could only nod as he continued to look down at the body before him. No longer his father, he thought to himself. He wondered if the old man was even now arguing with Saint Peter. He could easily imagine the saint rolling his eyes and admitting the old man just to stop the arguing. 
 
    The doctor’s brow furrowed for a moment before he slowly shook his head. “He was so proud of you.” 
 
    Jack’s insides jumped as he frowned at the doctor. 
 
    “I was his Doctor for many years. These last few months, when we knew the … the end was fast approaching. He became … softer, shall we say.” 
 
    “Death’s pending arrival will do that to some men,” Jack said, still looking down at the body. 
 
    “Yes,” the doctor agreed. “But your father, I think he was lonely. He would have me stay, just so he could talk. And what he liked to talk about most was you.” 
 
    Jack swallowed hard as his hands clenched into fists. 
 
    “He would regale me with stories about your battles. About how quickly you rose in the ranks to command a vessel at so young an age. Always, he would smile. Probably the only time I ever saw him happy was when he talked about you.” 
 
    Jack gritted his teeth, not in anger he realized, but in sorrow. True, heartbreaking sorrow. 
 
    “Thank you,” he managed to say before turning and leaving the room. He needed to be alone. Alone where no one would see the pain.  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Nineteen 
 
    Abigail fought to calm her racing heart and churning stomach. The Howell’s ball. Was this to be her end? It had taken every ounce of courage to come tonight. To face a room of disapproving friends and family. Each of them ashamed to know her. Each wishing she would simply disappear from their lives and never return. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, she curtseyed to Lord and Lady Howell. Both smiled a welcome. The story had not yet broken, she realized. Bristol would wait until everyone was in place, perhaps at a break between dances.  
 
    If he was to do it, he would want the perfect moment. The time that could inflict the most pain. That was the kind of man he was. 
 
    Rising from her curtsey, she followed Aunt Maud and Rose into the ballroom. Was this her last one? she wondered as she took a moment to soak it all in. The smell of candle wax, perfumes, and polished oak. The colors, fancy gowns, liveried footmen, candlelight glinting off sparkling jewels. The sound of the musicians tuning their instruments, the low hum of people conversing, the occasional laugh echoing from the ballroom walls. 
 
    She would miss it, she realized. Although she had never truly been accepted. She would still miss it, all the same, she realized with surprise. Something about the pomp and silliness pulled at her. It was both the best and worst of Britain. But she would miss it. 
 
    Would it all be ruined this night? And if not tonight? When? Was she to go through her life always worried that the story would be exposed? Then a sudden realization washed over her. Was this why Lord Bristol was doing this? Had he gone through life worried that she would expose him and what he had attempted in the barn all those years ago? Was this a form of revenge? 
 
    The thought surprised her. Had Lord Bristol lay awake at night, worried of exposure? Worried about being judged by society? Of being ruined? 
 
    No, of course not. The man had never feared disapproval. Why should he? In his word, the only thing a gentleman need fear was being thought a coward. The one and only vice no man could survive.  
 
    She needed to find Jack and warn him. He shouldn’t be surprised. What would he say? How would he react to the thought of being exposed? Would he succumb to honor and tell her they should marry to forestall the shame? No, she thought with determination. This must not be allowed. He would have to dishonor his debt to his father.  
 
    “Excuse me, Aunt Maud, I must find Lady Isobel.” 
 
    Her aunt frowned and shook her head. “Lord Newcastle is not here. The man is so tall he is hard to miss. So, you needn’t hurry to find him a wife.” 
 
    Abigail’s stomach clenched into a tight ball as she ignored her aunt’s jab. Of course, why else would a man such as Lord Newcastle show any interest in her? Biting her lip, she made her way to the back room. She was surprised to find the chairs empty. Where were Jack’s aunts? The women were notorious for arriving early in order to obtain good seats. And as Isobel had told her, they enjoyed watching people arrive so that they could comment on their fashion choices. 
 
    Twisting, she scanned the room, she needed to find them. Jack would come to them first. A small part of her wondered if he would look for her. Would he smile? Would they have a secret moment of shared thoughts when their eyes met across the room? Or would he ignore her?  
 
    The thought of him giving her a cold shoulder sent a bolt of pure pain through her. The kind of pain that made the injury to her leg a mere afterthought. 
 
    He had given her an adventure. He had more than repaid his debt to her. Could she expect anything more? After all, there were a hundred beautiful young women willing to become his wife. And Abigail was willing to wager, there were a hundred more married women and widows willing to share his bed. Why should he ever wish to be with a crippled spinster? 
 
    The pain in her stomach made her want to run. To hide herself away and never face the look of disdain in his eyes.  
 
    No, one problem at a time, she told herself. Jack needed to know that Lord Bristol was aware of their liaison. That was the primary necessity for this evening. Everything else was but an afterthought. 
 
    But no Jack nor his aunts. The first dance came and went. Rose and her Baron leading the way. Had he decided not to attend tonight because he didn’t wish to see her? 
 
    Her worrying thoughts were stopped dead when she saw her enemy, Lord Bristol, approach Aunt Maud. Was this it? All she could do was stand there, resting on her cane, and hold her breath. Every sound, every sight faded away. There was only the dark cloud of despair named, Lord Bristol. 
 
    The anger in his eyes surprised Abigail. Why did the man hate her so? 
 
    Her stomach continued to churn. She felt so alone, no Jack. Not even the old Oxford biddies to share her company. It was Aunt Maud who broke the spell, rushing across the room without being obvious about it. “Unbelievable.”  
 
    Abigail froze. Was this it? The moment where her world crashed down around her. 
 
    “Oxford has died. Last night.” 
 
    A numb shock washed over her. Poor Jack. While he had never discussed it in depth. She had come to believe there was an awkwardness between himself and his father. Unspoken concerns that he could now never address. 
 
    “It is the talk of the night of course,” Aunt Maud said. “A bastard becoming Duke. Who would ever believe it?” 
 
    Abigail held her tongue. It would do no good to argue with her aunt. Instead, she took a deep breath. Did this change anything? Would it cause Lord Bristol to hold off on exposing her? Again, her world was a mishmash of complex possibilities. Almost none of them positive. 
 
    “Of course,” Aunt Maud continued. “It really doesn’t change much. Everyone knew the old Duke was on his death bed. The woman chosen to be his wife had only to wait and she would be a Duchess. Now, she will get there sooner.” 
 
    All Abigail could do was slowly shake her head. Jack had lost his father. His world had been pushed into chaos and all her aunt could think about was how it would impact the marriage mart.  
 
    “We must send our condolences,” Abigail said, trying to help her aunt focus on what was important. 
 
    Aunt Maud scoffed and waved her hand in dismissal. “Of course, in addition, we will attend the funeral. Half of London will be there. Or at least the important part of London.” 
 
    Once again, Abigail found herself biting her tongue. Her aunt was such a snob. And with so little justification. But Jack would be there at his father’s funeral. Would he see her? Would he know she ached because of his sadness? 
 
    Her heart broke at the thought of him being in pain and being unable to offer any support. Any help. It was so wrong. So unjust. 
 
    And still, there was the worry of Lord Bristol hanging over them. How could she tell Jack? He would go into mourning. There would be no more balls. No more shared moments. She cringed inside when she realized her first thought was about herself. Jack would be unable to select a wife until he came out of mourning. It was an evil, selfish thought and she pushed it aside with shame. But it was there and her true feelings. 
 
    “We should also send word to the Oxford aunts,” she told her aunt. “Perhaps call on them?” 
 
    Aunt Maud’s brow furrowed in confusion. Abigail scrambled to justify a visit to the three old biddies. She really didn’t wish it, but perhaps it would lead to her seeing Jack again. At least she could discover how he was holding up. 
 
    “Don’t forget, Aunt Maud, Lady Elizabeth and her sisters are good friends of the Queen. We wouldn’t want to burn a bridge unnecessarily. After all, Rose has not yet landed her future husband. A wrong word in the wrong ear and …” 
 
    Aunt Maud’s eyes grew very big as she nodded. “Yes, tomorrow I should think. We will all three go. You know them best. Do you think it would be appropriate tomorrow.” 
 
    Abigail sighed internally. It would be as close as she could get to Lord … no His Grace the Duke of Oxford. Perhaps, if she worked Lady Isobel, she might get word to him. 
 
    “Perhaps,” she answered as her heart jumped. Would she find some way to get word to Jack? “We will need to ensure they are available. We will send word to make sure they are receiving.” 
 
    Aunt Maud sighed, then immediately waved at Lady Carswell and left Abigail without another word. Abigail could only shake her head. Would her world ever return to normal? The threat of Lord Bristol. The death of Jack’s father. The memories of being in Jack’s arms. All of it served to create a spinning chaos that threatened to overrun her sense of reality.  
 
    .o0o. 
 
    Jack Hardy, the Seventh Duke of Oxford watched the Archbishop of Canterbury eulogize his father and could only shake his head. The Prince Regent, the current and two former Prime ministers, everybody who was anybody was in attendance. 
 
    A few months ago, he had been a Captain in the Royal Navy. In command of a ship far out at sea. And now, he sat in a pew, surrounded by the leaders of Great Britain. All to bury a man who he had despised and loved at the same time. A man who had ignored and abandoned him. Only to reach out and pluck him from his ship and put him here in this pew. 
 
    A numbness had come over him the moment his father had passed. He wondered if it would ever go away. He had spent the days going through the motions. Giving his approval, meeting with solicitors and government officials. Agents from estates across Britain, each one wanted his approval for their plans. 
 
    Sighing, he shifted to examine his three aunts sitting next to him on the hard pew. Only Isobel wiped at her eyes. Mary at least looked upset. Aunt Elizabeth was as steady as stone. Her lips pressed tightly. Her eyes creased with disapproval. Obviously critical of the Archbishop and his performance. 
 
    A sudden feeling of silliness filled him. It was all so ridiculous. The man they were burying hadn’t cared for any of them, yet they acted as if they had lost a true champion.  
 
    He bit back an urge to laugh out loud. Instead, he smiled as his shoulders slumped with relief. And just like that, the numbness was gone. None of it mattered, he thought. All this pomp and ceremony. It was for the living, not the dead. A way to solemnize a life, therefore making their own seem to be filled with meaning. 
 
    Where was Abigail? he wondered as he stopped himself from shifting and looking back over the people sitting quietly in the church. She was there though. He was sure of it. Even now, he could feel her looking at him. Her beautiful soft eyes creased with concern. 
 
    Every other person in this room was wondering if he could live up to the expectations of a British Duke. Only Abigail was worried about him, not his title, he could feel it in his bones and the thought eased his concern.  
 
    Once the prayers and ceremony were complete, he rose and held out his arm for Elizabeth, she shot him a strange look, then allowed herself to be led down the aisle and back out of the church. Both Ian and Brock would escort his other two aunts. There were no other men of the family. Of course not, or he would never have been in this situation.  
 
    After the three aunts had been handed up into the coach, he joined them. Dressed in black, they reminded him of three crows. The ride to the graveyard was slow and silent. Each person obviously lost in their own thoughts. 
 
    As they lowered the coffin, Jack looked up to find Abigail staring at him, her eyes creased with concern. She acted as if he had lost his dearest friend. He was tempted to laugh, but he refrained, let the old man go in peace. 
 
    After the service, he accepted the condolences as people filed away. He nodded and said the appropriate words, but his mind was a million miles away. It was only when Abigail and her relatives approached that he returned to reality. 
 
    “Lady Dupont, Lady Rose, Lady Abigail,” he said as he bowed. 
 
    All three women dropped into deep curtseys. His heart jumped with worry when he saw Abigail struggle but she was able to rise without creating an incident. Both her aunt and her cousin passed along their sorrow at his loss. Abigail, however, remained silent. Intently studying him, as if searching for some hidden clue as to his well being. 
 
    Abigail looked up at him with sad eyes. His heart relaxed, he had been right, she did worry about him.  
 
    “I wish to express my appreciation,” he said to the three women, being sure to focus on Abigail’s aunt. It was her he needed to maneuver into the correct position. “My aunts mentioned how kind you were when you visited them the other day.” 
 
    Abigail’s aunt smiled slightly, obviously please to have been praised.  
 
    “Of course, Your Grace. During such trying times, we must all endeavor to help.” 
 
    He nodded, “I would ask a favor if I might.” 
 
    Lady Maud’s eyes grew big. Jack remembered Abigail telling him about how the ton used favors as a form of currency. The woman was looking forward to him being in her debt. Of course, she was excited. 
 
    “I would ask,” he said, “if you could attend the funeral feast. To help them through this. It would mean so much to me.” 
 
    Maud almost gasped but caught herself in time. She had not intended to attend the funeral feast. They did not know the family that well and it might have seemed pretentious. But to be invited, by the Duke himself. That was significant. Abigail could see her aunt’s brain reworking the formula concerning status. They had risen just the slightest. 
 
     “Of course, Your Grace,” she said with somberly. “After all, it is our Christian duty.” 
 
    Jack bowed then turned to greet the next person in line, but not before seeing Abigail giving him a curious look that quickly changed over to awareness. Of course, she had understood. The woman was intelligent after all. She had read his intentions. If she and her aunt attended the funeral feast, perhaps they would have an opportunity to talk.  
 
    Good, he thought, one piece placed in play. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Twenty 
 
    Abigail held her breath as she used her cane to gingerly step down from the coach. Turning slightly, she looked up at Jack’s home. A memory of holding his wound closed as they hurried into the house flashed through her mind. 
 
    Was he well? The wound on his arm had healed. But what was he feeling now with the death of his father? Her heart hurt just thinking of him all alone at a time like this. His aunts, his friends, they couldn’t help him. Not really. Could she have a moment alone with him? Just to touch his arm. Just to let him know that she cared for him and his happiness. 
 
    Her heart ached thinking of him. 
 
    “Abigail,” Aunt Maud hissed. She and Rose were already at the top of the steps, obviously waiting for her. She sighed heavily and joined them. 
 
    The butler bowed as he opened the door to admit them. Abigail took a deep breath in preparation. A muted hum buzzed from a dozen different conversations. People talking in hushed tones. As if afraid of waking the dead. 
 
    More that one eyebrow rose in seeing the Dupont women entering. Abigail felt as if she did not belong. Aunt Maud, of course, felt no such hesitation. It was easy to read their thoughts. What were they doing there? Who invited them?  
 
    “There he is,” Aunt Maud whispered as she took Rose’s hand and started to pull her towards the new Duke. My God, Abigail thought. Did her aunt plan on throwing Rose at him? At a moment like this? No, surely she wasn’t that crass. 
 
    But of course, she was.  
 
    Abigail swallowed a curse and limped to join them. Jack looked over her aunt’s head and straight into her eyes. Abigail melted inside. That was a look for just her. A look of tenderness that he quickly hid. 
 
    The memory of Lord Bristol and his threat flashed into her mind. Followed by a sudden fear that people would be able to tell the truth just by looking at her. Surely, they would see that she loved this man. It had to be obvious. It was impossible to hide. 
 
    A new fear filled her, what if he saw it? What if he learned her secret? He would shudder and run and her heart would break. 
 
    “Come,” she said to her aunt. “We need to find Lady Elizabeth and the others.”  
 
    Jack frowned slightly, obviously wondering why she was in such a hurry to leave him.  
 
    Thankfully, Aunt Maud did not create an issue. 
 
    The evening progressed, people talking in whispered tones. Abigail watched as Jack made the rounds. Thanking people. 
 
    I must tell him about Lord Bristol, she thought with determination. Without a word to Aunt Maud, she started for him, afraid if she hesitated, she would never have the courage. 
 
    “Lady Abigail,” he said as he bowed. 
 
    Her heart fluttered. The smell of sandalwood and salt. The way his hair ached to have her fingers run through it. Every aspect of this man pulled at her very soul. The memory of their time together flashed through her mind. Their mutual explosion of passion. It was enough to make her take a deep breath as a burning need washed over her. 
 
    “I need to speak to you. Alone,” she said in a low voice. 
 
    His eyebrows narrowed in confusion for just the slightest moment. The man obviously thought she couldn’t keep away from him. He was probably terrified that she was to become one of those weak hopeless women that made a man’s life miserable. 
 
    “Of course,” he said as he nodded slightly to the hall.  
 
    Abigail curtsied then made her way through the crowd to the hall. Once there, she held her breath as she waited for him. What would he think when she told him? Had he thought of her at all since their time together? Would he look upon her news as a mere bother, something not of his concern. 
 
    “This way,” he said as he stepped into the hall and nodded to a far door. 
 
    Abigail took a deep breath and straitened her shoulders. She couldn’t back out now. 
 
    He scanned the hallway to make sure no one was looking, then opened the door and ushered her in. 
 
    “Abigail, is everything alright? Are you well?” 
 
    So like him, she thought as her heart jumped. Worried about her at a time like this. 
 
    “I truly am sorry about your father.” 
 
    He nodded but held his tongue as he studied her. He’s waiting for why I’ve called him away from his guests. Suddenly, a fear-filled her. What had she been thinking? Perhaps she had misinterpreted Lord Bristol’s intention. 
 
    A turning point, she realized. A turning point in her life. 
 
    “I am returning to my father’s home,” she said before she had really thought the matter through. But it was the only way. She could not be near this man and not let the world know she loved him. It would be impossible. 
 
    He frowned deeply. “Why? May I ask?” 
 
    The hand resting on her cane became wet with worry as she fought to take a deep breath. 
 
    “You will be in mourning and no longer need my assistance. Besides, I believe I have introduced you to every eligible young lady. You should have no problem finding a wife.” 
 
    He continued to frown. “Is that all?” 
 
    No, it is not all, you bloody idiot, she wanted to yell at him. I am leaving because I am about to be ruined and I can’t abide the idea of you hating me. But of course, she stopped herself. Instead, she looked down, unable to meet his gaze. 
 
    “Is this about our … sailing?” 
 
    Her cheeks grew very warm as she continued to stare downward. Oh, the embarrassment, the awkward anger she felt at herself for caring what other people thought. 
 
    “Lord Bristol knows,” she whispered. “I don’t know how, but he does. I am sure of it.” 
 
    The silence that greeted her was as sharp as a knife to the heart. Terrified to see him despising her, she refused to look up. 
 
    His hand gently lifted her chin so that he could look into her eyes. The tender look he gave her made her melt inside. He didn’t hate her. He didn’t blame her. 
 
    “And you believe he will inform others?” 
 
    Abigail scoffed. “You know the man.” 
 
    He continued to frown as he turned and began to pace. “But why? Granted, he has more than enough reason to hate me. But the Bristol I know would have approached me. Used the information as leverage. Never just shared it with no added gain. And why hurt you? It is the woman who is ruined, never the man. Not really. After all. We would simply marry. Problem solved.” 
 
    Abigail gasped. “No. Never,” she said fiercely. It would ruin his life, and therefore hers. 
 
    Jack paused in his pacing to shoot her a strange look. His shoulders slumped as he returned to pacing, his chin resting on his chest, his hands folded behind his back, trying to work out the details. 
 
    “There is something else,” she said. “Something you should know.” 
 
    He stopped, “More? I would have thought this was enough.” 
 
    Abigail shuddered inside. Once he heard, he would surely blame her. 
 
    “I believe Lord Bristol will spread the story to hurt me. Not you.” 
 
    He frowned. Waiting for more information. 
 
    She looked him directly in the eye. Taking a deep breath, Abigail said, “Lord Bristol was the boy in the barn. The boy who caused me to fall.” 
 
    Instantly, Jack's look of confusion and concern shifted to that of a wild animal. A predator. 
 
    “It is simple then,” he said with a small smile. “I will kill him and his knowledge dies with him.” 
 
    “Jack, no,” she said as she limped to him to rest a hand on his chest. He must not do this. She could see it in his eyes. He very well would if she didn’t stop him. “I will not have his death on my conscience. It is why I never told anyone and I won’t have you place that burden upon me.” 
 
    He studied her for a long moment. She could tell that he was trying to work out a way around her plea. Finally, he dipped his head. “I make no promises, Abigail.” 
 
    “Please Jack,” she said as she looked up at him. “Please, if you feel anything for me. Please.” 
 
    He frowned, took a deep breath, then nodded in defeat. “But, I will talk to the man and explain what will happen If he spreads rumors. You needn’t fear. Nothing will come out. I promise you.” 
 
    Abigail sighed. That was what she wanted. More than anything. For the problem to go away. She wondered if Jack could really convince Lord Bristol. Yes, she realized. The fire in his eyes told her that he would move heaven and earth to make it happen. 
 
    “Thank you,” she whispered. 
 
    Gently taking the hand resting on his chest, he slowly ran his thumb over her wrist. A tingling power surged up her arm. A mysterious force pulled her to him. Pushing her into his arms. 
 
    No, if she did, she would never leave them. Gritting her teeth, she forced herself to step back. “I must leave, Your Grace,” she said as she dipped into a curtsey. 
 
    “There is no need to return to your fathers,” he said. “I assure you nothing will come out.” 
 
    She cried inside. He thought that was why she was leaving. Couldn’t the man see the truth? 
 
    “I must go home, Your Grace. It is the only solution.” 
 
    He frowned as if confused. He had already told her that he would solve the problem. The poor fool, she thought. He believed it was the threat of Bristol that forced her away. Let him think that. Let him always believe that.  
 
    Swallowing her pain, she turned to leave. 
 
    “Wait,” he called from behind her. Her heart jumped. Please, she begged internally. Please tell me what you think of me. Tell me that you can’t live without me. 
 
    Jack brushed past her to open the door. Sticking his head out, he scanned the hall to make sure no one was watching. 
 
    Abigail bit back tears as she made her way around him and out into the hall. It was over, she thought. All of it, everything. 
 
    Gritting her teeth, she lifted her chin and rejoined her aunt and cousin. It would be an internal hell until they left. But she would pull it off. She had no choice. The man could not be allowed to know her true feelings. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Twenty-One 
 
    Jack lay on his back in the dark and stared at his ceiling. An anger burned inside of him. An anger that could not be quenched. He had given his word. But good old Barty, Lord Bristol, would pay. Not only for what he had done to Abigail all those years ago in the barn. But for threatening her this time. Why was he so evil? It made no sense.  
 
    The man didn’t deserve to be on the same planet as the woman. How dare he threaten her. 
 
    How had the man learned of their … day together? Was Abigail correct? Did the man truly know the truth? No, Abigail was not the type to misconstrue such a thing. If she was positive then it was as she believed. 
 
    Throwing his blankets aside, Jack began to pace. God, how he wished he had a ship beneath him. Pacing the quarterdeck was so much more satisfying than pacing a Duke’s bedroom. At least there he knew what needed to be done. 
 
    Instead, he was marooned here in this world of secret meanings and hidden shoals. The place was more dangerous than the French coast in a gale. 
 
    Why was she leaving for her father’s? Surely, she must understand that he would never let Bristol hurt her reputation. And why had she been so quick to dismiss his suggestion of marriage? It would have solved all of her problems. 
 
    Although, he had to admit. Abigail was an intelligent woman, she had surely seen the demons inside of him and wanted no part of that nightmare. The thought disturbed his gut, but he had to admit he couldn’t blame the woman. 
 
    Of course, his father would rise up out of his grave if he learned he married a woman unable to have children. 
 
    No, there was no need for her to run home to her father’s. Surely, she should know. If the story did break, a few miles of countryside wouldn’t save her. In fact, it would be better to face it head-on. Deny, deny, and allow him to call out Bristol. 
 
    A quick death for the man and people would believe her story. The tradition of trial by combat still beat deep in people’s souls. Especially here in London. They might pretend otherwise. But, deep down they would accept it as the will of God. They would talk. But no one would dare say a word. Not unless they wished to follow Lord Bristol to a rather violent death. 
 
    No, there was something else. Surely there had to be.  
 
    He continued to pace until the sun peeked around the edge of his drapes. No, for this he needed help. Dressing quickly in pantaloons and a simple white shirt, he put on his jacket but decided to go without a cravat. There was no need to wake his father’s valet at this hour. 
 
    The front door was half open before a voice from behind him called out, “Where you going Capt’n?” Thompson lifted an eyebrow as if he’d caught the Capt’n sneaking an extra draught of rum from the crew’s share. 
 
    Jack sighed. The man never slept. How had he known? One of those questions that could never be answered. He nodded for the man to accompany him. Someone was still out there trying to kill him. And Thompson would never allow him to travel alone. Granted, it had been two weeks with no further attempts. Perhaps they had changed their minds. Either that, or he had been mistaken in his assumptions and beliefs. 
 
    “I’m going to Bedford’s.” 
 
    Thompson’s eyebrow rose even higher as he looked at the sun barely above the distant buildings. “At this hour? It must be important to pull a Duke out of his bed.” 
 
    A feeling of disappointment filled Jack. Thompson was right. Brock would not be up. Besides, Ann would become upset if her husband was called away for reasons Jack could never explain. 
 
    “Suffolk then,” Jack said as he turned and started in the other direction. “If I know the man he will just be coming home. In fact, if she was particularly special, we might meet him at the door.” 
 
    Thompson simply shrugged as his eyes scanned the street for threats. Only when he was positive they were safe did he glance over at the two men across the street guarding the house. Thompson motioned for the men to follow at a discreet distance. 
 
    Jack was tempted to tell the man not to worry. That it had probably been a mistake, but he knew in his gut that it hadn’t. Besides, Thompson wouldn’t have listened to him. 
 
    Old habits die hard, it was impossible for Jack not to scan the area for potential problems. A cab approaching, a dustman collecting trash, two chimney sweeps, brushes over their shoulder. Each was examined, cataloged and eventually, dismissed. 
 
    The streets of London were not yet fully awake. They made good time through the brisk morning air. He had been correct. The Duke of Suffolk was just arriving as they turned the corner to his street. He stepped down from his carriage, dressed in buff breeches, a black frock coat with gold buttons and a gray beaver hat. Obviously returning from a late night. Turning, he glanced at the rising sun, then smiled as he watched Jack and Thompson walking towards him. 
 
    “I say, this is a surprise, Oxford,” he said. “You are a Duke now. You no longer need to follow Naval traditions. You are going to need to get over this concept of early to bed and early to rise. It just isn’t done.” 
 
    Jack nodded. He didn’t return his friend’s smile. The sour mood burning inside of him wouldn’t allow it. Instead, he nodded to the house. “I need your help.” 
 
    Suffolk’s smile dropped. “Another attempt?” 
 
    “No, worse,” Jack said as he followed Suffolk up the steps. 
 
    His friend shot him a look of concern before leading him into the house. 
 
    “I’ll be staying out, Capt’n,” Thompson said as he turned to examine the street.  
 
    Jack was tempted to argue but stopped himself, he didn’t have the energy, besides, he had bigger issues to worry about. Thompson knew what he was doing and trying to correct him would be futile. 
 
    “So?” The man’s study was a mix of office space and an artist's storage locker. Ian had a habit of keeping paintings he had not yet completed stuck in the corner. The room smelled of paint and coal oil. A jar of brushes sat next to the whiskey decanter.  
 
    The Duke of Suffolk asked silently as he raised the decanter in question. 
 
    “God, man,” Jack replied with a shake of his head, “The sun is barely up. Isn’t it a bit early to start drinking?” 
 
    Suffolk laughed as he poured a good bit of amber fluid into a glass and took a healthy sip. “This isn’t starting, this is finishing.” 
 
    Jack could only shake his head as he took a deep breath and asked the question that had been eating at him for hours. “How do I destroy a British Lord?” 
 
    Suffolk raised an eyebrow, the glass pausing inches from his lips for the second sip.  
 
    “Without killing him,” Jack added. 
 
    Pursing his lips, Suffolk studied his friend. “I am going to ask why, not because a great many Lords don’t deserve to be destroyed. Only that the why might determine the how.” 
 
    Nodding, Jack said, “He is threatening a friend of mine. A person I care about and would prefer to not suffer. In addition, he has threatened this person in the past and caused immeasurable pain and suffering.” 
 
    The man across the study paused for a long moment, Jack could see the gears turning in his head. He needed to be careful or Ian would pull all of his secrets from him. 
 
    “I take it this other person is a woman?” 
 
    Jack sighed as he nodded. It was rather obvious after all. It was unlikely that he would become this involved for a man. No, he would have let a man fight his own battles. Perhaps helped if he had been a friend. But never would he have become this intense if it weren’t for Abigail. 
 
    “Who’s the Lord,” Suffolk asked. “Again, only because it might influence the answer.” 
 
    Pausing, Jack thought about it then said, “Bristol.” 
 
    Suffolk didn’t flinch, instead simply nodding. “Then it is a concern because of Lady Abigail Dupont I gather.” 
 
    Jack’s insides clenched. Did everyone know? Had the story already been spread? He had spent the last week dealing with his father’s death. Had something this earth shacking been spilled into common knowledge and missed him entirely? 
 
    Suffolk watched him closely. “The man has despised her for years. I never knew why. But with your … growing friendship with the young Lady. I feared she might become his target. Barty has always hated you.” 
 
    Jack clenched his teeth tightly. If he said another word Suffolk would be able to discern all of the details and Abigail deserved better than that. 
 
    The Duke of Suffolk continued to study him for a long moment then smiled. “Your silence speaks volumes.” 
 
    “Will you just answer my questions,” Jack grumbled. 
 
    Laughing, Suffolk poured himself another drink. “It won’t be easy. The man doesn’t have many weaknesses. At least not the ones that can hurt him. He is wealthy, respected in the house of Lords, a well-connected family that will rally to his defense. Both Prinny and Liverpool are willing to listen to him. They might not always agree, but the man has too much power to be ignored.” 
 
    Sighing heavily, Jack shook his head. “I need something that will scare him to his very soul. Something that will stop him from doing something I don’t want done. The kind of fear that grabs a man’s soul and won’t release it. All without killing him.” 
 
    “Why not? The killing part?” 
 
    Taking a deep breath, Jack admitted that he had given his word not to kill the man. 
 
    “And does he know that?” Suffolk asked. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Well there is your answer,” Suffolk said as he leaned on his desk. “The man is protected in all aspects of his life, wealth, status, family. Connections to both the crown and the government and all of its functionaries.” 
 
    “I know all that,” Jack cursed through tight lips. “That is why I came to you. If it was easy, I would have done it already.” 
 
    Suffolk continued to smile. “It would take too long to ruin him financially. Years. You’ll never get the crown to revoke his title. The Lords would rebel. No, you can attack him only one way.” 
 
    Jack held his breath waiting for the secret. Only after a long moment did he realize his friend was going to make him ask. 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “What is the one thing men, especially British Lords, truly fear? More than poverty, more than a temporary scandal over some actress. Even more than being known for not paying gambling debts. The one thing that can get a man ostracized from even his own family.” 
 
    Jack’s brow furrowed. 
 
    “Cowardice,” Suffolk said as if that one word was the answer to all of Jack’s problems. “No man can afford to be called a coward. Not and retain his standing. And it’s not like he can move somewhere in hopes that no one knows the truth about him. He’s a British Lord. This is his only world. Most men would rather die than be known as a coward. Not our Barty, if you think about it. It was always weaker opponents or at the head of a mob. Never alone. Never against anyone who could take him down. Show him to be a coward and he will never recover.” 
 
    The man was right. It was rather obvious. “But how?” 
 
    Suffolk smiled. “You don’t need to demonstrate his cowardice before an audience. Not if your goal is to put the fear of God into him. Simply show him that you could. The man will never cross you. Never risk having to challenge you.” 
 
    “Again, how?” 
 
    Suffolk threw back the last of his whiskey and put an arm around Jack’s shoulders. “That is your problem. And I’m sure you’ll come up with a brilliant answer. But at the moment, my bed is calling. Unless you need me for a second on the dueling fields. Then I will let you show yourself out.” 
 
    Jack nodded absently as he followed his friend out of the study and into the entryway. “Thank you, Ian,” he said as he continued to frown, his mind rolling over possibilities. 
 
    “And don’t forget,” Suffolk said. “His Royal Highness, our glorious Regent, has forbidden duels amongst his peers. He believes it sets a bad example.” 
 
    “Pitt did it, what? Ten years ago. The man was Prime Minister.” 
 
    The Duke of Suffolk shrugged his shoulders. “Regardless, you can’t openly challenge Bristol.” 
 
    “Something the Americans got right,” Jack said shaking his head. “Their Vice President killed that Hamilton fellow a few years ago. The threat of a duel might make men more careful don’t you think?” 
 
    Jack nodded his thanks to his dear friend. The man was right. It was the only thing he could threaten him with. Not the duel itself. But the fear of being thought a coward. This was going to be more difficult than anticipated. However, that didn’t change the fact that Lord Bristol, Barty, was going to have to change his plans. Abigail would not be made to suffer under any circumstances. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
    Abigail took a deep breath as she tried to calm her racing heart while her fingers shook trying to tie the knot to her cape. It was the right thing to do, she reminded herself. Go home to her father. It was her only choice. Regardless if Jack could stop Lord Bristol spreading his tale. No, it was still the right choice. She couldn’t stay here. She couldn’t watch him marry another woman.  
 
    Never. 
 
    “You will tell your father,” Aunt Maud said. “He must send us more funds. Rose must be allowed to shine.” 
 
    Abigail bit back a sharp response. The woman refused to face reality. There were so little funds as it were and she wanted more. 
 
    “I will tell him,” she answered as she looked in the hall mirror to adjust her hat. It would do no good. But she would pass on her aunt’s request. 
 
    She was hesitating, she realized. Delaying the inevitable. She was going to miss London, the balls, the drama, Rose, perhaps even Aunt Maud. At least a little. Well, perhaps not Aunt Maud. 
 
    Rose smiled weakly then pulled her into a quick hug. The look on Rose’s face expressed her confusion. Why would anyone choose to leave London? It made no sense. But then, the girl didn’t know what it felt like to love a man who didn’t love her back. Her Baron was besotted. Unfortunately, Abigail could not say the same for the Duke of Oxford. 
 
    Abigail sighed heavily. There was no choice, she must leave. Giving her relatives one last glance, she opened the door and gingerly made her way down the steps. Just before allowing herself to be handed up into her father’s carriage, she pulled back and looked both ways, up and down the street.  
 
    Somehow, she had secretly hoped that someone would stop her. By someone, she meant Jack. But he wasn’t there. Of course not. Biting back a tear, she allowed George, her father’s one and only footman to help her up into the carriage.  
 
    It had been a week since the funeral. She had sent word almost immediately to her father, asking him to send the carriage for her. That she was coming home. A week later, and finally, she was on the road. 
 
    Leaning back on the padded headrest, she closed her eyes. A sense of shame filled her. She was running away. From so many things. It was unlike her. But this was the only way she could survive. Yet, no sooner that one problem had been resolved. Her distance from Jack. Another would hang over her head. Every day, she would fret and worry that this would be the day when word reached her father of his one and only daughter trysting with a man. All alone, on a sailboat in the middle of the Thames.  
 
    The look of disappointment in his eyes would tear her soul into small pieces. 
 
    She would have to live with that fear every day. Her punishment for failing to follow society's rules. Then, to make it worse. If he discovered the truth. He would insist on Jack marrying her. Somehow, that would make things even worse. Trapping Jack into something he didn’t want. Something that would stop him from fulfilling his promise to his dying father. 
 
    No. That must never be allowed. She would live a life in shame, alone, before she allowed that to happen. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, she set her shoulders as she pulled the curtain back to watch London pass by. This might be her last time being in the city. She wished to capture every memory while she could. 
 
    The smells of too many people, even more horses, the Thames. The sounds of a city. Hawker’s calling out their wares. The jingle of horse bridles and the crunch of carriage wheels over cobblestones. All of it was taken in and stowed in a memory that could be retrieved when needed. 
 
    Once out of London, the trip became a long monotonous day. One field after another, the occasional small village.  
 
    What was Jack doing? The rules of Mourning must be eating him alive. No social events. Nothing for the first month but sitting home. Perhaps visiting his aunts, joining them in their grief. It was hard to imagine. But again, it was one of those rules of society that could not be breached without significant fallout. 
 
    Would this pain ever go away? she wondered. Would she ever get over Jack? The thought made her smile slightly. No, impossible. Not after what they had shared. One more delicious memory that could be recalled when needed. 
 
    Several hours later, Abigail was still lost in the bliss of remembering their time together when the coach slowed to turn onto her father’s drive. After a long day on the road and her hip had stiffened to a useless state. She swallowed her anger at her infirmity and pushed open the carriage door before the footman could get in place. 
 
    Both her parents had come to greet her. Her father with his wide smile and twinkling eyes. The man she had always admired and loved. He had worked so hard and was so determined to do what was right. No matter what. He had spent his life trying to make things better for his family and his tenants.  
 
    It was her mother that concerned her the most. She had never been able to hide anything from her. And now, with that concerned look on her face, it was as if she were probing for the truth. First glancing at her cane. Abigail knew her mother was wondering if she had returned because of difficulties with her leg. Or worse, because she had been repeatedly snubbed and could no longer take the shame. 
 
    When she saw that Abigail was able to get down from the carriage with some semblance of grace. At least for a crippled spinster, her mother relaxed slightly then fought to hide her frown as she pulled her daughter into an embrace. 
 
    Abigail followed her parents into the home. Carville the family’s butler gave her a large smile. “Welcome home, Lady Abigail, you were dearly missed.” 
 
    Abigail sighed as she gently touched his arm in thanks. The servants had always been so kind. In many ways, her only true friends. 
 
    “Aunt Maud and Rose send their love,” she said to her parents. 
 
    Her father scoffed and shook his head. “Let me guess, you have been tasked with pushing me to send more funds.” 
 
    She gave her father her best smile. “They are both fine. Rose has landed herself an honorable Baron. She will do well.” 
 
    Her mother shook her head. “If I know Maud, she is pushing for more money in hopes of something better.” 
 
    Abigail smiled. She and her mother both saw the world the same way. Perhaps that was why it was so hard to keep anything from her.  
 
    This was home, she realized with a pleasant acceptance. The place where they knew her inner thoughts and she knew theirs without having to ask. The place where a thousand memories could be recalled with a simple look.  
 
    The one place in this world that could not turn her away. At least not unless they learned the truth about her and Jack. In which case … 
 
    “Are you feeling well, my dear?” her mother asked as her face took on a look of concern. 
 
    Abigail chastised herself. She must be more careful. In many ways, it was worse than London where the wrong word to the wrong person could lead to rumors and scandal. No, here it wouldn’t even take a wrong word. 
 
    “I am fine,” she said, trying to give her mother a reassuring smile. “It was a long trip.” 
 
    Her mother relaxed slightly, but her brow continued to be pinched as she studied her daughter.  
 
    “You rest,” her father said as he put his arm around her shoulder. “We will talk at dinner. It will be nice to have something new to discuss. Heaven knows, not much ever happens around here.” 
 
    Oh, my God, Abigail thought. Please keep it that way. If her father discovered the truth, there would be nothing except constant discussions about how she had failed the family. 
 
    Please, she begged silently. Don’t let it come to that. 
 
    .o0o. 
 
    Jack swallowed an angry curse. Instead, he took a calming breath. He had learned early that yelling at his men never achieved better results. If it took yelling to motivate them, then he had the wrong men. 
 
    “What do you mean she has left?” he asked Thompson. “Exactly.” 
 
    Thompson didn’t flinch from the anger in his employer’s voice. He too had learned long ago. 
 
    “According to the maid, Miss Abigail left two days ago in her father’s carriage to return to the family’s estate.” 
 
    “Damn,” Jack mumbled under his breath. She had done it. Left without giving him an opportunity to fix things. What was even worse. She’d left without saying goodbye. Of course, there was little opportunity. These blasted mourning rules had shut down his life worse than a thick fog and no wind. 
 
    “And, are you sure Lord Bristol will be at White’s this evening.” 
 
    Thompson nodded. “Got it from Mrs. Jensen herself. She says the man’s valet told their butcher that Lord Bristol spends every Thursday at his club. And according to Mrs. Jensen, the only gentleman’s club for a man like Lord Bristol is White’s.” 
 
    Jack let out a long breath as he folded his hands behind his back and began to pace. He had been held up in this house for ten days. It was time he finished this before it became worse. Bristol mustn’t be allowed to spread stories. Perhaps, once Abigail accepted that no stories about their … time together had started. Perhaps then she would return to London. 
 
    His brow furrowed as he tried to understand why it bothered him so much. The woman had every right to live where she wished. Yet, deep inside, a feeling of wrongness filled him. Abigail needed to be close. He missed talking with her. Bouncing off ideas. Hell, if he were honest with himself. He missed her body. The memory of those delicious curves filled his mind and refused to leave. 
 
    “I will need you to carry word to both Bedford and Suffolk.” 
 
    Thompson's brow scrunched up in confusion. “You can’t be going to a gentleman’s club, Capt’n. Not only a few days after burying your father. The aunts won’t be pleased.” 
 
    Jack scoffed. “I don’t answer to my aunts. After all, you will remember that I didn’t always listen to His Majesty’s Admiralty.” 
 
    Thompson shook his head. “I don’t know Capt’n. The admiralty might be more forgiving. Those three could make a man wish he were in a French jail. Life might be easier.” 
 
    Jack smiled for the first time in days. His man wasn’t far wrong. But no, nothing could allow this task to be delayed. The sooner it was complete, the sooner he could convince Abigail to return to London. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
    Jack jumped from the carriage before it came to a rolling stop. Thompson frowned down from the coach’s box. 
 
    “Stay with the carriage,” he told the man. Thompson walking into White’s would disrupt the entire British Empire. The sun itself might very well not come up in the morning. 
 
    “We’ll be just around the corner, Capt’n. You send one of them fancy-dressed lubbers.” 
 
    Jack nodded and hurried up the steps. His heart jumped as he smiled to himself. God, how he was looking forward to putting the fear of hell into good old Barty. Perhaps, if he was very lucky, the man might actually challenge him to a duel. Oh, how sweet that would be. A great many of his problems would be resolved by dawn. 
 
    His promise to Abigail not to kill the man felt as restricting as being wrapped in a wet sail. But his word was his bond. Especially to Abigail. The thought of her disapproving of him bothered him to his very core. No, he would do this without breaking his word. 
 
    “Welcome, Your Grace,” the footman said as he bowed while opening the door. Jack laughed internally. Two months ago, he never would have been granted admission to such a place. Only the titled and very wealthy passed through these doors. 
 
    It was not surprising this man knew of him. The crest on his coach told the world who he was. But London servants had their own network. This man had probably known he was on his way before he left home. 
 
    The rooms reminded him of the cabin on Nelson’s flagship, Victory. Refined, ornate, with a hint of hidden superiority. The kind of room that didn’t need to advertise its importance. If you were there. You knew it already. Princes, Prime Ministers, and Magnates met in these rooms. Half of Britain’s future was mapped out and agreed upon here. 
 
    Jack could only take a calming breath. He had once again entered a strange new world with its own set of rules. He wondered if he’d ever learn everything expected of him.  
 
    “And you are?” he asked the footman. 
 
    “Tolliver, Your Grace.” 
 
    Jack nodded. “Are the Dukes, Bedford and Suffolk here?” Jack asked as he handed the man his gloves and hat.  
 
    “Yes, Your Grace,” the man said as he passed along the garments to another footman. “They are waiting for you in the library, I believe.”  
 
    Jack raised an eyebrow. He would have expected them in the bar. Especially Suffolk. Perhaps they wanted to talk to him alone. Sighing, Jack was tempted to ask the footman if Lord Bristol was there also, but decided that it would be best if he gave no warning. It must appear as happenstance. 
 
    Thankfully, the library was empty except for his two friends. It was early yet. Most of the members were probably in either the bar or eating their evening meal before retiring to the card room. 
 
    The Duke of Suffolk held up three fingers to a footman across the room. The man quickly poured them each a whiskey and delivered it on a silver tray. 
 
    “Is this really necessary?” Bedford asked after taking a long sip. “Ann was rather irate at the idea of me not being at home this evening.” 
 
    Suffolk laughed. “A woman soon to have a child wants to know where her man is at all times. Just in case. One of the many reasons not to marry. The apron strings can be rather bothersome.” 
 
    Bedford frowned, obviously not liking the idea of being on his wife’s tether. Yet, the man would move heaven and earth to make her happy, so he didn’t have much of an argument. 
 
    “Yes, it is important,” Jack told them. “I plan to push Barty into a corner. A corner he can not escape.” 
 
    Both of his friends frowned at him. Neither asked why Jack realized. They accepted that he was justified. Suffolk nodded, obviously associating tonight with their discussion a few days earlier. 
 
    “And you need us why?” Bedford asked. 
 
    “He needs an audience,” the Duke of Suffolk said. “Or at least the threat of one.” 
 
    Jack nodded. “I simply need him to see that you are in attendance. He will know I have your support.” 
 
    Bedford scoffed. “Since when did you need our support with good old Barty Bristol. The man is a toad.” 
 
    Jack took a deep breath. “I need him to know that if he puts one foot out of line. I will demonstrate his cowardice. Either that, or kill him if he is foolish enough to challenge me. I want him to see you there and fear that I will expose him.” 
 
    Bedford winced. “Death, or embarrassment. Most men would choose death.” 
 
    “Not Barty,” Suffolk said as he took another drink. “We wouldn’t be so lucky.” 
 
    Throwing back the last of his whiskey, Jack sighed heavily then turned to leave. Both of his friends fell in behind him, but far enough back so that he could approach Lord Bristol alone. 
 
    It took a moment to find him in the bar, in the far corner, holding court with two Northern Barons. Jack scrunched his nose as he felt that familiar feeling of disdain mixed with dismissal. A toad. Bedford had been right. And when he thought about what this man had done to Abigail all those years ago. It was enough to want to strangle him slowly. 
 
    Bristol looked up, catching his approach. His face turned two shades paler as he swallowed hard. Jack wondered what upset the man more. The fact that Jack had been admitted to his club. Or that he could see the anger in Jack’s eyes. 
 
    The two other Lords looked at Jack, then back to Lord Bristol and finally back to the approaching Duke. Neither man was unintelligent. They both quickly made their excuses and left Lord Bristol alone. 
 
    “Barty,” Jack said with as haughty tone as he could muster. 
 
    “Oxford,” Lord Bristol responded, with an equally haughty tone that dripped disapproval. 
 
    Jack held the man’s stare for a long moment then turned and leaned both elbows on the bar. “Did you ever kill a man?” he asked Bristol. 
 
    What little color remained in the man’s face drained away. 
 
    “Really Oxford,” he said. “Such things are not discussed here in White’s. It is unbecoming. Even someone like you should know that.” 
 
    Jack simply nodded to the bartender for a whiskey. “I was wondering,” he said without looking at the man. “If you knew what it was like to stick a sword into a man’s belly. Do you agree with me that it always seems to go in easier than pulling it out? Why is that? And that sick, slopping sound as the blade is retrieved. Again, different than going in.” 
 
    Lord Bristol could only stare at him, his mouth open, unable to believe what was going on. 
 
    “It is the look in their eyes,” Jack continued. “That realization that they are going to die. Right then. That they will never father a child. Never again watch a sunset or feel the soft kiss of a sweet maid. That they will know only black torment, or worse, nothing at all. Knowing that the world will go on without them.” 
 
    The Lord put a hand out to hold the bar. 
 
    “Of course,” Jack said as he turned to look the man directly in the eye. “Killing a man with a pistol is so much easier. A good shot, directly between a man’s eyes. The light goes out and he slumps to the ground. Dead. To never rise again.” 
 
    Lord Bristol swiped his tongue across his lips as he looked around. “Um … Um, why are we discussing this,” he asked. 
 
    “There is always the other option,” Jack said, ignoring the man’s question. “Being a coward. Although. They do say, a coward dies a thousand deaths. A hero but one. Do you think that is correct?” 
 
    The man stammered as he looked around the room. Jack could see it in the man’s eyes. Fear. “I don’t know what you have been told, but it is untrue,” Lord Bristol stammered. 
 
    Jack laughed. Such an asinine statement. He simply continued to stare at the man, raising the awkwardness. Putting a hot fire iron to the tension. 
 
    “Perhaps you don’t understand,” Lord Bristol added as he fought to regain control. “His Majesty has forbidden dueling.” 
 
    Deep inside, Jack smiled without letting the man know his true thoughts. But he had him on the run. 
 
    “That would put a man in a rather difficult situation,” Jack said. “Disappointing his Prince. Or being known far and wide as a coward. Yes, most difficult. To be looked at with disgust. To know wherever he went. People would know him to be less of a man. Servants, workmen, everyone would soon know the truth. Woman would laugh at him behind his back. Lords would ignore him as unimportant and without value.” 
 
    Bristol swallowed hard as he looked across the room at both Bedford and Suffolk. Jack didn’t glance their way. He knew his friends. They would be looking on with small smiles. Silently telling good old Barty that they were more than willing to act as witnesses to his shame or be a second to a duel. 
 
    Jack grit his teeth. “If… One… Word, from any quarter, is whispered. I will carve out your liver and feed it to the Tower’s Ravens. I don’t care who spreads the story. It is you that will die.” 
 
    Lord Bristol stared back as he tried to swallow and failed miserably. The man knew what he was talking about. The guilty look left no doubt. Abigail had been right. 
 
    “Either that,” Jack said, knowing he had the man’s full attention. “Or I will expose you as a coward to all of London. I will hound you and your family’s reputation until you are forced to face me. I’ve killed a dozen good men in combat. Men who knew what they were doing. Believe me, Barty. You will not be difficult. What is more. It will appear to all be your fault and you will have paid for your idiocy with your death.” 
 
    The last bit of color drained from the man’s face. As if it had fallen out of the bottom of a bucket. 
 
    “Those are your choices,” Jack said angrily through clenched teeth. “Keep your stories to yourself. Or die, or worse, go through life known as a coward. Do we understand each other?” 
 
    Lord Bristol finally was able to swallow just before nodding his understanding. 
 
    Jack turned and stormed out of the room. A half dozen other Lords watched him, each one confused and very interested. Jack ignored them. It was taking every ounce of self-control not to return and slowly end the man’s life. Only Abigail’s admonition was holding him back. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Twenty-Four 
 
    Abigail’s hands shook as she took the letter from the silver platter offered by Carvel.  
 
    “The Duke of Oxford, I believe,” the butler said without the slightest hint of judgment. Abigail knew full well that there would be a dozen questions flashing through the servants’ quarters that night. Five people could spread a rumor faster than a chimney fire. 
 
    She took a deep breath as she turned over the letter. The Duke of Oxford’s crest sealed in red wax. Jack had written to her. Why? Was it bad news? A thousand thoughts flashed through her mind. Almost all of them bad to worse. 
 
    The story was out and he was giving her warning. Was that it? Or, he was ill and unlikely to live. Perhaps her greatest worry, he had found a wife. Each and every thought forced her stomach to turn over with fear and worry.  
 
    When she glanced up, she found her mother staring at her with a strange look. After almost two weeks of being home, the two of them had fallen into a comfortable companionship. Thankfully, her mother hadn’t poked nor prodded. Simply enjoying her daughter’s company. 
 
    Both of them had spent the day in the parlor. Abigail had started to work on the lace ribbon for Rose’s future wedding dress. Her mother a fine needlepoint that would be used for a pillow.  
 
    “Oxford?” her mother asked. 
 
    Abigail’s stomach clenched as she continued to study the folded letter and its seal. The wrong word and her mother would know everything. “I met him a few months ago, before the death of his father. Lady Isobel, his aunt, asked for my assistance in finding him a wife.” 
 
    There, Abigail thought. It had all been the truth. Not all of it, but enough. 
 
    Her mother continued to frown as she pulled her needle through the cloth. “Really, I would have thought a handsome, wealthy Duke, wouldn’t have any difficulty in finding a wife.” 
 
    “He wasn’t … familiar with the ton. He had been a ship’s Captain.” 
 
    “I know the story. We aren’t totally cut off here. Lady Ferguson told me all about it. A bastard raised …” 
 
    “Don’t call him that,” Abigail sputtered before she could stop herself. Her mother’s brow furrowed even deeper. Much more and she’d have permanent wrinkles. Abigail took a quick breath as she fought to crawl out of the hole she’d just created. “He is a Duke after all.” 
 
    Her mother’s lips pursed for a brief second then she returned to focus on her needlepoint. 
 
    Abigail silently prayed that she had not given away the truth. Looking down, she examined the letter in her hand. If her mother deduced her daughter had fallen in love with a man, a Duke. She would shake her head at her daughter's foolishness and admonish her for weeks at her idiocy. If her mother ever discovered that her daughter had shared her body with the man. She would be devastated. Ashamed of her daughter and lost on how to proceed. 
 
    No, that must never happen, Abigail thought as she fought to calm her rebellious stomach. 
 
    Why had Jack written to her? Was he well? Her heart raced as she thought about his fingers touching this very paper. Her skin ached to be caressed by him. To feel his strong arms around her. Holding her, keeping the world’s terrors away. 
 
    “I have learned,” her mother said as she pulled the thread through its stitch. “That it is best to open letters. It is amazing how much we can learn.” 
 
    The small smirk her mother gave her made Abigail cringe inside. Her mother always knew what was going on. It was amazing. Abigail wondered if it was a gift given to a woman when she gave birth. A secret she would never know she thought with sadness. 
 
    But her mother was correct. As usual. Sighing, she slid her lace knife under the seal and opened the letter. Her heart raced as she slowly unfolded the stiff paper. 
 
    “Dear Lady Abigail,” 
 
    I pray this letter finds you doing well. London does not seem so enjoyable since your departure. It is all rather sedate with nothing of importance …” 
 
    Her heart jumped. He had done it. He was telling her that Lord Bristol had been stopped. It was as if a great weight had been lifted from her soul. He had done it. Jack had saved her once again. 
 
    “… having occurred, and it seems it will be that way for the foreseeable future. Please send word if you decide to return to London. I fear it will be impossible to find an acceptable wife without your guidance. 
 
    Please take care. 
 
    Oxford 
 
    Abigail gripped the paper tightly as she once again read the letter. Her finger traced each word. Jack’s penmanship looked strong, forceful. She had to bite back a quick smile as her heart soared. He had done it. And he had done it for her. Neither her mother nor her father would look at her with disappointment. People would not whisper about her behind her back. Everything was resolved. 
 
    How had he done it? Had he killed Lord Bristol? It was hard to imagine anything stopping the Earl of Bristol. No, never, Jack had given her his word. 
 
    Could it be true? Was she truly free of shame and rebuke? 
 
    “So, what does he say?” her mother asked. Abigail glanced up. Her mother was acting as if the letter were of no import. But Abigail could tell she was on edge, curiosity burning a hole into the woman. 
 
    “Oh, not much,” Abigail said as she once again glanced down at the letter. “Things are quiet in London. And he hopes I might be able to help him find a wife at a future date.” 
 
    Her mother scoffed. “If the man isn’t married by the end of the year, I will be disappointed in the Ladies of the ton.” 
 
    Abigail sighed deep inside. Her mother was correct. Would this be the last letter she ever received from the man? Her world seemed to melt in on itself as she thought about all she had lost and would never have. 
 
    “Speaking of marriage,” her mother said, “your father and I were talking last night. Perhaps …” 
 
    “No, Mother,” Abigail interrupted. “I will not allow you to arrange a marriage to some desperate young man looking to climb the social ladder. A man willing to marry a cripple for connections to my father’s title.” 
 
    Her mother sighed heavily as she put aside her needlepoint. “Abigail. Please. I assure you …” 
 
    “No, Mother,” Abigail said as she leaned on her cane to rise from the chair. Her heart broke into a thousand pieces. She refused to marry a man she did not love. Not after Jack. Not after she had discovered what love truly felt like. No. she could never go through life living a lie. 
 
    Her mother’s frown followed her as she left the parlor. She needed to get away before she started to cry. Her mother would discover the truth. No. Not after all of Jack’s efforts. One wrong word and everything would be ruined. 
 
    “Dinner will be soon,” her mother added. 
 
    “I am not hungry,” Abigail answered before she closed the door behind her. “I believe I will have an early night.” 
 
    Her mother continued to frown. Obviously worried about her daughter. 
 
    “Oh, Jack …” Abigail mumbled to herself. “Thank you. I should never have doubted you.” 
 
    Her stomach churned as she slowly climbed the stairs to her room. The ill-feeling she had been experiencing for days had not left her with the arrival of Jack’s good news. It was unsurprising. She had been as nervous as a barn cat in the front room. Terrified the wrong step would lead to disaster. 
 
    She shouldn’t expect her body to return to normal quickly. The tense nervousness had undoubtedly upset her constitution. Perhaps a good night’s sleep would restore her to normalcy.  
 
    Glancing down at the letter in her hands. She knew she would dream of wide shoulders, strong arms, the scent of sandalwood and salt. And that glorious feeling of being safe. The kiss of a special man and the sense of all being right with the world. If for but a brief moment. 
 
    .o0o. 
 
    Jack allowed his father’s valet to tie the cravat. The man was so desperate to prove his worth. Jack let the man do his job, then took the scabbard and its knife off his bedside table and tucked it up under his jacket into the back of his pants. 
 
    “Really, Your Grace,” the valet said with disapproval. “It ruins the fall of your coat. The line is wrong.” 
 
    Jack scoffed and waved his hand in dismissal. “Not near as much as a knife in the gut.” 
 
    The valet gasped. Jack shook his head. God, he needed to get out of the house. Four weeks of mourning had kept him cooped up like a prisoner in the brig. The coven, his aunts, had insisted on strict compliance. No social events for thirty days. Period. Thank God they hadn’t learned about his trip to White’s and the confrontation with Bristol. They’d have never let him alone.  
 
    Elizabeth was the worse. As if she expected him to fail and was rather perturbed when he didn’t. 
 
    Thirty, long, boring days. It was worse than being becalmed at sea. It had gotten so bad that he was actually looking forward to the ball at the Hamptons. Heaven knew, anything would be better than these four walls. 
 
    It was amazing, he was now one of the richest men in England, and it seemed he was even more bound by expectations and the chains of ‘Society.’ He’d felt freer as a midshipman. Between the lawyers, the bankers, and his aunts. It seemed everyone had an opinion as to how he should act. 
 
    Even his valet disapproved of him. 
 
    Dismissing the feeling of others’ expectations, he sighed internally. Abigail wouldn’t judge him so harshly. Why had she left? Why couldn’t she have stayed? Not so that he could seduce her again. Although, the thought of those delicious curves could not be denied. 
 
    No, simply to talk. Simply to have someone he could trust. 
 
    Both Suffolk and Bedford were friends. Good friends. But Abigail was different. She had not been forced to be his friend. There were not the years of shared experiences. No, she had chosen to be his friend. And he missed talking to her.  
 
    Walking down the stairs, he let his mind wander to Abigail. She wouldn’t be there tonight. Oh, how he wished he could simply talk to her. How was he supposed to evaluate the eligible women? Who would steer him away from making a fatal error? 
 
    He sighed heavily as he took his hat and gloves from Carmichael, Jack nodded to Thompson.  
 
    The man shook his head. “It’s about time,” the man said. “A man could grow a bushel of barnacles being stuck here.” 
 
    Jack laughed. Truer words had never been spoken. 
 
    “You weren’t stuck here,” Jack said as he pulled on his gray gloves. “In fact, from what I have heard, you have been spending a great deal of time at Bedford’s. What could be so interesting there? Afterall one Duke’s residence is pretty much the same as the next.” 
 
    Biting back a smile, he watched as Thompson’s cheeks grew slightly pink. Who would have ever guessed that Thompson could be embarrassed about anything? 
 
    “It’s that Jensen woman …” 
 
    “I thought so,” Jack said as he put his hat on and tapped it to make sure it was in place. 
 
    Thompson’s face grew even redder. “No Capt’n. It’s not like that. The woman has more contacts than a spider’s web. I swear there isn’t a servant in this town that wants to get on the wrong side of the woman. That can be helpful. Remember, someone is trying to kill you. And, while that could be understandable. We can’t allow it to happen. The Navy would never take me back.” 
 
    Jack nodded. “Of course, the fact that she is a rather handsome woman has no bearing on your attendance.” 
 
    Thompson scoffed, but Jack noticed the man didn’t flat out call him a fool. 
 
    “I will be late,” Jack told Carmichael as the butler opened the door. Jack tugged his glove tight as he looked up to the gathering black sky and took a deep breath of fresh air. Ah, the smell of London, horse, coal smoke, and too many people. 
 
    Jack had taken the first step down the stone stairs when an explosive shot rang out, his hat flew from his head as a sharp echo rocked between the buildings. He dropped to a knee as he scanned the street. It had been a musket, not a pistol, his mind registered the difference. There, down the block, a carriage pulled away racing into the darkness. Only after he had identified the disappearing threat did his heart begin to race. 
 
    “Your Grace,” Carmichael asked. 
 
    “I’m fine,” Jack barked as he shrugged off the butler’s attempt to help him up.  
 
    “I wish I could say the same,” Thompson said as he held up the Duke’s hat, his finger sticking through a perfectly round hole. “I always knew not to stand too close to you Capt’n. You draw trouble like a Frenchman draws flies.” 
 
    Jack’s brow furrowed in concern as he watched the color drain from his friend’s face while a scarlet stain began to spread across the front of the man’s shoulder. Thompson had been shot. By a bullet meant for him. Their eyes locked, then Thompson collapsed. 
 
    “A doctor,” Jack yelled to Johnson one of the guards in front. That was why a musket, his guards had kept any attackers too far away. Perhaps the very reason he was alive. The villains had been a good hundred yards away. A difficult shot at the best of times. 
 
    Yet Thompson had paid for his good fortune.  
 
    “Here, let’s get him to the parlor,” Jack told Carmichael as he lifted the man into his arms and carried him to the room. God, how had this happened? Thompson. Shot, it was impossible. An anger began to build inside of Jack. An anger that would never cease until he had found the culprit. 
 
    They had barely removed Thompson’s coat when the parlor door opened and Jack’s father’s doctor stormed in.  
 
    Jack stepped back to let the doctor do his job. This ends, he swore to himself. Now. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Twenty-Five 
 
    Abigail stared at the numbers she had written out. How was this possible? Her stomach turned over with the ramifications as a terrifying fear filled her. There was no error. Her courses were late. She was never late. No, it couldn’t be true. The doctors. Her mother. Everyone had said she would never conceive. That her injuries would prevent it. 
 
    Yet, the numbers did not lie. Thirty-six days.  
 
    A sick emptiness washed over her. Ruined. Everything was destroyed. Her reputation. Her family’s honor. Any hope of a future. Everything was changed. Jack had miraculously stamped out the story before it began. Only to have her show everyone the truth. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, she rested a hand on her stomach. Life, a baby. Jack’s baby. The thought eased some of the terror. A baby. How?  
 
    She couldn’t hide it. Not for long. Her mother was too observant. The thought sent the emptiness through her again. Her father would rage. He would demand to know who and demand Jack marry her. Archibald would explode. Demanding satisfaction. And while she loved her brother dearly. He would never survive against a man like Jack. 
 
    No. she thought forcibly. It wasn’t fair to Jack. The man shouldn’t be forced into a marriage he didn’t want. Or into killing men he didn’t hate. It was all her fault. She was the one who had told him she could not have a child. The one who had begged that he take her. 
 
    Her cheeks grew warm remembering what had happened and how it had made her feel. 
 
    No. Never. The thought of him resenting her made her feel even more frightened than the anger of her father. It would be worse than being pitied. The thought had no sooner settled than she realized that a part of her, deep in her soul, wanted the world to know. Wanted Jack to know. Wanted everyone to know that she was having Jack Hardy’s child. 
 
    But, what if the baby did not survive? Could she bring a child to term? Would her hip and injuries allow her to become a mother? A dozen stories of women dying on the birthing bed filled her. And each of them done so with normal hips.  
 
    The sudden thought of the baby dying before he was even born sent a cold chill down her spine. No. She would fight God himself to stop that from happening. But … What if Jack was forced to marry her. Only to discover she could not bring a child into the world. 
 
    It would be the ultimate betrayal. Trapping him, then failing to deliver. Literally. His resentment would quickly turn to hate. No, never, she could not allow that. 
 
    Once again, her stomach turned over. Perhaps she had been wrong or mistaken in her belief. What did she know of babies? Yet the tenderness of her breasts. The upset stomach for the last two weeks. It hadn’t been worry. No, it had been her body reacting to the child growing inside of her. 
 
    Oh, how she wished she could talk to her mother about it. This sense of abandoned aloneness was overwhelming. As if she were the last person in the world. If only Jack were here. No. she couldn’t tell him. He would insist on being honorable and hate her forever. No, she must disappear. It was the only solution. Never to see him again.  
 
    Abigail scooted to the edge of her chair, alone in the parlor, as she once again examined the piece of paper. No, she had been correct the first thirteen times she had counted. In addition, if she were honest with herself. Her soul told her she was with child. She knew. She just knew. Long ago, she had learned to listen to her body. Her injuries demanded that she become ever vigilant. She knew herself and she was with child. There was no doubt. 
 
    What now? She asked herself as a stunned nervousness filled her. What now? 
 
    Wait, she told herself. It was too early. She wondered how many women throughout history had lost their baby in the first few months. How many had kept their secret and never shared it. Only to suffer alone and in silence when they lost their child. 
 
    What other choice did she have? No, she would keep her secret at least until it could no longer be hidden. And while the intelligent thought would be to hope for failure. Deep down, she couldn’t wish for that. No, she hoped she had this child. Even if it meant banishment. Even if her father and mother grew to hate her. No, she wanted this child.  
 
    Perhaps the Americas. She could run to a new country. Pretend to be a widow. Perhaps her husband had been killed in the wars. A sailor, she thought with a wan smile. Yes, that was perhaps the best option. Run away.  
 
    Her father would be livid. But if she never shared the name of the baby’s sire. What choice did he have? The only solution would be for her to leave. 
 
    That was the plan then. Wait, and when it became undeniable, then, and only then, inform her parents, and shortly after, leave for the Americas. 
 
    It would mean giving up her home, the life she had always known. It would mean never seeing Jack again. Of course not. She couldn’t afford him knowing the truth. No, it was to be just her and her baby. 
 
    Please, she begged as she gently rubbed her stomach while a tear slowly traveled down her cheek. Please! 
 
    The opening of the parlor door pulled her back to real life. She quickly wiped at her tears then kept her head down as she tied to focus on her lace project. 
 
    “There you are,” her mother said. “Carswell mentioned that you had not been in for breakfast. 
 
    Abigail bit back a nasty response about their butler minding his own business. Instead, she merely shrugged her shoulders. All while refusing to look up at her mother. If she did, she just knew she would expose everything. 
 
    Oh, how she wished she could throw herself into her mother’s arms. 
 
    “Well,” her mother said as she retrieved her needlepoint, “Lady Ferguson is coming for dinner. She mentioned at her last visit that her son has returned home for the month. You know James Ferguson don’t you? He’s not due to inherit. Two older brothers. But a nice young man, don’t you think?” 
 
    Abigail could only clench her teeth. Her mother was prodding and pushing. 
 
    “I thought, perhaps a dinner party next week. The Vicar, Lord Langley and his wife. Perhaps a few others. And the Fergusons of course.” 
 
    Abigail glanced up. Her mouth dropped open in disbelief. “Oh, Mother,” she huffed as she pushed herself up on her cane. No, this could never be allowed, her mother trying to marry her off. What would Lady Ferguson think? She and every other person she knew would turn their backs and dismiss Abigail as worse than a common whore.  
 
    She was supposed to be better. She was supposed to hold up the standards of society. Her failure brought disrepute on all of the aristocracy. 
 
    Abigail could well imagine the looks of disdain and disapproval. It would be so much worse than the looks of pity and dismissal she was used to. No, those were based upon an accident. Not a failure of choice. What made it even worse. She had not only chosen to lay with a man not her husband. No, she had allowed herself to become with child. 
 
    A bastard by a bastard. There was no worse action. She could have betrayed her country to the French and received quicker forgiveness.  
 
    .o0o. 
 
    Jack ground his teeth in frustration. Ten days of strong pursuit had left him empty-handed. Not a single clue as to his attackers. No rumor. No story whispered in the bowels of London’s under quarter. Not even a hint as to who had repeatedly tried to kill him.  
 
    He had offered rewards, hired runners, cornered criminals and thieves. Nothing. It was enough to make a man think there was nothing to find. His last attempt with a Mr. Brubaker in East London had been fruitless.  
 
    Jack actually believed the man had wanted to help. The king’s ransom might have been a motivating factor. But that was beside the point. He didn’t care how he discovered the information he wanted. But it was useless. And perhaps the only man who could help lay in his parlor with a fever, fighting an infection. 
 
    “Carmichael,” Jack yelled as he stormed into the house. The butler appeared from the far hall, his eyebrows raised, obviously upset at being summoned with a yell. 
 
    “Thompson?” Jack asked him as he handed over his gloves and new hat.  
 
    The butler scrunched his nose. “No changes, Your Grace. But, the man has visitors.” 
 
    Jack frowned. “The Doctor?” 
 
    Carmichael shook his head as he handed off the hat and gloves to a footman. “No, sir.” 
 
    Ignoring the disgusted look Carmichael tried to hide, Jack stormed into the parlor. He had insisted Thompson recuperate here in this central room. It provided better access to the doctor and allowed Jack to keep an eye on his friend’s care. 
 
    He was surprised to find Mrs. Jensen, Bedford’s housekeeper standing next to Thompson’s bed, her hand gently resting on his arm. Thompson was awake, his brow shinning with fever. In the far corner, a large man in workman’s clothes twisted his cap in his hands. 
 
    The man appeared out of place, like a wild animal, his eyes darting about, looking for an escape. 
 
    “Mrs. Jensen,” Jack said as he closed the door behind him.  
 
    The woman looked up with a small smile, but he could tell behind her eyes that she was not happy with Thompson’s recovery. Or lack thereof. She looked down at Thompson and gave him a reassuring smile.  
 
    “The doctor has just left, Your Grace,” Mrs. Jensen said. “He has agreed to allow us to give willow tea to Robert. I’ve sent for some. Really, the man should have ordered it days ago.” 
 
    Jack raised an eyebrow. Fourteen years and he’d never even known that Thompson’s first name was Robert. 
 
    The sailor rolled his eyes, shooting Jack a look that begged to be saved from meddlesome women. Jack stared back, silently telling the man to shut up and do what he was told. 
 
    “Thank you, Mrs. Jensen,” Jack said as he bit his tongue. Obviously, something strange was going on. The thought of Thompson and Mrs. Jensen seemed strange. But not completely unheard of. She was still a handsome woman and he … well, he was Thompson, a force of nature. 
 
    Jack glanced over at the strange man in the corner. Thompson saw his interest and smiled. “Like I told you Capt’n the woman weaves a web better than a spider.” 
 
    Mrs. Jensen pulled herself up to stand a little taller as she shook her head. “Really Robert, I don’t know if I find the image flattering.” 
 
    Thompson shot her a quick smile then looked over at Jack. “This one here,” he said, as he nodded to the stranger in the corner. “She found him. Don’t ask me how.” 
 
    Mrs. Jensen sighed heavily then motioned for the man to step forward. “One of our maids, Mary, is sister to a cook in one of the wealthier homes not far from here. The cook’s husband, a footman, had a brother. A man recently having returned from His Majesty’s Army in Portugal.” 
 
    Jack stared at her as he tried to understand what he was hearing. It didn’t make any sense. What did this have with his attackers? 
 
    Mrs. Jensen indicated for the strange man to speak. 
 
    The man continued to twirl his cap from hand to hand as he first looked at Mrs. Jensen then at Jack. It was easy to see his nervousness. Jack bit back a command for the man to hurry up. Instead, he removed a gold sovereign from his jacket pocket and tossed it to the man. 
 
    Catching it in the air, the man looked down at it then back up at Jack. “I’d rather have a job, Your Grace.” 
 
    Jack paused for a moment. “If what you can tell me is of assistance. Then you may keep the coin and still have a job.” 
 
    The man smiled as he slipped the coin into his pocket. “I believe I can be helping, Your Grace. If’n you want the man after you. I can maybe help.” 
 
    Freezing in place, Jack studied the man intensely. Surely it wasn’t that easy. 
 
    “Don’t be gett’n me wrong, Your Grace,” the man said. “It ain’t like I’m a nose …” 
 
    It took Jack a moment to translate the phrase to informer. 
 
    “… But,” the man continued, “when it’s amongst you lot. I don’t feel it’s wrong. Not really.” 
 
    Jack frowned. “What do you mean, you lot?” 
 
    “Lords, Your Grace. When you lot is trying to kill each other off. We learn to stay out of the way. It’s like elephants stomping about.” 
 
    Jack’s gut tightened. “Lords? Who? How do you know?” 
 
    The man shrugged. “A friend asked me to help. It seems a Lord wanted another Lord killed. Not unheard of. But like I said, Elephants. It’s never wise to get involved. So, I told him no. Not this time.” 
 
    “Who?” Jack demanded. 
 
    The stranger said, “My friend wouldn’t tell me. But I seen him meet with a fancy dressed man, in the back of the Boar’s Head. And I known him.” 
 
    It took every bit of effort not to yell. He needed that name. 
 
    “You sees, Your Grace,” the man continued. “I knew the Lord. Seen him when I visited my brother and his wife after I come back from Portugal.” 
 
    “Mary’s sister,” Mrs. Jensen interjected, “works for Lord Bristol.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Twenty-Six 
 
    Jack bit back a curse. It made sense. The only enemy he had ever known, here in Britain had been Barty. The evil scourge of his existence. The boy had hated him because he refused to kiss his arse. The man had cultivated that hate. Building it ever higher. Only to learn that Jack had become a peer. 
 
    The knowledge must have broken what little hold on sanity the man had left.  
 
    That very night, Jack realized. Barty had left the party and found two thieves to attack him. When that failed, he found three others, this time with a pistol, directly outside his home. Finally, the attempt with the musket. The shot that had taken Thompson. 
 
    Then there was the threat to Abigail. Of course, Jack realized now. It had been a threat against him. The man had simply used Abigail because he knew it would cause the most pain. 
 
    “Damn,” Jack said as he turned and stormed out of the room. 
 
    “Capt’n,” Thompson yelled after him, his voice weak and broken. “Take the others.” 
 
    Jack ignored him as he turned and passed out through the kitchen into the back yard, across the alley, and into the mews. The stable boy looked up from plaiting a rope, terrified he’d done something wrong.  
 
    “A horse,” Jack demanded. It would be quicker than waiting for a carriage to be put together. The boy jumped up and began to quickly prepare a mount. 
 
    “Your Grace,” a voice called from the door to the mews. Jack turned to find Carmichael standing there with two dueling pistols. “Mr. Thompson insisted.” 
 
    Jack forced down the anger bubbling inside of him. No, he must do this intelligently. Sighing heavily, he took the two pistols and tucked them into his belt. “Thank you.” 
 
    Carmichael grimaced slightly. Jack knew the man wanted to say something, but he chose to keep his words to himself before leaving. 
 
    Grinding his teeth, Jack began to pace while he waited for the horse. When the boy brought him out, Jack swung up into the saddle and was off. The sooner he dealt with good old Barty, the sooner he could relax. 
 
    The anger inside felt like a raging furnace. How dare the man threaten Abigail. All to get at him. Three times he had tried to kill him. Always hiding behind others. Getting other men to do his dirty work. Just as at school. It was always Barty’s friends that took the risks and suffered the outcome. 
 
    There had been that one time, Jack thought with a smile. Barty and his friends had caught him behind the barn. Lord Bristol had stood aside and directed the other boys to attack him. Jack had quickly dealt with them before throwing an elbow that caught good old Barty just below the eye. The man still carried the scar. 
 
    Well, he’d receive a lot more than a simple scar this time. 
 
    Bristol’s house was much like every other house on the street. Large, white stone, a view of the park. Jack tied off his horse and raced up the steps to pound on the front door.  
 
    The butler looked as if he wished to be anywhere but there at that moment. 
 
    “Tell Lord Bristol that The Duke of Oxford wishes a moment, please.” 
 
    The man frowned, “I’m sorry, Your Grace, Lord Bristol is not here at the moment. He departed for Beaumont, his Reading estate, yesterday morning.” 
 
    Jack’s stomach fell. Abigail’s home was just outside of Theil, a few miles away. Of course, she had mentioned that the Bristol family were friends of the Duponts.  
 
    A sick worry began to build inside of Jack. Had Barty gone to confront Abigail? To tell the tale directly to her family. Was he that foolish? Surely, he must know that Jack would carry out his threat. If one word was exposed, the man would die. 
 
    Within seconds Jack was racing through London. The man had a day’s march on him.  
 
    Abigail. The thought of her embarrassment ate at his stomach. The woman deserved angels and rainbows. She deserved a life of happiness. Not this constant threat. To top it off. He had assured her that she need never fear. 
 
    The thought of Bristol confronting her, in her own home. In front of her family. No. it could not be allowed. He clenched his fists around the reins as he guided his horse onto the main road. No, nothing could ever be allowed to hurt this special woman.  
 
    Everything had changed so quickly. Mrs. Jensen’s stranger with his story. Bristol being gone so conveniently. That familiar sense of doom settled over him once again. He fought to shrug it off and might very well have succeeded if it weren’t for the three men waiting for him on the road. 
 
    Three roughly dressed men stood abreast of the road, waiting for him. One appeared to be the smaller thief from the park, that first night. 
 
    He was but a few miles out of London and now it all made sense. The story from the stranger had been a way to draw him out. Bristol going to his estate in Reading had ensured he would follow. And now these three men, each standing in the road, their hands up, telling him to stop. Each with a pistol pointed at him. 
 
    Yes, now he understood. Bristol had maneuvered him into this spot. And what is worse, he was so positive of success that the man would surely ruin Abigail. To him, it would be an added pleasure. 
 
    Jack groaned with disappointment. Three armed me, ready to fire against his two pistols still tucked into his belt. Not the best of odds. 
 
    .o0o. 
 
    Abigail slowly ran her hand down over the front of her dress. It was too early to show. Yet, still, she worried. How long could she keep her secret? Several times she had caught her mother giving her a questioning frown. She knew something was wrong but could not put her finger on the cause. And Abigail was not yet ready to share the news. 
 
    Especially not tonight. Her mother had worked so hard to make tonight a success. The first dinner party she had given in almost a dozen years. Even her father had gotten into the mood by breaking out his last two bottles of Brandy. 
 
    Abigail swallowed the rising panic inside as she took a deep breath. Remain calm, she told herself. Just get through tonight. She would deal with her … issue … tomorrow. Or next week. Or perhaps if she was lucky, next month. But not tonight. This was her mother’s night.  
 
    Once again, she smoothed her dress. The cream-colored gown Jack had given her after his being wounded.  
 
    How was he? she wondered. Was he doing well? Had he found a wife? She hoped it was someone he could come to love. Someone he was not forced to take as his bride. 
 
    A sadness filled her. No, she thought. Not tonight. Pasting on the best of her smiles, she pulled the parlor door open. 
 
    Her mother greeted her immediately slipping an arm into hers and pulling her into the room. But as always, being careful not to pull too fast and upset her daughter’s balance. 
 
    “You will never guess who has arrived,” her mother said with a bright smile. Obviously overjoyed at having an extra guest. 
 
    Abigail raised an eyebrow in question. 
 
    “Lord Bristol,” her mother said as she waved her hand to the far corner of the room.  
 
    Abigail’s heart sank as her stomach clenched into a tight ball. Surely life could get no worse.  
 
     “Lady Ferguson suggested he attend. He has just arrived from London this morning and wished to join us. It has been years since he visited. I’ve had to make some adjustments to the seating arrangements,” her mother continued, unaware her daughter had stopped breathing. “One extra man. Throws off the entire balance. I hope you don’t mind but I’ve put him next to you.” 
 
    Clenching her teeth, Abigail forced down the illness threatening to embarrass her in front of her mother’s guests. But if she showed one sign of distress her mother would pester and prod in search of an answer. And the way she was feeling, Abigail feared she might divulge the truth just to end the stress and strain. 
 
    She gave her mother her best smile. Her mother relaxed obviously happy that a minor problem had been resolved. 
 
    Smiling at the other guests, Abigail tried to indulge in light banter and small talk. All the while, her stomach churned, waiting for a bomb to explode as she continually kept one eye on her hated enemy. What was the man doing here? Hadn’t Jack said the matter was dealt with. Yet, here he was. Did Jack know? What would he do when he found out? 
 
    Abigail fought with herself as to whether she should approach the man or not. Should she ignore him and hope he went away? Or confront him and learn his intentions?  
 
    She had still not made up her mind when her decision was made for her as Lord Bristol approached and bowed slightly. Abigail quickly curtsied, but she kept her chin up, refusing to take her eye off the man. It was as if she were curtseying before a snake. One false move and it might strike. 
 
    “Lady Abigail,” he said with a deep sneer. “It is so nice to see you again. I do hope your aunt and cousin are doing well. A family’s well-being is so important.” 
 
    She cringed inside, a gentle reminder of the power he held over her. 
 
    “Tell me, My Lord, I have been away several weeks. Has anything of interest happened in London?” Keep in neutral she reminded herself. Do not push him into taking action. 
 
    He smiled slyly down at her. “Someone tried to kill the Duke of Oxford again.” 
 
    Abigail gasped. What had happened to Jack. And what did he mean, again. Seeing her confusion, his smile deepened. “Yes, it appears the man has a serious enemy. But after all, that is to be expected with a bastard. Don’t you think?” 
 
    She could only stare in disbelief. Someone had tried to kill Jack. Her heart raced. She should be there with him. A thousand worries bubbled inside of her as her mind drifted to Jack and his well being. Lord Bristol, seeing that he had lost her attention coughed roughly.  
 
    “I doubt your assistance in finding him a wife will be necessary,” he continued. “I believe there will be more attempts on his life. And of course, eventually, they will be successful.” 
 
    Abigail could only stare up at the man with disbelief. Was he serious? Did he really hate Jack that much that he could hope for his death? Yes, she realized with revulsion, he was just that evil.  
 
    However, before she could reply, her mother chose that moment to join them. Giving Lord Bristol a wide smile, obviously pleased that a British Lord was talking to her daughter. Abigail bit back a cry of misery. 
 
    Lord Bristol nodded to her mother and said to her without taking his eyes off of Abigail. “I fear, My Lady, that I must pass along a nasty rumor. Only because it concerns young Lady Abigail. It is always better to be warned I should think.” 
 
    Her mother’s face turned white as she quickly glanced at Abigail, searching for some explanation. All Abigail could do was hold her breath and wait. The monster was about to destroy her world, and he looked so happy to be doing so. 
 
    Why wasn’t he frightened of Jack and what Jack might do? He knew Jack well and would fully understand his capabilities. No sooner had the thought occurred than she realized that he didn’t fear Jack because he planned on Jack being removed. Killed. 
 
    A burst of anger filled her. Where a moment ago she had been terrified, now she was filled with a rage.  
 
    Abigail said through clenched teeth, “My Lord Bristol …” 
 
    “What rumor?” her mother interrupted. The look of fear on her mother’s face tore at Abigail’s soul. It was going to be so much worse in a moment. 
 
    Her mother looked again at her and then back to Lord Bristol. 
 
    Abigail swallowed hard as she searched for any escape. As she scanned the room her stomach fell when she saw her father and brother walking towards them. God, no, please, she prayed. 
 
    The monster next to her smiled slyly. Obviously enjoying the moment. “A nasty story. That a young woman looking remarkably similar to Lady Abigail. A young woman using a cane,  was seen …” 
 
    “BARTY,” a strong voice yelled from the far end of the room. Abigail’s insides exploded as she turned to see Jack stepping through the French doors leading to the garden. Jack. Her Jack. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Twenty-Seven 
 
    Abigail’s world twirled in a dozen different directions. Jack was here. Lord Bristol was about to tell the world of her fall from grace. And oh yes, she was with child. 
 
    But Jack was here. She clung to the realization. He looked as if he’d been treated roughly, she realized. His coat was torn at the right shoulder, a fresh cut bled from just beneath his left eye. Gray mud covered his lower pantaloons. No hat, no gloves. His cravat had been removed and tied around his upper left arm. The red staining the white cloth. 
 
    The butts of two dueling pistols stuck out from his belt beneath his rumpled coat. The man looked less like a Duke than any man could. More like a pirate in fact. But either way, he was the most wondrous sight in the entire world. 
 
    Her stomach fell as she realized he had been hurt once again. Every bit of her urged her to run to him. To care for him and see to him. Instead, she remained frozen. Afraid to move. What did he want? Why was he here? 
 
    For the briefest moment, their eyes met. A thousand messages were sent back and forth. Abigail noticed his shoulders slumped just the slightest when he saw that she was well. As if he had been worried about her. The thought made something come to life deep inside of her. Oh, how she loved this man. But before she could move, Jack stormed across the room, brushing past her father’s attempt to intervene. 
 
    Next to her, Lord Bristol stiffened, as if he’d been struck. Her mother frowned obviously upset that her gathering was being ruined by all this drama. First nasty rumors about her daughter that had not been explained, and now this stranger arriving and yelled at one of her guests. 
 
    Every person in the room looked at the stranger, then back at Countess Dupont. All curious and hoping for an explanation.  
 
    “His Grace, the Duke of Oxford,” Abigail whispered to her mother. 
 
    Her mother blanched for the briefest moment. 
 
    Jack focused on Lord Bristol as he approached, never taking his eyes off the man. He smiled and said, “Your men failed. Barty, again. I must say, you have to be the most incompetent murderer ever created.” 
 
    The people around them gasped. A person didn’t say such things to a British Lord. 
 
    “You would think out of three pistols, one would find its mark,” Jack said to her with a quick wink. Then turning back to Lord Bristol, his smile grew, “Your man, Brewster, sends his regards. The Reading Magistrate has been kind enough to hold onto him for me. Unfortunately, the other two were in no condition to testify. But one should be more than enough.” 
 
    What little color remaining, drained from Lord Bristol’s face. Turning it whiter than a winter’ first snow.  
 
    Abigail looked from Jack to Bristol and back to Jack. Two men couldn’t be more different she realized as her heart raced with happiness. Jack was well. Jack was here. 
 
    Of course, he wouldn’t be able to stop the story from spreading. And yes, she would still have to run away to the Americas. But he was well. That was all that mattered. 
 
    “I say …” her father said as he approached. “What is the meaning of this?” 
 
    Jack held Bristol’s stare for a long moment then turned to Abigail’s father and gave a quick nod of the head.  
 
    “This is The Duke of Oxford,” Abigail quickly informed her father. 
 
    Her father frowned as he tried to understand why a Duke had stormed into his wife’s party to confront one of his guests.  
 
    “I apologize, Lord Dupont,” Jack said to her father. “This was not how I planned this moment.” 
 
    Her father’s frown deepened. 
 
    Jack took a deep breath. “I had hoped to talk to you privately about requesting your daughter’s hand in marriage.” 
 
    Abigail’s world slammed to a full halt. No! How! This was impossible. Why? Nothing made sense as she rocked back, instinctively using her cane to stop herself from falling. No not like this.  
 
    “Jack … No … Your father’s wish,” she hissed to him. A thousand emotions flashed through her. This was impossible. He was only doing this to save her reputation. She refused to allow it. His happiness was too important. 
 
    He smiled slowly as he shook his head. “My father is dead and buried. I refuse to go through life without the woman I love. The name can die and pass away. But the way I feel towards you will never end.” 
 
    Abigail’s heart stopped beating as she tried to wrap her mind around his words. Love. Had he really spoken of love? No this was impossible. It was as if the color and movement of the world had disappeared. There was only this man, nothing else mattered. He said he loved her. Could it be true? No, it was impossible, surely she misunderstood. 
 
    “This … This, … This is the man …” Lord Bristol sputtered.  
 
    Abigail’s mother gasped as her hand went to her mouth. Her mother’s eyes grew very big as she shot Abigail a questioning look. Abigail felt her cheeks grow warm and knew her mother would understand the truth instantly. 
 
    Lord Bristol brought himself to his full height and tried to look down his nose. “This was the man that I was …” 
 
    Like a lightening flash, Jack’s open hand struck out to slap Lord Bristol across the face, Not a punch, but a slap. The crowd gasped in unison. the ultimate insult. As if Lord Bristol didn’t deserve to be treated as any other man. Both her father and brother winced. 
 
    The look of surprise in Bristol’s eyes slowly changed over to one of fear as he realized everyone had just witnessed him shamed. 
 
    Jack’s brow furrowed in anger as he stared at Lord Bristol daring him to respond. 
 
    Lord Bristol took a step back as he brought his hand up to his cheek. “No,” he said as his eyes narrowed. “Her parents …” 
 
    Jack slapped him again, this time on the other cheek. “Please,” he hissed to Bristol. “please push me. I told you what I would do to you. Please give me cause.” 
 
    Bristol looked at his attacker then at the crowd of people around him. Abigail could see the questioning looks in their eyes. How could a man allow this to happen? A Lord. Shammed, unwilling to fight.  
 
    Several people glanced down at the floor, too embarrassed for the man. As if by looking away they could deny the inevitable. 
 
    Jack’s jaw was firmly set, Abigail noticed as he continued to stare at Lord Bristol. “You hired men to kill me. Four times they failed.” 
 
    Another gasp went up in the room.  
 
    “You threatened to spread false rumors about the woman I love…My future wife.” 
 
    Again, Abigail’s heart jumped. Every time Jack spoke of love, her heart skipped a beat. 
 
    “… and now, you refuse to give me satisfaction. You sir, are a coward. A worthless piece of garbage. A man without standing and a blight on your family’s name.” 
 
    A dozen eyebrows rose as every person watched to see how Lord Bristol would respond. He had a choice, Abigail thought as she held her breath. Lord Bristol must challenge Jack to a duel, or slink away in shame. There were no other options. 
 
    She could see it in his face as he desperately sought an escape. Some way out of this spectacular disaster that would leave him alive with his reputation intact. 
 
    Jack studied him for a long moment, silently begging him to take action.  
 
    Lord Bristol could only stammer as his face turned ashen. At last, Lord Bristol once again brought himself together and seemed to accept defeat.  
 
    “Very well,” he said. “I apologize if I have upset you.” 
 
    Jack scoffed then poked him in the shoulder. “If I were you. I would expect a visit from the Crown’s representatives. They take a dim view of people trying to kill a Duke. As for the other matter. I told you. One word and I would finish you. Now I must add. You will never see it coming. I’ll put a bullet in your brain at fifty yards. Do we understand each other?” 
 
    Abigail watched as Lord Bristol swallowed, then swallowed again, as he looked at her father, obviously hoping for some sort of rescue. Her father however was not a dense man, he could easily see what had happened.  
 
    “And if he doesn’t, I will,” her father said with disdain as if he were examining muck on his shoes. “Only I’ll do it up close so I can watch you squirm.” 
 
    Lord Bristol looked at each person in turn, desperately searching for any support. Abigail saw the realization finally sink in. He had lost everything with even more to follow once the crown became involved. 
 
    “Your presence is no longer desired, My Lord,” Abigail’s mother said with the snootiest of dismissal before turning around with the ultimate cut. The man no longer existed to her. Abigail’s heart soared at her mother’s support. 
 
    “Archibald,” her father called to his son, “Escort this … this … Escort Lord Bristol off our lands. And see that he doesn’t return. Carswell, help him.” 
 
    Her brother grabbed Lord Bristol’s arm and started to pull him away. She was pleased to see how tightly Archie had taken ahold. It was as if he were using the opportunity to inflict his own version of retribution.  
 
    A feeling of warmth filled her at her family’s support. Taking a deep breath, she turned to Jack. Now then, she must deal with this ridiculous effort to save her. No, Jack must not be allowed to through it away. 
 
    Jack stood there and watched Lord Bristol be escorted away. Only once he was satisfied did he turn back to her and give her one of his spectacular smiles. The kind that could light the world.  
 
    “Two weeks,” he said. “We will be married in St Paul’s within two weeks. Or the archbishop will feel my wrath.” 
 
    “Jack …” 
 
    “Don’t try to stop me,” he said as he pulled her close and stared down into her eyes. “Just love me, Abigail. That is all I will ever ask of you.” 
 
    She stared up into his eyes as her heart melted. Yes. That was all she would ever want. An opportunity to love this man. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Epilogue 
 
    Jack grumbled under his breath as he paced outside his wife’s bedroom.  
 
    “Capt’n, you’re wearing a path in the deck,” Thompson said with a shake of his head. 
 
    Jack shot him a stare of death, then spun and retraced his steps. His wife was in the danger of her life and there was nothing he could do but stomp back and forth. It was wrong.  
 
    Thompson sighed, “You’ve hired the best doctors. And a half-dozen midwives.” 
 
    A loud cry from his wife’s room shot a shaft of pure pain through him. How much longer. It had been half the night. Every cry, every whimper had been like a knife to his gut. This wasn’t just another mother giving birth.  
 
    The doctors didn’t know how she would respond. What impact her ancient injuries would have. Would her damaged hips hinder a birth? Mrs. Stepford, the best of the midwives, had tried to reassure him. But Jack wouldn’t be able to relax until it was over. Even in the best of times, a woman was in danger. But Abigail … the thought of anything happening to her was unbearable. 
 
    “Have you thought of a name?” Thompson asked obviously trying to distract him from his worry. 
 
    Jack nodded, “We thought, if it is a boy, we might name him Robert.” 
 
    Thompson’s eyes grew very big. “A good name,” he said. “I’ll call the tike Bob, keep him from getting a big head.” 
 
    Jack laughed then turned to continue to pace as his mind raced through a hundred different scenarios. All of them bad. He continued, ten steps, turned, ten steps, over and over. It was only when the depths of his mind registered a change that he stopped. 
 
    Quiet. There was no more yelling. Just quiet coming from his wife’s room. Then the night was split by the wale of a baby. A baby upset at being brought into the world. 
 
    Jack stared at Thompson, silently asking if it was real. This strange new noise. Thompson smiled back at him. “Heard foghorns that weren’t that loud.” 
 
    After a few moments, the crying stopped. Jack held his breath as he waited. God, if they didn’t hurry, he was rushing in there to hell with protocol and expectations. He was just reaching for the doorknob when it was pulled back and the Doctor stepped out, a broad smile on his face. 
 
    “A son, Your Grace,” the Doctor said. 
 
    “Abigail,” Jack demanded as he tried to look past the doctor. 
 
    “Fine. She is just fine.” 
 
    Jack slumped against the wall as relief washed over him. Fine, the man said she was fine. How could his life have changed so quickly? A moment ago, he had been terrified. Now he was filled with happiness. A son, and Abigail was fine. 
 
    The door was opened even wider by the midwife who smiled up at him and indicated he could come in.  
 
    Stepping into the room Jack held his breath until he saw Abigail sitting up in the bed, a small bundle cradled in her arms. Her face looked flushed, but she appeared well. Better than well. Gorgeous with that maternal glow. Their eyes locked and he could see the happiness burning inside of her as she pulled away her gaze to look down at their son. 
 
    “I love you,” he said to her as he approached the bed. 
 
    She smiled. “You had better. I have never spent a more trying day.” 
 
    He laughed as he gently pulled back the blanket to look at his son. The cherubic face pulled at his heart like nothing else in this world. “But none with better results,” he told her. 
 
    Abigail sighed heavily, as if a thousand worries had disappeared. “He’s perfect. The doctor said so.” 
 
    Jack laughed as his heart melted. A son, his son. A wife he loved. A man could ask for no more. 
 
      
 
    The End 
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    The Reluctant Duke 
 
    Prologue 
 
      
 
    Wet cobblestones echoed with the slap of her bare feet as the cold night air bit through her thin cotton nightgown. Turning and peering through the fog the young woman searched to see if she was followed. Her heart raced, beating so loud she was sure they would hear. 
 
     Was that movement, had they found her already? With a stomach turned to stone, she fled. Where in this town would ever be safe? How truly alone she was flashed through her mind as she tried to think of someone to help.  
 
    There was no one. No one powerful enough to stop him. London was lost to her. 


 
  
 
  
 
 
   
    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    Duty is like a double edged sword hanging over a man’s neck. It dictates everything. 
 
    Major Thomas Marshal’s horse slowly walked up the long path towards his new home. It had been a long ride from London. His back ached, and his leg screamed in protest. 
 
    “God, it’s worse than I thought,” he said to himself as he looked over the dark and imposing building.  
 
    Dead flower beds and fallen tree limbs made the area look like a neglected step-child. Chipped bricks, a broken window on one of the upper floors, at least a dozen little things showed significant neglect.  
 
    His stomach turned over with the thought of what lay before him. 
 
     Brookshire! At least one Prime Minister and two pirates had been born here. Kings and Queens had dined at its table. This old palatial estate was known throughout the Kingdom and most of Europe as the home of the Duke of Bathurst. Center of a vast estate with properties throughout Britain and the continent.  
 
    Squaring his shoulders, he sat tall in his saddle and waited. No one came out to greet him, no stable boy appeared to take his horse, and no footman in full livery scurried down the front steps.  
 
    “What’s the meaning of this,” he wondered aloud as his stomach turned over with the first inkling of worry. Sighing, he gingerly swung down from his horse and limped up the steps using his cane to rap against the heavy oaken door.  
 
    He paused, he waited. Still no one arrived. Heaving a heavy sigh again and shaking his head he slowly opened the door and crossed the threshold.  
 
    The house was huge. It always had been. Built in Elizabethan times with that typical Tudor thirst for function and efficiency. A memory of getting lost in the upper floors when he had been very young flashed through his mind. Of sliding down the banister when no one watched. There had been a few good things. 
 
    Glass windows allowed enough light to examine his surroundings. Solid English oak greeted him wherever he looked. Brown, a lot of brown, just like he remembered it. Clean, but old. Well-worn and showing its age.  
 
    Still no one came to greet him. The place was as empty as a mausoleum. The butler or footmen should be scurrying to take care of his needs. That tense feeling at the bottom of his belly didn’t go away. He could remember the house having dozens of staff, people to take care of every wish and whim of the old bastard.  
 
    A slight movement down the far hall caught his attention. Leaning on his cane, Thomas limped across the hardwood entryway where he spotted the prettiest rump he’d seen in a long time. A maid on her hands and knees was scrubbing the floor. Her beautiful rear end draped in a gray maid’s uniform shifted back and forth as she scoured with a brush. 
 
    “Freddy, if you tracked mud over my clean floor, I will butcher you alive,” the young maid said while she continued to push the brush back and forth across the floor. 
 
    He looked back to ensure he hadn’t tracked in any mud. He was able to relax when he saw a dirt free path behind him. Standing there, Thomas admired the view. 
 
    The young woman stopped scrubbing and looked over her shoulder then squealed.  
 
    “I’m sorry sir,” she said rising and giving a quick curtsy. “Can I help you? His Grace is not at home,” she added.  
 
    The Major examined the woman in front of him. Her face was flushed with exertion or embarrassment. Her hands were red and raw from the cold water and harsh lye. Even so, she was a very pretty little thing.  
 
    A stray blond strand of hair fell from her cap. Her dress was wet to the knees, and her sleeves were pushed up to exposed two graceful arms. A pity she was totally and completely forbidden to him. A deep regret passed through him at the thought.  
 
    “I am the new ‘His Grace,'” he answered.  
 
    The look of pure shock and opened mouth surprise on the maid’s pretty face almost made him smile. 
 
     “Please have the butler, housekeeper, and Cook join me in the study.”  
 
    Years of training had created an expert at hiding emotions. The last thing he was going to do was show the servants what he was feeling. Instead, he turned and slowly walked to what used to be his Grandfather’s study. 
 
    Thomas Marshall, His Grace, the Fourth Duke of Bathurst, Third Viscount of Readly, Baron Von Trolst of Saxony and former Major of Her majesty’s Coldstream Regiment of Foot sat at his Grandfather’s desk completely lost and unsure of himself. A rather strange and unusual feeling.  
 
    His stomach rebelled at the thought of what he was about to take on. The soul-crushing responsibility and the complete abandonment of any chance at peace. 
 
    Placing both hands palm down on the desk he looked out over the room. He was never supposed to be here. Not in this room, not in this chair. His eyes cataloged the contents of the room as he took in the moldy smells of leather, paper, and musty rugs. Sighing he relaxed his shoulders.  
 
    “Duty,” he mumbled to himself while shaking his head.  
 
    Six months ago he’d been lying in a field hospital with a French bullet in his leg. Nine years of fighting in Egypt, across the Peninsula, through France and into Belgium and he’s wounded on the last day of the last battle of the war.  
 
    Laying there on the straw in that pest-ridden hospital, he’d thought that fighting with the doctors over whether to amputate or not had been the toughest thing he’d ever have to face. He now knew there were harder mountains to climb.  
 
    A soft knock at the door and the pretty maid stepped in followed by what appeared to be a very young footman and an older, heavyset woman he remembered as the cook.  
 
    “Yes?” he said, waiting patiently. 
 
    “Excuse me, Your Grace,” said the pretty maid, her gaze shifting back and forth between her companions and then to him.  
 
    His breath hitched, what eyes, he hadn’t realized how striking they were. The deepest blue, almost violet. They brought color and beauty to the world. What is this woman doing here as a maid? Her face, her figure, those eyes! She could command any price, demand any conditions and most men would bend to her wishes just to possess her. He was so nonplussed that he missed her first few words 
 
    “… tell you earlier, the Butler, Mr. Evans and the housekeeper Mrs. Fischer left over three months ago,” She said looking down at her feet. Once she was done she quietly backed up to join the other two servants. 
 
    He got up from the desk and limped towards them, resting his weight on the damn walking stick. 
 
     “What do you mean, they left. Where’d they go?” he asked, dumbfounded. There had been no mention of this at the solicitor’s office yesterday. 
 
    “They eloped, sir.” 
 
    “What!” The Major turned Duke barked. 
 
    “Yes sir,” The young maid said, cringing.  
 
    “Well, they didn’t have to leave. I’m sure they could have continued, even as a married couple … Um, I assume that they eloped with each other that is.” 
 
    “Yes sir, but I don’t think that’s why they left sir,” she said, raising her eyes to meet his. 
 
    “You don’t, then why did they leave, and …” suddenly realizing something, “Where’s the rest of the staff,” he asked, not wanting to hear the answer. 
 
    “They also left,  in fact, the Butler Mr. Evans, told them too, sir.” 
 
    “He did? Why?”  
 
    He looked at the two other staff members trying to gauge the validity of what he was being told. Each of them nodded, confirming his worst fears. Clenching his jaw, he returned to concentrating on what she was saying. He had to fight with himself to not get lost in those eyes. 
 
    “Mr. Evans told them that if they weren’t going to get paid, they didn’t have to stay and that they should look for other arrangements. In fact, he prepared letters of recommendations for each of the staff, sir.”  
 
    She didn’t cringe at all, well not much. He’d been told that he could intimidate a bear. Seasoned sergeants had quaked at the thought of bringing him bad news. She wouldn’t have been the first to tremble. Instead, she’d looked him square in the face and told him his staff had deserted because they hadn’t been properly taken care of.  
 
    The fact that he hadn’t known that he even had a staff was beside the point and did not solve the issue.  
 
    He’d met with the solicitors and bankers in London immediately upon returning from France. They’d shown him the accounts. There was more money than Midas ever dreamed of. Granted, most of it was all tied up in court and land and what not. But there should have been more than enough to pay the staff. Obviously there wasn’t anyone here to oversee the minor detail of ensuring people got paid. 
 
    A wave of guilt swept over him.  
 
    Putting it aside to deal with later he reminded himself that what he thought was important might not be viewed the same way in some London banker’s office.  
 
    Running a hand through his hair, he studied the maid’s two companions. “Mrs. Morgan? Isn’t it?” 
 
    “Yes Your Grace,” the cook replied with a small curtsy. 
 
    “I remember your excellent raspberry tarts.” 
 
    The large woman smiled and blushed obviously surprised that he would remember after all these years. 
 
    “And you sir,” he addressed the young footman. “You must be the famous ‘Freddy” I’ve heard so much about.” This time, the pretty maid blushed slightly. 
 
    “Yes Sir, Freddy Goodwin, sir,” he said as he bowed at the waist. 
 
    “Well Goodwin, fix your top button and then take my horse to the stable and have … do we have any stable hands?” 
 
    “Yes sir, Old Jack, is still here,” he said, his fingers shaking as he fixed his top button. 
 
    “Then have ‘Old Jack’ care for my horse, I’ll be out to check on him later.” 
 
    “Right away Your Grace,” Freddy said, looking relieved to be able to escape. 
 
    “And you are?” The new Duke asked the pretty maid 
 
    “Gwen, Your Grace,” she answered, giving a quick curtsy. 
 
    Was that a hesitant answer, he wondered, and that curtsy. He studied her closely, her intelligence was obvious, and she sounded educated. Not at all like a common downstairs maid.  
 
    While he didn’t have a lot of experience with pretty maids, something wasn’t right. She didn’t shy away, but she wasn’t forthcoming with information either. Her ability to look him in the eye and hold his stare was unusual, but then everything around here was unusual.  
 
    “Well Gwen, Mrs. Morgan, What’s been going on here?” He asked, 
 
    The two women looked at each other; Mrs. Morgan said, “Sir, I have a meat pie that is due to come out of the oven, and I was hoping to start some raspberry tarts. I’m sure that Gwen here can answer all of your questions. She’s been taking care of everything since that bas… I am sorry, since Mr. Evans left.” 
 
    “Of course Mrs. Morgan, you are dismissed,” he said. 
 
    “Thank you, Your Grace,” the cook said, curtsied and gave Gwen a look of apology as she left. 
 
    He focused on the maid again, God those eyes. He had to be very careful here. He knew next to nothing about being a Duke, but he did know that one did not dally with the help. Any man who did so was a cad and a scoundrel. A man without honor. One of those unwritten rules, and like the military, in society unwritten rules were more strictly enforced than the written ones.  
 
    Leaning on his cane, he returned to his Grandfather’s … no, it was now his desk.  
 
    “Please have a seat Gwen, this may take a while.” Strange, he thought, one did not normally instruct a servant to sit down. Why did he feel uncomfortable sitting while she stood? It was a thought he did not wish to explore. When he reached his chair, he turned and saw that she hadn’t moved.  
 
    “That was not a request, please sit down.” 
 
    “Yes sir” she answered and scurried to a seat across the desk. 
 
    She gracefully sat. Everything she did was graceful; even that scurry to the chair. Again, why was this woman here?  
 
    He studied her. She appeared to be about twenty-one years old. Petit, a few inches over five feet, blond hair that kept trying to escape from her maid’s cap. It was the eyes that struck him, bluer, and deeper than any he had ever seen. They reminded him of a high mountain lake on a beautiful summer’s day.  
 
    Her figure was exceptional, the dress a little tighter than the normal uniform, but it did nothing to distract from her perfect feminine curves. God, get your mind on your duty, focus. 
 
    “So Gwen, what happened?” He said calmly, folding his hands and resting them on the desk, determined to remain calm.  
 
    Whatever happened it wasn’t her fault, in fact, it was more than likely his fault for not being here to solve everything. He mustn’t take it out on her he reminded himself, determined to withhold his parade ground voice. 
 
    She jumped a little when he asked his question. Her eyes narrowed as she studied him for a second before deciding to go on.  
 
    “Sir, the old Duke was sick for a long time,” she began hesitantly. “And though I was only a downstairs maid, I think he was not always aware of what was happening. We must be forgiving his problems at the end sir.” 
 
    My God is she defending the bastard. The old man would be turning over in his grave if he knew that a lowly downstairs maid was sticking up for him. It said something that the only person who’d ever defended the old man was a maid who barely knew him.  
 
    “Please go on,” Thomas said. 
 
    “No one was paid the last quarter before he died sir, and then after he died, and no one came to replace him, no one was paid again. Mr. Evans started telling people they should find employment elsewhere. I know he wrote to someone, but I don’t know if he heard anything in return sir.” She looked at him, waiting for the explosion 
 
     “How long have you been here, on staff I mean?” 
 
    “About eight month’s sir.” 
 
    “Do you mean to tell me that you’ve been working for eight months without being paid?” He demanded. 
 
    “Yes, Your Grace,” She answered “And Cook and Freddy, I mean Goodwin, also.” 
 
    “My God! Well, please be assured that everything will be made right.” 
 
    “Yes Your Grace, I was sure it would be.” 
 
    What a mess, He wasn’t supposed to be the Duke. In fact, a few months ago it looked like he wasn’t even supposed to be alive. Now here he was, no longer a Major in the King’s service, but a Duke of the realm. Responsible for things he didn’t even know he was accountable for.  
 
    He hadn’t been trained for this. That was supposed to be his Uncle John’s fate, and after him, Cousin Winslow’s served as the spare. But to have the Duke’s son John killed by a drunk during a card game on the lower east side. Then to have his older cousin die of the fever all within a month of the old Duke passing, just remarkable.  
 
    Being a Duke meant managing vast estates, overseeing the crops, dealing with tenants, attending balls and such. Managing this house, or marrying someone to manage the household. It meant sitting in Parliament and advising the King on important issues of the day.  
 
    Dukes were important people doing important things. They were men like the Iron Duke himself. Wellington was what people thought of when picturing a Duke. Not a mere Major, someone without political connections, not someone who’d been trained as a soldier, a damn good one, but still a soldier. What did he know about estates, and agriculture, and pretty maids? 
 
    He looked at her again, trying hard to avoid those eyes. Unfortunately, his glance drifted to that shapely figure, and he had to force it back to her face. He settled on her lips, plush and enticing.  
 
    “So, you have been keeping house for that entire time?” 
 
    “Yes, your Grace, when Mrs. Fischer, Mrs. Evans now I assume, left, she told me that I was the new housekeeper and to keep everything ready for when the new Duke arrived.” 
 
    “Well, it appears you’ve done a very good job, please continue, at least until I can figure out how to fix everything. And please prepare my rooms. My bags should be arriving later this afternoon. Have Fre … I mean Goodwin put them into my room. I’ll unpack them myself. And tell Cook that I’ll have my meals here in the study for the foreseeable future.” 
 
    She hesitated, but gathered herself and said, “The accounts at both the butchers and mill are very past due Your Grace. They say they won’t send anything more to the main house until the past bills are caught up. They will only talk to the Duke or his secretary. I don’t think they trust Mrs. Morgan. She’s tried, but they won’t extend anymore.”  
 
    “Yes, of course,” he said, surprised that the house didn’t do its own butchering. It must have been another of his Grandfather’s crazy ideas. A penny short and a pound foolish if you asked him.  
 
    “I’ll take care of it tomorrow. And, Gwen … what is your last name? If you’re to be my housekeeper, I can’t keep calling you Gwen, it Miss? ...” God let it me Miss and not Mrs. He thought. 
 
    “Miss Harding, Your Grace, Gwen Harding,” she said, hesitating a little at the last name.  
 
    “Well, Miss Harding, thank you for doing such a wonderful job keeping everything together. I’m sure I’ll have many more questions for you later. Until then, that should be all for now.” 
 
    She stood and curtsied, “Very well Your Grace,” she then turned and left, quietly shutting the door. 
 
    He watched her go and marveled. The house had, what? Twelve formal bedrooms? He remembered counting them when he visited one summer. Plus library, dining rooms, parlors, and such, probably twenty-five rooms total.  
 
    The house should have a staff of fifteen to twenty people just for the house itself and the kitchen. Then you needed to add the stables, gardeners, and any personal retainers such as valets and ladies maids, it could take more than thirty people to run this place the way it should be run. Truly remarkable, three people thinking they could hold it together.  
 
    Thank God for loyal retainers he thought, shaking his head in amazement. 
 
    He looked around the room, hoping to spot his Grandfather’s account books. This room had always been off limits to him as a boy. He remembered being bored and poking his head in to explore a new room when he was very young. The old bastard had been sitting at this very desk with several account ledgers before him.  
 
    An old man even then, he’d spotted the little boy sticking his head round the corner and immediately started yelling that little boys were not to be seen nor heard. Period, end of story. The young Thomas had run away. He hadn’t been in this room since. 
 
    He found the old leather-bound books and started digging through them. It was going to be a long night, in fact probably a long few nights just to figure out what was what. And in all honesty, it was going to be even harder keeping Miss Harding from intruding into his thoughts. 
 
      
 
    The Reluctant Duke. 
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