

[image: ]




Bantam Books by Amanda Quick
Ask your bookseller for the
books you have missed

AFFAIR
DANGEROUS
DECEPTION
DESIRE
DON’T LOOK BACK
I THEE WED
LATE FOR THE WEDDING
MISCHIEF
MISTRESS
MYSTIQUE
RAVISHED
RECKLESS
RENDEZVOUS
SCANDAL
SEDUCTION
SLIGHTLY SHADY
SURRENDER
WICKED WIDOW
WITH THIS RING





[image: ]




For Rebecca Cabaza:
An editor who understands the romance.
It’s a joy to work with you.




Prologue

“Tell her to beware the Guardian.” Artemis Wingfield leaned across the tavern table. His faded blue eyes were intent beneath his bushy gray brows. “Have you got that, Chillhurst? She is to beware the Guardian”

Jared Ryder, Viscount Chillhurst, braced his elbows on the table, placed his fingertips together, and regarded his companion with his one-eyed gaze. Wingfield had grown comfortable with him during the past two days, he thought, so comfortable that he no longer stared at the black velvet patch that covered Jared’s sightless eye.

It was obvious that Wingfield had accepted Jared for what he purported to be—another adventurous Englishman like himself bent on travel now that the war with Napoleon had finally ended.

The two men had wound up spending the past two nights at the same inn in this grimy little French port awaiting the ships that would take them to their respective destinations.

Perspiration dripped down Wingfield’s brow and into his whiskers. It was a warm evening in late spring and the smoke-filled tavern was crowded. Jared privately considered that Wingfield was suffering unnecessarily from the heat. The older man’s chin-high collar, elegantly knotted cravat, snug-fitting waistcoat, and well-tailored jacket were definitely contributing to his obvious discomfort.

The fashionable attire was not well suited to the balmy night or to the environs of a port tavern. Wingfield, however, was the sort of Englishman who valued appearances far above personal comfort. Jared suspected that his new acquaintance dressed for dinner every night during his travels even if the meal happened to be served in a tent.

“I comprehend your words, sir.” Jared tapped his fingertips together. “But I don’t take your meaning. Who, or what, is this Guardian?”

Wingfield’s whiskers twitched. “Lot of nonsense, to be perfectly frank. Just part of an old legend surrounding a diary that I’m shipping back to my niece in England. The old count who sold the volume to me told me about the warning.”

“I see,” Jared said politely. “Beware the Guardian, eh? Interesting.”

“As I said, merely the remnants of an old legend connected to the diary. Nevertheless, a rather odd incident occurred last night and one cannot be too careful.”

“Odd incident?”

Wingfield narrowed his eyes. “I believe my room here at the inn was searched while I was dining.”

Jared frowned. “You said nothing about it at breakfast this morning.”

“Wasn’t certain. Nothing taken, you see. But all day long I’ve had the most peculiar sensation that I’m being watched.”

“Unpleasant.”

“Indeed. And no doubt entirely unrelated to the diary. Still I’ve become a bit concerned. Wouldn’t want to put her in any danger.”

Jared unsteepled his hands and took a swallow of his weak ale. “What is this diary you say you are sending to your niece?”

“It’s a lady’s journal actually,” Wingfield explained. “Belonged to a woman named Claire Lightbourne. That’s all I know about it. The entries are completely unintelligible for the most part.”

“Why is that?”

“It appears to be written in a hodgepodge of Greek and Latin and English. Rather like a private code. My niece believes that the Lightbourne diary holds clues to a fabulous treasure.” Wingfield snorted.

“You do not believe the tale?”

“Not bloody likely, if you ask me. But Olympia will have fun attempting to decipher the diary. She enjoys that sort of thing.”

“She sounds like a rather unusual female.”

Wingfield chuckled. “She is that. Not her fault, I suppose. She was raised by a rather eccentric aunt and the aunt’s companion. I was never well acquainted with that side of the family but word had it that both the aunt and her friend undertook to educate Olympia themselves. Filled her head with a lot of strange notions.”

“What sort of notions?”

“Olympia don’t give a fig for propriety, thanks to her schooling. Don’t mistake me, she’s a fine young woman. Her reputation is spotless. But she ain’t interested in the sort of things young females are supposed to be interested in, if you see what I mean.”

“Such as?”

“Fashion, for one thing. Got no interest in clothes. And that aunt of hers never taught her the useful things a lady needs to know such as how to dance or flirt or make herself agreeable to a potential suitor.” Wingfield shook his head. “Very odd upbringing, if you ask me. The chief reason she’s never found herself a husband, I suspect.”

“What does interest your niece?” Jared was growing genuinely curious in spite of himself.

“Anything that has to do with the customs and legends of foreign lands fascinates the chit. Very active in the Society for Travel and Exploration, you know, even though she’s never been out of Dorset in her life.”

Jared looked at him. “If she does not travel, herself, how is she able to be active in the society?”

“She tracks down old books and journals and letters that deal with travel and exploration. She studies what she finds and writes up her conclusions. Published several papers in the quarterly journal of the society during the last three years.”

“She did?” Jared was becoming more intrigued by the moment.

“Yes, indeed.” A fleeting expression of pride flickered in Wingfield’s gaze. “Very popular pieces because they incorporate all sorts of instructive information on the customs and habits of foreigners.”

“How did she discover the Lightbourne diary?” Jared asked carefully.

Wingfield shrugged. “Through a series of letters that she turned up in her research. Took her nearly a year, but she finally located the diary in a small town here on the French coast. It was originally part of a much larger library that was destroyed during the war.”

“You came here specifically to purchase the diary for your niece?”

“It was on my way,” Wingfield said. “I’m en route to Italy. The diary apparently passed through a number of hands during the past few years. The old man who sold it to me was hard-pressed. He needed money and was more than happy to sell off some of his books. I picked up a number of other volumes for Olympia in the bargain.”

“Where is the diary at the moment?”

“Oh, it’s safe enough.” Wingfield looked smug. “I packed it yesterday and saw it safely stowed in the hold of the Sea Flame along with the rest of the goods I’m sending to Olympia.”

“You’re not concerned about the goods while they’re on board the ship?”

“Good lord, no. The Sea Flame is one of the Flamecrest ships. Excellent reputation. Reliable crews and experienced, trustworthy captains. Fully insured. No, no, my goods are in safe hands while they’re at sea.”

“But you’re not so certain of the safety of English roads, is that it?”

Wingfield grimaced. “I feel much better about that part of the matter now that I know you’ll be accompanying the goods to Upper Tudway in Dorset.”

“I appreciate your confidence.”

“Yes, sir, my niece is going to be as happy as a lark when she sees that diary.”

Jared privately concluded that Olympia Wingfield was, indeed, a very odd creature. Not that he didn’t know a thing or two about odd creatures, he reminded himself. He had, after all, been raised in a family of outrageous, flamboyant eccentrics.

Wingfield leaned back in the booth and surveyed the tavern. His gaze fell on a scarred, heavily built man who was sitting at the next table. The man wore a knife and a brutish expression that did not bode well for anyone who might want to share the table with him. He was typical of many of the tavern’s patrons.

“Rough looking lot, ain’t they?” Wingfield asked uneasily.

“Half of the men you see in here tonight are little better than pirates,” Jared said. “Soldiers who had nowhere else to go when Napoleon was finally defeated. Sailors waiting for a ship. Men looking for a willing wench or a fight. The usual riffraff that hangs about in port towns.”

“And the other half?”

Jared smiled briefly. “They probably are pirates.”

“Not surprised. You said you’ve done a great deal of traveling, sir. You must have been in a number of places like this in your time. Expect you’ve learned to handle yourself.”

“As you can see, I’ve managed to survive thus far.”

Wingfield glanced meaningfully at the black velvet patch that covered Jared’s ruined eye. “Not completely unscathed, I notice.”

“No, not completely unscathed.” Jared’s mouth curved humorlessly.

He was well aware that people generally did not find his appearance reassuring. It was not merely the eye patch that made them wary. Even under the best of circumstances, when his hair had been properly trimmed and he was dressed in more fashionable clothes, members of his own family had frequently remarked that he looked like a pirate.

Their chief regret was that he did not act like a pirate.

When all was said and done, Jared knew, he was a man of business, not the flamboyant, exciting, hot-blooded son his father had hoped would carry on the family traditions.

Wingfield had been cautious of him at first. Jared knew it was his quiet manner and his educated speech, not his looks, that had convinced the older man to accept him as a fellow gentleman.

“How did you happen to lose the eye, if you don’t mind my asking?”

“It’s a long story,” Jared said. “And a somewhat painful one. I’d rather not go into it at the moment.”

“Of course, of course.” Wingfield flushed a dull red. “Sorry for the impertinence.”

“Do not concern yourself. I’m accustomed to having people stare.”

“Yes, well, I must say I’ll feel less concerned once the Sea Flame sails in the morning. Knowing that you’re going to be on board and will be escorting my goods on to Upper Tudway is a great comfort. I thank you again for undertaking the task.”

“As I’m on my way back to Dorset myself, I’m happy to be of assistance.”

“I don’t mind telling you, it’ll save me a bit of blunt,” Wingfield confided. “Won’t have to hire the usual firm in Weymouth to handle the goods and see that they’re sent on to Olympia. Just as well I won’t have to pay for the service this time. Very expensive.”

“Importing goods is never cheap.”

“No, and unfortunately Olympia hasn’t been able to get as much money as I had hoped for on the last two shipments. Thought we’d both come out a bit further ahead by now than we have.”

“The market for imported items can be unpredictable,” Jared said. “Is your niece an astute woman when it comes to matters of business?”

“Lord, no.” Wingfield chuckled fondly. “Olympia has no head for business. Smart as a whip but she’s got no interest at all in financial matters. Takes after my side of the family, I’m afraid. Longs to travel as I do, but of course that’s impossible.”

“A woman alone would have great difficulty traveling in most parts of the world,” Jared conceded.

“That fact wouldn’t have stopped my niece. I told you, she ain’t your typical English miss. She’s five-and-twenty now and she’s got a mind of her own. No telling what she might have done if she’d had a decent income and if she hadn’t gotten saddled with those three hellion nephews of hers.”

“She’s raising her nephews?”

Wingfield’s whiskers twitched. “Calls ’em her nephews and they call her Aunt Olympia, but the truth is, the relationship is a bit more distant. The boys are the sons of a cousin and his wife who were killed in a carriage accident a couple of years ago.”

“How did the children end up in the care of your niece?”

“You know how such things go, sir. After the death of their parents, the boys got passed around from one relative to another and finally landed on Olympia’s doorstep six months ago. She took ’em in.”

“Quite a handful for a young woman on her own.”

“Especially one who’s always got her mind on her investigations of other lands and old legends.” Wingfield scowled thoughtfully. “Those boys are growing up wild. They’ve chewed three tutors that I know of into little pieces. Fine youngsters, but full of mischief. Whole household always seems to be in an uproar.”

“I see.” Jared had been raised in a household that was forever in an uproar. He had not cared for the experience. He preferred a calm, orderly existence.

“I try to help Olympia out, of course. Do what I can when I’m in England.”

But you do not stay in England long enough to take those three young boys in hand, do you? Jared thought. “What else are you shipping to your niece in addition to the Lightbourne diary?”

Wingfield swallowed the last of his ale. “Cloth, spices, and a few trinkets. And books, of course.”

“And she’ll see to it that they’re sold in London?”

“All except the books. They’re for her library. But the rest goes to London. She uses some of the money to run her own household and saves the remainder to help finance my travels. The system has worked rather well for both of us, although, as I said, I thought we’d do a bit better out of it than we have.”

“It’s difficult to do well in one’s business affairs if one does not pay close attention to one’s accounts,” Jared observed dryly.

He thought about the problems he had been noting in his own business accounts during the past six months. He was going to have to press harder on his inquiries in that direction. There was no longer any doubt but that several thousand pounds had been embezzled from the extensive Flamecrest financial empire. Jared did not care for the notion that he had been deceived. He did not relish playing the fool.

One thing at a time, he reminded himself. At the moment he must deal with the matter of the diary.

“Quite right about the need to pay attention to one’s accounts, sir, but the fact is, neither Olympia nor myself can be bothered with those sorts of dull details. Still, we get by.” Wingfield peered closely at Jared. “I say, you’re certain you don’t mind undertaking this favor for me?”

“Not at all.” Jared looked out through the window at the night-shrouded harbor. He could see the dark bulk of the Sea Flame where it rested at anchor, awaiting the morning tide.

“Appreciate it, sir. I say, great luck running into a gentleman such as yourself here in this part of France. Extremely fortunate for me you’re bound for England on board the Sea Flame.”

Jared smiled slightly. “Yes, quite fortunate.” He wondered what Wingfield would say were he to learn that Jared controlled not only the Sea Flame but the entire Flamecrest fleet.

“Yes, well, I feel much better knowing you’ll see that the shipment and the diary get safely to my niece. Now I can get on with the next leg of my journey.”

“You are bound for Italy, I believe you said?”

“And then on to India.” Wingfield’s eyes filled with the anticipation of the inveterate traveler. “Always wanted to see India, you know.”

“I wish you a good journey,” Jared said.

“Same to you, sir. And, again, my thanks.”

“My pleasure.” Jared pulled his gold watch out of his pocket and consulted the time. “Now you must excuse me.” He slipped the watch back into his pocket and got to his feet.

Wingfield looked up at him. “Turning in for the night, eh?”

“Not yet. I believe I’ll take a walk along the quay to clear my head before I go upstairs to bed.”

“Watch your back,” Wingfield advised in a low tone. “Don’t much care for the looks of this bunch in here. No telling what sort of villains are outside at this hour.”

“Do not concern yourself on my behalf, sir.” Jared inclined his head in a polite farewell. He turned and walked toward the door.

One or two of the men who sat hunched over their mugs eyed his expensive boots with a speculative glance. Then their eyes slid upward to the knife strapped to his leg and higher still to the black patch over his eye.

No one rose to follow Jared outside.

The breeze off the sea stirred Jared’s long, untrimmed hair as he stepped out into the night. Unlike Wingfield, he was dressed for the warm climate. He wore no neckcloth. He detested neckcloths and cravats. The collar of his finely woven cotton shirt was open and the sleeves were rolled up on his forearms.

Jared started along the stone quay, his mind on the business at hand, his senses attuned to the night. A man who had lost one eye had good reason to take care of the other.

A lantern bobbed at the far end of the quay. As Jared drew closer he watched two men step out of the shadows. Both were big, nearly as tall as Jared, and almost as wide across the shoulders. Their rough-hewn faces were framed by silvered whiskers and manes of white hair. They walked with bold, swaggering strides even though each was past sixty. Two aging buccaneers, Jared thought, not without affection.

The first of the two men hailed Jared with a smile that gleamed in the shadows. The color of the older man’s eyes was washed out by the moonlight, but Jared was quite familiar with the unusual shade of gray. He saw the same color in the mirror every morning when he shaved.

“Good evening, sir,” Jared said politely to his father. Then he nodded to the other man. “Uncle Thaddeus. A fine night, is it not?”

“About time you showed up.” Magnus, Earl of Flamecrest, beetled his brows. “I was beginning to think your new acquaintance was going to keep you talking for the better part of the night.”

“Wingfield is very fond of conversation.”

Thaddeus hoisted the lantern higher. “Well, lad? What did ye learn?”

Jared was thirty-four years old. He had not considered himself a lad for many years. In fact, he often felt aeons older than anyone else in the family. But there was no point correcting Thaddeus.

“Wingfield believes he has found Claire Lightbourne’s diary,” Jared said calmly.

“Bloody hell.” The satisfaction in Magnus’s face was plain to read in the glow of the lantern. “So it’s true, then. The diary has finally been found after all these years.”

“Damme,” Thaddeus exclaimed. “How the devil did Wingfield get to it first?”

“I believe it was his niece who actually located the volume,” Jared said. “You will notice it was found here in France. My cousins were obviously wasting their efforts two months ago when they went chasing off into the hills of Spain to look for it.”

“Now, Jared,” Magnus said soothingly, “Young Charles and William had good reason to believe it had been taken there during the war. You’re just a mite annoyed with your cousins because they got themselves captured by those damn bandits.”

“The entire affair was something of a nuisance,” Jared allowed grimly. “Furthermore, it cost me nearly two thousand pounds in ransom money, not to mention a great deal of time and effort spent away from my business affairs.”

“Damnation, son,” Magnus roared. “Is that all you can ever think about? Your business affairs? You’ve got the blood of buccaneers in your veins, by God, but you’ve got the heart and soul of a tradesman.”

“I’m well aware that I’m something of a disappointment to you and the rest of the family, sir.” Jared leaned on the stone wall that fronted the harbor. “But as we’ve discussed the matter on several previous occasions, I do not think we need go into it again tonight.”

“He’s right, Magnus,” Thaddeus said quickly. “Got more important things to deal with at the moment. The diary is practically in our grasp. I say we have at it.”

Jared arched one brow. “Which of you made an effort to have at it last night? Wingfield says his room was searched.”

“It was worth a try,” Thaddeus said, unabashed.

Magnus nodded. “Just took a look around, that’s all.”

Jared bit back an exasperated oath. “The diary has been stowed on board the Sea Flame since yesterday afternoon. We’d have to unload the whole damn ship to get at it.”

“Pity,” Thaddeus muttered, defeated.

“In any event,” Jared continued, “the diary belongs to Miss Olympia Wingfield of Meadow Stream Cottage in Dorset. She has bought and paid for it.”

“Bah, the diary is ours,” Magnus said stoutly. “It’s a family heirloom. I say she has no right to it.”

“You appear to have forgotten that even if we get our hands on it, we shall very likely not be able to decipher it. However … ” Jared paused just long enough to get his father’s and uncle’s full attention.

“Yes?” Magnus asked eagerly.

“Artemis Wingfield feels certain that his niece will be able to unravel the code in which the diary is written,” Jared said. “Apparently Miss Wingfield excels at that sort of thing.”

Thaddeus brightened immediately. “I say, lad, your course of action is clear, then, ain’t it? You’ll have to follow the diary to its destination and then proceed to insinuate yourself into Miss Wingfield’s good graces so that she’ll tell you all she learns.”

“Brilliant notion.” Magnus’s whiskers jerked in excitement. “Charm her, son. Seduce her. When she melts in your hands, get her to tell ye everything she learns from the diary. Then we’ll snaffle it away from her.”

Jared sighed. It was difficult being the only sane, sensible soul in a family filled with eccentrics and Originals.

The search for the Lightbourne diary had preoccupied all the Flamecrest males except Jared for three generations. Jared’s father, uncle, and cousins had all pursued it at one time or another. So had his grandfather and his great-uncles. The lure of treasure had a truly mesmerizing effect on a clan descended from a genuine buccaneer.

But enough was enough. A few weeks earlier his cousins had very nearly gotten themselves killed because of the diary. Jared had decided it was time to end the nonsense once and for all. Unfortunately, the only way to put a stop to the matter was to recover the diary and see if it did indeed contain the secret of the missing treasure.

No one had argued when Jared had announced that it was his turn to pursue the mysterious fortune that had vanished nearly a hundred years earlier. In truth everyone, his father especially, was only too pleased to see Jared show some interest in the matter.

Jared knew he was considered useful to the family because of his talent for business. But that did not account for much in a family famed for its dashing, hot-blooded men.

His relatives considered Jared depressingly dull. They said he lacked the Flamecrest fire. He, in turn, considered that they lacked self-restraint and common sense. It had not escaped his notice that they were quick enough to come to him when there was a problem or when they needed money.

Jared had been putting matters right and attending to the boring little details of life for the Flamecrest clan since he was nineteen. Everyone in the family agreed it was the one thing at which he excelled.

It seemed to Jared that he was forever rescuing one member of the family or another.

Sometimes, when he sat up late at night making notes in his appointment journal, he wondered fleetingly if someone would ever come along to rescue him.

“It’s all very well for you two to talk about charm and seduction,” Jared said, “but we all know that I did not inherit the Flamecrest talent for either.”

“Bah.” Magnus waved that aside with a sweeping motion of his hand. “The problem is that you’ve never applied yourself to the matter.”

An expression of grave concern crossed Thaddeus’s face. “Well, now, Magnus, I wouldn’t go so far as to say he ain’t tried his hand at that sort of thing. There was that unfortunate situation three years ago when the lad tried to woo himself a wife.”

Jared looked at his uncle. “I think we can dispense with a discussion of that subject. I do not intend to seduce Miss Wingfield or anyone else into telling me the secret of the diary.”

Thaddeus scowled. “How will ye go about worming it out o’ her, then, lad?”

“I shall offer to purchase the information,” Jared said.

“Purchase it.” Magnus looked shocked. “Ye think ye can buy a legendary secret like that with mere money?”

“It has been my experience that one can purchase almost anything,” Jared said. “A straightforward, businesslike approach works wonders in virtually every conceivable situation.”

“Lad, lad, what are we going to do with you?” Thaddeus moaned.

“You are going to let me handle this my way,” Jared said. “Now then, let us understand each other. I will pursue the diary. In the meantime, I want your word that you will remember our agreement.”

“What agreement?” Magnus asked blankly.

Jared’s jaw tightened. “While I’m engaged in this undertaking you are not to interfere in any way in Flamecrest business matters.”

“Bloody hell, son, Thaddeus and I were running the family business before you were even born.”

“Yes, sir, I know. The two of you ran it straight into the ground.”

Magnus’s mustache jumped in outrage. “Not our fault we had a bit of a bad spell there. Business was poor during those years.”

Jared wisely decided not to pursue the point. They all knew that the earl’s lack of business sense coupled with the equally poor abilities of his brother, Thaddeus, had combined to destroy what little was left of the Flamecrest family fortune.

It was Jared who had taken over at the age of nineteen, barely in time to salvage the one decrepit ship that the family had still owned. He had pawned his mother’s necklace to raise the money he had needed. No one in the family had ever really forgiven him for his shocking want of sentiment, including his mother. She had actually mentioned the matter for the last time on her deathbed two years ago. Jared had been too grief-stricken to remind her that she had enjoyed the fruits of the new Flamecrest fortune to the hilt, as had everyone else in the clan.

Jared had rebuilt the Flamecrest empire from that one ship. He sincerely hoped he would not have to repeat the feat when he returned from this crazed venture.

“Hard to believe that at long last the missing Flamecrest fortune is nearly within our grasp.” Thaddeus squeezed his hand into a triumphant fist.

“We already possess a fortune,” Jared pointed out. “We do not need the stolen treasure Captain Jack and his partner Edward Yorke buried on that damn island nearly a hundred years ago.”

“It was not stolen treasure,” Magnus thundered.

“If you will recall, sir, Great-grandfather was a pirate while he lived in the West Indies.” Jared’s brow rose. “It’s highly unlikely that he and Yorke came by that treasure in an honest fashion.”

“Captain Jack was not a pirate,” Thaddeus said fiercely. “He was a loyal Englishman who sailed under a commission. That treasure was lawful spoils taken off a Spanish vessel, by God.”

“It would be interesting to hear the Spaniards’ version of the story,” Jared remarked.

“Bah.” Magnus glowered at him. “They’re to blame for this situation. If the blasted Spaniards hadn’t given chase, Captain Jack and Yorke wouldn’t have been obliged to bury the booty on that damned island and we wouldn’t be standin’ here tonight workin’ out a way to get it back.”

“Yes, sir,” Jared said wearily. He had heard this many times before. It never failed to bore him.

“The only real pirate around was Edward Yorke,” Magnus continued. “That lying, cheating, murderous knave who betrayed your great-grandfather to the Spanish. It was only by the grace of God that Captain Jack managed to escape the trap.”

“It all happened nearly a hundred years ago. We do not know for certain that Yorke betrayed Captain Jack,” Jared said quietly. “In any event, it really does not matter much now.”

“Of course it matters,” Magnus snapped. “You follow in a proud tradition, my boy. It’s your duty to find that missing treasure. It belongs to us and we have every right to claim it.”

“After all,” Thaddeus said gravely, “you are the new Guardian, lad.”

“Bloody hell,” Jared said under his breath. “That is a lot of nonsense and you know it.”

“T’ ain’t nonsense,” Thaddeus insisted. “You won the right to the title years ago, the night you used Captain Jack’s own dagger to save your cousins from that smuggler. Have ye forgotten?”

“I’m hardly likely to forget the incident, as it cost me an eye, sir,” Jared muttered. He did not, however, want to get into an argument over yet another idiotic family legend. He had his hands full dealing with the old tale of buried treasure.

“No gettin’ around the fact that you’re the new Guardian,” Magnus said with a sage expression. “You blooded the dagger. Furthermore, you’re the spittin’ image of Captain Jack, himself, as a young man.”

“Enough.” Jared removed his watch from his pocket and held it close to the lantern so that he could read the face. “It’s late and I must rise early tomorrow.”

“You and that bloody watch of yours,” Thaddeus grumbled. “I’ll wager you’ve got your appointment journal with ye, too.”

“Of course,” Jared assured him coolly. “You know I depend upon it.”

His watch and his appointment journal were the two things he valued most in his daily life, Jared thought. For years they had provided him with a means of establishing order and routine in a world often made chaotic and unstable by his wild, unpredictable family.

“I cannot believe it” Magnus shook his head in sorrow. “Here ye be about to sail off in search of the secret to a grand treasure and you’re consulting your watch and checkin’ your appointment journal like a dull man o’ business.”

“I am a dull man of business, sir,” Jared said.

“It’s enough to make a father weep,” Magnus growled.

“Try to show some of the Flamecrest fire, lad,” Thaddeus urged.

“We’re on the brink of recovering our lost heritage, son.” Magnus gripped the edge of the quay wall and gazed out at the night-darkened sea, the very image of a man who can see beyond the horizon. “I can feel it in me bones. After all these years the Flamecrest treasure is almost within our grasp. And you have the great honor of recovering it for the family.”

“I assure you, sir,” Jared said politely, “my excitement at the prospect knows no bounds.”




Chapter 1

“I have another book which you might also find very interesting, Mr. Draycott.” Olympia Wingfield balanced one slippered foot on the library ladder, wedged her other toe onto the edge of a shelf, and reached out to pluck a volume from the top of the bookcase. “This one also contains some fascinating information on the legend of the Island of Gold. And I think there is still another one you should examine.”

“Have a care, I beg you, Miss Wingfield.” Reginald Draycott gripped the sides of the ladder to steady it. He gazed up at Olympia as she leaned out to fetch another book from a high shelf. “You will surely fall if you do not watch yourself.”

“Nonsense. I promise you I am quite accustomed to this sort of thing. Now, then, I used this particular work when I wrote my last paper for the quarterly journal of the Society for Travel and Exploration. It’s extremely useful because it contains notes on the unusual customs of the inhabitants of certain South Seas islands.”

“Kind of you to loan it to me, Miss Wingfield, but I am really growing very concerned about your position on this ladder.”

“Do not fret, sir.” Olympia glanced down at Draycott with a reassuring smile and saw that he had an extremely odd expression on his face. His pale weak eyes had a glazed look and his mouth was hanging open.

“Are you feeling ill, Mr. Draycott?”

“No, no, not at all, my dear.” Draycott licked his lips and continued to stare.

“You’re quite certain? You look as though you might be nauseous. I shall be glad to fetch these books at another time.”

“I wouldn’t hear of waiting another day. I vow, I am quite well. In any event you have whetted my appetite for every scrap of information on the legend of the Island of Gold, my dear. I could not bring myself to leave here without more material to study.”

“Well, then, if you’re quite certain. Now, this volume relates some fascinating customs of the legendary Island of Gold. I, myself, have always been fascinated by the customs and habits of other lands.”

“Have you, indeed?”

“Oh, yes. As a woman of the world, I find such matters quite stimulating. The wedding night rituals of the inhabitants of the Island of Gold are particularly interesting.” Olympia flipped several pages in the old book and then chanced to glance down at Draycott’s face again.

Something was definitely amiss, she thought. Draycott’s expression was beginning to make her a trifle uneasy. His eyes were not meeting hers; rather they appeared to be fixed somewhat lower.

“Wedding night rituals, did you say, Miss Wingfield?”

“Yes. Very unusual customs.” Olympia frowned in concentration. “Apparently the groom presents the bride with a large gold object shaped rather like a phallus.”

“A phallus, did you say, Miss Wingfield?” Draycott sounded as if someone were throttling him.

It finally struck Olympia quite forcibly that in his present position at the foot of the ladder Draycott had an excellent view straight up under her skirts.

“Good heavens.” Olympia lost her balance and grabbed the top rung of the ladder. One of the books that she had been holding fell to the carpet.

“Is something wrong, my dear?” Draycott asked quickly.

Mortified by the realization that she was exposing a great deal of her stocking-clad legs to his unimpeded gaze, Olympia turned very warm.

“Nothing’s wrong, Mr. Draycott. I have found the volumes I wanted. I’m coming down now. You may step aside.”

“Allow me to assist you.” Draycott’s soft, pudgy hands brushed against the calves of Olympia’s legs beneath her muslin skirts.

“No, please. That’s quite all right,” Olympia gasped. She had never before experienced the feel of a man’s hands on her legs. Draycott’s touch sent a chill of alarm through her.

She tried to climb back up the ladder to escape Draycott’s hands. His fingers closed around her ankle before she could get out of reach.

Olympia tried and failed to jerk her leg free. Embarrassment turned to annoyance. “If you will just get out of my way, Mr. Draycott, I shall be able to climb down safely.”

“I cannot let you risk a fall.” Draycott’s fingers slipped higher up her leg and squeezed.

“I do not need any assistance.” Another of the books Olympia had been holding slipped out of her arms and fell to the carpet with a thud. “Kindly let go of my ankle, sir.”

“I am only trying to help you, my dear.”

Olympia was outraged now. She had known Reginald Draycott for years. She could not believe that he would not do as she asked. She kicked out wildly. Her foot struck Draycott on the shoulder.

“Umph.” Draycott staggered backward a step. He gave Olympia an injured look.

Olympia paid no attention to the accusation in his eyes. She scrambled down the ladder in a flurry of muslin. She could feel her hair coming free of the knot in which she had secured it. Her white muslin cap was askew.

When the toe of her slipper touched the carpet, Draycott’s hands closed around her waist from behind.

“My dearest Olympia, I cannot hold back my feelings any longer.”

“That is quite enough, Mr. Draycott.” Abandoning any further effort to deal with the situation in a ladylike manner, Olympia rammed her elbow into his midsection.

Draycott groaned but he did not release her. He was panting in her ear. She could smell onions on his breath. Her stomach churned.

“Olympia, my darling, you are a woman of mature years, not a green girl fresh out of the schoolroom. You have been buried alive here in Upper Tudway all of your life. You have never had a chance to experience the joys of passion. It is time you lived.”

“I believe I am going to be ill all over your boots, Mr. Draycott.”

“Don’t be ridiculous. You are no doubt a bit nervous because you are unfamiliar with the pleasures of physical desire. Have no fear, I shall teach you everything you need to know.”

“Let me go, Mr. Draycott.” Olympia dropped the last book and clawed at his hands.

“You are a lovely woman who has never known the taste of l’amour. Surely you do not wish to deny yourself the ultimate sensual experience.”

“Mr. Draycott, if you do not let go of me at once, I shall scream.”

“There is no one home, my dear.” Draycott wrestled her over to the couch. “Your nephews are gone.”

“I am certain that Mrs. Bird is somewhere about.”

“Your housekeeper is out in the gardens.” Draycott started to nuzzle her neck. “Have no fear, my sweet, we are quite alone.”

“Mr. Draycott. You must get hold of yourself, sir. You do not know what you are doing.”

“Call me Reggie, my dear.”

Olympia made a wild grab for the silver statue of the Trojan horse that stood on her desk. She missed.

But to her amazement Draycott suddenly yelped in alarm and released her.

“Bloody hell,” Draycott gasped.

Free at last, but off balance, Olympia stumbled and nearly fell. She caught hold of the desk to steady herself. Behind her she heard Draycott cry out once more.

“Who the devil are you?” he began in an outraged voice.

There was a sickening sound of flesh slamming into flesh and then there was a sudden thud.

Cap dangling over one ear, Olympia spun around. She pushed several tendrils of hair out of her eyes and stared, astounded, at Draycott. He was lying in a crumpled heap on the floor.

With a strange sense of inevitability, Olympia’s gaze went to the pair of black boots that were planted on the carpet beside Draycott. Slowly she raised her eyes.

She found herself staring at the face of a man who could have walked straight out of a legend involving buried treasure and mysterious islands set in uncharted seas. From his long, wind-whipped black hair and velvet eye patch to the dagger he wore strapped to his thigh, he was an awe-inspiring sight.

He was one of the most powerful looking men Olympia had ever seen. Tall, broad-shouldered, and lean, he radiated a supple sense of strength and masculine grace. His features had been carved with a bold, fearless hand by a sculptor who scorned subtlety and refinement.

“Are you, by any chance, Miss Olympia Wingfield?” the man asked calmly, just as if having an unconscious person at his feet were an everyday occurrence.

“Yes.” Olympia realized her voice was a mere squeak of sound. She cleared her throat and tried again. “Yes, I am. And your name, sir?”

“Chillhurst.”

“Oh.” She gazed at him blankly. She had never heard the name. “How do you do, Mr. Chillhurst.”

His riding coat and breeches fitted him well enough but even she, who had lived in the country all her life, recognized them as being sadly out of style. A man of modest means, obviously. Apparently he could not even afford a neckcloth because he certainly was not wearing one. The collar of his shirt was open. There was something a little uncivilized, even primitive, about the sight of his bare throat. Olympia realized she could actually see a small portion of his chest. There appeared to be dark, curling hair on it.

The man looked dangerous standing here in her library, Olympia realized. Dangerous and utterly fascinating.

A small shiver went down her spine, a shiver that was not at all akin to the unpleasant sensation that had gripped her when Draycott had taken hold of her ankle. This shiver was one of excitement.

“I don’t believe I know anyone named Chillhurst,” Olympia managed to say smoothly.

“Your uncle, Artemis Wingfield, sent me.”

“Uncle Artemis?” Relief rushed through her. “You met him somewhere on his travels? Is he well?”

“Quite well, Miss Wingfield. I encountered him on the coast of France.”

“This is wonderful.” Olympia gave him a delighted smile. “I cannot wait to hear all the news. Uncle Artemis always has such interesting adventures. How I envy him. You must dine with us this evening, Mr. Chillhurst, and tell us everything.”

“Are you all right, Miss Wingfield?”

“I beg your pardon?” Olympia stared at him in confusion. “Of course I’m all right. Why shouldn’t I be all right? My health is excellent. Always has been. Thank you for inquiring, Mr. Chillhurst.”

The black brow over Chillhurst’s good eye rose. “I was referring to your recent experience at the hands of this person on the floor.”

“Oh, I see.” Olympia abruptly recalled Draycott’s presence. “Good heavens, I almost forgot about him.” She saw Draycott’s eyes flicker and wondered what to do next. She was not particularly skilled at handling difficult social situations. Aunt Sophy and Aunt Ida had never concerned themselves with teaching her such niceties.

“This is Mr. Draycott,” Olympia said. “He’s a neighbor of ours. Known him for years.”

“Has he always made a habit of assaulting ladies in their own homes?” Chillhurst said dryly.

“What? Oh, no.” Olympia flushed. “At least, I do not believe so. He appears to have fainted. Do you think I should call my housekeeper and have her fetch the vinaigrette?”

“Do not concern yourself. He’ll awaken soon enough.”

“Will he? I have not had much experience with the effects of pugilism. My nephews are great admirers of the sport, however.” Olympia gave him an inquiring look. “You appear to be very well versed in it. Have you studied at one of the London academies?”

“No.”

“I thought perhaps you had. Well, never mind.” She looked down at Draycott again. “He was certainly making a nuisance of himself. I do hope he has learned his lesson. I must say, if he continues to act in such a manner in the future I will no longer allow him to make use of my library.”

Chillhurst looked at her as if she were slightly mad. “Miss Wingfield, allow me to point out that he should not be permitted to enter your home again under any circumstances. Furthermore, a woman of your years ought to know better than to receive gentlemen callers alone in her library.”

“Do not be ridiculous. I am five-and-twenty, sir. I have little to fear from gentlemen callers. In any event, I am a woman of the world and I am not easily overset by unusual or extraordinary circumstances.”

“Is that a fact, Miss Wingfield?”

“Certainly. I expect poor Mr. Draycott was simply overcome with the sort of intellectual passion that is frequently engendered by a keen interest in ancient legends. All that business about lost treasures and such has a very inflammatory effect on the senses in some people.”

Chillhurst stared at her. “Does it have an inflammatory effect on your senses, Miss Wingfield?”

“Yes, indeed.” Olympia broke off, aware that Draycott was stirring. “Look, he’s opening his eyes. Do you suppose he’ll have a headache because of that dreadful blow you gave him?”

“With any luck, yes,” Chillhurst muttered.

“Bloody hell.” Draycott mumbled. “What happened?” He gazed blearily up at Chillhurst for a moment. Then his eyes widened in astonishment. “Who the devil are you, sir?”

Chillhurst looked down at him. “A friend of the family.”

“What the hell do you mean by attacking me?” Draycott demanded. He gingerly touched his jaw. “I’ll have the magistrate on you for this, by God.”

“You will do no such thing, Mr. Draycott,” Olympia said crisply. “Your behavior was quite atrocious, as you are no doubt well aware. I’m sure you will want to take your leave immediately.”

“He will apologize to you first, Miss Wingfield,” Chillhurst said softly.

Olympia glanced at him in surprise. “Will he?”

“Yes.”

“Damnation. I didn’t do anything wrong,” Draycott said in an aggrieved tone. “I was merely trying to assist Miss Wingfield down the ladder. And this is the thanks I get.”

Chillhurst reached down, took hold of Draycott’s neckcloth, and hauled the groggy man to his feet. “You will apologize now,” he said deliberately. “And then you will leave.”

Draycott blinked several times. His eyes met Chillhurst’s unblinking gaze and slid uneasily away. “Yes, of course. All a mistake. Terribly sorry.”

Chillhurst released him without warning. Draycott stumbled and stepped hurriedly back out of reach. He turned to Olympia with an expression of acute discomfort.

“I regret any misunderstanding that may have occurred between us, Miss Wingfield,” Draycott said stiffly. “Didn’t mean to give offense.”

“Of course you didn’t.” Olympia could not help but notice that Draycott appeared very small and quite harmless standing next to Mr. Chillhurst. It was difficult to recall that for a few minutes there she had actually been somewhat alarmed by his behavior. “I believe it would be best if we both were to forget this matter entirely. Let us pretend it never happened.”

Draycott cast a sidelong glance at Chillhurst. “As you wish.” He straightened his coat and adjusted his neckcloth. “Now, if you will excuse me, I must be off. Don’t bother summoning your housekeeper. I can see myself out.”

Silence descended on the library as Draycott walked hurriedly out the door. When he was gone, Olympia looked at Chillhurst. He was studying her, in turn, with an unreadable expression. Neither said a word until they heard the outer door close in the hall behind Draycott.

Olympia smiled. “Thank you for coming to my rescue, Mr. Chillhurst. It was quite gallant of you. I’ve never been rescued before. A most unusual experience.”

Chillhurst inclined his head with mocking civility. “It was nothing, Miss Wingfield. I’m glad I could be of service.”

“You certainly were, although I doubt that Mr. Draycott would have done anything more than try to steal a kiss.”

“You don’t think so?”

Olympia frowned at the skepticism in Chillhurst’s eyes. “He’s really not a bad sort. I’ve known him since I came here to live in Upper Tudway. But I must admit that he’s been acting rather oddly ever since his wife died six months ago.” She paused. “He has recently developed a great interest in old legends, which happens to be my own field of interest.”

“Somehow that does not surprise me.”

“What? That I am interested in them?”

“No, that Draycott developed a sudden interest in them.” Chillhurst’s expression was grim. “He obviously did so in order to seduce you, Miss Wingfield.”

Olympia was appalled. “Good heavens, surely you do not believe that what happened here this afternoon was intentional.”

“I suspect it was very much a premeditated action, Miss Wingfield.”

“I see.” Olympia considered that briefly. “I had not thought of that possibility.”

“Apparently not. You would be wise not to see him alone again.”

Olympia brushed that aside. “Well, it’s not really all that important. It’s over. And I am completely forgetting my manners. I expect you’d like a cup of tea, wouldn’t you? You’ve probably had a very long journey. I shall summon my housekeeper.”

The sound of the outer door being flung open with a crash interrupted Olympia before she could ring for Mrs. Bird. A loud barking filled the hall. Dog claws scrabbled on the wooden floor outside the library. Boots pounded. Youthful voices rose in a booming chorus.

“Aunt Olympia? Aunt Olympia, where are you?”

“We’re home, Aunt Olympia.”

Olympia looked at Chillhurst. “I believe my nephews have returned from their fishing trip. They’ll be anxious to meet you. They’re very fond of Uncle Artemis and I’m sure they’ll want to hear everything you have to tell us about your visit with him. You might also mention your skills in pugilism. My nephews will have a great many questions about the sport.”

At that moment a massive furry dog of indeterminate breed burst into the library. He barked once, very loudly at Chillhurst and then galloped toward Olympia. He was soaking wet and his massive paws left muddy tracks on the library carpet.

“Oh, dear, Minotaur is off his leash again.” Olympia braced herself. “Down, Minotaur. Down, I say. That’s a good dog.”

Minotaur bounded forward without pause, his tongue lolling out of the side of his grinning mouth.

Olympia hurriedly backed away from him. “Ethan? Hugh? Please call your dog.”

“Here, Minotaur,” Ethan yelled from the hall. “Here, boy.”

“Come back here, Minotaur,” Hugh yelled.

Minotaur paid no attention. He was bent on greeting Olympia and there was no stopping him. He was a friendly monster of a dog and Olympia had actually grown fond of him since her nephews had found him abandoned and brought him home. Unfortunately the beast had absolutely no manners.

The huge dog halted in front of her and leaped up on his hind legs. Olympia held out a hand to fend him off but she knew it was a useless effort.

“Stay, boy. Stay,” Olympia said without much hope. “Please sit. Please.”

Minotaur yelped, sensing victory. His dirty paws began their inevitable descent toward the front of Olympia’s clean gown.

“That’s quite enough,” Chillhurst said. “I have never liked having unschooled dogs about the place.”

Out of the corner of her eye, Olympia saw him move. He took a single, gliding stride toward Minotaur, grabbed the animal’s leather collar, and tugged him firmly downward until all four wet paws were once more on the floor.

“Stay,” Chillhurst said to the dog. “Sit.”

Minotaur looked up at him with an expression of canine astonishment. For a moment dog and man eyed each other. Then, to Olympia’s everlasting surprise, Minotaur obediently sat back on his haunches.

“That was quite amazing,” Olympia said. “How on earth did you manage that, Mr. Chillhurst? Minotaur never obeys commands.”

“He simply needs a firm hand.”

“Aunt Olympia? Are you in the library?” Ethan came barrelling around the door, his eight-year-old face alight with excitement. His sandy brown hair was plastered to his head. His clothes were as wet and muddy as Minotaur’s fur. “There’s a strange carriage in the drive. It’s ever so big and it looks like it’s packed with trunks. Has Uncle Artemis come to visit again?”

“No.” Olympia frowned at his dripping attire and started to ask why he had gone swimming in his clothes.

Before she could speak, Ethan’s twin, Hugh, charged into the room. He was as covered in mud as his brother. In addition, his shirt was torn.

“I say, Aunt Olympia, have we got visitors?” Hugh asked eagerly. His blue eyes gleamed with enthusiasm.

Both boys skidded to a halt as they caught sight of Chillhurst. They stared at him while water and mud dripped onto the carpet at their feet.

“Who are you?” Hugh asked bluntly.

“Are you from London?” Ethan asked eagerly. “What have you got packed away in your carriage?”

“What happened to your eye?” Hugh demanded.

“Hugh, Ethan, have you both forgotten your manners?” Olympia gave each boy a gently admonishing look. “That is no way to greet a guest. Please run along upstairs and change your clothes. You both look as though you fell into the stream.”

“Ethan pushed me in, so I pushed him in,” Hugh explained briefly. “And then Minotaur jumped into the water after us.”

Ethan was immediately outraged. “I did not push you into the water.”

“Yes, you did,” Hugh said.

“No, I did not.”

“Yes, you did.”

“It doesn’t matter now,” Olympia said quickly. “Go upstairs and make yourselves presentable. When you come back down I shall introduce you properly to Mr. Chillhurst.”

“Ah, Aunt Olympia,” Ethan said in the obnoxious whining tone he had recently perfected. “Don’t be such a killjoy. First tell us who this cove is.”

Olympia wondered where Ethan had picked up the cant. “I shall explain everything later. It is really quite exciting. But you are both very muddy and you really must go upstairs first. You know how annoyed Mrs. Bird gets when she finds mud on the carpet.”

“The devil with Mrs. Bird,” Hugh said.

“Hugh,” Olympia gasped.

“Well, she’s always complaining about something, Aunt Olympia. You know that.” He looked at Chillhurst. “Are you a pirate?”

Chillhurst did not reply. Most likely because there was yet another crashing noise from the hall. Two spaniels bounded into the room. They barked joyously to announce their arrival and dashed about wildly. Then they rushed across the library to see what the matter was with Minotaur, who was still sitting politely at Chillhurst’s feet.

“Aunt Olympia? What’s going on? There’s a strange carriage in the drive. Who’s here?” Robert, two years older than the twins, appeared in the doorway. His hair was darker than his brothers’ but his eyes were the same vivid shade of blue. He was not soaking wet but his boots were caked in mud and there was a great deal of dirt on his face and hands.

He had a large kite tucked under one arm. The long, dirty tail dragged on the floor behind him. Three small fish dangled from a line he was holding in his other hand. He stopped short when he saw Chillhurst. His eyes widened.

“Hello there,” Robert said. “I say, who are you, sir? Is that your carriage outside?”

Chillhurst ignored the bouncing spaniels and gazed meditatively at the three expectant youngsters. “I’m Chillhurst,” he said finally. “Your uncle sent me.”

“Really?” Hugh asked. “How do you come to know Uncle Artemis?”

“We met recently.” Chillhurst said. “He knew I was traveling to England and he asked me to stop here in Upper Tudway.”

Robert beamed. “That means he probably sent presents to us. Are they in your carriage?”

“Uncle Artemis always sends presents,” Hugh explained.

“That’s right,” Ethan chimed in. “Where are our presents?”

“Ethan,” Olympia said, “it is extremely impolite to demand one’s gifts from a guest before he has even had a chance to freshen up from his journey.”

“It’s quite all right, Miss Wingfield,” Chillhurst said softly. He turned to Ethan. “Among other things, your uncle sent me.”

“You.” Ethan was thunderstruck. “Why would he send you?”

“I am to be your new tutor,” Chillhurst said.

A stunned silence gripped the library. Olympia watched as the expressions on the faces of her three young nephews changed from eager expectation to horror. They stared, aghast, at Chillhurst.

“Bloody hell,” Hugh breathed.

“We don’t want another tutor.” Ethan wrinkled his nose. “The last one was a great bore. He was forever droning on in Latin and Greek.”

“We don’t need a tutor,” Hugh assured Chillhurst. “Ain’t that right, Robert?”

“Right,” Robert agreed quickly. “Aunt Olympia can teach us whatever we need to know. Tell him we don’t want a tutor, Aunt Olympia.”

“I do not understand, Mr. Chillhurst.” Olympia stared at the pirate standing in her library. “Surely my uncle would not have hired a tutor for my nephews without first consulting me.”

Chillhurst turned to her with an odd glittering expression in his silvery gaze. “But that is just what he has done, Miss Wingfield. I hope that does not present a problem. I’ve come all this way on the promise of a position. I trust you will find me useful.”

“I’m not at all certain I can afford another tutor,” Olympia said slowly.

“You need not concern yourself with my fee,” Chillhurst said gently. “It has been paid in advance.”

“I see,” Olympia said. She did not know what to say.

Chillhurst turned to the three boys who were watching him with acute dismay and apprehension. “Robert, you will go back out the way you came. You will take those fine-looking fish around to the kitchens and clean them.”

“Mrs. Bird always cleans ’em,” Robert said quickly.

“You caught them, you will clean them,” Chillhurst replied calmly. “Ethan, Hugh, you two will remove all dogs from the premises immediately.”

“But the dogs always come into the house,” Ethan said. “Leastways Minotaur does. The spaniels belong to one of the neighbors.”

“Henceforth no dogs except Minotaur will be allowed inside and Minotaur may only enter the house if he is clean and dry. See that the spaniels are sent home and then take care of your own dog.”

“But, Mr. Chillhurst,” Ethan began in his new high-pitched, grating tone of voice.

“There will be no whining,” Chillhurst said. “Whining annoys me.” He removed a gold watch from his pocket and checked the time. “Now, then, you have half an hour to get yourselves bathed and into clean clothes.”

“I don’t need a bath,” Robert grumbled.

“You will take one and you will be quick about it.” Chillhurst slipped his watch back into his pocket. “When you are all three finished we shall meet together and I will outline the course of studies that you will be following while in my charge. Is that understood?”

“Bloody hell,” Robert whispered. “He’s a raving madman, he is.”

Ethan and Hugh continued to stare at Chillhurst with stricken expressions.

“I said, is that understood?” Chillhurst repeated in a dangerously soft tone.

Ethan’s and Hugh’s eyes went to the knife that was strapped to Chillhurst’s thigh.

“Yes, sir,” Ethan said quickly.

Hugh swallowed. “Yes, sir.”

Robert gave Chillhurst a sullen look but he did not argue. “Yes, sir.”

“You are dismissed,” Chillhurst said.

All three boys turned and bolted for the door. The dogs followed in a concerted rush. There was a temporary crush in the doorway but it was soon cleared.

In a moment the library was quiet once more.

Olympia stared at the empty doorway, awed. “That was absolutely incredible, Mr. Chillhurst. You may consider yourself hired.”

“Thank you, Miss Wingfield. I shall endeavor to earn my keep.”
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