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The Smuggler’s Song

Rudyard Kipling




If you wake at midnight, and hear a horse’s feet,

Don’t go drawing back the blind, or looking in the street,

Them that asks no questions isn’t told a lie.

Watch the wall, my darling, while the Gentlemen go by!




Five-and-twenty ponies, trotting through the dark,

Brandy for the Parson, ’Baccy for the Clerk;

Laces for a lady; letters for a spy,

And watch the wall, my darling, while the Gentlemen go by!




Running round the woodlump if you chance to find

Little barrels, roped and tarred, all full of brandy-wine;

Don’t you shout to come and look, nor take ’em for your play;

Put the brushwood back again, and they’ll be gone next day.




If you see the stable-door setting open wide;

If you see a tired horse lying down inside;

If your mother mends a coat cut about and tore;

If the lining’s wet and warm, don’t you ask no more!




If you meet King George’s men, dressed in blue and red,

You be careful what you say, and mindful what is said.

If they call you “pretty maid,” and chuck you ’neath the chin,

Don’t you tell where no one is, nor yet where no one’s been!




Knocks and footsteps round the house, whiles after dark,

You’ve no call for running out till the housedogs bark.


Trusty’s here, and Pincher’s here, and see how dumb they lie,

They don’t fret to follow when the Gentlemen go by!




If you do as you’ve been told, likely there’s a chance

You’ll be given a dainty doll, all the way from France,

With a cap of Valenciennes, and a velvet hood,

A present from the Gentlemen, along o’ being good!




Five-and-twenty ponies trotting through the dark,

Brandy for the Parson, ’Baccy for the Clerk.

Them that asks no questions isn’t told a lie,

Watch the wall, my darling, while the Gentlemen go by!










PROLOGUE




As dawn began to lighten the sky, the naked female immersed breast-high in the River Rother relished the feel of the cool water on her skin. The forbidden indulgence filled her with a sense of freedom she seldom experienced in the restricted, narrow life she led. Victoria knew she must end her swim and return home to the priory before she was discovered.

She took one last, lingering look at the medieval castle of Bodiam and went very still. From atop one of its high towers, a dark figure watched her. Silhouetted against the gray sky, the black-clad male remained motionless and Victoria shivered as gooseflesh crept up her arms. The ancient castle, neglected for decades, had been unoccupied for the past few years.

How long has he been watching me? Her thought was followed by another, even more chilling: How many times has he spied on me from the high tower? Victoria swam in the Rother twice a week at dawn when she professed to be at church. Her pulse raced madly. He knows my secret! She closed her eyes in panic. How long before Mother learns of my deception? When she opened her eyes, the figure was gone.

“It was a trick of the light. I only imagined him,” she murmured with bone-softening relief.

With pounding heart, Victoria slipped from the water and retrieved her clothes from their hiding place. She pulled on her drawers, dress, and shoes, wrapped her dark cloak about her, and quickly walked the mile that brought her to the priory gardens. She hurried into the shed and donned the stockings that she had earlier stuffed into her pocket, then pulled back her wet hair, plaited it tightly, and pinned it into a bun at the nape of her neck. She tied on her bonnet, picked up her prayer book—a present from her late father, the Right Reverend Thomas Carswell—and proceeded with dignified, measured steps into the house. When she reached the haven of her bedchamber, Victoria let out a long, shuddering sigh of relief.

“I imagined him!” she whispered. But vision or no, she sensed deep in her bones that she would encounter him again.








CHAPTER 1



“A dinner invitation from Mad Jack’s nephew?” Victoria asked with prim disdain.

“The gentleman’s name was Captain John Fuller,” Lady Carswell said repressively. “Wherever did you hear such a vulgar sobriquet? Surely not from one of the history books in which you constantly thrust your nose? John Fuller was a Captain in the Sussex Light Infantry and a respected Member of Parliament for four years.”

“Yes, Mama.” Victoria reluctantly closed her book. Anyone who fritters away a fortune building follies and is buried sitting up wearing a top hat has earned the nickname Mad Jack!

“His wealth came from manufacturing cannon for the Royal Navy.”

Undoubtedly a big noise! Victoria hid her amusement.

“His nephew, Sir Peregrine Palmer Fuller, inherited everything.”

“Peregrine? The name alone invites ridicule,” Victoria declared.

“That is quite enough. Young ladies should be seen and not heard. Your manners are appalling. A far higher standard of gentility is expected from a clergyman’s daughter. Since our year’s formal mourning period has been over for months, I shall accept the invitation. Obviously the gentleman wishes to form a connection with us because of our reputation for respectability.”

Why else would he invite us to dinner? It was obvious he wanted to distance himself from Mad Jack’s eccentricity by cultivating the rigidly moral, straitlaced Lady Edwina, widow of the Right Reverend Thomas Carswell, and her spinster daughter.

“I’d rather decline, Mama,” Victoria said with daring.

“The dinner is to be held at Bodiam Castle.”

“Bodiam?” Victoria gave her mother her full attention. The medieval castle was one of her passions. Constructed in the fourteenth century in the reign of Edward III, one of England’s great Plantagenet kings, the magnificent castle on the river had been built to protect the Rother Valley from French raids.

Victoria’s interest in Bodiam had been sparked when the main gates were suddenly replaced. That was a decade ago, when she was seven, and though it had lain neglected ever since, she had fallen in love with the romantic, moated castle with its high towers and battlemented ramparts.

“Did Mad Jack…I beg your pardon, Mama…did Captain John Fuller own Bodiam Castle?”

“Yes, and now it is owned by his nephew, Sir Peregrine Palmer Fuller. What possible objection could you have?”

“None. None whatsoever.” I’ve longed to go inside Bodiam Castle since I was a child—this is the opportunity of a lifetime!

 

Victoria appraised her reflection in her cheval glass. Her dark hair was pulled back into a neat bun at her nape and only a tiny white frill around its high neck relieved the plainness of her long-sleeved mauve cambric dress. As she pinned on her jet mourning brooch, she was satisfied that her mother could find no fault with her appearance tonight. She noticed with pleasure that her eyes matched the shade of her gown exactly. Victoria smiled at her reflection and murmured, “Vanity, thy name is woman!”

Downstairs, her brother Edmund stood in the front hall waiting patiently for his mother and sister. He wore his clerical collar and a black suit. He had become the Reverend of the Hawkhurst parish church after his father died, which enabled the Carswells to keep possession of the priory. Victoria suspected her mother had planned it that way by insisting Edmund follow in his father’s footsteps, despite the fact that he felt no calling. Edmund’s nature was too gentle to go against his mother’s wishes, but he was complicit in guarding Victoria’s shortcomings and remained silent about his sister’s absence from church services in the early morning.

Edwina, garbed in her best bombazine, finally appeared and gave her daughter a thorough inspection. “Tonight, Victoria, do not speak until you are spoken to. You must use a deferential tone and manner, as becomes a young unmarried lady. Remember to be prim and proper at all times and, above all, keep your lashes lowered. It is improper to look directly into a gentleman’s face, and it will help conceal the strange color of your eyes.”

Edmund held his sister’s cloak and squeezed her shoulders to take the sting from their mother’s words and comfort her.

Victoria raised her dark lashes to reveal the full impact of her pale violet eyes, then lowered one eyelid in a solemn wink.

Since the Carswells could no longer afford a driver, Edmund drove their carriage the short distance to Bodiam. As they went over the narrow bridge that led across the moat, Victoria saw that the gate moved up and down like a portcullis and she silently thanked Mad Jack for duplicating the original medieval apparatus. She glanced down into the moat and saw water lilies, closed now that it was eventide, and she thrilled at the reflection of the moon upon the water. Mist was floating in from the river, adding to the otherworldly atmosphere that felt timeless. Tonight, the shadows make it look as it did centuries ago.

Lit torches flared in the courtyard, leading the way to the stables and revealing a large grassy quadrangle. This is the castle bailey. A stableman came forward to take care of their horse and carriage and Victoria wished he’d been wearing livery.

A servant met them at the door and led the way through what must have been the Great Hall, then he ushered them into a smaller adjacent chamber furnished as a dining room.

Victoria stared wide-eyed at the high stone walls, the arched timbered ceiling, and the ancient chandelier that held myriad blazing candles. She thought she heard the faint echo of voices and imagined they were sounds floating from the past of people who had inhabited Bodiam over the centuries. I wish it were mine!

The servant took the ladies’ cloaks and told them that their host would be with them directly. A uniformed female servant stood unobtrusively against the wall and Victoria noted the fatuous look of approval on her mother’s face because the maid had been stationed there in deference to the ladies. Sir Peregrine must revere propriety as much as Mother does.

When their host arrived, Edwina rushed forward to meet him, while her daughter hung back. Victoria had formed a picture of what a man called Peregrine would look like, but all her preconceived notions now shattered into a thousand shards. His presence was compelling; the back of her neck began to prickle. The man was dark, his build powerful, his face strong, and his manner hinted of dominance.

He’s at least thirty. He makes Edmund seem like a boy.

“Lady Edwina, I am delighted to make your acquaintance.” He took her hand. The quick bow of his head, though polite, was not obsequious.

“Sir Peregrine, this is my son, Reverend Edmund Carswell.”

“I’m pleased you could come, Reverend.”

“And my daughter, the Honorable Victoria Carswell.”

Victoria cringed. Her mother had no right to be addressed as Lady Edwina, nor claim her daughter to be Honorable. Nonetheless, since it added to her consequence, she did so without a blush.

“Mistress Carswell, I welcome you to Bodiam.”

Victoria did not offer her hand. With downcast eyes, she sketched a ghost of a curtsy.

“I named my daughter after a royal princess, never dreaming that one day Victoria would become our beloved queen.”

“Sherry or port, Lady Edwina?”

“Good heavens, neither. Carswell ladies do not drink wine, but I have no objection to you gentlemen indulging.”

Their host poured two glasses of port from a decanter on the sideboard and handed one to Edmund. He raised his own glass and said politely, “To the ladies.”

Victoria stood quietly with clasped hands and downcast eyes, while Edwina proceeded to monopolize the conversation. “I see we are your sole guests tonight, Sir Peregrine. It is wise to be selective. Moral rectitude and respectability are desirable qualities not shared by everyone, I fear. You may be assured that I have taught my children the virtues of decency and decorum.”

“It is clear you extol convention,” he said smoothly.

Edwina took it as a compliment.

He is mocking her! Every instinct told her that Sir Peregrine was the dark figure she had glimpsed atop the high tower. Though Victoria longed to give him a set-down, she remained passive with downcast eyes. She was secure in the knowledge that the plain girl in the prim dress, with her hair in a severe bun, bore no resemblance to the naked nymph in the River Rother.

When they sat down to dinner, their host gallantly held Edwina’s chair and Victoria was glad that he apparently found her invisible. She hid her amusement when she tasted the soup and found it was liberally laced with cream and sherry.

“May I inquire what you do for pleasure, Reverend?”

“Tory’s passion is history and mine is painting, Sir.”

Edwina almost choked on her soup. She pressed her lips together and reprimanded, “Passion is an unsuitable word in mixed company, Edmund, and I prefer you call your sister Victoria. Life is not for pleasure; it is for duty and obedience.”

 

You do not believe that, do you, Tory? Meekness does not sit well with you. I warrant that Tory and passion go hand in hand. When I first walked into the room, I thought there had been a mistake. I was convinced you were not the same female I followed to the priory. Peregrine smiled. Your disguise is clever, quite cunning enough to deceive the venerable Edwina, and artful enough to give you a false sense of security.

“I have always discouraged my son from painting,” Edwina confided. “People with artistic natures are invariably unstable. Fortunately, Edmund shows no aptitude.”

Victoria’s dark lashes flew up. “His paintings of Bodiam Castle are magnificent!” An awkward silence descended and she quickly lowered her lashes.

As the soup plates were removed and the game course placed before his guests, Peregrine sat bemused behind his mask of indifference. Her eyes are the color of pale violets in the snow. All shades of purple denote passion. I know your secrets, Tory! “If you love history, Bodiam must fascinate you. I invite you to come one day and explore the castle.”

“Thank you,” Victoria murmured. He’s using Bodiam as bait. He’s fully aware how tempting it is. He wants me to return for a tour so he can control me, but I prefer to see it now!

Tory ate most of her food, then placed her linen napkin on the table. “Please excuse me.” She moved her chair back and arose.

Peregrine stood politely and signaled the maid. The uniformed woman curtsied to Victoria and led her from the room. The host resumed his seat and after a moment spoke to Edwina in a confidential manner. “I am most impressed with your daughter, madam. She has a modest, self-effacing demeanor that appeals.”

Edwina simpered with pride. “Victoria is a most biddable girl. My insistence upon impeccable behavior has resulted in virtue and chastity, which, though exceedingly rare, are only right and proper in a maiden.”

“I would like your permission to pay my addresses to her.”

“Sir Peregrine, I would be delighted. You do us great honor.”

 

When Victoria and the maid came to a stone staircase, Tory spoke up firmly. “I prefer to manage on my own, thank you.”

“Very good, Miss. I’ll just wait here.”

Tory ran lightly up the steps, turned, and went down a long passageway that looked neglected. She passed occasional brackets holding rush lights that seemed to illuminate wisps of fog that had crept inside. There were a couple of narrow openings in the stone walls, but the pitch-black rooms beyond held no temptation. Victoria shuddered and then she heard music. Drawn by the sounds of instruments and laughter, she found herself walking along what could only be described as a minstrels’ gallery.

She looked down in amazement at a group of people who had obviously gathered for a party. “It’s a fancy-dress ball!” The men wore powdered wigs, satin breeches, and brilliantly hued brocaded vests and coats. It was the women, however, who drew Victoria’s eye. Their wigs were adorned with jeweled ostrich feathers; their gowns were not only beautiful but also extremely risqué, designed to deliberately display the women’s upthrust breasts.

Tory was shocked, yet for one moment she pictured herself in such a glorious gown. The scene below was exactly as it would have been a century ago in Georgian times. As she watched, she realized their behavior was beyond vulgar as they openly flirted and touched each other in inappropriate places.

Her shock slowly turned to anger. “That brute Fuller is throwing a party. His dinner invitation to the Reverend’s family is a clever subterfuge to cover up the licentious goings-on at Bodiam. I warrant he cannot wait to be rid of us!”

Her anger made her feel dizzy and she put a hand to her head to steady herself. Victoria turned away from the revelers below and went back the way she had come. She became slightly disoriented and it was a few minutes before she found herself in the familiar passageway that had led her to this part of the castle. Finally, with thudding heart, she located the stone staircase and descended the steps. The maid awaited her as she had promised, and the pair returned to the dining room.

Sir Peregrine and Edmund rose to their feet until she was seated, and Victoria saw they had awaited her return before dessert was served. “I’m so sorry,” she murmured.

“Not at all,” their host said smoothly.

The dessert was trifle, Victoria’s favorite. Perversely, she didn’t want any. Without raising her lashes, she spoke to her mother. “I’m afraid I have a dreadful headache.” It wasn’t a total lie; she did feel strangely light-headed.

Edwina pursed her lips. “Manners, Victoria, manners!”

Manners? Swine have none!

“If Mistress Carswell has a headache, I insist you take her home immediately. I hope we can have dinner again soon.”

There, you swine! I knew you’d find a way to be rid of us. Though she had invented the headache so she could leave, she laid the blame squarely at his door.

As Sir Peregrine accompanied them through the neglected Great Hall to the front entrance, he gave his polite attention to Edwina’s incessant stream of words. Victoria took the opportunity to study the dark male who towered beside them. She saw that he had a birthmark that slanted down his cheek from ear to chin. He had tried to cover it by growing fashionable sideburn whiskers, but all they did was emphasize his dangerous, rakish look.

Sir Peregrine took Edwina’s cloak from the servant and helped her into it. He did not extend the same courtesy to Victoria. A shiver ran down her back when she thought of his hands touching her. She did not know if she felt relief or disappointment.

On the short carriage ride home, Victoria apologized for leaving the room during dinner, but the outrage she expected from her mother did not come.

“Your absence gave Sir Peregrine and I the opportunity to speak freely and come to an understanding,” Edwina declared.

“About me?” Tory asked in shocked disbelief.

“We’ll speak of it in the morning, when your headache is gone.”

Her mother bade her good night and went upstairs, but Victoria waited for Edmund to come from the stable. With a finger to her lips, she beckoned her brother into the parlor.

“When I left the table, what exactly did Mother and Fuller say about me?”

“Our host told Mother he was most impressed with you, and that your modest, self-effacing demeanor appealed to him.”

“I did play the part rather well. What did Mother say?”

“She said you were a biddable girl, then told him your virtue and chastity were only right and proper in a maiden.”

Tory covered her mouth so her laughter wouldn’t bubble out.

“Sir Peregrine asked if he could pay his addresses to you.”

Her laughter turned to dismay. “Damnation, I played my part too well!”

“Mother said she would be delighted and honored.”

“Hell and Furies! I should never have left the room to go exploring. Still, if I hadn’t, I’d never have known the dissolute devil was throwing a party in another part of the castle. The guests wore Georgian costumes and the atmosphere was bawdy.”

Her brother looked at her oddly. “Are you sure?”

“I’m not daft, Edmund. I know what I saw. Why do you think he got rid of us so quickly?”

“We left because of your headache.”

“I don’t have a headache!”

“Good night, Tory.” Female logic was too much for him.

It took a long time for Tory to fall asleep. Sir Peregrine Palmer Fuller was not the nonentity she had expected. On the contrary, the man was extremely compelling. She was highly offended that he wished to forge an association with her as a stratagem to acquire respectability in the eyes of the people of Hawkhurst. Before she met him, she assumed he desired the social connection to distance himself from Mad Jack’s reputation, but now she knew it was to cover his own dissolute activities.

I shall decline every invitation!

As she drifted to the edge of sleep, she fancied herself in an elegant ballroom wearing a gown with scandalous décolletage. She flirted outrageously from behind her fan as she decided which of a dozen escorts to favor with a dance. She raised her lashes and looked full into the eyes of a dark man, with a powerful build and a strong face, whose manner had more than a hint of dominance.








CHAPTER 2



“A note has been delivered from Sir Peregrine Fuller addressed to the Honorable Victoria Carswell. If it is an invitation to view Bodiam in daylight, as I expect, Edmund may chaperone you.” Edwina handed her daughter the letter with every intention of reading it once the seal was broken.

“If it is an invitation to Bodiam, I shall decline it.” Tory was in the library, where she was allowed to spend an hour each afternoon. She set her book down and opened the letter.

“You selfish girl! You will do no such discourteous thing. This is the first gentleman of means who has shown any interest in you. Spinsters and beggars cannot be choosers and you could soon be both if we do not find you a suitable match.” Edwina plucked the invitation from Tory’s fingers and read it. “For the benefit of your family, you will accept with grace and gratitude.”

“Yes, Mama,” Victoria acquiesced quietly.

“What are you reading?”

“It’s a history of Sussex.”

Edwina swooped upon the book and confiscated it. As she scanned the pages, she gasped with horror. “It is a book about smugglers and criminal activities. Surely you didn’t find this book on the shelves of your father’s library?”

“Yes, it’s one of Father’s history books. Smuggling was rampant along the Sussex coast in the last century.”

“’Tis no fit subject for a lady!” Edwina threw it on the fire. “Do something productive…. Reply to Sir Peregrine’s invitation.”

The moment her mother closed the library door, Tory snatched up the poker and, with her heart in her mouth, prodded the book from the flames onto the tiled hearth. She stomped out the smoldering edges and cleaned up the bits of charred paper with pan and brush.

This book is precious. A century ago, the people here in Hawkhurst were up to their necks in smuggling. When the export of wool was illegal, Sussex men secretly shipped wool to Calais. After that they smuggled in brandy from France, tea from India, and silks from China. How romantic and exciting it must have been to go on a smuggling run!

Tory hid the book behind a religious treatise on the top shelf and sighed with resignation as her eye fell on the invitation. She sat down at the desk, took a sheet of parchment, and dipped the pen in the inkwell. Mutiny stirred in her soul. Though she longed to explore Bodiam Castle, she was determined to discourage Fuller from seeking an alliance with her. She threw down the pen.

I shall answer Sir Peregrine in person. That way I can visit Bodiam, refuse his invitation, and squelch, once and for all, any pretended interest the conniving swine has in me.

Victoria folded the invitation and slipped it into her silk bag. She put on her cloak, firmly tied the black ribbons of her bonnet beneath her chin, and slipped out the priory’s back door. As she walked along a footpath that led to the castle, Tory took delight in the profusion of Canterbury bells, larkspur, and wild roses that bloomed in the hedgerows. As she crossed the narrow bridge and looked down into the moat, the white, purple, and pink shades of the water lilies filled her with joy.

When she pulled on a ship’s bell beside the portcullis, a servant appeared and raised the gate. He looked at her askance, so she said blithely, “I’m here at Sir Peregrine’s invitation.”

Tory followed the man to the Great Hall; he took her cloak and bonnet and asked her to wait. The minute she was alone she walked the perimeter of the chamber, taking in every dank detail. It had a sadly neglected air; its high windows were dirty and broken, with some even boarded up. It lacked furnishings of any sort and its gaping, empty fireplaces were blackened with soot. The wooden dais had splintered boards. Decay from disuse was apparent everywhere.

“Mistress Carswell, what a delightful surprise.”

Tory whirled about at the sound of the deep, masculine voice.

He waved his hand. “Bodiam is in deplorable condition, I’m afraid. All needs to be repaired and refurbished.”

“That will take a deal of tender loving care, not to mention a fortune, Sir Peregrine.”

His dark eyes lit with amusement. “Fortunately, I have both.”

“You also have—”

He held up his hand. “Please allow me to show you more hospitality than Bodiam’s Great Hall affords. I have only refurbished a couple of small chambers. Let us repair to my sitting room.” He led the way and Victoria followed to a small chamber adjacent to the dining room they had used two days ago. Its stone walls were hung with tapestries, the flagstones were covered by a deep-piled carpet, and comfortable brocaded chairs and settees were arranged in front of a small stone fireplace.

“You were saying?” he prompted.

Tory lifted her chin. “You also have bald-faced effrontery.”

His dark eyes glittered. “I warrant you are about to explain.”

“The only possible reason you can have for inviting my family to dinner and wishing to pay your addresses to me is to lend yourself a veneer of respectability. You believe an alliance with the straitlaced daughter of the Right Reverend Thomas Carswell will provide a smoke screen for your profligate pleasures.” She paused for dramatic effect, then delivered the coup de grâce. “Sorry to disappoint you, Sir Peregrine, but I am neither prim nor proper!”

His mouth curved. “In that case, have some sherry.”

“I’ll have port,” she said defiantly.

He poured two glasses and handed her one. “Do sit and tell me what profligate activities you have discovered.”

Tory took a chair and, to give her the courage she would need, took a large gulp of port. A red rose bloomed in her breast and she liked the warm feeling the wine produced.

“Dinner with the Carswells the other night was a ruse. You couldn’t wait to be rid of us so you could join the bawdy guests you’d invited to your masquerade ball. When I excused myself, I went exploring and discovered the dissolute gathering.”

His dark eyebrows drew together for a moment and then he grabbed her hand. “Show me,” he ordered.

She clutched her wine with one hand and pulled her other one from his. “You don’t believe I discovered your secret party. Follow me, I’ll soon show you.”

Tory ascended the staircase with Fuller towering at her side. She turned and went down the long passageway. In the dim light of day it looked even more neglected. At first Tory couldn’t find the place she sought, but by retracing her steps and turning in a different direction, they came upon the minstrels’ gallery.

“The party was down there. I saw them clearly from here.”

He seemed intrigued. “You actually saw them? I’ve heard music, but I’ve never seen anyone.”

“Of course I saw them! Surely you’re not trying to fob them off as ghosts?” she scoffed. She looked down at the empty chamber below and was amazed at how different it now seemed. The deserted room looked dingy and dilapidated. Without the glittering guests and the light of myriad candles the chamber appeared desolate.

“Can you describe the guests’ costumes?”

“I most certainly can. They wore Georgian dress. The men were in powdered wigs and satin knee breeches. The ladies, and I use the term lightly, wore exquisite jewels and their gowns exposed their…charms…in an explicit and provocative way. Their behavior was beyond risqué, it was downright bawdy.”

“Fascinating!”

Tory stared at him for a moment and then her innate honesty came to the fore. “I admit I found it most fascinating.” She drained her wineglass. “I also admit I would have preferred the masquerade ball to the staid dinner invitation.”

“That doesn’t surprise me in the least, coming from a young woman who disguises herself as a water sprite.”

Tory’s mouth fell open. “How did you know it was me?”

“The first time I saw you, I followed you to the priory.”

“Why?”

“I was completely enchanted.”

“How many times have you watched me?”

“Half a dozen.” He smiled into her eyes. “My enchantment shoots large holes in your theory that I am interested in an alliance because of your respectability. I quite agree that there is nothing prim and proper about you, Tory Carswell.”

“Then why are you interested in me?”

“You are beautiful, audacious, uninhibited, and un-awakened as yet; therein lies your fatal attraction.”

“Well, I’ll be damned!”

His mouth curved. “Not for swimming naked, you won’t.”

Her eyes sparkled. “Mother wouldn’t agree.”

“There is something infinitely familiar about you, Victoria, as if we have met before—perhaps in another time, another place.”

“And perhaps you have inherited Mad Jack’s eccentricity!”

“Touché!” He threw back his head and laughed. “I think we would deal well together. We have a mutual love of history, we share a fascination for Bodiam Castle, and we are not above thumbing our noses at society. Will you allow me to court you?”

“Court me with a view to marriage?”

“Of course.”

“Marriage that endows me with all your worldly goods?”

He smiled knowingly. “You covet Bodiam.”

She smiled back. “I do indeed, especially when you dangle it before me as bait.”

He reached out and gently brushed her cheek with his fingertips. “Then your answer is yes?”

Tory shivered at his touch. She felt breathless and filled with excitement. He thinks me audacious! She swayed toward him, then caught herself before they could indulge in anything as daring and impulsive as a kiss. “I will give you my answer after I have fully explored the castle.”

His arm swept out in a magnanimous gesture. “Be my guest.”

 

Victoria couldn’t believe her good fortune. It seemed the attractive devil who owned Bodiam was half in love with her because he’d watched her from one of his castle’s high towers, cavorting naked in the River Rother.

Her blood sang with anticipation as she walked through the ancient chambers, exploring every nook, arch, and cranny, every artifact left behind by previous generations, no matter its sorry condition. She sensed intangible remnants left floating in the very air like dust motes. She spun around, dancing a solitary waltz, and let her head fall back as she gazed up at the vaulted ceiling. “I love this castle!”

Tory was eager to explore Bodiam’s towers. The castle had a round tower at each of its four corners and square ones midway between. She was traversing a long passageway that led to a round tower, when suddenly she heard a faint noise of padding feet behind her. She turned, fully expecting to see a dog. Her eyes widened in shocked disbelief. “It’s a leopard!”

She started to run, her heart pounding with fear. She glanced back, hoping she had been mistaken, but she was gripped with terror when she saw the large spotted cat was now chasing her. She reached the end of the passageway and in desperation began to climb the spiral staircase of the round tower. She could hear the animal gaining on her and ran faster and faster. Her silk bag slipped from her fingers as she frantically hoisted up her skirts so she would not trip. Her breath was exhausted and she had a painful stitch in her side when she saw a door up ahead. Hope plummeted as she realized she had reached the tower’s summit. “Please let it be unlocked!” she beseeched heaven.

Tory lifted the latch and pushed hard. The heavy oak door swung open. She stumbled through it, slammed it shut, and leaned back against it, weak with relief and gasping for breath.

“Who the devil are you and what the hellfire are you doing here?” a deep masculine voice demanded.

Victoria found herself in a luxuriously appointed chamber at the top of the round tower. “Peregrine, is that you?” she asked breathlessly. “There’s a leopard outside this door!”

He advanced toward her. “The leopard lives here. It’s your identity that is in question.”

Tory stared at the man who looked like Sir Peregrine and yet he was somehow different. Perhaps it’s his brother. “You are wearing a wig,” she blurted.

His hand swept off the powdered wig and negligently tossed it onto a gilt chair. His own black hair fell to his shoulders. “And you are wearing the ugliest garment I’ve ever seen.”

Tory looked down at her gray cambric dress with its leg-of-mutton sleeves and was highly offended.

“You are extremely rude!”

“Rude, crude, and tattooed,” he affirmed. “What is your name?”

She lifted her chin. “I am Victoria Carswell.”

“Carswell?” He spat the name as if it were an abomination. “If you’re Thomas Carswell’s offspring, you’re here to spy on me.”

“My father, the Right Reverend Thomas Carswell, is deceased.”

“Reverend? You must think me simple in the head! He’s the bloody customs officer who just gibbeted George Chapman on the village green.”

Oh heavens, the man is mad…it must run in the family. Tory backed away from him. They keep him locked up here in the tower.

He picked up a sword and took a threatening step toward her. “D’you know the fate of a spy is imprisonment, or worse, wench?”

“Please…I was merely exploring the castle…. I’m not a spy.”

He bowed gallantly. “Ah. In that case, feel free to leave.”

She moved toward the door and remembered the leopard.

He gave her a wicked grin. “Exactly.”

“You cannot keep me here,” she gasped.

“I can.” He flourished the sword. “You might as well make yourself comfortable.” He swept her with a critical glance. “If we are to dwell together, I must rid you of your offensive garb.” With a deft flick of his wrist, the slim blade of his sword swished through the air and slashed her dress from neck to hem.

Tory screamed, then stared in dismay as the gray cambric parted to reveal her corset and drawers. “You lecherous swine!”

The wicked grin returned. “Lord Hawkhurst, at your service.”

The name was familiar to Victoria from the history books she read. The town of Hawkhurst had been named after the noble lord who had owned Bodiam Castle a century ago. Could it possibly be? No, I’m just being fanciful!

“Why d’you wear your hair screwed into a knob?”

Her hand moved to her head. “It’s a bun.”

“It’s bloody ugly.” He set aside his sword. “Here, let me help you.” He took hold of her leg-of-mutton sleeves and pulled off her dress. Then he took the pins from her hair and it came tumbling down in a silken mass that curled about her shoulders.

Tory flew at him and tried to scratch his insolent face.

He took firm hold of her wrists and appraised her with bold black eyes. “By God, wench, you are quite a showy piece.”

“Wench? My name is Victoria—I was named for the queen!”

He let go of her wrists. “The queen’s name is Caroline.”

“Caroline was King George the Second’s wife.”

“Is King George’s wife,” he corrected.

“Queen Caroline has been dead for almost a century. This is the year of our lord, eighteen thirty-seven.”

“Seventeen thirty-seven, you ignorant wench.”

If that is true, I am from a hundred years in your future, and you are from a hundred years in my past.

“Don’t call me wench. My name is Victoria.”

“A hideous name.”

“I quite agree. I much prefer Tory.”

“You called me Peregrine when you came in. How did you know? It’s a name I detest; I changed it to Falcon years ago.”

Falcon…what a lovely, romantic name. “It quite suits you, Lord Hawkhurst.”

Her glance traveled from his frilled lawn shirt to his tight black breeches that did little to hide his masculine bulge. You are quite convinced you are a Georgian gentleman and you are certainly dressed like a Georgian. I wonder if this is a dream?

“Now that we have dispensed with the formalities, confess what you’re really doing here.”

“I’ve fallen in love with Bodiam Castle. I came to explore.”

His bold stare was insolent. “You look quite fetching in those—”

“Drawers.”

His stare turned into a wicked leer. “I’m going to enjoy keeping you captive.”

This isn’t a dream; it’s more like a fantasy. Perhaps I’ve conjured him from my imagination. Lord Hawkhurst…Falcon…finds me attractive. He thinks I’m a showy piece and wants to seduce me. Common sense came to her rescue. Stop it, Victoria…that’s just wishful thinking!

He went to the door, opened it, and called, “Mr. Burke.”

Tory, who had fully expected the leopard to rush in, let out a relieved breath. In a few moments a servant, wearing powdered wig and livery, entered the chamber. She saw him eye her drawers.

“I didn’t know you had a guest, milord.”

“Someone the cat dragged in. By necessity, she’ll be staying a while. We’ll have dinner up here tonight, Mr. Burke.”

Tory seized the opportunity. “Mr. Burke, my name is Victoria Carswell. Lord Hawkhurst thinks he can keep me captive here, but that is impossible. I live at the priory and I must return home. You can see it from the window—I’ll show you.”

Victoria went to the north window of the tower and looked toward the town of Hawkhurst, but all she could see was forest. Her brows drew together. “I can’t see the priory, but you must know it. It’s on the edge of town, next to the parish church.”

“Let’s humor her, Mr. Burke. Come up to the parapet, Tory; you’ll have an unimpeded view for miles.” Hawkhurst drew back a curtain, opened a door, and climbed steps that led to the tower roof. Tory and the servant followed him.

She gazed out across the treetops, perplexed that no roads or buildings of the town were visible, not even the church spire. “Where is Hawkhurst?” she asked.

“The village is over there. You can just make out the Oak and Ivy, half a mile this side of the village.”

“The Oak and Ivy Inn? I read about that in my history book.” That’s where the smugglers used to meet. Tory walked to the crenellated wall and gazed out in every direction. “Good heavens, there’s a sailing ship moored in the river!”

“It’s mine,” Hawkhurst said matter-of-factly.

Tory had read about Lord Hawkhurst’s ship. It was a two-masted brigantine capable of great speed, and she remembered its name.

This cannot be happening. She reached out to the wall to steady herself. She felt the rough stone beneath her fingers and knew it was real. “What is the name of your ship?”

“The Seacock.”

Tory’s hand went to her head and she felt herself slipping down into oblivion.








CHAPTER 3



“Where am I?” Tory felt strangely disoriented.

“You’re in my bed.”

She looked up into the bold black eyes of Falcon Hawkhurst and remembered everything. Somehow, I’ve gone back in time and there’s nothing I can do about it. Tory suddenly laughed. Perhaps there’s nothing I want to do about it!

“Why are you laughing, wench?”

“Because I’m your captive.” The air is charged with danger and excitement and I’ve never felt freer in my life! She reached out and traced her fingertips down his cheek. “You don’t have a birthmark.”

He took hold of her fingers and removed them from his face. “If you touch me intimately, there will be consequences.”

She changed the subject quickly. “Do I smell food?”

“Mr. Burke brought our dinner. I suppose I must feed you.”

The tip of her tongue licked her top lip in an unconscious, provocative gesture. “I’m starving,” she murmured.

“Shall we dine in bed?”

“Cheeky swine! Do you enjoy deluding yourself?”

“Not as much as you enjoy being a cocktease.”

Tory gasped at the shocking word he used. She had never heard it before in her life, but she knew it was wicked, and she knew exactly what it meant.

“Victoria, you are actually blushing. Ladies of my acquaintance never blush.” Falcon was intrigued.

“Do you even know any ladies?”

His dark eyes searched her face. “I do now, it seems.”

She threw back the covers. “Though it’s most unladylike to dine in my underlinen, ’tis entirely your fault.”

“I don’t mind in the least. I find your undergarments quaint.”

He led her to a small table, held a gilt chair for her, and then sat down opposite her. He lifted a heavy silver cover, carved the bird, and, without consulting her, piled her plate with food. He poured them wine and started to eat. “Now tell me who you really are and why you are here.”

“I really am Victoria Carswell. My father, who was Reverend of the Hawkhurst parish church, died eighteen months ago. Bodiam has been empty for years and has fallen into sad disrepair.”

Falcon listened without interrupting, fascinated by her tale.

“A gentleman by the name of Sir Peregrine Palmer Fuller recently inherited the castle and invited me to dinner. He told me his intention was marriage. Because he knows how much I love Bodiam, he gave me permission to explore it. I have a great affinity with this castle and I was thoroughly enjoying myself, sensing the lingering impressions left behind by previous inhabitants. I was walking down a long passageway when I heard something padding behind me. I turned to look and saw a leopard! I was terrified and ran frantically up the spiral tower staircase trying to escape. I opened the door and there you were.”

“And here we are.” He raised his glass in a mocking salute.

She took a deep breath and plunged in. “I believe the leopard chased me into the past. I ran from Victorian times back into the Georgian era, a distance of a hundred years.”

“You speak as if you believe it with a passion.”

Tory blushed again. “I feel everything with a passion, though I have learned to mask it.”

“Why would you want to mask it?”

“It’s not proper for a respectable lady to show emotion. It’s not even proper to have emotions, especially not passionate ones.”

“Passion is the greatest and rarest emotion to experience.” His eyes examined her face. “The things I say keep you in a perpetual blush, and I find it intriguing. Perhaps we are from two different worlds.”

She nodded. “You think me your captive, but I’m not sure I want to escape. My world is rather repressive. Your world is so much more stimulating than mine.”

“How is it different?” he asked, bemused.

“My world is morally strict and rigid. Everything enjoyable is considered a sin. My mother is so straitlaced, she worships at the altar of respectability. I am restricted to the point of suffocation.” Tory was struck by a sudden thought. “Did you give a party a few days ago, Lord Hawkhurst?”

“I did,” he acknowledged.

“I saw it! I watched from the minstrels’ gallery! I thought it was a masquerade because everyone was in Georgian dress! Oh, don’t you see, that night I came back in time for just a moment. I had a tantalizing taste of the banquet that was to come.”

“Your metaphor has me half convinced,” he drawled. Falcon made no effort to hide his amusement. “Tell me more.”

“I coveted the gorgeous gowns and the ladies’ jewels, but I was shocked at their licentious behavior and the bawdy atmosphere.”

“I suppose through an innocent’s eyes it would seem rather ribald. Since you’ve come back in time, you might as well experience one of my affairs.”

“You think I’m deranged…. You’re humoring me.”

And enjoying every mad moment. “Then you must humor me.”

“I’ve nothing to wear to one of your…affairs.” She felt her cheeks warming. She knew he’d used the word affair deliberately.

“That’s easily remedied. There’s a wardrobe full of feminine attire in the chamber below this one. Belonged to my…sister.” He substituted the word sister for mistress. “The baggage prefers London to Sussex and slung her hook. That’s a sailors’ term.”

I thought it was a pirates’ term.

“That is most generous. May I get something to wear now?”

“Absolutely not. I want you to strut about in your drawers and stays this evening. They fascinate me.” You fascinate me.

The bold devil knows I’m at a disadvantage in my underclothes and thinks me easier to control. He still suspects I’m spying on him; therefore there must be something he is trying to conceal.

They heard the scratching on the door at the same time. “That must be Pandora.” He walked to the door to open it.

“Pandora?” she asked warily.

“My leopard. Don’t fret, she’s gentle as a pussy, so long as I’m here, of course.”

Tory ran back to the bed and climbed up on it. With her heart in her mouth, she watched Falcon open the door. In strolled the leopard, carrying something in its mouth.

Falcon scratched the big cat behind her ear and she affectionately rubbed herself against his leg. “What’s this?” he asked, taking a small silk bag from the leopard’s mouth.

“That’s mine,” Tory said breathlessly.

“Pandora is perfectly safe.” He handed Tory the embroidered bag and held out his hand. “Come down and I’ll introduce you.”

She clutched her bag with one hand and grasped his with the other. Never taking her eyes from the leopard, she allowed Falcon to help her climb down from the bed. She stood rigid while Pandora first sniffed at her, then licked her hand with a rough tongue. Some of her fear evaporated, but a healthy wariness remained. “How did you come to own a leopard?”

“I was opening crates of tea, a cargo I acquired from an East Indiaman. I lifted the lid of a box, and there she was. She was only a kit at the time, young enough to train. It amused me to teach her to be a watchcat. The name Pandora suggested itself.”

“Unbelievable,” she murmured.

“Rather like your story,” he drawled.

Tory watched the leopard stretch its length on the carpet and when it began to purr, her apprehension lessened. She opened the drawstrings of her bag and took out the folded note. “Here is my invitation from Sir Peregrine.”

He took the paper and read it. It was dated 17 August 1837. It was addressed to the Honorable Victoria Carswell at the priory, Hawkhurst, Sussex. It extended an invitation for the lady to visit Bodiam and explore the castle in daylight. It was signed Sir Peregrine Palmer Fuller.

“It’s a rather curious invitation. The day and month are correct, but the year is off by a hundred. There are other similarities—this is Bodiam Castle and my family name is Palmer.”

“Your name is Peregrine Palmer? Then obviously you must be Sir Peregrine Palmer Fuller’s ancestor!”

“Obviously,” he said dryly.

She ignored his mocking tone. “Your resemblance is uncanny. He, too, is darkly handsome, with a strong face, powerful build and a compelling, dominant manner. Though you seem far more cynical.”

Her description amused him. “Mea culpa—I am indeed a cynic. Is this Fuller your lover?”

“Absolutely not!” She felt herself blushing. “I told you his intentions were honorable.”

“Then we are not alike. We’re different as chalk from cheese.”

Her blush deepened. “Yes, you are far coarser!”

“Flattery, begod!”

“You are a devil!”

Hawkhurst grinned knowingly. “And that excites you, Mistress Prim and Proper.”

Her chin went up in defiance. “I’m not so prim and proper. All summer I’ve swum naked at dawn in the River Rother.”

His glittering eyes narrowed. “Females don’t swim.”

“Perhaps they didn’t a hundred years ago. That was long before the Prince Regent popularized Brighton and bathing machines—things you wouldn’t know about,” she taunted.

“If that thing you were wearing when you arrived is an example of how fashions have advanced, I’m thankful I’m a Georgian.”

“You can mock all you want, Lord Bloody Hawkhurst, but the fact remains that I have come back in time one hundred years.”

“If that is the game you wish to play, I will partner you.”

She ignored his innuendo, then her eyes widened. “Oh, I just remembered. I think I have some coins in my bag.”

“I’m quite a connoisseur of coins,” he drawled.

Tory pulled out three pennies and inspected them. Two were William IV coins, but the third was new, minted for Victoria’s coronation. It bore the queen’s head and it was dated 1837. “There you are…proof positive!”

Falcon took the coin she thrust at him and looked at it with amused skepticism. “It’s copper. Pennies are made of silver.”

“Not in my day and age. Look at the date.”

He read the date and gave her a quizzical glance. Then he tossed the coin into the air, caught it on the back of his hand, and covered it with his fingers. “Call it. Heads, you can have your way and I’ll believe everything you say.” He winked. “Tails, I’ll have my way.”

“Georgians were—are obsessed with gambling.”

“Among other things,” he said with a leer. “Call it.”

“Heads,” she said decisively.

“Heads it is,” he said ruefully, “and here’s me longing for tail.” When she neither laughed nor blushed, he realized the coarse jest was lost on her.

“Speaking of swimming, Pandora likes to cool herself in the moat at dusk on these warm summer nights.”

The large feline stretched and got to her feet.

“She knows it’s that time. Would you like to come?”

“She’s very beautiful…. I’d like to watch her.” Tory looked down at her underclothes and hesitated. Then the corners of her mouth lifted. “Since this is a lewd and licentious age, why should I let my dishabille stop me from enjoying myself?”

His brow arched. “Is it exciting for a repressed female to step back in time to an age that is lewd and licentious?”

She gave him a saucy glance. “Not quite as exciting as it must be for a lewd and licentious male to encounter a chaste female.”

“That would be a novelty,” he drawled. Then he gave her an admiring glance. “Your rejoinders are clever. They show wit.”

She felt inordinately pleased at the compliment. “I’ve never been allowed to say them out loud before.”

“Feel free to indulge in whatever gives you pleasure—no matter how outrageous.” He grinned wickedly and took her hand. “Come.”

When he opened the tower chamber door, the sleek feline silently slipped through and they followed her down the spiral stairs. Now that Tory was no longer blinded by fear, she saw through an open door that there was an elegant chamber below his, furnished for a lady, and she saw another room below that before they reached the ground floor.

They went outside and walked along a stone balcony. Pandora’s leap was a graceful arc of supple sinew. The moment she plunged into the water, some waterfowl rose in alarm, flew toward the river, and were swallowed by the shadows of twilight. As Victoria watched the magnificent creature glide through the water, stained by the last glimmer of a wine sunset, the exquisite beauty of the scene touched her soul. I’ll remember this forever.

Falcon covered her hand where it rested on the balustrade. “Will you let me see you swim sometime?”

Victoria drew in a swift breath and looked up into his black eyes. The amusement was gone, replaced by a haunting intensity. “Yes, if it will give you pleasure, my lord.”

“To be enjoyed to the full, pleasure must be shared.”

She gazed up at him and realized the truth of his words. She felt the warmth of his powerful fingers seep into her hand and surge up her arm; she felt her pulse-beat merge with his. Perhaps that’s why I came here, so we could share pleasure. For the first time in her life, Tory felt the exquisite stirring of desire.

Pandora emerged from the moat unnoticed until a shower of water droplets cascaded over them as the leopard shook herself. Their laughter broke the spell of the intimate moment they shared, and Falcon led the way back up to the chamber atop the round tower.

He lit the candles in the wall brackets, bathing the room in a warm glow. “Alas, my time is promised elsewhere tonight. You may take my bed until a chamber can be plenished for you tomorrow. That is, of course, if you decide to stay.”

She searched his face. “I thought I was your captive.”

“It would be difficult to keep a captive who wished to return to her own time.” He took an iron key from the drawer of a bedside table and offered it to her. “If you choose to stay, lock the door when I leave for your own protection.”

Tory stared at the key on his open palm, then raised her eyes to his, trying to discern his thoughts. In the fathomless depths she saw secrets, never to be told, but she also saw desire. She reached out and took the key.

Once she was alone, Tory explored the chamber. She sniffed the glass decanters on a side table. Two held wine, but the third she suspected was forbidden French brandy. In the bedside table she discovered aromatic tobacco, a pipe, and flints. She connected the smell with the memory of her father, yet she had never seen him smoke. Hidden knowledge floating from the past made her smile. Mother forbade the pleasure, so he indulged in secret.

She looked at the items on his desk. It held sheets of paper, a silver inkwell, several feather quills, red wax, and a gold seal ring carved to stamp the imprint of a peregrine falcon. Tory was almost sure she had seen it on Falcon’s little finger earlier. She tried on the ring, traced the raptor’s outline with her fingertip, and felt a frisson of yearning for she knew not what.

She opened the desk drawer and saw a long leather box. She lifted the lid and saw that it was a case designed to hold a pair of pistols. She touched the velvet indentations and realized Falcon must have the pistols with him. The other item in the desk was a book. Tory sat down, opened it, and turned the pages. It was a ledger with a list of names that were common in Sussex. The symbols and numbers after each name were a cipher of some sort that she didn’t understand. There was a section at the back of the ledger that listed more noble-sounding names along with their titles.

Victoria put the book back and yawned. She longed to explore the chamber beneath this one, but the thought of a prowling Pandora stopped her. The wide bed beckoned, so she snuffed all the candles save one, removed her shoes and stockings, loosened the strings of her corset, and slipped between the sheets.

Though she lay still, her mind began to race. She relived everything that had happened to her in this incredible day. Thoughts and emotions she had never before experienced chased each other in ever-widening circles, producing a myriad of questions that could only be answered by drawing one conclusion: She had traveled back in time one hundred years.

Tory finally realized she was far too restless to sleep. She threw aside the covers and climbed from the bed. She was filled with a compelling urge to go outside in the cool night air, and felt an irresistible force drawing her up on the roof.

There was no moon tonight and the sky was like black velvet. She walked slowly around the crenellated wall, breathing deeply. She could smell the sea, but could see nothing in the vast blackness. Suddenly, she saw a light through the trees. It was gone in an instant, like a lamp being shuttered. She listened intently, but all she heard was the faint hoot of an owl.

When another owl answered, the hairs on the nape of her neck stood up and she shivered with excitement. She had read about it in the history book about Sussex only this morning. “Owling is the signal device used by smugglers!”

Victoria stood still as a statue, watching for the least glimmer of another light, listening for any noise that disturbed the still night air. The hoots of the owls gradually became fainter, then stopped altogether. After an hour she became aware of the cold stone beneath her bare feet and, chilled, she sought the warmth of the bed below.

Soon, she drifted into a dream. She felt powerful arms slide around her and was drawn to a man’s chest, hard with muscle. She stiffened instinctively and whispered, “No!”

She felt his arms tighten, felt his lips brush her ear.

“You decided to stay.”

“Yes.”

“You left the door unlocked.”

“Falcon.” She sighed with pleasure and clung to the dream.

 

When morning light filtered into the chamber, Victoria stirred in the lovely warm cocoon. She did not need to open her eyes to know where she was. She was filled with a delicious, languorous feeling from her toes to her fingertips. Her mouth curved into a smile and with a slight sense of reluctance she lifted her lashes.

Her eyes widened in shock. Her back was cushioned against a hard male body. Her full ripe breast, freed from the confines of her corset, rested in a man’s cupped hand. He was wearing a gold seal ring on his finger. His forearm bore the tattoo of a raptor in flight.

“Lord Hawkhurst!”

Victoria felt the male body stir.

“That would be me.”








CHAPTER 4



Tory removed his hand from her breast and turned to confront him.

He gathered her close and held her fast to prevent her escaping from the bed. “I like it better when you call me Falcon.”

“Raptor!”

“Never! Well, hardly ever,” he amended. “I’d much rather woo you to a giving mood.” His glance surveyed her breasts with appreciation, then he slowly raised his eyes to her mouth. “How can I resist your deliberate temptation?”

“Deliberate?” Her breasts rose and fell with her indignation.

“Did I not give you the key?”

Tory could not deny it.

“Do you recall my warning?”

She remembered his words exactly. If you choose to stay, lock the door when I leave for your own protection.

“Exactly,” he said softly. “You have a sweetness about you that I’ve never encountered before.” His eyes caressed her face. “I hazard a guess that it is a result of chaste innocence.”

“All unwed females are chaste,” she protested.

“Perhaps in your time, Victoria; certainly not in mine. I thirst to taste your sweetness; hunger to awaken you.” He brushed a dark tendril from her temple and it curled about his fingers.

His touch is gentle and…seductive. She realized he was no longer holding her captive, yet she made no move to escape. She had the same thought she’d had last night when he touched her. Perhaps that’s why I came here—

He finished the thought for her. “So we could share pleasure.”

“Falcon.” She knew he would kiss her and she lifted her mouth and opened her lips in breathless anticipation. When his mouth touched hers, she wanted the contact to last forever. The first slow, melting kiss led to another and then to a dozen; all were achingly perfect. When his lips touched the corners of her mouth and moved down against her throat, whispering seductive words against her skin, desire lit a forbidden fire in her blood.

He withdrew his hungry mouth so he could look at her and savor her first arousal. When she became aware that he was naked, he sensed her yearning. Slowly, he pulled the laces from her corset and removed it, and then he undid her drawers and slid them off. He dipped his head to her breast and felt the delicious thrust of her nipple against his tongue.

Tory entwined her arms about his neck and arched her breast into his teasing mouth, loving the sensations he aroused in her body. When his tongue feathered over her skin, kissing the soft, satiny flesh beneath her breasts, she cried out with pleasure.

He moved over her, captured her naked thighs between his knees, and gazed down at her with eyes that were black with passion. He dipped his head and the tip of his tongue circled her navel, then he went lower, pursed his lips, and blew on the dark tendrils that covered her mons. The vibrations were so titillating, Tory wanted to scream. When he thrust his tongue into her honeyed sheath, she did scream. She threaded her fingers into his long black hair, holding him captive while he devoured her. She thrashed her head from side to side on the feather pillow. “Falcon! Falcon!” Gauging her climax exactly, he thrust deep and she dissolved in liquid tremors.

He stretched himself beside her, gazing at her intently, watching her eyes turn dreamy, her body become languid and soft with surfeit. Initiating her in the first delicate mysteries of her own sexuality gave him infinite pleasure. Falcon smiled. He knew there was more to come. So much more.

Tory floated back to awareness and lifted her lashes. She had suddenly developed a curiosity about the body of the male who shared her bed. She drew the sheet down and gazed at his nakedness. Her cheeks blushed pink at her own boldness. She reached out her hand and traced the muscles of his wide shoulders and broad chest. She felt the crisp black hairs that covered his upper torso and marveled at his sun-bronzed skin. Her eyes moved lower and she watched avidly as his shaft lengthened and hardened and stood out rigidly from his body. With great daring she reached out with tentative fingers.

“Don’t touch my cock!” He tried to smile to soften his words, but his face was hard with need. “If you touched me now, I would ravish you and you would hate me.” He drew in a deep breath to gain control. “For a little while, I want to keep you the way you are, virgin, innocent, only half awakened, and yearning for fulfillment. Victoria, you are every man’s dream.”


 

This chamber is every woman’s dream. Victoria, sitting in a slipper bath decorated with hand-painted roses, glanced around the room. Its walls were hung with tapestries depicting medieval ladies and mythical beasts in wooded settings. There was a wide, velvet-curtained bed, a deep-piled carpet, an elaborate dressing table, and, best of all, a huge mirrored wardrobe, filled with feminine garments.

An hour before, Falcon had carried her to the chamber below his, where breakfast and a bath awaited, and left her with the words, I’ll be gone for a couple of days on business. If there’s anything you need, Mr. Burke will be happy to oblige.

He didn’t need to ask if I’d be here when he got back—the cocksure devil knows I want to stay. Tory laughed with delight. I never would have dared think such a word before I met Falcon. He has freed me from all my constraints. She thought of her corset and wiped away a tear of mirth.

Victoria climbed from the bath, wrapped herself in a thirsty towel, and opened the wardrobe. The colors and textures were a feast for the eyes and she couldn’t resist touching the infinite variety of fabrics. She selected a pair of pink stays and was amazed to see that they lifted her breasts, but were not designed to cover them. Though she searched, there were no drawers to be found. Is it possible that Georgian ladies wore nothing beneath their skirts? How frightful. The corners of her mouth lifted. How delightful! She pulled on a pair of flesh-pink stockings and fastened them with ribbon garters adorned with rosebuds. Tory surveyed her reflection in the mirror. She knew the undergarment that left her breasts and bum bare was purposely designed to titillate the male of the species, and she also knew she had never looked nor felt more alluring in her life.

She took quite a while to pick a dress because they were all impractical. The frivolous concoctions were more suited to evening than daytime, but finally she chose a pink and green striped taffeta with ruffled sleeves tied with ribbons. Its full skirt, nipped waist, and low-cut neckline made her feel deliciously feminine. She sat down at the dressing table and examined the array of face creams, rouge, and maquillage. She put on pink lip-rouge, darkened her brows, and could not resist a black silk beauty spot in the shape of a half-moon that she placed at the tip of her right cheekbone. Then she picked up a dainty fan and posed like a practiced coquette, trained in the use of artifice.

“Why on earth did women allow respectability to become the mode? It took all the fun out of our lives!”

Tory looked from the window and saw that Lord Hawkhurst’s ship was gone. She wished with all her heart that she was sailing with him and vowed that the next time he boarded the Seacock, she would join him. She heard a knock and opened the door to find a pair of young male servants in livery who had come to empty and clean her bath. She surmised that Pandora was not roaming about loose and decided this was a good time to explore. This is my golden opportunity to see Bodiam Castle as it was a hundred years back in time.

As she walked the passages and wandered through the high-vaulted chambers, her admiration for Hawkhurst grew by leaps and bounds. He had lavished love and devotion on Bodiam by restoring and maintaining the medieval castle as it was originally designed. Though the furniture in the rooms of his own tower was Georgian, the rest of the castle furnishings and fixtures were from the 14th century to match the architecture.

Tory walked into the vast kitchen, where heat radiated from its enormous fireplaces. The flagstone floors and long wooden worktables were scrubbed spotless, and scores of cooking utensils hung from iron racks. The air was redolent with roasting meat and piquant, exotic spices. She spotted Mr. Burke, who was addressing the kitchen staff. “I’ve been exploring the castle. It’s the most fascinating place I’ve ever seen.”

Burke introduced her to the cooks, scullery maids, and kitchen boys. The females bobbed her curtsies and called her “milady.” The young males simply stared.

“Come, I’ll show you the rest of it,” Burke offered. “I was just giving them the menu for Thursday’s entertainment.”

Excitement and anticipation bubbled up inside her. “Does Lord Hawkhurst entertain every Thursday?”

“Nay, only as the mood takes him. He’s not a man of rigid habits—more influenced by the moon and the tides than the calendar, milady.”

Victoria sighed, knowing the romanticism only added to her infatuation. They entered a large chamber with a polished stone floor and dozens of elaborate brackets holding scores of unlit candles. There was a dais at one end and gaming tables at the other. She knew she’d seen this room before and glanced up at the minstrels’ gallery. “This is where he entertains.”

Burke nodded and led her through an archway and down a narrow stone passage. “This leads to the oldest section of the castle. It originally housed soldiers garrisoned at Bodiam to defend the coast from French attack. Now it houses the crew of the Seacock.”

She sighed inwardly. They’re all off on an adventure.

There was a round tower at the next corner, but its heavy oaken door was padlocked. A few yards farther along, however, were open steps that led down. “Does Bodiam have dungeons?” Tory asked.

“Nay, those are water stairs. In times past, boats from the Rother were rowed right under the castle.”

“Oh, just like the Tower of London. Prisoners were taken through the Traitors’ Gate that way.” She shuddered, imagining haunted spirits from a lot further back than a mere hundred years.

A half hour later, as they entered one of the square towers, Victoria gasped with delight as she found herself surrounded by books. “Falcon has a library! You may leave me here Mr. Burke, these books will keep me amused for a month or more.”

“Very good, milady, though I’m amazed you can read.”

It was brought home to her how blessed she was to have had a modern education. She found a book about Sir Francis Drake. A seaman like Hawkhurst would be drawn to Drake, but I love the parts about Queen Elizabeth. She found a few volumes of Shakespeare and chose Othello; her father had a copy of Macbeth that she’d read in secret. Tory picked out a book that chronicled diary excerpts by Samuel Pepys, written in the time of Charles II. It described the plague and the Great Fire of London in vivid detail. She gathered up the books and took them to her chamber. Reading would make the evenings go faster while Falcon was away.

 

Something awoke Victoria from a dream. Her chamber was shrouded in darkness and she could see nothing, but her ears were alert for sounds. There it is again—I didn’t imagine it. The heavy thudding came from a distant part of the castle. She sat up in bed and when she swung her feet to the floor it almost felt like she could feel vibrations. She doubted that the thick stone walls of a castle could tremble and realized it was an echo that reverberated on the still night air. She went to the north window and looked out into the darkness. There was no moon and she sensed that it was long past midnight. She crossed to the south window and drew in a swift breath. There’s a light in the tower! That’s the one I passed yesterday that had a padlock on the door.

She stood at the window for the better part of an hour hearing the echo of low thuds and when the tower went dark she remained where she was. She saw nothing but blackness, but soon she heard the sound of waves lapping against stone. She looked down into the moat and knew something unseen moved through the water.

When all was silent, her imagination began to paint vivid, dramatic pictures in her head. I wager when dawn lights the sky, I’ll see that the Seacock is back. She crossed to the door and listened. Only silence met her ears, but somehow she sensed the moment when Falcon Hawkhurst stole past to his chamber above.

 

“Will you stay abed all day, wench?”

Tory looked up into bold black eyes. “Ah, the Master of Bodiam has returned. Perhaps I should have fled while I had my chance.”

He cocked a dark, mocking brow. “And miss my entertainment tonight? Not bloody likely. Wild horses couldn’t drag you away.”

You look remarkably well rested for a man who was stowing contraband all night. “You’re right, of course. I’m looking forward to tonight’s affair.”

“Good. Chastity is its own punishment,” he teased.

Her cheeks bloomed rosy. “I didn’t mean—”

Pandora stalked in, picked up Tory’s slipper, and turned to leave.

“Come back, you sneak thief,” Falcon ordered.

Tory laughed. “I warrant it runs in the family.”

He ignored the innuendo and retrieved the slipper. He noted the book on her bedside table. “Reading in bed is far too passive for a lively lady like you. I’ll see what I can do to change your habits.” He winked. “Wear something spectacular tonight.”

 

Sitting at her dressing table, Victoria turned at the sound of her chamber door opening. Her eyes widened at the satin-clad figure. “I would never have recognized you—your elegance borders on foppery, milord.”

An attendant followed him into the room, carrying a box and a bag of flour. The young man flourished a muslin cape, and at a nod from Hawkhurst, draped it about Tory’s shoulders.

“Claude is my coiffeur; he’s here to powder your hair.”

“Put flour on my hair? I think not!”

Falcon’s eyes crinkled at the corners. “I didn’t think so. Then it will have to be a wig. You cannot go down naked. Brunettes are decidedly démodé.”

Tory looked at the wigs that adorned her dressing table. “I’ll wear this one with the curl that falls over the shoulder.”

Claude brushed her long hair into a topknot and pinned it. Then he dropped the wig into the box, drenched it with flour, gave it a good shake, and fitted it over her dark tresses. He opened a drawer in the table, selected a bejeweled feather ornament, and fastened it into the white curls. “Voilà!”

“Claude can help you with your makeup,” Falcon suggested.

Tory eyed him critically. “Did he help you with yours? I’ve never seen a man wear powder before. I’ll do my own, thank you.” She touched her eyelids with kohl, rouged her cheeks, and painted her lips. She took a large puff and powdered her face and her breasts. Then she chose a heart-shaped black silk patch and placed it beside her mouth. Victoria threw off the muslin cape and stood up. “What do you think?”

The amusement left Falcon’s eyes as he stared at the vision before him. Her stays pushed her curves up and out. The bodice of the lavender silk confection did not quite cover her pink nipples. “I think your breasts are exposed.”

“Oh, good. I’ve decided to take the girls out for an airing.”

“I think I prefer Mistress Prim and Proper.”

She picked up a fan and made a moue with her lips. “I’m willing to wager I can change your mind before the night’s over, my lord.”

“I have no doubt of it.” He held out his arm and escorted her down to the entertainment.

Their arrival caused a stir among the guests and Tory surmised that people always reacted this way to Lord Hawkhurst, no matter who was on his arm. All the candles were lighted and her gaze traveled from the musicians on the dais to the gaming tables already in use by the habitual gamblers.

“Allow me to introduce you to our venerable customs officer, Thomas Carswell.”

Tory was jolted out of her excited reverie. Hawkhurst has deliberately led me to this man to gauge our reactions.

“Carswell, this is Victoria…Palmer, my young sister.”

The man eyed her breasts avidly. “Such a pleasure, my dear lady. I would be honored if you’d save me the first galliard.”

Hawkhurst thumped the customs officer on the back. “Damned good job you’re doing, Carswell. Bringing thieving scum to justice is a crucial task, though often thankless. Be assured that I and everyone here owes you a debt of gratitude.”

“I try to do my duty, your lordship.” Carswell, a brutish looking man, tried to appear humble and failed.

Falcon led Tory across the room to a table filled with refreshments. “My suspicion was wrong. The customs officer is clearly not your father. Swine though he is, Carswell would hardly be sexually attracted to his own daughter.”

“You were testing me, you devil! Everything I’ve told you is the absolute truth.”

He grinned down at her. “I believe you; thousands wouldn’t.”

Three females, all insatiably curious, hurried to join them.

“Lady Goodwood, Lady Firle, Lady Sackville…m’sister, Tory,” he said negligently.

Tory immediately recognized the noble names from the journal.

Lady Firle stroked her fan along Falcon’s arm. “Darling, are you sure you have no French wine hidden away?”

He took her fingers to his lips. “If I had, I’d keep it for myself, Joan. Try the gin, I’m told it provokes lust.”

“I’ll gladly share a glass of blue ruin with you, darling. Just keep it away from Lord Firle,” she cautioned dryly.

Lady Sackville narrowed her eyes. “I warrant gin’s not the only thing you’d gladly share with Falcon.”

Joan laughed. “What makes you think I haven’t, Lavinia?”

“If you had, your look would be more content and less rabid.”

“You should know, Lavinia,” Lady Goodwood drawled.

They’re having a catfight over him. Tory accepted a glass of cider from a footman and almost choked on its powerful effect.

“Careful, m’dear, it’s as potent as your brother,” Joan warned.

Carswell came to claim his dance. The galliard was a favorite and all the ladies eagerly sought partners. The laughter became raucous and it didn’t matter that Tory missed a few steps. She was breathless when the dance ended. The musicians played a slow pavane, and she was glad that everyone left the floor. Carswell returned her to her “brother.”

“Your eyes followed me all around the room. Were you afraid I’d disgrace myself?”

“Yes, I thought your titties would fall out of your bodice.”

“In this crowd I’d have lots of help putting them back in.”

“They wouldn’t dream of touching the precious objects without a formal introduction, so come and meet them.”

Victoria met government officials, a magistrate, and various lords from Rye and Hastings. Some of the nobles she met were from the next county of Kent. The guests were far more interested in drink, cards, and gossip than they were in dancing. The one exception was the captain of the Sussex Militia.

“Any arrests this week, Captain Drudge?”

“There was another sighting of the phantom ship two nights back prowling the coast for prey, your lordship.”

“Superstition is rife in coastal villages. If you had a crown for every phantom ship reported, you’d be a wealthy man, captain.”

“She’s no phantom, she’s just familiar with these waters. I’ll be ready for her at the next dark of the moon.”

“Excellent! Keep your sword to hand, Drudge.”

Falcon led Tory to the card tables and handed her a couple of gold crowns. “Here, go mad.”

Tory had never gambled in her life, but now that she had money she wasn’t going to pass up the opportunity to indulge. She didn’t dare throw dice; she chose a card game instead. Eventually she lost everything, but she resolutely pushed away the feeling of guilt that seemed bound and determined to have its way with her.

It must have been around midnight when she saw Mr. Burke at the chamber’s entrance. She saw him nod once at Falcon, then quietly leave. Victoria knew it was a signal. Thoughts chased through her mind as she pondered the things that went on at Bodiam. Though her conclusions seemed far-fetched, she felt as if some sixth sense revealed the castle’s secrets to her. It wasn’t long after that the party broke up and the guests began to depart.

She stood beside Lord Hawkhurst at Bodiam’s front entrance, as they watched the drivers bring the carriages from the grass quadrangle to pick up their noble masters.

When the last coach went beneath the portcullis, Falcon took Tory’s hand. “Are you ready to collect your wager?”
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