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Chapter 1

Devonshire, England

May 1817

It was the third ransom note in as many days, the fifth in a week, but only the second that rang true.

Pembourne:

The exchange will be made tonight. Eleven p.m. Ten miles due south of Dartmouth—in the open waters of the English Channel. Take a small, unarmed boat. Come alone, accompanied only by the diamond. Heed these instructions or your sister will die.

Shoving the terse message back into his coat pocket, Slayde Huntley, the ninth Earl of Pembourne, gripped the wheel of his fishing vessel with one hand, simultaneously tilting his timepiece toward the dim light of the lantern. By his calculations, he’d traveled more than nine of those ten miles. He steeled himself for the confrontation ahead, maneuvering the boat deeper into the fog-shrouded waters of the channel, waters far too choppy for a boat this size.

He should have brought the brig. Every instinct in his body cried out that not only was this craft unsuited for rough seas, its very construction left him utterly vulnerable to the enemy. But the kidnapper’s message had been precise. And, instincts or not, Slayde dared not disobey for fear of jeopardizing his sister’s life.

Aurora.

The thought of her being held by some filthy pirate made Slayde’s skin crawl. For the umpteenth time, he berated himself for falling short in his responsibilities, for allowing this unprecedented atrocity to occur. In the decade since he’d become Aurora’s guardian, he’d successfully isolated her from the world and, despite his own frequent and prolonged absences, ensured her safety by hiring an army of servants whose fundamental roles were to keep Aurora occupied and Pembourne safeguarded against intruders. Events had proven the latter easier to accomplish than the former. Still—as the accountings he received each time he returned bore out—seldom did Aurora manage to venture beyond her revered lighthouse without being spotted and restored to Pembourne. So how in the hell had this happened?

Vehemently, Slayde shoved aside his frustration and his guilt. In a crisis such as this, there was room for neither. Interrogation and self-censure would come later. Now, they would only serve to dilute his mental reserves, thus lessening his chances of accomplishing what he’d sailed out here to do: deliver the ransom and recover his sister.

Ransom—the detestable black diamond whose legend had dug its talons into his past and refused to let go, whose curse haunted the Huntleys like some lethal specter, a specter whose presence did nothing to dissuade hundreds of privateers from stalking the coveted gem.

Pondering the glittering black stone now wedged inside his Hessian boot, Slayde’s knuckles whitened on the wheel. What made him think the claims in this ransom note were not mere fabrications invented strictly to procure the jewel? What if, like most of its predecessors, this message were a hoax? What if this pirate didn’t have Aurora at all?

Again, Slayde abandoned his line of thinking, refusing to contemplate the idea of returning home without his sister. There had been three generations of blood spilled already. Aurora would not fall victim to the greed and hatred spawned by that loathsome jewel. He wouldn’t allow it. Come hell or high water, he would find her.

The sound of an approaching vessel breaking the waves made Slayde’s muscles go taut. Eyes narrowed, he searched the murky waters, seeking the outline of a ship.

At last it came.

Steadying his craft, Slayde waited while the ship drew closer.

As anticipated, it was a brigantine, moderate sized, but well manned and, doubtless, well armed. The whole situation was almost comical, he thought, his mouth twisting bitterly. Here he was, miles from shore, alone and unprotected in a meager fishing craft, being challenged by a hostile vessel ten times his boat’s size that was now closing in, primed and ready to blast him out of the water in a heartbeat.

And there wasn’t a bloody thing he could do to save himself.

Except surrender the gem and pray Aurora was on that ship, unharmed.

“Pembourne—I see you followed instructions. Hopefully, all of them.” The kidnapper’s raspy voice cut the fog as his ship drew directly alongside Slayde’s. “Did you bring the black diamond?”

Slayde tilted back his head, wishing the mist would lift so he could make out the bastard’s features. “I have it.”

“Good. If that’s true, you’ll remain alive. I’ll send my first mate down to fetch it.”

There was a whooshing noise, followed by the slap of a rope ladder as its bottom rungs struck the deck of Slayde’s boat.

“Where’s Aurora?” Slayde demanded, his fingers inching toward his waistcoat pocket—and the pistol he’d concealed there.

“Halt!” the kidnapper’s order rang out. “Touch that weapon and you’ll die where you stand.”

An electrified silence. Slowly, Slayde’s hand retraced its path to his side.

The harsh voice commended: “A wise decision, Pembourne. As for your sister, she’s being brought topside. Ah, here she is now.”

As he spoke, two men dragged a struggling woman onto the main deck. She was of slight build. Her arms were tied behind her, and a strip of cloth covered her eyes.

It could be Aurora—but was it?

Slayde squinted, intent on discerning the woman’s identity. He had little time to do so, for she was shoved unceremoniously into a sack, bound within its confines, and tossed over the shoulder of the first mate.

“Wait,” Slayde said as the man began his descent down the ladder’s rungs.

The first mate paused.

Addressing the shadowy form on the deck above, Slayde inquired icily, “What proof do I have that the person in that sack is my sister?”

“None,” the captain retorted, a taunt in his tone. “It appears you’ll have to take me at my word.”

Slayde’s jaw set. He was on the verge of revoking his earlier claim that he’d brought the diamond with him, ready to swear that it was, in truth, ensconced at Pembourne Manor, when his gaze fell on the squirming sack on the first mate’s arm. From the partially open end at the top, several long tresses tumbled free, hair whose color not even the fog could disguise.

A shimmering golden red.

Aurora.

Reassured that his efforts were about to be rewarded, Slayde nodded his compliance, now eager to complete the transaction and be gone. Aware he was being scrutinized, he allowed none of his impatience to show, instead remaining impassive while the first mate completed his descent and paused three rungs above Slayde’s deck.

“The diamond, m’lord,” the sailor requested, extending his hand.

Wordlessly, Slayde studied him, noting—with some degree of surprise—the twinge of regret on the first mate’s face; it was almost as if the rogue were being forced to act against his will.

“Please, Lord Pembourne,” the sailor reiterated, balking beneath Slayde’s probing stare, “the stone.”

“Very well.” Deliberately, Slayde leaned forward, slipping his hand inside his boot. “I’m fetching the diamond, not a weapon,” he clarified, taking pity on the cowering fellow. “My Hessian is unarmed.” So saying, he extracted the gemstone, holding it out so the first mate could see the truth to his words.

Relief flashed on the weathered features.

“Take it, Lexley,” the captain bit out.

With a start, Lexley jerked forward, snatching the diamond from Slayde’s palm.

Simultaneously, the woman in the sack began struggling furiously, catching Lexley off guard and toppling from his arms.

With a sickening crack, the sack smashed against the boom of the fishing boat, the impact hurling it outward, where it plummeted down to the railing below.

It hit with a hollow thud.

Slayde lunged forward, grasping nothing but air as the small craft pitched, upsetting his balance and butting the sack yet again, this time overboard.

A glint of silver struck his deck.

Then, an ominous splash as the sack plunged headlong into the rolling waves and vanished.

“Dear God.” Lexley made an instinctive move toward the water.

“Get back on board,” the captain bellowed. “Now.”

The first mate froze. “M’lord—” He turned terrified eyes to Slayde. “You must…”

Slayde never heard the rest of the sentence. Having regained his balance, he charged forward, pausing only to gauge the distance to the enveloping swells that divulged the sack’s location.

Then he dove.

He sliced the surface in one clean stroke and was swallowed up by darkness.

“Please, God,” Lexley prayed, staring at the foam in Slayde’s wake, “let him save her. And God—please forgive me.”

With that, he scooted up the ladder and onto his ship, dragging the ladder in his wake.

Slayde propelled himself downward, groping blindly in the pitch-black seas. The eclipsing combination of fog and night made it impossible to distinguish anything. He could only pray his calibrations had been right.

Perhaps his prayers were heard.

With a surge of triumph, Slayde felt the coarse edge of the sack brush his fingertips. He latched on to it, hauling the cumbersome bag against him, locking it securely to his body. Kicking furiously, he battled both the weight of his own water-logged clothing and the additional constraint of his unwieldy bundle.

After what seemed like an eternity, he broke the surface. Gasping in air, he heaved the sack over the edge of the deck, then hoisted himself up after it.

The sack thudded softly, then lay motionless.

Kneeling, Slayde was only minimally aware of the rapidly retreating brig, far too worried about Aurora to concern himself with the fate of his gem. His fingers shook as he gripped the loosely tied cord atop the sack, cursing as the wet fibers resisted, ripped at his flesh.

He whipped out his blade, slashing the material from top to bottom, shoving it aside to give him access to the woman within.

She lay face down, her breeches and shirt clinging to her body, masses of wet red-gold hair draped about her.

He rested his palm on her back.

She wasn’t breathing.

Shifting until he was crouched at her head, Slayde cut the bonds at her wrists, folded her arms, and pillowed them beneath her cheek. Then he pressed down between her shoulder blades—hard—finishing the motion by lifting her elbows in a desperate attempt to force water from her lungs.

He repeated the action five times before he was rewarded with a harsh bout of coughing.

“Shhh, it’s all right.” Relieved as hell, Slayde shifted again, trying to soothe the wracking shudders that accompanied her coughs, determinedly helping her body expel all the water she’d swallowed and replace it with air.

At last, she lay still, unconscious but breathing, battered but alive.

Gently, he eased her onto her back, now taking the time to assess her injuries, simultaneously releasing her from the confines of imprisonment. Broken ribs were a certainty, he thought with a grim scowl, given the force with which she struck the boat. A concussion was a distinct probability as well. Not to mention cuts, bruises—and Lord knew what else. His mind racing, Slayde tucked aside her hair and pulled the obscuring cloth from her eyes.

Blinding realization was followed by a savage curse.

The young woman was not Aurora.



Chapter 2

COURTNEY FELT AS IF she’d been struck by a boulder.

Excruciating blows hammered at her head, throbbed in her skull.

“Papa…” The very utterance of her hushed word triggered a violent bout of coughing—and a vague awareness that something terrible had happened, something too devastating to endure.

“Don’t try to talk.”

Whose voice is that? She wondered between coughs. She was acquainted with every member of her father’s crew, and the deep baritone belonged to none of them.

“Papa?” she rasped again.

“Just rest. We’ll be on shore in a matter of hours.”

Shore? They were miles and days away from delivering their cargo to the Colonies. So why in the name of heaven were they headed for shore?

Valiantly, she brought her choking under control, fought the pain that separated her from reality. “My head…and chest…ache so…”

“You swallowed a great deal of water. As for your head and chest, you struck them both—violently. That’s why I want you to lie still; I believe you have a concussion and several broken ribs. Not to mention some impressive bruises, any of which could be harboring broken bones. Unfortunately, I haven’t the necessary supplies to tend to such extensive injuries. But we’ll rectify that as soon as we reach land.” A pause. “Can you tell me your name?”

“Name…” She wished she knew who this man was. Cracking open her eyelids, she could make out only his powerful frame, which seemed to fill the entire length of the vessel on which she lay. Then again, that wasn’t so impressive a state of affairs, considering how small a vessel it was. Small and unfamiliar—with an equally unfamiliar, though anything but small, captain. “Who are you?” she managed.

“A victim. Just as you are.”

Victim. That one word opened the portals of Courtney’s memory, spawned a deluge of unbearable images. Her father…being attacked by that filthy pirate, torn from the quarter-deck, bound and gagged…wrested from his rightful place at the helm. And Lexley…complying at pistolpoint, tying a huge sack of grain to her father’s leg, looking anguished as he ordered Greene and Waverly to take Courtney below. Oh, how she’d kicked and fought as they dragged her off. Then…her father’s scream, followed by that sickening splash.

He was gone.

“No!” With an agonized shout, Courtney sat upright, then fell back with a strangled cry. Blinding pain merged with waves of nausea, and she felt the oncoming sickness an instant before her stomach emptied its meager contents.

Evidently, the signs of nausea were visible, for the man standing at the wheel pivoted and snatched her up, carrying her to the side of the boat and holding her while wracking spasms seized her, her eyes blinded by tears.

“Papa.” She fought the dizziness, the memories, the unalterable reality. “He’s dead,” she choked out as the roaring in her head intensified. “That monster—he killed him.”

With that, the world tilted askew and everything went black.

Where the hell was Aurora?

Slayde slammed down the pile of ransom notes, having reread them a dozen times and learned nothing in the process.

Bitterly frustrated, he prowled the length of his study, trying to fit the pieces together. It made no sense. Every one of the notes made reference to the black diamond. Yet, if all the kidnapper wanted was the stone, why hadn’t he contacted Slayde and made the exchange, stated his bloody demands? What was he waiting for? Why was he playing with Slayde like a child with a toy?

Unless it wasn’t just the gem.

The prospect crept into Slayde’s mind like an odious insect.

Could all those notes be fake? Could whoever had Aurora want something more than just the diamond—something more menacing, like vengeance?

There was only one man who hated Slayde’s family enough to exact such cruel revenge, a man whose thirst to uncover the black diamond and to seek retribution was twisted enough to spawn an action as ugly as this.

Lawrence Bencroft.

Rage surged through Slayde’s veins. The elderly duke was drunk more often than he was sober. Still, that wouldn’t preclude him from…

“Lord Pembourne?”

Slayde snapped about, facing the slight, graying man in the doorway. “Gilbert—how is she?”

The physician removed his spectacles, wiped them with his handkerchief. “Lucky to be alive,” he replied. “Had you reached her any later, she might not have been so fortunate.”

Slayde scowled. “Her injuries are that severe?”

“It’s not her injuries alone, or even the amount of time she spent under water. Her condition prior to the”—Dr. Gilbert cleared his throat discreetly—“accident was deteriorated, to say the least.”

“Stop talking in riddles. Tell me what you found when you examined her.”

“A severe concussion, numerous damaged ribs, several deep lacerations, and a wealth of cuts and bruises. She’s also terribly weak and severely lacking in both food and, most particularly, in water—ironic as that might seem, given the circumstances. In short, she is one very ill young lady.”

“But she’ll recover?” Slayde demanded.

“With the proper food, attention, and—most of all—rest, yes, I believe she’ll recover.” A frown. “Although I’m troubled by the fact that she reverted back to such a deeply unconscious state, despite the fact that I gave her only enough laudanum to dull the pain. It’s almost as if she doesn’t want to awaken.”

“That might very well be the case,” Slayde concurred, recalling the girl’s agonized state of mind.

“Well, periodically, she must be roused. Just to ensure that she’s lucid. I explained this to Matilda, who will awaken her in a few hours—unless, of course, she stirs on her own.” The physician shoved his spectacles back into place. “I’ve done all I can, my lord. The rest is up to nature.”

“Please, don’t whimper, child. Whatever it is, it’s over now.”

The crooning female voice seemed to come from far away.

With the greatest of efforts, Courtney’s lashes fluttered.

A heavy-set woman with a neat gray bun was perched at her bedside, leaning forward and frowning as she checked something white that lay directly across Courtney’s brow. “Whatever agony you’ve endured is far more painful than even these wounds,” she muttered, evidently unaware that her patient was conscious. “Poor child.”

“Where am I?” The question emerged in a croak as, once again, Courtney struggled to regain mastery of her body. For the life of her, she couldn’t seem to overcome the pain or clear the fog from her mind.

The woman started. “At last. You’ve awakened.” She sprang to her feet. “His lordship will want to know at once.”

“His lordship?” Courtney repeated vacantly. But her attendant was already dashing out the door.

Groggily, Courtney lifted the bedcovers, wondering why she still felt as if there were an oppressive weight on her chest. She glanced down and surveyed herself, blinking in surprise. She was clad in a nightdress, beneath which she could make out the outline of a thick bandage. More bandages decorated both her arms and legs—and head, she added silently, discovering the last as she reached up to touch her pounding skull. So that’s what that nice lady had been tending to, she deduced. My head. The man in the fishing boat had said something about a concussion. She frowned. What else had he said? And how had she sustained all these injuries?

The water.

Abruptly, more flashes of memory ensued. She’d fallen from Lexley’s shoulder. There had been sharp pain, then a deluge of water.

And then that man in the boat. Clearly, he’d rescued her, brought her…where?

With great care, she inched her head to one side, enough to get a glimpse of her surroundings without heightening her discomfort. The room was a palace…ten times the size of her cabin, with furnishings that could be no less grand than those belonging to the Prince Regent himself. The desk and dressing table were a rich reddish brown wood—mahogany, if the descriptions her books had provided were accurate, the carpet thickly piled, as was indicated by the deep indentations made by the bedposts, and the ceiling high and gilded.

Whoever “his lordship” was, he was indeed a wealthy man.

Not that it mattered.

A surge of emptiness pervaded Courtney’s heart. Her father was gone, murdered by a bloodthirsty pirate who had usurped her home, bound and starved her, and used her for bait in his obsessive quest.

Why couldn’t she have died, too?

Tears were trickling down her cheeks when the bedchamber door opened.

“Ah. I see Matilda was right. You are awake.”

Courtney recognized the voice at once, her dazed mind making the connection that “his lordship” and her rescuer were one and the same man. Valiantly, she brought herself under control. After all, this man had saved her life and, whether or not that meant anything to her any longer, she owed him her thanks.

Dashing the moisture from her face, she eased her head slowly in his direction.

He was as tall and broad as she’d initially perceived, his hair as black as night; his eyes, by contrast, were an insightful, silvery gray as they bore into hers. His features were hard and decidedly aristocratic, and there were harsh lines etched about his mouth and eyes that made him look both older than he probably was and cynical—as if life had robbed him of youth and laughter.

Somehow she sensed he would understand her suffering.

“Yes. I’m awake,” she murmured.

Crossing over, he took in her pallor, the dampness still visible on her lashes, the torment in her eyes. “What pains you so, your injuries or the events that preceded them?”

She swallowed. “I would gratefully endure ten of the former if I could erase the latter.”

With a nod, he pulled up a chair and sat. “Do you recall Dr. Gilbert’s visit?”

“Who?”

“My personal physician. He tended to your injuries several hours ago. Luckily, no bones appear to be shattered. Your lacerations are varied, the most severe being the gash on your brow. That one is deep and bled profusely throughout our excursion to shore. Since you also have several damaged ribs and quite a concussion, there will be a fair amount of pain—more so in a short while when the laudanum has worn off.”

“Laudanum?” Courtney murmured vaguely.

“Dr. Gilbert put a dose in the brandy you drank.” A faint smile. “The brandy you apparently don’t remember drinking. In any case, it helped you sleep and numbed the effects of your injuries. When it wears off, the pain will intensify. So you’ll need continual doses of laudanum over the next several days, and complete bed rest for a week.” Her rescuer’s smile vanished. “It seems your body is badly depleted of food and water. You’ll need to replenish your strength by consuming a great deal of both. In short, you’re going to have to stay abed and let others minister to you until you’re well enough to take care of yourself.”

“I—” Courtney wet her lips, his lordship’s words grazing the periphery of her mind. Stay in bed? Let others take care of her? Terrified realization struck. She had no bed, no home, no one to treat her wounds. She also had no money, no worldly possessions, and nowhere to go.

“Did you hear what I said?”

“I—yes, I heard.” Shattered or not, Courtney was determined to retain the one thing she still did have: her pride, that wondrous pride with which her father had gifted her. “You dived in after me…when I…”

“Yes.”

“I thought so.” She spoke slowly, in breathy fragments that caused minimal movement to her chest. “Thank you. For risking your life. For bringing me here. And for fetching…your physician…to treat my wounds. I realize it must have been…a great inconvenience…to you and your family. I also realize you saved my life.”

One dark brow rose. “That sounds more like regret than appreciation.”

“If so…the fault is certainly not yours.” Courtney rested a moment, her fingers clenching as she fortified herself to go on. “I’m sorry,” she managed at last. “But the truth is…I have nothing to offer you in return. Nothing at all.”

“All your belongings were on that ship?”

Her lips trembled. “My belongings, and a great deal more.”

“So I gathered.” He cleared his throat. “May I ask your name?”

“Courtney…” she whispered, wondering why the pressure in her head and chest seemed to be intensifying. “…Johnston.”

“Well, Miss Johnston, one of your belongings did, in fact, survive the ordeal. In fact, I only wish your transfer to my vessel had been as smooth.” He reached over, lifting a gleaming silver object from the nightstand. “I believe this belongs to you.” He pressed it into Courtney’s palm.

She stared, her eyes brimming with tears. “Papa’s timepiece.” Instinctively, she tried to sit up—and whimpered, the resulting pain too acute to withstand.

Instantly, his lordship rose and strode across the room, stepping into the hall. “Matilda,” he summoned in a commanding tone, “bring some brandy. Miss Johnston needs another dose of laudanum.”

“Yes, m’lord.”

Courtney fell back weakly, needing to find the words to thank him, to try to explain how much her father’s timepiece meant to her.

“I…Papa gave me…”

“Later,” he replied, returning to her bedside. “After you’ve rested, and the next ration of laudanum has had a chance to work.”

“It hurts,” she managed, eyes squeezed tightly shut.

“I know. Just lie still. The medicine is on its way.”

Courtney hadn’t the strength to respond. It seemed an eternity before Matilda delivered the requisite brandy, supporting Courtney’s head so she could sip it.

“Drink the whole thing,” her rescuer’s voice instructed from a distance. “Every last drop.”

She did.

“Poor lamb,” Matilda murmured, settling Courtney in and drawing up the bedcovers. “She’s as weak as a kitten. Well, never you mind. A little care and attention and she’ll be good as new.”

“Care…” Courtney whispered, her lashes fluttering to her cheeks. “I have…no one…nothing…” Her voice trailed off, and she sank into a drugged sleep.

The timepiece fell from her fingers to sleep beside her.

“My ship, the Fortune, is just inside that cove. We’ll anchor alongside her.”

Sewell Armon propped his booted foot on the deck of the brig and pointed. “There.” He scowled as Lexley ignored his orders, instead glancing anxiously out to sea. “You’ve done that a hundred times,” the pirate captain growled. “The bloody girl is dead. Stare all you want, but unless your eyes are good enough to see clear to the bottom of the English Channel, you won’t find her.”

“Thank you for that assessment,” Lexley replied bitterly, the past week having rended his soul, extinguished his hope—and, as a result, sharpened his tongue. “But a conscience is not always amenable to reason. If one has a conscience, that is.”

“I’ve had just about enough of your defiance, you rebellious old man,” Armon spat, whipping out his sword. “You’ve been nothing but trouble since your captain and his precious daughter drowned. Well, you’ll soon be joining them. Now anchor. You’re wasting time—mine.” He nudged Lexley purposefully with the tip of his blade. “My crew is waiting.”

“And what will happen to our crew?” Lexley asked, wincing. “Do you mean to kill everyone on the Isobel, or only me?”

“You’ll find that out soon enough. But if it’s leniency you seek—for any of your men—I’d suggest you comply with my instructions. Or else…”

Armon’s attention was diverted by a welcome sight, and a broad smile supplanted his irritation. As the Isobel rounded the next jagged inlet of the Channel, the Fortune came into view, tucked away and awaiting her captain’s return. Armon’s smile widened as a whoop of recognition erupted from the deck of his ship and, in response, he whisked the black stone from his pocket and waved it triumphantly in the air.

The whoops transformed to shouts of victory. “ ’E got it! ’E got the black diamond!”

The instant the two vessels were close enough, Armon swung over to his own deck, flourishing the diamond for all to see.

“What about them?” his next-in-command muttered, jerking his thumb in the Isobel’s direction.

“Grab the cargo. Sink the ship.” His black eyes flickered dangerously. “Take the crew.”

“Take ’em? Why not just kill ’em?”

“Because the useful ones, we’ll keep. And the others—the ones who’ve been a constant thorn in my side—” Armon flashed a venomous glance in Lexley’s direction. “Those I have plans for, plans that’ll make them pray to die.”

“What kind of plans?”

Armon rubbed his bristled jaw. “Can you still navigate the waters around Raven Island?”

“Ye know I can,” the stout pirate answered proudly. “Not in the Fortune, of course—I wouldn’t risk damaging ’er on the rocks. But in a longboat? I’m the only one who can whip Raven’s currents and come out alive.”

“Good. In that case, don’t sink their ship—yet. Transfer all but the troublemakers onto the Fortune. Then, board the Isobel. A handful of our crewmen are still there, awaiting instructions. Have them tie up our unwanted passengers. Sail out to Raven.” A malevolent leer. “At which point, toss the bastards into the longboat, row them out to the island, and leave them there—to starve and rot.”

“I get it.” An admiring nod. “In the meantime, ye and the Fortune will be headin’ to Dartmouth to make yer exchange.”

“Exactly. Once you’ve disposed of your cargo, sail to Dartmouth in their ship. Then sink it, reboard the Fortune, which will be in the cove we agreed on, and await my arrival.” So saying, Armon held up the black gem, pivoting it slowly in order to admire all its facets. “I’ve waited a long time for this day. And no one and nothing is going to stand in my way.”

“Good morning.”

That deep baritone penetrated Courtney’s haze, and she blinked, taking in the sunlit room, the disheveled bed—and the man who stood at its foot.

“How do you feel?” he inquired.

“You changed clothes,” she murmured inanely, assessing his fine waistcoat and polished boots, a sharp contrast to the rolled-up sleeves and muddied breeches of the man who’d rescued her.

Startled, he glanced down at himself. “I customarily do at the onset of the new day. Is that unusual?”

“No. But before you looked like a fisherman. Now you look like a…” Her brow furrowed. “What is your title anyway? Duke? Marquis?”

His lips twitched slightly. “Sorry to disappoint you. A mere earl.” A penetrating look. “You haven’t answered my question. How do you feel?”

“Like I’ve been beaten, inside and out.” Speculatively, she glanced at the tangle of sheets surrounding her.

“You had a restless night,” the earl explained. “Each time the laudanum started to wear off, you became fitful. I hope you’ll have an easier time of it today. In any case, you must begin replenishing your strength. When Matilda advised me you were coming around, I sent my housekeeper, Miss Payne, to fetch some tea. Perhaps later you can manage some toast. It’s the only way you’re going to improve.”

As the earl spoke, bits of memories trickled into Courtney’s mind in ugly, measured increments.

Abruptly, she grabbed at the bedcovers, sifting through to find the treasure she’d been holding during her last conscious period.

“Your timepiece is safe,” her rescuer assured her. “I placed it in the nightstand drawer. I was afraid you would break it when you began thrashing about.”

Courtney stilled, emotion clogging her throat. “Thank you. As for sparing the watch, your efforts were for naught. ’Tis already broken. It broke the day Papa died.” Turning her face into the pillow, she confessed in a trembling voice, “I prayed I’d awaken to find this was all a horrible nightmare.”

“I understand.”

Slowly, she lifted her head from its protective nest, pivoting until her anguished gaze met his. “I’m not sure why,” she whispered, “but I believe you do.”

A heartbeat of silence.

The earl cleared his throat, clasping his hands behind his back. “Miss Johnston, I realize you’ve been through an ordeal, one you’d prefer to forget. Nonetheless, I must ask you some questions—if you’re physically able to answer them. Are you?”

Before Courtney could reply, a willowy woman of middle years entered the chamber, carrying a tray. “The tea you requested, my lord.”

“Thank you.” He indicated the nightstand. “Leave it there. Miss Payne, this is Courtney Johnston, the young woman I spoke of. She’ll be staying here while she recuperates.”

“Miss Johnston.” The housekeeper nodded. “I know Matilda has been tending to your needs. You couldn’t be in better hands. Still, as I am overseer of the female staff, please let me know if there’s anything I can do for you.”

“Thank you, Miss Payne. You’re very kind,” Courtney managed awkwardly.

“Tell Matilda to get some rest,” the earl advised. “I’ll administer Miss Johnston’s next dose of laudanum. Once the medicine takes effect, she’ll sleep until midafternoon, so neither you nor Matilda will be needed. However, once Miss Johnston awakens, perhaps the two of you could entice her to eat some toast.”

“Of course,” the housekeeper agreed immediately. “ ’Twould be a pleasure, my lord.” With a polite smile in Courtney’s direction, she took her leave.

The earl gave Courtney another probing look. “Is the pain severe?”

“I can bear it, if that’s what you mean. Ask your questions. The laudanum can wait a few minutes.”

“Damn, I feel like a cad,” he muttered.

“Don’t. Obviously your concerns are serious.”

“Serious? Yes. Or I wouldn’t be pressuring you like this.” A pause. “My sister’s life is at stake.”

“Your sister?” It was the last thing Courtney had expected.

“Yes. The pirate who seized your ship used you as bait. He wanted something from me, something quite valuable. And he’s not alone. Hundreds of greedy bastards want the same prize. And one of them—I don’t know who—kidnapped Aurora. Hell, he might even kill her, and all to get his hands on that bloody gem.”

Gem. Another vivid recollection fell into place. The pirate…taunting her with instant death if whoever he was awaiting didn’t deliver the requisite stone. “Of course,” Courtney murmured, “that jewel he kept muttering about.”

“He spoke to you?” Her rescuer lunged forward like a panther.

Courtney gazed into the handsome, tormented face. “Only in fragments.” At last, she gave voice to the question she’d wanted to ask a dozen times since awakening in the fishing boat, had that question not vanished into nothingness each time she’d tried to speak it. “Who are you?”

For a moment, he seemed not to have heard. Then, he replied, “Slayde Huntley. The Earl of Pembourne.”

“Huntley…” Reflexively, Courtney came up off the bed, then sank back on the pillows with a moan.

“I see you’ve heard of me. I needn’t ask in what context. Although I am a bit surprised. I hadn’t realized my family history was nefarious enough to reach all who travel abroad.”

“I’m not traveling. The Isobel is my home, and its captain—Arthur Johnston—is my father. Was,” she corrected herself, her voice breaking. “Now I’ve lost them both.”

Something flickered in Lord Pembourne’s eyes—a glimmer of the past, a flash of remembered anguish. “You have my deepest sympathy. It’s obvious your father meant a great deal to you.” The offering was straightforward, uttered in a thoroughly composed tone. Perhaps Courtney only imagined the compassion that hovered just beneath the surface, given what she’d just learned—who he was, the stories she recalled of his own tragic past. Perhaps that tragedy was long forgotten, his empathy a mere trick of her mind. But, valid or not, her fleeting perception was enough to dissolve the final thread of her self-control.

Covering her face with her hands, she burst into tears, sobbing as if her heart would break, ignoring the increased pounding in her head and ribs induced by her actions.

She felt the earl hesitate, then walk around and reach for her, drawing her against him until her face was buried in the wool of his coat. Gratefully, she accepted this small measure of comfort. “I’m sorry,” she choked out.

“No. I’m sorry.” Gently, he cradled her head to still any sudden, jarring motions. “If I could undo this loss for you, I would.”

“He can’t be gone.” Her hands balled into fists, digging into Slayde’s shirtfront. “He isn’t gone. I won’t believe it.”

“I know,” Slayde replied, with a conviction only firsthand experience could afford. “And you don’t think you can withstand it. But you can. Not now, but later. For now, cry. Cry until the tears are gone.”

Courtney did just that, weeping until there was nothing left inside her, nothing but a hopeless, unending void.

At last, she drew back, gratefully taking Slayde’s proffered handkerchief. “You’ve been more than generous, Lord Pembourne. Once again, I thank you.” Shakily, she eased herself down to the pillows. “I’ll tell you everything I recall. It’s the least I can do.”

A muscle worked in his jaw. “Are you up to it?”

“Yes.”

He pulled over a chair and sat, fingers gripping his knees. “Tell me what happened—the details.”

Ghosts haunted her eyes. “That monster and his crewmen—I believe there were about six of them—boarded the Isobel…”

“When?”

She frowned. “My sense of time is still muddled. How long have I been here?”

“A day and a half, nearly two.”

“Then it was five days prior to the night you made your exchange when he seized our ship. He forced Lexley—that’s Papa second in command—to thrust Papa overboard. He imprisoned me below. I was permitted no visitors, food, or water. He tied me to a chair and left me in my cabin. Hence, I was privy to very little of what occurred topside, until the night when they dragged me up and shoved me into that sack.”

Hope died in Slayde’s eyes. “So there’s nothing you can relay.”

“I didn’t say that.” The screaming pain in her skull was back, but Courtney refused to succumb to it. “First of all, I can describe the scoundrel from head to toe. He was broad and stocky, with curling black hair, black eyes, and a thickening middle. He wasn’t young—about forty, I should say. His nose was scarred. It had definitely been broken—my guess is more than once. He wore a silver ring on the little finger of his left hand. It was engraved with the letter A.”

Slayde’s brows rose. “You certainly scrutinized him closely.”

“Very closely.” Courtney’s chin jutted forward. “I memorized his features, his walk, his voice. I intend to identify him the precise instant I next see or hear him, at which point I intend to kill him for what he did to Papa.”

“I see.”

“Yes, I believe you do.” Courtney swallowed. “In any case, he made repeated trips to my cabin to ensure I was properly bound, muttering about how I was worth a fortune to him and about how much smarter he was than the two of them—whoever ‘they’ are.”

“I assume he was referring to my great-grandfather and Geoffrey Bencroft, the late Duke of Morland.”

“Morland—wasn’t he the other nobleman who vied with your great-grandfather for the recovery of the black diamond when it first disappeared?”

“I’m impressed.”

“Don’t be. I’ve spent many years at sea listening to Papa’s crew spin their yarns. And your family is legendary.” Courtney shifted a bit, the resulting slash of pain across her ribs nearly making her cry out. “Where was I? Oh, the pirate kept boasting about the wonderful hoax he’d engineered, a hoax that would win him his treasure.”

“Indeed.” Slayde’s mouth thinned into a grim line. “And that hoax was you.”

“I don’t understand.”

“Aurora—my sister. You bear an uncanny resemblance to her. At least in all the ways that would matter to that greedy snake: your slight build, your diminutive height…and the most crucial thing, your hair. Not only its texture, but its extraordinary color. Even I was fooled.” Slayde slammed to his feet, began pacing about the room. “Oh, that bastard knew exactly what he was doing when he sent me those ransom notes.”

“Ransom notes?” The pounding in Courtney’s head escalated. “What ransom notes?”

Slayde gave her a measured look. “You’re in excruciating pain.”

“What ransom notes?”

“I’ll answer this question, and this question only,” he said firmly. “The conclusion of our conversation will have to wait until later.”

“All right.” Courtney couldn’t help but agree; the pain was too agonizing.

“From the minute Aurora disappeared, one week ago today, I’ve been receiving letters promising me her life in exchange for the black diamond. Most of them were clearly hoaxes. But the two I received from the pirate holding you were chillingly genuine—and more than persuasive. They each contained strands of Aurora’s—your”—Slayde corrected himself—“hair.”

“Where did he get—?”

“From your brush, your pillow, any one of a dozen places. ’Twas only a few strands. But given the color, it was enough to convince me. So I took the risk and gave him what he wanted.”

“The stone? But now you have…nothing to bargain with.” Courtney could scarcely speak, much less think.

“ ’Tis time for your laudanum.” Slayde had already taken up the pot of tea and poured a cup, adding the requisite dose of medicine. “If I hold your head, can you drink this?”

She attempted a nod.

“Good.” He perched beside her, easing her up just enough to press the cup to her lips, offering her the tea, drop by drop, until it was gone.

It took mere minutes for the pleasant haze to settle in, surrounding the pain and holding it in faraway abeyance.

“That tasted dreadful,” Courtney announced.

“I’m sure it did. But ’twas necessary nonetheless.”

“The laudanum was necessary. The tea was not.” Her lashes fluttered. “Do you know Papa kept a few bottles of brandy aboard the Isobel. For special occasions. Once ’r twice, he let me taste it. When he looked away, I finished half the goblet.” A blissful sigh. “It tastes far better than tea.”

A corner of Slayde’s mouth lifted. “I agree.”

“ ’Tis also stronger. It works faster and disguises the bad flavor of medicine. Next time, I’d like my laud…laudan…”

“I’ll make certain all your subsequent doses are served in goblets of brandy.”

Her lashes drifted to her cheeks. “I’d like that.”

She was asleep.

Silently, Slayde stared down at his patient, oddly moved and more than a bit unsettled.

He had time to contemplate neither.

“Lord Pembourne!” Matilda burst into the room, her eyes wide as saucers. “Come quickly!”

Whipping about, Slayde stared at the white-faced maid. “What in God’s name is it?”

“It’s Lady Aurora! She’s home!”



Chapter 3

SLAYDE SWOOPED DOWN THE staircase like a hawk.

“Aurora.” Taking the hallway in a dozen long strides, he reached the entranceway door, seizing his sister’s shoulders in a grip so punishing, she winced. “Are you all right?”

Indignant turquoise eyes gazed up at him. “Of course I am. Slayde, have you lost your mind?”

He blinked. “Evidently so.” Slowly, he released her, his baffled gaze sweeping her from her head to toe and finding her thoroughly intact. “You weren’t harmed?”

“Harmed? Certainly not. As promised, the viscountess chaperoned me everywhere.” Tucking a wisp of red-gold hair behind her ear, Aurora indicated her companion. “Honestly, Slayde, it’s not like you to become so emotional.”

Slayde’s gaze shifted from his sister to the elegant, utterly stupefied woman beside her. “Elinore?”

“Hello, Slayde,” Lady Stanwyk said. Uneasily, she assessed the tension between brother and sister, her fingers idly stroking the glittering diamond-and-emerald necklace about her throat. “Perhaps I should go.”

“No, you should not go,” Aurora declared with a vehement shake of her head. “And I apologize for my brother’s rudeness.”

“What do you mean, ‘as promised’?” Slayde grilled her, ignoring the excess chatter as the significance of his sister’s earlier words sank in.

Aurora frowned. “The note I left you. I explained where I was going, with whom, and for how long. Certainly you understood my reasoning. For heaven’s sake, Slayde, I cannot remain a prisoner at Pembourne forever—”

“What note? I never received a note. Other than ransom ones,” he added.

Now it was Aurora’s turn to look shocked. “Ransom notes? Why on earth would you receive ransom notes?”

“Because half of Devonshire thinks you’ve been kidnapped, that’s why. Because you’ve been missing from Pembourne for a week, and no one has had a clue as to your whereabouts. Word leaked out that you’d been taken. Notes began arriving posthaste.”

“Oh, my God.” Aurora looked positively stricken. “Slayde, I’m so sorry. I had no idea. I truly did leave you a note.” Her nose wrinkled. “I can’t imagine how you missed it.”

“Where did you put it?”

“I propped it on my pillow. The morning I left—one week ago today.”

Slayde’s eyes glittered dangerously. “And where, pray tell, did you go?”

“To London.” Aurora’s face lit up. “It was exhilarating. Elinore took me to balls at Almack’s and Carlton House. We rode in Hyde Park and shopped on Bond Street. I even peeked into White’s and caught a glimpse of the gaming.”

“Are you telling me you’ve spent the better part of the last week traipsing about London, with no protection whatsoever?”

Her chin came up. “I’m perfectly capable of taking care of myself.”

“You didn’t bother mentioning this intended excursion to our staff,” Slayde accused harshly. “Or is it a coincidence that not one of them reported it to me? Nor, for that matter, did they report Elinore’s visit or your subsequent departure.”

A flicker of guilt. “I met Elinore at the lighthouse. It was the only way I could leave Pembourne without being questioned or accompanied. In my confirming note, I explained to Elinore that I needed to drop something off at the lighthouse prior to our departure and asked if her carriage could collect me there. She agreed. As for our servants, they hadn’t a clue of my plans. I merely strolled off in my customary direction. And, since my own wardrobe is sadly lacking in gowns appropriate for a Season, I had no reason to carry a bag. Instead, Elinore and I purchased all I needed in London. She was wonderful. And, in case you’re entertaining the possibility that she was involved in my little plot, don’t. This is the first she’s hearing of it. So don’t even consider blaming her.”

“Fear not—I blame you.”

“Slayde, forgive me for intruding,” Lady Stanwyk murmured, inserting herself with the grace and refinement she so naturally exuded. At forty years of age, she was still a striking woman, her dark hair perfectly coiffed, her green muslin dress cut to her exact specifications. “I’m terribly sorry this dreadful mix-up had to occur. And ’tis true: this is the first I’ve heard of Aurora’s scheme. Certainly I don’t condone it; nor would I have agreed to go along with it if I had. But with regard to her safety, truly, she was quite secure and fully chaperoned. We were accompanied by two ladies’ maids, a carriage driver, and four footmen. We stayed at my London Townhouse, which is fully staffed. Not to mention the fact that I was with Aurora every waking moment.” The viscountess gave a delicate cough. “Other than when she darted from my carriage for that one brief dash down St. James Street to view the men’s clubs. And even then, she was in my line of vision.”

“I stopped only at White’s,” Aurora said in quick clarification. “And I raced back to Elinore’s carriage the moment her footman came to retrieve me—that is, after I’d viewed White’s grand bow window and squinted my way through one game of whist.”

“How reassuring,” Slayde bit out.

“Safety was never an issue, Slayde,” Elinore repeated. “Nor was cruelty. After all—in Aurora’s defense—despite the rashness of her methods, she’d assumed you’d read her note and were apprised of her whereabouts. Had either of us known otherwise, we would have rushed right home. Surely you believe that.”

The helpless fury raging inside Slayde banked, and he turned to the viscountess, abruptly realizing how boorishly he was behaving. “Elinore, forgive me. This argument has nothing to do with you and should not be taking place in your presence. Thank you for taking such excellent care of Aurora and for introducing her to the fashionable world that she was evidently determined to experience.”

“I’m twenty years old, Slayde,” Aurora reminded him. “And you’ve never even brought me out. Is it so wrong for me to want to—”

“We’ll discuss this later, Aurora,” Slayde broke in, jaw clenched in warning. “For now, I want the viscountess to know how much we appreciate her excellent care-taking.”

“You needn’t thank me for spending time with Aurora,” Lady Stanwyk demurred, waving off Slayde’s thanks. “Your parents were Theomund’s and my closest friends; Aurora is like a daughter to me. Anything I can do for her—for either of you—is my pleasure.”

Again Slayde brought his irritation under control, reminding himself that Elinore wasn’t responsible for his sister’s reckless nature. “In which case, I’ll merely ask how you’ve been.”

“For an aging widow?” A faint smile touched the viscountess’s lips. “Quite well, thanks to my refreshing and delightful excursion with Aurora.”

“Aging?” Slayde cocked a brow. “Elinore, you’re scarcely older than I.”

“How gallant of you, Slayde. However, if memory serves me correctly, you’re one and thirty, nearly a decade my junior.”

“You look and act like a young girl,” Aurora defended at once.

Elinore patted her arm. “That’s because you kept me young this week. It’s been eons since I’ve dashed from ball to ball like a wide-eyed child fresh from my Court presentation. In fact, during the two years that Theomund has been gone, I’ve seldom taken part in a London Season, much less immersed myself in one.” Her fingers brushed the stones of her necklace. “In truth, the excitement felt rather good.”

Slayde’s gaze followed her motion. “Was that a gift from Theomund?” he inquired politely.

“Yes.” She glanced down at herself. “His last before he died. Lovely, isn’t it?”

“Yes.” Slayde’s expression grew thoughtful. “Actually, it reminds me very much of a necklace Mother owned.”

“It should. It’s almost identical. Your father commissioned a jeweler to design your mother’s as a Christmas gift. I admired it so often that, some years later, Theomund contacted the same jeweler to design one for me.” A worried pucker formed between the viscountess’s brows. “That doesn’t disturb you, does it? That I wear something similar to your mother’s?”

“Of course not. I’m sure it pleased Mother greatly.”

“It did. But that’s not what I meant. ’Twasn’t your mother’s reaction I was pondering.” A slow indrawn breath. “You’re away so often, I lose sight of the fact that you might still…” Her voice trailed off.

“My parents have been gone for over a decade now, Elinore,” Slayde supplied. “My wounds have healed, I assure you. However,”—he cast a sideways look at Aurora—“that doesn’t mean I’ve forgotten how they died. Nor have I abandoned my intentions to shelter my sister from harm.”

“Of course. I understand.” Elinore turned to Aurora. “ ’Tis time for me to take my leave. Clearly, you and your brother have things to discuss.”

Aurora frowned, doubtless eager to forestall the inevitable. “But—”

“Thank you for understanding, Elinore,” Slayde said firmly. “Good day.”

“Good day.”

Slayde waited only until the viscountess had gathered her skirts and gone. Then he turned to his sister. “We’ll discuss the ramifications of your actions later. For now, where did you say you placed that alleged note you left me?”

“It wasn’t alleged. It was real. And I left it on my pillow.” Aurora headed for the stairs. “I’ll show you.”

Three minutes later, Slayde stood at the foot of Aurora’s bed, arms folded stiffly across his chest. “Well?”

Perplexed, she shuffled her bedcovers about. “I don’t understand. I put it in plain sight. Could a breeze have blown it away?”

“A breeze? From where? Miss Payne hasn’t set foot in here to open a window. She’s been too busy fretting over your absence.”

“Well, I can’t imagine—here it is!” Aurora reached between the mattress and the headboard, retrieving the note and flourishing it for Slayde’s inspection. “Somehow it toppled beneath my bedding. No wonder you didn’t spy it. It was wedged so tightly, not even your keen eye could discern it.”

Slayde snatched the page and scanned it. “Damn,” he muttered, crumpling it into a ball and tossing it across the room. “You’ve been frolicking about London while I’ve been—” He broke off.

“You’ve been…?” Aurora prompted. Pensively, she inclined her head. “Slayde, I’ve never seen you so unnerved. Oh, I know how fervent you are about your role as my protector. I’m sure the ransom notes you received must have been terribly upsetting. Still, they’re not the first threatening letters we’ve received pertaining to the diamond, nor is this the first time someone’s tried to extort it from us. Obviously, just as on those other occasions, these senders were lying. I’m here. I’m fine. So why are you behaving so irrationally?”

Hands clasped behind him, Slayde regarded Aurora with the brooding, self-contained intensity she recognized all too well. “Two of the ransom notes contained locks of what I presumed to be your hair. I believed the letters were valid. I complied with the senders terms.”

“What terms?”

“An exchange—the black diamond for you.”

Undiluted shock registered on Aurora’s face. “So you did have the diamond. All these years—”

“Not all these years,” Slayde interrupted. A heartbeat of a pause. “It was only recently that the stone came into my possession.”

“I see. How did it come into your possession? Did you find it?”

“No. It was presented to me.”

“By whom?”

“That’s irrelevant. The point is, I turned it over to a man I believed was holding you prisoner, a man who obviously went to a great deal of trouble to make me believe he was holding you prisoner,” Slayde amended. Slowly, he shook his head. “There’s more here than meets the eye.”

“I don’t care,” Aurora declared with a dismissive wave of her hand. “I’m thrilled the diamond is gone. At last we’ll be rid of that horrible curse.”

A dark scowl. “There is no curse, Aurora. There’s only the greed of those who seek the stone, and whatever accompanies its possession. Wealth, acclaim…or vengeance.”

Aurora sighed deeply. “You still think Lawrence Bencroft is involved. Slayde, he’s too drunk to contrive some grand scheme to avenge his family’s downfall. Is it so difficult for you to accept the possibility that the pirate who summoned you acted alone?”

“If he did, he’s remarkably clever and thorough. Not to mention quick-thinking. He’d have to have learned about your excursion to London immediately, leapt at the chance to feign a kidnapping, and found a perfect replica for you all within a day. Quite a feat, wouldn’t you say?”

“I was hardly invisible. Hundreds of people saw me in London. This pirate could have been in or about Town, caught a glimpse of me, and dispatched a missive straightaway.” A flicker of bewilderment flashed in Aurora’s eyes. “What replica?”

“The young woman I believed to be you when I relinquished the stone. The woman who lost her father, her home, and very nearly her life. The woman who’s down the hall now, recovering from extensive injuries and severe shock. The woman who, from a distance, looks much like you and from whom that filthy pirate clearly acquired the locks of hair he sent me. That replica.”

Aurora sank down on the bed. “You’d better explain.” She listened, eyes widening as Slayde relayed the details of what had occurred two nights past. “Who is she?”

“Her name is Courtney Johnston. Her father captained the vessel that was overtaken by that blasted pirate. He was murdered at the same time that his daughter was taken prisoner. That’s all I know. Miss Johnston is awake for only short periods of time. And when she is, she’s still very weak, in a great deal of pain, and—much of the time—incoherent.”

“And all alone,” Aurora murmured. “God knows, I understand how that feels.” Swallowing, she asked, “How old is she?”

“About your age, I should say.”

“Does she really resemble me?”

“Yes…and no.” Slayde studied his sister, trying to view her as a woman and not as the child he’d become responsible for ten years past. “You have the same coloring—other than your eyes—and similar builds. Otherwise, I see little resemblance.”

“Is she pretty?”

“I wouldn’t know,” was the curt reply. “She’s swathed in bandages and enveloped by bedcovers.”

“How long will she be staying at Pembourne?”

“That depends on how quickly she heals.” Slayde paused, frowning. “A better question is, where will she go afterward?”

Silence hung heavily in the room.

“She needn’t go anywhere,” Aurora put in at last. “In fact, I’d be relieved if she’d stay as long as possible. With you perpetually away, I’m virtually alone, with the exception of the army of servants you’ve hired to keep vigil over me. A companion would be delightful.”

Slayde’s eyes narrowed thoughtfully on his sister. “I realize you loathe your isolation. I always assumed it was because being confined to Pembourne made it impossible for you to gallivant beyond your lighthouse or get into some other form of mischief. In truth, I never considered the fact that you might be lonely.”

“There’s quite a lot you never considered.” A shrug. “You’re a loner, Slayde. As a result, you expect the rest of the world to follow suit. Well, not all of us are able to exist in utter solitude.”

“There isn’t always a choice.”

“Maybe, in my case, we’ve just found one.”

“You don’t know that Miss Johnston will choose to remain at Pembourne. She’s not the type to accept charity. I sense a great deal of pride beneath that broken exterior.”

“You sense a great deal for a man who spends little or no time around others.”

Again, silence.

“Does Miss Johnston understand all that’s happened?” Aurora inquired.

“Unfortunately, yes. And she’s devastated by it.”

“I’m sure she is.” Aurora traced the intricate pattern of the bedcovers with her forefinger. “Slayde—may I at least speak with her? I realize I was very young when Mama and Papa died. Still, perhaps there’s something I could say. Something that would ease her pain—even a bit.”

Slowly, he nodded. “Perhaps so. But not for several hours. She drifted off a minute before Matilda announced your arrival, and she’ll probably sleep for some time now, thanks to the laudanum Dr. Gilbert left. When she awakens, I’ll introduce you.”

“Excellent.” Aurora rose. “Now you may lecture me on my outrageous behavior and the heinous outcome that could have resulted from my joining Elinore on her trip to London.”

“Would it do any good?”

“Probably not.”

Slayde shook his head. “Maybe asking Miss Johnston to stay is a good idea at that, if only to divert your attention away from the outside world and all its allure.”

“Or to enlighten me about it,” Aurora proposed with a grin.

“Don’t push me, Aurora. I’m not feeling very tolerant right now.” Slayde glanced restlessly toward the bedchamber door. “I have things to resolve before Miss Johnston awakens.”

“Then go resolve them.”

Slayde hesitated, feeling that all-too-familiar discomfort that accompanied his infrequent parental interaction with his sister. “Do you require anything?”

“No. But should that situation change, I’m perfectly capable of getting what I need. Remember, Slayde, while you’re abroad for months at a time—doing whatever it is you do—I’m fending for myself. I hardly require an overseer.”

“As your reckless little excursion to Town just proved,” was the dry retort.

Aurora rolled her eyes. “I told you—”

“I know what you told me.” Slayde’s jaw tightened in flagrant warning. “The subject is closed. You are not to leave Pembourne without permission again. Is that understood?”

Pressing her lips together, Aurora gave a tight, though rebellious nod.

“Good.” With that, Slayde dismissed the issue, striding across the bedchamber and yanking open the door. “I’ll summon you when Miss Johnston awakens. After I’ve had an opportunity to prepare her for you.”

It was midafternoon when Courtney stirred. She felt less disoriented this time, recalling her whereabouts almost immediately—as well as the incidents that had preceded them. The ache in her head had subsided somewhat, as had that in her ribs—whether from the lingering effects of the laudanum or the onset of the natural healing process, she wasn’t certain.

She wished the wounds of her heart would be as easy to heal.

“How are you feeling, Miss Johnston?”

It was the housekeeper, Miss Payne, who entered, carrying a tray of tea and toast.

“Better,” Courtney replied, her voice an unfamiliar wisp of sound.

“The slash above your eye is healing nicely. Matilda changed the bandage while you slept. She also said you’re weak as a newborn babe. And she’s right,” Miss Payne assessed, laying out the refreshment with a purposeful air. “But it’s no wonder. You’ve eaten nothing for days and drunk only as much as your laudanum required. Well, we’re about to change that.” So saying, she poured a cup of tea, then placed it on the tray next to Courtney’s bedside. “Shall I help you sit up?”

“Thank you very much.” Gratefully, Courtney accepted the assistance, wincing at the sharp pain in her ribs that accompanied her movements.

After what seemed like an eternity, she was sitting half upright, two pillows propped behind her back.

“Is that comfortable?” Miss Payne inquired.

“Yes, very.”

“Good. Now it’s time to regain your strength.”

It was more an order than a statement, and Courtney almost found herself smiling. Clearly, Miss Payne was not as soft-hearted as Matilda and had therefore been chosen to administer her meal. Well, Courtney would try not to disappoint her.

“It looks delicious.” She took the proffered teacup and drank, stunned to find she was nearly parched with thirst. Twice, Miss Payne refilled the cup, and twice more, Courtney drank. Next, she attempted the toast, nibbling at the edges before taking her first normal bite.

Her insides gnawed their approval.

“Slowly,” the housekeeper cautioned. “Your stomach has been empty for days. Give your body time to accept the food.” Patiently, she waited while Courtney alternately ate and rested until, a quarter hour later, both slices of toast were gone. “Excellent.” Miss Payne rose. “Your color has already improved.”

“Indeed it has.”

Lord Pembourne hovered in the doorway, watching as his houseguest licked the final crumbs from her lips. “May I come in?” he inquired politely.

“Of course.” For some bizarre reason, Courtney felt a surge of nervousness, doubtless a reaction to receiving a man in her bedchamber. Despite the earl’s earlier visits, this was the first time she’d been alert enough to truly consider her surroundings. And, for all her years at sea, no one but her father had ever crossed her cabin’s threshold, at least not while she was within.

The earl seemed to sense her discomfort, for he approached stiffly, halting a respectful distance from the foot of her bed.

Simultaneously, Miss Payne gathered up the tray. “Miss Johnston ate her entire meal.”

“So I see.” Lord Pembourne’s silver-gray eyes appraised the empty plates. “And without a drop of fortifying brandy. I’m relieved.”

Recalling snatches of her earlier rambling, Courtney flushed.

“As for this evening’s meal, I’ll advise Cook to prepare some broth,” Miss Payne was muttering to herself, “and perhaps a few biscuits. Yes, that should go down well.” She gave the earl a quizzical look. “Will you be remaining at Pembourne for any length of time, my lord? If so, I’ll need to order additional supplies and alert the staff to your extended stay.”

A heartbeat of a pause. “I’m not certain. I’ll advise you once my plans are made. For now, assume I’ll be here.”

“Very good, my lord.” She swept off.

Courtney rubbed the sheet between her fingers, studying the earl’s chiseled features and trying to shake off her uncustomary self-consciousness. “Are you ofttimes away from home?”

“Yes, frequently.”

“For great lengths of time?”

His dark brows rose. “As a matter of fact, yes. My businesses are extensive and take me all over the world: India, the Colonies, Europe.”

“How unfortunate.”

He blinked. “Unfortunate? Why?”

“Because it must be very difficult—and very lonely—for you.”

“Why do you assume that?”

Now it was Courtney’s turn to look perplexed. “You did mention you had a sister, did you not? Before I began babbling about my affection for brandy, that is.”

His lips twitched. “Yes, I did.”

“Then you must miss her dreadfully when you’re away. Unless, of course, you take her with you. Do you?”

“Hardly. Aurora stays at Pembourne, where she’s safe and carefully watched—except on those few occasions when she’s clever enough, and determined enough, to elude my staff.”

Courtney frowned. “I didn’t realize your sister was a child. When you spoke of my resemblance to her—well, I was under the obvious misconception that she was a woman.”

“She is.” Lord Pembourne’s eyes turned wintry gray. “But, as my family history will bear out, maturity does not preclude the need for safeguarding. The disaster you just survived is tangible proof of that. Had that pirate not intended to pass you off as Aurora, none of the past days’ horrors would have occurred.”

Courtney swallowed, her anguish resurging from its private niche.

“I’m sorry.” The earl’s apology was immediate, regret slashing his handsome face. “That was a cruel and thoughtless statement to make. Forgive me. The last thing I intended was to upset you.”

“You needn’t apologize.” Courtney blinked back tears, trying to steady her quavering voice. “It matters not whether we give voice to the words; Papa’s death haunts me every moment, awake or asleep. Again and again, I see his face, hear his scream, feel his fear. Lord Pembourne…” Her chin came up. “I have a proposition for you. If you’ll give me a few days to mend, I’ll help you find your sister. I know the waters of the Channel as well as any sailor. I can guide you to every hidden nook, every deserted island—anywhere you wish to go. Whoever has Lady Aurora, we’ll unearth him. In exchange, I ask only that once your sister is safely restored, you loan me a sailing vessel. I’ll return it—intact—the instant I’m able. I’d purchase it outright, but as you know, I have no money.”

“Loan you a vessel,” the earl repeated quietly. “So you can seek out the pirate who killed your father and run a sword through his belly.”

Courtney’s jaw dropped.

“I understand what you’re feeling.” Lord Pembourne continued, addressing her obvious astonishment. “Only too well, in fact. I’ve experienced your sense of rage firsthand. But trust me; what you’re planning won’t erase what’s happened. Nor will it ease the agony of losing your father.”

“I don’t care.” This time the tears spilled forth of their own volition. “I’m going to find that rogue, find him and kill him. And then I’m going to travel from one ocean to the next until I recover Papa’s body. He deserves a proper burial. On that grassy hill in Somerset beside Mama. Where they can be together. Oh, God…” Courtney dropped her face into her hands. “Why couldn’t I have died with him?”

The bed sagged as Lord Pembourne sat down beside her and gathered her against him with none of the hesitation that had accompanied his previous gesture of comfort. “Because you weren’t meant to die,” he murmured, gently stroking her hair, “although I know how little solace that affords you right now.”

“If I’m meant to live, it can only be to avenge Papa’s death.”

“Miss Johnston—Courtney—listen to me.” The earl spoke softly, his breath brushing the bandage spanning her brow. “You’re badly hurt. It will be a week before you’ve healed enough to stroll the grounds, much less traverse the English Channel. Also, as I just said, vengeance is not nearly as sweet as it seems.” He drew a sharp breath, and Courtney had the strange feeling it was not merely she he was trying to convince. “Now that I’ve said all that, I offer you this promise: we’ll find your father’s killer, not only for your sake, but for mine.”

Courtney leaned back, gazing up at him through watery eyes. “For your sake?”

“Yes. Whoever that murdering pirate was, he did not work alone. I’m certain of it. And whoever helped him devise his plot did it for more than just the black diamond.”

“You’re referring to the reasons behind your sister’s kidnapping.”

“That’s the puzzle here. There was no kidnapping.”

“I don’t understand.”

“Earlier today, mere minutes after you drifted off, Aurora strolled through Pembourne’s entranceway doors. She’s as intact as I. Evidently, boredom compelled her to take a jaunt to London in order to experience a taste of the Season.”

Courtney blinked. “I see. No, actually I don’t see.”

A faint smile touched the earl’s lips. “Nor do I. However, perhaps once you’ve met my sister, you will. Aurora is not what one would call a complacent young lady.”

“But if she went willingly to London, why were you receiving ransom notes?”

“My question exactly. Further, how could a single person—namely, the pirate who killed your father—have had ample time to observe and recognize Aurora, send the appropriate letters to Pembourne, then board a ship, sail forth until he reached yours, overtake it, and hold your crew captive for several days?”

“It isn’t possible.” Courtney shook her head. “The Isobel was en route to the Colonies, three days out of port, when he made his attack. That means he had to be sailing at least that long, even if he knew our exact location and followed us. Not to mention the time it would take him to conceal his own vessel and row out to the Isobel under cover of darkness.”

“And why would he be keeping track of your ship’s whereabouts, much less following you? Even if he already knew of your existence and of your resemblance to Aurora—a farfetched enough idea, given that Aurora doesn’t appear in public—he’d have no cause to act until he spied Aurora in London and realized she was vulnerable. And that’s assuming he’d already devised his plan and was simply waiting for a chance to enact it.”

“I’m still lost,” Courtney murmured. “If you’re right, if that pirate was working with someone, how would that someone have known of Lady Aurora’s intentions to leave Pembourne and travel to London? Clearly, her decision to slip away was impulsive.”

“But not unprecedented. Aurora is very creative—if not very successful—in her attempts to see the world. Usually, she wanders only as far as the lighthouse just beyond Pembourne, by the water’s edge. However, on occasion, she gets more ambitious. ’Twould be obvious to anyone watching the estate that she’s eager for more freedom.”

“Anyone watching the estate,” Courtney repeated. “In other words, you believe Pembourne is under scrutiny.”

“I do.”

“By whom?”

A bitter stare. “The same man whose family has scrutinized and condemned us for generations. Ever since the quest for that bloody diamond.”

“The Bencrofts? Is that the family you mean?”

“Yes. If anyone has a reason—at least in his own distorted mind—to twist a knife in my gut, it’s Lawrence Bencroft, the current Duke of Morland. The hatred within that man runs deeper than you can imagine.”

“Deep enough to feign a kidnapping in order to torment you?”

“Not just to torment me,” Slayde amended. “To baffle, outwit, and humiliate me, and then to rob me of a treasure he considers rightfully his, a treasure that, if my guess is right, is in Morland’s possession right now.”

The pounding in Courtney’s head had begun to intensify as the lingering effects of laudanum slowly faded. “What will you do?” she asked, unconsciously sagging toward Slayde.

“Something my family hasn’t done in sixty years: go to Morland. Visit that drunken snake. And, should he be the inventor of this sick scheme, expose him for the manipulative bastard that he is.” The earl looked down, taking in Courtney’s drooping head. “Shall I bring you more laudanum?”

“No—please. I don’t want to sleep. When I do, the nightmares return. Besides, I can’t think clearly when I’m drugged. And I want to make sense of what you just said.” Desperately, she battled the dull throbbing in her skull. “If what you’re saying is true, if the Duke of Morland hired that wretched pirate to seize Papa’s ship, then the duke must know where to find him—if only to recoup the jewel.”

“I would assume so, yes.” Slayde frowned. “Are you certain you’re able to continue this conversation? ’Tis obvious you’re in pain.”

“I’m certain. Please, my lord, I need to think, to talk. Just for a while. When the pain becomes too much to bear, I’ll take the laudanum. But not yet.”

Lord Pembourne nodded against her hair. “As you wish.” To Courtney’s surprise, he made no move to release her. Instead, he eased her forward, cradling her nape and pressing her cheek to his waistcoat. “Is that better?”

“Much, thank you.” In truth, it was more than better. It was wonderful. By anchoring her head in his powerful hand, the earl was releasing the pressure pounding at her skull while at the same time offering her a sturdy foundation upon which to rest. Even her ribs felt less constricted.

“They’ll fade, you know.”

The words rumbled through his chest to her ear.

“What will?”

“The nightmares. They won’t last forever. They’ll lessen, first in intensity, then in frequency. Finally, they’ll besiege you only on occasion. And suddenly you’ll discover they’re endurable. You won’t be crushed beneath their force. And you’ll begin to live again.”

Courtney sighed. “I hope you’re right.”

“I am.” He hesitated. “Miss Johnston, before we resume our discussion, I have a favor to ask of you, if I may.”

“A favor?” Irony laced her tone. “You saved my life, took me into your home, and are now providing both sympathy and aid, not to mention hope. You may ask anything of me you wish. And please,” she added softly, “call me Courtney, as you did a few minutes past. I realize it’s a bit unorthodox, but then so is the fact that you’ve taken a total stranger into your home and are now visiting her chambers. In addition, to be honest, I’ve never in my life been addressed as ‘Miss Johnston’—with the exception of the one loathsome year I spent at Madame La Salle’s Boarding School for Young Ladies. And that is a period of time I’d like to forget. As, I’m sure, Madame La Salle is doing her best to forget me.”

The earl surprised her—and himself—by chuckling, a husky sound that rolled through Courtney like warm honey. “How ominous. Very well then, Courtney. My favor is as follows: would you consider staying on at Pembourne as Aurora’s companion? Not just while you’re recuperating, but afterward. Until my adventure-seeking sister drives you away. You’d be doing me a great service.”

Courtney swallowed, staring at his white linen shirt front. “A service? That sounds more like a cloaked offer of charity. After all, your sister is hardly of an age where she needs a governess. No, Lord Pembourne, I cannot accept, although I thank you from the bottom of my heart. ’Tis difficult enough for me to lie here and permit your staff to wait upon me while I’m confined to bed. But the instant my body is strong enough, I’ll be on my way. I won’t take advantage of your kindness, avail myself of your home and your servants, when I can do nothing to repay you.”

“Trust me—given Aurora’s nature, ’tis I who will be in your debt, not the other way around.” Roughly, Slayde cleared his throat. “Courtney, I’m going to be frank. You and I have just determined we share a mutual goal: unearthing those involved in feigning Aurora’s kidnapping and murdering your father. Answer me this: if you were to leave Pembourne tomorrow, would it not be to hunt down that pirate?”

A small nod.

“Well, I intend to immerse myself in the task of doing, just that, starting by investigating a man I believe could lead us right to your father’s killer; namely, Lawrence Bencroft. I’ll delve as deep and as long as it takes to determine Morland’s involvement.”

“And if the duke is not involved?”

“Then I’ll find out who is. Further, my resources are far more vast than yours. So why strike out on your own when by remaining at Pembourne you can benefit from my findings?”

“While contributing what in return?” Courtney asked with quiet dignity, “I won’t accept charity.”

“I don’t think you realize just how much peace of mind you’d be affording me by keeping Aurora distracted and entertained. Translated, that means safe and accounted for, something my vast array of servants seem unable to ensure. From the reports I received upon returning from India ten days past, Aurora succeeded in sneaking out of Pembourne twice in three months, this last journey notwithstanding—a record even for my sister. And that doesn’t take into account the six or seven unsuccessful attempts she made to beg, blackmail, or trick her way past the staff.”

“Where is it she wishes to go?”

“I shudder to think. Fortunately, she’s ofttimes content with the lighthouse as a destination. She’s enthralled by Mr. Scollard, its keeper. I have no idea why, nor do I care to find out. All I know is that she dashes off to see him every chance she gets. And, eventually, one of my footmen drags her home.”

Spontaneous laughter bubbled up inside Courtney, her first real laughter in nearly a week. “My lord, if you don’t mind my saying so, you must have the most exhausted servants in all of England. And the most single-minded of sisters. I can’t imagine one woman requiring a houseful of people to oversee her.”

“Imagine it. You’ve never met Aurora.”

“Evidently not. In which case, suppose I accept your terms. Has it occurred to you that if your sister is as headstrong as you say, she might not be amenable to our arrangement?”

“She’s more than amenable; she’s elated. She told me so herself. You have no worry on that score. When I left Aurora, she was nearly pacing the halls, waiting to meet you.”

Courtney felt strangely touched by that notion. “Very well, then. Your logic is sound, though I still question the fairness of our arrangement. Nevertheless, I’ll stay at Pembourne—for the time being—and act the part of Lady Aurora’s companion. Although how in the name of heaven I can counter the allure of the outside world, I haven’t a clue. But I’ll try, my lord.”

“Thank you.” The earl’s fingers tightened briefly on Courtney’s nape, belying his casual tone and alerting her to the significance of his next words. “By the way, with reference to given names, mine is Slayde. Not ‘my lord.’ ”

“All right—Slayde.” Reluctantly, Courtney drew back, wincing a bit at the resulting discomfort. “I assume you’d like to bring Lady Aurora in now.”

“Not until you’ve rested.” His momentary tension having dissipated, Slayde eased Courtney to the pillows.

Panic erupted inside her, screaming out that to sleep meant she would relive the dark fires of hell. “I don’t want to sleep,” she blurted.

“Then don’t. Just rest.” Astutely, Slayde studied her stricken expression. “I suggest a half-dose of laudanum, enough only to soothe the pain and make you doze. How would that be?”

“A half-dose?” Courtney breathed in a hopeful voice.

“Um-hum.” His lips twitched. “In a whole dose of brandy. Much-needed brandy, I might add, to fortify you for your meeting with Aurora.”

“Will you stay with me while I rest?” Mortified, Courtney realized she sounded like a frightened child. But, God help her, that’s just what she felt like.

“Yes, I’ll stay with you.” Slayde could have summoned Matilda or Miss Payne, but he didn’t. Instead, he stood, pouring a goblet of brandy and adding a small amount of laudanum to it. “Drink this,” he murmured, supporting her head while she did. “All of it, as I’m sure you’ll be delighted to do.”

Courtney smiled, taking four or five appreciative swallows, then resting before she downed the remaining contents of the glass.

“Well done. I’m impressed.” With a teasing glance at the empty goblet, he lowered her back to the bed.

“Thank you,” she whispered.

“You’re welcome.” He gazed down at her from beneath hooded lids, his expression unreadable. “Now, let the medicine do its job. When the pain subsides, I’ll summon Aurora.”

Murmuring her agreement, Courtney sank into the softness of the bed. Within minutes, her body began to feel light, tingly, everything around her unfolding in slow, soothing motion. Her lashes fluttered, then fanned downward, her mind gratefully devoid of thought, her entire being blessedly absent of pain.

Slayde watched her sea-green eyes grow vague, then drift shut, and he was accosted by that same oddly bemused feeling he’d experienced earlier—odd because he wasn’t a man given to emotion, nor to personal affinities of any kind. In fact, Aurora’s assessment of him had been quite right. He was a loner, a man who relied upon only himself for constancy. Never until this moment had he ever tried so hard to convince a woman to stay with him, nor had he every truly cared if one did. Further, he’d certainly never requested that anyone—woman or man—address him by his given name. And yet he’d just done both, with a woman who was, in her own words, a virtual stranger.

Why?

Could it be the chord of memory she struck within him? Doubtful. He’d recovered from his parents’ deaths years ago.

Perhaps he felt responsible for her. He had, as fate had deemed, saved her life. That idea was even more farfetched than the first. Decency, after all, was not a forbearer of sentiment.

Then what?

Pulling up a chair, Slayde lowered himself into it, leaning forward and searching Courtney’s face, as if for an answer. She was peaceful now, half asleep and un-haunted by demons, her bandaged brow unfurrowed, her breathing slow and even.

His reply to Aurora with regard to Courtney’s beauty had been a lie. Despite the inhibiting bandages, Courtney Johnston was clearly lovely, her features delicate and exquisitely formed, her cheekbones high, her lips soft and full. Her figure was equally delicate, as he’d discovered firsthand—so slight he wondered how she’d withstood the hardships of the past week. Still, beneath that fragile exterior, he sensed a strength that rivaled his own, a strength that would pull her through whatever lay ahead and ensure that, somehow, she survived.

Without thinking, Slayde reached out and captured one red-gold tress, staring at it in surprise as he did. Another first-time gesture. He’d never been compelled to touch a woman’s hair before. In fact, he wasn’t given to touching at all, other than during a sexual liaison, and even then his urge for physical contact was rooted in carnality rather than intimacy and limited to those moments when passion dominated all else. Yet in one day, he’d impulsively enfolded this woman in his arms not once, but twice, and now had an unprecedented urge to explore the silky texture of her hair. Hair that, upon closer inspection, was not at all the fiery color of Aurora’s, but a more subtle, vivid combination of warm reds, shimmering golds, and honey browns. Slowly, he let the strands glide free of his fingers, until, one by one, they dropped onto the pillow and fanned out beside her in a blazing waterfall.

“I’m resting,” Courtney announced, eyes closed, words slurred.

“So I see.” A faint smile played about Slayde’s lips. For whatever reason, he was drawn to this woman. And because of that—and his own longstanding suspicions—he’d help her find the bastard who killed her father, along with whoever had paid him to recover the black diamond. God help Lawrence Bencroft if he was that man.

Sea foam trailed soundlessly into the hollow cove. Just within, the dark figure paced, then halted, emitting a savage curse and slamming one gloved fist against the stone wall.

Damnit. Where is that wretched pirate? He’s had more than enough time. He was supposed to be here hours ago with the diamond—My diamond. The one I’ve awaited forever. Well, I don’t intend to wait another day. He’d best show up. Soon. If he dares try to defy me, he’ll die. Others have. Others will.
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