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You deserve to know what it is like to be wholly seduced, Jack said roughly.




You deserve to know what it feels like to be aroused to the point of weeping, to be released from that arousal in a manner that leaves you weak and short of breath. You deserve to know the raw intimacy that only a man and a woman can share, he said, and let his hand drift down her shoulder to the swell of her breast.

Lizzie could hardly seem to catch her breath. I think you are mad, she whispered breathlessly.

Aye, if Im mad, then half the world is mad with me, he said softly.
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Chapter One




SCOTLAND, 1807

From his vantage point in the middle of a brambly thicketwhich, Jack noted gloomily, had torn his best buckskinshe could see the road through the branches. Hed ridden hard the last hour, pushing his horse to stay a mile ahead of the two men. He gulped down air as he watched them trot by, their hats pulled low over their eyes, their greatcoats draped over the rumps of their Highland ponies and wearing scarves about their necks that were definitely plaid.

Diah, they were Scots! The old man in Crieff had been rightthe princes men had hired Scots bounty hunters to help find him.

Bloody, bloody hell. Hed put himself in quite a quagmire this time, hadnt he?

Jack waited until he was certain theyd passed and moved down the road a piece before picking his way out of the thicket, cursing beneath his breath when another thorn caught his buckskins. He untethered his horse and tossed the reins over the mares neck and swung up onto the saddle.

And sat.

Jack really didnt know where to go from here. Hed been running from the princes men for more than a month, fleeing England the moment hed learned hed been accused of adultery with the Princess of Wales, running deep into the Highlands.

Adultery. Jack snorted as he rubbed the mares neck. Imagine, taking the Princess of Wales to his bed! It was preposterous to believe hed do such a thing! Yet Jack couldnt help the wry smile that curved his lips as he spurred the mare up onto the road.

Hed never taken the princess to his bed, to be surebut he was guilty of participating in more than one vulgar activity at her residence.

In spite of his innocence, when Jack had been warned that men accused of bedding the princess were being rounded up for questioning and would likely face charges of high treasona hanging offensehed decided to decamp to his native Scotland. That sort of accusation flung about in the midst of a royal scandal rarely played out well for a Scot in England, and Jack Haines, the Earl of Lambourne, who was no stranger to moral transgressions and shocking behavior, knew a bad scandal when he saw one.

On the road again, he paused to look up at the tops of the Scots pines that seemed to scrape a stretch of sky the color of blue China silk, and inhaled deeply. It was clean, crisp air that swept down the glens and hills that made up the Highland landscapeglens and hills that seemed endless and exasperatingly uninhabited.

Jack reined his horse north, in the opposite direction of the bounty hunters. He had four, maybe five hours of daylight left and would need to find a place to bed down for the night. Diah, he dreaded the thought of another night in a bloody cold barn. But a barn was a good sight better than the frigid forest floor.

The air was so stillhe could hear the breathing of his mount above the clopping of her hooves.


The only thing he could recall this far north was Castle Beal, and that was several miles away across some questionable terrain, two days hard ride from Lambourne Castle, just south of here. He was trying to recall the best routeit had been eleven years since hed spent any time in Scotland other than the obligatory annual fortnight at Lambournewhen he heard the faint but unmistakable clop clop of another horses hooves on the roador worse, a pair of horses.

Jack reined up and listened. Damn their eyesthe bounty hunters had turned back. There wasnt a moment to spare. Jack dug his spurs into his mare, but she was fatigued and he spurred her too hard; he winced when she whinnied as loudly as if hed stuck her with a hot poker and broke into a run. The bounty hunters had surely heard it and would realize they were on Jacks heels.

Indeed, they had gained ground on him throughout the day in spite of wretched terrain and the prime horseflesh he rode. Christ Almighty, where had the prince found these men?

Jack sent the mare crashing into the woods and its thick undergrowth, leaping recklessly over the trunk of a downed tree. A deer path led off to the right; Jack reined her in that direction. The mare careered up the path, splashed through a running stream, but balked at a steep embankment. Jack quickly wheeled her around, pointed her toward the embankment again. Move on, thenmove! he urged her, bending low over her neck and digging his spurs into her flanks.

The horse gave it all she had; she crested the top of the embankmentand reared at the sight of two men on horseback. Jack hung on and managed to yank her around with the intention of going back down the embankment, but saw the bounty hunters crashing through the stream and heaving up behind him.

He reined his horse tightly as four men encircled him. He quickly looked around for an escape, any escape, but saw only a pair of shotguns leveled at him. The mares spittle was foaming and her breathing laboredshed not sprint, and even if she did, shed not get far.

Jack looked again at the shotguns leveled at him as his heart began to pound in his chest. There was no outhed been caught. Mary, Queen of Scots, he uttered irritably as he eyed the one with the largest gun. I donna suppose we might have a chat, then? I am a wealthy man.

His answer was the cock of the guns trigger.

All right, all right, he said, slowly lifting his hands. You have me, lads. And he braced himself as they closed in, entirely uncertain if today would be his last.








Chapter Two



If it was possible, Castle Beal was even drearier than Lambourne Castle.

When Jack realized where the men were taking him, and caught sight of the imposing, drab, gray structure, he mentioned, in a rather flimsy bid for better accommodations than might be given to a fugitive, that his great-grandmother had been born a Beal.

That clearly gave the four men pause.

He hastily added that she was of the Strathmore Beals, and hoped that was truehe was hard pressed to remember the tedious details of the family tree; his sister, Fiona, was the one who could recite it preciselybut it seemed to have the desired effect. Instead of a room in the dungeon, into which Jack knew very well he would have been tossed like a sack of tubers, he was put into a suite like a proper guest.

And there hed been left to rot, apparently, divested of his gun and hunting knife. But Jack cheerfully reasoned that though hed been in London quite a long time, hed been born and bred a Highlander, and he knew how to fight his way out of a scrap.

The door was left unlocked. They considered him a gentleman, above escape. He debated whether or not he was, indeed, that sort of gentleman as he walked the length of the room, counting his steps for the breadth and depth, again and again. The room was approximately sixteen by fourteen feet, give or take an inch. There was a faint odor, too, a rather acrid smell that led him to believe something was rotting beneath the wood flooring.

Jack had no idea how long hed have to wait, as they were a wee bit reluctant to discuss their plans with him. But theyd brought him something that passed as gruel, and had thrown a block of peat on the hearth when the sun slipped below the horizon.

By then, Jack was tired of pacing and lay on the bed fully clothed, including his greatcoat, on the chance an opportunity for escape should arise. He fell into a shallow sleep in which he envisioned himself floating on a cool green river near Lambourne Castle. The sunlight was dappled on the stern of his little boat, and a woman in a very large-brimmed hat was rowing. She had slender arms and elegant hands. She possessed a fine figure, but Jack could not see her face.

Something awakened him abruptly. He came up with a start and looked right into the eyes of a boy whose dark golden hair stuck out from beneath his cap.

Jack relaxed and idly scratched his chest as he observed the lad. Who are you?

The boy did not respond.

Youre a page, Id wager, sent to attend me, aye?

Again, the boy did not respond.

No a page? A spy, then? Jack swung his legs off the side of the bed and stood, hands on hips, eyeing the boy. The blackguards sent you to ascertain my mood and whether or not I have any nefarious plans, is that it?

Who are you? the boy asked.

Ah! I asked you first. Who are you?

Lachlan, he said shyly.


Sir Lachlan, Jack said, with a bow of his head. I am Lord Lambourne.

Lachlan blinked.

Jacks brows rose. What? Youve no heard of me? I am the Earl of Lambourne! I own a big, gloomy castleno as gloomy as this one, aye, but gloomy nonethelessa wee bit south of here. Does that spark any recognition whatsoever? he asked as he walked around to the basin.

The child shook his head.

Then I would say, Jack said, pausing to dip his hands into the ice-cold basin to splash water on his face, that your education has been sorely lacking. He glanced over his shoulder at the boy, who was studying him closely. He was wearing trousers that were too short by an inch or more, and his face was stained with the remnants of his last meal.

Jack calmly continued his toilette, aware of his audience. When he was done, he turned to the child once more. Here we are, then, he said with a formal bow. You may take me to your king.

We donna have a king, Lachlan gravely informed him.

Jack shrugged. Then take me to your squire. Everyone has a squire.

Lachlan pondered that for a moment. I think it is me uncle Carson.

Hell do, Jack said, and gestured toward the door. Off we go, then.

They got as far as the threshold, where a pair of rather large Highlanders whod most inconveniently just arrived, pushed Jack firmly back into the room. Behind them a dignified, silver-haired gentleman strolled into the room and eyed Jack appraisingly.


Might I have the pleasure of knowing who is ogling me? Jack asked.

Carson Beal, the man answered. I am laird here.

Ah. So young Lachlan guessed correctly.

Pardon?

Jack smiled. A private jest.

Carson Beals brows knitted; he clasped his hands behind his back and walked deeper into the room as he continued to study Jack. Who are you?

Jankin MacLeary Haines of Lambourne Castle, Jack said with a curt nod of his head. Close acquaintances call me Jack. You may call me my Lord Lambourne. He gave Beal a bit of a smirk.

Carson Beal frowned. Rather flippant for a man wanted by the Prince of Wales for high treason, are you no?

Jacks smile broadenedhe was not one to let his true feelings be known, and he would never let this Beal fellow know how that pained him. My good friend the prince has been woefully misinformed.

Oh? Carson asked, arching one dubious brow. Is that why you ran like a coward from my men?

That certainly got Jacks back up, but he said pleasantly, Your men did no identify themselves. As far as I knew they were bloodthirsty thieves, and I but one man.

Mmmbe that as it may, milord Lambourne, Beal said with contempt, I think you find yourself in a spot of trouble, aye?

Jack laughed and said honestly, I am in the devils own scrape, that I am. But I rather think my loss is your gain.

What might I possibly gain? Beal scoffed.

Id no even hazard a guess, Jack said congenially. But you have no yet turned me over for what is, I assume, knowing His Highness as I do, a generous bounty. Therefore, you must stand to gain.


Beals eyes narrowed. As it happens, I have a proposition for you.

Ahathey were thieves. They would give Jack the option of paying his way out of their clutches. Bloody good of them, and he, fortunately, was a man of means. Im listening, he said, folding his arms across his chest.

You have one of two choices, Beal said. We can hand you over to the princes menwho, incidentally, have arrived to escort you to London.

That was a mildly alarming bit of news.

Or, we can tell the princes men youve escaped and point them away. To Lambourne Castle, perhaps. Insinuate that you had help, aye?

An appealing alternative but one fraught with questions. And why would you do that, Laird? Jack asked casually.

Beal paused, tilted his head back to look up at Jack. Because you would agree to a handfasting with one of our women.

Jack almost choked. A handfasting?

Aye, Beal said calmly, as if it were perfectly normal to suggest that Jack engage in an ancient pagan ceremony with a complete stranger. You will agree to a trial marriage of a year and a day. If, at the end of that year and a day, you and the woman do no suit He shrugged. You are free to go.

Jack gaped at him. Thats insanity! he blustered. Handfasting is nowell, its hardly legal, Id wager, and it is certainly no longer a custom, sir! It is obsolete, pass, backward

We have a vicar who will perform the ceremony.

Why? Why would you ask this of me? Who is this woman? She must have the face of a horse and the body of a sow to warrant this! he said bluntly.


Shes rather handsome, Id say, Beal said casually.

Jack knew the man lied, of course. This was too drastic, too fantasticthere had to be something entirely odious about her. Why me? Jack demanded. Surely you can command one of your henchmen to it.

Ah, but I have something with which to persuade you, aye? he said with a cold smile. The prince seems rather determined to find you, he does. His men are combing every glen in search of you.

George was that angry, was he?

In addition to his own men, hes hired teams of hunters to help them search the Scottish wilds for you, milord. I suppose I donna need to tell you that a royal bounty is quite attractive to a Highlander.

Is it no to you as well? Jack asked.

Beal paused a moment, his eyes narrowing on Jack. If you agree to the handfasting, you will have a place to remain out of sight for a time until the prince has lost interest in seeing you hang.

He does no really intend to hang me, Jack said un-convincingly. And how will I be certain that one of your clan does no find the bounty as attractive as the rest of Scotland?

Because Beals are fiercely loyal, Beal said smoothly. And I will match the princes bounty if one finds he canna live without it, aye?

Would you, indeed? Jack said distrustfully. This scheme means that much to you?

I have my reasons, Lambourne. But you need no fear a Beal. We will keep you safe in Glenalmond.

Jack considered him. As much as he mistrusted this laird, and as much as the suggestion of a handfasting repulsed Jack, Beal had a point: if he agreed to this insanity, hed be tucked away until the scandal in London had passed like a bad winter storm. And hed have the luxury of time to plot a proper escape. It was, surprisingly, the perfect situation for him in his present predicament. The woman might be as ugly as an old sow, but she might also be his saving grace. A handfasting, is it? he asked, studying Beal shrewdly. A year and a day, and I may cry off?

Beal nodded.

Suppose I canna endure a year and a day.

If you repudiate our woman and your troth, the Beals will act accordingly to avenge her honor.

An old clan threat to cut his throat, but a threat that would be difficult to carry out on a Mayfair street in London, where theyd have to go to find him.

Once the ceremony is done, am I to be locked away?

Carson Beal chuckled. We are no heathens, milord. Of course no. We will depend on your word as a gentleman and an earl that you will remain on Beal lands for a year and a day and honor your vow. It will behoove you to do so, what with the prince so determined to find you, aye? But naturally, within our little glen, you shall be free.

Not bloody likely. The proposition was too outlandish to be true. Jack studied the gray-haired man, trying to think through all the angles.

The princes men are in the dining hall just now. I suspect theyll stay for a day or so unless I give them the unpleasant news that youve escaped and are headed for Lambourne Castle, the laird added far too casually.

That was enough. As mad as a handfasting sounded, Jack would take his chances. Well, Laird, I suppose we both gain something this day.

Beals smile was slow and cold. Take him, he ordered his men, and the two brutes grabbed Jack before he could change his fool mind.








Chapter Three



They kept him locked away in a dark and dank room, where he could hear what sounded like a herd of cattle being driven on the floor above. Beal said it was to keep him out of sight until the princes men had left, but Jack was beginning to despair hed ever see the light of day again.

At last a pair of large Highland men appeared wearing the Beal plaid. They roughly escorted him upstairs, dragging him into the bitterly cold night air.

A crowd had gathered in the upper bailey, Jack was chagrinned to see. He was paraded through it like a fat Christmas goose to a cacophony of cheers and jeers. The laird had seen to it that the assembled throng had plenty of ale; the smell of it filled his nostrils, and his boots sloshed through more than one spill.

He was ushered through small wooden doors that deceptively marked a grand hall. Dozens of candles blazed inside and the hall was teeming with people. Frankly, Jack marveled that there were this many Beals and Beal tenants living in Glenalmond.

Felicitations, milord! someone shouted happily, holding a tankard aloft.

Felicitations, indeed.

Jack was practically dragged across the great hall toward a raised platform at the far end of the room, where musicians would sit during a ball. Tonight the platform was empty save the laird and a man of the cloth. Jack was deposited on that platform directly in front of Carson Beal. You did no make clear all the bloody Highlands would be on hand to witness, Jack complained.

Youll be grateful to know that a small army assembled by the princes men are riding hard to the south to Lambourne just now, Beal retorted, and leaned forward. But a single word from me will bring them back.

Jacks reply was lost when a raucous cry went up. He turned to see what the shouting was about and saw a woman in a gray, homespun wool gown being dragged by two men to the dais. She was not dressed for a handfasting. She wore a plaid shawl around her shoulders, and her dark, auburn hair was tied up in a thin, long ribbon shed wrapped around her head. As they reached the dais, one of the men grabbed her around the waist and bodily carried her up, putting her down next to Jack.

Jack was surprisedshe was comely. Her eyes were blue, her lashes thick and black, and she looked at Carson Beal with what Jack instantly recognized as a womans white-hot fury.

She was so furious, in fact, that she scarcely seemed to notice Jack or the vicar, who took her arm and held it out from her body, the palm of her hand turned up.

Good evening, Lizzie, Beal said, as if shed come for tea.

Uncle, donna do this! she said angrily. Ill think of something, on my word I shall, but thisthis is madness!

Beal held up a thin strip of red ribbon. She tried to pull her hand away, but the vicar held it steady.


Its no legal! she insisted as Beal quickly wrapped the ribbon around her slender wrist.

I argued the same. Apparently it is, Jack said.

She snapped that stormy blue gaze at him, and Jack had the uneasy sense that she would have kicked him square in the knees if she could have managed it.

Lass, Beal said as he knotted the ribbon, the constable is here now. Hes come to speak with you about your debts. I can send him away, or I can send him to Thorntree to speak with Charlotte.

The young woman froze.

Sir, Beal said to Jack, indicating his hand. Take her hand in your right hand.

Jack did not move as quickly as Beal liked; he was struck with a fist in his back at the same moment someone grabbed his arm and pushed his hand onto hers. There was no point in fighting ithed given his word, and Highland mercenaries surrounded him. He folded his fingers around the young womans. Her hand felt delicate but rough, and if he werent mistaken, there was a callus on her palm.

Beal tied the knot, binding them together. Satisfied with his handiwork, he stepped back, gesturing impatiently to the vicar. Make it quick, he ordered.

We stand here today to witness the handfasting of Miss Elizabeth Drummond Beal, the vicar said, to Jankin MacLeary Haines, the Earl of Lambourne.

Jack heard the lasss small gasp of surprise as the man droned on, but she did not look at him. She was looking up, staring helplessly at a pair of ancient shields hanging above them. He could feel her pulse in her fingersher heart was beating at a rapid clip. He hoped to high heaven she didnt swoon. Hed have this over as soon as possible and a dramatic swoon would only prolong it.


The vicar asked her if she agreed to the handfasting for a year and a day. Elizabeth Drummond Beal did not respond. Jack glanced down, arched a curious brow at the same moment Beal hissed, Lizzie! The constable?

She glared at him. Aye, she muttered.

The vicar looked at Jack. Milord?

Aye, he growled.

It was done. A paper of some sort was thrust at them, and they were forced to put their names to it, at which point the vicar announced their troth plighted for a year and a day. They were turned about and their bound wrists lifted for the crowd to see. Cheers went up; tankards clashed, and from somewherethe corridor, perhaps?a pair of fiddles began to play.

The Highland brigade Carson Beal had assembled to enforce the handfasting pushed Jack and Lizzie off the platform and made them walk along at a rapid clip, causing Lizzie to stumble. Jack caught her elbow and held her up; she slapped his hand from her arm.

They were propelled through the crowd. Well done, Lizzie! one man shouted. Whod have thought it, Lizzie? another called out with a laugh. Is the hunting so bad in London, milord? someone else shouted, earning the guffaws of several.

They were steered into a narrow corridor, and when Lizzie faltered, Beal barked, Keep on, keep on! from somewhere behind them. Several of the witnesses followed along behind them as well, breaking into a bawdy Gaelic wedding song. The men who swept Jack and Lizzie along picked up their pace when they reached a flight of stairs that spiraled upward, filling the narrow passageway with the sound of belts and boots scraping against the stone walls.

At the top of the stairs they came to an abrupt halt at a closed door. They were at the top of one of four turrets, Jack realized.

Beal pushed past Jack and stood on the top step, facing the revelers. Join me, lads, he said, motioning for his men to turn Jack and Lizzie around to face the crowd, in wishing the Earl of Lambourne and my lovely niece many happy nights in complete conjugal felicity!

Uncle, no! Lizzie moaned at the very same moment Beal opened the door at their back. The crowd, facing the open door, let out a cry of glee. Jack glanced over his shoulder, as did his bound companion.

Diah, she muttered.

Even Jack felt a flicker of surprise. The small, circular room was basking in soft candlelight. The brocade bed curtains had been pulled and belted around the bedposts and the bedlinens turned down. On a table in front of the hearth sat a dome-covered platter and decanted wine. Winter rose blooms were scattered on the floor and across the bed.

There you are, milord! someone shouted from the back. A bit of romance to put her in a proper mood!

And a bit of wine if the romance does no help! someone else shouted to much raucous laughter.

Oh, ye of little faith, Jack drawled, earning another round of laughter.

Lizzie closed her eyes.

Go on, then, Beal said sternly, and pushed Lizzie into the room, and by doing so, forced Jack to follow her. He shut the door quickly behind them; a bolt on the outside slid into a lock. Jack could hear Beal tell the revelers that there was more ale and food in the banquet hall. More helpful and lewder suggestions were called through the door as the happy crowd began the trek downstairs.


It wasnt until he heard their voices far down the spiraling staircase that Jack looked at Lizzie.

Get it off, she said, jerking their bound wrists up and holding them up under his nose.

I thought perhaps we might at least introduce ourselves, he said lightly.

Get it off!

What shall I call you? he asked as he pulled her to the table and removed the silver dome on the platter. Mutton stew, by the smell of it. Not a single knife to be had. Lover?

Rest assured youll never need to call me anything at all! she said with admirable conviction.

You may reduce your rancor and save it for when you might need it, he said calmly. I am as enchanted by this arrangement as you are. May I remove your brooch?

Pardon?

Your brooch, he said, looking at the small gold ring-shaped brooch that held her shawl on her shoulder.

Her eyes narrowed.

Jack knew that look and gestured to their wrists. Rein in your thoughts, lass. I need something to get it off.

Ill do it, she said tersely, and lifted her hands. Naturally, his went along with hers, and his fingers brushed against her breast. It was encased in thick wool, but it was a breast nonetheless, and little Miss Lizzie blushed furiously.

She quickly unfastened the pin and pushed it into his hand, managing to spear his palm in the process.

With a slight grimace, Jack took the pin and began to scrape at the sliver of red ribbon between their wrists. Lizzie, is it? he asked as he worked.

Please hurry, she said.

Perhaps you prefer Miss Beal, he said. Although that seems rather formal, given that weve just been bound to each other for a year and a day.

Here then, shall I do it? she demanded, trying to take the pin from his hand.

Patience, he urged her, and lightly pushed her hand away with the back of his. He continued scraping until the fabric of the ribbon was threadbare. He then put his hand on hers and jerked their hands apart, ripping the last bits of ribbon and freeing them.

Lizzie Beal instantly rubbed her wrist, then put her hand out, palm up.

Jack looked at her hand, then at her. She really had remarkable blue eyes. The color of a Caribbean sea.

My brooch, if you please.

He bowed unnecessarily low and placed it carefully in her palm.

Lizzie Beal spared him not as much as a glance. She marched to the single window in the room, shoved aside the heavy drapery, and then pushed the window open. She braced her hands against the casing and leaned over, looking out.

As it was black as ink outside, Jack couldnt imagine what she might possibly see. Its quite cold, he said, and turned to the table. Come and have some mutton stew. We may as well relax, for it looks to be a long night, aye?

He expected a maidenly protest, but he heard what sounded like the scrape of a shoe against the wall. When he turned round, he started at the sight of Lizzie Beal crouched on the casing and fitting her body through the narrow window. Diah, have you lost your mind? he exclaimed. Come down from there before you hurt yourself! He surged forward to stop her, but Lizzie Beal never even looked at himshe just jumped.

Horrified, Jack lunged for the window and thrust his head through, expecting to see her crumpled form in the bailey below.

She was not the least bit crumpled; thankfully, she was crawling off a terrace below the turrets window. As with his own castle, additions and restructuring through the years had added a room just below the turrets window. From the roof of that room, it was but a short distance to the parapet walk, onto which Lizzie lowered herself like a wood nymph, disappearing from view.

Foolish chit, he muttered, and straightened up. He had no idea where she was going, but it was hardly his concern. Hed held up his end of the bargain. Jack pulled the window closed and divested himself of his greatcoat. He was ravenoushe sat down at the table and ladled a generous helping of mutton stew into a bowl. No doubt shes taken a stable boy as a lover and got herself into this predicament, he uttered aloud. Thats what is wrong with Highlanders. Theyve no respect for the natural order of things.

He ate quickly, and when hed finished the meal, he stoked the fire, then propped himself on the bed, his legs crossed at the ankles, and folded his hands behind his head.

His belly was full, he was warm, and while he found himself in yet another unwelcome situation, he believed that he might at least have a proper nights sleep.

Hed think what to do on the morrow.

Unfortunately, Jack never managed to sleep. A commotion in the hall brought him to his feet. The door was thrown open before he could reach it, and the barrel of a shotgun was pointed at his head.

He sighed, put his hands on his hips. Diah, what is it now? he demanded of whoever held the shotgun.

In response, someone shoved a disheveled Lizzie Beal into the room. She stumbled headlong into him; Jack caught her and quickly put her behind him as Carson Beal strolled into the room along with the very large fellow who held the shotgun. Beals nostrils were flared, his jaw clenched. He glared at Lizzie, then at Jack, and pointed a long, menacing finger at her head, which, Jack realized, was peeking out around him. If she escapes again, Lambourne, you will hang, he said tightly. It is as simple as that.

All this talk of hanging tossed about willy-nilly was beginning to grate. And this wretched handfasting! Not an hour old and already a bloody nuisance!

Jack felt the lass move, and had an inkling she meant to make matters worse. He clamped a hand on her arm behind his back, squeezing just enough to warn her not to speak. He clicked his heels, said, Aye, aye, Captain, and flippantly saluted Beal.

Beals expression darkened. He stared at Jack, assessing him, but at last lifted one hand. His bear of a companion stepped out of the room. Mind you keep her close, milord, Beal said ominously, and quit the room, slamming the door behind him and then sliding the bolt into the latch and locking them in once more.
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