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HERS TO GIVE

He had no handkerchief, so he used his fingers to brush the tears, a shock against her soft skin, and opened one arm. “Come,” he offered, but she shook her head. He nudged her nearer. “It’s not an order. I’m offering you my shoulder.”

Shuddering, she leaned against him, her breath ragged as she fought for control. Twining his hand into her hair, supporting the back of her head, he soothed, stunned how easily the words came. There wasn’t time for emotion, but he would do nothing else. Her body curved to his as time and sobs passed, his awareness moving from comfort to the sheer feel of her, from her loins to her head at the curve of his neck. And then her lips moved, kissed the base of his throat.

No other invitation was required. Warrick bent his head and captured her mouth, lifting her to him. It was like arriving somewhere familiar, comforting, until she reached up, her body pressing closer. The storm began, rain intensifying as the heat grew. He only wanted more. He started to draw away, and she followed. Unwilling to deny himself, he wrapped her close, swept his tongue through her mouth, and heard her soft whimper. Arching her to his hardness, he held them together. He had to swallow the moan in his throat when she gave a small squirm, her eyes widening in amazement. “I could take you now,” he whispered against her ear.

She jumped, leaned back, her eyes wide and dark, her breath shallow. “I’ve never done this.”

He searched the stable. “We’re alone; the hay in the loft is soft. We could go there.” But she was already shaking her head. Heated, frustrated, he heaved a sigh. “Is this what you did to Landgon, teased him to anger? It would explain the conversation.”

She blinked, both hands bracing on his chest as she caught her breath. It was pointless to defend her innocence. He would never believe her.

“I’m a fool, but you’re worse.” She shoved hard, and he released her. Then she was gone, running through the rain and into the house.
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Chapter 1

1794 
London

 



“Jump and you’ll break your neck.” Warrick halted, one hand raised in a plea he prayed would work. To his relief, the figure paused, coiled on the marble window ledge, and cast a glance toward him. He wasn’t wrong. Trousers, a coat, and a man’s cap pulled low over the face were no mask for the soft silhouette beneath, or the delicately curved face. This was a woman, although of the particulars, he had no idea. He would find out. Beyond, the oak swayed in the breeze; its long branches clawing upward were too thin for any weight.

“That branch wouldn’t hold a child. I swear no harm will come to you, just come down.” He waited. The only sounds were that of the men one floor below, their meeting still in progress. Whether he held her or she him, he didn’t know. “Tell me your name.”

“I’m sorry.” She spun and made to leap.

He never gave her the chance. He seized her shirt and hauled her into the safety of his arms, dislodging her cap. Her hair cascaded to her waist, thick as it was full. Against the back of his hand it was pure silk, candlelight playing in the deep brown. Surprised by the richness, he caught back the desire to caress it. She was exciting and something deeper than desire stirred in him.

“Easy, sweet, we need to talk,” he said, forcing his voice to remain calm. His reward was a sudden, sound kick in his groin. Locking hold on his prize, he stumbled into the carved desk. Her foot twined about his ankle, and she wrenched, then yelped as they went down together. A twist and she was free.

Sucking in a breath, Warrick sat up and found a letter opener shaped like a sword directed at his throat, the tiny point perfectly still. Needles of pain continued to stab through his loins. He gritted his teeth against them, glowering at her. From below, hurried footsteps sounded in the hall, then on the stairs.

“My friends won’t be long. You can’t fight us all off,” he said. She glanced toward the window, where the curtains billowed, the air scented with spring rain.

“Please . . .” Her attention returned to him. She blinked. “I only wanted what’s mine.”

The desperation in her eyes chilled his soul, reminding him of a fox before the arrival of the hounds over a rise. “Tell me.”

Her brow furled, and her lips parted as the door burst open to a man’s shout. Light filled the room, then voices, as twenty men all rushed in. They were his assembly, and even though they included his father, the duke, they would follow his instructions.

“Do nothing,” Warrick ordered over his shoulder and raised his hand, his eyes not leaving the woman’s face. Beneath rubs of grime sparkled fire, and the echo of a memory. He had seen her before, but the details were missing. “What were you going to say?”

“It doesn’t matter.” With a sweep of her arm, she sent a flurry of papers off the desk and over him. Catlike, sensual, and effortless, she was more insinuation of form than flesh and blood. She was onto the branch before he could lunge a second time.

At the window he watched her cling, toss a leg over a thin branch, and attempt to pull herself upright. Slipping, she tried again with success, and began to scramble down. “Damnation,” he swore against the remnants of his pain and forced them into the background.

“I’ll get her,” called Trent.

“No, wait!” Warrick gave silent thanks as his friend halted before reaching the door. Good intentions were no match for the woman. “She’s mine. Make sure she doesn’t go another way.” He ran past his father without a glance, awkwardly down the carpeted stairs, gaining with each stride. Through the lit hallways and across the blue and white tiles of the kitchen, he had no sooner opened the door to the garden when there was a snap and a sickening crash. He saw her hit the ground and roll; then she was on her feet, although how, he had no idea. She stumbled, teetered, and collapsed as he reached her, her breath in shudders. Anger ripped through him. Glaring at the crown of her head, it was impossible to tell if there was blood in this light. Touch revealed dampness, possibly from the drizzle, or something more sinister. “I should shake you for being a fool.”

She swayed, tightened her grip, and looked up. “That would hurt.”

“It would be far less than what your band of pirates has done. Three people died last week in smugglers’ raids. That makes the total over forty.” He paused and searched her face as she blanched. “Who is the organizer?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Last week I spread the story I had found evidence that would send the smugglers to the gallows. I told everyone I hid it in my bedroom, but I made the story up. It was a trap, for you apparently. If you tell me what you know, I might be able to help you. Maybe you didn’t realize what you were in to.”

“I’m here with my uncle, no band. . . .”

She sagged, and the light from the torches showed her eyes green and brown, lacking focus but full of wisdom. “There’ll be time for questions later, after you’re settled.”

“I can’t stay.” She hissed a breath, struggled to find her feet, but only leaned harder on his support as he started back for the house, tripping over the uneven cobblestones.

They reached the bottom of the stairs, and he knew they were at her limit. Warrick lifted her into his arms, her tiny sigh a bittersweet reward. She sank closer, the heat of her body and the scent of flowers and earth oddly peaceful. He had never held her before—he would have remembered this one—and yet she was familiar, he was more certain now than earlier. Memory rarely failed him, which meant more secrets. Beneath his hand he could feel her strength and spirit, even barely conscious, ruling out the ladies of the ballrooms.

Her head lolled against Warrick’s shoulder, and she lost consciousness as Daniels arrived, his weathered face belying the seasoned finance minister. “She’s hurt. Get a doctor.” Taking the stairs two at a time, he strode down the hallway past portraits of proud noble relations and reentered his bedroom. A cold trickle of sweat traced the chill down his spine as he laid her in the bed, feeling her loss. His father moved to his side, but he didn’t look up. “When I passed word I had information on the gang hidden here at the house, I thought I would catch”—he gave a shrug—“someone larger. She can’t be much more than twenty.”

“Villains can be any age or size.”

“She doesn’t look the part.” Ivory damask pillows and comforter paled her appearance, the elaborately carved headboard of dark mahogany enhancing the effect. Warrick fumbled for her wrist. “Her pulse is too fast.” Skimming his fingers over her head, he felt the rising welt. From either a branch or the ground, it did not matter, the damage was done. He ran a finger above a scratch on her cheek that seeped blood. Her skin soft, her mouth fine, it could have been a romantic caress except for the circumstances. He retrieved water, cloth, and basin from the corner and set to work, dabbing and cleaning as he went, until he came to her jaw. “I thought this was grime.” Purple and black, the sinister bruise was too old to have been caused by the tree.

“Someone hit her.”

“Rather viciously,” Trent said, entering the room. “I’ve sent the men out to check the waterfront. They’ll come back tomorrow at seven to report if she belongs to anyone.”

“It would have been better if you hadn’t done that. We don’t want to alert the smugglers we might have one of them,” Warrick said quietly.

Trent moved closer and studied the woman. “There’s no difference. By the time they act she’ll be in the Tower, if not already hung.”

The man was his friend, and not hard by nature. Trent was the third son and lacked the funding to do as he wished. It had made him practical in all matters, except women. And he did have a point: she would most likely be put to death, although not as quickly as Trent predicted. For the first time since he agreed to stop the smugglers, he had doubts on his course of action. Fortunately his father distracted Trent. Movement caught his attention, and he glanced down as the woman’s eyes fluttered half open. He continued his ministrations. “You took quite a fall.”

“It wasn’t supposed to turn out that way.” She shifted, tried a tiny stretch, and grimaced.

He gave her his most charming smile. “We’ll start with your name.” Her eyes flickered in the direction of the duke and Trent hovering nearby. “You might as well tell me; I’ll find out soon enough.” He waited through her silence, meeting her gaze whenever she looked in his direction.

“Katherine Bane, but I prefer Karly,” she said finally. Her gaze went to the ceiling, away from any of them. “You played a game of cards with my uncle last night. He lost a small miniature. In it was a portrait of my father, painted by my mother. I came to get it back.”

Trent gave a loud snort. “You mean steal it back.”

Warrick shot Trent a warning glare. “Angus Roberts never mentioned a niece.”

“He doesn’t relish the connection. Neither of us do.” She blinked, her eyes becoming watery as she squinted to keep them from closing. “I’ll pay you for it.”

Warrick lifted both brows. He was not getting the answers he expected; rather than simplifying matters, everything had just become a great deal more complicated. “Wouldn’t it have been easier to contact me, offer to buy it back, rather than climbing trees?”

“My uncle doesn’t know I’m here. He wouldn’t approve. I can’t have him find out.”

“Trent, go and fetch my greatcoat.” When his friend returned, Warrick reached into the pocket, and withdrew the intricately etched locket from where he had stored it. “Is this it?” he asked softly. Her eyes lit at the sight of the small treasure, and he pressed it into her palm. “It’s yours,” he said and felt some satisfaction as her features brightened. Keeping her hand in his, he moved the cloth and stroked her forehead as she had slipped away again. He tried her name, but she was gone from him. Karly’s face, which had shone only a short time before, remained as still as a porcelain doll.

“You shouldn’t have given that back to her,” Trent said after a long pause. “You had her for stealing. She would have gone to prison.”

“I have her for far more when I’m ready.” He paused, letting the irritation hang between them. “I chose to play cards with Angus Roberts because his brother-in-law is Patrick Bane, who spent time with the Barbary pirates. Their raiding tactics were similar to the ones being used by our smugglers.”

Trent took a step forward, exchanging a knowing look with Warrick. “Patrick Bane was a pirate based in Bermuda.”

“He died a couple years ago after attacking a British vessel, but his crew vanished.” Warrick glanced at Karly. “There was no mention of a daughter.”

The duke frowned, studying Karly, and shook his head. “You think she could be the one behind the smugglers?”

“She wouldn’t be the first female pirate.” Warrick searched Karly’s quiet features for the secrets behind her lashes. He had told his father and friend enough. The hunch, that Karly was the key, would have to wait until he had facts or they would assume it was her figure that swayed his judgment. He couldn’t be certain that it wasn’t. Her presence captivated him. He wanted to know more, have her longer, learn and understand. Desire, unusually incarnated, seeped through his soul, but the words to explain were best unsaid. “I have a few days to find out before she can leave and go anywhere.” He glanced at Trent. “If anyone does come looking for her, delay them. Father, I need you to take a closer look at Roberts’s affairs.”

“I assume you mean more than his finances.”

They had shifted roles and it had been so effortless. His father had always been the one in command. Now, with the authority granted him by Parliament, it was his turn. Warrick studied the man he had known his entire life. Hard determination stared back, the same he saw in himself each morning in the mirror, and yet there was fondness. “Go as deep as you feel necessary.”

“I’ll make the inquiries.”

Warrick moved to stand in the corner and rested his hand on the strongbox as the doctor arrived. Perhaps it would be proper to wait outside, but Karly had almost escaped him once. Given the chance, she would most likely try again. He tried to be patient as the man checked Karly’s limbs and head with slow, precise movements. When Warrick could stand the tension no longer he cleared his throat. “What is your estimation?”

The doctor cocked his head. “A nimble athlete. The damage could have been much more severe. She appears to be undernourished and already in a weakened state. The trauma has done the rest of what you see here. Keep her warm and give her laudanum for any discomfort, but not too much. Her brain will best set to right if left to heal on its own.” He stood and patted Warrick’s shoulder. “Do not worry, your lordship. She appears to have fire. Good food and rest will do wonders.”

“You’ll return tonight for any changes?”

“If you wish,” the doctor frowned.

“Seven, no later, and I’ll see she rests.”

His father had stiffened, moving to the center of the room, where he waited while Warrick dismissed the doctor. “When do you plan to turn her over to the Tower and let her be questioned?”

“You know that would be signing her death sentence.”

His father glanced toward Karly and shook his head. “I recommended you for this position against your mother’s wishes. She’s certain you’ll be killed, but I know what it’s like to be restless.” He hesitated and turned to face Warrick. “Still, you are the future Duke of Berington. You’ve had your time at sea. Your assignment is to gather the information, no more.”

“Tell mother that London ballrooms are far more hazardous than anything I’m doing.”

The duke gave a soft chuckle. “Amanda Claridge, along with most of the available women in London, knows you will choose a wife soon. She wants to be a duchess. Besides, once you pick a wife, the man has the upper hand. In the end, it is the man’s house.”

It was Warrick’s turn to smile, a relief after the tension of the past hours. “Yes, I see how well that works with mother.” To his father’s raised brow, he laughed.

“I made a mistake when I married your mother. I fell in love with her.”

The world shrank to the room about them, and Warrick searched his father’s face. “You regret that?”

“No,” the duke said introspectively and sighed. “But tell her nothing. She knows me too well already.” He gave Warrick’s shoulder a squeeze and let go. “I’ll send you word what I find.”

As the duke’s footfalls faded down the corridor, Warrick said good night and returned to Karly’s side. Possible scenarios played across his mind. None answered all the questions and problems. He had much to learn if he was going to understand what brought her here. He held vigil as the light grayed, pinked and rays began to peek through the blue damask curtains. One touched the blanket, then crept its way, caressing a single strand, then another until gold, copper, and bronze framed her face.

Beauty was a woman’s sword, and Karly was well armed. His father was right to be concerned as he rejected one plan after another, his mind returning to his father’s cautions. At nightfall, Trent returned, his expression bleak, his golden hair askew from running his fingers through it. “You heard something.”

Pursing his lips, Trent narrowed his eyes on Karly. Apparently satisfied she was asleep, he motioned Warrick to the far corner, his voice no more than a whisper. “Daniels spoke to the bosun from Roberts’s ship, bought him a few pints. Apparently Roberts picked Karly up in Bermuda after a scandal there, something about an officer who is the brother-in-law of the governor. She was forced to leave, and Roberts was told never to return until she was gone. Two days ago, Baron Landgon was onboard Roberts’s ship. Apparently they signed a contract. Karly is to be Landgon’s mistress.”

It took effort to mask his irritation. He didn’t like surprises. “Anything else?”

“Her uncle took a hundred pounds for her—not a bad price to have a woman at your whim.” Trent glanced toward Karly, as if assuring himself she was still sleeping.

“Landgon could afford more, but then again, he’s eccentric.”

“You mean mad.”

“What would Landgon want with the daughter of a pirate, beyond the obvious?” At first he couldn’t respond to his own question, even as answer fragments tumbled through him. She was pretty, lovely in fact, given the right circumstances. He had held her only briefly, and his body ached with the memory of her in his arms. Her impractical hair, cascading about her, haunted him, beckoning to be touched, caressed. A step of his imagination had his fingers speared, gripping with passion, with her beneath him, her lips parted. Uncomfortable, he chose the seat at the end of the bed and sent Trent out again, fighting to cool his blood.

Landgon’s involvement altered the map; he was a known fop, unpredictable, with money, time, and a thirst for recognition. To him, Karly would be more than play or passion. She would be a tool and the project, ominous. He would have to change his plans accordingly, take a risk.

Evening passed; the doctor came and left. Warrick’s resolve strengthened. Whatever the cost, Karly would have to remain with him until he had the answers. When her uncle sent a note the following morning demanding an audience, the time had come to act before she slipped through his fingers. Taking a seat at his writing desk, he opened the compartment, drew a piece of paper and a long breath, and began to write. The moment he finished, he sent the note and his gamble on its way to his royal highness King George III.

His answer came the next afternoon while he was studying charts of the coastline. He broke the royal seal and read it twice even though the king’s command was simple and direct. It contained everything he asked for. What should have been pleasure felt like a stone. He sat, considering, until the sun slanted low through the windows, hurting his eyes. It was possible he was making a mistake, but she was as much his chance as he was hers. He entered the room and closed the door firmly.

Karly looked up, met his gaze, and froze. “What is it?” Dread shadowed her features as she watched him.

Lifting the letter and its seal into plain sight, he approached and sat on the corner of the bed. The memory of the wildcat who had pointed a letter opener at his throat was vivid, alive beneath her surface. He prepared for any reaction. “His highness, King George III, has given me permission to make you my wife. The wedding will be tomorrow.” The words were out, and he waited. Silent, he watched her search his face, taken aback when instead of showing pleasure, anger, or frustration, she shifted away from him and toyed with the cover.

“ No.”

Although he had heard her clearly, he ignored the dismissal. “In addition, his highness has graciously agreed to an annulment once I am satisfied that I have learned all I need to know.”

“The king cannot do that; it’s up to the archbishops.”

He quirked a smile, “The king has already gotten the approval of the Archbishop of Canterbury.”

She jerked her head abruptly, and he paused, searching her profile. Whatever thoughts were warring within her had driven tears to her cheeks. Warrick resisted dabbing them away.

“I know you were to become Landgon’s mistress. Are you in love with him?”

Her expression turned hard and angry. “I’ve told you before, I don’t know anything. Forcing me to marry you will only bring you misery.”

“It’s the only way I can keep your uncle or Landgon from asserting a claim over you.”

“I have things to do. I won’t be your or anyone’s property.” She looked at him. She gave a shaky sigh and swallowed hard. “You should be grateful to be spared.”

He leaned forward, catching her chin in his hand. “Don’t cross me, Karly.” He rose. “The Archbishop will be here tomorrow at eleven.”

“The answer is still no.”

Insulted by her rejection, he hesitated, tempted to argue. He was considered by many to be one of the most desirable matches in London. True, he was marrying her through blackmail and had no intention of keeping the match. It was to keep her uncle and Landgon’s hands off her.

Warrick greeted the two men who guarded the house, and checked on the one in the alley behind. Karly wouldn’t be escaping before the ceremony. No wasn’t an option, but he would deal with that in the morning.




Chapter 2

It wasn’t love; it never could be. Warrick Barry, Marquis of Ralstead, was a fantasy twined inseparably around her imagination. He was using her to an end. The truth made Karly almost sensible as she watched Warrick sleep, his dark hair tussled. Yet memories of Bermuda haunted her. Under a broad hat, her hair and face hidden, she had been one of many workers at the dockyard in Bermuda, toiling over Moorea, his latest ship. Pad in hand, she sketched drawings for the master ship builder. Though tempted, she had never once set the pencil to capture his image; it wouldn’t measure close to the man. Warrick’s eyes were dark brown with flecks of gold, as if day and night collided for one perfect moment. They were warm, filled with humor; she could look into them for eternity. That didn’t make him her husband. She would marry no one.

She couldn’t hate him, although he had refused to listen to her. The situation was impossible since she couldn’t tell him the truth, beginning with her father’s crew. Outlaws, they depended on her to keep her silence. They weren’t the smugglers Warrick was looking for, but it wouldn’t matter. They would be hanged as pirates. She would be too, no matter what happened. She would not take them with her. Then there was her vocation, another liability. She had promised her father she would tell no one. If Warrick knew she was a pilot, that skillfully she could navigate any ship through Bermudan waters, what then? It was how her friends stayed safe, behind the reefs where no one could get them, not that anyone tried anymore. Hack and crew were harmless, taking only small foreign ships and fishing.

Karly skimmed her hand over Warrick’s hair. Comfort surrounded the man, along with elegance and position. She had to make him understand and before tomorrow, before he insisted they speak vows.

Sliding onto the bed, she eased beside him and shook gently. He blinked and smiled seductively. “Hello.”

His expression hardened, and he sat, glancing around. “How did you get in here? I have guards on your room.”

Karly reached for his hand and took it in hers, patting it gently as if he were a small child. He closed, then firmed the grip. Aware of his power she forced her demeanor to be calm. “I went over the roof. I needed to see you alone before tomorrow. I promise I’m unarmed, no letter openers.” She opened her free hand for inspection. When he frowned, she lay back against the pillows. With the sense of Warrick all around her, she tried to relax. It was like sinking into a cloud, soft, warm from his body, and scented with the heating coals and lavender. “I think best lying down,” she muttered.

“And whose beds have you philosophized in?”

An emotional slap, she glared at him and gave a snort. Still, perhaps it was better if he thought the worst of her. “If I stare at the ceiling, I don’t have to look at you.” She turned her head and startled when he touched her hair, heat in his eyes. The fear hit like a blow, freezing her breath. As she was lightheaded, it was foolish to sit, and for a moment it was the memory of the commander above her, his breath foul, his face contorted.

“You misunderstand,” she muttered and closed her eyes.

“Karly.”

His voice a whisper, she heard it twice before she peeked at him to find him stoic. The room chilled and she braced for the approaching storm. “I’ve been told I’m too impulsive.” Karly swallowed against the quiver in her voice. “I realize that’s hard to believe.”

Warrick raised a brow. “I never would have guessed.” Warrick lay down beside her, enveloping her hand in both of his. “What is it you want to say?”

Breathing out the panic, she forced herself to calm. “I am not helping Landgon in any way.” Steadier, breathing more easily, she scrubbed at the tickle on her cheek. Mortified to find a tear, she closed her hand into a fist and forced it back to her side. But the rest of the words, about Landgon’s murder of her father, refused to come. After what seemed like minutes, she gave up and went on. “If you force this marriage, I’ll have to run at the first opportunity. It will look poor for you, even with the annulment.”

“If you are not guilty, why leave?”

“You’re trying to trick me. I’ve told you what I can.”

He brushed a kiss to her temple. “I thought you weren’t going to tell me anything.”

A sweet wave of restlessness washed over her, leaving a wake of heat. Each pass brought new awareness of her body. Unfair enjoyment brought a sigh to her lips. “I know what will happen if you knew everything.” He hesitated, and she recognized her mistake of saying too much. Pleasure was confusing her.

“You don’t believe I can survive a little scandal?”

“Be serious. What will the king do when he finds you have no answers from me?”

“So you want to save me?” he asked and covered her mouth with his own. Unprepared, her lips parted with a gasp, and she tried to draw back. Before she could, he broke the kiss and stared down at her, brows together.

“Yes.” She gave a sigh of relief, her cheeks hot.

“Who saves Karly?”

She was trembling, not with fear. The intimacy and the suggestions it raised were more frightening than the gallows. Images of Warrick’s demise by her hand made her try to sit. His hold kept her still. “I don’t need saving.”

“Because you have Landgon to look after you.”

Indignant, she bit back her first retort as the bruise on her face throbbed, the one Landgon had given her when she had refused to help him. But true pain came from the accusation, one she had never earned. “Stop it.”

“You’re very protective of the man.”

Anger at the unfairness had her trembling against hysterical laughter. Cruel Landgon who had threatened, beat, and tried to blackmail her was the last one she would help, even if she hadn’t promised her father not to reveal her skill as a pilot. To suggest she would allow him to fondle her, touch him back, made the bile in her stomach rise. She had never been claimed by any man, nor would she.

“You will never believe me.” She tried to push up. “I’ll go.”

Warrick’s arm moved across her shoulders, pinning her back to the bed. “Not until after the ceremony. I won’t hurt you, but I wouldn’t want to lose you at this point.”

“I won’t be used. Marrying me won’t change that.”

“But it will give me claim over you, and that’s what matters.”

“I could say no.”

“You won’t defy the king with your uncle standing there.”

The royal order suddenly crystallized. She knew she had no choice. Defying the king was not an option. She could no longer run. Trapped for the moment, Karly did the only safe thing and rolled free onto her side, giving him her back. Now she would wait for her chance, in a match of wits as to whether he could stop her before she got away. “Good night, Warrick,” she said and waited for him to grasp her waist. He never touched her.

 


 



She had intended not to sleep at all. She woke to find herself alone in the silk-draped bedroom, the daylight well past dawn. Across from the armoire, one of her faded blue gowns hung from the wardrobe, along with petticoats and undergarments. Beneath it was her trunk. Her uncle must have arrived. That Warrick wasn’t here had to mean he had changed his mind, despite his noble cause. She sat with a pang of regret. Perhaps, when the danger was past, she would write him a letter and explain, not that it mattered. After today he probably would never speak to her again.

Karly pulled on her clothes and fumbled for the wooden brush at the bottom of the trunk. All that was left for her to do was run from Landgon. Although he was dangerous, she was sure Warrick would have been a far worse adversary. Braiding her hair into submission, she hurried down the hall to the sound of her uncle’s voice in the distance.

Shoulders back, she tried not to think of the insults that lay ahead. Karly descended the stairs and entered the study, a room more wood than tapestry. Uncle Angus stood in the center, his hands planted on his hips. Dressed in white, his hair combed, his face shaven, he was a shadow of the handsome man he had been, before anger had eroded his soul. His eyes narrowed on her, and to his left, by the fireplace, Warrick and Trent stiffened.

“You’re wearing a uniform,” she noted.

“Baron Landgon has chosen to fund my next voyage. All his captains wear white.”

Her balance wavered, the world seemed to tighten around her. Landgon had closed another door of escape. Her head ached, and she gripped the side of a delicately carved table. Facing only her uncle, unable to smile, she did her best not to cringe. “I am glad you’re here. I have imposed on his lordship long enough.”

Angus drew himself to his full lanky height. He straightened his coat with a tug and smiled too pleasantly. “I would like a few moments alone with my niece. Please excuse us, gentlemen.”

With a step forward, Warrick moved between them. “I’m not sure that’s a good idea.”

“It will be all right,” Karly offered and made the mistake of meeting Warrick’s gaze. Layers of concern and frustration had her nearly undone. Desperately, she blinked and gave a shrug, as if it meant nothing.

“I’ll be on the other side of the door,” Warrick said lowly.

She followed him with her gaze until the door closed with an audible click.

“Fell, is it?” her uncle said, breaking the spell.

“From a tree.”

Her uncle’s eyes burned red. “If you could see yourself you would give up such a lie. More likely spent the last few nights tumbling through every form of sin. That is what you are best at.”

“That’s not true.”

“Have you looked at yourself? You have all the nerve telling me what is the truth when I can see it with my own eyes. I suppose the bruise on your face came from the tree as well?” He gave a snort. “You might be able to deceive these gentlemen into feeling sorry for you, but I know the way things are. I’m the one who had to come claim you in Bermuda, take you out of that prison for piracy, lewdness, and God knows what else. You’ve your lying father in you. That won’t change.”

Karly walked to the mirror and stared at her reflection. In the glass she was a stranger, beneath wild hair and gaunt features, scratched and bruised. The blue gown Warrick had provided hung too loosely over her breasts and hips. No sane woman would walk dressed as she had, but then she had left her wits at the base of the tree when Warrick had taken her in his arms. Her uncle’s rants roared louder. She faced him to find he had darkened to near scarlet. “You never asked my story.”

“When things go so far that the governor himself demands I get you off the island, your version is irrelevant. I thought it wouldn’t get worse, but you’ve gone and blackmailed a duke’s son to marry you. It won’t happen”

“I told Warrick the same. He won’t listen.”

Roberts closed in, his face too near. “You’re a slut, not a lady. I already made an appropriate agreement with Landgon. He won’t appreciate being crossed, might even challenge this marquis for the sport of it. You’re to belong to him.”

Her throat closed, and she fought for breath to speak. “Bastard,” was all she could manage.

She should have remained silent. Her uncle’s face contorted with anger. She ducked to one side and tripped, landing on her hands on the plush carpet. Karly rolled and looked up, prepared to kick out as the door burst open. Warrick’s jaw was set as he seized her uncle by the collar and sent him sprawling with a single punch. Then he was at her side, his brown eyes deep with concern. Relief mixed with worry.

“You shouldn’t have interfered,” she whispered.

“You’re my fiancée; it’s my right.” Warrick glared at Angus.

Angus stumbled to his feet. “She’s playing you against each other, my lord.” He raised his hand to the spot on his chin where Warrick’s fist had connected. “Whatever she’s said, you should know she’s already been tossed by a commander in Bermuda. She likely carries his child.”

“She never mentioned a child,” Warrick glanced toward her.

Karly looked between the men. She wanted to scream at them both for the unfairness of it all, starting with her innocence, which meant nothing since no one believed her. She needed to disappear. London was a big city. First she had to escape.

“I don’t feel well.” Grasping the nearby chair, she hauled herself to her feet. The ground lurched dangerously like a ship in the high seas.

“Sit, before you fall down.” Warrick guided her into a chair. “I don’t care about your agreement with Landgon. If you want to be his mistress, so be it. But first, I’ll have the truth. Or do I have to send you to prison first?”

Karly shrank as far as she could, but couldn’t make herself invisible. “I’ll end up hurting you.”

He touched her cheek lightly. “You believe that, don’t you?” He ran his hand beneath her chin. “I’m stronger than I seem. Nothing is going to happen to me.”

“I didn’t mean hurt you physically, although that’s a risk. Your reputation, your livelihood, your friends—I will be a nuisance, a problem, and you will be harmed.”

“I have no choice, nor do you. As for the rest, you will have to trust I can handle it.”

“Write to the king and suggest that he order me from the country. I will be out of anyone’s reach and of no concern anymore.”

Warrick’s smile drew slowly across his dark brown eyes, until their warmth was hidden. “That won’t stop the violence.”

“No one can,” she choked and glanced toward the window, wishing with all her might she was a bird, a longtail basking on the cliffs of Bermuda’s South Shore. She would take wing and fly toward the sky, live at sea and be free.

“You haven’t given me a chance.”

Karly turned her gaze to his face. “You do not trust me, and I don’t trust you either. We can’t move past that.”

“So be it,” he said and stood up with her in his arms. She was cradled against his chest before she again found her voice. “What are you doing?”

“Carrying you to the parlor and the archbishop.”

“I forbid it!” Angus exclaimed.

Arching her back, she attempted to kick free, to land on her feet. Her temper rose as Warrick held her. “Enough. I’m not a pawn for either of you.” Flattening her hand on Warrick’s chest, she gave a shove. “Put me down.”

He obliged, but blocked her path when she started for the door. “It’s this way,” he said and took her arm.

There was no choice. She let Warrick lead her. They entered a marble room of glittering white columns, a prison with no escape. At the far end stood the archbishop, his robes black as a grim reaper. Whatever nerves she had left intact now stretched painfully against her skin, leaving her senses frantic. There was no hesitation in Warrick’s voice as he answered the archbishop. Then it was her turn. Finding her voice took diligence. She heard the archbishop ask her again to take Warrick as her husband.

“Yes.”

The service ended, and he faced her. Karly thought herself quick minded, but when his lips closed over hers, she could not build a coherent thought. Warmth turned to heat, and yet it was ever so soft. His kiss was a temptation more than a demand. Stunned, her lips parted. The bare tip of his tongue traced hers, whether invitation or reassurance, she wasn’t sure. A giddy flutter began deep and spread to an ache that held as much pleasure as terror. She couldn’t afford distraction. Karly drew back, her sight unfocused, his features blurred into what might have been his soul. His stunned expression vanished behind a mask of pleasantness. One corner of his mouth lifted before she forced her gaze down to her wedding ring, twisting it absently.

“There, we’re married. I’d like to rest.”

Warrick slid his hands down her arms. “You haven’t eaten and need your strength.”

He led her to the dining room, bright and scented with roses. Dark wood held silver trays and plates, ornately decorated in an emblem of a horse and rider. The taste of neither lemon cakes nor ginger cream loosened the knotted threads in her stomach. Warrick’s touch only tightened until she feared they would snap. Staring at a spray of flowers, she remembered dolphins playing off the bow of her father’s ship. One had been caught in the fishing net and hauled on deck. Glistening in the sun it had watched her accusingly. She had begged for its release and won. Now she was the prisoner, not the dolphin, but things would not end well this time. As she ate, she surreptitiously considered doors and windows, making her plans. So caught in ideas, she startled when Warrick touched her sleeve and found her uncle standing beside her chair, his hat in his hands. Instinctively, she lurched to her feet and knew by her uncle’s face that Warrick had also stood.

“Are you leaving already?”

“I must.” He remained, turned his hat around once. “I’ve done all I can by you.” He wet his lips and set his hat on his head.

“It was your choice,” Karly answered.

Angus shoved his hands deep in his pockets. “So you’ll begrudge me?”

She considered, but couldn’t find any anger. She laid her hand on his white lapel. “Be careful. Warrick is wary of Landgon, as am I.”

Her uncle’s face hardened. “Stories about your betters will lead to trouble.”

Warrick’s hand firmed, but she ignored it. “Should we have talked, I would have told you that smugglers have been raiding the coast, that Warrick is trying to catch them, and that he thinks I’m involved, through Landgon.” She gave a sigh. “As it is, I’m tired, my head hurts, and I am going upstairs.” She gave her uncle and Warrick a curt nod and withdrew, aware Warrick remained beside her. She ignored the rich furnishings, walking as if down a tunnel, until she entered Warrick’s bedroom. Numbly she continued to the window seat.

“You owe him nothing, Karly.”

“I’m not sure I believe that. He’s my mother’s brother, and she loved him very much.”

“You did him a kindness.”

She watched as her uncle appeared in the street below. Without a look up or back, he passed through the gates, turned left, and disappeared.

“I took a risk that I wouldn’t anger you by revealing your plans.”

There was the click of a lock. She turned and raised a brow as he approached to join her. “So this is to be my prison?”

His lips lifted in a small smile. “As if this room could hold you.” She didn’t move as he walked and stood before her, but when he bent to take her hands, she rose quickly to the side.

“Stop.” She placed her palm on his chest.

“It’s our wedding night.”

Confused, she glanced about, at the sunbeams streaming through the glass. Then his meaning hit her. “You wish rights, even though our marriage is false.” Her hands trembled as she moved around him to perch on the edge of the bed. She looked up as if retrieving a memory with no idea what to say next. She wasn’t even sure she could lie believably, having never been with a man. All she had was the stories the sailors told, and those seemed impossible acts of contortion. “I suppose you want to hear about all my lovers or just the last few?”

“None. I don’t care.”

“You’re pardoning me, and I should give you your reward.” Placing her hands behind her, she leaned backward, offering her neck and breasts. Dizziness rippled through her. She tried to sit, slipped off the bed and onto the floor, and dropped her head into her hands.

“Foolish woman.” He slid his arms about her shoulders and beneath her legs and lifted her onto the bed.

“The world won’t stop spinning. In the worst storm it was never this bad.” Karly leaned closer until the top of her head met solid muscle. His hand touched her back, and she leaned heavily, letting his presence ground her. “I think I’m landsick.”

He chuckled. “Look at me.”

She obeyed to find his face close. If there was a man to whom she could surrender, it would be him. It was wrong. “I can’t do this tonight.” She rubbed her hand over her damp brow.

“Karly,” Warrick began and, catching her behind the shoulders, pulled her straight. His expression turned grim. “I have never forced a woman. I am not about to begin.”

The truth caught in the back of her throat—her virginity, her skill as a pilot, her father’s death, all of it would be a relief to share with another. She had been alone so long, the words refused to come. “You are trying to get me to trust you.”

“Is it working?”

She closed her eyes and curled on her side, facing him. “ No.”

“You’re a terrible liar, Karly.”

“No, I’m not—that’s part of the problem.”

“Until I decide otherwise, you belong to me.”

“I belong to no one. I never have.” She peered up, but he wasn’t looking at her any longer. One of his hands was in her hair; the other was on a volume, which he flicked open and began to read. She didn’t recognize the story, the English melodic and old. His voice resonated with words she almost understood, but they remained outside her awareness. If her head did not ache, if the bed were not so comfortable, she might have been able to sort it out. Her wits were her greatest ally. But since she had fallen, they were jumbled, although less with each hour. Giving in to the moment was sweet peril. For a time she could pretend she belonged in the bed of this man, listening to his voice and cherishing his care. When she healed, the illusion would have to be broken, by her own hand if necessary. She released her hold on the present and tumbled into the abyss of sleep.




Chapter 3

“I might have intervened with the prime minister, found another way to hold her. There were other options.” Warrick’s father, the duke, continued pacing before the marble fireplace like a caged lion, glancing only on the turns.

Deciding fewer words were best, Warrick remained where he was, in the center of the room. “This is better.”

The duke shook his head and swore. He looked up and considered the man carved of stone, holding the mantel, its twin on the other side. “You would not have married this girl under other circumstances.”

“Hardly a girl—her uncle says she’s three and twenty.” The duke stopped and pursed his lips. Drawing a deep breath, Warrick wet his lips. “I took the liberty of searching her trunk. The bottom of it was full of sketches, drawings, and precise measurements of ships in the British navy, several of whom have vanished, but not in these waters. Most were in the Caribbean.”

“She’s a spy.”

“Possibly.”

The duke drew closer. “Explain to me why you aren’t sure.”

“The evidence has to be stronger. Prison will simply hang her,” he sighed, raising a hand to his chest. “I’m sure there is more than she’s saying. Landgon’s involved. It’s worth taking the risks to find out what he’s up to.”

The duke worked his jaw, then placed his hand on Warrick’s shoulder. “You are trying to save her. Don’t give away your heart, Warrick. You don’t know this woman.”

“I’ve no intention of falling in love with her. She is connected, and that could mean all the difference. You have to admit, discovering Landgon is involved adds a whole new dimension to this mess.”

The duke studied his insignia ring and remained quiet for a long while. “Landgon was at St. James yesterday, over his estate at Browley. Not a well-turned foot wrong, but I agree, he is potentially a problem. There is an air about him—I’d call it hunger.” He eased a curtain aside and peered into the street. “Warrick, perhaps I was harsh, demanding you choose duty, but at the very least, promise to be cautious. Your brother William is very capable, but he has no interest in being duke. You’re the heir. You’re also a grown man.”

“I’m restless, not reckless. I will be careful.”

“That’s all I ask. Do what you must.”

“I could use your assistance. If you would contact my group. The nobility only—I’ll handle my traders.” The peace offering was transparent. He hoped his father wouldn’t mind.

“Very well,” his father gave him a brusque hug before leaving.

Returning to his study, Warrick retrieved the broken sextant and large portfolio of papers he had found in Karly’s trunk. It was enough to send her to the gallows. He didn’t expect she would tell him the truth; she was far too wary for that. What he needed was something plausible to build on. He got to his feet and carried the items under his arm.

He found Karly seated in the parlor overlooking the rose garden. Her shabby taupe gown left an impression of quiet defiance, her hair, unfashionable and wild, held by two small braids on either side of her head. He wished his father had seen her like this, with spirit and vitality. Her effect was like champagne. He wanted to savor more. He fought the urge and cleared his throat to announce his presence.

Her eyes fell to the item in his hand. He lifted it in full view as he sat beside her. “I found this in the trunk your uncle sent over with your things. Is it yours?”

“Yes.”

Warrick nodded slowly and opened the collection of papers, displaying the first sketch and its notes. “The Berwick, British naval frigate, twenty-four gunner.” He turned to the next page and the next ship. “The Pelican, British naval sloop, twelve gunner.” He continued on, “The Lady Ann, the Lancaster, the Amelia . . .” Warrick paused, stealing a glimpse at her. He knew she was watching and listening, even though she stared unseeing across the room, her face pale. He continued, listing each of the ships until he came to the last page, which featured one of his own. “The Celestra, thirty-two gunner, merchant ship. You’ve accumulated quite a collection of information here on British naval and merchant ships. Where did you get it?”

“The papers are mine,” she admitted hesitantly.

Warrick shook his head. “Let us try this again. Why are you collecting information on British ships? Were you carrying these for someone? Perhaps they were your father’s?” With that she turned her head away from him. Warrick reached forward, catching her chin. “I need the truth.”

“I like to sketch.”

Warrick released her momentarily, and flipped the pages to a large drawing. Lifting it to show her, he clenched his jaw when she flinched. “I have no intention of hitting you,” he said in a cool, sardonic voice. “This is the Naval schooner, the Eagle, but then you knew that. Six months past she was taken by a French frigate off the Bahamas. She was bound for Bermuda, her home port and coincidentally where you happen to be from. Treason is punishable by death. These appear to be evidence of misdoings.”

“ No.”

“Tell me a more convincing story. You need to help me,” he added, disappointed when she would no longer meet his eyes. “This morning I received a card from David Landgon, requesting an audience. He’ll be here soon. Before he arrives, you need to tell me how all this fits in.” Her full lips drew thinner as her eyes took an imploring quality. She shook her head slowly, and his heart sank. He set aside the book. With gentle pressure he managed to pry her hands apart and take one in his. It trembled.

“I . . .” Her head jerked up. “I saw you in Bermuda, when you were having your ships built. I’m from there.”

“You can’t find better than Bermudan cedar.” He seized the grain of commonality he had been searching for. “My brother William should return any day with the Moorea. Would you like to see her?”

“Very much,” she said and smiled and began detailing plants and animals from memory.

Careful not to ask too many questions, he tried to listen for what she didn’t say, but it was hard not to be captivated. With fear gone, she shone for him, passion and light in her eyes. If that brilliance was ever turned on him, he would be lost completely.

“You miss Bermuda,” he said, forcing himself back to the present.

“Very much.” Karly looked up and bit her lower lip.

Warrick laid his finger on the bruised flesh, wishing it were his mouth instead. “You do that when you’re nervous.” He forced himself back to the topic and his touch away.

She got to her feet as the grandfather clock in the Spanish room chimed the hour. “Maybe we could go for a walk?” Without waiting for an answer, she started down the hall, but halted at the sight of a footman, announcing the arrival of Landgon.

Instructing him to be escorted to the library, Warrick offered Karly his hand and found her changed and stoic. “Stay beside me.” She gave him a stiff nod, her eyes directly ahead as she walked, graceful as a swan, poised like a cat. This was different than with her uncle, and not the reaction of a woman preparing to meet her lover. Before they entered the room, he seized her hand and placed it firmly on his sleeve, then led her in.

Warrick had met Landgon only once before. The man had not improved. His thin mouth was just as devoid of color as before, made worse by the fact his entire wardrobe was white, from his boots, to his greatcoat trimmed with ermine in the style of King George. Beneath sallow lids he watched Karly like a man starved for a meal. His lips twitched in what could have been a smile, had his eyes shown warmth. Warrick smiled back and led Karly to a large wooden chair facing the sofa. Urging her to sit, he gestured for Landgon to return to the couch.

“Your request stated the matter was pressing. How can I be of assistance?” Warrick asked and moved to stand behind Karly.

“You will forgive the intrusion, Mr. Barry. I thought she had run off. I was relieved to find Karly was here, safe.”

“I was fortunate not to lose her completely.”

“Indeed?” Landgon asked with a lift of a brow and frowned hard at Karly. “How many times have I warned you to be more careful?” He swept Warrick a respective bow. “My apologies for any inconvenience she has caused you. I will gladly reimburse you.”

“Hardly necessary,” Warrick began and broke off when Landgon started forward. He had enough time to step in front of Karly before Landgon reached them, clasped his hand, and shook it heartily.

“You are gracious.”

It would be easy to dismiss the man as mad. He had the bearing of a lunatic but the aura of a demon. It was then Warrick realized Karly hadn’t spoken. She had remained immobile, her hands balled in her lap.

“Yesterday was my wedding. It left me in an excellent mood,” Warrick said.

Landgon looked up and his pleasantry ebbed. “And who is the young lady?”

“Karly—she fell for me the moment we met, did you not, my dear?”

“I believe it was a few minutes later,” Karly said, her voice a whisper.

Landgon became ice for several beats as he stared unseeing at Warrick. Then it cracked along with the man’s veneer. “The daughter of a pirate married to the son of a duke. It has all the makings of a Shakespearean tragedy.” Landgon walked to the corner table, lifted the brandy decanter, and poured a snifter. Swirling the amber liquid, he raised it toward Warrick. “My best wishes toward your happiness,” he said and drank the contents, then tossed the glass into the fire.

“We appreciate your kindness,” Warrick said and smiled. The conversation was not what he expected. “Baron Landgon, your note said your matter was urgent. How can I assist you?”

Landgon worked his jaw until he grimaced a dead man’s grin. “I would like to borrow your wife, for a few months.” He straightened and tented his fingers.

“Like a loan?” Warrick slid a hand down to her shoulder, surprised to find it steady. A glance and he saw her chin lifted in defiance. Here was the courage that had driven her up a tree and into his rooms. It would also get her killed. At what point she had moved past terror, he wasn’t sure.

“Since we are both men of business, you might call it that.”

“And what would you use her for?”

Landgon sat down in the chair across from them and tented his fingers. “She’s from Bermuda, and I was considering a holiday. I need a guide. I promise to return her to you, better behaved even. I will even pay you six hundred pounds.”

“Rent,” Warrick said, furious. Landgon broke into a smile, then laughed and rose, lifting a hand to pat Warrick’s shoulder, without a bit of regret for offering to discipline Karly. Closing his fist, Warrick drew back and punched Landgon in the jaw, sending him tumbling backward in his chair. He wanted to wipe the smile from his face. “Stay away from her.”

Landgon fell with a curse and wiped the blood from his mouth, droplets spattering his coat. “You misunderstand me, my lord. I want to help you.”

“You bruised Karly’s jaw the last time you taught her how to behave. Never do it again.”

Rolling from the chair, Landgon struggled to his feet. “She was insolent.”

“Briggs, my valet, will show you out.” Taking Karly’s arm, Warrick lifted her to her feet and pressed her toward the garden. Past the tree Karly had scaled, he continued until he reached the farthest corner. Despite it being early spring, this section was wilder. He had asked the gardener to keep it like this. In London he could come here and not feel the crowds. He took her to the gazebo and released her.

“He’ll be back. You had the advantage because he was impressed by your title.”

“I hit him now because later it won’t be as easy.” He watched as she walked once around and halted, staring into the dark water of the pond. “You should have warned me before we went in there. Now I understand part of your mistrust for men in power. I’ll wager this has nothing to do with you becoming his mistress, although he very well might have raped you in the process.” Karly looked stricken and tried to pull back. Taking her arms, he held her still. “Are you trying to kill yourself ?”

“ No.”

“Who drew the ships, and why?”

She laid her hand over his before she collected herself. “The drawings are mine.”

He frowned at her, and she frowned back. “It makes no sense. Women choose landscapes, or figures, or horses. A nice flower is far more familiar.”

“I lived by the sea my whole life. I can only sketch waves so many times.”

“Except you not only sketched them, you noted facts and statistics on each one. Why would you do that? Simple curiosity?”

“My father loved ships. When he did not want to discuss anything else, we could always talk about the last one we had seen. Sometimes he would describe one to me. I would draw until I got it right,” she said, her voice softened. “I also drew ships for the yards. It was how I earned money once father was gone.”

“If that is the whole truth, why did you not simply tell me?”

“It won’t matter. You and Landgon both just need me to get what you want. I won’t be used by anyone again.” She had not raised her voice, but her words reverberated through him.

“You’re wrong. My goals are for the good of England.”

“I know, but you will have to find another way that doesn’t involve me.” She whirled and fled to the house. He took a half step to follow and checked it. Trent would be there to make certain she did not leave. He needed to regain his composure. It was coming very near to shattering. That would be ruinous. With his help she had just fortified the walls erected around her heart.

Starting in the direction of the house he called her name, expecting no answer. He was not disappointed. He tried the greenhouse and continued from there through the various rooms, but there was no sign of her. Concern, anger, fear, and annoyance all slid through him. It didn’t help that she had been partially right and he could have handled himself better. Communicating with women had never been a problem before; a smile and some charm had won him whatever he wanted. Not with Karly, and he wanted her. Warrick gave a silent groan at his private admission. Their night together had tantalized his imagination. She was already skittish, assuming the worst of him. If she could read his mind, she would know it was truth.

The shadows had crept the length of the rooms when she finally emerged, standing in the center of the foyer as if she had been there all along. He thought she might have been crying, but when he studied her, he saw no trace of tears, just sadness. He would have preferred the tears. If she would cry, she might let him comfort her. He could hold her again. Instead she kept her distance, remaining at the far end of the room.

“I was concerned about you,” he said.

“You mentioned your ship will be arriving soon. Let me visit the Moorea. I will draw her for you and prove I am telling the truth.”

“Tell me this: what would Landgon want ship drawings for? A reference, or does he plan to copy them, possibly steal them?”

“We didn’t discuss it. I’m not sure he even knows about them.”

Warrick shook his head. His first reaction was to give her paper and direct her to the scaled ship model in the parlor. She could draw it, and if she was skilled, the truth would come out, that she was a spy or a conspirator. Neither made sense, however, even as the evidence mounted. It was too early to send her away. He wasn’t ready. “As soon as the Moorea makes port, we’ll go.”
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