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Disowned and disinherited by his aristocratic family, Jack Llewelyn survives on his wits and his ability to nurse officers returning from the Napoleonic Wars. He is prepared to go to any lengths to clear his name, but fate, and the Duke of Diable Delamere, have different plans for Jack. Soon, he will be hunting a missing spy, discovering old family secrets, and risking his life pursuing a woman who has changed beyond recognition. Only then will he be able to face his lost love, ask her forgiveness and finally deserve his very happy ending.
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Chapter 1
 

London 1814
 

JACK LLEWELYN GAVE a long-suffering sigh, crossed his arms and leaned back against the silk-covered wall of the Delamere House ballroom. Lilac ribbons and purple flowers of every variety had transformed the cavernous ballroom into a spectacular spring-like vision of a woodland grove. Even to Jack’s jaundiced eye, the duchess’ first ball would be described as a triumph.

Jack mentally calculated what it must have cost the Duke of Diable Delamere’s secretary to buy all the hothouse blooms and scented flowers in London and grimaced. He glanced down at Michael Waterstone, who occupied the wheelchair by his side. “Michael, I hate doing the pretty, and I’m not dressed for a ton ball. You don’t need my help anymore, so why in God’s name have you dragged me here this evening?”

“Don’t blame me. Elizabeth—or should I say Her Grace, the Duchess of Diable Delamere—ordered me to bring you along. And since this is her first formal ball and the duke is my employer, I couldn’t quite see how to put her off.”

“Devil take it,” Jack swore softly, aware of the interested eyes on him and the gradual, inevitable swell of gossip his presence always stirred. He hadn’t ventured into the ton for almost five years, yet nothing had changed. “I hope Her Grace hasn’t taken it into her head to befriend me. I have enough problems without that.”

Michael’s mouth twitched. “Elizabeth is my sister. Please refrain from referring to her in such unflattering terms.”

“I hold Her Grace in the highest regard, but she can be intimidating when she sets her mind on something. Even you can’t deny that.”

Wisely, Michael chose not to comment. Jack glanced at the dance floor, where a waltz was in progress. In the center of the room, the duke’s dark head was bent toward his new duchess. His stance radiated a possessive interest Jack knew to be sincere. He had crossed paths with the duke earlier in the year and experienced the ferocity of his devotion to his Elizabeth at first hand.

Jack had met Elizabeth before her marriage, when she advertised for a male nurse for her brother, Michael. At the time, unbeknownst to Jack or to her family, she’d paid Jack’s wages from money earned breaking code for the duke.

He forgot about the couple when a uniformed figure stopped in front of Michael and saluted. Jack resisted the automatic impulse to salute back and instead thrust his hand into the pocket of his breeches.

“Lieutenant Waterstone, it’s a pleasure to see you, sir.” The smartly dressed young man shook Michael’s hand and pointedly ignored Jack.

“Good evening, Captain Howard,” Michael replied. “Have you met my friend, Lord Jack Llewelyn?”

Captain Howard flicked Jack a disdainful glance. “With all due respect, Waterstone, I’m surprised that a war hero such as yourself would want to be associated with a man who was dishonorably discharged from the army for deliberately leading two men into a French ambush.”

Jack straightened and withdrew his hands from his pockets. He was a good six inches taller than the hapless Captain Howard. Rash words of contempt and challenge hovered on Jack’s lips, but he kept his mouth shut. He’d trodden that path before and barely survived. Wearily he wondered if he’d ever be allowed to forget.

Michael frowned. “I honor all those who have fought and died for our country. Llewelyn fought through the first years of the peninsular campaign. What right do we have to condemn anyone who lived through that hell on earth? Things happen in the heat of a battle that defy explanation. Why not give the man the benefit of the doubt?”

Captain Howard stepped back and saluted. “I apologize, Lieutenant, but much as I admire you, I can’t feel comfortable conversing with you in such company. Perhaps I may visit you at home?”

He clicked his heels and was gone in a blur of scarlet cloth and silver braid. Michael cursed under his breath.

“You don’t have to defend me,” Jack muttered. “I’m quite capable of looking after myself.”

“I’m not sure you are. And why on earth shouldn’t I stand up for a man I consider my friend?”

“You don’t know what happened in Spain, and I certainly haven’t tried to explain myself. I stopped trying a long time ago.” An image of his father’s disgusted face flashed through Jack’s mind.

“That’s exactly why I believe you were wronged.”

Jack stared out over the ballroom. “I’m no hero. I got what I deserved. A man died because of me. So perhaps you and your sister could stop trying to ‘help’ me and let me go to the devil.”

“Go if you must, but the duke wishes to speak to you before you leave.”

“You know where I lodge. I’m sure you can arrange a convenient time for the duke to meet me there.”

He pushed past Michael, aware that he was behaving atrociously but unable to bear the stifling heat of the ballroom for a second longer. As he strode through the crowds, he rubbed his hand against his thigh. Sometimes he feared he was still so tainted by blood and death that his touch contaminated and destroyed those around him.

Jack headed for the wide doors of the ballroom, ignoring the poisonous whispers that made the hair on the back of his neck spring to attention. He descended the spiral stairs into the wide black and white marbled hallway, stopping in the shadow of the stairway to gulp the fresh air flooding through the open front door.

As Jack watched, a party of guests arrived and began to remove their cloaks and wraps before ascending the impressive staircase. A woman stood silhouetted against the backdrop of the falling snow. A flash of titian hair, frosted with diamonds, caught his attention. He paused as the woman took off her cloak to reveal a simple white ball gown.

When the lady raised one hand to pat her hair, her fragile skirts took flight in the draughts of freezing air and more diamonds sparkled in the candlelight.

With a deep sense of male appreciation, Jack imagined the auburn-haired beauty standing naked in her bedroom as fat cherubs poured sparkling gems over her luscious, long-limbed body. He wished he could be there…

She turned toward him, as if noticing the heat of his stare, and he forgot to breathe. Ignoring her chattering companions, she picked up her gauzy skirts and walked toward him. The tap of her jeweled-heeled white sandals echoed against the marble floor. When she reached him, her hand came up to her throat.

“Jack—I didn’t know you had returned. I was hoping to contact you…”

Jack bowed. “I’ve been in England for the last two years. Didn’t my father inform you?”

She shook her head and her long diamond earrings trembled. Idly, Jack wondered how she could afford them.

“My father didn’t tell you?” He faked surprise. “I thought you two were as thick as thieves.”

She blushed and caught her bottom lip between her teeth. “I’ve hardly seen him since you left.”

Before she could continue, one of the men in her party came up and laid a proprietary hand on her shoulder. Jack stared at the gloved fingers, aware of a deep desire to wrench them away from the soft flesh they touched and plant the man a facer.

“Carys, darling. We are already late and we agreed to meet my mother at the supper table.”

Jack raised an inquiring eyebrow but stood his ground. He was eager to find out why Carys allowed another male to address her with such familiarity. And why in God’s name did she need to find favor with this person’s mother?

Carys looked from Jack to her companion and sighed. “Lord Rice, may I present Lord Jack Llewelyn?”

To Jack’s immense satisfaction, Rice released Carys’s arm and stepped back, a flash of understanding on his dark-set features. Jack took the opportunity to claim his wife’s gloved hand and bring it to his lips.

“As far as I am aware, Carys is still my wife. I don’t recall giving you permission to address her by her first name, or to escort her anywhere.”

Lord Rice bowed, his calm gaze lingering on Carys. “I do, of course, apologize, my lord. But I understood from Carys—I mean, from Lady Jack—that you and she led separate lives.”

Jack admired the man’s courage even as he mocked it. “Then perhaps you were mistaken. Women’s understanding of such matters can be tenuous.” He dropped his wife’s hand and flicked her cheek with a careless finger. “If there is something you need to discuss with me, Carys, may I suggest you contact my father’s solicitors? I’m sure you’d prefer not to have to suffer the indignity of speaking to me directly.”

Carys’s face paled and she clenched her hand at her side. He watched as she gathered her composure around her like a cloak and lifted her chin. “If that is how you want to proceed, I will follow your wishes, but I do need to speak with you.”

Jack had started to move past her. He stopped and lowered his voice so the others couldn’t hear. “Well, that makes a change, darling. I thought we’d said everything there was to say when you chose to side with my father and left me.”

“I didn’t leave, Jack. You did.” Her voice was low and fierce. “And in truth, you had already left me long before your father disinherited you.”

She averted her gaze and stepped away from him. Placed her hand on Lord Rice’s arm and accompanied him up the stairs without a backward glance.

Jack waited until she disappeared from view then marched out of the door into the snow-filled night. He walked clear across to the other side of the square before the shock hit him. He stopped and leaned against the cast iron railings, staring up at the leaden skies. Stinging snow fell unheeded onto his rapidly freezing face.

Christ. Carys had looked even more beautiful than he imagined her in his countless frustrated dreams. His wife, his first love, the woman who had ripped out his heart and left him to face a painful future alone. He groaned. What had he expected her to do? Fall into his arms, tell him it had all been a terrible mistake and that she still loved him? He wouldn’t have believed her even if she had. But Carys had no way of knowing he’d decided to face his demons and sort out their troubled past.

Jack pushed away from the frigid iron railings and buried his hands in his pockets. In his haste to get away, he’d left his greatcoat drying in the kitchens at Delamere House. His coat, taken from a dead French soldier, had seen him through blistering hot summers and stone-cold mountain winters whilst on campaign. Unlike the rest of the invited guests, he only owned one coat. He was damned if he was going to let his wife’s unexpected appearance make him lose it.

Jack looked back across the snow-covered square and retraced his solitary diagonal footprints. Through the swirling drifts of snow, the front of Delamere House blazed with light and resonated with the turmoil of guests arriving and leaving. The park at the center of the square was locked and dark, guarding its winter secrets. Crossing the road, Jack picked his way through the once pristine snow, which had been churned up into a thick, muddy sludge by the carriages.

His boots were soaked through by the time he trudged around to the rear of the house. He descended the steep steps to the basement and let himself in through the back door. To his surprise, nobody was there. The warmth and earthy smells of roasting pork enfolded him. He shook the snow from his hair and hunkered beside the huge kitchen range to warm his hands. The final chords of the orchestra concluding a cotillion filtered down from the ballroom above. Jack guessed the staff was probably engaged in serving supper to the guests.

He spied a loaf of bread and a slab of butter on the pine kitchen table and helped himself. There was no food at his lodgings and almost no money. Ignoring the sudden anxious pain in his gut, he tried to block out his fears for the future.

Unless his luck changed, he would have to crawl back to the mysterious Captain Fury and beg for more work. Warm bread stuck in his throat. He coughed and tried to swallow. He wanted to earn an honest living but kept getting pulled back into a murky underworld of lies and deceit by his need to survive.

Jack had once joked to Michael that as a soldier, all he’d been trained to do was kill people and bind up wounds. After being dishonorably discharged from the army, he’d taken employment nursing wounded officers back to health. Somehow, people always found out about his colorful past. Despite his considerable skill, he was usually dismissed at the earliest opportunity.

The Waterstones were the first family who had accepted him for what he was. It galled him that his whole relationship with them was based on a lie.

His sharp ears picked up the sound of someone descending the servants’ stairs. He got slowly to his feet and wiped the breadcrumbs from his mouth. The Duke of Diable Delamere appeared, Jack’s missing coat in his hand. To Jack’s surprise, the duke had changed out of his gray eveningwear into riding gear.

The duke held out the coat. “Were you looking for this?”

Jack turned his back, cut himself another thick wedge of bread and slathered it with butter before looking up again. “What do you want, Your Grace? And what do I have to do to get my coat back—lick your boots?”

The duke half smiled as he glanced down at his immaculate riding boots. He tossed the coat toward Jack. “No thank you, Llewelyn. I fear you would spoil the polish and Jacques, my valet, would never forgive me.” His expression sobered. “Will you come to my study whilst the other guests eat their supper? I have something very important to discuss with you.”

* * *
 

As soon as she reached the ballroom, Carys Llewelyn escaped to the ladies retiring room. After Jack’s startling appearance, she had pretended not to notice the interested stares of her companions and Lord Rice’s silent support. Luckily, no one occupied the quiet sanctuary, apart from a serving maid who greeted Carys and withdrew. Carys sank onto one of the chairs and pressed her cold hands to her cheeks. She’d imagined meeting Jack in a thousand different places, but not at a ball.

She pulled out two diamond headed pins from her hair and admired their stark brilliance. Five years ago, when his father had disinherited him, she had let him walk out of her life.

She’d only seen him once since then. On that occasion, two years previously, Jack hadn’t even bothered to speak to her. If his brother, Robert, had hoped to bring them together, his good-hearted scheme had failed miserably. The shame of that meeting and the ridiculous duel resulting from it between Jack and her brother, Gareth, still made Carys wince.

She grimaced and slid one of the pins back into her hair. By that point she hadn’t wanted to speak to Jack. Scream, shout and throw things at him, perhaps, but not conduct a reasonable conversation. He hadn’t answered her increasingly desperate letters and she wasn’t a fool. He hadn’t forgiven her. To her dismay, it appeared as if his dislike had only hardened in the past two years.

In the magnificence of the marbled hallway, he’d looked older than his thirty years, shabbier and out of place. The Spanish sun had tanned his skin and bleached his hair from honey to harsh gilt. Harder and deeper furrows on his face replaced the gentle lines of good humor and soft living she remembered. She recalled the hint of scorn in his voice and the insolent way he ran his eyes over her, as though she were a light skirt begging for his custom.

She regarded herself in the mirror, surprised by her composure. It had taken her a long time after Jack’s desertion to achieve such an unruffled exterior. She pictured herself as a swan. All graceful, gliding elegance on the surface and frantically paddling feet down below.

She was four and twenty and had been married to Jack for seven years. Did he care that she’d grown up? Did he care that another man was escorting her around London? It was impossible to tell. All she sensed was his disapproval. After five years apart, she wasn’t sure she knew him anymore, or if she would even like him. To think he was once the sun moon and stars to her…

“Carys, are you all right?”

As Carys slid the last pin back into her hair, Anna, Lord Rice’s sister, peered around the door.

“Yes, I’m fine.” She tried to smile. “It was just such a surprise…”

Anna nodded, her blue eyes full of sympathy. “I would say it was. You arrive at a ball with my brother and your long-lost husband turns up! It’s worthy of a comedy of errors at Drury Lane.”

“It’s not funny, Anna. I have to find a way out of this muddle. I’ve been trying to convince myself that Jack will agree to my plans and simply disappear again. But my husband is never predictable.”

She shivered as she recalled the contemptuous expression in Jack’s brown eyes. He had tried to make her look like a dithering peahen. She was certain that without Oliver’s calm intervention, she and Jack would still be bickering now. How was she supposed to deal with a man who hadn’t contacted her since his return from God knows where? Was she to be forever chasing after him like a little girl with a crush on her brother’s best friend?

Anna came to sit beside her. Carys was grateful for her undemanding presence. Soon, she would have to leave the sanctuary of the retiring room and go out to face the questions of her friends and, most importantly, Lord Oliver Rice.

The man who expected to marry her.



Chapter 2
 

JACK PICKED UP the uneaten piece of bread and followed the duke up the servant’s stairs. He narrowly avoided banging his head on a lintel when the duke made an abrupt left turn. In the dark passageway, Jack used his free hand to trace the rough brick wall. He was surprised at the heat beneath his fingertips until he realized they tracked the curve of a chimney breast.

Eventually, the duke pushed open a door into his well-lit study, bypassing the crowded entrance hall. He crossed to the main door and checked it was locked before turning to Jack. “Please take a seat.”

“Are you hiding your association with me, Your Grace?”

“Hardly. I’m keeping the hoi polloi out, not you in. Since the government decided to make me out to be some kind of hero, hysterical females and other fools accost me in public. They shower me with compliments and insist on shaking my hand or kissing my cheek.” The duke shuddered and brushed at his immaculate sleeve. “It is most fatiguing. Her Grace, of course, finds it highly amusing.”

Jack studied the concealed door in the bookcase that matched one on the opposite side of the fireplace. The second door led into the office of Michael Waterstone, the duke’s secretary. He finished up the crust of bread and deliberately wiped his mouth on his sleeve.

“What an exciting life you lead.” Jack sat in the chair indicated and took the glass of brandy the duke poured for him. “Concealed stairways, code-breaking and assassinations…”

The duke ignored Jack’s remarks and sat behind his desk. “Now, where shall I start?” He fanned the papers out and laid them in front of him. “You are Lord Jack Augustus Owen Llewelyn, born on September the twenty-fifth in the year of our Lord, seventeen-eighty-four, at Llewelyn Hall in Wales. You were originally destined for the church but ran away from home and enlisted in the army.” The duke looked up. “Why in God’s name did you enlist in the Forty-Eighth Foot? They are based in Northamptonshire. Why didn’t you choose a Welsh regiment?”

Jack gave an exaggerated sigh. “Because I didn’t want my father to know where I was. If I’d enlisted in Wales, someone might have recognized me.”

The duke nodded. “Of course. How remiss of me. I assume once you established yourself, your father accepted your decision and paid for your preferment?”

“No, Your Grace, he did not.” Jack said impatiently. “I gained the rank of Captain entirely by my own efforts before losing it again.” Jack sat back and sipped his brandy. “Although I hardly see the point of this discussion…”

“If you will just let me finish. Your father, Dafydd, is the current Duke of Carmarthen and you have two older brothers, Robert and Edward. Neither of your brothers is yet married.” The duke let the document fall from his fingers. “What the devil went wrong? Up until the scandal of your dismissal from the army and your subsequent disinheritance, you led a charmed life. You were mentioned in dispatches and decorated for bravery.”

Jack felt a familiar sense of wariness envelop him. He was sick of having to justify himself and too worried about the future to care whom he offended. He rose to his feet and slammed the thick crystal brandy glass down onto the duke’s desk. “As I don’t intend to spend a cozy evening reminiscing about my past mistakes. I will bid you good night.”

The duke sighed and leaned across the desk to replenish Jack’s glass from the decanter that stood at his elbow. “I don’t have time for that either. I am already in trouble with Her Grace for disappearing before the end of our first ball. But sometimes the urgency of a situation demands immediate action. I have a job for you, if you are interested.”

Jack sat down again, his suspicions aroused. “Why would you think I need a job and why would you offer me one, knowing my past?”

The duke shrugged. “I know you have little money at the moment and no new employer. Yet my wife and her brother think you one of the most trustworthy men they have ever met.”

Jack struggled with a desire to keep silent but his innate honesty surfaced. “I was ordered to work for the Waterstones. I was paid to keep an eye on Elizabeth.” The duke looked pained and Jack sighed. “I mean, Her Grace. Not that I did a very good job of it.”

The duke gave a soft laugh. “Neither did I. If you recall, Her Grace had to save me from a watery death. I already knew you were not quite as innocent as you appeared. After the assassination attempt on the Prince Regent, I tried to find out about you from my colleagues at the Foreign Office. To my surprise, I was only able to gain information from the War Office.” He paused deliberately and Jack tensed. “It seems the army still considers you a useful tool, despite your very public humiliation. And that, of course, leads me to wonder why a man of your pride allows himself to be used by the army and doesn’t simply walk away.”

Jack swallowed the rest of his brandy and took more. The duke was uncommonly perceptive. He hadn’t realized the man possessed the ability to cut through the layers of Jack’s much-vaunted thick skin with the unnerving skill of a surgeon. He considered his options and offered an edited version of the truth. “I work for the War Office when they need anything unsavory done. If I’m caught, they will refuse to acknowledge me. In return, they continue to support certain search efforts in Spain.”

The duke sat back, his expression thoughtful. “If you are prepared to be treated like a social pariah in order to achieve your objective, you must have a very strong motive. In my experience, that can only mean love or money. Which is it?”

“I do what I have to, Your Grace. I’ve never much cared for society’s opinion anyway.”

“You might not care, but what about your wife? Do you think it has been easy for her these past few years? She barely ventures up to town.”

“It appears my wife has made her own arrangements in my absence. I doubt she has any feelings left for me at all.” Jack gulped at the duke’s excellent brandy and felt it settle in his stomach like a smoldering coal. From the ballroom, the soft lilt of a waltz filtered through Jack’s consciousness. Was Carys dancing with her tall companion? Jack imagined so. She loved to dance.

The duke cleared his throat and Jack’s attention snapped back to the warm, fire-lit room. “Did you say you had a job for me, or are we just going to discuss the inconsistencies of women?”

“Don’t attempt to class my wife with your own. You owe a lot to Her Grace.”

Jack held the duke’s icy stare for as long as he could manage and then gave up the effort. He couldn’t imagine the duchess abandoning the duke. “I apologize. Your wife is a pearl beyond price. Now can we get back to the matter in hand?”

“Do you remember that Mrs. Forester, Elizabeth’s mother, was implicated in the failed assassination attempt on the Prince Regent last June?”

“Implicated?” Jack laughed. “I heard Mrs. Forester was in such a rage when her husband misfired that she whipped out her pistol and tried to finish the job herself.”

The duke compressed his lips. “Exactly, but that is not the story she came out with at the trial. She insisted, whilst weeping into her handkerchief, that Sir John Harrington and her husband forced her to take part in the scheme and that she was innocent.

“You and I know she lied, but for Elizabeth and her family’s sake, I allowed the lie to stand. I could not allow my prospective bride’s mother to hang by the neck or be transported for life.”

The duke offered Jack a cigarillo from the silver box on his desk. “Of course, now I regret that decision with every fiber of my being. Mrs. Forester has escaped. From information we have gathered, we suspect she will try and join up with La Fleur, the mastermind behind the assassination attempt.”

Jack lit the cigarillo and blew out a cloud of smoke. “And what does your duchess think about that?”

The duke’s expression grew cold. “She doesn’t know. And if you do your job properly, she’ll never have to. I need you to find Mrs. Forester and bring her back.”

Jack stared at the duke as a thousand questions flooded his brain. He decided to start with the obvious. “Do you have any idea where she might be heading?”

The duke stood up and walked across to the window, cigar in hand. “Yes, we believe she is in Wales, where we expect her either to rendezvous with La Fleur or seek passage to France.”

Jack nodded. It made sense. French ships had been avoiding the British blockade of the English Channel for years by sailing around to safer harbors on the Irish Sea. The Welsh were not known for their love of the English. Knowing his countrymen, Jack could certainly imagine them allowing the occasional French ship to dock and unload cargo when nobody in authority was looking.

“Do you speak any Welsh, Llewelyn? I have been told by the authorities that the Welsh are a closed-mouthed, resentful race who might respond better to one of their own.”

Jack remembered growing up in the Welsh countryside and the smiling, joyful, open faces of his companions. He pictured Carys at fifteen, her hair hanging down her back, begging him to help her down from a tree she climbed to impress him and then lost her nerve. He’d encouraged her to jump from the lowest bough into his arms. The feel of her maturing body against his changed everything…

“Yes, I speak Welsh, although my father and school masters at Harrow tried to beat it out of me.”

The duke raised an eyebrow.

“It wasn’t considered a suitable accomplishment for a duke’s son. All my father’s children spoke it, of course. It meant that we could shut him out.”

The duke stubbed out his cigar. “If you are agreeable then, would you care to accompany me to the Foreign Office? There are people there who have a far better grasp of the situation than I do.”

Jack doubted that, but he got to his feet, helped himself to another glass of brandy and looked regretfully at the expensive Spanish cigarillos.

As if he’d caught Jack’s thought, the duke spoke over his shoulder. “Help yourself.”

Jack muttered his thanks and pocketed a fistful. He couldn’t afford to buy them for himself, but he wasn’t too proud to accept a gift. The duke waited for him by the concealed door. They entered the passageway and headed back down to the kitchens. Jack retrieved his coat, which had dried out quite nicely, blew a kiss to the smiling cook and followed the duke out to the stables.

Two horses were being walked up and down the cobbled stable yard. Jack mounted and ran an experienced, appreciative hand over the prime piece of horseflesh the duke was allowing him to ride.

The duke crammed a tall beaver hat on his head and wound a long silk scarf around his throat. The snow had thickened, and the line between the sky and the ground blurred into a chalky nothingness.

Jack wiggled his toes as his heavily darned socks began to freeze inside his steaming boots. “Let’s make this quick, Your Grace. I refuse to face your duchess if I keep you out too late or, heaven forbid, lose you in this blizzard.”

The duke’s answering smile was nearly lost in the shadow of his hat brim. “Indeed, Llewelyn. It would be a tragedy. And God knows what your wife would say if the same fate occurred to you.”

Jack laughed as he bent his head to exit the stable yard gate. “She’d be thanking you, Your Grace. Remember, my death would set her free.”



Chapter 3
 

CARYS AND ANNA paused at the threshold of the ballroom and looked out over the colorful throng. Lord Oliver Rice appeared from behind a marble statue of Apollo flanking the entrance to the ballroom. The orchestra was busy setting down their instruments, while the guests streamed out of the far doors in search of their supper. After a swift glance at Oliver’s face, Carys curtsied and waited with silent apprehension for him to speak. To her immense relief, he did nothing more threatening than bow and reach for her hand.

“Carys, or should I say, Lady Jack Llewelyn, will you postpone your supper for a little while? I believe there are a few things we need to discuss before I bring you to my mother.”

“Please don’t call me that.” Carys shuddered.

He half-smiled. “It’s all right. I’m not going to make a scene. It is not as though this couldn’t have happened at any time.”

Carys allowed him to lead her back along the candle lit corridor to the more intimate setting of the duchess’ morning room. Sometimes being a married woman had its advantages. As long as the door remained open, her reputation, such as it was, would remain intact. Oliver handed her into a chair and took the seat opposite. He seemed in no hurry to speak as he gazed into the fire.

His dark profile and coal black hair spoke of his Celtic heritage, whilst his nut-brown coat and discreet waistcoat emphasized his quiet sense of style. Carys had met him at the Llewelyn home in Wales shortly after Jack left her. His family was distantly connected to the Llewelyns through his mother and held land in Swansea and Brecon.

At first he had been content to remain her friend, but as the years passed, she found herself relying on his support and encouragement. His declaration of love hadn’t surprised her—but his plans to marry her had.

It was Carys who broke the silence. “I didn’t know Jack would be here tonight. I didn’t even know he was in the country.”

Oliver shrugged one elegantly clad shoulder, his dark brown eyes full of warmth. “I think anyone would have guessed that. You were as shocked as I was.”

She met his gaze full on. “I’ve never lied to you about Jack. You’ve always known that my situation is difficult. You should do as your mother tells you, and go and find another more-biddable, less-married female. I am told there are scores of them about.”

Oliver reached forward and took her hands in his. “I never notice them, I only see you.” He brought her fingers to his mouth and kissed them. “Divorce is possible now, if one has the ear of the Prince Regent and the necessary funds. And from what my lawyers tell me, if Llewelyn agrees, you would stand a good chance of succeeding in your claim.”

Carys rose and paced the carpet. As she walked, her gauzy white skirts shimmered in the firelight. “I need to settle things with Jack first. Will you allow me that?”

Oliver smiled. “I’ve been waiting for you all my life, Carys. What will a few more weeks matter?”

With a pang of guilt, she sank down beside his chair and clasped his hand between hers, her throat tight. “I’m not worthy of such devotion, Oliver. The scandal will be immense. I’m unlikely to be received by the ton and your chances of preferment in the government will be irrevocably damaged. I can’t even tell you how long it will take to sort things out, or whether Jack will agree to a divorce. He is a proud man.”

Oliver’s face darkened and he pulled his hand away. “Don’t make excuses for him. He abandoned you, just as he abandoned my brother David in Spain. As far as I’m concerned, he doesn’t deserve you.” He stood up, pulling her into his arms. “Take as long as you want, my dear. Just make sure you come back to me.” He dropped a light kiss on Carys’s nose and stepped away.

Sometimes Carys wished he wasn’t quite so careful of her reputation. If he would kiss her with all the passion she suspected he concealed and make her his, she was sure she wouldn’t feel so vulnerable around Jack.

Unfortunately, whenever she tried to tempt him into a flirtation, he always pulled away. He smiled down at her now, obviously unaware of her complicated feelings. “Will you join me in the ballroom? I intend to have at least one dance before you disappear again.”

Carys waited until he paused at the library door before she found the courage to speak. When he looked back inquiringly at her, she gestured to her diamond necklace and matching earrings. “I don’t think I should continue to wear these while I am still married to Jack.”

Lord Oliver frowned. “I had them made especially for you. I asked you to consider them as a betrothal gift.”

“I fear we have been a little premature.” Her rash promise to marry Oliver without considering her present husband suddenly seemed tawdry. She knew Jack had noticed her fine jewelry. Could it explain the flash of contempt she’d seen in his eyes? Did he believe she was already another man’s possession?

Her fingers shook as she struggled to unscrew the earrings.

Oliver’s strong hands closed over hers and stopped her. “Keep them, Carys. Return them only if you must. I meant them for you alone.” He placed her hand on his arm and led her toward the door. “At least wear them for me tonight. You cannot go to a ball half-dressed, my darling. What would people say?”

Oliver’s gentle humor restored Carys’s courage and she squeezed his coat sleeve. She reminded herself that one of the reasons she found Oliver so attractive was his even temperament. Jack had always been volatile, dragging her into scrapes, daring her to prove herself, teasing her into losing her temper. Oliver was definitely more restful.

He glanced down at her as they arrived in the ballroom. “That’s it, chin up. For here comes my mother and our illustrious hostess, the Duchess of Diable Delamere.”

Carys had never met the new duchess, but she had met Oliver’s mother, Lady Amelia Rice, on many occasions. Carys knew Lady Amelia heartily disliked her and could well understand why. At forty, Oliver was considered one of the most eligible men in London. Despite his mother’s best efforts, he had steadfastly refused to look at any other woman but Carys.

As Oliver made the introductions, Carys could only wonder what spiteful tales Lady Rice had poured into the duchess’ ear. She was surprised when the duchess, after an exchange of pleasantries, smiled and drew Carys away from the Rices with a gentle apology.

“Would you mind promenading with me, Lady Llewelyn? My husband has absented himself on government business and without him by my side, I feel rather shy.”

“You have made a good choice of companion then, Your Grace. If you are seen conversing with me, most people will leave you alone. My estranged husband has such a dubious reputation that most of the ton fear to talk to me, in case my disgrace is catching like the measles.”

The duchess laid her hand on Carys’s arm. “Lady Jack, I didn’t ask you to walk with me because of that. I hoped, rather, that your beauty would attract attention and that I could disappear into the background.”

Carys regarded the duchess, whose expressive face contained something far more arresting than mere beauty. She had the look of a woman who was well loved and the unconscious authority of an aristocrat. Even as Carys envied her, she doubted the duchess could be ignored in any situation. “It’s all right, Your Grace, I was only funning. Pray let us continue.”

Carys followed the duchess around the edge of the crowded dance floor until they came to the large windows, which led out onto the paved balcony overlooking the square. It was too cold to go outside. Ice frosted the glass like delicate Brussels lace. Snow piled up on the stone ledges outside gave the exposed marbled floor a dangerous sheen.

The duchess gestured Carys toward a rustic beribboned seat and sat beside her. She produced a lilac and silver fan and opened it with a snap. “I didn’t realize a ton ball could be so exhausting. I have shaken more hands and performed more curtsies than I ever imagined possible.” She gave a little laugh that begged Carys to join her. “I even began to feel some sympathy for the Prince Regent.”

Carys couldn’t help but smile. “I cannot help but agree with you, Your Grace. I, too, find it a little overwhelming.”

The duchess reached for Carys’s hand. “It is such a pleasure to finally meet you, Lady Jack. I hear that you live mainly in the country. Perhaps we can help each other cope with the mysteries of a London season.” She shrugged. “I have no idea how one is supposed to go on, and there is no point in asking my husband. All he says is that any place where he is welcome alone, I am not, and that if he finds me in any one of them he will beat me.”

Carys caught a hint of exasperated laughter in the duchess’ face and responded in kind. “At least you have a husband, Your Grace. Mine disappeared some years ago and chose to reappear at your ball, of all places.”

The duchess squeezed her fingers. “I know, and how shockingly bad of him to do so, although how very like him.”

“You know my husband?”

“Jack was employed as a nurse companion for my brother, Michael, for several weeks this summer. I have nothing but good to say about him, apart from the fact that he lied to us about his true origins.” The duchess sat back and studied Carys. “And now that we have met, I have another bone to pick with him. I shall take him to task about having the temerity to abandon you.”

“He was not entirely to blame, Your Grace. I have my share of regrets too.” She bit down on her lip to stop herself from saying anything else. Seeing Jack must have upset her more than she’d realized if she felt comfortable blurting out her personal feelings to a woman she hardly knew.

The duchess rose to her feet. “I see Lord Rice searching for you, so I will not keep you.” She glanced sideways at Carys as Lord Rice strode toward them, his mother trailing purposefully in his wake. “Sometimes I’m glad the duke’s mother lives a retired life in Brighton.”

Carys tried to mask her amusement as the duchess smiled graciously at the approaching pair and raised her voice.

“Lady Jack, would you do me the honor of calling on me tomorrow? I feel that we will deal extremely well together.”

Carys sank into a dignified curtsey. “Thank you, Your Grace. I would be delighted.”

As the duchess gave a decisive nod and walked away, Carys noticed that Lady Rice looked slightly less sour than usual. Oliver took her hand with a pleased smile.

“I am glad to see you furthering your acquaintance here in town, my dear. I have been told that the new duchess, thanks to her husband, is in a position to wield considerable power if she chooses to use it.”

“She is also very charming, my lord. I believe I will enjoy meeting her again.”

With a disarming smile for her prospective mother-in-law, Carys allowed Oliver to sweep her into the dance. As she glanced up at him, she tried to ignore her conviction that Jack’s sudden appearance meant that nothing would ever be the same again.



Chapter 4
 

STRUCK BY AN unaccustomed sense of unease, Jack lingered at the door and allowed the duke to precede him into the mahogany-paneled meeting room at the Foreign Office. The room reeked of privilege. Framed portraits of previous dignitaries glowered down from the walls, and thick brocade curtains deadened all sound from the busy street outside. What if the other men in the room, men of his own class, men Jack had probably been to school with, ignored him or, worse still, condemned the duke for bringing him at all?

“Llewelyn, close the door behind you.” The duke murmured.

Jack did as he was told and ventured further into the book-lined room. The table was so well polished that when the duke took his seat, his elegant form was reflected in the surface. To Jack’s surprise, there were only three other men present.

Jack didn’t recognize the two men facing him. The third was an unwelcome surprise. The duke waved him to a chair and Jack sat opposite the two conservatively dressed men he assumed represented the Foreign Office.

“Gentlemen, this is Lord Jack Llewelyn,” the duke said. “I believe he will be able to help us in this unprecedented situation. He has my complete trust and the authority to act on my behalf.”

The older of the two men put on his spectacles and gave Jack a suspicious glare. “I am Sir Adrian West. I have the honor of knowing your father, Llewelyn. I’m certain you will do your best to help your country and not besmirch your family’s honorable name—again.”

The sneer in his voice was unmistakable but Jack let it wash over him. He was too old to be cowed by the thought of his father’s wrath. If Sir Adrian was good at his job, he wouldn’t allow his prejudices to overcome his desire to capture Mrs. Forester.

The younger man stood up and bowed, his sympathetic manner and soft features so at variance to his companions’ that Jack fought an instinctive urge to mistrust him. “My lord, I am Steven Gardiner, Sir Adrian’s secretary. I will be dealing with the day-to-day matters regarding this case.”

Jack didn’t bother to rise as he nodded to the two gentlemen opposite him. “Sir Adrian, Mr. Gardiner. As the duke says, I am happy to be of service. Now what exactly can I do for you?”

A heavily accented Welsh voice interrupted him. “Aren’t you going to introduce yourself to me, Llewelyn? It’s a long time since we’ve seen each other.”

Jack drew in a harsh breath and turned toward his brother-in-law, who sat half in the shadows. Gareth’s red hair and freckles had faded in the intervening years, but his pugnacious personality seemed undimmed. The last time they faced each other was at dawn on Hampstead Heath with a pair of dueling pistols.

“Good evening, Gareth,” Jack said. “It seems as if it is the night for family reunions. I am glad to see you have recovered.” His gaze flicked over Gareth’s left shoulder, where he knew he had lodged a bullet.

Gareth’s left fist flexed and he brought his hand up to rest on the table. “I am well enough. Some wounds heal better than others.”

Jack tore his gaze away from Gareth’s intense blue eyes. They reminded him of friendships lost, loyalties betrayed and the burden of living a life full of lies. The stuffy opulence of the room and the lingering smell of boiled cabbage threatened to overwhelm him. He had to remind himself to breathe.

“I brought Mr. Evans in to help us because he not only speaks fluent Welsh but is a church pastor. He is also familiar with the area we intend to search,” the duke said, his sharp gaze moving between the two men.

Jack smiled despite his surprise at Gareth’s choice of profession. As a young man he’d sworn he would never follow in his father’s footsteps. “He is as familiar with Wales as I am, Your Grace. I’m not sure if Mr. Evans mentioned it, but we were brought up together.” Jack stood and swept a bow in Gareth’s direction. “I also have the honor to be married to Mr. Evan’s sister.”

Gareth shot to his feet, and Jack steeled himself against the anger he had deliberately provoked. “How dare you refer to my sister, you—”

“Gentlemen, fascinating as this family drama is, may we return to the matter in hand?” the duke asked. “Perhaps you can renew your acquaintance after our discussions.”

Jack slumped back in his chair and after a tense moment, Gareth followed suit.

“May I have the documents you collected from Mrs. Forester’s prison cell, Sir Adrian?”

Sir Adrian passed a pile of strongly perfumed letters tied with a pink bow across the table. The left side of the bundle was scorched with burn marks and smelled of mildew.

“We assume Mrs. Forester meant to destroy these. Luckily for us, when she threw them on the fire, they smothered the flames.”

“She had a fire, in prison?” Jack commented.

A tide of red suffused Sir Adrian’s mottled cheeks. “It seems as if Mrs. Forester found ways to get around her jailer,” he said stiffly.

“I’ll wager she did.” Jack grinned, and Sir Adrian turned puce. “Did she have a fine feather bed and a maid to air her clothes and style her hair?”

“It wasn’t quite like that, Llewelyn,” the duke intervened, the annoyance in his voice unmistakable, as was the glare he gave Sir Adrian. “But she certainly did live rather too well.”

Gareth laughed, a harsh sound in the comfortable room. “You’d not know about being imprisoned, would you, Llewelyn? I seem to remember you fled after our duel to avoid that very fate.”

For the first time, Jack truly looked at his old friend. Vivid memories of being chained to a stone wall, hand and foot, clawed at his gut. The stifling heat of the room closed in on him and melded into the blackened hell of his prison. He glanced down at his wrists, where his frayed shirt cuffs barely covered the scars left by the unforgiving manacles. “Don’t fret on my account, Evans. I might have escaped prison in England, but I suffered for my sins in a worse purgatory in Spain.” He unconsciously rubbed at his wrist. “And I’ve been imprisoned more than once, which is more than you have, I’ll wager. You seem so respectable now.”

Something of his experiences must have shown on Jack’s face, because Gareth looked away. Jack’s wrath rose as he watched Gareth’s anger turn to pity and embarrassment. He’d rather face a French artillery regiment than that.

With a muttered curse, Jack reached out and took one of the letters laid out on the table. He squinted to read the crabbed and cramped handwriting, which crossed the page vertically and horizontally in an effort to save paper.

“Who is this Rose Edwards, Your Grace? Do you know her, Gareth?”

Sir Adrian coughed. “We believe Mrs. Edwards is a cousin of Mrs. Forester’s. From the letters, we have deduced that they were close as children and have continued to correspond throughout their lives.”

Jack ignored Sir Adrian and looked at the duke. “Are the letters in code, Your Grace?”

“Parts of them are.” He turned to address his remark to the whole table. “My secretary, Michael Waterstone, Mrs. Forester’s son, has translated some of the code for me, although the complete meaning is still unclear.”

Gareth picked up one of the letters and regarded it doubtfully. “With all due respect, Your Grace, are you sure Michael Waterstone is the best person to help you with this? Surely he is suspect because of his connection with Mrs. Forester.”

Jack snorted. “Michael wouldn’t thank you for that. He hates his mother with almost as much passion as his sister does.”

Gareth raised his eyebrows. “Are you are privy to the duke’s secrets, Llewelyn? You know Michael Waterstone and his sister well?”

“If I may intervene and save you from further embarrassment, Mr. Evans. Michael Waterstone is not only my secretary but my brother-in-law.” Gareth Evans paled as the duke continued smoothly. “Which naturally makes his sister my duchess.”

Jack tossed the letter he had been reading to Gareth. “I, too, can vouch for Michael Waterstone. His sister engaged me as his nurse-companion during the summer.”

Gareth opened his mouth and then shut it with an audible snap when the duke stared coldly at him.

Sir Adrian fussily unfolded a map and laid it out on the table. He jabbed a vague finger in the direction of Wales. “Mrs. Edwards resides on the south coast of Wales, near Swansea. I have marked the place. We are hoping Mrs. Forester has sought refuge with her.”

Jack leaned back in his chair and propped his boot on the edge of the table. He ignored both Sir Adrian’s frown and the duke’s quiet smile. “How can we be sure Mrs. Forester didn’t mean for you to find these letters? It could all be an elaborate hoax. She might already have escaped to France.”

Sir Adrian shook his head as he folded the map and gave it to Jack. “Impossible, my good man. All the ports in England are being watched. And we have no other leads. We have to follow this one.”

“What if Mrs. Edwards is already dead?” Gareth spoke into the tense silence. “What if the letters are a complete sham?”

The duke gathered up the letters and tied them up with the pink ribbon. “I will ask Michael to solve all the coded passages in the letters as quickly as possible. So far, they seem to be mere childish, girlish babble.” He glanced up at Jack, his gray eyes cold. “When Michael has finished, I want you and Mr. Evans to travel to Wales with all speed and find out the truth. If Mrs. Forester is alive, you will bring her back. All your expenses will be paid. I want this settled.”

Sir Adrian and Steven Gardiner rose and bowed to the duke. Jack continued to sit, his eyes fixed on Gareth Evans, who remained seated as well.

The duke waited until the government officials left before he, too, rose and inclined his head. “I shall leave you two to reminisce. There is a passable brandy in the decanters behind you. Please help yourselves. I will make sure you are not disturbed.”

The duke shut the door behind him, leaving Jack and his erstwhile friend in complete silence.

Gareth stirred. “Jack…”

To stop him talking, Jack got to his feet and walked across to the massive sideboard, which held five cut-glass decanters and a sparking array of glasses. Jack grabbed the brandy and two glasses and brought them back to the table. His hand was a little unsteady when he poured the brandy, and some splashed onto the pristine table. He used his sleeve to mop up the spillage.

When he looked up, Gareth was staring at him.

Jack raised an eyebrow and Gareth smiled. “You would never have done that in the old days, Jack. You would have died rather than spoil your fine clothes.”

Jack looked at his much washed coat sleeve and shrugged. “I have changed. Even I am capable of that.” His own bitterness shocked him. He took a hasty sip of brandy and allowed it to burn a fiery trail down his throat.

Gareth took the other glass and raised it in a salute. “We have both grown up. I would not be so impetuous now.”

“You did the only thing you could, Gareth. I walked out on Carys, and you were well within your rights to defend her.”

“I should have given you a chance to explain. Even Carys was angry with me for forcing the fight upon you.” Gareth sipped at his brandy. “I was supposed to be your best friend. On reflection, I fear I let you down.”

Jack gripped his glass so hard his knuckles went white. How many times had he dreamed of Gareth saying that to him? How many times had he called himself a fool for wanting to be believed by the one person he’d trusted throughout the whole of his life?

“I never meant to walk out on Carys. I just wanted to thumb my nose at my father. I expected her to come with me.”

His words sounded harsh in the hushed room. For a moment he regretted saying them aloud. They made him feel vulnerable. They begged a response from another human being. He thought he had taught himself not to look for that anymore.

“I know that now. Carys screamed it at me after she reassured herself that I wasn’t going to die from my wound.” Gareth half-smiled. “I’m still not sure exactly why she wouldn’t come with you. She says she owes an explanation to you first before she can tell me.”

Jack turned away from Gareth and stared down at his brandy. He knew why she had refused to leave with him, but he didn’t care to bring up the subject of his wife’s lover in front of her brother. Gareth had a fiery temper, and Jack didn’t want him challenging anyone else to a duel. “One of the reasons I came back to England was to sort out the mess I left behind. I’ve been unfair to Carys and to my family. It is time to mend some fences, whether my father wishes to or not.”

Gareth put down his glass and held out his hand. “Well, shall we agree to work together for the duke? I would welcome the chance to become reacquainted with you. I don’t wish to preach, but since I’ve taken up my father’s profession, I’ve had a lot of time to consider my sins and hopefully learn how to forgive others.”

A slight uncertainty in Gareth’s normally hearty voice brought Jack to his feet. He shook Gareth’s hand with a strange sense of relief. “I would welcome the opportunity as well, but you know I am still considered a social pariah, yes? Many will condemn you for seeking me out.”

Gareth smiled properly for the first time. “For God’s sake, Jack, I am from Wales. I’m already considered only one rank above a heathen. You are just the sort of friend a man of my stamp would be expected to have.”



Chapter 5
 

AFTER BIDDING HIS brother-in-law a cordial goodnight, Jack jumped out of the hired hackney cab. He had agreed to meet Gareth at the Green Man Inn on the Strand in the morning to discuss their plans. He watched the carriage make a slow turn on the cobbled street and start back toward the center of town. Luckily, Gareth had secured lodgings with a pastor friend near Westminster Abbey. Jack’s smile died. He would have been ashamed to offer Gareth shelter in his dilapidated boarding house.

With a last glance around, Jack turned his collar up and pushed his hands deep into the capricious pockets of his coat. It was strange how life turned out. As the third son of a peer, Jack had been destined for the church, as had Gareth, the rector’s son. At eighteen, neither of them had wanted a life of prayer and propriety. Jack escaped into the army, but Gareth had obviously changed his mind.

Jack could only be glad fate had placed Gareth in his path. He had envisioned a long journey into Wales to find his old friend and ask for his forgiveness. He blew out a cloud of warm breath that condensed in front of him like an opening fist. The iron bands that guarded Jack’s deepest emotions eased a fraction as he cautiously allowed himself to hope.

It stopped snowing as he walked past the shadowed façade of Covent Garden fruit and vegetable market. Ice gilded the rotting piles of produce, making them glitter like precious treasure in the moonlight. His stomach growled and he picked up an apple from the cobbles, studying it. Half of it was bruised but the rest appeared whole.

After his years in the army, when he’d been reduced to eating anything that moved, the apple’s battered appearance didn’t bother him. He rubbed the skin against his sleeve and bit into the clean white flesh, enjoying the tartness and rush of flavor. Then he tossed the core into an abandoned wicker basket on one of the deserted stalls.

The moonlight disappeared, defeated by the narrowing press of the passageways and crowded tenement buildings. Jack picked his way through the filth and the melting piles of snow, avoiding the shadows loitering in the doorways and the vermin that ran openly across his path. No one troubled him. He’d often wondered whether his ability to kill showed in his face. He carried a knife and a pistol, when he could afford one, and would have no compunction in using either.

Two of the local whores blew him kisses as he passed, and he responded with a smile and a wink. He had saved the smaller girl’s life in the summer when one of her customer’s threatened her with a broken bottle. He hadn’t availed himself of her invitation to express her gratitude and wasn’t likely to. From the open sores on the girl’s mouth, he suspected she and her sister had the pox and wouldn’t survive another winter.

Jack kicked aside a drunk sprawled across the entrance to his boarding house and ascended the steps. His room was on the second floor and faced the back of the house. He groped in his pocket for his key before he realized his door was ajar. The feeble light from the downstairs hall didn’t penetrate the dirt-encrusted gloom of the stairwell. Jack closed his fingers around his knife, kicked the door open with the toe of his boot and went in.

“You’re late.”

The dry tones of the man Jack knew only as Captain Fury didn’t come as a complete surprise. Jack peered into the darkness until he could make out the shape of his employer in the far corner of the room. He was seated in the only ramshackle chair Jack possessed. “I wasn’t expecting you.”

Jack had never seen Captain Fury in daylight. All their meetings—including the first, when Jack was knocked unconscious and delivered to Captain Fury in a coffin at a funeral home—had taken place at night. A half mask always concealed the top of the man’s face and he disguised his voice. Jack judged the man to be in his forties, from the occasional flash of silver hair at his temples and the harsh lines bracketing his mouth.

Jack picked up a tinderbox from the table and knelt before the rusted grate. As he pondered Captain Fury’s sudden and timely appearance, he struck a flint and coaxed the feeble fire into life. Stacks of disused crates from the market made good, cheap firewood. Jack put his foot through one with a satisfying crunch. “I would offer you something to eat or drink, but I have nothing until tomorrow.”

The shrouded figure smiled, showing a glint of surprisingly white and even teeth. “I hear you have been asked to aid the Duke of Diable Delamere.”

Jack was no longer surprised by Captain Fury’s ability to know everything. He also knew it was pointless to lie. “The duke wants me to find his mother-in-law, who has escaped from prison and is believed to be heading to Wales.”

Captain Fury nodded. “I thought as much. I want you to report back to me as well as the duke. I would appreciate it, however, if my reports were sent first.”

Jack set his teeth and prodded the fire with unnecessary vigor. “If I agree, I need more information from you, sir. And more definite proof that you are keeping your end of our bargain.”

“You don’t trust your own government, Llewelyn?” Captain Fury gave a sarcastic laugh. “Of course you don’t. Why should you, when they treated you like a common criminal?”

Jack held on to the remnants of his temper by the smallest of threads. “I’ll ask you again, sir. Have you any news on Major Marcus Stortford?”

Captain Fury stood up. His long black cloak swirled the dust covering the bare wooden floor. “We believe we have located him. Rumors of an Englishman matching his description living amongst the mountain people in rural Spain.”

“Have you managed to reach him in person?” Jack tried to suppress the eagerness in his voice but couldn’t quite manage it. It was his first piece of positive news about Marcus in almost two years.

“As you well know, it’s still too difficult to travel safely in Portugal and Spain. We will attempt to contact Major Stortford, if it is indeed him, by messenger. I will let you know whether we are successful.”

Jack fought back the urge to offer to go to Spain and search for Marcus himself. He knew he would be refused. Captain Fury considered him too dangerous to return to the battlefields and too well known.

Captain Fury stood by the door, his face well hidden within the brim of his hat. “Well, Llewelyn, will you take the job?” He threw a small leather purse at Jack that chinked when Jack caught it. “I’ll pay you the usual rate.”

Jack pocketed the coins without counting them. “I’ll do my best, Captain.” He threw the figure a challenging glance. “As I’m sure you’ll do your best for me.”

Captain Fury pulled on his gloves. “I notice you don’t ask about the other one any longer. Have you finally admitted to yourself that he is dead?”

Jack refused to answer and after a long moment, the door closed. Remaining crouched in front of the fire, Jack shut his eyes and remembered the well-planned French ambush that had left him injured, Lieutenant David Rice killed and Captain Marcus Stortford a prisoner.

He’d heard the man who had accompanied Carys to the ball being called Rice. Had David ever mentioned a brother? During the long winter nights in the Peninsula, he’d had plenty of time to swap stories with his two companions. Reluctantly, Jack recalled that David had an older brother named Oliver and as the oldest son, he had a title and estates in Wales.

Jack bit off a curse as he ran a hand through his hair. Did Lord Oliver Rice know Carys was still married to the man many considered responsible for his brother’s death? Surely Rice would resent the Llewelyn family, not seek to ingratiate himself with them? Jack pictured Carys’s face if he tried to warn her against her suitor. She would simply accuse him of meddling or, worse, think he was jealous.

Jack shrugged and fed some more wood to the fire. Perhaps after he and Carys had come to an agreement about their future, he would be able to broach the subject with her. Until then, all his instincts told him to leave it well alone.

When he felt warmer, he stood and stripped off his coat and gloves. His water jug was empty but he wasn’t in the mood to traipse back down the stairs and into the neglected yard to draw more. He had come to believe the water in London was more dangerous than the water abroad and always boiled his supply.

Jack kicked off his boots and lay down on his bed. He’d survived one of the worst days of his life and come out of it with two jobs. In rediscovering one of his best friends, he also had a chance to make things right with his wife. Not bad for a man who believed the fates had turned against him. As he closed his eyes, he heard the rats rustling behind the thin partition walls. The steady thump thump of the whore next door’s headboard banged into the wall as she serviced a customer.

Carys’s cool, accusing stare flashed through his mind. In her pure white gown, she’d looked like a snow princess from a fairy tale. Had he done that to her? Had he destroyed her warmth, leaving her as cold and empty as he was? With the ease of long practice, Jack forced her image out of his head and fell asleep.



Chapter 6
 

OUT OF HABIT, Jack licked his parched lips, although there was no moisture left in his mouth. Only the gritty dust from the road and the smell of death permeated his senses through the heat haze of the overhead sun. The narrow ribbon, which represented the road through the high mountain pass, seemed to writhe and slither like a snake. He rubbed his eyes and concentrated on the man riding in front of him.

Marcus Stortford lacked a hat, and the fine dust coating his dark hair prematurely aged him. Jack and Marcus had lost their scarlet army-issue coats on previous campaigns and stole or borrowed other clothes to stave off the chill. Marcus often joked that their disreputable appearance helped them blend in with the scenery and avoid trouble. The only flash of red came from the third member of their party: Lieutenant David Rice, who was new to the army and still wore his coat with pride.

Jack cursed and grabbed at the reins as Boney, his cantankerous mule, shied at some falling rocks. Marcus turned to Jack. His lined, sun-burned face mirrored Jack’s sense of anxiety and strain.

“All right, Jack?” Marcus called, his voice harsh and unused, loud in the silence of the rocky passageway.

“I’m fine. Something spooked the mule.” Jack patted Boney’s neck in silent apology. “God, I wish I had one of your purebred horses now, Marcus.”

Marcus laughed and David Rice sniffed. “They’d be dead within a day. They are not bred for these harsh conditions.”

Rice, who brought up the rear, stared reproachfully at Jack. He took life more seriously than Jack and Marcus did. Jack bit back a sharp rejoinder. Since Jack’s demotion to Sergeant, Rice also outranked him. It wasn’t Rice’s fault he didn’t realize when Jack was joking.

When Jack studied Rice’s weary, sweat-streaked face, his hopes of continuing through the pass faded. Although Rice was the youngest, he tired more easily and needed more frequent rests than his older companions. In truth, war did not appear to agree with him.

Jack studied the terrain. Just before the narrow enclosed passageway that ran down to the base of the mountain, the path widened slightly. Overhanging rocks gave some shade from the glare of the sun. “Why don’t we shelter here under the overhang and have a drink?”

Marcus and Rice swung down from their mules and retrieved their water supplies. Jack unpacked his leather pouch and shook it, listening to the soft swish of the water remaining inside. The mule got hold of Jack’s ragged sleeve and tugged.

Jack glared at the animal. “There is hardly enough in here for me, Boney, you great lummox. You’ll have to wait your turn.”

The mule snorted, baring big yellow teeth. Jack managed to disengage his arm.

He tried to ration the amount he drank, aware that the other two men were probably doing the same. The next source of pure water was at the bottom of the trail, a day’s journey from where they were now. For the thousandth time he slid a hand inside his tattered coat to reassure himself that the documents he’d received from the French spy were still there.

Boney snorted and nudged his hand. With a sigh, Jack dropped to his knees to offer the mule some water. The lethal crack of a musket shot echoed around the mountain. Jack flinched as a bullet ricocheted off the rock wall above his head and sliced across his cheek like a wild animal’s claw. It occurred to him that if he hadn’t bent to tend to the mule he would probably be dead now.

“Get down!” he roared, and glimpsed Marcus’s surprised face as he dove for cover behind his mule.

Rice hesitated and went into a half-crouch, his terrified eyes fastened on Jack’s. He began to back away. “I can’t, Jack. There’s nowhere to hide.”

“Rice, get down!” Jack shouted as his eyes caught the glint of a rifle barrel overhead swinging toward them. He swiped at the blood trickling down his neck and risked a look upward at the sheer rock. A hale of rocks and pebbles skittered down. He covered his eyes. Several more shots were fired, panicking the mules and leaving Jack and Marcus unprotected.

Heedless of the danger, Jack slid forward on his belly toward Rice, who still cowered in the open. “Come over here there’s more cover.”

Rice backed away in the opposite direction, his eyes wild, sweat gleaming on his face. “I’m sorry, Jack, I can’t do it. I’m sorry!”

Suddenly Rice clutched both hands to his chest. A wash of scarlet blossomed through his fingers and spilled over his white waistcoat. With a strangled shriek, he toppled backwards over the edge of the path.

“No!” Jack struggled to his feet and ran toward Rice’s last position. Four French soldiers, bayonets at the ready, surrounded him. He fought like a man possessed as he watched them lash an unconscious Marcus to one of the mules. He didn’t feel the blow to his head that left him stretched out across the path or sense the rough search of his body, which left him without the papers, without water and, ultimately, without his honor.

Jack woke gasping into the frigid darkness of his shabby room. As always, his hands searched frantically for the missing documents. He was sweating despite the cold, and his body shook uncontrollably. With a curse, he retrieved the unopened bottle of cheap gin from under his pillow and drank himself into oblivion.



Chapter 7
 

CARYS GLARED INDIGNANTLY as her sister Nia propelled her past the deserted shops and pristine walkways of modish Bond Street. When Nia had rapped on her door at some unnatural hour and told her to get up, Carys had tried to protest. She barely managed to scramble into a primrose walking dress, matching pelisse and bonnet before Nia hurried her out of the door of Llewelyn House.

“Can’t we stop, Nia?” Carys pleaded. “It is barely nine o’clock in the morning. No one is up and about yet, and I’m hungry.”

Nia gripped Carys’s elbow a little harder and continued to march along. Unlike Carys’s frivolous yellow ribbons, the crisp bands of her sensible gray bonnet refused to flutter in the persistent breeze. “I know that ladies such as yourself, Carys, are normally still abed at this hour, but the rest of us are up working.” Nia continued walking, her gaze fixed on the street ahead of them.

“And I am such a lady, aren’t I? Jack’s noble family pretends I don’t exist. I sew my own clothes, manage my bills and weed my own garden. In truth, I probably do more housework than you do.”

“The Llewelyn family gives you an allowance, and they wouldn’t let you starve. Unlike Gareth and I, who work for them and are supposed to be grateful for our wages, you are still considered part of the family.”

“And I wish I wasn’t,” Carys muttered. “It always made me uncomfortable being waited on by my own family. But I cannot do without that allowance. You know that.”

Nia squeezed her arm. “Of course I do. I’m not complaining about my lot. I’m just trying to make you feel better about yours. Gareth says—”

“Oh, Gareth is an old windbag these days.” Carys dismissed her brother with a snap of her fingers. “And he’s safely in Wales, so he has nothing to say about anything.”

“He’s not in Wales at the moment.”

“Gareth is here?” Carys managed to stop and face Nia. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

“He’s staying with a friend near Westminster Abbey. I received a note from him this morning.”

“If you had told me my favorite brother was in town, I would have been up like a lark! Where is he putting up?”

“He asked me to bring you to the Green Man Inn on the Strand. That’s why we’re hurrying.”

When the sisters reached the coaching yard, the hostelry in question appeared deserted. A scurry of sparrows fought over an abandoned crust of bread, and the sound of whistling came from the well-turned-out stables. It was too early for the arriving stagecoaches and too late for the morning deliveries.

Nia tutted as she scanned the quiet yard, hands on hips. “I’ll go and see if I can find the innkeeper. Wait here, Carys.”

Tired of being treated like a naughty little sister, Carys headed for the side door of the tavern as soon as Nia disappeared around the corner. Unlike Nia, she didn’t expect to find Gareth in the stables. She opened the massive door, her nostrils assaulted by the stench of hops, spirits and spoiled beer. Holding her breath, she stepped into the darkness and collided with a large body.

“I beg your pardon, sir, I…”

As she tried to turn, her heel caught in her skirt and she fell forward. Her cheek collided with the man’s chest and his hands closed around her waist, pinning her against the wall. She went still as his lips brushed the side of her neck. His enticing scent of coffee and brandy overwhelmed the less-welcome odors of the tavern.

“Carys, what a lovely surprise. Gareth and I were just talking about you.”

Despite her best intentions, heat flooded Carys’s face. “I swear I didn’t know you were here, Jack.”

He slid his hands up to her shoulders and held her still. “Why should you? I imagine Gareth thought he was being romantic, trying to bring us together. You know your brother—always so impulsive.”

“You are speaking to him again?”

“Indeed. Why else would I be here?” He bowed and released her. “Let me take you through to him.”

Still puzzled by his unexpected appearance and confused by his casual references to her brother, Carys placed her hand on his arm. He led her through the deserted taproom. Rows of pewter tankards hung over the bar, and sawdust concealed the worst of the floor. Dust motes danced in the thin greenish light emanating from the ancient diamond-paned windows. Beyond the taproom lay a corridor and a private parlor. To Carys’s relief, Gareth and Nia stood by the fire, deep in conversation.

“Gareth, I didn’t know you were planning a visit to town. What brings you here?”

He enfolded her in his embrace and then kissed her nose. “There is nothing to worry about, my dear,” he said heartily, one eye on Jack. “Just church and estate business as usual.”

Gareth helped their aging father manage the Llewelyn church livings and traveled in his stead. As far as Carys knew, none of his business was in London. He led Carys to a chair by the fire, while Nia bustled around setting everything to rights. With a managing air, she inspected the tea that was brought in and made sure the maid took away the opened brandy bottle and used glasses. Gareth looked glum.

Nia poured out the tea and frowned at Jack until he picked up his cup and retired to lean against the door.

Gareth slurped his tea and waved a vague hand in Jack’s direction. “Carys, I hope you don’t mind me associating with Jack? We have been asked to work together for the…”

“For the development of a medical dictionary in Welsh,” Jack interrupted Gareth and came away from the door.

“A medical dictionary.” Carys stared hard at Jack.

He took up a dominant position on the soot-streaked hearthrug. “After my original collaborator dropped dead, Gareth was the only person I could think of who might be able to help me.” He paused to smile warmly at Nia, who folded her arms and frowned at him. “Did you wish to speak, Nia? Or perhaps I should call you Mrs. Evans, now that you are my father’s housekeeper.”

Nia snorted. “Better his housekeeper than his disgraced son.”

Carys sipped her tea and hastily concealed a smile. Nia and Jack had never gotten along. Even as children they had both wanted to be in charge. It seemed nothing had changed.

Jack glanced over at her. “If you are concerned for Gareth’s safety, Carys, rest assured that I have already offered him my apologies for our last unfortunate encounter.”

Nia burst out laughing, and Carys spluttered into her tea. “You apologized to Gareth, Jack?”

Gareth’s face reddened until it almost matched his hair and he cleared his throat. “Now, now, Carys. Please don’t fly into alt. I’m sure Jack has plenty to say to you as well. In fact—” he glanced hopefully at Nia, “—I was thinking of asking Nia to come out with me to buy some, some…handkerchiefs. Would you care to escort Carys home, Jack?”

Jack’s thoughtful brown eyes met Carys’s. He shrugged one broad shoulder and bowed. “It would be an honor. Shall we? Perhaps it will keep Gareth quiet if we make an effort to be civil to each other.”

Carys studied her brother and sister as they rushed toward the door. “I will remember this when either of you need a favor from me.” She raised her voice as Gareth avoided her gaze and scuttled cravenly after Nia. “You had better present yourself for dinner at Llewelyn House tonight, Pastor Gareth Evans. We have a lot to discuss.”

Jack sank into the chair opposite Carys as Gareth shut the door. He placed his cup back on the tray, his expression serious. “Gareth means well and he is right. I do need to talk to you.”

Carys primly crossed her feet at the ankle and stared down at Jack’s filthy boots. As her gaze traveled upward, she realized she wanted to take him home, cut his blond hair and dress him in better clothes. Appalled at the direction of her thoughts, which were not entirely motherly, she sought for composure. “You didn’t want to talk to me last night. You told me to communicate with you via your father’s solicitors.”

“I only said that because I thought you would prefer it. After speaking with Gareth, I hoped we might sort things out on a less formal level.” He leaned forward and touched her gloved hand. “We used to be friends.”

Carys retreated to the small window overlooking the coaching yard. Yes, she had thought Jack her best friend and her whole life before he’d left her. But he’d torn such a hole in her that for a long while after his departure, her skin had felt like the thinnest frayed silk.

She reined in her first instinct, which was to hotly deny his words. For in truth, she needed him. He no longer had the power to hurt her unless she gave it to him, and she had no intention of doing so. For Owen’s sake, she could only hope he had grown up too.

She turned to face him. “All right, Jack. We are both adults. We should be able to brush through this amicably enough. I need you to return to Wales with me. There are matters of property and possessions that need to be discussed.”

Jack nodded, his gaze fixed on hers. The sun came out and squeezed thin fingers of light through the dirty window. Carys noticed new, harsher lines on his face. Had he suffered in the years that separated them? She at least had a family to comfort and console her. Jack had been cast adrift from all he knew and loved. How could he have been happy?”

“That will suit me very well, Carys. There are certain obligations I need to fulfill in Swansea before I can return to Llewelyn Hall with you, but they should not keep me long.”

She went to pick up her coat. He deftly removed it from her hands and held it out with a flourish.

“I don’t live at Llewelyn Hall anymore. I live on the Gower Peninsula near Swansea.” Carys hesitated as she slid her arms into her coat and his hands came around to fasten the gold buttons. She let him complete the task, guiltily enjoying the brush of his fingers and his soft breath on the back of her neck. When she went to step away, his hands tightened at her waist and he dropped his face into the curve of her neck.

“Even after all this time, you still smell the same,” he murmured. “Like butterscotch and spring flowers. I knew it was you the moment I touched you in the hall.”

She’d known it was him as well. She’d have known him blindfolded. Carys forced herself to leave his embrace. “Oh my goodness, Jack, you haven’t changed at all. Still trying to seduce every woman you meet.” She patted him lightly on the cheek. “Unfortunately, I have grown up. I no longer believe the lies and flattery of rakes. You will have to find another naïve sixteen-year-old to try your luck with.”

Jack caught her wrist. “If I can believe you have changed, why can’t you believe it of me? All society knows you are the one with a lover, Carys. Not me.”

She pulled out of his grasp. “That is none of your business.”

He stared back at her, visibly biting back whatever he had intended to say. “You are, of course, right. Please forgive me. We were discussing our plans to meet in Wales. Shall I come to your dwelling?”

Carys picked up her reticule and walked across to the door. “I would rather we met on neutral territory.” She didn’t want him anywhere near her home until they decided their future. “How would it be if I accompanied you to Swansea? You could conclude your business, and I could be available to discuss our future when you were not otherwise occupied.”

Jack raked a hand through his hair, his gaze considering. “That will be acceptable. May I contact you tomorrow as to my plans?”

He opened the door for her. Carys dropped him a stiff curtsey and walked out into the shadowed tavern. The sudden darkness disorientated her and she didn’t have time to protest when Jack pushed her against the wall. She stared defiantly into his eyes as his mouth moved downward and his hand closed around the back of her neck.

He kissed her with such slow, deliberate thoroughness that she had to fist her hands against the wall to stop her response. When he finally lifted his head, he rubbed his finger against her lips.

“Aye,” he whispered, “I thought so. You taste the same as well.”

Carys pushed at his chest and he stepped away, hands held up in apparent surrender, but it meant nothing. If he kissed her again, she would let him. To her relief, he strolled out into the yard, giving her a few seconds to compose herself. She straightened her bonnet, patted her hot cheeks and scowled at the heavy oak door. Trust Jack to take advantage of her momentary weakness. Had her attempt to appear as a sophisticated society lady made him believe that she enjoyed being kissed in dark corners?

She brought her fingers to her lips and guiltily considered her desire to kiss him back. It was all Oliver Rice’s fault. If he would only kiss her properly, she would never dream of enjoying or responding to Jack’s attentions. As she had told Jack, she wasn’t some sixteen-year-old virgin. She was a married woman who was familiar with the pleasures to be found in the marital bed.

She pushed open the door and stepped out into the winter sunshine. Jack stood with his back to her, talking to one of the stable boys. With her troubled thoughts still on the joys of marriage, Carys found herself mentally undressing him. Although his face was thinner and harder, his body had filled out in the past five years. How would he feel now against her naked skin?

She choked down a small sound at her own audacity and blushed to the roots of her hair as Jack swung around. He gave her a slow, satisfied smirk as if he had read her mind. She clutched her reticule to her chest and smiled brightly.

“Shall we go, my lord? I am engaged to meet with the Duchess of Diable Delamere this afternoon and I would hate to be late.”

Jack strolled over and held out his arm. “Don’t worry, my lady. I’ll get you home in good time.”

He winked at the stable boy and turned out onto the busy street. The blaring sound of a coach horn reverberated over their heads and the quiet yard behind them became a hive of activity as one of the first passenger coaches swept in.

Jack deftly protected Carys from the press of bodies as the path narrowed to allow the coach through. “Give the duchess my regards, will you? She has been very good to me.”

His eyebrows rose as he studied her skeptical expression. “The duchess employed me when I was down to my last farthing.” He tossed a coin she doubted he could afford to a beggar. “I was contemplating crawling back to my father and begging for a loan.” His mouth quirked up at the corner. “So you might imagine how desperate I was.”

“Were you truly working as a nurse? I find it difficult to believe. You were always so fastidious about your clothes and your surroundings.”

“I lost my dandified ways fairly quickly in the army. When you’ve been covered in another man’s blood and body parts, you forget such niceties.”

Carys squeezed his sleeve. “I’m sorry. As you said, it is hard for me to remember that you have changed as well.”

They crossed another road and reached the corner of Bond Street.

“Gareth asked me about my work as a nurse last night. I told him that my father taught me how to live like a gentleman and the army taught me how to kill like a savage. Indirectly, I learned how to save lives. When two of my options were denied me, I decided to make use of the third. Somehow, healing people seems a lot more worthwhile than idleness and murder.”

Carys was still contemplating his quiet words when they drew to a halt outside Llewelyn House in Great Portland Square. She glanced up at the imposing doorway. “Would you like to come in? The family is not in residence.”

“I think not. The last time I was here, I was abandoned by everything that was dear to me. I have no intention of entering my father’s house whilst he still lives. Good day to you.”

Carys stood, open-mouthed, as he saluted and strode away. She watched until he turned the corner and was swallowed up in the glare of the sharp morning sun.



Chapter 8
 

HELL AND DAMNATION! What on earth had possessed him to kiss her? Jack negotiated the busy road, ignoring a swearing hackney driver, and returned to the safety of the park. He’d mouthed his meaningless platitudes about wanting to be Carys’s friend, and then pushed her up against a wall and kissed her as if she were a tavern wench.

He groaned out loud, startling an elderly matron who drew her brood of children away from Jack’s shadow. Jack scowled, and one of the children began to wail. Just one taste of Carys had made him hard. If he’d continued kissing her or if she’d made the least effort to touch him, he doubted if he’d have let her go for a lifetime.

His footsteps slowed and he looked unseeingly at the busy walkway in front of him. The tentative spring-like sunshine had tempted many to take a walk in the park. She’d definitely kissed him back but she hadn’t truly responded to him. Had he frightened her? Had his touch been unwelcome?

Jack found himself at the bottom of the steps leading up to his father’s solicitor’s office, Tufnell, Tufnell and Tubbs. His father, had left a message with his lawyer that he wanted to see Jack. That had been several weeks ago, and Jack hadn’t bothered to respond.

He stared at the solid black door and brass knocker. If he managed to make things right with Carys, he might need to communicate with his father. He put his foot on the bottom step and then paused, his father’s cold features fixed firmly in his mind. If he made things right with Carys… He turned sharply and retreated back into the park.

What did he want? He’d thought it would be easy, that Carys would be waiting for him with open arms. He’d forgotten that she would change too. Her cool veneer of sophistication and her hidden strength fascinated and appalled him at the same time. She was not the sweet, biddable girl he’d left behind, which served him right.

And then there was the added complication of Lord Oliver Rice. Jack had heard rumors that Rice’s intentions toward Carys ran to marriage and that betting in the clubs said she’d take him.

Jack sat down on a vacant bench and snorted. Funny how everyone seemed to conveniently forget Carys was married to him. He’d become as invisible and unwanted as the beggars who haunted the ton’s doorsteps. He gazed at the clear blue sky and decided to head for the Duke of Diable Delamere’s townhouse. If Carys intended to meet with the duchess later in the day, he needed to be gone before she arrived, or she’d begin to think he was following her.

He strolled under a tree and bent to pick a bunch of fragrant bluebells. For his transgression, he endured a lecture from the park keeper, which he smilingly ignored. Wrapping the slimy, dripping bluebell stems in his patched handkerchief, he reached the quiet elegance of Grosvenor Square. Despite his preoccupation with Carys, he and the duke had a lot to discuss.

On admittance to the cavernous entrance hall of Delamere House, he chanced upon the duke and the duchess descending the stairs. He bowed with a courtly flourish and held out the limp bunch of bluebells. “Your Grace.”

The duchess accepted his gift with a laugh. “Thank you, Jack. They are beautiful.” She handed him back his grubby handkerchief without a shudder of distaste. “I must run and put them in water. Please excuse me.”

The duke cleared his throat. “My dear, if I’d known you preferred wild flowers, I could have saved a fortune at the florists this winter.”

Jack chuckled. “Forgive me, Your Grace, but I can’t quite see you traipsing through a bluebell wood, stealing flowers for your duchess.”

The duke ignored him as he sent the duchess a surprisingly intimate smile. “You’d be surprised what I would do to please Her Grace, Llewelyn. You’d be very surprised.”

She turned a delicate shade of pink and hurried away without a single word. Jack fought back a grin as the duke’s silver gaze alighted on him.

“Did you wish to see me, Llewelyn, or did you just come to flirt with my wife?”

Despite the duke’s light tone, there was a level of possessiveness in his voice that Jack took careful note of. He bowed. “I came to see you, of course, Your Grace.”

In the duke’s study, he found Michael Waterstone pouring over a pile of letters. Jack smiled with real pleasure. Having shared some of Jack’s battle experiences in the Peninsular, Michael was one of the very few people whom Jack felt comfortable with.

“Buenos dias, Michael. Como estas? Are you keeping up with your exercises?”

Michael lifted his right elbow and placed it at a challenging angle on the desk. “Would you care to arm wrestle with me, Jack? I swear I could beat you now.”

Before Jack could do more than exchange a grin with Michael, the duke came in and shut the door behind him.

“I have some good news for you, Llewelyn. Michael has managed to unravel a little more of the code. It seems as if our suspicions were correct. Mrs. Forester has definitely returned to Wales.”

Jack accepted the cigarillo from the elegant box the duke held out to him and a glass of brandy. “That’s good to know, Your Grace. Gareth and I will be ready to leave at your convenience.” Jack hesitated and looked at Michael. “There is something else I need to discuss with you, Your Grace, in private.”

Michael gave him a quizzical smile as he wheeled his chair out of the study and firmly shut the door.

Jack returned his gaze to the duke, who sat at his ease behind his desk. “These matters are of a personal nature.”

The duke raised an eyebrow. “As far as I am aware, I am not your spiritual advisor, Llewelyn. What do these ‘confessions’ have to do with me?”

Jack gritted his teeth. The duke was never an easy man to deal with. “Both are relevant to the mission you have asked me to undertake, Your Grace. First, I have been approached by another ‘interested’ party and asked to pass on information as to the success or failure of my mission.”

The duke sat forward. “You begin to interest me, Llewelyn. I assume you are referring to the notorious Captain Fury?”

“You know of him? I had begun to think he was a figment of my imagination. I confess, I do not know why he wants this information, but I thought you should know of it too.”

The duke blew out a perfect smoke ring and waited until it dispersed. “I am surprised and gratified that you thought to be honest with me.”

Jack’s mouth went dry and he shot to his feet, a sick feeling in his stomach. “Despite what you might have heard, Your Grace, I am not a liar.”

“Dammit, man, sit down. I refuse to conduct a conversation with you towering over me.” The duke stubbed out his cigar as Jack reluctantly capitulated. “You are becoming tedious. I told you I trusted you when I offered you this mission. Believe me, I am not a man who uses the word ‘trust’ easily.”

Studying the duke’s hard face, Jack had no problem believing that. What the duke didn’t understand was that it was equally hard for Jack to trust the duke in return. “I just wanted you to know, Your Grace, that I cannot refuse to cooperate,” he said stiffly. “I need Captain Fury’s connections to help a friend of mine. I cannot afford to alienate him now, even if you decide I am no longer suitable for the job.”

The duke waved aside Jack’s stilted explanation. “I repeat. I want you to go ahead. Now, what was the other matter you insist on regaling me with?”

Jack cleared his throat. “My wife will accompany me on the journey into Wales. We have matters of a personal nature to discuss which will not wait.”

The duke laughed. “I’ll wager you do, Llewelyn, seeing as your wife is just about to announce her betrothal to another man.”

Jack fixed his gaze on the portrait behind the duke’s head and let out a calming breath. “I am not asking for your advice on this matter, Your Grace.”

“I will offer you some anyway. If you wish to proceed with a divorce, I promise to use my considerable influence with the Prince Regent to see that it happens”

Jack stared at his empty brandy glass and resisted an urge to throw it at the wall. Why did everybody assume Carys would be better off married to that idiot Rice? Aware that the duke was watching him intently, he placed his glass on the duke’s desk. “Thank you, Your Grace. I’ll bear it in mind. I can assure you I won’t allow my personal business to affect my mission.”

“Good. I will contact you tomorrow as to my plans. Be careful, Llewelyn. Women have a way of interfering in a man’s life when he least expects it.” He smiled as his duchess entered the room.

She placed a vase filled with bluebells on the edge of his desk. “There, doesn’t that look nice? Thank you so much for bringing them to me, Jack.”

“It was a pleasure. Your Grace.”

The duke stood up and claimed his duchess’ hand. “Why don’t you go and have lunch with Michael, whilst I take my wife for a walk in the park? Perhaps I, too, might find time to dally amongst the bluebells.”

Summarily dismissed, Jack took his leave. He followed his nose to the dining room where, to his relief, he and Michael enjoyed a long lunch without any further interruptions.

* * *
 

Carys pulled nervously at a loose curl and waited to be admitted to Delamere House. She picked up her skirts as the pompous butler led her up the imposing staircase to the duchess’ receiving rooms. The house was enormous, much larger than the Duke of Carmarthen’s and somehow far more intimidating.

Her first impression of the duchess’ drawing room was that she’d stepped inside an oyster shell. Subdued gray silk lined the walls. The drapes were palest pink and the furniture a blur of silver and cream. It was not at all what she expected and quite unlike the rest of the house.

“Good afternoon, Lady Jack Llewelyn.” Elizabeth, came toward her, her hand outstretched in greeting. “I am so glad you could come. May I introduce you to His Grace?”

Carys shook the duchess by the hand and performed a smooth curtsey. She gulped as a large figure dressed in stark black and gray materialized beside the duchess. She had heard gossip about the current duke even in her rural backwater. Having learned from her experiences with the Llewelyn family that the aristocracy needed to be faced with confidence, she lifted her chin.

The duke smiled at her. “Lady Jack, it is a pleasure to meet you at last.” He brought her gloved hand to his lips. “Forgive me, I cannot stay. I have business in the city.”

Carys found her voice. “Thank you, Your Grace.” His eyes glinted silver at her and she wondered what on earth she had thanked him for. Now he would think she was glad that he was leaving.

To her relief, he turned to his duchess and kissed her fingers, his voice intimate. “I will not be long, my love. Enjoy yourself.”

The duchess gestured to a seat beside the fire as the duke shut the door behind him. “Well, what do you think?”

Carys gave a gentle shudder, her attention still on the departing duke. “He is quite fearsome, Your Grace. Rather like a basking shark.”

The duchess looked startled. “I was talking about my newly decorated rooms, not my husband.” Her eyes met Carys’s and they both began to laugh. After a while, the duchess leaned across and clasped Carys by the hand. “Please call me Elizabeth, and may I call you Carys? I truly think we were meant to be friends. I can’t wait to tell the duke what you said.” The duchess busied herself pouring tea into pale silver porcelain cups. “His Grace has that effect on most people. I can’t quite understand why. I’ve always found that the best way to deal with him is to stand up to him.”

Carys repressed a shudder at the very thought and turned the conversation back toward the newly decorated rooms. Still laughing, the duchess pointed out a crystal vase, which contained four limp bluebells.

“Jack, your Jack, brought me some bluebells this morning when he came to see the duke. When I returned from my walk with the duke after lunch, I found all the stone pots on the steps to the back garden had been filled with bluebells.”

“By Jack, Your Grace?”

Elizabeth colored delicately. “No, by the duke. He loves to surprise me and hates to be shown up by another man. Even if it is only Jack.”

To Carys’s delight, it appeared as if she and the duchess had a lot in common. In a strange way, it also helped that she didn’t have to explain about Jack. Many of the ton only deigned to acknowledge her if she was prepared to discuss the old scandal or reveal tidbits of Llewelyn family gossip. Despite Jack’s betrayal, she’d always remained close-mouthed about their relationship. Somehow she knew he would do the same for her.

Jack was not only known by the Delamere family but also apparently well-liked. It heartened her that he had some support at last. Jack’s own family kept in contact with him through their solicitors. His mother, whom Carys knew Jack had adored, never spoke of him at all.

After a correct half an hour, Carys took her leave with plans already agreed upon for a shopping expedition on the morrow. The duchess decided to walk her to the door. As they waited for the butler to procure a hackney, Carys was startled when the duchess laid a hand on her arm.

“I know that you do not like to speak of Jack, but if you are curious as to the kind of man he has become, you should speak to my brother, Michael Waterstone. Jack was his nurse for several months.” She glanced at the open door of the duke’s study. “If you can delay your departure, I know Michael would love to talk to you.”

Carys gazed at the duchess and then nodded. If she hoped to understand Jack at all and resolve their differences, Michael Waterstone might be her best source of information and her only hope.



Chapter 9
 

DESPITE JACK BELLOWING like a drill sergeant, Gareth struggled to wake up. His mouth was open and his slightly panic-stricken bulging eyes completed the unedifying picture of a dying fish. Jack regarded him dispassionately; glad he’d finally managed to stop the snoring.

“Gareth, for the last time, I’ve had word from the duke. We need to be on our way. A carriage will be arriving for us at noon.” He shook Gareth’s shoulder. “I have to let Carys know. I don’t have time to linger by your bedside like a desperate man hoping for a last-minute legacy.”

After smacking his lips together and staring fixedly at Jack as if they’d never met, Gareth finally dragged himself up on one elbow, his nightcap askew on his red hair. “Deuce take it,” he complained, “it’s still dark.”

“It’s winter. It’s always dark. Now get up. I’ll return at noon.”

He let himself out of the quiet house and started the long trek back toward his lodgings. On impulse, he hailed a passing hackney, enjoying the freedom the duke’s money gave him. After packing his meager clothes and possessions, he wrote a note for Carys. On his way to the duke’s, he handed it to one of the boys loitering around Covent Garden and gave instructions as to its delivery.

* * *
 

When Carys arrived at Gareth’s lodgings, she found her brother in a state of panic. After a few scathing sisterly admonitions as to the general incompetence of men, she packed Gareth’s bag, retied his cravat and helped him into his greatcoat. A further delay was avoided when Carys located Gareth’s favorite hat with one of the house cats curled up inside it.

Carys was looking forward to going home. She’d kept her promise and appeared in public with Oliver and his reluctant mother. Oliver had also agreed with her plans to deal with Jack. After visiting the Llewelyns’ solicitor, she had nothing to keep her in the city. She opened the gold locket she wore around her neck and gazed at the portrait of Owen and the lock of his blond hair. It would be wonderful to see him again. She hated being away from him for more than a few days.

She was removing white cat hair from Gareth’s hat when Jack strolled in. His shabby greatcoat hung over one shoulder and his blond hair glinted sparks in the sunlight. He nodded at her as he hoisted her trunk onto his shoulder with accustomed ease. Leaving Gareth to bring his own bags, Jack descended the steep front steps of the mews house.

A closed carriage bearing the Duke of Diable Delamere’s family crest on the paneled door awaited them. Carys replaced her bonnet, buttoned her chestnut brown pelisse and followed Gareth outside. Jack stayed to hand her in as Gareth brushed past her with a mumbled excuse.

Carys hesitated, her hand still in Jack’s. Should she sit by her brother and trade glances with Jack for hour upon tedious hour? Perhaps if she sat beside him she might avoid the subtle temptation of his eyes.

Gareth blew his nose, slumped into the corner seat with a theatrical groan and went back to sleep. With an air of decision, Carys took the seat opposite him and settled her skirts around her ankles. The carriage was decked out in luxurious gray leather and satin. Fanciful embroidered mermaids and devil fish adorned the cushions and window curtains.

Jack squeezed in beside her, making the carriage rock. His large frame trapped her against the side of the carriage. She tried to move away but somehow he oozed into every available inch of space like soft, melting toffee.

The carriage started with a lurch and threw Carys forward. Jack shot out an arm, caught her elbow and gently pressed her back into the seat. The hard strength of his fingers permeated even the thickness of her sleeve. To her chagrin, she wasn’t sure if she wanted him to remove his hand or keep it there. He rubbed a small circle with his thumb, soothing her as he’d done when she had run to him for consolation.

He leaned toward her. “All better now, cariad?”

She shrugged off his hand. “Yes, thank you. There’s no need to mollycoddle me. I’m no longer a child.”

He sat back, his smile fading. “You think I don’t know that? You stopped wanting my comfort years ago.”

Pain stung at her like a sharp slap. But before she could retaliate, he held up his hand.

“Forgive me, that wasn’t fair. I know you have truly suffered.” His smile was wry. “I was always an inadequate source of comfort for you, wasn’t I? I was too young and spoiled to understand how desperate you felt, and too scared to offer you anything but awkward, hackneyed phrases that meant nothing.”

Carys studied her gloved hands. She hadn’t expected him to broach such a painful subject within five minutes of commencing their journey. Could she return his unexpected honesty with her own? “I was also young. It never occurred to me that you left one bloody battlefield in the Peninsular and came home to deal with another. Between your parents and me, you must have been driven mad.”

He gripped her fingers. “Christ, Carys, there’s no comparison. You miscarried three babies—our babies. I should never have allowed my nightmares about Spain to poison our lives together.” He drew in a breath. “It’s a pitiful excuse, but at the time my life seemed to be filled with the sufferings of people I couldn’t help.” He met her gaze head on. “I walked away from you because I felt useless. I couldn’t bear to see the hurt in your eyes.” He hesitated. “I couldn’t bear the thought that you might die as well.”

After her frank conversation with Michael Waterstone, Carys felt the first glimmering of an understanding of what Jack had endured. There were so many questions she wanted to ask him, so many small hurts and unresolved issues.

“Jack, I…”

Gareth opened one blood shot eye. “Will you two be quiet? I’m trying to sleep.”

Jack released her hand and turned to stare out of the window. His rigid posture indicated he’d rather not speak again. Carys sighed and searched through her purse for a book. If nobody wished to talk to her, she would console herself with the imaginary world, a far simpler place where everyone lived happily ever after.

* * *
 

By the time they stopped for the night at the Castle Inn near Reading, Jack’s affable, smiling mask was back in place. While he flirted with Daisy the serving maid, who showed them into a private parlor, Carys shot him a dangerous glance. He bowed low to the giggling girl when she flounced past him and Carys took the opportunity to stand hard on his foot. His smile disappeared as the door swung shut.

“Whatever is the matter, Carys?”

Carys paused and untied her bonnet ribbons. “I’m embarrassed at the spectacle you make of yourself. That girl was young enough to be your daughter.”

“I’d say she was the age you were when you married me. Are you suggesting she’s too young to know her own mind?”

Carys tossed her reticule onto the table with a thump. “Are you implying that I was?”

Jack shrugged and strolled across to the sideboard to pour himself a drink. “You tell me.”

Gareth took the tankard Jack offered him and glanced at Carys. “Are you two going to spend the entire journey sniping at each other? It makes it very hard on a man’s digestion, literally curdles the stomach. Can you not agree to get along?”

“My estranged husband is to blame for any unpleasantness, Gareth. You should know that better than anyone. If I remember correctly, he shot you when you dared to interfere in his schemes.”

Gareth glanced nervously at Jack, who stood, arms folded, glaring at Carys. “Er, that’s all forgotten now, my dearest sister. Jack and I have agreed to be friends.”

Carys marched across the carpet and snatched Jack’s glass from his unresisting fingers. “He says he wishes to be friends with me, Gareth, but I’ve seen little sign of it.”

She lifted the glass to her lips and defiantly swallowed the contents, wheezing in shock as the rough alcohol burned a path down to her stomach. Through teary eyes she stared up at her husband, daring him to laugh.

Jack reached out and trapped a trickle of brandy at the corner of her mouth with his thumb. “Were we ever friends or only misguided lovers?” He traced her lower lip and she resisted a desire to touch the tip of her tongue to his calloused skin. “Was there ever anything real between us except lust?”

“I thought there was.” She glared up at him. “Dammit, Jack, I worshipped you.” Before he could answer, she stepped back. “I’m going upstairs to make myself presentable. Will you and Gareth order dinner, and I’ll come down to you in an hour.”

“As you wish, my lady.”

Carys could only nod, her attention on the burning sensation that lingered on her lips. It seemed as if Jack’s touch still branded her far more than the alcohol ever would.

* * *
 

After Carys’s departure, Jack stared in frustration at the closed parlor door. What was the matter with him? This was hardly the way to make things right with her. Fighting, when all he truly wanted was to make peace. Half smiling, he recollected her scornful face. She was no longer a shy, adoring bride or the upper-class lady his mother had tried to mold her into. She was truly herself. In a strange way he was absurdly proud of her.

Jack turned and met Gareth’s speculative stare. “I’ll wager you are beginning to wish you’d never agreed to this journey.”

“Not at all. I’m enjoying it. In truth, I haven’t seen my sister so animated in years.”

“You don’t object to our squabbling?”

“It’s not pleasant, but at least Carys is showing some emotion.” Gareth saluted Jack with his pewter tankard. “Since she’s taken up with Lord Oliver Rice, she’s been far too saintly in my opinion.” He sighed heavily. “I was beginning to think she’d forgotten how to live.”


“I bled the life out of her, Gareth, don’t you remember? I was the fool who kept getting her pregnant.”

Jack spotted Carys’s abandoned purse on the table and picked it up. His fingers caressed the embroidered silk as he remembered his wedding night. He’d hesitated to introduce Carys to lovemaking, afraid he’d made a terrible mistake in claiming her so young. To his surprise, she’d claimed him as fiercely and bravely as she embraced everything in her life. He’d been swept along by her sense of rightness. Far from complaining when he’d taken her virginity, she’d gloried in his possession of her…

Gareth remained silent for a long while, his clear blue eyes, so like Carys’s, trained on Jack’s face. “That’s in God’s hands, Jack. You did what any man in love with his wife would do.”

Turning his back on Gareth, Jack stared out of the window at the busy coach yard below. “I was selfish. Whenever I returned from the war, I tried to bury those memories by burying myself in her. I forgot she would have to pay the ultimate penalty for my indulgence.”

Gareth noisily cleared his throat. “Don’t take all the blame yourself, man. Carys wanted those babies as much as you did.”

“Gareth is right, Jack.”

Jack swung around and saw Carys framed in the doorway, hands clasped tightly together, her face pale.

She gestured at the purse. “I came to fetch my reticule. I didn’t mean to overhear.”

Blindly, Jack held it out to her, but she didn’t take it. Gareth muttered an inaudible excuse and left the room. Jack waited, eyes on the tattered carpet, as Carys advanced toward him. The toes of her walking boots poked out from beneath the muddied hem of her green gown.

“I wanted a baby more than anything else in the world. Toward the end of our marriage, I was so desperate I ignored all your attempts to prevent further pregnancies. Don’t you remember that?”

Jack couldn’t look at her. “I was older and more experienced. I should have been able to stop you…”

“Ah, but you did in the end, didn’t you?” To his surprise, Carys didn’t sound angry anymore. “You found the perfect way to keep away from my bed.”

He looked at her then, his fingers digging into the metal clasp of her reticule, bruising his flesh. “If you are referring to my dishonorable dismissal from the army, believe me, I didn’t arrange that for your benefit.”

“I was referring to your adulterous relationship with Mrs. Sian Williams. You must have known that word would get back to me.” She tried to smile. “You cannot imagine how many pitying visits I received from our neighbors eager to commiserate with me.”

“I didn’t—”

Carys laid a hand on his arm. “It’s all right. I can even forgive you for that now. In your own ridiculous, masculine fashion, I suppose you were trying to protect me.”

She took the purse from his suddenly nerveless fingers and turned to leave. He watched her retreat, repressing a strong desire to call her back. Being graciously forgiven for something he hadn’t done was a new experience. He’d never taken a mistress during their marriage.

He was damned if he even knew who Mrs. Sian Williams was!



Chapter 10
 

CARYS STOLE A cautious glance at Jack as he consumed a portion of pork pie and washed it down with a tankard of ale. After the revelations of the previous evening, he was unwilling to talk to her. She was annoyed with herself for mentioning Mrs. Williams. Flinging the name of a man’s mistress in his face was not the best way to initiate a quiet, reasonable conversation. And seeing as she’d lied when she’d said she’d forgiven him, perhaps it was for the best.

Staring into her coffee, she slowly stirred the gritty residue with her spoon. Perhaps she should sit next to Gareth today and avoid all contact with Jack. From the shuttered look on his face, she guessed he required at least another day before he descended from his high perch of affronted masculine pride.

Carys tried to see out of the window. If the weather held, they would reach Swansea in three more days. She wanted Jack to talk to her solicitor there and agree to her requests. It was so tempting to argue with him, and she needed to keep him sweet. Jack was the only man who had ever been able to rouse her passions. In truth, he excelled at it, accepting the good with the bad, tempting and teasing her into behaving in a most unladylike manner.

A vision of Oliver avoiding her attempts to kiss him rose in her mind. Jack’s mother had always doubted Carys could behave like a lady. Sometimes, Carys sensed that Oliver felt the same way. Perhaps he fondly imagined she would transform into a more conformable wife after their marriage. Jack’s mother had thought that, too, and made Carys’s new life miserable before she’d given up in despair.

Carys sniffed, and Jack looked up. Their glances met, his brown eyes considering her. It occurred to Carys that Jack never expected her to be anything but herself. The only time he’d ever attempted to influence her was over the matter of her failed pregnancies. He’d tried to persuade her that he didn’t want a child, didn’t need to lie with her, but she’d been determined to do her duty—to prove to his mother that she was good at something. Seducing him hadn’t been hard when he’d wanted her so desperately.

She took a hasty sip of her coffee and gagged at the bitter taste. Gareth slapped her on the back until she begged him to stop. Her head began to pound as she gazed around the dining parlor. A Mail coach had just pulled in and disgorged its hungry passengers into the already overcrowded space. The mingled smells of overcooked beef, strong coffee and damp humanity flooded her tired senses. Another day of traveling awaited her. Another day of mentally fencing with Jack.

Jack rose from the table and strolled toward the inn door without inquiring if she were ready to leave. Picking up her reticule and bonnet, Carys followed him out into the bustle of the muddy stable yard, where the duke’s elegant carriage awaited them. The sky was sullen and heavy with rain. It took all Carys’s resolve to force herself back into the confined space. Because of her dawdling, Jack and Gareth were seated opposite each other. Gareth frowned when she attempted to sit beside him.

“Sit next to Jack. I need my space.”

With a scowl for her brother, Carys flounced into the seat beside her husband. Hours passed, and rain drummed on the carriage roof in a ceaseless tattoo. Gareth snored, his mouth agape, and Carys found herself nodding off, her head pillowed against Jack’s broad shoulder.

Her dreams always began well. She was in bed, the sweet smell of lavender around her. Turning, she reached out and touched Jack’s cheek, enjoying the roughness of golden stubble and the curve of his full lower lip.

Her body warmed even as she tensed. Sometimes when he opened his eyes it would be Jack. Sometimes, when the bad dream took over, his lifeless corpse lay beside her. She never knew until the last moment whether she would feel the coldness of long-dead skin or the quickening of aroused masculine flesh under her fingertips.

She struggled to wake up and half-opened her eyes as Jack murmured something in Welsh, their private language of love. Relief flooded her and she leaned into him, exploring his skin with the tip of her tongue, inhaling his male scent.

He groaned and drew his fingers down the side of her face, settling them at the nape of her neck, drawing her closer. She gladly opened her mouth when his tongue skimmed her lips and melted into his embrace.

It wasn’t until his fingers fumbled with the buttons of her pelisse that she realized she was awake. With a gasp, she tried to draw away. His hand closed like a vise around the back of her neck.

“I’m sorry, Jack. I thought I was dreaming. I didn’t mean to—”

He cut her off with another kiss, this one more demanding, more possessive. She wanted to drag his hand to her breast. She wanted his mouth there. Shocked at her own response, she bit his lip.

“Hell-cat,” he jerked back.

She faced him, trying to hide her desire, knowing he would sense it anyway. “Stop it, Jack.” She glanced nervously at Gareth but he appeared to be sleeping. “I’m sorry.”

Jack pressed a finger to his now swollen lip. “For what? Kissing me or biting me?”

“Both.” Carys said firmly. “I was at fault. Please forgive me.”

“I’ll forgive you the kiss, but not the bite.” Jack sat back, his expression resigned. “I suppose I should be flattered that you dream about me.”

“Your conceit knows no bounds. Perhaps I was dreaming of another.”

“Who would that be, I wonder? The infinitely dull Lord Rice, or the other man you mentioned—Owen, wasn’t it?”

“Owen does love to kiss me, and how could I deny him?”

Jack’s smile disappeared and he brought her back against his chest. “Be silent, keep your eyes open and kiss me. I’ll wager I can make you forget them all.”

His mouth descended and he drew her even closer until she was almost in his lap, her thigh pressed against the bulge of his cock, her arms around his neck and her fingers in his hair. He groaned her name as she drew her knee up and straddled him, only the thin muslin of her skirts and the buckskin of his worn breeches separating their heat. His hand moved down to her bottom and clasped her even more firmly against him.

“God, Carys, I…”

Gareth snorted in his sleep and the carriage began to slow, making Carys scramble away from Jack’s many temptations as fast as she could. She brought her gloved hand to her trembling mouth and simply stared at him.

Jack’s smile was far too confident for her liking. “We are approaching Didcot. Perhaps you might like to wake Gareth up?”

* * *
 

Jack frowned as the carriage inched its way into the crowded stable yard of the Red Dragon Inn. Despite the lateness of the hour, the inn was ablaze with lights. Doors stood open, and people spilled out onto the narrow street. He breathed in the heady scent of pent-up male aggression. It reminded him of the precious, terrifying seconds before the commencement of a battle.

He turned to Carys. “Stay in the carriage. Let me go in and see what is afoot.”

He shouldered his way through the crowds of men loitering in the yard and eventually found the harassed landlord directing his staff in the heat of the kitchen.

Jack bowed. “Good evening. My party booked rooms for tonight under the name of Diable Delamere.”

The landlord wiped his meaty hand on his filthy apron and held it out. “You must be Lord Jack Llewelyn. I’m Mr. Harry Cornwell. The duke told me to expect you.”

A roar of laughter filtered through from the crowded tap room as a blushing maid ran into the kitchen, her bodice askew.

Jack gestured behind him. “The village seems crowded tonight. Do you still have the rooms?”

Mr. Cornwell scratched his head. “Well, sir, there’s a cock fight being held out on the common. I’ve managed to keep one room for you and that was difficult enough, what with the money I’ve been offered for it. But I would hate to fall foul of the Duke of Diable Delamere.” The innkeeper looked furtively over Jack’s shoulder. “He isn’t with you, is he?”

Jack resigned himself and Gareth to a night spent on the floor. If there was, indeed, a cock fight in the vicinity, every hostelry around would be full to bursting. He spared a grateful thought for the ubiquitous duke who could still inspire fear fifty miles from his illustrious presence. “What about a private parlor?”

“I’m sorry, my lord. They are all taken. But I can arrange for dinner to be brought up to you.”

Jack nodded. “Send a maid to attend my wife as well. Don’t worry, I’ll ensure that she stays in her room for the duration of our stay.”

Mr. Cornwell bowed, the relief evident on his face. “Thank you, my lord. I’ll see to the stabling of your horses myself.”

Pushing his way back to the carriage, Jack opened the door and helped Carys down. “We’ll have to stay here.” Jack said. “There’s no other choice.”

Carys tugged on his sleeve. “Whatever is going on?”

Jack pressed forward, scowling at any young gallant who dared to ogle his wife. “There’s a cock fight in the next village. The landlord managed to save us a room. For once, you will obey me and stay inside.”

In the doorway of the inn, a woman wearing a low-cut diaphanous gown stumbled against Jack. She giggled, cracking the thick paint on her face, and laid a hand on his arm. Her large breasts almost escaped her bodice. “Excuse me, love.”

The overwhelming smell of cheap perfume and gin stung Jack’s eyes. Carys stuck out her elbow and pushed past the unknown woman, her nose in the air. Jack stifled a grin as Carys dragged him up the stairs.

When they reached the chamber set aside for them, Carys whirled to face Jack, her hands on her hips. “Do you enjoy being the object of every wanton’s attention? Did it escape your notice that you had your wife on your arm?”

“I can’t help it if a pretty woman wants to speak to me. A man has his needs.”

One of her eyebrows shot up as she pulled off her bonnet and attempted to smooth her wayward hair. Red glints shone in the candlelight like tiny sparks of escaping temper. “Don’t let me stop you,” she snapped. “If you are that desperate, I’m sure the landlord can direct you to the nearest brothel.”

A knock on the door announced the arrival of their baggage. Gareth tipped the servant. Ignoring his companions, he commenced a loud discussion as to the dinner he required.

Jack gave Carys his laziest grin. Ruffling her feathers was always a pleasure. “I don’t have to pay, Carys, and I never have.” He lowered his voice. “And as you were the one who fanned the flames, so to speak, don’t you feel responsible for aiding my relief?”

Her eyes blazed retribution, and he took an involuntary step backward. Gareth cleared his throat, winked at Jack and announced his intention of visiting the kitchens. Jack scarcely acknowledged his departure, his attention all on Carys who continued to glare at him.

“I don’t care what you do, Jack,” she said.

“Yes, you damn well do.” He walked toward her until she was backed up against the bed.

He wrapped his arms around her and sought her mouth, aware of the heat building in him, desperate to draw a response from her when she couldn’t pretend she’d been dreaming. He leaned into her until her knees buckled and she fell backwards onto the feather bed, trapped beneath his weight.

Her mouth opened under his and he took possession of it, sliding his hand down her back to lock her hips against his. His cock jerked and filled out, wanting pleasure, wanting her.

She moaned. “Stop it. This doesn’t solve anything.”

“Do you think I don’t know that?” He kissed her fiercely, fitting his hardness to her softness, feeling her yield. “But it’s better than fighting, and that’s the only other thing we do well together.”

He pictured her in Rice’s arms or, even worse, in the unknown Owen’s bed. Breathing hard, he stared down at her. She lay still, eyes closed, hands palm upwards on the coverlet like a fallen angel. Would she allow him to bed her because she missed one of the other men? Was her suppressed passion for another?

He closed his eyes and forced himself to take his hands off her. “I’ll go and see where Gareth is. Don’t leave the room.”

He strode toward the door, trying to ignore his unsatisfied cock demanding satisfaction. It had always been thus. He’d lusted after her at twenty-four and married her, despite her youth. She aroused and befuddled him so much that he lost his common sense. But he’d changed, hadn’t he? He couldn’t just repeat the same mistakes; he owed her that much.

Jack clattered down the narrow stairs. It had been a mistake to be cooped up in a carriage with her. She affected him even more than before, his body long starved of a woman’s touch, his imagination filled with erotic images of her welcome and familiar sultry taste. He licked his lips, tasting butterscotch and the hint of her arousal, and forced himself not to turn around and take her to bed.

He shoved his way through the crowds to the main taproom in search of Gareth. Amongst the roar of conversation, an insistent hand tugged on his arm and refused to be shaken off. Irritated, Jack turned to remonstrate and froze when the cold barrel of a pistol nudged his neck.

“Come quietly now, lad. I don’t want to splatter your brains all over these nice gentleman.”

Jack didn’t think he’d care about that much if he were dead. But he obediently turned and allowed himself to be hustled into a narrow alley separating the main house from the stables. His assailant threw him against the wall with such force that he forgot how to breathe. By the time he regained his senses, his captor had wrapped a hand around his throat.

“Captain Fury wants to know why you brought a woman with you.”

Jack swallowed as best he could. “She has nothing to do with my mission and thus nothing to do with Captain Fury.”

The man tightened his fingers. “Don’t try and be cocky with me, lad. I have orders to top her if she’s in Captain Fury’s way.”

In a burst of cold rage, Jack gathered his strength and struck out with his booted foot. The man collapsed on the ground, clutching his right knee.

Stepping over the moaning figure, Jack hoped he’d crippled him permanently. “You can tell Captain Fury that if he touches her, I’ll come after him.”

After rearranging his cravat and wiping a smear of blood from his lip, he returned to the inn. This time, he spotted Gareth’s red head almost immediately. He sat with a company of young men who welcomed Jack like an old friend.

Gareth waved him to a seat. “Come and have a drink. You deserve one after putting up with my sister all day.”

Jack picked up an abandoned tankard and swallowed the contents down in one—a feat that drew a roar of applause from the occupants of the table. “I won’t stay. I need to ascertain your sister’s state and then I intend to enjoy my dinner.”

Gareth looked around and lowered his voice. “Jack, I’m going to the cock fight with my friends here. Don’t tell Carys, will you? I’ll find my own way back and I’ll be ready to leave in the morning. She’ll be none the wiser.”

Jack pretended to frown. “Gareth, I thought you a man of God.”

Gareth gave a snort of laughter as he got to his feet and looked pious. “Never fear, I’m only going to persuade them of their wickedness. What else would a parson be doing at a cockfight?”

Jack followed Gareth upstairs, where a maid was busy laying out a substantial meal on the table. He took in Carys, resplendent in a soft nightgown and thick shawl. Her face was flushed, her lips a little swollen from where he’d kissed her. She regarded him steadily, refusing to drop her gaze until he was the one to look away.

With a sigh of contentment, Jack sat down and helped himself to a hearty dinner. He surreptitiously loosened his cravat to allow his swelling throat some relief. With Gareth going out, Jack had to convince Carys that she needed him to guard her. Not only from the drunken male crowds below, but also from the sudden unexpected threat of Captain Fury.

He stared at his wife’s uncompromising expression. How the devil was he going to manage that?



Chapter 11
 

“I WON’T HAVE IT, Jack. You can’t sleep here.”

Jack remained by the door as Carys folded her arms across her chest and looked down her nose at him. Over dinner, she had retreated into her new calm and dignified persona, which simply made Jack want to shake her.

“I’m not suggesting we sleep in the same bed. Merely that we sleep in the same room.” He pointed down at the stout wooden floorboards that failed to mute the roars of male drunkenness from below. “Gareth isn’t around to chaperone you. He’s probably off hobnobbing with the local vicar and I can’t leave you alone.”

“I’m not stupid. I know exactly where Gareth’s gone. My only surprise is that you haven’t followed him.”

Jack noted her covert glance at the door when another roaring song broke out below. “What if someone tried to break in here? I would never forgive myself if anything happened to you.”

She gathered her thick shawl to her breasts and sighed. “All right, then. But you’d better behave yourself.”

Jack traced a cross over his heart and strolled across to the fireplace. “I’ll be a veritable saint. You won’t even know I’m here.” He settled himself in a large oak chair and stretched out his legs until his booted feet rested on the warm brass fender.

After another suspicious glance, Carys retrieved her book and curled up on the bed. Jack pretended to sleep. The heat of the fire and the sound of turning pages lulled him into an unaccustomed sense of intimacy. He breathed in the tantalizing feminine scent of Carys’s perfume and yearned to bury his face in her hair.

After a while, she sighed. Jack’s lips twitched. She always hated it when he ignored her.

“Jack, are you awake?”

“No.”

Carys put her book down on the coverlet with such a determined air that Jack grew instantly wary. “Why were you punished by your superior officer when you were in Portugal?”

Jack opened his eyes fully and regarded her. “Who told you that? Was it your interfering brother?” He sat forward and shrugged out of his coat, needing a few moments to mask his surprise. “I suppose it doesn’t matter if I tell you. In truth, it’s one of the very few things I’m not ashamed of.”

He got up to pour himself a cup of ale from the pewter jug on the table.

“Would you like some ale, my lady?”

She shook her head but patted the side of the bed. Jack found himself sitting far too close to her. In a determined effort to ignore the effect she had on him, he studied the dented cup in his hands.

“Well?” Carys demanded.

“Major Dennison, my commanding officer, was a coward and a drunkard.” The intimacy of the setting clung to him, making him more willing to talk. “We were passing through an abandoned Spanish village, and the Major ordered us to kill anyone we discovered in the ruins.”

“Anyone?”

“I told you he was a bastard. In the half-demolished church, I discovered twenty-five children cowering in the sacristy with one priest and two nuns.”

“You didn’t kill them, did you?” She leaned forward her hands clasped to her breast.

“Of course not. But I was in trouble because I stopped Major Dennison from doing so.” Jack knew his smile was not pleasant. “Rather than trying to persuade each individual soldier not to fire on the children, I dealt directly with the source of the problem.”

“What did you do?”

“I knocked Major Dennison out before he could give the order to fire.” Jack curled his right hand into a fist. “I was always considered to have a handy bunch of fives.”

Carys kissed his cheek. Her scent flowed around him, as alluring as nectar to a bee. “How like you, Jack, to think of others before yourself.”

Jack drew back from the seductiveness of her touch. “I didn’t feel quite so heroic when Major Dennison sentenced me to fifty lashes.”

Carys gasped and her hand flew to her cheek. “He had you beaten for saving innocent children? That’s barbaric!”

“He originally wanted to have me shot, but the other officers refused to admit they’d seen any misconduct on my part, so he decided to get his revenge another way.” Her anger on his behalf soothed a deep wound Jack had hardly been aware of carrying. “My regiment was called the Steelbacks for our legendary ability to take the lash.”

His fingers whitened as he gripped the cup. He’d never forget the day of his punishment. Each memory was etched into his skull with the startling clarity of cut glass. The glaring white blindness of the sun and the 48th drawn up in full battle dress to witness his humiliation. Evans, the tough Welsh sergeant who’d tied him to the posts, continued to whisper encouragement long after Jack sank into a sea of agony.

Major Dennison made sure to pause the punishment every so often and throw water over Jack until he revived sufficiently to suffer anew. When they’d finally cut Jack down, Evans caught him before he hit the floor and forced him to walk away. The faint sounds of his own battalion cheering had echoed in Jack’s ears as he finally allowed himself to sink into darkness.

“What you did was wonderful, and so like you,” Carys said softly. “You saved all those children.”

He grimaced at her praise. “I couldn’t save my own, though, could I?”

She looked away, but not before he’d seen the stricken look on her face. “Jack, I…”

Jack swallowed the rest of his ale and wondered desperately how he could escape the conversation. The thought of pouring a bottle of cheap brandy down his throat and embracing the oblivion he craved consumed him. With a stifled excuse, he pulled away from Carys, striding toward the door. “Why don’t you get ready for bed whilst I go down and check that all is well with Gareth?”

He made the mistake of looking over his shoulder. She was studying him so intently he wanted to beg her pardon simply for existing. “I’ll do that, if you promise not to get drunk. It’s never a good way to solve a problem.”

He glared at her. “You sound like a damned Methodist preacher. I promised I’d take care of you. Do you doubt my word?”

She raised her chin, the compassion in her gaze rapidly replaced by ire. “I don’t care what you do. I’ve learned to my cost that doing so is a pointless waste of my time!”

Ah, he’d made her angry again, which gave him an excuse to leave. Jack stumbled from the room, the vision of a full brandy bottle luring him on. Of course she doubted him. Didn’t everyone?

He pushed his way through the crowded bar and ordered a bottle of brandy. It came, with a smeared, chipped glass. Jack grabbed the bottle and wrestled with the cork. A dark memory of waking up besides Carys’s bed after she’d suffered her third miscarriage assailed him. He’d left her to the cold comfort of his mother and the physicians, and gone out with his friends. On his return, he’d been too drunk to climb into bed and remained on the floor, cradling an empty whiskey bottle to his chest like an old friend.

His desire for the brandy faded with the blistering memory. Of course Carys knew he liked to drink and was unreliable. She’d experienced his behavior firsthand. A cold wave of disgust wrapped itself around Jack and he pushed the unopened brandy away. He was no longer a spoiled, protected aristocrat’s son who ran away from the harsh realities of life. Carys deserved more. He deserved more.

After checking that Gareth had, indeed, departed, Jack strolled outside to smoke one of the duke’s Spanish cigarillos. Most of the men seemed to have left for the cock fight, so the village streets were half empty. He checked carefully for any sign of Captain Fury’s messenger but could find no trace of him. Feeling calmer, he stopped by the kitchen, procured some apples and milk from the harassed cook and went back up the stairs. He’d try again. He would apologize and behave impeccably for the rest of the evening.

The door to Carys’s bedchamber stood open. Instantly alert, Jack placed the apples and milk on the floor and took his pistol out of his pocket. As he inched toward the door, Carys screeched. Jack forgot the need for caution and launched himself into the room.

As Jack charged in, an unknown young man staggered backwards, almost knocking Jack over. Carys stood on the bed, brandishing her book like a weapon, her cheeks an indignant red. The man held a hand to his face and howled as Jack took his arm in a punishing grip.

“She hit me in the eye, the witch!”

“You deserved it!” Carys retorted before Jack could speak. “How dare you burst in on a lady uninvited?”

Jack stayed between them, forcing the young man to look only at him. “Who the devil are you?”

“I am Sir Osbert Kendall of Kendall Hall. If you will kindly take your hands off me, sir, I will give you my card.”

Jack let Sir Osbert go. “I don’t wish to see your card. I wish to hear an explanation.” He used his most intimidating voice, the one that had kept many a fresh-faced private alive during the war.

Sir Osbert produced his card anyway and handed it to Jack with a stiff bow. “I was told by one of her friends at the cock fight that this woman welcomed company.”

Carys opened her mouth.

Jack quelled her with a look. “I fear you are mistaken. This lady is my wife. Even she would not entertain her lovers in the presence of her husband, would you, my dear?”

Carys dropped him a wobbly curtsey from her precarious perch on the bed. “No, my love,” she cooed. “I have promised to wait until you are far, far away.”

Sir Osbert gulped and turned an unbecoming shade of puce. Jack continued to stare at him until the hapless man cleared his throat.

“I would like to apologize, ma’am, for my grievous mistake, Mr…?” Sir Osbert looked sullenly at Jack.

“It’s my lord and lady, actually,” Jack drawled in his best imitation of his father. “Lord Jack Llewelyn.” He paused to allow that snippet of information to sink in. “Have you anything else you wish to say?”

Sir Osbert mutely shook his head, his gaze fastened on the door as if he wanted to bolt. Jack placed his arm around Sir Osbert’s shoulders and led him away from Carys. He carefully closed the door behind them. In one brutal move he flattened Sir Osbert against the wall, his pistol pressed to the other man’s skull.

“I didn’t want to say this in front of a lady, but if I ever see you near my wife again, I’ll cut off your balls.”

Sir Osbert looked as if he was about to cry. Jack lowered his weapon. Despite his fears, it seemed as if Sir Osbert was just another young idiot, not the assassin Jack had imagined. With a courtly bow, Jack stepped back, allowing the impudent fool to creep past him.

After making sure that Sir Osbert had left the inn, Jack checked his gun and slipped it back into his pocket. He remembered to pick up the apples and milk and brought them into Carys’s bedchamber.

His cheery words of reassurance disappeared as he noticed Carys still stood on the bed, her book clutched to her chest, her glorious red hair loose around her shoulders. With more confidence than he felt, Jack dumped his burdens on the table and strolled across to her. He held out his hand to help her down.

“It’s all right, love. He’s gone.”

To his astonishment, she threw herself against him, arms wrapping around his neck as if she feared to let him go. He luxuriated in the sensation of being needed as she clumsily kissed his neck and ear.

“Oh, Jack, thank you. I thought he would never leave.”

Awkwardly, Jack patted her back, trying not to imagine the feel of the curve of her hip under his hand. Her unbound hair swung against his face, enmeshing him in a silken net. She leaned closer, her hips melding into his. He couldn’t prevent his hand from cupping her buttocks and pressing her closer to his more than willing erection.

She caught his face between her hands and stared down at him. “I’m so glad you came back.”

He closed his eyes as she kissed him, her lips tentative at first and then bolder as he opened his mouth and responded. He’d forgotten how long a kiss could last, how it could feel like a thousand years passed and yet it still wasn’t long enough.

When she raised her head, her breathing was as erratic. He moved away, ignoring the signs of arousal in her body as he ignored those in his own. Didn’t she understand that if he bedded her now, he’d never be able to leave her again? It took all his resolve to walk back to the safety of the chair by the fire.

He stared into the glowing embers and waited for Carys to settle into the bed, praying she wouldn’t call out to him again. It had always been too easy for them to make love instead of talking. He took off his coat and waistcoat as his tongue traced his lips where her scent still lingered.

“Jack, are you angry with me?”

He gritted his teeth. “Of course not. The fault was mine for leaving you unattended. Go to sleep, Carys.”

He tensed as she got out of bed and came toward him. Sometimes he wished she had less courage. She took his hand and he allowed her to pull him to his feet.

She brought her fingers up to caress his cheek. “The bed is large enough for us to share. You cannot be comfortable on this chair.”

Jack considered telling her that his years in the army had conditioned him to sleep standing to attention if necessary but decided against it. The desire to lie down with her was too strong and he was far from the hero she sometimes imagined him to be.

She climbed into bed and moved across to the far side, patting the blankets. Jack followed her like a sheep. “If you sleep on the top of the covers and I sleep underneath them, we can both be rested in the morning,” she said.

Jack didn’t bother to argue. He kicked off his boots and untied his cravat before extinguishing all the candles. He lay down on his back and stared up at the cracked ceiling, willing his aroused body to release him from the torments of lust. He leaned across, rested his hand on Carys’s hip and promptly fell asleep.

* * *
 

Carys awoke to the sound of Jack’s snoring. The revelers in the tavern had gone elsewhere and the night was quiet. She lay on her side; her nightgown rucked up around her waist. Jack’s right arm curved under her body, his hand buried between her naked thighs. His left hand cradled her breasts. Carys let out a slow breath, enjoying the heavy warmth of his callused palm even through her nightgown. In the first years of their marriage, he’d always slept like this, spooned against her back as if afraid to let her go.

From his snores, she guessed he was fast asleep. Greatly daring, she squeezed her thighs together and rocked her hips, enjoying the rush of forbidden heat and pleasure his hand inadvertently gave her. He murmured and flexed his fingers, sending quivers of need through her now-swollen bud. Her nipples tightened against the band of his muscled arm as she pressed closer and closer to fulfillment.

The snoring stopped. In an agony of embarrassment, she shut her eyes, her body rigid with mortification.

“Carys, you are crushing my hand.”

Jack’s soft whisper made her want to wail. She forced herself to relax her thighs and waited for him to move away, praying he wouldn’t say anything else. To her surprise, he made a sound deep in his throat and rubbed his palm against her moist heat.

She held her breath as he slid one long finger inside her and began to rock her against him. “Let me do this for you, cariad, bach. Let me give you pleasure.”

She didn’t need to respond as he stroked and tantalized her swollen flesh, his thumb swirling over her bud, his finger plunging deep until she could hear her own slick wetness. She rubbed her breasts against his arm as he moved, drawing her nipples to hard, needy points. After a long while, her breathing grew ragged, mimicking his, and she strained against him. With a groan, he dragged her left leg back over his hip, opening her wide to his questing fingers. His mouth found hers and joined the driving rhythm, urging her toward completion, toward sensual satisfaction.

She cried out as she shuddered and bucked around his clever, magical fingers. He gentled his touch, following her down, soothing and tending to her waning desire.

Carys squeezed her eyes shut. She couldn’t look at him. She buried her face in her pillow as her tears started to flow. Jack kissed her neck, her shoulder, her ear, murmuring endearments in Welsh, telling her to sleep, telling her everything would be all right. But how could it, when she had sworn to marry another man and yet still desired her husband?



Chapter 12
 

JACK STEPPED OUT of the carriage and glanced up at the clear blue sky. Raucous seagulls wheeled and dove above his head, searching for tidbits of food on the busy quayside. The sharp tang of seawater and decayed fish filled his nostrils. As a child, he’d spent many stolen hours loitering by the docks, listening to the tall tales of the sailors. He breathed in the stench of Swansea with deep appreciation.

Home. Or as close to home as he intended to come. He had no intention of presenting himself, cap in hand, at his father’s residence at Llewelyn Hall.

“Be careful, my sweet. The cobbles are slippery.” He turned to help Carys descend.

Carys held her handkerchief to her nose and avoided Jack’s gaze. She relinquished his arm as soon as she gained her footing. With a whisk of her petticoats and a toss of her head, she turned and headed for the Prince of Wales Inn.

Jack stared after her. She’d stopped speaking to him after the night he’d shared her bed. Despite immense provocation on his part, she’d not even bothered to fight with him. That annoyed him even more. Had he failed to please her? Had his touch not met her new standards? He could hardly ask.

In an effort to appease her, he’d agreed to meet with her solicitor as soon as they put down their baggage at the inn. Jack had no idea why he was expected to meet with the man or why Carys had engaged him. She hadn’t seemed willing to explain. He could only assume it had something to do with his father and his handling of Jack’s finances on behalf of his wife.

After stowing his bag in his room, Jack bade the landlord a cheery goodbye and sauntered down the stairs. Sunlight poured through the open door like molten gold, framing Carys as she stood in the yard. Jack caught his breath. She made an enchanting picture, her green pelisse molded to her figure by the wind and the ribbons on her bonnet tugging to be free.

A reluctant grin curled Jack’s lips as she caught sight of him. She tapped her toe, her expression as chilly as the sea breeze slicing in off the shore.

Jack took her gloved hand, laid it on his sleeve and covered it with his own. “I apologize for keeping you waiting,” he said. “Shall we proceed?”

Carys cast him a scathing look. “I know you have other business to attend to in Swansea, but I have a home to run and I’ve been away for too long.”

Jack gave her a sideways glance but could see little of her face. Who waited for her at home who made her so anxious to return? Perhaps the obnoxious Owen was one of her servants. Jack imagined their reunion, Carys’s red gold hair spilled out on the pillows, her soft cries as the unknown man entered her warm and willing body…

Jack stopped walking and Carys tugged at his sleeve.

“Whatever is the matter?”

He stared at her for a silent moment. His decision to question her about Owen and his whereabouts already formed. He let out his breath. Damnation. If she’d found pleasure with another man, who was he to reprimand her? He’d had his fair share of lovers in the first bitter months of their separation—until he’d realized that nothing could replace what he’d had with his wife and so foolishly squandered.

He started forward again. Owen was a Welsh name. It was still considered unpatriotic for any noble family, even a Welsh one, to give their children anything other than a good English name. Even the Rice family had anglicized their name from Rhys. Perhaps, if things turned out the way he hoped, Owen would disappear after a suitable gratuity was offered him.

Glad to have overcome his fears, Jack listened to Carys’s directions. The solicitor’s office came in view at the end of a terraced row of houses. Jack knocked at the door. If he could brush through this business quickly, he might be on his way to capture Mrs. Forester by the end of the day.

* * *
 

“What in God’s name are you talking about?”

Jack tried to hang onto the shreds of his temper as Mr. Posthumous Phillips, Carys’s solicitor, regarded him through half moon spectacles. He wore an old-fashioned gray wig that clashed with his yellowing caterpillar eyebrows. Jack felt claustrophobic in the book-lined office, which seemed in imminent danger of being swallowed by an ever-encroaching circle of piled-up parchments. The musty smell also reminded him of uncomfortable hours spent in his father’s study being either shouted at or beaten.

“It is quite simple, my lord. Lady Jack Llewelyn wishes you to divorce her.”

Jack stiffened and shot a quick glance at Carys. Her bonnet shielded her expression. She sat near the corner of Mr. Phillips’ desk, her back not touching the chair, her demeanor every inch that of a grand lady.

Jack forced himself to look away. She must have planned this from their first meeting. Why was he surprised? It wasn’t exactly the first time she’d failed him. He struggled to speak as a knot of pain curled in his gut like a burning fist. He felt as if he were being proven unworthy all over again. “And why exactly does she wish to do that?”

As Mr. Philips studied the papers in front of him, his short neck disappeared into the folds of his sage green cravat, giving him the appearance of a venerable turtle. “If a divorce is granted, and that is by no means certain, Lord Oliver Rice wishes to marry Lady Jack Llewelyn. He is prepared to pay the costs of the divorce and offer you substantial damages for your trouble.”

“For my trouble.” Jack rose and marched across to the window, narrowly avoiding the stacks of files on the faded carpet. He flung open the small window and sucked in a deep breath of sea air. He’d assumed Rice was content to remain Carys’s lover. But it appeared the man was prepared to risk his entire fortune and the good name of his family in a quest to be wed. “Perhaps you might advise me, Mr. Phillips. I’m not even sure what the divorce laws are in this country, although my wife has obviously studied them.” He couldn’t keep the bitterness out of his voice and didn’t care if she heard it.

He’d waited too long to come back to her.

It seemed she no longer wanted him.

Mr. Phillips cleared his throat. “Very wise of you, my lord. I’ll explain as best I can. Parliamentary divorces are only granted for adultery by a wife. In this case, it means that you, Lord Jack Llewelyn, are the injured party. You would have to prove that Lady Carys committed adultery with at least one man.”

Jack swung around and locked his gaze with Carys. “Only one?”

Mr. Phillips gave him a severe look before continuing. “You would have to sue through the courts for a civil separation, then sue your wife’s lover for monetary damages. And then there are the church courts to contend with. As I mentioned, Lord Oliver Rice has professed himself willing to pay whatever you require.”

“How very good of him,” Jack muttered.

Carys looked away.

“Is there anything else I should know?”

“After suing for separation and damages, you would then request a parliamentary divorce.” Mr. Phillips referred to a document on his desk. “If, after the petition was filed, you and Lady Jack Llewelyn were seen to have reconciled or chose to live together again, you could no longer proceed with the divorce.”

Carys frowned. “I didn’t realize that, Mr. Philips.”

Jack laughed. “Not as clever as you thought, eh, Carys? Mr. Phillips, can I take my wife back into my bed and resume marital relations even after acknowledging her adultery?”

“That is correct, my lord. If you do that, you are deemed to have forgiven her, and divorce is no longer an option.”

It was Carys’s turn to stand. “That is unfair!”

Jack shrugged. “It’s the way of the world, my love. I can keep you in rags, take your children away from you, bring my mistress to live in our house and there’s not a damned thing you can do about it.” He strolled across to her, his hands in his pockets, and stared into her indignant blue eyes. “If I chose to forgive you for your lamentably poor taste in taking up with that dunderhead, Rice, I can.”

“There is another option, my lord, if you simply wish to separate,” Mr. Phillips intervened, his agitation clear on his face.

Carys sat down and Jack concentrated on looking amused.

“A church divorce or separation can be arranged through the Ecclesiastical courts. You must live separately, but you cannot marry another.” Mr. Phillips coughed. “Of course, any children of your previous union would be regarded as bastards.”

All the color bled from Carys’s face. “I cannot agree to that. I require a parliamentary divorce or nothing.”

Jack studied her pale features, admiring the determination beneath her soft exterior even as he hated it. Was she fighting to protect the child who currently had the protection of Jack’s name? As far as the world and the law were concerned, that child would be considered his—unless he divorced her. Did she truly want to marry Lord Rice? Jack wasn’t sure. His mind rebelled against either option.

He leaned back against the window and crossed his arms. “How much money do you think Rice is worth then, Carys? How high a price will he pay to release you from my clutches?”

Carys tilted her head to one side and regarded him, her expression cool. “I have no idea. How much do you think you are worth?”

Nothing, Jack thought, although he resisted the impulse to say it aloud. It seemed he had no part to play in Carys’s grand plans for the future except that of pensioned-off lover.

“Lord Jack, I believe Lord Rice was thinking of offering you five thousand guineas,” Mr. Phillips said.

“That’s very generous of him,” Jack answered. It was an amount calculated to allow him to live comfortably on the fringes of society for the rest of his life. He stared down at his patched boots. Such a sum, if he were careful, would take away his financial worries forever.

He wouldn’t even have to soil his hands with manual labor, as his father might say. The thought of the independence the money would give him fought his other more possessive emotions. If Carys wanted to be free of him, she had chosen an excellent weapon.

Jack nodded abruptly at Mr. Phillips. “I need to think about this. May I come and visit you in private?”

Mr. Phillips stood up and bowed. “Of course, my lord. Although I would not be able to act for you myself, I am sure one of my partners would be delighted to advise you in this matter.”

Jack opened the door and waited for Carys to precede him. On the curve of the stair between the first and ground floor, he took hold of her arm to stop her descent.

“You tricked me nicely, my dear.”

“I don’t understand what you mean.”

“For the past few days you’ve played me like an expert angler with a fish on a line. You even stirred my long-forgotten gentlemanly honor so I wouldn’t take what you so sweetly offered me in bed.”

Color crept up her face. “I see your newly activated conscience still permits you to mention that terrible lapse of judgment I made.”

“That was no lapse, Carys, and we both know I’m no gentleman.” He followed the curve of her jaw with his thumb. “You wanted me. You were hot, wet and willing. I could’ve been inside you in a moment.”

Her hand flew up and struck his cheek. “How dare you!” she whispered, pushing at his chest. He released her and she almost fell down the stairs.

“Perhaps you should be glad one of us retained a modicum of sense,” Jack said. “I have no intention of perjuring myself if I have to swear on oath that I’ve not taken you back into my bed.”

“I didn’t think…” Carys brought her gloved hand up to cover her mouth.

Jack raised an eyebrow. “Didn’t you listen to your lawyer? I can take you back at any time and prevent you from getting a divorce. If Mr. Phillips knew how ‘close’ we’d been on our journey here, I doubt he would even accept the case.” He bowed. “If you truly want to divorce me, perhaps you should stop playing games. I am but a man. I will take what comfort I can get in your arms, as is my right as your husband.”

Jack went past Carys and continued down the stairs, pausing at the bottom. He rubbed at his rapidly swelling lip with the back of his hand, aware that she was now beside him. She tried to speak, her face a pale mask in the shadows of the stairway. He held up his hand, anger replacing his earlier confusion, anger that was far easier to express than his sense of shock and dismay.

“I should have bedded you, Carys, and shouted it from the rooftops. If you wish to be free of me, you’ll have to come up with a better reason than that sapskull, Lord Rice. I should at least be able to admire the man who damn well replaces me.”

Would she tell him about the child now? Would she finally admit it? He waited, but he knew he’d already said too much. Pure fury guided his steps down toward the docks. He’d find one of the local hostelries and wait out his anger there. At least he could share a manly conversation and a pint and be spared the inconsistencies of womankind.



Chapter 13
 

GARETH SWERVED TO avoid a bucket of slops hurled from a window as Jack drew deeper into the tenements along the lower dockside. Lines of washing strung up between the buildings obscured the meager sunlight and dappled the filthy surfaces below in thick shadow.

“Are you sure the duke’s contact lives here?” Gareth asked.

Jack paused to negotiate a three-foot hole filled with refuse, which spanned the entire street. “I doubt he lives here, but I’m sure we are headed in the right direction.”

His long walk had done little to ease his rage or settle the three pints of ale he had hastily imbibed. When he arrived back at the inn, he discovered that Carys was absent, visiting acquaintances. He was almost disappointed she hadn’t stayed around to face him. He’d expected no less. She’d never shied away from telling him exactly what she thought of him.

Gareth, however, was ready and willing to accompany Jack out. Jack suggested they set off at once to meet with the duke’s agent, who had first identified the fleeing Mrs. Forester.

Jack knew enough to be wary when he and Gareth arrived at the designated meeting place. The Pickled Herring Inn made no boasts that it catered to the gentry. Sailors and merchants made up its trade, as well as the odd whore selling her wares in between pulling a pint.

At the door, Jack primed his pistol and put it in his pocket. “Let me do the talking and keep an eye on your purse. It’s likely to disappear in this company.”

Gareth scowled at him. “You forget, I’m well used to the lower classes, Jack. I’m a saver of souls.”

“I doubt you’ll find any to save here,” Jack muttered. “But please be my guest.”

He entered the tavern and found a small table against the back wall. Stained sawdust covered the floor in scattered clumps and swirls. Cheap tallow candles and lanterns burning whale oil flickered in the wall sconces, adding to the overall stench.

A tavern maid sidled across to Jack, her breasts swinging in rhythm with her rounded hips. “Ere, my love. What can I get you and the fine gentleman?”

Jack tossed her a coin, which she dropped down her bodice. “Two pints of ale and some help please.” He deliberately broadened his Welsh accent. “We’re looking for a man named Jonathan Sprake. Does he come in here?”

The woman gave him a speculative glance and tugged the neck of her bodice lower. Gareth gave a noticeable shudder and Jack kicked him under the table.

“I think I’ve heard that name, sir. I’ll inquire of the landlord.”

Jack gave her a wink and a gentle pat on the rump to hasten her departure. She returned with the ale and a message that the man they sought would be over to speak to them soon.

Gareth fished a spider out of his tankard and stared glumly at Jack. “This spying business isn’t how I imagined it would be. So far, I’ve sat in a carriage and in a variety of taverns, of which this is definitely the worst.”

Jack took a swig of the warm, sour ale and wiped his mouth. “Did you know Carys planned to divorce me?”

“What? I never assumed Lord Rice would even contemplate it. It’s horrendously difficult to arrange, expensive and brings no guarantee of social acceptance for the woman in decent society.”

Jack toasted Gareth with his tankard. “Eloquently put, my friend. So why is Lord Rice prepared to do it? His family can hardly approve.” He frowned as he remembered his father’s attempts to contact him. Had his father been approached by Rice? Jack was certain the Duke of Carmarthen would not approve of the Llewelyn name being dragged through the mud again.

He looked up as a shadow fell across the table. A middle-aged man of average height stood quietly beside him. Jack put his hand into his pocket and wrapped his fingers around the butt of his pistol.

“I heard someone was asking for me.” The man’s accent was English, his attire the subdued brown shades of a respectable tradesman.

Jack inclined his head and indicated the vacant chair next to him. “Mr. Sprake, I was told you might have some information for me.”

Mr. Sprake settled into the chair, his blue eyes steady as he studied Jack. “And who might you be, sir? I would hate to confide in the wrong man.”

Jack smiled and laid his pistol on the table. “I’m Jack Llewelyn.” Mr. Sprake’s inquiring gaze shifted to Gareth and Jack fought a grin. “My companion is a man of no importance, although I will vouch for his honesty.”

Gareth muttered something inaudible and slumped back in his chair.

Mr. Sprake took a swift glance around the half-empty bar before putting his hand in his coat pocket to bring out a set of documents. “These should help you with your mission. If you have any questions, you may contact me through the tavern keeper.” He smiled at Jack. “I was unsure of your local knowledge although, in truth, you seem more at home here than I am.”

“Oh, I’m at home with the scum of the earth, Mr. Sprake. I appreciate your help. “Diolch.” Jack got to his feet and offered the other man his hand.

Mr. Sprake’s face brightened. “Ah, you speak some Welsh. I’ve never quite learned the way of it, although I’ve picked up the odd phrase over the years. Such a nonsensical, guttural language.” He lowered his voice. “I act as land manager for the present Duke of Diable Delamere’s Welsh estates.” He looked approvingly at Jack. “It will certainly make your investigations easier. Some of the older folk you might need to question claim not to speak English at all.”

Jack’s good humor died. “Some of them don’t. And if you want some free advice, I suggest you recognize the truth of that and concentrate on learning the language. I’m sure the duke would hate his revenues to decline in the face of unwitting English ignorance.”

Mr. Sprake stiffened. “I’m not stupid, Llewelyn. I employ a Welsh speaker who accompanies me on all my visits.”

Jack gave him a cool nod. “Well, good for you. What a pity you have no idea whether he’s telling you the truth. I’m sure your employer finds you irreplaceable.”

With a mumbled excuse, Gareth prodded and pushed Jack toward the door before he could say anything else. Spontaneously, Jack headed toward the sea. He only moderated his speed when he realized Gareth was wheezing and puffing behind him.

Jack waited by the stone wall guarding the docks, the beauty of Swansea Bay unfurling before him like an open fan.

“What was wrong with you, Jack? You were downright uncivil to the man.” Gareth panted between desperate gasps for air.

Jack fumbled in his pocket for a cigarillo and then remembered he’d left them in his room. “I hate that condescending English attitude toward the Welsh. I’ve heard it all my life from people who consider themselves superior simply because they were born in England.”

Gareth handed Jack his silver hip flask, and Jack took a swig of brandy. “You know you’re in a minority. Most people would agree with Mr. Sprake.”

Jack gulped more brandy, enjoying the fiery warmth pooling in his stomach and the rawness of the fumes in the back of his throat. Today, the calm gray waters of the bay were as smooth and dull as a pewter plate. The ragtag fishing fleet lay anchored in the docks, ready for the morning tide. Rigging, bare of sails, vibrated and sang in the breeze like the strumming of a thousand Spanish guitars.

“Diolch.” Jack handed Gareth back his flask. “We should go and look at these documents.”

“We should, but moderate your pace a little. We are not competing in a horse race.”

Gareth groaned and started the long walk back to the inn, Jack at his side. The wind picked up behind them, propelling them along the narrow walkways and passages.

In front of the inn, a liveried groom walked two thoroughbred horses. Jack slowed as he approached, and Gareth’s complaints died away. Two men stepped out of the inn and almost collided with Jack. He instinctively tried to turn away but it was too late.

The younger of the two grabbed his arm. “Jack, is it really you?”

Drawing himself up to his full height, Jack flashed a cocky smile at his brother. “Robert, it’s a pleasure to see you. I hope you’ve been well?”

Robert flushed; his dark coloring and pale skin inherited from their mother signaled every vivid emotion. Before answering, he glanced at the silent figure beside him.

Jack set his jaw and inclined his head to his older brother, Edward, the Duke’s heir. “Haverford.”

“Jack.” Edward gave a slight nod, his patrician features a finer, older version of Jack’s.

“The landlord informed us you were putting up here with your wife,” Robert said excitedly. “Edward decided we should acquaint our father of your whereabouts before he leaves for London.”

Jack restrained an urge to groan. “How kind of you to be so concerned for my welfare.”

Edward studied Jack through his quizzing glass. “For some unknown reason, Father wishes to speak to you. It is my duty to inform him of your direction.”

Jack bit his tongue in an effort not to fall into the familiar pattern of taunting his pompous brother. Edward looked older than his years, his pinched features smaller and the lines of discontent drawn deeper in his brow. A stab of compassion lanced Jack’s dislike. Being the Duke of Carmarthen’s heir was enough to drain the joy out of any man.

He looked directly into his brother’s narrowed brown eyes. “I will be in Swansea for the next few days. After that, my plans are uncertain.”

Edward gave a sour smile. “Let me guess. Have you run out of funds? Do you need to go back to earning your living like a peasant?”

Robert shifted his feet and cast Jack an imploring look.

Jack nodded slightly at him and returned his attention to Edward. “There’s no shame in working for money. Perhaps you should consider it.”

“I doubt I’d enjoy it.” Edward dropped his quizzing glass into his waistcoat pocket. “It’s a shame you married that common Davies woman. Otherwise you could ‘nurse’ rich elderly widows and marry them for their money.”

Jack’s spark of compassion for Edward died an instant death. He took a step forward before finding himself pushed unceremoniously out of the way.

“Are you speaking of my sister, Haverford?” Gareth demanded.

A slight flush painted Edward’s thin cheeks. “I didn’t notice you there, Pastor Davies. How are you this fine afternoon?”

Gareth didn’t smile. “I hope you intend to apologize for mentioning my sister in such unflattering terms in a public place? I would hate to have to amend my sermon on Sunday.”

Edward glanced at Robert and then at Jack as if seeking support. His frown deepened. “Of course, Pastor. Accept my apologies. It was a slip of the tongue. I think very highly of my sister-in-law.”

Gareth looked at Jack. “Is there anything you wish to add?”

“I think you dealt with the matter admirably, Gareth. I was going to punch him.”

Edward wiped his brow with a large handkerchief and put on his hat. “I must be off. It’s always a pleasure to see you, Jack. Whenever I consider Father was a little harsh when he disinherited you, I can recall this scene of you having to rely on your ‘friend’ to protect you. It proves your lack of guts all over again.” He touched the brim of his hat. “Pastor Davies, perhaps I’ll see you in church on Sunday before the family leave for London. Come, Robert.”

Robert remained on the pavement, his gaze trained on Jack. “I’ll be along shortly, Edward,” he croaked. “I’ll just have a word with Gareth—I mean, our Pastor—on a spiritual matter.”

Edward’s gaze turned frosty. “You will meet me at the bank in an hour. Otherwise I will leave without you.”

Robert looked sulky. “I’ll be there, Edward. Don’t fret.”

They watched Edward mount and ride down the High Street, his back ramrod straight, hat rigid in the stiff wind.

“Damn.” Jack whistled under his breath. “I wish I had a catapult.”

Robert grinned and grabbed Jack’s hand again. “Thank God he’s taken himself off. I was beginning to fear he’d force me to go with him.”

Jack took in his brother’s guileless face. Robert seemed unperturbed by memories of their previous disastrous meeting, when he had tried to make Carys and Jack reconcile and ended up provoking a duel between Gareth and Jack.

It always amazed Jack that Robert retained his sweet disposition amongst a family of arrogant, warring males. To the despair of the duke, at thirty-four, Robert seemed incapable of finding an occupation other than that of gentleman about town. His undeclared love for Carys’s sister Nia, his father’s housekeeper, was a secret the whole household shared but would never exploit.

Another ball of warmth settled and expanded in Jack’s chest as he escorted Robert into the inn, freeing him from awkwardness straight into familiarity. It seemed there was no need for apologies or recriminations. Robert was genuinely glad to see him. Jack wondered if he would have been so forgiving, had their positions been reversed. Perhaps his decision to cut himself off from his entire family had been overdramatic.

Robert nudged Jack’s arm, a tankard in his other hand. “Let’s celebrate your return, and your reunion with Carys. I knew you’d come to your senses some day.”

Jack grimaced. “Unfortunately, she seems set on divorcing me.”

Robert’s mouth fell open, displaying his white, even teeth. “Not for that Rice fellow? He seems a nice enough chap, but really… And what about the b—?” Robert winced in pain and glared at Gareth. “There’s no need to kick me. I’m not completely insensitive.”

Jack chose to ignore the gathering frown on Gareth’s face. If Gareth wished to protect his sister, Jack wasn’t going to stop him. He’d left Carys to her own devices and she’d done the best she could. Her bastard, if that’s what Robert had intended to say, and her reputation were safe with Jack.

Eager to dissuade his brother from discussing Carys, or further aggravating Gareth, Jack summoned a smile. “How is our mother? Is she in good health?”

Robert put down his tankard. “Not really. She hasn’t been the same since you left. Father’s thinking of packing her and Cousin Louisa off to Bath to recuperate.”

Jack stared into his ale. One of the things that rankled most about his disinheritance was his mother’s defection. He’d been her favorite child, and she’d deserted him. She hadn’t bothered to bid him goodbye or answer any of his letters.

Robert brightened, his eyes fixed on Jack. He’d always been the one to mend fences in the family. “Perhaps I could arrange to bring her here to meet you? Father would not have to know.”

Cautiously, Jack considered the idea. Was he healed enough to risk reopening old wounds? He had to be, if he stood any chance of dissuading Carys from divorcing him. He nodded at his brother. “Yes, why not? I would be delighted to meet her.”



Chapter 14
 

AFTER ARRANGING A future meeting in two days and bidding a reluctant Robert goodbye, Jack turned his attention to the documents Mr. Sprake had given him. Deep in thought, he made his way along the dark-paneled corridor to the rear of the inn. Gareth struck a flint and busied himself lighting a fire in the desolate private parlor.

“It seems as if Mrs. Forrester is residing in Oxwich Bay down the coast on the Gower peninsula.” Jack glanced up at Gareth. “Have you ever been there? It’s fairly remote.”

Gareth held his hands out to the fire. “I’ve visited the Gower on numerous occasions, but I don’t think I’ve had occasion to visit Oxwich recently. It’s a small community.”

Jack studied the precise drawing Mr. Sprake had made of the location of Oxwich and its various inhabitants. “I was taken by my tutor to visit Saint Iltyd’s, the medieval church at Oxwich, when I was a boy.” Jack half-frowned. “I remember little about it because I wanted to be down on the beach looking for cockles or exploring the marshes.” He pointed at a name written in bold type. “This is the location of Rose Edwards’s cottage, where the duke believes Mrs. Forrester is hiding.”

Gareth looked at the map over Jack’s shoulder. “She seems to have a few neighbors. We could start with them. As a Pastor, no one will wonder if I knock on their door and ask a few indiscreet questions.” He grinned at Jack. “If I drink tea and enjoy a little conversation without asking for a donation, their gratitude should be overwhelming and their confidences easy to come by.”

“I’ll pretend to be your manservant,” Jack said. “If I darken my hair and remember not to open my mouth too much, I should get by. I shouldn’t imagine many people around there remember me.”

Gareth looked thoughtful. “I think you’d be surprised. You were always the best-liked of your family.”

Jack carefully folded the map. “I think you’ll find that honor belongs to Robert.”

Gareth snorted. “I’ve never met anyone who finds it so difficult to accept a compliment. You spent most of your childhood running wild with the local children, while Robert sat dutifully with his tutor. You speak Welsh like a native and you thumbed your nose at your family to marry a Welsh girl from a lower social class.”

Jack ran his fingernail along the seam of the parchment, scoring the fold deeper. “And what a mess I made of that. My family treated Carys appallingly, and I wasn’t there to stop them.”

“She survived and it made her stronger. Do you think she regrets it? I don’t.”

Jack let out his breath. “She certainly regrets marrying me. Otherwise, why would she be seeking a divorce?”

“That’s a question you should be asking Carys, not me.”

Jack stared at the flickering fire. Gareth was right. He hadn’t asked her why she wanted to divorce him. He’d simply overreacted when she dared to suggest it. Picturing Carys’s calm expression at the solicitor’s office, Jack wondered anew at her lack of emotion.

If her child was indeed Rice’s, it might explain why she wanted to marry the dull fellow. But Jack couldn’t recall hearing any gossip or seeing Rice near Carys at the time of his disinheritance. Later, he’d heard from several sources, most of them malicious, about Carys’s child, but nothing about the supposed father.

Jack smoothed the velvety texture of the vellum beneath his fingertips. Did he have the courage to ask Carys about Rice and who was the father of her child? Something inside him shied away at the prospect. He wasn’t sure he could stand hearing her confirm his suspicions and cast him adrift from everything he’d ever wanted. He was as much a coward when it came to expressing his emotions as he was about the rest of his life. Carys knew that.

With a determined effort, Jack focused on the information in front of him. It was far easier to deal with Mrs. Forrester than grapple with the complications of his errant wife.

“Mr. Sprake has had the cottage watched for the past two weeks,” Jack said.

A knock sounded on the door, and Gareth got up to unlock it. He smiled as the innkeeper’s daughter entered with two tankards of ale, a plate of laver bread and a chicken pie balanced on a tray.

Jack swallowed hard as the fragrant scent of steaming-hot pastry caught his senses. “We can eat and talk, Gareth, but we really must get on. Every moment lost is an opportunity for Mrs. Forrester to escape.”

Gareth nodded, his mouth too full of pie to speak. Jack picked up his fork and contemplated his plate. One benefit of working for the duke was the regularity of wages and good food. How was he going to survive if Carys and the duke decided they no longer needed him? He’d begun to believe he could make amends and reclaim his old life. But if he failed, would he have to rely on the crumbs thrown at him by the enigmatic Captain Fury?

After satisfying his hunger, Jack picked up Mr. Sprake’s report and read it through. “If Mrs. Forrester is staying at the cottage, she hasn’t ventured out much. She’s been seen once at the window since she arrived.”

His instincts nagged at him. Was Mrs. Forrester making this too easy? If it truly was her, surely she would be making contact with La Fleur, the spy master, for her removal to France rather than skulking around a miniscule village in Wales?

Jack remembered the variety of ships that regularly stole into the shore to put down their illegal cargoes. Smuggling was widespread in the Gower and had been for generations before quarrying and mining began. The removal of one small woman from Oxwich or Rhossili Bay would hardly cause a ripple of interest to the overworked authorities.

For all Jack knew, and it seemed likely, Mrs. Forrester had already fled and the woman at the cottage was a decoy. He needed to capture Mrs. Forrester if he stood any chance of redeeming his past mistakes and beginning a new life.

Captain Fury seemed close to discovering the whereabouts of Marcus Stortford, Jack’s fellow officer and friend who was taken by the French on his last disastrous expedition in Spain. If Jack could produce information for the captain about Mrs. Forrester, Marcus might be rescued. If Marcus was rescued, he could tell the authorities that Jack hadn’t led them into a trap, and thus clear Jack’s name. It was a familiar litany that had revolved in Jack’s thoughts for years now. He was almost afraid to believe he would ever come close to resolving it.

Jack re-read Mr. Sprake’s crabbed handwriting, aware that he was thinking too much. He was building a precarious house of cards that could collapse with flagrant ease. By allowing himself to hope again, had he opened the gates to disillusionment and disappointment?

Glancing up, Jack saw Gareth watching him, his round face full of concern. He’d gained so much already. His best friend’s forgiveness and Robert’s understanding—more than he deserved, more than he’d expected. Perhaps he should be content and not expect miracles. But in his soul he knew he wouldn’t be happy until he had regained Carys’s love, too.

Jack put down the sheet of parchment. “I suggest we set off to the Gower early tomorrow morning and put our plan into action. How does that sound to you?”

Gareth’s expression brightened. “At last, something to do! I will write a note to Gwyneth delaying my return for another day or so. As long as I’m back to take the service on Sunday, I shouldn’t be missed.”

Jack questioned whether Gareth’s wife would view her husband’s continued absence in quite such a benevolent light. He’d not met Gwyneth yet and hoped for Gareth’s sake that she was all a pastor’s wife should be—patient, long-suffering and forgiving.

“If you need to return home…” Jack offered, unwilling to dent Gareth’s enthusiasm but determined to give him a reprieve if he required it.

“Gwyneth is a treasure, and the girls are too young to know whether I’m there or not.” He stopped and a faint suggestion of doubt crossed his face. “You don’t think I’ll be in the way, do you?”

“Of course not. It simply occurred to me that I was being selfish keeping you to myself when you have a family waiting for you.”

Gareth stood and slapped Jack heartily on the back. “Come on, Jack! It’s the most exciting thing that’s happened to me since I helped you block up twenty of the chimneys at Llewelyn Hall and smoke out your entire family.”

“I was beaten and sent back to school for the remainder of the summer for that escapade.” He offered a wry smile in return. “But it was worth it to see my esteemed father covered in soot.”

Chuckling, Gareth departed to write his letter, leaving Jack alone in the small parlor. His own smile faded. In truth, he couldn’t manage without Gareth. Mrs. Forrester knew Jack too well. He’d been employed in her household for several weeks as a nurse while caring for Michael Waterstone.

A slight sound made him look up. Carys stood at the doorway, her expression guarded, her posture wary. “Have you regained your temper, my lord?”

“Have you, my love?”

She drew in a breath and her words came out in a rush. “I am ready to apologize if you are. I don’t wish to fight with you anymore. I want to get on with my life.”

Jack got to his feet, stowing the documents away in his coat pocket. “I’ll not apologize for existing.” He moved toward her but she held her ground, blocking his retreat. “You married me in good faith, ‘til death do us part. I admit it was inconvenient of me not to get myself killed during the war. That would have made everything so much easier for you, would it not?”

“I never wished that, Jack. I swear I never wished you dead.” To his astonishment, her eyes filled with tears. She brushed them away from her cheek as if she hoped he hadn’t noticed.

“Don’t cry, bach, please…”

Hope surged through him and he dropped his gaze to her luscious mouth, struggling with the desire to claim her, to order her to forget the ridiculous notion that they were meant to be apart. How could she contemplate leaving him, when every fiber of his being screamed out for her touch? How could she lie in his arms and welcome him into her body if she felt nothing for him?

He stifled the impulse, knowing from experience how she’d react. She’d be outraged by his demands and determined not to comply with any of his arrogant male assumptions. He would have to tread carefully.

Carys was meant to be his. He wouldn’t settle for less.

He inhaled her scent as if it were his last breath and tried to find words to reach her. “Think about what you’re doing, Carys. Will you at least promise me that? I have to go to the Gower on business tomorrow. When I return, perhaps we can discuss our problems more rationally.”

“You are the one who is incapable of being rational, Jack. You tell me you have changed, and I begin to hope, and then you lose your temper with me.”

He slowly inhaled. “You’re right. I do get angry with you, and it isn’t fair.” She studied him for so long that he shifted his stance. “What’s wrong?”

“That is the first time you’ve admitted you have a temper.”

“You’ve always known that.”

She swallowed hard. “I have a temper too.”

“Do you?”

She mock-frowned at him. “You’ve always known that. I didn’t mean to make you angry. I simply meant to give you the facts.”

“That you want to marry Rice?”

She sighed. “I want this uncertainty to end for both of us.”

“And Rice is your solution to our problems?”

“He loves me, Jack.”

“And I don’t?” He took a step away from her. “If I didn’t love you, and if you didn’t love me, why would we bother to get angry with each other? We fight because deep down, we still care about each other. Can’t you see that?”

He waited, his heart beating so hard he could hear it, his attention riveted on her beautiful face. He saw his defeat in her eyes before she even opened her mouth.

“But it’s not as simple as that is it? Maybe love isn’t enough, and we have to grow up and find a different kind of love, a more mature, more realistic kind.”

“And Rice can give you that?”

“I think he can.”

Jack released his death grip on the doorframe and reached for the latch. “And I am not allowed to have changed? I am forever doomed to be pitied as a foolish, spoiled young hothead?”

She bit her lip and said nothing.

“And if I can prove to your satisfaction that I am a better man than Rice? Will you reconsider our marriage then?”

“I don’t know, Jack. It’s not a competition.” She sighed. “I just want this turmoil to end, for all our sakes. Can’t you see that?”

“He opened the door and turned to look at her. “I won’t give you up, Carys. I won’t make this easy for you.”

Anger flared in her eyes, replacing the signs of defeat. “When have you ever made anything easy for me?”

He turned away and closed the door deliberately behind him.

* * *
 

Jack narrowed his eyes as Gareth, still in his role of cupid, disappeared from the dinner table and left him alone with Carys. She wore a gown of deep cream with lace around the bodice and hem. Jack couldn’t hazard a guess as to what fancy color a modiste would call it, but it suited her admirably. Why she had chosen to wear it for dinner in a simple country inn was another mystery.

His jaw tightened as Carys rose and came across to pour him more wine. If he didn’t know better, he would think his wife was flirting with him. He amended that notion as she smiled brazenly into his eyes. No, not flirting with him, challenging him. It seemed she had decided to fight fire with fire.

His senses ignited and he rose to the lure like a well-trained hawk to the prey. “Would Lord Rice approve of the gown you are wearing this evening, my love?”

Carys looked down at her skimpy bodice and shrugged. “I don’t believe he has seen me in this particular gown, my lord. Why do you ask?”

“Because it is scarcely decent for company.” Jack couldn’t believe he’d said that. He sounded like his father. “If you lean any farther toward me, the wine is not the only thing that will end up in my glass.”

Carys held his gaze and slowly bent forward another inch. Sparks of temper smoldered dangerously in her blue eyes. “You have obviously been out of circulation for too long, my lord. This gown is the height of fashion.”

“It might be all the crack, but I would not want my wife going out in it. That’s probably why Lord Rice finds it acceptable. You’d better be prepared to mend your ways, my dear. What a man allows in a mistress differs considerably from his expectations of his wife.”

“As a poor excuse for a husband, Jack, you would know all about that, wouldn’t you?” Her tone was sweet her words were not. “And Lord Rice isn’t my lover—yet. He respects me far too much to expect me to lie with him.”

“What an incredibly dull husband he will make.”

“Perhaps I want a dull husband.” She scowled at him. “Perhaps I am tired of being tied to a man who constantly fights with me.”

“You like fighting with me.”

“I do not!” Her bosom heaved quite alarmingly and he paused to enjoy the sight.

“Yes you do, because you love it when we make up in bed.”

“That is the most ridiculous thing you have said so far.”

Jack smiled, recognizing a challenge, and removed the wine bottle from Carys’s outstretched hand. He tugged on her wrist until she overbalanced and fell into his lap. Her breasts almost brushed his nose.

“Ah, no, I can be far more outrageous than that.” He walked his fingers up her left arm until they reached her shoulder and rested them on the edge of her bodice. “This dress should be appreciated at home, in the privacy of a marriage bed or wherever the husband thinks fit, not displayed to the damned ton.”

He hooked his index finger under the lace trim and ran it along the inside seam of the material. His eyes half-closed as he traced her warm flesh, felt the valley between her breasts and frantic thump of her heart.

He repeated his intimate foray, he slid his finger lower beneath her stays and encountered Carys’s hardening nipple. “If you were still mine, I’d stop to explore the beauty of your breasts.” He circled her nipple with his thumb and forefinger until she shuddered and pressed against his hand. “I’d put my mouth on you.” Jack sat forward and suited the action to his words. The crispness of the lace, the coolness of the silk and the hard tip of Carys’s breast coalesced in his mouth, making him hard in an instant.

“Jack!”

He let go of her wrist and wrapped his arm around her waist, preventing her retreat. Her hand stole into the hair at the nape of his neck and urged him closer. Wild with gratitude, Jack lost himself in the delights of her warm and willing mouth.

Eventually he managed to stumble to his feet and, still kissing Carys, maneuvered her toward the desk by the door. With his hands at her waist, he lifted her to sit on the flat surface.

“Do you really want me to stop, love?” he murmured. “Have I persuaded you to rethink your decision yet? Or do you want to make up with me in our favorite way?”

Carys licked her lips, as if savoring his taste. “This isn’t fair. You’ve always been able to distract me by touching me.”

He kissed her again, tugging at her lower lip with his teeth. “Then tell me to stop. You know I would do anything you ask of me.”

At least, he hoped he would. Some instinctive part of him argued that by imprinting himself on her in the most primitive way possible, she would change her mind. Even though he knew he was being foolish, the demands of his body drove him on. He’d told her he’d take what she offered, and Carys knew he wasn’t a man to back down from his word.

“Tell me to stop.” He breathed the words like a prayer against her throat, licking the frantic pulse there, enjoying her sharp intake of breath. “Tell me…”

Jack stepped forward, pressing his heavy thigh between Carys’s legs, pushing them apart to accommodate him as he kissed her. He brought his hand down to her ankle and slid it up past the froth of petticoats, to her gartered knee and beyond to the silken curls between her thighs. “If you were still mine, I’d touch you here to remind you whom you belonged to. I’d make you so mindless with pleasure that you’d beg me to make love to you, and forget all about leaving me.”

He slowly slid his finger into her welcoming warmth and exhaled as she clenched around him. He thrust his finger back and forth until she was slick with need, unerringly found her swollen bud with his thumb and caressed her there, too.

“Ah, love, you feel so sweet,” he murmured into her mouth. “Let me…”

He fell down onto his knees and added his mouth to his fingers, licking and sucking her until she writhed around him and moaned his name.

* * *
 

“Jack, we shouldn’t, we…”

In an effort not to slide her hand into Jack’s hair and hold him just where she wanted him, Carys crushed the silk of her gown between her clenched fingers. Her attempt to get back at him for his behavior in the solicitors office had misfired badly. She should have known he would not only play along, but take every advantage of her he could.

Words refused to come as her body responded to Jack’s physical onslaught with a need too long suppressed. She raised her skirts, felt the cold air swirl around her knees and jumped as Jack brushed his rough cheek against her thigh. He encircled her ankle with his warm fingers and guided her right leg to the seat of the chair, opening her even wider to him.

Carys closed her eyes as Jack’s tongue swept over her most tender flesh. She revived sufficiently to look down at his blond head and a flash of movement caught her eye, making her jump as she realized she and Jack were reflected in a mirror on the opposite wall. She hardly recognized herself, her skin flushed, her most private places revealed to the man who knelt between her legs.

As if he sensed her fascination with the sensuous image of wanton abandon she presented, Jack raised his head. He held her gaze in the mirror and shifted slightly to one side, allowing her a decadent view of his fingers moving inside her. Within moments she watched herself climax and had to close her eyes against the pleasure of it.

“Thank you, my lady.” Jack got to his feet, pulled down Carys’s skirts and carefully rearranged her bodice.

Carys watched him, her senses so in tune with his that she felt no embarrassment. Unlike Oliver, Jack never made her feel unladylike for wanting to express her desire for him in a physically satisfying way.

Oh goodness, where would such sensual thoughts lead her? Right back to the uncertainty of her past, into Jack’s bed and the pain of being left behind… A sense of panic swept over her as she contemplated a future with Oliver. She opened her mouth to share her disquiet with Jack and realized he was turning to leave. With a sense of alarm, she slid down off the desk and put her hand on his arm.

“Where are you going?”

Jack pressed his palm flat to the door panel. “I was trying to leave before I inadvertently said the wrong thing and spoiled the moment.”

Carys frowned as she registered the uneven cadence of his voice. Was he overset with emotion? That was not like Jack at all. He’d won, hadn’t he? Had proved yet again that she was incapable of denying his touch. She punched his shoulder and he shuddered, one hand cupped protectively over his groin.

Understanding shook through her. “Did you hope to disappear and find some relief with a serving girl?”

He leaned against the door and slowly exhaled. “I don’t use women like that anymore. I’m quite capable of taking care of the problem myself.”

She took a deep breath, smelled herself on him and the musk of his own desire. “You don’t have to do that tonight.”

He made a sudden move for the door handle, but Carys was quicker. She locked the door and dropped the key down her bodice. Jack still refused to face her, and with a sigh, Carys resigned herself to making the best of it. She slid her arms around his waist, resting her cheek on his broad back.

“Jack, why do you have to make everything so hard?”

“I didn’t make it hard. You did.” He shivered as she traced the buttons of his waistcoat. “You don’t have to do this. I don’t expect anything.” His hoarse protest made Carys smile against his tattered coat. She eased open the top button of his straining buckskin breeches and he braced his arm against the door.

“If you were still mine, Jack, perhaps I’d take you in my hand and stop you from leaving me.” She slipped her fingers around his hard cock, marveling at the strength and power of his shaft as he filled her palm. He was ready for her, his hips unable to resist following the sultry dance of pleasure she set.

Carys increased the tempo, enjoying his helplessness and her power. Jack lowered his head, resting his brow on his braced arm so that he could watch her touch him. She’d forgotten how enticing it was to drive a man wild.

“If you were still mine, perhaps I’d take you into my mouth and you’d stop thinking about leaving me entirely.”

Jack shuddered and brought his hand down to cover hers. “I can’t take your mouth tonight. I’m too close.” His words ended with a gasp as she drove him over the edge of pleasure and into release, his seed flooding out through their joined fingers in thick, pulsing waves.

In the silence broken only by the ticking of the mantel clock, Jack retrieved the key from Cary’s bodice and unlocked the door. The shadowed light from the hallway made his face looked drawn. Carys reached up to touch his cheek, and he stayed her fingers against his skin.

“If you were mine,” he said, “you would give up your ridiculous plans to marry Lord Rice.”

Carys studied his harsh features, regretting the golden boy he’d once been but appreciating the austerely beautiful man far more. It was no use disguising it. She needed his help out of this atrocious muddle. She couldn’t go ahead with her marriage to Rice with the taste of Jack embedded in her mind. The only thing she could think of was to be brave and lure Jack to visit her at Rhossili. When he saw her life there, would he want to stay, or finally let her go?

She took a deep breath and laid her hand over his heart. “And if you were truly mine, Jack, perhaps you’d find a way to stop me.”



Chapter 15
 

CARYS STUDIED HER brother and Jack over the breakfast table as they ate their way through a mountain of food. Despite the hearty scent of fresh coffee, boiled ham and eggs, the smell of stale beer and smoke seeped in from the bar next door, fogging the atmosphere of their private parlor. She hadn’t intended to grace them with her presence, but her encounter with Jack had left her unable to sleep and early to rise.

To add to her discomfort, the men seemed in high spirits. With a sister’s intuition, Carys doubted that Gareth’s breezy explanation for his journey with Jack into Gower was correct. Collecting information for a medical text to be written in Welsh seemed an unlikely venture for two such reluctant scholars.

Despite her suspicions, Carys planned to be on her way home to Rhossili later in the day. Although Rhossili was also on the Gower coast, she didn’t have time to spend worrying about her menfolk. It was important, especially in light of recent events that her reunion with her son was as private and special as it could be.

Carys crumbled the remnants of her bread onto her plate. Should she tell Owen about Oliver’s offer to marry her? Despite her best efforts, the boy was decidedly wary of Oliver and tended to disappear into the hills whenever he knew a visit was imminent.

Carys suppressed a smile at the thought of her small son, and Jack glanced at her. He seemed to have difficulty meeting her gaze. After her sleepless night filled with dreams of Jack in her bed, she didn’t regret the challenge she’d flung at him. If she was to be free of him, it was only fair he should be privy to all her secrets.

When Jack had touched her so intimately, sharing her pleasure, allowing her to pleasure him, she had reluctantly realized that Oliver could never satisfy her in bed. It wasn’t something she was particularly proud of, her need for physical love, but as a mature woman she considered it an important part of any relationship entered into.

She stole a glance at Jack’s familiar features. How typical that Oliver held little physical appeal for her while Jack, who made a terrible husband, set her pulse leaping with a look.

When Jack left the table, after a stiff nod in her direction, Carys leaned across and snagged Gareth’s arm. He tried to shrug her off, but she refused to release him until he gave her his full attention.

“Gareth, I need you to do something for me.”

Her brother looked wary, his eyes scanning the doorway through which Jack disappeared. “I’ve told you where we’re going and what we’re doing. I’ve got nothing further to say on the subject.”

“Don’t worry, dear brother. It’s got nothing to do with your ridiculous mission. I want you to bring Jack to my cottage in Rhossili after your business is finished. I need to settle some matters with him before he leaves.”

Gareth shook his arm free and smoothed his sleeve. “Jack said you are trying to divorce him. Why didn’t you tell me?”

“It’s too complicated to explain.” Carys gave him her most winning smile. He didn’t look convinced, and she sighed. “Just help me settle things with Jack. I promise I’ll explain it all.”

“I wonder if you are making a mistake.” Gareth looked perturbed. “Jack’s not as resilient as he likes people to think. He will be devastated if you leave him.”

“He did it to me. I survived.”

Gareth’s face softened and he kissed her forehead. “Ah, but you are a woman. Contrary to popular belief, I think women are far stronger than men in ways of the heart.” After pinching her cheek, which he knew she hated, Gareth turned to leave. “I’ll bring Jack to Rhossili. Give my love to Owen and if you see Gwyneth, tell her I’ll be home directly.”

* * *
 

Later that afternoon, Carys sat in the small dreary parlor waiting for her luggage to be brought down, so she could continue her journey home. The inn had remained quiet after Jack and Gareth’s early departure. Carys got up for the fifteenth time and glanced out the window. There was still no sign of the promised gig and driver.

Carys stepped back as an imposing black traveling coach swept into the stable yard, darkening the room and obscuring her view. She doubted she was to be taken home in such a grand style. Two ostlers ran out and held the horses’ heads as the step was let down from the carriage.

She swung around as the parlor door opened. Startled, she stared into the eyes of Lady Amelia Rice, Oliver’s mother. Lady Rice wore shades of lavender as if coming out of mourning; a large brooch pinned to her ample bosom depicted a portrait of her deceased son, David, the man Jack had supposedly led to his death. If Carys was not mistaken, it was a declaration of war.

“Lady Rice, what a pleasant surprise,” Carys said after an awkward pause. “I didn’t realize you were returning to the countryside.” She pasted on a social smile and straightened from her curtsey as Lady Rice stopped right in front of her.

“Oliver told me you were staying here.” Lady Rice drew an agitated breath. “I wish you to leave my son alone.”

Carys sat down on the nearest chair. “Oliver is old enough to make his own decisions. I have certainly not made them for him, alas. I do not have the power.”

With a great deal of fussing, Lady Rice settled herself in a chair opposite Carys. “It seems that you do. Where else would Oliver get this ridiculous idea of bankrolling your divorce, if not from you?”

“I can assure you that your son’s decision came as a surprise to me as well. I have—”

“Is it money you want?” Lady Amelia interrupted. “I know the Llewelyns barely acknowledge your existence. Do you need money?”

“I live well enough. I don’t require your charity, or the Llewelyns.” She attempted to rise. “I really think you should share your concerns with your son, not with me.”

Lady Rice grabbed hold of her hand and Carys stiffened. “I tried to talk to Oliver but he refuses to listen to me.” Tears shone in her eyes. “I can understand why you would want to disown that wastrel, Jack Llewelyn, but why choose my only living son to replace him? If you would release Oliver from your clutches, I’m sure he’d find a nice girl and marry her.”

Gazing at Lady Rice, Carys had the strangest desire to soothe her opponent’s fears; only her loyalty to Oliver prevented her. “I’m sorry. The last thing I want is to make your life miserable, but Oliver seems determined to proceed. I will do all I can to ensure he understands the consequences of his actions, but I cannot make him change his mind.”

Lady Rice struggled to her feet and pointed her gloved finger at Carys. “You will sit by while my entire family pays for Oliver’s misguided lust? You will never be welcome in our family, Carys Llewelyn, never!”

Lady Rice exited the parlor. Within minutes, the coach was driven out of the yard, leaving behind the loud complaints of the stable boys who had not been given their usual tip. Carys supposed Lady Rice would be staying for at least one night in her country house. Would she then return to London to complain to Oliver, or would she remain and confront the Llewelyns?

Carys buried her face in her hands. Would she ever be welcome anywhere? The Llewelyns had never truly accepted her either. Despite her dislike of Lady Rice’s need to interfere, Carys sympathized with her plight. No woman wanted her only surviving son to marry a divorced woman immured in scandal. Carys rose, her legs surprisingly unsteady, and gazed at the fire.

It was too much to ask Oliver to sacrifice his family’s good name for her. She would have to love him with all her heart and mind to make up for that loss. Since Jack’s return, Carys now knew that she couldn’t do it. Jack had shown her that with one touch of his mouth on hers. She craved the peace and stability Oliver offered her over the tempest of Jack, but her feelings couldn’t be denied. How could she marry Oliver when her heart belonged to Jack?

Carys blinked back a sudden onrush of tears. She couldn’t allow Oliver to pay for her desperate need for security, even if he thought he wanted to. Firmly she reminded herself that denying Oliver didn’t mean she had to stay with Jack, either. In truth, she was tired of dealing with the aristocracy and craved the quieter life she had created for herself at Rhossili.

A desk stocked with writing supplies in the corner of the room caught her eye. Before she lost her courage, she would write to Oliver and explain her reasons for not marrying him. At least Lady Rice would be happy.

* * *
 

As the gig rounded the last corner of the cliff road, Carys breathed out a sigh of pure happiness. Rhossili Bay lay before her, its pale, golden sand disappearing into the gray sea like coins spilled from a pirate’s treasure chest. Her white thatched cottage was within walking distance of the beach. She asked the driver to set her down at the edge of her property while he took her bags around to the back.

Carys started down the hillside that led from the white painted fence to the front door. Wildflowers and winter herbs of variegated green undulated in the sea breeze, brushing her skirts and releasing their subtle perfumes.

Home.

By Jack and Oliver’s lofty standards, her house was little more than a hovel, having but three small bedrooms and three rooms below. Water was provided from a well in the back garden, and baths were taken in a tub in front of the kitchen fire. To Carys, the house meant everything. It was her freedom, her sanctuary and her salvation.

As she neared the front door, it swung open, and a boy with hair the color of gilded corn raced toward her. Heedless of her gown, Carys went down on one knee and opened her arms as the solid weight of her son landed on her breast.

“Mama, you’re back!”

Carys hugged Owen with all her strength, relishing the heat of his bronzed skin and the dusty smell of hay that clung to his hair. “Owen, bach, I am.”

She held him by the shoulders, pulling him back so that she could look at him properly. He’d grown in their four-week separation, she was sure of it. With a delighted smile, Carys got to her feet, took Owen’s grubby hand and continued down the path.

“Martha made welsh cakes, mama. She knew you would come back today. She said a little bird told her.”

Carys allowed herself to be dragged through the house into the kitchen, where Martha—her cook, her best friend and Owen’s nurse—awaited her.

Martha wiped her hands on her apron and swept Carys into her floury embrace. “Shwt ych chi? I’m so glad you’ve returned. We were growing a little anxious.”

With a sigh, Carys discarded her bonnet and cloak and sat down at the scrubbed pine table. “I’m well, Martha. I didn’t intend to be so long. Several unforeseen events overtook me.” She glanced at Owen, who was busy setting the table for tea. “I’ll tell you all my adventures later.”

By the time an excited Owen had been given his presents and settled into bed, Carys was fit only to sit in the kitchen, sipping a cup of tea. Martha banked up the stove for the night, left the warming oven open for the cat to sleep in and settled herself on the other side of the table.

Carys gave her a weary smile. “Thank you for looking after Owen. I don’t know what I’d do without you.”

Martha, who had been Jack’s nurse before she took up residence with Carys, poured herself a cup of tea. “You’d manage, bach. I know you would.”

Carys pushed the sugar bowl toward Martha. “Jack’s back.”

Martha looked delighted. She had always been Jack’s champion. “Is he now? I thought you went up to London to discuss marrying Lord Oliver Rice, not to find his lordship.”

“I did. Lord Rice still wants to fund my divorce from Jack. I tried to put him off, and I insisted that I needed to speak to Jack before we could make any announcement about an engagement. Lord Rice was most put out. Unfortunately, then Jack turned up like a bad penny and seems reluctant to agree to anything.”

“Of course he’s reluctant. Jack loves you.” Martha topped up Carys’s tea. “I should imagine that when you told him about the boy, he was even more determined not to give you up.”

“I didn’t tell him anything. He didn’t even ask!” She sighed. “I’m almost certain that he heard the rumors, so his silence spoke of his complete reluctance to admit he has an heir. It is just like Jack to ignore anything unpleasant in his life. He doesn’t deserve to be Owen’s father.” Carys chewed on her lip. “In truth, when I deliberately mentioned Owen’s name, Jack became as jealous as if I were speaking of a lover.”

Martha put her cup on the table and passed a plate of welsh cakes to Carys. “Are you certain Jack knows about Owen?”

“Why would he not?” Carys asked, biting into the soft flat scone. “I wrote several letters during the first two years of our separation informing him that he had become a father. He didn’t bother to reply to a single one of them.”

“Where did you send the letters?”

“I sent them to Jack’s mother.” Carys hesitated. “She assured me she knew where Jack was and promised to send them on. Why do you ask such a thing now, after all these years?”

“Because I know my Jack,” Martha said finally. “If he thought he had a son, he’d come back.”

“Why didn’t you mention this before?”

“Because Jack stayed away. I didn’t want to disrupt your peace of mind over something that couldn’t be fixed, but I’ve always wondered…”

Carys stared at the faded roses around the edge of the plate and whispered, “Jack’s not the same. He’s changed. He’s harder, less vulnerable, more…intimidating. Perhaps he no longer believes he needs a family.”

Martha snorted. “Jack’s been searching for someone to love ever since he was a wee lad. He changed for the better when he found you, bach. And if he’s come to his senses and realized that, you don’t stand a chance of making him leave again.”

Carys nodded. Martha only echoed her own thoughts. Jack was far more formidable now that he’d been hardened and tested than as a spoiled young man. Doubt struck her. Was it possible he hadn’t realized he had a son?

“I also didn’t discuss Owen with Jack because I was afraid to give him a weapon to use against me.” Carys bit her lip. “He was so angry about the prospect of a divorce that I feared he might take Owen away from me. He has the right, even if we separate.”

Martha looked unconvinced and Carys continued. “One of the reasons I agreed to marry Oliver was because he promised to treat Owen as his own son.”

“But he’ll never be anything but a Llewelyn, will he? He’s Jack’s image. Do you think Lord Rice will ever reconcile himself to that?”

“That is all mote now, anyway. I’ve realized I can’t marry Oliver while things are in such a state with Jack.” She groaned. “I can only deal with one problem at a time. In truth, I wish they would both disappear so that I can live here with you and Owen without ever worrying again.”

Martha claimed her hand and squeezed it. “I know the Llewelyns have never been kind to you, Carys, but to keep a man from his son is a serious matter.”

“I suppose I’ll have to pay Lady Llewelyn a visit before she leaves for London.” She hesitated. “Do you really think she might have kept my letters from Jack?”

“If Jack seems oblivious to the idea that he has a son, then it is the most obvious cause. I doubt every single letter you sent was lost somewhere en route. Her ladyship has no love for you. She never did.” Martha shook her finger at Carys. “Don’t let her intimidate you.”

Carys smiled. “Don’t forget, Jack’s not the only one who has grown up.”



Chapter 16
 

JACK TIGHTENED HIS grip on the sodden leather reins as his horse shifted its feet and slipped sideways in the mud. A fine drizzle had dogged their journey from Swansea and now threatened to develop into a deluge. From his vantage point, Jack looked down on the white-washed cottages of Oxwich village. At the top of the man-made hill opposite stood Oxwich Manor, an Elizabethan mock-fortified manor house built on the foundations of Oxwich Castle.

As the son of a duke, Jack had been on close terms with the Mansell family, who’d occupied the dwelling for several generations. If he and Gareth had no luck in the church or the village, he might have to seek information from the Mansells and be damned to their curiosity.

Jack’s horse tossed his head, dousing Jack in the process. Turning to speak to Gareth, he found his companion had already taken shelter under a tree. He wondered why he hadn’t thought of it himself and joined him. After dismounting, Jack extracted his spyglass from his cavernous pocket and polished the lens. He focused his gaze on the cottage he believed Mrs. Forester was hiding in. Gareth blew his nose into a large handkerchief.

“I hate this rain,” Gareth said. “We can start at the church if you like. There’s no attached living accommodation, and I don’t believe there’s a regular incumbent here. The Anglican community is small. I should imagine they hold a service once a month if they’re lucky.”

Jack didn’t reply, his attention caught by the wide expanse of salt marsh and sand dunes that led to Oxwich beach. He licked the tang of salt from his lips as the stark bleached colors and scents of his childhood assaulted him. He tried to fix the scent in his mind so he’d never forget it again.

After the ambush in Spain, when he’d lain near death, images of the countryside of his birth had tantalized his stumbling descent from the treacherous mountains. When lack of water and his wounds reduced his efforts to a crawl, the pale rocks surrounding him became the cliffs he played on as a boy above Carmarthen Bay.

Instinctively, Jack fumbled in his pocket until his fingers closed around his metal hip flask of brandy. The rain didn’t bother him as much as it did Gareth. He’d survived in harsher climes and appreciated its life-giving force.

“At least the church will be warm and dry, and we can check the parish registrar if it’s there,” Jack said. “We could do with some more information about the inhabitants of the village.” Jack slapped Gareth on the back. “Come on, old friend. We wouldn’t want you suffering a chill.”

It took Jack less than a minute to break the rusty chain holding the side door of the church shut. Gareth muttered a prayer as they stepped inside the musty-smelling stone building. Jack’s head snapped up as sparrows chattered a warning from their nests in the medieval hammerbeam roof. An indignant shower of feathers and dried grass rained down on his unprotected head.

“The church must have belonged to the original castle,” Gareth whispered. “It’s far older than the manor house.”

Jack nodded as he cautiously felt his way around the solid oak pews. His boots sounded loud on the faded tile. A stone altar sat at the top of the aisle. Despite his lack of faith in any god, Jack took care to pass the altar with all the respect he could muster. A sense of the thousands of worshippers who’d met in this sacred space pressed against his skull with a multitude of whispered prayers.

Did Carys still believe in God? Jack wondered as he tried the ornate iron handle of the vestry door. She had as much reason to doubt God’s existence as he did, after suffering innumerable disappointments to bring a child into the world.

Gareth’s distorted voice from the back of the church penetrated Jack’s musings. “There’s nothing here. The baptismal font is covered over and, by the looks of it, hasn’t seen service for many a year.”

“I’m going to search the vestry,” Jack said. “Perhaps we’ll find something there.”

The door screeched on its hinges, and something scuttled away into the shadows, claws scrabbling frantically on the wooden floor. Jack recoiled from the feral scent, noticing a smashed window and green mold spreading up the wall.

Apart from a table, the narrow vestry contained only a long cupboard against the far wall. Jack moved cautiously over the ruined floor and flung open the doors. He found nothing, apart from the bones of several small birds picked clean.

Green light squeezing through the broken diamond paned window lent the bones a luminous quality. A faint scent of incense drifted toward Jack from the depths of the cupboard. An image of a woman screaming in Spanish and the smell of burning flesh seared through his memory. He hastily turned to leave and collided with Gareth.

“There’s nothing here.” Jack said. “We’ll have to ask at the manor house.”

He retreated from the church and out into the pouring rain. At least he could breathe out here. He found himself facing a small neglected graveyard, yet another stark reminder of his mortality.

Gareth shut the church door and attempted to loop the chain securely through the handle. He glanced at Jack. “Was it the bones?”

Jack swung round. “What bones?”

Gareth made a face. “When I found you in the vestry, you looked as if you were about to cast up your accounts.”

Jack stared out at the deadening curtain of rain. “It was the smell. A hint of incense was all it took to remind me of Spain. It wasn’t only the French army who hated Catholicism and tried to obliterate it. I saw English troops setting fire to more than one church and driving the clergy out from their monasteries and nunneries.” He cleared his throat. “It’s ridiculous that after all these years, I still can’t escape the horrors. Perhaps my father was right and I should’ve pleaded insanity at my hearing.”

Gareth jammed his hat on his head. “In my opinion, any man who didn’t feel as you did should be locked away. I’ve a theory that our sense of taste and smell can trigger powerful memories.”

Jack set off for the trees where he’d tied his horse, Gareth chattering in his wake. “Carys told me she still can’t stand the smell of blood. She panics every time she pricks her finger.”

Jack stopped walking.

“Of course, after three miscarriages,” Gareth continued, “she probably retains as many painful memories as you do.”

Jack’s first instinct was to turn and plant Gareth a facer. Was he suggesting that Jack hadn’t noticed Carys’s suffering? A careful moment of reflection made Jack acknowledge his anger sprang from his own sense of guilt. He hadn’t appreciated Carys’s anguish until he’d been cast adrift and learned what he’d lost.

Jack resumed walking. Having a clergyman as a brother-in-law certainly made life interesting. He was beginning to understand why Gareth made such a formidable minister.

He swung himself up onto his horse. “Do you want to find a place to stay in the village, or shall we brave the gentry at Oxwich Manor?”

Gareth looked longingly at the distant windows of the manor house. “I’d certainly prefer the house to the village. I’m not even sure there is an inn.”

Jack picked up his reins. “I’m confident they’ll offer you a bed for the night. As I recall, Mrs. Mansell is a terrible gossip who thrives on the misfortunes of others. A visiting clergyman will be just her cup of tea.”

By the time they reached the stable yard at Oxwich Manor, Jack was so wet that the prospect of a bed in a stable full of straw sounded positively luxurious. To his consternation, the coach yard was full of people. He glanced across at Gareth but was unable to attract his attention over the rumpus.

A magnificent black coach had just deposited its passengers, and the household staff was busy taking luggage into the house. Amidst the bustle, Jack dismounted, took off his soaking wet hat, and looked around for a senior servant or groomsman. His eyes met those of a tall man attempting to organize the chaos.

“Jack Llewelyn?”

With a sense of inevitability, Jack squared his shoulders and turned toward the speaker, a man about his own age. Damnation. He hadn’t expected the Mansell’s eldest son to be frequenting the stables. Jack waited until Richard Mansell approached him, hand outstretched. Jack took the opportunity to return the handshake and murmur his request.

“I need to speak to you privately. Would that be possible?”

Richard’s blue eyes widened. “Of course. We can talk in the head groom’s office. Don’t worry about your horses or your companion. They will be taken care of.”

Jack cornered Gareth and sent him on ahead to the kitchen to dry off. Then he followed Richard into the stable building, a mellow orange-bricked Elizabethan structure with a thatched roof. Richard busied himself providing drinks and blankets, Jack took off his dripping coat and laid it over the back of his chair.

He fought a smile as he studied his childhood companion. “I was hoping not to be noticed, Richard. I didn’t expect to see you in the stables.”

Richard handed him a tankard of ale and sat opposite him at the table. “I heard your father disinherited you, but I hadn’t realized you’d fallen so low.” He gestured at Jack’s filthy clothing, a spark of anger lighting his eyes. “I never believed you were guilty of cowardice. Why didn’t you come to me before? I would’ve given you anything you needed.”

Jack drew in a hard-won breath. It seemed as if he had more friends than he imagined. In his desire to cut his ties with his father, he’d refused to consider allowing anyone to help him. “It’s not as bad as it seems,” Jack said. “There are reasons for my present appearance that have no bearing on my earlier disgrace.” He swallowed hard. “And in truth, I was too proud to ask for aid. My father assured me I would be unwelcome in polite society.”

Richard topped up Jack’s tankard and thumped it down on the table. “Your father was wrong. I still do all I can to protect your reputation, what little there is left of it.” Richard winked, and Jack recalled the mischievous boy who’d gotten him into trouble on more than one occasion.

He answered with suitable gravity. “I appreciate your efforts on my behalf and promise I will try and prove more worthy in the future.”

Richard frowned. “How could your father believe you’d abandon your best friend and meekly hand over important information to the French? He should’ve stood by you.”

“He tried, in his own indomitable fashion.” Jack sighed. “He wanted me to plead guilty to all the charges on the grounds that I was mentally unstable.” For the first time, he found himself able to discuss his father without the all-pervading sense of bitterness that usually choked him. “He thought a period of convalescence by the sea would set me back on my feet, ready to kill again.” Jack retrieved his hip flask and added a splash of brandy to his and Richard’s ale. “I refused to plead guilty or admit to any offence, and he washed his hands of me.”

He stared into the fire as Richard shifted uncomfortably beside him.

“Of course, because I refused to resign quietly, I was dishonorably discharged, leaving me without my commission sale money or a pension.”

Richard whistled. “Ye gods, man, how did you survive?”

Jack sat back, unwilling to burden his rediscovered friend with his trials and tribulations. “It’s a long story and one I would be delighted to share with you on another occasion. But first, I’d like to explain why I’m here masquerading as my brother-in-law’s servant.”



Chapter 17
 

CARYS HALTED THE gig beside the massive stone gatehouse of Llewelyn Hall, the Llewelyn family’s main country residence. She smiled with relief when a familiar figure emerged.

“Lady Carys! It’s a pleasure to see you.”

Mairi Roberts, the young wife of Tom the gatekeeper, smiled warmly up at Carys. Two small children stood behind Mairi in the doorway, mouths agape like baby birds. The smell of baking bread drifted out from the house.

Carys remembered Mairi from her brief but tumultuous residence at Llewelyn Hall. The woman had married Tom just before Carys’s abrupt departure. Her oldest daughter appeared to be about Owen’s age.

“It’s good to see you, Mairi,” Carys said. “Are the family still in residence?”

Mairi removed her apron string from the mouth of her youngest child and patted his head. “Yes, my lady, they are. Did you wish to see anyone in particular?”

“I was hoping the duchess was at home.”

“Indeed she is, and the duke.” Mairi opened the gate more fully, and Carys maneuvered the carriage inside. “Tom told me they will be leaving for London in the next week or so, depending on the weather.”

Carys found two small coins in her purse and handed them to Mairi. “I’d give them to the children, but I fear for the consequences. Buy them something sweet to eat.”

Mairi dipped a curtsey and the children waved as Carys drove up the long, graveled driveway toward the main house. Monstrous elm trees kept out the light and shielded Carys from the meager warmth of the sun. Beyond the trees there was a large landscaped park, an ornate rose bower and a stolen Greek temple. Jack had always joked that only a man of his father’s immense wealth and lack of imagination could have kept nature at bay so successfully.

The house remained hidden until Carys rounded the last curve of the drive. Rebuilt from the ruins of a Norman castle in thick gray stone and slate, it still appeared ready and eager to defend itself from invaders.

Carys drew up at the main entrance and waited until two bewigged footmen appeared to hold her horse and help her down from the gig. When she mounted the shallow steps, Williams, the head butler, materialized from the shadows. Although his posture remained impeccable, he smiled with genuine warmth when he saw Carys.

“Lady Jack, welcome home.”

Carys managed a smile. “Mr. Williams. I’m glad to see that you are still here to keep everyone in order.”

Mr. Williams held out his hand for her cloak and bonnet. “I do my best, my lady, although the house hasn’t been the same of late.” He lowered his voice. “The duchess is unwell, and the duke is quite concerned for her health. He is taking her to London to consult the finest physicians and then on to Bath.”

Carys waited in the entrance hall, while Williams ascertained whether the duchess would see her. Carys could only hope that her mother-in-law’s curiosity would outweigh her displeasure at Carys’s unexpected arrival.

Williams returned and escorted Carys up the staircase. As they progressed along the marble corridor lined with white sculptures, Carys wondered anew at her mission. If the duchess were truly ill, she’d hardly welcome her estranged daughter-in-law asking awkward questions. She resolved to tread carefully.

The duchess’ private sitting room hadn’t changed. Carys still felt smothered by the heavy mahogany furniture, crimson drapes and stale air. Glass medicine bottles, burnt feathers and pillboxes cluttered the surfaces, reflecting the duchess’ penchant for imagining herself an invalid. Carys glanced at the faded rug before the fireplace, where she’d endured many a lecture about her lack of ability to bear Jack an heir. It was impossible not to recall the frightened girl she’d once been. She and Jack had been so young—too young to deal with the problems their unconventional marriage had thrust upon them—and totally unable to withstand the glacial might of the Llewelyn family.

A full-length portrait of the duchess on her wedding day graced the main wall. Carys wandered across to study it. The delicate beauty and wistful charm displayed in the portrait had never been obvious to Carys. She’d often wondered who had robbed the duchess of that shy innocence.

There were no pictures of Jack or Owen in the room, although the other Llewelyn boys and several distant relatives were well-represented.

The bedroom door opened, and Carys turned to greet her mother-in-law. The duchess seemed to have shrunk, her countenance drained of color and emotion. Her olive green morning dress had slipped off one thin shoulder, and she used a cane.

Trying to disguise her shock, Carys curtsied and moved to take the duchess’ arm. Her tentative offer was ignored as the duchess seated herself, unaided, in her favorite wing chair beside the fire. She drew her shawl around her shoulders.

“Did you come to tell me not to meet with Jack?”

Carys took her time settling herself into the chair opposite. “I wasn’t aware that you planned to meet him, Your Grace, although he is the reason I came.”

The duchess sniffed delicately into a lace edged handkerchief. “Robert believes I should see Jack before I leave for London. He fondly imagines I will immediately recover my health with the joy of our reunion.”

The bitterness in her voice made Carys wince. “I am sure your health will improve when the milder weather returns. I understand you will be visiting the best physicians in London.”

“Of course, you would know the gossip better than I do. You are so well connected below stairs.”

Carys managed a cool smile. It seemed as if the duchess felt her illness released her from any attempt to disguise her dislike of Carys. It made her feel less guilty about being direct. “If you are referring to my sister, Nia, your housekeeper, she is far too discreet to share your secrets. I only became aware of the duke’s plans when I arrived here this morning.”

She refused to drop her gaze, ready to defend her sister as she had never had the courage to do when she lived there.

The duchess was the first to look away. “If you haven’t come to stop me seeing Jack, then why have you come? You don’t need money, do you?”

Carys bristled. It was the second time in a week she’d been accused of soliciting money. Did she look so desperate? Stiffening her resolve, she decided to be blunt. The quicker she escaped the soul-destroying room, the better. “I came to ask you about the letters you agreed to pass on to Jack after I left this house.”

The duchess fiddled with the fringe of her shawl and rearranged her skirts. Two bright spots of color appeared on her cheeks. “What letters?”

Carys sat forward. “I think you know. Did you ever forward those letters on to Jack as you promised?”

“No, I didn’t.” The duchess raised her head, her sunken eyes defiant. “You refused to leave with him. You abandoned my son when you found yourself pregnant with another man’s child.”

Carys struggled to remain calm, astounded by the other woman’s frank admission and unexpected flash of maternal devotion. “That’s not what happened, and you know it. You prevented Jack from hearing the truth by refusing to pass on my letters. You lied to me.”

“Don’t think I don’t know about your wicked ways,” the duchess hissed. “You abandoned my son and now you’ve taken up with a lover.” She smiled triumphantly. “I was right to keep you away from Jack. I need no further proof of your perfidy.”

“If you had allowed Jack to read my letters and ceased from meddling in our lives, we might have been able to sort out this muddle, not leave it to fester for five miserable years!”

Carys got to her feet, her hands clenched into fists at her sides. To her surprise, she was trembling. Her long-suppressed anguish threatened to consume her. Jack hadn’t known about Owen. He didn’t know he had a son.

The duchess gripped the arm of her chair as she struggled to rise. “You are unworthy of my son. Jack was a fool to marry you. When I see him, I will offer to fund any means necessary to facilitate a divorce.”

“Good.” Carys drew on her gloves. “I am looking forward to being rid of this family. Perhaps, as Jack’s mother, you might have used some of your much-vaunted riches to support him over the past five years? From what Gareth says, Jack’s worked like the devil simply to survive.”

She headed for the door, repressing an urge to run. She rarely allowed her temper to surface, but the Llewelyn’s had an amazing ability to provoke her.

“Don’t worry about seeing me out, and be assured I will not be bothering you again.”

“I have been supporting Jack. I arranged for a small amount of gold to be transferred into his bank at quarterly intervals.”

Carys’s anger was swallowed by a wash of stark curiosity. “Are you sure he knows about this?”

The duchess lifted her chin. “Of course he does. I asked Robert to arrange it and to inform Jack.”

Had Jack lied to Gareth about his circumstances and his failed relationship with his mother? Carys searched for a suitable reply, unwilling to be dragged back into a discussion about the Llewelyn brothers and their peculiar rivalry. “When you see Jack, be sure to mention it to him.”

“Are you suggesting Robert lied to me?”

She turned and held the duchesses gaze. “Why not? You lied to me.”

Carys slipped out of the room, more shaken by the encounter than she’d expected. If she planted a seed of doubt in the duchess’ mind, she had succeeded in her aim. Was it possible Robert had taken the money for himself? To quiet her uneasy conscience, Carys resolved that if the opportunity presented itself, she would discuss the matter with Gareth.

She walked down the wide staircase, deep in thought. The immense house was quiet, as though holding its breath. Jack was the only person able to make it come to life. She’d hated living here, especially when he left on duty. The endless stone walls sapped her energy and enthusiasm for life. She vastly preferred her cottage by the sea.

To her dismay, there was no sign of Williams in the hall. Carys looked in vain for her bonnet and cloak and then headed for the door leading down to the kitchens.

“Ah, Carys.”

The duke’s cold voice stopped Carys like an invisible hand on her shoulder. He stood outlined against his opened study door, his face in shadow.

“Your Grace.” Carys dropped a stiff curtsey as he came toward her. She braced herself for the shock of his appearance. If Jack managed to grow old, his face would mirror the current duke’s.

He studied her from head to toe, his expression giving nothing away. It was as if at Jack’s birth, some evil fairy had drained his father’s spirit and given it all to his son, leaving his father empty of emotion. “You have saved me a journey to see you. I would appreciate a moment of your time.”

Carys glanced helplessly around for Williams, even as she realized no orders would be given for the retrieval of her gig until the duke had finished with her. Anticipating her reluctant obedience, he turned back to his study.

Like the duchess’ apartments, nothing appeared to have changed in the shaded room. Portraits of long-dead ancestors jostled with savage hunting scenes on the faded brown silk-covered walls. Leather-bound books climbed to the ceiling in regimented rows, making her feel caged. A long-handled hunting whip propped in the corner gave mute testament to the duke’s favorite method of punishing his dogs and his sons.

Remembering her resolve not to be intimidated became difficult as Carys remembered the last time she’d entered the duke’s study. She’d been forced to witness the duke disinheriting Jack and Jack’s furious reaction to her refusal to leave with him. He hadn’t given her a chance to explain her decision, storming out without a backward glance. The duke’s triumphant smile remained etched in her mind, along with Jack’s disgust.

Carys shook off the painful memories, took a seat and looked calmly at the duke.

“You look well, Carys. Poverty obviously agrees with you.”

Carys said nothing. It was a favorite tactic of the duke’s to attempt to unsettle his opponents with a caustic opening line. His eldest son, Edward, used the same tactics with far less effect.

The duke sat down and folded his hands on the desk. “I understand you are seeking a divorce from Jack.”

“That is so, my lord.”

The duke’s eyebrows rose. “You admit it?”

Carys shrugged. “Why should I not? It appears to be common knowledge that Lord Oliver Rice wishes to marry me.” She had no intention of revealing she’d decided not to marry Oliver until she found out what the duke wanted.

“I forbid it.”

Carys felt a little of her confidence returning. “I am no longer in your power, Your Grace. If Jack agrees to divorce me, and I marry Lord Rice, I won’t need the pitiful pension you pay me, either. As you have always considered me an unsuitable wife for Jack, I imagined you would be glad to be rid of me.”

The duke met her challenging gaze. “You might think so, but I am concerned with the continuation of my line.”

A trickle of fear coalesced in Carys’s stomach. “I don’t understand.”

The duke put on his spectacles and retrieved a piece of parchment from his desk. “I’m not sure if you are being deliberately obtuse, my dear, but it can scarce have escaped your notice that your son—” he glanced at the note, “—Owen, is my only living grandson.”

Carys laced her fingers together. “You have refused to acknowledge him. For all intents and purposes, you consider him illegitimate.”

“I’ve never stated that publicly. If Edward ever manages to find himself a wife and Robert doesn’t drink himself to death at an early age, I might not even need him. As it is, as Jack’s legitimate offspring, Owen remains my only direct heir.” He took off his spectacles. “I really cannot allow you to divorce Jack and remarry. The scandal would affect Owen. His father’s notorious behavior and your lack of social class are already handicap enough.”

Carys rose to her feet. “Owen is a child. Not some kind of insurance policy for a family who refuses to acknowledge him. I will not let you have him.”

The duke remained seated. “I suggest you rethink your attitude. I would hate to have to apply to the courts to remove Owen from your care.”

“I am his mother. What court would deny that?”

“Any court that I bribe.” The duke’s smile was deliberately insulting. “You have no power. I have the wealth and connections to prevail in any arena you choose to fight me in. Think on what I’ve said and decide which is more important to you. You can have Rice as a lover and keep Owen in trust for the Llewelyn family. But if you attempt to defy me and marry Rice, I swear I’ll take Owen and ruin you.”



Chapter 18
 

RICHARD MANSELL ROSE to his feet, his expression purposeful. “Your journey to the church was wasted. We hold the records for Oxwich village here at the manor house. As you probably noticed, the church is far too dilapidated to risk leaving anything valuable out there.”

Jack retrieved his coat and followed Richard out into the courtyard. “I’d like to see if there is any mention of a Mrs. Rose Edwards. My associates in London believe the escaped prisoner might have found shelter with this woman.”

Richard traversed the now quiet stable yard and disappeared through a stone arch leading to the side of the house. “That name does sound familiar. My mother would probably know.” He smiled wickedly back at Jack. “Not that you are anxious to meet with her, I presume?”

He led Jack down a winding narrow passageway, which soon dipped below ground level. As they plunged into the darkness, Jack’s boots crunched on a carpet of broken shells. He trailed his fingers along the rough stone wall, that retained the damp, salty scent of the sea. A strong draught and the distant sound of crashing waves scurried and pushed at Jack’s back, lifting the hairs on his neck.

Richard’s quick grin flashed as he struck a flint and lit a candle. “One of the joys of living in an old house is that you can always find an alternative route to your destination.”

Jack gestured back down the passage “I take it this particular route also allows access to the beach?”

Richard opened a door and stepped into the library. “As a God-fearing, respectable Member of Parliament who frowns on the practice of smuggling, I wouldn’t know what goes on at the beach, now would I?”

“Of course not,” agreed Jack as he helped Richard draw the curtains and light the fire. “Just as I’m certain you pay duty on this excellent French brandy.”

Richard poured them drinks and clinked his glass against Jack’s. He turned to study the crowded bookshelves. “Now, where would those church records be?” he murmured. “They are probably with the estate papers. Excuse me a moment.” He disappeared between the gloomy shelves at the far end of the library.

Jack sat down by the fire, content to nurse his brandy glass and warm the soles of his still soaking boots. He swung around when the door opened behind him.

“Richard, why on earth is Gareth Davies here? Your mother wants to know…”

Jack stared into Lord Oliver Rice’s stunned face and rose slowly to his feet.

“Llewelyn, what in God’s name are you doing here?”

Jack raised an eyebrow. “I might ask the same of you.”

Rice shut the door behind him. “My mother and I have been invited to stay the night.” His gaze took in the apparently empty room. “How did you get in here?”

“I invited him, Oliver.” Richard stepped out of the shadows, a large leather-bound book in his hands. He glanced at Jack, his face rueful. “Damnation. I forgot you and the Rice family are at odds.”

“At odds? The Rices claim I deliberately led their other son to his death in Spain. And this particular bastard wants to marry my wife.”

“Actually, Llewelyn, Carys begged me to release her from her ties to you.” Rice smiled, as if remembering something pleasant. Jack’s gut twisted. “Begged rather charmingly, in fact, and promised her eternal gratitude if I helped her.”

Jack took a hasty step forward and found his way blocked by Richard. “Jack is here on business and at my invitation. He’ll be away in the morning. I guarantee he will remain out of your sight until then. There’s no need to bother the ladies with this, is there?”

Rice kept his attention on Jack. “As you wish. I would hate to cause my mother undue distress. She insisted on traveling back to Wales, despite my express instructions not to.”

Jack ignored Richard’s attempt to divert the conversation, saying to Rice, “Do you truly wish to marry Carys?”

“Of course I do.” Something shifted behind his dark features. “I owe her some happiness in this life.”

Damn the man, he sounded sincere. Jack took a deep breath. “Are you saying I made her unhappy?”

Rice bowed and headed for the door. “You can hardly expect me to answer that.” He paused and nodded to Richard. “I’ll tell your mother you’ll be along shortly.”

Richard whistled softly as the door closed behind Oliver. “I didn’t realize he was after Carys, although come to think of it, I noticed him dancing attendance on her at the occasional local event.”

Jack retrieved his brandy glass. “And how did my wife look on these occasions?”

Richard grinned. “In truth, she seemed perfectly happy. But I’ve never considered myself an expert on women, hence my unmarried state.”

Jack downed his brandy. “May I suggest you stay that way? Marriage is a damned complicated business.” His anger evaporated. Whatever Rice believed, he didn’t begrudge Carys a second of happiness. If Jack had his way, he’d make sure she was never unhappy again.

He turned his thoughts to the book in front of him. The sooner he settled his business with Mrs. Forester, the sooner he would be able to restore his honor and straighten out his affairs. Jack carefully opened the book and studied the last page, filled with script.

He ran his finger down the neat copperplate handwriting, stopping whenever he saw the name Edwards, which was quite often. Richard moved a candelabrum onto the table next to him, illuminating the text. After turning a few pages, Jack felt a surge of excitement.

“Mrs. Edwards had her daughter, Sian, baptized at the church. Mrs. Forester is listed as one of the child’s godmothers.”

Richard leaned over Jack’s shoulder. “And Mrs. Edwards’ address remains the same. I would say that confirms your theory of a connection between the two women.”

“I need to inform my patron about this.”

“Please, use my desk,” Richard said.

Jack searched for a quill pen and uncovered the ink pot. He copied out the entry onto a clean piece of parchment Richard provided for him. After blotting the ink, he folded the parchment in three.

Richard handed him a stub of red sealing wax. “I’ll send it on for you. I have a trustworthy man.”

Jack nodded his thanks and scrawled the Duke of Diable Delamere’s town address on the front.

Richard raised his eyebrows. “Forgive my earlier assumptions. I see you do, indeed, move in the highest of circles, despite your slovenly appearance.”

Jack melted the wax and watched a blood-red circle form drip by drip. He went to pull off his signet ring to seal the letter and remembered he’d pawned it for food. Before the wax could set, Richard produced a stamped seal and pressed it against the letter.

“The Duke of Diable Delamere is an influential man in the government. Have you asked him to investigate your case?”

Richard had always been persistent. Jack reflected on his answer as he studied the columns of names in front of him. “I believe the duke might aid me if I succeed at this task. I haven’t had time to discuss my personal difficulties with him yet.” Jack pictured the duke’s cynical face and wondered if he ever would. “He is not the most approachable of men.”

Richard took the letter and rang the bell. “So I’ve heard. I’ll have this on its way tonight.” He gestured at the door. “Perhaps you’d prefer to eat in the kitchen? I’ll send Gareth down to you when my mother’s finished with him.”

Jack held out his hand. “Thank you. I’ll endeavor to keep out of Rice’s way and I’ll bed down in the stables tonight. Your mother need never know I’ve been here.”

Richard shook Jack’s hand, his expression hunted. “No chance of that. She knows everything that goes on in this house. All I can hope is that by the time she comes to find you, you’ll be long gone.”

He directed Jack to the kitchens and headed upstairs to change for dinner. Jack watched him go, humbled by the efforts his old friend was prepared to go through for him. First Gareth and now Richard. It felt odd to have someone step up and defend him. He’d grown used to fending for himself over the past few years.

Jack paused at the entrance to the kitchen, his hand pressed to the door. He missed the sense of comradery he’d had in the arm. After his disgrace, he’d broken off all connections with his civilian friends, too. Perhaps he’d been hasty. It felt good to mend his fences. It gave him hope for the future.

Summoning a jovial smile, Jack opened the kitchen door and went in. The smell of roast lamb curled around his nostrils, and he breathed in. It would suit his purposes if Gareth were unable to get away from Mrs. Mansell. Jack intended to do a little reconnoiter of the village when everyone was abed.

* * *
 

A seagull landed close to Jack’s head and strutted over to inspect his gloved fingers. Warily, Jack watched the gull’s cruel, curved beak as it poked and stabbed at the ground close to his hand. He resisted an impulse to wiggle his fingers or make a grab for the bird. His current position was too precarious.

He lay on his stomach on a slight incline behind Rose Edwards’s cottage. The windows were lit from within. Jack counted at least three separate figures passing the unshuttered windows. Someone was obviously in residence, but was it Mrs. Edwards and Mrs. Forester?

Past experience had taught the need for caution, but some part of him longed to descend on the cottage like a pillaging Viking and drag Mrs. Forester out by her hair.

Jack spared a thought for the duke. Had he managed to keep his wife in ignorance of her mother’s escape? The duchess was an intelligent woman, but the duke was extremely close-mouthed. Jack put his money on the duke.

Gradually, the lights in the village dimmed. Candlelight and shadows danced up the stairs, and the houses became still and shuttered. Jack replaced his spyglass in his pocket and inched closer to the back of the cottage. He felt along the wall guarding the enclosed garden until he reached the wooden door.

To his surprise, the gate swung open without a sound. Without stopping to consider his good fortune, Jack slipped inside and crawled toward a collection of blackcurrant bushes edging the barren vegetable garden. Almost before he settled within the green darkness, quiet footsteps behind him made him freeze in place.

He could see little of the cloaked figure who passed him, only a pair of boots and the silver tip of an ornate walking stick. The man knocked on the back door of the cottage. When the door opened, a woman’s figure was briefly outlined against the soft glow of the candlelight.

Jack contemplated his options. He could attempt to get closer to the window and take a look at the people inside. Jack reluctantly decided to wait. He had no intention of allowing himself to be caught. At least he’d confirmed there was a female in the house.

It seemed an age before the man reappeared. Stifling a groan, Jack tried to untangle his stiff limbs from his crouched position. He saw no sign of a horse as he followed his prey through the outskirts of the village. Was the cloaked man a smuggler arrived from the beach or part of the local community?

The man made a sharp left turn off the road and began to climb the hill toward Oxwich Manor. Jack hung back to make sure he hadn’t been seen. If Mrs. Edwards’ visitor continued on his current path, he must have come from the manor. There were no other dwellings perched high on the cliff tops.

Ah, no, he was mistaken. Jack remembered the passageway, which led both down to the beach and up to Oxwich Manor. The mysterious stranger could go either way. Jack increased his pace as the moon slipped behind a cloud, bathing the barren landscape in an eerie glow.

By the time Jack reached the high wall encircling Oxwich Manor, the man had disappeared. Jack gulped in air after his rapid ascent and contemplated his next move. The walking stick the man carried reminded him of several he’d seen in Richard Mansell’s library. Any of the men who slept the night at the house could have borrowed the thing.

A slight disturbance in the shadows to Jack’s right alerted his senses. He caught a glimpse of the man’s black cloak as he climbed the exterior wall into the formal gardens. Jack kept low and hurried toward the same spot. He gained the top of the wall just in time to see the cloaked figure disappear into the stable yard.

Intent on his prey, Jack failed to see the booted foot that sent him sprawling face-first onto the damp grass. As he struggled to rise, a knee jammed into his back and a cold hint of steel caressed his throat. Jack lay still.

“That’s better, Llewelyn.”

Captain Fury’s soft voice came as no surprise. Jack had been expecting him since his threat to the captain’s bully boy.

“It’s a strange time for a stroll, Captain Fury.” Jack rolled onto his back and got to his feet, brushing at the grass on his chest.

Captain Fury’s thin-lipped smile barely registered within the shadows of his hooded cloak. “I might say the same to you.”

“I was merely attempting to solve the riddle of Mrs. Forester’s whereabouts. Your untimely arrival made me lose my man.”

Captain Fury indicated the moonlit manor house. “Are you talking about the fellow who rushed past me a few moments ago? You believe that someone who lives here is involved in the matter?”

Jack gave him a sarcastic grin. “Thanks to you, I might never know.”

Captain Fury led the way to the more protective shelter of the wall. “The Mansell family controls the village. Their influence is considerable. I doubt any stranger could come here without the family being aware of it.”

Jack had to agree. He’d had the same thought as he trudged up the hill and dismissed it out of loyalty to his friend. Perhaps Richard’s welcome had been designed to allay Jack’s suspicions. Jack stared into the darkness. He had to have faith. There were other men at the house. He could not assume Richard was guilty.

Jack considered mentioning Rice’s presence at Oxwich Manor. It would be interesting to see Captain Fury’s reaction to that piece of information. Unsettled, he pushed the insidious thought away. He had no proof that Rice was involved and thanks to Captain Fury, he was unlikely to find any tonight. “What can I do for you, Captain? Do you trust me so little that you feel the need to dog my footsteps?”

“I happened to be in the vicinity attending to other matters.” The blade of Captain Fury’s knife gleamed for an instant before he concealed it within the folds of his cloak. “I’ve learned to my cost that faithless men need a firm hand or else they are as likely to bolt as a riderless horse.”

When he’d first reluctantly agreed to work with Captain Fury, the dismissive words might have applied to him. As he matured, he’d realized that keeping faith with Marcus Stortford, even through his torturous partnership with Captain Fury, kept him sane and stopped him from despair. “I intend to remain until the job is completed.”

Captain Fury nodded. “Good. I was concerned that your wife was proving to be too much of a distraction.”

Any warm thoughts Jack harbored toward Captain Fury fled. “As I told your bloodthirsty lackey, sir, my wife has nothing to do with this matter.”

“I wish that were true. She lives near here, doesn’t she? Although not at Llewelyn Hall with your parents.”

Jack clenched his jaw. He refused to be drawn into a discussion about Carys. Captain Fury was like a spider throwing out a multitude of sticky strands to trap the unwary.

“I would be most displeased if Mrs. Forester managed to escape you,” Captain Fury murmured. “If that happened, I would surely be looking for people to blame. Your wife has a son, I believe.”

Jack stepped as close to Captain Fury as he dared and grabbed the front of his cloak. “If Mrs. Forester eludes me, the responsibility will be mine and mine alone. If you come after my wife, I’ll end our association and be damned to the consequences.”

“Brave words, Llewelyn. Words that confirm my fears of the distracting nature of your wife. Do you think to change your allegiances now that you’ve come to the notice of the Duke of Diable Delamere?”

Jack shoved him away. “I intend to protect what is mine. If I have to choose between Marcus and Carys, I’ll do it.”

Captain Fury shook out the folds of his cloak. “You’re too passionate, Jack. That’s what got you into trouble in the first place. I’ll be returning to London shortly and will await your reports with bated breath.”

Captain Fury bowed and melted back into the shadows. Jack waited until he’d overcome the urge to smash something and headed for the stable block. He doubted Captain Fury would bother with a third warning. Perhaps he should tell Carys to be on her guard…

A light shone in the downstairs window. Jack spied Jones, the Mansell’s aging coachman, sitting in front of the fire.

He knocked on the door and after being made welcome, pointed at the bottle. “Is there any left for me? I’ll buy you another.”

Jones, a retired army veteran, handed the bottle over without complaint. His keen old eyes gazed knowingly into Jack’s. “Bad night, boy-o? Are the dead after you again?”

Jack accepted the bottle and put it to his mouth. By the time he finished, he could only hope that the living would fade from his thoughts. For once, being hounded by the dead seemed a far better alternative.



Chapter 19
 

CARYS STUMBLED OUT of the gig, her hair in disarray, and threw the reins at Robert Evans, the schoolmaster. She paused long enough to gasp, “Thank you for loaning me your gig, Mr. Evans.”

Leaving him with the horse and without the long conversation he’d probably anticipated, Carys picked up her skirts and ran down the path to her cottage. There was no sign of Martha or Owen in the back garden, although a line of washing flapped and snapped in the stiff breeze.

Pushing her way through the smothering white sheets, Carys paused at the open back door. Martha emerged from the pantry with an empty clothes basket.

“What’s the matter, bach? Did something happen at the Llewelyns?”

Carys dragged off her bonnet and threw her cloak over her arm. “Where’s Owen?”

“He’s down at the seashore, playing with the other children. Why?”

Carys kicked off her slippers and stockings and dumped everything in Martha’s empty basket. “I’ll go and fetch him.”

She followed the steep narrow path cut into the cliff down to the beach, listening intently for the sounds of children’s voices. To her far left, guarding the curve of the bay rose the serpentine promontory of Worms Head.

In her haste, she slipped on seaweed deposited by the high tide and grabbed the rock wall for support. She took a moment to steady her nerves and scan the fine white sand of Rhossili beach.

Her heart gave a peculiar thump when she spotted Owen up to his knees in the foaming waves. He grinned at his best friend, Rhys Roberts, as they splashed and kicked water at each other. A break in the clouds illuminated Owen’s thick blond hair, revealing the strands of pure gilt. Carys waved her handkerchief.

When Owen finally looked up, Carys tried not to show her relief. On her journey home, she’d almost convinced herself that the Duke of Carmarthen had already snatched him.

Her face must have betrayed more than she realized. With a word to his companions, Owen sprinted up the beach and clambered over the rocks to reach her. She wrapped her arms around him, inhaling the scent of the sea and his own puppy-like warmth beneath it.

“Is everything all right, Mama?”

Carys kissed the top of his head, wondering how long it would be before he began to fidget and pull away. She laughed shakily. “I’m fine, bach. I just wanted to save Martha a journey to come and find you.” Linking her arm through his, she allowed him to lead her up the path.

Owen stuck out his lip, reminding her forcibly of his father. “Martha never comes to get me. I’m nearly five. I know to come home before it gets dark.”

Carys chose not to answer him. Her maternal fears for his safety were probably all in her head. It was unnecessary to burden Owen with them. As the sun disappeared behind a towering wall of clouds, they reached the cliff top. Martha stood in the garden of the cottage, taking down the washing.

“I found Owen,” she called to the woman. “He was just where you said he would be.”

Owen pulled out of her grasp. “Of course I was.” He smiled at Martha, ignoring his mother. “Can I get a glass of milk and some bread, please? I’m starving.”

Martha patted his arm and urged him toward the kitchen. “Of course you can. Remember to cover the milk jug and put it back in the pantry.”

Carys took the ends of the heavy sheet and smoothed out the corners, not quite meeting Martha’s shrewd gaze. She threw the wooden pegs into a wicker basket with a clatter before shaking out one of Owen’s nightshirts.

“Are you going to tell me what’s wrong, Carys? You looked in fear of your life.”

Carys glanced at the kitchen door, where Owen’s tuneless whistling spluttered to a stop, submerged in his glass of milk. “I’ve almost convinced myself that I’m worrying over nothing. I’ll tell you what happened after Owen goes to bed.” She folded the last pillowcase and placed it in the basket. “You were right about the duchess. She didn’t pass on my letters to Jack.”

* * *
 

Much later, Carys kissed her son good night and went down to the kitchen, where Martha awaited her. It took her only a few minutes to describe her visit to the Llewelyns and the duke’s threats against Owen. “Should I take Owen away from here?”

“Where would you take him? Your parents would certainly not welcome such a burden.”

Carys sighed. “My parents would feel morally obliged to give Owen to the duke if he arrived on their doorstep. He has always intimidated them. I was thinking about leaving him with Gareth’s family.”

Martha pursed her lips. “If the duke was intent on capturing Owen, I seriously doubt he would neglect to check your relatives.”

“And Gareth needs the living the Llewelyns provide even more than my father does.” She sat up straight. “Should I warn Owen? He is old enough to understand when things are dangerous.”

“I’d leave the boy out of it,” Martha said firmly. “You don’t want him fearing his own shadow. We can make sure that he’s never alone. My brother would welcome him at the farm, as well.”

Carys lapsed into silence as Martha drained her teacup and got to her feet.

“Have you considered asking Lord Rice for help?”

“A week ago I would’ve said yes. Now I fear to embroil him in any more of my family’s problems.” Carys frowned. “If I owe him yet another favor, he’ll expect me to repay him by going through with our marriage.”

Martha washed out her cup and replaced it on the oak dresser with a thump. “I expect Jack might have something to say to that.”

Carys half-smiled. “I expect he might.”

After Martha’s calm goodnight, Carys sipped at the chamomile tea Martha insisted would steady her nerves. She wished Jack were here. He’d always tried to support her, even when she was afraid or weak. She knew in her heart that he would do anything to protect her.

The only time she’d seen his confidence falter was on their wedding night. At the cold, dingy inn in Gretna Green, his determination to elope with her seemed to crumble in the privacy and intimacy of the marriage bed. She’d been the one to pull off his shirt and explore his muscled flesh, to kiss his heavenly mouth and press her aching breasts against his chest.

A wave of desire flooded her, turning her body soft and pliant. She ran her finger over her bottom lip, trying to remember the taste of him. A woman could drown in the sensual pleasure of Jack’s intriguing scent.

If Jack hadn’t known Owen was his son, perhaps there was a way to sort out their tangled lives and move forward? Carys opened her eyes and stared at the blackened kitchen range. She reminded herself that her passion for Jack led to three miscarriages and Jack’s gradual disappearance from her bed and her life. Gossip had also provided him with a mistress. Was she willing to reopen the wounds she’d tried so hard to close?

When she saw him again, perhaps it was better to start by mentioning Robert and the missing money. If she felt bold enough, she might also mention the duke’s threats about Owen. The duchess had said she planned to meet with Jack in Swansea before she left for London, so it had to be soon. If Carys left in the morning, she might reach Swansea and speak to Jack herself.

More relieved by the thought of seeing Jack than she was prepared to admit, Carys finished her tea and blew out the lamps. It would be safer to shut the house and let Martha take Owen to her brother’s farm for two days. She climbed the narrow stairs, guarding the flickering flame of her candle. If she intended to leave for Swansea the next day, she needed her sleep. And if she intended to face Jack again, she definitely needed her wits around her.



Chapter 20
 

“GARETH, YOU’LL BE FINE,” Jack repeated for the fourth time. “Mrs. Mansell will be delighted to put you up for another night. It’s me she’s after, not you.”

Gareth scratched his head, a haunted expression on his freckled face. “You don’t know what she’s like. The government should employ her to interrogate spies. She’s relentless.”

Jack shrugged into his coat whilst attempting to brush off the straw and dust from the hayloft he’d slept in. “You’ll be out all day visiting the good citizens of Oxwich village. She can’t follow you there.” He pulled on his boots and searched for his battered hat.

“Aren’t you supposed to be coming with me? Wasn’t that the whole point of this exercise?”

“I’ll join you tomorrow. I have to go back to Swansea today to meet my mother.” Jack made a face. “I was hoping to avoid her, but my newly acquired conscience will not allow it. If she truly is ill as Robert says, I would hate to leave unfinished business between us.”

Gareth’s indignant expression faded. “I agree with your brother. The duchess really is unwell. You are making a wise decision.” Gareth put on his hat. “I’ll manage without you for a day.”

Jack laid an arm across Gareth’s shoulders. “I don’t have to tell you to leave Mrs. Edwards until tomorrow, do I? No heroics, Gareth. I promised Carys I would return you safely to your wife.”

Gareth looked mutinous. “All right, I’ll behave myself.” He handed Jack his gloves and riding crop with a sigh. “Take these—you’ll need them more than I will. If you hurry, you might even make it back today. It’s less than fifteen miles.”

Jack studied the bright, cloudless sky. “I might if the weather holds. I’m as anxious to settle this business and get on with my life as you are.”

“More so, I should imagine.” Gareth nodded. “Go on then, and give your mother my best wishes.”

Mounting the horse he had borrowed from Richard, Jack headed for the main road back to Swansea. He should be there by noon. The horse moved smoothly into a canter and settled into a steady rhythm. Jack inhaled the bracing sea air as he skirted the cliffs overlooking Oxwich Bay and then turned inland.

With such a well-trained horse, Jack had plenty of time to consider how he was going to deal with his mother. The hurt she’d inflicted on him still burned like a slow fuse inside his gut. After Carys’s betrayal, his mother’s insistence that she, too, must obey the dictates of his father and ignore him had destroyed his last hope of salvation.

Jack allowed the horse to walk. But hadn’t he learned from those betrayals? He was no longer the spoiled son of a nobleman. He was a man who realized life could be cruel and that forgiveness was a major part of growing up.

He stared unseeingly over the barren landscape as a flock of seagulls swooped over his head. Could he forgive his mother? He gathered the reins and urged the horse forward. It was time to test his new sense of self and find out.

* * *
 

Jack didn’t have time to change after his hurried ride across the Gower. Robert was already loitering outside the Fisherman’s inn. His brother’s face lightened as he followed Jack around to the stable yard.

Robert grabbed Jack’s hand and shook it vigorously. “I’m glad you decided to come. Mama’s in the best parlor waiting for you.”

Jack took off his hat and ran his fingers through his hair, suddenly as nervous as a child. “Are you joining me?”

Robert backed away, an uneasy smile on his face. “Not me, old chap. I hate scenes. Last time I tried to help, I ended up causing a duel between you and Gareth.”

Jack paused on the step. “Yes, you did, didn’t you? Perhaps it is better if I go alone.”

“Thanks, Jack, and good luck.” Robert disappeared around the corner, leaving Jack to his ordeal.

Shaking the dust from his coat, Jack removed his gloves and found his way to the door of the parlor. He knocked softly on the scarred wood. A faint voice bade him enter.

His mother sat by a meager fire, her black cloak concealed her slight figure. Her shoulders were hunched to her chin. By the window, as if poised for flight, stood her long-time companion, an ancient Llewelyn cousin named Louisa.

To gain time, Jack turned and bowed to her. “Cousin Louisa, it is good to see you again.”

Louisa fluttered her fingertips at him and bobbed an awkward curtsey. Years of his mother’s gentle tyranny had reduced her to a twittering ghost.

Jack came down on one knee in front of his mother in an attempt to see her face. “Ma’am?”

The duchess raised her head and Jack fought to control his expression. He’d seen the shadow of death on too many faces during his bloody career in the army to mistake its insidious presence now. Instinctively, he reached for his mother’s hand. She didn’t pull away, but let her cold fingers lie in his. Jack was reminded of the bleached bird bones he’d found in Saint Iltyd’s church.

“Robert told me you have been ill and that father was taking you to Bath to recover.”

His mother sat back, withdrawing her hand. “That’s a fairytale. He’s taking me to Bath to die. There is very little hope I will recover.”

Jack stared into her sunken eyes and let out a breath. It was time to forgive. How had it been for her to be caught between two such strong personalities as he and his father? “There is always hope. I’ve seen men recover from horrendous injuries, and others die from a scratch.”

A faint ripple of amusement animated the duchess’ features. “Don’t lie to me, Jack. I’ve spent my life pretending to be an invalid. There’s a certain poetic justice in that for once I’ve proved to be right.”

Jack took the chair opposite, keeping his gaze on her ravaged face, drinking her beloved features in. “I’ve missed you, Mother.”

The countess snapped her fingers, and Cousin Louisa scurried forward and poured Jack a cup of tea. “Is that so? According to your interfering wife, you’ve been too busy trying to survive to worry about your family.”

“You’ve seen Carys?” Jack tried to keep his tone neutral. His wife had given him the distinct impression that she wasn’t on visiting terms with his family.

The duchess patted her narrow lips with a lace edged handkerchief. “You know how she is. She’s never respected her betters. If she’d been my daughter I would’ve taken a switch to her…”

Jack tried to restrain his impatience as his mother sipped at her tea and tucked her handkerchief away.

“Your wife had the audacity to appear at my home and demand answers from me.” The duchess’ nostrils quivered. “Her insistence on sorting out the past has become an obsession.”

Cousin Louisa poured Jack another cup of tea and disappeared into her corner before Jack could thank her.

“What did Carys wish to know?”

“What I had done with the letters she gave me.”

Jack pressed hard on the bridge of his nose. “What letters?”

“Letters for you, Jack. She begged me to pass them on after you abandoned her.” The duchess smiled. “I knew you wouldn’t want them. She’d chosen her path by refusing to leave with you and finding herself a lover.”

Jack put his cup down before he cracked it. “Did you read them?”

“Of course not! I threw them in the fire as soon as they were delivered to me.”

Jack remembered his response to the two letters Carys had managed to get through to him. He’d taken great delight in burning those unread, too. Perhaps he and his mother had something in common after all. “Did you tell Carys this?”

“There was no reason why she shouldn’t know.” She raised an eyebrow. “It was almost refreshing to be able to tell her what I did. Imminent death makes living so much easier.”

Jack studied his mother’s clenched hands. What had Carys wanted to tell him so badly that she’d trusted her worst enemy, his mother, to deliver the news? If his mother was speaking the truth and hadn’t read the letters, there was no point in questioning her. “Would you like me to come and visit you in Bath?”

Her brow creased. “Do not change the subject. I haven’t finished with the question of your wife yet.”

“I apologize, mama. I assumed you might wish to talk about other matters.” He’d forgotten his mother’s tendency to obsess over a subject.

“Your wife raised another interesting matter with me. At first I tried to dismiss it as the ramblings of a hysterical woman, but it’s been preying on my mind.”

“What has?” Jack found himself tensing. Was she finally going to apologize for abandoning him to his father’s mercy?

“Carys implied that the money I deposited in your bank account never reached you.”

Jack was beginning to feel as if he were fumbling his way through a maze blindfolded. “What money?”

The duchess made an impatient gesture. “The gold I instructed Robert to lodge in your name at Hoare’s bank. Despite your wife’s accusations, I hardly expected a son of mine to turn his hand to trade. I was mortified when your father told me your choice of career was the talk of the town.”

“I never received any money from you.”

She’d left him money to avoid him shaming the family. Had she done it out of love or pride or a complicated mixture of both? He doubted she’d know the answer even if he pressed her.

She beckoned imperiously, and Cousin Louisa appeared by her side. “I need to speak to Robert. Go and find him.”

Jack touched Louisa’s arm as she attempted to brush past him. “Robert is not at the inn. I saw him depart as I entered.” Had Robert expected this summons? Was that why he’d run? “Please do not bother yourself with this matter. I’ll take it up with him when I next see him.”

“There must be some mistake,” murmured the duchess. “Your wife cannot be allowed to be right.” She brought her handkerchief to her mouth and started to cough.

Louisa ran from the room and returned, bearing a jug of water.

As his mother’s small frame was wracked by spasms, Jack poured a glass of water and knelt by her side. He wasn’t surprised to see scarlet stains on the linen handkerchief she removed from her lips.

He handed her the water, patting her back as she sipped it. Her cheeks were flagged a hectic red, her eyes full of resentment.

“Why did you come back, Jack?”

“Because Robert asked me to, and because I wanted to make amends for my long absence. When I walked out, I was so angry with Father that everyone else ceased to matter. I never thought of the pain I caused.”

He flinched as his mother’s hand glided over his hair. “You didn’t do this to me, Jack. I don’t need your guilt. I have quite enough of my own.”

“Perhaps we all need to suffer in order to understand the suffering we cause others.”

His mother snorted. “Poppycock. You’ll be spouting the Bible at me next, like your wife’s annoyingly cheerful brother. He seems to imagine it will bring me comfort.”

Jack took the hint and sat back in his chair. His mother was never at ease with lengthy shows of affection. All he could hope was that she’d understood his apology and that next time they met, things would be easier.

If there was a next time.

He rose to his feet, aware of exhaustion draining his mother’s face. He’d done his best to repair the damage and found out far more than he’d bargained for. “I must leave you now. If Father permits, I’ll come and visit you in Bath.”

His mother’s chin came up. “Don’t worry, he won’t be there. He’ll be in London, looking for a new wife.” She glanced up at Jack, who had gone still. “Apparently, he’s disappointed in his children and hopes to produce more.”

Jack grabbed his hat and gloves from the table. “And he told you this to your face?”

“To me, our immediate family and half the county present at our last dinner party. Your brothers were quite up in arms about it for a while.” The duchess wagged her finger at Jack. “Be very careful, my dear. Your father is determined to speak to you about something.”

“What would he want with me?” Jack shrugged. “I’ve already been disinherited.”

“That’s exactly my point. All the duke will tell me is that he intends to safeguard the succession.”

Jack searched his mother’s face for a long silent moment but found no clue as to her meaning. Finally, he bowed to Cousin Louisa and opened the door. “Ma’am, you can tell the duke from me that I have no interest in the succession.”

The duchess met his challenging gaze, a hint of malice in her own. “I’ll tell him nothing. You can’t expect to run away from him forever.”

Jack bowed. “How right you are, ma’am. In truth, I look forward to finally facing him on my own terms.”

“You won’t win.” The duchess sounded breathless, her hands clutched to her chest. “He likes to break people.”

“He’s already broken me once. But this time I have the advantage.” Jack smiled. “Thanks to him, I have nothing left to lose.”



Chapter 21
 

JACK SAT BY the deserted bar in the shadowed taproom, staring at a full tankard of ale. A solitary fly woken too early by the deceptive winter sunshine banged itself against the closed window. Jack sampled the frothy head of his ale, desperate for something to do instead of grabbing the nearest brandy bottle and drinking himself into oblivion.

His mother was dying.

He’d done his best to repair the damage between them, but he feared it was too late. Despite her protests, he knew his desertion had made her life difficult. He’d often put himself in the way of his father’s wrath to safeguard her more delicate constitution. Without his protection, her nerves must have been strained to breaking point.

But when faced with his father’s wrath, had she ever supported him?

After handing his mother into her carriage, Jack had waited in vain for Robert to reappear. He had no idea whether his brother was supposed to accompany the duchess home. After a short wait, Cousin Louisa had decided to safeguard her employer’s health and continue onward to Llewelyn Hall.

Jack took another tentative sip of his ale, and the tang of fermented hops slid down his throat. It seemed that Robert was avoiding him, and no wonder.

Behind him, the heavy oak door of the taproom creaked open. Jack looked up, expecting Robert, and found Carys instead. Her color was high, her titian hair whipped to a frenzy of curls by the wind. Her serviceable dark blue gown was splashed with mud. Jack made no move to stand, although he found he was gripping the tankard with unnecessary force.

He railed silently against the Fates. Why did Carys have to appear when he was already bruised from his encounter with his mother?

Her hesitant smile died as she studied his averted profile.

He turned back to his ale. “What do you want, Carys? I thought you safe in Rhossili.”

She came slowly toward him until he smelled her flowery perfume mixed with the saltier tones of the sea. From the corner of his eye he saw her lick her dry lips, drawing his attention to their luscious fullness. “I wanted to speak to you.”

“So much so that you traveled half way across the Gower?” Her blue eyes held an unconscious plea for help he couldn’t ignore. “Does this have anything to do with your visit to my mother?”

Carys walked across to an oak settle beside the bow window that faced the street.

She untied the ribbons on her plain blue bonnet and took off her gloves. “Your mother told me that after you left, she placed a substantial sum of gold in your bank account for your use.”

Jack didn’t allow her to see his surprise at her frank admission. “Aye. I know. She told me this morning. Did you come to warn me?”

Carys sighed. “I was afraid she’d not discuss the issue with you just to spite me.”

“I believe it was difficult for her to admit that you might’ve been right for once.” He glanced briefly at his patched boots, feeling the dampness between his toes. “Did my mother tell you to whom she entrusted the money?”

Carys bit her lip. “She mentioned Robert.”

“It begs the question, of what Robert did with the gold, and why on earth he didn’t tell me about it? If I’d had that money, I wouldn’t be in the mess I am now. I wouldn’t have to sell my services to the highest bidder.”

Carys looked up. “Whatever do you mean?”

He opened his mouth to answer her and then thought better of it. To embroil her in his murky plots was not a good idea. Because of his dealings with Captain Fury, she was already in danger. Frustration boiled in his gut and he walked across the room to stand over her.

“Dammit, Carys,” he growled. “Why did you have to come and help me?”

He bent his head and kissed her. She responded, opening to him, offering herself to his need. His tongue slid between her lips and claimed her mouth. She stood on tiptoe to mold herself more fluidly against him and he grew hard against the soft press of her stomach.

“What’s wrong? Was your mother unkind to you?”

He tucked an errant curl behind her ear, his fingers clumsy. “She was…” he hesitated. “Unwell.”

She nodded and cupped his cheek. “But well enough to tell you about the money?”

“I don’t think she was lying. She said that being near death had made her more honest. What in God’s name was Robert thinking?”

“Perhaps he needed the money more than you did?”

Jack pulled away from the comfort of her touch. “Do you think I enjoy living hand to mouth, never knowing where my next meal is coming from or what in God’s name I have to do to earn it?” He walked away and then swung around, fists clenched. “Do you honestly believe I might have forgotten that I already squandered the money with the same dedication I’ve used to squander my life?”

Carys stared at him for a long, serious moment. “What have you had to do to earn your keep?”

“Things that would make your tender heart curl, my love. I’ve also learned about betrayal and death. I’m not the man you gave your love to Carys. I never will be again.”

“You were like the sun,” she whispered. “The golden child. Everyone admired you. Everyone wanted to please you. When you decided to fall in love with me, I felt as if a god had come down from the sky. I was dazzled.”

He slowly exhaled. “If you are saying that you fell in love with an ideal, I’d have to agree with you. You were too young to understand how proud and self-centered I was. I never gave you a chance to find out I had feet of clay. I was too terrified you’d turn me down. I thrived on your admiration and love like a strutting peacock.”

Carys walked over to him and took his hands in hers. “When you returned from Spain, I was proud of you for standing up to your father. You were prepared to risk everything to safeguard your reputation, even when lying would have saved you.”

“Even though I walked away from you as well?”

“In truth, it took me a long time to forgive you.” She squeezed his hands. “But I have grown up too. I’m not as naive as I used to be. I don’t expect to be the center of any man’s universe, or expect you to be perfect.”

“You deserve perfection. You are the most truthful and open person I’ve ever met.”

She shook her head. “I’m not like that anymore, either. I understand the grays that lie between the blacks and the whites. I can’t afford to let my emotions bleed as freely as my blood once did.”

“Perhaps we have both grown up,” Jack murmured. He was almost afraid to say anything else in case he destroyed their accord, but he had to warn her. “There is something I have to tell you.”

She went still. “What is it?”

“My father is up to something. I want you to take care of yourself and your family.”

“I know. When I went to see your mother, your father insisted on speaking to me too. He wants to see you, Jack,” Carys shivered. “The servants at Llewelyn Hall think he wants to be reconciled with you, but I am not so sure.”

“I’m not expecting to figure in a retelling of the parable of the prodigal son. I suspect his purposes are more sinister.” He placed his fingers under her chin and raised her face to meet his gaze. “Keep out of his way, Carys. He’ll use anybody and anything to accomplish his desires.”

With a small sound, she came up on tiptoe to kiss him. He opened his mouth, inviting her to share a more intimate kiss than she had perhaps intended. She leaned into him, trusting her slight weight against his larger frame.

She touched her tongue to his and his whole body shuddered. It took little to arouse him. She always had the ability to drive him wild. She opened her eyes to stare at his face and he met her gaze, refusing to hide his desire. Her long eyelashes swept down over her flushed cheeks and she shivered.

He tore his mouth away and kissed down her throat and shoulder. “I keep thinking about sinking my cock into you, of having you under me, your legs wrapped around my hips as I drive inside you.”

“Jack, I…” Carys struggled to free herself, her breathing as erratic as his. “This doesn’t help…this needing, this wanting. We need to sit down and talk.”

Jack nodded and sat down at the table. “I want to come to you freely and honestly, but I can’t do that until I finish my business for the duke.”

“Writing a medical dictionary in Welsh?” He winced at the skepticism in her voice. “I don’t believe that for a moment.” Carys reached for her bonnet and smoothed out the tangled ribbons. “Which duke are you working for, and why?”

“I can’t tell you.” He shoved his fingers through his hair. “I can only ask for your patience and understanding.”

“As if I haven’t been patient and understanding enough,” Carys snapped as she slapped the bonnet down on the table, making him jump. “Why is this ‘mission’ so important? What can a duke do to help our marriage?”

“More than you might think. He can help me recover my reputation.”

Carys snatched up her bonnet and gloves. She stomped over to the door and opened it, letting in a flurry of cold air. “Is that the most important thing to you, then? Recovering your reputation? Is it more important than your family and friends?”

Jack stared down at his hands. “It’s all I have left. You of all people should understand that.”

Carys put on her bonnet and tied the ribbons, her movements jerky. “That’s always been your problem, Jack. If you’d spent less time worrying about your precious reputation and a little more worrying about—about us, we wouldn’t be in this horrid situation.”

Jack resisted a familiar urge to howl. “I can’t deny what you have said. But I have to start rebuilding my life somewhere. I have the ability to restore my reputation. I don’t have the ability to rebuild all the relationships I so carelessly wasted by walking out.”

Carys took a step toward him. “You do if both parties are willing,” she said.

Jack couldn’t look at her. “I’m finally beginning to believe that. Richard and Gareth have been most understanding. Even my mother seems content to allow me to visit her in Bath.”

“Jack, that’s wonderful, but it’s not quite what I meant. I—”

“Let me deal with the duke first,” Jack cut her off. “Thank you for coming to warn me about Robert and my mother’s money.”

She shook her head. “There’s always a reason not to talk to me, isn’t there? Has it occurred to you that by the time you get around to it, I might no longer want to listen?”

He waited until the door slammed behind her, aware of opportunities not taken and an indefinable sense that he had somehow failed her. Was she right? Was he determined to repeat all his previous mistakes and lose her again? He couldn’t allow that.

By the time he reached the stable yard, she was already mounted on a bay horse he didn’t recognize and ready to leave. He caught her reins as she attempted to ride past him. “It‘s getting late. Will you at least accept my escort for part of the journey?”

She looked down at him. “I’m quite capable of traveling by myself. Thank you.”

“My lady, I insist. It will be dark soon, and the roads can be treacherous. I’m going the same way as you are, anyway.”

Carys gave an impatient sigh. “If I say no, you’ll just follow along behind me like a lost dog, won’t you?”

Jack smiled then, sensing victory. “Of course I will. Think of it this way. If I ride alongside you, you have the choice of ignoring me completely or reading me a lecture. You might even enjoy it.”

Carys didn’t smile, her face shadowed within the confines of her close-fitting bonnet. Jack mounted his horse and followed her. She rode astride like a countrywoman, not sidesaddle, as his mother insisted a lady should.

The wind picked up as they neared the sea. Jack rammed his hat down onto his head as the ribbons of Carys’s bonnet caught flight. Sunlight glinted and danced across the flat grey surface of the water, hiding its depths and treacherous currents.

Jack knew it would be impossible to talk to Carys in the press of traffic moving along the coast road. It wasn’t until they were well clear of Swansea and turning slowly inland toward the heart of the Gower that he was able to ride alongside her.

She gave him a faint smile, as if he were her social inferior. “I’m able to find my own way from here.” Her gaze slid away from him to the sea. “I’m sure you need to rush back to your important business with Gareth.”

Determined not to leave until he’d made her face him he brought his horse close to hers. His booted leg bumped her skirts and he cupped her elbow. “I have to settle this, Carys. If I don’t, none of us will be safe.”

“None of us are safe anyway, are we? Catastrophe can strike at any minute.”

He set his jaw. “Please. Promise me to take care. Stay away from my father.”

“I intend to.”

“Good. I’ll come for you as soon as I can.”

Carys nodded as she gathered her reins. “I’ll be waiting to hear from you.” Jack saluted and turned his horse back toward the left fork of the road. He almost missed her last words: “But don’t take too long. I’m not waiting for you forever.”



Chapter 22
 

JACK WOKE UP with a sneeze and inhaled the pungent smell of his damp buckskin breeches mingled with hay. It took him a moment to remember that he was safe and dry in the Mansell’s hayloft. Today, he and Gareth would attempt to discover if Mrs. Forester was still hiding in Rose Edwards’ cottage. Jack rolled over onto his back and stared at the rafters of the soaring hayloft. He did not anticipate success. Past experience had taught him his prize would not be easily won.

He sat up and rubbed at his skin, dislodging spikes of hay embedded in his furred chest. By now, Mrs. Forester was probably settled in France, enjoying her life as a traitor. Perhaps if he could confirm Mrs. Forester’s flight with Mrs. Edwards, the Duke of Diable Delamere would be satisfied.

Jack shook his head at his own stupidity. The duke would insist on seeing a body, living or otherwise. Down below, the stable boys laughed and joked as they mucked out the horses, indicating it was still early. Jack fastened his breeches and made his way down the rickety ladder.

His waistcoat and coat were drying on the back of a chair shoved close to the fireside in the head groomsman’s cottage. There was no sign of the shirt and stockings he had discarded after his soaking during a rain shower the night before. Jack poured himself a tankard of ale and munched on bread and butter left out for him on the table. He swung around, mug in hand, as one of the young serving maids entered.

She dropped him a curtsey. “I have a clean shirt for you, sir, and some stockings. My master’s compliments.” She laid the freshly pressed garments on the table and backed toward the door, her gaze fixed on Jack’s muscled chest.

“Thank you.” Jack bowed low.

The girl giggled, patted her curls and escaped through the door. She made Jack feel old. Before his disgrace, he would’ve taken the chance to steal a kiss and a cuddle from any serving maid who looked at him like that.

He pulled the shirt over his head, enjoying the crisp texture and the hint of fresh blue skies that clung to the fabric. In his youth he’d loved fine clothes. Now he struggled just to keep his scanty collection of garments from falling to pieces. He glanced at his boots, which sat near the fire. Despite now having the funds to replace them, the thought of discarding his last pair of custom-made army boots galled him. They were his final link with Marcus and the regiment.

Thinking of his precarious financial situation reminded him of Robert and the missing gold. What in damnation was going on? Why would his brother conceal such a thing? Jack held the thick woolen stockings out to the fire before he slid them over his feet. If he weren’t so close to finding Mrs. Forester, he would hunt Robert down and demand a few answers.

Jack extracted the scrunched-up newspapers from the toes of his boots and put them on. He grimaced as his now-warm feet met old, decayed leather. The stable yard clock struck nine and he hurried to put on his coat. Gareth was expecting him in the manor house kitchen.

After another hearty breakfast, Jack submitted to the unenthusiastic ministrations of Richard’s valet, who blackened his hair and eyebrows with a concoction of coal dust and hair powder that made Jack sneeze like the devil. Gareth collected his hat, while marveling at Jack’s disguise and hoping it didn’t rain. Eventually, Jack escorted him briskly to the stables.

“Now remember, Gareth. Your task is to get all the ladies in the parlor while I ask the servants about any interesting comings and goings.”

Gareth frowned as he tied the strings of his cloak. “I’m not stupid. You’ve explained my role at least twenty times. I won’t let you down.”

Jack held the stirrup while Gareth mounted the placid horse. “If you sense anything untoward, pay your respects and leave.”

Gareth clicked his tongue impatiently—whether at Jack or at the horse, Jack decided not to ask. He walked alongside as a servant should, enjoying the brisk breeze. Weak sunshine poured over the huddle of whitewashed cottages. Fleecy clouds scudded across the mottled blue sky like a flock of anxious sheep.

On his return the previous evening, Jack had taken the opportunity to discreetly question Richard Mansell about Robert. To Jack’s dismay, Richard hadn’t been able to provide any further information about Robert’s recent activities.

Jack pushed his hat down low over his brow and covered his coal-blackened hair. He wrapped his muffler around the lower half of his face. He doubted he’d bump into Mrs. Forester, but it never hurt to take precautions.

As agreed, Gareth visited two other cottages before he turned his horse toward Mrs. Edwards’. Jack waited at the gate, holding the horse. Gareth made his way up the path and knocked on the front door. It seemed to take an age before someone answered.

As soon as Gareth disappeared into the house, Jack took the horse around to the rear of the property and tied him up. Jack knocked briskly on the kitchen door. A flustered maid, her lace cap askew on her reddish hair, appeared.

Jack touched the brim of his hat and spoke in Welsh. “Bore Da. Gallau I gael tipyn bach o ddwr I’m ceffyl gwelch yn dda?”

“What?” The maid looked confused.

Jack repeated himself in heavily accented English.

“You want some water for your master’s horse?” She glanced back over her shoulder, as if someone stood behind her. “I’m sure Mrs. Evans, the cook, wouldn’t mind if you help yourself from the outside pump. There’s a bucket in the scullery here.” She tensed like a bird poised for flight as a voice called her name.

“Mia!”

Jack smiled reassuringly. “I’ll manage, Miss Mia. And if you and cook don’t mind a bit of company, perhaps I could come inside and beg a cup of tea?”

The maid disappeared, leaving Jack stranded on the step, his question unanswered. He pushed open the door and followed the girl into the house. To his left stood the scullery, a dank, uninviting hole with a mud-splattered slate floor. A patched carpet ran along the center of the windowless corridor leading to the main house.

Jack collected a bucket from the scullery and pumped water for the horse. After tying the gelding securely to the fence, he ventured back into the house. He found his way to the kitchen by following the rise and fall of Mia’s complaining voice.

Cook stood at the large pine table, stirring something in a bowl. Mia was opposite her, arranging various items on a tea tray. Jack focused his attention on the cook, knowing from past experience that she would need to be treated like a queen.

“Bore Da, ma’am.”

The cook stopped stirring and gave Jack a comprehensive appraisal. He felt like a kitchen maid who’d forgotten to clean out the saucepans. Something about her protruding green eyes and sandy-colored hair seemed familiar.

“It’s Mrs. Evans to you, young man. And I don’t hold with that heathen language in my kitchen. Either speak English like a Christian or get out.”

Jack bowed to hide a smile. “Good morning, ma’am. My master, the Very Reverend Gareth Davies is in your mistress’s parlor. May I sit with you a while?”

Mrs. Evans pointed her wooden spoon at a chair, and Jack hastened to sit.

“Mia has to get tea for the vicar and the ladies. When she comes back, if she doesn’t take all day about it, she’ll make a pot for us.”

Jack sighed in appreciation as he looked around the spotless kitchen. The succulent smell of roasting lamb blended with the scent of recently baked bread. He’d never thought about food until forced to earn his own living. As a child, he’d run in and out of the massive kitchens of Llewelyn Hall, snatching pies and apples with scarce a thought for where they came from.

“I love the smell of baking bread,” Jack said. “I wish I knew how to make it properly. Mine always comes out looking like a flat slab of paving stone.”

Mrs. Evan’s pale eyebrows rose as she continued to whip the contents of the bowl in the crook of her arm. “And where would a man such as you learn to bake bread?”

Jack gave her an airy salute. “In the army, ma’am. I also learned to eat anything we could catch, kill and gut.”

Mia picked up the heavy tray. Jack counted four cups alongside the teapot, milk jug and strainer. He jumped to his feet and opened the kitchen door for her.

“Your mistress has children then?” Jack resettled himself in the chair.

Mrs. Evans sat opposite him and added eggs to the softened butter in the bowl. “Why do you say that?”

Jack pointed at the door. “There were four cups on the tray.” He attempted a wink. “I’m always on the look out for young ladies of marriageable age who might like to elope with me.”

Mrs. Evans frowned and peered into the mixing bowl as if the eggs had curdled. “Mrs. Edwards has only one daughter, and you’d better keep your unclean thoughts to yourself. She’s too soft for the likes of you.”

Jack grinned. “Ah, she also has a son then, to keep unwanted admirers from her daughter’s path.”

“No, no son.”

When Mrs. Evans didn’t elaborate, Jack got up to attend to the kettle that threatened to boil over on the stove. He poured steaming water into the brown earthenware teapot, added a meager scoop of tea at the cook’s direction and replaced the lid.

Mia returned, her face flushed, and slammed the kitchen door behind her. “She laughed and told me my cap was on crooked in front of the vicar.”

The cook looked up from weighing out the flour. “It is crooked. I told you that ten minutes ago.”

Mia sighed as she extracted three unmatched cups from the dresser and put them on the table. “I hope she goes soon. She expects me to act like a parlor maid to the Queen.”

Jack poured the tea, his interest piqued. “Is it Miss Edwards you’re referring to?” He glanced across at the cook. “You might be right, Mrs. Evans. She doesn’t sound like the girl for me.”

Mia slumped in her chair and pouted. “Miss Edwards is a darling. It’s her aunt who’s the fly in the ointment.” She sipped at her tea, both hands clasped around the thick pottery. “Mrs. High and Mighty was only supposed to be here for a few days. Then she became ill, and I had to look after her.”

“Now Mia, that’s quite enough,” Mrs. Evans admonished. “It wasn’t the poor lady’s fault she caught the chicken pox.”

Jack gulped his tea. Had Mrs. Forester contracted a children’s disease? It was highly likely any ship would refuse to transport her if they feared she was infectious, especially with something that resembled smallpox. “Is she well now?” He glanced around the kitchen as if he feared to encounter the disease.

Mia offered him more tea and a plate of welsh cakes. “Apart from a few scars on her face, she seems to have recovered quite well.” Her expression brightened. “I believe she intends to leave by the end of the week.”

The bell for the parlor tinkled on the board above the doorway.

Mia straightened her cap and got slowly to her feet. “I suppose I should go and see what they want.”

Jack exchanged an amused glance with Mrs. Evans as Mia trudged out of the kitchen. “I assume Mia is a recent acquisition to the household?”

Mrs. Evans smiled. “She is that.” She put her cup down on the table. “What I want to know is why the son of the Duke of Carmarthen is masquerading as a servant.”

Jack winced. “I thought it was you, Miss…” What on earth was her name? He and Robert had called her Gertie Gooseberry because of her slightly bulging green eyes. “…Miss Howard, but I was hoping I’d made a mistake.”

“I was only an assistant cook when I first met you at Llewelyn Hall.” Mrs. Evans put her mixing bowl down on the table with a thump. “But all the coal dust in the world couldn’t disguise you, Master Jack. How many times did you wheedle food out of me when I knew I’d get into trouble for giving it to you?”

Jack squeezed her work-roughened hand. “Probably far too many. My only excuse is that I was a growing boy.”

Mrs. Evans took back her hand. “And what is your excuse now to come prying around the homes of God-fearing folk?”

Jack gestured at his worn clothing. “My father disinherited me. I have to earn a living, just like you do.”

“I know that,” Mrs. Evans tutted dismissively. “But I also know Reverend Davies doesn’t have a man to follow him around when he goes visiting. He’s far too poor.”

Jack arched an eyebrow. “Perhaps I’m doing this out of the goodness of my heart.”

Mrs. Evans stared right back at him.

Jack tried to decide how much information he could trust his former childhood ally with. “I’m working for the government. I need to know if you have a Mrs. Forester staying at the house.”

Mia came in backwards through the kitchen door, bearing the tray of teacups. “They want more tea and cakes now. Will they ever stop?”

“Mia.” Mrs. Evans spoke firmly, although her attention remained on Jack. “You are employed as a maid. Now do your job.” Under cover of Mia’s flouncing and complaints, Mrs. Evans moved closer. “A Mrs. Forester is staying here. I cannot imagine what interest the government would have in her. She’s my mistress’s sister.”

Jack felt a surge of triumph. She was still here, delayed by an unexpected attack of the chicken pox. It seemed the Fates had decided to favor him for once.

Mia returned to the drawing room, loaded with cakes and tea.

Jack got to his feet. “If you see any signs that Mrs. Forester intends to leave this house by stealth, will you contact Richard Mansell at the manor house?”

Mrs. Evans nodded as she poured her cake batter into greased tins. “I will do that for you, Master Jack. I’ve never known you to lie to me.”

Jack removed the bowl from her hands and kissed her reddened cheeks. “Thank you, Mrs. Evans. It’s been a pleasure.”

She swatted his face with her flour-covered fingers. “Get along with you, and give my regards to your family.”

Jack helped himself to another cake and headed for the door. “I rarely see my family, but I’ll certainly pass on your good wishes if the occasion arises.” He crammed his hat over his coal-darkened hair. “I’ll return to escort the reverend home. Tell him not to worry.”

He turned and started the steep climb back up the hill. He needed to write a short note to the duke and get Richard to send it post haste to London.

By the time he reached Richard’s study, Jack was panting with the effort. He’d used the secret entrance Richard had shown him to avoid bumping into any of the Mansells’ guests. The last thing he needed was Mrs. Mansell or Oliver Rice spotting him.

There was no sign of Richard as Jack scribbled his note and sealed it. He paused before he wrote the direction. Should he leave the note with the butler, or on Richard’s desk? Jack glanced out the window, where the morning sun climbed to its highest point. He had to go back for Gareth.

Jack slid the note under Richard’s ornate inkwell and hurried into the hall. He looked up and saw the Mansells’ guests descending the stairs for lunch. He caught a glimpse of Richard and Oliver’s surprised faces before he ducked back out of sight. Changing direction, he went through the baize door into the servant’s quarters.

Hamilton, Richard’s valet, was having his lunch at the crowded kitchen table. Jack took a moment to murmur in his ear. “I’ve left an important message for your master in his study. Would you be so good as to mention it to him after your luncheon?”

Hamilton, a most superior valet, inclined his head a regal inch. “Yes, sir. I will, sir. Now, please go and wash the soot out of your hair. You are destroying my master’s clothing.”

Jack patted the valet on the back, knowing how much he hated his clothes to be wrinkled. “Thanks for your help with that, Hamilton. You did a remarkable job.”

* * *
 

By the time Jack arrived, panting, at the bottom of the hill, Gareth had already mounted his horse and started back up the path. He smiled triumphantly down at Jack.

“I believe we have succeeded. Mrs. Forester is definitely staying at her sisters. I had the pleasure of her company for over an hour. She seemed such a nice woman. And I came away with a donation for my widows and orphans fund.”

Jack groaned as they started the long trek back up the hill. “I’m glad it went well and I’m grateful for your assistance. I intend to get into the house tonight and ‘persuade’ her to return with me.”

Gareth grabbed his hat as the wind tugged playfully at the brim. “At what time do I need to be ready?”

“You don’t,” Jack replied. “I’m going by myself.” He could almost taste Gareth’s disappointment. “I can’t risk your life. You’ve done more than enough already.”

They continued in silence, the only sound the clop of the horse’s hooves.

Eventually, Gareth heaved a sigh. “I suppose you’re right. A man of the cloth can’t break into a private dwelling and kidnap a defenseless woman.”

“I wouldn’t want you to be struck by a lightning bolt from your employer because of me. Besides, whatever would I tell Carys?”

Gareth’s lugubrious expression eased and Jack started to smile. The unmistakable crack of a pistol shot exploded in front of him. The horse reared, sending Gareth falling toward Jack. Acting on well-honed instincts, Jack allowed Gareth’s weight to take them both to the ground and into a convenient scrub of bushes.

After a few cautious minutes, Jack raised his head and studied the barren terrain. The horse had disappeared. He had to assume the single shot had been fired from the grounds of Oxwich Manor above them.

Jack patted Gareth’s shoulder. “For a moment there, I thought God had spoken.” His breath caught as he gazed at his hand, which was covered in the blood oozing from Gareth’s shoulder. Gritting his teeth, Jack turned his best friend onto his back. “Gareth, can you hear me?”

Gareth’s freckled face was slack, his eyes closed. Jack felt for a pulse, his fingers cold and clumsy in his haste. He mouthed a silent prayer of thanks as he felt Gareth’s life force flicker under his fingertips. He had no idea in which direction the horse had bolted and could only hope it had the sense to return to its stable and raise the alarm.

Jack cradled Gareth in his arms as he considered his options. Did he carry Gareth down the hill, alerting everyone in Mrs. Edwards’ cottage to his presence? Or did he continue on up and risk the unknown gunman taking another shot at them? If he could only reach one of the entrances to the secret passages under Oxwich Manor…

It started to rain in earnest. The sun disappeared behind towering black clouds. Jack slid an arm under Gareth hoisting him over his shoulder. There was no other choice. He had to keep moving upward and pray that someone came to help him soon.



Chapter 23
 

“CONFOUND IT, MAN. You can’t go haring across the countryside in your current state!” Richard pushed Jack none too gently back into his seat. The room was empty of furniture, apart from the rocking chair Jack sat in and a ladies’ writing desk. Faded curtains embroidered with horses and peeling blue alphabet wallpaper indicated that Jack’s present hiding place had once been a schoolroom.

Jack clenched his teeth in an effort to control the shudders of cold racing through him. Two hours struggling up a storm-swept hillside carrying an unconscious man had taken their toll. He sipped the warm spiced cider Richard’s cook had prepared for him, enjoying its fiery heat.

Richard had met him just beyond the outer wall and smuggled him and Gareth up the back stairs to the deserted nursery floor of the main house. Gareth lay in the room connected to his.

“I have to let Carys know that Gareth is injured. She needs to inform his wife.”

Richard made an impatient gesture. “Just give me her direction and I’ll send someone.” Jack studied his friend until Richard’s gaze grew indignant. “Does your silence imply that you don’t trust me?”

“As I said, the shot came from above us.” Jack forced the cider down his aching throat. “If you were in my position, I expect you’d be wary too.”

Richard raked a hand through his short brown hair. “But it could’ve been anyone! Perhaps it was a poacher or one of the local lads shooting at seagulls. Why do you assume it was me?”

“Because I doubt the shot was meant for Gareth. And if you do have plans to kill me, I’ll be damned if I let you involve my wife.”

Richard crouched in front of Jack. “I give you my word that I didn’t take a shot at you. Do you want me to get a Bible and swear to that?”

Jack didn’t have the heart to tell Richard that his personal belief in God had been shaken by the war. Richard was a gentleman and he still believed his word meant something. It occurred to Jack that he had no choice but to accept Richard’s help. If he intended to recapture Mrs. Forester, he needed to remain in Oxwich, not go chasing after Carys. “I’ll give you her father’s direction. He will be able to get a message to her.”

Richard got to his feet, a purposeful gleam in his eyes. “I’ll send my best man. Carys should have the news well before morning.”

Jack hoped she would be successful in finding someone to come and collect Gareth, preferably with a carriage or a cart. The bullet had passed through the fleshy part of Gareth’s upper arm without burying itself in the bone. For once, Jack had blessed his battlefield experience, which had helped him prevent any serious blood loss until help arrived. Apart from a large bump on Gareth’s forehead, where the horse had reared back and collided with his face, he was relatively unscathed.

Richard reached the door and Jack remembered something else. “Did you dispatch the note I left you earlier to the duke?”

“I don’t recall seeing a note.” Richard frowned. “Where did you leave it?”

“On your desk. I asked Hamilton to remind you about it when I saw him in the kitchen at lunchtime.”

Richard’s face cleared. “I haven’t been in my study since this morning. I took my mother and Lady Rice out for an airing in the carriage right after lunch. Come to think of it, I haven’t seen Hamilton either. By the time we returned from our outing, Gareth’s horse had turned up in the stable yard, and everyone feared the worst.”

Jack pulled the woolen blanket up around his shoulders as another spate of shivering rattled his bones. If Richard was telling the truth, it was unlikely he’d been alone for long enough to attempt to injure Jack or Gareth.

“I’ll send both messengers off as soon as you’ve written a note to Carys.” Richard said. “You’ll find all you need in the desk.”

Jack glanced at the oak writing desk situated between the two windows. “Thank you, Richard.”

Some of the stiffness eased from Richard’s broad shoulders. “I’m just trying to help. Please allow me to do that at least.”

Jack finished his cider and got to his feet. His body shouted in protest as he forced his aching muscles to obey him. The door to Gareth’s room was ajar. Jack peered through the crack and ascertained that Gareth still slept. If he avoided an infection in his arm, Gareth’s chances of a complete recovery were excellent.

Still clutching the blanket around his shoulders, Jack turned to the desk. He moved a candle from the mantelpiece and placed it on the top of the bureau. Outside, fingers of fog crept across the darkening skies and reached down to caress the misshapen treetops like celestial gardeners.

Jack knew he couldn’t deal with Mrs. Forester tonight. His body was too shaken to see him through. He smiled grimly at his faint reflection in the windowpane. It had only taken one shot to plunge him back into the mayhem of war and set his nerves jangling and his gut puking. But all was not lost. If Mia was right, he had at least two more days before Mrs. Forester intended to leave.

It took Jack only a few minutes to compose a short, carefully worded note to Carys and seal it with wax. By the time the wax cooled, Richard had returned.

“I can’t find the note you left me.”

Jack nodded slowly. “That might explain why someone tried to kill either Gareth or me. The person might have inferred that we had stumbled upon some vital information.”

Richard paced the hearth rug, his hands behind his back. “How discreet was the note?”

“Very. All I said was that I had discovered something of interest and hoped to return with it within the week.”

“That could mean anything. If one of the servants read it, he could’ve assumed it referred to the local smuggling ring. Unless the French have a spy within this house, I doubt anyone connected the note with Mrs. Forester’s intended removal from the country.”

Jack couldn’t dispute Richard’s reasoning. “It’s my damn fault for not handing the note directly to you or to Hamilton.”

Richard stopped pacing. “That’s another thing. There’s no sign of him either.”



Chapter 24
 

CARYS KNOCKED FIRMLY on the kitchen door of Oxwich Manor. By the end of the exhausting journey, dawn had broken over the iron-grey sea, lightening the darkness ahead of her. She stamped her feet to dislodge the melted ice on her kid boots and knocked again. Despite the early hour, Carys knew some poor soul had to be awake, tending to the ovens or boiling copious amounts of water to carry up for the family and guests.

A young maid wearing a stained apron and pink checked dress opened the door, her eyes wide.

Carys smiled as she removed her gloves. “I’ve come to see the Reverend Davies. Can you take me up to his room?”

The maid bobbed a hurried curtsey. “I’d have to ask Mr. Mansell about that, ma’am, and he isn’t up yet. Would you like to wait in the kitchen whilst I go and fetch him?”

“It’s all right, Gladys.” A familiar male figure appeared behind the maid. “I’ll take care of the lady.”

Jack hadn’t shaved, and dark bruises marred the left side of his face. He took Carys by the hand and sat her down at the large pine table. Without consulting her, he poured a cup of tea and slid a large bowl of porridge laced with honey in front of her. Jack knew her well enough to understand that food would always sweeten her temper.

While she ate, Jack sat opposite her, cradling a mug of tea. “I should’ve known you’d come yourself.”

Carys put down her spoon and searched his face for a clue as to his mood. He didn’t seem particularly pleased to see her, but what else could she have done? Despite her fears for Owen’s safety, Gareth’s difficulties were more immediate.

“I rode ahead, but Gwyneth is organizing a cart to come and bring Gareth home. My maid, Martha, will accompany him.”

Jack nodded his attention fixed on his tea. “Gareth’s recovering well. The bullet wound seems to be free of infection—”

“The bullet wound? Your note said that Gareth had fallen from his horse and was unconscious.”

Jack half-smiled and rubbed his shoulder. “He did fall from his horse, right on top of me. In a vain attempt not to alarm you, I neglected to mention that he was shot at first. Although I have to assume the bullet was meant for me.”

Carys struggled to breathe. “How could you place my brother in such danger? He’s a man of the cloth!”

“I didn’t expect this mission to be dangerous or else I would never have allowed Gareth to accompany me.” Jack gave her a disgusted look. “Give me some credit.”

Carys pointed to the ceiling. “My brother lies wounded in his bed and you tell me not to worry? God, Jack. Just because you choose to live in a world where bloodshed and death are the norm, don’t assume the rest of us are used to it.”

Jack hunched his shoulders. “Say what you like. You won’t be able to make me feel any worse than I already do. Gareth is my best friend and I almost got him killed. I wish it had been me more than anything else on God’s earth.”

Carys studied his defeated posture. “Do you know why someone attempted to shoot you? Is it because of this business you are involved in for the duke?”

“I should imagine so.” His guarded expression reminded her of Owen when he was caught out in a lie.

Carys laid her palms flat on the table. “I think it’s time you told me exactly what is going on. You owe me that much.”

By the time Jack finished his tale, the kitchen staff milled around them, preparing breakfast for the household. Carys would’ve found it hard to believe his outlandish story of French spies and escaped criminals if it were not for her brother’s wounded presence upstairs.

Carys sipped her tea as Jack sat back and waited for her reaction. She still didn’t understand why he’d gotten involved with the silly business anyway, and yet she feared to ask. It might lead to the discussion Jack had already refused to take part in until he’d finished his mission.

“May I see Gareth now?”

Jack blinked. “Aren’t you going to ask me a thousand uncomfortable questions and then criticize all my answers?”

Carys rose to her feet. “I don’t have time for that. Once I start, I’ll have you pinned to that chair for days, and I really would like to see my brother.”

A reluctant smile appeared on Jack’s face. “I’ll take you up to him.” He escorted her to the narrow servant’s stairway. “I hope you don’t mind using the servant’s entrances and exits. Mrs. Mansell is rather a difficult woman and she loves a scandal.”

Carys picked up her skirts and followed Jack. “I remember her well. She always took great delight in my misfortunes and felt obliged to share them with every passing acquaintance.”

Jack was still smiling when they arrived outside Gareth’s room, which was situated in the unused nursery wing. He knocked on the door and allowed Carys to enter in front of him.

Gareth lay propped up in bed on a mound of pillows, his eyes open and his left arm in a sling. “Carys, what a nice surprise.”

His voice sounded thin and his color was high. Carys sat next to Gareth and held his right hand. His skin felt hot and dry under her fingers.

“Brother, whatever have you been doing? Gwyneth will never let you out of her sight again.”

Gareth managed a faint crack of laughter. “Don’t ask.”

Jack laid a casual hand on Gareth’s brow. “You still have a fever. Make sure you drink plenty of water and don’t touch any spirits.”

“As if I could.” Gareth groaned. “Between you and Richard, I’m in danger of being coddled to death.”

Carys squeezed his fingers. “Wait until Gwyneth gets her hands on you. Perhaps you’ll miss your kind friends.” Gareth’s listlessness worried her, and she caught Jack’s eye. “You’ll feel much better when you’re at home in your own bed with your family and friends around you, won’t he, Jack?”

Jack nodded. “Carys is going to take you home as soon as I consider you well enough to travel. And that will be when this fever comes down.”

Gareth opened his eyes. “Thank you, Jack. You saved my life. If you hadn’t stayed with me, I would’ve died out in that storm.’”

Jack shrugged. “If I hadn’t asked you to accompany me, you wouldn’t have been shot, so don’t make me into some kind of hero. Your sister wouldn’t agree with you at all.” He turned to the door. “I’m going to ask cook to brew up some more of that fever-reducing medicine. Carys, you can join me in the kitchen when you are ready.”

Carys bent to kiss Gareth’s bruised cheek. “Martha will be arriving with a cart shortly to take you home.”

Gareth’s breathing changed and he gripped her arm. “Don’t let Jack retrieve Mrs. Forester by himself, will you? Make sure Richard Mansell goes with him.”

Carys patted his hand. “I don’t know what you are talking about.”

Gareth’s hold tightened. “He intends to go into Mrs. Edwards’ house tonight and take Mrs. Forester back to London with him.”

Carys tried for a conciliatory tone. “Jack’s unlikely to agree to me telling him what he can or cannot do. And besides, I need to go home with you.”

Gareth winced as he tried to draw himself up in the bed. “I’ll be quite safe with Martha and whoever is driving the cart. Please stay. Jack has no one.”

Carys stared at him, unable to ignore the unspoken plea in his eyes. After hearing Jack’s stories about Mrs. Forester, it did seem churlish to leave him without help. “All right. I’ll stay and talk to Richard Mansell if you want me to, although how I’m going to explain this to Jack, I don’t know.”

“You’ll think of something.” Gareth’s eyes started to close again. “There’s a good girl. Take care of him. He loves you very much.”

Sleep overcame him. Carys allowed the truth of Gareth’s words to flood her senses. Whatever Jack had done, he did love her. She could feel it when he touched her, see it in his eyes and even breathe it in. It was no use denying it. Jack had given that sense of joy back to her as surely as he’d destroyed it when he’d left.

Could she trust him to keep his word this time and continue to love her, or would she be forced back into silence and darkness? Carys kissed Gareth’s hand, tucked it under the covers and went to find Richard Mansell.

* * *
 

“Are you insane?”

Despite his casual stance, Jack’s brown eyes glittered with disbelief. Carys had finally run him to ground in the coachman’s cottage after he’d given Gareth his medicine.

“No, Jack. I am merely attempting to honor a promise I made to my brother. Mr. Mansell informed me that he needs to remain at Oxwich Manor for the plan to succeed, and that leaves me to accompany you. “

Jack took a step toward her, his hands fisted at his sides. Carys refused to retreat. “You’re a woman. You wear long skirts, you never stop talking and you squeak at bats. How on earth do you expect me to take you along on a nighttime raid?”

Carys folded her arms across her chest. “I haven’t ‘squeaked’ at a bat since I was fourteen. I only ‘squeaked’ at it then because you tossed it in my face.”

Jack shrugged. “That’s irrelevant. You are still a woman.”

Enraged, Carys stepped forward and jabbed him in the chest with her fingertip. “Granted, I am a woman but I’m not a fool. I can wear men’s clothing and follow instructions. I can be quiet. And as for taking orders, you’ve been ordering me around for most of my life.”

Her attempt at humor didn’t penetrate Jack’s uncompromising frown.

She poked him hard in the chest again. “I intend to wait outside the house for you. If you return with Mrs. Forester, all’s well and good. If you don’t, I can raise the alarm.”

Jack looked down at her upturned face, his mouth set in a thin line. “And if I refuse to allow you to accompany me?”

Carys fluttered her eyelashes. “I’ll follow you anyway.”

Jack stepped closer until the toes of his boots lined up with hers. “And if I ask Richard to lock you up for the night?”

“I’ll scream so loudly they’ll hear me in Swansea.”

“Damn you.” Jack brought his head down and kissed her mouth.

With a satisfied sigh, Carys brought her arms up around his neck. In between kisses she murmured, “It’ll be all right, Jack. I promise I’ll be good.”

Jack moved out of her arms, his expression resigned. “That’s exactly what I’m afraid of.”



Chapter 25
 

CARYS CROUCHED ALONGSIDE Jack behind the wall that surrounded Mrs. Edwards’ cottage. The sea was at high tide. It roared on the beach below them, rattled pebbles and dragged sand backwards in its powerful current. Carys had braided her hair and borrowed some clothes from one of Richard’s grooms. Jack caught her eye and she grinned. She was enjoying herself. He didn’t know why he was surprised. As a child she’d always been a daredevil. Only marriage to him had succeeded in breaking her spirit.

He thought of her unsuccessful pregnancies and her efforts to appease his mother. He’d not been the only one in their marriage faced with constant battles. She’d faded away before his eyes, and he’d never had the time or the ability to make her understand that he loved her just the way she was. Carys was right. Their marriage had become a sham long before he demanded she leave with him. She’d lost faith in him.

He stole another glance at her. Despite what she’d gone through, or perhaps because of it, she had emerged as a stronger, more forceful person. Someone he admired, someone he could love without reservation.

Jack brought his thoughts back to the matter in hand. Richard had arranged for a closed carriage and a maid to escort Mrs. Forester to London in Jack’s care. All Jack had to do was get Mrs. Forester back to the stable yard at Oxwich Manor without creating a scene.

Jack pressed his hand against the gate and it swung inwards without a sound. He’d sent a message to Mrs. Evans and asked her to leave the back door of the house unlocked as well.

He glanced across at Carys and touched her shoulder. “If I don’t come out of the house within a half hour, take yourself up the hill to Richard.” He tightened his grip. “You are not to enter Mrs. Edwards house under any circumstances. Do you understand?”

Carys rolled her eyes. “Yes, Jack. You’ve repeated yourself a thousand times. If there’s any hint of trouble, I’ll fetch help.”

“Do you have Richard’s watch?”

Carys held up the heavy gold pocket watch for his inspection. He flipped open the engraved case and checked that the time was correct.

“Aren’t you going to check your own watch?” Carys asked.

“I don’t have one.”

“What about the one your father gave you when you turned twenty-one?”

“I pawned it several years ago. At that point of my pitiful existence, having the time seemed less vital than having something to eat.”

Carys touched his cheek. “You have changed. When I first knew you, I suspect your pride would have demanded you keep the watch.”

Jack trapped her fingers against his face. “Hunger is a hard master. I like to think I’ve learned what the true priorities are in a man’s life.”

“And what are they?” Carys whispered.

“Health, gainful employment and self-respect.”

“Is that all?”

Jack brushed his mouth over the top of Carys’s head, inhaling her sweet perfume and the tang of the sea. “Perhaps that’s all I deserve.”

Carys pulled away until she could stare at him. “That’s nonsense. You told me you seek to restore your reputation.”

Jack felt his lips twitch at her flare of temper. At least she hadn’t mentioned love again. “That is my plan.”

“And restoring Mrs. Forester to the Duke of Diable Delamere will miraculously achieve that?”

Jack closed the watch with a snap. “This is hardly the place to discuss this.”

Carys’s mouth set in a firm line. “You said we had to wait until it was completely dark. We have time enough.”

Jack dropped the watch back into her outstretched palm and folded her fingers around it. He made himself comfortable on the ground. “It’s quite simple. If I return Mrs. Forester to the duke, he will use his influence to discover why I was blamed for the incident in Spain.”

“When Oliver’s brother died, and Marcus Stortford was captured by the French?”

Jack nodded. “During the ambush, some important papers were stolen from me. By the time I was released from hospital, I had been accused, tried and convicted by my commanding officer of passing information to the French.”

Carys’s fingers dug into his knee. “The same man who had you flogged?”

“Aye, the same. No one was prepared to listen to my side of the story. My father made matters worse when he attempted to ‘persuade’ the officials that I was suffering from some mental disorder. His intervention made it seem as if there really was something to hide.”

“But do you truly believe one of the other men with you was responsible for what happened?”

Jack shook his head. “I’ve had five years to think about it, and I’m no closer to discovering the truth. I would trust Marcus Stortford with my life. I have to believe the French discovered us by accident and simply gained more than they bargained for.”

Carys resettled herself on the ground, her knees drawn up to her chin. “I still don’t understand what this has to do with the duke.”

Jack searched her upturned face in the moonlight. If he died tonight, he would like to think that at least Carys understood what he’d tried to achieve. “There have been rumors over the years that Marcus is alive and being held for ransom in rural Spain,” he said carefully. “If I aid the duke and other interested parties, they have promised to help me find Marcus.”

Carys nodded. “And if he is found, he should be able to corroborate your story and clear you of blame.”

Jack held her gaze. “That’s why I need to capture Mrs. Forester. The duke indicated that he will be most grateful for her return.”

The sonorous boom of the stable yard clock at Oxwich Manor sounded one mournful note above their heads.

Carys came up on her knees and put her arms around Jack. She kissed his mouth. “Be careful, Jack.”

He opened his mouth to fully appreciate the softness of her lips. He felt as if he was receiving absolution, like a knight of old, going into battle with his lady’s favor on his helm. He kissed her back, and a bittersweet sensation hollowed his gut. Would knowing about Marcus make Carys more vulnerable to Captain Fury, or would it help protect her? Should he have mentioned that threat as well?

“Carys…”

The faint boom of the stable clock sounded from above them, and Carys’s bright face was swept by shadows. Jack broke off the kiss. The moon’s luster disappeared under the clouds, leaving him chilled and ready to move.

“Wait here, cariad. I’ll be back soon.”

* * *
 

Jack paused on the narrow landing at the top of the servant’s stairs. The scent of roast chicken and plum pudding clung to the air. The house was quiet, apart from the odd rattling snores emerging from Mrs. Edwards’s bedroom. Jack turned and studied the two remaining doors. Mrs. Evans had told him Mrs. Forester’s room was at the back of the house, over the kitchen. Silently mouthing a prayer, Jack turned the doorknob and slipped into the darkened room.

Mrs. Forester’s startled gasp froze him in his tracks. “Jack Llewelyn! What on earth are you doing here?”

Too late, Jack remembered he had forgotten to blacken his hair. Mrs. Forester lay on the top of her bed, her blond hair and doll-like features almost hidden by her black bonnet. She wore a thick coat, as if she were about to call for her carriage. She opened her mouth to scream in earnest. Jack took a flying leap onto the bed, grabbed the bedclothes and efficiently rolled Mrs. Forester up in them.

He placed his hand over her mouth and cursed as she tried to bite his fingers. Leaning down, he pulled off her shoe and stripped her stocking from one of her wildly kicking legs, securing the stocking over her mouth.

He shoved her shoe back on and paused to gather his thoughts and his breath. Mrs. Forester continued to thrash about like a fish on a line, but she wasn’t able to get free. Jack picked her up and tossed her over his shoulder. As quietly as he could, he made his way down the stairs and out into the garden.

Carys stood as he closed the gate behind him. Jack fought a smile as he imagined what a ludicrous picture he presented. Mrs. Forester’s yellow satin counterpane dragged on the ground at his feet. He hastened to set it to rights before he tripped.

“Did you have to carry her like that?”

Jack nodded as he resettled a moaning Mrs. Forester against his shoulder and started the climb back up to Oxwich Manor. “I didn’t have any choice in the matter. She was wide awake and set to scream. At least she’s warm.” A prickle of unease heightened his senses. He glanced around the deserted hillside as he climbed. “Carys, take my gun from my pocket and be prepared to use it, should anyone try to stop us.”

He felt her slide her hand into his coat pocket and carefully remove the weapon. She was a fair shot; he’d taught her himself.

The lights of Oxwich Manor swam into view through the gathering sea mist as he gained level ground. He followed the well-worn path around to the stables, conscious of Carys by his side. A black unmarked coach and two horses stood ready in the quiet stable yard. Jack thought he caught a glimpse of Richard in the coachman’s cottage window and headed that way.

As he entered the low doorway, Jack bent his knees in an effort not to knock his reluctant passenger unconscious.

Richard scowled, his gaze fixed over Jack’s left shoulder. “Jack…”

“Put Mrs. Forester down, please.” Captain Fury’s cool voice came from behind Jack along with the unmistakable sound of a pistol being cocked.

He allowed Mrs. Forester to slide to the floor, although he kept her anchored to his side. Two other men, both armed and masked, appeared from the hallway.

Richard took a step forward. “I’m sorry, Llewelyn. They were inside the coach when it arrived. It seems my valet was working for Captain Fury all along.”

Jack smiled as Carys moved closer and gave him back his gun, her movements concealed by the unwieldy cocooned bulk of Mrs. Forester. “That’s quite all right, Richard. I should have known that the good captain would appear to scupper my plans.”

Captain Fury leaned against the door, his pistol leveled at Jack’s chest. “I give you my thanks for bringing Mrs. Forester this far. As you probably realized, she was set to leave with me, tonight.” He sighed. “ I can’t allow you to take her to the duke.”

Jack tightened his grip on his gun. “And why is that?”

“Because I’ve promised the French they can have her. They’ve already paid me.”

Carys rounded on Captain Fury, her expression indignant. “I don’t know who you are, sir, but handing a criminal wanted by the British government over to the French smacks of treason.”

Captain Fury smiled but kept his attention and his pistol pointed at Jack. “I assume this is your wife? It appears her temper reflects the color of her hair.”

Jack glanced at Carys, who was advancing on Captain Fury. “He is a very dangerous man, cariad. Unless you want to be free of me for good, may I suggest you hold your tongue?”

To Jack’s relief, Carys went still. “I don’t see why he should be allowed to ruin your plans,” she said.

“Neither do I, love, but there are three of them, and they all have guns. I scarcely think we are in a position to argue.”

“Move away from him, my lady,” Captain Fury commanded. “Go and stand by Mr. Mansell.”

After a nod from Jack, Carys stalked across to join Richard.

“Now you, Jack. Hand Mrs. Forester over.”

Jack brought his pistol up in one sharp movement and placed the end of the barrel on Mrs. Forester’s cheek. To his annoyance, she suddenly came to life and began to squeak and struggle.

Captain Fury locked eyes with Jack but spoke to his men. “Rhys, knock Mr. Mansell out. Tom, keep hold of Lady Jack.”

Jack tried to turn sideways to keep both Captain Fury and Carys in view, but Mrs. Forester’s erratic movements hampered him. He heard a body fall to the floor and assumed it was Richard.

A second later, one of the men grunted. “The bitch bit me!”

Before Jack could react, Captain Fury strode across the small room and grabbed Carys’s arm. His clenched fist caught the side of her face and she sagged in his grasp. “Drop your pistol and give Mrs. Forester to me, or I will kill your wife.”

Cold fury exploded in Jack’s gut as he stared at Carys’s limp form. He gazed into Captain Fury’s implacable gray eyes and knew he had no choice. “You’ll pay for that. Now let her go and I will give you Mrs. Forester.”

Captain Fury smiled, his teeth surprisingly white and even. It occurred to Jack that the captain spoke like an educated gentleman. “How about we trade armfuls at the same time?”

Unable to speak, Jack nodded and turned to face his enemy. His mouth felt like it was full of ashes as he placed his pistol on the floor in front of him. Captain Fury kicked it away and tossed Carys toward Jack. Jack released his grip on Mrs. Forester and caught his wife. Despite a bruise forming on her cheek, she seemed unharmed.

“Now we’re even,” Captain Fury said as he gathered Mrs. Forester into his arms. “Tie them up, lads.” He waited until all three of them were bound by thick fisherman’s rope.

Mrs. Forester spluttered something as he casually threw her over his shoulder.

“Don’t bother to come after me. There’s an armed French ship due in the bay tonight that expects to take on a passenger.”

“And what of our other business? I led you to Mrs. Forester. What about my friend in Spain?”

Captain Fury paused at the door. “I haven’t forgotten that. Despite what you might think, I always pay my debts.”

Jack stared after him long after the door slammed behind Captain Fury’s men. The tight rope bit into his wrists as he fought to pull free. He managed to stagger to the window and watch the unmarked carriage drive away carrying with it, all his hopes for a respectable future and a reunion with the love of his life.



Chapter 26
 

CARYS OPENED HER eyes to a strange scraping sound. Jack leaned against the corner of the table above her, attempting to loosen the rope binding his wrists behind his back. She swallowed hard and struggled to sit up, accidentally elbowing a still-unconscious Richard in the process.

“Jack?” He turned to look at her, and Carys almost recoiled from the harsh desolation in his eyes. “Are you all right?”

“I was about to ask you the same question.” He stopped fighting with the rope. “I don’t want to rouse the whole household. Do you think you could take the knife out of my pocket?”

Carys crawled forward until she knelt beside his boots. She fought a wave of nausea as she tried to straighten and clutched Jack’s knee. After a deep breath, she searched his pocket, located the knife and held it out to him.

“Do it for me,” Jack said. “Your hands are tied in front of you.”

His clipped tone bore no hint of the rage Carys knew he must feel. She maneuvered the knife between her hands and began to saw away at Jack’s bonds. It seemed to take forever to cut through the tough strands of damp hessian. A groan came from behind Carys as Richard returned to consciousness.

The stable clock struck again as Jack released Carys from her restraints. Richard sat in a chair, his face pale, a wet cloth pressed to the bump on the side of his head.

Jack looked around for his pistol. “Take care of Richard, cariad. I’ll be as quick as I can.”

Richard tried to stand. “You won’t catch them now. They’ll be too far ahead.”

Jack looked up briefly as he located his pistol and thrust it into his pocket. “I have no choice. I have to find Mrs. Forester.”

“Jack, if you will but wait a moment, I have a far better plan.”

“And what’s that, Richard? Do you plan to send your mother after them?”

Carys cast him an angry look. “That was unworthy of you. At least have the decency to hear his suggestion.”

Jack turned from the door, his jaw set in a hard line. “I apologize. My manners appear to have deserted me. What do you have in mind?”

Richard sat forward. “I can call out the Sea Dragons.”

“You can?”

“Naturally,” Richard said. “The Mansell family has always been in charge of the gang. If there are any foreign ships near our shore tonight, I can guarantee the Sea Dragons will know where they are and how to board them.”

Carys frowned. “I don’t understand. Who or what are the Sea Dragons?”

“It’s the name given to the band of smugglers who operate out of Oxwich Bay,” Jack said, “and one you should strive to forget immediately.”

Carys closed her mouth and studied Richard’s handsome face. He was a respected landowner and sat in the House of Commons, yet he was involved with a band of smugglers?

Jack came back to shake Richard’s hand. “If you can aid me in this, I will owe you a debt for the rest of my life.”

Richard returned the handshake. “It’s a pleasure to help.” He touched his bruised head and grimaced. “And by God, I’d like to get even with the man who did this to me. What did you say his name was?”

“Captain Fury,” Jack said. “I have no idea of his real name, but he is a very dangerous man.”

“You didn’t mention him to me before,” Carys said to him.

He sighed. “In truth, I hoped you’d never have to know his name.”

Glad to be unhampered by her petticoats and skirts, Carys got to her feet. “I’m coming with you.”

Richard looked questioningly at Jack, who shrugged. “We can hardly leave her behind, and we won’t shake her off. In my experience, you might as well give in with good grace.” Jack drew Carys toward him and enfolded her in her cloak. “But you must stay close to me, and do as I tell you.”

She nodded as Richard strode past them and headed toward the stables. Jack touched her bruised cheek, his brown eyes serious beneath the brim of his hat. “At least if you are with me, I have a chance of knowing what you’ll do next.”

Carys caught his hand against her lips and kissed his fingers. “I’ll be careful. I promise.”

He smiled then. “I seem to remember you saying that earlier, and look where it got you.”

* * *
 

The series of concealed caves below Oxwich Manor seemed endless. Carys concentrated on maintaining her footing on the slippery, seaweed-fouled rocks as she followed Jack’s broad back. Ahead of her, Richard led the way, three masked men at his side. A single lantern illuminated the gloom.

Carys stumbled and only brought herself upright by grabbing a handful of Jack’s coat. He gripped her elbow and drew her more securely alongside him. When Richard stopped to converse with the men who had silently materialized from the darkness, Carys sensed the mouth of the cave and the might of the sea beyond.

As her eyes became accustomed to the layers and nuances of the cave, she made out the distinct sheen of the white-tipped waves slapping the rocks. She heard movement on the narrow strip of beach and the presence of more men. Something large slid from the cave toward the sea with scarce a sound. Carys looked down and noticed that heavy sail canvas had been laid over the shingle to smooth the ship’s way.

As a second boat was launched from within the depths of the cave down the impromptu slipway, Richard came back to Jack. He’d added a rough fisherman’s sweater and a woolen cap to his outfit. He looked more animated than Carys would have believed possible, considering his previous pallor.

“There’s a French ship waiting out past Worm’s Head. If we take the small boats we should be able to ‘negotiate’ with the Captain.” He smiled at Jack. “The French bastard should have consulted with the Sea Dragons if he intended to grace our waters with his presence. He’ll be at a disadvantage, and so more prone to being amiable.”

Jack took Carys’s hand. “Which boat do you want us in?”

Richard pointed toward the left side of the beach. “Best if you go in the second one. We might be able to get Mrs. Forester back without revealing your presence. It would be better all round if you remained unseen.” He winked at Carys. “We don’t want the French thinking we’ve taken to employing female smugglers.” He slapped Jack on the shoulder. “If we’re separated, I’ll ensure that Mrs. Forester is taken to London with all speed.”

Carys waded into the foaming sea and climbed into the boat. Six inches of bilge water floated over her boots as she settled herself in the center, surrounded by twelve men. Jack took the oar on his left and began to row in unison with the others. The sea was choppy, and the boat popped up and down like a champagne cork. Carys looked up at the stars and the gathering storm clouds, lulled by the rhythmic dip and sway of the oars.

What on earth was she doing here? In her zeal to aid Jack, she’d missed another opportunity to get home to Owen. When had it become so important to her that Jack succeed in his mission? She pictured her son asleep with his favorite stuffed horse tucked under his arm. Martha had agreed to take him to her brother’s farm as soon as Gwyneth was able to cope without her.

As they rounded the uppermost point of Port Eynon Bay, the twelve oarsmen had to work harder to combat the cross currents and head wind that threatened to pull the boat apart. Jack’s shoulder pressed hard into hers as he drew back on the oar. Ahead of them, the hull of a trading ship rose up out of the water. It had the alert, prepared look of a vessel ready to slip away as soon as the winds steadied.

A single lantern flash from Richard’s boat brought an answering flash from the covered lantern on theirs.

“Richard intends to negotiate with the captain while we wait here in case we are needed,” Jack murmured in Carys’s ear.

Richard and his crew rowed forward and hailed the lone sentry. Jack’s boat came around and circled the ship, moving farther out into the open water. Carys strained to listen as a spirited discussion began between Richard and someone on the French ship.

Jack nudged her arm, his breath warm against her frozen cheek. “I’ll wager the French are denying all knowledge of Mrs. Forester’s presence.”

“Now there’s a surprise.”

Jack chuckled, and the rumble of his laughter vibrated through her body like a cat’s purr. She moved closer to his warmth and he put his arm around her.

“If Captain Fury has left, we stand more of a chance of retrieving Mrs. Forester, don’t we?”

Jack nodded. “I told Richard to offer the French captain as much money as he needed. We have to assume he’s bribable. Any ship prepared to risk coming this close to land in a time of war is probably not on official business. The duke assured me he would pay whatever it took to retrieve Mrs. Forester.”

“Why is she so important to him?”

Jack looked at their fellow passengers, who seemed to be following their conversation with great interest. “I’ll tell you when we have more privacy. I’ll wager every man here speaks Welsh as well as English.”

“Aye, we do, sir, but don’t let that stop you.”

Jack grinned at the black-haired speaker and shook his head. “Not this time, Evan. You’ll thank me when no one comes looking for you to slit your throat.”

A single gunshot brought Jack’s attention back to the ship. A lone figure stood on the deck and waved at them.

Jack gulped in a breath. “That’s Richard onboard. Now let’s pray he can get Mrs. Forester off that ship.”

As they waited, the wind rose and plucked at the sails of the French ship as if trying to pry them loose. Carys gripped the plank seat while Jack and his companions battled to maintain their position against the change of the tide. Above the roar of the sea, Jack waited anxiously for another signal from the French ship. It came at last. Jack grabbed his oar, ready to row back to shore.

“He’s got her.” He shouted at Evan, who manned the rudder, “Will we be able to get back to Oxwich Bay?”

Evan shook his head and struggled to help pull in the single sail. “Not with the wind like this. It’s better for us to push around Worm’s Head and come in at Rhossili.”

Jack smiled encouragingly at Carys. “You’ll be home sooner than you think, love.”

She managed a wan smile, her face pale against the darkness of her hood, her brilliant hair darkened by the rain and sea spray.

Jack put his strength into his oar. The boat shuddered like a live thing as they tried to alter course. He glanced over his shoulder noticing the French ship come to life and haul up its anchor.

“Surely the captain couldn’t be thinking of leaving now?” Jack took another look and bellowed a warning at Evan. “If we don’t move fast, it’s going to cut right across our path.”

Without further discussion, the men upped their stroke, forcing the boat through the turgid water that seemed to resent their hurried passage. Jack’s blood thundered in his ears as the gap narrowed between their boat and the towering bulk of the ship.

In a few moments they would head back toward the shallow waters of Rhossili Bay, and the French ship should set out for the open sea. Jack arched his back and drew hard on his oar again.

He lost his oar when with a grinding shrieking sound, the ship’s bow sliced into the opposite side of their small boat. He pulled Carys into his arms as the boat splintered like a toy and held her while they plummeted into the icy water.

Around him, bodies kicked and thrashed. Water closed over their heads and forced them down. Carys tried to struggle out of his grasp, but Jack held onto her cloak until the black hull of the ship passed over them. His lungs screamed for air and he kicked hard and fought his way to the surface.

A small patch of oil from the broken lantern burned on the surface of the sea, illuminating the wreckage of their boat and the surviving crew. He tried to grin at Evan, who trod water alongside him, but found he didn’t have enough air left to attempt anything beyond coughing up seawater.

Evan gestured at Carys. “I’ll look after my men. You get your lady to safety.”

Carys thumped on his chest and he hoisted her higher in the water, balancing her foot on his knee. She swept the hair out of her eyes to reveal her shocked face. Jack bent to kiss her nose and received more than he bargained for when she sneezed.

He was devoutly thankful that she wore men’s clothing. The weight of her petticoats and skirts would have hindered her attempts to float. She nodded, and he turned her toward the distant lights of Rhossili Bay.

“The tides going our way and I’ll be right beside you. Just keep going in a straight line.”

He wasn’t worried about her swimming abilities. Like all the children he’d grown up with, she swam like a fish. He tried to gauge the distance they had to cover as she moved alongside him, her strokes sure and even despite the press of the waves. Ten minutes passed, and Jack sensed Carys tiring.

When his feet hit pebbles and stones, he ignored the pain, simply thankful to be close to shore. Carys grabbed his arm, and he held her head above the water until she managed to find the bottom as well. The next wave crashed in behind them with a roar. Jack staggered and fell to his knees, bringing her with him.

Like two ungainly seals, they crawled their way up the beach, out of the reach of the water.

Carys pointed up the cliff. “Thank God, my cottage is just up here.”

Jack followed her up the steep steps cut into the rock face. He stumbled as he went and cursed as his overtired body protested every last call he made on it. It was too dark to see much of Carys’s cottage, although he caught the scent of herbs and the gleam of white painted fence as she led him through the garden.

It was cold in the kitchen. No welcoming glow lit the oven or fireplace. Carys lit a candle, and Jack knelt to deal with the fire and the coals for the oven. When he stood up, Carys had disappeared. She returned with a kettle full of water that she set on the stove.

Before Jack could speak, Carys suddenly sat down, her arms crossed over her chest. Fear burned in Jack’s belly as he grabbed the candle and played the light across her face. Was she wounded? She shivered so hard her lip was bleeding

“What’s wrong, bach?”

She didn’t answer him. With a curse, Jack picked her up and settled her against his chest. He grabbed the candle in one hand and hurried up the stairs. He kicked open the first door he saw and then stopped, realizing the room couldn’t be Carys’s. It had the ramshackle appearance of a hastily abandoned child’s room.

He backed out and tried the next door. The sweet scent that flowed out confirmed it was hers. He sat her on the edge of the bed, put the candle on the cabinet and started to hunt for blankets. “Are you hurt, cariad?” he asked over his shoulder as he ransacked the carefully folded piles of linen.

“No…just cold,” she whispered. “Jack, we could have died, we…”

Jack knelt at her feet and pulled off her boots. “Let’s get you undressed and into bed. I’ll bring you up something warm to drink as soon as the kettle boils.” He stripped off her soaked stockings and breeches. “Can you stand?”

Jack curved his arm around Carys’s hips and brought her to her feet. He helped her step out of her breeches, his cheek pressed against the soft, rounded flesh of her stomach. A slow heat burned through his gut. He wanted to turn his head and lick her soft skin, taste the salt on it, coax the scent of her arousal onto his tongue.

Jack closed his eyes and willed himself to let her go. This was definitely not the time to remember how close he was to her bed. He stepped back and hoped she hadn’t noticed his slight hesitation. “Can you manage your jacket and shirt yourself?”

Carys fumbled with the brass buttons of her coat. “I’m sorry,” she whispered. “My fingers are frozen to the bone.”

Jack fought a brief battle with his conscience and took over the task. If anything, his fingers trembled more than hers. He tried not to brush her breasts with his knuckles but he couldn’t help it. He was no longer cold. He was so hot that he was starting to sweat. His only consolation was that Carys’s eyes remained half-closed as he removed the last of her garments.

The first pearl-like strands of dawn filtered through the window and illuminated the beauty of her exposed skin. For a moment, Jack allowed himself to take in her loveliness before he ruthlessly covered her from head to toe in a blanket.

“I’ll go and get you some tea.”

Carys’s eyes snapped open as he took another blanket and cravenly ran from the room. The kitchen was beginning to warm up, and Jack shed his clothes and set his boots by the meager fire. He wrapped the blanket more securely around his hips. Where was Carys’s child? And where was Martha? Jack suddenly remembered Gareth’s plight. It was possible that Martha had taken the child with her when she went to aid Gwyneth.

Jack wondered how he would have felt if he’d barged into the boy’s room and met his wife’s bastard face to face. Did the child look like Carys, or would Jack see the coal-dark features of Oliver Rice?

The kettle came to the boil, and Jack made some strong sweet tea. He glanced up the shadowed stairs. He had to check on Carys at least once before he succumbed to sleep. Could he manage not to beg her to allow him into her bed? He squared his shoulders. Of course he could; he was only concerned for her physical welfare. His unwanted lust would surely disappear if left to fend for itself.

Clutching two mugs of tea, he climbed the stairs. Carys’s bedroom door was still open after his hasty departure. She knelt on the bed and was attempting to dry her hair with one of the sheets Jack had left her. His mouth dried as he noted her blanket had slipped and exposed the long, supple line of her back and buttock. She looked like a mermaid preening on a rock.

He put the tea down and moved closer. Through the curtain of her hair, Carys met his gaze. Wordlessly, he crossed to her dressing table, picked up a comb and began to work on the tangled mess of her hair. Carys gave an odd sigh and leaned against him. The coldness of her skin made his flesh prickle to life.

With a hoarse groan, he picked her up and cradled her in his arms, seeking her mouth, seeking her sweetness. She kissed him back, and the salt of the sea mingled with the rising heat of his desire. Mermaid, enchantress, siren. Her hair slid over him like a silken net, trapping him, encircling him, keeping him safe.

Jack managed to pull away an inch. “I’ve made you tea. You should drink it while it’s hot. You need to keep warm.”

Carys slid her fingers into his hair. “Stay here with me, Jack. I reckon you’ll keep me much warmer than the tea.”



Chapter 27
 

INWARDLY, JACK TENSED. Did Carys understand that he yearned to celebrate life with her in the most natural way possible? After their near drowning, he wanted to feel alive, to kiss her satin-smooth skin, to join his body with hers.

She pulled hard on the damp curling hair at the back of his neck and drew his face down to hers. He was almost afraid to look in her eyes. What would she do if he refused to stay with her? He set his jaw and flinched when she smoothed her fingers over his unshaven cheek.

“Don’t go. I want you, Jack.”

“God help me, Carys. I want you more than life.” The words exploded out of him as he pulled her completely into his arms. With a groan, he yielded to her sharp nip and opened his mouth.

Her blanket fell away and brought her lush breasts into contact with his chest. She tasted of the sea and the promise of desire. He wanted to kiss her forever.

She rested her palm against his naked chest and his heart sped up. His kiss grew more possessive as he urged her even closer. With her hand trapped between their bodies, it was easy for Carys to untie the hastily knotted blanket around his waist.

He groaned deep in his throat as she stroked his hard, thrusting shaft. She leaned into him and pushed her hips against his. With all the sanity that remained within him, he gently grasped her forearms and set her away from him.

“Cariad, I want you to think about this very carefully.”

“Why?”

Jack let out a frustrated breath. “Because if I take you back into my bed, it will jeopardize any chance you have of obtaining a divorce. Don’t you remember what your solicitor told us? If we spend a single night together under one roof, I can no longer divorce you. I am considered to have forgiven you.”

She reached out and reclaimed his aching cock. “We are completely alone. No one will know what we do tonight unless we tell them.”

Jack shuddered with the urge to agree with her as she caressed him with her fingertips. “And what of your other lovers? Wouldn’t they object?”

She stopped touching him. He wanted to howl. She grabbed one of the blankets and held it against her breasts like a shield. “I don’t have any lovers.”

To gain time, Jack retied the blanket at his waist. He reached out and took her clenched fist. “You don’t have to lie to me. I wasn’t faithful to you after I left. For the first few weeks I behaved like the rakehell my father accused me of being.” He squeezed her fingers. “I’m not going to criticize you for taking a lover. It would be hypocritical of me.”

Carys’s chin went up and Jack felt a faint stirring of alarm. “You are not going to criticize me?”

“I only meant—”

“What about the woman you kept in Swansea?”

“What woman?”

“Mrs. Sian Williams. Your mother took great delight in telling me about her. While you were busy enjoying yourself, I was forced to spend countless dreary evenings with her telling me that it was my own fault for not being a good enough wife to you.”

“And you believed her?”

“Believed whom?”

“My mother.”

Carys bit her lip. “Are you saying she lied to me?”

“By your own account, my mother would have done anything to destroy our happiness. Why should she balk at a little fib like that?”

Carys looked away, her profile tinted with the radiance of the emerging light like the finest cameo. “I asked Robert, and he said it was true as well.”

“And we now know that Robert isn’t entirely truthful either, don’t we?” He reached for her hand. “I never wanted another woman until you refused to leave my father’s house with me. Then I was so damned angry with you that I drank and whored my way through London.” Jack struggled on, determined to be as honest with her as he could, even if it hurt him now. “After a few weeks, my money ran out. And I realized I had no savings and no family to call for help.”

“Perhaps it is you who should be asking for forgiveness then, Jack,” Carys whispered.

“You’re right.” He exhaled slowly. “Will you forgive me?”

“For wallowing in self-pity or for being an adulterer?

Jack flinched as if she had hit him. “Perhaps I should say goodnight.”

“Wait.” Carys caught his arm. “If I can forgive you that, will you accept that I have no lovers?”

“What of Rice?”

“Oliver’s family owns this cottage. He offered it to me after I found life with your parents unendurable. Since I’ve lived here, he’s made himself available to advise me when I needed help. I suppose I’ve come to depend on him.”

Jack tried to ignore the spurt of jealousy that shook through him. “And that’s it?”

“You know the rest.” Carys caught her breath. “You still don’t believe me, do you?”

Jack stared into her eyes. He had to ask about her child. There was no other way to set things straight between them. He tried to remember the name of the other man she’d mentioned. “What of your other lover? Owen, I think you called him. You once told me he was the most lovable man of your acquaintance.”

“You fool!” Carys slapped his cheek, and Jack recoiled.

She scrambled past him and left the bed, trailing the sheets behind her like an enraged queen. Jack sat for a while until the sting of Carys’s words lessened enough to match the throb of his cheek. Was that the answer? Had the mysterious Owen left Carys with child and then abandoned her? And what business of it was his? If he truly forgave her, perhaps he had no right to ask.

Jack drank the tea he’d brought up for Carys and ventured down the stairs. Carys stood at the kitchen range, tending a pot. She’d gathered her red-gold hair into an untidy knot at the nape of her neck.

“What are you doing?”

“Making poison.” Carys hunched her shoulder and continued to stir the contents of the pot with unnecessary force.

Jack came up behind her. He slid his arms around her waist. Resting his chin on her shoulder, he was rewarded with a sharp crack from the wooden spoon on his wrist.

He retreated to the table and perched on the corner, massaging his wrist. “Dammit, Cariad…”

“Don’t try and be nice, Jack. You have no idea how much you have offended me.” She poured her steaming concoction into a mug and faced him. The smell of chamomile and honey wafted toward him.

He rose to his feet and took the mug away from her before she decided to upend it on his head. He smoothed back a lock of hair that had fallen across her face. “It doesn’t matter. It’s all in the past now, isn’t it?”

Without further thought, he pressed his lips against hers. She tried to push him away, but he held her close and drowned in the heavenly fragrances of her mouth. When he stopped kissing her, she relaxed in his arms, her eyes dazed.

“You must forgive me,” he whispered. “I can’t imagine any man being content to be your friend. Every time I see you, all I can imagine is making love to you.”

“You are incorrigible,” she hissed. “I don’t know why I am even speaking to you.”

“Because we might have died in each others arms tonight? Because I need you more than I need to breathe?” Jack murmured.

He picked her up in his arms and headed back to the bedroom. The possibility of losing her had shattered his perceptions of right and wrong. He realized that he didn’t care whether she’d lied about her lovers. She was too important for him to lose now. She was the only woman who truly knew him.

* * *
 

Jack flung back the bed covers and laid Carys on the crisp, sea-scented sheets. He sank down beside her and unwound her cocoon of blankets. Instinctively, she slid her hand over her stomach, where a fine tracery of silver lines remained from her pregnancy. Jack urged her hand away. He bent and kissed her navel, his breath warm on her flesh, his rough stubble a subtle male invitation.

“It’s all right, cariad. I know you had a child. Those marks are nothing to be ashamed of.”

Carys pushed hard on Jack’s shoulder until he straightened away from her. He knew that she had a child? Since speaking to his mother, she had persuaded herself that he didn’t. She had even begun to make excuses for him.

Old anger and hurt flooded her senses and ignited her temper. “How could I be ashamed of having a son, Jack? Would you be?”

He came back on his heels, his powerful body gilded by the dawn light. “I didn’t mean to make you angry again. I just wanted you to know that I won’t make any difficulties for you. You don’t need to marry Rice to protect your son. As far as the law goes, I will acknowledge him as my heir.”

Carys slid away from him toward the foot of the bed and drew her knees up to her chin. She pointed at the door. “Get out.”

To her relief, he moved off the bed. But instead of leaving, he walked to the window and looked out over the garden. Carys stared at his broad, naked back; the scars of his public flogging stood out like silver bands against the light. She searched under her pillow for her nightgown. When Jack turned back to her, she froze with it in her hands.

“I don’t understand,” he said quietly. “When Robert wrote and told me you had given birth to another man’s child, I wanted to kill you. But over the years, I’ve come to see how it explained why you wouldn’t leave with me.” His face softened. “I know how much you wanted a child.”

Carys’s nightgown slid through her suddenly nerveless fingers. “Did it ever occur to you that the child might be yours? Did it ever occur to you that the reason I wouldn’t leave with you was because I was already pregnant with your child?”

His face whitened. He moved his lips, but no sound emerged.

Carys wiped at the tears that flowed down her cheeks. “I failed to give you a child three times. I was beginning to believe your mother was right and that you’d come to despise me, to stay away from me, to not love me.” She placed one hand over her stomach, as if the child was still there. “God, it was the hardest choice I have ever made. Go with you, or stay and try to bear your child. I was so afraid of being cast out from everything I knew and yet terrified of being a burden on you. It almost tore me apart.” She forced herself to look up at him. “In my innocence, I foolishly imagined that eventually you would come back to me, so I decided to protect our child.”

“But I didn’t come back, did I? And I burned all your letters. And now we are in a devil of a mess.” He walked back across to the bed and caught her hand. “What did you call him?”

She cradled his trembling fingers. “Owen, for you, although your parents were against it.”

Jack dropped her hand and swung away from her. “Christ,” he whispered. “Oh Christ, forgive me.”

Carys winced as the door crashed against the wall and Jack blundered down the stairs, leaving her alone.

With shaking hands, Carys put on clean petticoats and an old dress and tied her hair back with a ribbon. Downstairs, she discovered no trace of Jack. His boots and soaked cloak had disappeared from in front of the fire. She guessed he would make for the shoreline. He always had when troubled. He said the sea soothed him. She found her boots, pulled a shawl over her head against the tug of the wind and followed him out into the dawn.



Chapter 28
 

JACK DIDN’T STOP to wait until his eyes adjusted to the irregular patterns of half-light. White swirls of sea mist crept through the shadowed greenery of Carys’s garden. Spider webs glistened and caught at his clothing, swayed by the gentle after-storm breeze.

As Jack climbed the slate steps, the steady crash of the waves on the beach below sounded reassuringly familiar. He could hear his harsh breathing when he reached the top step and unlatched the gate. Ahead of him lay the sea, its vast expanse shrouded in morning fog. Jack strode toward the edge of the cliff and looked down.

The steep, jagged rocks below seemed content to wait for a fresh victim torn from the sea or hurled from the heights above. Jack contemplated the flat iron-grey sea. Had Richard made it safely back to shore with Mrs. Forester? He hoped the tiresome woman was on her way to London by now. He knew he should care, but somehow after Carys’s confession, he could barely raise any interest.

The foam-flecked tide continued to roll in and Jack headed inland to a stone wall that surrounded a field of grazing sheep. Vaulting the wall, he discovered that his body refused to go further. He’d experienced a similar physical reaction during the aftermath of a battle. It was pointless to fight it. He slid down and allowed his back to collide with the cold, unforgiving stones.

With an inarticulate sound, he drew his knees up to his chin and buried his forehead against their familiar warmth. His heartbeat steadied and he remembered how to breathe. How could he have been such a blind, ignorant fool? He should have realized that Carys had refused to leave with him for a very good reason.

Jack shut his eyes tight. In his overwhelming desire to best his father, he’d allowed his pride and arrogance to deprive him of his wife and son.

He had a son.

He wasn’t sure when he became aware that Carys sat beside him. He sensed the sun rise over the sea behind them, its tentative warmth a caress on his shoulders and neck. After a while, Carys laid a hand on his arm.

“Jack?”

His muscles stiffened under her fingers. She gripped harder, as if she feared he might push her away.

“Why did you come after me?”

“I wanted to make sure you were all right. “

Jack gave a harsh laugh. “Perhaps I should’ve thrown myself over the cliff and made everything better.” He swallowed, and the muscles in his throat struggled to work.

Carys held his gaze. “You are Owen’s father. Do you think I would relish the task of telling our son that you had killed yourself?”

Jack shuddered and turned away, aware that his control hung by a thread. “ I swear I didn’t know. I thought you stayed behind to give birth to your lover’s child.”

She sighed. “But I wrote to you, several times.”

“And I destroyed every letter I received from you.”

“You destroyed them without reading them? Why?”

“Because I was still too angry with you to endure the sight of your handwriting and I thought I knew what you were going to say.”

Pain flickered across her face but she didn’t turn away. “I know your mother didn’t deliver my letters to you. But at least one of them must have gotten through. Robert promised me he’d see my last letter safely into your hands.”

“He wrote and told me you had a child. He didn’t mention that the baby was mine, or include anything from you.” He stared out over the endless fields. “I am beginning to believe Robert does not have my best interests at heart.”

A flock of seagulls swooped low over the wall, tossed up from the cliff face by the gusting sea breeze. Carys shrank back from their avaricious eyes and sharp beaks. Jack paid them no heed.

“When I decided to come back, I thought I had forgiven you,” he said. “I thought I would be able to accept that you had a child and be glad about it. In my more foolish moments, I almost expected you to thank me for saving you.” He bit his lip and tasted salt. “You must think me an arrogant fool.”

Silence fell, broken by the rhythmic roar of the changing tide. Carys continued to stroke his arm, her fingers warm on his cold, taut flesh.

“When I realized that you weren’t coming back, I was terrified I’d been left to care for our child alone. Probably thanks to Robert and your mother, your father made it clear he didn’t believe Owen was your son. I had to find the courage to bargain with him for a financial allowance to live by myself. I refused to be a burden on my parents.” She rested her cheek against his damp shirtsleeve. “In a strange way, your desertion taught me how to stand up for myself. After a few years of quiet reflection, I began to hope you’d managed to find your own kind of freedom.”

Jack stirred beside her. “I would have given up everything if I’d known about Owen.”

Carys frowned at him. “But that’s exactly what I’m trying to say. I learned to live without you. I learned that I could be strong. After all the bitterness, why should I not wish the same for you? Perhaps you weren’t ready to be a father.”

Jack drew back a little. “If I’d known you carried my child, I would’ve swallowed my pride and begged my father’s forgiveness.”

Color flooded her pale cheeks. “And what then? You would’ve spent the last five years resenting me and your child for putting you back under your father’s thumb. Our marriage would never have survived that.”

Jack slumped back against the wall. A raindrop fell on his nose, swiftly followed by another. He picked Carys up and dumped her between his legs, her back to his chest. He covered them both with his cloak. Enclosed within the warmth of his arms, Carys relaxed against his broad chest.

His warm breath stirred the hair at the back of her neck. With a strangled groan, he dropped his head to nuzzle her neck. His mouth grazed her soft cheek, and she turned her head to meet his lips.

Salt and sweet, bitterness mingled with need, her unforgettable taste filled his deprived senses. She opened her mouth wider and drew him deeper. The rain pattered down on Jack’s cloak. He turned her easily until she straddled his lap.

Carys threaded her fingers through his thick, wet hair and kissed him back with all the strength she possessed. Jack’s arm tightened around her waist. He released her, but only so he could continue kissing her throat and then down to her breasts. Carys took the opportunity to work her hand between them and wrestle with the buttons of his breeches.

Jack grabbed her fingers. “Not here. I want to see you.”

Before she could protest, he picked her up and set her on top of the wall. He clambered over, settled her back in his arms and carried her down the long line of steps to the cottage. The kitchen was warmer now, the range radiating heat.

Without speaking, Jack stripped off his soaking clothes; his gaze never leaving Carys’s as she undressed beside him. He shucked off his boots and came to her, wrapping his arms around her nakedness. He kissed her as though he might never be able to let her go.

His blood roared in his ears as she responded to him. No innocent girl now, but his equal, his temptress and his salvation. At this moment, her forgiveness and the gift of her body meant more to Jack than anything. Certainly more than anything the Duke of Diable Delamere might accomplish on his behalf.

His fingers shook as he combed out her damp red hair. She smiled at him, a welcome in her eyes he’d dreamed of a thousand times. His body tightened in response, his cock throbbing in time to the beat of his heart.

Carys took his hand and led him back up the stairs to her bedroom. She’d left the curtains open, and the bed was now flooded with the promise of sunshine. Jack sank down onto the side of the bed and braced his hands on the mattress. Carys stood between his outstretched knees, her breasts at his eye level. Jack hesitated.

“I don’t want to make love to you to forget any more, Carys. I want to make love to you to remember.”

Carys frowned as she put her hands on his shoulders. “What do you mean?”

Jack struggled anew to forget his urge to confess and get on with the far more pleasurable duty of making love to his wife. “I used your body to forget the war, to forget that I killed without mercy, to forget the faces.”

Carys brought her hand up to his cheek and stroked him. Compassion shone in her eyes. “I know you did. I heard your nightmares. I understood.”

He encircled her wrist and kissed her palm. “But I made you pregnant and I almost killed you.”

Carys came down on her knees in front of him, her expression fierce. “I wanted those babies. I wanted to give you new life to help you forget the dead.”

He swallowed down an absurd desire to weep as she leaned forward to kiss his mouth.

“And Jack, you gave me Owen. You gave me the courage to live my life as I wanted to.”

He couldn’t speak, his throat clogged by an emotional rock that seemed determined to burst out of him. Carys kissed him again, her arms around his waist. Jack let himself fall backwards onto the bed and brought her with him.

She raised her head, and her hair flowed over his naked chest like rough silk. “Take me to bed, please, Jack. Love me.”

He needed no second invitation. He rolled her over and slid his knee between her legs. She yielded to him with sensual ease as he fitted his mouth over hers. The soft texture of her skin, the scent of salt and wildness made him ache with desire. He needed her to complete him. Why had he ever doubted it?

He slid his hands down and followed the curve of her hips to her buttocks. Carys moved against him more urgently and he knew he was lost. Five years of frustrated desire refused to be contained. This wasn’t the time for a more leisurely exploration. He wanted to be inside her.

He crouched between her legs and watched the rising sun turn her hair to red-gold. Her blue eyes stared back at him, no shadows darkened their lustrous depths, only a need that matched his own.

* * *
 

Carys kept her eyes fixed on Jack’s face as he slowly lowered himself over her. It was fitting that they should make love in the sunlight, with no barriers between them. She gasped as he filled her with one long, smooth stroke.

“Are you all right, anwylaf?”

Carys let out her breath. He called her his beloved. She hadn’t realized how much she’d missed that most intimate of endearments until this moment. She tilted her hips and allowed him to slide further inside her. The taut muscles in his stomach tightened.

“It’s been a long time since I’ve been with you, Jack. I’m almost afraid I’ve forgotten what to do.”

Jack smiled at her then, the sunlight making him a golden statue. “I think I can remember, love.” He rocked gently against her, his arms braced to take most of his weight. “I think I can help you remember too.”

He drove into her harder and she welcomed him. Her body melted against him as her soul rediscovered its mate. It felt so right to be in his arms again. She slid her hands over his scarred back as he thrust into her. Her own arousal built then flowered and shuddered through her like an endless intoxicating fever. This was right. This was real. This was her future.

She wrapped her legs around his waist as he continued to pound into her, his mouth everywhere, his hands urging her onward toward another peak of pleasure, and then another. Her hand slid to cup his flexing buttocks, and he groaned her name.

“I want to come inside you. God, I want…”

He shuddered and levered himself away from her, his arms trembling with the effort as he tried to withdraw his still-hard cock from her needy heat.

She clung to him, not understanding.

“Let me go, love. I don’t want to give you my seed. I want—”

“But I want everything.” She stared into his eyes locking her feet around his back.

He held still, his expression torn between need and the desire to do the right thing. She deliberately used her internal muscles to caress his hard length until he bucked against her. “God, Carys…”

With a groan he started to come thrusting hard and deep. She felt the heat of his seed and gloried in it, holding him until he collapsed over her with a last convulsive shudder.

“Thank you.”

She kissed the side of his face, enjoying his weight over her and the mixture of their scents. Outside, the sea crashed against the rocks and she fell asleep to the sound of it and Jack’s regular, contented breath.



Chapter 29
 

CARYS SMOOTHED HER hand over Jack’s muscled chest and cuddled against his shoulder. His lovemaking had made her lazy. Late morning sunlight illuminated the fine golden hairs on his unshaven chin. She’d once tried to count all the shades of his hair from brown to gilt and failed miserably.

With her eyes half-closed, Carys traced the firm outline of Jack’s mouth with her fingertips. He was the first man she’d shared her bed in the cottage with. The only man she’d dreamed of loving there.

“Shouldn’t you be chasing after Mrs. Forester this morning?” she whispered.

Jack groaned, and his warm breath feathered her fingers. “I’ve decided that Richard is quite capable of taking care of Mrs. Forester.”

Carys raised herself up on one elbow to peer into Jack’s face. “But what if Captain Fury finds out about what happened? Won’t he pursue her?”

He tucked a loose strand of hair behind her ear. His smile was so tender, Carys struggled not to melt against him and beg him to make love to her again. “From what I can tell, Captain Fury is motivated by money. As he’s already been paid, I doubt he’ll care what happened to his ‘cargo.’ Richard won’t fail a second time. I should imagine he will personally escort his prisoner to the Duke of Diable Delamere’s front door.”

“You don’t seem to care very much.” She stared into his amused brown eyes.

“Perhaps because I’ve discovered I have more to live for now than just restoring my reputation.”

Carys sat up, clutching the sheet to her naked breasts. She raised her eyebrows encouragingly as Jack settled back on the pillows with the air of a man who had explained everything.

“My original plan was to fulfill my mission for the duke, restore my somewhat battered reputation and return in all my glory to claim you. But since I’ve learned about Owen, everything else seems less important.”

Reluctant to destroy Jack’s good mood but determined to be honest, Carys asked, “But what about Marcus Stortford?”

The good humor drained from his face. “If Captain Fury won’t help, I fear Marcus is lost to me.” He rubbed his hand over his chin. “I can’t regret my decision. I’ve regained you and found Owen.”

Desolate at having put Jack in such an invidious position, Carys grabbed his hand. “It doesn’t have to be like that. Captain Fury might be persuaded to work with you again. We can go to Spain and search for Marcus ourselves.”

Jack squeezed her hand. “It’s all right. I’ve learned to my cost that life is a series of choices. All a man can do is live with the consequences of his decisions.”

Carys noted the fine lines of tension around Jack’s mouth. “Marcus must have been a good man.”

“One of the best. He had a way of making the most serious situations bearable and a calm disposition that defied the odds. If anyone could survive captivity for several years, it would be him.”

He pictured Marcus’s cheerful face, still distinct in his mind despite the intervening years. Not a particularly handsome man, but women had been drawn to him like bees to honey. It was impossible to believe that all Marcus’ vitality was gone, reduced to a pile of picked-over bones littering a mountain pass in Spain.

Memories overwhelmed Jack. “On our last journey together, Marcus was the only thing that kept me sane.” He glanced at Carys. “I’m sure Oliver Rice is a fine man, but his brother, David, was unsuited to the life of a soldier. I’m not even sure how he came to accompany us on our mission.”

In Jack’s mind, the bedroom shimmered like a mirage and disappeared to reveal the harsh sunlight and barren terrain of the Spanish mountains.

“David didn’t stop complaining for the entire journey. Since I’d been demoted, he was supposed to be the second most senior officer after Marcus, yet he behaved like an insecure young puppy. I was anxious to move quickly through the passes. The information I had to deliver back to headquarters contained details of important enemy troop movements. I had a bad feeling that we were being followed, and so did Marcus. We’d been in dangerous situations together before and trusted each other’s instincts.

“Rice slowed us down considerably. Even Marcus, who was renowned for his cool head, came close to reprimanding him on several occasions. At one point, I respectfully suggested knocking Rice out and slinging him across his horse, but Marcus wouldn’t allow it.”

Jack drew in an unsteady breath. “But even though he was a liability, no one likes to see fellow officers get shot.” An image of the crimson blood soaking through Rice’s white waistcoat as he staggered backwards made Jack frown. “If only he’d listened to me and stayed under cover. It was almost as if he wanted to be killed.”

Carys stroked his shoulder. “I remember you telling me that no one can predict how they will respond to the violence of war at first hand. Perhaps you were right, and David should never have joined the army.”

Jack shook his head to dispel the horrific images. “I always feel I could have done more.” He studied the tranquil scenery beyond Carys’s window and wondered how far Rice’s family home was from the cottage. Had David visited here as a boy?

Carys lay down beside him on her side, her body position mirroring his. “You were trying to stop the French soldiers from dragging Marcus away and attempting to remain alive yourself. I hardly think anyone would blame you.”

“Ah, but they did. My commanding officer insisted that as I was recovered far away from where the ambush took place, it indicated that I had tried to escape, leaving my companions to their fate.”

Carys frowned. “That is ridiculous. Anyone who knows you would assume you were going for help, or trying to complete your mission.”

“That’s the beauty of the military, cariad. No one who knew me was allowed to testify on my behalf. And I was too ill in the hospital to care what went on. My father arrived and attempted to have the charges dropped in favor of having me declared insane.”

Carys stirred. “I remember him leaving for the continent, but no one would tell me what was going on. I didn’t even know you had been wounded.”

Jack marveled at yet another example of his parent’s petty cruelty. “In my heart I hoped you would come to my bedside and take me home. I was bitterly disappointed when my father said you were too busy enjoying the Season to attend me.”

Carys let out an exasperated breath. “Sometimes I would like to throttle your father.”

Jack caught her hand and kissed it. “Even if the opportunity arose, I suspect you would have to wait your turn. He does not endear himself to many people.”

“If I had known you were ill, of course I would have come to you. Your mother told me you were busy with your affairs in London and too bored with my miserable face to require my presence.”

“And there I was, after my return from Spain, stuck in Carmarthen House with only my old nanny for company. With the added attraction of periodic visits from a doctor who insisted on bleeding me.” Jack held her gaze. “It’s no wonder we were so easy for my parents to drive apart.”

Carys let go of his hand and stared up at the ceiling. “When you returned to Wales, I didn’t even try and see you before your father demanded my presence in his study that last morning. I was convinced you no longer loved me.”

“But I made no effort to talk to you either. Perhaps we were equally to blame for what happened afterwards.”

Jack allowed another silence to fall between them. Outside, the sea continued to murmur. Two blackbirds challenged each other’s territory with the melodic weapon of song. He stroked Carys’s arm with deceptive calm. “Will you let me see Owen?”

Carys rolled away from him, and Jack followed. He ended up on top of the blankets, pinning her to the bed.

“Do you still intend to deny me my son?” He tensed over her, fighting to breathe, ready to fight.

“It’s not that…” She hesitated long enough to make him consider shouting the question louder. “Owen is only four. I don’t want him to become confused.”

“Confused by what? I’m his father.”

“He thinks I’m going to marry Oliver.”

Jack sat back on his heels and put his hands on his hips. “Well, tell him you’re not.”

Her chin came up, and he cursed himself for trying to compel her obedience.

“That’s not the point. When you are a parent, you can’t just think of yourself.”

“I’m not a fool. I understand that.”

She looked away from him, but not before he’d seen the hint of fear in her eyes. And what exactly was she afraid of? That he’d steal the boy away from her?

“I need to think about the best way to tell him. You must let me deal with Owen in my own way.”

Jack reined in his temper and his gathering doubts. Things were complicated enough without muddying them further with hurt pride. Cary had learned to make decisions for herself, and he had no intention of taking that power away from her.

“I want to see Owen. If you don’t wish him to know that I am his father, I swear I will not be the one to tell him the truth.”

Carys studied his face. “All right. I’ll take you to meet him. You deserve that at least.” She swung her long legs over the side of the bed. “We need to get up—it’s almost midday.”

Jack lay on the bed and tried to picture his son. Would he recognize the lad? Surely he would. What if Owen had inherited Gareth’s red hair and freckles? Would it matter? Jack’s hands fisted as he imagined touching his son for the first time. It would take years to make up for all the things he’d missed.

He tried to recall how he’d felt at four but it was too far back. Perhaps Owen wouldn’t remember the years his father had been absent from his life at all. Jack hoped so with all his heart.

After he was sure that he’d regained some measure of calm, Jack washed and made his way down to the kitchen. Carys was busy picking up their discarded clothing and hanging it near the fire to dry. She frowned at his nakedness.

“Most of your clothing is far too wet to put back on. I’m sure I kept some of your old things in my dower chest upstairs. I’ll go and find them for you.”

Jack caught her arm as she brushed past him and drew her close. “You kept my clothes?”

Carys rubbed her cheek against his bare shoulder. “Your father had all your remaining belongings delivered to me when I moved into the cottage. I couldn’t bring myself to throw everything away.”

“Thank goodness for that,” he murmured as he took the opportunity to kiss her soft mouth. She smelled of lavender soap and their lovemaking. His body heated and he kissed her more deeply, his hands roving over her body.

She pulled away, her gaze skimming his aroused body, the thrust of his cock against her skirts. “We don’t have time for any more of…that.” She ran up the stairs, and Jack followed her. He shut the door behind him as Carys knelt to examine a painted wooden chest beneath the window.

He came down on his knees behind her and wrapped his arm around her waist. “Are you sure?”

She shivered as his fingers found her breast and closed over her nipple. “Yes, Jack, I’m…”

He didn’t allow her to finish her sentence, taking her mouth in a commanding kiss that demanded her complete attention. Her fingers stilled on the lid of the chest. He pulled up her petticoats, baring her to the waist.

“I’ll be quick, anwylaf. I know you’re ready for me.” He eased his cock inside her and only released his breath when he filled her completely. Her body curved gracefully over the chest, her hands pillowing her averted face. Jack swept her long red hair to one side. He kissed the nape of her neck and bit down slowly on her earlobe. She arched beneath him. He slid deeper.

“God, I’ve missed you, missed this…” Jack whispered.

Jack braced his hands on either end of the painted chest to take his weight. He slowly circled his hips. He loved the sensation of her tightness drawing him in, the sweet, hot clasp of her body beneath his. He closed his eyes and thanked the god he’d almost stopped believing in for giving him a second chance.

* * *
 

“Jack, please…” Carys tried to push back against Jack’s long, lazy thrusts, but his weight held her captive. She could do nothing to hasten her enjoyment and settled in to enjoy the unusual, sensual experience of being subject to Jack’s will. Her pleasure rose as he continued his measured dance of advance and retreat. In desperation, she slid her hands along the chest and grabbed Jack’s wrists.

He groaned at her touch and began to move faster. She dug her nails into his flesh as pleasure engulfed her. Her body clenched, shuddered and fell into ecstasy. He collapsed over her, his frantic heartbeat echoing hers, his breathing ragged.

When he rolled away and collapsed on the threadbare carpet, Carys struggled to remember what she had been doing. She stared down at the chest.

Clothes for Jack.

She shook out a faded linen shirt and a pair of patched brown breeches. “These will have to do. You’ll have to use your own coat and cloak. I doubt you’d fit into any of your old ones.”

Jack stretched his arms over his head and flexed his shoulders. “I suspect I have grown a little over the past few years. Manual work puts muscle on a man.”

Carys swallowed hard and pretended to search the shirt for moth damage. To her mind, it was a shame that Jack ever had to wear clothes. He was quite perfect without them. Fearing he could read her thoughts, she rose to her feet, his clothes over her arm.

She fixed Jack with a stern look. “I’ll be in the kitchen ironing your shirt. I’ll call you when it’s ready.”



Chapter 30
 

JACK WAITED AT the crossroads for Carys to reappear with the horse and gig she’d gone to borrow. He shivered as the breeze caught at his still-damp cloak. Carys didn’t want to be seen with him in the village. He scowled into the brisk head wind. Did he look so disreputable? Even the local farmer who’d passed by a few minutes ago hadn’t offered him a ride in the back of his cart. The farmer had looked suspiciously at him and made sure Jack saw him twirl his whip.

When Jack offered to fetch the horse from the local schoolmaster, a man he’d grown up with, Carys had refused outright. The thought rankled, even though Jack knew she had a right to be wary. It seemed he had a lot to prove to his wife before she’d truly accept his intention to remain in her life for good.

The thought no longer scared him. A year ago, if anyone had suggested he might settle down in peace and harmony with his wife and son he would’ve laughed. He was amazed at the strength of his feelings for a child he had never laid eyes on, humbled by the depth of his love for Carys.

The creak of a gig and steady thud of a horses hooves announced Carys’s arrival. She stopped to allow Jack to climb on board and then proceeded down the rutted grass track that passed for a road. Jack watched her calm competence with the reins and settled back to enjoy the view.

After the storm filled night, the sea seemed benign—a smooth silver mirror reflecting the cloudless sky. He shaded his eyes and looked out over the curve of the bay. Worms Head was clearly visible on his left, and to the far right was Burry Holmes.

Carys tapped the horse with the whip and turned inland.

Jack touched her arm. “Isn’t Owen at Gareth’s house?”

“No. I didn’t think it was safe to leave him there.”

Jack frowned. “Do you mean from me?”

Carys threw him an exasperated glance. “Why would I hide Owen from you when I didn’t realize you knew he existed?”

“From whom, then?”

She gathered the reins in her capable hands and slowed the gig. A straggling herd of sheep crossed in front of them, attended by a shepherd and two alert sheepdogs. “I’m not sure if I want to discuss this with you.”

Jack glared at the sheep, repressing an urge to leap out of the gig and hurry them along himself. “Is this another example of your ‘thinking things through’? Am I still considered untrustworthy?”

Carys spun around, her eyes flashing. “One of the first things you need to learn about being a parent, Jack, is that nothing is as important as the safety of your child—nothing.”

“Do you imagine Owen is in danger? For God’s sake, he’s only four years old!”

Carys flicked the reins, and the horse moved forward. Jack grabbed hold of the back of the seat as the gig lurched to one side.

“What is it, cariad?” he asked quietly. “If you don’t tell me, how am I ever going to learn to become a better parent?”

Carys kept her attention on the indistinct pattern of the road ahead. “Perhaps you are right to question me. Sometimes I can scarcely believe it myself.” She sighed. “I asked Martha to take Owen to her brother’s farm down near Pilton Green. I didn’t want him at Gareth’s or my parents’.”

“Can you tell me why?” Jack’s thoughts flew to Captain Fury and his earlier threats.

“Because your father wants him.”

Jack grabbed the reins and stopped the horse. A sick, cold feeling settled in his stomach. “Why would he concern himself with a child of mine?”

Carys bit her lip. “He sees Owen as an insurance policy for the future of his line. Until Robert or Edward marry and produce an heir, Owen could inherit the title.”

Jack stared at her and tried to work out the legal implications of the duke’s thinking. Was that why his father had wanted to talk to him? It seemed horribly likely. “When did he tell you this?”

“He cornered me when I went to visit your mother. He intimated that it would be quite easy for him to have Owen removed from my care.”

Jack gave her back the reins. “Unfortunately, he’s right. He has a considerable amount of power and influence at court and with the local authorities. But why now? What possible motive could he have to try and steal Owen now?”

Carys focused her gaze on the tarnished brass buttons of his coat. “Perhaps it is because Oliver Rice wishes to marry me.”

Jack struggled to remain calm. “Aye, I should imagine that might be it.”

He stared blindly at the road, which wound its way down the hill into a shallow valley scattered with farmsteads. He couldn’t bring himself to continue the discussion. The mere mention of Rice’s name made him want to smash his fist into something.

“I won’t let him take Owen, Carys. I swear it.”

She turned to look at him and he saw the strain on her face as she nodded. He could understand that. He hadn’t exactly proved himself to be a good protector in the past.

She pointed at a huddle of whitewashed stone cottages set in an awkward circle. “Martha’s brother, Geithin, farms here.”

Jack studied the surrounding fields dotted with sheep. Wispy smoke billowed from the recently thatched roof of the main house. It reminded him of a wooden farm set he’d been given one Christmas when he was a boy.

“I’ve been here before,” Jack said. “Martha must have brought me when I was a child.”

They continued down the narrow lane bordered with high hedgerows. Jack dealt with the reins while Carys stepped down and knocked on the blue front door. No one answered.

She studied the blank windows. “Perhaps they are out working in the fields.”

Jack tied the horse up and fell into step beside her. A large goose appeared flapping its wings, honking its disapproval of their arrival. Jack stood his ground and stared it down, while Carys hid behind him. “Let’s try the barn first.”

The doorway to the barn had settled so low in the ground that Jack had to duck his head to enter. Arrow slits let in splinters of light through the thick walls. An eye-watering smell of chicken dung and damp hay assaulted his senses. Something brushed up against his boot. In the thick darkness, it took him a moment to focus on the chickens roaming the barn floor.

“Watch your step, Carys. There are chickens in here, although I don’t see anyone else.” He cleared his throat. “Is anyone here? Hello? Schumae?”

Carys tugged on his sleeve, and he allowed her to pull him back into the sunshine. Her gaze darted from the house to the open fields behind him.

Jack took her hand. “Would it be better if you called out for them? Perhaps they are suspicious of strangers. I doubt they’d remember me.”

“I hadn’t thought of that. Shall we check behind the house? Eleri might not have heard the door.”

The back garden bore signs of recent occupancy. Washing billowed on the line and a rug lay over the fence, ready to be beaten. Shrill barks erupted from a sheepdog puppy tied to the handle of a half-filled tin bath.

“Now then, puppy, what’s all the commotion?”

Carys ran toward the elderly woman who appeared out of the house, carrying a pile of washing in a basket.

“Eleri, how are you this fine morning?”

The grey-haired woman smiled and hugged Carys before turning her attention to Jack. Jack took the opportunity to relieve her of her basket. He set it down on the grass.

“You look familiar,” Eleri said, her bright blue gaze focused intently on Jack.

He bowed. “I believe we have met before. I’m Jack Llewelyn. Martha was my nursemaid when I was a boy, and she brought me here for a visit.”

Eleri looked politely confused. “That’s not who you remind me of, but I think you must be right. Martha often brought the Llewelyn boys down here on her days off.” She glanced at Carys, the gleam in her eye unmistakable. “So this is your husband, then? He’s a fine-looking man. Much more handsome than Lord Rice.”

Jack winked at Carys, and she blushed. “We’ve come to collect Owen. Is he out helping Geithin?”

Eleri brought her hand to her throat. “It’s kind of you to come all this way, but Geithin took him to Gareth’s this morning. We received your message late last night. Did you fear it might not reach us?”

“I didn’t send you a message,” Carys whispered.

Eleri bent to pat the puppy. “Owen was disappointed that he couldn’t take the dog with him. I promised I would ask you if he could bring the puppy home when she’s a little older.”

Jack slid his arm around Carys’s waist as she swayed against him. “Eleri, I didn’t send you a message.”

Eleri straightened, her expression puzzled. “I don’t understand. I saw the note Martha wrote myself.”

“I haven’t seen Martha for days.” Carys paled, making her freckles stand out in the whiteness.

Jack struggled to gather his thoughts. “Who delivered the note?”

Eleri headed back toward the farmhouse. “I’m not sure. I assumed it was one of Gareth’s servants. He didn’t wait for an answer.” She gestured to the back door. “Come in and see the note for yourself. Carys looks as if she needs a nice cup of tea.”

Jack would’ve preferred a large brandy, but he followed the ladies into the house. While Carys paced, he sat at the large oak table that took up half of the kitchen. Distractedly, Jack found himself wondering if the table had been built in the room. It seemed too vast to fit through the door.

Eleri handed Carys the note.

Carys looked at Jack. “Why would Martha ask for Owen to be brought back without my permission?”

Jack studied the scrap of paper she passed him. “I have no idea. I think we should forget the tea and take ourselves back to the vicarage at Rhossili.”

* * *
 

Carys picked up her skirts and jumped out of the gig before Jack managed to stop. She ran toward the back door of the vicarage. Despite Jack’s best efforts to calm her fears, she’d barely managed to speak during the short drive across the fields.

He followed her into the house after leaving the gig in the empty stable yard. A clock struck one as Jack passed through the deserted kitchen. Nothing seemed to have changed since his childhood visits. He smelled roast lamb and fresh bread. His stomach growled. Where was everyone? Jack increased his pace.

A flurry of voices speaking a mixture of Welsh and English drifted down from above. He took the stairs two at a time and headed toward the center of the disturbance.

Trust Gareth to be in the thick of things. Gareth sat in his bed, his face still strained from his injury. He was surrounded by Carys, a crying Martha and a blond woman Jack realized must be Gwyneth, Gareth’s wife. Nobody noticed his arrival; they were all too busy speaking at once.

Carys sat down suddenly on the edge of the bed as if she could no longer support her weight.

Jack went straight to her and knelt at her feet. He had to prise one of her hands away from her face before she would pay him any attention. “Cariad…”

“Owen’s gone, Jack.”

His heart threatened to beat out of his chest. “Did my father take him?”

Martha replied, her voice hoarse with tears. “I don’t know, sir. Last night, a masked man came into my room and forced me to write a note asking Geithin to bring Owen back here.” She fought off a sob. “The man said he would kill one of the other children if I didn’t do as he asked.”

Carys raised her head, her blue eyes stark in her face. “It’s all right, Martha. You couldn’t have done anything else.”

Jack stood, a cold anger surged through his veins as he imagined his son in peril. “Did Owen ever reach here?”

Martha shook her head. “No, I didn’t see him. The masked man tied me to my bed before he left.”

“Did anyone check for a ransom note?”

Martha shook her head. “When Dilys came in to light the fire in my room at seven this morning, she set me free. I started searching for Owen straight away and then I came to tell Mr. Gareth.” Martha brought her apron to her face and rocked back and forth. “Oh, my lovely boy, I pray God will keep him safe.”

Jack caught Gareth’s eye. “Perhaps your servants could check for a note. I’ll need a fresh horse and a gun if you have one.”

Gareth nodded, color flooding his cheeks. “Where do you intend to start your search?”

“At my father’s house. From what Carys tells me, the duke would seem to have an interest in my son.” He glanced at Carys. “At least we know he’ll come to no harm there.”

Carys grabbed his arm and pulled herself to her feet. “I’m coming with you.”

“Do you think that’s wise, dear?” Gwyneth asked, her kind face creased with worry.

“You don’t have to,” Jack said. “I’m quite capable of dealing with my father by myself. In fact, I’m quite looking forward to it.”

“I’m coming anyway.”

He kissed the stubborn line of her mouth. “Just give me a chance to get in the first blow. Then he’s all yours.”



Chapter 31
 

WHEN CARYS ENTERED the kitchen, she found Jack at the table, cleaning Gareth’s gun. There was no sign of his lazy smile. In its place was the hard expression of a seasoned warrior.

He nodded to her. “I’ll be ready to leave
as soon as I’ve finished this.”

She gestured at the dull metal barrel of the old dueling pistol. “Are you certain you’ll need that? You don’t intend to shoot your own father, do you?”

“My father always employs a few thugs to do his dirty work. I need to be sure our conversation won’t be interrupted.”

Gareth’s eldest son erupted into the kitchen, his face shining with suppressed excitement. “Your horses are ready! Me and Sammy did it together.”

Carys patted her nephew on the head. “Thank you, Tom, bach. Now go and tell your mother we are about to leave.”

Tom clattered toward the door then paused. “I’m sorry about Owen. He’s a nuisance sometimes, but he’s still our cousin.”

Carys swallowed an absurd desire to laugh and cry at the same time. Since Martha had told her of Owen’s disappearance, she felt as if she moved through a frozen and distorted world. She kept expecting Owen to pop out from under the table and tell her it was all a joke.

“Carys? Are you all right?”

She forced her attention back to the warm, familiar kitchen. Jack watched her, a frown on his face. She tried to smile. “I’m fine. I’m ready whenever you are.”

Outside, in the patchy sunlight, two fresh horses awaited them. Carys tied her bonnet strings and allowed Jack to throw her up into the saddle. She’d borrowed a pair of Gareth’s breeches to wear under her skirts so she could ride comfortably astride. Jack mounted his horse and they headed out onto the road.

“Auntie Carys, stop!” Tom chased after them, arms waving, his face red with effort. “We found a note!”

In front of her, Jack expertly wheeled his horse and cantered back up the drive.

Martha awaited them at the kitchen door. She held out a piece of paper. “I found this under Owen’s pillow. God knows how it got there.”

After dismounting, Carys grabbed the note and broke the seal. Jack came up behind her and read over her shoulder.

“If you wish to see your son alive, meet me at Worm’s Head before sunset.”

She swayed, and Jack gripped her shoulders. When he relaxed his fingers, she was glad she had his broad chest to lean back on.

“It isn’t my father’s handwriting, but that doesn’t mean this isn’t one of his games.” Jack glanced at the angle of the sun. “As far as I can tell, we have plenty of time to get out to the Worm before the causeway disappears beneath the high tide.”

Carys knew it would take them a while to cross the rocky causeway from the mainland to the head of the Worm. The exposed sea bed was covered in seaweed and rock pools to twist the unwary traveler’s ankle. Visitors to the area regularly died, caught between the promontory and the shore in the vicious cross currents. Some were swept out to sea when the fast tides curved back around the Worm and smashed together, flooding the causeway and cutting off escape.

Carys kicked off her shoes. “I’ll need better boots than these, Martha, and I’ll need to borrow more of Gareth’s clothes. My skirts will be in the way.”

* * *
 

Jack tied up his horse and studied the deserted coastline. Whoever awaited them on Worm’s Head hadn’t left any evidence of their presence on the mainland. He glanced at the cliff that meandered down to the sea. In the distance, the tip of the promontory, named by the Vikings for its resemblance to the curves of a sea serpent, was shrouded in clouds. Carys stood beside him, her slender form hidden beneath Gareth’s bulky garments.

He checked his pistol was primed and slid a knife down the side of his boot. His spy glass sat in his pocket, but it was too misty to see out to the head of the Worm.

Carys touched his arm. “Are you sure we have time to cross the causeway before the tide comes back in?”

“I should imagine so. It takes about half an hour from here to reach the bottom of Inner Head, the first of the Worm’s three humps. From the look of the sea, we have about three hours before the sun sets to get there and get back. “

Carys gave him a wan smile. “You should know, Jack. I think you spent half your days exploring the beach when you were a boy.”

He grasped her shoulders. “You don’t have to come with me. I can collect Owen and bring him safely back to you.”

Carys covered his hands with hers, her gaze clear and unafraid. “Owen doesn’t know you. He might be too frightened to come.”

Jack suppressed a desire to curse. She was right. Out on the Worm, he didn’t want the boy panicking and hurting himself. There were too many treacherous places for him to fall.

He smiled at her with a confidence he didn’t quite have. “We’d best be off then, if we intend to get back across tonight.”

He took her hand and they negotiated their way down the zigzag path that led to the exposed causeway. By the time they reached the seabed, they were enveloped in a different world. As a boy, Jack had imagined himself Moses parting the Red Sea. The ominous sensation of water on both sides was still threatening yet exciting.

Jack cursed as he stumbled on a rock, and his foot plunged straight into a rock pond. Water seeped into his ruined left boot. A hermit crab skittered over his foot and disappeared into the floating seaweed. Carys picked her way steadily through the rugged terrain, her cheeks flushed with exertion, her breathing as labored as his own.

When they reached the center of the causeway, Jack paused on a narrow strip of shingle and withdrew his spy glass. There was nothing to see. All he could hear was the distant boom of the sea and his own rapid heartbeat. Danger prickled over his skin like a live thing.

He turned to Carys. “If things become complicated, grab the boy and make your way back to the vicarage. I’ll protect you as best I can.”

Carys shielded her eyes and studied the upward slope of the Inner Head. “Why would your father bring Owen out here?”

“I don’t know. I can’t imagine him slogging across the causeway with a struggling little boy, can you?”

Carys shivered while the wind tugged at her coat. “But we have to go on, don’t we? We have no other options.”

Jack kissed her wind-reddened cheek. She smelled crisp and fresh, like a beautiful spring morning. He took her hand and they stumbled on. Mussel shells crunched beneath their feet, Kittiwakes and black-backed gulls dipped and soared in the clouds.

When Jack reached the top of Inner Head, he found a scene of unruffled serenity. Sheep grazed on the lush, wind-rippled grass. Pink thrift flowers and white sea campion formed a colorful carpet. On closer inspection, Jack could just make out the faint path left in the dew someone had trodden before him.

Jack turned to help Carys up the last stretch of the slope. He waited until she caught her breath. “There’s no one here. They must have gone on. Keep behind me.”

A few minutes later he rounded the corner of the Inner Head and had his first proper sight of Low Neck and Outer Head, the two remaining seaward humps of the Worm. A cloaked figure awaited them on the far end of Devil’s Bridge.

Carys stopped suddenly behind him. “I only see one person. Where is Owen?”

Jack half-turned and kept his eye on the still figure on the bridge. “There are plenty of caves and niches to hide in up here. If the man has any sense, he’ll have secreted Owen in one of those. Don’t give up yet.”

He started to walk forward, aware he’d have to slither and scramble across a series of upstanding rock plates to reach Low Neck and Devil’s Bridge. If the mysterious stranger wished to shoot him, there was little Jack could do about it.

By the time he reached Devil’s Bridge, his knuckles were skinned and bleeding. A gust of wind rocked him back in his boots. He studied the narrow arch of rock and the sheer drop below. It wouldn’t take much for an unwary traveler to fall.

He concentrated his attention on the tall figure in front of him. It wasn’t his father. A wave of relief, followed by one of renewed fear, flooded his senses. He felt, rather than saw, Carys appear at his elbow. The man opposite them lowered the hood of his cloak.

“Oliver, what on earth are you doing here?” Carys whispered.

Lord Oliver Rice bowed, his face betraying little emotion. “I had no choice, Carys. Your husband has become too dangerous to me.”

Carys stepped forward, her hands clasped at her breast. “I don’t understand what this has to do with Jack. Just let me have Owen, back. Please.”

Rice shook his head. “If Owen is returned to you, Jack must remain here.”

Carys shuddered and almost tipped forward, caught by another ferocious gust of wind. Jack grabbed her sleeve, but she shook him off. “You are asking me to exchange my son for my husband?”

Rice looked offended. “I thought you were going to marry me. If I make you a widow, it will be so much easier.” He cast Jack a contemptuous glance. “He’s a man without honor and yet as soon as he returned, you let him into your bed like a whore.”

“Carys is my wife.” Jack raised his pistol and aimed it at Rice’s head. “Your opinion of our morals is much appreciated, but hardly the point of discussion. Where is Owen?”

“If you shoot me, you’ll never know, will you?” Rice flicked his cloak to one side to reveal his own pistol, pointed straight at Carys. “I’ll tell her where he is if you stay behind with me.”

Jack didn’t alter his stance. “Why this sudden interest in my demise? I’ve already agreed to divorce her so that you can marry her. Why would you want to kill me?”

Rice’s dark face contorted. “You know why. You murdered my brother.”

Carys shook her head. “That’s not true. Jack is gathering evidence to prove his innocent.”

“Be silent,” Rice snarled. “That’s ridiculous.”

Jack went still; the wind died, as if the whole island listened avidly to their conversation.

Blood red, seeping through blinding white. David Rice screaming his last words, “I’m sorry, Jack. I can’t do it. I’m sorry for what I did.”

He lowered his pistol. His hand shook too much for him to aim with any conviction. “If I shared new information, you still wouldn’t let me live, would you?”

Rice took a step back. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

Jack slipped his pistol behind him and Carys took it. He advanced onto the bridge. “What did David do, Rice? Why is it so important to you that I remain in disgrace or preferably dead?”

Oliver jerked his arm up and swung the pistol toward Jack. Forcing himself not to look down into the swirling seething sea beneath him, Jack hurled himself at Rice. He went in low and took Rice down.

A pistol went off close to his ear, deafening at such close range. His left arm blazed with searing heat but he refused to let go of his struggling captive. His superior weight and ungentlemanly fighting skills helped him pin Rice to the ground. Carys appeared beside him, the pistol steady in her hands.

Jack stared into Rice’s dark anguished eyes. “What did your brother do?” He spoke softly, but Rice seemed to sense the menace behind his words. Rice darted a look at Carys but obviously received no encouragement. Jack reached down and withdrew his hunting knife from his boot.

Rice winced as Jack pressed the sharp blade to his throat. “David should never have become a soldier. He hated it. Father forced him into the army after David lost several large sums of money at the gaming tables.”

Jack nodded. “He was always in debt when I knew him. He even tried to borrow from me.” Jack smiled, and Rice shuddered.

“Before he died, David wrote to me and said he’d found a way to earn a great deal of money.” Rice looked exhausted, his expression turned inward. “He spent many pages justifying his actions, but I could tell he was up to something illegal.”

“Like selling information to the French.” Jack glanced up at Carys, a bitter taste in his mouth. “Do you remember me saying that David seemed almost relieved to die? Perhaps I was right after all.” He angled the tip of the knife into Rice’s neck until he pierced the skin. “Why didn’t you stop him? Why didn’t you tell him that his actions would cause an untold number of deaths?”

Rice swallowed hard, his gaze not quite meeting Jack’s. “I didn’t receive his last letter until after he’d been killed. I didn’t want to believe that my brother could be so stupid.”

Jack closed his eyes for a brief moment to subdue his primitive desire to plunge the knife deep. David Rice was already dead. Killing Oliver wouldn’t change anything. “I’m sure you were delighted when all the blame fell on me. It didn’t occur to you to speak up for me, did it? Far easier to let me take the blame and let David remain a hero.”

Rice grimaced. “I intended to make amends. I vowed that after your death, I would marry your widow and raise your son as my own. But you refused to die.”

Jack gave an unwilling crack of laughter as he caught a glimpse of Carys’s furious expression. She would not enjoy being seen as a victim who required rescuing. He thought back over the last five years. He’d dealt with his fair share of pickpockets, tavern fights and dangerous encounters with strangers. Was Rice suggesting that not all of them had been random acts of violence? “You and your mother were staying at the Mansell’s house when Gareth was shot.”

“Yes. Unfortunately, Davies got in the way. I was aiming for you.”

Jack shifted his weight and tried to ease the atrocious ache in his left shoulder. “I apologize for not obliging you by dying. When I have you safely back on shore I’ll expect a written confession. Now where is Owen?”

Rice shifted violently to his right, brought his leg up and kicked Jack in the left arm. With a groan, Jack fell backwards and pain exploded through his body. Carys screamed as Rice locked an arm around her knees and brought her crashing to the ground. The pistol went off harmlessly into the air. A crowd of gulls rose overhead, blotting out the sun, shrieking their displeasure.

Jack grabbed a tuft of grass, his boots scrabbling for purchase on the uneven sloping rock close to the cliff edge. By the time he righted himself, Rice had Carys in his grasp, his expression defiant.

“I’ll not confess a thing for your benefit, Llewelyn. Owen is in safe hands. If I do not return before sunset, my accomplice will kill the boy.”

Carys’s cry was stifled by Rice’s hand over her mouth.

Jack came up on one knee. “Who has Owen then?”

Rice smiled. “Don’t you know how much your family hates you, Jack?”

The realization that his family was involved hardly surprised Jack. After finding out that Rice was mixed up in the business, he’d lost the capacity to be shocked.

“If I stay with you, will you let Carys go and retrieve her son?”

Rice urged Carys to her feet. “You are going to stay here. I will take her to her son. After a night spent alone with your thoughts on the Worm, you’ll be an easy target for my marksman when you cross the causeway alone. Everyone will think you made a mistake with the tides and got swept away.”

Jack carefully bent his left elbow and balanced his forearm on his raised knee. Black spots and sparks invaded the corners of his vision as he struggled against the all-encompassing pain. He met Carys’s eyes, looked down at the knife concealed in his right hand.

With savage satisfaction, he watched her teeth sink into Rice’s hand. Rice swore and jerked his hand up. Carys threw herself away from Rice as Jack flung his knife.

Rice grunted and clutched his stomach but didn’t fall. He lunged toward Jack, his face wild. The last thing Jack remembered was Rice’s boot connecting with his skull, and then everything went black.



Chapter 32
 

CARYS TRIED TO break free and run to Jack as he rolled down the other side of the grassy bank, but Oliver caught her arm. He hauled her back against his side. He was panting, his face pale.

“Leave him. He doesn’t deserve your help. Do you want me to take you to Owen or not?”

Carys pressed her trembling fingers to her mouth. What if Jack didn’t regain consciousness? Oliver shook her so hard she bit her tongue.

“If you don’t make up your mind, I’ll make it up for you, and kick Llewelyn over the side.” He lurched toward Jack, his intentions clear on his face.

This time it was Carys who held him back. “Oliver, stop. I’ll come with you.”

Oliver fixed his gaze on Jack, who lay face-down in the grass. He stared out to sea and spoke almost to himself. “Better if he’s seen dying when he attempts to cross the causeway. I’ve already arranged witnesses for that. More questions will be asked if he simply goes missing.”

Carys stifled a moan when he turned back to her. His familiar pleasant expression had disappeared, leaving her with a stranger. Sweat beaded his upper lip and his dark eyes were glazed with pain.

“Before we leave, I’ll have to get this damn knife out.”

Carys could see the handle of Jack’s knife sticking out from the right side of Oliver’s waistcoat. He cursed trying to maintain his grip on her and reach the handle at the same time.

“You’ll have to do it for me.” He slid his hand up her arm and dug his fingers into her braided hair. “Don’t try and do anything clever, Carys. Remember, I still have Owen.”

As slowly as she could, she curved her hand around the blood-splashed bone handle. She set her teeth and drew the blade outwards. A spurt of warm blood covered her fingers.

Oliver staggered against her. He pressed his hand to the wound and motioned at Jack. “Take his shirt off and make me a bandage. Quickly!”

While she worked the shirt out of Jack’s breeches, Carys checked him for signs of life. His chest rose and fell beneath her anxious gaze. She almost cried out when he grimaced and then winked at her. She used the knife to cut a thick pad and several long strips from the tough linen fabric. She slid the makeshift pad under Oliver’s shirt and bound it with the strips of fabric.

Oliver waited impatiently for her to tend to the wound, his fingers drumming on his thigh.

“You’ve lost a lot of blood. Are you sure you are able to make it back to the mainland?” Carys asked, not daring to meet his gaze, afraid he might see the hatred behind her eyes.

Oliver laughed. “My dear lady, are you concerned for my welfare?” He raised her chin until she was forced up onto her toes. “Or are you simply concerned for your son?” He stared at her mouth. “I was looking forward to having you as my wife. You would’ve been a fitting penance for my sins.”

Something in her expression must have betrayed her disbelief.

“I do have some standards, you know. Despite David’s…mistake, I refuse to benefit from it. By marrying you, I would remove myself from the temptations of political office.”

Carys regained her voice. “Are you saying you wanted to destroy your chances for a political career and a social life?”

He looked more like his old self when he answered. “Not quite. At first, people might be shocked by my choice, but eventually everyone would think well of me for rescuing a widowed child and her unwanted son from disgrace and penury. In time, I would be accepted back into society—you, of course, would remain a social outcast.”

“And I would always be known as the shameless hussy who brought a good man to his knees. How very clever of you, Oliver.” Carys jerked the last bandage in place and stepped back. “Will you take me to Owen now?”

He brushed her mouth with his lips. “I would’ve taken very good care of you and Owen if you hadn’t allowed Llewelyn back into your bed. Remember that.”

Carys fought an urge to scrub her skin. Oliver’s mouth was cold, his skin clammy. It was possible he wouldn’t be able to manage the arduous journey back across to the mainland. What would happen to Owen then?

Oliver pushed her in the back, and Carys walked carefully across Devil’s Bridge. She hoped Oliver hadn’t noticed she’d kept the knife.

“What will happen to my son if you don’t appear back on shore before the tide turns?”

Oliver gave a short laugh that turned into a gasping cough. “I told you. My partner will kill him.”

Carys fought the onrush of tears. “Why? Owen has never done anything to you. He idolizes you.”

“Dammit, Carys, it’s unfortunate but it was part of the deal. I wanted Jack, and my partner in crime wanted Owen. You might say it was a match made in heaven.”

Carys tightened her grip on the knife concealed in her pocket. How dare he speak of her son as if he were as worthless as an unwanted puppy? She worked her way across the jagged stones between Outer Head and Low Neck. Oliver remained behind her. She heard him curse under his breath as his boots slipped and slithered on the uneven surface.

Was it her imagination, or was the sound of the sea getting louder? She pictured the waves gathering to throw their might across the causeway, obliterating anything in their path as they met over the sea bed.

She hesitated as they reached Inner Head and tried to look back and see if there was any sign of Jack. All she was aware of was Oliver’s dark presence, his tortured breathing and a sense of fear and helplessness that threatened to choke her.

To her relief, the causeway remained visible. She started to scramble down the rugged cliff face, glad she’d borrowed Gareth’s clothes, wondering how any woman would manage the climb in skirts.

“Wait here.”

His harsh command surprised her. She sat down abruptly on the nearest rock. He pulled an eye glass from his pocket and angled it at the sun. After a while, Carys saw an answering flash from the shoreline.

Oliver gave a satisfied grunt. “My partner will move the boy to Saint Iltyd’s church by Oxwich Manor now that he knows I’m safe. Do you know it?”

Carys nodded. “You said that your accomplice wanted to kill Owen. Why should I believe you will allow me to take him home?”

Oliver pressed his fingers to his side. His gaze became distracted, his eyes half-closed. “I don’t think the Llewelyns really want to murder the lad. They just wish to negotiate with you. A bird in the hand, and all that.”

Carys stood up and brushed off her breeches. “Do the Llewelyns also know that you plan to kill Jack?”

He grabbed her shoulder and hauled himself upright. “Of course they do. With Jack out of the way, we all benefit. David remains a hero, Owen is reunited with his aristocratic family…”

“And what about me? What role am I supposed to play in this farce?”

“I haven’t quite decided yet. When I first saw you hand in hand with Jack, I thought I wanted to kill you as well. But I find, to my astonishment, that over the years I have developed some affection for you. If I marry you, you cannot testify against me in a court of law.” He patted her cheek. “And I will keep you so close that you’ll never be able to break free of me again.”

His lips collided with hers and he tried to force his tongue into her mouth. Carys gritted her teeth. Gathering her strength, she pushed him hard on the chest.

With an outraged shout, he fell backwards. His outstretched hand caught Carys’s coat and brought her crashing down with him. Carys screamed as the green grass, grey sky and blue sea revolved in a meaningless blur until she lost all sense of direction.

When she opened her eyes, she lay half beneath Oliver. Blood stained the rock pool beside his head and his eyes were closed. She felt for his heartbeat and heard it faintly beneath her palm. When she tried to lever herself off him, she almost screamed.

The bones of her right wrist sat at an awkward angle. Had she broken it? Carys looked wildly around. Apart from the seething miniature world of the sea creatures beneath her, she and Oliver were alone. She choked back a sob. How long had she been unconscious?

She checked the position of the sun. It was much lower in the sky now. Should she leave Oliver and take her chance on the causeway, or go back for Jack? She cradled her wrist between her breasts. Perhaps she should leave them both and go and find her son instead. Surely she could bargain with the duke? She’d rather give Owen to him than see him harmed.

She glanced down at Oliver, who hadn’t stirred. No matter how much she hated him, she couldn’t leave him to drown. She needed Jack. With her injured wrist she couldn’t even move Oliver to safety. She set her teeth, glanced back up the cliff to the Inner Head and began to climb.

* * *
 

Jack sat up with a horrid rush of sensation. He shut his eyes, rolled onto his side and retched. His head felt like he’d been hit by a cannon ball. He’d waited until Carys and Rice’s voices faded before attempting to move.

Luckily for him, Rice had been too squeamish to finish him off, and Carys hadn’t betrayed the fact that he was still conscious. Rice must have taken her back to the mainland. Jack struggled to his feet and almost blacked out again. He guessed the sun was within an hour of setting. If he wanted to catch up with his wife, he needed to leave now.

Jack sucked in a breath and studied the narrow strip of Devil’s Bridge. He could hear the faint sounds of water slapping against the stones far below, indicating the tide was already on the turn. When the wind died down, he traversed the bridge at a run and kept going.

His knees were weak by the time he reached Inner Head. Had Carys called his name, or was it just the screaming of the gulls? He saw her, almost at the top of the cliff. Her red hair tangled around her face, her expression wild.

Ignoring the pain in his shoulder, he enfolded her in his arms and tried to decipher her gasped words.

“Oliver’s stuck at the bottom of the cliff.”

“Is he dead?”

“I don’t think so.” She showed him her right wrist. “I hurt myself and I couldn’t move him.”

Jack resisted the urge to tell her to leave Rice to drown. But he was the one who could kill without conscience, not her. Smoothing her hair back from her face, he saw the desperation in her eyes which mirrored his own. He ripped off his neck cloth and bound her wrist. “The best we can do is get Rice to higher ground. We don’t have time to take him with us. We’ll barely make it across the causeway as it is.”

Carys pulled out of his arms. He marveled at her courage. With her titian hair catching the glowing rays of the sun, she looked like a lioness ready to defend her cub. “We’d better hurry then.”

As they scrambled down, Jack saw Rice stretched out on the causeway. “Can you take his arms? If we can get him upright, I’ll carry him up the cliff and leave him there. He’ll be safe until morning.”

Carys crouched by Rice’s head as Jack attempted to grasp his legs. After a few seconds of useless pulling, he knelt to study Rice’s riding boot. “Damnation, the man’s caught his boot in a hole.”

Rice groaned and his eyelids flickered.

Carys produced Jack’s knife from her pocket. “I kept this. Perhaps we can cut his boot off.”

Jack sawed away at the expensive, well-fitted leather. Every so often, he glanced at the causeway and considered the sounds of the sea. Rice attempted to sit up. Jack pushed him down again. Blood seeped through a makeshift bandage Carys had fixed to Rice’s side. It seemed he hadn’t missed his target after all.

Jack studied the man’s pale face. To his experienced eye, Rice looked like he’d lost a considerable amount of blood. It was even possible that Rice would bleed to death before he got back to shore. Jack didn’t want Carys to see that or even know that it was a possibility.

“Carys, you must go now if you want to get across the causeway.”

Carys cradled her wrist to her chest. “I can’t leave you here.”

Jack cursed as the knife nicked his skin. “I’ll catch up with you if I can. Did Rice tell you where Owen is?”

“He’s at Saint Iltyd’s Church.”

“Then go and find him.” He sensed her hesitation. “Go on. Owen needs you more than I do.”

Carys came and knelt by his side. She cupped his face in her hands. “I love you, Jack. Please don’t leave me again.”

He fought a rush of emotion that made it almost impossible for him to speak. “Just go.”

She picked her way through the tide pools, her back straight. Her hair escaped its braid. She looked so young that she reminded Jack of her sixteenth birthday party, when he’d first fallen in love with her.

Rice cursed, and Jack pointed the knife at him. “Be very glad that Carys is a lady. I’m doing this for her.” He gave a vicious tug to Rice’s boot and finally released it from its prison. “If it was up to me I’d let you drown.”

Ignoring the pain in his left arm, Jack managed to boost Rice over his right shoulder and make his way back up Inner Head. He dumped Rice close to the top of the cliff. From his vantage point, he could see Carys crossing the causeway. She was about halfway, moving at a steady pace.

“I’ll leave you here, Rice. Let’s pray you survive until morning.”

Rice leaned back against the rocks, his face ashen. “I’m not ashamed of what I’ve done. I did what anyone would to protect my family’s name.”

“To protect the dead at the expense of the living? What a fine and honorable man you are.”

“I don’t expect you to understand, Llewelyn. You have no sense of honor. You’re a disgrace to your family name.”

Bitter words rose in Jack’s throat but he held them back and began his descent of the cliff. What was the point in trying to pierce Rice’s arrogance? If the wound in his side kept bleeding, Rice would be very weak by the morning, if not dead.

Jack contemplated the distance he still needed to cover. Neither of them would make it alive if he attempted to carry Rice across. He had no choice. He had to follow Carys.



Chapter 33
 

CARYS REACHED THE end of the causeway and studied the steep path up the cliff face. She rubbed her cold palms against her soaked breeches, ignoring the dull ache in her wrist. Her fingers stung and bled from grasping at rocks to break her fall. The thud of her heartbeat sounded louder than the sea. Praying for strength, she struggled up the path, her knees threatening to give way with every labored step.

A slight jingling sound from above made her freeze on the path. When she peered upward she let out a thankful gulp of air. Three tethered horses grazed the rough grass at the top of the mound, oblivious to the bedraggled human approaching them. Two of them belonged to her and Jack. The third had obviously been left for Oliver.

At the crest of the cliff, Carys risked a look back over the causeway. She shaded her eyes against the setting sun. An indistinct figure stumbled through the rock pools. A flash of light threaded through the gathering clouds and illuminated Jack’s golden hair. Carys sat down, her strength gone.

She estimated Jack was two-thirds across the causeway. Behind him, the sea had started to gather itself to surround the head of the Worm. She wrapped her arms around her knees, willing Jack to move faster, knowing that even if she called out he wouldn’t hear her. He, of all people, must know the deadly game he played with the encroaching tide.

As if he’d heard her unspoken fears, Jack glanced behind him and seemed to pick up his pace. The faster he ran, the more he fell. Trickles of water silvered by the setting sun crept, then rushed along the cracks of the causeway like fast-melting metal. By the time he reached the final part of the land bridge, Jack splashed ankle-deep in water.

Carys knew he wasn’t safe yet. The tides surrounded the Worm in a circular pattern, many of the cross currents clashing at the shoreline. Unable to sit still, she scrambled back down the path. The menacing sound of the incoming sea closed over her, raising the hairs at the nape of her neck.

Jack was up to his knees now as he staggered against the pull of the current. Twenty feet away from her, his intent gaze was focused on the cliff face. An ominous noise made Carys look to her left. Waves rolled toward Jack at a speed that made her breathless.

“Jack!” she screamed as he disappeared beneath a curtain of water higher than his head. She ran to the water’s edge and peered into the choppy sea.

Five feet away, Jack resurfaced and fought the swell of the tide. He caught sight of her and grinned. Another wave smashed into him and knocked him sideways. Carys wrapped her injured arm around the nearest upright rock and leaned out as far as she could. When the foaming water settled, she caught a glimpse of Jack’s white shirt. She grabbed it and held on.

Carys stifled a scream as the voracious current tried to suck her down into the water as well. Stretched out to their fullest, both of her arms burned with pain. Jack’s hard fingers closed around her elbow. He hauled himself out of the water and collapsed on his back beside her, coughing and spluttering.

All her energy deserted her, and Carys slid down the side of the rock with a jarring bump. She blinked at Jack. He was soaked through. The slight wound on his left shoulder began to bleed again, coloring his sleeve a delicate pink.

Jack sat up and shook his head, sending a shower of salt water over her. She didn’t even have the energy to turn her face away when the freezing droplets hit her skin.

“Christ, no!” Jack staggered to his feet, his gaze fixed on the causeway behind her. “What in damnation is Rice doing?”

Carys forced her unwilling body to turn toward the sea. To her horror, Oliver was attempting to navigate the rapidly disappearing causeway. She pressed both of her hands to her mouth to stop herself from screaming. Why hadn’t he stayed where Jack put him? What madness had made him attempt to leave the relative safety of the Worm?

Jack took two steps toward the cliff edge.

Carys came up on one knee and grabbed his arm. “It’s too far. You’ll never reach him.”

Jack glanced wildly down at her and then back out to sea. They both gasped as Oliver staggered beneath the oncoming waves and then managed a few more steps. A booming roar sounded from behind Inner Head, like the dragon had truly woken. Waves crashed in from all sides now, smashing against each other as they fought for possession of the causeway.

Oliver went down, his hands thrown up as if in surrender.

Carys buried her face against Jack’s soaked shirt and held on tight. For a long while, all she could hear was the thunderous, unsteady beat of his heart. She opened her eyes when he kissed the top of her head.

“He’s gone, Carys.”

She raised her head and looked at his anguished face. It comforted her that he had as little joy in Oliver’s destruction as she did.

Jack rested his hands on her shoulders and gave her a gentle shake. “We have to go on. We have to find Owen.”

* * *
 

Jack hid the two horses in the green darkness of the copse behind the church. He turned to study Carys. Like him, she was soaked to the bone. Her expression was set, her lips clamped together to prevent them from chattering. He put a hand on her shoulder.

“What would you prefer to do? We could go and ask for help at Oxwich Manor. But if I’m right in assuming Richard has taken Mrs. Forester to London, I doubt we’d get anyone else to listen to us.”

“Do you have a plan?” Carys looked steadily into his eyes.

He shrugged. “Not really. If we go in by ourselves, I’ll listen to what my father has to say and then try and persuade him to give Owen back to you.”

Carys gripped his hand. “I’d rather let your father take him than lose him for good. Do you understand that?”

Jack marveled at her calm strength. He brought her cold fingers to his lips. “Of course. Owen’s safety is the most important thing to consider.” Carys didn’t know it yet, but despite his conciliatory words, he was prepared to do anything to make sure of that.

He slipped his hand into his pocket and caressed the familiar worn bone handle of his knife. Could he wound his own father?

“He’s expecting two people, so we’ll go in together.” He glanced up at the leaden sky, judged the lengthening shadows. “The church is extremely dark inside. It will probably take him a moment to work out that I’m not Rice. If you get the opportunity, snatch Owen and run back here. Seek shelter at the manor.”

Carys managed a smile. “I thought you said no one at the manor would help us?”

Jack bowed. “I meant that Mrs. Mansell wouldn’t lift a finger to help me. Luckily for you, she is a notorious gossip. The opportunity to be at the center of another Llewelyn family scandal would be impossible for her to resist.”

Carys’s smile faded as she looked at the church.

Jack followed her gaze. “Shall we go, then?”

As they walked along the stone flagged path, Jack mentally reviewed the possible sacrifices his father might demand of him. Would he be satisfied if Jack promised to leave the country and never return? The thought made him sick and his step faltered. Even if he never got to see Carys or his son again, at least they would be safe.

The church door stood slightly ajar. A faint light flickered under the door. Jack breathed in the essence of decay and stepped behind Carys. “Walk forward slowly. I’ll keep in the shadows for as long as possible.”

A lone figure shrouded in a long black driving coat awaited them by the altar at the head of the church. Even in the gloom, Jack knew instinctively that it wasn’t his father. What price his much-vaunted judgment now? He’d mistaken his opponent twice in one day. He came up alongside Carys and took her hand. “Good evening, Robert.”

In the flickering lamplight, Robert’s eyes widened and fixed on Jack. In his right hand, he held a pistol that he pointed at Jack’s head. “You’re supposed to be dead!”

Jack smiled as fury boiled and seethed in his chest. “As you can see, I’m not. Unfortunately, it looks as if your good friend Oliver Rice is.”

He felt a shudder run through Carys and squeezed her hand tight. Robert took a step back and licked his lips.

“Where is Owen?” Carys’s quiet question seemed to take Robert by surprise.

“I have him safe by.”

“Where, exactly?” Jack asked.

Robert’s hand clenched on the pistol. “I’m not going to tell you. Why do you always spoil my plans? After you left in disgrace, the family seemed to go into mourning. No one cared about me. No one cared if I drank myself to death or gambled away my fortune…”

“Or stole mine.” Jack interrupted as Robert’s tirade took on a self-pitying whine. “When did you decide to help yourself to the money our mother left me?”

Robert looked put upon. “I knew this would happen if you ever came back home. I needed that money to pay my debts. You didn’t even know it existed until now. You can’t miss what you’ve never had.”

Jack breathed out hard. “I’d also forgotten that you and David Rice were at school together. What made you throw in your lot with him?”

Robert fidgeted with his collar. “I loved David, Jack. I loved him, and you got him killed. How could you ever understand that? I offered to help Oliver Rice make sure you never cleared your name. You always win at everything.”

“David was a fool. He didn’t realize until the last second that his so-called-allies weren’t going to let him live either.”

Robert wiped hastily at his eyes. “ Damn you. Stop making it sound like you are a hero or something. You don’t deserve to be alive, and you certainly didn’t deserve that money.” Robert looked pleadingly at Carys. “I don’t want to hurt Owen. I’ve always liked you. It’s Jack who causes the problems.”

Jack felt her stiffen beside him. “Then give me back my son and sort out your ‘problems’ with Jack like a gentleman. I’m sure he’ll be happy to work out a solution with you.”

Jack tensed as Robert shook his head.

“I can’t do that. Jack was supposed to die years ago when I instigated the duel with Gareth.” Robert frowned and readjusted his grip on the pistol. “If only he’d killed your brother as I expected him to, and not merely winged him and walked away.”

Jack stared at Robert with horrified fascination. Why hadn’t he realized that beneath his brother’s apparent amiability lay a streak of ruthlessness that mirrored their father’s? Anger coiled in his stomach and fed the anticipation he usually experienced before a battle. Distantly, he watched his hands start to shake with it. “Have you always hated me?”

Robert looked aggrieved. “You’ve done everything you ever wanted. You’ve walked away from all your responsibilities, while I’ve been left behind to act as a whipping boy for our parents. Because you slipped the traces, father’s kept me so under his thumb that I’ve had no opportunity to live the life I want to lead. It’s all your fault.”

Jack felt a sense of weariness fall over him. Had his absence changed Robert’s life so drastically, or would the seeds of Robert’s discontent have grown anyway? He struggled to make some sense out of the disastrous day. Sometimes it seemed that everyone he touched suffered.

“Robert, where is Owen?” He kept his tone pleasant, aware of the heavy pistol wavering in Robert’s hand. He knew from bitter experience how hard it was to hold a gun steady for so long. “Give Carys the boy and let her leave. She has done nothing to you.”

Robert cast a hasty glance over his shoulder in the direction of the vestry. “I can’t do that. Father promised me that if I gave him the boy, he’d pay off my debts and let me start with a clean slate.”

Jack nudged Carys in an attempt to persuade her to move toward the vestry while he drew Robert’s attention.

“So you’ll let the boy live if you can find the guts to kill me, is that it?” Jack took a deliberate step toward Robert, shielding Carys in the process. “Have you ever killed a man at point-blank range? It’s not that easy when you can see their eyes.”

He kept moving forward; his brother’s horrified gaze remained fixed on him even as he tried to back away.

Consumed by rage and oblivious to the danger, Jack continued to close the gap between them. “You have no idea how it feels to have a man’s brains splattered all over you, do you?”

Robert gasped as Jack reached him and ripped the pistol from his grasp. He laid it on the stone altar. Jack grabbed Robert by the lapels of his coat and backed him violently against the wall.

“I’ll give you one last chance to tell me the truth. Where the hell is Owen?”

“I have him.”

Jack stilled at the sound of his father’s voice. Without releasing Robert, he turned his head to see the duke framed in the vestry door, a small boy pressed close to his side.

“I should have known you’d have your fingers in this pie somewhere, sir.” He dug his fingers into Robert’s neck cloth and spun him around to face his sire. He withdrew his knife from his pocket and laid it against Robert’s cheek. “How about an exchange? Your son for mine.”

His father’s dry laugh split the dank silence. “Jack, you really are amusing. Do you truly believe I care what happens to Robert? He has always been such a disappointment to me.”

Robert shuddered in Jack’s grasp and for a heartbeat, Jack almost felt sorry for him.

“What do you want with my son?”

The duke laid a possessive hand on the gagged boy’s shoulder. “I want to raise him as befits a duke’s grandchild. You should be grateful to me for recognizing him, not fighting with me.”

Jack looked around for Carys but couldn’t see her. Had his father knocked her out when she’d attempted to enter the vestry? “His mother is doing a fine job of raising him herself. Why would he need you?”

Again, the rustling laugh that made Jack want to puke. “Come now. You cannot wish your son to be raised in a hovel by a woman who probably whispers hatred of the Llewelyn’s into his precious ears at every opportunity.”

Jack stared into his father’s eyes, uncomfortably aware of how alike they were. “What do you want? I have to assume you organized this entire charade in order to gain something. What is it?”

Jack sensed movement directly behind him. Was it Carys or someone connected to his father?

“You overestimate my power. On this occasion I knew nothing of Robert’s pathetic attempts to murder you.” He flicked Robert a contemptuous glance. “However, he was eager to share the details of Rice’s little plan with me when I offered to pay off some of his debts. I only became truly involved when your dear wife decided to ask you to divorce her. I couldn’t allow her to take my only living grandson away from me.”

“And you will not take him now.” Carys pushed in front of Jack, grabbed Robert’s pistol from the altar and pointed it at the duke. “I’ve had enough of this. Let Owen go, or I will shoot you.”

Jack glanced at his father. “Perhaps I should mention that she’s a damned fine shot, sir. I taught her myself.”

“Don’t be stupid, Jack. She’s a woman. She’ll never shoot me while her child stands so close.”

Carys started to hum an old nursery rhyme. Owen’s head came up. It took Jack a startled moment to realize exactly what Carys was trying to do.

“Atishoo, atishoo, we all fall down!”

Owen dropped to the floor and rolled out of the duke’s path. While the duke cursed, Jack punched Robert in the chin and let him slide to the ground. Carys passed him the pistol and then ran to find Owen, who had scuttled away into the pews.

Jack faced his father again. “It appears you have lost the advantage, sir.”

The duke bowed and stepped farther into the church. He studied Jack, his gaze disinterested, as if he contemplated the cracked tiles beneath his feet. “It appears you are correct.” He shrugged. “Outwitted by a country lass and a four-year-old.”

Jack waved his pistol at the main door. “Perhaps you’ll leave before I give in to my baser instincts. I don’t feel much familial respect for you or my brother at the moment.”

The duke stepped over Robert as if he were an inconvenient rut in the road. “You’ll be back, Jack. You’ll need my help if you want to reenter society.”

Jack bowed. “I’d rather turn this gun on myself than ask for your help. Shouldn’t you be getting back to your wife? I should imagine she would welcome your company in her hour of need.”

“Ah. Haven’t you heard?” The duke turned at the door, his expression full of unrestrained malice. “My dear wife passed away yesterday. I’m sure you won’t be expecting an invitation to the funeral.”

Jack leaned back up against the stone altar, suddenly glad of the support as his father shut the door with deliberate care. He studied Robert’s unconscious form and then located Carys and her son kneeling together on the floor.

She met his gaze, her eyes full of compassion. “Jack…”

He un-cocked the pistol and placed it on the center of the altar. “I’m going to check outside and make sure that my father has left.”

He retreated through the damp vestry into the woodland and found himself engulfed by darkness. His vision blurred and his throat grew tight. The steady beat of the sea and the scurrying winds seemed to sing a mourning song for him as he stared desperately into the night.

His mother was dead.



Chapter 34
 

“THAT OLD MAN said he was my grandfather, but he’s not, is he?”

Carys stared after Jack as Owen tugged her sleeve.

“Mama, what’s a grandfather? Is it like Granpapa Davies? Is it someone scary? ‘Cos that man was scary. His eyes were like that dead fish me and Sammy found on the beach last week.” Owen pointed a grubby finger at Robert, who struggled to sit up on the tiled floor. “That’s my Uncle Robert. I know what an uncle is. He was nice to me when I was sick from eating too much cake.”

Carys ignored Owen’s questions as she continued to feel him all over. He didn’t seem injured or alarmed, despite his adventures. She smoothed his thick hair away from his face and smiled, holding back her tears. “Owen, bach, it is good to see you. Did you have an exciting adventure?”

He grinned at her, his face a miniature replica of Jack’s. “Uncle Robert said it was a game and that we had to keep hidden from you.” His smile faded. “It was fun until the other man came. He was scary.”

Carys gathered him into her arms and hugged him tight. His small solid weight, the familiar sight and smell of him overwhelmed her. She allowed her tears to fall unseen against his shoulder. When she released him, her face was composed.

She set the overturned lamp back on the altar. “Come, bach. We have to help Jack tidy up the church before we go.”

Owen stared at the vestry door. “Was Jack the man with the angry face? Doesn’t he like us, mama?”

Carys patted his cheek. “He likes us. Don’t ever doubt it.”

Robert came up on his knees and tried to lever himself off the floor. Carys kicked him hard in the shins and he crumpled back down again with a groan. She glanced uncertainly down the aisle. Should she go and find Jack? What was she supposed to do if the duke reappeared or Robert decided to take off?

As if in answer to her questions, Jack returned. From the grim set of his mouth and a certain redness around his eyes, Carys guessed he’d been crying.

He nodded to her as he approached. “I’ll deal with Robert. If you want to take Owen home, you can use one of the horses.”

His flat statement surprised her. Part of her wanted to go to him and offer him comfort. Something about his cool demeanor and the way he avoided her gaze kept her riveted to the spot.

“Mama, he still looks angry. Are you sure he likes us?”

Owen’s loud whisper made Jack swing around. Carys held her breath.

Jack went still and gazed at Owen, as if mesmerized. He dropped down onto one knee and cleared his throat. “I’m not angry with you or your mother. I’m angry with my family. They treated you abominably.”

Owen took a step toward Jack and shook his head. “I don’t know what ‘abomdibly’ means, but Uncle Robert was nice. Even when I was sick all over him. I didn’t like the old man though. He was scary.” He put his head to one side and studied Jack. “He looked a bit like you.”

Jack reached out a shaky hand and brushed Owen’s thick blond hair out of his brown eyes. “I’m sorry you were sick. Everything will be all right now. Your mother can take you home.”

Owen’s face crumpled. “It’s boring there. Nothing ever happens. I want to stay and help you tidy up.” He glanced innocently back at Carys. “Mama said I could.”

Carys met Jack’s stunned gaze over the top of Owen’s head. She was humbled that despite his obvious surprise, he had kept his promise and not identified himself as Owen’s father.

After a last lingering glance at Owen, Jack got to his feet. He walked across to Carys, his eyes guarded, his jaw set in a firm line.

Carys lowered her voice. “What are we going to do with Robert?”

Jack tore his gaze away from Owen. “I’m not sure. I should imagine that the Duke of Diable Delamere will want to question him about his involvement with Oliver Rice.” He ran a hand through his hair. “I will have to take him back to London with me.”

Unable to stop herself, Carys stroked his unshaven cheek with her fingertip. “We can rent a carriage. We’ll take Robert to the vicarage for the night and set off tomorrow.”

He grasped her wrist and stopped the tentative movements of her fingers. “You won’t be doing anything. I’ll take him to London by myself.”

She gazed into his shuttered brown eyes and saw his refusal already formed. “You expect me to go home, twiddle my thumbs and wait for you to return?”

His grip tightened on her wrist. “I expect you to go home and look after your son.”

Robert groaned and sat up, one wary eye on Carys. His bloodshot gaze fixed on Jack. “Where’s my father? What have you done to me?”

Jack picked up the gag Carys had taken off Owen and advanced on his brother. “Father left you to my tender mercies. What else did you expect?” He tied Robert’s hands in front of him and yanked him to his feet. “You’ll be able to ride a horse, won’t you? Otherwise I’ll make you walk.”

Carys took Owen’s small hand and followed Jack and his brother out into the night. Stars gleamed in the dark blue sky and a full moon graced the treetops. The familiar murmur of the sea lulled her tired senses as she stumbled to keep her balance.

Jack stopped in front of her and blocked her view. “How did that get here?”

Carys peered around his shoulder. A farm cart, complete with two horses, awaited them where their horses had been tied up.

Jack pushed Robert in the direction of the cart. “Perhaps the duke abandoned the cart and took our horses instead. At least we’ll arrive at Rhossili more quickly.” He manhandled Robert into the back of the cart and then helped Carys up. He gave her the reloaded pistol. “Don’t hesitate to shoot if he moves.”

Robert huddled in the far corner of the cart. He looked too defeated to try anything. Jack turned to lift Owen in and laid him gently in Carys’s lap. He shrugged out of his coat and laid it over his son’s small form. Owen stuck his thumb in his mouth and cuddled close to Carys.

Carys watched Jack study his son’s grimy face. A thousand words couldn’t have replicated the swell of love and emotion she saw in his eyes. At that moment she knew he would’ve laid down his life for Owen. She swallowed down an urge to cry as he reluctantly turned away.

The cart creaked and swayed along the narrow roadway. At first Carys watched Robert until he fell asleep. Then she watched Jack’s broad back until sleep overcame her too.

* * *
 

After settling Owen in the nursery under the watchful eye of Martha, Carys returned to her childhood bedroom. She smiled as she closed the door. Her room retained the essence of all her foolish girlish dreams. She remembered how naïve she’d been, how ready to fall in love with her brother’s best friend. How stupid to think that love would conquer all…

Jack half-rose from the chair by the fire. In the firelight, his face retained its shadows and secrets. Carys leaned back against the door and simply studied him.

“Your sister-in-law insisted I should sleep in here,” Jack murmured. “I didn’t realize she meant us to share the same bed.”

Carys undid the sash on her dressing gown. Jack had shaved and washed with Gareth’s soap but his unique scent flooded her senses. She slowly inhaled the subtle nuances of his warmth and allowed it to bring her body to life. “We are still husband and wife. As far as Gwyneth is concerned, that is sufficient.”

Jack swung around to face her, his movements jerky. “It’s simple enough to fix. I can go out the window and sleep in the stables. Gwyneth need never know.”

Still holding Jack’s gaze, Carys picked up a candlestick and set the flame from the fire. She set the candle beside the bed, where it cast a welcoming shadow on the embroidered quilt cover. Jack glanced at the bed and then away.

Carys allowed her dressing gown to drop to the floor. “I used to dream about you climbing up the ivy and coming into my bedroom. Did you know that?”

Jack shook his head. His hands slowly fisted at his sides.

Carys took a step closer to him. “I used to lie in bed and imagine how it would feel when you touched me in all those forbidden places.” She smoothed her finger over her bottom lip. “My body already knew what it wanted from you before I fully understood it.”

Jack licked his lips, his breathing harsh as if he could already taste her. “You thought of me while you touched yourself?”

Carys nodded. “Here,” she rubbed her thumb over her nipple, “And here.” She slid her fingers down to the junction of her thighs.

With a groan, Jack fell to his knees and wrapped his arms around her hips. He rested his cheek on her stomach, his breath hot against her skin. “Why are you telling me this now? I cannot stay. I have to leave in the morning.”

She looked down at the top of his head. “Because I need you to know that I haven’t ever stopped wanting you. Even when I tried to hate you, I couldn’t.”

Jack got to his feet and faced her. “What do you want from me?” He brought her fingers to his lips and kissed them. With deliberate slowness, she leaned into him, felt the crispness of his borrowed shirt against the thin muslin of her nightgown.

“Nothing, Jack.” She raised her head and kissed his warm mouth.

He swore and then kissed her back, his lips opened to admit her questing tongue.

She pushed on his chest and he moved backwards to the bed. “I want nothing from you but this night.”

He tried to speak but she covered his mouth with her fingers and tugged his shirt free of his breeches. She had to stand on tiptoe to drag the shirt over his head. He didn’t help her, but she didn’t question his passivity. She wanted to give; she wanted to make him feel pleasure.

She hummed with feminine satisfaction as his stomach muscles contracted when she stroked him. Using both hands, she helped him out of his boots and slid his breeches down his legs. He half-sat on the bed, his face unreadable. Only the physical evidence of his thrusting cock proved to Carys that she was wanted back.

He caught her wrists and brought them behind her. “I can’t make you any promises. Don’t do something you might regret.”

She understood his desire to be honest, even as she tried to ignore the distress gathering in her chest. Why was he so reluctant to confess that he still cared for her? “How could I regret this? You saved my life. You saved Owen’s life.”

“Dammit, Carys, I destroy everything I love. How can you want me?” He pulled back again and caught her chin, his gaze steady on hers.

She pushed her hips into his, enjoying his hard, wet shaft pressed to the softness of her belly. “Your body wants me, even if your mind doesn’t.” She drew an unsteady breath. “If this is all you can accept from me, then yes, I want you. I want you inside me.”

He swallowed hard and slid his hands up to her shoulders. “Carys…”

Tears threatened behind her eyes. She wouldn’t acknowledge his refusal to accept her love. She wouldn’t. Instead she kissed him, her mouth crushed to his, her soul in the kiss. He kissed her back with a restrained passion that made her want to force him to his limits, to make him beg and cry out her name.

Panic threaded through her arousal, followed by a trembling rage. How would she survive if he left her again? How dare he come back, carelessly reawaken her senses and then abandon her? She struggled to breathe. If he chose not to return, she would make sure he never forgot her.

She broke off the kiss, slid down his aroused body and brought his cock into her mouth. He groaned as she drew on him. One hand fisted in her hair, the other braced against the bed. She drove him hard and fast until he pulled on her hair and dragged her lips away from him.

With easy strength, he picked her up and threw her on the bed. He rose over her, his eyes black with passion as he bent to suckle her breast. Still angry, still wanting more, Carys raked her nails over his scarred back and made him shudder. This would be no gentle mating. This would mark him, as he had marked her forever.

When he tried to get between her thighs, Carys rolled onto her side. He came after her, taut muscles gleaming in the candlelight. With all her strength she pushed him onto his back and straddled him. Jack lay still, his chest heaving, his ragged breathing loud in the sudden silence.

“Carys, love…it doesn’t have to be like this. Not in anger.”

She reared up over him, fighting tears. “Yes it does. It has to mean something. All the years we’ve wasted.”

He raised his arms above his head and grabbed the headboard. “Then take what you want.”

Her fingers curled into claws. She contemplated his bare chest. A sudden weariness doused her rage. “No.”

She clambered off him and headed for the door. He was right. It was too late to make him pay for leaving her, and sex wouldn’t keep him at her side—only love would. She searched aimlessly for her robe. Perhaps it would be better if she stayed with Owen in the nursery, after all.

“Don’t go, anwylaf. Please, not like this.” Jack came up behind her and pulled her into his arms. “You’re right. Let me make love to you. Let’s put the pain behind us. We’ve always been good together.”

Carys shook her head. “I don’t want to hurt you, Jack. I want you to…” her throat dried. She was not going to ask him to stay with her. He needed to make that decision himself. “I want you to go.”

* * *
 

Jack tightened his grip on Carys and studied her averted face. One minute spitting and hissing at him like an enraged lioness, the next all loving, and now giving him his marching orders. What the hell was he supposed to do? He’d tried to do what she wanted of him. He’d tried to give her the opportunity to make him suffer as he deserved. After making him ache with lust to his back teeth, was he now supposed to walk away like a gentleman?

Didn’t she understand that she’d be better off without him? That his mere presence brought pain and dishonor? Everyone he loved suffered. He didn’t want that for Owen. He didn’t want that for her.

Under her startled gaze, he grabbed his clothes from the floor. Without asking, he picked her up, dumped her on the bed and stormed across to the window. With a savage jerk, he opened the wooden sash. He took a deep gulp of the fresh sea air. What could he give her to make it right?

“Let’s start again, shall we? Let’s pretend I’ve climbed the ivy and there you are in your virgin bed, dreaming of me.”

Carys stared at him for what seemed like an hour. Still watching him, she slid under the covers and brought her knees up to her chin. Silence stretched between them, thin as a wire. Just as Jack was about to give up and climb down the ivy in all his naked glory, Carys spoke.

“Jack, what are you doing? My parents will kill you if they find you here.”

He closed the window and crossed the carpet in two strides. He knelt by the bed and took Carys’s hand. “I just wanted to see you.” He kissed her fingers. “I can’t seem to survive without you.”

She snatched her hand from his grasp as he got to his feet.

“Dammit, I’ve been dreaming about you in this bed all summer. He touched her luscious mouth with his fingertip. “I’ve dreamed of kissing you here.” He trailed his fingers down her throat and circled her nipple. “And here.” She sighed as he slid his hand lower to rest between her legs. “And especially here. I’d love to kiss you here.” He looked into her eyes. “Will you allow me to live out my dreams?”

When she nodded, his heart gave an odd leap as if he were, indeed, the young man who’d fallen in love with a speed that still surprised him. Carys pulled back the covers, inviting him in. He took her carefully in his arms, remembering the soft weight of her, the allure of her natural scent.

He kissed her forehead and then her ear. “Will you let me make love to you? Will you share yourself with me?”

She reached out and stroked his cheek. Her eyes were clear, her face beautiful in the soft candlelight. “Yes, Jack, I will.”



Chapter 35
 

“JACK’S GONE?” Carys reread the note he’d left on the rectory kitchen table. With a curse, she crumpled it in her hand and threw it in the fire.

Martha looked up from her bread making and frowned. “There’s no need for that kind of talk, young lady. Your mother would be horrified.”

Carys sat down at the table with a thump. “You can thank your darling Jack if my language has deteriorated. He’s the one who taught me how to curse in the first place, and he is the one who makes me curse now.” She studied her clasped hands, the dull glint of her wedding ring. “He might have waited to say goodbye. I have no idea when he intends to return. Do you?” She shifted in her seat as her body remembered the feel of his hands and his mouth on her skin.

“No, bach,” Martha said . “I barely saw him. He gave me the note and asked me to look after you and Owen. He made no mention of returning.”

Carys shut her eyes as a painful realization swept through her. “He doesn’t intend to come back, does he? He’s decided to play the hero and remain in London without me.”

“You don’t know that.”

“But it would be typical of him, wouldn’t it?” She rubbed her hand across her face and groaned. “And I told him to go. I didn’t have the courage to tell him that I loved him and wanted him to stay. I was too afraid.”

“You had good reason to be wary. He did leave you once before.” Martha put down her spoon, her expression thoughtful. “Perhaps he needs time to think. His mother has just died.”

Carys shot to her feet. “He’s had plenty of time to think! How dare he walk out on me again?” She glared at Martha, who was trying not to smile.

“Perhaps you should go after him, Carys. I’ll keep Owen safe and sound here.”

“Perhaps I should. I’ll make him give me an explanation this time, rather than letting him walk away without a word.” Carys reached the kitchen door before her footsteps faltered and she turned to stare at Martha. “Do you think I’m doing the right thing?”

Martha made shushing motions with her floury hands. “Go, love. You’ll never know unless you try.”

* * *
 

Jack stared out of the large bow window that fronted onto the busy London square. Spring came earlier to the capital than it did to the wilds of the Gower. A plethora of sharp green buds already forced their way through the winter deadness of the bare branches. Jack let out his breath. Carys would’ve read his note by now. Did she realize that he’d made no promises to return?

Jack closed his eyes and pictured Owen. Even after a day, the image was as clear as a new-minted coin. If he could scrape up the money, he’d commission a miniature portrait of his son to remember him by. The shock of that first meeting and his instinctive desire to pull the boy into his arms and never let go had shaken Jack to the core. For the first time he could truly appreciate the strength Carys had shown in the pursuit of her child.

Jack rubbed at the misted glass. He’d delivered a surly Robert to the Duke of Diable Delamere’s associate, Steven Gardiner at the Foreign Office. Robert’s pleas hadn’t moved him. It would do his brother good to experience the power of the government’s wrath, let alone what their own father would do to him later. The reward he’d been promised for the capture of Mrs. Forester would keep Carys and Owen financially secure for years.

He reached into his pocket for his handkerchief and touched the folded note Steven Gardiner had passed to him earlier. To Jack’s complete astonishment, Captain Fury had been true to his promise and had left word of Marcus. The cryptic note said that Major Stortford was in England again. Jack had no idea where. All he could hope was that Marcus would find his way to London and his family. If he didn’t turn up soon, Jack intended to beg the Duke of Diable Delamere to search for him.

Jack half-smiled. It seemed that all his problems were behind him. For the first time in many years, he would be able to walk freely in his own world. He tried to feel glad but his heart failed to rejoice, even though he knew he was doing the best he could for Carys. At least she would be free of the stigma of his disgrace.

Now he awaited the duke in his study to complete the final stage of his mission. He turned as the door opened and then smiled when he saw Michael Waterstone.

“Have you been waiting long, Jack?” Michael expertly maneuvered his wheelchair into the room, leaving the door ajar. “The duke and duchess have been out visiting this morning. I believe they will be back shortly.” Michael held out his hand, and Jack shook it.

“Not very long. I didn’t have an appointment with your illustrious employer, so I anticipated some delay.”

Michael placed a pile of papers on the duke’s already overflowing desk. “I must say, we were delighted when your friend, Richard Mansell, turned up with my mother. It was such a relief.”

Jack nodded. “It was a relief to me also. We almost lost her to the French.”

“Yes, Mansell told us the stirring tale.” Michael hesitated. “I was sorry to hear that your family became involved in the whole damnable business.”

“My family was already involved.” Jack turned back to the window and saw the duke’s carriage just moving off. A flash of color caught Jack’s eye in the reflection from the window and he swung around to see the duchess coming through into the study.

“Michael Waterstone, what on earth was our mother doing with the French?” The Duchess of Diable Delamere stormed into the room. She still wore her cloak and bonnet; her gray eyes snapped fire, forcibly reminding Jack of Carys. The duke appeared behind her in the doorway.

Michael tugged at his cravat and cast a hopeless glance at Jack. “Ah, Elizabeth. I didn’t realize you had returned. After you’ve taken off your outdoor things, I’d be delighted to—”

The duchess stood her ground. “Tell me the truth about mother, Michael. I knew something was going on, and the duke is being rather unhelpful.” She cast her husband a quelling glance, and he raised an eyebrow. “If we hadn’t happened to meet Mr. Gardiner today, I wouldn’t have known a thing.”

“Which was my original intent,” the duke murmured. “Perhaps, my dear, you would prefer to discuss the matter with me in the privacy of our suite?”

Jack cringed as the duchess glared at her husband. The duke’s tone would have terrified most men. It seemed to have little effect on his wife.

“Gervase…”

The duke straightened. “Ma’am. Fond of you as I am, I would prefer not to discuss our differences in public.”

Elizabeth seemed to register Jack’s presence for the first time. “But it’s only Jack.”

Jack suppressed a disastrous urge to laugh and headed for the door. “I will save you the trouble of dismissing me, Your Grace. I’ll return at a more convenient time.”

He passed the duchess, who remained staring at her husband. Without breaking her gaze, she put her hand on his arm.

“No, Jack. I’ll leave. As His Grace has so properly reminded me, some things are better left to the privacy of our own quarters.” Her voice shook as if she were fighting tears. “I apologize for embarrassing you all.”

She swept the duke a magnificent curtsey and headed for the open door into the gardens.

“Elizabeth.” The duke took a hasty step after her before he seemed to remember where he was. His cold eyes met Jack’s and for a second they shared a similar, wholly masculine sense of frustration.

The duke recovered first and took up a position behind the desk. His smile seemed forced and his gaze strayed constantly to the garden.

“It’s good to see you, Llewelyn. I can only add my thanks to Michael’s for the swift return of Mrs. Forester. You have done your country a great service. I’ll make sure that everyone knows of it.”

Jack bowed. “In helping you, Your Grace, I also managed to help myself.” He retrieved a roll of parchment from his coat pocket. “I’ve written a full account of Lord Oliver Rice’s version of the reasons behind the Spanish ambush.”

The duke took the proffered parchment and quickly read through the contents. He allowed the document to roll back up as he studied Jack. “I understand that Rice is missing. Do you know what happened to him?”

Jack cleared his throat, and the duke held up his hand. “May I suggest that you don’t know anything? Any suspicion that you had a hand in Rice’s death would not sit well with your peers. Better, perhaps, to leave his death an unexplained mystery.”

Jack nodded and held the duke’s uncompromising gaze. If his silence meant Carys would remain safe, he would do it.

“If this information is correct, Llewelyn, you won’t need my help in clearing your name after all.”

Jack smiled. “I’d hardly say that, Your Grace. But if you could send this document to the right authorities, I’m sure it would help my case.”

The duke held out his hand. “Consider it done. Now is there anything else I can help you with?”

Jack glanced out of the window, where he could just see the duchess furiously slashing at a defenseless hollyhock with her parasol. “There is one more thing, Your Grace. It concerns my wife.”



Chapter 36
 

CARYS STARED UP at the magnificent front door of Delamere House. It was early in the morning, too early for a social call. She’d begged an overnight ride from the Llewelyns’ farm driver, who was bringing butter and cheese up to the kitchens in London. After listening to the man’s gossip, she was ready to scream.

Carys tried to shake out the creases in her crumpled skirts. She strongly suspected she smelled of ripe cheese. Would the duchess be pleased to see her in such disarray? And most importantly, would the duke know where to find Jack? Carys picked up her bag and went up the steps.

An imposing butler opened the door. Carys began to speak, but the man simply bowed and stepped aside.

“Good morning, my lady. Would you care to come through to the morning room?”

Carys closed her mouth with a snap and sailed through the door, as if she’d expected to be admitted without question. Jack had always said that beneath his harsh exterior, the duke lived a highly unorthodox life.

The butler led her into a small breakfast room at the back of the house. Both the duke and the duchess were seated at the table. A heavenly scent of ham, eggs and toast greeted Carys’s tired senses.

“Lady Jack Llewelyn, Your Grace.”

The duke looked up from his newspaper and got to his feet. “Good morning, Lady Jack. Would you care to join us?”

Surprised into silence at his casual acceptance of her presence, Carys took a seat near the smiling duchess. She allowed the duke to pour her a cup of coffee.

The duchess leaned forward and patted her hand. “Are you here to stay with me? I would welcome the company.”

Carys fought a blush. “I was hoping you would allow me to stay for a night, Your Grace, while I sort out some…family matters.”

The duke choked on his coffee, and the duchess frowned at him. She clasped Carys’s fingers. “You may stay as long as you like.” She gave the duke another pointed glance. “After all Jack has done for ‘this’ family, we are delighted to assist you, aren’t we, Your Grace?

The duke stared at his coffee as if it had suddenly become undrinkable. “Yes, indeed, my dear. You are more than welcome, my lady.” He dabbed his mouth with his napkin and rose to his feet. He bent to kiss his wife’s cheek and then turned to Carys. “If it is convenient, I would like to speak to you in my study later—say, at two o’clock? There are some matters I wish to discuss with you.”

The duke departed, leaving Carys and Elizabeth to stare at each other. Carys inwardly groaned as she registered the militant sparkle in the duchess’ eyes.

“Now Carys, I’m expecting you to tell me exactly what did happen when my mother escaped her guards.” Elizabeth glared after the departed duke. “His Grace thought he would manage the whole sordid business without bothering my pretty little head. I hate being treated like a child.” She pushed back her chair and helped Carys to her feet. “Come up into my sitting room, where we can be private. I’m dying to hear all the details the duke left out.”

* * *
 

As requested, Jack arrived at Delamere House as the clock struck two. Clouds darkened the sky, and the scent of rain hung heavily in the air. From the delicious smells that drifted through the black and white marbled hall, Jack guessed his hosts were still enjoying their lunch. Left alone in the duke’s study, he paused to study a set of official-looking documents on the desk. Was it possible that the duke had managed to arrange matters so quickly?

Jack turned as the duke appeared at the door. He bowed. “Your Grace? You sent for me?”

The duke ignored Jack’s question and came to sit at his desk. “The duchess and I had an unexpected visitor this morning.”

Jack stiffened. “Was it my father? Has he changed his mind about my attending the funeral?” He smoothed the sleeve of his new black coat. He’d already purchased garments suitable for mourning and intended to wear them in honor of his mother, regardless of his father’s decision.

“Unfortunately, no.” The duke looked regretful. “The visitor I refer to is your wife.”

Jack frowned. “Carys is here?”

The duke gave him a particularly infuriating smile. “Yes, indeed.” He glanced at the papers on his desk. “Now you will be able to explain your ridiculous decision to her in person.”

As if she’d been summoned, Carys appeared. She wore a gown cut in the latest fashion in a lilac color favored by the duchess. Her hair was neatly braided against her head. She looked nothing like the woman Jack had shared a bed with in Wales.

Jack bowed and tried to ignore his impulse to take her into his arms and kiss her unsmiling mouth. “Is something wrong at home?” he managed to ask. He couldn’t bring himself to ask if Owen was safe.

“Everyone is well, thank you.”

Thunder rumbled across the square outside, and rain hissed on the windowpanes. Carys gave the duke a quick glance but he remained at his desk, his gaze full of interest.

“Lady Jack, I understand from your husband that you were seeking a divorce.”

Color drained from Carys’s cheek and she nodded.

The duke pushed the packet of papers across the desk toward Jack, the scrape of stiff parchment loud in the silence. “As Lord Rice is ‘unable’ to furnish the capital to see the proceedings through, I have offered to do so myself. The process will still have to be dragged through all the necessary courts, both lay and ecclesiastical. But I can assure you that with my influence with the Prince Regent, and because of your recent service to your country, your application will be successful.”

Jack kept his gaze fixed on the documents as he picked them up. He only dared look at Carys when he placed them in her hands. “I will not stand in your way anymore. When you find a man worthy of you, I only wish you will choose a father for Owen with great care. He deserves a father he can respect.”

With that, he pressed the package in her cold hands and marched from the room. In his haste to leave, he forgot to pick up his new cloak and hat. Out in the square, the rain blew into his face, giving him an excuse for the sudden hot sting of tears. He stumbled toward the park in the center of the square and prayed for some privacy.

“Jack Llewelyn!”

Jack stopped.

“Jack Llewelyn—how dare you walk away from me again!”

He staggered as something hit him squarely on the back of the neck. It was the packet of divorce papers. He turned and found Carys, ten feet behind him, her hands on her hips, her expression furious.

She marched up to him and poked him in the ribs. “Do you think I am going to let you walk away like some idiotic hero in a medieval tale?”

Jack stared down at her. She’d neglected to put on her coat and bonnet. Her thin, rain-dampened gown clung to her shapely body. He pulled her under the protection of the overhanging trees. She shook his hand off her arm.

“Carys, I’m not good enough for you. I’m not good enough for Owen.”

She stamped her foot, soaking her thin kid slipper. “Stop being so noble! If I think you are good enough, despite what you have done to me, then you are definitely good enough for Owen.”

Jack tried again. “Everyone I love suffers because of me.”

Carys briefly shut her eyes, as if seeking prayerful advice from a higher authority. “Everyone suffers because of the choices they make. You can’t save everyone, Jack. You can’t blame yourself for everyone else’s mistakes.” Raindrops clung to her long eyelashes and she wiped impatiently at them. Her hair started to curl and rebel against the tight braids. “When we first married, I thought you were a hero. And when you left me, I couldn’t forgive you for being all too human.” She touched his cheek. “I’ve grown up now. You are still my hero, Jack, flaws and all. You are still the man I want to live out my life with.”

The lump in Jack’s throat grew until it almost choked him. He couldn’t speak as an absurd warmth spread through his chest. He spread his hands wide in a gesture of supplication. “I want you to be happy. Before you decide whether you want me back, remember, I’m still disinherited. I have no home to offer you and no gentlemanly occupation.”

“I already have a home and I’ve managed quite nicely without your aristocratic family’s interference.” Carys brought her chin up. “And as for employment, I suspect the duke would like to talk to you about that.”

Jack simply stared at her. She was willing to take him back? A sense of profound humility seized him. He sent up a heartfelt prayer of thanks to God.

As if seeking to convince him further, Carys grabbed his shoulders and brought his head down for a kiss. Heat flooded his senses and he forgot all about the rain dripping down his neck. When she let go, he could only gaze into her eyes and hope she could read the adoration in his.

“Just love me,” Carys whispered. “That’s all Owen needs, too. I know you are very good at that.”

A slow clapping sound made Jack look up. The duke and duchess stood at the bottom of the steps to their mansion, protected from the rain by an umbrella.

“If you have finished making a spectacle of yourselves, perhaps you might come back inside and warm up?” the duke drawled. “It would be tragic if having rediscovered your lost love, one of you succumbed to a chill of the lungs.”

Even the duke’s sarcasm couldn’t dent Jack’s happiness. He offered Carys his arm and swept up the steps. For the first time in years, he had a future and a family to consider. As he passed the duke, he winked at the duchess, which brought a scowl to the duke’s face.

“Thank you, Your Grace. That would be delightful.”
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Chapter 1
 

London, England 1814.
 

“DID YOU SAY THREE, Your Grace? Three thousand pounds?”

The man’s stammered question tailed into sudden silence.

Gervase David Saint-Malo, seventh Duke of Diable Delamere, sat back and contemplated the shine on his outstretched boots. Even in the dim light of the impromptu gaming parlor, their deep polish satisfied him. The secret ingredient his valet used to achieve such perfection was worth every penny of his wage.

The duke glanced across at his opponent, Mr. Forester, who was sweating profusely. Gervase shook back the ruffles from his wrist and stirred the crumpled pile of scrawled vouchers with one long finger.

“You mistake me, m’sieur.” Gervase allowed a moment of hope to lighten the wretched man’s face before he dashed it. “I said three thousand guineas.” He raised one eyebrow in a polite query. “You doubt my word?”

Mr. Forester’s face turned as sickly yellow as the stub of tallow candle that guttered between them on the card table.

Gervase examined his fingernails as Mr. Forester leaned closer and muttered, “Your Grace, I beg of you, a private word.”

With a yawn, Gervase dropped his cards on the table and bowed to his erstwhile opponent. He smiled as he ventured deeper into the shabby rented house. The other guests at the ill-fated card party melted away into the shadows, leaving the duke to his prey.

Mr. Forester held no surprises for him. By the time Gervase had inherited his father’s title at the age of one and twenty, he had learned just how many men wished to relieve him of his fortune, and how to deal with them. He had also learned that money was not the only thing desperate men traded over the gambling tables.

As Mr. Forester poured them both large brandies, he wondered idly what he would be offered next. If Mr. Forester were as big a fool as he looked, he would probably plead for time to pay. Not that three thousand guineas mattered to Gervase. He had more than enough money. Unlike the most recent wave of impoverished and dispossessed French émigrés, the Diable Delamere family owned land in both England and France, and had settled in England during the reign of the first Henry Tudor. But Gervase refused to be fleeced, and he had a nagging suspicion he had been allowed to win.

Mr. Forester cleared his throat. “Your Grace, I regret that I don’t have sufficient funds to pay my debt this evening.”

Gervase’s mouth twisted and he downed the cheap brandy in one swallow. So much for a gentleman honoring his debts.

Mr. Forester hurried on with his speech, perhaps anticipating the denial that hovered on Gervase’s lips.

“However, Your Grace, my stepdaughter has, in the past, offered certain services to my creditors in lieu of direct payment.”

Gervase paused in the act of pouring himself another brandy. It was the first time he had been offered a woman to repay a debt. Had Mr. Forester deliberately lost at cards in order to foist his stepdaughter on Gervase? He suspected that Mr. Forester was involved with the revolutionary French, which explained his presence at the gaming party. He had hoped Mr. Forester would offer him valuable information in exchange for the cancellation of the debt.

Although it was not the outcome Gervase had anticipated, a faint whisper of interest stirred the layers of boredom and distaste wrapped around his soul.

Mr. Forester bowed. “I will allow my stepdaughter to reside in your house and fulfill any wishes or desires you might have until my funding arrives.”

The man was serious. Gervase stared at Mr. Forester’s smooth, bland face and marveled at such blatant self-interest.

He set his glass down on the scarred oak table. “An interesting proposition, Mr. Forester. Of course, I would wish to meet this paragon before I make my decision.”

Almost before Gervase finished speaking, Mr. Forester disappeared, leaving Gervase to help himself to the brandy bottle. He caught a glimpse of his dark profile in a rusted mirror over the mantelpiece and raised his glass in an ironic salute. The silver thread in his black coat set off his raven hair and gray eyes to perfection. His wife’s demise had gifted him his perfect color palette. Since the end of the formal mourning period, he rarely bothered to dress in any other colors.

He grimaced as he noticed how the darkness of his clothing suited the shabbiness of the room. Was he beginning to merge with the shadows he hunted? He suppressed a sudden urge to leave before Mr. Forester returned. He was tired of this game and weary of the subterfuge.

The door creaked and Mr. Forester ushered his stepdaughter into the room. Gervase slowly straightened, his attention caught by her respectable buttoned-up gown and tightly braided brown hair. He judged her to be in her mid-twenties. She could easily have passed for a governess in her outmoded gown. His suspicions flared anew.

Drawn by a strange compulsion, he placed his fingers under her chin and forced her to look up at him. She was above average height and her eyes were large and gray. Her skin was excellent and she had all her teeth. He almost smiled as he caught a hint of disapproval in her narrowed gaze. Despite her dowdy exterior, he was pleased to see that she was no milk and water miss.

Without releasing her gaze, he said over his shoulder, “Does she come willingly? I’ve no patience with tears and tantrums.”

As Gervase hoped, she answered for herself, her voice low-pitched and well-bred. “I will come with you, Your Grace. I hope I can be of service.” Her firm tone was at odds with her wary expression.

An unaccustomed sense of heat pulsed through his loins as he released her. She stepped away and brushed at the dark brown wool of her limp skirts as though he had somehow contaminated her. The notion served to intrigue him even more. He loved deciphering a puzzle.

With a small bow in Forester’s direction, Gervase headed for the door. “I will wait to hear from you then, sir.” He held out his hand to the woman. “You may come with me, now.”

He wondered if she would balk at the calm assumption in his voice, but she merely nodded. She paused in the hall to pick up her cloak and bag, raised her chin in the air, and followed him out into the inky star-studded night. His coach appeared at the curb and he handed her into it.

The effect of the brandy trickled through his senses as he sprawled on the seat opposite her. She sat upright, her back not touching the seat. Her gloved fingers gripped a shabby reticule, which was all the baggage she brought with her.

Gervase caught her eye and smiled. What would she do if he reached across the small space, pulled her into his lap, and thrust his tongue into her mouth? The tantalizing thought caused him to shift in his seat. His outstretched leg brushed her ankle and she moved away with a disdainful flick of her skirts.

“You have no need to be alarmed, Miss Forester. My staff is very discreet.”

She looked confused. “Thank you, Your Grace, but my name is not Miss Forester. I’m Miss Waterstone.”

“Forgive me for mentioning it, Miss Waterstone, but you seem remarkably composed for a woman who has been dragged from her bed in the middle of the night.”

Her mouth tightened. “Unfortunately, I’m dependent on Mr. Forester’s good will. It is not the first time he has compelled my obedience.”

Gervase sat back. She sounded quite bitter. Had she and Mr. Forester quarreled? Was Miss Waterstone his mistress and partner in deceit and not his step-daughter? Women were often indiscreet in bed; Gervase might learn a great deal if he pleasured Miss Waterstone well. The thought of her naked beneath him made him hard. Taking her clenched fist, he kissed her wrist on the pulse point where her glove met bare skin.

“Miss Waterstone, then. I’m pleased to make your acquaintance and hope our liaison will be everything we could both wish for.”

Her brow crinkled, but before she could speak, the carriage drew to a stop. She rushed to descend without waiting for his assistance. Gervase halted her flight, took her elbow and led her up the steps to the darkened house.

By his command, there was no one to greet him in the echoing black and white marbled hallway. Picking up the solitary candle, which awaited his return, he gestured for Miss Waterstone to follow him. He led her up the stairs and into the suite that adjoined his, pausing only long enough to light more candles and set the fire burning.

With a bow he turned back toward the door. “I will leave you for now. Please make yourself comfortable.”

After ascertaining that the connecting door to his suite was unlocked, he let himself out into the main corridor. He would give her time to undress and then slip back into her room to see what awaited him.

His fingers were slightly unsteady as he unwound his cravat and unbuttoned his shirt. He stank of cheap brandy and the desperation that permeated the play of the cards. His nostrils quivered in disgust. When he was naked, he splashed cold water over as much of his body as he could bear. He emptied out his pockets and put on his black silk dressing gown.

He didn’t bother to knock as he re-entered Miss Waterstone’s bedroom. She sat at the dressing table, garbed in an unflattering threadbare nightgown. Unlike some of her kind, she had not succumbed to the temptation to steal any of the small but expensive knick-knacks scattered around the room.

She had gathered her brown hair into a single childish braid that hung down to her waist. For a moment, he hesitated, until the heat of the brandy and his suspicions lured him on.

She brought her hand to her throat. “Your Grace, whatever are you doing in here?”

God, she was clever. She’d even managed to inject a small quaver of fear into her voice. Gervase smiled as his body came to sudden shocking life. He sat down by the fire and crooked a finger at her.

“Come here, into the light. Don’t you wish to discuss your duties?”

Back ramrod straight, she came toward him, her hands clasped in front of her like a schoolmistress. She seemed unaware of the way the fire illuminated her luscious body through the thin nightgown, but Gervase had learned to be wary. His eyes lingered on the curve of her hip and his long fingers flexed with the desire to caress her there. He realized she was speaking.

“Your Grace, perhaps we should talk in the morning when you are feeling more the thing. I fear you misunderstood my position.”

Gervase shook his head. “I can assure you, my dear, I’m perfectly capable of performing in any position you desire.”

He caught her fingers as she tried to back away and urged her closer. She wrenched one hand out of his grasp. Suddenly weary of her games, he jerked hard and pulled her into his lap. As she fought to regain her balance he maneuvered her long legs astride him.

“Your Grace!” she cried as she tried to push away his questing hands. He wrapped his arm around her hips and held her still. “Stop it immediately!”

Gervase kissed her cheek. “It’s all right, my dear, you can stop acting now. I’m still not quite sure why your stepfather sent you here, but I intend to enjoy the moment. You can explain yourself in the morning.”

She started to speak again but he was beyond listening. He silenced her by taking her mouth in a deep kiss as he inched the fabric of her nightgown up to her waist. Her lips tasted of caramel and yielded to his questing tongue with soft ease. He groaned as her tongue brushed his and her hands flattened on his chest.

He spread his knees and the belt on his dressing gown slipped open. With one swift motion, he lifted her and was about to ease her down onto his hardening flesh when her teeth crashed into his lower lip. Staring intently up at her, he realized her wide eyes reflected panic rather than passion.

She was no light skirt.

Dear God—had he almost raped an innocent?

He clenched his teeth and began to lift her away from him. “Don’t move, Miss Waterstone. I will…”

Her fingernails raked down his cheek, his back arched in protest, and he tried desperately to push her away. She slid from his slackened grasp to the floor. Gervase pulled his dressing gown around his waist and knotted the sash. Bile rose in his throat as he stared down at her and he shuddered. Had he lived amongst the depths of human depravity for too long to recognize the truth?

“Miss Waterstone, there has clearly been a misunderstanding.” He held out his hand to her. “I swear I will not touch you again. You must let me help you.”

She stumbled to her feet and continued to retreat until she reached the connecting doorway to his suite.

“Don’t you dare come any closer, you…you disgusting reprobate!”

As she turned to run through the open door to his suite and into the freedom of the hallway beyond, Gervase gathered himself and made a lunge for her. With a cry, she crashed against his dressing table, knocked the contents to the floor, and went down on her knees. Her fingers closed around a small travelling clock. Straightening, she aimed it right at his head.

Gervase came to an abrupt stop and held up his hands.

“Miss Waterstone, please put the clock down. It is made of solid brass and you might injure yourself if you attempt to throw it. I’m sure we can sort out this very unpleasant situation to your satisfaction.”

Her mouth worked and she swallowed twice before she was able to speak. “I’m well aware of how heavy the clock is, Your Grace. I am the one holding it, after all. My brothers taught me how to throw properly when I was a little girl, and I’m quite capable of hitting my target.”

Her brave statement impressed him more than he cared to admit. Any other woman of his acquaintance would have been in floods of tears by now, not calmly threatening to brain him with his own clock. He fought an absurd desire to laugh.

“Well, if you wish to throw something at me, please go ahead.”

He advanced a step toward her, one hand held out, and then froze as she drew her arm back.

“I don’t think I could kill you, even though you deserve it. They would probably behead me at the Tower if I murdered a duke.” She eyed him with great consideration as though he were a paper target. “No, I think if I winged you, it would be enough to stop you from following me.”

Gervase laughed then and took another step forward. “Stop this foolishness, my dear. Give me the clock and we will talk. You have my word I won’t lay a finger on you.”

She took aim as he crossed the carpeted space between them and the heavy clock connected with his shoulder, ripping his dressing gown and making him reel backward.

“That,” he said with deep appreciation, “was indeed an excellent shot.” The shocking pain caught him unawares and he staggered to the side and fell against the marble mantelpiece, striking his head.

Eventually, he heard his valet’s worried voice over the roaring in his ears. When Jacques bent over him, Gervase managed to grasp his sleeve.

“Don’t let her leave.”

Jacques’s voice sounded puzzled and increasingly faint. “Who, Your Grace? You are the only person here.”
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