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      Miss Fiona MacFarland stood on the dock in Greenoch and stared at her cousin Colin’s ship, butterflies dancing in her stomach. She covered the offending organ with her hands as she straightened her spine. Fear would not rule her life now.

      But another voice argued back, saying this trip was far too scary and the butterflies beat all the harder. She’d never left Scotland before and certainly never been on a ship this large. Even more terrifying, she’d never been to England, and worst of all, she definitely never attempted to chase down a runaway fiancé.

      She supposed he hadn’t actually run away. He’d always lived in England. At least since they’d been engaged. But she’d been promised to him for well over three years and he hadn’t even bothered to come meet her. What kind of cad did that?

      He was an earl, she supposed. And as the Earl of Exmouth, he had a great many duties. Every one of his tenants sang his praises. Thanks to his business in London, they had food on their tables, and buyers for their crops. She knew he engaged in important work but still. Not one meeting?

      What was more, he’d stopped responding to her letters. They weren’t much. What did one say to a man she’d never even met? But she tried.

      She drew in a shaky breath.

      “Ready?” Aunt Edna asked from her right, her cane thumping on the wood of the dock. “I’m not getting any younger and that ramp looks steep.”

      “Apologies,” she murmured, linking her arm through her aunt’s. “I’ll assist ye.”

      Her aunt harrumphed. “About time. What were ye standing there thinking for so long?”

      “I was…” She paused, aware of how her aunt felt about this journey. Edna was convinced Fiona should have taken it years ago. She was also convinced that the Earl of Exmouth was the best man for her niece. “Wondering if I’d made the right choice.”

      “Bah.” The old woman thumped her cane again. “That man deserves a good smack upside the head and I’ve got just the piece of wood to do it.” Then she waved her cane in the air, which nearly caused her to topple back.

      “Aunty. Please.” Fiona gripped her aunt’s arm harder. Privately, Fiona was inclined to agree. The man’s behavior had caused her a great deal of worry and much public humiliation.

      “Once we’ve taught him how to behave, I’m sure he’ll make an excellent groom. He did provide for us when we needed it most.” And that is where Fiona wasn’t certain that she agreed with her aunt.

      In Exmouth’s defense, he hadn’t chosen her. She’d been engaged to his cousin, Earl of Exmouth the fifth. Upon the earl’s untimely death, the new earl had inherited the land, the castle, the duties, and the future wife.

      The current Exmouth likely wanted her about as much as she wanted him. But Gavin, her actual fiancé, had been a wonderful man, and his mother, in a misguided attempt to protect Fiona, had strong-armed her nephew, the new Earl of Exmouth into proposing. What a mess. Just thinking about it made her head hurt and she’d lived through the terrible situation.

      “Men of his class have the world at their fingertips. It’s natural that they’re a bit wild. He’ll tame.” Aunt Edna waved the cane again as they reached the top of the plank. “Ye just need to be firm with him.”

      “Auntie,” Fiona cut the older woman off. She’d grown as salty as the sea in her old age. Fiona worried she was far too advanced for the journey but she had no one else to chaperone such a trip.

      “Well, it’s the truth.” Aunt Edna stopped and stared at her. “What I still don’t understand is why exactly yer going. Do ye intend to collect him or break it off?”

      Fiona pursed her lips. Her aunt didn’t know because she herself hadn’t rightly decided. Not that Aunt Edna hadn’t been peppering her with comments about making the marriage work. “I’m going to meet him and then make a decision.” In most of her fantasies, she told the man she’d sooner marry a goat than tie herself to him. But the truth of the matter was, she didn’t have that sort of luxury. Her dowry was inaccessible, and with her mother’s death, she’d moved into Edna’s small cottage. The cottage Exmouth had provided.

      If he wasn’t her future, she’d better find a new one quickly. At three and twenty, she was fast approaching spinsterhood with no means to support herself. She needed to come up with a plan, and in her mind, that meant either accepting or dismissing the latest Lord Exmouth.

      Colin approached with a smile and a wave. They’d been close since they were children and his successful shipping business made this journey far easier. But it also came with his opinions as well as her aunt’s.

      As Colin regularly visited London, he received frequent updates on her fiancé and none of them were good. Yes, the people here in Scotland loved Exmouth, but the rumors in England spoke of a man who was involved in gambling, women, and generally rakish behavior. Colin had offered to support her himself rather than tie her to a man like the earl.

      “Ye made it,” Colin called, waving his hand. “Aunt Edna, ye’ve never looked finer.”

      “Bah.” Her aunt waved the cane again. “I’m too old fer yer charm and too young to believe yer lies.”

      Colin grinned all the wider. “Fiona, yer looking beautiful as usual.”

      She wrinkled her nose. “I’ve half a mind to repeat what Aunt Edna said.” But she stepped up to Colin, placing a hand on his arm and leaning in to kiss his cheek. He was the brother she’d never had and she loved him dearly for it.

      “Well, I see we’ve got to move ye to Greenoch. Living with Aunt Edna is wearing off on ye.”

      Edna gave him a light tap on the chin with her cane. Fiona had wondered if her aunt actually needed the stick to walk or if she just liked to have it to hit people.

      “Auntie,” she admonished. “We’ve talked about this.”

      Edna frowned. “Ye’ve talked. I’m an old woman and I’ll hit who I please.”

      Fiona sighed and then turned to thread her arm through Colin’s. Now that she’d stepped onto the ship, there was no turning back. Excitement tingled along her scalp. She was off to face her rogue fiancé but she could enjoy the trip from here to London.

      As she spun about, a man caught her gaze. He was the sort of handsome devil who made a woman’s breath catch. Dark hair waving in the breeze as his white teeth flashed in the sun. Broad shoulders filled his coat as he waved up. “MacFarland, good to see you, old chap.”

      “And ye as well.” Colin waved down. “Come meet my family.”

      “Who’s that?” she asked, surprised by how breathy her voice sounded.

      “Thomas Mayweather,” Colin replied. “One of the finest wool makers in all of London and one of my best customers.” Colin gave her a wink. “He’s also sinfully handsome and rather popular with the ladies. Try not to fall in love.”

      She pished, her hand tapping his bicep. “I’ve got enough trouble with men as it is. I don’t need anymore.”

      “Remember that when ye see him up close.” Colin started walking toward the plank.

      Fiona made no reply. She was considered by many to be a great beauty and she doubted very much she’d have any problem. She’d meant what she’d said. She had her hands full enough with the Earl of Exmouth.
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        * * *

      

      Thomas stood below looking up at Colin, who had a radiant redhead on his arm. Damn. His friend had already claimed the beauty. To be fair, he couldn’t see the particulars of her features but the generalities were just his taste. Lush thick hair and curvy figure always made for a good tup.

      Making his way up the plank, he caught sight of her again as he reached the deck. Hell’s bells. She was even more stunning up close. Green eyes, the color of fresh grass, lovely pale skin, high cheekbones, and a set of full, lush lips met his gaze. “Colin,” he called, giving his most alluring grin, one multiple women had fallen for time and again. “You must introduce me to this beauty. Where did you find her?”

      Whack. His shin exploded in pain.

      “Mind yer tongue,” A sharp female voice hissed from next to him. Turning his head to the side, he met the crinkled green eyes of an aging woman. Holding a cane, surely the instrument that had just assaulted his shin, she waggled a finger in his face. “And mind the rest of ye too.”

      “Tom, this is my aunt, Edna MacFarland.” Colin said, barely containing a laugh.

      “Charmed,” he gritted through his teeth.

      Colin did laugh then but the sound was joined with a feminine trill of giggles that pulsed straight through him like no sound he’d ever heard before. “And this is my cousin, Miss Fiona MacFarland.”

      Her bright green eyes met his and held his gaze as she gave him a sweet smile. The sort that warmed a man from the inside out.

      “Pleased to meet ye, Mr. Mayweather.”

      He inclined his head. Being Colin’s cousin, this woman was not one to be trifled with. Tom, at nine and twenty, had little interest in marriage or a family. Having spent the last decade building a business, he enjoyed his life immensely. Now was the time to celebrate his accomplishments, not the moment to add more responsibility.

      Still, she was beautiful. He scanned her again, drinking in every detail as his body tightened in awareness. Pity she was unavailable for a brief dalliance. “And you as well. Such a perfect day to begin a journey to England.”

      Her smile widened. “I agree. It’s all very exciting.”

      Colin gave Tom a subtle wink. “It’s Fiona’s first time out of the country.”

      “First time…how exciting.” He shifted away from Aunt Edna, sure she could read his thoughts, which were decidedly considering another first for a woman like Fiona. Thankfully, the cane did not smack his shin again.

      Fiona nodded, but her smile slipped. “I’m sure England will be wonderful.”

      “Fiona is engaged to be married,” Edna added. “We’re going to meet her fiancé.”

      Disappointment tightened Tom’s hand into a fist but he forced himself to relax. He didn’t want a woman like Fiona, despite her beauty. It was far better she was a betrothed woman. “Then I must congratulate you.”

      Fiona didn’t answer, just gave another jerk of her chin. Edna however, stepped closer. “My niece will be a countess.” The cane gave a tap on the side of his leg. Just enough to keep him wondering what the old woman might do next.

      “A countess?” He swallowed a bitter lump in his throat, glad he’d already determined he wasn’t interested in the woman. As a maker of fine fabric, he crossed his fair share of ladies. Many of them had wished to share his bed but afterward… “How fortunate for you.”

      Fiona’s eyes cast down. “I’m sure,” she answered quietly.

      One of his eyebrows quirked up. Whatever did that mean?
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      Fiona tightened her grip on Colin’s arm. This conversation had gotten uncomfortable. She wasn’t about to share with a complete stranger that she would likely end her engagement. She didn’t even want to tell Edna.

      Unfortunately, she had no plan beyond breaking the marriage commitment. She’d been engaged since she was sixteen, first to one Earl of Exmouth and then another. For the longest time, she hadn’t even considered a different fate.

      Of course, she loved to sew, and she took pride in fashioning much of her own clothing but did she really dare to enter a trade? Perhaps.

      Mayhap, she should take Colin up on his offer to live in his cottage. He travelled so much, she could keep the place occupied for him, and this busy town was a much better location for starting a business than the sleepy village her aunt resided in. Then again, who would care for Edna?

      The older woman was terribly set in her ways but she was family. And under her rough exterior beat a heart of gold.

      Which brought Fiona back full circle. The best thing for Edna was for her to marry the earl and move into the manor house. Edna’s cottage had been a gift from her first fiancé and was located on the Earl of Exmouth’s property.

      “I should show all of ye to yer cabins.” Colin finally filled in the awkward silence that had settled over the group.

      “That would be lovely,” Fiona answered. It was a beautiful spring day, the sun shining brightly and heating her skin. But between that and the conversation, she suddenly craved her likely dark and quiet room. Her thoughts had returned to her goals for this trip, or rather her lack thereof.

      “Ye and Aunt Edna will be staying in my cabin.” Colin cleared his throat. “I didn’t want Auntie to have to travel up and down that shipman’s ladder.”

      Edna’s cane swished in the air and Colin just managed to jump back before it hit his shin. “I’m fine to travel anywhere I please.”

      Colin didn’t argue with his aging aunt. “Let me show ye the way.” Which was to say they walked ten steps across the deck to where he opened the door. “There’s only a single bed, but I had a hammock fashioned for ye, Fiona. It will take a bit of getting used to but they’re comfortable enough once ye do.

      Fiona looked at her cousin, her eyes widening. A hammock? This would be an adventure.

      Colin swept his hand toward the room, gesturing for them to enter. “We’ll be sailing in the next few hours.”

      Edna made her way into the room and Fiona followed. The door snapped closed behind them and Fiona watched as Colin met his friend and the two of them disappeared down a hatch in the deck. She let out a sigh.

      Colin needn’t have worried about her interest in Mr. Mayweather. Yes, the man was sinfully handsome, and she supposed she’d reacted to his physical beauty but the truth was, he was exactly how she pictured her fiancé. Roguish charm, flashing smile, naughty innuendo with every sweeping glance down her body. The last thing she needed was another male problem. She was full up.

      Still, she couldn’t deny that he was the most gorgeous man she’d ever seen. Dark hair that swept casually back in the wind, warm brown eyes, a strong jaw, and full sensuous lips. She’d once seen some of the earl’s farmhands stripped to the waist. They’d had broad shoulders and rippling muscles. The sort she’d dreamed about for weeks. In all honestly, Tom Mayweather had just that look about him. She couldn’t be certain, of course, with his shirt, cravat, vest, and jacket, but the narrowness of his waist and the breadth of his shoulders hinted at a statue-like physique. She pictured his face on one of the hand’s gleaming bodies and her cheeks began to warm again.

      “Fiona,” Edna called. “Be a dear and help me with my coat, would ye? I fancy a rest.”

      “Of course,” she answered, turning away from the small window that looked out onto the deck.

      She ought to erase these thoughts as well. Tom Mayweather may look like an angel of a man but he was even worse than Lord Exmouth. A man like Mayweather only held heartbreak and longing. She’d do better to stay far away from his sort.
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        * * *

      

      Tom lay on his bunk, staring at the stack of ledgers to which he should be directing his attention. Only a beautiful red-head had dominated his thoughts.

      He scrubbed his hands down his face. Why did he let women do this to him? Hadn’t he learned his lesson?

      The last red-haired beauty he’d tangled with, the Baroness of Barnstable, had been as feisty as she was married. A normally ideal combination for Tom. They’d circled one another for near a month, the flirtation escalating to near maddening levels, in the best sort of fashion. Then one night, she’d ended up outside his door just after midnight. She’d smelled of wine and chocolate, a delicious combination, and he’d devoured her the way he knew she’d wanted him to.

      And when it was done, she’d asked him to deliver a bath. He’d raised an eyebrow. “Sure love. I’ll get you a bath. Worried about your husband?”

      She’d curled a lip. “My husband is away on business. I simply can’t stand the stench of Cheapside on my skin.”

      Her message had been clear. He was beneath her and she’d use him for a bit but he needed to be immediately washed off her skin.

      He scrubbed his face again. That had been nearly six months prior, but the memory still felt fresh and raw.

      Rising, he tried to sit at the desk and begin his work. They’d set sail and a simple dinner had been delivered to his room. Night had fallen, and the ship had finally quieted as it began the charted course to the south. But his brain simply wouldn’t attend the numbers and after an hour of trying, he pushed the books aside. What he needed was a walk to clear his head. Stepping out into the hall, he noted there was just enough moonlight to light his way to the hatch and so he returned his candle, snuffing the light. Years on ships had taught him to never leave one burning.

      Returning to the hall, he easily scaled the ladder and started a turnabout the deck. It was cool, the night air crisp upon his skin. He drew in a deep breath.

      Sailors called to one another from the rigging as the first mate stood at the helm. He’d half expected to see Colin at the wheel but his curiosity was quickly satisfied. On the other side of the deck, Colin walked with Fiona on his arm, the latter bathed in pale moonlight. If she were beautiful in the sun, she was stunning under the moon, her red hair dancing with bits of silver. He’d bet up close, her eyes were like emeralds in the night. He had a sudden vision of that hair spread across his pillow, the moon dancing on her pale skin.

      His spine straightened. What would the future countess do if he touched her?

      “Tom,” Colin called. “Out for a walk too? It’s a beautiful night.”

      Tom drew in a steadying breath. “It is.”

      “Join us.” Colin waved. “Fiona is growing bored with my company.”

      Didn’t they all? “Of course,” he answered, crossing the deck. “What shall we talk about that will keep the lady entertained?” His lip curled just a bit. “Wedding plans?”

      He expected Fiona to launch into a voracious description of lace and floral as many women of her station and beauty wanted to do. “I’d rather continue discussing this lovely evening. Perhaps, Colin, ye could teach us something about the stars.”

      Colin reached out and touched her elbow with his free hand. “I’d be happy to.”

      Tom barely listened as Colin began pointing out various constellations. A woman who didn’t wish to discuss her wedding?

      He looked at Fiona’s gown. He’d noticed earlier that she had a beautiful figure but what he’d failed to note was how well the fabric accentuated her natural lines. The maker knew precisely how to highlight her best features.

      Not a detail he usually missed, being in the business himself. And generally, women who took such care with their appearance wanted to discuss weddings at length.

      “I’m curious,” he cut in, crossing his arms. “When is your wedding? It must be very soon  if you are making the  journey down south?”

      Her mouth pressed together. “I’m not certain.”

      Tom drew his brows together. But as he took a breath to ask another question, Colin stepped a bit closer, creating a physical block in his sight line of Fiona.

      “We’d best discuss something else,” his friend rumbled, his chest puffing out.

      Tom opened his mouth to ask another question, his curiosity warring with sensibility to be polite.

      “Oh,” Fiona suddenly cried. “Oh dear.” She tugged on Colin’s arm, her finger pointing down at the water. “Look!”

      He stepped closer to the rail. What had happened?
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      Fiona knew she drove her family crazy with her tendency to help injured things, but she couldn’t stop herself. Animals pulled at her heart. Perhaps it was that they were so defenseless in so many ways and deep down, as a woman, she understood that entirely. In fact, her current situation highlighted how little control she had over her life and future. Fiona was completely at Exmouth’s mercy.

      And the seagull, which floated on the water, his wing hanging listlessly to one side, had triggered every need she had to help those that couldn’t help themselves. In a world where she could control so little, she could this. Fiona could help that bird. “Find me a net.”

      Colin let out a loud groan. “Fiona. No. Please.”

      Mayweather gave them both a long look. “I don’t understand. What are we doing?”

      Colin cleared his throat even as Fiona began scanning the deck to see if she could locate an appropriate tool. Colin would help her despite his protests. He always did.

      “Fiona tends to rescue things. Kittens stranded in trees, horses lost in fields of heather, birds wounded in gardens. The list goes on.”

      “And you object because?” Mayweather asked and leaned closer. “You don’t like helping animals?”

      “Exactly,” Fiona called, giving him her best smile as she located a net.

      He smiled in return and the hairs on the back of her neck stood on end. She inwardly cursed but then focused her gaze on the rail. “We’ll use this net to collect him and then I can help him recover.”

      Colin stepped back. “Tom can assist ye since he clearly sees merit in yer plan.”

      “I certainly can.” Mayweather joined her. “I don’t know why you’re being so cold.”

      “Yer about to find out,” Colin muttered.

      Fiona shot her cousin a glare as she sniffed. “Colin is just sore because he’s been scratched a few times.”

      “Scratched?” Colin fired back. “I’ve been bitten, pecked, shredded, and nearly hung in yer rescues attempts.”

      “Hung?” Tom chuckled next to her. “Surely he jests.”

      Fiona reached down, her net well above the bird she needed to scoop out. “Do ye have an oar that I could tie to the net?”

      “No,” Colin answered. “And I don’t jest. When I rescued the horse on her behalf I was nearly strung up as a horse thief. It’s a hanging offense, ye ken.”

      Mayweather paused, taking a step back. “Perhaps I’ll join Colin in the spectating—”

      She reached for his arm then, intent on stopping his retreat. But something strange happened. Energy zipped through her body, making her fuzzy in her brain, and her stomach began to flutter wildly. “It will only take a moment,” she croaked.

      He looked down at her hand and then up into her eyes. His gaze was no longer warm but burning hot and heat exploded within her. Without another word, he grabbed the net from her hand and then before she’d uttered another thing, he jumped over the side of the boat.

      She let out a little yelp, until she realized he still held the rail with one hand. He dangled down the side of the boat like an acrobat or a monkey. How did he manage it? The water slashed and suddenly the net reappeared, the gull inside. “Miss MacFarland, take the net. Colin, help me back over.”

      With trembling fingers, she plucked the handle from his hand, the gull giving a long cry. “There, there,” she soothed. “We won’t hurt ye.” She looked up to see Colin pulling Tom back over the side.

      The moment his feet hit the deck, he slapped Colin on the shoulder. “Forgive me friend but I have to crow a bit. It turns out you just haven’t been doing a good enough job with those rescues. When you do them right—ouch!”

      The gull had stuck his beak through the net and clasped onto Mayweather’s finger. “Oh dear,” she cried, pulling the net and the gull away. “Are ye all right?”

      It was Colin’s turn to slap Mayweather on the back. “That’s what ye get.”

      Colin wrapped his other hand about his finger. “I think I understand.”
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        * * *

      

      Tom stared at Fiona as she shoved the net into Colin’s hands and then raced to his side, reaching out delicate fingers to take his. Her skin was achingly soft and her hand so pale and tiny next to his. Gently, she pulled his away to assess the damage done by the bird, her light touches a balm in and of themselves. “Ye poor thing. Are ye all right?”

      He tried, and couldn’t remember, a time anyone had touched him with such gentleness. Not since his mother, surely, and she’d died ten years prior. “I’m fine.” Why did his voice sound so rough?

      She ran the pad of her forefinger from the base finger to the top and then back down the other side. Tingling radiated from her touch. “I don’t see any broken skin or feel broken bones.”

      “It’ll just bruise.” He shifted closer, catching an aroma of heather on the ocean breeze. Did she scent her clothes with the flower? He drew in another deep breath, his hip brushing hers. His cock responded, growing harder.

      “I’m so glad.” She looked at him then and he realized he’d been correct earlier. Her eyes did in fact sparkle like emeralds. “Thank ye fer rescuing the creature.”

      Colin loudly cleared his throat. “Now that that’s settled, why don’t ye take the bird. Can the two of ye not hear the damn thing?”

      Tom looked up to realize the gull was squawking terribly, trying to escape the net. How had he missed that?

      Fiona dropped his hand and reached, not for the handle but for the net, wrapping her hands around the gull’s body and maneuvering his head over the top of the net to calm the bird’s fears. “Colin, would ye go get a crust of bread and a lobster trap if ye have one?”

      “I do,” Colin answered. “I’ll be right back.”

      Tom watched as Fiona gently tucked the bird against her body, softly cooing to the animal. He was jealous. He’d just been the recipient of that touch and it was amazing. But also, he’d thought he and Fiona had been sharing a moment. It turned out, he’d gotten a much smaller portion of her affection than the gull. Still, he knew he’d be remembering her touch well into the night. The experience had been like bread for a starving man.

      Which was odd, women touched him often. But not like that. They touched with passion, with excitement, but not with care. Not like he was precious in any way.

      “What will you do with the animal?”

      She looked up from the bird. “I’ll fashion a cage and feed him daily while his wing heals and then I will let him go again.”

      “Not keep him as a pet?” he asked, wanting to step closer but not wanting to be bitten again.

      “No,” she answered. “He’s a wild animal and meant to be free.”

      Tom nodded, his hand reaching out for her elbow despite his best intention not to touch her. “Just like some men I know.”

      She looked up at him, her face pulling into taut lines. “I know some like that too.”

      He narrowed his gaze studying her face. He sensed a theme and though he shouldn’t care he couldn’t help but ask. “What will you become the countess of?”

      There it was again. That tightness in her cheeks, her eyes, even as her mouth pulled down into a frown. “I am engaged to the Earl of Exmouth.”

      “Exmouth?” His own breath sucked in on the single word. He knew the man. A big burly Scot with a penchant for gambling. Bloody hell.

      She nodded. “That’s right.”

      “And which type of man is he? Wild or domesticated?” He drew closer, the bird having nestled down into Fiona’s arms and unlikely to bite again.

      “I couldn’t say for certain. We’ve never met.”

      His chin snapped back. “Never met? But he’s your—”

      “That’s right,” Fiona said. “It’s been three years now. My guess is he is as happy to be engaged to me as I am to him. Which is to say…not very.”

      Something akin to hope thrummed in his veins. This was an interesting complication indeed. “You’re not very excited about becoming a countess?”

      She shrugged, looking down at the bird in her arms. “Not particularly. Especially because the title comes with a man who wishes to live in a completely different country than his wife. Besides…” Fiona drew in a deep breath. “I don’t need to be titled to be happy. I just want—”

      “I’ve found the bread and the trap,” Colin called, slapping a large wooden-framed netted box on the deck. The bird squawked at the sudden noise and Fiona began shushing the fowl again.

      He had the urge to curl up in her arms and let her care for him just that way. He clenched his fist. He was a bachelor, a man of fun and whimsy. A man focused on his very successful career. Why then did his words sound hollow?
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      Fiona spent the next half hour carefully luring the bird into the trap and then closing the door. She’d given the little creature food and water and then Colin dutifully had taken the wounded animal below deck to tuck it in a dark, quiet corner of the hull where the bird could rest and heal.

      Mayweather lounged against the rail, watching her. Without the care of the bird to occupy her, she found herself attempting not to return his stare. She twisted her hands together, looking up at the stars again. “Ye likely think I’m mad for rescuing that bird.”

      “I don’t,” he answered, pushing off the rail and stepping closer. “I think you’re extremely kind and caring.”

      “Women are made to be mothers and it’s natural fer us to—”

      “That isn’t necessarily true.” He stepped closer. So near that she could feel his heat radiating from his body. “I’ve known loads of women who do not nurture at all.”

      She cocked her head and assessed his tightened jaw and thin mouth. Someone had clearly hurt him as well. “It’s amazing all the ways one person can hurt another,” she said, lifting her hand to touch his arm before she dropped it again.

      “It is,” he said.

      His voice dropped low, making their conversation even more intimate. Her breath caught. This man was handsome as sin and so close she could smell the mixture of sandalwood and fine cigar on his coat. She swayed on her feet, leaning in.

      “Back when I was young and naive,” Tom continued. “I fancied myself to be the marrying kind.”

      She swallowed down the lump that rose in her throat. Certainly, that meant he no longer did consider himself to be the sort that would take a wife. Why did that sting a bit? “I see. So, if ye were to categorize yerself, ye are the wild variety of man and not the sort to be domesticated?”

      “I suppose that I am,” he answered, straightening.

      Fiona dipped her eyes to his chest. His very broad chest. Funny, he was close now, so close a woman might think he was interested in her. And he’d complimented her caring nature, but she had to assume that he wanted exactly what she’d given that bird. A loving hand to help heal his wounds before he fluttered off again.

      And that was something she just couldn’t do. She already had one man who didn’t wish to be tamed. The last thing she needed was another. Fiona took a step back. “I appreciate yer honesty.” She took another. As she moved away, her thoughts cleared a bit. “I hope ye have a lovely end to yer evening.”

      “Wait.” His brow crinkled even as his hand shot out to hold her elbow. “Why are you leaving? I’ve said something wrong, haven’t I?”

      She shook her head. “No. Nothing wrong at all.” Which was the truth. He’d been honest and she appreciated that. When she’d touched his hand earlier, her heart had tugged. She needed the reminder that this was not the sort of man with whom she should trifle.

      “Because I’m enjoying our conversation.” He gently pulled her back toward him. “You’re different from so many women I meet and I didn’t expect that.”

      “Thank ye.” She dug in her heels so that she didn’t move any closer. “I’m also enjoying our conversation but the fact remains I have a fiancé that I need to sort out and ye only complicate—” But then she stopped. Because in that one sentence she was revealing her interest in him.

      And he knew it. He gave her a lopsided smile that made her stomach flip about in the funniest way.

      “I’m glad to know that I’ve complicated your thoughts.”

      “I don’t see why.” She shook her head. “I’m engaged and ye are a confirmed bachelor.”

      He drew her closer again and this time, she couldn’t resist. “Because a man likes to know that a beautiful woman finds him attractive.”

      Her breath caught. “Ye think I’m beautiful?”

      “Very.” He closed the distance between them. “I can’t remember when I met a woman who was lovelier than yourself.”

      Heat bloomed in her cheeks as her chest rose and fell as though she’d attempted to run. “That’s very kind…”

      “I’m not being kind,” his breath whispered over her heated skin making it shiver despite how warm she’d grown. He slid his hand from her elbow up her arm. “You, Fiona, are stunning and kind and the sort of woman a man longs to—”

      He stopped and air caught in her throat. What would he say? Surely not settle down with. They’d already established that. What was left?

      The heat in her cheeks turned to ice in a moment. He was going to say something about passion or desire. Which was exactly what she didn’t need.

      Jerking away, she fisted her hands in her skirt. “Don’t finish that thought.” Then she spun and fled before he could say anything at all. Whatever he’d been about to murmur, Fiona was certain she didn’t want to hear it.
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        * * *

      

      Damn. Tom swore softly under his breath as he watched her flee. Raking his fingers through his hair, he tried to calm his racing pulse. Fiona set him on fire.

      She was right, of course. The two of them should not be engaging in such behavior. And what had started as a sweet, caring conversation had quickly sizzled with passion, thanks to him.

      Not that she didn’t feel the same. Tom had enough experience to know when a woman wanted him and Fiona most certainly did. She’d hardly been able to catch her breath and her bosom had been heaving to take in air. He loved that.

      Her skin had warmed, her breath had quickened, even her pupils had grown larger with his touch.

      His muscles tightened, and he wanted to chase after her. Honestly, he was a wild animal and she triggered his need to hunt. He’d like to stalk his prey, catch her unaware, trap her against himself and then… He laughed, realizing his next thought was far more like a kitten’s then a lion’s. He wanted to make love to her, yes, and then he wished to feel her gentle fingers touching him everywhere. Bloody hell. When was the last time he’d had such a domestic thought?

      Colin reappeared on the deck and swiveled his head around. “Where’s Fiona?”

      He pointed to her cabin. “She retired for the evening.”

      “Without saying goodbye?” Colin’s hands rested on his hips. “That isn’t like her.”

      “She’s unfailingly kind, I presume?” Tom crossed to his friend. “Does that frighten you? I know her fiancé, or at least, I know of him. He isn’t known for being the snuggliest of men.”

      “She told ye about Exmouth?” Colin drew up, pulling his chin in as his eyes grew more narrowed and warier. “What did she say?”

      He stopped, not wanting to say too much. Colin wouldn’t be happy if he knew parts of Tom’s exchange with Fiona. “That they’d never met. That she suspected he was a man who didn’t wish to be tamed.”

      Colin scrubbed his face. “All true.” His gaze cast down at the deck. “She was supposed to marry Gavin Exmouth. A good, fine man. And when he died protecting his cousin, Callum, Callum inherited the title, the lands, and my cousin’s hand.”

      Tom sucked in his breath. Something protective unfurled in his chest, causing him to ache. “You can’t be serious.”

      Colin shook his head. “Callum’s always been wild. And he’s taken as much care with Fiona as he does with everything else. She’s going down there to force his hand—”

      “In marriage?” Tom asked, clenching his fists in anger.

      Colin shrugged, but his jaw was tight, giving away his own anger. “I think so. Both she and my aunt live on the Exmouth property, though they could move in with me. I’ve told Fiona that. Still, she feels obligated to care for Aunt Edna in her twilight years.” He shook his head. “But that man won’t make her a good husband and I don’t ken if I can even watch her marry him. Might have to break his damn nose first.”

      “She should break the engagement off and—”

      Colin’s gaze swung to Tom’s anger radiating off his friend in waves. “And be ruined. Everyone knows of the engagement. She’ll spend her life as a spinster.”

      The air rushed out of Tom’s chest.

      “He’s made a fool of her. To then ruin her too…” Colin slammed his fist into the nearby mast. “I hate everything about this situation.”

      “I can see why.” He didn’t feel particularly pleased with it either. “How long has she been engaged for?”

      Colin made a low sound deep in his throat. “To Gavin for three years but they were about to marry when he died. Now Callum for another three.”

      “Christ,” he murmured. A woman like that should be actively worshipped, not shoved onto a shelf. And this Exmouth didn’t know what the hell he was missing. Which almost made Tom laugh. He wasn’t going to be the man to tell him.

      Fiona’s image rose in his mind. He thought of her gentle touch to his own skin and the way she’d cradled the bird. While beautiful and so desirable, she was also kind and gentle in a way that demanded protection. She’d be no match for a man like Exile.

      Unless, of course, she gained some more experience. Perhaps with a man who understood rakes very well because…well, because he was himself a complete rogue.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Fiona let out a long sigh. She’d been lying in her hammock for what felt like hours. She wasn’t used to lying on a surface that wasn’t flat, nor had she adjusted to the fact that her bed swayed with the ship.

      She thought about climbing in bed with Edna but the woman’s snores filled the room as it was, Fiona couldn’t imagine being right next to her. She twisted again, attempting to get comfortable. She knew part of her sleeplessness was her reaction to a certain man aboard the ship.

      His words, scent, and touch filled her with an energy she’d never known. The feeling was rising in her like a tide. Which was an apt description because tides went out again. Yes, Tom Mayweather was here now but for how long? He’d been nothing but honest. He wasn’t the man to make her his wife.

      With another sigh, she twisted about again. Were all men like that? Some of them married. But even her cousin, Colin, had never settled down. He almost had once but he’d been hurt and…

      She snapped her mouth closed, her lips drawing into a straight line. Tom had mentioned being hurt too. It was a shame that perfectly good men were being ruined for marriage. Was there a way to fix them?

      She grasped the thick rope that framed her hammock. Fixing rogues was not her business. Well, technically, fixing one rogue, the one to whom she was engaged, should be her only plan. That, or setting him free. Which she still hadn’t decided.

      Technically, she’d hardly thought about Callum Exmouth for hours. Which was odd. What to do about the man who had consumed the last two years of her life?

      Was this progress or a giant step in the wrong direction? She wasn’t certain. After what seemed like hours, she finally fell into a restless sleep and woke more tired than when she’d gone to bed.

      So much for beauty sleep. Judging from what she could tell in the smoky mirror above the washstand, she looked haggard with dark circles under her eyes.

      She and Edna ate breakfast in relative silence. Not unusual considering Edna wasn’t much for mornings these days and then settled in to read.

      Colin had been clear that she wasn’t to walk about the deck unchaperoned. Sailors were a rough lot, even loyal as they were to her cousin.

      A knock sounded at the door and she lifted her head, wondering who might be there. The noon meal wouldn’t be served for hours. “Yes?” she said, rising as Aunt Edna grunted from her bunk.

      “Miss MacFarland,” Mr. Mayweather called from the other side of the door. “The captain has given me permission to take you on a turnabout the deck.”

      She let out a little gasp, looking at Edna who frowned in return. “I am content to stay here but ye can go,” her aunt said.

      “Unchaperoned?” she whispered, her eyes growing wider.

      “Colin’s on the deck.” Her aunt waved her hand. “Stay in his sight. I could use the peace from ye anyhow. Ye’ve done nothing but sigh all morning.”

      She wrinkled her nose as she opened the door. “Good morning, Mr. Mayweather.”

      He gazed at her, causing all those feelings she’d been fighting in the wee hours of the night to rise again.

      “Good morning.” He grinned. “I find myself bored stiff and wondering if you felt the same.”

      She wet her lips with her tongue, attempting to formulate a response but none came to mind. She should say no. She’d run away for a reason last night. The man was dangerous.

      But if she refused that meant she’d spend the morning listening to Aunt Edna grumble. “Perhaps a short one. I could use a stretch.”

      “Excellent,” he answered, offering his elbow. “It’s another sunny day and we don’t often get such fine weather.”

      Fiona smiled, relief making her shoulders relax. They were back to discussing the weather. “Agreed,” she said. “I’ll have to bring my new feathered friend up to bask in the sun.”

      He chuckled, deep and rich. “Last night was an interesting evening.”

      She almost regretted her words. She’d been up thinking about their conversation for much of the night, she didn’t want to rehash their exchange with him. “Colin will tell ye, rescuing animals is a fairly regular occurrence for me. How’s yer finger?”

      He held up the digit, now covered in bruises. She let out one of those small sympathetic noises that was somewhere between a coo and a whimper. “That looks terrible.”

      He laughed again. “Colin did warn me.”

      She bit her lip. “I still say he’s exaggerating.”

      “And is he exaggerating when he says that Exmouth has been stringing you along for years and that you face either humiliation or ruination?”

      She stopped, a gasp parting her lips. She didn’t want to discuss this with him, of all people. What must he think of her now? Her chest tightened. “I don’t think it’s wise for us to discuss any of this. I shouldn’t have told ye last night. I was—”

      He held up a finger. “I’m glad you did. I have a proposal for you that I think you ought to consider.”

      “A proposal?” she asked, turning toward him.

      He nodded. “Being rather wild myself, I am especially knowledgeable on how to handle such boorish beasts. I thought perhaps I could help you prepare before you confront your fiancé.”
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        * * *

      

      Tom watched her closely as Fiona’s eyes widened in surprise. At least she hadn’t run away again.

      She pulled her hand from her mouth. “Educate me on rakes?”

      “Precisely,” he answered. They’d made a loop around the busy part of the ship and reached the aft, then he tucked them both behind a sail. “You tell me what your objective is and I’ll coach you on how to succeed.”

      “And if my objective is to escort Exmouth to the altar?” She gave him a sidelong glance.

      The idea of her married to another man made his insides twist but that wasn’t fair. He had no intention of marrying her himself. “Then I shall educate you in the best method to see him there.”

      Her chin tilted further to the left and down. “And what do ye receive in return?”

      “Clever girl.” He brushed her elbow with his free hand. “My parents have been gone for years. I thought I was in love a few years back but that lady…” He stopped. “I should have known better.”

      “Should have known better?” Her brows drew together. “How so?”

      “It doesn’t matter. But since her, I’ve had difficulty even trusting a woman enough to share…” He’d been going to say, her bed. But that was not information to share with a woman of Fiona’s station and sensibilities. “I haven’t been able to trust.” He was drawing her closer again. “I’m hoping you’ll mend my broken wing, so to speak.” This was supposed to be the best time in his life and he needed a healing touch so that he might enjoy himself once again.

      “It’s just a bruise.” She reached for his hand and held it in both of hers. That same feeling of breathless desire and gentle calm filled his very soul. “It will heal without any help from me.”

      “I’m not talking about my finger.” He drew in a long breath. She was going to make him say it. “Inside I bear wounds. Like we discussed last night. I need a gentle female to remind me that not every woman will hurt me.”

      Her eyebrows lifted. “Mr. Mayweather—”

      “Call me, Tom.”

      She nibbled on her lip. “Tom.” She was rubbing little circles on his hand, even as she meant to tell him no, she automatically soothed him. “I don’t think that’s wise. There is a pull between us and—”

      “That’s why it will work.” He lowered his face so their cheeks touched as he whispered in her ear. “You’ll be receptive to my lessons and me to your healing.”

      “But.” She shivered and it reverberated through him. He drew her closer. “I have to mind my reputation. I—”

      “Will be ruined if you don’t get Exmouth to the altar. Which is what I intend to help you do.”

      She hesitated and victory sang in his blood. Then she stiffened. “What sort of lessons do ye intend to give?”

      “Well,” he said close to her ear, her heather scent wrapping about him again. “He’ll naturally want you. You’ll have to learn how to draw him in. Make him desperate for you so that he’ll be rushing to fulfill the vows.”

      She gasped and her bosom pushed against his chest. His cock jumped. She leaned back, eyes wide. “Ye can teach me that?”

      “Of course.” He lifted his hand to run the pad of his thumb along her bottom lip even as his palm cupped her cheek. “You naturally have many of the skills already. We’re just going to hone them. Make sure you draw him long enough to get him to the altar.”

      “What then?” she asked.

      “What do you mean?” Her plump lip was so soft and inviting.

      “Well.” She drew back a bit and he missed her softness pressed against his harder flesh. “Will it be enough to convince him to return to Scotland? Or keep up in England?”

      He pressed his lips together. The answer was likely no. He knew men like Exmouth and they rarely kept their attention on one woman for long. “That isn’t the point, I don’t think. As far as I understood it.”

      She looked out over the water, her eyes distant and sad, the corners pulled down even as her brow furrowed. “I suppose it isn’t. Still. I’m not sure any of my options are good. It’s like I’m trying to salvage the rest of my life into something…tolerable.”

      He slid his fingers from her cheek into the thick silky strands of her hair. They made a man yearn. “I don’t have any proof for you, but somehow I feel you will end up with so much better than that.”

      She looked at him then, her green eyes sparkling even as they begged him for answers. Begged him for help. “I hope ye’re right, but with each passing day, I grow more fearful of the future. I should never have come on this trip.”
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      Fiona regretted the words the moment they left her mouth. It wasn’t like her to be so pessimistic and it wasn’t his position to answer that thought anyhow.

      “Do you think staying home would have been better?” Tom asked.

      She shook her head as his large hand slid through her hair. His hands were firm and strong and she had the feeling they could bolster her through this storm of emotions. “No. Likely not.” She gave him her best smile. “Apologies. That is not yer problem.”

      He quirked a brow. “Well, I suppose after what I proposed, it is my problem. If I’m to help you, you have to decide what you want first.”

      Her smile turned from false to genuine. She felt it in the softening of her cheeks and the relaxing of her neck. “Deciding what I want would be best. I suppose that is one of the difficulties in not knowing yer fiancé. I have no idea if I like or hate him or am just completely indifferent.”

      He leaned down, his nose nearly touching hers. “Either way, I can help you.”

      She rested her hands on his chest. “Ye’re certain?”

      “I am,” he answered.

      “Fiona?” Colin called. “Where’d ye go?”

      Tom pulled back and spun her about so she was at his side again as he stepped out from behind the sail. “She’s here.”

      Colin gave them a long look before he finally returned to his task of coiling several feet of rope.

      “Well, if ye’re going to do this, we have to think of a way to keep from raising Colin’s suspicions.” Fiona tapped her chin. “I doubt he’d approve of this plan.”

      “You’re right there.” He gave Fiona a sidelong glance. “We’ll have to begin by doing small lessons behind the sail.”

      She frowned. “Ye really think ye can teach me what I need to know to bring an errant fiancé to task in the one minute we’re behind a sail?” The idea seemed highly unlikely, but she couldn’t think of a better one.

      He shrugged. “We’ll find out I suppose.”

      They walked in silence for several more seconds before an idea came to her. “We’ll have to meet when nearly everyone is asleep and sneak about the back of the cabin where the watchmen won’t see us.”

      He quirked a brow. “Devious. And likely a good plan but also dangerous.”

      “I can’t sleep in that hammock anyway. I might as well put my time to good use.” She bit the inside of her lip. If she were being honest, the idea of night meetings with him was far more exciting than she let on.

      “Agreed.”

      Her heart jumped with excitement. “Do ye think eleven is too early?”

      He gave her a one-sided grin. “Sounds just about right. But we can start your first lesson right now.”

      “Really?” she asked, her pulse picking up speed. “How so?”

      “You might not be able to get him alone at first.” He knelt a bit closer, dropping his voice. “So you’ll have to learn to touch him when you’re in public but no one else can see.”

      Oh, that was an excellent idea. “But what if he doesn’t want my touch?”

      “He will, especially after you give him a few of your gentle strokes. He’ll be begging for more.”

      She stopped to look at him. “Why? I thought rogues wanted passion and excitement.”

      His mouth snapped closed and he didn’t answer. Had she said something wrong?
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        * * *

      

      Tom clenched his free hand at his side. He’d already made a mistake. Most rogues did want that. Perhaps it was just him who needed healing. “Every man craves a bit of tenderness especially if you let him know that tender touches will lead to passionate ones.”

      “Oh.”

      She jumped just a bit, clearly excited. Several parts of her jiggled and his own body, heaven help him, responded. This plan might have been a mistake. It hinged on his control, after all. He couldn’t ruin her, he just wanted to help her while he also healed himself.

      Risky to be certain, but hopefully worth the gamble.

      “Where do I touch him? Show me.”

      He nearly tripped over his own feet. “Last night you held my hand and that was good for a first interaction.” His mouth had gone dry and he cleared his throat. “But as things progress, you’ll want to brush your hip against his.” They were approaching the sail again and as they disappeared from view, her body swayed closer, touching his. “Like this?”

      His manhood responded like a dog begging for affection. “Yes,” he croaked. “For a woman of little experience, it doesn’t have to be much. Just enough to let him know you want him. He’ll respond in return.”

      “This is very enlightening. What else?” She jumped again and landed with her body pressed to his side.

      His entire length pulsed with need. “Well, you can brush his lower back with your hand.”

      She slipped her arm from his elbow and ran her fingers along his spine. “Like that?”

      They were about to come into view and he quickly tucked her hand in his elbow again. “Exactly.” He’d been wrong. This had been a terrible plan and he didn’t have the self-control to see it through. They’d only just begun, and he was tight as a sail in the wind.

      “Anything else?” she asked, keenly looking at him. “Should I touch his face? It was quite nice when ye held mine. Do men like it when ye put yer hand in their hair? Or when ye touched my lip. Are yers as sensitive as mine are?”

      This was hell. Or heaven. He hadn’t made up his mind. “You liked all those touches?”

      “Ye know that I did. Ye’re the rake, remember? Seduction is yer game.”

      It was. And right now he wanted to seduce her. Badly. But that wasn’t his intent. His hope was that she could help him forget what came after the seduction. After the passion had been satiated.  “Right. Then yes. Men like all those things.”

      She quieted then, looking off to the horizon. “Gavin and I were childhood friends. My father was a laird of the bordering property and our families decided to match us. I knew I would marry Gavin from the age of fifteen. I never even tried to learn the art of…” A blush rose in her cheeks.

      He stopped, then led her to the rail. At least with their backs to the crew, they were in plain sight but they could talk. “Perhaps you’re lucky. You’ve kept all the soft parts of a woman who was never tossed aside.”

      She frowned as she watched some gulls dance in the breeze. “I’ve never really had a chance to fly either. I’ve always just been perched on the edge.”

      That was true. “I, for one, appreciate your kind heart.”

      She shifted toward him. “So, what will ye teach me when we’re alone tonight?”

      Alone. Tonight. Those words echoed in his head as he thought again that teaching her how to seduce her fiancé had likely been a terrible error in judgment.
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      Fiona stood perched in the center of their cabin, her ear trained toward the bed. Of course, tonight was the night that Aunt Edna had decided to quit snoring.

      She dare not open the door without confirming her aunt slept soundly. Taking a halting step, the floor creaked under her feet and she froze again, holding her breath.

      A rattling snore finally erupted from her aunt’s lips, and breathing out a heavy sigh, Fiona began creeping toward the door.

      She knew this was a terrible idea. Clandestine meetings with a rake were risky at best. But then again, she’d never done… anything. She’d been so young when she’d agreed to marry Gavin and with Callum… Fiona had never even been kissed.

      If she were honest with herself, she didn’t give a wit about the lessons. She’d likely never use them on Callum. The man had all but abandoned her and she’d be damned if she spent her time trying to coerce him into caring. But if she was about to settle down with a husband that would be distant at best, she might as well have a bit of fun before she did. Perhaps then she could go into the match with less resentment.

      The door swung in with barely a noise and she tiptoed out, closing the heavy wooden panel once again. She didn’t dare bring a candle to light her way, but the moon shone brightly enough and the sound of the ocean covered any noise she made.

      She crept along the walls of the cabin, making her way to the backside. The moment she turned the corner, she saw Tom. Though he was hidden in shadow, the tip of his cigar gave him away. “Ye came.”

      He turned toward her. “So did you.”

      The sound of his voice pulled her forward and she kept moving along the wall until she reached his side. “How is this going to work?”

      “However we’d like it to.” He wrapped an arm about her waist. “We had some excellent lessons this morning on how you touch a man publicly without being too obvious. But we can certainly do more.”

      She shook her head, the feel of his hand at her waist, sending shivers of excitement racing down her spine. “We’ll save those for another time.” She lifted her hand toward his chest but then dropped it again, unsure of how to touch him. “They’re better when we have an audience to practice with.”

      “True.” Tom shifted closer, his heat filling her with a nameless excitement. “What is it you wish to know?”

      She drew in a deep breath, filling her lungs and then holding the air in, organizing her thoughts. “I don’t think a brush on the back is enough to get a man to the altar,” she finally said, bringing her hands to his chest. “I need to know what to do after, when we’re alone, to ensure success.”

      He looked down at her. “You do what you’ve always done when you’re alone with a man. You let him hold you close, exactly like this and then you allow him to—”

      “But ye don’t understand,” she whispered close to his ear. “I’ve never done any of this before. Ye’re the first.”

      He stilled under her hands and she clenched her fingers in his shirt. “The first? Man you’ve been alone with? Surely your first fiancé?”

      She shook her head. She was inviting disaster here, but she wasn’t certain she cared. Tired of playing by everyone else’s rules, she wanted a little fun for herself. “I’ve never even been kissed.” She leaned toward him, their bodies coming together. “How can I seduce him into marriage if I don’t even ken how to kiss?”

      He didn’t utter a word as he stared down at her. She shifted, worried she’d pushed too far, too quickly. Licking her lips, she took a half step back, but his hand tightened at her waist.

      “Never been kissed?” he asked hoarsely.

      “Not even once,” she said, her voice wavering.
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        * * *

      

      Tom growled, deep in his throat. His first thought was the woman unwittingly played with fire. A man could so easily take advantage of this situation.

      How did she know he wasn’t the sort to really hurt her?

      But he wasn’t and whether she sensed it or was just lucky, he’d give her exactly what she asked for. No more and no less.

      Partially because Tom wanted to kiss her more than he wanted to do anything else in the world, but also because she was right. If he were really going to help her, she’d need this lesson.

      Still, the thought of her kissing another man made his insides clench in possessive need, but he pushed that aside. Her touch now would be good for both of them and that was all that mattered.

      Slowly, he lowered his mouth, brushing his lips on her forehead, then her temple. Her breath quickened as he skimmed his lips across the tip of her nose, her high cheekbone and then down in the hollow of her cheek. By the time he reached the corner of her lip, she was trembling in his arms. Damn, it was glorious.

      Slowly, he placed his lips on hers, brushing her mouth closed. He could feel her hesitation, but he repeated the light touch several times as she began to respond, returning the tender kiss. And then he tilted his head to more fully take her lips with his. She slid her hands about his neck, pressing closer to him.

      And then he slanted her mouth open, brushing his tongue along her bottom lip. She moaned into his and the sound nearly undid his control. He jerked back, needing to regain some of his composure, but that was a mistake too. Looking down at her, bathed in moonlight, he could see the flush on her cheeks, the passion sparkling in her eyes, the fullness of her dewy lips, fresh from their kiss.

      She tightened her fingers on his neck. “I don’t want ye to stop.”

      With a groan, he bent his head again, capturing her mouth with his own. She’d become pliant in his arms, her softness molded to his body. He wanted more from her. The press of her flesh without the clothing between them, the ability to kiss every inch of her skin.

      Tom tried to rein in his thoughts. This was only a kiss. She belonged to another man. He lifted his head again. “Fiona, we have to stop. You shouldn’t engage in such behavior with a man such as myself.”

      She didn’t kiss him again, but she didn’t pull away either. “Ye won’t hurt me.”

      “Your confidence is lovely but you shouldn’t.”

      She gave a light laugh. “I am confident in ye, but also yer my cousin’s friend and we’re trapped on a ship. If ye compromised me, Colin would see that ye made an honest woman of me.”

      He stopped then, giving her a sidelong glance, his stomach clenching. “That is a good point. Except for being tied to a man who isn’t the marrying kind.”

      She shrugged. “I’m already tied to a man who isn’t the marrying kind.”

      Also true. “He’s an earl, at least. You’ll be well cared for.”

      She cocked her head to the side. “Colin said yer very successful. Wouldn’t ye be able to care for a wife?”

      He shrugged, finally tearing his gaze from hers. “Not like an earl.”

      “Did ye build yer business yerself?” she asked, sliding her fingers into his hair, then gently massaged his scalp.

      Closing his eyes, he leaned into the touch. This was what he’d been craving. “I did,” he mumbled, her fingers working deeper into his hair. This was perfection.

      “So ye’ve grown a successful business that now supplies the crown with wool? I don’t ken about other women, but I can’t imagine wanting anymore from a husband than that.”

      He appreciated the words. She was fulfilling her end of the bargain in saying them. “You’re doing an admirable job of soothing my ego but that can’t be true.”

      She stopped her massage. “It is true.” Then she raised up on tiptoe and kissed him again. Long and slow and so soft, he ached. She was learning already. “I don’t care a wit about being a countess. Give me a good man with a nice life and kisses that make me toes curl.”

      His entire body tightened. She was playing him. That was the only explanation because one kiss and he was tempted to declare himself the very man for the job. He’d never ever considered proposing before. He wrenched his mouth from hers, his breath ragged. “I think I can declare your lessons done,” he rasped. “Lord Exmouth doesn’t stand a chance.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Fiona drew her brows together, trying to clear the confusion. Hadn’t her entire point been that she didn’t give a wit about lords? “Are we still talking about him? I want to talk about ye.”

      Tom pulled back a bit, looking down, his eyes much harder than they’d been moments before. “You didn’t want lessons at all. You wanted a new fiancé.”

      Her mouth dropped open as she stared. Was it true? She supposed it was. Silly fool of a girl trying to tame yet another rake. “I wanted to fulfill my end of the bargain. Remember that?” She stepped back too. “And if I were honest, I wanted to kiss ye. I’m going to marry him.” When had she decided that? “It’s the best fer my family. But I wanted one kiss before I did.”

      Rather than pacify him, Tom seemed to grow angrier, his lip curling. “One kiss with the lowly merchant before you went off to give yourself to his lordship?”

      Now that wasn’t going to stand and she grabbed his shirt front with both hands, pulling him closer. “One kiss with a man I actually wanted before I do my duty to my family,” she fired back, giving him a small push away. Then she turned. “But I’m sorry I did. I should have—”

      His hand was at her waist and in a breath, he’d spun her and pulled her close. “Why are you going to England now?”

      For a moment, she pushed against his chest but then Fiona relaxed into him. “Callum’s aunt died this past winter. I tried to write to him but how do ye say that to a man ye never even met. It’s so personal. And so, at first, I thought I’d deliver the news in person but then—” She drew in a deep breath. “The more I considered it, the more I realized that it was time I did something for me. This trip wasn’t going to just be for him.”

      Tom buried his face in her neck. “I’m sorry about what I just said. It’s just those wounds we discussed last night. They run deep and—”

      She understood. They both came with scars. “I’m sorry too. I wanted to have one kiss with a man that I thought actually wanted me. I’m tired of just being his duty. The obligation he’s been avoiding.”

      He nuzzled her neck. “He’s a fool if he doesn’t see you’re so much more than that.”

      She tightened her grip around his neck. “Enough about me. This is supposed to be about ye too. Why don’t ye tell me what happened with this woman?”

      He inhaled another bracing breath. “The what isn’t important. I just need to be around a woman who doesn’t think I’m less for being just a merchant.”

      Fiona grimaced as she slid her hands down his back. “Ye’re more. How can ye not see that? Exmouth avoids his duty, too busy gambling and carousing to be a man of true worth.”

      He stilled. “You know about the gambling?”

      Inwardly, she sighed. “Everyone kens.” Then she loosened her arms to lean back again. “How can that be a man who is superior to ye?”

      He caressed her cheeks, cupping her face in his large palms. Then he leaned down and kissed her again. This time, the touch was light and so sweet it made her ache inside. “Thank you for saying that.”

      “Ye’re welcome,” she answered wanting more from him. Wanting to lose herself in another kiss.

      “I think it’s time for us to adjourn this meeting.” He took a slow step back.

      She hugged herself, hating to watch him leave.

      Even his choice of words made bile rise in her mouth. “If ye think it best.”

      “I do.” He gestured for her to start walking. “Any more time alone and our lives will end up on a very different path.”

      Fiona remained silent, but in her heart, she wondered if that was such a bad thing. Closing her eyes, she reminded herself Tom wasn’t the kind of man who wanted to marry. Which was worse, a reluctant husband she hated or a reluctant husband she adored? She honestly didn’t know the answer.
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        * * *

      

      Tom clenched his teeth as Fiona’s hand slipped from his and she disappeared back into her cabin.

      His plan had been a terrible one. Well, it hadn’t been entirely awful. Somehow, Fiona had known the exact words to mend his aching heart. But her kisses had wreaked havoc on his senses and upturned his whole plan for the future.

      Ridiculous. She was already engaged to be married. And he didn’t want a wife. This was his time to enjoy the fruits of his labor.

      He started down the ship ladder. Did he even still want a life free of emotional entanglements? A parade of meaningless women who carelessly threw barbs at him that had the potential to hurt him deeply? Or spend his life wrapped in the embrace of a woman who soothed him, built him up all the while lighting his body ablaze with her passion?

      He stopped halfway down the ladder. He was actually considering this. Tom Mayweather was contemplating marriage.

      His father had died when he was young and his mother had told him often that marriage had ruined her life. She’d taken in sewing just to keep food on the table, because she had no husband and a child to support.

      It was how he’d learned fabric to begin with. Before now, he’d never realized what a profound affect his mother’s feelings had had on him. Coupled with his own experiences, he’d been dead set against settling down.

      But now…Fiona was right. He had the means to keep her well cared for no matter what happened. And in some ways, never having married, he lived a life as lonely as his mother’s had been as a widow. Lonelier, in fact, because he didn’t even have a child to share it with.

      Hell’s bells, now he was considering children too. He leaned against the wall, needing some measure of support. “A midnight walk?” Colin asked from somewhere in the shadows, the sound of his voice jarring Tom out of his thoughts.

      “Couldn’t sleep,” he answered, pushing off the wall.

      “Fancied a drink?” Colin moved toward him, stepping into the moonlight.

      He waved, dismissing the words. “I’m leaning on the wall, not because I am drunk, but because I’ve realized I’ve been plagued by feelings.”

      “Feelings?” Colin asked, stopping in the center of the hall. “What sort of feelings?”

      Tom lowered his head. “Don’t be angry with me but I might possibly be in love with Fiona.”

      Colin snorted, which made Tom’s head snap up. What was Colin thinking? But he found out soon enough.

      “Well that would be a relief,” Colin said. “Provided, of course, yer intentions are honorable.”

      “Relief?” Tom scrubbed his hands through his hair. “I thought you’d be angry.” He dropped his hands. “And I am surprised to say that yes, my intentions are honorable.”

      “Good.” Colin came over and slapped him on the shoulder. “If ye take a moonlight walk and kiss my cousin again, I will throw ye over the side of the boat.”

      Tom stopped. “How did you…”

      “I ken everything that happens on my ship.” He crossed his arms. “In terms of her engagement to Exmouth, the entire thing is a farce and I’m sure they’ll both be relieved to see it dissolved. Fiona marrying someone else ensures she suffers no scandal.”

      Tom pushed off the wall. “Did you know this would happen? That I’d fall in love with her? ”

      Colin cut his hand through the air as if to swipe away Tom’s words. “Of course not.” Then he stopped. “Though I did ken Fiona was just yer type.”

      Tom shook his head. He’d been played, though he couldn’t bring himself to care. Then he stopped. How would Fiona feel about this plan?

      She’d assured him she’d be happy as a merchant’s wife but was she really, truly ready to give up on being a countess?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Fiona woke feeling far more rested. Her second night in a hammock had gone better than the first. She’d drifted off dreaming about being held in Tom’s strong arms.

      Aunt Edna was already awake and sitting with a book in hand. “Ye slept late,” Edna said as she glanced up from the pages. “Getting ready to meet yer groom?”

      “Something like that,” Fiona replied, stretching. “How late is it?”

      “Well, the breakfast tray should arrive any minute. I believe it’s half past nine though ye’d never ken it with all the clouds. Miserable day today.”

      Fiona frowned as she glanced out the rain-soaked window. There would be no walk on the deck today. Rising from the hammock, she began to brush out her hair before she dressed. Brushing gave her hands something to do as she contemplated how she might see Tom if she were confined to this cabin.

      After she dressed, when the tray arrived a quarter hour later, she was no closer to a solution.

      Fortunately, Colin delivered the breakfast. “Good morning,” he said as he entered the room. “How did everyone sleep?”

      “Well enough,” Edna replied. “I’ll be better after my tea.”

      She and Colin shared an easy smile as Fiona rose to serve her aunt. “How long until we reach London?”

      “Two more days,” Colin answered, helping himself to a cup of tea as well. “And it looks like we’re in for nasty weather today.”

      Fiona grimaced, as she sat down at the table. “Is there something ye might suggest to pass the time?”

      He nodded, grabbing a piece of toast from the tray. “I thought we’d invite Tom here fer dinner tonight.”

      “Wonderful,” she said.

      At the same moment, Aunt Edna harrumphed. “No.”

      “No?” Fiona asked, turning to her aunt. “Why not? He’s Colin’s guest.”

      “He likes ye too much and ye need to focus on yer future husband.” Edna’s hand slapped down on the table. “I ken ye haven’t decided about Exmouth but he’s been good to us in his own way. Provided me and ye a home when we really needed one.”

      Colin let out a short breath. “I can provide ye a home, Aunt Edna. He gave ye a tiny cottage that was unused. It’s practically nothing.”

      Edna pointed a finger at him. “I’m a woman of Glasgow. I don’t want to move to yer fancy Greenoch.”

      Colin tossed up his hands. “Then we’ll purchase a cottage in Glasgow. We’ll be able to do it with my funds. There’s no reason for Fiona to marry a man who can’t even bother to meet her in person for the price of a small, rundown cottage. Surely, her life is worth more than that.”

      Aunt Edna huffed. “That’s ridiculous. She’ll be a countess with far more security than we’ve had for the past several years.”

      Fiona’s mouth tightened as she clenched her hands under the table. “Aunt Edna, I appreciate what ye’re saying, but how much security can a woman have when her husband won’t even share the same country as her?” She shook her head.

      Edna leaned forward, gripping the table. “He just hasn’t met ye, dear. When he does, he’ll surely fall madly in love. Look at ye. So beautiful and unfailingly kind. How could he not?”

      Fiona bit her lip. “After all this time, I’m not even sure I want his affection. I—”

      Edna’s face turned ashen. “Please just meet him first before ye decide. Give an old woman that much.”

      Fiona looked down at her lap. She was tired of giving. Not to Edna but to Lord Exmouth. She’d given up all her fun, all her hopes and dreams, all her affection. And what had she gotten in return? A vague promise to one day have a future.

      Callum’s aunt, the current countess, had held Fiona to the union for the last several years and with her gone, Edna had taken up the mantle. She loved her aunt but last night’s kiss had made one fact abundantly clear: she didn’t want to marry Lord Exmouth, she was ready to find her own path. Tom’s face rose in her thoughts but she pushed his image aside. Even if he wasn’t her future, that didn’t change what she wanted to do. “I’ll meet him, Auntie. We’ve traveled all this way, but ye should prepare yerself for a move afterward. I don’t think we’ll be staying on his property.”

      Edna let out a groan, but Colin smiled. “Good for ye,” he said.

      “Don’t encourage her,” Edna snapped. “That rake, Mayweather, isn’t marriage material, Fiona. Don’t ruin yer future for him.”

      Fiona sat straighter. “This isn’t about him, it’s about me.” She reached for her aunt’s weathered hand, holding her cool fingers in her own. “I can’t be with a man who doesn’t like or respect me. It will never work.”

      And that was the truth, leaving Fiona’s future a blank canvas. But honestly, she was excited to see what she painted on that empty canvas. The choice was finally hers.
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        * * *

      

      Tom knocked on the cabin door, then pulled his collar tighter about his neck to keep the rain off his bare skin. The weather had only grown worse as the day progressed. Colin opened the door, giving his friend a wide smile. But rather than let Tom in from the rain, the captain leaned out. “Watch out fer Edna, she’s in a mood tonight.”

      Mood? He didn’t have a chance to ask more as Colin swung the door out and stepped back for Tom to enter.

      He gazed about the room, finding Fiona on the far side next to the table that was already covered in dishes of food. His body hummed in awareness. He’d thought of little else but her throughout the day and he drank in the sight of her now as if he’d been starving.

      “Ye must be hungry, Mr. Mayweather,” Edna said from next to Fiona.

      He startled, wondering if she’d read his mind. “I am rather peckish,” he answered. Inwardly he added, but not for the food.

      “I can tell the way yer staring at the buffet.” Edna stepped in front of her niece, her cane thumping on the wooden floor.

      The sound reminded him of the hard rap she’d given his shin. He’d have to make sure to cut Edna a wide path this evening. He didn’t need any more bruises.

      “Well, if that’s the case then we should eat.” Colin came to stand next to him. “It’s a good night to spend together, with food and a bit of wine.” And then he crossed to the buffet and opened the door, revealing several bottles of wine that were tucked in the locked cabinet.

      Fiona unbolted the other side and pulled out four glasses. It always amazed him, the comforts that could be stored on a ship. The inside of the cabinet was not unlike a wooden crate, keeping the glasses safe despite the pitching ship.

      Soon they were seated at the table, Fiona to his right and Colin to his left. Edna sat across from him, giving him a hard stare as they raised their glasses in a toast. He gave her a bland smile in return, his shins didn’t stand a chance.

      Which was why he nearly jumped out of his skin when something brushed his knee under the table. It wasn’t the hard hit of cane, but a delicate touch that whispered across the tight knit cloth of his breeches. He glanced to his left and Fiona gave him the tiniest wink. He had to blink, wondering if he’d imagined the gesture.

      But then light fingers settled on his thigh. Warmth sifted through the material.   Every muscle in his body tensed in response as he tried to keep his facial features in a neutral position. His gaze fixed on a spot along the wall as her fingers slid slowly higher on his leg.

      Not that he didn’t appreciate the touch. He did. But Tom had to wonder what Fiona was thinking. This was a bold move for a woman who’d only had her first kiss yesterday. Still, he craved her touch even more than he had the day before.

      “Tell me, Tom,” Colin started speaking from his right. “How did yer trip to Scotland go? Did ye find the wool ye needed?”

      Tom took a healthy swallow of his wine. Making polite conversation with Fiona’s hand skimming up his thigh required a bit of fortification. “I did, thank you. The Prince Regent should be most pleased with the selection.”

      Edna cocked her head to the side. “Did ye say the Prince Regent?”

      He nodded but it was Colin who answered. “Dressmakers and patrons alike agree that Tom makes the finest wool for garments. Even with the popularity of lighter fabrics, he has a booming business, Auntie.”

      Edna sniffed, her cane thumping the floor. “What exactly are ye trying to convince me of?”

      Tom leaned forward, placing his hand over Fiona’s on his thigh. Now was not the time to be distracted by attraction. Right now, he needed to convey his affection and commitment. “I am only trying to make certain that you don’t hit me with that wooden club you carry around.” He gave her what he hoped was his best smile.

      She narrowed her gaze, titling her chin down. “I’ll not hit ye if ye’re behaving yerself with my niece.”

      He leaned forward, giving Fiona’s fingers a squeeze. “I have nothing but the most honest intentions toward your niece.”

      Edna’s cane thumped the floor and he stiffened the smallest bit. “Ye should have no intentions toward my niece.”

      “Auntie,” Fiona’s melodious voice washed over the conversation. She gave his thigh a squeeze. “I’m sure we’ll all feel better after we’ve eaten.”

      Edna pressed back into her chair. “I’ll feel better when we’ve reached London and delivered ye to yer fiancé.”

      Tom drew in a sharp breath. He didn’t see that happening. Not if he had anything to say on the matter.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

        

      

    

    
      Fiona flushed with heat as she gripped Tom’s thigh. She’d never in her entire life done anything so bold. She loved it.

      She was tired of being a mouse. Of letting life happen to her instead of being an active participant in her own destiny. And last night Tom had proved that he would allow her to experiment without pushing beyond her limits of comfort.

      She’d touched his leg, not to win a new suitor, or to push away the old one. Fiona just wanted to enjoy the feel of his muscles under her hands. She didn’t even wish to think about the future. For once she wanted to enjoy the here and now.

      Colin uncovered the dishes and she’d been forced to use both her hands for the meal. But as she cut the delicate piece of lamb, she amended that the night would not be over after they finished eating their dinner. There would be no moonlit walk rendezvous on the deck but there could still be a midnight meeting.

      Her cheeks heated again and she dipped her head as Colin discussed the merits of farming. While his shipping business that he’d inherited from his father was thriving, she knew he wished for a life on land. Momentarily putting her own feelings aside, she decided to help him in any way she could. Colin would most certainly have to be one of her future projects.

      But her current recipient of her aid was…herself. Today, right now, she was going to experience a bit of what she’d missed these past three years while engaged to a man who didn’t want her.

      Fiona was giddy with the thought and gripped her fork tighter to keep from jumping about, or grinning foolishly, or grabbing Tom’s thigh again. Anticipation made her foot tap under the table.

      Edna emptied her wine glass and Fiona picked up the bottle, refilling her aunt’s drink. The action was devious. In her old age, two glasses of wine would have her aunt sound asleep and snoring within the hour. Fiona poured a bit more, topping the glass off with a healthy pour.

      “Thank ye, my dear.” Her aunt gave a small hiccup as she lifted the drink. “Most kind of ye.”

      Colin, however, shot her a warning glare from across the table. Would it be terribly suspicious if she refilled his wine too? Setting the bottle down, she widened her eyes in an angelic pose. “It’s a party. We should all have fun.”

      “It is,” her aunt agreed as she brought the glass to her lips. The meal continued on punctuated by light conversation and driving rain beating against the boat.

      But Fiona didn’t mind. It added to the air of intimacy as they sat together. After taking their last bites, they rose from the table and returned to the buffet. Colin whispered in her ear. “We’ll have to wrap up early thanks to yer heavy hand with Aunt Edna’s wine.”

      She shrugged, not willing to confess she’d given Edna extra wine for the sole purpose of putting the woman to sleep. “She’s been far kinder to Tom since she finished that first glass.”

      Colin’s brow rose. “That is very true.”

      Edna sat in the only other chair available in the room and leaned her head back against the wall. Fiona stood next to Tom, wishing there was a way to set up a meeting with him for later in the night. But Colin never moved out of earshot and soon Edna’s soft snores punctuated their conversation.

      “We should get Edna to bed.” Colin said, frowning over at their aunt.

      “I agree,” Fiona replied with a bit too much breathy excitement. She stopped and took a deep breath.

      Colin picked up her aunt and carried her across the room to the alcove that held the bed. Fiona spun about to Tom. “I’ll meet ye in the storeroom tonight,” she whispered quickly.

      He gave a jerk of his head. “No.”

      That single word jolted through her. No?

      “I’ll explain tomorrow.” He touched her elbow and then headed for the door.

      Colin, having deposited their aunt in her bed, turned back to them. “Ye’re leaving?”

      “I’d better,” Tom answered. “I’ll see you both in the morning.” And then he was gone.

      Fiona thought back to Tom’s words earlier when he’d assured her aunt that his intentions were honorable. She nearly harrumphed. Why did he have to go and grow a code of ethics now?

      Colin cleared his throat. “Whatever yer planning, ye can just stop.”

      “What?” she asked, turning to Colin.

      He crossed the room again. “I spoke with Tom today. They’ll be no more late-night meetings.”

      Her breath caught in her chest. “Meetings?”

      “And just so ye ken, Tom plans to court ye.”

      Her entire body pulsed with surprise. “Court me? But he doesn’t intend to marry. He—”

      “He didn’t. I think he’s changed his mind.” Colin relaxed, a grin spreading across his face. “And just so ye ken, that was his idea not mine. I ken ye don’t want another unwilling groom.” Colin reached out and touched her arm. “Ye can choose to accept his courtship or not. I suppose I wouldn’t blame ye if ye’d been scared off marriage. I ken I have.”

      Fiona winced. Colin had been engaged a few years prior and likely still hurt from the experience. “I’m not. But I did miss all the fun other girls my age got to have.”

      Colin nodded. “I understand that. But ye need to understand that Edna and I both have to suffer the consequences of whatever ye choose to do. Choose wisely.”

      Her stomach dropped. Colin was right. Despite her need to have fun, she had to keep her family’s best interests in mind. “What do ye think I should do then? Marry Callum?”

      “Of course not. That complete pile of bullocks doesn’t deserve ye. But do think about Tom. He’s a good man even if Edna doesn’t like him.”

      Fiona cocked her head to the side. “Are ye meddling, Colin MacFarland?”

      He dropped his chin to hide his grin. “Maybe I am.”

      She leaned in then and gave her cousin a hug. “I’m glad we talked and I think I ken what to do.”
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        * * *

      

      Tom shrugged off his wet coat and vest, slicking back his hair, the rain having soaked it through.

      His body vibrated with untapped energy. Fiona had touched his leg, proposed another clandestine meeting, and given him doe eyes across the table all night. Refusing her had been one of the most difficult things he’d ever had to do.

      Then again, he meant to keep his word to Colin and treat Fiona with the respect she deserved. The respect given to a woman who he wished to marry.

      He could barely believe he’d thought the words and he repeated them as he shrugged out of his shirt. But Fiona would never hurt him the way others had done, rather, she’d put him back together. He was certain of that.

      He straightened as a soft tapping noise broke the steady beat of rain. Then again. Crossing the door, he undid the latch, ready to peek out into the hall. He cracked open the door to see a wet Fiona pressed to the opening. “Can I come in?” she whispered. Rain dripped from her hair and wetted her face and lips.

      Bloody hell, he should say no. But with a quick jerk, he opened the door and pulled her inside, then quickly closed it again. He reached over to the bed, grabbed a blanket, and wrapped it about her. “You shouldn’t have come, sweetheart. If Colin catches us…”

      “He’ll what?” she asked. “Force us to marry?”

      He paused, pulling the blanket down over her hair to dry the strands. “I know how I feel about the idea, how do you?”

      Her tongue darted out to lick her lips. “I don’t ken how ye feel.” She stepped a little closer. “Would ye tell me?”

      “How do you feel?” he asked, grasping the blanket and pulling her closer.

      She drifted closer until she nearly touched him. “I’m here aren’t I?” she said softly.

      He chuckled even as he tipped his chin closer. “Ye could be looking for more experience to help woo Exmouth.”

      She pressed closer, tipping her chin up to look at him. “I was never going to woo Exmouth. I just wanted an excuse to kiss ye.”

      A deep sound of satisfaction bubbled up from his throat. “And when you go to London?”

      “I’ll tell him I can’t marry him,” she said, even as he dipped his mouth to capture hers in a soft kiss.

      She eagerly pressed her mouth to his. “Then I will tell you I have every intention of making you my wife,” he said.

      Her gasp filled his mouth in the most satisfying way, her heather smell wrapping about his senses. He knew why he loved that aroma…she smelled like home.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

        

      

    

    
      Fiona never wished to be anywhere but in this man’s arms. His torso was bare and she’d seen the full view of what she’d dreamt of—all the rippling muscles of his chest.

      He kissed her again and as he parted her lips and brushed his tongue to hers, she moaned, an ache pulsing between her legs.

      Slipping her hand down his neck, she trailed her fingers over his muscles, tracing the hard lines in his chest and abdomen. The kiss intensified, drew deeper, each stroke longer until all she could think or feel was him.

      Her wet jacket hit the floor with a resounding thud and she smiled, realizing she’d barely noticed him removing the heavy garment. And when he pulled her close again, her torso came into contact with his, the warmth of his skin heating hers through her gown.

      She snaked her hands about his waist, wanting even more of his heat and strength. He slid his fingers into her hair, cradling the base of her skull with his palm and tilting her head so that he could kiss her even deeper.

      Dear lord, never in her wildest dreams had she imagined such passion. She was drunk on his kisses, the heady flavor of him intoxicating her to dizzying heights. He tasted of wine and wood and some other uniquely male flavor. Strong and delicious.

      He pulled away a bit, creating a void between them, and she made a small noise of protest, but he smiled against her lips as he began working the buttons down the front of her dress.

      She shrugged out of the arms, and pushed the fabric down over her hips, allowing it to land in a puddle on the floor.

      With a swift and practiced move, he swiped her chemise down below her breast and dropped his mouth to the rounded flesh. When he sucked in her nipple, she thought she might die of pleasure as she wound her fingers into his hair, holding him closer.

      “Fiona,” he said, his voice rough and scratchy as he lifted his head and pulled the fabric back from her other breast. “You’re so lovely. In every way. I just want-—”

      A loud bang on the door stopped his words. His hands tightened on her middle as a wave of nervousness made her start. “Who is that?”

      “That will be Colin. Get your dress on…quickly.” He grabbed his shirt and pulled it over his head as she shrugged on the now-wrinkled dress and he began doing up the buttons.

      The knock sounded again, louder. “Tom, open up this door or I’ll break it down,” Colin growled from the other side. “And then I’ll send ye the bill. I ken she’s in there.”

      “I’m coming,” he called.

      Fiona drew in a quick breath. “Should I hide?”

      “There’s no need.” He leaned down and kissed her lips. “But we’d better open the door before he becomes even angrier.”

      Fiona nodded, butterflies dancing about her stomach.

      With two steps, Tom crossed the room and swung open the door. “Good to see you again so soon.”

      Colin stepped in, his eyes narrowing. “I told ye, nothing happens on this ship I don’t ken about.” Then he pointed at Fiona. “What is she doing here?”

      Fiona clenched her hands at her sides. “Why are ye asking him?”

      Colin turned to her, his expression black. “I’ll deal with ye later.” Then he turned back to Tom. “I defended ye to my aunt and this is how ye repay me?”

      Tom started to speak but Fiona stepped forward. “Don’t blame him. This is my fault. I came down here uninvited. I entered his room.”

      Colin banged the wall with his fist. “And I suppose ye wrinkled yer own dress too? He had nothing to do with that?”

      Fiona winced. He had her there. “Try to understand, Colin. Since I was sixteen, it’s been duty and the business of marriage. I just wanted a bit of fun.”

      Colin opened his mouth to answer but Tom spoke first. “I beg your pardon. Is that what I am to you? A bit of fun?”
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        * * *

      

      Tom’s head buzzed with anger and hurt. With startling clarity, he realized that he’d talked of marriage but she hadn’t breathed a word about a making a future with him.

      Yes, she’d said that she wouldn’t marry Exmouth, but she hadn’t agreed to marry Tom either.

      He was just a bit of fun. A Cheapside merchant who was handsome to look at and fun to touch but nothing serious.

      Fiona held her hands in front of her. “That’s not what I meant.”

      “What did you mean?” He put his hands on his hips. “Because I told you that I wanted to marry you. What did you say in return?”

      Her face paled and she stepped closer, her tongue wetting her lips. “Tom. Try to understand. It isn’t a question of not being serious about ye. I just…” She hesitated, looking up at the ceiling.

      Colin stepped between them. “Yer explanation can wait until tomorrow. The facts are as follows. Ye will marry Tom first thing in the morning. As captain, I’ll perform the ceremony myself. Now, return to yer room and stay there for the duration of the night.” His voice had taken on the authoritative ring it held when he addressed the soldiers. “Have I made myself clear?”

      Fiona nodded even as Tom’s stomach clenched. Now he’d be spending the rest of his life with a woman who hurt him like all the others. A bit of fun. His lips curled around the words and he squeezed his eyes shut. There was nothing to do for it now. He’d let her in the room. Taken off her dress, kissed her supple flesh.

      Colin took his cousin’s arm. “I will escort Fiona back up to my cabin and then I’d like a word with ye, Tom.”

      “Of course,” he answered through gritted teeth.

      Fiona gave him a long look, her eyes pleading with him. For what?

      Colin escorted her to the door and she looked at him over Colin’s shoulder. “Tom,” she called.

      He crossed his arms, even as Colin stopped. Fiona spun about and stepped back up to him. Reaching out a shaking hand, she touched his arms. “I didn’t mean that the way it sounded. Please don’t be upset or misunderstand. I just wanted to experience courting without considering the future and—”

      He jerked back. “I don’t misunderstand. In fact, I understand perfectly.”

      Fiona’s face paled and she dropped her hand. Slowly turning, she reached for Colin once again. “I’m ready to go back upstairs.” Her voice shook and he could hear the tears in her voice.

      Hurt churned in his stomach. Was she upset that she was about to be married to the stench of Cheapside? Colin led her out of the room, muttering that he’d be right back. The moment they disappeared, Tom slumped down onto the bed. What had he just done?

      True to his word, Colin returned a few minutes later, entering the room and closing the door behind him.

      “Tom,” he said, crossing the small bit of floor. “Try to understand. After finding the two of ye alone together, I have to do this.”

      He didn’t sound angry this time, only concerned. “I know you do,” Tom replied. “I asked her to marry me this evening. Before you came. I wanted to marry her. I—” He didn’t know how to finish. “It’s Fiona who doesn’t want me.”

      Colin paused, his head pulling back. “That doesn’t sound right at all.”

      “She never answered me when I proposed and then she said I was—” He couldn’t repeat the words. They stuck in his throat.

      Colin reached down and patted Tom’s shoulder. “I think ye’d better have a more detailed conversation with her. My gut tells me there has been a misunderstanding. But all the same, that conversation will happen after the two of ye have wed. I’ve got a family to protect.”

      He dropped his head into his hands. Tom hoped Colin was right and that this was all a huge mistake. But his past whispered that Fiona meant every word she’d uttered and no woman of worth wanted him for anything other than a quick tryst.
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      Fiona listened to her aunt’s snores most of the night as she tossed in her hammock. Fortunately, the wine had kept her aunt from waking even as Colin had escorted her in and left again with hardly a word.

      She didn’t blame her cousin for being angry. And she knew she’d said the exact wrong words in front of Tom. Gads, she’d made a mess of everything.

      She finally fell asleep and woke a few hours later to the sound of Edna banging about the room. Aunt Edna was not normally sunny in the morning but add wine consumption and she was a stomping bear about the room. Fiona sighed. This was going to be a difficult day. Her wedding day.

      “What’s the matter with ye?” Edna snapped, turning toward the hammock.

      Fiona sat up, pushing her hair from her face and straightening her spine. Edna might as well hear it from her. “Tom and I are getting married today.”

      Edna stopped in the center of the room, looking her niece up and down. “I’m goin’ta need ye to repeat that.”

      “We’re getting married. Today.” She slipped out of the hammock, but didn’t cross any closer to Edna. The woman was holding her cane.

      Edna cleared her throat. “Because?”

      Fiona wet her lips, wishing for a glass of cool water. She was suddenly parched. “Because Colin caught us kissing and he’s insisting.” She wouldn’t lie to her aunt now. This affected Edna’s future too.

      In response Edna wilted into a nearby chair. “Well, that’s it then. I’ll have to leave my home, start a new life.” Then her aunt gasped. “Will we have to move to London?”

      Fiona blinked. “I don’t have a clue.”

      “So ye and the merchant haven’t actually made any plans?” Edna dropped the cane and raised a shaking hand to her brow. “I wish I hadn’t had that poison last night. I’d handle this all a great deal better without it.”

      Fiona dropped her head, guilt making her chest tight. “I’m certain we’ll figure it all out.”

      Edna shook her head. “Mr. Mayweather will support ye. He has to. But if he’s entering this engagement unwillingly then he may very well toss me to the wolves.”

      Fiona crossed to her aunt, placing her hands on her shoulders. “First of all, Colin will care fer ye.” She gave her aunt’s shoulder’s a squeeze. “Second, he’s not unwilling. He’d already asked me to marry him.”

      Edna’s head snapped up. “Well.” She drew in a deep breath. “That does make me feel better.” Then her gaze narrowed. “But if he asked and ye accepted, why is Colin forcing the issue and why do ye look so worried?”

      Fiona’s shoulder’s rose and fell. “I got so excited, I forgot to accept. And then he misinterpreted my comments so now he thinks I didn’t accept because I don’t want him. He’s worried that I think he’s not good enough.”

      Edna reached for her hand, then, covering Fiona’s with her own. “If he’s going to be yer husband, ye best tell him that he is good enough, even if ye don’t believe it. I wished ye married the earl, but if Colin’s made up his mind, there’s no point in lamenting now.”

      “But I’m not lamenting. Callum was never the man for me and Tom is everything that I’ve wanted. In fact, I believe I love him.”

      Edna drew in a deep breath. “I do hope they bring tea soon.” Then she patted Fiona’s hand again. “If ye love him. Ye’d best tell him that too. It’ll make everything better. And also, if ye could put in a word about a small cottage for yer dear aunt…”

      Fiona leaned down and kissed Edna’s head. “I will, Auntie, and I’m sure he’ll make arrangements for ye. It might have been easier if ye hadn’t wacked him with yer cane.”

      Edna gave a loud sniff. “Who is to say that my cane isn’t what put him on the right path to start?”

      Fiona gave her head a shake. “I’ll be sure to add that in when I talk to him.”
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        * * *

      

      Tom paced his room, having given up on the idea of sleep hours before. He was marrying today. That should have filled him with joy but all he could muster was sick dread. Perhaps in time, he’d change her mind? Could he show her his value?

      He hated starting from this point, but there was nothing to do but try and make the best of the situation.

      A soft knock at the door interrupted his thoughts. He paused, unsure if he wanted to answer.

      “Tom,” Fiona’s voice called from the other side. “Can we please talk?”

      He straightened, not sure he was ready to hear what she had to say. He was still figuring everything out in his own mind.

      She cleared her throat. “I spoke with Edna this morning. She said that I should tell ye how I feel so I’m going to start by admitting that I’m in love with ye. I’m not certain when it happened but it has and I won’t apologize for it.”

      Her words slammed into him with a force that nearly doubled him over. Recovering, he took a long stride across the room and wrenched open the door.

      Fiona tumbled into the room and he reached out his hands, catching her before she fell, then pulled her against his body. She wrapped her arms about his neck, looking up into his face. Without a word, he kissed her hard, full of the passion and hurt he’d experienced.

      She softened underneath him, molding herself to his front. “Say it again,” he whispered against her lips, his voice rough.

      “I love ye.”

      He squeezed his eyes shut. “Are you just saying that to make the best of this situation?”

      Her fingers danced along his cheek. “Open yer eyes.”

      He did, staring down into her bright green eyes, fringed with dark lashes. “I love ye, Tom Mayweather, and I’d be honored to be yer wife. I didnae mean to hurt yer feelings yesterday. It’s not that I don’t care fer ye, or even that I don’t want to marry ye. It’s that fer the first time in my life I am having fun, enjoying my relationship with ye. I’ve never had that before and I just wanted to savor the moment.”

      Her words hit him square in the chest. This wasn’t about him not being good enough. It was about her being chained to first one man and then another. “I’m such a fool,” he said, kissing her again. “Can you forgive me?”

      She gave him a wide smile. “I can if ye can forgive me. I never meant to hurt ye.”

      “Fiona.” He pulled her further into the room, closing the door behind her. “Of course, I can. For the record, I love you too.”

      She gasped underneath him. “Ye do?”

      “Very much.” He kissed her over and over, not wanting to let go.

      She sighed against his lips. “We don’t want to get in trouble with Colin again.”

      He chuckled. “What more can he do?”

      She leaned back. “Well, that is a good point. But still. I’ve got a wedding to prepare fer. And tea to fetch fer Edna. She’s a bear in the morning. Especially after some wine.”

      “Edna should likely suffer a bit longer,” Tom said, straightening up with his bride still in his arms.

      Fiona quirked a brow. “Is that before or after she moves in with us?”

      He stopped. Bloody hell, why hadn’t this occurred to him? “We’ll have to buy her a lovely cottage in the country.”

      Fiona let out a tinkling laugh. “She’ll be pleased to hear it. Now, I’ve got to go. I’ll see ye very soon.”

      He touched her cheek, stroking her velvety skin. Yes, she would.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Fiona stepped out onto the deck, smoothing her nicest gown. It was a green silk empire-waist custom-made dress that Edna had ordered for her to wear when she met Lord Exmouth. It seemed fitting to wear the dress to her wedding. It wasn’t the future Edna had intended, but it was the one Fiona wanted. More than anything.

      Clouds filled the sky but no rain fell and the breeze that tickled her hair was calm enough as Edna stood next to her, closing the door behind them. “Well, this is yer last chance to change yer mind.”

      “I’m not going to change my mind.”

      Edna sighed. “I didnae think ye would.”

      They began crossing the deck to where Colin stood with Tom in front of him and to his left. A few sailors also stood to the side, but Fiona barely looked at them, her gaze fixed on her soon-to-be husband.

      He gave her a large smile and held out his hand toward her. Fiona reached for his and they laced their fingers together even as she still had her other hand threaded through Edna’s arm.

      “Well, isn’t this cozy,” Edna muttered. “Family after all.”

      Tom’s smile slipped. “I hope you’re not too disappointed, Aunt Edna.”

      She swung her cane between them and Tom’s hand tensed but it didn’t touch him and landed with a thump on Edna’s other side. “I expect, as yer new aunt, ye can outfit me in some excellent wool fer the Scottish winter. Fiona sews, ye ken. She’s an excellent seamstress.”

      Tom gave her a glowing smile. “I can manage that.” He looked to Fiona. “We’ll have to split our time between Scotland and England. My townhouse in London will suffice when we’re there but perhaps we can find a little country estate with a nice guest house for your aunt. Then she can keep up the place while we’re gone.”

      Edna’s eyes lit and Fiona attempted to hide her smile. He’d won Aunt Edna over after all. It had only taken real estate.

      “Fine idea,” Edna gushed, finally letting go of Fiona’s arm. “Let’s get this wedding underway, shall we?”

      “I couldn’t agree more,” Colin chimed in.

      “Me either,” Fiona answered, squeezing Tom’s hand and he drew her closer, reaching for her other one.

      A soft rain began to fall, as Colin tied a ribbon about their joined hands. They each repeated their vows as waves crashed against the boat. Fiona didn’t remember the exact words, but the feeling would stay with her forever, breathless excitement coupled with a calm certainty she’d chosen the right path.

      Tom would be hers forever.
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        * * *

      

      Tom led his new bride back to the cabin for their wedding breakfast. He wrapped a hand about her waist as he tucked her close to his side. They’d be together always.

      He ate a bit, mostly watching Fiona as she smiled and laughed with her family. The sight filled him with warmth.

      Colin cleared his throat. “I’ve got to get back to work, I’m afraid.” He reached out and shook Tom’s hand. “Welcome to the family.”

      Tom returned his friend’s grin. “How funny, the path life takes us on. If you would have told me a week ago, I’d be married…” He pumped Colin’s hand. “And that you and I would be cousins-in-law, I would never have believed it.”

      Colin winked. “Neither would I.” Then he leaned down and kissed Fiona’s cheek. “Congratulations, cousin.”

      Fiona flushed, a beautiful shade of pink. “Thank ye.”

      “How about we take another stroll on the deck?” Tom tucked Fiona’s hand into his arm.  “The drizzle has ceased.”

      She smiled. “I like that idea.”

      Truth be told, he was anxious to truly be alone with his bride but he didn’t want to say so in front of Edna. She still held her cane…

      Stepping out, they circled the deck, their hips brushing as they walked, their bodies moving together, neither saying much as they spoke a different language entirely. Finally, Fiona stopped, looking over at him. “This walk is nice but…”

      He dropped his chin close to her ear. “But?”

      “I thought perhaps we might…” She laughed softly.

      “Head to our room?” he whispered and then placed the tiniest kiss just below her ear.

      Fiona shivered, goosebumps raising on her flesh. “Our room?” she asked, then she pulled back a bit. “So strange to hear ye say that.”

      “Strange?” He cocked a brow as color rose in her cheeks again.

      “In a good way.” She licked her lips. “I was considering a life on me own or one with a husband who’d ignored me for the better part of three years. This has been the best of surprises.”

      “For myself as well.” He started walking again, guiding her toward the hatch. “I think I’d grown tired of my own life some time ago. I just didn’t trust change. Or that a woman would treasure my heart.”

      She trailed her fingers down the inside of his arm. “I promise that I will.”

      He let Fiona go and jumped down the hatch. She started down the ladder but hadn’t made it halfway when he swung her into his arms. “And I promise to take care of you and Edna always.”

      She laughed, then wrapping her arms about his neck. “We both appreciate that.”

      He stopped in the dim light of the hall, kissing her long and hard until they were both breathless. Finally, he lifted his head and started for his room once again. He needed to get Fiona alone.

      Opening the door, he carried her over the threshold, slamming the door closed before he kissed her again.

      This touch was more leisurely now that they were alone. They had all day and night and the rest of their days and nights for that matter. Tom set her down on her feet. “This is a beautiful dress,” he murmured.

      “Thank ye.” Her eyes sparkled as she leaned back. “It was meant to catch a husband and I suppose it did its job.”

      He turned her around, starting to work the tiny buttons that lined the back. “I suppose it did.” He exposed her back to see ivory skin sprinkled with a few freckles, then brushed his lips along the flesh as it was exposed. “Well, as long as you’re satisfied with the results.”

      “I am.” She looked over her shoulder, giving him a seductive smile. “Very.”

      He didn’t want to think about Exmouth, but now he couldn’t help it now. “Are you nervous? To tell him you’ve married another.”

      She shook her head. “I don’t think so. He can’t want to marry me either. I’m sure he’ll be relieved.”

      “I’ll come with you,” he said as he lifted his head again. Her chemise kept him from touching any more of her bare skin. For now.

      She shook her head. “It’s all right. It’s not yer mess to clean up. Honestly, I should have broken it off years ago. I didn’t want to upset Edna’s life and I thought I’d honor the commitment I’d made.”

      Reaching the last of the buttons, she carefully pulled the sleeves off and then stepped out of the gown. He watched her drape the silk gown over the back of the chair and then cross back over to him in her corset and chemise.

      She looked stunning in this partial state of dress. His body hardened in his awareness even as his mind tried to create a picture to remember this moment forever. “Sit on the bed and I’ll unlace your boots.”

      She stopped in front of him, standing on tiptoe and giving him another kiss. “Yes, Mr. Mayweather.”

      Her voice had taken on a sultry quality that set him on fire. He wanted to go slowly but Fiona made it difficult. A buzzing need was filling his thoughts as they kissed again and again.

      Wrapping his hands under her behind, he lifted her up, his mouth fused to hers all the while until they bumped into the edge of the bed. Then, slowly, he set her down and sunk with her until her back was pressed to the mattress as he hovered over her.

      “My boots,” she said as she pulled back a bit.

      He growled out in dissatisfaction but pushed up and began working the laces as she held first one foot and then the other up to him. His fingers grew clumsier as he became more impatient but he finally got them both off.

      “Yer turn,” she said, standing and grasping his arms to turn him so that he landed on the bed. Then she bent down and started working his shoes off as well. Something about her bent between his thighs made his already aching member pulse with need. When she slipped the second foot free, he pulled her up his body so that she landed on top of him with a soft thud.

      “Fiona.” His throat worked as he struggled for the words. “I want to go slow for you. Want this to be what you dreamed…”

      “I dreamed of being with ye,” she answered, holding his face in her hands. “And me dream has come true.”
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        * * *

      

      Fiona meant the words with her whole heart. Tom rolled them over, running his hands up and down her body, their lips locked in a searing kiss. She wasn’t aware that he’d unlaced her corset until it fell away. She was, however, intimately aware of his hands on the lace of her chemise and the feel of the fabric sliding up her body. And when he exposed her torso to his gaze, heat filled her cheeks.

      “Fiona,” he groaned, raining kisses over her breasts until he reached one of the peaks of her nipple. She gasped out a breath as he took it in his mouth, her fingers twining in his hair.

      When he kissed the other nipple, she tugged at his shirt, wanting to expose his skin. She had a driving need to be closer to him, feel more, touch him everywhere.

      He obliged by pulling the fabric over his head. She stared, still amazed by the perfect picture he made above her with his rippling muscles and broad shoulders.

      When he came back down to cover her body with his, he almost stalked up her, not unlike a predator, all male. The movement made her ache with desire and she reached out her hand to run it along his shoulder.

      The rest of their clothes came off between kisses and touches until nothing stood between them. When he brushed against her most intimate folds, pleasure rocked through her.

      “Tom,” she murmured against his ear. “Please.”

      He did it again, running a gentle hand up and down her seam until she was wild with wanting. Then he replaced his finger with something much larger but equally gentle. “Are you certain you’re ready?”

      “Yes.” She clasped his neck. “Oh yes.” This was what she’d always hoped for. Passion and love and a life to share with a man who cared for her in return.

      He sank inside her, slowly opening her channel. She cringed in pain but gathered him closer, burying her face in his neck and whispering words from her heart.

      When he was fully seated inside her, he kissed the base of her throat as she cradled his head. “Fiona, my love. Are you all right?”

      “I’m wonderful,” she answered. “This is wonderful.”

      In response he started a slow rhythm even as he kissed and caressed her. Soon the pain subsided and pleasure replaced the ache. Faster and faster, they held one another until Fiona couldn’t hold on any longer. Something intensely marvelous broke inside her and she shattered into a thousand pieces, crying out his name. In turn, he groaned with his own finish. When he collapsed on top of her, Fiona was certain she was exactly where she was meant to be.
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      Four days later…

      

      Tom sat in the carriage outside a well-appointed mansion as he waited for Fiona to return. He’d wanted to go with her to confront Lord Exmouth. They were married now and they’d solve their problems together.

      She’d insisted it would be better if she’d went alone so they’d settled on this. He was here if she needed him. He shifted nervously, wondering what might be taking so long. She’d been gone for close to an hour. He pushed open the door of the carriage and began to climb out. Was something wrong?

      But just then, the door swung open and Fiona came down the steps, a large smile on her face.

      He straightened and reached out a hand to her. Slipping her fingers into his, her grin spread wider. “He’s marrying someone else too.”

      Tom nearly choked at the words. “You’re joking. That’s wonderful news. So everything was amicable then?”

      “More or less.” She linked her arm through his. “Do ye mind if we walk fer a bit? I saw a park just down the street. After years of build up, I simply can’t sit after that last conversation.”

      “Of course.” Tom gestured for the driver to follow as they walked through the gates, and started down the tree-lined street. “So…” He looked over at his new wife. “Was he handsome?”

      She wrinkled her nose. “I suppose. If ye like red hair.”

      “I do.” He gave her a long look, taking in her fiery locks.

      She gave his arm a tap. “Don’t be silly.” She stopped turning toward him. “I don’t ken what I thought he’d be. After years of wondering, he was just a man trying to find the right path. I—” She stopped. “Do ye see those women there?”

      Tom’s eyes narrowed. “What about them?” He assessed the three women, his jaw tensing. Huddled together, their bodies curled forward, their heads bent, they grasped one another as if a strong wind might blow them all away.

      “They look…lost.” She pulled his arm, dragging him toward them.

      “Fiona,” he started. He agreed but he didn’t want to take on three other people’s problems. “We’re still caring for that gull. And my finger hasn’t forgiven me yet.”

      “Gully needed our help,” she murmured. “And those women. They look like they need it too.”

      “Fiona,” he groaned. Colin had warned him and he loved his wife but he had a feeling this was going to be a habit.

      She kept moving toward them, undeterred by his protest. “Hello,” she called, waving her hand. “Hello. Are you all right?”

      The women had been sitting together, hunched on a bench, three bags in front of them. As he moved closer, Tom could see that two of the three of them had tear-stained faces.

      Damn. He hated when women cried. It tugged every heart string when they did.

      Fiona’s head also bent low as she whispered with them. He debated for another minute before he made his way to the bench.

      Fiona looked up at him. “I’d like ta introduce Ladies Rose, Lily, and Daisy Morningstar.”

      “A pleasure.” He bowed.

      They nodded in response.

      “This is my husband, Mr. Thomas Mayweather.” Fiona shifted to face him. “Their cousin has tossed them from their home and they have little money and no place to live.”

      Tom’s stomach dropped. That was terrible. “Surely, they could come stay with us,” he said without hesitation, casting his doubts aside.

      “No.” Rose stood. “We could never impose on you like that.”

      His mouth twisted. He didn’t know these women and he didn’t want to push or pry. “Well, how much is little money?”

      Rose held out a purse to him and he dumped the coin into his hand. It was less than a little. “How about this. I might know a place you can stay. It’s not very nice but it’s cheap and the innkeeper is an honest man. More than I can say for most places at the price.”

      Rose nodded, gratitude and hope filling her eyes. “Thank you.”

      He didn’t mention that the bill would still be well over what they could afford. He’d settle that with the innkeeper. It was a temporary plan, but knowing his wife, he assumed Fiona was already working on a more permanent solution.

      “We’ve a carriage waiting outside the park. I’ll escort you ladies there now.”

      Gratefully, they picked up their bags and together they shuffled toward the vehicle.

      Fiona fell back, taking his hand. “Thank ye,” she whispered.

      “You’re welcome, my love.” He leaned down and brushed a soft kiss on her brow. “I have a feeling that this won’t be the last time we race in to rescue someone or something.”

      Her nose wrinkled. “I do make a habit of it. Do ye mind?”

      “Mind? Where would I be if you hadn’t decided to save me?”

      She stopped, facing him. “I never meant to save ye. I was being completely selfish marrying ye.”

      He chuckled. “I’ll take it. Let’s get your new friends settled. Then we can continue our honeymoon.”

      She gave him a glowing smile. “Sounds wonderful to me.”

      

      Thank you so much for reading, A Lass to Love! If you’d like to find out what happens to Rose, Lily, and Daisy, please check out their stories.
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      Chapter 1

       

      Lady Rose Morningstar sat on the edge of the bed and pretended not to notice the cockroach crawling steadily toward the leather toe of her boot. Outside the London street’s teamed with activity despite the cold rain that was steadily falling on a gray March day.

      Across the room, her sister Lily let out a long sigh. “Please just kill it. I don’t want it crawling on me while I’m trying to sleep.”

      Daisy turned back from the window, her slender shoulders pulled straight and tall for her small stature. “One bug isn’t going to make a difference, there are thousands of them in this place.”

      Lily shivered, her blue eyes squinting as her nose crinkled. “You’re not the one who has to sleep on the floor tonight.”

      Rose frowned as she lifted the boot and stomped the bug, it’s decided crunch echoing through the near bare room. So much for pretending they weren’t in a seedy inn in London’s Docklands. “It’s just for one more night. Our escort arrives today and then we’ll me off to Aunt Edna’s tomorrow before first light.”

       Daisy shook her head. “We shouldn’t bother with the escort. What if he isn’t a nice man? It would be one thing if we knew him but we don’t.”

      Rose looked down at her hands. Daisy’s point was a fare one. Their father, the Earl of Rothberg, had passed a month ago. The new earl, a distant cousin, had all but tossed them bodily out of the house. Rose has been able to collect some pin money and jewelry, which she’d sold for a fraction of what it was worth, to book them passage to their Aunt Edna in Scotland.

      There one remaining friend in the city, Mrs. Fiona Stewart, had urged them not to travel alone. She had a cousin, she’d said, who travelled regularly back and forth and could give them reduced price passage and a safe escort as far as Glasgow. “He’s Fiona’s family. He’ll have to do. It’s all we’ve got.”

      Daisy spun back to the glass, not bothering to argue. They’d been over it a dozen times. One, she didn’t have enough money to book passage on a regular ship. Two, she didn’t dare travel on a merchant vessel without a real escort, and three, she didn’t even know if her aunt would take them in. It had been years since they’d had any contact with their mother’s sister.

      Nerves fluttered in her belly again. The room grew darker. It was likely getting close to sunset, not that she could tell with the cloud cover so thick. Lily stood and crossed to the fire, holding out her hands. “Do we have any money for dinner?”

      Rose held in a groan. The truth was, not much. But their dresses were growing larger and larger as they shrank away. “I’ll go get a loaf of bread at least.”

      Daisy didn’t look back. “We need to eat something other than bread soon, Rose.”

      “I know,” she answered. She could only hope they’d feed them better on the ship. As the oldest, she felt responsible for caring for her younger sisters and she hadn’t been doing a very good job but she wasn’t certain how to do better.

      Making her way to the door, she unlocked the deadbolt. “Lock it behind me,” she said automatically.

      “We know,” Daisy answered. “Hurry back.”

      With a single nod, she stepped into the dark hall and waited to hear the click of the lock before she headed down the stairs.

      The stairwell opened into a large common room where several sailors sat raising their mugs and loudly calling to one another as they swigged back their ale. Rose kept her head down, and crossed to the inn keeper. “Pardon me, sir. May we trouble you for a loaf of bread.”

      He stood straighter, assessing her. “Bread? Shouldn’t you eat something else? You can’t live on bread.”

      Rose squeezed her hands together. She was aware of that fact. “Thank you for your concern.” Then she produced the single pence needed to purchase the loaf. It was one of the last few that she had.

      “Rose?” a feminine voice called from the door. “Is that you?”

      Rose’s chin snapped up. “Fiona?” Silly tears sprung to her eyes at the sound of her friend’s voice. Without thought to the attention she might bring herself, she lifted her skirts and raced to her friend’s side. “I’m so glad to see you.”

      Fiona held out her arms and the two embraced. She wasn’t even aware of the man behind Fiona until he let out a long breath. Pulling back, Rose glanced over her friend’s shoulder and square into a broad leather clad chest. “Oh,” she exclaimed as her eyes travelled up to his exceedingly broad shoulders, and across his thick neck to the ridiculously square jaw. His features were broad and strong with dirty blonde hair and the sort of dark brown eyes that seemed to look into your very soul.

      “Rose,” Fiona stepped back. “This is my cousin, the one I was telling you about. Colin Faversham, this is Lady Rose Morningstar.”

      He gave a single nod, not even speaking as he crossed his arms over his chest.

      “Pleased to meet you,” Rose took a step closer. “I can’t begin to express my gratitude.”

      His mouth turned down. “I have already explained to Fiona that my ship is no place for a lady.”

      Rose’s eyes darted to Fiona’s. Was he going to abandon them after all? Her breath caught in panic but Fiona’s gaze back didn’t look worried or sad just annoyed. “And I told him that he had to take you anyway.”

      He grumbled out a sound of dissatisfaction but didn’t argue the point further. Rose stood perched between fear and relief. Would he take them to Scotland?

      “Ma’am,” the innkeeper tapped her shoulder. “You’re bread.” Then he paused. “Come down the kitchen after dinner is finished. If there’s any leftovers, you can bring them to your sisters.”

      Rose nearly tossed herself into the man’s arms. Which was highly inappropriate, considering that she hardly knew him. “Thank you.”

      “You can’t live on bread alone,” the man grimaced. “Not even I am cold enough to watch three girls starve.”

      “Your generosity is most appreciated but not necessary today. Bring them each a large bowl of stew, please.” Colin’s deep voice vibrated through her the words making her limp with relief. “In fact, set up a private dining room. We’ve much to discuss after they’ve eaten.”

      The innkeeper rushed off to do as the large Scot bid.

      Rose’s breath caught in her chest. He had the sort of imposing size a woman should either hide behind or run from. Was this man her savior or the villain Daisy feared?

       

      ***

       

      Colin stared at the delicate beauty of the woman in front of him and cursed a string of violent curse words under his breath. What had his cousin gotten him into this time? Fiona was a plague upon him, he was certain of that.

      Fiona had a penchant for saving things. It had started as children when he’d made him climb no less than three trees to save cats. He’d been scratched all to hell each and every time.

      Then there had been the time as teens when she’d found a lose horse. Not being able to find it’s owner, she’d tasked him with the job. He’d nearly been hung as a horse thief. Once she’d married, and moved to England, he’d had a reprieve. But now, once again, Fiona was on a mission to save three somethings. Daughters of an earl, as he recalled. The question was, why for feck’s sake, did he keep saying yes?

      But the answer lay in a pair of soft violet eyes that stared up at him filled to the brim with worry. He had a soft damn heart, even now after everything. Fiona knew that and extorted him with her knowledge.

      He looked at the lass currently nibbling her lip as she held the loaf of bread in her hands. Every rescue mission Fiona assigned him too meant trouble for him. He was sure, Lady Rose was no exception. “Would you like to get your sisters, my lady?” he asked, pointing toward the stairs.

      “Oh,” she blinked at him, a blush climbing into her cheeks. It was a lovely shade of pink, not unlike the flower she was named after. “Why yes. thank you.” Then she turned, and hurried up the stairs.

      As soon as she’d disappeared, he looked at Fiona. “Why must you torture me so?”

      Fiona huffed, “Don’t be so self involved. I’m not trying to torture you but save them.”

      He straightened, crossing his arms and narrowing his gaze. “You say that but I always end up battered and beaten.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous.” She gave a sniff. “And you can’t expect me to leave them here in this place eating nothing but a loaf of bread between the three of them.”

      “No.” his shoulder’s sagged then. “I suppose I can’t.” Then he raked his fingers through his hair. He didn’t have the best luck when it came to pretty English misses and he preferred to stay far away from them as a general rule. “I just wish you could stage your rescues without my help.”

      She sniffed. “What would be the fun in that?”

      Pinching the bridge of his nose, he shook his head. “And Thomas? Why can’t he help them?”

      Fiona’s lips pressed together as she looked up at the ceiling. “He likes the Morningstar sisters so he did give me a purse to help feed them but he is indisposed at the moment and can’t accompany them to Scotland.”

      Colin narrowed his gaze. “You mean he’s gotten wise to your schemes and refuses to participate.”

      “Schemes?” She gave an exaggerated harrumph. “I don’t scheme. I lend aid.”

      “For which we are eternally grateful,” Rose said from just in front of him. He hadn’t heard her return with the noise from the inn but there she was, two blonde women standing just behind her. Well, at least she knew he was unwilling participant in this plan. If he could find any sort of loophole, he certainly would take it.

      He skimmed his gaze down her length, his body tightening in the most unwelcome way. The situation was bad enough with attraction coloring it further.

      “Your table is ready.” The inn keeper joined the group gesturing them forward. He brought them into a private room. Not much nicer than the common room they’d left but at least it lacked the colorful company of the sailors. Granted, he spent his life with those rough and tumble men but they were poor company for ladies. Another reason this plan was a terrible idea.

      The each sat and a pot of stew was produced, steaming hot. The quality left much to be desired but no one would have guessed the way the ladies emptied their bowls. His heart began to soften again. Even as they ate, color flooded their cheeks. The inn keeper had left a dutch oven hanging over the fireplace and when the women were done, he stood and used a cloth to grabe the pot, ladling them each out another bowl.

      “Thank you,” the smaller blonde sighed. “My stomach says no, it must have grown quite small but who knows when we’ll eat like this again.”

      “Lily,” Rose admonished. “The thank you would have been enough.”

      Lily waved her hand giving him an airy smile. “We can be more honest with each other, can’t we? Is it Captain MacFarlan?”

      “It is,” he answered realizing he’d been so preoccupied with feeding them they had yet to introduce themselves. “And you are Lady Lily?”

      “Somehow being a Lady seems inappropriate here. Perhaps for the rest of my life.” Lily gave a small shrug. “Being a lady doesn’t mean much when you haven’t eaten in days.”

      “Lily,” the other blonde cut her off. “Enough already. I am Daisy and you know Rose.” Daisy leaned forward. “Can you take us to Scotland, Captain?”

      He grimaced. “There isn’t any other options for you?”

      Rose shook her head. “Our guardian won’t support us and we have no other family here.”

      “Marriage?” he asked, his hand clenching under the table. For some reason it irritated to think of their guardian mistreating them. Being unkind to Rose. It was the easiest way for a woman to raise her circumstances and he didn’t really want to complete this job it seemed like a good solution to him.

      All three women dropped their heads. “We tried that too,” Rose answered softly. “It was a disaster.”

      That made his eyebrows lift up. What had happened to these women? He shook his head and then rubbed his face with his hands. He knew in this moment, he couldn’t leave them, not that he hadn’t known that from the beginning. But he’d have to stay away from them. He didn’t want to like these ladies. And besides, the less he knew the better. 
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